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to London



Here, in the new town,

boredom is pregnant with desires,
[rustrated frenzies, unvealized possibilities.
A magnificent life is waiting

Just around the corner, and far, far away.

Henri Lefebvre
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Preface



The “Strangely Familiar” program began in 1994, springing from an invi-
tation from the Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA) Architecture
Centre in London to mount an exhibition around the general subject of ar-
chitectural history. The group that founded the program—the four editors
of this book—were a loose affiliation, brought together by the desire to pro-
mote communication among different disciplines and a pressing need to in-
terest the public in debates about architecture and the city.

The first Strangely Familiar manifestations—an exhibition and
publication—consisted of a collection of narratives and stories produced by
an invited group of teachers, writers, and thinkers from a number of disci-
plines, including architectural history, art history, urban history and plan-
ning, feminist theory, geography, sociology, and cultural theory. The loose
groupings of the stories into three themes—experience and identity, mem-
ory and remembering, resistance and appropriation—offered one strategy of
navigating through the collection; but this was by no means the only one,
as the contributions overlapped considerably in both content and resonance.

Strangely Familiar: Narratives of Architecture and the Ciry (Routledge,
1996) resulted from a collaboration between the editors and graphic de-
signers Studio Myerscough, in which text and visual identity were inte-
grated on the basis of parity. The aim of this synthetic process was to
produce a document both visually stimulating and accessible, particularly
in comparison with more conventional academic publications.

ILITICISED

HOME

0.1 | Strangely Familiar exhibition, RIBA Architecture Centre, London,
December 1995-March 1996.
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0.2 | Strangely Familiar exhibition, RIBA Architecture Centre, London, December
1995—March 1996.

The design of the exhibition was a collaboration between the group,
architects Allford Hall Monaghan Morris, and Studio Myerscough; it was
made possible by a grant from the Architecture Unit at the Arts Council of
England. Unlike most architectural exhibitions, which tend to be predom-
inantly image-led through drawings and models, the Strangely Familiar ex-
hibition took on the challenge of communicating text, images, and ideas
together. A conscious desire to get away from the “boards on walls” ap-
proach meant creating an installed environment to which the visitor could
relate both physically and intellectually. Each story had its own plinth,
color-coded to place it in relation to other stories that investigated the same
theme. The plinth held the complete text, a larger phrase or sentence, and
an object cased in a Perspex vitrine. These assemblages, of different size,
color, and shape, made a cityscape around and through which the viewer
navigated, at each turn encountering a myriad of intriguing and unexpected
views, words, and ideas—and so partially replicating the syncopated move-
ment and focus of the city dweller. Video, sound, and multimedia elements
provided further layers to the installation.

From the RIBA in London, the exhibition toured onward to
the Cornerhouse, Manchester; the Angle Gallery, Birmingham; and the
Matthew Gallery, Edinburgh. In each space and location the exhibition was
arranged in a slightly different format, offering a new configuration of over-
laid views, ideas, and objects.
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0.4 | Strangely Familiar exhibition. CD-ROM element, produced by Artec.

The symposium, for its part, took the typical format for academic
debate. Despite some rather frenzied and pressured attempts to fit seventeen
speakers into one day, we learned much. In particular, the symposium high-
lighted certain key areas that had not been addressed, and that we have con-
sequently specifically tried to include in The Unknown City. One response to
issues raised at this symposium has been the inclusion here of a number of
practitioners in different, urban-related cultural fields.
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As well as these exhibition venues and the symposium, the pro-
gram stimulated new connections with a number of diverse organizations—
including the Institute of Contemporary Arts (ICA), the Photographers’
Gallery, and the Urban Research Group—and a number of individuals who
have each in different ways contributed to the ongoing life of the program.
Through such reexaminations, whatever is thought to be understood, what-
ever is taken for granted, comes under scrutiny and must, by such intense
attention, be rethought once again.

Strangely Familiar is still a loose affiliation. It was generated through
interests that still remain intense and still make the group cohere, while the
individual relationships have changed significantly. This is the flux, the
rubbing against the grain, that moves things forward. Whether it provokes
an intellectual tussle or merely a new alliance, the success or impact of such
a project is almost impossible to state or quantify: sometimes it seems as if
it has taken on a life of its own. The only thing to do is to hold on and to
make the most of this unfolding scenario.

The Unknown City is, then, the next manifestation of the program
that began in 1994. We always intended to continue the first Strangely Fa-
miliar project by publishing a book—but it was initially conceived as a
summation. Instead, The Unknown City has become more of a transition,
presented with the understanding that our grasp of the city can never be
complete and knowing. With this book, Strangely Familiar has become an
un-knowing of the city. This does not mean that we know nothing, but that
there are more things to consider, more complexities to encounter. Further-
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more, being addicted to the uncertainty of cultural engagement means
keeping on doing something, whatever that something might be. Central
to that engagement remains the desire not only to place architecture in a
wide cultural context but also, in so doing, to rethink and reenact its very
substance and being.

Strangely Familiar
London
March 1999
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The Unknown City



lain Borden, Jane Rendell, Joe Kerr, and Alicia Pivaro

{T}he Unknown, the giant city,
10 be perceived or guessed at.
Henri Lefebvre

“The View from the Window”

(trans. Eleonore Kofman and Elizabeth Lebas)

Things, Flows, Filters, Tactics



The Unknown City is a book about both the existence and the possibilities
of architecture and the city. It is at once a history, geography, and sociol-
ogy of the urban as it presents itself today and a proposition, a move to-
ward confronting the problems of how we might know of, and engage with,
the urban. We offer here an approximation of this problematic, suggest-
ing a move from things to flows, from filters to tactics. In the process, es-
says shift from objects to actions, stasis to change, between external and
internal, city and self, past and present, and so to future—and back again.

This introductory essay is divided into two parts. The first,
Things to Flows, sets out a framework for thinking about architecture and
the city based on the tripartite concerns of space, time, and the human
subiject. The second, Filters to Tactics, sets out the ways in which we ne-
gotiate the distance between city and self.

THINGS TO FLOWS

Architecture offers itself to us as an object, and the city as the ultimate
technical object: the fantastical concentration of wealth, power, blood,
and tears crystallized in office towers, roads, houses, blocks, and open
spaces. The appedrance of the urban is then seemingly as a thing, as a
finite set of spaces—it is alternatively the machine, the artifact, the
body, the experiment, the artwork, the reflective mirror, the clothing,
the labyrinth, and all the other metaphorical understandings by which
people have sought to comprehend its objectival character.

Butarchitecture is noobject. Atan interdisciplinary nexus, as an
intrinsic element of everyday life, architecture is not composed of iso-
lated and monumental objects. Architecture is ambient and atmos-
pheric, and architecture allows us to tell stories—it is both backdrop to
and inspiration for theoretical and poetic musings of all kinds, from love
to philosophy, theology to Marxism.

The work of Walter Benjamin provides an interesting approach
to architecture, one that is both thematic and methodological. Architec-
ture is Benjamin’s means of “spatialising the world,” part of a larger
project of developing a theory of modernity wherein it is a mythologized
image of the effects of capitalism.' Benjamin treats architecture not as a
series of isolated things to be viewed objectively but rather as an integral
part of the urban fabric experienced subjectively. His subject matter is
not a selection of specific buildings and his method is not to analyze these
as formal pieces of architecture. His work is not empirical: it does not
describe buildings aesthetically or functionally, or categorize them as
things in terms of style, form, or production.
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Spatialized images, for Benjamin, are representations of philo-
sophical and historical ideas, and consequently architecture is also a di-
alectical image in Benjamin’s work. It exists between antiquity and
modernity as an image of modernity in prehistory, and between tech-
nology and art as an expression of the tension between the process of
modernization and traditional aesthetic values. The point at which
the dialectical image is blasted out of history is one where history, the
brought-about event, coincides with nature, the never-changing back-
ground. As Walter Beniamin notes, “The destructive or critical impetus
in materialist historiography comes into place in that blasting apart of
historical continuity which allows the object to constitute itself. Materi-
alist historiography does not choose its objects causally but blasts them
outof it.”? Benjamin’s dialectic is an instantaneous image, that which oc-
curs at the intersections of nature, myth, and history. Dialectic images
recur as different fragments: as fossil (trace), fetish (phantasmagoria),
wish image (symbol), and ruin (allegory). This is Beniamin’s “micro-
scopic gaze.”* Such fragments include figures (the collector, fléneur,
ragpicker, prostitute), objects (dust), and concepts (fetish): all are in-
terconnected; each is an archaeological fragment capable of telling a
spatial story. Such fragments acted in this way for the Strangely Famil-
iar program—and hence also for the images and texts in this book—as
metonymic and metaphoric catalysts to thought and action. Ultimately,
then, architecture is less the constitution of space than a way of watching
and comprehending the spatiality of the city.

Space
There are three important points to note about the spatiality of the city.
First, we must consider scale. The city is not confined to the spatial scale
of the building, or indeed even that of the city itself, but encompasses the
whole, multiscalar landscape produced by human activity: from the cor-
poreal to the global, the worldly to the intimate. Second, the city cannot
be reduced to either form or representation: it is neither o collection of ob-
ject-buildings nor the equivalent of models, schemas, drawings, and pro-
iections of all kinds. Third, the city is not the product of planners and
architects. While urban professionals such as planners and architects
might believe themselves to be in turn democratic negotiators, commu-
nity advocators, neutral social scientists, exponents of the beautiful, and
masterful shapers of space, they act only as part of much broader, much
deeper systems of power, economics, and signification. Too often, archi-
tecture is designed (and consequently comprehended) as a purely aes-
thetic or intellectual activity, ignoring social relations and rendering
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people passive.* Architecture may thus, as monuments, express signifi-
cance in the city, but it will simultaneously mask the structures of power
that underlie it.

How, then, to further explore these considerations of space, the
city, and architecture? Central to the concepts of the Strangely Familiar
program (see the preface to this book) as a whole have been the ideas of
Henri Lefebvre, and in particular his ideas on the production of space.
Although there are many grounds for criticizing Lefebvre’s theories—
including the relative lack of attention given to global space, cyber-
space, and the postcolonial world—these theorizations are, by now, both
relatively well known and highly influential, and therefore deserve to be
recalled here. Space, Lefebvre postulates, is a historical production, at
once the medium and outcome of social being. It is not a theater or setting
but a social production, a concrete abstraction—simultaneously mental
and material, work and product—such that social relations have no real ex-
istence except in and through space.’ This relationship between the social
and the spatial—in Edward Soia’s term, the “socio-spatial dialectic”‘—is
an interactive one, in which people make places and places make people.

Such ideas have, of course, precursors and analogues in the
fields of geography and anthropology. Urban geographers such as David
Harvey have long been concerned with the social production of space,
while anthropologists have argued that space is culturally produced—as
an integral part of material culture, space is intimately bound up indaily
life, social activities, and personal rituals. Taken together, work in an-
thropology and geography encompasses all aspects of the built environ-
ment rather than treating works of architecture as autonomous “one-off”
pieces of fine art or sculpture; thus it includes building users as well as
designers and builders as producers of space. Such work has influenced
those architectural historians who have critiqued the privileged status of
architecture and the role of the architect, suggesting instead that archi-
tecture is continually reproduced through use and everyday life.’

Feminist geographers and anthropologists in particular have
contributed to this kind of work.® Liz Bondi, Doreen Massey, Linda Mc-
Dowell, and Gillian Rose, among others, have argued that since social re-
lations are gendered, and space is socially produced, then space is
patterned by gender.’ Gendered space may be produced through its occu-
pation—the different inhabitation of space by men or women—as well as
through representations. For descriptions of spatial characteristics may
be gendered, both by drawing similarities to the biological body and by
prescribing the kinds of spaces and spatial languages considered appro-
priate for men and women.
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Making connections between space and gender relations res-
onates with the earlier research of anthropologists on “public” and “pri-
vate” realms, kinship networks, and social relations of exchange, which
argues that the relation between gender and space is defined through
power—that is, the social status of women defines the spaces they oc-
cupy.” Shirley Ardener’s work, for example, has been particularly im-
portant in developing studies that examine both the differing spaces men
and women dare allocated culturally and the particular role space has in
symbolizing, maintaining, and reinforcing gender relations.”

Space, then, is a social (re)production. Lefebvre therefore pos-
tulates that each mode of production, each epoch, produces its own un-
derstanding of space and experiences it accordingly. Thus natural or
physical space (a preexistent natural phenomenon over which activities
range—the space of prehistory) gives way first to absolute space (frag-
ments of natural space rendered sacred, the space of rites and cere-
monies, death, and the underworld—the space of slavery), then historical
space (the early towns of the West—the space of feudalism), and finally
abstract space (space as commodity, at once concrete and abstract, ho-
mogenized and fragmented—the space of capitalism). Each space con-
tains within it both traces of its predecessors and the seeds of the next,
creating a complex historical geography of different social spaces.”

As a political project, however, this is more than just a history,
and so Lefebvre also introduces the notion of a space yet to come. He
somewhat ambiguously intimates it to be a more mixed, interpenetrative
space that will—or perhaps should—eventually supersede the more rigid
fragmentations of abstract space; in it differences would be respected
rather than buried under o homogeneity. This is “differential space,”
which restores the human body, the social body, with its knowledge, de-
sires, and needs. Differential space is thus the spatial concomitant of the
total revolution, the path toward the restoration of the total human; it is
not a singular, universal entity but the socialist “space of differences.” ™
And so this volume is not a pure intellectual reflection but is, we hope,
shot through at different moments with intimations, openings, potential-
ities, and even prescriptions for a different future. The purpose of history,
after all, is not just to know the past but to engage with the present and the
years to come.

Lefebvre’s main underlying formulation for the production of
space is, however, not historical or utopian but analytical: the triad of
spatial practices, representations of space, and spaces of representation.
First, spatial practice (la pratique spatiale) concerns the production and
reproduction of material life. Encompassing both everyday life and ur-
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ban activities, it results in the various functional spaces—ranging from
single rooms and buildings to large urban sites—that form part of the ma-
terial production of space. Spatial practice is thus roughly equivalent to
the economic or material base. Producing the spatial forms and prac-
tices appropriate to, and necessary for, different productive and re-
productive activities, it thereby defines places, actions, and signs, the
trivialized spaces of the everyday and, conversely, places made special
by symbolic means. It is both a space of objects and things and a space of
movements and activities. This is space, in Lefebvre’s terms, as it is
“perceived”—in the sense of being the apparent and often functional form
of space that we perceive before considering concepts and experiences.
This is space as empirically observed.™

The second kind of space, representations of space (les répresen-
tations de I'espace), relates to the conscious codifications of space typi-
fied by abstract understandings such as those advanced by thedisciplines
of planning, science, and mathematics and by artists of a “scientific bent.”
Representations of space are o form of knowledge that provide the various
understandings of space necessary for spatial practices to take place. They
thus display a tendency toward intellectually constructed systems of ver-
bal signs. This is space as conceived, as “the concept without life.” ™

The third and last kind of space, spaces of representation (les es-
paces de représentation), concerns those experienced as symbols and
images. In part then, the spaces of representation function similarly to
conceptions of reality in conditioning possibilities for action. But they
are also liberatory, for at this level resistance to, and criticism of, domi-
nant social orders can take place. In spaces of representation, space can
be invented and imagined. They are thus both the space of the experi-
enced and the space of the imagination, as lived. Spaces of representation
tend toward systems of nonverbal symbols and signs; they are “life with-
out concepts.” "

This sophisticated conceptualization of the various possible are-
nas for space not only allows for ideas of space (verbal and visual, con-
scious and unconscious, real and imagined) but also situates those ideas
inanoverall notion of spatiality without reducing them to either aberrant
misconceptionorirrelevant abstraction. Taken together, representations
of space and spaces of representation provide the conceptions and images
necessary for spatial practice to operate.

Furthermore, these kinds of space are not exclusive zones, but
only analytic categories. Spatial practices, representations of space, and
spaces of representation therefore necessarily incorporate each other
in their concrete historical-geographical combinations; the history of
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space must account not only for each separately but, above all, for their
interrelation and linkages with social practice.” Real space and spatial-
ity are always constructed in and through some spatially and historically
specific configuration of the three.

In The Unknown City, “spatiality” then, thus refers both fo the
production of spatial practices, representations, and lived experiences
and simultaneously to the dialectical configuration of those activities
that produce it. Such a formulation is necessary if we are to avoid the
extremes of pure physiological and biological determinism, where the
social is a physical world to which we apply ourselves, and of pure ideal-
ism, where social being is an immaterialized abstraction. Both neces-
sarily restrict our conception of the social, either to the empirical horizon
of the physical or to the metaphysical floating of the inconcrete idea. For
social existence to enable self-production and self-determination—so
that people make lives for themselves, not simply surviving and adapting
to the natural circumstance to which they are born or projecting life from
idealized sources—consciousness and experience must form concrete el-
ements. And as social being must inevitably involve space, so it follows
that it must also involve consciousness and experience of space.

Time

As a historical production, space is not independent of time; we must
consider how the city comes into being, how buildings are constructed,
and also how the whole edifice of the urban is continually reproduced.
Clearly, time makes a difference. Social relations in the city are dynamic
ones, and although we argue for the importance of space, time is increas-
ingly entering into discussions of the social production of spaces—not
solely the time of historical materialism, but also personal and irregular
times: bodily rhythms, unconscious and conscious memories, the flux of
complexity and chaos.

She didn’t see that first bullet, but it must have hit a wire or something,
coming through, because the lights came on. She did see the second
one, or anyway the hole it blew in the leather-grain plastic. Something
inside her stopped, learning this about bullets: that one second there
isn't any hole, the next second there is. Nothing in between. You see
it happen, but you can’t watch it happening."”

Like Chevette Washington in Williom Gibson’s cyberpunk fiction Virtual
Light, we can sense the process of architecture being built, the process of
formation and construction; and we can see the results, the buildings—
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holes, but not the “happening.” We cannot see the city come into being
because no singular space or time reveals it to us; the city is not compre-
hensible to the single glance or view. This is further complicated in that
the process continually recurs, at different locations, scales, and times
and with a myriad of different meanings and power relations. To “watch”
architecture, then, is not so much simply to slow down the passage of the
bullet with a high-speed camera, with an ever more attentive historical
lens, but to explode the whole notion of time and space; it requires com-
prehending with multiple ideas and intellects, with the whole body, with
the heart and the hand, with political beliefs as well as with the eye.
“Watching the happening” of architecture and the urban means far more
than “seeing it happen.”

As the periodization of the production of space suggests, this for-
mulation incorporates a production of time. Time is also part of the revo-
lutionary or utopian nature of any political proiect, seeking a forward
projection of the periodization into the future. Knowing the city is ulti-
mately a project of becoming, of unfolding events and struggles in time
as well as in space. Thus time and space are not independent construc-
tions but interproductions, processes at once separate but necessarily in-
terrelated.

However, this is not an edasy formulation—the relation between
space and time remains problematic. There are, nonetheless, a few pos-
sible ways of approaching this formulation, which we would like to intro-
duce here.

First we must consider the spatial context of temporal produc-
tions. The abstract space of capitalism reduces time to constraints on the
usages of space and to a general dominance of time by economic space,
thereby rendering time a matter of clocks and labor, something uncele-
brated as lived experience. However, time can also resist such reduc-
tions, reemerging as o form of wealth, as locus and medium of use and
pleasure.” How then might this resistance occur?

We might begin by periodizing time, seeking to chart its different
conceptions and enactments in different epochs. Such a knowledge would
free us from seeing abstract time as the natural or universal time of hu-
manity; we would become aware of the social constructedness of time and,
therefore, the potential for different constructions. But here we have not
taken this path, which we leave to more past-oriented historians and “geo-
graphers of time.”

Instead, we look to the different kinds of time that are impli-
cated in social and spatial production. Architecture, in particular, has a
special role in representing sanctioned relationships of space and time;
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it iscommonly perceived in relation o memory, that indefinable human
hold on the past which is so necessary to the personal negotiation of
change and to the public elaboration of narratives of time. In its most
self-conscious expression of time and permanence—that is, the monu-
mental—architecture apparently manages to concretize public, collec-
tive memory; yet the unconscious assumption that in memorializing the
past architecture can somehow anchor memory is, of course, largely il-
lusory. As lain Sinclair observes, “Memorials are a way of forgetting,
reducing generational guilt to a grid of albino chess pieces, bloodless
stalagmites. Shapes that are easy to ignore stand in for the trauma of re-
membrance. Names are edited out. Time attacks the noble profile with a
syphilitic bite.””

Memory, however, is but one operation of social time. We must
also consider that kind of time which, following Lefebvre again, is diver-
sified, at once social and natural, at once linear (the time of progress and
regress) and cyclical (the time of nature, of repetitions, death and life):

Time in the city and by the city will be independent of natural cycles
but not submitted to the linear divisions of rationalized duration; it will
be the time of unexpectedness, not a time without place but a time
that dominates the place in which it occurs and through which it
emerges. This will be the place and time of desire, above and beyond

need.?

We offer a social or analytical conception of time: time as at once repre-
sented consciously, experienced passively, reimagined actively, and em-
bedded into all the myriad of social practices that constitute social being.
Where then could this reassertion of time take place? For Lefeb-
vre, the restoration of time has to start within society itself, with the
spaces of representation (the most immediately active and hence the
most temporal of Lefebvre’s three kinds of space), followed by a reunion
with representations of space. It is by facing the constraints of time im-
posed within contemporary society that people master their own times,
and so maximize the production of art, knowledge, and the lived.”
Furthermore, it is in the modern city that one must consider the
different uses, productions, and inscriptions of time. Rethinking the city
necessarily involves the temporal.” Thus it is important to consider that
architecture is not just the space-time of the permanent, of the great
canonic works that stand seemingly immutable over the centuries while
all around them decays and is destroyed. It is also the everyday architec-
ture of the city—that which is embedded in all the routines, activities,
patterns, and emotions of quotidian life; that which ranges, spatially,
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from the body to the globe and, temporally, from the ephemeral and the
briefest moment to the longer time of the generation, cycles of life and
death, and beyond. Architecture is part of the flow of space and time, part
of the interproduction of space, time, and social being.

The Human Subject
What, then, of social being? It is also in the human subject—in the body,
in the psychoanalytic and in the social and cultural constructions of age,
class, gender, ethnicity, and sexuality—that the production of time and
space (and hence of architecture and the city) must be sought.

Lefebvre sees different forms of social construction as central to
the production of space—principally in terms of class, but also of gender,
ethnicity, sexvality, family relations, and age. It is precisely these char-
acteristics that abstract space tends to erase; therefore, the revolution-
ary project must be directed toward restoring them. These are the social
constructions that differential space preserves and emphasizes, ensur-
ing that the right to the city is not the right to buildings or even public
space but rather the right to be different, the right not to be classified
forcibly into categories determined by homogenizing powers. Against
Gilles Deleuze, Lefebvre formulates difference not as something based
on originality, individualism, and particularity but as that which
emerges from struggle, the conceptual, and the lived.”

Central to Lefebvre’s thinking on this matter is the human body,
as site not just of cultural endeavor but also of self-appropriation and
adaptation. The body is particularly useful for thinking about the triad
of the perceived, conceived, and lived: spatial practices (perceived)
presuppose the use of body, hands, sensory organs, and gestures—the
practical bases of the perception of the outside world; representations
of space (conceived) include representations of the body, derived from
scientific and anatomical knowledge, and relations with nature; and
spaces of representation (lived experience) include bodies imbued with
culture and symbolism. It is thus the body that helps render the triad
concrete, not purely abstract. It is the body that unites cyclical and lin-
ear time, need and desire, gestures and manipulations of tools; it is the
body that preserves difference within repetition and is, therefore, the
source of innovation out of repetition. This is a recovery of the body
abandoned within Western philosophy, a living body that is at once sub-
iect and object.*

This body is practical and fleshy. Contemplating space with the
whole body and all senses, not just with the eyes and intellect, allows
more awareness of conflicts and so of a space that is Other. This is a body
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of tastes and smells, of left-right and front-back orientations, of hearing
and touch. It resists the tendency of abstract space and its attendant dom-
ination of the visual to replace sex with the representation of sex, to pul-
verize the body into images, to erase history, to reduce volume to surface,
and to flatten and fragment the experience of space.”

It is also a body that is ideational and mental. Although there is
an undercurrent of psychoanalytic thought in Lefebvre’s work,” it is fem-
inists—specifically Héléne Cixous, Luce Irigaray, and Julia Kristeva—
who have most prominently used psychoanalytic as well as semiotic
models to discuss the sexual construction of the subject. They have cri-
tiqued the phallocentric constructions of the subiect developed by Sig-
mund Freud and Jacques Lacan, which prioritize the male subject and
the visual, insisting instead that the female subject is constructed from a
position of difference, based metaphorically on the morphology of the fe-
male body.” Here the female subject position is defined not by the visual
but by a spatiality that relates differently to concepts of surface, depth,
and fluidity. Critiquing the dominance of the visual allows us to under-
stand the city and the female as more than objects of the male gaze,®
opening up possibilities both of self-representation for women and of new
ways to comprehend the experiential qualities of the city.

Once the human subject and its body have been introduced, we
see immediately that this is at once a physical and conceptual entity, be-
ing and becoming, acting and thinking. It is to ways of urban knowing—
the various filters and tactics—that we now turn.

FILTERS TO TACTICS

Critical work is made to fare on interstitial ground. Every realization of
such work is a renewal and a different contextualization of its cutting
edge. One cannot come back to it as to an object; for it always bursts
forth on frontiers. . . . Instead, critical strategies must be developed
within a range of diversely occupied territories where the temptation to

grant any single territory transcendent status is continually resisted.

—Trinh T. Minh-Ha, When the Moon Waxes Red: Representation,

Gender, and Cultural Politics

Filters and tactics refer to the ways in which we negotiate the distance
between city and self. In the Strangely Familiar program we initially
thematized various relations to architecture and the city in terms of ap-
propriation, domination, resistance, memory, experience, and identity,
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and we adopted a narrative form to highlight the differences in each kind
of social-spatial relation. Here we extend the attempt to create a frame-
work, or generalized schema, through which we can relate and critique a
complex series of interactions, arguing that memory, experience, and
identity are filters and that appropriation, domination, and resistance
are tactics.

Filters are epistemological mediations of existing urban condi-
tions. We attempt to understand the city as subject and context through a
series of filters or ideologies—not as pure descriptions, proscriptive be-
liefs, or false consciousness but as means of thinking and enacting the
relation of the self to the external world.* Filters may stand in for the city
as our only relation to a city from which we are physically distant, but
they are also part of the cities we occupy. They are metaphoric and
metonymic. Filters represent an aspect of the city to us: they may be vi-
sual and/or scripted, static and/or dynamic. The relationship between
such representations (stories, histories, films, images of the city) and the
“real” city describes an interplay of reality, ideas, and representation.

Tactics are a more proactive response to the city: they are prac-
tices, or what Michel Foucault refers to as discourses that produce
objects.” These tactics may be words, images, or things; they may be
theoretically and/or empirically based; and they may be romantically
and/or pragmatically driven. They may be attempts to solve urban prob-
lems with housing programs, planning policies, and political agendas;
and they may also be attempts to reconceptualize the relation between
the city and the self. Whatever their form, they differ from filters in their
intentionality. Tactics aim to make a difference.

But both filters and tactics are necessary parts of urban living,
working dialectically as ways of knowing, thinking, and acting. Tactics
tend to the concrete and filters to the abstract, but each contains the other
in different relations. In The Unknown City we take further the problem
of organizing writing on the city by considering tactics and filters not
only on their own terms but also as “filtering tactics” and “tactical fil-
ters”—a quadripartite structure that is explained in more detail below.

Filters
Separations between city and self are not so crude as a thinking subject
of flesh and bone set against a passive collection of bricks and mortar.
Nonetheless, there are distances. The self takes positions, adopts strate-
gies of engagement, and responds to the environment in active ways, cre-
ating buildings and making places. The possibilities for engaging with
the city and its architecture are spatial and temporal, determined by in-
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ternal desires, boundaries, and thresholds that define possibilities for
the self, as well as through the politics of external spaces, events, and
moments. Although the self is in part constituted through an occupation
of space and an understanding of the city, and the city too is created by
the actions of its inhabitants, neither can be completely collapsed into
the other.

As an artifact, part of material culture, the city is a socially pro-
duced entity, negotiated through systems of representation (both image
and script) and experienced in ways that depend on individual and social
positioning. If we are to know the city, we must first know ourselves; we
must attempt to deal with our underlying motivations and use them to
generate an analysis of the city. By such engagement we equip ourselves
with some of the theoretical tools and practical processes required to un-
derstand the city in the abstract and in the concrete.

The city creates problems that we must understand; different
kinds of knowing may then illuminate further areas of study, which in
turn transform the city. Thisisadialectical process. The places incities
explored in the following chapters provide both the problems and solu-
tions from which diverse forms of urban knowledge emerge, as attempts
at or ways of understanding the complex series of relations that consti-
tute a city. In this way, the objects of study are not only cities but also
ourselves.

Cities are complex systems of representations, in which space
and time are understood and experienced in the form of o representation.
All systems of representation are composed of signs: written words,
speech, painting, photographic images, maps and signals, filmic narra-
tives, choreographic movements, installations and events, buildings and
places. Signs combine a signifier and signified, a material and a concep-
tual component. Material obijects are capable of signifying or meaning
something, though representations may be of different orders of materi-
ality. Signs exist within a larger system and are always related to and
contrasted with other signs or relations of value.

Once the city is understood as a series of representations, we
henceforth take its meanings to be socially constructed rather than pre-
given and self-evident. Furthermore as various French intellectuals
have argued, systems of representation do not communicate meaning
transparently. For example, Jean-Frangois Lyotard’s work has ad-
dressed the death of the all-knowing subiects, the end of history, and the
suspension of belief in the metanarrative. Foucault, by rethinking the
historical proiject, has concluded that history is not about recovering
truth or origin but about constructing discourses of knowledge. And
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Jacques Derrida has deconstructed the binary systems of meaning that
were purport toreflect reality unproblematically. These ways of thinking
dispute the truth of history, argue for the death of the human subject, and
question how meaning is communicated.

The issue of representation is a particularly problematic one for
feminists, since representations constructed through patriarchy contain
assumptions about sex and gender. Such assumptions have obscured the
lives of real women and an understanding of female subjectivity and
identity. Influenced by postmodern theory, feminists have shifted from
searching for the origin of women’s oppression to interpreting the ways in
which oppression is represented, focusing on the decoding of systems of
representation in textual and other signifying practices. To consider gen-
dered representations as constructed rather than natural takes a feminist
critique further than looking at the asymmetries inherent in the cate-
gories of women and men to deal with the construction of identity and the
ways in which class, race, and sexuality, as well as gender difference, are
organized within representational forms.

In theorizing subijectivity, identity, and experience, feminists
suggest that position is integral to knowing.” Their discussions of differ-
ence are described in spatial language, such as “standpoint,” “locality,”
and “margins.”* Such spatial metaphors highlight the epistemological
importance of the occupation of space in the construction of identity—
conceptually and materially, in the abstract and the concrete. Spatial
metaphors are also important for feminist philosophers in exploring new
conceptions of gendered space and time.* These metaphors are places
where conceptual work can illuminate our knowledge of the city, and vice
versa. The interaction of real and metaphoric space is a site of collision
of city and self: representations of the self and representations of the city
touch momentarily, providing potential starting points for tactical work.

Tactics
In a world, then, in which spatiality and sexuality are fundamental ex-
periences, and in which sexuality, race, class and gender have been
constructed as significant axes of difference, it should come
as no surprise that struggles organised around these differences fea-

ture prominently in a process like urbanisation.

—Lawrence Knopp, “Sexuality and Urban Space: A Framework

for Analysis”
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We need to envisage a new cultural project that encompasses democracy,
sociability, adaptations of time and space and the body, life beyond the
commodity, and the slow transformation of everyday life. Human activ-
ity must therefore be directed at new forms of content, seeking not just to
symbolize but also to transform life as a kind of generalized artistic prac-
tice. “Let everyday life become a work of art!”*

How such a critical sensibility might actually be achieved has
been the point of departure for a succession of twentieth-century artistic
and political movements—none more influential than the Situationist In-
ternational, whose desire for “the revolution of everyday life” led to ac-
tivities intended to illuminate the enfeebling mediocrity of normal life.
According to Sadie Plant, the Situationists believed that “Only an aware-
ness of the influences of the existing environment can encourage the cri-
tique of the present conditions of daily life, and yet it is precisely this
concern with the environment in which we live which is ignored.”¥ In
particular the techniques of psychogeography, a very specific use of ur-
ban “knowing,” suggested new ways to expose the soporific complacency
that seemed to characterize everyday experience under late capitalism.
This emphasis on the subjective sense of place has contributed greatly to
establishing that spatial formation and usage are critical determinants
of urban understanding.

Many of the chapters in The Unknown City acknowledge the debt
of contemporary thought to the Situationist movement; of particular im-
portance both to this book and to the Situationists themselves was the rad-
ical tactical program they developed for cultural agitation. They devised
ways in which artists, architects, writers, and others might actively
politicize their practices in the services of urban thought and action. In
response to a similar impulse, The Unknown City project has sought to
embrace practitioners from o broad array of cultural disciplines, who
themselves have attempted to elaborate tactics for engaging with the ur-
ban. Individual authors of course adopt a variety of approaches, from de-
scribing o theoretically informed understanding of cities to prescribing
a critical practice. Some might wonder with Cixous: “What am | going to
do with my theories, all so pretty, so agile, and so theoretical. . . . All my
more and more perfect, beautiful theories, my shuttles and my rockets,
my machines rivaling in precision, wit, and temerity the toughest re-
search brains, all the champion theories | have so carefully shaped, with
such satisfaction, all of them.”*

In such formulations, the city and its architecture become not
iust aesthetic objects but dynamic, practical realizations of art, unique
and irreplaceable “works” and not reproducible products—polyrhythmic
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compositions of linear and cyclical times and different social spaces,
born from many labors. This is art not as the prettifying of urban spaces
but as making time-spaces into works of art.”

Above all, the interproduction of time, space, and social being
should be about use values and not exchange values in the city. Lefebvre
reminds us, “Use value, subordinated for centuries to exchange value,
can now come first again. How? By and in urban society, from this real-
ity which still resists and preserves for us use value, the city.”* The aim
is appropriation, not ownership: production as creativity in the widest
sense. Such interproduction means representing and thinking, but also
doing, acting, and transforming everything—thought, politics, work, the
self—in the process.”

This is why, having stressed throughout The Production of Space
the importance of the interrelation of representations of space and spaces
of representation, Lefebvre returns at the end of his book to the necessity of
spatial practices—the things people do, and the patterns and physicality
they create—for disrupting abstract space. The “potential energies” of
groups act to transform and create new social spaces; as he points out else-
where, “The city is not only a language, but also a practice.”* Experience
and representation are here returned to action, to new activities in which
they are embedded. And in political terms, this marks the move from crit-
ical thought to contesting practice, from writing to more active speech, at
which point the subjective becomes an objective intervention. Activity
concretizes the life-world (as Benno Werlen notes in his reading of Lefeb-
vre), both as the negative critique that undermines the illusory rationality
of the political state and social hierarchy, and as that which keeps differ-
ent social space-times together.” Lefebvre insists, “Only an act can hold—
and hold together—such fragments in a homogeneous totality. Only action
can prevent dispersion, like a fist clenched around sand.”* In this way we
become true subjects in time and space, not simply users or experiencers
of but produced by, and productive of, the architecture around us.

Such a claim reconceptualizes the human subiject. Lefebvre re-
iects the terms “users” and “inhabitants” because they imply marginal-
ity and underprivilege.” “Subjects,” however, suggests a body of social
construction, a subject-body that does something. This final attribute of
Lefebvre’s thought that we discuss has been largely unrecognized by
Lefebvrian critics and commentators: the idea of activity. “It is not a
question of localizing in pre-existing space d need or a function, but on the
contrary, of spatializing a social activity, linked to the whole by producing
an appropriate space.”* For the historian, geographer, and sociologist
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and for urban thinkers and interventionists in general, a simple yet pro-
found lesson now emerges. Activities as particular rhythms of time and
space are not universal constructs: they are constructed in specific con-
ditions. To attempt to understand human history, to attempt to under-
stand the unknown-ness of the city—as we consider the conceived and the
lived, representations and experience—we therefore must be explicit
about what particular activity or activities are being undertaken: what
are the energies deployed, what patterns do they create, what objects do
they produce? In short, what productive work is being studied?

Planners, architects, and builders produce objects out of things
and divide spaces with objects. But, as we argued at the start of this chap-
ter, our consideration of the city should not be solely limited to such ar-
chitectural objects, nor to architecture qua object. Instead we must also
consider objects such as the visual images created by artists and film-
makers, through which we view certain parts of the city. Similarly, we
should consider the words deployed by writers to communicate ideas.
These words have a specific relation to space—they describe or prescribe
space—and they too produce the city.

Inrelating to the urban realm, practices cannot engage with only
one kind of object—words, images, or things. Each has a different rela-
tion to space and to the communication of meaning; thus the interrelation
between them, which enables one to inform the other, is vital. But ulti-
mately such interpenetration can happenonly if the aredas themselves are
redefined and transposed: words as things, words as matter, images as
obijects, obiects as ideas, and so on.

However elusive the notion of knowing a place might be, it is
nonetheless at a particular location that particular actions, words, im-
ages, and things come together. “Knowing a place,” a useful and neces-
sary process, ranges from the tourist’s simple claim of familiarity with
a visited location to the intricate understandings of the permanent in-
habitant. In all cases, of course, what is being referred to is a personal
and unique ordering of applicable knowledge, a mental structuring of
spatial, cultural, and temporal data to create an internalized encapsu-
lation of that place—wholly individual, largely incommunicable, but ut-
terly essential for any degree of engagement with a given urban locale.

Anyone who seriously contemplates the political possibilities in-
herent in knowing a place, in being not merely a resident but an active cit-
izen, sees the necessity of developing the critical tools to expose and to
critique how meanings and values dare produced and manipulated in the
realm of urban space. To do so requires an elaborate weaving of theoreti-
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cal knowledge with the comprehension of the material realities of any
single place.

We must therefore realize, with Michel de Certeau, that subjec-
tive self-knowledge and collective understanding of the community are
the necessary stores from which the particularities of real cities can be
revealed to resist the totalizing concept of the “city.”” Turning to per-
sonal and subjective categories of knowledge does more than directly
oppose the objective, functionalist, and technocratic discourses of
modernism; it also suggests an order of understanding wholly at vari-
ance with the scientifically based urbanistic view that such discourses
produce. In many of the essays that follow, readers will discern a tradi-
tion of thought and practice led by French theorists, one that permits the
reimagination of the city, and of cities, in order to resist the elimination
of the unique and the irrational that the abstracted vision of the “concept
city” implies.

A particular mode of constructing “pictorial” narratives of the
everyday world, rooted deeply in the insights of surrealist practices and
depending on the defiant privileging of the detail over the whole, or the
arbitrary juxtaposition of the mundane with the significant, evokes not
merely the urban landscape but simultaneously the existence of the nar-
rator in that place. Such a narrator can capture just something of the
subjective sensation, the sheer vividness, of urban experience and move-
ment and perhaps hint at the “secret history” of the city, as lain Sinclair
demonstrates:

Walking is the best way to explore and exploit the city; the changes,
shifts, breaks in the cloud helmet, movement of light on water. Drifting
purposefully is the recommended mode, trampling asphalted earth in
alert reverie, allowing the fiction of an underlying pattern to reveal itself.
To the no-bullshit materialist this sounds suspiciously like fin-de-siécle
decadence, a poetic of entropy—but the born-again flaneur is a stub-
born creature, less interested in texture and fabric, eavesdropping on
philosophical conversation pieces, than in noticing everything. Align-
ments of telephone kiosks, maps made from moss on the slopes of Vic-
torian sepulchres, collections of prostitutes’ cards, torn and defaced
promotional bills for cancelled events at York Hall, visits to the homes of
dead writers, bronze casts on war memorials, plaster dogs, beer mats,
concentrations of used condoms, the crystalline patterns of glass shards
surrounding an imploded BMW quarter-light window. . . . Walking, mov-
ing across a retreating townscape, stitches it all together: the illicit cock-
tail of bodily exhaustion and a raging carbon monoxide high.*
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From the rhythms of walking, seeing, and other bodily construc-
tions, to the everyday routines of urban life, to the deeper and more struc-
tured rhythms of economics, nation-states, and politics as they influence
and are reproduced by the subject: through such processes, buildings
cease to be objects and become places of epistemological and social nego-
tiation conducted through the figure of the subject. Nonetheless, it is still
from the ground of the city, from its wealth of different spaces, times, and
peoples, that change and new life must emerge; there is no point in envis-
aging o utopia as an entirely new creation formed in a distant land and
future time from unsullied minds. Instead, the utopian impulse must be
applied tothe situation in which we find ourselves today. We must treat the
city and its architectures as a “possibilities machine,” as what Lefebvre
refers to as an oeuvre—a place of artistic production in its widest sense,
where the “texture” of the city is its creation of time-spaces through the
appropriative activities of its inhabitants; a place of nonlabor, joy, and
the fulfillment of desires rather than toil; a place of qualities, difference,
relations in time and space, contradictory uses and encounters.

The city should bring together the micro architectural and
macro planning scales, the everyday realm and the urban, inside and out-
side, work and nonwork, the durable and ephemeral, and so forth; it must
be situated between the perceived and the lived.” Architecture then
emerges not as an object, not as a thing, but as a flow—or, more properly,
as o flow within other flows—the merely apparent pattern of a much more
complex set of forces, dynamics, and interrelations within the space of
the city.

THE UNKNOWN CITY

As one of the anonymous reviewers for this volume pointed out, there is an
emergent “new movement in urban studies,” one that offers an “anti-
formalist, post-structuralist, even Situationist perspective for under-
standing the city”; this volume represents “the first instance of the
diversity of postmodern theories applied to the field.” Apart from offering
this diversity of theoretical discourse, The Unknown City also, we feel,
makes a significant contribution in at least two other ways. First, the book
utilizes both images and texts in a manner highly unusual—outside of ar-
chitecture and art history, at least—for this kind of academic subject. Sec-
ond, and perhaps more important, the various contributors go beyond
simply describing or interpreting and attempt to mobilize ideas within the
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domain of practice(s) ranging from poetic writing to public art, from ar-
chitectural design to the elucidation of “archaeological” data.

Before we explain the structuring of this book, a few caveats.
Many of the essays, although by no means all, refer to places in the “West-
ern world.” This does not mean, however, that the insights gleaned are
only applicable to the cities on which they are based, for in this age of
globalism, all cities are to some extent open to similar processes and con-
ditions. Nor does this selection mean that there is nothing to be learned
from other cities not included here. Far from it. Indeed, we would hope
that any geographic or urban omissions that the reader might identify
would act as stimulation for new interpretations, new texts, new works of
all kinds.

The Unknown City is divided into four parts: “Filters,” “Fil-
tering Tactics,” “Tactics,” and “Tactical Filters.” Each section, and
edch essay contained within, deals simultaneously with Lefebvre’s
spatial practices, representations of space and spaces of representa-
tions. Each deals with ideas and action. Each deals with spaces, times,
and subjects.

The first stage in understanding the contemporary metropolis is
to comprehend—that is, to filter—preexistent urban conditions. Part I,
“Filters,” focuses primarily on this process, paying particular attention
to those conditions which threaten and challenge more liberatory prac-
tices. Chapters 2 through 4 consider different ways in which memory, ar-
chitecture, and the city may be tied to dominant modes of urbanism. For
M. Christine Boyer (chapter 2), this means examining the attempt to al-
ternatively erase and remember New York’s Times Square, such that the
city itself becomes a simulation of its own history. Barry Curtis (chapter
3) undertakes a similar investigation, this time showing how Venice oc-
cupies the interstitial ground between past, present, and future, and thus
between heritage, modernity, and progress. Joe Kerr (chapter 4) looks at
the ways in which memorialization has been used to represent, remem-
ber, and reremember aspects of war in London.

Chapters 5 through 9 examine forces and processes of urban dom-
ination. William Menking (chapter 5) unearths the burgeoning process of
suburbanization—not, however, in the suburbs themselves but in the most
urban of all locations: Manhattan. Philip Tabor (chapter 7) looks at
another insidious form of capitalism, that of surveillance and the video-
cam, simultaneously capturing its controlling and seductive qualities.
In a rather different approach to the notion of seduction, Jane Rendell
(chapter 6) considers how urban rambling in Regency London represents
the city as a place of male pleasure. Urban and architectural representa-
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tions are critiqued as ideological instruments of colonialism in the
Maidan area of Calcutta (Helen Thomas, chapter 8) and in the nineteenth-
century headquarters of the Hongkong and Shanghai Bank (Shirley
Wong, chapter 9).

Part 11, “Filtering Tactics,” turns to particular urban conditions
that might be recognized for their resistive, celebratory, and liberatory
practices: that is, for their tactical qualities. lain Borden (chapter 10)
proposes skateboarding as a model for performing a critical remapping
of the spaces and architecture of the city. In other essays that similarly
address forms of movement and remapping, Sally Munt (chapter 14)
gives an account of the flaneur from the perspective of leshian women en-
ioying anonymity and the city, while Steve Pile’s essay (chapter 15) re-
flects on the possibilities of psychoanalytic theory for rethinking the
hidden and subterranean worlds “buried below the surface.”

Sandy McCreery (chapter 13) and Edward W. Soia (chapter 16)
both provide instances of particular spatial practices, respectively in
west London and Amsterdam, where residents have fought to maintain
distinctive modes of living and to creatively disrupt forces of urban re-
newal whether in the form of roads or of gentrification. Lynne Walker
(chapter 17) describes how women in the nineteenth-century city trans-
formed domestic space, fashioning an arena of feminist politics. The oc-
cupation of space is also the premise of Adrian Forty’s essay (chapter
11), which shows how the Royal Festival Hall operated as a place of
democracy. Tom Gretton (chapter 12) identifies a rather different space
of democracy, this time in the populist newspaper imagery of José
Guadalupe Posada in revolutionary Mexico.

Part 111, “Tactics,” brings together some of most overtly inter-
ventionist modes of practice, tactics that think about as well as engage
with the city. Bernard Tschumi (chapter 22) is the architect who has most
consistently addressed the importance of theory for radical practice, and
the experience of space for imaginative design. Nigel Coates (chapter 18)
similarly reinterprets architecture in the city in terms of tension and jux-
taposition, considering thematics such as theater and gardens, discord
and movement, reference and change. Recent projects from Fashion Ar-
chitecture Taste, a.k.a. Fat (chapter 20), also address the transitory na-
ture of architecture, employing multiple programs, everyday imagery,
and challenging, politicized agendas.

The projects of Cornford & Cross (chapter 19) and of Dolores Hay-
den and The Power of Place (chapter 21) provide alternative modes of art
practice in the public realm of the city. While the former describe their
own work as a “twisted critique” of specific sites and urban conditions,
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the latter is more concerned with the purposeful celebration and re-
claiming of forgotten histories and erased lives. While these two inter-
vene in the city through product and process, it is the city as backdrop, the
mundane and the everyday, which appears as Richard Wentworth’s art
practice (chapter 23)—his photographs and words document the street as
a place of the aleatory and the out-of-control.

The final element—Part 1V, Section 4, “Tactical Filters”—once
more includes examples of transformative practice, this time specifically
relying on the medium of the written word. Using critical theory, lain
Chambers (chapter 24) postulates a notion of “weak architecture” as the
place between stability and instability, between dwelling and decay. In her
essay, bell hooks (chapter 26) evokes a different mode of theorized prose,
this time from more personal reflections on love, home, and the city. Draw-
ing on both family history and political critique, Doreen Massey (chapter
28) reflects on social relations and aging in the spaces of the garden city.
The personal appears again in Jonathan Charley’s account of Moscow
(chapter 25), here as a semifictionalized, semirealist diary.

If the intersection of the personal with the political, the concrete
with the abstract, helps academic analysis to resonate with everyday
life, so, conversely, should the physicality and groundedness of the city
provide a datum from which to speculate, imagine, and purposefully
critique. Therefore, the apparent documentary and factual nature of
Patrick Keiller’s essay (chapter 27) should be situated in the context of
his films, enabling his words to assume a more evocative role and creat-
ing a heightened awareness of the (post) industrial landscape. Patrick
Wright (chapter 29) also starts off from particular factual conditions of
Thatcherite Britain, where political concerns rapidly engender a pas-
sionate attack on decay, mismanagement, and false ideology as he jour-
neys through the streets of London.

The Point |s to Change It
A central ambition of The Unknown City is to suggest and explore possi-
bilities for radical interventions both in the articulation of new under-
standings of the city and, equally, in forms of practice that seek to
influence the production and reproduction of urban form and space. A
characteristic statement of the earlier Strangely Familiar project was
that “architecture and cities are far more than architects and planners of-
ten consider them to be.”* In elaborating that proposition we sought to ex-
pose other forms of activity, conscious and unconscious, that shape the
objects and meanings from which the city is constructed. The process is
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continued here by expanding the interdisciplinary collaborations so crit-
ical to this intellectual project, in order to embrace forms of cultural
practice that seek new ways to engage with, and influence, the city itself.

Our course of action exposes a potential contradiction in the
aims of the project. On the one hand, the body of work contained here,
taken as a whole, merely serves to confirm that the city of late capital-
ism is too complex, and too fragmented in its physical and ideological
formations, to ever permit a unitary comprehension. And yet, on the
other hand, what we desire is that new understandings can lead to new
tactics for restorative and redemptive action in the city. Without neces-
sarily advocating a prescriptive path, our comprehension of the city
must nonetheless be enacted.
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Things must be twice-told

in order to be safely redeemed

[rom time and decay.

Guido Fink

“From Showing to Telling: Off-Screen

Narration in the American Cinema”
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Q Twice-Told Stories: The Double Erasure

of Times Square



2.1 | “Clean as a whistle.” The
BID cleans up New Times Square.

2.2 | (detail, next page)

In the late 1990s, Manhattan shows signs of suffering from a series of
“Disneyfications” and theme park simulations. Times Square/42nd Street,
for example, the meeting of two triangles that form an X at 42nd Street, was
once the popular entertainment district of vaudeville and the Broadway the-
ater. This rowdy playground has been the central public place where New
Yorkers have celebrated New Year’s Eve since the early twentieth century.
Frequented by thousands of daily commuters who arrive via its labyrinthian
subway system, Times Square/42nd Street has been rendered by Disney and
turned into a wax museum with the likes of Madame Tussaud’s. It is regu-
lated by guidelines that call for a requisite number of Luzses (light units in
Times Square) and controlled by urban designers who have planned its
spontaneous unplannedness. Times Square/42nd Street has become Disney’s
“New York Land.” Patrolled by private policemen, its garbage picked up by
private collectors, and its signage refurbished by private allocations—under
the general guidelines set down by its Business Investment District
(BID)—it is as clean and pure as a whistle.

How has this happened to such an iconic place of popular culture?
Will Times Square/42nd Street survive, its competitive chaos and tough-
guy allure holding out against the latest onslaught of improvement
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schemes? Or has a grand mistake been made, and has this dysfunction junc-
tion been mauled by disimprovement policies amending its authentic na-
ture instead of addressing its corruption? Has Times Square/42nd Street
become another “non-place” instantly recognizable from the images that
circulate on television and cinema screens, but a space that is never experi-
enced directly?! Is it in danger of extinction or disappearance, reduced to
“any-space-whatever”? Gilles Deleuze claims that “any-space-whatever is
not an abstract universal, in all times, in all places. It is a perfectly singular
space, which has merely lost its homogeneity, that is, the principle of its
metric relations or the connections of its own parts, so that the linkages can
be made in an infinite number of ways. It is a space of virtual conjunction,
grasped as pure locus of the possible.”? Certainly, Times Square/42nd Street
appears to be a postmodern any-space-whatever—a heterotopic space juxta-
posing in a single real place several types of spaces. This open-ended dis-
junctive set of sites coexists simultaneously as a retro-theater district, a
media center, a Disneyland, a suburban-style shopping mall, an advertising
zone, a corporate office park, a movie but also a song, a novel, a play, a street,
and a way of life—a place where prostitutes, pimps, hucksters, or teenagers
rub shoulders with out-of-town conventioneers, theater audiences, corpo-
rate executive secretaries, tourists, and families. Can it also be a center for
the visual arts, a place of emerging electronic industries, a truly plugged-in
space connected to the rest of the world?

Even the “Great White Way,” the razzle-dazzle electronic wizardry
of great neon signs that have turned the night lights of Time Square into a
midtown Coney Island since the mid-1920s, has been tampered with by re-
quiring that neon signage now adorn every new structure. Lutses have been
turned loose in the square—a 1987 ordinance mandates the amount of illu-
minated signage and the degree of brilliance that new buildings must carry.
The first luts appeared on the giant juke box exterior of the Holiday Inn
Crowned Plaza Hotel at Broadway and 48th street in 1989. The city wants
these new signs to be as flashy as possible, and advertising is clearly allowed,
hoping to cover over the fact that Times Square has become a dull and dark
canyon of overlarge skyscraper office towers, the unintended result of zon-
ing bonuses that operated in the territory around the square between 1982
and 1987.

Artkraft Strauss Sign Corporation has kept the competitive glow of
Times Square alive since the first animated ball dropped in 1908. It has been
responsible for the famous Camel ad that belched rings of smoke into the
square, the moving-headline “zipper” around the Times Square Tower cre-
ated in 1928, and even the Fuji Film panel on 43rd Street. Artkraft has put
up about 99 percent of the signage in the square—more than 200 miles of
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neon. It has designed the new fast-paced triple zipper on the Morgan Stan-
ley building on Broadway between 47th and 48th Streets, which tells the
spectator the latest financial data and stock quotes.’ There is plenty of new
signage to be seen in the square: Eight O’ Clock’s steaming coffee mug,
Calvin Klein's computer-colored vinyl billboard, 55 tons of fiber optics on
the scrolling ticker of the Coca-Cola sign. In fact, Times Square is now so
bright at night that not only can you see its glow from lower Manhattan,
but a new ball was required for New Year’s Eve in 1995 because the old one
no longer stood out in the blaze of lights.* But a cry has been heard on the
Internet that this traditional media center is losing its vitality and will
never survive the electronic media revolution.’ It is feared that Times
Square/42nd Street, register of the cultural pulse, is doomed to become a
ghetto of quaint neon signage and saccharine musicals like Cats or Beauty
and the Beast, for the operative word on the square is nostalgia—or staged
chaos—not reconceptualizing the future. Instead of retro signage, Times
Square needs a dozen fast-paced flex-face billboards that change every thirty
seconds. And it should become a space incubating the new electronic arts
rather than providing yet more shopping and fun as proposed.

All of these so-called improvements took place in the early 1990s
under the watchful eyes of the self-proclaimed “three witches” who kept an
eye on “the gestalt of Times Square”: that brew of the “electric, vital, color-
ful and sort of in your face, a certain aesthetic chaos.” Cora Cahan was pres-
ident of the New 42nd Street, a nonprofit organization responsible for
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2.3 | Luts time: the Triple Zipper, Morgan Stanley building.
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restoring the eight outmoded theaters on the block between Seventh and
Eighth Avenues; Rebecca Robertson headed the 42nd Street Development
Project, the state agency in charge of redevelopment along 42nd Street; and
Gretchen Dykstrat was president of the Times Square BID established in
1992, which has $6 million in annual assessments to spend.® But will all this
improvement activity salvage the trashy, glitzy, raffish quality of the un-
derbelly of life that once defined Times Square? Or is that desire only bla-
tant nostalgia, what Gretchen Dykstra calls “romanticizing the gutter”?’

As the 1933 movie musical proclaimed, 42nd Street was a “naughty,
bawdy, gaudy, sporty” place already well in decline when it lent its iconic
title to the film that opened at the Strand Theater, five blocks away.® Even
s0, 42nd Street was still the most intensely imagined yet glamorous street in
the world—it was the hub of the entire theater world for thousands who
dreamed of becoming an actor or dancer. “That little thoroughfare,” in “the
heart of old New York,” invites the spectator to “come and meet those danc-
ing feet”; and as the heroine begins her tap routine, the chorus line—in one
of Busby Berkeley’s great production numbers—turns its back and mounts
the stairs, enabling the spectators to see the animated image of the New
York skyline. While the buildings sway, the chorus line begins to exit along
the prone body of the Empire State Building. The movie had the lean, hun-
gry, underlit look of gangster films of the same era—a “hardboiled Musi-
cal,” as Hollywood called it®—for it had a social message that spoke to the
times. The spectacle of 42nd Street, the act of putting on a play, or a show
within a show, is largely about securing a job in the theater. In fact, the
movie was called the “Times Square of the assembly line.”"* The narrative on
which the movie was based emphasizes that “the machine could not pause
to brook over the destinies of the human beings that are caught up in its mo-
tion. Machines are impersonal things not given to introspect and retrospect.
All that driving force was pounding relentless toward one goal—a success-
ful premier on Forty-Second Street.”"! The film parodies Siegfried Kracauer’s
1927 comments on the Tiller Girls:

Not only were they American products; at the same time they
demonstrated the greatness of American production. ... When
they formed an undulating snake, they radiantly illustrated the
virtues of the conveyor belt; when they tapped their feet in fast
tempo, it sounded like business, business; when they kicked their legs
high with mathematical precision, they joyously affirmed the pro-
gress of rationalization; and when they kept repeating the same
movements without ever interrupting their routine, one envisioned
an uninterrupted chain of autos gliding from the factories of the
world, and believed that the blessings of prosperity had no end.'
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The movie captured the ethos of the Depression years. Its opening
coincided with the inauguration of Franklin D. Roosevelt as president; op-
portunistically, Warner Brothers advertised the film with the slogan “Inau-
gurating a New Deal in Entertainment.””” Upon taking office Roosevelt
said, “If I have read the temper of our people correctly, we now realize as we
have never realized before our interdependence. . . . If we are to go forward,
we must move as a trained and loyal army willing to sacrifice for the good
of acommon discipline.”"* Cooperation was the new deal, and Peggy Sawyer,
the heroine of the movie, embodies this new sense: she works hard, resists
temptation, and gets her break, but she does so as a cog in a vast machine,
cooperatively following orders.

Commenting on Americanism and Fordism in the 1920s and
1930s, Gramsci noted that

American industrialists are concerned to maintain the continuity
of the physical and muscular-nervous efficiency of the worker. It is
in their interests to have a stable skilled labor force, a permanently
well-adjusted complex, because the human complex (the collective
worker) of an enterprise is also a machine which cannot, without
considerable loss, be taken to pieces too often and renewed with

single new parts."”

The New Deal in Entertainment was a lullaby on Broadway, a dreamworld
of escape from the repetitions and fragmentations of the conveyor belt and
the assembly line. Sergei Eisenstein noted the same mechanism of escape in
the animated cartoons of Disney in the 1930s, labeling them compensation
for the suffering and the unfortunate whose lives were graphed by the cent

and the dollar and divided up into squares:

Grey squares of city blocks. Grey prison cells of city streets. Grey
faces of endless street crowds. The grey, empty eyes of those who are
forever at the mercy of a pitiless procession of laws, not of their own
making, laws that divide up the soul, feelings, thoughts, just as the
carcasses of pigs are dismembered by the conveyor belts of Chicago
slaughter houses, and the separate pieces of cars are assembled into

mechanical organisms by Ford’s conveyor belts.'®

But now, as the global economy shifts and turns, information or
data processing has replaced the production of goods; the computer stands
in for the machine; and leisure time, not work time, is on the rise. Thus
Americanism has turned into consumerism, transforming the landscape of
cities into new imagescapes for the display of commodities, while leisure time
has been utilized to stitch the worker into a commodified network of plea-
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surable and innocent entertainments. Long ago, Walter Benjamin noted
that architecture was always consumed by the collectivity in a state of dis-
traction; all acts of forgetting take the form of distractions, never allowing
the essence of a thing to penetrate perception. Thus it should be no surprise
that Times Square/42nd Street is the latest urban territory to be shaped by
global capitalism, or that it substitutes signs of the real for the real.'” Dis-
tracted, we forget what role architecture in the city once might have held.

Since the decline of legitimate theater along 42nd Street—or “the
Deuce,” as the block of 42nd Street braced by Times Square and Eighth Av-
enue is called—Times Square/42nd Street has watched pornography and a
sordid undercurrent of crime and prostitution take over its terrain. The last
legitimate stage production on 42nd Street closed in 1937, and most of that
street’s theaters became movie houses shortly after the Brandt Organization
bought them in 1933. Of the thirteen fabled theaters that once adorned
42nd Street—all built between 1899 and 1920—only five survive. After
1982, when John Portman’s fifty-story Marriott Marquis Hotel was built,
the city has waged a war to “clean up” the area. But Times Square has always
had its burlesque shows and its fleapit paradises; and it has also had other
improvement crusaders, vice squads, and prohibitions. So why do its im-
provers continue to tell tall tales of the decline, danger, and sordidness of
Times Square and its need for redevelopment? Why erase this popular good-
time place from the city’s collective memory?

No other American place stands more prominent than Times
Square as a monument to raucous commercial enterprise. After two decades
of debate, this famous space has been placed in a state of suspension; only
time will tell whether it has been weakened beyond repair or been given a
new lease on life. Will the city be strong enough to override these disim-
provements and invade the square’s sanitized domain? Even though the city
promised the developers of the four major towers known as Times Square
Center—designed several times by Philip Johnson and John Burgee in the
early 1980s—unbelievably large tax abatements in return for their land
costs (abatements that may have extended as long as fifty years),”® in 1992
the controversial project was postponed until the twenty-first century, when
the real estate market was expected to have regained its full strength. Mean-
time, the public and architects have been given time to rethink the impor-
tance of Times Square, as the crossroads where consumers and producers of
popular culture inevitably meet.

Of course, it is still an open debate whether 42nd Street—or the
Deuce—was either as seamy, honkytonk, and full of sleazy characters or as
grim and eerie a reminder of its old vaudeville glitter and theatrical bustle
as some accounts insist. Rebecca Robertson believes “that 42nd Street is a
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2.4 | The cancer of recovery: Times Square vice.

street that means New York to a lot of people, but for many years what 42nd
Street has meant is six to seven crimes a day. . . . It’'s meant child prostitu-
tion. It sometimes seems to me the people who sentimentalize it are up in
their houses in northern Connecticut.”"” Even many of the legitimate busi-
nesses, the development corporation claimed, were no better than stash
houses for drug dealers or manufacturers of false identification cards. The
street was seen as a cancer preventing Times Square’s recovery; and as long
as dozens of private owners controlled the street, Robertson contended,
there was no chance for revitalization.” The New York Times architectural

critic Herbert Muschamp pointed out that

the goal of the $20 million plan {of “42nd Street Now!” was} . . .
not so much to overhaul the street physically as to reconstruct peo-
ple’s perception of it. . . . A lot of time, money and public relations
have gone into constructing the image of 42nd Street as a squalid
corridor of horrors that can only be redeemed by ripping it apart.
The image is not unconnected to reality. The decay, crime, drugs,
pornography and prostitution are real, and no one thinks that these
are civic assets. Still, even in its most blighted state the street con-
tinued to draw people who came to enjoy the bright lights, crowds
and budget movie tickets. And it has never been clear that real es-

tate development is the ideal deterrent to squalor or crime.”!

We could claim that New York City real estate values, and the mid-
town zoning district that operated between 1982 and 1987 and allowed
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taller and bulkier skyscrapers from Time Square to Columbus Circle along
the Broadway spine, killed Times Square and turned it into a corporate of-
fice park. Or we could stress that in competing with the Wall Street area in
lower Manhattan, Times Square was favored as a new office park because it
lies near the city’s most densely populated mass transit hub, close to com-
muter rail lines at Grand Central Station and Penn Station. And of course
the city’s economic development policies have pushed family-style enter-
tainment for the masses as a tourist incentive and have demanded that the
gutter sordidness and notorious vice of Times Square be erased by relocat-
ing sex to safety zones on the periphery of the city. Since this rezoning went
into effect in November 1996, Times Square together with its architecture
of ludic pleasures has been considerably diminished. It will keep, for the
sake of nostalgia, six to ten of its original porn shops—but more than ten
evidently would tip the scales and produce repugnant secondary effects such
as crime, drugs, and declining real estate values.

NARRATING THE STORY OF DISAPPEARANCE

Real estate values alone do not explain why a void exists in Times Square
that allows its improvers to tell tall tales about crime, prostitution, drugs,
and illicit businesses. Perhaps, instead, the role this public space has held in
the popular memory of the city needs to be examined, for we will find that
two gaps have occurred—one in the late 1940s and another in contempo-
rary times—facilitating the telling of twice-told tales. These ruptures en-
able a distinction to be made between realistic representation and simulated
effects. And this distinction, in turn, engenders a twice-told story that
lingers nostalgically over the memory of Times Square, attended by those
who would keep it from change and destruction.

Deleuze argues that “any-space-whatevers” began to proliferate af-
ter World War II—they were demolished or reconstructed towns, places of
undifferentiated tissue, or underutilized and fallow lands such as docklands,
warehouses, or dumps.?? Represented in film, these any-space-whatevers be-
came spiritual spaces: an amorphous set that eliminated what had happened
and acted in it, a nontotalizable space full of shadows and deep black holes.”
They were pessimistic sites, offering no promise of comfort or retreat. Times
Square as a vortex of negation and indeterminacy was a quintessential any-
space-whatever.

In postwar America, when the first memory gap occurred and the
first story was told, central places such as Times Square were beginning to
be threatened with disappearance. Seldom experienced directly, these places
were retreating into abstraction. As a result, Times Square and other im-
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portant places of the city were reduced to representational images that could
stand in for places no longer explored by pedestrians or remembered from
the details of direct encounters. This was a way of memorializing their loss
without relying on nostalgic reenactments. A certain degree of command
and control over these unknown terrains could be effected, however, by nar-
rating a series of technical facts and enumerating their characteristics. The
detective story and the police narrative are two such devices that can be used
to focus on, underline, point out, and re-member parts of the city that have
been covered over by mysterious events.

Edward Dimendberg argues in “Film Noir and Urban Space” that
the dominant visual trope of the genre of detective films known as film noir
is the material deformation and visual dematerialization of a city that once
held a physical center or series of experienced urban spaces. These had been
known to the pedestrian through numerous strolls and routines, or through
representational stereotypes such as gridded street patterns, skyscraper sky-
lines, public parks, and landmarks. Abandoned for the suburbs, fragmented
by urban renewal, and tormented by the automobile, the postwar American
city was a place of discomfort and disorientation, a space that was increas-
ingly unknown to the spectator. The dark city of film noir not only played
on this experience of loss and anxiety but also offered a set of mapping pro-
cedures, synoptic views, and other communicating devices that presented
an imaginary centered and legible city, thereby enabling the spectator to
“cognitively map” or gain control over a place that was no longer experi-
enced directly.”

Kevin Lynch uses the term “cognitive map” in The Image of the City
to explore how mental images not only affect a spectator’s sense of identity,
well-being, and belonging to a particular city but also make the city mem-
orable or imageable.” A good city form would have readable or identifiable
nodes, paths, edges, districts, and landmarks. Such readable symbols form a
cognitive map orienting spectators in space and time. Fredric Jameson ar-
gues that this cognitive framework enables a spectator to project an imagi-
nary image of the total city, even when its image may appear broken in bits.
The spectator is able subsequently to gain a sense of place and to construct
a composed ensemble that, retained in memory, can be used to map and

* In postwar cities,

remap the city along flexible and changing trajectories.
however, the relationship between the spectator’s perception of the physical
structure of the city had been shattered and a cognitive map could no longer
be based on direct experience. Some other mediating device had to render
the city readable. A cognitive map could be produced, for example, by the

realistic images of cities depicted in films and photographs.
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The semidocumentary film The Naked City (1947), directed by
Jules Dassein, provides an excellent example of such an instrument to cog-
nitively map the city. Not only is this the first crime film to use location
shooting but it created remarkable verisimilitude by presenting the 107
streets, places, and landmarks of Manhattan as its feature attraction. Evi-
dently the cameraman, Bebe Daniels, learned from Erich von Stroheim that
“reality lays itself bare like a suspect confessing under the relentless exami-

)

nation of the commissioner of police.”” And so this narrated story attempts
to represent the city in the raw, with naked and objective images and facts:
a city of steel and stone, of buildings and pavements, of thousands of stories
and everyday events. Through enumeration of such places and incidents, the
film tried to save at least the memory of the city from disappearing.”

In addition, the film’s use of voice-over is unusual. By borrowing
the authority that documentaries try to assume, the voice-over both en-
hances the story’s factual base and elevates its realistic narration of the
methodology of crime detection.?” The voice-over annotates the develop-
ment of the police case and ties together the 107 different locations filmed
in the streets and buildings of New York City.** It maps out a city that once
might have been well known by the audience—or that used to mean some-
thing to the everyday life of the viewer—but now required a guide to link
together its landmarks and places.’® The American Cinematographer noted
that “several buildings of the city were photographed for the last time, hav-
ing since been demolished to make room for the United Nations Build-
ings.””? Interiors were shot in the Roxy Theater, offices of the Mirror
newspapers, Stillman’s Gym—none of which survived beyond 1947. In ad-
dition, the Third Avenue El at 59th Street was gone, as was Livingston’s
Dress Shop on 57th Street.”® From the movie’s beginning, viewers are pre-
sented with a bird’s-eye view of the city, stretched out below in the hazy dis-
tance, waiting for inspection—not unlike “a patient echerised on a table.”
This is a truthful story, the Naked City whose facts will be exposed, whose
crimes will be revealed. And it is voice-over narration, a streetwise voice,
that takes this information—raw data, overheard conversations, telephone
messages—and composes it into an invisible labyrinth that must be pene-
trated by the detective. “[Voice-over} is the oral map-making of [the detec-
tive’s} journey through the labyrinth,” an analyst of film noir points out.”

There are several layers to the voice-over narration of The Naked
Ciry that help establish a cognitive map for the spectator and remind the au-
dience that there are “eight million stories in the Naked City and this is just
one of them.”*® The narrator, Mark Hellinger, is above all a storyteller who
maps out the space of New York while simultaneously directing the flow of

narration. His voice-over remarks on the next move, the next action, in syn-
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chronicity with the visual narrative. At bottom, the voice-over informs the
viewer of police routines and offers background information on the charac-
ters. It enables the spectator to dip in and out of “representative” New York-
ers’ minds as they go about their daily routines. For example, during the
opening series of early morning shots we are told that “a city has many
faces—it’s one o’clock in the morning now—and this is the face of New
York City—when it’s asleep on a hot summer night,”” while the shots
themselves, such as a deserted Wall Street, a cat digging into a garbage pan,
a tugboat on the Hudson towing two barges, are reminiscent of the ex-
ploratory techniques of the Lumiere brothers’ Actualities of the 1890s.%
Then the narrator withdraws omnisciently to a higher contemplative
level—gazing back on the city—from which he weaves together the mon-
tage of images and story lines as the camera constantly shifts its visual and
narrative focus.” Hellinger speaks as the young detective Halloran is star-
ing out a large window that looks out over the city: “There’s the layout, Jim.
The man who killed Jean Dexter is somewhere down there. Can’t blame him
for hiding can you?”* It is up to this detective to make the connections that
solve the mystery, just as he slowly blocks out one street after another street
on his sectional map of lower Manhattan, searching step by patient step for
the killer’s address. The framing of the city as a closed system and the solv-
ing of a crime, as the spectator visually progresses alongside the detective
through the streets of the city, become important elements of the mise-
en-scene.

Voice-over narration functions much as do the film’s many images
of telephone exchanges and communication devices. The telephone is one of
the many invisible networks that tie the city together, that move the story
line along. Police telephone switchboards, police radio operators, the detec-
tive’s office phone, the young detective’s home phone, the phone in the sub-
way booth, the older detective’s bedroom phone, and the drugstore phone
booth are all represented in the film. As the chase closes in, the police head-
quarters radio operator speaks into the microphone:

Emergency. . . . All squad cars on the East Side of 14th Street to the
Williamsburg Bridge, from 1st Street to Sth Avenue, proceed im-
mediately to Rivington Street between Essex and Delancey. Block
off and surround both sides of the street. Institute immediate
house-to-house search for . . . two men—Detective James Halloran
and William Garza. Halloran is twenty-eight years old.*

The film thus actually maps out sections of the city for the spectator, sec-
tions that were threatened with urban renewal and blocks that would never
survive the bulldozer’s rout. The closing shots on the Williamsburg Bridge
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are among the best in the film. As the murderer finds himself trapped at the
top of the structure, the camera moves out from this dangerous and pre-
carious site to provide a sweeping panoramic view of the city below—
revealing a city indifferent to the life-and-death concerns of its many
inhabitants.®

In 1960, Parker Tyler assessed The Naked City:

It is Manhattan Island and its streets and landmarks that are
starred. The social body is thus, through architectural symbol, laid
bare (“naked”) as a neutral fact neither, so to speak, good nor bad,
but something which, like the human organism itself, may catch
a disease—the criminal-—and this disease may elude its detec-
tors. . . . The fact is that the vastly complex structure of a great city,
in one sense, is a supreme obstacle to the police detectives at the
same time that it provides tiny clues as important as certain ob-
scure physical symptoms are to the trained eye of a doctor.”

It was the scriptwriter Malvin Wald’s task to break down the essential in-
formation of how crooks operate and how police detectives track them down
in order to make these procedures intelligible to the spectator, just as it was
the cameraman’s work to establish shots that follow the detective as he walks
through the city, that capture him mapping out block after block on his
map. These shots and the skyline panoramas and views out over the city, in
addition to the invisible lines of telecommunication, cognitively map the
city for the viewer, offering a synoptic view that spatial fragmentation—
both the reality of the postwar American city and the filmic process of mon-
tage—increasingly rendered impossible.

It should be noted that the title for Hellinger’s movie was taken
from a 1945 book of photographs titled Naked City, by Weegee, the sensa-
tional crime photographer.* He turned the prying eye of his camera on the
bizarre and disorderly life of New York. He recorded the spectacle of its
streets: the cruelty and violence of murders, fires, and accidents and the
compelling scenes of loneliness, homelessness, and poverty. His sensational
snapshot of a car accident captures a policeman’s futile gesture toward a pa-
per-covered corpse while a movie marquee just above ironically announces
the Joy of Living. This street photography sets up a virtual monument to the
death of the city—the withdrawal of life, money, and people from commu-
nities that were being “killed” by the bulldozer or being wracked by a de-
meaning capitalist society. The dark photographs of Naked City map this
death, this twilight of the life of a great city and the blackness that smoth-

ers it and cannot be erased.
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By the summer of 1957, the Mouvement Internationale pour un
Bauhaus Imaginiste (MIBI), one of the precursors of the Situationist Inter-
national, had reappropriated the title Naked City for a map of Paris created
by Guy Debord.” This map, like its predecessors, underscored a developing
crisis in both the construction and perception of contemporary urban form.
It consisted of nineteen cutouts from a pocket guide to Paris printed in
black ink and linked together with red directional arrows. Each section of
the city depicted what Guy Debord called a “unity of atmosphere”—a
special place such as the Luxembourg Gardens, Les Halles, the Ledoux
Rotunda, or the Gare de Lyon—often a wasteland or an old district, left be-
hind in the wake of modernization, that contained unusual attractions for
strollers and encouraged unforeseen encounters. The arrows symbolized the
random turns of direction a stroller might take through different “atmos-
pheres,” disregarding the normal connections that ordinarily governed his
or her conduct. This experimental map represented a system of playful spon-
taneity, enabling sensitive participants to experience the city’s many mar-
vels, to recode and repossess its terrain for themselves.*

Thus the map of The Naked City becomes a heterotopic narrative of
open possibilities, where each follower must choose different paths through
the city and overcome the obstacles the city presents. As the film titled The
Naked City strips Manhattan bare, making its streets and landmarks the
stars of the film in the process, so the sectional cutouts are the stars of Paris.
If the city of New York offered only tiny clues to the solution of unsolved
crimes, then Paris too yielded only tiny indications of a future of new possi-
bilities. And if the film inverted the synoptic view of mapping the city,
adding only to its fragmented reality and heightening the threat of dis-
memberment, then so too Debord’s map fragments the experience and per-
ception of the pedestrian who drifts from one selected “unity of atmosphere”
to another without knowing either how these juxtaposed sites are connected
or how they might present an illusion of the city as a totality. With this
self-reflective map, Debord intended to actualize—and thus to make the spec-
tator aware of—the artifice of spatial construction, stressing the city planners’
arbitrary creation of spatial districts and their imposition of a false unity on
the face of the city. By foregrounding the experience of pedestrians and their
attempts to recode the city through random promenades through the city, De-
bord’s map outlines the spatial contradictions that capitalism produces, its
false appearances and creations, its erasures and disappearances.”

Yet another attempt to provide the spectator with a cognitive map
of the troubled terrain of the postwar American city can be found in Stanley
Kubrick’s film Killer’s Kiss (1955). Dimendberg points out that Kubrick’s
cinematic settings such as Times Square and Penn Station are nostalgic
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landmarks; they remind the spectator of an earlier time, before the automo-
bile came to dominate pedestrian spaces such as Times Square and made the
railway station redundant as the major gateway to the city. Unknown to the
film director, however, Penn Station, which frames the narrative in opening
and closing shots, would be destroyed eight years later. Thus it not only
stands as a reminder of the industrial city, but it forecasts the ruination that
the modernist city will spread. Throughout the film, Times Square repre-
sents a landscape of centrality where events emerge either in memory of its
being a site of traditional rituals or in expectation of the deserted center it
would soon become. It is a landscape that has the power to reconcile the
characters and the spectators to the alienating experience of the metropo-
lis.®® “In an age of suburbanisation,” Dimendberg argues, “the experience of
the urban center cannot escape an ambivalent oscillation between attraction
and repulsion. And as the physical face of the city slowly loses its traditional
landmarks, the psychophysical correspondence we experience in cinema al-
low us to redeem the urban environment from a non-existence that is in-

creasingly real, rather than virtual ”*

NARRATING A TWICE-TOLD STORY ABOUT TIMES SQUARE

The first-told story relied on a taste for realistic representation that grew out
of a failure of memory caused when the city began to disappear from every-
day experience. But now a distinction must be drawn between these 1940s
and 1950s realistic representations of urban space and our contemporary
representations that display a taste for simulation. We now delight in wax
museums, theme parks, retro-architectural splendors, and the suspension of
disbelief that allows “planning {to} create the appearance of the unplanned”
in the redevelopment of Times Square.”® In other words, in the contempo-
rary production of spaces such as Times Square, we are given a twice-told
story that depends on a second memory gap and creates a different effecc. We
are no longer searching for photographic realism, for mapping techniques,
for documentary rendering of a city that is beginning to disappear from our
lived experience and collective memory. Now the technical apparatus that
can produce the illusionary reappearance of Times Square or the Great
White Way is foregrounded, and the masterful display of this artistry, with
all of its theatricality, pretenses, and tricks, itself becomes the show. This
reenchanted world depends on the power to simulate, and it distorts the
proclaimed purity and objectivity of representative realism.

In order to explore further this twice-told story, I will turn to the
late nineteenth century, when simulation as a means of popular entertain-
ment achieved its height. My example is Paris’s famous wax museum, the
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Musée Grévin. Founded by journalist Arthur Meyer and newspaper carica-
turist Alfred Grévin in 1882, the museum was designed to mimic the news-
paper, offering a random juxtaposition of tableaux much as newspaper
columns presented their readers with a series of unconnected stories.” It
offered the spectator the novelty of visualizing in precise detail familiar
newspaper stories, famous people, and well-known events, at a time
when photographs were not easily reproducible and had yet to accompany
newspaper reports. These three-dimensional tableaux vivants, along with
panoramas, dioramas, magic lantern shows, photographs, and stereoscopic
views, offered the nineteenth-century spectator a new kind of visual realism
by utilizing the most advanced technical means.”? Not only did they faith-
fully represent all the details, texture, and look of actual events or things,
but they were “mirror{s} with a memory” that reflected events and objects
from the past and projected them onto the present.” They relied, further-
more, on technical means or an apparatus of vision to organize, manage, and
produce their effects. As Don Slater argues, it was not representational real-
ism but mechanical or instrumental realism that enthralled spectators in the
late nineteenth century. They flocked to theatrical spectacles that were pro-
duced by mechanical means and thrilled as scenographic appearances were
magically transformed by machines and devices. This was one way that Vic-
torian society could become accustomed to living with machines and me-
chanical processes. Technical accomplishments became the spectacle itself,
for at that time “to represent, to know, to transform become not only mu-
tually reinforcing but united activities, three forms of appropriation of the
material world which both produce and assimilate the modern experience of
command and control.”*

Paradoxically, however, once instruments of realistic vision had de-
prived the world of wonder, once too much understanding had destroyed oc-
cult and supernatural effects, the nineteenth century then reenchanted this
view in theatrical events, visual spectacles, and quasi-magical shows. It sim-
ulated the aura of magical effects and the spell of inexplicable processes,
simultaneously hiding the apparatus of display and highlighting the
technical artifice of re-creation. No matter how great the factual details of
realism were, there was always a pressure to move from mere representation
and factual understanding to simulation and the demonstration, not expli-
cation, of how effective illusions and wonders were produced. On the other
side of rational and instrumental control over material reality lay the will-
ing suspension of disbelief and the pleasurable immersion in fantastically
simulated worlds. Pleasure resided not just in seeing the world duplicated
in realistic exactitude—an act demonstrating that one could appropriate
that world, could master, map, project, or reconstruct it—but also in being
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able to simulate that world. Such simulation required an apparatus or tech-
nician to create such special effects and to demonstrate the extent of human
control over physical reality. Wonder had been transformed from acknowl-
edging the perfection of draughtsmanship or a particular scenographer’s
theatrical skills, as was admitted in front of a spectacular panorama, to the
instrumental ability of mechanical techniques to produce an appearance of
reality. Immersed in illusory effects, the spectator lost the sense of being in
a constructed world.”

The same dynamic seems to be at work in contemporary Times
Square, whose simulated arrangements have produced an ontological con-
fusion in which the original story has been forgotten and no longer needs to
be told. Simulation, which plays on this shifting of ground, is enhanced
when an unstable relation exists between representation and experience.
Times Square, by now, is known only through its representations, its sign
systems, its iconic cinematic presence; and pleasure is derived from experi-
encing the illusion of the Great White Way, by marveling at its Lutses, by
planning its unplannedness, by foregrounding the apparatus that produces
these manipulated representations. Since the need for realistic representa-
tion that provides a cognitive map of unknown terrain has declined, the
pressure to offer simulation as a twice-told story increases. Now the narra-

2.6 | “42nd Street Now!” Robert A. M. Stern’s Theme Park Vision.
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tion of stories resides in the combinatorial replay embedded in the codes of
a computer memory, in the technical apparatus of simulation, in the regu-
latory controls of urban design. These devices have become this era’s mirrors
with a memory.

Consequently, Times Square as a quintessential public space of an
American city has been transformed into a simulated theme park for com-
mercial entertainment. Once Robert A. M. Stern was put in charge of the
interim plan for “42nd Street Now!” (giving the project a decidedly razzle-
dazzle orientation), many hoped that architects would remember that the
real star of the show was Times Square—"our most democratic good-time
place””® Calling for just the right kind of alchemy, the architectural critic of
the New York Times reminds us that “this Crossroads of the World has long
been a symbolic intersection between art and communication. Here, adver-
tising attains the dimension of a cultural monument, while theater sustains
intermittent hope that art should aspire to broad popular appeal.”’ It ap-
pears, however, that the guiding light behind the 42nd Street revitalization
plan is Robert Venturi’s 1966 proclamation that “Main Street is almost al-
right” New Yorkers will be given an opportunity to “learn from 42nd
Street” as they once learned from Las Vegas, for the double coding of the new
plan—paradoxically based on a principle of unplanning—is a set of design
guidelines that extrapolates from the realism of the street’s popular and
commercial features and returns it to privileged spectators who then can rel-
ish the commercial illusion in a sanitized and theatricalized zone. Each of
the thirty-four refurbished structures that line the street between Broadway
and Eighth Avenue must now be wrapped and layered with spectacular
signage—some animated and some lighted, but all legible from a distance,
and all with outstanding visual impact. A chart of coordinated colors has
been developed; diversity in styles, scales, and materials encouraged; and a
melange of restaurant and retail types expected.’® The New York Times archi-
tectural critic reports:

In short the plan is devised to reinforce the street’s existing charac-
teristics. The layered accretion of forms over the past century. The
mix of styles and scales. The lack of visual coordination. . . . Above
all, the street will be unified by the prominence given to signs:
video screens, painted billboards, theater marquees, faded murals
from the past, LED strips, holograms—an uninterrupted commer-
cial interruption.”

This play with popular forms, drawn from America’s image-
saturated commercial landscape, helps destabilize the position that archi-
tecture once held in the city. Architecture no longer determines a city’s
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2.7 | “Disneyfied” Times Square/42nd St.

unique visual identity but is reduced to nostalgic stereotypes. Borrowing
from a ubiquitous series of already determined and ordinary advertisements,
signs, and billboards, and even relying on the potential drawing card of
Mickey Mouse and Donald Duck, Times Square has been incorporated into
a larger sense of assembled space, where all of its simultaneity and immedi-
acy can evaporate into astonishing imagescapes. Here, as the earlier com-
mercial entertainments of the diorama, panorama, and lantern slide shows
demonstrated, spectators thrill at the re-creation of the real, wondering at
the technical procedures that convincingly transport them into an experi-
ence that in fact may never have existed. But now, in contemporary times,
designers bring all of their information-processing abilities into play in or-
der to demonstrate the technical and organizational power of planning reg-
ulations and design controls that can turn the material form of the city into
such an effective illusion. The result is similar to any successful magic show:
spectators are doubly thrilled when the illusion is produced by invisible
means, when the prosaic world can be reenchanted and disbelief sus-

pended—albeit for a moment.



Notes

1 Marc Augé, Non-Places: Introduction to an
Anthropology of Supermodernity, trans. John Howe
(London: Verso Press, 1995).

2 Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 1, The Movement-
Image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Hab-
berjam (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1986), p. 109. He credits Paul Augé with

the term any-space-whatever.

3 Thomas J. Lueck “Brighter Lights and
Brighter Promises Light Times Square,” New
York Times (hereafter abbreviated NYT), 31 De-
cember 1995, sec. 13, p. 7.

4 A new Times Square subway entrance at the
southeast corner of 42nd Street and Seventh Av-
enue was planned to have “a glitzy exterior of
glass and bright lights and colored discs and
strips” (Bruce Lambert, “Times Square Subway
Station: Putting a There There,” NYT, 10 De-
cember 1995, sec. 13, p. 6). And the high-tech
flashing-neon visual frenzy that is Times Square
was used as a model for a new fence, a 164-foot-
long artwork displaying thirty-five bright or-
ange faces, forged in coiled steel, from 48th to
46th Streets, the work of Monica Banks (Douglas
Martin, “Public Art: A Fence with Faces to Grace
Times Sq.,” NYT, 27 December 1995, B3).

5 Dale Hrabi, “Will the ‘New’ Times Square
Be New Enough?” (dhrabi@aol.com). Down-
loaded from the Web and faxed to the author on

17 September 1996.

6 Bruce Weber, “In Times Square, Keepers of
the Glitz,” NYT, 25 June 1996, B1, B6.

7 Dykstrat is quoted in ibid.

8  J. Hoberman, 42nd Street (London: British
Film Institute, 1993), p. 9.

9  Quoted in ibid., p. 19.
10 Hoberman, 42nd Street, p. 9.

11 Rocco Fumento, 42nd Street (Madison: Uni-
versity of Wisconsin Press, 1980), p. 12.

12 Siegfried Kracauer, “The Mass Ornament”
(1927), quoted in Hoberman, 42nd Street, p. 34.

13 Fumento, 42nd Street, p. 21.

The Double Erasure of Times Square

14 Roosevelt is quoted in Hoberman, 42nd
Street, p. 69.

15 Gramsci is quoted in Jonathan L. Beller,
“City of Television,” Polograph 8 (1996): 133.

16 Sergei Eisenstein, Eisenstein on Disney, ed.
Jay Leyda, trans. Alan Upchurch (London:
Methuen Paperback, 1988), p. 3.

17 As the president of New York City Eco-
nomic Development Commission put it, “good
glitz” or “showboating” has never hurt Times
Square; he heralded the 1996 opening in Times
Square of a Virgin megastore, the largest record,
movie, book and multimedia store on earth
(located on Broadway between 45th and 46th
Streets). Thomas J. Lueck, “Times Square Her-
alds Megastore,” NYT, 24 April 1996, B2.

18 Thomas J. Lueck, “Financing for Times
Square Leads to Harsher Criticism,” NYT, 28
July 1994, B3.

19 Robertson is quoted in James Bennet, “Tak-
ing the Deuce,” NYT, 9 August 1992, p. 44.

20 David Dunlop, “Times Square Plan Is on
Hold, But Meter Is Still Running,” NYT, 9 Au-
gust 1992, p. 44.

21 Herbert Muschamp, “42nd Street Plan: Be
Bold or Begone!” NYT, 19 September 1993, sec.
2,p.33.

22 Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 2, The Time-Image,
trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Robert Galeta (Min-
neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989),

p. xi.
23 Deleuze, Cinema 1, p. 111.

24  Edward Dimendberg, “Film Noir and Ut-
ban Space” (Ph.D. diss., University of California,
Santa Cruz, 1992).

25 Kevin Lynch, The Image of the City (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1960).

26 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cul-
tural Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham: Duke
University Press, 1991), pp. 51-52, 415-417.

27  Carl Richardson, Autopsy: An Element of Re-
alism in Film Noir (Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow

Press, 1992), p. 94.

28 Tbid., p. 108.



Part [: Filters

wul
N

53

M. Christine Boyer

29 Voice-over enables the audience to hear
someone, although never seen on the screen, nar-
rating a story. The voice comes from another time
and space than that of the film; as an overlay, it can
comment and draw together parts of the story.
Sarah Kozloff, Invisible Storytellers: Voice-Over Nar-
ration in American Fiction Film (Berkeley: Univer-
sity of California Press, 1988), pp. 2-3, 82.

30 Added during postproduction, voice-over
allows the filmmaker to include important exte-
riors or scenes shot in the noisy streets of New
York without the background interference. See
Kozloff, Invisible Storytellers, p. 22.

31 For comments on location shooting, see
Malvin Wald, “Afterword: The Anatomy of a
Hit,” in The Naked Ciry: A Screenplay by Malvin
Wald and Albert Maltz, ed. Matthew J. Bruccoli
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press,

1949), pp. 137, 144.

32 Quoted in Richardson, Auzopsy, p. 90.

33 Ibid., pp. 89-91.

34 Ibid., p. 88.

35 Nicholas Christopher, Somewbhere in  the
Night: Film Noir and the American City (New
York: Free Press, 1997), p. 9.

36 Wald, “Afterword,” p. 140.

37 Wald and Maltz, The Naked City, p. 3.

38 Richardson, Autopsy, pp. 4-5.

39 Sarah Kozloff observes, “by the film’s end,
we have a very clear sense of the narrator’s per-
sonality—his self-aggrandizement, his cynicism,
his sentimentality, his devotion to The City and
its inhabitants. This narrator combines both au-
thority and the voice of one man, part lecturer,
part tour-guide, part barside raconteur.” See In-
visible Storytellers, pp. 86—96; quotation, p. 96.
40 Wald and Maltz, The Naked City, p. 31.

41 Ibid., pp. 126-127.

42 Richardson, Autopsy, p. 93.

43 Parker Tyler, The Three Faces of the Film
(1960), quoted by Wald, “Afterword,” p. 148.

44 Hellinger bought the rights to the title for a
thousand dollars. See Wald, “Afterword,” p. 144.

45 Thomas McDonough, “Situationist Space,”
October 67 (winter 1994): 61, and Simon Sadler,
The Situationist City (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT
Press, 1998), p. 60.

46 McDonough, “Situationist Space,” pp. 62—66.
47 1Ibid, p.75.

48 Dimendberg, “Film Noir and Urban Space,”
pp. 143, 154, 160.

49 1bid., p. 162.

50 This latter is the intention specified in the
planning report for Times Square, produced by
Robert A. M. Stern and M & Co., “42nd Street
Now! A Plan for the Interim Development of
42nd Street,” in Executive Summary (New York:
42nd Street Development Project, New York
State Urban Development Corporation, New
York City Economic Development Corporation,

1993).

51 Vanessa R. Schwartz, “Cinematic Spectator-
ship before the Apparatus,” in Viewing Positions:
Ways of Seeing Film, ed. Linda Williams (New
Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press,

1994), pp. 94-105.

52 The following account draws a distinc-
tion between representation and simulation. It
closely follows the work of Don Slater, “Photog-
raphy and Modern Vision: The Spectacle of ‘Nat-
ural Magic,” in Visual Culture, ed. Chris Jenks
(London: Routledge, 1995), pp. 218-237.

53 This phrase was used by Oliver Wendall
Holmes to describe the daguerreotype in 1859.
Quoted by Slater, “Photography and Modern Vi-
sion,” p. 218.

54 1Ibid., p. 222.

55 Ibid., pp. 218-237.

56 Sternand M & Co., “42nd Street Now!” p. 2.
57 Herbert Muschamp, “The Alchemy Needed
to Rethink Times Square,” NYT, 30 August
1992, sec. 2, p. 24.

58 Stern and M & Co., “42nd Street Now!”

59 Muschamp, “42nd Street Plan,” p. 33.



This page intentionally left blank



< A ’ Barry Curtis

That Place Where: Some Thoughts on
Memory and the City



& - ¥ ™

3.1 | Joseph Heinz il Giovane, Capriccio.

Place is the product of a relationship—part subjective projection, part in-
ternalization of an external reality. It is also distinct from a spatial contin-
uum. Among the evaluative mechanisms that discriminate place from space
is memory; correspondingly, amnesia is an operation which reverses that
process and dissolves place back into the indifference of space. In this chap-
ter I explore some of the determinations of place.

Any architectural act seeks to establish a place through a process of
enclosure and metaphoric association, but the role of the consumer has been
progressively advanced in constituting significance. Certainly since the
1960s, the idiosyncrasy of place has become firmly established in writings
on urbanism. The imposition of meaning has been allowed to be idiomatic
and subjective; at the same time, meanings have increasingly been ac-
knowledged as belonging to different interest groups.

As a result, processes of planning that seek to create meaningful
conjunctions and memorable epiphanies for an undifferentiated public have
been exposed as fragile and perspectival. The modernist projects, which pro-
posed making urban forms ephemeral and responsive to change while im-
plying that technology could be definitively represented in timeless and
Purist styles, have been put in doubt. Interest has been renewed in the past,
the provisional, the symbolic, the deferred—and in various local and eco-
logical solutions.

The article I contributed to the Strangely Familiar catalogue was
about Venice and a recent proposal to modernize it by building a metro sys-
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tem.' I was interested in the perpetual plight of that city, because for me it
clearly exemplifies how meanings can both persist and be subject to the
relativism of constant historical rearticulation. Venice, as well as being a
potent memory theater, also engaged me in the pleasurable experience
of tourism—surrender, visiting and belonging, and participation in the
“Venetian” game of masking and revealing. Georg Simmel’s observation
that “Venice presents dualities that cannot be resolved into a synthesis”? ges-
tures toward the more general undecidability of urban experience.

The paradoxical nature of Venice has been firmly established by in-
numerable admirers and detractors. It has been acknowledged as a univer-
sal city—the sort of paradigmatic text deployed by Italo Calvino—but it is
also a bizarrely retarded supplement to the development of cities up to the
industrial age. It can be refigured as everlasting and perpetually “in peril,”
as a pedestrian precinct par excellence, as a city of aged inhabitants, as an
ecological conundrum, as a heritage city, as an international cultural center,
as a city of carnival and hedonism, and even as an attraction for a modern
telecommunications infrastructure.’ It is both a freak and an archetype.
What interests me most here is that it is a paradigmatic “place.”

That Venice is primarily conceived as a paradox spurs us to further
considerations on the nature of cities, the relationship between past and
present, nature and culture, the ceremonial and the everyday, the appearance
and the reality. The exceptional status of Venice is that of a city supposedly
arrested and preserved in time. This “timelessness” has enabled memory to
work on it in a number of ways as a memory of the “first home” and as a
memory preserved by the nature of the changes enacted on the memorial
city. The various mythic understandings of the city have come to constitute
its meaning in ways that are more fundamental than those deployed to re-
construct cities that have been adaptive to change. Venice is not layered; it
cannot be analogized like Pompeii, as corresponding to the levels of con-
sciousness; it is built on artificial foundations. Something of its unique na-
ture is captured in Simmel’s cryptic description of it as “a perfect mask that
hides being, or rather reveals the loss or absence of being.”

Venice as a densely produced “place” generates a kind of ideal in its
intensity and condensation, not just as an urban form but as a labyrinth,
maze, or trap: “a ritual circulation” in which confrontations with others and
self are produced. As Jean Baudrillard has also said, “there is no side exit in
Venice.” The city in addition represents the inexhaustibility of place. As
early as 1494, Canon Pietro Casola expressed a perception that has been re-
peated down the centuries and is echoed in every current guide book: “So
much has been said, there appears to be nothing more to be said.”® But the
very fixity of Venice has enabled it to be perpetually recast as a world city, a
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meeting place between East and West, a city of surveillance, an inspirational
megastructure, and a model for cities of ritual and democratic participation.
Adrian Stokes, in his linking of the peculiar architecture of Venice and the
ways in which dream and memory are capable of reconfiguring significance,
finds a profound paradox: “So deeply laid are the imaginative foundations of
Venice, to such an extent has stone abrogated the meaning of soil in our
minds, that decay, as we have seen, takes the form of metamorphosis and
even of renewal.”” It is a model of the unknown and unknowable city, end-
lessly put into classifications yet still capable of entering into new relation-
ships and meanings.

It is not surprising that Venice and other urban fragments that
were not heavily marked by the requirements of industrialization and mod-
ernism should now be appropriable as models of place sharing what David
Harvey has defined as the dominant concerns of the postindustrial city. He
conceives that city as beyond the paradigms of function and organism, as a
lost plenitude and operatic scene—"the projection of a definite image of
place blessed with certain qualities, the organisation of spectacle and the-
atricality, achieved through an eclectic mixture of styles, historical quota-
tion, ornamentation and diversification of surfaces.”

3.2 | Sites of bombs dropped by Austrian aircraft during the Great War.
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3.3 | Proposed rail route into the center of Venice.

As most guidebooks point out, experiencing Venice involves a pro-
cess of aimless circulating, surrendering to complexity, and experiencing
sudden encounters. On at least two occasions it has been the site of formal
dérives (conducted by Ralph Rumney and Sophie Calle), but most visitors
enjoy a self-conscious experience of pragmatic reverie, which numerous
writings about walking in the city have explored. Venice is an exceptional
city, which provides an understanding of the general rules of urban conduct.
Patrizia Lombardo believes that “Venice, small and ancient as it is, with no
cars, apparently so ideal as a refuge from the hustle and bustle of today’s
world allows a powerful intuition of modernity.”

The literature of cities has explored the relationship between mem-
ory and movement. The moving point of view is what makes possible the re-
lation of place to self by way of narrative and parallax. Since the late nineteenth
century, records of experiencing the city have tended to deploy a moving or
montaged point of view. The city has also been seen as destabilizing static per-
ceptions. Richard Sennett has written persuasively on a decisive shift away
from the conceiving of streets as ceremonial approaches to viewing them as
fixed objects in a system of circulation that emphasizes the journey and the po-
tential for travel and connection. He links this metaphor of circulation to the
emergence of free trade and the literal mobility of people in pursuing it, de-
scribing the construction of flexible economic space in cities as “a conjuction
of functional use of space and opportunistic use of time.”’

In considering the claims of place, we must account for the rela-
tionship between modes of fixity, with all that these imply for community
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and residential meaning, and the transitions and connections provided by
modernity. Is place more plausibly conceived as habituation, or is it pro-
duced from a dialectic of travel and return? Speed of transit and passage have
traditionally been considered as inimical to the integrity of place. The ar-
gument between conservers and modernizers in the case of Venice has often
centered on the issue of transport—the rail link, the road link to Piazzale
Roma, the plans for tunnels, bridges, and subways—all conceived as ending
forever the distinctive claims of the city as an integrated “place.”

Provision for transit has been widely conceived as an enemy of rit-
ual reflection. This is vividly demonstrated by the poignant trope, repre-
sented on television news, of marking the sites of urban tragedies at bus
stops, curbs, and walls with flowers or childrens’ toys: attempts to furnish
non-places with meanings appropriate to remembrance. Place has been in-
timately associated with dwelling, as part of the problem of devising satis-
factory urban architecture that can intensify and commodify meaning. The
forms of electronic communication being developed at the turn of the mil-
lennium constitute the latest mode of transit and association; it remains to
be seen if their impact will reinforce “placelessness” or stimulate a recogni-
tion of place’s importance.

Modernism, in seeking an aesthetic and ethical transformation of
ways of living, neglected in its polemics the historical claims relating to the
importance of place. Modernist architecture and planning maintained a di-
alectic between eliminating place in favor of continuum while at the same
time seeking to understand spatial organization from “primitive” and exotic
sources. As Adrian Forty has suggested, the possibility that building could
be conceived in terms of other things can be seen as evidence of discontent
with modernism." The space between an ahistorical past and a transhistoric
future is one that various revisions of the modernist grand narrative have
sought to fill. As part of the rediscovery of “place” in the late twentieth cen-
tury, space has been conceptualized as practice and event. This represents
the continuation of an anthropological sensibility that was part of the mod-
ernist project; but it has been progressively nourished by existential and
poststructuralist notions of subjectivity and identity. The literature of travel
and tourism has attained a priority in the fusion of those concerns with par-
ticular relevance to transcultural traveling and cultural negotiation.

The period immediately after the 1939-1945 war was marked by
a distinct turning away from functionalism to explore the mysterious as-
pects of urban monuments and cores. The revised concerns of the Congres
Internationaux de I’ Architecture Moderne (CIAM) betray this interest in re-
discovery—especially as it related to the “living” quality of cities. Such in-
terest involved inquiries into the constituents of significance and pleasure,
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as well as determined attempts to understand the “everyday” aspects of
habitation. Venice, and particularly St. Mark’s Square, became a model for
constructing social and democratic space,'? historically linked to the highly
validated notion of the agora and, at the same time, suggesting a model for
post-authoritarian and post-laissez-faire urban life. The problems of leisure,
learning, and self-determination, traditionally key concerns of the tourist,
became tropes of postwar planning theory. The versions of authority that the
new planning was intended to circumvent—commercialism, communism,
traffic, advertising, and mass media—were also conceived as the enemies of
“place.” The claim that Mediterranean cities and their culture provided de-
fenses against the encroachment of those enemies suggested urban models
that presented both classical and picturesque solutions based on a mixed
economy of constraint and freedom.

The recovery of “place” has been theoretically informed by anthro-
pological and perspectival understanding. It has taken place in relation to
reconceiving the city as system that relates to larger systems, both natural
and cultural. Concerns about reconceiving place have come at a time of dan-
ger—when various anxieties have emerged regarding the loss of place in the
general decay of narratives, in the face of globalization, simulation, and in-
difference. In particular, the triumph of the market in its related drives both
to make generic and to differentiate has put the notion of “public space” into
crisis. Anthropologists, cultural geographers, and theorists of racial and
gendered space have provided alternative readings of authorized urban texts
that demonstrate that place, like memory, is a work in progress.

As in Venice, where every adjustment threatens the densely coded
past, every urban solution now self-consciously walks the line between con-
servation and development. Elizabeth Wilson builds on this abstract di-
chotomy in her suggestion that most of us would like to inhabit a city
balanced between the two now-dominant urban models—one dangerous,
vital, and chaotic; the other prettified, intimate, and themed."

The economies of space are displayed in every real estate agent’s
window. “Real estate” is subject to a complex system of values, personal and

» o«

collective, that puts a premium on “centrality,” “exclusion,” and “proxim-
ity” The complex needs that these promises address are indicated in Doreen
Massey’s phrase “the spatiality of life.”* Desirable place is often a paradoxi-
cal blend of closeness and distance. The formula “secluded, yet minutes
from” recurs as a compelling spatiotemporal device mediating “backwater”
and “mainstream”; it measures movement between the past and the present,
the interior and the exterior, as much as mere distance. One experiences the

conflation of time and space in the city where the passage of time is imag-
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3.4 | McDonald’s.

ined to vary between locales—densely concentrated and stored in the “his-
toric centers” and present only as redundancy and decay elsewhere.

Evaluation is inherent in all planning procedures, particularly
when the object is to integrate or separate place from non-place. In recent
years the supposedly anomic experiences provided by modernization have
been discredited in favor of modes of village and street life. However, the
neutral spaces that are committed to contract and consumption have con-
siderable appeal as antidotes to the complexity and contradiction of post-
modern life. One customer in a Harlem McDonald’s has observed, “Ain’t no
hip-hop here, ain’t no profanity. The pictures, the plants, the way people
keep things neat here, it makes you feel like you're in civilization.””” Marc
Augé, writing on the characteristics of “non-place,” has described the ex-
perience as “contractual,” involving elements of identity loss and role-
playing.'® These spaces provide not just symbolic reference to history and
context, but also a refuge from a palimpsest of references that can be seen as
an obstacle to a neutral present; they win back the mood of modernism at
the expense of intertextuality.

Many writings on the urban culture of the present converge in their

accounts of the increasingly immaterial, eccentric, and communicative na-
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ture of late-twentieth-century cities. Although modernism as a universal-
izing and progressive project attempted to unite aesthetics and social func-
tion, it did so at the cost of defining function narrowly. The fantasy of a
definitive solution, what Jean-Francois Lyotard has called a “final rebuild-
ing,” failed to account for the complex relationship of new architecture to
the past, as an embodiment and a commentary on the passage of time.

Architecture obliterates and constitutes the past. It establishes it-
self in relation to a time and place of origin, and it also endures and is
marked by the passage of time and interpretation. Architecture is always
suspended between inventory and memory, so that its significance articu-
lates meanings at once in syntagmatic and paradigmatic dimensions. It pro-
vides containers for memories in a culture where they are superabundant.
Marc Augé has suggested that the term “super modern” is a more effective
way of describing the present than “post modern” in order to account for
“this time overloaded with events that encumber the present along with the
recent past.”"’

Cities as a matrix of routes, junctions, and structures function as a
compelling metaphor for memory. Elements acknowledged to be “historic”
are surrounded by superimpositions that in some cases replace other build-
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ings of note, or significant sites, but usually stand on the foundations of
“lost” structures. As buildings and space configure forcefields of memory,
significance spills over into locales and districts, or fails to find attachment.
Extensions, changes of use, transformations of status, growth, decay, and
gentrification—the variously prioritized geometry of main roads, back-
streets, culs-de-sac, and shortcuts—all resonate with ways of memorializing
existence.

It is inevitable that cities provoke psychic analogies and medita-
tions on the reciprocity of urban experience and the realms of consciousness.
Lewis Mumford used the geological metaphor of “strata” to describe the lay-
ering of cities. As a modernist, he tended to favor the newer, more flexible
and renewable “deposits” and assumed that overbuilding was inevitable.
Sigmund Freud, employing a more purely architectonic metaphor, was care-
ful to distinguish between “authentic” remains and the superstructures
built upon them by the subject. Georg Simmel identified the ramified city
as characteristic of modernism by virtue of its temporal complexity, its pro-
liferation of historical styles, and its general density of reference, all of which
played a part in the intensification of stimuli he regarded as symptomatic of
the urban experience.

Memory is one of the key ingredients in the creation of place, al-
though it is important to acknowledge that memory is subject to political
as well as psychic operations. Although it can be regarded as an antidote to
selective and tendentious histories, memory can also be structured and
guided. A number of the essays in the 1996 Strangely Familiar collection fo-
cus on how power is exercised over memory to construct various regimes of
access and control. Dolores Hayden suggests ways in which memory can be
comoposed to supplement and realign existing histories, lain Chambers in-
dicates how memory and habituation constitute indwelling resistances to
“progress,” and Christine Boyer considers the role of memory in the transi-
tion from realism to simulation.'®

Although memory is involuntary and transient, it can also be stim-
ulated and preserved. James Young, writing on Holocaust memorials, as-
serts the importance of memory as a disruptive practice:

By returning to the memorial some memory of its own genesis, we
remind ourselves of the memorial’s essential fragility, its depen-
dence on others for its life, that it was made by human hands in hu-
man times and places, that it is no more a natural piece of the
landscape than we are. For, unlike words on a page, memorial icons
seem literally to embody ideas, to invite viewers to mistake mate-
rial presence and weight for immutable permanence. If, in its
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glazed exteriority we never really see the monument, I shall at-
tempt to crack its eidetic veneer, to loosen meaning, to make visi-
ble the activity of memory in monuments. It is my hope that such
a critique may save our icons of remembrance from hardening into
idols of remembrance."

Worried about the capacity of memorials to absorb and negate memory,
Young suggests that it is necessary to remember the process of memorial-
ization, to recast memory in ways that recognize its need to change, and to
acknowledge our different motives for remembering.

Memorials as outcrops of the past have been seen as particularly in-
trusive at times when the future is conceived as unproblematically “pro-
gressive.” As Christine Boyer has pointed out, such a view of the future is
increasingly untenable at the end of the twentieth century. When utopian
desires are primarily focused on restoring lost totalities and certainties,
there is a danger of repressing that aspect of the past which Aldo Rossi has
referred to as “a museum of pain.”*

The process of uncovering the past is dialectically related to bring-
ing the present into question. Even the most nostalgic and factually remote
versions of lost “golden ages”—classical Greece, medieval England, Vic-
torian values—have been potent generators of radical politics. The
metaphoric relationship between archaeology and psychoanalysis is rooted
in a dynamic of building on the foundations of the past, where “memory
traces” lie dormant until cathected in the present.

Memory is rarely without contradictions, and it must be compro-
mised in order to function. It can be attached to place in ways that are trans-
actional and unpredictable. In Invisible Cities, Italo Calvino contemplates a
sampling of five ways in which memory can play a part in the experience of
urbanity.”' In one city, the visitor perceives the same components that he has
witnessed previously in other cities; but as in all generic texts, there is a sig-
nificant difference. In a second city, everything that is desirable is referred
to his memory of having visited before as a younger man, so that the desire
itself is a memory. In the third, the city is a palimpsest of the past, heavily
marked with the signs of the passage of time. In the fourth, the city func-
tions as an armature for memory, structured in such a way that it aids recol-
lection. In the last, the inhabitants are preoccupied with representations of
the city as it was years before, and pleasurably regret the loss of its grace and
distinctiveness.

Like memory, the city is a play of perspectives and constellations
created by points of view adopted in time and space. Walter Benjamin has
commented that memory “is the medium of past experience, as the ground
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is the medium in which dead cities are buried.” As the modern city sup-
plied the compressions and dislocations of meaning that served as an in-
spiration and model to the modernist avant-garde, it also generated the
traumatic collisions that provoke particular kinds of memory. Benjamin,
recollecting the Berlin of his childhood, commented on the irrational in-
tensity of some memories and the imprinting of memories by shock.> Mod-
ernist urbanism sought to eradicate these theatrical and fractal qualities.
One sign of the eclipse of rational modernism is the restoration of detail and
mnemonics to the urban landscape.

There is a well-established relationship between memory and nat-
rative. Cities are a densely coded context for narratives of discovery and the
recovery of experience. They have a capacity to act as social condensors and
to integrate complex aspirations and assimilations of people, styles, and
ideas. Among the defining characteristics of cities is their ability to relay in-
formation and enable meanings to be “built” on historical and spatial axes.
With the coming of modernity, and forms of capitalism that could success-
fully interpellate citizens as consumers, new relationships were established
between mobile subjects and a city of signs, enclaves, and clues. In the writ-
ings of Dickens, Baudelaire, Doyle, Aragon, and Benjamin there is a preoc-
cupation with detachment and investment—a fascination with the uneven
development of cities. These writers dwell on resistances to change, dis-
crepancies between facade and “indwelling,” and the significance of telltale
displacements. Heroes emerge who are capable of decoding the mysteries of
“mean streets” without themselves becoming mean—men who retain their
integrity in the face of disintegration.

My own essay for Strangely Familiar took a customary route, associ-
ating the experience of Venice with urban dreams and dérives and consider-
ing the city as a kind of model for contemplating the relationship between
past, present, and future. Venice is fascinating because it is at once unique
and paradigmatic. It offers in literal and pedestrian forms frequent encoun-
ters between two fundamental architectural tropes, the “bridge” and the
“door.” Georg Simmel conceived those as metaphors for connecting and sep-
arating, respectively. Venice is remarkable in the way that it provides an in-
tense urban experience of extremes of public and private space.

Cities have always functioned in these spatially metaphoric ways,
creating opportunities for the coming together of disparate meanings.
Meaning is concentrated and dispersed by processes that can be analogized
to the operation of memory. Certeau’s conceptualization of “spatial prac-
tices” involves an interpretation of the work of J.-F. Augoyard in which he
uses the terms “synechdoche” and “asyndetonal” to describe the ways in
which experiencing urban space can involve taking parts for a whole or
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eliminating the transitional space between significant objects to create pat-
tial or denser experiences.? In ideal tourist spaces there is a surreal clarity of
meaning produced by these effects.

Tourists are increasingly the interpellated inhabitants of cities. The
ideal tourist embodies the detachment of the flaneur and the engagement of
the ideal consumer. Although the practices of tourism are increasingly strat-
ified and specialized, they normally promise a totalizing experience that en-
gages memory in the encounter with novelty. Certeau paraphrases Claude
Lévi-Strauss’s Tristes Tropiques: “we travel abroad to discover in distant lands
something whose presence at home has become unrecognisable.””

Urban cultures of the late twentieth century have responded to the
privileged relationship implied by tourism. The tourist experience proposes
an overview that allows priority to the plenitude of the imaginary over the
symbolic. In that respect it operates in the realm of art, film, and dreams.
Set against the organized itinerary between sites of discovery and memory,
the tourist is offered a representative urban experience in a place that can be

endlessly explored but only provisionally known.
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The Power of Place—the power of ordinary urban
landscapes to nurture citizens’ public memory, to
encompass shared time in the form of shared rerri-
tory—remains untapped for most working people’s
neighborhoods in most cities, and for most ethnic
bistory and women’s history. The sense of civic iden-
tity that shared history can convey is missing. And
even bitter experiences and fights communities have
lost need to be remembered—so as not to diminish

their importance.

Dolores Hayden
The Power of Place

Engulfed and enframed by a set of new constraints
Jorged in contemporary times, these fragments from
the past appear denigrated by nostalgic sentiments
that fuel their preservation or reconstruction, while
our collective memory of public places seems under-
mined by historicist reconstructions. When juxta-
posed against the contemporary city of disruption
and disarray, the detached appearance of these
historically detailed compositions becomes even more

exaggerated and attenuated.

Christine Boyer
The City of Collective Memory
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4 The Uncompleted Monument: London,

War, and the Architecture of Remembrance



Little more than fifty years ago, London was fought over for the first time in
its modern history, and in the process suffered terrible destruction. The con-
sequences of that bitter conflict have shaped the lives of every subsequent
citizen of London. But as the distance from those events lengthens and the
real memories of that war become merely secondhand, new generations are
coming to consciousness for whom the war must seem very remote to their
lives and experiences. The war will soon be represented only by the ab-
stracted remembrance of the museum and the memorial, or will be forgot-
ten. It is thus a critical time to examine the processes by which immaterial
memory is transformed into concrete monument; as the sanctioned histories
of that period become solid and permanent, these received meanings must
be contested now, or else the right to question them be permanently relin-
quished. This chapter considers the metamorphosis of experience into
memorial, and how this flow contributes to “knowing” the city.

My inquiry builds upon a contemporary debate about the memori-
alization of the urban landscape, and the problematic relationship between
the act of memory and its institutionalization in built form. The paradigms
of this highly polarized argument are articulated in the recent writings of
two contributors to The Unknown City: on the one hand is the view of urban
history as an instrument of revelation, embodied in Dolores Hayden’s “Power
of Place” project with its clarion call to “nurture citizens’ public memory”;!
on the other hand, in cautionary opposition to this instrumentalist use of
collective memories, are M. Christine Boyer’s warnings of the dangers in-
herent in “merchandising history” and in “nostalgic sentiments that fuel
. . . preservation or reconstruction.”

These arguments over what David Lowenthal has dubbed “the
spoils of history” are perhaps more visible and implacable in London than
in any other city or culture. There the opposing camps of history and of her-
itage struggle to impose their conflicting interpretations on every place,
piece, and archive of the past, with the hope of substantially shaping the val-
ues and forms of the future.

MEMORY
In focusing on this debate about the conflicting uses of historical knowledge
in interpreting the city, I wish to explore how one particular system of pub-
lic memory—monuments—helps to reveal or conceal the complexities of
urban history. Specifically I consider the changing role, the transformations
in form, and last the transmutation of what was commemorated in London’s
modern war memorials. This raises a number of issues about memorial cul-
ture and its relationship to public memory and knowledge of the city, in-
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cluding the question of how economic, political, and especially cultural
change has been manifested in the production and reproduction of the
memory of war. However, beyond simply accounting for this process of
change, I wish to question the commonly held assumption that the city
merely serves passively as the locus or the reservoir of public memory; in-
stead I suggest ways in which London has been actively constituted as a
memorial itself—in memory of itself—and in so doing has been “written”
as an irrefutable text of official history. While many have argued that his-
toric European cities increasingly function as little more than active muse-
ums of themselves, I claim here that not just is the fabric of those places
reconstituted as “heritage” but also the significant memories that attach to
those places are conserved, their meanings becoming fixed and permanent,
creating what Boyer calls the “imaginary historical museum.”

It is necessary to consider exactly how this constituting of the city’s
fabric and its attached memories has actually occurred, how these particu-
lar constructions of the past are creating the future meanings of cities as they
are reconfigured as pure environments of consumption. Conversely we must
examine how, in opposition to this commodifying role for history, particu-
lar forms of historical knowledge—memory and experience—might be de-
ployed in the struggle to empower citizens’ command of the past, and thus
to maintain their democratic knowledge of the city.

MONUMENTS

In the history of all cities are momentous events that are irrevocably associ-
ated with the popular imagination of that place. A psychohistorical evoca-
tion of London would probably contain as its most vivid moments of
cataclysmic change two devastating fires, in 1666 and 1940, both necessi-
tating the wholesale economic, social, and physical reordering of the city.
The remembrance of these events has been sustained through popular sto-
ries, pictures, and testimonies and through the presentation of officially
sanctioned histories. But the memories people hold of significant events are
intimately connected with a specific sense of space and place; and for an
event-memory to be adequately invested with visible, public meaning it is
necessary for some tangible connection to be suggested and enforced be-
tween circumstance and site. While the fabric of the city itself represents a
visible aide-mémoire, it is the act of abstracting through the erection of
monuments that permanently inscribes the image of that event. The Great
Fire of London destroyed most of the comparatively small city in just a few
days. It is publicly remembered by the Monument, the identification be-
tween the event and Wren’s column being so complete that no more precise
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name is needed. Monuments can be seen as the tangible trace of collective
memory, or perhaps as the mnemonic device that can reactivate accumu-

lated memories.’

WAR

The simple process of abstraction and commemoration in the premodern
London of the late seventeenth century could not conceivably be compared
to the infinitely more complex sequences of event and ideology that have
given shape to the monuments of the modern city. Yet the desire to invest
urban space with public meaning, to render readable the text of the city, has
remained a constant ambition of urban societies, and it is certainly a highly
visible impulse of postmodernity. To one attempting to unravel the imper-
ceptible mechanisms by which the immaterial constructions of memory are
metamorphosed into the tangible architectures of commemoration, no in-
stance is more revealing than the wartime history of London and the process
of remembrance that developed during and after the Second World War.

For much of this century the experience of both world wars has
been a visible fact of everyday life in London. My own childhood recollec-
tions are shared by countless others: the elderly men sunning themselves in
wheelchairs, their uneven distribution of arms and legs bearing eloquent
testimony to the brutal fashions of field surgery on the Western Front; the
khaki tunic, three stripes on the arm, found in the dark recess of the
wardrobe; the gaping holes of cleared bomb sites and the roofless churches
still remaining from the Blitz. Above all else it was this last, the deliberate
and catastrophic destruction inflicted from September 1940 to May 1941,
that has irrevocably transformed the physical and social fabric of London.

COMMEMORATION

The complexity of this matrix of events, memories, and places renders the pro-
cess of memorialization highly problematic, for to develop a memorial culture
requires that a restricted set of meanings be abstracted, a process that neces-
sarily implies that other meanings be forgotten. Interpreting how this has
happened, and indeed is continuing to happen, is essential if we are to con-
template real resistance against received interpretations of the recent past.

These general lines of inquiry have emerged from a concern with
the Lenin Memorial,®a monument created in 1942 as a manifestation of An-
glo-Soviet relations and destroyed in 1948 as a direct result of obvious trans-
formations in that relationship. This extraordinary object, designed by the
celebrated modernist architect Berthold Lubetkin, is in effect a war memo-
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4.1 | The erasure of memory: the destruction of the Lenin Memorial, 1948.

rial: for it was created during the war, for the war, and it served as the focus
of collective emotions generated by that conflict.

Of particular historical significance was its unplanned role as the
site for a local enactment of the global conflict against fascism, and what
that suggests to us about the reality of London’s wartime experiences. For
instance, that this monument was continually attacked by fascist gangs is a
telling insight into what Angus Calder has labeled “the myth of the Blitz,”
that popular conception of a time when ordinary citizens heroically pulled
together in a communitarian effort against the fascist enemy. This carefully
orchestrated construction of history, as we shall see, has remained central to
the telling and retelling of London’s wartime experience, and to the monu-
mentalization of that experience.

But in terms of theorizing the public meanings of monuments, it
is paradoxically the arbitrary destruction of the Lenin Memorial that raises
the most intriguing questions about the process of memorialization. For in
a country that has no particular tradition of continually creating or destroy-
ing official iconography—unlike, for instance, that which Laura Mulvey has
shown exists in Russia®—this story illuminates important questions about
the commemoration of the Second World War. The erasure of this curious
artifact of total war was not the necessary precursor to a new, sanctioned sys-
tem of monuments to reflect the concerns of a different era, and a different
kind of war; instead, for halfa century the war of 1939 to 1945 has remained
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without its own dedicated memorial culture, at least of the kind habitually
associated with the commemoration of military conflict.

This startling lack of commemoration for such a significant and
tragic episode in London’s history must be considered in the light of Doreen
Massey’s statement elsewhere in this book that the purpose of monuments
“is to gather together in the consensus of a common belonging, a shared
identity, all those who walk by.” The absence of monuments thus suggests a
fracturing of this sense of a shared identity—what Boyer labels a “memory
crisis”—that necessarily carries profound implications for the cohesion of

urban society.

THE GLORIOUS DEAD

While critics have recognized that London has historically lacked the kinds
of national monuments that have formed such an integral part of the mean-
ings of some other European capitals,” the city is nevertheless fully im-
mersed in the culture of war. London abounds in representations of national
victories, and monuments to their glorious but dead victors.

Most famous and numerous are the monuments of the Great War
of 1914 to 1918 that also pervade every corner of empire and foreign field

4.2 | The glorious dead: the
Cenotaph, London. Designed

by Edwin Lutyens.
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of battle, a thread of commemoration that is wholly stitched into the greater
fabric of national identity. Indeed the Cenotaph, the Lutyens-designed
memorial in Whitehall in commemoration of the Great War, has been ar-
gued to be the nearest thing Britain has to a national monument. That war
provided a memory system so powerful and pervasive that the remembrance
services on Armistice Day conducted at memorials throughout the United
Kingdom remain perhaps the last widely accepted and observed ritual of na-
tional unity. Moreover, the monuments of that one war subsequently came,
through the merest addition of a couple of dates, to stand for all later con-
flicts, obviating the need for more public memorials."

This does not mean that events and memories of the Second World
War as it was experienced in London weren't memorialized, but instead that
memorialization has happened in a unique way—one that highlights the
problems associated with the control and propagation of public, collective
memory. So the central question becomes, Why no significant or general
memorials of World War II? My answer to this deals with two distinct is-
sues; first, why conventional forms of representation were not employed,
and second, what the new and changing ways were in which the war, but es-
pecially the Battle for London, has been commemorated over the ensuing

half century.

PEACE

One answer to the first of these questions is that there was clearly a collapse
in accepted symbolic codes of representation in the aftermath of war. For al-
though Britain underwent no absolute political revolution after 1945, the
experience of wartime governance had led both major political parties to a
broad consensus on the necessity for radical programs of social reconstruc-
tion. Thus the politicians acknowledged that victory could not be too eas-
ily interpreted as a vindication of this nation’s institutions—unlike, for
instance, the Soviet Union, which constructed a profusion of monuments to
the “Great Patriotic War.” Postwar Britain was only too aware of the pyrrhic
nature of its victory, and in the general mood of reconstruction and recon-
ciliation there was little place for crowing triumphalism. The Western
victors were already plunging without pause into a new conflict, as the
untimely destruction of the Lenin Memorial vividly demonstrated, and one
that rapidly turned the taste of victory sour. The intent and title of Labour’s
famous 1945 manifesto was to “let us face the future” and not dwell on the
inheritance of the past, as Britain is wont to do. Doubts about the contin-
ued relevance of previous value systems surely contributed to the wholesale
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collapse and eventual supersession of the traditional typologies and icono-
graphies of war memorial intimately connected to those systems.

TOTAL WAR

For the civilian populations of London and other British cities, the very fact
that from 1940 on they had become active participants in the war—that in
the new bizarre topographies of aerial warfare, the battlefield was now over
and above not only the homeland but even the sanctified space of the home
itself—suggests that traditional, abstracted representations of victory, or of
noble, disinterested sacrifice in distant and foreign fields (as had appeared
on innumerable monuments after 1918), were no longer appropriate or even
tolerable. In fact, as Gavin Stamp points out, already a great deal of unease
about the suitability of these monuments had surfaced as they had been un-
veiled from the early 1920s onward; one was contemptuously labeled by the
war poet Siegfried Sassoon “a pile of peace-complacent stone.”!!

Moreover, a generation had been slaughtered en masse in the
trenches only twenty years earlier, supposedly to bring a permanent end to
such conflicts. This firmly held but necessarily transient belief in the effi-
cacy of the Great War is evoked in the words of George V on a pilgrimage
to the memorials of the Somme in 1922: “I have many times asked myself
whether there can be more potent advocates of peace upon earth through the
years to come than this massed multitude of silent witnesses to the desola-

tion of war.”"?

THE DEATH OF MEANING

But even the new inappropriateness of the old representations of remem-
brance doesn’t account for the disappearance of the tangible typology of the
monument itself—unless, that is, we consider more general debates about
the decreasing ability of certain forms of high cultural expression to convey
ideas about the real world. For just as Walter Benjamin famously argued
that the literal imagery of mechanical reproduction had robbed painting of
its authority to express a commonly recognized reality,” so other forms of
cultural production had been divested of their power to capture universal
meanings.

The experience and trauma of the Great War had convinced the
modernist avant-garde of the need to reject the failed ancien régime. They
aggressively denied architecture and painting the authority to carry sym-
bolic or figurative codes of meaning, turning instead to abstraction to con-
vey more universal themes of spirit or intellect. The new wish to celebrate
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technocracy and mass organization in preference to the humanist cult of
the individual spelled the demise of historicism and the classical tradition,
the very systems of representation that had sustained memorial culture up
to and including the First World War. Thus the conventions of the monu-
mental were increasingly redundant, with no desire to articulate an alterna-
tive. As Alan Borg notes, “so far as sculptors were concerned, the 1940s and
'S0s were a period of almost complete abstraction and their work did not
conform to the public perception of a memorial style.”"

In modern war, itself one of the most developed applications of
mass production, the universal depiction of everything from the intimate
details to the great events of warmaking by the Piczure Post and Pathé News
ensured that abstracted images of the wingeéd angel or the petrified wreath
were no longer adequate to sustain their old meanings of victory, death, and
remembrance. On the rare occasions when a suitable means of expression
was attempted for memorials to the Second World War, the results were as
arule highly unsatisfactory. Borg describes one notable failure, the Overlord
Embroidery, created to commemorate the Normandy landings:

The intention was to create a 20th century equivalent of the Bayeux
Tapestry, but the format, which was itself ancient 900 years ago, is
difficult to apply in the context of a contemporary and historically
accurate narrative. The result is that the embroidery, though a mar-
vel of workmanship, seems to have no clear purpose. No one who
wishes to know the story or see the action of the battle of Nor-
mandy would use this as a source; they would rather read books and

look at films and photographs.®

However, the idea that in the age of mechanical reproduction older
conventions of commemoration had become redundant implies the possi-
bility of a reproducible and hence universal memorial culture; and this is
precisely what was born out of the 1939-1945 war, the first large-scale con-
flict to be fought wholly in the glare of the flashbulb. Thus the Battle for
London is “remembered” above all else through its photographs, those last-
ing images that showed “London can take it.” Indeed recent research has
demonstrated how one image in particular has come to represent the ab-
stracted meanings generated by that battle and by enduring it, to stand as
the universally acknowledged symbol of the city at war.'®

Herbert Mason’s famous photograph, which showed the apparently
undamaged St. Paul’s Cathedral rising stoically above the flames of incendi-
ary bombs, was described as “the greatest photograph of the war’—not by
later apologists or historians, but by the Daily Mail on the day of its publi-
cation, 30 December 1940. The idea that this was more than just an extra-
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4.3 | “The greatest photograph of the war”: St. Paul’s Cathedral, London, 29 December 1940.
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ordinary piece of photojournalism was promoted from the very first, and it is
in fact a highly doctored, propagandist image. What it represents is an ab-
straction of officially endorsed sentiment, wholly in the manner of a tradi-
tional memorial: no people, no suffering, no death. What remains is simply
the image of the city, posed in defiance against an unprecedented offensive.

Through the ephemeral medium of the photograph the city itself
is memorialized, but from this a wholly new monument is created from the
city. Now it is the very real—and readable—remains of the devastated ar-
chitecture that form a new language of remembrance. The shattered fabric
of buildings have become the testimony to the battle, paradoxically through
the calculated conservation of the traces of destruction. This new and highly
literal form of urban memorial can be witnessed universally—in Coventry,
Dresden, and Hiroshima as well as in London—as the mute testimony to the
unspeakable horror of aerial warfare.

Thus in London—first through carefully edited films and pho-
tographs, and later through the selective retention of its ruins—the realities
of death and destruction were translated into universalized images of na-
tional worth and superiority, which have remained powerful and largely un-
contested for much of the period since.

NEW ENEMIES

However, these images of the city at war are also testimony to a new prob-
lematic of memorial culture: the experience of total war and its political
consequences raised unprecedented questions of exactly what it was that
should be memorialized and remembered. Two posters from the same
wartime campaign—one of an idealized pastoral past, one of a utopian ur-
ban future—are symptomatic of a complex confusion of ideologies that lie
at the heart of this argument. For during the course of the war it became in-
creasingly less simple to encapsulate what was being fought for, and why.
Wartime propaganda widened the definitions of the battlefield to identify
new enemies and new causes unique to this conflict. The “Home Front” had
become a theater of war not only in the physical sense of bombing and rocket
attacks, and enormous concentrations of troops and equipment, but also in
a social sense; the very fabric of society emerged as the ideological terrain of
the conflict.

At home there lurked other enemies of civilization besides just the
Axis powers—especially those christened by Beveridge the “five giants on
the road to reconstruction,”” as in some monstrous modern fairy tale. Build-
ing Tomorrow as opposed to merely Preserving Yesterday became the ulti-
mate purpose of war, with the prospect of social justice in the near future
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4.4 1 “Fight for it now”—the past. The South Downs, poster by artist Frank Newbould.

4.5 | “Fight for it now”—the future. Finsbury Health Centre, poster by artist Abram

Games.
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emerging as the necessary price for fighting total war. As the contemporary
phrase had it, this had become “the people’s war.”

“AND NOW—WIN THE PEACE”

As the 1945 Labour election slogan quoted in the heading succinctly
phrased it, the end of war was merely the prelude to a new struggle, set in a
hypothetical peacetime future. But how does one monumentalize the fu-
ture? Certainly not with crowing triumphalism. Beneficial memorials, ones
that served more purpose than did inert sculpture, had been widely pro-
posed after 1919, and they now increasingly seemed the correct expression
of the emergent Welfare State. For instance, one project launched as a na-
tional war memorial in 1946 was the National Land Fund. But the idealism
that at least temporarily inspired the reconstruction drive was better sym-
bolized by something more substantial and monumental: anticipated vic-
tory against the new social enemies became memorialized in the great
building programs of the Welfare State.

In a very real sense, the houses, hospitals, and schools that came to
dominate the landscape of London were monuments to a yet unrealized, hy-
pothetical, and utopian future, comprising the expeditionary force for a
great new campaign. Aneurin Bevan, opening a new London housing estate
in 1948 spoke of such buildings as if they were the anticipatory fragments
of an equitable society of the future: “I felicitate the new tenants of these
charming new flats. I hope they will have a long and happy life, produce
many bouncing babies, and find full employment. I hope that in the years
that lie ahead they will find a sense of pride in being associated with such a
great municipal activity.”'® Rather than trumpeting military victory over
external enemies, the city and its architecture became the peaceful monu-

ment for peacetime battles.

THERE ARE ONLY INDIVIDUALS

The traditional public monument lost its power to represent a public con-
sensus about national events at the very time of a genuine national consen-
sus about the political and social shape of the future.” As long as this
consensus held, so then the architecture that represented it could continue
to serve as the visible testimony to the sacrifice of war, and the triumph of
peace. However, by the late 1970s the politics of Keynesian economics and
welfarism, and the modernist cultural creed with which they were so inti-
mately linked, were under sustained attack from a resurgent conservatism,
whose triumph came with the election of the Thatcher government in 1979.
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With the rapid dismantling of key areas of welfare provision, most visibly
the termination of municipal housing programs, such architecture increas-
ingly failed to hold its intended meanings, representing instead discredited
symbols of nationhood. In Patrick Wright’s memorable phrase, the munic-
ipal housing block was demonized as the “tombstone [ . . . } of the entire
Welfare State.”®

Yet though the original intended meanings of these concrete mon-
uments have now been largely destroyed, the power of the Second World
War to generate pervasive cultural meanings has not been diminished. On
the contrary, established values and myths attached to the war remain po-
tent, and new historical interpretations have specifically questioned them.
In the mid-1980s Correlli Barnett’s Axdit of War sought to blame postwar
British decline in its entirety on exactly the wartime political leadership
that later led to the establishment of the Welfare State.”!

This change has been accompanied by new forms of memorial cul-
ture that invest the war and victory in it with a wholly different vision for
contemporary London. The old understanding that the experience of war
had provided the foundation for a new social justice, based on state-
sponsored policies of societal reform and progress, has been superseded by a
new polemic. Now the characteristic free-market cult of individual en-
deavor, untrammeled by the “nanny state,” is celebrated.

THE NEW HERO
What has visibly emerged as the new memorial culture has involved recon-
figuring particular fragments of the city into museums: the reconstruction
of spaces that are genuinely endowed with historical remembrance, but are
now filled with new visions and interpretations. Boyer has christened such
places the “new public theaters of late capitalism.” Simultaneously these
spaces have served to turn the memories and images of conflict into a bland
and fictive commodity, for passive consumption by an unknowing and un-
critical audience.

In 1984, on the instructions of Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher,
the Cabinet War Rooms deep under Whitehall were unsealed and thrown
open to the public, to provide (according to the director general of the
Imperial War Museum) “a permanent reminder of how our embattled gov-
ernment survived and operated in the Second World War.”#* Echoing
contemporary debates about the correct empirical content of school history,
this statement explicitly celebrates the leaders in this conflict, and not its
common participants. However, we are told that this site was ultimately
dedicated to the remembrance of just one hero: “Above all else they are Win-



Part [: Filters

o
N

83

Joe Kerr

ston Churchill’s War Rooms, the place where, had the expected invasion
ever happened, the final defence of Britain would have been mounted.”*

Thus Britain’s great war leader, the personification of the defiant
nation mounting its last desperate defense, was once more invoked, just as
he had been a short while earlier during the Falklands conflict. This new
spatial link with Britain’s wartime experience did not evoke the familiar
Blitz imagery of different classes thrown together in the public shelters, of
ordinary people conjoined in a common endeavor, but directly revealed the
commander’s lair. It leapfrogged the more recent, problematic past to tap
into the rich vein of nostalgia represented by Britain in its last moments of

world power.

THE PLACE FOR WAR

The Cabinet War Rooms are spaces that genuinely resonate with the mem-
ory of their historical import. It is still impressive to enter the site of such
significant action, half a century later, a point emphatically made by the di-

rector general of the Imperial War Museum:

Some historic sites are redolent of their history, the air charged with
the spirit of the past. The Cabinet War Rooms are in this category,
and I know of few places which convey a period so immediately and
so effectively. It sometimes seems as if the wartime workers have just
left and the Rooms are waiting for the next shift to come on duty.*

So it must seem to its expected audience, who are unattuned to the subtle,
instrumental manipulations of historical fact and place that have reinvested
London’s wartime history with such powerful contemporary meanings. But
as Lowenthal christened it, this is the age of “heritage ascendant,” which he
dates from 1980, and the rise of “Thatcher’s Britain.”® For him, history and
heritage differ in that the former is an interpretation of the past, while the
latter aspires to be a replica of the past, a copy of what has happened. In the
case of the Cabinet War Rooms, visitors might not realize that what they see
is as much simulation as reality, and the attendant literature certainly does
not try too hard to explain this.

To the critical eye, even the excitement of penetrating a space so
embedded in personal and collective cultural identity is already diminished
by the ersatz sandbags framing the entrance—one of many artificial em-
bellishments intended presumably to meet public anticipation, as if the real
space would not be enough on its own, or people’s imaginations could no
longer connect with events of fifty years previously. A further diminishing
of experience occurs inside, when the realization dawns that much on view
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is actually a careful reconstruction, or even enhancement. Waxwork marines,
cardboard evacuees, reproduction newspapers, and the taped noise of bombs
and sirens—which could never have been heard in this underground bunker
in 1940—are required to orient people, to jog the necessary set of historical
references. It is this denial of imagination and interpretation, the prediges-
tion of the past to allow uncritical consumption in the present, that is most
worrying about these new urban tableaux. Their meanings are fixed and
unassailable, at least in their own space.

The ultimate accomplishment of such fragmentary pantheons is
their ability to distance the reality of remembered experiences by present-
ing simulated participation in dramatized historical events, to be enjoyed as
if they really were near-perfect re-creations of what actually happened. In
the process, all sense of the problematic nature of this wartime experience,
of suffering and of conflict, has been censored—a continuation of the care-
ful process that had ensured the destruction of the Lenin Memorial forty

years previously.

THE “EXPERIENCE” OF WAR

London is increasingly represented in spectacles that have no discernible
connection with authentic sites or events at all—the total simulation of a
nonexistent past. Under railway arches in Waterloo and next to the “Jack

the Ripper Experience” can be found the grandiosely titled “Winston
Churchill’s Britain at War Theme Museum,” containing the “Blitz Experi-




4.9 | “Theming the war: the new battleground.”

ence.” Here a pathetic collection of objects—"actual relics, from toilet rolls
and soap to a complete Anderson Shelter, that you can sit in and hear air

26

raids”*—are placed in crude tableaux of wartime pubs and shops, as well as
the simulated aftermath of a bombing raid, so crudely rendered that they re-
call fairground attractions rather more than museum displays.

Being allowed the role of witness, indeed of active participant in
this new reconstituted experience of warfare, leads one to question not just
the possibility but the very need for any permanent memorial. The danger
is that this degree of immediacy, this apparent engagement with the past,
may in fact prove to be the most effective block to memory and thus to use-
ful knowledge of the recent past. Raphael Samuel has argued that “heritage
culture” is not necessarily the enemy of history, which itself stands accused
of being an elitist activity devoted to esoteric knowledge. He claims that
simulated museum displays such as the one described above are an authen-
tic part of the modern “art of memory.”*” But to deliberately confuse popu-
lar memory and knowledge with these considered constructions of populist
sentiment surely runs the risk of diminishing the real significance of com-
mon experience and memory in the city.

The historical episodes that can be visited here—Jack the Ripper
and the Blitz—are not even remotely connected with this actual place. But
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reconstituted together in the warm nostalgic glow that increasingly colors
all of the past, they offer the tourist an uncritical and easily consumed ver-
sion of London’s heritage. As with so much else of our own city’s history, the
past has become a seamless text no longer ordered by chronology, in which
real and simulated memory cannot easily be differentiated, but which can
be “experienced” and consumed equally by all. This devaluing of collective
memory, and the reconstruction of London’s fabric as essentially a theme
park of itself, threatens to render our own recent past as the ultimate seduc-
tive spectacle for a passive and depoliticized citizenry.

As a recent book has suggested, historians and politicians are still
“re-fighting World War II,” and as yet there is nothing resembling a defin-
itive account of that conflict.® At the risk of preaching another kind of in-
strumental history, we cannot allow the memory of war to become a passive
act. “Lest we forget” must remain an imperative, both because the fight
against fascism is a permanent one and because this truly is our history. The
ease with which memory has been appropriated by the forces of capital, and
reproduced in its commodified form of nostalgia, not only serves as a barrier
to the past but does equal harm in obscuring the possibilities of the future.

THE FUTURE OF THE PAST

Distance in time, and the diminishing of firsthand experience, does not
seem to be making the problem of creating an appropriate memorial culture
for the Second World War any simpler. Indeed, in many European cities the
difficulties of publicly rendering this particular period of history in a form
that also satisfies contemporary ideological priorities are currently proving
challenging to solve. For instance, in Dresden the bombed ruins of the
Frauenkirche, which for nearly fifty years were conserved as a memorial to
the city’s destruction, are now undergoing a controversial reconstruction.
Despite the obvious questions that this act raises about remembrance, as
well as considerable reservations among some citizens, its promoters claim
that “re-erecting this great church does not mean a failure to confront our
history”® In Berlin, meanwhile, attempts to construct a vast holocaust
memorial are currently beset by controversy on an international scale.
Rather more optimistically, in the East End of London a campaign
has been gathering force to erect a monument to the 2,193 local civilian ca-
sualties of the Blitz, in what was the most heavily bombed area of any
British city.”® The Civilians Remembered Campaign is particularly inter-
esting because despite having attracted widespread support from political
leaders and royalty, it does appear to have started as a genuinely local, pop-
ular agitation. Furthermore, the battle to claim a particular site overlooking
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the River Thames has brought the campaigners into direct confrontation
with the London Docklands Development Corporation (LDDC), an un-
elected body created by the Thatcher government to oversee the commer-
cial redevelopment of London’s vast area of redundant docklands, which is
vastly unpopular with the local community. Thus this campaign to com-
memorate a community’s experiences of war has simultaneously become a
struggle by those citizens to reassert some control over their physical and so-
cial environment; they are resisting the construction of still more luxury
apartments in favor of reclaiming their own version of the urban cultural
landscape. Thus London’s wartime past may yet develop its own memorial
culture, and this recurrent, troublesome issue of commemoration may prove
to be a catalyst for resisting the appropriation of the places of popular his-
tory and of public memory.

Ordered this year:

A billion tons of broken glass and rubble,
Blockade of chaos, the other requisites
For the reduction of Europe to a rabble.”!
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The suburb . . . has served as an experimental
[ield for the urban development of a new

type of open plan and a new distribution of
urban functions. . . . Some of the lessons that
modern planners first mastered in the suburb
must be incorporated into the new concept

of the city.

Lewis Mumford

The City in History
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5 From Tribeca to Triburbia: A New Concept
of the City



In 1978 I moved to Tribeca, an intensely urban district of industrial and res-
idential buildings in New York City. I still live on the same lower Manhat-
tan street, but my neighborhood has been transformed into Triburbia, a
district increasingly as suburban as any in the 100-mile wide metropolitan
ring around New York City. The New York Times portrays it as a model of
successful urban regeneration. The newspaper, which supports gentrifica-
tion as it does local sports teams, claims that Triburbia is now one of the
most popular districts in the region for affluent middle-class families who
previously would have wanted to live only in the leafy outer edges of the
city, perhaps in Connecticut or New Jersey: “Father’s a broker, mother’s a
lawyer—who would have been looking for a $600,000 house in Short Hills
[to} raise their family. But their work is in the city, [and} they have their
schools nailed down . . . in the city.”! However, in its transformation to an
affluent residential suburb, much of the dynamic urban life of the area has
been lost. It was a neighborhood where artists’ studios, working-class tene-
ments, small family-owned business, and busy garment factories coexisted.
The edges of the district easily gave way to the surrounding Lower East Side
working-class neighborhoods of Chinatown and Little Italy, an abandoned
waterfront, and similar blocks of nineteenth-century factory buildings.

How and why my central-city neighborhood transformed itself is a
classic case of gentrification, but one with a particularly contemporary
twist. To walk its streets is to realize that it has learned and absorbed the
“lessons that modern planners first mastered in the suburbs” and morphed
into a “new concept of the city”>—a suburb in the city center. Lewis Mum-
ford had hoped that low-density “garden cities” would lead to better living
conditions for the majority of Americans. Further, he believed these sub-
urbs would even influence the form of city. However, the development of
American suburbs has produced a quite different residential condition and
influence on cities. Benefiting from the opportunities of the city, yet simul-
taneously repelled by its cacophonous life, the space and form of the tradi-
tional American suburb have almost always been isolated, fortified, and
affluent domestic communities focusing on a limited social condition—the
nuclear family. More specifically, they represent a balance of private and
public, defined by what and who they include and exclude.

But how did the American city get to the point where it began to
mimic the suburb? When American cities began experiencing explosive
growth in the nineteenth century through immigration, the city was not
able to provide adequate services for this largely poor population. The
middle classes quickly tired of aiding the poor, except through occasional phil-
anthropic charities (sometimes making a profit), and began moving outside
the city’s taxing boundary.’ Since at least 1815, the American middle class
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has continued to work in the city and use its services but largely live and pay
taxes elsewhere. “Between 1815 and 1875,” Kenneth Jackson points out,
“America’s largest cities under went a dramatic spatial change . . . the steam
ferry, omnibus, the commuter railroad . . . gave additional impetus to an ex-
odus that would turn cities ‘inside out’ and inaugurate a new pattern of sub-

»4

urban affluence and center despair.”* In fact, so many prosperous residents
were leaving the tumultuous city by 1850 that New York newspapers com-
plained the city was being “desert{ed} by its men of wealth”; one New York
City politician argued against “the improvement of ferry service,” hoping
thereby to slow the middle-class exodus.’

With a declining upper and middle class to help provide for set-
vices, the city faced the problem of providing for a population that required
but could not pay for social services. Unfortunately, American cities are
legally prohibited from trying to plan and regionally tax the escaping sub-
urban middle classes. Unlike in Europe, where cities have historically been
self-governing, in America cities derive their power to govern entirely from
their state: they have no political power that is not granted to them by the
state legislature. If New York City, for example, wants to levy a tax on its
commuting suburbanites to help with the city’s finances, it must first ask
permission of the state legislature. The state of New York, always careful to
guard against the power of Gotham and representing conflicting rural, re-
gional, and suburban interests, typically denies the city any such authority.

Contemporary gentrification or urban regeneration is also the result
of a thirty-year campaign by government, real estate interests, the media, city
planners, and architects to reverse the perceived “urban crises” of the Ameri-
can city in the 1960s and 1970s. These crises began after the Second World
War, when the American middle class in ever greater numbers abandoned en-
tire neighborhoods of the country’s central cities—with their aging infra-
structure and declining government assistance—for subsidized houses, roads,
parks, and schools in former farmlands surrounding the old commercial cores.
These old inner-city neighborhoods became the home to poor immigrants and
racial groups locked out of the new suburbs by segregation.” Many buildings,
even blocks, of the old city were abandoned and left to deteriorate.

The accelerated deterioration of the city’s housing stock, now no
longer owner-occupied but controlled by large real estate groups, led to a re-
duction in the buildings’ economic value, causing a simultaneous reduction
in the city’s tax base. A gap between public needs and the city’s ability to
meet them led to the much-debated urban crises of the American city. A
1968 survey of homeowners in Boston makes this point:
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The Conventional Urban problems—housing, transportation, pol-
lution, urban renewal and the like—were a major concern of only
18% of those questioned and these were expressed disproportion-
ately by the wealthier, better educated respondents. . . . The issue
which concerned more respondents than any other was variously
stated—crime, violence, rebellious youth, racial tension, public
immorality, delinquency. However stated, the common theme
seemed to be a concern for improper behavior in public places.®

For many, the solution seemed obvious: bring back the middle
class, with their higher incomes, at all costs. The middle classes, this theory
argued, could be attracted back to the city by the now degraded but still
high quality of blocks of nineteenth-century row houses. After they pur-
chased and then upgraded the properties, the value of the city’s property
would rise. In addition, this theory held that the middle class expected (as
if the poor did not) and knew how to demand better social services: schools,
sanitation, and parks.® The city would be transformed back to its pre-1950s
ideal of middle-class rectitude and order.

When I was an architecture student at the University of California
in the early 1970s, nearly every studio design project was a variation on this
theme of “bringing the middle-income families back to the city.” The sites
for our projects were usually in old, degraded working-class neighborhoods
in San Francisco or Oakland. Developers would visit our design reviews to
tell us what the middle class wanted and students would spend time de-
signing parking lots, swimming pools, and surrounding green spaces. Al-
though these use schemes meant to displace the present occupants, this
point was rarely discussed in studio. These projects mirrored what our de-
sign professors were creating in San Francisco, one of the first cities in Amer-
ica to feel the effects of gentrification. In the 1950s New York City began
to redevelop the Upper West Side, the largest area of abandoned and dilap-
idated blocks in Manhattan. In order to accomplish this rebuilding it “pre-
sented a plan of park-like open spaces”: tearing down scores of old buildings
would create a checkerboard of parks and gardens around once-elegant
brownstone row houses. This “West Side Story” hoped to bring the middle-
class suburbanites back from the leafy suburbs to a green city." It would also
have had the effect of quietly clearing the potentially high-priced land of the
undesirable poor. Fortunately, this plan was defeated by local opposition.

Just as the post—Second World War suburbs were created and sup-
ported by government legislation like the Veterans Home Loan Guarantee
program of 1944 (known as the “G.I. Bill”) and the Interstate Highway Act
of 1956," so too was New York suburbanized through government inter-
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vention. In 1981 the mayor of the city, Edward Koch, began an unprece-
dented spatial restructuring of the city based not on the historic row house
or apartment building patterns of New York, but on the suburbs. His ideas
about the future of the city seemed to be grounded not in the needs of the
current population of the five boroughs, but in his childhood memories of
the city before the Second World War, when it had a large, white middle
class. Koch wanted these middle-class residents back in the city and he was
not shy about promoting his vision. In 1984 he declared, “We’re not cater-
ing to the poor anymore . . . there are four other boroughs they can live in.
They don’t have to live in Manhattan.”"

Koch would have the poor move to once-thriving but now largely
abandoned districts, such as the South Bronx and Brownsville. These de-
crepit areas would be rebuilt once again, along the lines of suburban com-
munities of single-family houses with yards. In order to accomplish this
Koch proposed his “Ten-Year Plan” to rebuild or renovate 252,000 units of
affordable housing."”” The mayor planned to use federal housing programs,
initially intended for lower-scale suburbs, for the first time in a high-
density urban setting. For example, he utilized a federal “affordable hous-
ing program” to build blocks of suburban-like single-family homes on
Coney Island. He also encouraged a series of six different housing programs
in New York City’s poor neighborhoods, including Charlotte Gardens. This
project created low-density ranch-style single-family houses in the South
Bronx in the shadow of abandoned tenement buildings, many of which had
decals affixed to their bricked-up windows to make them look like pleasant
apartments. And thousands of low-cost houses, part of the government-
supported, private, for-profit Nehemiah Housing Movement, began sprout-
ing all over Brooklyn and the Bronx. The architectural iconography of
Nehemiah’s medieval half-timbered houses in this largely Hispanic and
African American community could not be clearer. Despite an enviable
record of creating truly affordable houses for people making between
$20,000 and $53,000 a year, the movement promotes a social agenda that
asks the poor to believe they are actually middle class."" It forces them to buy
into a privatized world of home repair, gardening, and bank credit. One
must also question the extremely cheap, flimsy quality of these houses,
which may have only a twenty-year life expectancy (though they probably
were bought with a thirty-year mortgage). Finally, their low density ensures
that the thousands of people who need housing in New York will never re-
ceive it in these neighborhoods.

But let us return to Triburbia in lower Manhattan, the privileged
half of this new urban/suburban model. Those used to identifying suburbs
simply as places of freestanding houses and green grass will find at first that
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Triburbia doesn’t fit the popular image. The district, of course, is sited
within the dense urban fabric of a city, not adjacent to it, as is the traditional
American suburb. However, on closer inspection it is apparent that it has
undergone subtle and unique physical and spatial changes that are as sub-
urban as fences and gates.

I should also point out that suburbs within New York City are not
new. Many New York City neighborhoods now considered quintessentially
urban were first built as suburbs of the rapidly examining metropolis:
Greenwich Village, Harlem, and Brooklyn Heights were once privileged
domains outside the swirl of social and economic forces engulfing the great
city. Moreover, suburban design has long influenced development in the
city: Grammercy Park’s gated park established a precedent for Triburbia’s
own walled Washington Market Park. In 1913 Forest Hills Gardens was
built as a suburban residential enclave, now subsumed by the borough of
Queens. It reportedly had the “first deliberately photogenic residential de-
velopment in the United States.” Buildings were “aged” from the start to
give the appearance of traditional stability>—perhaps setting a precedent
for themed city districts like South Street Seaport, which Christine Boyer
has written about.'® Even the paradigmatic urban housing type, the apart-
ment building, has since 1912 had more units constructed in the suburbs
than in the central city, and many innovations created out of the conditions
of the suburb have later been adapted to the city."” In the 1950s, for example,
New York City architect Philip Birnbaum brought “‘Queens to Manhattan’
by applying his ‘outer borough style’ to the island. This style included small
balconies, underground garages, circular driveways, canopied entrances,
and flashy lobbies.”'®

But Triburbia and gentrified center city districts like it (Soho,
Chelsea, etc.) represent a different suburban spatial and physical order than we
have so far witnessed. They are not former suburban districts later subsumed
by the city or simply urban areas filled with suburban appliqués like canopied
entrances in apartment buildings. Built as part of the teeming nineteenth-
century city, Triburbia has metamorphosed into a zone of seemingly urban
blocks contiguous with the surrounding city; yet they are subtly guarded and
controlled spaces that employ design elements first tried in the American sub-
urbs to achieve separation from the city. In other words, suburban spatial ele-
ments have been overlaid on the historic fabric of New York.

In Cybercities Christine Boyer succinctly notes the “spatial restruc-
turing of American cities, which sets up the dystopian city center as the mir-
ror image of the spreading sprawling suburbs, or which tries to insert a
random series of suburban amenities into the heart of the city.” She points
to the suburban-like landscape of “serpentine promenades, recreational and
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sports areas, pavilions and ponds that make up the Battery Park City land-
scape in lower Manhattan” as a sign of this spatial restructuring.'” However,
from my Triburban window this suburbanization of the city has gone far be-
yond just the packaged malling of the city’s commercial corridors and the
creation of a new suburban community like Battery Park City (Triburbia’s
immediate neighborhood). In fact, the restructuring is affecting, sometimes
overwhelming, every quarter of the old central city.

It is the kind of neighborhood that American cities fantasized
about in the 1960s at the height of the urban crises. But it represents a new
phase in suburban development—one that is not built on open countryside,
but layered over the existing city. The district and its suburban form cannot
be understood without describing the “loft phenomenon.”® Lofts are large,
open-floored spaces originally built to accept a variety of different industrial
processes in the late nineteenth century, and Triburbia is composed primat-
ily of these structures. Their large size (3,000 to 4,000 square feet is com-
mon) allows families to stay in the city and live in a family-centered suburb.
In a culture that increasingly demands that the family, particularly the nu-
clear one, be the basic societal unit, this is as perfect a neighborhood as any
suburb. The New York Times trumpets Triburbia as the “kind of neighbor-
hood where art collectors, bankers, designers, stock brokers and hip upper
middle class parents might consider living in enormous sheet rocked
spaces” even though a “few years ago the building might have been labeled
an eyesore.””' Like Sigmund Freud, who, strolling through a small Italian
village, found himself subconsciously looping back through its red light
district, these new Triburbanites seem pleased to find that they live in a sub-
urb and not a city.

In City of Quartz, Mike Davis describes Los Angeles’ heavy-handed
response to its contemporary urban crises as “an unprecedented tendency to
merge urban design, architecture and the police apparatus into a single,
comprehensive security effort.” This “epochal coalescence” comes together
around private gated communities set amid the gridded landscape of the
city. In “defense of luxury lifestyles,” L.A. communities are “gathering be-
hind walls guarded by gun toting police.”? It has to be said that Triburbia
is far more advanced in its urban restructuring. Without being literal, its
walls are just as potent in keeping people out. To enter Triburbia today one
passes historic preservation signposts that for New Yorkers, ever keen to the
distinctions between areas of affluence and poverty, are as clear as walls.
Once in Triburbia one is officially in a landmarked district of unusually (for
New York City) clean streets, carefully tended flower boxes, and high-
quality stores and services.
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Lately, Triburbian real estate interests have been promoting the
creation of a local Business Improvement District (usually depicted in the
media as an expression of Jeffersonian democracy on the part of like-minded
property owners). A BID is a state-chartered entity that allows commercial
property owners to assess a surtax (which is most likely then passed on to
consumers) on their property and then use the money for their own social
service delivery system: trash collection, street cleaning, and even welfare
assistance for the homeless. The current city government supports BIDs at
the same time it is contracting out social services and firing municipal
workers in neighborhoods all over the city. In Triburbia almost everything
the middle class would want or need is provided: a new elementary school
was built by the city in 1988 and a middle school is planned, while in poor
neighborhoods schools are literally falling down.

Landmark district status was granted to the area in order to safe-
guard real estate investments as much as the buildings. Friedrich Engels
claimed that “the bourgeoisie, from which the jury is selected, always finds
some backdoor through which to escape the frightful verdict.””® Triburban-
ites will make sure that its middle-class domain of high property values and
services will not collapse while the poorer parts of the city continue to erode.
Ironically, New York City property taxes are now very low when compared
with suburban communities, and this disparity is working to the city
dweller’s advantage. Because the city feels at a disadvantage with the sub-
urbs in providing a high level of services it cannot raise taxes to their level
or the remaining middle-class residents will flee. With great schools in the
privileged neighborhoods, the middle class is enjoying the best of both
worlds—high services and low taxes. In fact, middle-class residents moving
into Triburbia now expect a high standard of services, and the city seems
willing to provide them even as similar services are contracted out in poor
neighborhoods. The result is that the typical American suburban pattern
has become the typical urban pattern—new, privileged, self-contained
pockets for the wealthy and underserved areas for the poor.

In many respects this new, privileged Triburban city form, like the
outer-city suburbs that it emulates, comes together around parks and green
open space. In 1967 Paley Park was created on the site of the old Stork Club
on 53rd Street in midtown Manhattan. Built at the time when many large
corporations were fleeing Manhattan for the suburbs, this park was pro-
moted as a model of a green restructuring that could enable the city to
compete with the suburbs. Likewise, in 1983 the city created Washington
Market Park: a walled, gated, and privately patrolled space designed in an
Olmstedian eclectic and naturalistic style. A walk around its child- and
nanny-filled lawns speaks of the suburban world of family-centered leisure,
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ordered propriety, picturesque repose, and union with nature—all based on
the principle of exclusion. This suburban picturesque fits perfectly into the
new private realm being created in Triburbia. A second park, North River
in Battery Park City, immediately adjacent to Washington Market Park, is
similarly gated and privately patrolled and extends a “greenbelt” parkland
around Triburbia. This greenbelt, originally designed by Robert Venturi
and Denise Scott Brown, will extend a grass- and tree-lined highway along
Triburbia’s western edge.

Triburbanization is dismantling what remains of the modern “re-
formist” Olmstedian vision of an open city, in favor of a return to the earlier
mercantile tradition of the city. In the nineteenth century the city govern-
ment, controlled by commercial interests, tried to protect those interests by
pushing the working class off the streets and sidewalks. However, during
this period the poor depended on the sidewalks for their living, relying on
everything from peddling to prostitution.? This fight and the social unrest
it provoked led to the beginning of a progressive reform tradition in the city.
This movement, in turn, led to the creation of Frederick Law Olmsted’s
New York City parks, including Central Park, which was explicitly in-
tended to be the living room for all the citizens of the metropolis. The fight
over public space continues in the 1990s in New York City, and defines and
determines in part the city’s current notion of “public interest.”” While the
Triburbanization of the city works to defeat all hope for urban reform and
social integration, the city, even with its ethnically and racially defined
neighborhoods, also aspires to be a place of open, nonsegregated streets
and parks.

In detailing this contemporary tale I hope I have made clear that I
am appalled at how the new Triburbia is discreetly sealed off for those so
privileged to live behind real but invisible walls. I have not mentioned my
own role in this suburbanization process. The physical form of Triburbia is
that of low-scale factory buildings, many of them landmark cast-iron struc-
tures; and their charm and Manhattan location attracted a young class of ur-
ban professional artists, writers, and even architectural historians to want to
live in the area. Even the abandoned old dockland that formerly lined the
district’s western edge, before it was torn down for the Venturian “green
highway,” was so picturesque that it became the neighborhood playground.
I and my neighbors used to wander through the rotting and deteriorating
piers and docks as we might walk through the Roman Forum. While I was
initially drawn to the area in part because I could move into a nearly aban-
doned building without displacing a family or operating business, I was
quite obviously gentrifying the district. It never occurred to me while I and
other young professionals were helping to make a desirable urban settle-
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ment that we would no longer be able to afford the Triburbia we helped gen-
trify. We early gentrifiers underestimated the voracious and cunning nature
of financial capital as it moves from one site of “underdevelopment” to an-
other. But more important, it reminds us that although people immigrate
to the city because it is seemingly a space of social, economic, and cultural
fluidity, increasingly this space, like our contemporary political system, is
more about segregation and lack of access.
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Pleasure and novelty were bis constant pur-

suits by day or by night.!

The circulation of women among men is what
establishes the operations of society, at least of

patriarchal society.?

“Bazaar Beauties” or “Pleasure Is Our

Pursuit”: A Spatial Story of Exchange



I am a feminist, a feminist who wishes to tell you a story, a spatial story,’ a
(hi)story of bazaars in early-nineteenth-century London. The two quotes
above summarize why and how I attempt to “know” these architectural
places. Contradictory, disorienting, strange even—these twin phenomena,
pursuit and exchange, are at the heart of my storytelling.

To admit that writing is precisely working (in) the in-between, in-
specting the process of the same and of the other without which
nothing can live, undoing the work of death—to admit this is first
to want the two, as well as both, the ensemble of the one and the
other . . . a multiple and inexhaustible course with millions of en-
counters and transformations of the same into the other and into
the in-between, from which woman takes her forms.*

In contemporary urban and architectural discourse, we are increas-
ingly obsessed by figures that traverse space: the flaneur, the spy, the detec-
tive, the prostitute, the rambler, the cyprian. These all represent urban
explorations, passages of revelation, journeys of discovery—they are “spatial
stories.”” We all are spatial story—tellers, explorers, navigators, and discov-
erers, exchanging narratives of, and in, the city. Through the personal, the
political, the theoretical, the historical we believe we are revealing cities in
“strangely familiar” ways, but we are also creating cities as we desire them
to be. Our desires frame our fragile understanding of architectural space. All
we ever offer is a partial glimpse. This chapter offers one such glimpse. “De-
sire prevents us from understanding reality with well-known and habitual
criteria. The most distinctive feature of such a situation is that it is always

new, unfamiliar.”®

KNOWING THE CITY

In wide arcs of wandering through the city
I saw to either side of what is seen,
and noticed treasures where it was thought

there were none.

[ passed through a more fluid city.
I broke up the imprint of all familiar places,

shutting my eyes to the boredom of modern contours.”

The Strangely Familiar project set itselfa pursuit, an itinerary—to question
the understanding of architecture in the city framed through one specific
and self-contained discipline: architectural history. The contributors to that
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project, and now to this extended investigation, bring stories from inside
and outside architectural history. This intricate web of narratives shreds ur-
ban epistemology and positions partial knowledge at multiple sites, at the
interfaces of particular practices that are themselves shifting in their mutual
interchange. The exchange of ideas about the city among geographers,
sociologists, filmmakers, artists, cultural theorists, literary critics, and
architects has located new kinds of spaces and new ways of interpreting, ex-
amining, and even living within them. In this more fluid state, our ability

to know the city is always contingent, forever in flux.

Critical work is made to fare on interstitial ground. Every realiza-
tion of such work is a renewal and a different contextualization of
its cutting edge. One cannot come back to it as to an object; for
it always bursts forth on frontiers. . . . Instead, critical strategies
must be developed within a range of diversely occupied territories
where the temptation to grant any single territory transcendent

status is continually resisted.®

As a historian, I tell spatial stories somewhat differently than do
other storytellers; my stories are inspired by a desire to “know” the past, to
“tell it as it was” (and, if possible, to explain it). These “attempts at disclo-
sure,” as described by Steve Pile elsewhere in this book, are not as revealing
as they might seem; indeed, as Pile suggests, “the unknown is not so easily
known.” But “knowing” history is easy. Who can dispute our reconstruction
of places, dwelt in before we were born, today transformed beyond recogni-
tion, and left as traces in obscure documents that only we will ever read? Is
this the historical imagination running wild? But why not believe these sto-
ries—aren’t we always encouraged to believe in fairy tales? “['Why not then
continue to look at it all as a child would, as if you were looking at some-

§ thing unfamiliar, out of the depths of your own world, from the vastness of
f your solitude, which is itself work and status and vocation?”
&
106
KNOWING THE SELF

Believe me, I do not demand the reader to be a disbeliever, but rather re-
. quest that writers look more closely at the self in their work. Historical
107

knowledge is formed within the person, founded on our own subjectivity.
The (hi)stories we tell of cities are also (hi)stories of ourselves. I shape my in-
terest in architecture and history and I can be many things. I am a woman
and my fascination with feminism makes a difference to the way in which I
know. Questions of methodology embedded in feminist debates have rami-
fications for understanding space and time, architecture and history. (For ex-
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ample, early-nineteenth-century London holds interest for me because, ar-
guably, it seems to precede the establishment of the dominant paradigm of
gender and space, the ideology of separate spheres. In terms of traditional
historical periodization, it lies still largely obscured between the so-called
long eighteenth century and the Victorian period.)

There are millions of women, a myriad of feminisms, no single way
of knowing the city; but for many feminists the personal is an important
epistemological site. Negotiating a meaningful relation between the per-
sonal and the critical is central to much feminist work. We are all different.
Our differences are different. Our sex can make a difference to who we are
and how we know, whose work we read and how we write. “Some differences
are playful: some are poles of world historical systems of domination. Epis-
temology is about knowing the difference.”™

KNOWING THE DIFFERENCE

“Knowing” the city invites, and invokes, a need to know the self, the one
who seeks knowledge. This female subject places herself in complex relation
to her subject matter. She is desirous of knowledge, but also fears her need
to know. For her, clear and certain knowledge, “knowing” without doubt, is
amasculinist pursuit that assumes knowing oneself. To make purposeful de-
cisions about historical lines of inquiry and interpretive strategies, one must
first know one’s own mind. “For the master’s tools will never dismantle the
master’s house. They may allow us to temporarily to beat him at his own
game, but they will never enable us to bring about genuine change.”"!

I do not know my own mind. I do not know what is on my mind. I
hardly know myself. How then can I be trusted to know the past? How can
I make a difference, bring about “genuine change,” if I do not know myself?
Outward, backward, our ephemeral links to the past lead us ever inward, to-
ward uncertain futures. What we have instead of an afterimage of what has
gone before is a view into the murky interior. The urban past, the cities we
seek to know, is made in our own self-image. “{Tthe city which looked most
deeply like the womb with its Arabian Nights gentleness, tranquillity and
mystery. Myself, woman, womb, with grilled windows, veiled eyes. Tortu-
ous streets, secret cells, labyrinths and more labyrinths.”'> What we call ob-
jective historical knowledge cannot be separated from a fluid network of
cross-linking, feedbacking, constantly shifting and reciprocal relations be-
tween outer and inner worlds, between the city and the self. “Cities new to
us are full of promise. Unlike promises we make to each other, the promise
of the city can never be broken. But like the promise we hold for each other,
neither can it be fulfilled.”
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In my pursuit of historical knowledge, in my search to understand
architecture and gender, I desired the city. In my attempts to know, to re-
unite, with nineteenth-century London, I entered poignant forms of ex-
change—through reading (and rereading). Two pieces of writing seduced
me, one theoretical and poetic, the other a bawdy urban narrative. These
were sites of methodological struggle—places where difficult questions of
spatial and historical knowledge were raised but also where I was offered
tantalizing and “knowing” glimpses of the relation between my desirous
self and the city, the object of my desire. “When desire takes over, the body
gets the upper hand. In our intense contemplation of the beloved—as if to
discover the secret of that which binds and confuses—we are looking for our
past. We reunite with something that seemed lost but now appears in a new

and even more attractive light.”**

THE EXCHANGE OF WOMEN: WOMEN ON THE MARKET

The “exchange of women” is a powerful

and seductive concept. It is attractive in

that it places the oppression of women

within social systems, rather than in biology.
Moreover, it suggests that we look for the
ultimate locus of women'’s oppression within
the traffic in women, rather than within

the traffic in merchandise.”

As I read Luce Irigaray’s “Women on the Market” for the first time, I was
overawed. This woman was able to express, critically and poetically, the po-
litical anger I felt about women’s oppression.'® Her writing fired me; it
served as a political manifesto, and as a source of creative inspiration. I read
it in the park, on the bus, in bed. The more I read Irigaray, the more I felt I
knew about the way in which space was gendered in nineteenth-century
London. Yet I had not looked at a single piece of primary evidence. I had not
entered the British Library nor even contemplated visiting archives. I was
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uttering profanities in the sacred space of historical knowledge.
109
She may go anywhere and everywhere, gaining entrance wherever

she chooses; she sails through walls as easily as through tree-trunks
or the piers of bridges. No material is an obstacle for her, neither
stones, nor iron, nor wood, nor steel can impede her progress or
hold back her step. For her, all matter has the fluidity of water.”
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Irigaray uses the Marxist critique of commodity capitalism to show
the ways in which women are the commodities in patriarchal exchange. As
a commodity, woman’s value resides not in her own being but in some tran-
scendental standard of equivalence, whether money or the phallus. For Iri-
garay, commerce is an exchange played out through the bodies of women, as
matter or as sign. Men make commerce of women but not with them: “The
economy—in both the narrow and the broad sense—that is in place in our
societies thus requires that women lend themselves to alienation in con-
sumption, and to exchanges in which they do not participate, and that men
be exempt from being used and circulated like commodities” (p. 172). Like
the Marxist commodity, the female body as commodity in patriarchy is di-
vided into two irreconcilable “bodies.” Women represent a natural value and
a social value—use value and exchange value. Female commodities—pros-
titute, virgin, mother—are associated with different kinds of use and ex-
change values, which depend on the spaces they occupy in patriarchy. In
patriarchy, men and women are distinguished, through their relationship to
property: men own property, women are property. Men own and occupy
spaces and women, while women occupy space.

On the market, in the public realm of commerce, the space of pub-
lic patriarchy, woman as commodity is visible; she represents use for poten-
tial buyers, exchange for her owner. As virgin, woman is on the market; her
female body has pure exchange value. “She is nothing but the possibility, the
place, the sign of relations among men. . . . Once deflowered, woman is rel-
egated to the status of use value, to her entrapment in private property: she
is removed from exchange among men” (p. 186). As mother, woman has a
natural use value, and she is taken off the market: “As both natural value and
use value, mothers cannot circulate in the form of commodities without
threatening the very existence of the social order” (p. 185). Within the realm
of the private patriarch, virgin and mother are contained as natural values.

The prostitute, in contrast, is defined through her social use and ex-
change value in relation to her occupation of public space. As woman, her
body is “useful” in the public realm; it also has an exchange value. “How-
ever, these qualities have ‘value’ . . . because they serve as the locus of rela-
tions—hidden ones—Dbetween men. Prostitution amounts to wsage that is
exchanged. . . . The woman’s body is valuable because it has already been
used. In the extreme case, the more it has served, the more it is worth”
(p. 186).

Irigaray’s work is suggestive of a way of thinking about the gen-
dering of space that is dynamic. Rather than the static binary of the sepa-
rate spheres, space is gendered through a series of shifting relations. As
men and women traverse space, their positions and pathways vary accord-
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ing to personal, social, and cultural desires, and to relations of power, of
class, race, and nationality as well as sex, gender, and sexuality. The spatial
patterns composed between them, both materially and metaphorically, are
choreographies of connection and separation, screening and displaying,
moving and containing. These are relations of exchange, consumption, dis-
play, and desire in which women move, or are moved, between men: as ob-
jects of exchange and signs of exchange, as commodities, and as values.
Reading “Women on the Market” made a difference to the way in which I
conceived of the gendering of architectural space in early-nineteenth-

century London.

And all my theories skillfully and gracefully took up position in my
own starry night. There was an order. They obeyed my wishes so
well that even though they came from me, they surprised and
taught me, and even though they were no more than hypothesis
and illusion, they always took me to a safe harbor as easily as any
real boat. In the end, going from illusion to illusion, one also comes
to understand the world."

I had discovered Irigaray through passion, through eros; but now,
out of the labyrinth of my personal desire, theory emerged. Theory told back
to me what I already knew, but in a different language—one of objectivity
not subjectivity, one that I considered could reasonably influence the way I
knew and understood events in the past, the way I did history. Before I had
looked at any primary documents, I knew why and how space was gendered
in early-nineteenth-century London. In theory. My desire to know was me-
diated through logos. I pursued the ramble in abstraction.”” But theorizing
the personal is one thing, historical textual analysis is another; the two are
in constant negotiation. Each document I chose to examine offered me a dif-

ferent form of knowledge, held influence over what I could know.

Part [: Filters

RAMBLING: THE PURSUIT OF PLEASURE

The verb to0 ramble describes incoherent movement, “to wander in discourse

-
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(spoken or written): to write or talk incoherently or without natural se-
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quence of ideas” Rambling is “a walk without any definite route,”™ an

m unrestrained, random, and distracted mode of movement. In the early
nineteenth century, rambling described the exploration of urban space; only
later is the word used to refer to a planned rural outing. Despite its random
form, rambling is an activity with a focus, physical and conceptual: the pur-

suit of pleasure, specifically sexual pleasure—"“to go about in search of sex.”*!
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Our motto is be gay and free

Make Love and Joy your choicest treasures
Look on our book of glee

And Ramble over scenes of Pleasure.?

Rambles had been published from the seventeenth century on-
ward,? but the years following the Napoleonic Wars saw the publication a
large number of best-selling books and prints featuring the rambler, or fash-
ionable and sporting man about town. These semifictional urban narratives
told of the initiation of various country gentlemen to the adventures of city
life in London under the guidance of a streetwise urban relative.* Monthly
periodicals, with “rambler” in the title, drew on earlier literature offering
lists, locations, and descriptions of prostitutes,” in order to cater for male
readers in pursuit of sex pleasure.”

The rambler represented a new kind of urban masculinity—male,
young, heterosexual, and upper-class. Also described as a corinthian, bruiser,
or dandy, the rambler was a man of fashion and sport, of leisure and pleasure,
who spent his income on gambling, drinking, and whoring: “A young un-
married Englishman, with a large fortune, spends but a small share of it on
his common expenses; the greatest part is destined to his pleasures, that is
to say, to the ladies.””’

The rambler traverses the city, looking in its open and its interior
spaces for adventure and entertainment; in so doing, he creates a kind of
conceptual and physical map of what the city is. In constant motion, in pur-
suit of pleasure, leisure, and consumption, the rambler is a specific form of
urban representation—he represents the city as multiple sites of desire. “We
have already taken a promiscuous ramble from the West towards the East,
and it has afforded some amusement; but our stock is abundant, and many
objects of curiosity are still in view.”*

BAZAARS: PLEASURE HOUSES OF COMMODITY

CONSUMPTION
The rambler’s relation to the city, one of curiosity and desire, also describes
the attitude toward the new luxury shopping venues built during the same
period. These include exchanges, bazaars, and arcades in the area west of Re-
gent Street.” The new bazaars were like both Walter Benjamin’s arcades, “a
city, indeed a world in miniature,” and the world exhibitions, “places of pil-
grimage to the fetish Commodity.”*® Physically, the English bazaar was a
building of more than one story, which contained shopping stalls rented out
to retailers of different trades, as well as picture galleries, indoor gardens,
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and menageries. The “bazaar” also evoked otherworldliness through the sig-
nifying qualities of the name itself—the exoticism of the “unknown” East.
Bazaars represented magical spaces of enchantment, sites of intoxication
and desire, inspired by the enticing display of luxurious commodities—
dresses, accessories, millinery—with satiation promised through their con-
sumption.

“A new kind of establishment for the shew and sale of goods in Lon-
don has begun, and which by the Indians are called Bazaars, or collections
of small shops in one space.””' The first London bazaar was the Soho Bazaar,
a conversion of a warehouse by John Trotter in 1816. It occupied several
houses on the northwest corner of Soho Square with counters on two floors.
The Western Exchange was built in the same year at 10 Old Bond Street,
adjoining the Burlington Arcade. In 1834 the Pantheon, an assembly room
on Oxford Street, was converted to a bazaar and picture gallery; it sold drap-
ery, outfitting, accessories, children’s clothes, books, sheet music, fancy
goods, and toys, with an aviary and conservatory for the sale of birds and
plants. Other bazaars followed rapidly in Leicester Square, Newman Street,
Bond Street, James Street, and the Strand.”? By the 1830s they included the
Royal London bazaar, the Baker Street bazaar, the Horse bazaar, and the
coach bazaar or Pantechnicon at Moycombe Street in Belgravia.

WOMEN AT THE MARKET

“It consists of two large floors, in which upwards of 200 female dealers are
daily occupied in the sale of almost every article of human consumption.”*
The Soho Bazaar, as described here, was set up with the express purpose of
providing work for women; it was a place where widows and orphans of
army officers could sell items that they had made.” Women were intended
to be the main employees of the bazaars—"“the officiating priestesses of this
great vanity-fair.” Of the two hundred people working there, only two were
men.” Women were also intended to be the consumers in these new palaces
of commodity consumption: “The articles sold are almost exclusively per-
taining to the dress and personal decoration of ladies and children; such as
millinery, lace, gloves, jewellery etc.”*

In these nascent spaces of commodity capitalism, it was essential
to entrepreneurs, like Trotter, that profits be made. As new consumers,
middle- and working-class women had to be present for the bazaar to suc-
ceed. Bazaars were promoted as places of charity, where upper-class women
sold wares to raise funds for orphans and other destitutes. Contemporary
novels aimed at women readers depicted shopping venues as respectable
female zones.”” In a period of rising evangelism, images of femininity and
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the female body were used to represent middle-class values of virtue and
morality. In this developing value system, the women working in the bazaar
operated as signs of exchange, representing, through their dress and de-
meanor, capitalist enterprises as pure: “A plain and modest style of dress, on
the part of the young females who serve at the stalls, is invariably insisted
on, a matron being hand to superintend the whole.”**

Ideas of purity were also conjured up through architectural refer-
ences. Bazaars were safe environments, well-protected, usually under the
management of one proprietor. They were physically secure, with safety fea-
tures such as guards and lockable gates that promoted order and control. For
example, the premises of the Pantheon were described as “large, dry, com-
modious, well lighted, warmed, ventilated, and properly watched.”” These
buildings were monofunctional, designed along strict and rational grids.
With no hidden spaces or secret activities, the bazaar kept everything on
display and in its place. In contrast to the surrounding unruly city, associ-
ated with danger and threat, here emphasis was placed on order, both in the
layout of the space itself and in the strict rules governing behavior on the
premises:

every stall must have its wares displayed by a particular hour in the
morning, under penalty of a fine from the renter; the rent is paid
day by day, and if the renter be ill, she has to pay for the services of
a substitute, the substitute being such a one as is approved by the
principals of the establishment.™

“BAZAAR BEAUTIES”
Although the buying and selling of commodities was considered a re-
spectable urban activity, shopping venues were also connected with male
sexual pursuit and female display. The oriental connotation of the term
bazaar suggests sensuality and eroticism, and the rambling texts repre-
sented these markets as places of intrigue." For George Cruikshank, bazaars
functioned solely as a place for arranging sexual exchanges and transactions;
two decades later, another writer described them as “fashionable lounging
places for the great and titled ones, and the places of assignation for sup-
posed casual encounters.”*
The Ramblers Magazine ran a series of monthly features titled
“Bazaar Beauties,” which undermined the moral aspirations of these venues
and exposed their real purpose—as places for men to look at women. “Lord
P-t-h-m . . . accosted the lovely and amiable Mistress Hughes, whose table
was surrounded by fashionables, laying out their money for the attractions
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of her blue eyes and smiles, more than real principles of charity.”” Repre-
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sentations served to reinforce the role of female employees as the site of de-
sire in the bazaar. Rambling texts speculated on the improbable chastity of
these demure matrons, representing them not as female subjects but as ob-
jects for the projection of male lust, their bodies on display to men, in parts.
Lady Agar Ellis was “said to have the finest neck and shoulders of all the
ladies who go to court, her lips are thick and pouting”; the Widow of
Castlereagh had “a noble Grecian face, and a remarkably small foot”; and

Lady Francis F e was “greatly admired—but particularly her beauti-
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fully shaped arm which she displays naked, nearly up to the shoulder.

The importance of visual consumption—the delight in the gaze
and the exchange of looks—played a critical role in constructing the social
space of these pleasure houses of commodity consumption. Not all observes
approved: “All the worth-less elegance of dress and decoration are here dis-
played on the counters in gaudy profusion. . . . The Bazaar, in a word, is a
fashionable lounge for all those who have nothing to do except see and be
seen.”” In visual representations of bazaars, the objectifying function of the
male gaze was reinforced by positioning women as the focus of the look
within the space of the image. Within the material place of the bazaar,
women were located as the main attraction, at booths organized into easily
traversed aisles, behind tables full of merchandise on display.

In places of commodity consumption, as in other public spaces, the
visibility of women implied their sexual availability, whether through in-
trigue or through prostitution. The active display by prostitutes of their
own bodies—in windows, on streets, and by adopting indecent attitudes,
signs, and invitations to attract the attention of passengers—suggested to
the male viewer that any woman on display in the public realm was also
available for visual, if not sexual, consumption.® In Fanny Burney’s The
Wanderer, the heroine, a working woman, notes the careful and exploitative
positioning of women in retail spaces such as millinery shops, creating “im-
ages of advertisement in a manner that savours of genteel prostitution; the
prettier girls are placed at the window to attract male customers and dal-
liers. The labour is treated as a frivolity, and the girls are being taught to sell
themselves.”"

Removed from the everyday world of the city, and constructed as
liminal zones where desires were played out, the bazaar conveyed sexual ex-
citement to the rambler by emphasizing the “feminine” as screen for pro-
jecting fantasy. Bazaars were used as pickup zones or for setting up sexual
liaisons of a clandestine if not economic nature, and the women who occu-
pied these places were both chaste and lewd, prostitutes and nonprostitutes.
It was the rambler’s inability to decipher the “true” sexual identity of a
woman from her appearance that titillated him. The frivolity and decorative
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function of many of the items for sale only served to heighten the sexual ex-
citement, striking an analogy with the spatial tension of surface to depth.
Ramblers enjoyed imagining how a demure exterior might indicate a sup-
pressed wantonness: “In a Bazaar good and evil are mingled together, there
are hundreds of women of rank and fashion, who are known to be daughters
of the game.”*®

WOMEN ON THE MARKET

Commodities cannot themselves go to market
and perform exchanges in their own right.

We must, therefore, have recourse to their
guardians, who are the possessors of commodities.
Commodities are things, and therefore lack

the power to resist man. If they ave unwilling,
he can use force; in other words, he can take

possession of them.”

Of the many sites of desire mapped through the ramble, such as the as-
sembly rooms, the theater, opera house, and street, the public spaces of
commodity consumption in early-nineteenth-century London form a
particularly interesting locus for discussing the gendering of space through
the exchange of women as commodities. Karl Marx has pointed out the im-
possibility of a commodity performing an act of exchange. But if we follow
Irigaray’s suggestion that women, in a patriarchal society, are often treated
as commodities by men, then we must surmise that women cannot be active
subjects in the exchange of commodities: they can only be the commodities
exchanged. Such a premise is supported by a close examination of the semi-
otics of the rambling texts. Women in the bazaar were engaged in the selling
of commodities to male customers, but a subject-to-subject, seller-to-buyer
relation was not represented. Instead, these women were described using the
same language as the goods they sold. When bazaars are discussed, the word
“piece” or “article” represents the female body:

“The Price of a Female Article in a bazaar”: A young buck at Liver-
pool went into a bazaar, and leaning on the table stared a handsome
young lady full in the face for some minutes. The lady, at last, hold-
ing up a fancy piece of goods, said “Sir, if you are admiring #hat the
price is ten shillings.” The reply was, “No my dear, I am admiring
you as the prettiest piece to be seen.” “That alters the case, sir, the
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price of the piece you admire is one guinea.” A purchase was made to
their mutual satisfaction.”

During the early nineteenth century, the word commodity was com-
monly used to describe a woman’s genitals—a modest woman was a “private
commodity” and a prostitute was a “public commodity.”" But particular
kinds of commodities had stronger connections with sexual licentiousness
than others. By spatial analogy, the “snuff box” or “reticule” served to rep-
resent female genitalia, often embellished as an “embroidered snuff box,” or
a “fine fancy gold worked reticule.””? Reduced to articles or pieces, conflated
with the commodities they were selling, bazaar women are also represented
in the rambling tales as self-determining in their eagerness to display them-
selves for sale on the commodity market, in place of, or as well as, the com-
modities they were selling. They were active agents in the commodification
of their own bodies: “Mr. Dick asked her rather impertinently, as she leant
over the table—'Do you mean, my lady, to offer yourself or the article for
sale?’—"Both,’ she answered. ‘Some of my friends here can testify, that me
and my article always go together.”>

Given the low wages and narrow scope of employment available to
women, many female workers did gain extra income from prostitution, and
some commentators recognized these material reasons for female prostitu-
tion: “It is disgraceful the manner in which the poor girls are kept at work
at these places: it is no wonder, indeed, so many of them die in decline, and
others go on the town.””" But in the rambling tales, discussions of prostitu-
tion were more speculative; they served to arouse and entertain. Reading
about women in public spaces, a position indicative of their subversive sex-
uality or role as prostitutes, was transgressive. The placing of women out-
side the home, the protected territory of the private patriarch—husband,
father, or brother—posed an exciting threat to the constrictions placed on
young men by patriarchal order. In public space, the patriarch’s female
property—mothers, wives, and daughters—is visually and sexually avail-
able to other men, including those of different classes. In bazaars, where
women were exposed, unprotected, and often in close physical relation to
strange men, their sexual reputations were open to lurid speculation.
Women working in public spaces of commodity consumption were consid-
ered to be prostitutes and described as cyprians.

RAMBLERS AND CYPRIANS

The word cyprian is defined as “belonging to Cyprus, an island in the east-
ern Mediterranean, famous in ancient times for the worship of Aphrodite or
Venus,” goddess of love, and as “licentious, lewd”; and, in the eighteenth
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and nineteenth centuries, it was “applied to prostitutes.”” In the rambling
tales, the term was used to describe upper-class courtesans, ladies of fashion
or “lady-birds,” as well as prostitutes of a lower class: “nymphs of the pavé,”’
mollishers, mots, or doxies. But what defines the cyprian is not her class, for
many cyprians mixing in aristocratic circles came originally from lower- or
middle-class families, but her spatial position. The cyprian’s occupation of
public space defines her sexual identity—she is a public woman, a woman
of the town, a prostitute.

Together with the prostitute (the only female among the social char-
acters—including the collector, ragpicker, detective, flineur, and gambler—
that Walter Benjamin named as allegories of modern urban life), the cyprian
is the only female who figures in the ramble. Texts about London in the early
decades of the nineteenth century are populated by many males—ramblers,
corinthians, bruisers, dandies—Dbut the cyprian is the only female to move
through the streets and public spaces of London. Since walking is an integral
part of the definition of the cyprian, she could be described as a female ram-
bler. The cyprian is an urban peripatetic, but her body is also the site of the
ramblers’ desire and gaze, and these contain her. While the rambler is cele-
brated as an urban explorer, actively engaged in the constant pursuit of plea-
sure, the figure of the mobile cyprian is a cause of concern. Her movement
represents the blurring of public and private boundaries, the uncontrollabil-
ity of women in the city. Her mobility, her link to the street, to the public
places of the city, is represented as the cause of her eventual destruction.*

The ramble serves to confine, both spatially and temporally, women’s
use and experience of the urban realm. Females who strolled through the
streets, parks, and shopping arcades at the time of the ramble were consid-
ered to be of loose morals and so were discouraged from occupying urban
space. To represent women as cyprians, as sexual and exchangeable com-
modities in the rambling narratives, articulates male fear concerning female
sexuality and works morally and ideologically to control women’s move-
ment in the city.

KNOWING THE CITY/SELF
In this spatial story, I have told you of the exchange of women, of the
ramble, of men’s pursuit of pleasure and their fear of women’s mobility in the
city. In telling you this story, in representing the gendering of space through
the activities of the rambler, my story may work against me; it may serve to
define and confine our conception of the urban movement of women. But
this is not the whole story. I have also told you of my own pursuit of knowl-
edge through the exchange of ideas—of the fluid relation between the the-
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oretical and the historical, the city and the self. I should also tell you that in
writing we are creating new cities, we are also creating new selves. “There is

no such thing as a completed definition of woman. A woman is weaving, wo-
ven, unravelling, moving female energy and experience.””
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Architecture is dead. I have read its obituaries. One cultural analyst writes,
“After the age of architecture-sculpture we are now in the time of cine-
matographic factitiousness{;} . . . from now on architecture is only a movie”!
Others call architecture the “subelectronic visual marker of the spectacle,”
too place-bound and inert to survive the ethereal, ubiquitous lightning
flashes of the telematic storm.?

And architecture deserved to die. It had committed technolatry:
the worship of means at the expense of divine or human ends—ethical mio-
sis. Always complicit with establishment and capital, they say, its aim was
domination. To control internal climate it sought power over nature; to con-
trol behavior, architecture’s other purpose, it sought power over people.

ARCHITECTURE AND THE EVIL EYE
For power over people, architecture had wielded the evil technologies of the
eye: spectacle and surveillance. From the cathedral and palace to the hous-
ing development and shopping mall—to start with spectacle—architecture
has been characterized by grandiloquent display and forceful geometry. Its
symmetries, hierarchies, and taxonomies fabricated the intoxicating dream-
worlds of authority, commodity, and consumption. As for contemporary
surveillance, architecture was at first blamed for no providing it. Leg-
cocking underdogs in the early 1970s claimed city territory with threaten-
ing Day-Glo squirts; their spray cans seemed almost as threatening as their
guns. An influential book blamed modern architecture for not providing, in
the words of its title, “defensible space.” By this was meant the premodern
surveillance of the twitching curtain and the bobby on the beat. Instead
came the videocam and armed response.

Architects were blamed for that too, at least partly, because to their
misfortune the 1960s and 1970s (first in America, later more famously in
France?) saw a building type displace Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four as the
dominant metaphor for Western society seen as a surveillance-driven
dystopia. The building type was, of course, Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon
prison. (The first “real-time” transmission of a photographic image, inci-
dentally, was by telegraph, in 1927. The image, as it happens, was of a fed-
eral penitentiary.)’

The word surveillance derives from the Latin vigilia, meaning
“wakefulness” or “sleeplessness.” So in the thousand eyes of surveillance-
night we see reflected the light never switched off in the prison cell, the
dazzling antidungeon of the Panopticon, the insomniac horror of Poe’s
“Tell-Tale Heart.” The political Right wishes to shield the private sphere
from social intrusion; the Left fears an oligarchy immovably embedded in
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an informatic bunker. Both wings have compelling reasons for fearing the
“surveillance society,” if it has not yet arrived, and resisting it if it has.

Yet resistance is low, for reasons that are clear. The Right sees that
watched workers, watched consumers, stay in line. For the Left, after
decades of fighting closed social systems (the patriarchal family, privatiza-
tion, cocooning, and so on), it feels perverse to argue against transparency,
electronic or otherwise. Besides, surveillance protects the vulnerable: rape is
statistically less frequent in glass-sided elevators than in opaque ones.°

But there are less reasoned motives for not wholeheartedly resist-
ing surveillance. The algebra of surveillance structures the reveries of
voyeurism, exhibitionism, and narcissism. To make love in a glass-walled
elevator, for instance—moving and open to public gaze—is, I am told, a
common fantasy. The disembodied eye of surveillance thrills our dreams.

THE EYE

The video camera is that eye. The single-eyed giants, the Cyclopes (in
Greek, literally “the circle-eyed”), were the first technologists, master
smiths. They invented the technologies of force and antisurveillance to help
Zeus crush the first rebellion, that of the Titans. For Zeus they forged the
thunderbolt, for Poseidon the trident, and for Hades the helmet of darkness
and invisibility. Later Polyphemus and the others used their single eyes to
oversee and control sheep.’

THE CARWASH
The videocam is also a carwash. Augustinian Christianity saw the insomniac
gaze of God as a flood of light in which believers were drowned—but emerged
cleansed and secure, having submitted themselves to fatherly authority.®

The unbelieving Bentham used biblical texts ironically to present
his Panopticon as the secular equivalent of divine surveillance—omni-
scient, ubiquitous, and invisible.” The inmates, flooded in light, cannot see
the overseers, who are masked in the dark center of their universe. It is a con-
fessional with one-way glass. Fearing punishment but never knowing when
they are overseen, if at all, the inmates internalize their surveillance, repent,
and become virtuous. They are cleansed by light: seen is clean.

The panoptic mechanism echoes that whereby, it is supposed, each
child internalizes the prohibitions of his elders by developing a superego or
conscience. Behavior originally avoided for fear of an angry parent later in
life arouses a different emotion, shame.'* Who, smuggling nothing through
customs past those one-way mirrors, has not felt guilty? Surveillance, then,
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manufactures conscience—which, as the word implies, completes self-
consciousness. It fortifies the individual’s identity, and his or her place in the

external world.

THE X-RAY MACHINE

The videocam is an X-ray machine. In 1925 Ldzl6 Moholy-Nagy extended
the seen-is-clean equation thus: “Television . . . has been invented[;} . . . to-
morrow we shall be able to look into the heart of our fellow-man. . . . The
hygiene of the optical, the health of the visible is slowly filtering through"'

X rays were discovered in 1895. The notion of surveillance clearly
arouses the imagination: within a year, advertisements appeared in which a
detective agency offered divorce-related X-ray stakeouts, and a corset maker
offered lead underwear to thwart X-ray—equipped Peeping Toms."? X ray’s
centenary deserved celebration because the discovery preceded a rage for
transparency (reciprocal surveillance) that, especially in architecture, char-
acterizes modernism. This is a vivid instance of how, without apparent
causal link, innovations in technology and sensibility coincide. Plate glass
had come a little earlier; cellophane, Plexiglas, and nylon arrived rather
later.” Do we love our technologies because we invent them, or invent them
because we love them?

Exposure of dust traps in buildings to the eye and of the body to the
sun (and therefore the eye), in nudism and the relative nudism of post-1918
dress, followed medical science. The drive for self-disclosure also responded
(with hazy symbolism) to the psychoanalytic concept of a concealed and un-
sanitary unconscious. Buckminster Fuller’s Dymaxion House of 1927 was
the first simultaneously to celebrate advanced technology, transparency, and
self-exposure; a model of the house, exhibited at Chicago’s Marshall Field’s
department store, had glass walls behind which naked dolls lay on sheetless
pneumatic beds.!

Self-exposure was politically correct. “We recognise nothing pri-
vate,” Lenin had said. “Our morality is entirely subordinate to the interests
of the class struggle of the proletariat.”” Surveillance defends the revolution;
reaction must have nowhere to hide. The open plan and picture window,
like the sandals and open shirt, were to do their bit to expose pretension, de-
molish interpersonal barriers, and maintain social health. The hygiene of

the optical: witness is fitness.
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THE MIRROR

The videocam is a mirror. Grainy surveillance images of ourselves flicker on
the subway platform, in the window of electronic goods stores, sometimes
on taxi dashboards. Electronic narcissism: we are indeed all famous now, but
not just for fifteen minutes. (Vanity can kill. Some of the Communards of
1871, who posed to be photographed on the barricades, were later identi-
fied by their images and shot.' Encouraged, the French government started
using photography for police purposes soon after.!”)

The infant rejoices at its reflected image, which releases it from the
subjective prison of its retina and places it in the social and symbolic world:
I am seen, therefore I am.'" So mirrors make me whole. But they also dis-
unite me: reflections create doubles. I am thereafter split between a self seen
from within and a self seen from without. I spy on myself.

In 1993 a poll by the U.S. MacWorld magazine found 22 percent of
“business leaders” admitting to searching their employees’ voice mail, e-
mail, and computer files."” Software applications with names like “Peak &
Spy” {sicl, “Supervision,” and even “Surveillance” are available—to monitor
continually, for instance, the average number of copies an employee distrib-
utes of each e-mail: too many indicates a hostile atmosphere or disaffection,

so management is alerted.”
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So-called dataveillance compounds our fragmentation and, with it,
ontological doubt. Each form filled, card swiped, key stroked, and bar code
scanned replicates us in dataspace—as multiple shadows or shattered re-
flections. Sometimes our electronic shadows, like a polished CV ora PR im-
age, are sharper, more seductive than ourselves. More often, what are
chillingly called our “data-images” caricature and diminish us, but are seen
as more substantial than our selves.? Our complaint should logically be that
surveillance sees not too much of us but too little. Biotechnical surveillance
answers that protest with DNA analysis, voiceprints, retinal scans, and in-

quisitive toilets.”

THE SARDINE CAN
The videocam is a sardine can. Jacques Lacan tells of seeing at sea a float-
ing sardine can, shining in the sun. In what was for him a philosophical
epiphany, he realized that while his vision radiated from his eye to encom-
pass the scene, light radiated from the can to encompass him. The can “was
looking at me,” he notes, “at the point at which everything that looks at me
is situated—and I am not speaking metaphorically.”? He was simultane-
ously observing the can and caught, to use David Jay’s happy gloss, “in an

impersonal field of pure monstrance.”*
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Architects have long known that the window in the tower, the bal-

cony in a facade, and the throne on its dais are to part of our mind occupied
even when they are not—and continue to survey us, even when we know
there is no one there. And it is not simply that our imagination is conjuring
up for these things notional human occupants. By a kind of metonymy the
window, balcony, and throne, though inanimate, continue to look at us. The
videocam, too, puts us “in an impersonal field of pure monstrance.”

THE MOON

The videocam is the moon. Daedalus, which means literally both “the
bright” and “the cunningly wrought,” is by his very name associated with
sight and technology. Daedalus made the first automata. He also engineered
the first erotic encounter between flesh and machine, devising for Pasiphaé
a wheeled and upholstered wooden cow in whose rear she could hide to se-
duce Poseidon’s bull. The product of this coupling was the Minotaur, half-
animal, half-human: nature and culture fused.”

Daedalus constructed the Minotaur’s labyrinth and the wings with
which he escaped it. Soaring with him was his son Icarus—whose name
associates him with the moon-goddess, who looks down coldly from
above.”® The Icarian scene was replicated as, in birdlike planes, aviators
gazed panoptically down on their colleagues, myopic and mud-bound in the
labyrinthine trenches of Flanders. When peace came, architects like Le Cor-
busier and Hugh Ferriss sought an urbanism of the lunar, Icarian view—
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7.7 | (facing page) Weegee (Arthur Fellig) (c) 1994, International Center of Photog-
raphy, New York, Bequest of Wilma Wilcox.

serene, objective, and distanced from our fellows.?” With what pleasure we
ride elevators to gaze down on the city and exclaim how inhuman, like ants,
seem the pedestrians and cars in the canyons beneath.

The banks of monitors showing arterial flows and congestions in
the TV traffic flash, the bird’s-eye glide above a desert war, afford us the
same glimpse of godlike, invulnerable serenity. Above the fray, the philo-

sophical spy in the sky.

THE KEYHOLE
From spy in the sky to fly on the wall. The videocam is a keyhole, project-
ing us into intimacy with a world from which we are otherwise excluded, a
surrogate life more vivid and immediate than our own. Supposedly nonfic-
tional TV documentaries that eavesdrop at length on a family, firm, or pub-
lic service proved more gripping than fictional soaps. This fascination was
sometimes attributable to a dramatic narrative, but more often it was just
the thrill of banal witness: to find we are all the same under the skin.
Fictional dramas, like NYPD Blue, learned to mimic the technical
artifacts of espionage: overlapping inconsequential dialogue, handheld
wobble, spectral lens dazzle, close focus, artless camera angles. “We are wit-
nessing the end of perspective and panoptic space . . . and hence the very abo-
lition of the spectacular,” writes a celebrated commentator, “the dissolution of
TV into life, the dissolution of life into TV.”?

S
= THE GUN
& The videocam is, God knows, a gun—handheld and stealth-black like a pis-
130 tol, shoulder-mounted like a bazooka, or turreted. Mike Davis, sketching
the “scanscape” of central Los Angeles, catches this isomorphism: “The oc-
casional appearance of a destitute street nomad . . . in front of the Museum
of Contemporary Art sets off a quiet panic; video cameras turn on their
133

mounts and security guards adjust their belts.”” The residents of major
cities fear that urban space is being increasingly militarized by both sides of
the law. But fear is mixed with perverse relish for that warlike tension that
creative edge.” What the patrol car’s siren does

>«

supposedly sharpens cities
for New York, the swiveling lens does for Los Angeles. We feel alert, excited:

our designer glasses develop crosshair sights.
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In Voyeur, an interactive video, the viewer plays the part of a snoop-
ing private eye.*® Any young boy, peeping through a window at the half-
dressed girl next door, is preparing to confront the enemy, maybe years from
now, and acquit himself well. So is she, if she knows or imagines she is sur-
veyed. The surveillance camera scans time as well as space for trace of future
trouble. Foreseen is forearmed.

We are gun/cameras. Our heads swivel on our shoulders and from
our eyes dart—familiarly aggressive tropes—piercing and penetrating
looks. Photographers say the camera loves some people but not others. We
need no cyborgian robo-erotic fantasy to feel flattered and stimulated when
the camera lovingly tracks us. A famous newspaper photograph shows an
unconscious man lying on the ground, attended by doctors. He has been
pulled from the sea and may die. Kneeling by his side is his fiancée. In the
photograph she’s just noticed the camera, so she smiles brilliantly at it and

adjusts her swimsuit.”!

THE SHIELD

The videocam is a shield. The eyes of Medusa turn to stone those who look
directly at them: her gaze objectifies its target. The three Graeae (literally,
“the gray ones”) are her old sisters, with just one eye and tooth between
them. Age, that is, holds in fragile monopoly the instruments of aggression
and surveillance. To augment his strength, Perseus forces them to reveal
where the technologies of speed and concealment may be found: Mercury’s
winged sandals and Hades” helmet of invisibility. Thus equipped he coun-
ters Medusa’s gaze with indirect surveillance of his own, taking care to track
Medusa only in her image reflected in his shield. And he wins.*

Detective and spy fiction is based on this archaic mythology of the
chase. Novel readers or film audiences vicariously reenact the rituals of sur-
veillance, imagining themselves at once both the concealed watcher and the
exposed watched. Anxious that an unaided body and mind might not suf-
fice to unbalance the game in their favor, the audience in fantasy adopts the
logic of the arms race and seeks prosthetic help in technology. Thus the cen-
tral role played in fictions by the hardware of surveillance and counter-
surveillance: The Conversation, Blade Runner, Blue Thunder, The Silence of the
Lambs (remember the nightsight glasses), Sneakers, Demolition Man, and so
on.” Thus, too, the first commandment of street tech: “Use technology be-

fore it’s used on you.”*
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THE GLAMOUR OF SURVEILLANCE

Surveillance, the process by which the few monitor the many and keep
records of them, is as old as agriculture and taxation. The growth since the
Renaissance of bureaucratic surveillance accompanied the emergence of the
nation-state, welfare state, suffrage, total war, and total law. Bureaucratic
surveillance, formerly a near-monopoly of the state, has been adopted pri-
vately—since the industrial revolution to control production, and since the
advertising revolution to control consumption.

The social benefits of surveillance are many and everyday. We have
accustomed ourselves to sharing daily life with its apparently innocuous ap-
paratus: forms, questionnaires, school transcripts, licenses, passport photos,
countersignatures. Equally clear, though not so immediate, is its potential
to inflict irreversible evil—probably with benign intent. The recent com-
bining of electronic sensors, computers, and high-bandwidth telecoms has
greatly reinforced the ability to monitor and oversee.

It is tempting to argue that social phenomena such as surveillance
are driven forward by a simple coincidence of rational self-interest and tech-
nological innovation. Were this so, they could be resisted or reversed by
forms of Luddism—Dby countering systems or by sabotaging hardware. But,
as I have tried to show, systematic surveillance as a social institution also sur-
vives and flourishes on its irrational allure. The very idea of surveillance
evokes curiosity, desire, aggression, guilt, and, above all, fear—emotions that
interact in daydream dramas of seeing and being seen, concealment and self-
exposure, attack and defense, seduction and enticement. The intensity and
attraction of these dramas helps to explain the glamour and malevolence with
which the apparatus of surveillance is invested, and our acceptance of it.

“I am an eye,” wrote Flaubert. “I am a camera,” wrote Isherwood.”

I am a videocam.
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Stories of Plain Territory:
The Maidan, Calcutta



A place, like any fact, is open to interpretation. The place to be interpreted
here is a strange and special phenomenon, a vast empty plain situated right
at the heart of a big city. The purpose of this collection of four stories is to
explore the relationships between the intentions that defined the limits of
this emptiness in the middle of Calcutta and the interpretations made of it
through both representation and inhabitation. The physical nature and spa-
tial logic of Calcutta align with specific events within its history as a post-
colonial Indian city. Some of the best-known of these occurred on and around
this grassy expanse at its center, known as the Maidan, a word that means
“open land.” Within the heaving, polluted reality of late-twentieth-century
Calcutta, the Maidan lies between the banks of the Hooghly River and the
principal artery of Chowringhee Road, which runs almost parallel to the wa-
ter along a north-south axis. To its north lies what was known during the
time of British colonization as the “Black Town,” or native town, while to
the south and east spread the spacious properties of the “White Town.”
Interpretation enacts itself and the four stories; “Describing (De-
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ciding),” “Knowing (Dreaming),” “Owning (Resisting),” and “Dreaming
(Knowing)” are each allocated in their titles two verbs, which are acted out
within the stories. The actions are not, of course, exclusive to the stories,
since all of these verbs are interconnected. Describing facilitates owning, for
example, while deciding, an empowered act, requires knowledge and can be
an act of resistance. Dreaming is an impetus to owning, to which knowing
is a means. In story 2, for example, dreaming is based on memory. Its sub-
stance, defined by the knowledge of past experience, produces feelings of
nostalgia and hope in a strange place. These are the forms of dreaming here.
Particular verbs take precedence, though, and their ascription to specific
stories is intended to suggest an interpretation of the story’s possible mean-
ing. Knowing has two principal meanings in the stories: that which is em-
pirical, and that which is invented through processes of acquisition and
definition. In story 2 the first meaning is dominant, while in story 4 it is the
second meaning that takes precedence.

Story 1 is concerned with my own position in relation to the Maidan.
It is broached through questioning the processes of describing and deciding
that are inevitable in writing about a place. Describing is never innocent; it
is itself a form of owning. This idea is also important in story 3, where the
act of resistance facilitates the condition of ownership and allows the full
meaning of describing limits to come into play, as the edges of the Maidan
are literally demarcated. Describing, then, can be both a literal and a con-
ceptual means of territorialization, where description defines boundaries of
knowledge. Sometimes these imaginary boundaries make contexts, or real-
ities, for physical phenomena. Populations made into nations and separated
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through censuses as well as lands contained by maps are two examples dis-
cussed by Benedict Anderson in Imagined Communities.' This concept of
gaining ownership and control by using description to create knowledge is
discussed especially in “Knowing (Dreaming),” story 4. A story about the
nineteenth-century idea of “total history,” it delineates the limits of an act
of description imagined to be absolute and objective in a time when the
“narratives of origin, journey and destination can no longer be heroic myths
of conquest.”

One of my aims here is to question the singular, complete, and
global histories of imperialism inherent in this action, as I show that a piece
of land can support multiple descriptions, each of which tells a new story. In
an attempt to move beyond purely textual sources, such as letters by travel-
ers, local histories, scholarly papers, journals, and newspapers, I have com-
bined factual information gleaned from texts with lived experience and
memory. This has been augmented by films, guidebooks, photographs, mu-
seums, paintings, and recordings. The use of evidence has been influenced
by Anderson’s approach in Imagined Communities, where he starts to uncover
the power of maps, atlases, diaries, letters, and travel books. He looks at the
ways that they have created the false conceptions of unity, nationhood, sta-
bility, and political division on which the dreams of imperialism have been,
and still are, based.

All of the stories are connected to the idea of territory, both as a
physical reality and a conceptual entity. In this sense the construction of
knowledge and the dreams inherent in the acts of owning the Maidan and
reclaiming it are intrinsic parts of these stories, which constantly fluctuate
between the real and the imaginary. Some of these themes have already been
explored in the field of literary criticism as it overflows into critiques of
space and physical places. Seen from inside the imaginary world of the text,
the world as represented in novels such as Kin, Beloved, Shame, and The Heart
of Darkness becomes ever more enclosed. As Matthew Sparke points out, the
“turn of the academic gaze from . . . the ‘real world’ . . . towards the . . . now
seemingly more fashionable ‘real book™ is increasingly common.* My in-
tention here is to shift the focus slightly, from the reality represented in the
imagination of the creative writer reflecting on his or her world to other
sorts of invention that result from description as an act of recording, an act
more directly concerned with a lived reality.

These issues are nowhere more intensely present than in Calcutta,
a city produced, used, and understood in various and often very diverse
ways. Its ambiguities and contradictions are concentrated within the his-
tory of the Maidan as a landscape that is neither urban nor rural. Built upon
strategically advantageous but physically untenable swampy marshland, it



The Maidan, Calcutta

lies on an artificially created topography of ditches and infill, constructed in
defense against the invasion both of water and of living aggressors. Because
of its physical location as well as its mythical status, the Maidan is a place
especially susceptible to the accumulation of different explanations, mean-
ings, and translations. It is surrounded by a city whose reason for existence
is postcolonial, its origin ambiguous. Artificial from its inception, Calcutta
was neither British in location nor Indian in intention. Along with Madras
and Bombay, it was one of the three great Indian ports founded by the En-
glish East India Company; no substantial native settlement existed on its
marshy site. So without memory or tradition connecting it to its location,
the city was from its beginning a place of ambivalence and defiance. This
British point of exchange, essential to Eastern trade, was a new and alien ter-
ritory set up outside the control of the Moghul emperor at Delhi.

DESCRIBING (DECIDING)

Story 1
The Story of a Strange Place—the Maidan in the Mind of the Visitor in Post-
colonial Calcutta of the Late Twentieth Century

Describing the Maidan required much selection. The following three sto-
ries originate in part from myths that make up our Western understanding
of Calcutta. One of the most powerful myths about the city, and about In-
dia in general, is that of the Black Hole of Calcutta. This legend is funda-
mental to the existence of the Maidan, and only recently have different
interpretations of the event been articulated. These form the basis of story
3—"Owning (Resisting).” Dreams of home, the creation of tradition, and
the impetus to power ubiquitous within any process of colonization are ex-
plored in stories 2 and 4, about the never-certain relationship between
dreaming and knowing. They involve my own choices and depend on the
thought of others, the evidence available, and the possibilities for interpre-
tation within my imagination. In themselves they are compounded of other
people’s words, images, and memories. They depend nearly always on what
Salman Rushdie in Imaginary Homelands calls the “stereoscopic vision” of the
migrant writer," which can be described as a particular understanding, nei-
ther of here (London) or there (Calcutta), of the present or the past. For him
and for many whose voices are present here, it is a fiction of memory pro-
duced from an experience of more than one homeland.

A strange place—not street, square, or contained park—the Maidan
fascinated me though I visited it only briefly. At first sight empty, it is
sparsely populated by various artifacts: a few buildings, some monuments,
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and along the riverbank many water tanks and ghats, which give access to
the water for ritual bathing and serve as a place to land. Each one of these
tells a particular tale about the Maidan’s origin and meaning, and springs
from a different moment of its past. A history is a description that presents
and interprets collected evidence. Its form is determined by two factors—
the evidence available and what the person creating it is able to see in this
evidence before consciously selecting from it. The sources are varied. The
initial catalyst for the present investigation came from personal observa-
tions, but the evidence is amassed from the imaginations of others. The nec-
essary information was available principally in institutions set up by the
British to record and know their empire, and thus it is highly selective—as
are the imperial histories of India. By making histories of a particular place
that is rarely described in itself—the Maidan usually exists only as a back-
drop to its most important artifacts, Fort William and the Victoria Memo-
rial—I intend to question how these “true” histories on a larger scale were
constructed. Hidden in the gaps—between what is represented in official
histories, atlases, and national legends, whose intentions and imaginary
limits construct particular visions of the city, and the subjective observa-
tions that create different types of evidence—are keys to other stories.

My interest in the stories behind the physical existence of the
Maidan was provoked by the two images reproduced here, which highlight
different scales of inhabitation and gather within them the space of the
Maidan and its means of confinement (explored below). Their nature as ev-
idence—both tangible and as memory of experience—gave them added sig-
nificance. There was something immediately discordant and provocative
about the space they represented; it seemed to lie in the contradiction be-
tween the alien character and original reasons for the existence of particular
artifacts and place-names and the ways in which those places and artifacts
have been interpreted and appropriated. On the one hand, these intentions
are legible through the logic of the spatiality of division of an English Vic-
torian city. These separations include those between classes and functions
produced by zoning, as well as the gendered divisions between public and
private, home and work. On the other hand, an alternative reading is offered
in the much more cohesive indigenous semirural spatiality, which is evident
in the way that the public places of this English city, the streets and parks,
are used for private domestic rituals and events by the different inhabitants
of the city. Subsequently large parts of the city do not appear urban. Special
words label particular types of participants in this strangely nonurban con-
dition such as bidesia (a migrant living within the physical interstices of
Calcutta) and muflisia (someone existing within a street economy that is
entirely local).” The use of the spaces of the Maidan was consequently not in-
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8.1 | Edge 1: Land. Calcutta from the Hooghly.

8.2 | Edge 2: Sea. Chowringhee from the Maidan.

terpreted as singular, transparent, or functional; rather it seemed various
and ambiguous, opaque in the sense of being difficult to classify and define.
Gillian Rose’s comment that cultural difference “is not about mapping di-
versity across the territory of Western space, but rather about moments of
opacity,”® can be applied to the Eastern/Western space of the Maidan—a
place Eastern in location, Western in origin.
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The Maidan can be understood, then, as a hybrid space, an idea dis-
cussed by various writers, including Fredric Jameson, Ed Soja, and Homi K.
Bhabha. Sometimes it is referred to as “third space,” one that is produced out
of a multiplicity of imaginations and interpretations and has no single
meaning, existence, or origin. Born of a simultaneous superimposition of
different cultural systems, it is produced by a friction between intention and
interpretation. It is a place where “overlap and displacement of domains of
difference,” in Bhabha's phrase,’ is particularly intense. Each of the stories
told here uncovers a different aspect of the Maidan and its interpretation as
a material space, as part of a dream, and as a place of resistance. They are full
of unresolvable ambiguities that arise principally from disparities between
purpose and definition, evident in areas such as land ownership and use,
and from the impossibility of applying simple terms such as colonizer and
colonized.

As the stories are told and read, it becomes clear that the Maidan
was and still is a fundamental part of Calcutta. Always contained within its
physical borders, edges, and horizons, it sustained and gave meaning to the
material and intellectual invention of the city. The limits of the Maidan,
both physical and conceptual, are treated repeatedly within the stories.
Sometimes they are boundaries defined from within; sometimes they are in-
terfaces with wildness, with the city, with the uncontrollable—the full
against its emptiness. These edges define the places that can lie beyond and
thus embody hopes of resistance and change. Bhabha notes, “The beyond is
neither a new horizon, nor a leaving behind of the past[.}. . . [Wle find our-
selves in the moment of transit where space and time cross to produce com-
plex figures of difference and identity, past and present, inside and outside,

inclusion and exclusion.”®

5
= DREAMING (KNOWING)
& Story 2
144 The Story of the City of Palaces—the Edges of the Maidan in Colonial Cal-
cutta of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries
Arriving in Calcutta in the eighteenth century, the stranger from Europe
145

would be immediately confronted with the distant edges of the Maidan. The
story of the “City of Palaces” engages with the dreams about Calcutta that
lived in the European mind, and with the means by which they were pro-
duced. From its foundation by Job Charnock in 1690, and throughout its
existence as a colonial port, Calcutta was a place of pure invention, a place
home to no one. It was an English fantasy where the inhabitant, whether In-
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dian or British, was always a stranger in a foreign town. The simple duali-
ties of native and colonizer inadequately describe the population of a city
that contained Portuguese, Armenians, Jews, Parsis, and Chinese as well as
Bengalis and British. Feelings of separation, danger, and strangeness were
not particular to one race alone; but it was the British who most convinc-
ingly made concrete their denial of vulnerability and their confirmation of
permanence.

The Maidan would have been a spacious and beautiful sight for the
traveler arriving by ship at Chandphal Ghat, or by land across the pontoon
bridge in the approach from Delhi; it would already be present in the
traveler’s imagination because of the picture books circulated at home in
England. Images of Calcutta were available during the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries in England through representations made by Thomas and
William Daniell for Oriental Scenery between 1786 and 1793 and by William
Baillie, who painted twelve views in 1794. All of the images were pic-
turesque views of the city, either looking over the Maidan from the river
toward the City of Palaces, as it was known, or focusing on its principal
buildings. A series of paintings made of the Black Town by Baltazard
Solvyns between 1757 and 1790 were not so widely disseminated. It was the
vision across the double artifice of the Maidan that presented the bravest and
most picturesque face of the city. A contemporary observer praised the
fringes “absolutely studded with elegant . .. garden houses,” creating an
illusion that provoked Kipling to advise: “if you can get out into the middle
of the Maidan you will understand why Calcutta is called the City of
Palaces.”

Since the city had no single cultural origin, the opportunity for in-
vention produced a landscape picturesque in character. It was inhabited by
neoclassical buildings, derived from an architecture rooted in the ancient
cities of Greece and Rome. This architecture was deliberately different,
clearly marking Britain’s presence in India; but the adoption of standard
European forms was also due partly to convenience. Many early colonial
churches were based on the church of Saint Martin-in-the-Fields, London,
for example. Its plans were published in 1728 by James Gibbs, pattern
books made them readily available to engineers, whose principal interest
was not design. The most dominant presence at the edge of the Maidan was
the Calcutta Government House, built for Lord Wellesley in 1803. It was
not a reproduction but rather an enhanced version of the eighteenth-century
baronial seat of Keddleston Hall in Derbyshire. An extra story gave it a
greater bearing, and its interiors—more magnificently and splendidly dec-
orated than those of its original—became the focus of Calcutta’s high soci-
ety. Keddleston Hall itself was designed by Robert Adam in the 1760s, and
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its model was supposed to be particularly suitable to the climate of Calcutta.
Apparently it allowed maximum ventilation for cooling and dispersing the
foul vapors of the river, which were understood to be very unhealthy. Its
presence and references to good taste and scholarly pretensions from home
also gave it the gravitas necessary to represent the power and authority of
Government and Empire.

By the end of the first decade of the nineteenth century, the bound-
aries of the Maidan formed part of a series of vistas focused on Government
House. Official buildings along the Esplanade to the north, and grand pri-
vate houses along Chowringhee Road to the east, were part of an urban land-
scape in appearance both classical and imperial—a monument to British
control to be seen and, more important, experienced. This new community
did not escape criticism. Walter Hamilton was skeptical of the climatically
inappropriate Grecian style in 1820, while Emma Roberts in 1835 de-
scribed Chowringhee as a “confused labyrinth” surrounded by savage jun-
gle, morasses, and wildernesses." The exaggeration and parodying of a
remembered reality inherent in this self-conscious drama revealed, in the
creation of a physical environment, an ambiguous relationship to the cli-
matic, cultural, and historic reality of Calcutta’s geographical location.

Calcutta was a beginning, rarely an end in itself. For traders and
seamen, goods and adventurers it existed as a point of exchange with a vast
interior. The hinterland of Calcutta, served by the river Hooghly and the
Ganga, covers about halfa million square miles. As an interface between the
distant metropolitan center of London and its unknown territory, it was a
place inhabited by many whose sole intention was to amass a fortune. A
semblance of splendor and extravagance, as well as an emphasis on outward
appearance, was natural. In order to feel at home, and combat feelings of sep-
aration and transience, the British created their domain in the manner of
home. Their simulated physical environment was to be larger than life, their
daily ritual to be more desirable, comfortable, and luxurious."

The Maidan was their principal recreation ground, and in many
parts dress codes prohibited entry to lower castes. Among the private clubs
and pleasure grounds were large tanks of water called /z/ dighees, essential for
both draining the land and providing drinking water. Carefully watched
over by armed guards, like many of the tanks throughout the city, they were
privately owned. Water was both a precious commodity and a deadly foe.
The salt lakes lying immediately east of the city symbolized to the British
the disease and contamination of the foreign land.'? The contaminated air
that blew west was as dangerous as the crocodiles, the unpredictable cur-
rents, and the frequent tidal bores—waves usually ten feet or more in height
that rush up the river Hooghly almost half the days of the year. For the Eu-
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ropean the spaciousness of the plain offered a protected and safely artificial
form of nature pushing against the wild foreigness beyond. Although
strange tales of fishing by the natives following a gale, when fish fell with
the rain, and sightings of exotic birds and boar hunting are among events of
the Maidan recorded in various diaries and letters,"” it contrasted vividly
with the tiger-ridden jungle and marshland that surrounded the city out-
side the Maratha Ditch (an ineffective defensive construction described be-
low in “Owning [Resisting}”).

Bordering on a denial—where, as Gail Ching-Liang Low puts it,
“white (w)as the invisible norm”"“—the images of power, civilization, and
familiarity constructed by the British around the Maidan were based in the
urban and corresponded to what Bhabha calls a “desire for a reformed, recog-
nisable Other.”"” To the native imagination, however, the origin of Calcutta
was rural. The social and cultural reality of the city was subsequently played
out in a double-sided game of mimesis between the metropolitan center and
the newly invented place. The Maidan holds an example of a literal formal
hybridity in the Ochterlony Monument constructed in 1828. This Greek
column on an Egyptian base with a Turkish cupola is used by the police as
a watch tower during rallies on the Maidan. This juxtaposition of multiple
communities and various imaginative capacities'® within Calcutta was what
enabled new, fantastic spaces such as the Maidan—which was neither rural
or urban, entirely public or private—to be transformed into something
complex and opaque in meaning.

The concept of the urban as civilized and civilizing predominated
in the eighteenth century both in Europe and its colonies. By the nineteenth
century, however, an ambivalent attitude toward the idea of the city as a
place of civilization was gaining strength, and Calcutta did not escape. Its
reputation as a center of squalor and degradation grew, and it became fa-
mous as a place of chaos, crowds, death. Once the City of Palaces, it became
Rudyard Kipling’s “City of Dreadful Night.” The Other city (Black Town)
so carefully hidden in images of the City of Palaces (White Town) started to
emerge from its concealment, threatening the illusion of permanence and
total control. In 1857 the First Indian War of Independence (or the Indian
Mutiny), while barely affecting Calcutta, shocked the complacent British;
as Franz Fanon observed “the colonised man is an envious man. And this the
settler knows very well; when their glances meet he ascertains bitterly, al-
ways on the defensive, ‘They want to take our place.”"” This jealously
guarded place was that of the civilized, the privileged; its Other—the
splendid, the cruel, and the sensual—Ilived in the imaginary space of the
East, which, Edward Said points out, provided the West with “one of its
deepest and most recurring images of the Other.”'® This space was not nec-
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essarily geographically defined, as we have seen: the Orient and the Occi-
dent could exist on the same piece of territorialized land. Such density of
place is clearly evident within the various interpretations of the legend of
the Black Hole of Calcutta, the story of the inception of the Maidan born
out of this repulsion from and fascination with the Other.

OWNING (RESISTING)

Story 3

The Story of the Black Hole of Calcutta and Two Fort Williams—the Ori-
gins of the Maidan in Colonial Calcutta at the Middle of the Eighteenth
Century and Beyond

An irresistibly horrible story within the English imagination, the myth of
the Black Hole of Calcutta marks the beginning of a history of ownership
and resistance embodied in the space of the Maidan. It is often understood
to symbolize a moment of fundamental change in the British attitude
toward India and its territory. In both its origin and its ownership, the
Maidan is particularly evocative of this shift from colony to empire, from
pure commerce rooted in Leadenhall Street to political domination; and its
creation was a direct consequence of the legendary night of 20 June 1756 in
the “Black Hole” of old Fort William. As is true of all legends, the story of
the Black Hole of Calcutta has more than one version. To the British it was
a barbaric incident. The inscription on a commemorative monument ex-
presses their intense emotions in sympathy for the victims: “The monument
we here behold with pain, is there a heart can from a sigh refrain?”'* Rajat
Kanta Ray, in his essay “Calcutta of Alinagar,” tells the story from the other
side.” In his more contemporary interpretation the nawab had good politi-
cal reasons for the attack, since Fort William was a threateningly subversive
presence within the Moghul Empire. Not only was its physical strength
increasing, but it was also acting as a refuge for Moghul fugitives and giv-
ing security (in the sense of both investment and protection) to local mer-
chants of various cultural backgrounds. The nawab expected the British to
act as subjects of the Moghul Empire, not to create an alternative au-
tonomous state within it.

In 1756 Bengal was still ruled by Moghul viceroys or nawabs, who
headed a vulnerable urban Muslim aristocracy in a Hindu countryside. Ali-
vardi Khan, the nawab of Bengal since 1740, died and was succeeded by his
grandson Siraj-ud-Daula, aged only twenty. The land of India at that time
was the sole property of the Moghul emperor, but it was controlled by the
zamindar, who would act as a middleman between the tenant peasant and
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the emperor. The difference between the rate of taxes set by the zamindar
and the fixed sum returned to the emperor’s coffers could be a substantial
amount of money. By the time Siraj-ud-Daula came to power, the British
had bought zamindar rights to thirty-eight villages in and around Calcutta.
The White Town (of the British) was a mile long and a quarter of a mile
wide, and a Black Town, a circle roughly a mile and a quarter across, lay be-
yond it. Although they were not protecting territorial rights, the British
were careful to guard their valuable trading post within the cantonment at
Fort William, which bounded several warehouses and a large tank of rain-
water. The threat of the Seven Years’ War, far away in Europe, led them to
increase the strength of the fort against the French, who were also trading
in Bengal; these actions aroused the suspicions of the nawab.

On the day before the monsoon broke, the nawab marched on Cal-
cutta. As his men scaled the walls of the fort, Governor Grant and the ma-
jority of the European inhabitants escaped down the river, leaving behind a
small number of British. Taking only their watches, buckles, and jewelry,
the nawab’s men put their captives into the fort’s punishment cell, called
“the Black Hole.” Accounts of what happened next vary. Geoffrey Moor-
house tentatively puts the number of those entering the Black Hole at 146,
with 23 leaving it alive, the next morning; the rest were suffocated by the
intense heat and humidity. He observes, “It was a brutal age all round[;} . . .
the same week had seen these captives decapitating their own servants.”*

Overnight a transformation of names and identity occurred. Alli-
nagore was the name given to the newly Moghul town by Siraj-ud-Daula.
The event held immense symbolic power for the British, for whom it con-
firmed their worst prejudices. Allinagore, or Alinagar, was “the space of the
Other . . . always occupied by an idée fixe, despot, heathen, barbarian, chaos,
violence.”” The town reverted to “Calcutta” six months later, retaken by
Robert Clive for the British. He went on to eliminate the French as viable
competition, and brutally exacted huge sums of money in compensation
from the new puppet nawab in Murshidabad. His retribution was not com-
plete, however, until he had also vastly increased the territory directly un-
der British control by annexing the zamindar rights to nine hundred square
miles of land south of Calcutta, known as the twenty-four Parganas.

The village of Govindapur was drained and cleared of the tiger
jungle and its scattering of native huts, as the site for the new Fort William
moved south to cover the Govindapur Kali Temple. The fort, an example of
French military architecture of the eighteenth century, was designed by
Georges Coleman. Octagonal in plan, it has five regular faces inland and
three river-bound faces that vary with the requirements of topography and
defense. Its presence above ground is diminished by the use of large ditches,
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but it is described variously as being like a small city, much too large for de-
fense requirements, and the finest fortress outside Europe.?> Completed in
1773, it was intended to house the entire British community, but by 1780
only members of the military were allowed to live within its walls. It was
surrounded by the vast defended space of the Maidan plain, which covered
a ground surface of two square miles.

The Maidan became a military territory, and its roads still remain
the property of the Ministry of Defense. From its center, its physical bound-
aries were delineated by the reaches of the outer limits of gunfire; its edges
became determined by both natural and constructed means. In 1772, one
year before the completion of the new fort, Warren Hastings was appointed
the first governor of Calcutta, an office he held office until 1785. This sig-
nified an important change in governance of the city, which moved from the
East India Company to the British government, and it marked the begin-
ning of a new attitude toward the land and people of India. During his stay
in Calcutta, Hastings was instrumental in constructing an identity for the
Maidan. The river lay to its west, and along its banks lined with ghats, he
constructed a promenade for ladies, called the Strand. To the north was the
site of the old fort, which became the customs house and remained an ad-
ministrative center of the White Town. The Chowringhee jungle bounded
the south and east sides, until the City of Palaces started to replace it.

The encroaching villas slowly moved toward the outer boundary of
the lines of defense that contained the city proper, known as the Maratha
Ditch; begun in 1743, it was never completed. The Maratha Ditch was built
to defend the town from the threat of the tribe of the Marathas who were ter-
rorizing north and west India during the early eighteenth century, threat-
ening the Moghul Empire and political stability. The threat never became
substantial in Bengal, and the ditch was subsequently left unfinished. It
served to mark the outer limits of Calcutta during the nineteenth century
and was partly paved in 1799 for the Circular Road skirting the city. In
1893 it was completely filled in for the laying of the Harrison/Mahatma
Ghandi Road.

The Maidan plays a fundamental role in Calcutta’s history of own-
ership, maintained through separation. Its existence was essential in creat-
ing and sustaining the spatial and cultural distances initiated in the old
layout of the city. The new Fort William shifted the focus of the White
Town to the plain, with its cantonment at the center. The principal public
buildings stood along the Esplanade facing the Maidan. They were turning
their backs on the Black Town that stretched from the bazaar to the north,
itself symbolic of unnatural chaos and the danger of infection and disease
contained in the unknown world of the native. Hygiene and discipline be-
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came principal justifications for segregation.* In 1805 Henry Roberdean
reported that “Black Calcutta does not at all interfere with the European
part, a great comfort, for the Natives are very dirty and their habitations are
straw huts.”” But when considering the idea of spatial separations in Cal-
cutta, we must also acknowledge the overlaps that occurred. As discussed
above in “Dreaming (Knowing),” Calcutta’s population did not consist
simply of mutually exclusive British and native peoples. The mix was far
more complex. Different communities sometimes inhabited specific areas,
and developed their own spatialities, but the properties of wealthy natives
were distributed throughout the north and south of the city. Contrary
to what one might expect, for example, Clive’s house was situated in the
north at Dum Dum. As the north took on the character of the “Black Town,”
superimposed on it, large estates were subdivided many times into a type of
slum called buszees, rather than being kept intact as garden houses.

The role of the Maidan was ambiguous in this process of spatial di-
vision within the city during the eighteenth century. As a regulatory space
of control, defense, and segregation, it was a brutal assertion of conquest and
power. At the same time it was a place for sports, leisure, and exhibition,
principally of the upper classes. It was beginning to have an important pres-
ence in the minds of all Calcuttans, however, including the inhabitants of
the more ambiguous Grey Town that was developing to the west. The phys-
ical differences between British and other territories were not just spatial;
they were material as well. A notion of permanence essential to British
buildings was inherent in their puckah construction, a term that defined a
durable masonry structure built from of a mixture of brick dust, molasses,
and hemp. The native buildings tended to be far more ephemeral and vul-
nerable to the exigent Calcutta weather; they were made of cutchah, a mud
and thatch combination. The British evidently considered permanence and
display in furnishing their interior spaces as well. This was quite different
from the more minimalist, flexible approach to inhabiting the Indian inte-
rior, where functions were not fixed and spaces both domestic and public re-
mained far more fluid in definition and use.

These physical separations were reflected culturally and intellectu-
ally—both within the British attitude toward India, as seen in a clash be-
tween tradition and reform,? and in the inherent differences between the
indigenous and the colonizing inhabitants of Bengal. The East India Com-
pany’s intellectual history of rule traditionally is viewed as having two
phases: the “Orientalist,” instigated by Warren Hastings and discussed at
great length by Edward Said in Orientalism, and the “Anglicist,” instituted
by Hastings’s successor, Lord Cornwallis. Hastings valued and promoted
knowledge of Indian languages, law, culture, and tradition as different from
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but valid alternatives to their Western counterparts. The Asiatic Society,
which he set up in 1783 on the borders of the Maidan, promoted and main-
tained the concept of “the Orient” as understood throughout the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries. The Anglicist phase, which reacted against this
belief in the value of “native” learning, was grounded in an intention to
reform and reconstruct Indian society along Western lines—in other
words, to “civilize” it. At the same time Cornwallis introduced fundamen-
tal changes into the form of rule of Bengal that were very British in con-
ception, including a replacement of zamindar rights by rights of land
ownership. This Eurocentric ideal was based on a belief that there can only
be one standard of rationality and civilization, naturally Western in origin.

The Anglicist approach was vulnerable in its rigidity, which made
it incapable of assimilating the complex nature of reality in the Indian city.
Within this weakness lay the roots of resistance, both political and cultural,
to domination by the British; such resistance became more noticeable
within the city of Calcutta and the Maidan in particular. The street names
used demonstrated one subtle form of opposition emerging. Originary
names came from villages, natural forms, and local families. During the
British Empire, streets named after soldiers and civil servants represented
municipal history but following Independence, congressmen, national he-
roes, and cultural references became the points of reference for street
names.” Spaces like the Maidan began to be appropriated more and more for
popular use. The railings surrounding part of the Maidan were finally re-
moved in the middle of the nineteenth century, allowing access to all.*®
Markets and rallies sprang up, as did religious celebrations, such as the
celebration for the goddess Kali reported by Bishop Heber in his diaries of
1824.% Sports such as football, which involved Indian players and Bengali
teams, were established on the Maidan as early as the 1880s. Its size and po-
sition—at the center of the city, close to the seats of power—also made the
Maidan an optimum site for strikes.”

While the ways that the Maidan was used and inhabited clearly
manifested resistance, there was no accompanying self-conscious produc-
tion of the physical environment, in the form of buildings and metropoli-
tan plans for urban reform.* It was not until the early twentieth century that
some attempt was made to deal with the urban problems stemming from
the inequality of the city’s social divisions, and even that came from the
outside. Patrick Geddes made several plans for Calcutta that attempted
to deal at a local scale with the problems of the bustees as social units. The
Metropolitan plans produced by the Calcutta Improvement Trust in 1911
took a very different approach; they were more concerned with cutting
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8.3 | The divided city: map of Calcutta.
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straight roads through the city, “solving” problems of poverty through
displacement.”

An intellectual resistance began to be manifest at the beginning of
the nineteenth century in what is referred to as the Bengal Renaissance.
Bengali artists and writers began to express the ambiguity of the relation-
ship between European and Indian culture that underlies much artistic pro-
duction in Calcutta. This movement, which stemmed from the Orientalist
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legacy of the city’s complex origins, rose from the urban middle class, called
the bbadralok. Distanced from popular culture, its members, like the Ori-
entalists, dreamed of a mythical past and at the same time criticized Hindu
practices such as suttee. Many of the heroes of the Bengal Renaissance had
some connection to the Orientalist Fort William College set up by the gov-
ernor-general, Lord Wellesley (1797-1805). By the middle of the century,
however, the interests of the bhadralok were changing. In 1861 a Society for
the Promotion of National Feeling rejected all that represented the English
and cultural oppression, from the English language to Western clothing,
food, games, and medicine; by the end of the nineteenth century, this intel-
lectual resistance was beginning to be perceived as a threat by the British.
Division of the land became again the means to control, and in 1905 the
British drew a line down the middle of the map of Bengal that dispersed and
isolated the potentially volatile bhadralok.

KNOWING (DREAMING)

Story 4
The Story of the First Partition of Bengal—the Victoria Memorial on the
Maidan in Imperial Calcutta at the Beginning of the Twentieth Century

The significance of Calcutta had fundamentally changed by the turn of the
twentieth century. No longer simply a port whose rights as a trading post
had to be defended, it had become the focal point of a vast territory and its
population, an empire. It could no longer be controlled at a distance simply
by the military force that, principally for economic reasons, had protected
the forts; to preserve this empire, the British turned to mechanisms based
on the ownership of knowledge rather than of territory. This far more ab-
stract system allowed a small number of people to govern and, more impor-
tant administer India from the Writers’ Buildings around the site of the old
Fort William.

In 1899 Lord Curzon arrived in a restless Calcutta as viceroy of In-
dia, intent on implementing British control through rigorous administra-
tion. In order to maintain stable and secure conditions both for the British
living in India and for those back in London depending on India’s trading
potential, he needed to adjust the balance of power, which was becoming in-
creasingly vulnerable under attack by the bhadralok. He was forced to this
realignment by the inevitable tension of empire, identified by Bhabha as
straining “between the synchronic panoptical vision of domination—the
demand for identity, stasis—and the counter-pressure of the diachrony of
history—change, difference.”” By the time Curzon arrived, the territory of
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Bengal had incorporated a number of provinces. Beside Bengal proper it in-
cluded Bihar, Chota Nagpur, and Orissa; its total population was 78 mil-
lion. Each province was distinct historically, subracially, and culturally.

Curzon’s Partition of Bengal in 1905 used the territory of Bengal
itself, or rather its division, as a means of control through separation. In
“Dreaming (Knowing),” this device was discussed at the scale of the city;
here, the scale is much vaster. The diversity of Bengal’s people and cultures
created an administrative nightmare for a system based on the collection
and classification of information—which provided the ostensible reason for
the first partition. But this version of the story ignores the political goal
whose achievement Curzon believed fundamental to the continuance of the
empire: the isolation of the bhadralok, trapped by the very cultural hybrid-
ity of the city. East Bengal was principally Muslim, and Bengal in the west
Hindu. In Calcutta the Hindu bhadralok found themselves outnumbered
by Oriyas from outside Bengal and by Hindus with whom they shared noth-
ing but religion. They were therefore separated from most fellow Bengalis
and bhadralok, and surrounded by people of alien traditions with whom
they could not communicate. The partition was a success.

These invisible mechanisms of control that were so useful to Cur-
zon—the maps, censuses, and museums discussed by Benedict Anderson in
Imagined Communities—developed from the search for a knowledge and un-
derstanding of the indigenous culture initiated by the Orientalists. Sub-
verted in intention and form, however, this knowledge became a means for
domination, and authority was maintained by creating an image of India de-
fined through Britain’s presence there. A facet of this phenomenon has al-
ready been explored in “Dreaming (Knowing)”; the reverse side is described
by “Knowing (Dreaming).” Here the story is about a quest for knowledge
bound up with the hopes of an empire. Dreams for a lost future are embod-
ied in the solitary existence of the Victoria Memorial, placed squarely within
the spaciousness of the Maidan and visible from afar.

In the same way that the military rule represented by Fort William
was no longer the means to controlling the territory of Bengal, the Maidan
no longer described in itself British authority. Now opened up to all of Cal-
cutta’s inhabitants, it became the site for the last great effort by the British
in Calcutta to assert, through the building of a permanent monument, their
position of governance. The foundation stone of the Victoria Memorial was
laid in 1906 by George V. Designed by the then-president of the Royal
Institute of British Architects, Sir William Emerson, it was constructed
grandly in the classical style and clad in white marble. While splendid, the
museum was also a physical incarnation of another facet of British influ-
ence—the production and maintenance of information as fragments of
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knowledge—which was a vital part of the institution of empire. British con-
trol was manifest first through the act of defining the nature of knowledge,
and then in becoming its guardian: collecting, categorizing, and distribut-
ing that knowledge. As an archive of Calcutta’s past and present, the Victo-
ria Memorial collection itself was produced for the British imagination; 7o
move of its place than like the buildings at the edges of the Maidan, it was an
invention, a fantasy of knowledge generated from a nineteenth-century pos-
itivism. Paintings describing the authority of the British in India, room
upon room of samples of Bengal’s produce for trade, and tableaux of various
indigenous living conditions indicate the limits of the “universal knowl-
edge” contained by the British narrative of India. This final public display
of artifacts represents a very particular understanding of India; and in dis-
playing the desperate splendor of an unstable empire, it held within itself
the seeds of modernity. The desire for a utopia conceived of as universal and
justified through the momentum of “civilization” was enacted in an im-
pulse to determine history and make the future known.

In this pursuit of separation and distance, begun in the eighteenth
century and driven by a desire for permanence and stability precisely when
it became impossible, the British lost Calcutta. Another (British) interpre-
tation is that Calcutta lost the British. Following the partition, which was
partially revoked as the British lost heart, the Maidan was flooded by riots.
The Indian capital was transferred to a reinvention of the traditional center
of Indian sovereignty, New Delhi, in December 1911. Dreams of power, to-
tal knowledge, control, and permanence represented in the presence and
history of the Maidan were lost to Calcutta forever as it moved beyond its
hybrid origins to become a place in its own right, looking for means to de-

fine its own contemporaneity and memory.
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9 Colonialism, Power, and the Hongkong and
Shanghai Bank



For over a century, the headquarters buildings of the Hongkong and
Shanghai Bank served as prominent symbols of the central business dis-
trict of Hong Kong. There were three purpose-designed buildings built
at fifty-year intervals—in 1886, 1935, 1986—each on the same site
fronting the harbor.

As headquarters of the most important financial institution in
Hong Kong, these buildings embedded in their built forms social relations
and meanings unique to the colonial setting of Hong Kong at particular
moments in time. To understand what was expressed architecturally, we
must consider what contributed to these forms in the first place; and the
power structure of colonialism provides one means of entry into such an in-
vestigation. Although “power” by itself did not contribute directly to built
form, it was the underlying force that acted on physical manifestations as its
impact was channeled through various participants in the building process.
To analyze the power structure of colonialism involves the unfolding of re-
lations that operated in a hierarchical spatial order: the power structure
within the colony, the power structure between the core and the periphery,
and the power structure between the empire and the world at large. These
relations did not operate independently but reinforced each other. Together
they mapped out the overall mechanism through which colonialism was in-
stituted and sustained.

This chapter looks at the earliest headquarters building of 1886
and unravels how class and race relations were expressed architecturally, fo-
cusing in particular on the “power structure” within the colony: that is, the
dominance-dependence relationship between the Europeans and the Chi-
nese. It examines first the characteristics of one of the main elements of
the dominant group—the merchant community, whose members were the
clients of the headquarters project and the main users of the building—and
second the relationship between the two cultural groups in terms of the
means of control, both within the Bank and in the society as a whole. Fi-
nally, it highlights the context in which this dominance-dependence rela-
tionship was grounded and which determined how it was expressed in the
headquarters building.

The 1886 headquarters building was commissioned in 1882
when the scheme prepared by Clement Palmer of the architectural firm
Wilson and Bird won the public competition launched by the Bank.! A
local contractor called “Tai Yick” was used, and the building took four
years to complete at a cost of HK$300,000.2 The site was rectangular in
shape, with a frontage of 125 feet and a depth of 225 feet, and stood on re-
claimed land along the praya (embankment).” The building consisted of
two separate volumes linked together: that facing the harbor with arched
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verandahs and shuttered windows shared the uniform classical architec-
tural language adopted by other waterfront properties, while the land-
ward portion looking into Queen’s Road featured a massive dome
surmounting the banking hall, which was wrapped with a screen of gi-

gantic granite columns.

TAIPANS
The grandeur of the 1886 headquarters reflects not just the prosperous state
of the Bank and its ability to afford such extravagance but also the nature of
the European executives as a class. Chief executives in trading houses were
known as taipans—they formed not only the clientele of the Bank but also
its board of directors. After all, it was they who resolved to build a new head-

quarters, formulated the brief for the design competition, and subsequently

9.1 | Hongkong Shanghai Bank, 1886. View from southwest, showing dome and colon-
naded banking hall (PH140.1.5).
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selected the winning entry.* The Hongkong and Shanghai Bank, founded in
1864, was in effect a merger of the banking interests of established agency
houses. Its boardroom was an arena in which taipans from major merchant
houses with a fair share in the China trade got together; ten different firms
were represented in 1882, including all the big names, such as Jardines
Matheson, Peninsular and Oriental, Gilman, Siemssen, David Sassoon and
Sons, and Russell and Company.®

Class Consciousness

Among the social characteristics of the taipans that had a significant impact
on the headquarters building was class consciousness. Very few Europeans
in nineteenth-century Hong Kong came from a truly upper-class or aristo-
cratic background. The majority were from the middle or lower middle
classes, but they all enjoyed a social status and a standard of living far be-
yond anything they could command at home.® For most of the early traders
and civil officers, their time in the East was merely a period of transition and
their ventures in Hong Kong were only a means of moving up the social lad-
der back home. With the help of a hierarchy created by the colonial gov-
ernment and an unlimited supply of Chinese subjects, they detached
themselves from their humble origins and acted out the kind of class posi-
tion they aspired to obtain in Britain.’

One of the outward signs of class consciousness was an emphasis on
rank and position. Those who had gained high social status in the expatri-
ate community wished to emphasize that they had no connections with
those beneath them. The taipans despised the clerks and shopkeepers who,
in turn, despised the seaman and soldiers. The merchants divided them-
selves into “seniors” and “juniors” and, except in business matters, main-
tained a wide distance between each other.®

This concern was expressed through the vertical spatial division in
the 1886 headquarters. Bedrooms on the first floor were allocated for junior
European staff,” while those on the second floor were reserved for European
staff with a higher ranking. All top-floor rooms enjoyed unobstructed
views, as this floor was above the roof line of the adjacent buildings; not only
were they “spacious, lofty and well lit,”'* but some even had views across the
harbor. Views from first-floor bedrooms, by contrast, were obstructed by the
city hall to the east, by the Chartered Bank to the west, and by the dome
over the banking hall to the south. No bedrooms on this floor had a praya
view—only the drawing room and the dining room," which were used by
both the senior and junior European staff.

The hierarchical vertical separation was taken to extreme in the res-
idences of the managers who lived in separate houses in the Peak district of
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the city."? The accommodation for Chinese servants was down in the base-
ment, separated from the European staff’s living quarters."”

Division within the European staff according to rank and position
was also expressed in the horizontal layout of the plan. There was a close cor-
relation between depth and seniority: the further one proceeded from the
main entrance at Queen’s Road, the nearer one approached the core of power.
The chief manager’s office was right at the end of the east side of the corri-
dor, opposite the boardroom. Next door was the office of the submanager,
the second man from the top of the power structure. Adjacent to the sub-
manager’s office was the correspondents’ room, where the “semi-seniors”
such as the assistant chief accountant and subaccountant worked. This room
was linked by a passage to the east side of the general office in the banking
hall where the European junior clerks were, but it was also separated from
that general office by the strong room. The gap between the junior staff and
the senior staff could not be transgressed, and there was probably no better
way to maintain this gap than by the physical interposition of the strong
room, which was built with walls 2.5 feet thick and equipped with fire- and
burglar-proof doors. '

Class identity was also reinforced by the interior furnishings. The
marble fireplaces in the bedrooms reminded the European staff of their
newly acquired status and the grandeur that came with it. The electric bells
fitted in all rooms signified the luxurious lifestyle built on the services pro-
vided by an abundant supply of local servants. Finally, there was also a grand
staircase linking the residential quarters and the ground floor, and the very
act of ascending it fostered an elevated self-image.

Another outward sign of class consciousness was the display of
wealth. An extraordinary degree of conspicuous consumption was found
among the expatriate community in nineteenth-century Hong Kong, man-
ifested particularly in their housing. Victoria, the European commercial sec-
tor of Hong Kong, was called “the city of palaces” in the 1880s because of
its extensive hongs and elegant residences, and Governor William Des Voeux
(1887-1891) pointed out that the city “savoured more of fashion and ex-
penditure” than any other colony he had seen.”

The Hongkong Bank headquarters was built in keeping with the
general extravagant style of the city as a whole. The very high specification
of the materials used included granite facing for the whole building and
solid granite columns throughout carved into the Doric, Corinthian, and
Composite orders. Teak also appeared extensively in architraves and panel-
ing.'® Although granite and teak were widely used in prominent public
buildings in nineteenth-century Hong Kong, here the intricacy of their
decoration and their sheer quantity clearly indicated that cost was not to be
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considered. The headquarters building also featured such inherently expen-
sive materials as stained glass for the circular windows below the dome and
marble for fireplaces in the banking hall and in the bedrooms."”

Another way of displaying wealth was by providing a high stan-
dard of comfort. A pendant Wenham gas burner, introduced into the colony
for the first time, was used in the banking hall to light the area.'® Supplies
of hot and cold water were available in all bathrooms'"—a great luxury in
the nineteenth century, particularly given the most basic problems of water
supply that other areas in Hong Kong were battling. Furthermore, each
contained a large bath, described by early newspapers as “most comfortable

20

looking.

Political Dominance

The second characteristic of the taipans expressed in the 1886 building was
their close link with politics. The taipans had firmly established their po-
litical legitimacy in Hong Kong by increasing their representation in the
colony’s highest administrative bodies—the Legislative Council and Exec-
utive Council—and by influencing government officials who were allowed
to engage in private business and earn fees from hongs.?' According to a
saying popular in the nineteenth century, Hong Kong was ruled by the
Jardines, the Jockey Club, the Hongkong and Shanghai Bank, and the
governor, in that order of importance.” Although a Chinese elite gradually
emerged in Hong Kong from the 1850s onward, they were not a rival pres-
sure group that could challenge the influence of taipans on politics.

Since those in the merchant community had no political rivals,
they exercised their domination over the dependent group in other ways,
one of which was through architecture. It was therefore hardly surprising
that the Bank desired a headquarters building that reflected the kind of
dominance the merchant community as a whole, and the Hongkong Bank
in particular, commanded in nineteenth-century Hong Kong.

Its height was one basic way in which the Bank expressed its im-
posing presence. The headquarters building was taller than nearly all other
buildings along the waterfront when it was completed in 1886; while most
were only three stories, the Hongkong Bank was four, one above the roof
line of the others. The height was further exaggerated by the central tower
that sat over the projecting entrance bay. The differential was particularly
obvious to viewers approaching the city, as in those days all came by sea: the
waterfront premises would be observed at a distance and hence read in con-
text. On the Queen’s Road side, the 100-foot-high dome surmounting the
banking hall,” together with the screen of gigantic columns wrapping
around it, dominated even the three-story buildings nearby.
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9.2 | Hongkong Shanghai Bank, 1886. Northern facade facing the harbour.
Photograph taken ca. 1900, after completion of praya reclamation (PH140.1.11).

The status of the Bank was further signified by an elevated en-
trance. The main entrance was reached by ascending one flight of granite
steps—first to the verandah formed by the colonnade and then to the level
of the entrance door. The same message was also conveyed through the im-
mense space in the banking hall under the large octagonal dome. To the
users of the Bank, the whole spatial experience of climbing the stairs and
discovering this imposing space in the banking hall acted to confirm what
they should already have realized: the unrivaled power enjoyed by the Bank.

The sense of solidity and strength evoked by the granite used in the
building reinforced this dominance. Moreover, granite had long been asso-
ciated with important government buildings such as the Flagstaff House
and the Government House, which were themselves symbols of power; the

headquarters building drew on these associations as well.
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CONTROL
Upholding the dominance-dependence relationship was the key to sustain-
ing the power structure within the colony. It required not just physical or
overt aggression but other means of control that, though less explicit, were
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nonetheless powerful and persuasive. These included both maintaining the
distance between the two cultural groups through social and spatial segre-
gation and reinforcing the hegemony of English over Chinese through the
language used in education. The fundamental notion underlying and justi-
fying these measures was “Orientalism”—embedded within which is a fo-
cus on the basic distinction between the “Orient” and the “Occident,” as
well as the belief that certain territories and people long for domination.*

Social Segregation

A real sense of separateness was cultivated in nineteenth-century Hong
Kong through the government policy of nonintervention and nonconsulta-
tion toward the Chinese. They were, for example, encouraged to establish
their own policing system and the government made no effort to seek their
opinions on public affairs.”” Segregation by race appeared to be the norm of
the day: the use of the city hall library and museum was restricted to Euro-
peans on Sundays and at certain hours during the week; the Yacht Club, like
other specialized clubs, did not allow Chinese crewman to take part in its
championship races; and the Hong Kong Club rigidly excluded Chinese,
Indians, and women.?

This phenomenon was manifested in the 1886 headquarters in the
verandah, which ran around the whole building. As an architectural device,
the verandah combined climatic adaptation with the purpose of upholding
social distance. Underlying its use was an idea of the “tropics,” perceived by
Victorian Englishmen as a zone not just climatic but also cultural, with po-
tentially threatening lands and people that were nevertheless susceptible to
control. Originated from the “bungalow” in colonial India, the encircling
verandah shaded the main structure and provided a space for carefully reg-
ulated intercourse with the hostile world.”

Two huge internal buffer zones also expressed social segregation.
The first was a massive space underneath the dome in the banking hall,
which separated the general offices of the European staff to the east and the
Chinese staff to the west. These offices all had broad counters in front of
them, bending inward and following the octagonal shape of the dome.? The
open space was about 50 feet across at its widest point, and its sheer size not
only helped maintain the social distance between the staff but also helped
eliminate any possible mingling between the European and the Chinese
customers. The second buffer zone was a 20-foot-wide corridor separating
the European half and the Chinese half of the adjoining offices, which was
in turn expressed in the praya elevation as a projected central bay.”

The desire to maintain social distance was reflected as well in the
use of a thick, concrete ceiling to separate the Chinese employees’ living
quarters in the basement from the European staff’s living quarters on the
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upper floors. The concrete ceiling was also intended to contain a fire if one

= broke out in the basement, where the kitchens were located. This separation
= was also expressed externally in elevation: instead of being built in brick and
< clad with polished granite, the basement was built in solid granite blocks
168 with a rusticated surface and iron bars on the windows.*

Spatial Segregation
. The two cultural groups were also kept apart through spatial segregation. A

clear separation in the city between the European commercial sector and the
native quarter was artificially constructed through the government’s land
sale policy and other regulations. The east-west boundary of the European
commercial sector from Ice House Street to Bonham Strand was formed af-
ter the first land sale in June 1841.°' At the same time, a land allocation

scheme was set up for the island, and areas to the east of the European sec-
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tor were marked out as bazaars for the Chinese.”” Legislation was passed in
1877 and 1888 to prevent natives from infringing on the European quarter
and to create residential reservations south of Hollywood Road and in Caine
Road, where Europeans desired exclusive control.”

In the 1886 headquarters building, spatial segregation operated
horizontally in the office area and vertically in the living quarters as out-
lined above. In addition, utilities were segregated. Newspapers reported
that there were “well fitted lavatories for the European clerks,” implying
that these lavatories were not to be used by the Chinese clerks who worked
at the other side of the banking hall. Furthermore, in a large European
kitchen in the basement only “European” food for the European staff was
prepared; Chinese cooks and other Chinese employees cooked for them-
selves in a separate Chinese kitchen in the basement, “fitted with inexpen-
sive and primitive appliances.”*
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Moreover, there was a segregation of circulation and entrances. The
back staircase on the west side of the building linking the basement and the
upper floors kept local servants off the grand staircase. There were side en-
trances to the basement from the Queen’s Road and from the praya,” simi-
larly indicating that Chinese coolies and servants were not allowed to share
the main entrance door with the European taipans.

Thus spatial segregation within the headquarters building was a
microcosm of the system operating in the city as a whole. Its location un-
derscored the sense of separation between the Bank as a key member of the
dominant group and the natives. The headquarters was positioned not at the
heart of the European commercial sector but at its fringe, further away from
the native quarter than any other plot in the sector.

Segregation of the Chinese Elite

The relationship between the two cultural groups was not just one of com-
plete isolation. A Chinese elite class gradually emerged in the 1850s and
began to find their way into the intermediate zone. It included wealthy Chi-
nese merchants who capitalized on the sharp rise in the demand for Chinese
products overseas caused by the mass emigration following the Taiping Re-
bellion.** An English-educated Chinese elite acted as middleman between
the governing and the governed—a group to which the compradores be-
longed. The compradore system enabled the dominant group to exercise
power over the dependent group while maintaining social distance; in the
positioning of the compradore’s office in the headquarters, we see a spatial
representation of how the mechanism worked.

The compradore was responsible for recruiting and guaranteeing
all Chinese employees, which explains why his office was next to the back
staircase linking the servants in the basement and the European staff up-
stairs. But he also functioned as a business assistant whose responsibilities
included overseeing all business transactions relating to Chinese merchants,
handling all cash, validating the bullion, and managing the exchange busi-
ness among gold, silver, copper coins, and different treaty port silver dol-
lars.”” Because of the large sums of funds he handled, the second compradore of
the Bank (1877-1892) was required to provide a security of HK$300,000,*
a sum equal to the total cost of the 1886 headquarters building. The com-
pradore was directly answerable to the chief manager,” which in theory put
him on equal status with the semi-senior European staff of the Bank. That
the head compradore’s room was in the office area behind the banking hall
is consonant with this rank. Yet his office was segregated from all European
staff—it was located on the west side of the corridor, next to the lavatories
for European clerks and behind the stationery room;™ thus he might not
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even have direct access to the corridor that divided the west side from the
east side where the offices of European staff were all located.

Segregation of the compradore is also evidenced in the written and
visual documents kept or produced by the Bank. No names of Chinese em-
ployees, not even the head compradore, appeared in the staff lists." Chinese
staff in Hong Kong were not included in staff photos; it was not until 1928
that the compradore department was photographed—but separately from
the European staff. The first photograph featuring both European and Chi-
nese staff together was taken in 1935.%

THE WIDER CONTEXT

While the power structure within the colony is the focus of the above analy-
sis, it is by no means the only force shaping the built form of the 1886 head-
quarters. The power relationship between the core and the periphery
provides a key for understanding other contributing factors. As already
noted, the headquarters site stood at the eastern edge of the European com-
mercial sector, an area produced by the continuous land reclamation along
the praya in the nineteenth century. Reclamation in Hong Kong has to be
understood in the light of the colonial government’s land policy, which was
driven by the need to offset Britain’s military expenses and to surrender
strategic sites to the military authorities. Most waterfront properties in this
sector were three-story buildings with arched verandahs, a strong rhythm in
facade composition, and an essentially “European” feel evoked by a classical
architectural language. These premises, which fronted the praya in a
straight line with a highly uniform appearance, formed a powerful context
for the headquarters building and provided an architectural vocabulary for
its praya facade.

The 1886 headquarters can be read on a global as well as urban
scale. Since the dominance-dependence relationship within the colony was
sustained by the power of the empire at large, the meaning embedded in the
1886 headquarters cannot be fully decoded without examining the build-
ing in a world context. The headquarters building was not just a symbol of
the client’s financial strength; it was also a manifestation of the Bank’s con-
nection with the British government, and with the empire as a whole. That
connection made possible a continual increase in profits from 1864, when
the Bank was formed, to 1886, when the headquarters was completed—de-
spite the political and economic chaos in China and in the region as a whole.

Most of the Bank’s revenue came from loans to China. The Foreign
Office continually supported the Bank’s forwarding of these loans, as the fi-
nancial dependence of an indigenous government on a European banker
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could prove politically advantageous.” Furthermore, the British govern-
ment had deposited with the Bank the Treasury chest: the fund for pay-
ments to government employees at the consular ports in China and Japan.
The Bank therefore had ample silver coins to make short-term loans at a
high rate of interest to provincial authorities in China." Income also came
from the Bank’s branches worldwide, whose opening coincided with a pe-
riod of unprecedented expansion of the British Empire in Asia. There were
seventeen such branches by 1883, all at ports connected with China trade,
some of which were British colonies.”

The Hongkong Bank was not just a local bank serving local mer-
chants. Its biggest “client” in the loan business was imperial China, and its
strongest ally was the British government. The headquarters building phys-
ically expressed this link with the empire by its classical architectural style,
which would be readily perceived as bearing an imperial imprint. When
finished in 1886, it was more elaborate, both in form and in level of detail-
ing, than any government building in Hong Kong. After all, the govern-
ment buildings represented only the British administration in the colony of
Hong Kong, whereas the headquarters building manifested in its built form
the political ambition of the British Empire toward China.

Within the next hundred years, two more new Hongkong Bank
headquarters were built on the same site. Featuring neoclassical composi-
tion and art deco motifs, the 1935 headquarters was described by the local
press as “the most dramatic and successful skyscraper in the East.”* The
1986 headquarters received worldwide attention for its high-tech image
and its exceptionally high cost. The analytical framework used to examine
the 1886 headquarters can also be applied to the 1935 and the 1986 head-
quarters. Collectively, the three headquarters show the developing rela-
tionship between colonialism and built form over time; changes in their
built form reflect changes in the nature of colonialism and in power rela-
tions at every level. The 1886 headquarters building is but the first stage

of this process.
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Iain Borden

“Transform the world"—all well and good.
It is being transformed. But into whai?
Here, at your feet, is one small but crucial

element in that mutation.

Henri Lefebvre
“Notes on the New Town” (trans._John Moore)

Another Pavement, Another Beach:
Skateboarding and the Performative

Critique of Architecture



Considering the unknownness of the city means not only thinking about
ways of knowing it but also, as Steve Pile makes clear in chapter 15 of this
volume, contemplating how the city will always in part remain unknown to
us. One such zone of the unknown is not geographic or social, but temporal:
the future. Given that we can barely begin to understand the present, and
that our world is full of hesitancies and contradictions, how can we even be-
gin to know how the urban will be constituted next year, next decade, or next
millennium? While the answer is, of course, that we cannot know such
things, we can still try to glimpse, prefigure, or even affect the way the fu-
ture unknown city might operate. Such actions should then not project into
the future a finite and definitive model, a kind of a priori decision taken on
behalf of our future selves, but should be, following Henri Lefebvre, a direc-
tion, a tendency—and, above all, it should be at once theoretical and practi-
cal.! Furthermore, this combination of the theoretical and the practical does
not necessarily mean a schism between the two, a joining that ultimately
keeps each term separate from the other. On the contrary, we must invoke a
dialectic of the two such that “{Ilanguage and the living word are compo-
nents of a praxis,” resisting the fetishization of language in order to “go be-
yond the active word, to find, to discover—to create—what is yet to be said.”

This chapter explores a particular urban practice—that of skate-
boarding—for its implicit yet ongoing tendency to critique contemporary
cities for their meanings and modes of operation, and to prefigure what a fu-
ture unknown city might be. As one skateboarder declares, “Skating is a
continual search for the unknown.” The abstract space of capitalism harbors
many contradictions, not the least being the simultaneous dissolution of old
relations and generation of new relations; abstract space is thus destined not
to last forever, and already contains within itself the birth of a new space—
Lefebvre’s putative differential space in which sociospatial differences are em-
phasized and celebrated.! Skateboarding, I propose, is a critical practice that
challenges both the form and political mechanics of urban life, and so in its
own small way is part of this birth of differential space. Through an every-
day practice—neither a conscious theorization nor a codified political pro-
gram—skateboarding suggests that pleasure rather than work, use values
rather than exchange values, activity rather than passivity are potential
components of the future, as yet unknown, city.’

ZERO DEGREE ARCHITECTURE
During the 1970s and early 1980s, skateboarders first undertook a series of
spatial appropriations, rethinking the suburban drive as ocean surf, taking
over schoolyards and drained swimming pools, and, in the purpose-built



Part Il: Filtering Tactics

-
©
o

181

Tain Borden

skateparks, producing a super-architectural space in which body, skate-
board, and terrain were brought together and recomposed in an extraordi-
nary encounter. And skateboarders relived photographic and video images
of themselves, making the body into a mediated entity and, conversely, the
image into a lived representation. But from the early 1980s, the focus of
skateboarding has shifted, becoming more urban in character, directly con-
fronting not only architecture but also the economic logic of capitalist ab-
stract space. It is on this street-skating that I focus here.

Around 1984, Los Angeles skaters began the first radical exten-
sions of skateboarding onto the most quotidian and conventional elements
of the urban landscape. Using as their basic move the “ollie,” the impact-
adhesion-ascension procedure by which the skater unweights the front of
the skateboard to make it pop up seemingly unaided into the air, they rode
up onto the walls, steps, and street furniture of the Santa Monica strand and
Venice boardwalk.® In the words of Stacy Peralta, skateboard manufacturer
and ex-professional skater, “Skaters can exist on the essentials of what is out
there. Anything is part of the run. For urban skaters the city is the hardware
on their trip.”” Public Domain and Ban This, the videos Peralta produced and
directed in 1988-1989, show skaters in the streets of Los Angeles and Santa
Barbara: jumping over cars; riding onto the walls of buildings, over hy-
drants and planters, and onto benches; flying over steps; and sliding down
the freestanding handrails in front of a bank.

The first thing to note about this new kind of skateboarding is that
it is no longer situated in the undulating, semi-suburban terrain of the Hol-
lywood Hills and Santa Monica canyon, no longer among the moneyed de-
tached villas and swimming pools; it has come downtown, to the inner city.
In the words of one skater, “I realised that I would have to leave the hills
and open countryside to progress in skating. Towards the urban jungle I
headed. . . . Bigger and more varied types of terrain were my driving force.”
And this is a process that has continued; today it is not only the downtown
streets of New York, Washington, San Francisco, and Philadelphia that are
the most intense skate scenes, but also those of London, Prague, Melbourne,
Mexico City, and other cities worldwide. The new skateboarding sites are
not private houses or suburban roads, hidden from public view, but univer-
sity campuses, urban squares, public institutions and buildings, national
theaters, and commercial office plazas, as well as the more quotidian spaces
of streets, sidewalks, and car parks; they range from specific sites—such as,
for example, the Annenberg Center for Performing Arts in Philadelphia—
to any parking lot or bus bench in any city worldwide.

All these are appropriations of places, not dissimilar to the 1970s
appropriations of schoolyard banks and backyard pools; but here, like Paul



Skateboarding and the Critique of Architecture

Virilio’s call for an inhabitation of the “critical spaces” of hospitals, theaters,
universities, factories, and so on, skaters undertake a “counter-habitation”
of habitually uninhabited but nonetheless public spaces.’ Skaters exploit the
ambiguity of the ownership and function of public and semipublic space,
displaying their actions to the public at large. But why is this, and what does
it mean for the experience of urban architecture?

Cities offer more opportunities for those who live in their cores and
concentrated heterogeneous social spaces than for those who live in the sub-
urbs; the rich architectural and social fabric of the city offers skateboarders
a plethora of building types, social relations, times, and spaces, many of
which do not necessarily require money to access or at least visit them. As a
result, city dwellers are less compelled than suburbanists and potentially
more adaptive, even when without economic privilege. Lefebvre notes,

[Elven when he is not wealthy the city dweller reaps the benefits of
past glories and enjoys a considerable latitude of initiative, the
make-believe existence of his environment is less fictitious and un-
satisfactory than that of his suburban or new-town counterpart; it
is enlivened by monuments, chance encounters and the various oc-
cupations and distractions forming part of his everyday experience;
city make-believe favours the adaptation of time and space.'

But the decision about which spaces and relations to enter into is not easy,
and for any metropolitan dweller it is ultimately conditioned by a whole
range of conditions, tied not just to location and finance, but also to time,
friendship, gender, race, age, culture, and ideology. In particular, it is diffi-
cult to make such decisions based on any sense of urban szy/e, for while in-
dustrialization and commercialization pervade every aspect of urban life, we
have little language or style of experience beyond the formal “styles” of ar-
chitectural physicality and the commodified “lifestyles” of fashion, food,
and the like. Analytically, this is in part due to a theoretical inheritance from
Marx, who tended to reduce urbanization to organization and the demands
of production, and so ignored the possibilities of adaptation to the city." So-
cially, it means that we have no /anguage of urban living, and instead we are
surrounded by an emptiness filled by signs. Skateboarding, as we shall see,
offers a partial glimpse of a counter future to this condition, a creation of the
city by those engaging directly with its everyday spaces.

The productive potential expressed and realized in industrial pro-
duction might have been diverted towards that most essential of
productions, the City, urban society. In such a city, creation of cre-
ations, everyday life would become a creation of which each citizen
and each community would be capable."
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As part of their own participation in realizing this “productive po-
tential,” skaters recognize that architecture has no innate or fixed meaning,
and they are thus free to reinterpret it as they will: “The corporate types see
their structures as powerful and strong. I see them as something I can enjoy,
something I can manipulate to my advantage.”" It is sometimes argued that
the most effectively appropriated spaces are those occupied by symbols (such
as gardens, parks, religious buildings), appropriation offering the chance to
invert social relations and meanings and so create a kind of heterotopic
space.'* To this end, skaters and other subversive or countercultural urbanists
such as graffiti artists certainly do occasionally work against highly symbolic
monuments—for example, one of the favored highly visible locations for
Norwegian skaters is along the raised walkways and outside the central door-
way of the immense Rddhus (City Hall) in Oslo."” Similarly, Czech skaters
utilize the space around the National Theater in Prague,'* London skaters
have since the 1970s done the same around the high-cultural South Bank
Centre,'"” and Parisian skaters are often to be seen in and around the high ar-
chitecture folies of Parc La Villette designed by Bernard Tschumi.'®

But it is in the open, public space of streets and squares that coun-
tercultural and counterspatial activities most readily take place, as these are
the spaces as yet not dominated by the high ideologies and powers of the
state—a point that Lefebvre notes in his little-read yet highly informative
study of the events of Paris in 1968.

It was in the streets that the demonstrations took place. It was in
the streets that spontaneity expressed itself. . . . The streets have
become politicized—this fact points up the political void prevail-
ing in the specialized areas. Social space has assumed new meaning.
This entails new meaning. This entails new risks. Political practice
transferred to the streets sidesteps the (economic and social) prac-
tice which emanates from identifiable places.”

Skateboarders implicitly realize the importance of the streets as a place to
act; rather than gravitating toward ideologically frontal or monumental ar-
chitecture, skateboarders usually prefer the lack of meaning and symbolism
of more everyday spaces—the space of the street, the urban plaza, the mini-
mall—just as graffiti artists tend to write on out-of-the-way (not always
very visible) sites. In part this reflects their desire to avoid social conflict,
but it is also an attempt to write anew—not to change meaning but to in-
sert a meaning where previously there was none.

What then are these other kinds of spaces, those without explicit
meaning or symbolism? Most obviously, they are the left-over spaces of mod-
ernist town planning, or the spaces of decision making (typically the urban
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plaza) that symbolize not through overt iconography but predominantly
through their expansivity of space. Lefebvre characterizes these, after Roland
Barthes, as a kind of spatial degree zero: zero points of language (everyday
speech), objects (functional objects), spaces (traffic circulation, deserted
spaces in the heart of the city), needs (predicted, satisfied in advance), and
time (programmed, organized according to a preexistent space). “Zero point
is a transparency interrupting communication and relationships just at the
moment when everything seems communicable because everything seems
both rational and real; and then there is nothing to communicate!”
Architecturally, the city is reduced to the status and form of an in-
strument, passed over by a capitalist and state rationality that prefers to op-

erate at national or international scales.

The statutes of urban “zones” and “areas” are reduced to a juxtapo-
sition of spaces, of functions, of elements on the ground. Sectors
and functions are tightly subordinated to centres of decision-
making. Homogeneity overwhelms the differences originating
from nature (the site), from peasant surroundings (territory and the
soil), from history. The city, or what remains of it, is built or is re-
arranged, in the likeness of a sum or combination of elements.”
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The new town and the reconstructed old city alike are reduced to the legi-
bility of signs, their spaces optimized for the function of decision making.

For the experiencer of such architecture, there is a similarly reduc-
tive effect. In Barthes’s concept of “zero point,” elaborated in Le degré zéro de
Péeriture (1953), the neutralization and disappearance of symbols is justified
by the writer claiming to state simply and coldly what is, as if merely a wit-
ness.”? In terms of architecture, the lack of discernible qualitative differ-
ences, and the corresponding surfeit of instructions and signals, is rendered
as a feeling of monotony and lack of diversity, the urban having lost the

characteristics of the creative oeuvre and of appropriation.

There is a poverty of daily life as nothing has replaced the symbols,
the appropriations, the styles, the monuments, the times and
rhythms, the different and qualified spaces of the traditional city.
Urban society, because of the dissolution of this city submitted to
pressures which it cannot withstand, tends on the one hand to
blend with the planned land use of the territory into the “urban
fabric” determined by the constraints of traffic, and on the other
hand, into dwelling units such as those of the detached house and

the housing estates.”

The metropolitan dweller and architect alike become simply witnesses to
the functioning of the city, in which exchanges of decisions and commodi-
ties dominate social relations and uses. The experience of urban space is re-
duced to that of the modern museum, where constraints on the bodies of
visitors create a kind of “organized walking” in which route, speed, gestures,
speaking, and sound are all controlled.*

This does not mean, however, that passivity and ennui are the only
possible responses to such reductive architecture. Resistance to zero degree
architecture takes place outside of the buildings themselves, in the streets, as
some counter the everyday, routinized phenomena of privatized urban space
and the commodification and pacification of urban experience by enacting a
different space and time for the city. “Formerly abstract and incomplete, the
dissociations now become complete. Projected onto the terrain, it is here that
they can transcend themselves—in the streets. It is here that student meets
worker, and reason reduced to a function again recovers speech.””

Skateboarders target the spaces and times of the urban degree zero,
reinscribing themselves onto functional everyday spaces and objects. One has
observed, “[Skateboarding} is a challenge to our everyday concepts of the
functions of buildings, and to the closed world we create for ourselves out of
this massively unlimited city.”*® For example, a handrail is a highly functional
object; both the time and nature of its use are fully programmed. If there is



10.2 | Danny Barley, switch 180 to smith grind on handrail, 1996.
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a meaning at all in a handrail, then it is directly related to function: that of
safety. The surprise of the skateboarder’s reuse of the handrail—ollie-ing up
onto the rail, and sliding down its length sideways, weighted perilously on
the skateboard deck as it at once balances and moves along the fulcrum line
of the metal bar—is that it targets something to do with safety, with every-
day security, and turns it into an object of risk, where previously it was pre-
cisely risk that was being erased. The whole logic of the handrail is turned on
its head. More usually, however, such an object has no apparent history or
wider cultural or social meaning outside of the use for which it is intention-
ally designed and provided. In place or on top of this absence, skateboarding
inscribes a new meaning; where previously there was only the most banal of
uses, skateboarders create not just a change of use but an ex novo act. The
“meaning” of the skateboard move, then, in part takes its power and vitality
from its coming out of the blue, an unexpected and sudden eruption of mean-
ing where society had previously been content to say nothing. Skateboarding
is a critique of the emptiness of meaning; skateboarders realize that “Empty

of cars, car-parks have only form and no function.””

RHYTHM AND URBAN SENSES

If the meaning of the architecture of the new town and reconstructed post-
war city is at zero point, what then does skateboarding address? What is the
ground on which it acts? The answer lies less in the realm of culture of
meaning than in that of physical and sensory rhythms.

While cities are made from social relations as conceived and con-
structed by thought, they are not, and cannot be, purely ideational. As “urban
is not a soul, a spirit, a philosophical entity, * the city is the immediate reality,
the practico-material of the urban; it is the architectural fact with which the ur-
ban cannot dispense. And of course this “architectural fact” necessarily takes on
a certain form, which in turn poses certain constraints and conditions—but
also specific opportunities in time and space. Lefebvre notes, for example, the
remarkable architecture of stairs in Mediterranean cities, which link spaces and
times, and so provide the rhythm for space and time of walking in the city.”

What then if we applied the same “rhythmanalysis,” to use Lefeb-
vre’s term, to modern cities, to the architecture of the zero degree city.
What kind of rhythm and experience do they presuppose? This is exactly
the condition for urban skateboarders, who are both presented with, and ex-
ploitative of, the physical space-times of modernist urban space. Skate-
boarders address the spaces of the modern metropolis: the spaces of the
square and the street, the campus and semipublic buildings. Beyond these
spaces being functional, each corresponding to a particular activity or ideo-
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logical purpose, they are also conceived of primarily as objects in space, as
dispositions of three-dimensional form (each modulated according to its
own programmatic and aesthetic concerns) in a universal, abstract space.
Space here is at once homogeneous and—subjected to the various technical
forces and resources available—more or less capable of being fragmented
into any subdivision, plot, or architectural component that might be wished
of it. “What then is the principal contradiction to be found? Between the
capacity to conceive of and treat space on a global (or worldwide) scale on
the one hand, and its fragmentation by a multiplicity of procedures or pro-
cesses, all fragmentary themselves, on the other.”!

Skateboarders treat space exactly as conceived of and presented in
this form of architectural urbanism. First, space becomes a uniform entity, a
constant layer through the city that can be utilized, in this case, as a surface
on which to skate. All elements of the city are thus reduced to the homoge-
neous level of skateable terrain. For the skateboarder, “[alnything is part of
the run”: “Buildings are building blocks for the open minded.”** Second,
skaters follow the homogeneity-fragmentation contradiction of abstract
space by oscillating from this macro conception of space to the micro one of
the architectural element; they move from the open canvas of the urban realm
to the close focus of a specific wall, bench, fire hydrant, curb, or rail.

Bumps, curbs and gaps. The street is really universal.?

From a perfect bank, to a smooth marble step, to a lamp post:
movement around lines and shadows. An unusual arrangement of

street furniture can be inspiration for radness.*

The spatial rhythm adopted is that of a passage or journey from one element
to another, the run across the city spaces interspersed with moments and
momentary settlings on specific sites. This is not an activity that could take
place in a medieval, Renaissance, or early industrial city. It requires the
smooth surfaces and running spaces of the paved, concrete city (“the pol-
ished marble planes of [Mies} van der Rohe’s plazas are Mecca to Chicago’s
skateboarders”);*> and, above all, it requires the object-space-object-space
rhythm born from a fragmentation of objects within a homogeneous space.
For the skateboarder, the “primary relationships are not with his fellow
man, but with the earth beneath his feet, concrete and all.”*
Rhythmanalysis does not refer only to space, however; it also in-
volves the rhythm of time. The temporal rhythms—the various routines,
cyclical patterns, speeds, durations, precisions, repetitions—of the city, as
well as its spaces, offer a frame for skateboarders. Here it is the essentially
fragmentary temporal use of urban space that skateboarders respond to, ex-
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10.3 | Arron Bleasdale, 1996.
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10.4 | Frank Stephens, blunt on bench 1995.
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ploiting the streets, urban plazas, and street furniture that others rarely use
in any constant manner for long periods. For the zero point architecture of
the new town and decision-making center, skaters interweave their own
composition of time into that of regular temporal patterns, such as waging
a fast assault on a handrail outside a bank, adding a speeding skateboard to
the slower pattern of those walking on the sidewalk (“skating past all the
business-suit lames that slog gloomily down the sidewalk, barely lifting
their feet, like they’re kicking shit with every step),””” or staying longer in
an urban plaza as others hurry through. (I see this last kind of temporal tac-
tic most evenings outside Euston Station in London, where a few skaters of-
ten spend an hour or so riding over its planters, benches, and low walls,
while commuters rush through to their transport connections.) For the more
contested terrains of postmodernity—such as the shopping mall or priva-
tized public space—a different temporal tactic has to be used. In particular,
skaters exploit the highly bounded temporality of, for example, a privatized
office district by stepping outside of its normal patterns of use. In places in
London like Canary Whatf or Broadgate—both versions of privatized urban
space, with very precise patterns of usage—skaters, conduct their own ac-
tivities in the hours of the weekend or evening, when the office workers are
absent. This appropriation of the unused time of a particular urban element
is also applied to smaller, less spectacular parts of the urban street; the bus
bench outside of rush hour, or the department store car park outside of shop-
ping hours, can be the focus of skateboarders who take advantage of the few
minutes or hours in which it otherwise lies dormant.

Micro experience is also part of rhythmanalysis—the relation of the
self to the city’s physical minutiae that are not always obvious to, or consid-
ered by, the dominant visualization of the city on which we most commonly
depend. “These are my streets. I know every crack of every sidewalk there is
down here.””® For skaters this involves hearing; when traveling at speed the
skater, like a cyclist, responds to the more obvious sounds of the city, such
as a car accelerating or a police siren from behind, and to the noises of a car
door, people talking, and footsteps. In particular, the sound of the skate-
board over the ground yields much information about the conditions of the
surface, such as its speed grip, and predictability. More important, micro
rhythmanalysis involves a sense of touch, generated either from direct con-
tact with the terrain—hand on building, foot on wall—or from the smooth-
ness and textual rhythms of the surface underneath, passed up through the
wheels, trucks, and deck up into the skater’s feet and body. Here such ele-
ments as the smoothness of pure tarmac or concrete, the roughness of met-
aled road, or the intermittent counterrhythm of paving slab cracks all
combine to create a textual pattern bound into the skateboarder’s experience
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of urban space. The compositional sound rhythms—the monotonal con-
stancy of the subtle roar of tarmac, the silence-click-silence-click of paving
slabs, combined with the intermittent pure silences when the skateboard
leaves the ground through an ollie, and the sudden cracks as it once again
hits terrain and elements—are a feature of this urban space.

The skateboard run, with its patterned moves, junctures, noises,
and silences is thus at once an exploitation and denial of zero degree archi-
tecture, exploiting its surfaces and smoothness while using its roughness
and objectival qualities to create a new appropriative rhythm quite distinct
from the routinized, passive experiences that it usually enforces. Street
skateboarding is “a total focus of mind, body and environment to a level way
beyond that of the dead consumers interested at best in money, beer and ‘the
lads.”* The “new school” skateboard—with its light deck, small wheels,
and equal front-back orientation specifically designed for street skating’—
is a tool in hand for this rhythm, a tool that is also absorbed into the new
rhythmic production of super-architectural space.

As this last point suggests, it is not only the city that is reengaged in
the intersection of skateboard, body, and architecture. The construction of the
body too is changed. In terms that recall Georg Simmel’s identification in the
modern metropolis of a fundamental reorientation of the physiology and psy-
chology of its inhabitants—an “intensification of nervous stimulation which
results from the swift and uninterrupted change of outer and inner stimuli,”
or what David Frisby calls “neurasthenia”—Lefebvre notes that

The physiological functions of the “modern” man’s nervous and
cerebral systems seem to have fallen victim to an excessively de-
manding regime, to a kind of hypertension and exhaustion. He has
not yet “adapted” to the conditions of his life, to the speed of its se-
quences and rhythms, to the (momentarily) excessive abstraction of
the frequently erroneous concepts he has so recently acquired. His
nerves and senses have not yet been adequately trained by the ur-
ban and technical life he leads.*

For skateboarders, like all metropolitan dwellers, modern urban conditions
produce new kinds of sociospatial conditions, impacting at psychological
and formal as well as social levels. In Lefebvre’s consideration of events, un-
like Simmel’s, the new kind of person this creates is not yet fully evolved,
not fully adapted. In particular, modern individuals cannot abstract out the
concept from the thing, for these are mixed together in their perception,
creating a confused unity in which relations, order, and hierarchy are lost.
This is a state of “deliberate semi-neurosis,” partly playacting and “often lit-

tle more than an ambivalent infantilism.”*
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We might speculate then that this “ambivalent infantilism” is ex-
actly the condition of skateboarders, faced with the intense conditions of the
modern city. And in terms of epistemology, or more precisely in the context
of many skaters’ lack of codified sociopolitical awareness, such conjecture
would be largely correct. But the very same condition also contains the seeds
of resistance, critique, and creative production. As Lefebvre notes, that the
modern individual is not yet “fully adapted” suggests that a process of evo-
lution is under way; elsewhere he is more explicit about this, seeing it as in-
volving a transformation and development of our senses. It is then in lived
experience, rather than abstract theoretical knowledge, that the skate-

boarder’s adaptation can initially be seen.

The activity which gives the external world and its “phenomena”
shape is not a “mental” activity, theoretical and formal, but a prac-
tical, concrete one. Practical tools, not simple concepts, are the
means by which social man has shaped his perceptible world. As re-
gards the processes of knowledge by means of which we understand
this “world[,}” . . . they are our senses. But our senses have been
transformed by action. . . . Thus it is that our senses, organs, vital
needs, instincts, feelings have been permeated with consciousness,
with human reason, since they too have been shaped by social life.*

Such concerns directly raise the question of spatiality, as Fredric Jameson
does in pointing out the alarming disjunction of body and built environment
in the Westin Bonaventure Hotel in Los Angeles, where postmodern hyper-
space “has finally succeeded in transcending the capacities of the individual
human body to locate itself, to organize its immediate surrounding percep-
tually, and cognitively to map its position in a mappable external world.”®
The skateboarder’s highly developed integrated sense of balance,
speed, hearing, sight, touch, and responsiveness is a product of the modern
metropolis, a newly evolved sensory and cognitive mapping; the aim is not
only to receive the city but to return it to itself, to change through move-
ment and physical energy the nature of the experience of the urban realm.

A feel of rhythm and an aroma of sweat overcome my senses on this
Wednesday evening as the popping sound of wooden tails and the
connection of metal trucks to metal coping takes place.

One step ahead of the pedestrian or static eye, the architects and the
artists, the people who look at shapes and patterns around them-
selves and see beauty in these things people have created from pat-
tern and relationships of shapes to shapes and people to shapes. To
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us these things are more. These things have purpose because we

have movement as well as vision."

In this, skateboarding is part of the untheorized element of praxis: that which
focuses on the development of a sensuous enjoyment of the object (rehabili-
tating the world of senses as practical-sensuous, through the immediate sens-
ing of art, cities, buildings, objects of common use, landscapes, and
relationships) and on the recognition of particular needs (here the need for ac-
tivity, muscular extension, direct engagement with objects).” The result: “It’s
better than drugs. You won't believe the adrenalin. The feeling of accom-
plishment is insane.® The skateboarder’s senses are thus historically pro-
duced, both through the historical constraints of the city and in engagement
with the present and future opportunities of the city. These senses do not then
represent a basic need, the satisfaction of which brings simply what Lefebvre
calls “momentary relief to constant struggle,” but a historically produced ca-
pacity to enjoy and reproduce the city. They are a sensory and spatialized ver-
sion of the Althusserian concept of ideology as the imaginary representation
of the subject’s relationship to his or her real conditions of existence.”

It would be wrong to see skateboarding as some kind of nostalgic
return to a prior physicality, rather it is a new physicality of enjoyment la-
tent in the possibilities of modern architecture. Whereas, for example, the
oldest towns of England are, because of their medievalist architecture and
urban fabric, “crap to skate,”? the modern architecture of the new town of-
fers surface (concrete not cobbles), expansivity (squares not alleys), urban el-
ements (fragments in space, not modulations of space), and, above all,
public space, semi-public space, and certain private spaces that can be ap-
propriated. To give one precise example of skateboarding’s engagement
with this architectural possibility, the small wheels of new school skate-
boards are intended to exploit the smoothness of terrains while increasing
the height of the ollie move, and thus are born from the level horizontality
of the pavement and, simultaneously, aimed at a denial of that horizontal-
ity. The city offers at once precise hard-faced objects, a precise delineation
of where particular functions take place, and, simultaneously, an ambiguity
of meaning, circulation patterns, control, and ownership. It is this modern
city that skateboarding is at once born from and working against. “Two
hundred years of American technology has unwittingly created a massive
cement playground of immense potential. But it was the minds of 11 year
olds that could see that potential.”
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PERFORMATIVE CRITIQUE

Many questions are raised by all this, not least as to how skateboarding, by
virtue of using architecture without participating in its productive or ex-
change functions, might reassert use values over exchange values and so, im-
plicitly, mount a critique of labor and consumption in capitalism. How does
this relate to the subcultural values of skateboarding, through which its prac-
titioners construct a kind of romanticist, generalized opposition to society
and so create a social world in which self-identifying values and appearances
are formed in distinction to conventional codes of behavior?** What of skate-
boarders’ attitudes and constructions of race, age, class, gender, sexuality,
and, above all, masculinity? What of the global dispersion of skateboarding,
and its spatially generalized activity through millions of skateboarders in
just about every major and minor city throughout the world? Conversely,
what of the extremely localized physical marks and striations created by
skateboarding on the urban realm—the aggressive grinds of truck against
concrete, board against wood, and their destructive assault on the micro-
boundaries of architecture? What of appropriations of time and not just
space, and what of skateboarders’ attitudes toward history, politics, and the
material constructions of the urban? What of spontaneity? What of the city
as oeuvre, as the production of human beings and the richly significant play
of collective creation,” as well as the place of love, desire, turmoil, and un-
certainty? And what of spatial, temporal, and social censorship on the part of
safety experts, urban legislators, and managers, who have tried to invoke laws
of trespass, criminal damage, and curfew to control skateboarding?

These questions must remain unanswered here; suffice it to say that
skateboarding is antagonistic toward the urban environment (“a skateboard
is the one thing you can use as a weapon in the street that you don’t get pat-
ted down for”).”® But beyond possibly causing physical damage to persons
and to property (a frequent accusation), in redefining space for themselves
skateboarders threaten accepted definitions of space as they confront the so-
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what everyone else understands by the city.

Around 37th, there is a quiet garden spot where students can relax in

195 the shade of some flowering trees and enjoy a restful moment. Be sure
to do some grinds on the edge of the steps down to this place, or just
drop right down them (there are only two). Do a slide or something
before you go. They’re in a city. Don’t let them forget it.”

Skateboarders are part of a long process in the history of cities, a fight by the
unempowered and disenfranchized for a distinctive social space of their
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10.5 | Skateboarder at the South Bank, London 1996.

own. They bring time, space, and social being together by confronting the
architectural surface with the body and board; as a result, they redefine the
city and its architecture, their own social identity and bodies, the produc-
tion/reproduction nexus of architecture, the emphasis on production, ex-
change, and consumption, and the lived nature of representations. This is
the most overt political space produced by skateboarders, a pleasure ground
carved out of the city as a kind of continuous reaffirmation of one of the cen-
tral maxims of the 1968 Paris revolts: that au dessous les paves, la plage—Dbe-
neath the pavement, lies the beach.”

Above all, it is in the continual performance of skateboarding—
which, rather than reading or writing the city, speaks the city through
utterance as bodily engagement—that its meaning and actions are
manifested. This performance cannot be seen or understood through pure
abstraction; like rhythms, skateboarding requires a multiplicity of senses,
thoughts, and activities to be enacted, represented, and comprehended.
Lefebvre conjectures, “Rhythms. Rhythms. They reveal and hide, being
much more varied than in music or the so-called civil code of successions,
relatively simple texts in relation to the city. Rhythms: music of the City,
a picture which listens to itself, image in the present of a discontinuous
sum.”” Rhythms disclose things not through explanation or codified inter-
pretation, but through lived experience. For Lefebvre, to locate and under-
stand rhythms is to find a truly social time-space that is at once a practice,
conception, and experience. Most important, because these experiencers re-
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late the fundamental conditions of their own temporality to that of the
world outside, they create an engagement between subject and object that

is ultimately a lived form of dialectical thought.

Here is found that old philosophical question (the subject and the
object and their relationships) posed in non-speculative terms,
close to practice. The observer at the window knows that he takes
as first reference his time, but that the first impression displaces it-
self and includes the most diverse rhythms, as long as they remain
to scale. The passage from the subject to the object requires neither a
leap over an abyss, nor the crossing of the desert.®

Skateboarding can be seen as a kind of unconscious dialectical thought,
an engagement with the spatial and temporal rhythms of the city, wherein
skateboarders use themselves as reference to rethink the city through its prac-
tice. Skateboarding is not the ignorance of unthinking and unknowingness but
rather an activity in which a certain newness is born from knowledge, represen-
tation, and lived experience enacted together. It is also an activity that refutes
architecture as domination of the self and enables the skater to declare: “Skate-
boarding is my only identity for better or worse.”® Rather than allowing archi-
tecture and the city to dictate what they are, and who urban dwellers are, the
skateboarder poses the unanswerable questions “what are you?” and “who am I?”
Ultimately, these are questions not for the past or present, but for the future con-
structedness of the as yet unknown city. They arise not as metatheory or politi-
cal program, but through bodily action performed on and in everyday streets,
spaces, and times—and far from diminishing, its importance, this is the very

source of skateboarding’s historical relevance and being.
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The Royal Festival Hall—a “Democratic” Space?



The Royal Festival Hall can hardly be called “unknown.” Opened in 1951,
it is one of London’s principal concert halls, and acoustically its best. It oc-
cupies one of the most prominent sites in the city, on the South Bank of the
Thames, overlooking a bend in the river that allows it to be seen for about a
mile along the north shore, from Westminster to the Aldwych; and a few
years ago, an Evening Standard poll voted it London’s most popular building.
What, I imagine, appealed to most of the respondents to the poll was the
foyer, which is indeed one of the most remarkable interiors to be found any-
where in Britain. Since the early 1980s, the foyer has been open all day and
every day, and has become host to bars, cafeterias, salad bars, book and mu-
sic stores, and art exhibitions; it is a popular venue. The foyer is a single, un-
divided volume that fills the entire limits of the building; and standing in
it, beneath the auditorium that rests above on piloti, one is drawn in every
direction—up, down, and laterally—by the succession of stairs, landings,
and voids that fill the interior. Furthermore, in addition to this architectural
tour de force, it is one of the very few large public interiors that you can be
in without becoming the subject of some controlling interest; unlike the
typical public spaces of modernity—shopping malls, station concourses,
airports, art galleries—there is no requirement to become a consumer, no
obligation to follow a predetermined route through the building to some

11.1 | Royal Festival Hall, foyer. Drawing by Gordon Cullen.
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11.2 | Royal Festival Hall, foyer. Contemporary photograph.

ultimate goal. You can simply be in it. Indeed, I am tempted to say that the
building’s purpose, as a concert hall, is almost irrelevant to the qualities of
the foyer; one could imagine it as part of some other sort of building—a li-
brary, say—and its effect would remain the same.

Considered as a foyer, it stands comparison with those of the great
opera houses of nineteenth-century Europe—the Paris Opéra, the Dresden
Zwinger—whose vast foyers dwarfed the auditoria themselves, and whose
remarkable staircases allowed the bourgeoisie to see each other and be seen
in public. There is a difference, though, for in the great nineteenth-century
opera houses there was privilege, and those who carried the greatest prestige
were immediately distinguishable from those with less by virtue of the en-
tries, lobbies, and spaces that their wealth commanded; but in the Festival
Hall, as originally built (it was altered in the early 1960s), everyone entered
by the same door, took the same flight of steps to the central space of the
foyer, and was entitled to circulate wheresoever they wished within. Al-
though Gordon Cullen’s drawing of the interior, produced before the build-
ing’s opening, shows it populated by fur-coated and dinner-jacketed British
upper-class types who may look to us like an elite, the building itself nei-
ther encouraged nor permitted social exclusivity, as its more recent history
confirms. And within the auditorium itself, every seat was calculated to be
acoustically on a par and to have an equally good a view of the stage. (In a
rare lapse of its otherwise egalitarian principles, it was provided with boxes;
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but ironically, these have the worst views of the stage of anywhere in the au-
ditorium—and the worst of all is the royal box.) The absence of any archi-
tectural means to sustain hierarchies of social difference within has led to the
hall widely being described as “democratic,” and “a monument to the wel-
fare state.” How are we to interpret these remarks?

Nikolaus Pevsner, writing the year after the Festival Hall opened,
described the interior staircases and promenades as having “a freedom and
intricacy of flow, in their own way as thrilling as what we see in the Baroque
churches of Germany and Austria.”! Pevsner’s perceptive remark draws to
our attention that the foyer does indeed have the form of a church in its
single unbroken volume, and that just as in a baroque church there is im-
plied movement within, forward, sideways, and backward. And we can take
this comparison further: the succession of perforated planes, landings, stairs,
and balconies provides an ever-receding sense of depth, against which the
outer wall of the building (much of it glass) appears insignificant, a feature

which also corresponds to that of south German baroque churches. When
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Paul Frankl, a German art historian of the generation before Pevsner, de-
scribed the interiors of baroque churches, he might almost have been talk-
ing about the Festival Hall. Consider, for example, the following remark:
“The less interesting the contour, the stronger is our perception of the space
that fills the contour and of its continuity. The lack of emphasis of the spa-
tial boundary also makes us aware of the continuity between the interior
space and the open exterior space.” Or take his comments about centrally
planned churches, in which “all entrances are necessary evils. We are not
supposed to enter such a church slowly and approach its centre step by step.
We are supposed, as if by magic, to arrive with one bound at this central
point.”? The entry to the Festival Hall could not be better described: in its
original state, before a new main entrance was created on the north, river-
front facade, the principal entrance to the Festival Hall was at ground level
on the east side, through a relatively inconspicuous bank of doors. These
opened to a low-ceilinged vestibule, from which a short flight of steps, also
covered by a soffit, lead up to the foyer; only when one has mounted these
steps, and turned ninety degrees to the right, does one see much—and then
what one sees is nothing less than the entire interior volume of the foyer,
opening in every direction, above, beneath, and behind. By such means, one
has the impression of having “arrived with one bound” at the central point
of the building.

These and other insights suggest that one may see the Festival Hall
as a baroque building—though obviously it is not. My point is not to try to
pursue this comparison any further, but rather to think about how one
might arrive at some account of the “experience” of the building. If we are
to make any sense of the claim that the Festival Hall was “democratic,” we
will get nowhere by examining the building itself. As a thing, the building
can tell us nothing about people’s encounters with it, or with each other
within it; all it can tell us is about its own material existence. Its significance
as architecture, its aesthetic or political being, does not reside in its con-
crete, steel, glass, and marble elements, nor in their combination, but in the
minds of those who have gone into it. The difficulty that faces the historian
is first how to discover what those experiences were, and second how to re-
late them to what we now see; for we cannot assume that our perceptual ap-
paratus is the same as that of those in the past. Frankl’s book The Principles
of Architectural History, from which I have quoted, is of interest here be-
cause—though first published in 1914—it has had few successors in the at-
tempt to provide a systematic scheme for analyzing past architecture in
terms of experience.

Frankl did not use the word “experience”: he took it for granted
that the way to know architecture was by means of the bodily sensations,
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real or imagined, that one received within a building. Frankl’s book was in
many ways remarkably perceptive but it had no sequel, for several fairly ob-
vious reasons. First of all, Frankl was writing in the tradition of German
aesthetic philosophy, within which it was always assumed that aesthetic ex-
perience was by definition a solitary encounter between the individual sub-
ject and the work in question; it is as if in Frankl’s analysis the subject was
always alone in the building. While this may be a reasonable way to proceed
in the study of literature, or painting, it misses a rather essential aspect of
architecture, which one expects normally to be populated by more than one
individual at a time. The second major shortcoming of Frankl’s scheme was
his neglect of who the “subject” was—of what sex, of what class, of how he
or she possessed a consciousness of his or her own self. This general problem,
the construction of the subject, has formed a major theme of French philos-
ophy in the mid—twentieth century, and it will be useful to consider briefly
some ideas from that source in relation to our more specific problem. How-
ever, despite these shortcomings, Frankl’s book has one particular value to
us now in thinking about the “experience” of architecture. In the critique of
modernism by postmodernism, the former has often been criticized for its
excessive concentration on utility to the neglect of “experience”: the bald
schematic diagrams of modernists are seen as having drained “lived experi-
ence” from architecture. But in its efforts to reintroduce “experience” back
into architecture, what has tended to appear is the simulacrum of experi-
ence: a spectacle, presented in literary or cinematic terms. Frankl, for all his
faults, is interesting precisely because his account of experience is embed-
ded in the spatiality of the body of the subject—in short, be’s there. It is the
unmediated directness of this that I would like to see if we can retain.

About the Festival Hall as an object, about its making, we know a
great deal.’ But was it to see the thing, a creation of glass, concrete, and
marble, that people went to it when it first opened? Bernard Levin, an en-
thusiast of the Festival Hall, recalls his first visits:

I suppose it must have been the first new building of any kind I
could remember seeing, and as I dwell on that thought, it occurs to
me that I can hardly then have begun to think consciously about ar-
chitecture at all; perhaps the years of the war, when buildings were
being knocked down rather than put up, made the subject too re-
mote. But the glittering brightness of the Festival Hall, and the
lavish use of space in its interior, the beauty of shining new wood,
metal, marble, the explosive shock of the brand-new auditorium,
with those boxes that looked like half-opened drawers and the pale
beauty of the sycamore baffle over the orchestra—that experience
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has taken the place for me beside the first intoxicated tastings of the

music itself.*

But if the above sounds as if Levin was indeed attracted by the physical el-
ements of the building, what he goes on to say suggests that this was not

the case:

At the end of a concert, the audience could not bear to leave, to go
from this beauty and opulence into the drab world of postwar
Britain, still exhausted, shabby and rationed; we wandered about
the corridors and walkways, clearly determined to remain there all
night. After a few days of this, the attendants . . . improvised a so-
lution; they went to the top of the building, linked arms, and
moved slowly down from level to level, very gently shepherding us
all into the main foyer, and thence, even more gently, into the real-

ity outside.’

As Levin makes clear, being in the Festival Hall was better than being out-
side. If it was “reality” outside, what was it inside? Whatever it was, it was
not an experience of atomized individuals but was in some sense social, and
collective.

The question of the “I” who is the subject of all experience is a
theme of Jean-Paul Sartre’s major work on phenomenology, Being and Noth-
ingness, first published in French in 1943. While one would hardly expect
what Sartre wrote to have informed the perception of visitors to the Festival
Hall, the problem on which he focuses, the constitution of the self in terms
of its relation to others, can be said to be one that belonged to the period in
which the Festival Hall was created. Sartre writes about the three dimen-
sions of the body’s being. The first dimension is that “I exist my body.” The
second dimension is that “My body is known and utilized by the Other.” It
is only through this second dimension that a possibility of the subject’s con-
sciousness of his or her own bodily existence can occur. The third dimension
of being occurs when “as I am for others, the Other is revealed to me as the
subject for whom I am an object.”® In other words, only in the third dimen-
sion of being does there occur the possibility of social being, through the
mutual exchange of seeing. It is a recurrent theme of Sartre’s book that our
only knowledge of our self is in the view that we receive back of the self from
the other who sees us. “The Other holds a secret—the secret of what I am.”
And he continues, “the Other is for me simultaneously the one who has
stolen my being from me and the one who causes ‘there to be’ a being which
is my being.” “We resign ourselves,” declares Sartre, “to seeing ourselves

through the Other’s eyes.”
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11.4 | Royal Festival Hall, restaurant. Contemporary photograph.

What interests me is the extent to which architecture plays a part
in this reflexive perception. Obviously any public building—a railway sta-
tion, for example—or even any public space—a street—can provide the
setting for reflexive perception, which allows an individual, through an
encounter with the other, to realize his or her own being. But the majority
of public buildings in which we both see and are seen belong to someone or
some agency, and one’s experience of the other is always subordinate to the
purposes of the owner. In the railway station, the dominant requirement is
to travel; and the form of the building ensures that one does this in the man-
ner, and in the state of mind, that has been ordained by the railway opera-
tor. Similarly in the shopping center, the primary aim of the architectural
experience is to ensure that one wants as many of the commodities on sale
as possible. In either case, the owners’ interests are always dominant, and our
experience as individuals is always marginal and alienated; in phenomeno-
logical terms, a part of our being is taken from us, but not returned. As a re-
sult, we neither appear complete to other people, nor are seen by them as
complete. The Festival Hall is not like this: there, the owner of the build-
ing is none other than the subject. Whoever you are, once you enter through
the original main entrance at ground level, and stand with the space un-
folding in front of you, beside you, and above you, the volume is yours and
yours alone. Of course, exactly the same experience occurs for everyone else

who enters the building, and so the result is the sense of an equal right to
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11.5 | Royal Festival Hall, bar. Contemporary photograph.

the possession of the building, and an absence of any commanding author-
ity. Levin’s ecstatic concertgoers who would not go home had very good rea-
son for their reluctance, for they had discovered the building’s secret: that it
belonged to them.

But I think there is also a historical significance to this—what I
have said is as true of the Festival Hall now as it was in 1951. Consciousness
is historically constructed, and what a building reveals to us now is not a
sure guide to the consciousness with which people in the past approached
the same object. In 1951 it was still the early days of the welfare state, the
purpose of which in Britain, as in other European countries, was to create a
consensus between capital and labor by providing universal access to a range
of social benefits and services, as well as by some redistribution of wealth
and income. There was, however, no intention of removing economic in-
equalities in wealth and income altogether, despite a high value put on so-
cial equality. As the contemporary political theorist T. H. Marshall pointed
out, consensual support for the welfare state relied on a readiness to believe
that “Equality of status is more important than equality of income.”® Rec-
ognizing the inconsistency in this, he saw that the state could only satisfac-
torily assure people of their “equal social worth” in the face of persisting
social differences by promoting the belief that change was taking place, and
that future standards of living would render social or financial differences
insignificant. As Marshall put it, “what matters to the citizen is the super-
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structure of legitimate expectations.” The assurance of a sense of “equal so-
cial worth,” in the face of actual and continuing social differences, was a mat-
ter that only ideology could contain.

And in this containment, architecture had special value, for archi-
tecture creates the settings in which life is lived: it is, in the French phrase,
la mise-en-scéne de la vie. The Festival Hall—paid for by the state, and an ide-
ological project if ever there was one—was, it seems to me, a place where ar-
chitectural space provided the opportunity for the individual subject to
enjoy the illusion of his or her own “equal social worth” through the view of
others engaged in the identical act. Levin’s concertgoers would not leave be-
cause inside the Festival Hall, if not in the “reality” outside, they were, rel-
ative to one another, equal. And the glance of the woman whose eyes meet
you from the bottom of Gordon Cullen’s drawing likewise signals that you,
too, are included in this world where privilege and hierarchy no longer exist.

It has been said that because the clientele of the Festival Hall was
entirely middle class and moneyed, it is preposterous to try and understand
the experience it offered as “democratic.” The historian Kenneth O. Morgan
has written, “It was hardly for factory workers and their families that its
glossy vestibules and bars were designed.”® Of course this is true—the no-
tion that it was a “people’s palace” was a mythology created in the last days
of the Greater London Council. Its daytime use as a cultural center is a re-
cent phenomenon; previously the doors remained firmly shut outside per-
formance times. But to say that it was not built for factory workers and their

11.6 | Royal Festival Hall, roof terrace. Contemporary photograph.
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families is to miss the point; classical music concerts appealed to the bour-
geoisie and professional classes, and it was these for whom the Festival Hall
was built, and it was they who went to it." Yet insofar as the building caused
people to see others, and through others themselves, as of “equal social
worth” it can be said to have been “democratic.” It offered—rto the class who
had least to gain from the welfare state, and were most likely to be opposed
to it—the opportunity to experience the altered perception of social rela-
tions that life in a social democracy promised. As a theater of the welfare
state (with an uncannily close resemblance to a Moscow Soviet workers’
club),” it did not touch “reality”—"reality,” as Levin noticed, lay outside.
Like a theater, it dealt with perception and illusion, and its business was not
to change the world but only to show how it might feel different.
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The Cityscape and the “People” in the
Prints of José Guadalupe Posada



Archaeologists love rubbish. The spoil heaps produced by human settle-
ments are a crucial source of information about material culture, the rela-
tionship between human aggregates and the material world: the chicken
bones, the broken pots, and the abandoned half-made tools are made strange
by their miraculous resurrection, but also evoke the utterly familiar experi-
ence of time wasted and things spoiled. The same goes for the archaeology
of cultural constructions such as luxury or worthlessness or the exotic; the
cultural dynamics of the lost city, in both its strangeness and its familiarity,
can be reconstructed only through the study of its cultural rubbish. Histo-
rians of art and architecture, and even of urban form, have tended to study
those aspects of the workings of the lost city that have survived precisely be-
cause they were made or received not as rubbish but as art. This chapter uses
one particular form of rubbish produced by the modern or modernizing city,
popular prints, to discuss some aspects of the construction and maintenance
of vital forms of urban culture, such as difference and anxiety. For more than
a century, almost all printed pictures of things have been so cheap and plen-
tiful that they have been consumed as disposable in the developed world.
Some of them, I have argued, have been produced and consumed specifically
as rubbish; this has been a constitutive aspect of modernity.

I concentrate here on the role of printed pictures in the developing
relationship between nation building, class formation, and popular culture,
a focus that necessitates some close discussion of iconography and the nature
of the commodities concerned. The prints are associated with the name of
José Guadalupe Posada, who was born in 1852. Posada worked as an illus-
trator for periodicals, books, songsheets, and whatever else he was asked to
do; he died in 1913, the third year of Mexico’s protracted and destructive, but
largely agrarian, Revolution.! Posada’s response to the demands of represent-
ing urban existence varied with his client.? In illustrations for upmarket pe-
riodicals, Posada worked within an ideology of the city as a space of pleasure,
spectacle, and consumption. But Posada had other clients, including the
dominant producer of single-sheet imagery and cheap pamphlet literature,
Antonio Vanegas Arroyo. He printed and published many different sorts of
object: street-sold broadsheets, religious imagery, sheets to celebrate the days
of the dead, and small paperbound pamphlets of various kinds, from song-
books to childrens’ stories to cookbooks. He printed newspapers, too.

Typically, modernist imagery and modernist ideology, inheriting
and developing a long Western tradition, emphasize the difference between
life in the city and in the country.’ This mutually defining pair has been
loaded with changing moral, aesthetic, and political baggage, which has
tended to ensure that the evolving difference between the urban and the
rural has always been both clear and of fundamental cultural significance in
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12.1 | *“Valona dedicada a los fordneos que llegan a la ciudad de México” (Greeting-song
dedicated to all the foreigners and strangers who are coming to Mexico City). This image
may have been made to mark celebrations for the centennial of Mexico’s independence in
1910. It is in any case unusual for a broadsheet representing Mexico as a “modern” capital,
with specific monuments and locations, “advanced” street furniture, and a culture of leisure
and spectacle. All this closely observed specificity shows a city displayed for and largely peo-
pled by “foreigners,” and, as such, represented as both strange and familiar to Posada’s “pop-

ular” audience.

the Western world. Posada’s prints worked against the grain of this power-
ful cultural dyad. They do this both by distributing the values we take it to
polarize across the two poles and by radically reducing the difference be-
tween the poles. In these prints, ignorance, mischance, cruelty, crime, dis-
solute excess, violent injustice, and disruptive economic change characterize
both the urban and the rural world: the cosy equation of the urban with the
modern and its values, the rural with the traditional and its values, can
scarcely be applied. For the most part, however, Posada’s pictures reduce the
experiential difference between living in the capital and living elsewhere in
Mexico. We must read this intervention in the context of modernizing Mex-
ico, as well as of other cultural forms in which the modern country-city re-
lationship was rather more fully reproduced; but we also need to read it in
relation to the specific history of the country-city polarity in Mexico.
Mexico’s pueblos, fixed settlements with a corporate identity de-
vised and recognized by the Spanish rulers of the New World, had long been
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urban in their morphology. Colonial order results from the conquest of an
alien and hostile world, a conquest that is first military and then cultural,
and that always moves outward from the colonia, the more or less fortified
plantation of the European order. This is a concentrated settlement, which,
because it is defined as central rather than peripheral, must in some ways be
urbanistic. All such plantation settlements are thus identical remakings of
civilization: colonialism entails cloning. All the chartered settlements in
the New World had the potential to repeat Mexico City, itself a utopia.” So
the European vision of a functional, morphological, and moral hierarchy of
settlement, with great cities at one end and villages and farmsteads at the
other, did not apply to the Spanish New World.

But this New World homogeneity between the capital and the
pueblos had been breaking down for a century before Posada. In the second
half of the eighteenth century, the vision of Mexico City as a utopia was
quite suddenly replaced by one that gave it the modern urban vices of
poverty, social and economic disorder, and disease.” Mexico City became the
capital of a recognized nation-state in 1821: but a half century of invasions
and annexations, and of civil wars over the control and role of the capital,
delayed the emergence of successful representations of Mexico City as me-
tropolis. The first half century of independence also eroded the corporate
status of the pueblos, which had given them a stable civil existence, and in-
creased the competitive pressure on pueblo culture from hacienda-based
agribusiness. The pueblo had for the most part long ceased to be a bridge-
head for a cultural conquest; it had become a settlement in relationships
with other similar settlements, in competition with another form of rural
settlement and exploitation, and in symbiotic contact with regional urban
centers and even with the national capital.

In the last quarter of the nineteenth century a range of influential
cultural forms, produced in Mexico City for the elites living there, came to
represent the relationship between the capital and the rest of Mexico in ways
that resembled the country-city division familiar to the cultural world cen-
tered on Western European cities. Such articulations of this new version of
urban culture and its relationship with a rural “other” include the range of
satirical and “society” illustrated periodicals produced in Mexico after
1880, the celebrated landscape paintings of Mexico City in its valley pro-
duced by José Maria Velasco, and the spectacular town planning of the Paseo
de la Reforma, a boulevard that linked the edge of the old city with what
emerged as a recreational park, zoo, and observatory, in the former viceregal
palace/Aztec ceremonial site of Chapultepec.
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The word barrio has a complex origin and sense. It comes from the Arabic,
and seems always to have denoted both something like “a neighborhood,” a
space-and-place that is a fraction of the urban whole, and a marginal settle-
ment, an attached but excluded populous space-and-place. In colonial Mex-
ico, in return for military and political collaboration, certain groups of indios
had been permitted to settle close to the Spanish towns, in a space that was
neither the city nor the country but a legally constituted place of exclusion
from both, with its own urban forms, its own lands, and its own organizing
institutions. These settlements, and the people in them, were between the
city and the country. This combination of a specific built environment and
specific legal status gave colonial and early postcolonial barrios a particular
form and cultural function. In the Porfiriato, the idea of the barrio as a speci-
fiable and stable place, both integral and marginal, was swept away. “Mod-
ern” urbanization produced both chaotic sprawl and the colonias and
[raccionamientos, segregated housing developments on suburban sites, cater-
ing for different status groups in different places; the poorer ones repro-
duced the sanitary and other shortcomings of the barrios they displaced.
Though the new built environments were all in some sense “suburban,”
some of them became barrios, identified spaces of dependent difference from
the constitutive center of the city, while others became something much
more like suburbs. This cultural formation developed, in Mexico as in first
world cities, with great success at the end of the nineteenth century. The
suburb is indeed between city and country, but it works to exclude and
dominate the city, annex and dominate the country. The suburb is not mar-
ginal; the barrio is.

But a legally defined marginality was by 1890 no longer imposed
or available, so the need to make a specialized cultural space between urbane
and rustic was urgent, as the insistent representation of disruptive disloca-
tion in the urban imagery of Posada shows. Posada’s pictures require us to
imagine a location among people thickly settled, but not living their lives
by adopting the conventional modern symbolisms of city life. The actions
in Posada’s prints seldom happen in the countryside, but they seldom hap-
pen in clearly delineated urban locations either. There are exceptions to this
generalization: we have a handful of images of mountain, plain, or forest,
and a rather larger set of images of crowds, of shopping, of the charms of
sauntering, of the sociability of the pulgueria or of girl watching, and some
images of the capital’s identifiable monuments.

Any attempt to discuss the cultural politics of this imagery must
address two interwoven themes: the relationship of Posada’s pictures for
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12.2 | “Los crimenes del Chalequero” (The crimes of “the Spoiler”) Broadsheet published
by A. Vanegas Arroyo, 1890. In prints such as these, clues to location are reduced: there is
perhaps a waterside, and there is a building’s silhouette, but despite a strong sense of space,
we are told nothing about place; we cannot decide whether this is a city, its margin, or some-

where else. Dislocation is of course also represented in the severed and occluded heads.

Vanegas Arroyo to “the news” and the relationship of the bits of paper on
which these pictures were printed and sold to newspapers. Everyday life and
its antithesis, the world of events, are not permanent features of human ex-
istence; they have been produced in culture as part of the way that men and
women have come to terms with living an urbanized, industrialized/com-
modified life.* News was most intensively produced in the newspaper, for
whose triumph the development of Western cities, both as places of trade
and as seats of government, has been necessary.” Everyday life has been pro-
duced in a range of ways, in which the regularities of wage labor and the ac-
tivities of the state have been important; thus we cannot conceive of the
everyday and the world of events as producing each other, without also un-
derstanding them as being the product of the development of capitalist
economies and of the nation-state. “News” and “the everyday” map uncom-
fortably onto the categories through which these chapters interpret the city,
the categories of strangeness and familiarity, but the mapping is a produc-
tive one: the newspaper is illuminated if we think of it as presenting the
world as familiarly strange.
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This discussion does not look at news (noticias) presented as such
through the proper channels, nor at the everyday, but at events and presen-
tations at the margins of “news”-ness, and thus somewhere in the middle—
in the middle, in this case, not of a one-dimensional continuum but of a
field. For as news and the everyday separate from each other, they also sepa-
rate themselves from older ways of apprehending and giving public expres-
sion to things that happen, and of relating the ordinary to the marvelous,
the ordered to the disorderly, the familiar to the strange. In Vanegas Ar-
royo’s broadsheets, things are announced as having happened in ways that
position the people who consumed these commodities at the edge of the
world that the news-everyday dyad constructs. For here the concepts of news
and of the everyday are not fully developed, and representations of concepts
such as the marvelous and the disorderly play a significant part. These broad-
sheets offered accounts of events that themselves lie somewhere between the
news and the everyday. An insertion into the culture of the news negotiated
via such subjects and objects as these was marked as much by resistance and
disruption as it was by the development of a competence to see and under-
stand the world in these new ways.

One defining characteristic of the everyday is repetition, not just in
time but also in space. First, it inscribes agents in a form of time with lim-
ited features, made of simple reiterations and cycles. Second, it inscribes the
actors of the everyday among actors of the same sort. News is thus that
which happens in one place (there) at one time (then); news is secondhand
specificity, and depends on the cultural power to specify at a distance for a
group (that is, depends on “news media”) as a necessary, though not suffi-
cient, condition of its existence. For news also has its rigorous typology; by
no means everything that happens in one place at one time is news.

The murder sequence, the focus of Posada’s labor for Vanegas Ar-
royo, is a highly charged, highly ordered, and paradoxically orderly sort of
news. As it predictably unfolds from report of crime through to trial and ex-
ecution, it begins and ends with the most undeniable of one-place, onetime
events. Murder and execution guarantee uniqueness for the event sequence
in which they are structured. But both journalistic conventions and the
cyclical institutions of crime, investigation, trial, and punishment tend to
reduce uniqueness, make this or that particular rupture of the everyday by
the last day into an instance of a genre. At the same time, the journalist and
the judiciary must represent murder as made local and anecdotal; they load
the death with as much specificity (that, there, then) as possible. Both the
journalist and the judge want the gory details, so it is these from which both
the unrepeatable and the familiar are constructed. Posada’s work tended to
concentrate on the terminal points of the process, on the crime and the exe-
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12.3 | “Fusilamiento del que se comid a sus hijos” (The execution of the man who ate his
children). After 1891. Posada made a number of versions of the firing squad, which Vane-
gas Arroyo used and adapted over and over again. This is a strangely familiar image, bring-
ing to mind Manet’s Execution of the Emperor Maximilian as well as Goya's Third of May.
There is no evidence to prove it, but Posada probably saw prints of both.

cution. In relation to the definition of news, and the mapping out of its limit
cases, neither the murders nor the executions were specified in the imagery:
we get gore, but we do not get details. The points of the sequence at which
news becomes most like its antithesis, the blotting out in death of all indi-
vidual particularities, are emphasized.

There are also ways in which we can consider the relationship of
Posada’s pictures in the sheets on which Vanegas Arroyo printed them to the
newspaper, rather than to news as a cultural genre. Journals of opinion
tended to have names that inscribed their readers either into measured time
(E! Diario, El Diario de Hogar, EI Tiempo, El Siglo XIX), into a relationship
with the constructed nation (E/ Pais, El Mundo, El Universal, La Patria, E/
Monitor Republicano), or into a public discourse (E/ Heraldo, EIl Imparcial, El
Partido Liberal). To buy a paper was to buy and wear a particular sort of
badge that marked one as belonging in a distinctive way to a restricted so-
cial group.

In addition, newspapers both represented an insertion into the
global culture of capital and mediated an insertion into the city. They rep-
resented the connectedness of Mexico to the rest of the world, not only by
reporting world news but also through such devices as carrying the address
of a Paris or New York advertising and subscription agency below the mast-
head, or reprinting news items or caricatures from papers published in Lon-
don or Chicago. Subscribers, getting their copy more or less reliably by
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mail, might live anywhere, and thus we are reminded of the penetration of
the countryside by commodities and signifying practices derived from the
city. But many Mexican men (and probably women) bought from the news-
boys, and thus consumed journals as part of the experience of being at home
on the modern city street. They also read regularly; buying a newspaper was
a way of turning the modern, event-saturated urban world into its antithe-
sis, daily routine. The fully developed buyer of the urban paper gets a paper
on the way to work and another on the way back, pointing to a second me-
diation, this time between the worlds of private and public. This is a strik-
ing evolution; before woodpulp technologies made newsprint paper almost
a free good after the 1870s, the raw material on which newspapers were
printed was relatively scarce and expensive. Then periodicals were paradig-
matically read in institutions where they could be shared: clubs, libraries,
coffeehouses, and bars. Thus where once journals had been a defining feature
of the public realm, now they came increasingly to define the spaces and
process of the intersection of public and private.

In 1892, shortly after Posada began to make blocks for him, Vane-
gas Arroyo explored a way of co-opting the prestige of the newspaper as a
cultural form without committing his consumers to meet the newspaper’s
cultural requirements of regularity and cultural location. He began to pub-
lish the Gaceta Callejera (Street Gazette), which had a numbered sequence and
the same sort of masthead as a periodical. However, every issue announced
below the masthead that “esta hoja volante se publicard cuando los acontec-
imientos de sensacion lo requieran” (this newssheet {literally, “flying leaf”}
will be published when sensational happenings require it). From our point
of view, Vanegas Arroyo had things the wrong way around; we know that it
is news that has to be produced according to the requirements of the papers.
But as he and his clients saw it, the occasional newssheet option had its own
advantages. It offered the possibility of building brand loyalty; it avoided
the legal burdens that regular publication laid on printer and publisher
alike; it marketed news in the pure state achieved by the special edition; and
it did not require its purchasers to turn themselves into the sort of regular
guys who bought newspapers—in fact, it offered them the option of enter-
ing the market for news in a way that worked against the classifying dy-
namic of the dominant news commodity.

But for the most part Posada and Vanegas Arroyo kept an even
greater distance between their enterprise and the newspaper. The randomly
published newssheets, the bogus news reports, the corridos and ejemplos that
Vanegas Arroyo produced commodified news of and commentary on things
that, it was claimed, had happened, so they were like newspapers. Through
their street vendors they shared a point of sale with newspapers, and a point



The Prints of José Guadalupe Posada

of origin in los acontecimientos de sensacidn. Like the newspapers, they in-
ducted their purchasers and consumers into a commodified and ephemeral
form of secular print culture. So in some respects the Vanegas Arroyo com-
modity offered its purchasers and consumers the chance to resemble the
people who read newspapers; but it also offered the chance to be different.
In buying a Vanegas Arroyo sheet you constituted yourself as an irregular
guy. You refused the security, the localization, of belonging to a political
opinion. You refused the classification of discourses that was laid out day
by day or week by week in the journals. Instead, you supported the recon-
stitution of premodern oral forms, the isolated report of a happening, the
playful mixing of discourses, the corrido, and the ejemplo as adequate to rep-
resent life in a world city.

12.4 | “Ejemplo: Un hijo que mata a la autora de sus dias” (Exemplary verse: A son who

killed the woman who gave him life). About 1891. As in so many of Posada’s images for
Vanegas Arroyo, the family collapses in violence, but the location is unspecified. There is a
door, but we could be in an interior or in the street. The murderous son wears an urban
worker’s dark shirt and boots, while his parents—he in white cotton and sandals, she with
her rebozo flying from her neck—suggest a peasant culture. While we cannot be sure that the
violence of acculturation has been projected onto a family recently arrived in the city, there
is certainly enough here for us to wonder. The title given in another sheet using this image
makes it the murder of a sister by a brother.
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These objects represent and produce a cultural position both be-
tween the Old World and the New and at the edge of the New World. They
give their consumers a way of inserting themselves into the print culture of
news, but through their form they offer a way of refusing an insertion into
regularity, the normal concomitant of such access. And as they co-opt, pat-
ody, ironicize, and on occasion simply refuse the discourses proper to the dif-
ferent sorts of reportorial genres that are invoked, these commodities
construct readers who know how to read, and thus implicitly how to speak,
the languages concerned, but who wear their knowledge in a “knowing”
way. As these readers take on a persona, rather than a selthood, they become

both insiders and outsiders, as far as the news goes.*

My working hypothesis about the cultural dynamics of Mexico City while
Posada was producing prints there is simple. At this stage in its develop-
ment, Mexico City tended to attract people with a relatively high degree of
“modern” cultural competence, people who had undertaken the hazardous
removal to the capital generally not because they had been pushed out of
their previous socioeconomic perch but because they had left it by choice—
though of course agrarian change was also pushing the dispossessed and the
defeated toward the cities. Mexico City had a diversified and diversifying ar-
tisan economy, and a vigorous consumer economy. At this stage its growth
did not primarily result in proletarianization and impoverishment; instead
the forms of labor that predominated gave rise to a relatively rich develop-
ment of a politically oriented nonelite sociability in clubs and circles, rather
than through proletarian unionization. It also produced a high and sharply
rising literacy rate in the city, a development that must be attributed in
great part to the new immigrants to the capital. However, upward cultural
aspiration and upward economic mobility were, then as now, poorly corre-
lated, as were the historical realities and the mythic structures of life in a
capital city. The threat of falling added urgency and anxiety to the desire to
rise; and the reality of doing neither, but of surviving conditionally on the
edges of respectable competence, also needed to find its mythic forms.

In this capital city there was a successful and expanding elite, a
small, diverse, and riven group of landowners and agribusinessmen, mine-
owners, lawyers, bond and power brokers, industrialists and traders, arrivé
journalists, and senior servants of the state. There was also a middle class, in
both senses. First, a group of people did white-collar jobs: teaching school,
managing and running offices and small businesses, staffing telephone
switchboards and shop counters; they were a potential source both of re-
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cruits for and of alternatives to the elite. Second, there was a group of peo-
ple in the middle, caught between an urban culture that was symbolically
the property of the symbolically stable elite and a rural culture no longer
able to provide either a real or a symbolic life for them. This second sort of
“middle” class includes not just the first but also large numbers of old and
new artisans and sellers of old and new services. Its members found them-
selves looking at once up the ladder of enslaved competition for social pro-
motion and down it, where they saw both the people whom the city and
capitalism were turning into failures and the irretrievable and repulsive
campesino existence.

In my model, the second of these versions of the middle class tries
both to rise and to guard against falling in culture. On the one hand, they
practice the most (s)lavish imitation they can afford, combining this with
an antagonistic censoriousness of those above them as at once a hedge
against and a disguise for envy. On the other hand, they join the elite in at-
tacking popular culture, in the hope that they can sanitize the pit into which
they fear to fall. The organized and self-organizing working class, as part of
its making, may be observed joining this attack as fervently as any middle-
class group of temperance reformers, campaigners against blood sports, or
promoters of free libraries. In this case the ideological agenda is different, as
imitation, antagonism, and censure are differently combined; but the action
tends nonetheless to develop behaviors to which those town adjectives—ur-
bane, polite, and civilized, as well as political and civi—apply. These mecha-
nisms of emulation and discipline provide a powerful pedagogy, instilling
respect for text-oriented, urbane cultural comportments.

But text-oriented urbanity must generate its own other; the litany
of regret, disdain, incomprehension, and castigation that has met those
commodities and comportments that are reductively categorized as modern
“mass” and “popular” culture marks the process at work. In these character-
izations, the ideas of disinheritance, disempowerment, and surrender pre-
dominate. From this point of view, entry into the commodity capitalism of
mass culture has eliminated the possibility of independence, and radically
reduced and trivialized the arena of individuation; only a full acceptance of
the pedagogy as well as of the cultural satisfactions of the world of modern
rationality can reproduce a space for autonomy. The Frankfurt School and
their outriders, but not they alone, see mass culture, and in particular its
modern “popular” sump, as pathological.

I certainly have no wish to see the cultural formation as healthy, and
indeed I do not seek to look at “it” as an entity at all: I attempt to under-
stand cultural forms and performances as adaptive, and to determine the
costs and benefits of the particular adaptations that I can identify. Any char-
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acterization of a “respectable” commodified and literate urban culture re-
quires the historian to imagine what its opposite (a commodified and liter-
ate urban culture that is disrespectful, a refusal in the city to embrace
construction via the town adjectives) might have been like for those who
produced themselves as unrespectable, for those participants who consti-
tuted themselves by behaving badly in class. Of course, unrespectability is
in one sense a simple set of failures and omissions, such as failing not to wipe
your nose on your sleeve, failing to hold down a job, omitting to finish
school, or neglecting to step aside to allow a lady to pass on the street; but
it must be more than that, more than a set of negatives. It is also a positive
attitude toward the structures that make the ladder of emulation and disci-
pline so compelling: not a blanket refusal to appropriate and be appropri-
ated by them, but a practice of misappropriation.

Thus I understand that Posada, working for Vanegas Arroyo, did
not offer an imagery for the most miserable and culturally disempowered
section of Mexico’s population, the most frightening of the occupants of the
new style permeable and dispersed barrios. We should not in any case think
of such men and women as being able to read or to buy the commodities on
which his prints were published: Posada’s social landscape, in the city but
not of it, is a metaphor and an anxiety, not a market. That the hapless and
violent provide the representational repertoire which, along with its dis-
tinctive “style,” does so much to constitute. { . . . } this imagery surely does
not result from an attempt by Posada to provide a set of actors and actions
with whom his audience may identify, but it does offer more than one ele-
ment from which they might fashion an identity.

In so doing, they would be refusing a specifically urban identity, an
act that had two distinct advantages. First, it was a scandalous misappro-
priation of the pedagogy that the urban-rural dyad articulates. It used some
of the tools (printed texts and images) that elsewhere were constituting peo-
ple as urbanites, with all the associated “town word” values, and permitted
a position in the city that was not urban in the prescribed way, that could
fend off and distort the seductions and coercions of the polite and the civi-
lized. Second, it was baffling: though itself the product of cultural reform,
it produced an opacity made of what seemed to reforming eyes bizarre and
repulsive. In this behavior, men and women might hide themselves, or a
part of themselves, from dominating inspection.

Thus far, the active cultivation of disrespect may be understood as
empowering. But the costs were very high. Respectability was a means to a
relatively secure position as a member of some emerged or emergent urban
social group; it also provided a simple and powerful way of severing con-
nections with the campesino world, and it offered the power that “bourgeois”
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rationality seems indeed to have brought. Refusal of respectability entailed
disruptive and subversive antagonism toward polite culture, and denied to
refuseniks the possibility of recuperation by the conceptual and material
power of that culture, denied them also the possibility even of an appropri-
ation of that power (the hopes respectively of the middle and of the orga-
nized working class). It is therefore disempowering. And for city dwellers
who have thrown off their location in old status hierarchies, and who refuse
to be located in class, the only available model is a countermodel. They must
understand their belonging with reference to a negative vision, that of the
human rubbish on the edge of the city. This vision acts both as a metaphor
of the consequences of refusing to insert oneself into the city and as an im-
age of the consequences of the failure of an attempt to do so. This negatively
defined, but otherwise weakly structured social position makes the prospect
of real, rather than cultural, disorder in the city a terror, and the offer of an
authoritarian structuration by the state attractive.

But an identity made of negations, disruptions, and anxiety is not
the only resource available to the disrespectful. In Mexico, liberal discourse
has always depended on the ability of a changing elite to invoke “the Peo-
ple,” even as their political practices ensured that this category would be
filled only with figures of speech, not with people.® Yet in the Porfirian cap-
ital, though this liberal elite dominated the production of political rhetoric
and tended to use the familiar figure to disguise the protection of sectional
interest, it failed to monopolize the production of political discourse; in par-
ticular, it lost control of “the People.” The category became available for fill-
ing with incompatible figures of speech, and even with people.

As part of their entry into modernizing metropolitan culture, Mex-
ican men and women came into the modern liberal hypostasis of the People,
which was utterly incommensurable both with the older set of values artic-
ulated by the legally defined agrarian community (the pueblo) and with
those articulated by locations in class. In the eyes of modernizing liberals,
the People cannot possibly be the people of the pueblo, nor any of the urban
sectional interests identified with class. For this among other reasons, the
liberal invocation of the People entails the ability to represent a continuum
between the city and the country, and to imagine each as coherent and ho-
mogeneous. Such is the vision imposed on the outskirts of Mexico City by
the Paseo de la Reforma. It makes it possible to imagine the people as a tran-
scendent totality, as a group not of local and particular interests in the coun-
try, and not of factional (and fractious) interests in the city. But when real
people try on the People as an identity, they become not a transcendent to-
tality but a fractional group of a particular sort. In this identity they can find
a certain impermeability to the demobilizing lures and coercive disciplines
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of good behavior; but it also entails that at some level they accept existence
as a projection of an elite figure of speech. The result is an anxiety about so-
cial location that makes passivity in the face of calls to mobilize against the
existing order the rule, and mobilization on the side of the existing order a

possibility.
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Revolutionary urbanists will nor limit their
concern to the circulation of things and of
human beings trapped in a world of things.
They will try to break these topological chains,
paving the way with their experiments for

a human journey through authentic life.

Guy Debord
“Situationist Theses on Traffic” (1959)
(trans. Ken Knabb)
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3 The Claremont Road Situation



Claremont Road in Leyton, northeast London, was the scene of the longest
and most expensive forced eviction in British history. From November 1993
until December 1994, an extraordinary performance was acted out that ap-
peared part phony war and part pantomime, partly choreographed and
partly improvised. There were, of course, occasional moments of extreme
physical force, but on the whole this was a tactical contest: a game of chess
in which the rules kept changing. On one side was the Department of Trans-
port, which wanted to demolish the street in order to build the M11 mo-
torway through the site. It was represented in the field by bailiffs, building
contractors, private “security” personnel (most of whom were originally
from West Africa), and very large numbers of police (on one occasion an es-
timated 700 officers were deployed to evict five houses).! On the other side
was an equally mixed crew of defenders. There was a handful of longtime
residents, none of whom legally owned their homes anymore as they had all
sold them to the Department of Transport under compulsory purchase or-
ders; they had just never left, or at least for no longer than it took to bank
the check. Then there was a somewhat larger number of artists who had been
renting some of the houses with official approval as temporary studios.
These two groups were immediate victims of the motorway; their homes
were being taken from them and they were not going willingly. But they
did not necessarily object to road building per se, or to the use of motorcars.
By far the largest number of occupants, however, were antiroad activists, op-
posed to any deepening of car culture, who squatted the street prior to the
evictions in order to delay the new motorway and add to its expense. These
were joined by some nonactive squatters who came simply because the street
offered a home and plenty of entertainment, and a very large number of non-
resident activists who would come up for short periods to help with partic-
ular actions.?

In fairness, Claremont Road had never been a particularly impres-
sive street; it was just a single strip of about thirty late-nineteenth-century
bylaw terraced houses squeezed in beside the railway. A chain-link fence de-
lineated one side of the street and, since the 1940s, the tracks behind had
been incessantly busy with the tube trains of the Central Line. You could get
into the street only by turning oft Grove Green Road—a street of similar
houses, but one ravaged by heavy motor traffic as at some point it had been
designated the A106, a major trunk road into central London. You could get
out of the street only by returning onto this busy road at the other end. And
Leyton had never been a particularly impressive neighborhood. Although
there had once been a village core, most of the district was marshland until
the railways arrived in the mid—nineteenth century; then the area was grad-
ually taken over by marshaling yards and row upon row of monotonous tet-
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raced houses built for railway workers and others benefiting from the Great
Eastern Railway’s cheap workers’ trains (forced on the company by the gov-
ernment as a condition for being allowed to build Liverpool Street Station
in central London). Consequently the area was solidly working class and
lower middle class, and almost all residents would have had to commute
into central London to work. Leyton had very little sense of center, and it
was impossible to know where it started or finished. Any fledgling sense of
place had probably been extinguished by the severe bombing suffered in the
First and Second World Wars.

But during 1994 Claremont Road was transformed into an extra-
ordinary festival of resistance. The houses were pulled apart and remodeled
with the original components and anything else that could be put to use.
One became the “Art House,” where visitors were invited to participate in,
or view, a constant outpouring of murals, installations, and other artworks.
There was a visitors’ book, just as might be found at mainstream exhibi-
tions. Another house, converted into the “Seventh Heaven Jazz Café,” was
particularly intended to attract day-trippers to the street—a means of broad-
casting the message. The exteriors of almost all the others were brightly
painted with various images: a floral frieze, which ran along most of the
street; portraits of people in the street; dreamlike celestial horses; and po-
litical slogans. Internally, houses were transformed into a disparate collec-
tion of spaces that fused dwelling with defense. One had a deep tunnel
beneath it, now a favorite device of environmental activists. The road itself
was used as an enormous outdoor communal room, becoming the venue for
much music and dancing. It was filled with sculptures and other structures
intended to amuse or be played with, and furnished with tables and com-
fortable chairs. The few trees along the side of the tube tracks supported
several “benders”—lightweight enclosures with walls and floors hung at
startling angles. Rope netting suspended between the trees and the tops of
the houses allowed flexible communication between all parts of the settle-
ment. Rising out of one roof was a 60-foot-high tower constructed of
scaffolding and other extraneous material acquired from the motorway
construction site. This was Claremont Road’s monument—its very own
tower block and an intentional reminder to the planners of past mistakes. It
was painted pink, just to upset them even more. On another roof was a fully
operational gallows erected by Mick, one of the more prominent activists.
He built it to symbolize the extermination of the street, but he was happy
to encourage the rumor, cultivated among the bailiffs, that he would hang
himself if they ever ventured to evict him.

There was no formal social organization within the street. The vast
majority of residents simply got on with things, in their own time and in
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13.1 | Houses, Claremont Road, 1994.

their own way. They might choose to do some barricading or might paint,
tunnel, play music, make lock-ons,’ leaflet, sculpt, keep lookout, cook, re-
lax, or whatever else appealed at the time. And there was no hierarchy of
roles, no “right” thing to be doing. Collective meals were regularly pro-
vided, but it is difficult to identify exactly how the supply was maintained.
Certain individuals seemed to just take it on themselves to cook, without
being asked and without expecting recognition. Occasionally the street
would attract unwelcome visitors who undermined collective efforts. These
would eventually be persuaded to move on, but again no specific individu-
als appeared to be making the decisions; there was just a collective snapping
of tolerance. A minimal amount of planning went into ensuring that non-
resident activists would be attracted and find it easy to participate. Satur-
days, for example, tended to be for barricading and Sundays for partying.

Lacking any apparent internal authority, Claremont Road must
have appeared potentially volatile, and the authorities applied their force
with due caution. But they also, on occasion, betrayed a grudging respect
for the activists’ endeavors. It would have taken an extremely cold heart not
to be affected by Claremont Road. Among all the shambolic disorder of the
place there was a surprising sense of harmony, a unique balance of collective
purpose and individual expression. And the creative diversity of that ex-
pression could be inspiring. These people were clearly enjoying fulfilling,
purposeful lives. And the apparent futility of it all added extra poignancy.
No one was under any delusion that this was going to last—the motorway
would, eventually, be built. Most of the houses had deteriorated well beyond
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13.3 | Tower structure, Claremont Road, 1994.
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the possibility of cost-effective repair even before the activists had begun
their precarious remodeling; indeed, a favorite catchphrase in the street was
“it’s all got to go.” There was something akin to a poetic sense of tragedy
about Claremont Road, and even the most callous of bailiffs must have felt
hesitant about rushing toward the bitter end. By suffusing the place with
imaginative creativity, the people of Claremont Road produced a vision of
an alternative way of living that turned the authorities into the vandals.

The street was also a place of obvious good humor. The activists
constantly ridiculed both the authorities and themselves with wit and sen-
sitivity. The security men, for example, tended to receive sympathy rather
than mockery for their poorly paid and often dispiriting jobs. And there was
some two-way banter between these groups. When activists chanted
“Homes not Roads!”—an established cry of road protest—their opponents
responded with “Soap not Dope!”; this in turn was quickly returned as
“Dope not Soap!” Humor can be disarming. It is difficult to maintain one’s
guard against someone who irritates one moment and amuses the next. The
activists constantly kept the police and bailiffs second-guessing, and for
their part the authorities could seek to maintain some sense of order only
through a humorless, obsessive application to the job. The playful cheek of
Claremont Road turned the authorities into the fanatics.

But this is not to suggest that Claremont Road humor was simply
cynical posturing. Activists generally were having fun, and it was their in-
tention not simply to antagonize but also to demonstrate that there were
other, possibly more rewarding, ways of living. Their real battle was not
with the individuals engaged to evict them but with “car culture.” They
generally believed that the superficial appeal of motorcars had seduced so-
ciety into making catastrophic and irreversible decisions. For them the car
was fundamentally destructive; it destroyed the environment, living places,
and the possibility of a rich social life within those places. Motorcars were
all about selfish insularity; they provided individual benefits, but at enor-
mous social cost. And if drivers were unaware of or unconcerned by these
costs, that was generally because they had used their cars to distance them-
selves from society. Motorcars insulated their inhabitants from both the ir-
ritations and joys of collective existence. They made life more controllable
and more controlled. They numbed the intensity of life, and in the process
they destroyed the places in which rewarding communal life might other-
wise exist. The purpose of Claremont Road was to demonstrate just how
great this loss could be, and that the freedoms of the motorcar were illusory.
The financial costs and regulations that came with motor dependency tied
people to a life of mundane conformity. And without them it was possible
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13.5 | Rust in Peace, Claremont Road.

to live a more playful, exploratory, expressive, imaginative, and humorous
social existence.

The activists of Claremont Road described their playful, nonviolent
approach as “fluffy,” and their literature and surroundings were filled with
reminders of the need to “stay fluffy,” no matter how trying circumstances
might become. And tactically it worked. The police, anxious to avoid in-
flaming passions further, avoided surprises. The activists almost always re-
ceived a tip-off before an eviction (there were also numerous hoaxes), and the
authorities would rely solely on their weight of numbers. These authorities
were deliberate and methodical in their actions, an approach that tended to
exaggerate the cultural contrasts between themselves and the Claremont
Roaders. The two groups became almost self-parodies of their respective
character roles: one uninspired and conformist, the other inventive and in-
dependent. The whole procedure began to resemble an elaborate staged per-
formance, and one that was particularly long-running and financially
extravagant. In the annals of road protest, Claremont Road was a triumph.

But for anyone with an awareness of 1950s and 1960s experimen-
tal architecture, possibly the most striking thing about Claremont Road
was the extent to which it physically resembled the situationist projects of
Constant and Yona Friedman.* The scaffolding towers, rope net planes, and
elevated “benders” particularly recalled Friedman’s “Space City” proposals.
And the antiroad activists” actions were remarkably consistent with those
advocated by the Situationists and by Henri Lefebvre. Admittedly, many of
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these tactics were subsequently embraced by various countercultural move-
ments not necessarily aware of their provenance. But their employment at
Claremont Road went far beyond what might be expected to have occurred
through some gradual percolation of ideas in the field. We are faced here not
with similarities but with duplications. Claremont Road witnessed prob-
ably the most complete exposition of situationist techniques ever seen in
Britain (certainly in the previous twenty years). For the resident activists
had not just grafted moments of political engagement or radical gesturing
onto otherwise conventional lives. Rather, they had allowed themselves to
be totally absorbed into a radically alternative culture. Every moment of
every day amounted to a political act. They lived revolutionary lives, ac-
tively seeking to transform their world, and, in the true situationist man-
ner, had fun doing so. It is tempting to imagine that both Lefebvre and Guy
Debord would have felt vindicated by Claremont Road in the autumn
of 1994.

Although Lefebvre and the Situationists advocated similar tactics
for revolutionary living, they came to these from quite different directions.
And neither had particularly emphasized roads in their analyses of capital-
ist culture. Equally, it is safe to assume that the Claremont Road activists
had not been reading a great deal of radical French theory from the 1960s.
Yet somehow all three, following different lines of thought, had arrived at
essentially identical proposals. In this chapter, I contend that their congru-
ence is more than mere coincidence and that, if we look more deeply into
the ideas of Lefebvre and the Situationists, we can discover at their root a
common understanding of a space/place dialectic. Nowhere is this rendered
more apparent than in the conflicts surrounding road building. Also, by
constructing a Lefebvrian/situationist analysis of road building, we can shed
new light on the processes that underlay the events at Claremont Road.

Like many of their contemporary Marxist thinkers, Lefebvre and
Debord were principally concerned with identifying the mechanisms by
which capitalism, contrary to the predictions of Marx, had maintained its
hold on society. Although they conceived of it somewhat differently, they
both emphasized the increasing alienation of life under capitalism: the pro-
duction of a “culture of separation.” For Lefebvre, separation was principally
the result of applying scientific rationality to life: the breaking down of all
areas of human experience into “knowable” intellectual categories. He re-
lated this to the calculation required in the search for profit. In other words,
it was a particular consciousness that he identified, a way of thinking that
both underpinned and was promoted through capitalism, and that was in-
creasingly made concrete through its projection onto the built environment
through functional modernist planning. Many of these concerns are partic-
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ularly elegantly expressed in Michel de Certeau’s famous reflection on the
view of Manhattan from the top of the World Trade Center.® Certeau holds
that “the 1370 foot high tower continues to construct the fiction that . . .
makes the complexity of the city readable” and that “the fiction of knowl-
edge is related to this lust to be a viewpoint and nothing more.”” Knowledge
demands detachment from everyday life, and thus it is never complete.
Yet it is this viewpoint, this detached mapping, that modernism sought
to build.

The situationists, in contrast, tended to stress commodification:
the packaging of everything into salable units. Beginning with Marx’s view
that industrial capitalism destroys creativity in labor, they claimed that
alienated toil was returned to the workers as products sold with a false
promise to make them whole once more. Capitalism had produced a “spec-
tacle” of material wealth in the face of psychic poverty. Atomized individu-
als are forced to simulate their subjectivity through objects, and what
should be authentic everyday experiences are repackaged as parts of medi-
ated lifestyles. The situationists argued that people thus become spectators
of their own lives, striving fruitlessly toward the seemingly whole lives
acted out by media celebrities on the spectacular stage of commodity abun-
dance. Culture becomes nonparticipatory, and individuals no longer con-
struct their own lives. Sadie Plant uses the example of football to illustrate
this process: what was once a mass participation sport became a mass spec-
tator sport in which the supporters’ true desires are lived by others, and their
sense of identity is acquired through commercial relations with a particular
club.® For the situationists, the culture of separation meant exactly that:
people are separated from their work, from each other, and from themselves.

Both Lefebvre and the situationists saw fragmentation as a weapon
in the service of capitalism. Lefebvre stressed the extent to which everyday
life and everyday spaces were becoming increasingly ordered, structured,
and controlling. The power of the detached knowing gaze that mapped the
city became concretized into the urban grid. Rational classifications and
intellectual distinctions solidified into sociospatial boundaries. And this
physical “knowledge as power” served as a new reality that could once again
be mapped, then projected in increasingly solid, immutable, unquestion-
able forms. In the process, everything becomes more and more profoundly
banal. Bored individuals are rendered incapable of creatively imagining
any kind of alternative life. As life is objectified, so individuals are sub-
jected to it.

The situationists also made much of the disempowering effects of
separation, and particularly emphasized the addictive nature of the spectacle:
it has the power to transfix and placate, and it induces dependent behavior.
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As the carrot of material affluence, the promise of fulfillment, is dangled in
front of workers’ eyes, they seem prepared to surrender more and more of
themselves to alienated drudgery. And as alienation deepens, so the search for
wholeness in the form of commodities becomes ever more fervent. More and
more areas of life become reified, and the possibility of authentic pleasure be-
comes more and more remote. There is little choice but to conform to the de-
mands of the workplace in order to pay for spectacular pleasures.

We can thus speculate that Lefebvre and the situationists might
have interpreted the building of an urban motorway, such as that resisted at
Claremont Road, somewhat differently. What Lefebvre may have seen pri-
marily as an outcome of a supposedly rational division of social space into
functional parts, the situationists would probably have understood as an
attempt to speed up the circulation of commodities—a deepening of the
alienating spectacle. Undoubtedly they would have agreed that the motor-
way was symptomatic of the culture of separation, and therefore implicated
in capitalism’s hold over society.

But where they were really on common ground was in their advo-
cacy of certain tactics to undercut capitalism’s power. Both Lefebvre and the
situationists argued that the key step was to begin living a richer, less alien-
ated, more participatory culture—what Lefebvre described as a “new ro-
manticism.” This was a mental nomadism that denied the separation of
knowledge, experience, and imagination into distinct intellectual cate-
gories, a new exploratory consciousness that would revel in the human po-
tential for emotional intensity. Through a fusion of art into everyday life,
people should rediscover their ability to control their own lives. And this
was also a spatial issue. For although they tended to disguise it under ab-
stract theorizations, both Lefebvre and the situationists shared the belief
that capitalism’s objectification of space had destroyed the places in which
such a way of being might otherwise naturally occur. Space had come to be
seen as an absolute, as no more than a mappable field of geometrical coordi-
nates all equally emptied of human content. They might have argued over
whether the change derived from the desire to rationally “know” space or
from its commodification into equally exchangeable plots; but Lefebvre and
the situationists agreed that in the fight against capitalism, place had to be
reasserted over space. That this was their guiding purpose needs to be
stressed, if only because it is so often overlooked. Lefebvre’s “science of
space” was intended as a fundamental challenge to the conventional knowl-
edge of space.'” He adopted terminology that would overwrite the scientific
conceptions he opposed, presumably with the intention of removing them
from social discourse. Otherwise he might have described his project with
greater sincerity as the “science of place” or the “culture of space.” His aim
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was to write the richness of human experience back into our understanding
of space, to deny the abstract boundaries of the map. And this is exactly the
intention of a “situation,” which the situationists defined as “a moment of
life concretely and deliberately constructed by the collective organisation of
a unitary ambience and a game of events.”"! It was the momentary construc-
tion of a shared atmosphere, a dynamic sense of place.

In some respects these distinct conceptions of space and place can
be traced back to Marx. In economic terms, Marx had conceptualized capi-
talism as essentially a temporal process, to which space was largely irrele-
vant. Distance from the market was unimportant; it was the time it took to
get there that mattered. For capitalism as an economic process, space was
simply an obstacle to be overcome. But in political terms, Marx saw space
as crucial (although he did not dwell on it), for it was through place that
class consciousness—and therefore the potential for political resistance—
developed. He believed nineteenth-century capitalism had laid the seeds of

its own downfall by developing railways, for political

union is helped on by the improved means of communication that
... place the workers of different localities in contact with one an-
other. It was just this contact that was needed to centralize the nu-
merous local struggles, all of the same character, into one national
struggle between classes. . . . And that union, to attain which the
burghers of the Middle Ages, with their miserable highways re-
quired centuries, the modern proletarians, thanks to railways,

achieve in a few years.'?

But whereas in his day railways were bringing cities and labor as-
sociations together, in this century roads have allowed them to be blown
apart. If the political potential to overthrow capitalism depends on place-
bound political allegiances, then in the anonymous space of free-moving in-
dividuals there can be no revolution. This, then, was the crucial issue for
Lefebvre and the situationists. Capitalism had survived because during the
twentieth century its production of space had triumphed over place. The
power of economics had undermined the economies of politics. And it is
hard to imagine a context in which this conflict between space and place ap-
pears more immediate than when a planner draws the line of a new road
through your house.

Place is lived space. If the space that capitalism produces is ratio-
nal, ordered, mappable, controlling, anonymous, banal, and fragmented in
its totality, then places are experiential, natural, transitory, confused, con-
tested, unique, historical, and holistic. To encourage greater awareness of
place, the situationists developed the dérive, “a technique of transient pas-
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sage through various ambiences.”"” This often involved purposeful disorien-
tation to subvert “knowable” space (by, for example, following the map of
one area of the city while in another) and to allow a spontaneous drifting
that focused on bodily and psychological encounters, thereby exploring the
richness of human places replete with memory, myth, and imaginative pos-
sibilities. But to actually reassert place, to contest the capitalist production
of space, Lefebvre and the situationists advocated the self-conscious con-
struction of new subjective environments—an unfolding of art through
space. This would involve the spatial exploration and celebration of the es-
sentially subjective unalienated areas of life, such as humor, creativity, play,
imagination, street life and carnivals, passion, history, spontaneity, and bod-
ily pleasures. Space would thus be saturated with Lefebvre’s “new romanti-
cism”; it would be “appropriated” from capitalism.

Such an appropriation of space through the construction of situa-
tions is precisely what occurred at Claremont Road in 1994, and events
there graphically illustrate the space/place dialectic. For had the area not al-
ready been rendered anonymous and banal, then the activists would not
have been able to impose themselves upon it so emphatically—place could
not have been so effectively reasserted over space. Certainly the view of the
Department of Transport seemed to be that no one cared about Leyton. Al-
though it housed many people, no one appeared to “live” there. Building a
motorway through the area should have been conflict-free. But the Depart-
ment of Transport made a tactical mistake; as it bought up the houses along
the route, instead of demolishing them immediately, it made them available
as temporary studios through Acme, a charity dedicated to finding space for
artists. These people began, initially without purpose, to practice exactly
what Lefebvre and the situationists had been preaching: they explored their
creative potential through their environment. An embryonic sense of place
developed, which provided the seeds of later resistance. The authorities pre-
sumably employed West African security guards partly in an attempt to
mitigate against this strategic error. Besides being cheap to hire, these
people were also perceived by the authorities to be culturally distant, liter-
ally dis-placed, and therefore were expected to be less sensitive to the unique
ambience being developed.

Claremont Road demonstrated that situationist tactics can be ex-
tremely effective. It exposed the space/place dialectic so thoroughly that no
one needed to be steeped in French cultural theory to recognize these as the
fundamental issues being contested. This shows that Lefebvre and Debord,
writing largely before the era of mass car ownership, had remarkably pre-
scient insight; their arguments have proved valid. But it also reveals some-
thing of a historical oversight, for they did not sufficiently emphasize the
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pivotal role that roads would play in the unfolding of the space/place di-
alectic. During most of this century, roads have been the principal means
through which space has been produced. To an extraordinary degree, they
have made possible the spatial expansion and deepening of capitalism.

In his celebrated essay “Notes on the New Town,” Lefebvre por-
trayed roads as the outcome of the rational division of space under capital-
ism." Of course, this is only part of his story, one side of the dialectic—and
one that would carry greater weight in a French context. For places can, and
do, resist the production of space. The British experience has shown that
road building has been fundamentally opportunistic. Roads have gone
where space could dominate place with minimal resistance. And Claremont
Road shows that sometimes the planners have misjudged. But the greater
fault in Lefebvre’s account of the new town is its failure to consider the ex-
tent to which roads have been desired 7z themselves, not as a consequence of
modernist planning but as a guiding purpose.

The emotional thrill that motorcars offer in terms of speed and mo-
bility, celebrated to great effect by the Futurists, was a major impetus be-
hind the modernist schemes of Le Corbusier and his followers. This was
made explicit in the foreword to Urbanisme, when Le Corbusier recalled a

formative encounter on the Champs Elysées:

I was assisting at the titanic reawakening of a comparatively new
phenomenon{,} . . . traffic. Motors in all directions, going at all
speeds. I was overwhelmed, an enthusiastic rapture filled mef,}. . .
the rapture of power. The simple and ingenious pleasure of being
in the centre of so much power, so much speed. We are a part of it[,}
... we have confidence in this new society. . . . Its power is like a
torrent swollen by storms; a destructive fury. The city is crum-
bling, it cannot last much longer; its time is past. It is too old. The

torrent can no longer keep to its bed."

And in Britain the view was being perpetuated by the architects Alison and
Peter Smithson—among many other modern urbanists—just prior to the
motorway proposals that eventually destroyed Claremont Road. In their
1957 “Cluster City” essay, the Smithsons quoted Le Corbusier—"“when
night intervened the passage of cars along the autostrada traces luminous
tracks that are like the trails of meteors flashing across the summer heav-
ens”—and acknowledged that they “still respond to this dream.”"® And in
that vein they later asserted that the “first step is to realise a system of ur-
ban motorways. Not just because we need more roads, but because only they
can make our cities an extension of ourselves as we now wish to be.”'” These
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are subjective, not objective, responses to motorcars. But they greatly as-
sisted the road-building lobby, and thus the further expansion of capitalism.

The first wave of road building in Britain during the 1930s was
principally intended as a measure to relieve unemployment. And as such it
was very efficient—the roads were on edge-of-town green-field sites and al-
most all of the spending involved went directly toward hiring unskilled la-
bor.'* But these roads also allowed capitalism to develop enormous swathes
of suburbia, complete with entirely new levels of mass consumption.” The
second wave followed government recognition around 1960 that unless
new, particularly urban, roads were provided, there would never be suffi-
cient demand for motorcars to support Britain’s motor industry. So roads
were seen as economically desirable, not just because they allowed the cit-
culation of goods already demanded but also because they stimulated en-
tirely new patterns of consumption.*® By the mid-1980s, some estimates
suggested that as much as half the world’s measured economic activity
might be concerned with making, fueling, maintaining, and administering
motor vehicles. It has transpired that the motorcar is perhaps the most pow-
erfully narcotic product that capitalism has produced, precisely character-
ized by Debord as “the pilot product of the first stage of commodity
abundance.”” For not only have motorcars themselves become increasingly
socially necessary, but as the places of social relations have been broken
down to accommodate them, so too, in the view of the road activists (and we
can presume Lefebvre and Debord would have concurred), emotional de-
pendency on commodities has increased. Roads and motorcars deepen the
reification of capitalism, the culture of separation.

Antiroad activists in Britain are now in particularly good humor. A
recently elected Labour government that is known to actively research pub-
lic opinion before forming policy has just cut the road-building program
even further. Less than a quarter of the new roads proposed five years ago are
still proceeding. The actions on Claremont Road and several other promi-
nent sites, such as Twyford Down, Fairmile, and Salisbury, appear to have
demonstrated the political effectiveness of appropriating space. But capital-
ism is hardly teetering on the edge of collapse, and the road activists may be
tempted to overestimate their influence. David Harvey has argued convinc-
ingly that capitalism has now effectively dominated space—that global
compression of space and time is sufficient to largely free capitalism from lo-
cational constraints. And with this, place, or at least simulated hyperplace,
has gained new (economic) importance.?? The dialectical balance is swinging
back. For this locational freedom no longer depends so much on the ability
to circulate commodities as on information and “pure” electronic spectacle.
Fifteen years ago the ten largest global corporations were all either oil com-
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panies or automobile manufacturers. They are now being supplanted by the
information technology giants. As we enter cybercapitalism, the economic
phase of road capitalism appears to be fading. The Claremont Road situation
was perhaps the first of its kind. It may also have been the last.
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I haven't been doing much fléneuring recently. It's 1993, and six months
ago | moved from the British coastal town of Brighton, where 1'd lived for
eight years, to the Midlands city of Nottingham, chasing a job. A four-hour
drive separates the two, but in terms of my lesbian identity, I'm in another
country. Geographically, Nottingham is located in the exact center of En-
gland: the land of Robin Hood. This local hero is mythologized in the re-
gion’s heritage entertainment—next to the (fake, nineteent