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Spaces of Memory: The City-Text
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Cultural identities are now the object of systematic and intensive historical, anthropological, epistemological, psychological, literary and political study. To put it bluntly, collective identities are - right now – at stake.

They are at stake in real life (if we consider the terrible wars they have generated, for example in the Balkans) as well as in the realm of culture. Moreover, redefining identities is a process underway not only in marginal and unstable geopolitical areas, but also in central and apparently unproblematic ones like the United Kingdom.

Contrary to what it appears to be, the concept of identity is not an essentialist, but a strategic and positional one. This concept does not signal any kind of stable core of the self that remains unchanged, identical to itself across time. Nor – if we translate this concept to the stage of cultural identities – is it a collective self, hiding inside the many other, more superficial or artificially imposed selves, which a people with a shared history hold in common. 
The unities which identities proclaim are in fact created in specific historical sites, within specific discursive formations and are the result of an over determined process of closure. More precisely, what the term identity treats as fundamental is not a natural, but a constructed form of closure, whose particular function is to exclude, to leave out and to render outside the Other. 

Identity is often linked to a specific physical landscape and, as that landscape changes, to the memory of times when things were different. Hence why, for nationalism, naming and renaming – the continuing transformation of a supposedly eternal physical environment – is one of the most powerful and contentious tools of memory as one of the most explicit attempts to rewrite the past.
James Clifford has argued that assertions of tradition are “always responses to the new”. However, he also notes that this perspective may “exclude local narratives of cultural continuity and recovery.” It would be mistaken to assume that such narratives of continuity and recovery were rooted in holistic local cultures. The recovery of local tradition, whether of urban communities, of neighborhoods or streets is always a reformulation, not an actual recurrence. Nevertheless, it is a reformulation based on memories that are different at some level to those of another locale as well as to those of the nation as a whole.
Constructing a concept of nationality is in fact a creation of meaning based on a related set of cultural attributes. These attributes are given priority over all other possible sources of meaning.
Nowadays the very idea of nation has been progressively downgraded to a mere cultural artifact – “a product of invention and social engineering” to quote Benedict Anderson. The so-called cultural turn in the study of nationalism essentially comes down to two things:
1. A strong emphasis on the nation as an imaginary community as well as a product of collective memory

2. A special attention to the narrative devices involved in the projection of national spaces

There are many ways of building identities: the starting points, the dimensions, the purposes of the projection and especially the audiences which they address are always different. Yet, all these processes have something in common. Individuals as well as communities have to imagine their identity in relation to some landmarks, selected by the individual and the public perception. These landmarks organize identities along some important lines: to be more specific, they help understand, justify and evaluate – either positively or negatively – their self-perception and the perception of the Other. 

In European culture, spatial landmarks have been assigned a multi-functional task: to interpret, to explain and to legitimize the perceptions of national identities.
Over the last two decades, a methodological shift has occurred in the area of cultural studies - the traditional interest in time and its analytic virtues has been significantly superseded by the obsession with spatial phenomenology. A significant side effect of this turn-around is the recent treatment of categories such as lieu, place, landscape, territory, architecture, topography, geography, mapping, region, realm, area, location, dwelling and so on. Postmodern theorists are eager to identify this symbolic mapping as one of the main battlefields of social, cultural, racial, and national or gender identities.
This type of theoretical drive eventually runs into a conceptual crossroad called by Walter Benjamin - in the absence of a better term - “cultural territoriality”. Its object of interest is a culturally valued space: a space perceived through the particular systems of active and influential cultural norms and conventions. 
Among the initial proponents of this recent methodological trend we should mention the French sociologist Henri Lefebvre. The starting point of his studies is his criticism of Gaston Bachelard’s famous Poétique de l’espace, whose main phenomenological emphasis is centred on phantasmatic inner spaces. In his turn, Lefebvre takes advantage of the semiotic approach to space favoured by modern urban and architectural studies. This type of perspective eventually opens out into an interdisciplinary articulation of anthropology, philosophy and sociology, which challenges the traditional opposition of empirical space to mental space.
In addition to Lefebvre, Michel Foucault also contends with the double illusion of our spatial representations in some of his lecture notes released just before his death.
According to Foucault, socio-humanistic research on space should concentrate on uniting a perceived, a conceived and a lived space. Foucault seems to imply that what we used to automatically call a socio-cultural space is by no means a vessel to be filled with historical events, with characters and with objects or to be recoloured according to our specific point of view. On the contrary, it is better to acknowledge that we live in incongruous spaces, populated by networks of relationships where the most ordinary reality encounters the most surprising phantasmagoriae. 
Hence the conclusion that space is neither entirely mental and immaterial (as Bachelard maintains) nor purely real (as suggested by urban studies and by sociology, two disciplines interested in geometry and in sheer empirical objects.)
We tend to see spatiality either as purely mental (a conceived space) or, on the contrary, as empirically definable (a perceived space). Foucault’s alternative theory emphasizes our cultural ability of simultaneously building conceived, perceived and inhabited spaces- the so-called heterotopias:

“Heterotopias”, Foucault maintains, “are something like counter-sites: a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which the real sites, all the other real sites that can be found in a culture, are simultaneously represented, contested and inverted. Places of this kind are outside of all places, even though it may be possible to indicate their location in reality.” 
In describing heterotopias the use of categories such as borders, thresholds and passageways are inevitable.
In modern times, the Master Tropes of more than one nationalist literature were heterotopic spaces like Rome, Athens, Byzantium, Paris or Vienna. In the wake of a growing anxiety about national identity, literature in different European areas has persisted in building crisis heterotopias: prestigious models – such as Post-Byzantine Byzantium, the Forth Rome, Little Paris, Vienna fin-de-siècle, the Athens of the Baltic realm - are able to meet the requirements of legitimacy.
Literary representations of the city - the so-called city-texts - emerged as particular expressions of eclectic identity models. As Gelley maintains, the category of city-text usually provides a manifold answer to a series of questions, all pointing up to the process of textual representation and to its levels: “Who writes the city? How are we to define and classify the city-texts? What kind of disciplinary and thematic criteria are in play - formalist, historical, political, aesthetic, impressionist?” 
The manifold category of city-text plays an important part in the projection of cultural identities. Even if a real city provides the model for a city-text, this is the mere axiomatic starting point of an endless semiotic process, which ends up in a series of different phantasmagoric architectures. As an image, the city always has a double reference - to the artefact in the outside world and to the spectrum of refractions it calls into being in the minds.) 
The city text, by its nature, implies a constructive process – a work of transformation, an appropriation of space directed to the formation of a cultural territory. This helps us move beyond the history of ideas and traditional aesthetic or narrative constructs. From this point of view places acquire a symptomatic status and the city becomes a preeminent analytic instrument.
Since the “really real world” enjoys a definite ontological priority over the world of make-believe, we can distinguish between primary and secondary universes within dual structures - the former constituting the foundation upon which the latter is built.
From the point of view of modal semantics, Thomas Pavel calls salient structures the dual structures in which the primary universe does not enter into an isomorphism with the secondary universe, because the latter includes entities and states of affairs that lack a correspondent in the former. According to Danto, in this case, the text or word’s relation to the real world is akin to the relationship between the city of God and the Earthly City: we understand the secondary ontology by virtue of the primary. The primary ontology serves as the ontic foundation of the secondary.
Real cities have unique and highly distinctive histories of their own. Once they have been repeatedly bombed or burned to the ground, destroyed by terrible earthquakes, been victims of fearful epidemics like cholera and the plague, real cities can be systematically restored or rebuilt, replaced or refounded. They can get larger or smaller, sharing the destiny of every humble object of the so-called real world.
In sharp contrast to the real cities, imaginary topographies can be forged with the most sophisticated symbolical materials. 
In some particular contexts the mental resonances assigned to real cities by particular individuals (or groups of individuals) can be relatively stable. Consequently the referent of an imaginary topography is in no way a historical city, but the mental model generated by it.
In fact the production of literary topographies is an ideal illustration of the so-called de-naturalization of the mimesis – a concept fostered a long time after Aristotle. The hard version of verosimility (the Greek eikos or the possible) slides towards the soft version of cultural verosimility (relying on the Greek doxa, or common opinion). Such a theoretical development was essential in accounting for some fundamental mechanisms of literary representation, either disregarded or simply ignored by Aristotle. 
* * *
The uneasy relation between the reality and the recollection of cities has deep semantic roots. An imaginary city-text or a paradigmatic text is based on an actual city, surrounded by a constellation of alternative reminiscent worlds. 

The metaphor of such a dual relationship between reality and its image on one hand and memory on the other is, above all, a process of representation.

 We cannot look for something we have lost unless we remember it, at least in part: the subject cannot receive representations without creating new ones. Hence, in any spatial recollection, the intertwining of memory and oblivion is essential. These self-reflecting processes are clues pointing to the chain of representations where any step refers to or mirrors another one and where the subject moves between, as well as creates, multiple layers of representations. The multiplicity of layers in any process of representation turns a city-text into a palimpsest-city.
Starting with the turn of the century there have been numerous attempts to define the city’s essential characteristics - what constitutes its “cityness”. Beginning with Max Weber’s “City”, sociologists, anthropologists, cultural historians and literary critics have offered a series of definitions of the city as a physical and cultural phenomenon, not merely synonymous with civilization, as has been done by Aristotle: “ Outside the polis, no one is truly human”.
The perception of cities in different histories and literatures goes to the very heart of national memory and constitutes a powerful symbolic narrative of national identity. Cities are also the subject of broadly ramified literary themes, topoi and intertextualities. In both the cultural and literary frame, they coalesce into national myths, which are central to the collective national experience and are defined by an explicit and implicit confrontation with the Other.
In several cases in European culture one may also speak of symbolic and mythical constructions of the same city in different national logics. What must be noted is that, by its very nature, the mythical sense transcends the immediate temporal sphere, although obviously not all temporality. In these cases we may refer to events and “variants” or preferably different mythologems for the same city.
There are various literary representational modes of “imaginary geography” and literary “ images of cities”. These relationships could be considered on different levels:
1.Compensatory relationships between real and imagined cities. 
What kind of geographic phantasms are typical for particular artists, different times and ethnic groups of a given race? What kind of national or super-national utopias are born in the same city?
Deprived of their real topographical meaning, Rome, Paris, Byzantium, Athens, Vienna or Berlin have been currently superimposed over various cultural knots such as Bucharest, Münich, Saint Petersburg and Budapest to compensate for a certain lack of a dignified identity. Each time that a city proclaimed another city - like Paris or Rome - as its signifiant in order to legitimise itself in symbolic terms, a so called secondary cultural sign was born.
In different European cultures the verosimility of such symbolical modeling has been rhetorically validated by the reports of occasional travelers, but, most frequently, by literature itself.
To take but one example, the cultural intertwining between Bucharest and Paris has been grounded in a purely cultural network: the Parisian model – which for a very long time epitomized the Western leaning of Romanian culture – was deeply rooted in the soil of French literature. Selected, preserved, moulded by collective memory, the cultural signified called Little Paris bears the unique fingerprint of Baudelaire and of some symbolist flâneurs, such as Nerval or Barbey D’Aurevilly, not to mention that of the novels of Balzac, Proust and Gide.

Before preparing to enact its scenarios in everyday life and to transplant its models into Romanian fiction, the fancy and highly educated milieus of Bucharest had of course had access to the original sources of French literature. Meanwhile, in the suburbs of the city, the lower middle class – in a vigorous social and economic ascent by the end of the nineteenth century - was eagerly devouring Notre Dame de Paris or Les Mystères de Paris by Eugene Sue, in feuilleton translations mostly published in women’s magazines.
2. Imaginary idealization of a given urban space - images of glorious cities.
Historically the distances between certain city topographies accepted as real and their symbolic representations have been highly variable.
In France, for instance, in the seventeenth century the distance between the two elements was perceived as more important than their proximity and was consequently over-emphasized. The ideal city-models of the time - imperial Rome, Alexandria, Tyre, Carthage or Troy – acquired a spectacular symbolic dignity, rhetorically validated by this school. In building this kind of spatial relationship the mentality of the time placed a particular emphasis on the moral, political and religious gap between the “really real” and its ideal model. The so-called Roman model of the French and Parisian classical universe was represented as an ideal city, transparent to retrospective contemplation, but tremendously different when compared to the actual urban world.
3. The play of the literary geographic imagination between national, supranational and local spatial images.
First let us begin by examining a Russian example:
Gleb Lebedev has developed the theory of the topochrone – a reversal of the Bakhtinian chronotope – prioritising place over time and emphasizing the memory and the spirit of the place. The topochrone of The New Archeologists - the name of the research school founded by Lebedev - focuses on the multiple potential of the locale. According to him, if a city like Petersburg (Petrograd-Leningrad-Saint Petersburg ) had not existed, it would have had to be invented. Or rather, Peter the Great did not just invent, but he realized the symbolic potential of the multiethnic Baltic rim. Petersburg was founded on the ancient route from the Viking world to the Greek and embodied the old “nostos” or homecoming of the Slavic-Baltic world. Lebedev maintains that a number of potential Petersburgs emerged in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries – fortresses such as Ladoga or Volchov. Some New Archeologists even think that the city finally realizes the symbolic fate of all Russian democratic city-states devoured by Moscow in the fifteenth century in its drive for consolidation and centralization of the Russian lands.
Secondly a German example is worth attention.
It is well known that for most Germans urban society was the antithesis of the organic community that inspired much nationalist thought. However, during the nineteenth century there was a strand of German urbanism that had the same mythic functions as ruralism had for the others. In Germany the nineteenth century was an age that opened a deep fault line between the horizon of expectations - the line of “with-images” and the space of experience. Over this period so-called preservationist narratives suggested that the gulf could be bridged, at least partially, by a strong impact of memory, tradition and history on everyday reality. These constantly associated such townscapes as Lübeck (with its status as a Hanseatic city), Nüremberg or Aachen (with their ancient origins) giving them an aura that transcended the everyday destructiveness of the so-called “transition period”, which Germany was traversing. 
Age, value and myth were associated with specifically burgerlich dimensions and aspects, linking the development of German cities, the urban cells of national identity, with specific social groups. 
A few closing remarks.

The functioning of the real city as a site of cultural production is always mediated through symbolic practices of self-identification of the communities which inhabit this city. It is possible to articulate various paradigms of spatial imagination on a real city, which do not depend simply on the shifts in historical poetics.
In the terms stated by J. Hillis Miller in Topographies we could move from the Heideggerian “dream of harmonious and unified cultures rooted in one particular place” to “an understanding of literary topography, as open to potentially limitless mapping, according to various contextual strategies.”

Therefore we can conclude that any investigation into the complex and fascinating processes of building spaces of memory inevitably places the explorer in a somewhat uncanny situation, ideally described by Italo Calvino in his Invisible Cities: 
“I could tell you how many steps make up the streets rising like stairways and the degree of the arcades’ curves and what kind of zinc scales over the roofs; but I already know that this would be the same as telling you nothing. The city does not consist of this, but of relationships between measurements of its space and the events of its past. As this wave of memories flows in, the city soaks up like a sponge and expands.”
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