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Siinmiary

Title: ‘Metropolitan Motion: French Travel Writing in London and New
York, 1851-2000’.

Gillian Jein

My thesis examines the development o f an imaginative geography o f urban 
space through the analysis o f travel writing. By imaginative geography I refer 
to the epistemological categorisation through which French culture has 
established codes for the representation and practice o f urban space. In this 
thesis I elaborate upon the significance o f both urbanism and travel as two 
major cultural events in the formation o f Western identities and in the 
production o f possibilities for knowledge in the modern urban landscape. I 
understand the city as a dialectical space, constantiy engaged in the 
production o f societies’ value systems and relational identities. Examining 
travel writing as a function o f how the West (specifically France) has 
understood its identity and formed discourses for the urban Other, the thesis 
traces the evolution o f these discourses through the spatial practice o f travel, 
the traveller’s encounter with the urban sign, and its subsequent 
representation in the travel journal.

The thesis’s theoretical introduction, ‘Beginning the City’, details the 
conception o f urban space and the evolution o f a notion o f the city as a 
space to be practised. Drawing on the work o f urban theorists, architects, 
historians and ethnologists such as Henri Lefebvre, Kevin Lynch, Michel 
Foucault, Michel de Certeau, and Marc Auge amongst others, the 
introduction stresses the importance o f legibility, representation and 
individual practice o f the city as a condition o f its identity. This is followed 
by two chapters. The first, ‘Urban Oppositions: Making Sense o f London, 
1851-1946’, focuses on representations o f London from the opening o f the 
Great Exhibition in 1851 to the end o f the Second World War. Its main 
concern is to demonstrate how ideologies and urban narratives emerge from 
an oppositional conception o f the official monument and the urban 
underground. I examine travel writings by the authors Jules Janin, Jules 
Valles, Jacques Dyssord and Alfred Leroy. The next chapter, ‘Wandering 
Geometry: Order and Identity in New York, 1929-1980’, focuses on New 
York and the representation o f the gridiron and the skyscraper as geometric 
signs through which the French traveller constructs discursive identities in 
dialectic with the American Other. This chapter looks at the emergence o f 
America as a superpower and the implications o f this for European identity. 
The writers examined here are Paul Morand, Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de 
Beauvoir and Georges Perec. The concluding section, ‘Signscapes’, examines 
critical engagements with spatiality, conceived o f as a sign system, in travel 
writing on Tokyo and Los Angeles and analyses how Roland Barthes and 
Jean BaudriUard explore space as a theoretical exercise in semiology and the 
urban sign’s dislocation from the real.
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Nous vivons dans I’espace, dans ces espaces, dans ces villes, dans ces campagnes, dans ces couloirs, dans ces jardins.
Cela nous semhle evident. Peut-etre cela devrait-il etre effectivement evident M ais cela n ’estpas evident, cela ne va

pas de soi 
(Perec, 1974: 3)

Toute ville est de rencontres, de contacts et d ’echanges. Toute ville est de hasards et d ’organisations, d ’ordres et de 
de'sordres, de chaos et de reorganisations dans un flu x  imperceptible de mutations internes Toute ville est un

complete vivant 
(Chamoiseau, 2002: 16)

cite est un discours, et ce discours est veritahlement un langage: la ville park a ses habitants, nous parlons notre 
vilk, la ville ou nous nous trouvons, simplement en I’hahitant, en la parcourant, en la regardant

(Barthes, [1967] 2002, II: 1280)

This thesis sets out to trace evolutions in the imaginative geography o f  the m odem  cit\' in 

French travel writing o f  the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The analysis focuses, in 

particular, on travel writing to London during the period 1851-1946 and to  N ew  York 

from  1929 to 1980. By imaginative geography I mean the epistemological categorisation 

through which French culture has established codes for the representation and practice 

o f  urban space. In this analysis I wiU elaborate on the significance o f  urbanism and travel 

as two major cultural events in the formation o f  W estern identities, and in the production 

o f  possibilities for knowledge from  the m id-nineteenth centur}' onwards.

While representations o f  urban space have been o f  concern to  scholars working 

within the field o f  literature, they have been largely neglected by travel smdies where the 

debate has tended to  focus on sites o f  colonialist expansion and post-coloniaUst 

aftermaths in an im portant effort by W estern scholars to come to terms with the ethical 

consequences o f  racial subjugation and Empire. In taking urban space as its focal point, 

this study explores issues pertinent to travel studies — the sign, identit}^ the self-other 

relation, politics and ethics — as they pertain to the cit) ,̂ understood in terms o f  a space 

where culture organises the codes and rituals constructing its categories for representing 

the world.

For to speak o f  the cit)' is to  speak o f  civilisation. As the m ost complex 

dem onstration o f  m an’s appropriation o f  his environm ent, the city constitutes the total

17



Introdnction

expression o f  a society. Indeed, for a society to be called a ‘civilisation’ the first 

requirement is the presence o f  a city.' Encapsulating all o f  the technical traditions 

structuring behaviour, the city embodies culture, it is a space where politics, law, 

government, the arts and the religions o f  a people are materially, perceptually and 

imaginatively realised. Within the field o f  ethnolog}^, which has many points o f  

correspondence with travel writing, recent scholarship has led to a new conception o f  

what constitutes the object of study for the anthropologist. Until recendy, those seeking to 

explore the central issue o f  ethnolog\^ — the nature/cxiltxire divide — took so-called 

‘primitive’ culttares as the focus for attention. However, in attempting to understand the 

fundamentals o f  contemporary culture within a specifically Western context, the 

ethnologist Marc Auge points to the need to consider the relevance o f  cultural practices 

that are ‘closer-to-home’:

Rien ne permet d’affirmer que ce probleme d’objet empirique reel, de representativite, se pose 
differemment dans un grand royaume africain et dans une entreprise de la banlieue parisienne. 
(Auge, 1992: 22)

As Auge points out, ethnological attempts at understanding another culture’s networks o f  

significances are as applicable to a Western cit}' as to any other manifestation o f  culture. 

This observation on the object o f  study concerns this thesis in two ways. Firsdy, Auge is 

referring to the need to understand European identity from within, inferring that it can 

be approached methodologically as a construction, a dynamic set o f  symbolic practices, 

in the same way, therefore, that ethnologists have hitherto approached ‘primitive 

societies’. This pertains to the distinction, which the anthropologist Claude Le\a-Strauss 

identifies as central to ethnographic practice in the following passage:

Rousseau ne s’est pas borne a prevoir I’ethnologie: il I’a fondee. D ’abord de fa^on pratique, en 
ecrivant ce Discours sur I’origine et lesfondements de I’inegaliteparmi les hommes qui pose leprohleme entre la 
nature et la culture, et ou Ton peut voir le premier traite d’ethnologie generale... (Levi-Strauss, [1958] 
1996: 46-47) (my emphasis)

' The word ‘cmHsation’ originates in civis (citizen) and civitas (cit\*). The following definition clearly 
associates ‘ci\Tlisation’ and the cit}': ‘Concept elabore au siecle des Lumieres (X\^IIIe) pour designer une 
organisation sociale regie par des lois. O n peut considerer qu’une societe atteint le stade de civilisation 
lorsqu’elle temoigne d’tine structure sociale elaboree d ’une hierarchic complexe et d’une organisation 
sociale poussee. L’ecriture et I’urbanisme sont generalement consideres parmi les facteurs importants 
associes a une civilisation.’ From
http://w w w.collegeahuntsic.qc.ca/Pagesdept/H ist geo/A telier/G uide/glossaire.htm l [consulted 10
Novem ber 2005].

18



Tntrodnction

The nature/culture division identified here establishes a model that places human 

civilisation and its symboHc modes o f existence in opposition to all that has not been 

cioltivated by signs, or to nature. Within this universal ‘culttire’ the work o f the historian 

Michel Foucault has been instrumental in showing how every cultiare is based upon 

certain fundamental categories, which it uses to construct its representations o f the 

world. Foucault’s concept o f the episteme provides a framework for clarifying a set o f 

epistemological categories that each culture determines as the basis o f its codes for 

regulating knowledge and tradition. An episteme is historically relative, and based on 

myths that determine the basis o f Truth (inclusions) and prohibitions (exclusions). These 

myths are the fundamental codes governing the rituals o f social life within a cultural 

group, its organisation and ways o f knowing the world. These codes are communicated 

through language and institutions, which are the essential mechanisms for controlling the 

operation o f signs within a culture.

Secondly, Auge’s study o f urban space and the various cultural practices involved 

in its production valorises the modern cit}" as a ‘new’ category' in what constitute valid 

empirical objects for study for the ethnologist. Auge argues;

Si I’anthropologie de la contemporaneite proche devait s’effectuer exclusivement selon les 
categories deja repertoriees, si de nouveaux objets ne devaient pas s’y construire, le fait d’aborder 
de nouveaux terrains empiriques repondrait davantage a une curiosite qu’a une necessite. (Auge, 
1992: 27-28)

As a locus for the organisation o f human relations, the cit}' is privileged in the complexity 

o f its semiotic networks governing possibilities for signification. It is a space where 

potential paradigms for thinking, experiencing and knowing reaHt\' are set in place by the 

networks o f the urban social world and its built environment. It is also a space that has 

profoundly altered human interaction and the symbolic structures goveming social life 

over the past two centuries. The complexit)' o f urban space means that it is no t easy to 

establish a firm definition o f what a cit)' actually is. Echoing Chamoiseau, the critic 

Hubert Damisch states that ‘la ville n ’est pas une chose ni ne se laisse reduire a une 

substance’ (Damisch, 1996; 34). In the intricacy o f its relations establishing networks o f 

meaning between people, places and times, it is difficult, therefore, to define spatial, 

temporal or imaginative boundaries for the industrial and post-industrial cit)'. Simple

2 >-i-nThe indeterminate character o f  the industrial and post-industrial cit)’’s boundaries can be set in contrast to 
representations o f  the medieval and Renaissance cit}-. In the medieval era, as the main function o f the cit)’ 
consisted in its capacit}- as defence fortress, the architectural limits o f  the cit)’ constituted an imposing
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Introduction

categories for delimitation are not available, even to geographers, an example being the 

burgeoning growth o f that which is UteraUy ‘below’ the urban or, the suburb (see 

Lussault, 2000). There are, however, a number o f methodological approaches that have 

been instrumental for defining critical territories that attempt to understand the growth 

and dynamics o f the urban universe.

Firstly, from the sociological, functionalist perspective the city is viewed as a 

place o f marked economic drive, the main centre for financial, economic, capital 

accumulation, distribution and display and the division o f labour; aU rationalised sites that 

have significant consequences for the organisation o f social relations. Concerns about 

how a city functions constitute the basis o f urban studies and, certainly, functionalist 

perspectives preoccupy the work o f early writers on urbanism such as Max Weber (1958), 

Louis Wirth (1938) and Georg Simmel (1903). These sociologists saw the city as a 

spatially concentrated power and identit)^ structure, formative in the psychological, 

political and economic constitution o f those dwelling in it, and expressive o f the 

collective identity^ o f its designers and overseers. In this way, the city is seen as 

representative o f its inhabitants and, by extension, the entire nation responsible for its 

construction. It is a space operational on multiple levels to produce its ideologies. 

Ideologies are understood here to mean the range o f ideas that urban institutions hold 

about themselves and their procedures for communicating such ideas to the outside 

world. Urban infrastructures order the cit) ’̂s spaces to communicate such ideas, and can 

all be thought o f as forms o f architecture combining to produce a spatio-temporal 

organisation for the city and to condition urban practice at the level o f experience as well 

as representation.

From a less technocratic perspective, the cit)̂  can also be seen as a ‘theatre o f 

narratives’ (Schuk-Forberg, 2005: 267), an agglomeration o f stories, myths, memories 

and interpretations forming a discursive physiognomy: the city not only stores narrative 

but, through the production o f new representations and frameworks for meaning, is also 

constantly active in the modification o f those narratives. Both o f these perspectives can 

be seen as constitutive o f the urban universe that has come to dominate the physical and

presence; the city walls were very visible lines o f  demarcation in the physical and imaginative sense. The 
city’s physicality was active in reminding its inhabitants, visitors and attackers o f where it began and ended. 
During the Renaissance, the ideal city was a contained one, a clear (preferably circular) unit, its spatial 
arrangement aimed at erecting a sjTnbohc order in which the circle and the symmetrical represented 
universal harmony and the classical ideals o f  Antiquity. In contrast, it is the lack o f finitude, embodied by 
urban sprawl, the creation and subsequent amalgamation o f the suburbs and the relative depletion o f the 
European city centre during the nineteenth and em\y twentieth centuries that poses a problem for the 
notion o f the city as a totality that one can neady represent. The notion o f  a total experience and the desire 
to see the ‘whole’ city is thus problematic for the traveller dim ng our period.
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imaginative geographies of the contemporary world. Indeed both the functional and the 

intimate are identified by sixth-century scholar Saint Isidore o f Spain in his book 

Etymologies as fundamental to an understanding o f the word ‘city’. Saint Isidore 

distinguishes two strands o f meaning in the term ‘city’. The first, the urhs, signifies the 

bxiilt environment or stones of the cit)̂  representing the functional dimension o f the 

town. The second, civitas, reveals the city’s role in the elaboration o f social networks of 

meaning and denotes the emotions, ritvials, value and belief systems which are formulated 

amongst these stones (see Sennett, [1990] 1993: 11). An inherentiy dialectical space, 

therefore, and one constantly engaged in the interactive generation o f meaning, the city 

can perhaps be understood as a constellation o f objects and signs in dynamic circulation, 

through which the structure and representation of human reality is perpetually being 

shaped and shifted.

Any individual’s experience o f the city is an intricate site for the production, 

exchange and representation o f meaning. O ne’s movements and interpretations of the 

urban landscape are creative of spheres o f meaning (semiotic action) where possibilities 

for signification are set in motion. The inhabitant and the traveller practise these 

networks in differential ways, making sense o f their environment through functional use, 

at the same time as they confirm, undermine or reinterpret its intended (ideological) 

function and meaning. It is within this framework that we can understand how an 

‘imaginative geography’ o f a city might come into being. Such a geography can be 

understood as the bank o f representations (narratives, images and memories) that 

individuals and collective groups share, and that contribute to the production o f city 

practices. Each intervention and addition contributes to the constant evolution o f the 

metropolitan symbolic sphere. The aim here is to establish the traveller’s particular 

paradigms for experiencing and articulating the evolving urban universe and to elaborate 

on how these participate in the creation and representation o f the modem city’s 

imaginative geography. London and New York wiU be the two cities under discussion 

here. The reason for the choice o f these cities is given in more detail at the beginning o f 

each chapter; for now it suffices to say that both metropoles have contributed to the 

imagination of Western modemit}^ and therefore provide the ideal situations for analysis 

o f travellers’ discourses engaging with that modemit}^

In light o f the elephantine expansion of the metropolis since the industrial 

revolution in the nineteenth centur\', it is not surprising that the cit}', with its spaces of 

sensorial intensit}' and urban exoticism, becomes an important destination for the
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traveller.^ Following the sociologist Henri Lefebvre, ‘travel’ shall be understood here as a 

spatial practice, complete with frameworks for interpreting and making sense o f the world 

in relation to an elsewhere (see Lefebvre [1974] 1999). Like the practical, perceptual and 

imaginative spatial boundaries o f  the cit}% the frameworks determining travel practice are 

also consistently evolving on all three o f the levels mentioned above. As shall be 

investigated in a later section o f this introduction, these frameworks shift in response to 

epistemological and physical changes in how societies conceive o f and construct their 

identities: on the one hand, societ)^’s expectations and ideas o f travel (or what Jean-Didier 

Urbain refers to as the ‘ontology o f travel’) and, on the other, pragmatic developments 

regarding technological developments that change the mode o f travel, developments in 

the systems o f transport for example (Urbain, 2000: 142 f£). More specifically in the 

latter case, infrastructural changes in the architectural landscape create possibilities for 

mobiUt}^ within the city as well as on national and global levels. Changes in modes of 

travel also occur in response to the field o f representation within which travel operates; 

supplementar}^ guidebooks, travel journals, and also unpublished material such as 

narrative accounts and media-transmitted images. Travel has fundamentally altered 

modes for the perception o f space and time, and we can say that it has played a 

significant role in setting the paradigms for meaning via which the West has interpreted 

and represented the world and, by extension, in the successive crises that have 

reformulated this epistemological framework. French travel writing is considered here as 

a valuable source for tracing these shifts in individual as well as in collective experience, 

and as a source for analysing the articulation o f cultural upheavals which have punctuated 

Western histor\^ o f the last two centuries. O f these upheavals, the profound 

transformation o f the W est’s living environment from an agriculturally dominated to an 

extensively urbanised space, is the change that has produced the most profound effects 

on social constructions o f  reality on all conceptual, pragmatic and representational levels.

Most fundamental to the city is its symbolic function — ‘that which’, as David 

Scott points out, ‘differentiates humans from the rest o f creation’ (Scott, 2004: 21) and

^Some statistics help to bring the point into view. The population o f  Greater Tok \ ’0  for example is over 30 
million. In 1950, 44 per cent o f  Americans lived on farms, bj- 1990 the figure had halved to around 23 per 
cent. This process is continuing. Som e cities o f  the Third World, when one includes the shant}’ town  
peripheries, have populations o f  15, 20 and 30 million inhabitants. While the Third World is not the focus 
o f  this thesis, nevertheless it is a pressing area requiring much needed centralised research. The imagination 
and experience o f  its urban worlds has already impacted on the West in the form o f  mass migration and, 
more specifically, on the concepttial practices o f  contemporar)' architects and the rapid pace at which cities 
continue to expand, ensuring that its cities wiU play a major role in determining the future o f  the globalised 
world. An important work o f  Active writing that seeks to recuperate the negative imager}' the West 
associate with the shant}' tow n has been Patrick Chamoiseau’s Uvret des villes du deuxi'eme monde (2002).
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which marks it as the structure m ost problematic in the debate that has plagued W estern 

civilisation since the Middle Ages — m an’s relation to  ‘nature’ o r ‘primitive’ reality. It is 

for this reason that, as outlined above, recent scholarship within the fields o f  

anthropology and ethnology has shifted its attention away from  the exclusive study o f  so- 

called ‘primitive’ societies and, in an effort to  understand the complexities o f  

contem porary civilisation, come to  focus on the highly urbanised spaces o f  m odern  

society. This is to  recognise that, in the way its spaces are planned, erected, encountered 

and represented, the city is reciprocally operational in the construction, destruction and 

reconstruction o f  identities and ideologies. A city is at once a site o f  order and a space o f  

contradiction: a place where meaning is controlled and directed bu t at the same tim e the 

space where identities and ideologies are underm ined and re-interpreted. W ithin the city 

the symbolic order is as operational as functionality in the construction o f  a meaningful 

environment. As Auge argues: ‘La \Tlle existe par I’imaginaire qu’elle suscite et qui y fait 

retour, qu’elle alimente et dont elle se nourrit, auquel eUe donne naissance et qui la fait 

renaitre a chaque instant’ (Auge, 1997: 142). The imaginative geography o f  the urban 

universe is a constantiy mobile space, its landscapes are consistendy modified by the 

negotiations o f  hum an encounters within its space, just as this space, through its 

architectural and infrastructural formulations modifies the shape o f  these negotiations. 

Urban space, then, is dialectical in the production o f  meanings and thus the identity' o f  

the cit}"; the metropolis is a geography that shifts in relation to the various bureaucratic, 

historical and individual forces that engage with it.

It foUows from  this that there is never a singular, ‘natural’ interpretation o f  any 

cit}% and urban space is constantiy undergoing changes to its spatial, tem poral and 

imaginative structures. Representations o f  the city are constitutive o f  that cit}'’s realit)'. 

Following D eborah L. Parsons, writings on urban space are part o f  the production o f 

that space; the dynamics o f  the cit}' are constantiy being reconstituted through 

interpretation and description. In this way, urban texts are seen to participate in the 

discursive strategies circulating meanings, either to reconfirm  the citj^’s existing 

interpretive sphere in positive validation o f  existing signs, or to  underm ine these signs 

and so assist in the creation o f new ways o f  reading and writing the urban universe. As 

Parsons says:

The urban writer is not only a figure within the city; he/she is also the producer of a city, one 
that is related to but distinct from the city of asphalt, brick and stone, one that results from the 
interconnection of body, mind, and space, one that reveals the interplay of self/city. (Parsons, 
2000: 1)
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The contradictory nature of this dialogue, the writer’s simxaltaneous distinction from the 

urban space and his/her formative relation with it, is at the very heart of iirban travel 

writing. The city is, therefore, in part the inter-subjective construction of what the writer 

experiences as positive and objective reality (Mondada, 2005: 68). Writing the cit}̂  is thus 

part of the structuring processes which create the ways that urban spaces are 

experienced, perceived and imagined. And, as a form of mediation between man and his 

urban environment, the travel journal’s organisation of the city into text constitutes an 

intervention into the sign systems contributing to the infusion of meaning in the city. 

From this perspective, the relation of the traveller and travel writing to urban space is 

afforded its fuU complexity; urban travel and urban travel writing are understood as a 

form of spatial practice implicated in the assemblage of the ideological and imaginative 

geography of the city (see Shields, 1991). In short, representations of urban life are 

components of that Hfe (Liggett and Perr^', 1995: \m). And thus, insofar as the travel 

encounter lends itself to a conceptualisation of certain oppositions — home/abroad, 

every^day/exotic, self/other, ci\nlised/barbaric — the traveller’s urban practices can be 

considered important in the development of socio-historical as well as anthropological 

perspectives on the cit}' and urban Ufe.̂

Travel as the search for an elsewhere, or for resolution, can be understood most 

simply as an attempt to come to an understanding of the world. All journeys develop 

from a desire for the Other and for mobilit}', which according to Urbain is equivalent to 

Gaston Bachelard’s recognition of the primal space {immensite intime) from which the need 

to travel comes (see Urbain, 2000: 142 ff). These issues shall be explored in more detail 

in the analysis that foUows. For now we can say that the traveller’s engagement with the 

city is also an engagement with questions of identit)^ and ideology, or with what it means 

to inhabit the world. Place is contingent when one travels, its inevitability  ̂ disappears. 

Crossing borders can, therefore, be an expression of the mobility within value systems, or 

an act that considers the possibility of another model for knowing the world, and can 

imply a gaze on the environment that is mobile and non-fixed. If travel is always at some 

level involved in the forging of identities, it would seem that for the nineteenth- and 

twentieth-century French traveller, urban spaces have had important symbolic resonance 

for the expression of individual, as weU as of larger historical crises in Westem identities

As Immanuel Kant remarked, ‘Travel is one o f the means for expanding anthropology', even if  it is onl)^ 
through the reading o f  travel reports.’ (Cited in H ofert and Salvadore, 2000: 22)

2 4



Introdnction

(Schulz-Forberg, 2005: 13). The geographical journey is, therefore, viewed here as 

inseparable from the intimate journey o f the self or the journey o f a collection o f values.

This thesis sets out to inscribe the voice o f the traveller within the bank of 

interpretive positions contributing to the evolution o f meaning within the urban 

universe. It considers the particularity o f urban space and the role it plays in the 

conditioning o f social relationships (whether consciously or unconsciously). It posits that 

the point of view o f the outsider consists in a different awareness o f space. The urban 

theorist Michele de La Pradelle points out that:

Entre les lineaires d’une grande surface ou dans une salle d’attente d’un aeroport, I’enjeu des 
relations ephemeres et tenues qui s’engagent peut etre d’une toute autre nature: dans de tels 
espaces sociaux, il ne sera plus question d’etre ou de jouer a etre “du coin”, mais plutot de se 
presenter comme un consommateur averti sur le marche mondial ou un acteur a part entiere de la 
modernite cosmopolite. (La Pradelle, 2000: 49)

From the anthropological perspective, the travel writer’s articulation o f these unstable, 

uncircumscribed urban spaces contributes to an understanding o f the social practices 

evolving within the cit}" on the levels o f the actual, the perceptual and the imaginar}'. 

Correspondingly, this analysis is concerned to show an evolution in the forms and 

imager}? used in the representation o f the cit}’ as it is organised by the travel journal. For 

our context, then, and to put the above statement another way, the spatial practices o f 

the urban travel writer can be thought of as instrumental in the formation o f identities, 

and dynamic in the creation o f meaning for the cit)\

This introduction outlines the premises conditioning the selection o f the works 

studied, the structure o f the thesis and the lines o f enquiry' taken here. The opening 

section is an attempt to show how the citj? has been instrumental as a space for the 

articulation of Western discourses of identity'. It sets out the theoretical frameworks that 

have informed critical understandings o f urban space and the cit)', and is the result o f 

asking the (somewhat naive, perhaps) question o f what a city is, and what the conditions o f 

its organisation depend upon. Despite the apparent simplicit}? o f the question, the aim 

here is to determine what it is that makes the urban experience different from 

experiences of any other o f the possible spaces that the traveller might encounter. Briefly, 

its answer points to the complexity? o f the metropolis’s semiotic networks o f meaning- 

making; xirban spaces are always concerned with the construction and management of 

signs, and therefore, the urban experience is inseparable from the numerous semiotic 

systems which combine to make what can be called ‘a city’ (see Harvey, 1985). The next
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section is concerned with the traveller’s exploration o f city space, or with how the spatial 

practices o f the traveller enter into dialogue witii the urban milieu. Here, the aim is to 

show how the traveller’s practice o f the city is essentially different from that o f the urban 

inhabitant. It explores how the imaginative geography o f the urban traveller’s perspective 

is constructed through the negotiation o f the city as a sign system, along with the 

evolution o f travel perspectives. Once again these sections are based on the simplest of 

questions: asking how the cit}" is creative o f positions from within which to read its 

spaces, how the traveller reads the space before h im /her and, finally, how all o f the 

above considerations combine to inform the writing o f the urban travel experience. In 

the final section o f the introduction I discuss some o f the questions that have been of 

concern to the emergent field o f travel studies. This section sets out what shall be 

vmderstood as ‘travel’ for the purposes o f this thesis, and names the reasons for the 

particular choice o f texts and these texts’ organisation along geographical, rather than 

chronological or authorial, lines. Finally, in the light o f the information presented in the 

introduction I wiU present the aims o f the project in more detailed terms than those 

outlined above.

PRODITCTNG T H E  C m ^

Spaco/Plaoe

To clarifs' the terminolog}^ used throughout this thesis it will be helpful to underline the 

difference between the terms city, space, place and site as they will be used here. Following 

the French historian and post-structuralist Michel de Certeau, a place or site shall be 

understood as somewhere that is geometrically circumscribed. Auge elucidates Certeau’s 

principle: ‘il s’agit de la ligne, de I’intersection des Ugnes et du point d’intersection’ (Auge, 

1992: 74). Thus place, in the context o f the cit}% can be considered remarkable for its 

architectural (planned) quality. Furthermore, place implies the singularit)^ o f identit^^ *La 

loi du ‘propre’ y regne,’ Certeau explains, ‘les elements consideres sont les uns a cote des 

autres, chacun situe en un endroit ‘propre’ et distinct qu’il defmit’ (Certeau, 1990,1: 173). 

In this sense place or site implies a configuration o f positions and a certain degree of 

stabiUt}'. O n the other hand, the term space includes considerations o f movement, ‘des 

vecteurs de direction, des quantites de vitesse et la variable de temps’ (Certeau, 1990, I:
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173). space is animated, defined by happenings and as such constitutes Teffet produit par 

les operations qui I’orientent, le circonstancient, le tem poralisent et I’am enent a 

fonctionner en unite polyvalente de programmes conflictuels ou de proximites 

contractuelles’ (Certeau, 1990, I: 173). Space implies the potentialities o f  processes which 

space undergoes as it is lived. As Certeau states, ‘E n  somme, I ’espace est un lieu pratiqu^ 

(Certeau, 1990, I; 173), and this is how the term  will be employed throughout this 

analysis. Finally, the term city will be used to  refer to the ‘whole’; the geographically 

definable place o f  the city, the conceptual entit\^ that is the ‘city’, and finally to the sum o f  

spatial practices — from  the ‘strategies’ o f  the technocrats, to the ‘tactics’ o f  the everj^day 

urban inhabitant to, crucially, space as it is practised by the urban traveller (Certeau, 1990, 

I: 57).

The City and Signs

The essential difference o f  the cit}̂  from  other forms o f  space and the reason for its 

attractiveness to the traveller are primarily based on  the inseparabilit}' o f  the cit}- from 

sign systems and semiotic processes involved in generating meaning. The cit)' is, from  the 

outset, a m ediated or a semiotic space. The complexit}^ o f  the cit}̂ ’s institutional, social 

and cultural networks can be seen as a condition for its existence. In  short, the city is 

never outside the processes o f  semiosis. In order for the cit}̂  to exist, som eone has had to 

la}" the stones for its construction; the reasons for its growth and design are always the 

result o f  an appropriation o f  space and time on the part o f  the indi\adual and societ^^ 

The urban theorist Spiro K osto f underlines the constructed and connotative nature o f  

the cit}':

The fact is that no city, however arbitrary its form may appear to us, can be said to be 
‘unplanned’. Beneath the strangest twist o f  lane or alley, behind the m ost fitfully bounded public 
place, lies an order beholden to prior occupation, to the features o f  the land, to long-established 
conventions o f  the social contract, to a string o f  compromises between individual rights and the 
common wiU. (Kostof, 1991: 52)

Thus, one cannot understand the cit}f simply as a concentrated population conglomerate. 

It always functions as an outgrow th o f  a system o f  values, an architecturally organised 

manifestadon o f  societies’ pow er structures and frameworks for signification within 

societies. To take the W estem  m odel o f  societal relations as an example, one observes 

that the developm ent o f  the city in the W est surpasses the organisational principles o f  the
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ancient metropolis, and later, those o f the medieval hamlet, borough or village. 

Concerning the latter, all spatial arrangements are based on the social concurrence o f its 

inhabitants, and are essentially the spatial products o f the communit}^’s connections 

rather than exterior mechanisms for the management o f a world o f strangers (Lofland, 

1985). The urban theorist Jean-Pierre Frey comments on the arrangement o f the 

aforementioned communities:

L’image de leur organisation d’ensemble etait facilement accessible a tous, leur regularite etant de 
I’ordre d’une topologie emblematique, schematique mais orchestrant, sans dissensions 
particulieres, la coordination des taches. (Frey, 2000: 106)

The dominant model for Western relations being capitalism, such consensus is 

redundant in a system operating according to the wider logic o f market forces. The 

emergence o f the middle class from the late Renaissance on meant that primitive capital 

gains were progressively invested in the legal appropriation of land and in industrial 

enterprise. As such, all symbolic strategies o f communication were annexed to the 

proliferation o f this power structure. These exterior mechanisms are intricately involved 

in the emergence o f an urban architecture and organisation for the cit}". The level of 

acti\-it\% the increasing diversit}' and densit}' o f the cit)'’s institutional life becomes 

explicitly entwined in the architectural configuration o f the urban landscape. Frey 

identifies the emergence o f a Western architecture with the progression o f capitalism:

L’architecture nait en Occident, a la Renaissance, au moment ou la viUe medievale voit son ordre 
consensuel disloque par le developpement d’une economic capitaliste qui va modifier la structure 
sociale et la place des groupes sociaux dans I’espace, surtout par les differences de rapports que 
chacun d’eux entretient avec la localisation de ses activites. (Frey, 2000: 106)

Thus, the singularity o f the architectural masterpiece (the medieval cathedral for example) 

passes from the hands o f the masons and carpenters o f the guilds to a group o f architects 

whose authority is based in the power o f an abstraction: the city plan.

The emergence o f architecture, as Frey understands it, is inseparable from the 

progressive emergence o f the humanist individual, the new social being for whom 

meaning lay in the rationalisation o f relations, and for whom a new geometric, 

methodical and totalising architecture was needed in order than he/she could 

understand, signifj' and thereby inhabit the world meaningfully (Frey, 2000: 109). In this 

sense, architecture is seen as the transcription o f a technocratic demand that sets in 

motion a system o f societal relations within the cit}'; architecture is a discursive
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mechanism. These spatial adjustments to the urban landscape are always evolving in 

progressive relation to changes in such demands. New edifices and the demolition or 

ruination o f old ones alter the spatial practices o f the inhabitant and the visitor aKke, 

albeit for different reasons and with differing consequences. Changes on the synchronic 

level can be seen to accumulate over time and thus to give the city its history or what one 

might term its diachronic order, contributing to the visual emergence o f the spatio- 

temporal urban structure (see Raymond, 1984).

City as Stracture; Pi'oc^sses of M eaning-M aking in  the Urban Environm ent

As mentioned above, the city can be thought o f as the total expression o f a societ)^ By 

the term ‘expression’ I wish to imply the reciprocity o f the socio-spatial relations that are 

at stake when analysing representations o f the urban landscape. The urban geographer 

Michel Lussault comments on the necessit}' o f understanding the cit}' as a dialectical, 

miiltidimensional space:

Le postulat du depart est que la ville doit etre pensee en tant qu’organisation systematique 
multidimensionnelk ou I’on retrouve, articulees et indissociables, toutes les dimensions de la societe, 
a savoir les dimensions temporeUe, sociale (le groupe des individus), individuelle (I’individu, en 
tant que plus petite unite complexe de la societe, et ses logiques), economique, politique, spatiale. 
L’espace y joue le role particuUer et eminent de rendre visibles les composants de cette organisation 
et les principes et modalites de leurs combinaisons. II convertit en signes sensibles, en formes, en 
structures, bref en agencements materiels — a la fois infinis dans le detail de leur facture et assez 
simples et Limites en nombre, consideres d’un point de \Tie general — et ideels — via les recits et les 
figures que mettent en scene les ideologies spatiales — I’ordre et les logiques de I’urbain. (Lussault, 
2000; 31)

From this perspective tlie cit}' can be understood as a mode o f production, constantly 

involved in the rearrangement o f its signif\"ing codes through societal agency, rather than 

as a single coherent entit)^ passively transformed by the passage o f time. Urban space, as 

Michel Foucault has recognised, ‘est fondamental dans toute forme de vie 

communautaire’ (Foucault [1982] 2001, II: 1101). Space can no longer be thought o f as 

fixed or immobile, rather its assemblage is dependent on certain spatial ‘practices’ or 

‘spatialisations’, which imply the mutualit)" o f theor}^ and practice. Foucault explains how 

it is impossible to delimit mental space from space as it is lived:

N ous ne vivons pas dans une sorte de vide, a I’interieur duquel on pourrait simer des individus et 
des choses. Nous ne \’ivons pas a I’interieur d’un vide qui se colorerait de differents
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chatoiements, nous vivons a I’interieur d’un ensemble de relations qui definissent des 
emplacements irreductibles les uns aux autres et absolument non superposables. (Foucault, [1984] 
2001, II: 1574)

In  o ther words, urban theory (the space o f  architects and planners, for example) does no t 

flow above the pragmatic, empirical space o f  the city in a detached m anner, nor can the 

inner life o f  the urban inhabitant be completely extracted from  the exterior space o f 

architects and planners. O ne is inextricable from  the other, and this has profound 

implications for the construction o f  meaning regarding identit}^ (individual and collective) 

and for the organisation o f  the urban world conditioning hum an existence within it.

The work o f  the sociologist H enri Lefebvre has been instrumental in establishing 

a theot}' o f  spatial practices, carving out a place within theory that considers the use and 

representation o f  space as key to the ongoing production o f  individual and collective 

identities. W ith particular attention paid to the urban context, Lefebvre rejects the idea 

that space is an ‘emptj^ container’ or ‘abstract category’, and conceives o f  space as an 

ontological operation. This implies a rejection o f the idea that space is entirely shaped by 

the singularity^ o f  authoritative agendas or that it operates as a mere background in the 

life o f  the individual. Spatial practice can be understood as fields where space, ideolog)' 

and representation intersect along both  the synchronic and diachronic axes to generate 

meanings. For an analysis concerned with the relation between the pragmatic practice o f  

travel in urban spaces and the representational practice o f  urban travel writing, 

Lefebvre’s notion o f  space and spatial practice is especially useful for its identification o f  

three key processes involved in the construction o f  m eaning in the urban environment. 

These processes include ‘Material spatial practices’ (experience), ‘Representations o f  

space’ (Perception) and ‘Spaces o f  Representation’ (Imagination). Lefebvre establishes a 

m odel o f  various ‘processes o f  assembly’, which centres analysis on the production o f  

space in pragmatic and continuist term s (Lefebvre, 1991: 31-33). The geographer David 

Harvey has summarised Lefebvre’s m odel o f  the spatial practices involved in the 

production o f  space in the form  o f  a grid, reproduced below, with examples relevant to 

this project inserted in bold text (Harvey, 1989: 262):
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A GRID OF SPATIAL PRACTICE

Accessibility <& 
Distanciation

Appropriation <& use 
of space

Domination control 
of space

M ateria l S patia l
P rac tices
(E x p e rien ce)

Flow o f  goods, money, 
people, power etc. 
(Travel)

Built environments, 
organization o f  social 
spaces
(street, technologies of 
transport)

State & administrative 
divisions o f space, 
zoning, policing, 
surveillance 
(planning)

R e p re se n ta tio n s  o f  
S pace  (P e rcep tio n )

Social, ps}'chological 
and phj'sical measures 
o f distance, mapmaking, 
social theories 
(ethnology, sociology)

Personal space, mental 
maps, SATTibolic 
representation o f  spaces 
(travel account)

Forbidden spaces, 
regional culture, 
nationalism, colonialism, 
hierarchies 
(social identities)

S paces o f
R ep re se n ta tio n
(Im a g in a tio n )

Forms o f mediatized 
spatial transaction 
(radio, t.v., film, 
photography), diffusion 
of ‘taste’.
Fashion (tourist 
information)

Street demonstrations, 
riots, places of popular 
spectacle (squares, 
streets, markets), 
iconography, graffiti

Organized spectacles, 
monuments, 
constructed spaces o f 
ritual, symbolic barriers 
(Itineraries)

As stated above, Lefebvre’s spatial theon^ reassesses the notion that the city can 

be considered solely in terms o f  a definable, controllable unit\% or as a site where 

detached technocratic ideologies shape realit}' at will. The grid illustrates an 

understanding o f  urban realit}' as a process o f  dialectical interaction between the 

variously m otivated spatial practices outlined above. Three m ajor categories define 

Lefebvre’s conception o f  the ways in which space is produced. The first o f  these, 

‘Material Spatial Practices’, can be thought o f  as pragmatic experience o f  space; the 

second categon^ ‘Representations o f  space’, is understood as space as it is perceived, and 

the final category, ‘Spaces o f  Representation’, refers to  space as it is imagined. W ithin 

each o f  the fields o f  experience, perception and the imagination three further dimensions 

are understood as instrumental to  the form ation o f  urban space. The first o f  these, 

‘Accessibility and Distanciation’, can be understood as the degree to which pragmatic 

space is accessible or inaccessible. The remaining two categories are concerned with the 

circulation o f  perceptions and ideas o f  space. The second dimension, ‘A ppropriation and 

use o f  space’, privileges the popular, individual or ever}’day uses o f  space, while the last 

dimension, ‘Dom ination and control o f  space’, dem onstrates the technocratic or 

institutional practice o f space. These various processes o f  assembly have been
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provocative in the fields o f geography and sociology and, as we shall see, have been 

im portant for the spatial theories o f Certeau as well as for Foucault’s theoretical 

archaeology o f power and discourse. My usage o f the term ‘spatial practices’ is derived 

from Lefebvre’s general theory o f space as a production but the discussion is guided also 

by the methodological tools which the more detailed model provides. Insofar as 

Lefebvre’s model tends broadly to distinguish professional or institutional practices such 

as planning from the spatial practices o f everyday life and from the symbolic meanings 

erected in spatial forms, it promotes an understanding o f the city as a space where 

pragmatic and symbolic boundaries are constantly shifting in relational response to the 

real, while conceptual interventions o f individuals and ever^^day life shift in response to 

dominant institutions. The idea o f ‘spatial practice’ then, enriches our analysis o f travel 

and travel writing as fields where xirban space, ideology^ and representation are implicated 

in the generation o f meaning and identit)^

The Figured

As shall be explored further in the next section, the urban traveller’s practice o f the cit}' is 

generally ordered in response to a series o f privileged nodes or sites. These are the places 

featured in the guidebook (for example, monuments and official buildings) that have a 

privileged status in terms o f the discourse o f tourism. Cities are compartmentalised 

networks o f official places, designed and planned with the effect o f consolidating a 

certain ideological point o f view, to produce what M. Christine Boyer terms the ‘figured’ 

cit}' (Boyer, 1995: 82). The figured city constitutes a network o f controlled conceptualised 

urban sites, as conceived by urban planners, architects and politicians and, for Boyer, 

encapsulates a notion o f the city composed as ‘a series o f carefially developed nodes 

generated from a set o f design niles or patterns’ (Bo)^er, 1995: 81). These sites are 

concerned with the regulation o f meaning in the urban landscape in that they seek to 

impose a hierarchical structure upon the citj% whereby certain o f the citj ’̂s places are 

privileged over others in discursive strategies that ensure cultural and/or political 

hegemony. They represent an architectural selection and an organised conceptual design 

that contribute towards what the urbanist Kevin Lynch calls the imageahilitj o f the city 

(Lynch, 1960). As the term suggests, imageahility is concerned with the potential for an 

urban space to be configured perceptually and thus remembered. The urban planner aims

32



IiitrodnctioTi

at making the environment visible by organising urban space in a clear, or diagrammatic, 

manner. These designer sites are essential to the subject’s feelings o f stabiUt}', as Lynch 

explains: ‘A good environmental image gives its possessor an important sense o f 

emotional security. He can establish a harmonious relationship between himself and the 

outside world’ (Lynch, 1960: 4). In this respect, imageahility is inseparable from how the 

subject understands his/her place in the outside world; the architectures and spatial 

arrangements o f the city are conceived o f as legible entities, not merely implicated in the 

physical structuring o f the city, but contributing to the production and assurance o f 

social meaning. The intrinsically humanist significance o f spatial design is further 

emphasised by L)^nch, who states that, ..] a distinctive and legible environment not only 

offers security but also heightens the potential depth and intensity of human experience’ 

(Lynch, 1960: 5) (my emphasis). The constitution of the object through its arrangement 

in terms o f an overall structure is thus what makes up the taxonomy o f the architectural 

sites o f the cit}̂ , allowing urban space to be read, to connote, and to establish meaningfiil 

correspondences between man and his environment. While Lynch is speaking here from 

the point o f \dew o f the urban planner, the conception of physical space in terms o f its 

legibilit)' is important to an understanding o f how imaginative geographies or meaningful 

communities are in their turn produced. In the light o f Foucault’s emphasis on the role 

o f language and classification systems in providing or indicating the underlying 

infrastructiires determining meaning for a particukr civilisation, the cit\" can be 

understood in terms o f its legibiUt)  ̂ and, by extension, its capacit}' as a semiotic 

framework codif\'ing ideologies and identities. For our purposes, the relevance o f 

considering the city as a collection o f legible nodes lies in its pertinence to the traveller, 

who as we shall see, often refers to the cit}' as a textual entit)% legible or illegible, with the 

urban encounter correspondingly resulting in vanning degrees o f pleasure, exotic fantasy 

or anxiet)^

Constnicting Cultural C'odes in  Architectiii’e

Since the end o f the nineteenth centur}% identification o f the constructed quality o f the 

ideological frameworks that provide meaning for mankind in society' has been the 

consistent problematic in the evolution o f discourses and methodologies within the 

human sciences. The role which actual constructions, or architecture, has in shaping and
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comm unicating ideologies has been o f im portance to  many critical theorists, for whom  

the work o f  Foucault has had a resounding influence. Foucault’s work is o f  relevance to 

an analysis o f  urban travel writing for the emphasis it places on the architectural 

m anifestation as a readable entity inserted within a dom inant pow er structure’s economy 

o f  the sign. T he construction o f  sites o f  legibility and their role in the consolidation o f 

ideologies o f  presiding authority is at the heart o f  Foucault’s concerns with regard to 

architecture. His w ork on  the ideological constitution o f  a public site builds on 

Lefebvre’s conception o f  space as a process, while developing fiirther how architecture 

and the institutional arrangements o f space are implicated in the emergence o f  a ‘site’, 

which can be understood to mean the establishment o f  one discursive ‘tru th ’ over 

another. From  this perspective, planning and architecture function to allow for the 

production o f  a conceptual order o f things; a topolog)^ shaping the meaning o f  the cit}" 

according to the hierarchical structure o f  its privileged fragments. Essential to  Foucault’s 

thought is the idea that these configured sites are exclusionary"; they are privileged to the 

detrim ent o f  o ther spaces within the cit}'. The figured cit}" symbolically excludes 

unplanned spaces w hose m eaning or function is no t easily discernable. The organisation 

o f  the urban landscape via the institutional control o f architecture is seen as crucial to the 

govemmentality o f  the city. T o govern, in this sense, is to  structure fields o f  meaning within 

the city, to control the semiotic and herm eneutic possibilities organising the field o f 

physical and conceptual action o f others in societ}". As analysed by Foucault, a 

particularly evocative example o f  this social logic o f  order and control is that o f  the 

seventeenth-centuT}" cit}" and the authoritarian practices that ordered urban space in times 

o f  plague. The measures enforced by the authorities at periods o f  infestation severely 

limited the m ovem ent o f  the cit}"’s inhabitants and travellers alike, essentially placing 

people in quarantine w ithin their homes. Foucault explains how this city is m onopolised 

by the signs o f  government:

La ville pestiferee, toute traversee de hierarchic, de surveillance, de regard, d’ecriture, la viUe 
immobiHsee dans le fonctionnement d’un pouvoir extensif qui porte de fagon distincte sur tous 
les corps individuels — c’est I’utopie de la cite parfaitement gouvernee. (Foucault, 1975; 232)

The historian sees these systems o f  quarantine as illustrative o f  the utopian dreams o f  any 

authorit}", a dream  based ultimately on that authorit}"’s abilit}" to regulate the movements 

o f  its inhabitants to  the highest degree possible. In  this context, the plague can be 

conceived as a m otif for the organisational principle o f  any disciplinary power; a m om ent
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o f severe crisis that provides justification (all the more powerful for its being based in 

Nature) for the erection o f controlling measures conditioning the spatial practices o f the 

subject so that these become aligned with the discourses o f the dominant. From the 

nineteenth centur}- onwards, this ‘quadriUage disciplinaire’ (Foucault, 1975: 232) is made 

manifest architecturally by buildings such as psychiatric homes, establishments of 

supervised education and hospitals, the penitentiary^ and correction facilities. The latter, 

notably, is a site where, in certain cases, the panopticon^ replaces the physical presence of 

the prison guard so that an architecture o f surveillance keeps the prisoner ia check 

through the real and imagined threat o f his permanent visibility.^ These architectural sites 

are identified by Foucault as instrumental in grounding normative discourses, and in the 

erection of binary  ̂ dualisms according to which power consolidates itself; thus society is 

architecturally divided into ‘fou/non-fou; dangereux/inoffensif; normal/anorm al’ 

(Foucault, 1975: 232). ‘La \ ^ e  creee’ (Kostof, 1991: 43) or figured cit\  ̂ as ordered by 

governing bodies is, therefore, the source o f an authoritative social logic that produces 

modes of human categorisation, categorisations that manifest themselves spatially in both 

material and immaterial ways. For instance, conditions Hke zoning and house prices 

relative to location consolidate material differences in social class, while self-image, 

accent and notions o f belonging to one class rather than another are some o f the less 

visible results of spatial positioning. These di\dsions are seen as crucial in the creation of 

schematic characterisations, whereby the indi\adual becomes ‘I’habitant symbolique’ 

(Foucault, 1975: 232), or a sign with a designated position within the overall semiotic 

structure o f the cit}^

But the ways in which the cit}̂  directs the cultural practices o f its inhabitants need 

not always be as consciously directed as it is in the case o f an authoritarian government 

strateg}^ Auge, in his book Un ethnobgue dans le metro (1986), points out that even the most

 ̂ The panopticon was an architectural construction o f  incarceration, as conceived by English philosopher 
Jerem}' Bentham. Briefly, the structure was organised so that the prison guard could survey each cell 
w ithout being seen. Its organisation is somewhat similar to the star-shaped design structuring the 
boulevards o f Paris. The design, conceived by Haussmann, was pardy a political architectural response to 
the 1848 revolution in which the popular classes barricaded the city' to protest against the bourgeois 
monarch Louis Philippe. The idea was that these vast boulevards would facilitate the entry o f troops into 
the more rebellious quarters o f  Paris. Operating in similar manner to forms o f  Panopticon visibilit)% the 
ideologies o f  a dominant authorit)' shape the structure o f  the entire cit)'.
 ̂ Foucault sees the technologies o f  discipline embodied by the panopticon as illustrative o f the nineteenth- 

century^’s break away from darkness as something to be feared towards the fear o f  exposure. He 
summarises this psycho-social tendency in a com parison o f  the dungeon and the panopticon, ‘En somme 
on inverse le principe du cachot; ou plutot de ses trois fonctions — enfermer, priver de lurmere et cacher — 
on ne garde que la premiere et on supprime les deux autres. La pleine lumiere et le regard d’un surveillant 
captent mieux que I’ombre, qui finalement protegeait. La visibilite est un piege’ (Foucault, 1975: 233-34). 
The panopticon is shown to be expressive o f  a new kind o f  violence within societ}', that o f  the invisible, 
but aU-seeing, eye.
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quotidian o f  architectural structures — the pubUc transport system — enmeshes the urban 

individual in ritual codes o f  conduct and m nem onic symbolism that structure Hves and, 

to a greater or lesser degree, control the m ovem ents o f  any individual;

Sur la toile de fond du metro nos acrobaties individuelles semblent ainsi participer de fa^on 
heureusement apaisante au sort de tous, a la loi du genre humain que resument quelques Heux 
communs et symbolise un etrange lieu public — enchevetrement de parcours dont quelques 
prohibitions explicites (‘defense de fumer’, ‘passage tnterdit’) accentuent le caractere coUectif et 
regie.

II est done bien clair que si chacun ‘vit sa vie’ dans le metro, celle-ci ne peut se vivre dans 
une Hberte totale, non pas simplement parce que nulle Hberte ne saurait se vivre totalement en 
societe, mais plus precisement parce que le caractere code et ordonne de la circulation 
metropolitaine impose a tout un chacun des comportements dont H ne saurait s’ecarter qu’en 
s’exposant a etre sanctionne, soit par la puissance pubUque, soit par le desaveu plus ou moins 
efficace des autres usagers. (Auge, 1986: 52-53)

All o f  this goes to  show that the physical sites o f  the city are crucial to  the erection o f 

systems o f  value and hierarchies o f  meaning within the urban xaniverse and, to a greater 

or lesser extent, function as mechanisms o f  power instrum ental in the production o f 

spatial strategies o f  control so that dom inant discursive operations ensuring coherence 

and cultxiral hegemony are maintained. Architecttire functions to delimit the boundaries 

o f  possible interpretations o f  the self and others, as well as to direct the collective 

herm eneutic o f  a culture towards accepting the prevalence o f  a certain discoxirse or 

reality over another. Certeau elaborates on the analog}^ between architectural practice and 

language:

[L]’espace geometrique des urbanistes et des architectes semble valoir comme le ‘sens propre’ 
construit par les grammairiens et les Unguistes en vue de disposer d’un niveau normal et normatif 
auquel referer les derives du ‘figure’. (Certeau, 1990,1: 152)

In this way architecture perform s the same function as that o f  a standard grammar, 

providing the structural elements as well as the regulations for the construction o f  sites 

o f  conventionalised meaning.

Rationalised surfaces present the world as a coherent entit}^ cutting o ff the 

arbitrar\^ and the plurality o f  hum an experience so as to streamline reality in accordance 

with a conceptual schema, and, as with a standard grammar, this normative function is 

crucial in guaranteeing the transmission o f  m eaning within societ}\ It consists in ‘la 

rationalisation du discours savant’ (Certeau, 1990, I: 134). As expression, architecture 

implies the organisation o f  that society’s various elements within an overall structure; the 

city can be seen as the configuration and categorisation o f  a societ)^’s parts according to  a
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logic that is dom inant in a specific place and time. The historian Carlo G inzburg points 

out the anthropological universalit}^ o f  this constructed order: ‘Every society feels the 

need to  distinguish its essential elements; bu t the way this need is approached varies with 

time and place’ (Ginzburg, 1990: 119). Structure, categorisation, or the rationalisation o f  

space and time by a societ}^ is imperative for the creation o f  networks o f  signification 

that guarantee meaning for relations within that societ}\ From  the urban planner’s 

perspective, to  practice urban space is equivalent to practising a discursive strategy" and to 

prioritising one ideological ‘tru th ’ over another.

While Foucault’s analysis o f  disciplinary? architecture is an attem pt to understand 

the developm ent o f  power structures in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the 

w ork o f  the philosopher Gilles Deleuze extends Foucault’s approach to the twentieth 

and twent)?-first centuries. In his essay Post-saiptum sur les societes de controk (1990) Deleuze 

term s the social groups studied by Foucault ‘des societes disciplinaires’ that ‘procedent a 

I’organisation des grands milieux d ’enferm em ent’ (Deleuze, 1990a: 240) where the prison 

provides the analogical m odel for the State’s architectural manifestation o f  its pow er over 

com peting ideologies. For Deleuze, discourses o f  power no longer exert their influence 

through such carceral structures. Deleuze argues that, since the advent o f  the twentieth 

centun^ W estern m an has entered into the age o f  ‘les socUUs de controk'. The concept o f  a 

society o f  ‘control’, borrow ed from  the author William Burroughs, relates also to  the 

w ork o f  Paul VirOio, who identifies the presence o f technologies o f ‘free-floating control’ 

as a replacem ent o f  the system o f  closed disciplinar}? structures. M ore concretely, the 

factory has been replaced by the corporation; wages are no longer fixed in equilibrium 

with the terms o f  production, in fact wages are insufficient for survival and one m ust 

‘earn one’s Uving’ literally through a merit-based (arbitrary') structure based upon a system 

o f  bonuses. Thus the corporation imposes a m odulation upon each salary? and in doing 

so forces the worker to conform  to the ideological whim o f  the company (manifest 

through com petition, contest and group sessions) in order to receive pay’m ent. Deleuze 

also sees signs o f  this modulating meritocracy within the system o f  continuous 

assessment initiated by the national education system. ‘D ans le regime des ecolei this results 

in ‘I’introduction de T’entreprise’ a tous les niveaux de scolarite’ (Deleuze, 1990a: 247). 

Deleuze sums up the difference between these strategies o f  organisation (enclosure 

versus control) in terms o f  their relative concreteness:
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Les enfermements sont des mouks, des moulages distincts, mais les controles sont une modulation, 
comme un moulage auto-deformant qui changerait continument, d’un instant a I’autre, ou 
comme un tamis dont les maiUes changeraient d’un point a un autre’. (Deleuze, 1990a: 242)

T he architectures o f  control are essentially intangible and therefore, somewhat 

paradoxically, m ore pervasive; they consist in the conception and construction o f  the city 

as an undulating site o f  networks; the cit)  ̂ as facilitator o f  circulation. This shift, from  

tangible confinem ent to  the om nipresent evanescence o f  control, finds its ultimate 

expression in the replacem ent o f  the gold standard, guarantor o f  m onetary value, with 

the stock market, where m oney is only ephemerally manifest as credit and subject to 

stock holders whose whims establish its value. This is also nam ed in terms o f  a shift from  

an industrial to  a post-industrial m ode o f  urban organisation.

A nother example o f  this shift, that preoccupies the w ork o f  both  Deleu2e and 

Virilio, is the abilit}  ̂ o f  contemporar}^ architectural technologies to  regulate the tem poral 

realit}" o f  contem porary environm ents. In  the m odern city, time can be thought o f  in 

term s o f  tem poral rhjlJim  regulated in conjunction with the developm ent o f  systems o f 

transport, hours o f  business and the developm ent o f  machines allowing the citizen to go 

fiirther faster. The physical acceleration o f  urban life is radical in its alteration o f  spatio- 

tem poral perception, as the ratio o f  time taken to  distance covered is profoundly 

distorted and, likewise, this acceleration radicalises psychological and physical 

expectations with regard to accessibilit}^ and distanciation. This distortion can be thought 

in terms o f  the relationship o f  the body to the space it travels in. Perceptually, space as it 

is experienced through technologies o f  travel radically differs from  an ‘organic’ or stable 

experience o f  the cit\^ In the form er case, the environm ent is highly controlled and the 

body verjf restricted in its m ovem ents, while the medium o f  transport is usually m oving 

at considerable speed (at least at a rate beyond what is possible for the hum an body).

 ̂The work o f the architect and theorist Paul Virilio has been demonstrative of the radical effects that new, 
post-industrial forms of spatial practice have on the alteration of time. In the urban context, one obvious 
example of this alteration is the effect that technologies of transport have had upon the temporal structure 
of cit)’ Ufe. With the evolution o f high-speed trains, trams, the expansion of rail and road networks 
amongst others, the ratio of distance covered to time taken has been profoundly readjusted. In different 
ways, these readjustments alter the expectations of both the inhabitant and the visitor with regard to the 
conventions o f the pace of ever\?day life within the cit}". The inhabitant anticipates the ‘normal’ length of 
time a journey should take with respect to the functioning o f the infrastructures of the urban transport 
system. Improvements or dis-improvements in the working of the system continually alter his/her 
temporal and spatial realit}'. With regard to the traveller, the process is as fundamental to urban practice but 
for somewhat different reasons. The traveller, coming from one spatial condition (home) to another (the 
foreign cit)') is in a position o f comparison, the foreign transport and the structure of time are altered in 
relation to another ‘grotand’. The temporal condition of the traveller is explored in more detail below under 
the section ‘Differentiating Human Agencj' within the City: Traveller versus Inhabitant’.
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The disengagement o f the body from the space it moves in has been likened to an 

abstraction; the disappearance o f man from his environment and his abstention to a 

space o f pure thought. In Virilio’s opinion this physical abstraction has profound 

consequences for man’s knowledge (physical as well as spiritual) o f an exterior world and 

his own sense o f self within that world. ‘[L]e developpement des hautes vitesses,’ 

according to Virilio, ‘aboutirait a la disparition de la conscience en tant que perception 

directe des phenomenes qui nous renseignent sur notre propre existence’ (\%iUo, 1980: 

117). Such a perspective evidences a certain nostalgia for the notion o f an ‘organic’ 

physical connection with space where the body physically endures traveUing from one 

point to another. In the context o f this assessment o f architecture’s role in the 

reinforcement o f capitalist logic, the replacement o f real boundaries with virtual networks 

o f restraint can be thought o f in semiotic terms as the gradual loosening o f the sign from 

its referential object. The sign is no longer grounded in relation to an actual object, what 

could be termed ‘reaUt}'’; instead, the signifier becomes meaningful only through its 

relation with other signifiers. Speed (spatially and temporally) reduces realit\^ to signs; to 

speak in post-modern terms, realit}" becomes simulation. As we shall see in the 

conclusion o f this thesis, for writers such as Jean BaudriUard and Roland Barthes these 

strategies o f control and the circulation o f the signifier are crucial to the experience and 

interpretation o f cities such as Tok}'o and Los Angeles as productions o f the free-floating 

signifier.

The Everyday — From ‘la ville ci-eee’ to TJving Space

In realit)', the domineering structure o f the figured cit}' is under constant stress from 

forces that fall outside its frame o f reference. The value systems o f the powerful are in 

persistent renegotiation with the spatial practices o f what Lefebvre and Certeau have 

termed the ‘even^day’ or the ‘lived’ cit\". While conceptually the cit}" may be rendered as a 

diagrammatic whole by cit}'-planners and architects, this relatively stable and controllable 

abstraction is in constant dialogue with the practices o f la ville spontanee\ the ‘chance- 

grown’ or ‘geo-morphic’ spaces o f quotidian Ufe (Kostof, 1991; 43). Concerned to open a 

space o f analysis to challenge Foucault’s analysis o f coercive spatial practices, Certeau 

asks: ‘Mais a ces appareils producteurs d ’un espace disciplinaire quelles pratiques de I’espace 

correspondent, du cote ou Ton joue (avec) la discipline?’ (Certeau, 1990, I: 143).
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Certeau identifies three critical operations at work in rendering the city as a 

conceptual space, and thereby appropriates Foucault’s analysis o f  the developm ent o f  

discursive space so as to  lay the terrain for his own critique. These three points identify 

the criteria for the creation o f  la ville creee. The first o f  these is ‘la production d’un espace 

propre' (Certeau, 1990, I: 143): or the rationalising o f  space through the elimination o f  any 

physical, m ental or political ‘pollutants’ that would com prom ise its coherency. Secondly, 

‘la substitution d ’un non-temps, ou d ’un systeme synchronique, aux resistances 

insaisissables et tetues des traditions’ (Certeau, 1990, I; 143). The opacity o f  the past and 

any future uncertainty is flattened out so that the city can seem impervious to  historj% a 

schematic whole always making sense and eternally transparent to the present. Finally, 

the last stage in the creation o f  the ideal conceptual ‘city’ is ‘la creation d’un sujet universel 

et anonyme qui est la viUe m em e’ (Certeau, 1990, I: 143). Here, actions formally 

attributed to  various individuals or groups becom e attributable to a global, invisible 

entit}^: ‘the Cit)^’. This, essentially, is the allegorical Cit}% a single agent to  which aU action 

within the real city can be attributed. For contemporaries, this conceptual cit}" is seen as 

the product o f  modernit}% the geometric ideal that produces and is produced by 

functionalist technocratic designs for urban life, which, finally, mythologise and simpUf}  ̂

urban space by ridding the city o f  its details, reducing it to allegorical skeleton (see Attali, 

2001).

However, these strategies for managing the city as a neat, conceptual package are 

in perpetual tension with other spatial practices that do not ‘fit’ this overall plan. The 

fallacy o f the plan as a unifying, synchronising tool has also been disputed by architects. 

The architect Aldo Rossi argues that hum an intervention (which he refers to as 

‘artefacts’) m ust be considered in conjunction with urban design if the form ation o f  the 

cit}' is to be understood:

The principles of architecture are unique and immutable; but the responses to different questions 
as they occur in actual simations, human situations, constantly vary. On the one hand, therefore, 
is the rationality of architecture; on the other, the life of the works themselves. When an 
architecture at a particular moment begins to constitute new urban artefacts which are not 
responsive to the actual situation of the city, it necessarily does so on the level of aesthetics; and 
its results inevitably tend to correspond historically to reformist or revolutionary movements’. 
(Rossi, 1982: 116)

The architect’s statem ent is significant here for its recognition o f  the primacy o f  time as a 

disruptive force in the ville creee. ‘La spatialisation du discours savant’ (Certeau, 1990, I: 

134) is essentially a mythologising strategy on the part o f  the dom inant, a ruse to make
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one ideology seem ‘natural’, true, and in order that this myth be consolidated it is 

necessary to simplify history in terms o f  this discursive ruse. Certeau writes o f  this 

‘mutation m odeme du temps en espace controlable,’ saying that, ‘incessamment, 

I’ecriture scientifique, constitution d’un lieu propre, ramene le temps, ce fugitif, a la 

normaUte d’un systeme observable et lisible’ (Certeau, 1990, I: 134). Sites such as official 

monuments and museums are obvious examples o f  this. However, the re-inscription o f  

time into the spatialised framework o f  the cit\' asserts the importance o f  a diachronic axis 

in the production o f  urban space, temporalising whatever conceptual or structural shape 

the city takes and placing this structure in dialogue with moments o f  historic importance, 

thereby further inscribing potential change into the city’s future. In this manner, the 

causality behind the structure is unveiled, the selection o f  its components exposed as an 

exclusionary system o f  relations. Re-inscribing time to urban space shows that there were 

(and still are) always other potential schemas for the citj ’̂s arrangement in the present; 

time dispels the myth o f  inevitabilit^^ In order to discover the conditions and 

complexities o f  spatial production, it is therefore necessary' ‘to rediscover time (and in the 

first place the time o f  production) in and through space’ (Lefebvre, 1991: 91). Time is 

thus presented in terms o f  human agen(̂ . indi\aduals and institutions are involved in the 

creation o f  urban spaces as much as urban space is implicated in the creation o f  the

* NXTiile I have chosen to interpret Lefeb\’re’s concern with time as the need to emphasise the importance 
of cultural contexts for the production of space, Helen Liggett rightly points out that, although it is ‘the 
least promising’ (Liggett, 1995: 255-256) there is another way o f understanding Lefebvxe’s desire to 
‘rediscover time’. This imderstanding presupposes that there is some underhung truth behind spatial 
structure, and that this truth has been masked or hidden from cultural consciousness by various means, 
including representations of space. This approach tends to idealise certain historical spatial patterns. The 
urbanist Fran9oise Choay develops this interpretation of Lefebvre. In her early work, Choay talks in terms 
of ‘pure’ socio-spatial structures, of which non-Western or so called primitive societies are taken to be the 
most illustrative. Using the example o f the Bororo village studied by the anthropologist Le\'i-Strauss, 
Choay defines this spatial structure as ‘pure’, observing that, here, spatial practices and spaces of 
representation are united — or, as David Scott observes, in primitive societies there appears to be no gap 
between the sign and the real (Scott, 2005; 6-7). Choay writes: ‘In a word, it [the structure of the village] 
involves and determines the totalit)' of behaviour; the constructed system is saturated with meaning’ 
(Choay, 1969: 28). Contemporarj- cities, by contrast, are ĥ -brid systems whose decline is being stayed by 
ever more complex supplements to the structure, such as traffic codes and graphic signs. '̂ ■Tiile Choay 
gives a wonderful analj'sis of such contemporan- supplements, this overly structuralist frame o f analysis 
that pits ‘pure’ against hybrid systems repeats the limited interpretation o f Lefebvre as someone concerned 
merely with exposing the dominance of abstraction within the modern cit\’. This interpretation posits that 
there is somehow a more ‘real’ somewhere underneath it aU. However, this approach prevents the 
application of spatial theon’ as a mode concerned with analysing the ongoing developments in spatial 
practices. ‘Interpreting Lefeb\Te in modernist terms — that is, as interested in the restoration of truth,’ as 
Liggett points out, ‘does honor one aspect o f his work, but it devalues the way in which he challenges 
spatiolog}' to develop appropriate theories to iUuminate contemporary processes of assembly. Using time 
to recall and restore the congruences o f a world in place represented b}' the medieval cathedral would be to 
re-impose the very categories o f abstract philosophy that are the foundations of representations of space 
Lefebwe sees as constructing destructive contemporary- space’ (Liggett, 1995: 256).
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identities o f the above; space is in continuous production. The time implicated here is 

neither linear nor progressive, but nor does it dispel engagement with either the 

technocratic, arranged time o f urban life as organised by grander structures. Rather 

Certeau (like Lefebvre before him) posits a conception o f the city that acknowledges 

spatial practices which are not necessarily traceable, quantifiable or rational but kinetic 

and chaotically energetic.

These actions, or ‘tactiques’ as Certeau terms them, modify the conceptual cit}' by 

the introduction o f ‘pratiques urbaines’ (Certeau, 1990, I: 142). Examples o f these 

activities include walking the streets o f the cit}% shopping, eating, drinking, cooking and, 

importandy for our context, writing: activities born o f impulse, non-direction and 

individual, non-rational routine. While the larger structural forces o f govemmentality 

seek to present the city as a coherent whole, a tactic ‘ouvre des absences dans le 

continuum spatial,’ according to Certeau, ‘et n’en retient que des morceaux choisis, voire 

des reliques’ (Certeau, 1990, I: 153). In this respect, the quotidian actions o f people 

contribute to the fragmentation o f the ‘conceptual’ schema o f the figured cit\^ Where 

technocratic design fabricates the m n h  o f the cit}' via the simplification o f that space, 

these day-to-day practices augment the city’s densit}^ amplifying the detail o f the urban 

space through countiess practices that ensure tlie continuit}^ o f everyday Ufe. At the same 

time, this conscious or unconscious undermining o f the regulated discursive sites of the 

cit}̂  creates holes (‘des trous’ (Certeau, 1990,1: 154)) in the coherency o f the urban fabric 

as conceived by its architects and planners. When one recognises the significance o f these 

everyday or random elements, another dimension is added to the ‘City’, rendering it less 

quantifiable in rational, statistical terms. Along with telling the official stor)' of a 

civilisation, the cit}' becomes the place o f untold stories, o f forgetting, o f memories not 

commemorated in histor}' books, ‘un recit bricole avec des elements tires de dits 

communs, une histoire allusive et fragmentaire dont les trous s’emboitent sur les 

pratiques sociales qu’elle symboHse’ (Certeau, 1990, I: 154). Walking through the streets 

o f the cit}̂ , eating, talking, buying, smoking, all spatial practices that are not re

presentable in their instantaneity, transform the urban scene, layering and perforating the 

coherent and analytical meanings o f official urban discourse, making the urban encounter
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the m ost highly complex o f  any semiotic experience.^ Transecting the architectiiral order 

o f  the fixed cit\% the spaces o f  everyday action are, Certeau argues:

Developpees et insinuees dans les reseaux de la surveillance, combinees selon des tactiques 
iUisibles mais stables au point de constituer des regulations quotidiennes et des creativites 
subreptices que cachent seulement les dispositifs et les discours, aujourd’hui, affoles, de 
I’organisation observatrice. (Certeau, 1990,1: 145-46)

T o a certain degree, Certeau’s interest in the micro-levels o f  indigenous life can 

be likened to the approach o f  the ethnographer who focuses on the study o f  customs, 

beliefs and social Ufe in the observation o f  a (normally aUen) culture. Here, rather than 

concentrate on so-called primitive societies in order to better understand m an’s 

anthropological constitution, through the study o f  the everj^day, one m ight arrive at an 

‘anthropologie de la surmxodemite’ (Auge, 1992).

From  the point o f  view o f  a study on urban travel and travel writing, this 

everyday dimension is valuable in that it reinstates the im portance o f  these m inor 

practices for engendering the spatial dynamics o f  the urban universe. This quotidian 

discourse’s emphasis on the unquantifiable allows for a consideration o f  the travel writer, 

no t merely as reproducing the established discourses o f  the cit\  ̂ but as an active, 

indi\ndual agent implicated in the ongoing production o f  imaginative geographies o f  the 

urban. Certeau creates a critical space where it becomes possible to conceive o f  travel in 

term s o f  a dialectics between circumscribed, discursive routes and other, less quantifiable 

practices, where the ‘site’ is perhaps abandoned or its status underm ined by the traveller’s 

presence. The ‘everyday’, when thought o f  in terms o f  a rhetorical m odel for the 

approach o f  the critic to the text, thus emphasises the spontaneous and the unknown, 

and becomes especially useful in the analysis o f  later travel texts (particularly that o f 

Simone de Beauvoir and Georges Perec) where the writer underlines h is/h e r awareness 

o f  the spaces beyond historical discourse to  acknowledge the instances or traces 

impossible to  describe. O ne o f  the m ajor attractions o f  the city for the travel writer is 

that it is a space where the problem atic nature o f  the real/sym bolic relation, and the 

infinite and constructed mobility o f  the signif\'ing process, are in constant evidence. 

U nderstood as a spatial production, the city thus enters into dialogue with the hum an 

agents practising its space. In the following section I investigate the various spatial

9
Certeau advances graffiti’s transient dynamism as perhaps the most fitting form o f illustration for these 

spatial gestures (Certeau, 1990: 154). A contemporary' illustration o f the power o f  graffiti to  challenge the 
cit\'’s officially demarcated spaces is the work o f  the graffiti artist Banksy. See Banksy (2006).
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practices o f the traveller and outline some preHminar}^ lines o f enquir}^ that shall inform 

the subsequent chapters o f this thesis.

Ti-a,veiling Tlie Cit}*: Tlie Spatial Pi'at t̂ices of the Ti-avel Writer

The only thing that is radical is space m  don’t know how to inhabit 
Lebbeus W oods (cited in Alison et al., 2007: 7)

Differentiating Human Agencies within the Cit>': Traveller vei’sus Inhabitant

To practise space is to express a certain relationship with the outside world. Moreover, as 

Maurice Merleau-Pont}’ recognised, being cannot be separated from this relationship with 

space; to be is to be situated in dialectical relationship with the world:

Ainsi comme tout etre concevable se rapporte directement ou indirectement au monde pergu, et 
comme le monde pergu n’est saisi qua par I’orientation, nous ne pouvons dissocier I’etre de I’etre 
oriente [...] (Merleau-Ponty, [1945] 2001: 293)

The establishment o f meaning in the en\^onm ent is the result o f a mutual process 

between the observer and the cit\^scape. The latter, as Foucault recognised, is suggestive 

o f distinctions and relations, directing its interpretation via forms that are discursively 

charged. The observer, on the other hand, with great variability and depending on 

personal interest and intention, selects, organises and interprets what he/she sees. 

Meaning is thus formed and organised through the consistent interaction o f the observer 

and the urban milieu (Lynch, 1960: 6). This leads us to consider some generic points o f 

differentiation between the modes o f interaction o f the traveller and those o f the urban 

dweller, which prove important for distinguishing the specificities o f urban travel as 

spatial practice.

Questions o f what it means to inhabit a space have been o f primary concern to 

architects, planners and urban theorists since the beginning o f the twentieth century and 

it has been mainly from this perspective that questions o f urban spatial practice have
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been approached critically.*^ This thesis is, in some small part, an attem pt to readdress 

this balance by privileging the traveller’s interpretive strategies for reading and writing the 

urban world. Travel can be opposed to  dwelling as a basis for understanding some 

essential features o f  tlie form er as a spatial operation. It wiU be helpful here to outUnc 

some o f  the generic practices o f  the urban inhabitant as a means to foreground some 

elementary points o f  distinction with the traveller’s contrasting responses to urban order 

and to  distinguish criteria contributing to  the construction o f  the traveller’s imaginative 

geography o f  the urban world.

The Inhabitant

The m ost obvious difference, perhaps, between those who travel and those w ho dwell is 

the contrasting relationship both  have to lio m e’. U nderstood in the m ost basic sense as a 

place where one lives perm anendy, the traveller can be said to leave hom e when he /she  

travels to the foreign city, while the inhabitant o f  the city has some form  o f  abode there. 

H om e functions symbolically too, however, as a space where the self finds definition 

through its surroundings. As Henr}’ D a\ad Thoreau writes in Walden (1854),

I sometimes dream of...one room, a vast, rude, substantial primitive hall without ceiling or 
plastering... a house which you have got into when you have opened the outside door, and the 
ceremony is over, (cited in Bayley, 2006: 10)

H ere the house fimctions as a space for contemplative seclusion from  the outside world, 

an insular refuge from  societ)" and its ritualised defmitions o f  the individual in relation to 

collective categories for meaning. This is the house functioning as ‘hom e’, where ‘hom e’ 

is a space for the existence o f  the self in a pure state, beyond the prescriptive codes of 

the social order. A dopting a phenom enological poetics for his analysis o f  the home, 

Bachelard describes it as a site where m an achieves self-integration:

There have been a vast num ber of studies in relation to the question o f  inhabiting the cit}'. Su^estions 
below are limited, and many works in fields such as economics, engineering or planning fall outside the 
critical range o f this thesis. For an anthropological approach the following works have proved useful: Auge 
(1986), Auge (1992), Hannerz (1983) and Lepoutre (1997). Within the field o f sociolog}', see Castels 
(1977), Grafmeyer (1994), Certeau (1990) and Lefeb\T:e ([1974] 1999). For works on urban dwelling, 
Damisch (1996), Laborit (1971), Lamizet (2002), Perec (1974), Sansot (1996), Suerle (2001) and Bachelard 
([1957] 2001). For architectural works on the habitadon o f  tirban space, see Gropius (1995), Lynch (196C), 
Lofland (1985) and Hundertwasser (1999).
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[L]a maison est notre coin du monde. EUe est — on I’a souvent dit — notre premier univers. EUe 
est vraiment un cosmos [...]. Ainsi la maison ne se vit pas seulement au jour le jour, sur le fil 
d ’une histoire, dans le recit de notre histoire. Par les songes, les diverses demeures de notre vie se 
compenetrent et gardent les tresors des jours anciens [...]. Les souvenirs du monde exterieur 
n’auront jamais la meme tonalite que les souvenirs de la maison. [...] La maison, dans la vie de 
I’homme, evince des contingences, elle multipHe ses conseils de condnuite. Sans eUe, I’homme 
serait un etre disperse. (Bachelard, [1957] 2001: 24-26)

Bachelard conceives o f  the hom e as a centre, and as fundam ental for establishing a sense 

o f  connection between the intimate world o f  the self and the outside world, providing a 

po in t o f  control, a stable measxire from  which all o ther experience is derived. Dwelling in 

the cit}% the hom e, as a site o f  perm anence provides the inhabitant with a stable 

environm ent, a background from  which the self can be projected and understood in a 

relation o f  stability to the environm ent." Following the w ork o f  M artin Heidegger, a 

further symbolic dimension can be added to  the W estern conception o f  dwelling. For 

Heidegger, dwelling is concerned with finding an authentic state o f  dasein, or being: an 

existence that can reveal the true state o f  the world. From  this perspective, architecture 

should necessarily be concerned with the act o f  dwelling as a spiritual state, a poetics o f  

living rather than m ere functionaHt}". Heidegger argues that alienation within 

contemporar}' societ}- is produced by the separation o f  thought and spirit, a condition 

epitomised by the rationalist prixoleging o f  technology and calculative thinking 

(Heidegger, [1971] 2005: 98). It is clear from this philosophy that to dwell in the city 

engenders imaginative geographies that are often linked to nostalgia at the shifts in 

dom estic life that the capitalist cit}" demands, bu t also to  the idea o f  a central, stable 

position from  which the w orld can be interpreted and meaningfully lived in.

Qualitatively, we can dissociate the inhabitant’s spatial consciousness from  that o f  

the traveller, this dissociation having considerable im portance for outlining a generalised 

psychology o f  the im pact that urban stirroimdings have on the traveller and the 

inhabitant respectively. T o  dwell in a particular environm ent is to practise that 

environm ent in term s o f  a set o f  conceptual (and physical) limits that serve to stabilise 

the territory within which the dweller belongs. To dwell is to produce, from  within, an 

identity that is in a consistent relationship with societ\^ This is no t to  say that dwelling 

should be entirely distinguished from  m oving in the general sense. Pierre Sansot raises

"  The notion o f  home, with the sjTnbolic stabilit)' and integration implied by this word is not 
unproblematic for contemporary' writers on the cit}’. Jean-Francois Lyotard, writing o f  the domus as a space 
o f  communit}’, ‘repeated domestication’, and collective memor\% sees the development o f  the megalopolis 
as a negation o f  such domestic rhjTlims. These issues shall be explored further in the chapter ‘W andering 
Geometry’. See Lyotard (1998).
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the question asking, ‘Are we sure that m oving is the opposite o f  dwelling?’, and goes on 

to  answer, explaining:

It is now possible to move beyond this opposition — at least in certain circumstances. Dwelling is 
above all developing habits to such an extent that the outside becomes a shell for the individual 
and the inner space that I am. That is why, in a certain way, people can claim to inhabit a certain 
bus route from when they start travelling on it every day. (Sansot, 1998: 173)

M ore generally, for the inhabitant the entire city can function as hom e; through

repetition and familiarity the metropolis operates as a place serving to  stabilise that
12person’s identity and position within society as a whole. As Lynch points out, through 

regular contact with the urban object, a repertoire o f  knowledge is constructed that 

creates an image and an order o f  the city for the inhabitant: ‘There may be litde in the 

real object,’ Lynch says, ‘that is ordered or remarkable, and yet its m ental picture has 

gained identity and organization through long familiarirŷ ’ (Lynch, 1960: 6). The practices 

o f  ever\'day Hfe produce meaning within the environm ent through routine and repetition; 

the rituals organising Ufe on a day-to-day basis forming the identit}' o f  the practitioner, 

while simultaneously producing an interpretive vision (amongst a multitude o f  possible 

others) o f  the cit}f. Dwelling, to a large extent, naturalises the values o f  the societ}' within 

which one lives and lends coherency to the environment. And, to naturalise the codes o f 

meaning production is to practise semiosis somewhat unconsciously. This is n o t to imply 

that the urban dweller is unaware o f  the organisation and constructed nature o f  h is/her 

environm ent, but there is greater degree o f  semiotic awareness inherent in the travel 

experience, for the travel encounter is an encounter with the signs o f  difference. The citj  ̂

dweller practises urban space with relative ease because h e /sh e  practises meaning from, 

as it were, the inside; within the paradigms o f  dwelling, meaning can be seen to  contain a 

degree o f  transparency that is absent (often deliberately so) for the traveller approaching 

frameworks o f  habit and regularit}' from  without.

In addition to having an integrated space in which to dwell, the motivations 

behind the inhabitant’s spatial practices o f  the cit)  ̂ are very often at odds with those o f 

the traveller. These motivations engender different meanings through the alternative 

m anipulation o f  time and consciousness so that the inhabitant and the traveller 

experience the same spaces using generally different interpretive codes. From  a

Although, it must be pointed out that the concept o f  Tiome’ as a stable entit}' has become increasingly 
problematic throughout the course o f  the twentieth centur)% and its disintegration continues to concern 
theorists and artists alike.

47



Iiitrodnction

quantitative perspective, then, the space-time o f the inhabitant’s urban world is organised 

in accordance with the necessities o f even^day life. For example, the inhabitant’s universe 

takes form and is functionally focused within urban spaces concerned with getting to and 

from work, the work environment itself, the rituals o f going to school, the trip to the 

supermarket and places for leisure. There are of course numerous variations on this 

depending on the needs and purposes o f the indi\ndual (they may be vinemployed, work 

at home, be homeless, be single, be elderly), but in each case certain urban spaces wiU 

resonate on a habitual level for the person (sometimes to the point where the space is no 

longer remarked upon and engagement with it takes place in an automatic fashion). 

These everyday practices tend to localise urban space in the mind o f the inhabitant. The 

ritual and routine o f everyday life is therefore crucial to the organisation o f the city into 

personalised categories, which can be seen as supplements to the more official 

demarcations o f the quartier̂  district, or neighbourhood (Lynch, 1960). Thus, depending 

on the person, these personal localities wiU be more or less restrictive and reductive o f 

the city; a commuter, for example, wiU have a much wider locality than someone who 

lives and works in the same neighbourhood. The extent o f this territory will also 

influence the inhabitant’s depth o f knowledge with regard to his/her localit}-; a commuter 

win experience a large proportion o f it through the medium of public transport, whereby 

the space beyond the automobile’s or train’s interior is experienced on a more superficial 

level than someone who lives and works in that same space. For the commuter, the 

spaces o f the train or automobile are parts o f their localised spatial experience and, 

correspondingly, the particialar qualities and conditions o f those spaces are instrumental 

in the commuter’s construction o f meaning within the environment.

It is not hard to understand why technocratic agencies such as planning bodies 

and architects have been traditionally concerned to order urban space with the inhabitant 

in mind. The production o f the cit}̂  as a liveable space has been the preoccupation of 

political and sociological organisations since the industrialisation o f the metropolis in the 

nineteenth centur\' provoked concerns for the very survival o f its inhabitants.*^ It must 

be noted however that consideration o f the traveller has become increasingly pressing 

with regard to contemporary urban design.

Perhaps the most famous o f  the humanitarian pamphlets addressing the particular problems associated 
with the capitalist cit)' and the urban dweller is Friedrich Engels’s The Condition o f the Working Classes in 
England { [ \ U ^  1993).
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Travel and the Ti’aveller

If  understanding what it means to inhabit a space is relatively quantifiable, recent 

scholarship has highlighted the difficult)^ o f the term ‘travel’ and proved hesitant in 

deciding when exacdy one becomes a ‘traveller’. The question o f what travel is and, just 

as importandy, what travel isn V, reveals a concern for academic definition (Buzard, 2005: 

43-61). Some engagement with these important questions can yield useful directional 

results in the analysis o f urban travel as an alternative practice o f urban space. One o f the 

main motivations for placing disciplinary boundaries on the term travel originates with the 

explosion in academia o f areas o f research such as ‘Cultural Studies’ and ‘New 

Historicism’, ‘characterised,’ as James M. Buzard sees it, ‘by a studied avoidance of 

explicit disciplinary^ claims’ (Buzard, 2005: 46-47). The debate is ongoing and too 

expansive to be considered in its entirety here as its issues themselves are worthy o f a 

thesis wherein the wider implications and critical dimensions o f the arguments might be 

explored com prehensively .T he problematic o f travel studies as a critical discipline shall 

be discussed more fully below in relation to what this thesis hopes to contribute to the 

field. Addressed here are questions o f relevance to establishing a preliminary' set o f 

paradigms for interpreting the traveller’s response to the urban environment.

Asking what it means to travel, Buzard highlights certain key questions that need 

to be addressed if one is not to enter the field o f travel studies naively. Most 

fundamentally he asks, ‘[...] what is this ‘travel’ we study? How do we know when 

someone is ‘traveling’?’ (Buzard, 2005: 43). This question is o f relevance to a thesis 

examining travel writers’ dialectic translation o f the citŷ  to text in that it underlines the 

extent to which exclusion becomes necessary? if one is to identify?, let alone answer, the 

questions that are of greatest concern to the analysis undertaken here. The first o f these 

is raised in relation to the inhabitant and his/her experience o f the city?. Is it enough to 

equate travel with movement? If  one understands travel in this way, then even the daily 

commute o f the urban dweller must be taken into consideration. However, while this use 

of the term travel may be o f some use to sociologists, ethnologists and urbanists 

interested in the constitution o f routine and ritual within the urban dweller’s every?day

This debate extends to the question o f  travel, problems o f  definition and interpretation regarding travel 
writing, travel literature, travel journal, etc., and importandy the determination o f  critical boundaries for the 
field o f  Travel Studies as an academic sphere o f  research. Some o f  the issues o f  relevance to my own thesis 
are discussed above. For further reading, the m ost notable amongst scholars engaged in this debate in 
terms o f  academic implications are Jan Borm, James M. Buzard, Mar}’ Baine Campbell, Joan Pau Rubies, 
and Tim Youngs. The works consulted here are listed in the references as they appear in the text, other o f  
the works relevant to this thesis have been cited in the bibliography.
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life, it is not o f direct relevance to an analysis o f travel writing. As outlined above, the 

general ontology o f communng is importandy linked to familiarity and repetition; if 

commuting is o f relevance to our discussion, it is so from the perspective o f the outsider 

who is interpreting and textually translating his/her observations for reading by a public 

unacquainted or less acquainted with the ritual. However, this point o f comparison does 

lead us to the first distinction contributing to a differential framework within which the 

texts under discussion can be justified and approached: the idea o f de-familiarisation.

Primary to the act o f dwelling is a large degree o f familiarity with one’s 

siirroundings. Contrastively, therefore, at its m ost basic, the definition o f travel can be 

seen to exclude contact with things familiar.*^ The notion o f the ‘everyday’, as 

understood by Certeau and Lefebvre, tends to exclude the experience o f travellers, who 

deliberately place themselves outside the range o f the quotidian. This exclusion is not 

unproblematic. As stated above, the traveller often includes accounts o f daily life within 

his/her writing — the daily practices o f the inhabitant are often o f acute interest to the 

outsider and this has lead critics to identif}' an important ethnological dimension in travel 

writing. Furthermore, in today’s extensively mediatised world the great ‘Unknown’ is now 

virtually unknown, with the result that the strange is never without some degree o f 

familiarit}'. However, the notion o f ‘de-familiarisation’ proves useful as a critical basis 

from which discourses o f urban travel can be discussed. We note, first o f all, that the 

term has been associated with travel beyond travel as the act o f placing physical distance 

between oneself and one’s homeland. Georges Van Den Abbeele has studied the various 

uses o f spatial metaphor in describing thought-worlds and states that, ‘to call an existing 

order (whether epistemological, aesthetic, or political) into question by placing oneself 

‘outside’ that order, by taking ‘a critical distance’ from it, is implicitly to invoke the 

metaphor o f unconventional thought as travel’ (Abbeele, 1992: xiii). Correspondingly, 

physical movement has long been ascribed to the development o f a critical consciousness 

in relation to one’s own societ}'̂ , and this shaU be analysed here through specific case 

studies. However, the metaphorical use o f the term ‘travel’ proves too broad a concept if 

this study is to retain its focus and to delimit the corpus taken into consideration. With 

an appreciation for the poetic value o f Robyn Davidson’s assertion that ‘the metaphor o f 

the journey is embedded in the very way in which we conceive o f life — a movement

Although, as we shall see in relation to traditional oppositions o f the traveller/tourist, in today’s media- 
saturated world some degree o f  famiUarit)' with one’s destination is practically inescapable. The prior 
existence o f the cit}' as a set o f  signs, before any real encounter, raises the question o f whether realit)' exists 
independently o f  its signs, indeed whether a ‘transparent’ reaUt)' exists at all. This is a question that shall be 
addressed more specifically in relation to  the later travel writings o f the twentieth century.
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from birth to death, from this world to the next, from ignorance to wisdom’ (Davidson, 

2000: 4), I will have to agree with Tim Youngs when he comments on this statement, 

arguing that ‘to extend travel metaphorically to any and every life event, and to the nation 

itself, is to dematerialise travel and to make o f it a huge and empty metaphor’ (Youngs, 

2004: 179).

For the purposes o f this analysis the term ‘de-familiarisation’ has been restricted 

and considered in relation to an actual encounter with the foreign city as objective reality. 

Such a limitation will serve to direct the study towards physical encounters with the city 

in order to explore the ideological and aesthetic implications o f urban form as perceived 

by the French foreigner. Experiencing the city on a day-to-day basis, the inhabitant gains 

a certain intimacy with his/her environment. Familiarity, whether conscious or 

unconscious, is largely gained through repetition, constituting what Auge has termed the 

rituals o f the contemporary' city or spatial practices that construct meaning through the 

mechanisms o f constant confirmation and with the passing o f time (Auge, 1986: 30 ff). 

The absence o f this t}’pe o f reflexive knowledge is one o f the most significant 

associations for a concept o f what is means to travel. More than mobility across space, a 

qualification for thinking travel might lie in travel’s qualit}' as an intellectual approach to 

the outside world. To travel might be said to demand a consciousness o f the act and, 

therefore, one cannot travel without an understanding o f the act as a departure from everyday 

life. We might propose that the degree to which travel can be thought o f as a radical act 

lies in the extent to which it proposes dimensions for experience that de-familiarise the 

world.

The reasons for the lack o f familiarit}' that the ever\^day brings may seem 

ob\aous, but these elements’ importance in the construction o f the traveller’s urban 

universe makes their discussion o f relevance here. The first o f these reasons is temporal: 

normally, the traveller has only a limited period o f time within which to experience the 

cit}' and, therefore, does not have time to build a relationship with the city whereby 

familiarity would in some senses naturalise the urban space.’̂  Having an exact arrival and 

departure date is significant in that, firstly, it necessitates the reduction o f the amount o f 

space that can be covered in the time frame allowed. The condensation o f time leads to 

the fragmentation o f the urban milieu. While the inhabitant’s experience o f the city is 

also fragmented (with certain sites being frequented more than others as per the

Although, as we shall see in the case o f Jules Valles in London, the emigre experiences time in the city in 
a different way to the traditional traveller, which, along with other factors, results in an alternative set o f  
paradigms for urban practice.
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requirements and ideologies o f daily living) the motivations engendering fragmentation 

o f the city for the traveller are founded on different criteria. These motivations vary 

depending on the tj'pe o f traveller one is dealing with, and the extent to which these 

spatial practices might be considered radical Ues in the level o f de-familiarisation involved 

in the dialectic between the space and the traveller.

A reduction o f the temporal complexity o f urban experience is achieved through 

place selection: a confined number o f key sites that one must visit in order to have 

experienced the essentials o f the cit}  ̂ This reduction forms the ideological basis at the 

heart of the urban travel industry whose function it is to ‘sum up’ the whole o f the city. 

Through this simplification, the city is boiled down to its ‘essentials’, categorised 

according to a guidebook hierarchy o f ‘sites’ or monuments. The second consequence o f 

temporal restriction is that as there is less time to become accustomed to the 

surroundings: the traveller, due to his/her attempt to come to terms with the foreign 

space, is more attentive to that space. In this sense, the reduction in the amount o f time 

available to the traveller leads to a heightened level of consciousness and a continual state 

o f interpretation. This may be the first and last time that the traveller (and this was 

certainly the case in the nineteendi centur\^) will visit the cit}'. Thus limited time, or the 

‘window’ that frames the travel experience, tends to magnifj’ the significance o f the 

encounter. This heightened awareness o f the environment means that the potential for 

the urban space to communicate, for its signs to become explicit, is also increased. Thus, 

the fiinctionaUt)^ o f space is almost always accompanied by an appreciation o f its position 

within the symbolic order. The reason for this heightened awareness o f the city’s 

symbolic order is often that, initially, the urban space presents problems o f legibility. Its 

signs o f difference therefore demand interpretive engagement if the traveller is to ‘make 

sense’ o f his/her environment. The foreign urban space is under constant scrutiny, being 

interpreted, its meaning being worked out ‘righdy’ or ‘wrongly’ according to the 

frameworks governing the traveller’s models for making sense o f the world. The 

consciousness o f the city as an encounter with signs is heightened for, the traveller, as an 

‘in-betweener’ (Borm, 2000), is alive to the differences between their own daily existence 

at home and this new spatio-temporal experience o f the foreign city. And the traveller 

who attempts, not without difficult}^ in today’s globalised world, to remove the familiar 

from his/her range o f experience indicates how travel might constitute a radical gesture 

in the constitution o f identities. Correspondingly, when the familiar is deliberately 

retained (as it is by tourism), the experience o f the cit}' poses less o f a challenge to one’s
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sense of self. In aU cases, however, the fact of contact with the foreign becomes a 

performative element in the construction of identities and knowledge of the cit}\ The 

spatial and temporal reductions of the travel experience serve to materially frame the city 

along lines that differ fundamentally from those of the inhabitant and are thus 

instrumental in fashioning alternative interpretive positions for the traveller.

Reading the City: Ontologies of Ti’avel

While it may be true that the pragmatics of travel are important factors in determining 

the spatial practice of the traveller, the choices of the traveller with regard to the tools, 

itineraries and time span for the journey exist within a framework of cultural norms; 

modes determining what it means to travel and defining categories that serve to identif}̂  

the type of traveller one is. These cultural models are creative of an ‘ontolog\^ of travel’ 

according to which travelling itself is understood, and whose paradigms direct the 

experience and interpretation of the urban universe to a greater or lesser degree (Urbain, 

2000: 144). This ontologj' can be considered as a consciousness on the part of the 

traveller as to the significance of his/her experience in the cit\% and its subsequent 

representation in the travel journal. It is largely based upon a network of signs that are 

loaded with meaning and offer degrees of interpretive access to the foreign urban space. 

The criteria for the establishment of categorical hierarchies determining the value of the 

travel experience constitute the anthropological structure of travel’s imaginarj  ̂as it exists 

within the home ctilture and as it informs the traveller’s psycholog}\ These motivations 

can be understood as conditioning the interpretation of where and how one finds oneself 

in the metropolitan world.

As stated above, the interpretive position of the traveller is conditional upon the 

conventions of the travel experience. FoUowing this, this section shall explore the notion 

of a spatial practice proper to the traveller and the shaping of a relationship with the cit)  ̂

It must be stated that, while each writer under discussion throughout the thesis has their 

subjective approach to the citĵ  and a position that shall be considered more fully within 

each chapter we can stiU identify certain generic spatial practices of the traveller that add 

a further layer of agency to the processes at work in the production of discursive 

continuums within urban space.
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Whereabouts in the city the traveller finds him /herself and why are important to 

an analysis that seeks to explicate certain discourses contributing to the production o f an 

imaginative urban geography. The traveller’s choice o f itinerary is an indication o f the 

personal motivation behind a particular hermeneutic response to the urban environment, 

and may perhaps be considered important to an understanding o f the historical landscape 

o f material and discursive conditions within which the urban traveller is operating. It can 

be noted, therefore, that the most traditional distinction, that of tourist/traveller (most 

commonly expressed in terms o f the inculcated tourist and the ‘authentic’, intrepid 

traveller), while providing a convenient binary opposition for traditional criticism and 

travel writers themselves, should not be seen as unproblematic. One set o f codes informs 

the other and the two have dialectically shaped modes for approaching foreign space. 

Commenting on this division in a footnote to their essay, ‘\^arieties o f Nostalgia in 

Contemporary Travel Writing’, Patrick Holland and Graham Huggan assert that ‘the 

distinction is, at best, specious, although ironically it still proves useful for a tourist 

industry that takes full advantage o f such nostalgic travel myths’ (HoUand and Huggan, 

2004; 139).

This serves to illustrate that, as regards a categorisation o f traveller-t)^es, one 

must recognise that such a schema can never be considered definitive; there will always 

be some degree o f cross-over between motivations and practices. Nevertheless, if one 

examines the hermeneutic, or interpretive, modalities informing the traveller’s concepts 

o f what the act o f travel means to h is/her identity, it can be seen that these categories are 

useful to the extent that they are instrumental in conditioning the dominant interpretive 

strateg}" o f the person’s urban experience. It will be helpful, therefore, to delimit some of 

the divisions along whose lines the generic idea o f an ‘elsewhere’ is approached by the 

traveller. These categories have been developed within the field o f criticism by those 

working in travel studies and have been elucidated here in view o f their relevance for an 

analysis o f the urban traveller-t)'pe. The categories have been selected with the intention 

o f clarifying the main motivations behind travel and the interpretation o f urban space. 

They have been developed along four major Hnes, ‘the pilgrini’, the educationalist’, ‘the 

tourist’, and ‘the nomad’, although, as we shall see, these variants overlap and mutate 

within the writings o f many o f the travellers studied throughout the course o f the thesis.
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The Pilgrim

There are two semantic strands defining the word ‘pilgrimage’ that are helpful to a 

critique o f  urban travel. The first states that a pilgrimage constitutes ‘a journey to a shrine 

or sacred place as an act o f  devotion, in order to acquire spiritual merit or as a penance’.’  ̂

The second defines it as ‘a long journey or search undertaken for sentimental reasons, 

out o f  duty, as a process o f  self-discovery etc.’ (Penguin Dictionary, 2004). The 

importance o f  the figure o f  the pilgrim for the history o f  Western travel has been noted 

by William H. Sherman, who comments that ‘the pilgrimage was the dominant medieval 

framework for long-distance, non-utilitarian travel’ (Sherman, 2002: 24). Regarding the 

pilgrim, the first great city that springs to mind is Jerusalem, whose popularity as a 

destination for the Latin West grew after the fall o f  Rome in the 4* Century' A.D. For the 

pilgrim the reaUt}' o f  the cit}" fades into the background, experience o f  the present 

mattering less than contact with a semiotic sphere having its basis (in the case o f  

Christianit}') in the Jesus Christ narrative.’* Jan Eisner and Joan-Pau Rubies point out that

In  effect, the H oly  L and  becam e an im aginative geography in w hich  pilgrim s cou ld  ro am  th ro u g h  
th e  w orld  o f  scrip ture in th ree d im ensions, as it w ere, w ith  every site testifying to  the  tru th  o f  the 
tex t and recalling a Biblical tag o r quo ta tion . (E isner and  Rubies, 1999: 17)

It is in this sense that Jerusalem became a topo-graphy, where even the most desultory 

object could operate as a marker o f  previous presence — a literal landmark.’® The 

pilgrim’s experience o f  the cit\' becomes equivalent to a performance o f  a text, which in 

the case o f the early Christians was o f  course the Bible. For the pilgrim, the journey 

guaranteed the literalness o f  the events o f  this text, and pilgrimage constituted the

'̂’The Penguin Dictionary, London: Penguin Books, 2004.
An example o f  this transformative semiotic in the religious imagination can be found in the text o f a 

Bordeaux pilgrim. Known as the Itinterarium Burdigalense, in this extract what would probably have 
constituted a simple, functional well for the Roman inhabitant becomes an indexical marker, a geographical 
testimony o f  Biblical significance. The pilgrim writes: ‘A mile from here (Nit Gerizim) is the place called 
Sj'char, where the Samaritan woman went down to draw water, at the ver\' place where Jacob dug the well, 
and our Lord Jesus spoke with her. Some plane trees are there, planted by Jacob, and there is a bath which 
takes water from this well.’ Cited in Eisner and Rubies (1999: 16).

From  the 4* century onwards the cult o f  relics and saints was encouraged to  make pilgrimage m ore 
locally feasible. O n a sjTnbolic level, remains o f the saints or tokens pertaining to Christ’s life functioned 
on a similar plane to the sacred geography o f  the Holy Cit)', lending authenticit)- via His tangible presence. 
Narratives grew up locally, Christ’s sacred authority’ being confirmed by the higher clerg}’ and thus giving 
the allure o f a direct link to the spiritual world. O n a commercial level the exalt o f  relics was an early 
forerunner o f the souvenir industry'. Pilgrims were concerned, therefore, to visit these sites in order to gain 
speedier passage to Heaven but also to purchase some evidence o f their visit. Shop-owners, hoteliers and 
ship owners aU benefited from the pilgrim’s need to possess an object, a sign o f presence at the site. See 
H opper (2002).
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constant reaffirmation o f the textual sign’s attachm ent to the object. Scott’s reference to 

this process o f  semiological enactm ent in relation to so-called primitive societies provides 

an analogy here. Scott states: ‘the semiological project o f  primitive societies [...] is 

essentially one o f  repeatedly re-assigning the sign to its object in a sacred bond  and thus 

maintaining a stable environm ent for meaning’ (Scott, 2004: 9). This ritual o f  re

inscription that tied geography to a sacred text was creative o f  a literalness that was to 

m ark Christian religion throughout the medieval and early m odem  periods, and its 

demise can be traced to the onslaught o f  doubt, which alternative tru th  models 

insinuated between the sacred bond o f  sign and object. M ore im portandy for this study, 

this literalness is an approach to the cit}̂  that is symbolically transform ative; space 

practised as it relates to a sign confers upon space a pow er beyond that o f  the everj'day 

and lends itself, as Foucault has observed, to the constitution o f  the world in terms o f  ‘un 

ensemble hierarchise de Heux’ (Foucault, [1984] 2001: 1572). The sacred semiotic 

attached to  Jerusalem  was determinative o f  epistemologies and actions within W estern 

civilisation for centuries; medieval crusades were intimately inform ed by w hat is 

essentially a conceptual geography, a geography which continues to inform  foreign policy 

in contemporar}’ W estem  politics.^® In the general sense, pilgrimage is less about ‘putting 

the world on paper’ (Sherman, 2002: 17) than it is about an imagination, perception and, 

ultimately, perform ance o f  the world as sign.

The consequences o f  the medieval pilgrimage, as well as being instrum ental in 

shaping early nineteenth-centtirj' itineraries, m ost evident for example in Chateaubriand’s 

Itineraire de Paris a Jerusalem (1811),^’ also engendered a world vision that inform ed later 

interpretations o f  the urban landscape (analysed in chapter 1 in relation to  Jules Janin). 

Foucault explains this m indset as a way o f  seeing the world which

...supposait toujours des signes qui lui etaient anterieurs: de sorte que la connaissance se logeait 
tout entiere dans la beance d’un signe decouvert ou affirme ou secretement transmis. EUe pa 
divination] avait pour tache de relever un langage prealable reparti par Dieu dans le monde; c’est 
en ce sens que par une implication essendeUe elle devinait, et elle devinait du divin (Foucault, 
1966 ; 73).

2° Pilgrimage was crucial in establishing Jerusalem as the literal and allegorical centre o f the Judaeo- 
Chnstian world. This obsession for a centre is e\’ident in the religious cartography' emanating from the 
teaching o f  the Christian fathers. They introduced a map with a sjTnboUc T-O structure ordering the world 
according to three divisions, with Asia taking the top half o f  the circle, and Europe and Africa occupying 
the lower quarters. Jerusalem was placed at the centre o f the map. This cartographic design entered into 
frequent use from the eleventh centur)' onwards, consolidating Jerusalem’s empirical status as centre o f  the 
world. The citj' was essentiall)' the meeting-point o f historical identit)', geographical locus and intangible 
sacred. And, as a pilgrim, the medieval traveller could recognise in the urban site the sacred signs o f  the 
evangelical order and historical design. See D. French (1992).

For a stimulating analysis o f  this work with respect to Chateaubriand’s semiological encounter with the 
Judean desert, see David Scott’s chapter ‘Signs in the desert’ in Scott (2004: 137-60).
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As shall be examined in the conclusion o f  this thesis, this notion o f  a pre-established 

language, lost since the Fall, engenders the West’s obsession with the ‘centre’ as a locus 

o f  knowledge, a site where the sign corresponds transparently with the objective world. 

Western philosophy has always yearned for the sign that confers meaning to aU others — 

the mythical ‘transcendental signifier’ — that in turn corresponds to an unalienable anchor 

— the transcendental signified. Until the Renaissance, the Bible and Jerusalem functioned 

in such a manner; that Jerusalem proved (at different historical points) to be unattainable 

served to reinforce this yearning as well as the idea o f  the city as possessor o f  ultimate 

‘Truth’. The epistemological doubt which successive philosophers and alternative 

theological perspectives cast on this truth model has become the story o f  Western 

identity since the Reformation, and its effect has been the creation o f  an omnipresent 

feeling o f  nostalgia distinguishable in Western travel writing since this period (cf. Scott, 

2004: 1-15). From the point o f  view o f  the pilgrim, the centre o f  civilisation is always 

elsewhere.^^ In more contemporar}^ terms, this nostalgia can be identified in the critical 

reaction to the coUapse o f the ‘grand narratives’ o f  the Enlightenment in an age o f  

capitalist consumerism, and is an important feature in ‘post-modern’ travel writing such 

as Jean Baudrillard’s. In contemporar}^ terms, this nostalgic xirge for a stable relationship 

between signs and their objects so as to make the world transparent and somehow more 

‘true’, suggests a reactionary' urge against the forces o f  ‘progress’ and modernisation that 

are seen to jeopardise the heterogeneity and/or authenticity o f  the world’s cultural 

diversity (Holland and Huggan, 2004: 139).

It is not siorprising, then, that the crusades developed from pilgrimage as a way o f  controlling the centre 
o f  the Christian universe. The tension between the militaristic and religious bents o f the Christian mindset 
was overcome on the first crusade o f  1095 bv Pope Urban’s specification that it was a collective pilgrimage 
(albeit one addressed to the armed knights o f  Christendom). After Saladin’s re-conquest o f Jerusalem in 
1187, the Christians’ consistent failures to recapture the cit)' led to the formation o f  the idea o f  the centre 
as an unattainable ideal. The loss o f  the Hoi)- Cit)' to the Muslim infidel produced a crisis in the West 
which expressed itself in terms of moral doubt: if  Saladin had managed to depose the rightful inheritors o f  
the cit)', then it was due to the Christian’s moral degradation subsequent to his initial success. Up to this 
point the clear superiorit}’ o f  Muslim civilisation in terms o f  worldly cultural sophistication had never 
posed a threat to Christianit)"’s spirimal authorit}'. This negative contact with the O ther is amongst the first 
documented doubt that can be detected with regard to the in\Tilnerabiiit}' o f Christian morals. William o f 
Tyre (1130-86), Latin historian o f  the Crusades, framed his reflections on Saladin’s conquest with a 
terminology' explicit in placing the blame on the decline in Western moraUt}’: Tn the place o f our parents,’ 
wntes William, ‘who were religious men and fearful o f G od, have been born the sons o f perdition [...] it is 
only according to justice and their sins that the Lord, as if provoked to anger, withdraws his Grace. These 
men are the men o f  the current century', and especially from the orient. An\'one who attempted to  trace 
their habits with a diligent pen, or rather to  portray the monstrosit}' o f  their vices would succtimb under 
the immensity' o f the material and would turn to  satire rather than persist in the writing o f history’, William 
o f  Tyre, Chronicon XXI, 7 (cited in Eisner and Rubies, 1999: 25-26). For material on the crusades, a volume 
that has proved useful is Peters (1998).
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The Educationalist

From the late seventeenth century onwards, the secularisation o f  knowledge and the 

influence o f  empiricism changed the emphasis and motivation behind travel. The 

widespread importance o f  John Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690) 

revised theological concepts o f  hxaman knowledge and marked a crucial point in the 

development o f  critical epistemolog}' through the promotion o f  the idea o f  the human 

mind as a ‘blank slate’, and the conception that aU knowledge is produced from the 

‘impressions’ o f  the five senses. ‘If knowledge is rooted in experience and nowhere else,’ 

Buzard points out, ‘travel instantly gains in importance and desirabiUty’ (Buzard, 2002: 

37). Empiricist concerns displaced book learning as the dominant mode for gaining 

information and understanding about the world, and thus, seeing and experience were 

invested with authority as forms o f  learning.^  ̂ This made travel ‘something like an 

obligation for the person conscientious about developing the mind and accumxilating 

knowledge’ (FusseU, 1987: 129). Travel with a view to ‘knowledge gathering’ was o f  

course important for the development o f  other disciplines within the hximan sciences, 

m ost notably geography, the natural sciences and ethnography. It is important to outline 

how a value was attached to travel through the perception o f  it as necessary to the 

education o f  young aristocrats and a burgeoning middle class (ver)' often the only people 

who could afford to travel prior to the mid-nineteenth centur\'), and thus how travel

This constituted a development in travel practice, which was now (amongst other things) motivated by a 
desire to acquire an empirical education. Humanism, while it encouraged travel and favoured reason and 
empirical evidence as paths to  truth, still largely took the authorit}' o f  its truths from textual sources. 
Indeed, its m otto adfontos or ‘to the sources’ prom oted the consultation o f  old manuscripts o f the Ancients 
as a new (or rather an old) set o f  paradigms through which secular meaning could be imparted to the 
world. In order to read these ancient texts it became necessary- to travel, and man}' scholars across Etarope 
made their way to the libraries o f  monasteries housing the genuine works o f philosophers and scientists o f 
ancient Greece and Rome.
Htomanism was also enormously influential in the development o f  an architectural model o f  the cit}' during 
the Renaissance. Explored further in chapter 2 as a contrastive model to the geometric idealism o f  New 
York’s grid system. Renaissance Humanism placed man at the centre o f  the universe, and thus the physical 
proportions o f  the hum an body, fitting as they did into a circle, became the holistic model for urban 
design. This corporal dimension o f  the cit}’ continues into the nineteenth century. With the specialisation 
o f the natural sciences and the development o f  modern biolog}' a new terminolog}' enters architectural 
language o f the tirban landscape. Thus, the use o f  ‘artere’ to describe a ‘voie de com munication’, (either a 
river route or a ‘rue im portante d ’une ville’) enters the French language in 1831. Developments in 
contem poran' architecture also show a concern for the inclusion o f  ‘organic’ structures into urban design, 
m ost notable are the floating body-based structures favoured by architect Michele Saee (1956), while the 
work o f  Lebbeus W oods is based on the premise that a cit}’, like a human being, has memories which, no 
m atter how unpleasant, make it w hat it is. W oods’ ‘High House’ development in post-war Sarajevo (1994 — 
ongoing) was conceived as a humanist intervention to help heal the ‘scabs’ and ‘scars’ resulting from the 
trauma o f  war.
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secured its importance in the constitution o f what it meant to be ‘civilised’; a notion 

alternately productive o f discourses o f violent imperialistic superiority and a countering 

sense o f profound doubt and insecurity in relation to other cultures. '̂*

Most important for the development o f approaches to travel that continue to 

have considerable influence in the modalities o f travel o f our period is the establishment 

o f le grand tour}^ In the late seventeenth century and up until about the 1850s, this round 

trip o f Europe was undertaken by ‘a substantial upper class with enough money and 

leisure to travel’ (Withey, [1997] 1998: 7). Buzard states that, ‘The Grand Tour was, from 

start to finish, an ideological exercise’ (Buzard, 2002: 38). While the itinerary shifted over 

the centuries (most notably from the period 1790-1815 during the Napoleonic Wars on 

the Continent) cities figured gready in the Grand Tour. From Paris one might travel to 

Geneva, mo\ong across the Alps as quickly as possible to Turin or Milan, proceeding 

down to Florence (where one usually stayed for some months) and then on to Rome and 

Venice or vice versa. The Tourist could venture as far as Naples. The return journey 

usually consisted o f visits to Strasbourg, the German university towns, Berlin and 

Amsterdam. In its most reduced form the Tovir consisted o f visits to Rome, Florence 

and Venice, these urban centres being seen as essential to the education o f the upper and 

middle-class gentleman and gendewoman.^'' It is not surprising that the cit}̂ , as the space 

epitomising civilisation, was an essential stop in the pedagogical itineraries o f the elite 

classes. Originally, the ancient Greek word for ‘urban’ ‘aesteoii signified ‘end’ or ‘spiritual’, 

its weight as an element o f social classification becoming clear when one considers that 

the word for ‘rural’ translates as ‘uncouth’ or ‘crude’ (Sennett, [1994] 2002: 36). Several 

approaches to the cit}̂  have their origins in the intentions behind the Grand Tour. The 

first is intimately connected to the classical tradition and comparative and contrastive 

opinions on ancient civilisation in relation to contemporar\' French society. From this 

perspective the Tour was intended as an agent in the development o f a historical 

consciousness via which the French could articulate ideas about their own metropolitan

David Scott points out the problem in the comparative use o f  the .term ‘civilisation’ with regard to 
European identit)’: ‘Exiropean culture [...] unlike Eg^’ptian, Greek, Chinese, Indian — has never — except 
perhaps during the Christian Middle A ges — been stable for long enough to establish a unif^Tng system. 
Europa was only ever a raging farmyard animal, an iconoclastic buU, tossing about and eventually 
shattering the icons and belief systems o f  pre\'ious or other cultures — a power-house o f  energ}' but one  
never able to live at peace with itse lf (Scott, 2004: 6).
25 Richard Lassels, a five-time traveller to Italy between 1637 and 1668, appears to have been the first to  
use the term in English. In his A n  Italian Voyage (1670) he recommends that 3'oung gentlemen embark 
upon a ‘Grand Tour o f  France and the Giro o f  Italy’. Richard Lassals (1698), ‘A  Preface to the Reader 
Concerning Travelling’, in A n  Italian Voyage, Or, a Compleal Journey through Italy London: Richard W ellington, 
cited in Buzard (2002: 39).

For an analysis o f  changes in the destinations o f  the Grand Tourists, see Hibbert (1987).
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universe. It was hoped, as Buzard observes, that ‘personal experience o f the places made 

famous by the Latin text which the traveller had read in school would seal the bond 

between ancient and modern empires’ (Buzard, 2002: 40). The figure o f the ruin and the 

varieties o f its representation across the nineteenth century is one image that illustrates 

the degree to which travel to the sites o f the ancient city was not always positive in its 

outcome, and it can be seen that the pronounced instability o f France’s contemporary 

political and cultural situation was crucial in the motivations behind depictions o f the 

ruin. Furthermore, in relation to travel from 1851 onwards, the ruin was a contemporarj^ 

figure on the urban horizons o f cities such as Paris and London, which were undergoing 

extensive modernisation as a result o f intense industrialisation. As we shall see, the 

discourse o f the ruin is often transferred to the modern cit\% where the paradigms for 

interpretation are constructed within a teleological framework auguring the ‘inevitable’ 

rise and faU o f metropolitan civilisations.

Another educational design o f direct relevance to our study is the conception of 

travel as a mode o f cultivating one’s artistic taste and social etiquette. Travel was 

undertaken with a \new to moiilding the communal being of a person. This period 

establishes the figure o f the European collector as someone with an education in the 

principles o f  ‘correct taste’ and with the financial means to accumxilate sculptures and 

paintings from the Continent. These collections, open to the select viewing o f an ever- 

increasing number o f connoisseurs, can be seen as forerunners o f the modern museum, 

whose ideological implications shall be discussed more fiiUy in the following chapter in 

relation to Jules Janin’s he Mots de mai a luondres (1851). It is useful to note here, however, 

how the metropolitan identities o f both Paris and London during this period became 

linked to the idea o f the metropolis as a point o f cultural convergence, or world-centre, 

so that the idea o f civilisation expanded to incorporate cultural multiplicity and contrast. 

This convergence is central to the notion o f what a Western metropolis should 

constitute. Its implication for the foreign cit}' is clear — for the French and English Grand 

Tourist, other cities were places where one could gather ‘a good deal o f cultural booty’ 

(Brewer, 1997: 201)-^ an attitude one might term as ‘artisticaUy-imperiaHst’. Travel as a 

form o f cultural accumulation was therefore constimtive o f the imperial capital, as I shall 

investigate in the discussion o f the Great Exhibition o f 1851.

XX'Tiile Brewer is referring specifically to the English on tour, the idea o f  Eiorope as a cultioral haul also 
has political and cultural significance for late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-centurj' France, when 
N apoleon embarked upon his conquest o f  the continent.
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The Grand Tour was also responsible for perpetuating the Renaissance ideal o f 

the honnete homme, someone o f impeccable taste but also possessed o f all the requisite 

social mannerisms. The honnete homme is intimately linked to the ideals o f the Western citj ;̂ 

he can be seen as the fusion o f man and civitas, the conceptual basis for formation o f the 

cosmopolitan individual. The Tour was thus seen to have a civiUsing effect on those who 

undertook it. Buzard points to a system o f ‘horizontal identification’ whereby mingling 

with the social elite o f the countr)^ visited inspired the creation o f a European class- 

consciousness, creative in the traveller o f a sense o f ‘responsibility for the welfare o f 

Europe as a whole’ (Buzard, 2002: 41). This system was propped up by an epistolary 

network whereby the traveller would be in possession o f various letters o f introduction 

enabling h im /her to access the courts and salons o f Europe’s political and cultural 

hierarchies. Tliat evidence o f  some prior correspondence as a form o f introduction to 

virban society can be found (across both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries) gives 

rise to two preliminar)' considerations; that urban travel is usually never undertaken 

‘cold’, implying that the motivation behind travel to the cit}' is neither the escape nor the 

avoidance o f societ}^, and secondly, that we are dealing in some large measure with an 

elite group that have contacts abroad.

A further feature o f the Grand Tour that becomes important for the conception 

o f urban space is the development o f the idea o f the ‘picturesque’ and the ‘sublime’ as 

conceptual modes for experiencing geographical space. In the latter half o f the eighteenth 

centur}’ and throughout the nineteenth, the cultural idea o f landscape developed so that, 

in some ways, landscape became a function o f the ideals o f the Gothic and Romantic 

movements o f this period. The gentle, sloping landscapes favoured by the Grand Tourist 

were replaced by a penchant for wilder, untamed regions. Valleys were thus forsaken for 

the mountainous areas o f the Pyrenees and the Alps, and the soft climates o f the 

Mediterranean for the harsh weathers o f Scotland and the more Northern countries.’* 

The influence o f the symbolism emerging from these more rugged journeys is 

considerable in relation to the urban environment. The picturesque must be understood 

in terms o f a philosophical discourse concerning aesthetic experience and its relation to 

conceptions o f the beautiful and the sublime. Edmund Burke’s Philosophical inquiry into 

the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and the beautiful (1757) denied that rationality was 

involved in an appreciation o f the beautiful or the sublime, and stated that their

T he replacem ent was never total, o f  course, w ith m any French writers, such as R au b ert and Stendhal still 
favouring sunnier climes.
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experience was one o f sub-rational sensation. Briefly, beauty was characterised by soft, 

gentle contours (the rolling hills and green valleys favoured by the pastoral tradition) and 

inspired desire and acquiescence in its onlookers, while the sublime inspired ‘agreeable 

horror’ and agitated the senses towards self-preservation (epitomised by the Gothic 

horror genre). Both o f these extremes were seen as emotional forms o f transcendence, 

where contact with such landscapes might provide access to an inner truth. The 

picturesque mediated between these two extremes and contained elements o f both the 

placid and the wild. The appropriation o f this anti-rationalist philosophical ethos 

produces representations o f tirban space along two major discursive lines that can be 

noted here for theic influences on nineteenth- and twentieth-centxiry travel. The first is 

negative: the traveller sees the modern cit)" as a rationalist entity and, therefore, 

completely outside o f the bounds o f  aesthetic experience. This positions the cit}' within a 

framework o f negative opposition to the forces o f nature. The modem city is represented 

as a space o f frenz}% of mercantile exchange and o f the mechanical. In a discourse 

propounding Nature as a means o f transcendence and authentic experience, the city is 

practised in antonymic terms, whereby urban ci\dlisation is equated with decadence, 

perxj'ersity and the inauthentic. This is the material cit\' cut off from spiritual energ}^ 

‘Progress’ is tantamount to the distancing o f man from his own true face and thus 

equivalent to a loss o f humanity. The city is, therefore, the space o f profound crisis in 

man’s relationship to the world.

The other main perceptual strand whose development may be traced to 

eighteenth-centurjr theories o f the sublime is that o f the modem cit\' as a space of 

terrif\"ing monumentality and thus o f heightened emotional stimulation. This aesthetic of 

transcendence, a tenet o f monumental architecture, is one the main thrusts behind the 

Modernist and Futurist conceptions o f the cit}̂  which were elaborated extensively, not 

only by architects such as IVIies Van Der Rohe and radical futurist artists like Marinetti, 

Umberto Boccioni and Antonio Sant’EHa, but also by travel writers.^^ The sensor)^ 

exhilaration which spaces o f the modern metropolis provide produces accounts o f  it as a 

figure o f profound possibilitj:’, a hope for transparency in mankind’s relation to the 

world: a distinctly modernist attimde that figures prominently in the texts o f writers such 

as Paul Morand in 1920s New York. Tropes such as the placid and the primitive function 

extensively in representations o f the urban universe, whose fascination often lies in the

See Figs 3-7 for an illustrarion o f this kind o f larban imaginan’. The fantastical nature o f these designs has 
a pronounced monumentalism in com mon, suggestive either o f the oppression o f  man at the hands o f the 
metropolis, or o f  m an’s liberation within the perfect order o f  the planned cit)'.
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contradictory proximity o f  these two extremes, as shall be examined in the travel writing 

o f  Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir. Elements o f  such a discourse can be traced 

to  the travel writing o f  Gautier in L ondon ia  1847 and, o f  course (as fellow cit}^-lover 

W alter Benjamin recognised), to  the poetic and prose works o f  Charles Baudelaire. Post

m odernism  too contains elements o f this attitude, albeit tinged with a large degree o f  

nostalgia for w hat it sees as the naivety o f  m ovem ents like M odernism.

T he T ourist

W ith the emergence o f  an increasingly influential middle class in the nineteenth centmy% 

it is no t surprising that travel becam e m ore accessible and desirable than ever before. 

While on the surface French societ}’ since the Revolution seemed to have given up its 

aristocratic pretensions, values o f  elitism and signs o f  social hierarchy (of which, as we 

have seen above, travel was an im portant aspect) were consistently translated into the 

new bureaucratic and materialist language o f  the middle classes. The rise o f  capitalism 

and industrialisation was extremely im portant, however, in transform ing travel into ‘an 

acti^at}  ̂ scandalously accessible to a de-individualised, metaphorically liquid m ass’ 

(Buzard, 2002: 47).

From  the early nineteenth century^ on, the material conditions o f  travel alter 

considerably, and these alterations are im portant for an understanding o f  how  and why 

the traveller’s practice o f  the cit}̂  produced new interpretive possibilities for urban space. 

Tourism  and its attitudes were shaped by way o f  developm ents in the technological and 

institutional landscape o f  the m id-nineteenth centur\^ Increased speed and decreased cost 

were the cumulative result o f  steam power, bo th  on the rails and on the water. The ease 

with which the tourist could m ove across and within the foreign landscape was furthered 

by the appearance o f  marketplace institutions and facilities easing the financial and 

physical hardship traditionally associated with travel. A nd it can be noted once again that 

technological change occurring in industrialised countries has had a profound effect, not 

only on the way people travel, bu t also on the way that travel is conceptualised, 

experienced and represented. W ith the developm ent o f  mass tourism, access to the 

picturesque, the beautiful and the sublime extended beyond the custody o f the pri\Tleged 

few, and with this extension emerged the paradoxes that have m arked the act o f  travel 

ever since. Proliferation, ease and the technological transform ation o f  the landscape all
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contxibute to the unrelenting fact that tourism destroys the very thing it sets out to 

observe; the impetus for tourism  threatens to destroy the possibility o f  tourism  (Rojek 

and Urry, 1997; 1). This ‘desperate evil’ (Rojek and Urr}% 1997: 1) o f  tourism  is summ ed 

up by Jam es Buzard:

Disruption o f the pristine regions o f prelapsarian travel would result not simply from the new 
railw’ay lines, w4th all their attendant noise and smoke, but from the unwitting collective acdon of 
the ticket-holders themselves who, in their very numbers, would kiU the things they loved. 
(Buzard, 2002; 48)

O ne o f  the them es o f  this thesis is how  tourism  becom es an active force manipulating 

the directives o f  urban space, from  its conception to its construction. For the m om ent, it 

is im portant to outline some o f  the key factors at w ork in the practice o f  the urban 

tourist and h is/her material, perceptual and imaginative framework shaping the 

encounter with the cit}^

In that it constitutes an industr)' and, therefore, an ideological force for 

conditioning spatial practice, tourism  can be said to  function as a discursive mesh, 

possessing that which, in Foucauldian term s, equates to a governmentalit\^ over the 

foreign space it seeks to m arket as well as control. Therefore, while it has been stated that 

de-familiarisation is a primary' featxire for distinguishing the practices o f  the traveller from 

those o f  the quotidian inhabitant o f  the cit\% it m ust be recognised that when dealing with 

the tourist the unfamiliar is carefully packaged and controlled. This has been one o f  the 

essential mechanisms o f  tourism  since its conception. As Buzard points out, ‘the new 

service industries undertook  to insulate their clients from  all bu t ‘expected’ form s o f 

difference’ (Buzard, 2005; 58). Tourism ’s appeal lies in the extent to which it makes 

another culture and territory accessible and secure. Tourism  does this largely by 

m arketing its clients a highly controlled set o f  expectations through regulated distribution 

o f  a collection o f  textual and visual signs, and the subsequent satisfying o f  expectations 

by directing the flow o f  hum an traffic along the ‘supervised’ trajectory o f  the ^beaten 

track’. Through this controlled repertoire o f  images and texts, tourism provides places o f 

symbolic contact with the cit}̂  well before the ‘trip ’ is ever realised, and thereby 

familiarises foreign space for its own ends. In this way, the tourist industry’s strategies are 

com parable to those o f  the medieval pilgrim, for w hom  places were immediately 

transparent by their insertion within a ritualised set o f  semiological criteria that produced 

m eaning for the landscape. In a similar fashion, the tourist is engaged in a ritualistic 

confirm ation o f  the city that is enabled by the technologies o f  representation
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accompanying the journey, most notably the guidebook, the camera, and increasingly 

toda}', the camcorder and the internet. Some o f  the (self-imposed) conditions o f tourism 

will be examined below in order to shed light on the principles behind this mode o f 

organisation o f the urban environment.

While technologies accompanying the tourist on his/her travels have evolved 

considerably over the last two hundred years, the principal force behind a tourist’s spatial 

categorisation o f the city can still be identified in the schematic design o f the guidebook 

form. Tourism, like any ritual, is engaged in the reduction o f complexity, revising the 

world to meet its requirements for meaning. This reduction has an important temporal 

dimension when it comes to tourism. The tourist has a pointedly limited amoiant o f time 

within which to experience the city, normally due to the fact that travel must be 

undertaken within parameters that allow the necessities o f a capitalist economy to 

continue unaffected. This temporal limitation is one o f the major reasons for the growth 

in popularity o f the guidebook. In the way that it performs as an amalgamation o f the 

cit}% the guidebook generally functions in accordance with principles o f hierarchy, 

wherein the locations ‘worth seeing’ are enumerated, recalling Foucault’s theor}' o f the 

compartmentalisation at work in medieval conceptions o f space. As appropriated by the 

guidebook, urban space becomes legible in terms o f a series o f value-laden ‘sites’, places 

o f historical interest or cultural importance, usually operating outside the range o f the 

ever)?day life o f the cit)̂ .

Furthermore, as well as providing a spatial summation o f the citj% the guidebook 

not only organises the physical itinerary' o f the tourist but also explicates the stops along 

that itinerant and is thus involved in structuring the particular diachronic relationship 

which the tourist has with the city. Crucially for the tourist, the guidebook presents a 

concentrated form o f the urban environment, di\-iding urban space both textuaUy and 

visually into manageable units that proffer themselves as the ‘essentials’ or ‘must sees’ 

which purport to capture the city in its entiret}': a minimum of information inserting such 

‘sights’ into a discourse that makes these spaces transparent to the outsider. While each 

tourist may appropriate such information in different ways, the guidebook stiU provides a 

key to the steps one needs to take in order to achieve transparency o f the cit\? by 

dissection o f the latter along previously established, value-laden lines. The popularity of 

certain sites and certain cities over others constandy shifts with respect to fashion, 

politics and economics, while the guidebook’s function — to amalgamate the cit}', to sum 

it up (ideally in under two hundred pages) — remains consistent and deliberately
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predictable in form. From  this perspective, the attraction o f  the guidebook lies in its 

convenience; one can say that one has ‘done’ a cit}' when physical confirm ation o f  the 

designated sites has been achieved — usually through incessant photographing (the double 

m eaning o f  the French ^cliches’ coming into play here) o f  particular sites as p ro o f o f  

having been there. In  this way, the guidebook provides a definite set o f  criteria that serve 

to  validate the tourist’s trip: a textual and oftentim es visual m irror authenticating the 

tourist’s experience o f  the cit)  ̂ through m ediated reflection. Essentially, tourism  as a 

spatial practice can be seen as a (increasingly pervasive) rem nant o f  what Foucault terms 

the analogical m odel for producing knowledge o f  the world, and thus for the 

construction o f  reaUt}'. Tourism  operates from  a principle o f  hierarchy, with places 

gathering im portance through their capacit)^ to re-produce the expectations set up by the 

guidebook and the bank o f  previously established images that the tourist has at their 

disposal. It is for this reason, perhaps, that the m etropolis, as an efficacious ‘summar}^’ o f  

a culture’s entire civilisation, figures highly on the Ust o f  tourist destinations. The 

guidebook functions for the hom e culture too in that its narrative participates in the 

construction o f  the m onum ent, ensuring its constant reaffirmation through the 

appreciation o f  the ‘tourist’s gaze’, and signalling to  the inhabitant the im portance o f  the 

‘site’ on a national o r international scale (Urr}% 1998). From  the tourist’s perspective, by 

creating an official blurb to  accompany the urban site, the guidebook becom es a crucial 

point o f  access to particular meanings within the cit}^ In rendering the site legible, the 

tounst is reassured as to its identit}' and thus to h is/h e r own in relation to it. By 

dispelling the unknow n, the discursive strategies o f  the guidebook assuage the fear which 

dislocation through travel might bring. The uneasiness o f  fragmentation or disorientation 

is denied by the guidebook, whose textual strategies — colour coding, maps, integrated 

histories — all com bine to create a place that is accessible, coherent and transparent. 

Thus, ‘an object seen for the first time may be identified and related to not because it is 

individually familiar but because it conforms to a stereotype already constructed by the observer’. 

(Lynch, 1960: 6)

T he guidebook, the bank o f  urban and national stereotj^pes, and the collective 

imager)' pertaining to the metropolis, all have consequences for the depiction o f  the 

‘reality’ o f  the cit^^ The speed and transparency that characterise tourism  are also 

exclusionary in the extent to which these aspects seek to eradicate the intimacy, the 

unexpected and the unconsciousness o f  experience that feature in the everyday life o f  the
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m etropo lis/” Tourism  is (as Roland Barthes recognised) part o f  societies’ myth-making 

processes, which consum erism  employs to render the world a less antagonistic place in 

which to  dwell, processes that lead Auge to refer to holiday-making as ‘le kaleidoscope 

illusoire du tourism e’ (Auge, 1997; 14). These general points provide a preliminary 

fram ework within which the travel journals o f  Janin (1851), Leroy (1946) and M orand 

(1929) can be approached, while issues surrounding tourism ’s vast influence on later 

twentieth-centur}' urban construction shall be examined in relation to the writers Perec 

and Baudrillard. For the m om ent let us turn to a final generic categor)^ having im portance 

for the W estern ontologj^ o f  what it means to travel.

T he Nomad

If  travel as practised by the tourist is engaged in the confirm ation o f  certain established 

discourses proliferated by interested parties, the notion o f  an ‘authentic’ traveller, 

som eone who wanders o f f  the beaten track, can to some extent be considered as emerging 

in response to these discourses (Buzard, 2005: 58).

The romanticised ideal o f  the intrepid explorer can be seen as a further discursive 

trope emerging from  a profound doubt that the tourist is in fact travelling at all. W ithin 

this discourse, any pretence to ‘travel’ comes to depend on the isolation (preferably 

within expansive, alien geographies) that assures distance from  the tourist. As Urbain 

comments;

These travellers — whether they be inexhaustible pilgrims, persistent runaways, or wandering 
poets — are all convinced that the only true experience o f  travel is to be found in the association 
o f the traveUing self with the experience o f  other worlds that are spatially remote, immense, 
empty and isolated. (Urbain, 2000: 146)

In this schema the tourist emerges as a parody o f  w hat it means to travel, and by 

extension, there develops a utopian self-image o f  the traveller w ho defines h im /herse lf in

Certain urban sociologists, notabh’ American Georg Simmel, would perhaps contradict the positive light 
I have conve^'ed on the urban quotidian. For Simmel the cit)' is responsible for the eradication o f intimacy 
and the creation o f a ‘blase attitude’ t^-pical o f  ‘metropolitan individualit)-’ that renders the urban dweller 
more rationalistic, less emotional and, one might say, less alive than his rural counterparts. As Simmel says 
in The Metropolis and Mental Ufe (1903): ‘The calculating exacmess o f  practical life which has resulted from a 
money economy corresponds to the ideal o f  natural science, namely that o f  transforming the world into an 
arithmetical problem and o f  fixing ever^’ one o f  its parts in a mathematical formula’ (Simmel, [1903] 2002: 
13).
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contradistinction to such a parody. The ‘nom ad m ind’̂ ’ is glorified as the seeker o f  

unadulterated space, o f  space uncontam inated by W estern civilisation. While this nom ad 

may n o t at first seem relevant to our discussion, given that our focus is this very 

civilisation, further enquiry into the figure (and configuration) o f  the nom ad points to 

attitudes that have persisted in the approach to urban space.

N om adism  is perhaps best understood in the Ught o f  D eleuze’s concept o f  

‘nomadic becom ing’, which in the context o f  travel is the equivalent to  a state o f  mind, 

n o t a figure but a figuration (Jokinen and Veijola, 1997: 42). The feminist theorist Rosi 

Braidotti has appropriated this conceptual usage o f  the nomad for her own gendered 

critique o f  theor)% but her point is relevant for determining the anti-tourist in terms o f  an 

attitude rather than as a pragmatic exploration o f  space. Braidotti aruges that:

Though the image of ‘nomadic subjects’ is inspired by the experience of peoples or cultures that 
are literally nomadic, the nomadism in question here refers to the kind of critical consciousness 
that resists settling into socially coded modes of thought and behavior. [...] It’s [sic] the 
subversion of set conventions that defines the nomadic state, not the literal act of travelling. 
(Braidotti, 1994: 5)

Although the idea that theoretical nom adism  can claim referential support in the 

actual activities o f  nom ads has been refuted, nevertheless, the identification o f  nom adism  

as a travel t}^e, and for our case, a particular attitude in relation to  the urban landscape, 

does allow us to identify^ certain discursive practices o f  the city that present an alternative 

to the conventional m odes o f  thought and practices o f the tourist.^^ It m ust be noted, 

however, that the discourse o f  the nom ad emerges from  within the context o f  the debate 

surrounding tourism  and is thus m ore o f  an anti-discourse if  one will. As Buzard 

explains;

Through varieties of what the sociologist Erv îng Goffman has called ‘role distance’, modern 
travellers and travel writers identified themselves as anti-touristic beings whose unhappy lot it 
was to move amidst and in the wake of tourists, one of whom th^ might even he mistaken-, on the

This is a term  used by K enneth VC^ite and cited by Urbain (2000), whose essay is a critique o f XXTiite’s 
hj'pothesis.

Urbain highlights the problem s in equating travel with the realities o f  nomadic life, noting that the 
distinction between m ovem ent and dwelling is not as definite in reaUt)' as X^Tiite’s theor)' supposes. In a 
critique o f \)CTiite’s use o f the term  nomad, he says: ‘I f  travelling means leaving the self and home, 
becoming foreign, strajnng from  j’our usual points o f reference, changing places and ways o f Ufe, even 
changing identit)', crossing frontiers, approaching the unexpected, or disappearing into space in search o f 
random  adventure, then nomadism is the opposite o f  travel. Nomads, people o f  fixed boundaries and 
itineraries, whose lives depend on repetition, are at home in mobilit}’ and dwell in this state. In their 
movement, they neither leave nor change their surroundings. They do not wander or roam: they dwell’ 
(Urbain, 2000: 150).
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increasingly beaten path of Continental travelling, self-differentiation, not imitation became a 
guiding purpose. (Buzard, 2002: 49)

W ithin the urban context, such attempts at self-differentiation becom e increasingly 

im portant as the anonymity o f  the crowd and the speed o f  an increasingly accelerated 

urban Hfe threaten to submerge the individual. A nd, somewhat paradoxically, in his 

search for individuality, the nom ad calls to m ind another anti-touristic being — the flaneur. 

The ‘decelerated’ cit}% as produced through the rhetoric o f  the %Xxo]^g flaneur, can be 

seen in terms o f  a reaction to  the pace o f  the urban tourist, som eone whose stjde o f  

response to the urban landscape signals a desire to escape the frantic pace o f  the m odem  

metropolis. The fldneut^s crafted practice o f  the city provides evidence o f  a discourse that 

snubs the tourist’s narrow, scheduled stj'le o f  response to the urban world. T he flaneur is 

the traveller expert in the diminutive journey, he deliberately seeks to read the city in its 

detail, and to  transgress the conventional urban routes as they are organised by the 

guidebook.^^ In this way he positively and actively validates the cit}% revealing through 

pauses and in-depth decipherm ent o f  signs a m ore personal, singular and 

impressionistically fleeting vision o f the cit\^ The flaneur is a considered stroUer: walking 

with a deliberately measured pace, noting ever\'thing, allowing the urban landscape to 

stimulate the inner eye. The flaneur \s. thus (consciously) immune to the frenetic rh}T;hm o f 

the city streets, and in order to protect a m easured pace wiU spend hours wandering in 

the covered arcades o f  Paris, hidden away from  the circulation o f  the crowd and the 

traffic, or along the massive boulevards which provide ample space to pause and focus 

one’s attention on something or someone in particular. W alter Benjamin remarks on the 

Parisian fashion o f  taking turties for a walk: ‘The flaneurs liked to have the turties set the 

pace for them. I f  they had had their way, progress would have been obliged to 

accom modate itself to this pace’ (Benjamin, 1983: 54). The flaneur, therefore, determines 

and creates the material conditions for his spatio-temporal experience o f  the citA% 

studiously placing himself out o f  step with m odern existence, reacting against the rapid 

pace and the condensed humanit)^ o f  the city, and by extension implying his cultural and 

intellectual superiorit}^ over the tourist. However, by virtue o f  the flaneui^s conscious 

attem pt to  differentiate himself from the fluidity o f  the crowd and to assert his 

indiAtidualit}', he becomes a figuration, a recognisable social ‘type’, and thus part o f  the 

representational space o f  the urban universe.

33 I refer to the flaneur in the third person masculine, for, as Deborah L. Parsons points out, this mode of 
urban experience was, largely, a masculine one. See chapter one o f  Parsons, (2000).
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However, there also exists a less positive version o f this nomadic ‘anti-toxirist’. In 

positing vast, uncivilised spaces (spaces, to follow Baudrillard, o f a time before the sign) 

as the only spaces to travel in, a certain anxiety emerges when the potential disappearance 

o f such spaces becomes conceivable, and this anxiety has consequences for the 

representation o f the city. Urbain detects a certain degree o f t\^ranny in this type o f 

traveller, and describes him /her as someone ‘whose anger is not momentary but reflects 

a constant sense o f mourning’ (Urbain, 2000: 148). For this nomad, the city functions as 

a critical stimulus — within this nostalgic discourse o f vast emptiness, the city is usually 

portrayed as the prime culprit in depriving man o f nature, the deserts and the unknown, 

and is, therefore, implicated in the demystification o f the world. To mourn, however, is 

also a reason to visit, and one o f the motivations for the nomadic traveller’s visit to the 

cit)? lies in the fact that the industrial or post-industrial panoramas o f the cit}' serve as 

spaces within which a criticism o f the impurit)^ o f urban civilisation can be developed. In 

the face o f the increasingly technological manipulation o f man’s relationship to his 

environment, the nomadic traveller reads the cit}' through a lens o f nostalgia for a 

‘primitive’, untainted vastness.

The city’s order and highly mediated landscape are antithetical to a point o f \new 

that valorises expansiveness and laments the thoroughness o f pre\'ious explorers that has 

left nothing (for Western eyes) to discover. In this way, as we shall see in relation to the 

later twentieth-centur}' explorers o f the metropolis, with its overtiy mediated landscape 

extensively appropriated by the sign, the citj  ̂ often provides a territor\' within which this 

nomadic traveller might vent anger, condescension or disapproval o f the social and 

cultural manifestations o f industrial and post-industrial modernisation. The tourist 

industry' and its products — mass tourism and the homogenisation o f space — are 

predictable and often central targets for this discourse, which provides an oppositional 

framework within which a critique o f the present state o f societ}  ̂can be articulated.

To conclude this section, it can be said that, to a greater or lesser extent, the 

traveller’s practice o f xirban space is constantiy engaged with frameworks o f societal 

convention structured further by the conventions o f travel. Over the past two centuries, 

these conventions have become so encoded that we now talk in terms o f a travel industry. 

Any traveller is usually engaged in a reading o f the cit}' before he/she ever enters its 

physical boundaries. Thus, even in distance the potential traveller has a degree of 

conceptual (mediatised) proximitj' with the cit}̂ , an imagined connection facilitated by an 

interface. This proximity in distance is dependent upon the citj ’̂s capacity as a sign
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system, as a site ‘ou  s’entrelacent des symboles et des signes’ (Chamoiseau, 2002: 31), and 

the traveller’s encounter with such signs can be formative in shaping an interpretation 

before h e /sh e  ever encounters the city in reality. In this respect, when the actual 

encounter with the city does take place, it is usually fram ed either in term s o f  a 

confirm ation or a disavowal o f  the m ore conventional interpretive directions for which 

the urban sign has been designed. In  its immediacy, the urban signifier may be read either 

in terms o f  its conventional m odes o f  reference, or else, because o f  unconscious 

m isinterpretation or deliberate subversion o f  the above modalities for reference, the city 

can be read in a way that underm ines stereotypical or ever^^day understandings o f  the 

sites o f  the urban environm ent and, perhaps, the city as a ‘conceptual’ whole.

\XTiatever its additional m otivation may consist in, the urban travel journal, as we 

shall explore in the following sections, aims at the articulation o f  the urban experience. It 

operates within particular frameworks, frameworks that are dependent on target 

audience, the ontolog}' o f  the traveller, and often, larger ideological considerations such 

as diplomatic relations or the popular cultural conception o f  the O ther. As we have seen 

here, the m otivations behind the traveller’s interpretation o f  urban space vary" across time 

as well as space, developing in correspondence with general discourses on the nature and 

purpose o f  travel, as well as responding to technological developm ents that alter the 

perception and experience o f  the world. T hat the travel writer translates these rhetorical 

pathways into actual text adds a further dimension to the conception o f  travel as a spatial 

practice, which is also an experience in language. In the next section some o f  the issues 

surrounding travel writing, and their implications for the representation o f the city, will 

be discussed.

Writing the Cit}-: Issues of Genre and Eepresentation

L ’espace commence ainsi, avec seulement des mots, des signes traces sur la page blanche
(Perec, 1974: 21)

Given the multifaceted hermeneutics o f  travel outlined above, it is perhaps no t surprising 

that contemporary' critics have had problem s agreeing on travel writing’s status as a 

genre. '̂* Indeed, the very notion o f  a genre when it comes to  this term  proves

Lorenza IMondada helpfully situates the material conditions within which we construct our 
interpretations o f  the travel journal by pointing out that heterogeneit}' is onh' problematic in the light o f
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problematic. Borm effectively highlights the variant strands o f composition that have 

come under the denotation ‘travel writing’:

Am ong the wide range o f  terms in use are: ‘travel book’, ‘travel narrative’, ‘journey work’, ‘travel 
memoir’, ‘travel story’, ‘travelogue’, ‘metatravelogue’, ‘traveller’s tale’, ‘travel journal’, or simply 
‘travels’ {The Travels of Sir John Mandeville), and, in a different vein, ‘travel writing’, ‘travel literature’, 
‘the literature o f  travel’ and ‘the travel genre’. (Borm, 2004: 13)

In light o f the vast array o f textual terms cited above, Borm goes on to argue that travel 

writing cannot be considered a genre in a conventional sense, and instead he refers to 

travel writing as ‘a collective term for a variety o f texts both predominandy fictional and 

non-fictional whose main theme is travel’ (Borm, 2004: 13). Youngs echoes such 

concerns in Travellers in Africa (1994):

Travel w^riting feeds from and back into other forms o f literature. To try to identify boundaries 
between various forms would be impossible and I would be deeply suspicious o f  any attempt at 
the task. (\'oungs, 1994: 8)

On the other hand, Schuly-Forberg justifies the use o f the term ‘travel writing’ to 

designate a genre:

Throughout time, travel writing has adapted its genre specific style to changes in the overall 
literary and scientific discourse. It is however classifiable as a genre since travel writing has been 
w’ritten according to a clear set o f  rules. (Schulz-Forberg, 2005: 14)

According to Schub-Forberg these rules are based upon the hybrid nature o f travel 

writing, its generic identity' being founded on its mediation between the scientific and 

objective and the personal and subjective. He identifies another characteristic o f the 

genre in its concern for authenticit}", pointing out that in travel writing the authentic is 

paradoxically reliant on the individuality o f the experience, thus requiring the subjective 

presence o f the author to validate its stams as a ‘true’, ‘scientific’ account. This leads 

Schulz-Forberg to affirm that ‘the subversion o f the genre is [...] part o f its fundamental 

characteristics’ (Schulz-Forberg, 2005: 15). Indeed, if one is to follow Gerard Genette’s 

method for conceptualising a genre, then the hybrid nature o f travel writing does not

developm ents within academia. As Mondada states: ‘The vet)’ notion o f  academic discipline is posterior to  
the wave o f  success o f  travel accounts throughout Europe, which predate the institutionalisation o f  
knowledge when Universities were organised in the nineteenth centun'. This disciplinary' specialisation, 
which emerges in parallel with the autonomisation o f  the spheres o f  science, art and ethics, is relativelj’ 
recent by comparison with the travel account, an ancient genre located well upstream o f  this later division  
o f knowledge’ (Mondada, 2005: 66).
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exclude it from  having such a status. As G enette  suggests, ‘le melange ou le mepris des 

genres est un genre parm i d ’autres’ (Genette, 1986: 158). This mixing o f  genres is 

certainly one o f  the im portant features o f  travel writing, and one that makes it a 

particularly rich field for studies in the developm ent o f  the hum an sciences and 

ideologies o f representation. In varying degrees, and in response to historical and cultural 

developments, travel writing possesses traits relating to contem porary fields o f  analysis 

such as autobiography, history, anthropology and ethnography amongst others. O ne o f  

the major questions over the status o f  travel writing as a genre has been its relation to 

fiction on the one hand and autobiography and ethnography on the other. Both o f  these 

aspects shall be discussed below in relation to the selection o f  the corpus analysed here 

and the reasons for these text’s selection.

Fiction

By using travel writing as an umbrella term  to refer to a large body o f  works, the distinction 

between fiction and non-fiction is no t made by Borm  above. As this thesis will focus 

specifically on actual and not fictive journeys, some conceptual boundaries wiU be laid 

down here in order to  confine the mtiltifarious term  ‘travel writing’ and to clarif}  ̂ the 

generic debate outlined above by limiting the use o f  the term  to refer to journeys that 

have been realised. However, in Hght o f  the fact that a dogmatic and clear-cut distinction 

between fiction and non-fiction is difficult, and perhaps impossible, some further 

explanation can be helpful to situate this position m ore clearly.

Hans Robert Jauss’s suggestion o f  looking for dominant aspects within a work or 

genre can help to bring into focus w hat is m eant by ‘travel writing’ for our context and to 

situate indi\ddual works in relation to discursive strategies within autobiography and 

ethnography. As Jauss argues, ‘I’introduction de la notion de dom inante qui organise le

This distinction has been complicated from  the first. Aristotle’s notion o f mimesis refers not only to 
works o f fiction (its m ost com mon exploitation by critics), but also to non-fiction. Aristode’s Poetics 
suggests that the transformational effects o f mimesis are in play in any narrative. According to Aristode: 
‘Since the poet, like a painter or any other image-maker, is a mimetic artist, he m ust represent, in any 
instance, one o f three objects: the kind o f things which were or are the case; the kind o f  things that people 
say and think; the kind o f  things that ought to be the case’ (cited in Borm, 2004: 21). Here, the reference to 
‘the kind o f things which were or are the case’ can be taken as encompassing works o f  non-fiction, 
im phing that the Uterar\’ is active within any narration. This observation has been at the heart o f  recent 
developments in criticism within the human sciences; in the field o f  histor}' with the advent o f the ‘New 
Historicism’; in anthropologj' with the work o f  Le\’i-Strauss, and more recendy in the ethnographical field 
by James Clifford. Structuralism, post-structuralism and semiotic debate have also been instrumental in 
undermining the hermeneutic stabilitj' o f  works o f non-fiction.
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systeme d’xine oeuvre complexe permet de transformer en categorie methodiquement 

productive ce qu’on appelait le ‘melange des genres” (Jauss, [1970] 1986: 44). An example 

provides an illustration o f how one might identify a ‘dominant aspect’ within the work. 

First o f aU, there is a clear difference in a reader’s response to a novel such as Ferdinand 

Celine’s novel Voyage au bout de la nuit (1932) and Paul Morand’s travel journal New York 

(1930), indicating that while a clear-cut distinction between fiction and travel writing is 

problematic, the reader does not confer the same ontological status on Celine’s third- 

person narrator Bardamu, as he/she confers on the traveller-journaHst Morand. It can, 

perhaps, be said that the major point o f generic differentiation lies essentially in the 

absence o f a ‘referential pact’ in 'Voyage au bout de la nuit (Borm, 2004; 15). Following 

Jauss, Borm goes on to define the travel journal as:

[A]ny narrative characterivied ^  a non-fiction dominant that relates (almost always) in the first person a journey 
or journeys that the reader supposes to have taken place in reality while assuming or presupposing that author, 
narrator and principal character are hut one or identical. (Borm, 2004: 17) (author’s emphasis)

The reader o f the travel journal can be said to have a certain horizon o f expectations 

based on the presumption that the text is predominantly concerned with an individual’s 

account o f a journey which he or she actually made.^^ In our case, given that the corpus 

under discussion throughout this thesis has been selected on the basis that it can be 

considered as having a non-fictional dominant, I use the umbrella term ‘travel writing’ to 

refer to the body o f work under discussion and the terms ‘travel joxirnal’ or ‘travel 

account’ wiU be used to refer to particular works within this collective.^’

T^itoraiy Pi-osonco in the Travel Joum al

The concept o f the dominant aspect o f a work is not to deny, however, the presence o f a 

Uterar)  ̂ element within travel writing. As mentioned above, a clear-cut distinction

This horizon o f expectations, however, does shift depending on the period in question. Paul Fussell, in 
Abroad, has pointed out that ‘In the seventeenth century the travel book was so commonly regarded as a 
repositor)' o f  wonderful lies that in 1630 Captain John Smith felt obliged to modify the word Travels with 
the word True when he published The True Travels, Adventures and Observations of Captain John Smith' (Fussell, 
1980: 165).

Borm uses the term travel writing in a more general way, as a synonym o f travel literature or the literature of 
travel, to describe ‘texts whose main theme is travel’ and, therefore, the term travel writing allows for the 
inclusion o f fiction and non-fiction in its usage (Borm, 2004: 19). Borm is categorical in his use o f  travel 
book or travelogue as terms referring specifically to accounts where the non-fictive can be considered 
dominant. As outlined above, the corpus discussed in this thesis limits the categories for consideration, 
taking as its field o f  stud)' acttial journeys and not fictional ones. Within this limitation the use o f  travel 
writing to refer to these text’s operations and the travel account to refer to the body o f text wiU not be 
inappropriate.
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between fiction and non-fiction in any narrative work is, as recognised by Genette, 

impossible and largely a theoretical construct.^* In other words representation is inherent 

to narration and any writing involves stylistic choice, selection and exclusion processes, 

as well as the Linguistic and literary devices personal to the individual author. The 

presence of the subjective voice, (which, paradoxically, in the case of travel writing lends 

authority to the authenticity of the travel experience), implicates the use of a style. While 

operating within the historically contingent set of conventions and generic norms 

inherent in any system of representation, the inevitability of choice and composition 

imply the subjective dimension inherent in the work. This is particularly pertinent to a 

genre such as travel writing where the narrator purports to describe an exterior world, or 

reality. The contingency of the written sign is, therefore, placed in remarkable tension 

with the notion of an objective, impersonal real. Just as Certeau extends this notion of 

st\4e rhetorically to the individual’s practice of the cit\% st\'le has significance for the travel 

writer in that the exposition of representational choice also renders problematic the 

notion of a transparent relation between text and world. The presence of st}'le can be 

seen, therefore, to undermine any narrative’s transparency^ in relation to the real. On the 

other hand, as we shall see in relation to Barthes and BaudriUard, the complete 

abandonment of any attempt to represent reality poses problems of its own from an 

ethical standpoint. In the light of Edward Said’s important book Orientalism (1979) and 

the advent of postcolonial criticism, writers such as Caren Kaplan (1996), Steve Clarke 

(1999) and Syed Manzurul Islam (1996) have pointed out that a narration’s deliberately 

reductive version of reality does violence to the cultures it encounters. This is to highlight 

the ideological tensions of representation which, in the wake of Structuralist and Post

structuralist criticism, have rendered problematic any account attempting to represent 

‘reality’ as though it were, on the one hand, objectively transparent, or on the other, 

subjectively malleable. The presence of the individual element that is style necessarily 

imperils the coherencies and straightforward relations between text and world, ideology 

and actualit\% signs and their objects. As Michel Beaujour has recognised, ‘Literar}"̂  

description always opens onto another set, so to speak, ‘behind’ the this-worldly things it 

purports to depict’ (Beaujour, 1981: 39). With this in mind, the aesthetic dimensions of 

the travel text shall form important points of discussion for the chapters that foUow. The 

reason for this is two-fold; fixstiy, the tension between the subjective and the objective

Genette asks the question: ‘Mais exista-t-il jamais une pure fiction? Et une pure non-fiction? La reponse 
est evidemment negative dans les deux cas’ (Genette, 1983: 11).
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has had significant consequences for ethnography and history, fields which have 

important links with travel writing. For example, on the one hand, the reader encounters 

Georges Perec’s acute anxiety at the impossibility of history being anything other than 

narrative contingency, the loss o f the individual voice and ‘everyday reality’ on Ellis 

Island. O n the other hand, however, Roland Barthes’s rejoicing in the power o f the 

hermeneutic gaze and forsaking o f any attempt to represent the ‘real’ Japan, illustrates 

how travel becomes a means to express a form o f critical sign-play. Barthes opts to use 

the Japanese space as a semiotic fabric from which to unfold his theoretical reflections 

on the sign. Secondly, travel and travel writing raise im portant issues regarding identity 

and the self/other encounter. Given that many o f the writers under discussion here show 

particular concern and awareness o f these identity issues, it is useful to introduce some of 

the paradigms within which this ‘autobiographical dimension’ o f travel writing will be 

investigated over the course o f this analysis.

The AutobiogTa])hical Dimension

This tension between the subjective and objective narrative voice may be seen as the 

expressive tendency within travel writing to gravitate between the generic poles of 

autobiography and ethnography respectively. Taking autobiography, first o f  aU, let it be 

noted that ethnography is problematic as a genre, having issues and complexities o f its 

own with regard to fiction, memory and identit}^ Furthermore, the tendency amongst 

critics, as Loredana Polezzi points out, has been to see ‘travel writing as a minor genre 

whose importance is mainly to be found in the instrumental role it played in the 

development o f the novel’ (Polezzi, 2004: 121). As such, while the travel journal may 

inform our biographical knowledge o f the authors discussed here — some o f who have 

written significant works o f fiction — this thesis does not set out to construct a ‘portrait 

o f the artist’ in any traditional sense o f this term. In addition, let it be stated that none of 

the features examined in the travel journals under discussion shall be approached from a 

psychoanalytical perspective. The reason for this being that travel journals are studied 

here for their function in relation to wider issues concerning conditions for the 

construction of identities rather than the individual intricacies o f a singular personality 

per se. In this manner, the representation o f the individual is considered in terms o f the 

tension between the self and societ} ,̂ which, in the case o f the traveller, is o f  course a

76



Introdnction

dual tension between the self and the home culture as well as the self and the Other. The 

interest is twofold therefore; at once concerned with how the represented individual is a 

social construct, but also how the individual is necessarily an integral Unk in the 

fabrication o f societies.^^

However, while this study veers away from a reading o f travel writing as 

autobiography, it is nonetheless useful to point out some o f  the features common to 

both genres for the problems they raise with regard to issues o f identity and the 

self/other relation, and the implications o f  these for the practice and representation of 

space. The central overlap between the genres can be simply stated as a mode of 

constructing subject and object positions: from the point o f view o f the reader one 

expects the synchronicity o f  author, narrator and protagonist, while the object of 

narration is presumed to have actually taken place (Polezzi, 2004: 122). Issues o f genre 

aside, on another level, travel and travel writing are also implicated in self-discover)^ as 

well as self-mutation and, in the extreme, the loss o f self (Scott, 2004: 80). Leaving one’s 

home culture already places the subject, deprived o f a space that conjBrms identit}% in a 

certain limbo. The new, the Other, holds no memor}^ and, lacking the reflective 

dimensions o f home — (‘le non-moi qui protege le moi’) (Bachelard, 2001: 24) — the 

traveller is \nilnerable (often deliberately so) to the influences o f the Other. It is in this 

sense that, as seen in relation to the modus operandi o f the anti-tourist outlined above, the 

self might seek the signs o f the Other in order to fulfil some feeling o f lack, as in the case 

of Perec, for example. Here, travel writing becomes a space for exploring the principle of 

mobilit}- involved in shaping an identity (Scott, 2004: 82). Correspondingly, the complete 

loss o f self is another dimension o f the travel experience. Scott has explained this in 

semiotic terms: ‘[...] this merging or overlapping of self and other manifests itself as a 

process in which signs are taken for objects or objects taken for signs; or, in other words, 

in which the real is experienced as imaginary?, or the imaginan^ as real’ (Scott, 2004: 80). 

Essentially, a complete depaysement occurs, provoked by the overwhelming presence o f the 

signs o f the Other, and the traveller’s identit}" unravels, becoming flmd so that identity 

fragments to become a series o f malleable and interchangeable signs (Scott, 2004: 83).

This tension is thought o f  in terms o f  an ‘alterite intime’ by Auge, by which he means that absolute 
individualit}' is unthinkable given societal influences and familial genealog}' and yet the individual is 
involved in these processes o f construction. Auge explains the problem: ‘Les representations de I’alterite 
intime, dans les systemes qu’emdie I’ethnologie, en situent la necessite au coeur meme de I’individualite, 
interdisant du meme coup de dissocier la question de I’identite collective de celle de I’identite individueUe. 
[...] le social commence avec l’indi\'idu’ (Auge, 1992: 29-30).
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In the presence o f so much difference, identities are at risk in the metropolis. 

Intense semiotic complexities and networks o f exchange make the preservation o f an 

integrated self very difficxilt within urban space, and the traveller unaccustomed to such a 

barrage o f signs is especially vulnerable to these forces. In Sofi City (1974), the travel 

writer Jonathan Raban notes this phenomenon o f shifting identity to be an integral part 

o f urban life:

In the city, we are barraged with images o f  the people we might become. Identity is presented as 
plastic, a matter o f  possessions and appearances; and a very large proportion o f  the urban 
landscape is taken up by slogans, advertisements, flatly photographed images o f  folk heroes — the 
man w ho turned into a sophisticated dandy overnight by drinking a particular brand o f  vodka, 
the girl w ho transformed herself into a latter-day Mata Hari with a squirt o f  cheap scent. (Raban, 
[1974] 1998: 59)

This passage is illuminating in showing how the city enables, indeed aims at, the 

breakdown o f distinctions between dream and real life. Within this ‘emporium of st}4es’, 

class and cultural determinisms are easily unravelled (Raban, 1998: 64). The rituals o f 

urban Hfe, dependent to a ver}' large degree on the action o f the sign, are also 

interchangeable; one sign can be substituted for another, one social circle abandoned and 

another entered into with a change o f dress code. ^\nd it is this flexible circularit}? o f the 

sign that allows individuals to live out their fantasies at will, and to enter social arenas 

outside their range o f ‘normal’ experience. As Barthes observes in his essay '’Semiologie et 

urbanisme' (1967):

Le jeu est un theme qui est tres souvent souUgne dans les enquetes sur le centre [viUe]; il y a en 
France une serie d’enquetes concernant I’attrait exerce par Paris sur sa banlieue, et on a observe a 
travers ces enquetes que Paris en tant que centre, pour la peripheric, etait toujours vecu 
semantiquement comme le lieu privilegie ou est I'autre et ou nous-memes sommes I’autre, comme le Heu ou  
Ton joue’. (Barthes, [1967] 2002, II: 1285) (my emphasis)

This possibilit}% o f becoming Other, is one o f the major attractions o f the city for the 

traveller, but it is also one o f the most frightening. It is a theme returned to in more 

detail in particular relation to the differential spaces o f modernist New York and the 

seductive post-modern urban spaces o f Los Angeles.

For the moment, however, let us turn our attention to another facet o f travel 

wrildng, the ethnographic dimension, an aspect that, in the Hght o f work by ethnologists 

such as Auge and anthropologists such as Edgar Morin, has become more urgent in 

relation to understanding the spatial practices o f the contemporar)^ urban universe.
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The E thnographic Dimension

The search for the origins o f ethnography as a scientific discipline has led to an enquiry 

into the modes o f narration and description at work in the earliest travel accounts. This 

search has been approached from differing perspectives that depend largely upon how 

critics define the function o f an ethnographic account. Recendy, within the field of 

ethnography, a debate has emerged over definitions o f the exact object and 

methodologies o f the science. Those working in the field o f travel writing have also 

contributed to this critique. A brief review o f these analyses and the questions they raise 

for travel writing will suffice to situate the approach taken to the urban practice o f the 

travellers examined in this thesis.

Regarding definition, the ethnographer James Clifford’s attempt at 

circumscription proves useful for some critics and problematic for others. Clifford 

delimits the term modem ethnography:

As an academic practice it cannot be separated from anthropology- Seen more generally it is 
simply diverse ways o f  thinking and writing about culture from a standpoint o f  participant 
obser\^ation. (CUfford, 1988; 9)

Joan Pau Rubies, a specialist in the area o f Renaissance travel studies, finds this definition 

useful in that it helps her to identif}^ an ontological shift in the travel writing genre from a 

concern to entertain the home readership with fantastic tales and /o r an undiscriminating 

moralistic determination o f other cultures, towards an attempt at objectivity, and a 

tendency to reflect relatively about another culture’s symbolic strategies of 

representation. Because the travel writer participates direcdy in a society through 

observation o f the other culttire, and writes down their diverse reflections. Rubies, in 

keeping with Clifford’s definition, ascribes the term ethnographic to Renaissance travel 

writing:

The description o f  peoples, their nature, customs, religion, forms o f  government, and language is 
so embedded in the travel writing produced in Europe after the sixteenth century that one 
assumes ethnography to be essential to the genre [...]. Although the emergence o f  an academic 
discourse based on comparison, classification, and historical lineage called ethnology is a 
nineteenth-century phenomenon, in reality both ethnography and ethnology existed within the 
humanistic disciplines o f  early modern Europe in the primary forms o f  travel writing, 
cosmography, and history, which often informed specific debates — about the capabilities and 
origins o f  the American Indians, the definition o f  ‘natural man’, the influence o f  climate on
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national characteristics, or the existence o f  stages in the history o f  civilisation. (Rubies, 2002: 242- 
43)

Certainly, this perspective is beneficial in so far as it identifies possible circtimstances and 

evolutions in narrative techniques and self-other reflection that have contributed to the 

development o f the human sciences in Europe. It has been widely recognised that the 

intellectual transformation of Europe during the Renaissance was in no small measure 

the restilt o f a response to discoveries o f the New World, which awakened colonialist 

desire and scientific and cultural curiosity" about the Other. Narrative accounts o f the 

foreign landscape and its peoples contributed to moral and scientific debate shaping 

Europe’s identity' in response to this previously unknown entity, and became crucial to 

the Enlightenment project for a world-historical science o f mankind. Thus, the 

contingency which Renaissance exploratory^ travel introduced to Etirope created the need 

for a greater rationalisation o f European identity and its categories for knowing the 

world. Soon after these discoveries, scientists and priests began making the journey to the 

New World, and their intellecmal methods for gathering information and making sense 

o f the Other greatiy influenced the development o f taxonomic strategies o f classification 

and categorisation that have been crucial to Western methodologies for knowledge since 

the nineteenth century^

Other critics have been more concerned to differentiate between the genres of 

ethnography and travel writing; a position developed from a deep concern not to simplify 

the debate and to remain lucid about the problematic status o f any narrative purporting 

objectivity. One such critic is Borm, whose generic concerns have been discussed above 

in relation to fiction. He points out that if one were to accept Clifford’s loose disciplinary 

boundaries for modem ethnography, this would mean that journalists are practitioners of 

ethnography, and that in this sense ethnography has been practised since Antiquity 

(Borm, 2000: 80). O ut o f a similar concern, Mary Baine Campbell observes that ‘people 

have come to use the word ‘ethnographic’ to refer to just about any eye-witness 

representation o f non-Western people at home. But the word also refers to a genre that 

did not exist in the sixteenth century^’ (Baine Campbell, 1999: 48).

Most critics do agree, however, that the narration-description dichotomy is of 

great importance to identify^ing a work as a scientific ethnography or a travel journal. 

Once again Jauss’s concept o f the dominant aspect h.e\^s to clarify' the issue. Debra Picchi’s 

maxim for the ethnographer provides us with a point o f contrast useful for identify^ing 

the travel journal. In the context o f her critique o f anthropology^ graduate student
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Florinda Dormer’s Shabono: A. True Adventure in the V^mote and Magical Heart of the South 

American Jungle (1982), she identifies the distinguishing fea t^e  o f  the ethnographical 

position as a ‘commitment to the documentation o f relationships between behavioural 

variables on a cross-cultural basis’ (Picchi, 1983: 674). This statement provides a general 

axis along which lines can be determined, if not definitively, to provide at least some 

clarification. Mary Louise Pratt defines this axis as the ‘narration-description duality’, and 

identifies it as forming the basis for both travel journals and ethnographies. She 

distinguishes between these two forms, arguing:

Ethnographic writing as a rule subordinates narrative to description, but personal narrative is still 
conventionally found, either in the separate personal volumes or in vestigial form at the 
beginning o f the book setting the stage for what follows. (Pratt, 1986: 35)

A discussion over the exact chronological emergence o f what we term ‘ethnology’ 

is not direcdy relevant to our context. However, identif\^ing shared traits found in travel 

writing and ethnography, and determining their degrees o f dominance within the genres, 

are helpful for the questions these traits raise with regard to the traveller and 

representation.'^” Auge’s description o f the activities o f the ethnologist provides a useful 

starting point from which to extract the points of intersection between ‘mere travelers’ 

(Malinowski, 1961: 11)'” and the scientific ethnographer. Auge helps illuminate the 

remarks made by Pratt above in the effort being made here to tentatively demarcate the 

two genres. In Non-Ueux Auge states:

L’activite de I’ethnologue de terrain est des le depart une activite d’arpenteur du social, de 
manieur d’echelles, de comparatiste au peut pied; il bricole un univers significatif, au besoin en 
explorant, par enquetes rapides, des univers intermediaires, ou en consultant, en historien, les 
documents utilisables. II essaie, pour lui-meme et pour les autres, de savoir de qui il peut 
pretendre parler quand il parle de ceux a qui il a parle’. (Auge, 1992: 22)

Clarifs'ing the methodology o f the professional ethnologist, one can note the relevancies 

of the practices described in this passage for the travel writer seeking to represent the 

foreign cit\'. In a similar manner to the ethnographer, the travel writer too collects data, 

reads the city and gathers signs in order to piece together a coherent representation. 

Likewise, the travel writer wiU ver}  ̂ often consult archival sources for assistance in

For a more detailed accovmt on the emergence o f  the ethnographic discipline, the following works are 
helpful: Borm (2000). This essa)' is useful for the way it situates the chronological debate. See Baine 
Campbell (1988) for a discussion o f  the travel book’s relationship to Antiquit}'.

In Argonauts of the Western Pacific (1961), the ethnographer Malinowski celebrates the dawn o f 
professional, scientific ethnography, im phing falsehood in the representation o f  the O ther by any other, 
less specialised genres — such as the travel journal.
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gaining access to the meaning o f the sights/sites o f the city, with such background 

providing information on the initial dilemma o f what the travel writer should be looking 

for, and later providing access to historical or social significances o f the environment. 

The ontological position from which these activities are carried out does, however, differ 

when the point o f reference is the travel journal and the traveller, and this is where 

Pratt’s outline o f the ethnographer’s description-orientated account is helpful. For the 

dominant aspect o f the travel book, while difficult to determine, is definitely not that it 

should be predominandy discursive and scientific. The ethnographer’s method o f 

categorisation and description is traditionally inscribed within a set o f scientific criteria 

whereas, superficially at least, the travel writer has more freedom of choice and 

expression when it comes to developing descriptions o f the city he/she visits. Borm once 

again clarifies the point:

Thus travel books seem generally less scientific in terms o f  their outlook and narrative strategy: 
there is only a limited amount o f  foom otes (rather than a systematic and frequent use thereof) in 
travelogues and at least in contemporar}' travel books no precise page references seem to be a 
rule. It is true, however, that certain (contemporary) travelogues contain bibliographies, stressing 
their erudite dimension [...] without turning them into scientific monographs though. (Borm, 
2000: 93)

The question is, therefore, integrally related to readership. The ethnographer is 

writing for a scientific, professionally trained audience, and while travel accounts can be 

read in such a manner, the same level o f adherence to methodological practice is not 

expected. As outlined above, the traveller is also more free to voice his/her subjectivity 

without too much objection from the reader, whereas the acknowledgement o f 

subjectivity within ethnography has formed the basis o f critique on the discipline, leading 

ethnographers such as James CUfford, Clifford Geertz and Marc Auge amongst others to 

reconsider the fundamentals o f their ‘science’ and the ver\' possibility^ o f its existence. 

This paradox — the necessity o f  personal experience (and, therefore, a subjective -\newpoint) 

and the scientific attempt at achieving an objective (and, at least in aspiration, a universal) 

stance — is, however, a trait clearly relevant to the travel writing studied here. Moreover, 

in relation to authors writing in the latter half o f the twentieth century^ this paradox is 

often consciously explored. An analysis o f such explorations shall enable us later to 

engage the genre in wider disciplinary debate over the status o f description, its ethical
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consequences and whether it is possible to move beyond a nihilistic reading o f the travel
. . 4 2text.

The next point Auge makes concerning the voice o f the ethnographer 

acknowledges this critique, and for our context it highlights two specific issues regarding 

recent scholarship on travel and travel writing. While travel writing may not have the 

same scientific problematic as ethnography, when it comes to narrative voice, it is 

nevertheless fruitful to address the ‘innocence’ o f the travel narrative. This line o f enquiry 

can highlight some im portant questions regarding the representation o f reality and its 

implications for Western identity. The first o f these questions has to do with the 

possibility o f ever achieving a sufficiendy objective stance so as to be able to represent 

the encounter with another culture. The objectivity referred to works on two closely 

interconnected levels; the social and the individual. How can one represent another when 

one’s own methods o f representing are embedded within a culturally configured set of 

discursive strategies? How can one ever reach beyond one’s subjectivity? And, 

importandy, from what authority does one speak? This concern, for an authoritative 

position from which to speak, is dependent upon the discursive strategies that a culture 

(in this case European) uses to convince readers o f the ‘truth element’ in its 

representations. The ethnographer Clifford Geertz pinpoints this authority as having its 

basis in the idea o f presence:

The ability o f  anthropologists to get us to take what they say seriously has less to do either with a 
factual look or an air o f  conceptual elegance than it has with their capacity to convince us that 
what they say is a result o f  their having actually penetrated (or, if you prefer, been penetrated by) 
another form o f life, o f  having one w’ay or another, truly ‘been there.’ And that, persuading us 
that this offstage miracle has occurred, is where the writing comes in. (Geertz, 1988: 4-5)

For instance, even the statement, ‘/  do not know how to describe', frequendy encountered in 

travel journals, does not prove that the narrator is unable to narrate — it does not 

invahdate the message whatsoever. Quite the opposite, this conceptual vacuum is 

meaningful in that it implies two statements: ‘I was there to witness,’ and ‘I do not 

understand what I have witnessed’. Both o f these utterances serve to distinguish the 

construction o f knowledge in travel writing from that o f geographers or traditional

■*2 In view o f this debate over the possibilit)' o f  writing the O ther, James Clifford has suggested a view o f 
ethnography (and this can be applied to  travel writing too) as allegory^ as a positive means o f  recognising 
the ‘fact that realistic portraits, to the extent that the}' are ‘convincing’ or ‘rich,’ are extended metaphors, 
patterns o f  associations that point to coherent (theoretical, esthetic, moral) additional meanings. AUegor)' 
(more strongly than ‘interpretation’) calls to mind the poetic, traditional, cosmological nature o f such 
writing processes’ (Clifford, 1986: 100).
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ethnographers. Use o f the first person singular and verbs o f visual identification operate 

as guarantees o f the traveller’s presence in situ (the subjective, testimonial dimension o f 

the travel account), but at the same time the use o f verbs o f perception, such as ‘to see’ 

constructs a certain ‘authentic’ relation between the space and the traveller, lending the 

narrative an objective, impersonal dimension (see Mondada, 2005).

Geertz’s point has relevancy also for another key aspect o f travel writing — the 

way in which the travel journal is read. Modes o f reading are, o f course, conditional upon 

the historical and cultural shifts in what a reader expects from the travel journal. It can be 

pointed out here that these shifts have often been conditioned by changes o f importance 

in relation to other modes o f writing about travel. The development o f the guidebook in 

the nineteenth century, for example, took some of the responsibility off the traveller to 

enumerate facts such as where to stay and what places to visit, and likewise readers came 

less and less to expect the presence o f such Usts in the travel journal, which then tended 

towards a more impressionistic, descriptive and personal style o f narrative (Buzard, 2002; 

49). The second issue is one o f responsibilit}^ Representation is implicated in the 

construction o f impressions, ideas, but also in the pragmatic politics o f one culture 

towards another, and the writer is, therefore, faced with ethical issues concerning the 

present and future identit}^ o f  the culture he/she describes. All o f these questions are 

relevant to the analysis o f travel writing, and scholars such as Baine Campbell, Sarah 

Mills, Caren Kaplan and Steve Clarke amongst others have produced cogent critiques o f 

travel writing, engaging it in a debate on the ethics o f representation. As Steve Clarke 

points out:

A travel book necessarily refers to that which cannot be immediately and tangibly verified: an 
elsewhere. Travel reference is to do with world-coherence: the book projects a world, and it is the 
ethics o f  inhabiting that alternative domain that are primarily at stake. (Clarke, 2000: 115)

Many o f the writers under discussion here are engaged in similar critiques o f their 

scriptural activities. In the conclusion to this thesis, ‘Signscapes’, the issue becomes 

somewhat controversial regarding the representational strategies o f Barthes and 

Baudrillard. At this point it wiU suffice to ask the (thorny) question o f whether, since the 

categorisation o f knowledge within the human sciences and the development o f 

discipline-oriented methodologies for the study o f culture — histor\^, sociology' and 

ethnology — travel writing might be alleviated o f some o f the responsibilities referred to 

above? If, as Chfford points out, we know that ‘we can no longer know the whole truth.
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or even claim to approach it’ (Clifford, 1986: 25), how  is it even possible for writers to 

write?

These questions, while seemingly controversial a n d /o r  naive, are relevant because 

o f  the fact that m any o f  the writers studied here have participated in or, indeed, been at 

the origin of, m uch o f  this debate. Roland Barthes’s MytJmlogies (1957) or Jean 

Baudrillard’s Pourune critique de I’economie du signe (1981) and Simulations (1983) dem onstrate 

an awareness o f  the polemics o f  the debate concerning representation and the world, to 

such an extent that their works need to be approached with the understanding that these 

authors are very m uch aware o f  the strategies o f  representation. Therefore, taking into 

account that authors deal critically with the issues raised by post-structuralist critiques o f 

the hum an sciences, is it possible to consider these works as formally expressive o f  a 

desire to m ove beyond disciplinary inertia by deliberately highlighting their own aesthetic 

subjectivit)'? Furtherm ore, regarding those authors that predate such explicit critique, 

these writers too m ust be differentiated from  the colonialist who embarks on a quest o f 

deliberate appropriation. In contrast to this, many o f  the writers examined here, while 

approaching the cit)’ from  various ideological positions, are, nevertheless, quite readily 

involved in the explicit search for real, ^4able alternative m eaning systems (past, present 

or future) within the m etropolitan organisation o f  the O ther. This implies both  a critical 

perspective on the hom e culture and a recognition that other cultures might, on the one 

hand, offer a m ore authentic o r perhaps m ore advanced and superior alternative. In 

contrast, o ther cultures may also be read as auspicious signs o f  superficiaUt}^ and m an’s 

illusor}" attem pt to confer order on the world. In both  cases, the result is a critique that 

has consequences for the hom e culture, and not one that seeks the annihilation o f  one 

culture in favour o f  another. The demise or success o f  the other civilisation often 

becomes the harbinger o f  doom  or the role m odel for the Same. In some way, it is for 

this reason that anxiety and doubt, as well as fascination and hope, are symptom atic o f 

many o f the texts explored in this thesis.

However, all o f  this is no t to  say that these texts shall be read innocently; notions 

o f the ‘primitive’ and the ‘civilised’ as they becom e relevant to the discursive tensions in 

power-relations illustrative o f  opinions o f  superiorit)^ or insecurity shall be addressed 

throughout this analysis. But, as outlined in the above section on travel practices, the 

question o f  who writes and from  w hat socio-historical background is o f  the utm ost 

concern bo th  to me as a reader, and m ore often than not to  the writers themselves. It is 

with this in m ind that the forms o f  expression in the travel journal will be examined for
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w hat they reveal about strategies o f  narrative construction, and for the possibilities the 

aesthetic dimension presents for stepping beyond the negation o f  the travel journal as a 

vaHd source for the understanding o f  the imaginative geographies o f  W estern urban 

space.

Aims

All o f  the texts under discussion here show concern for the possibilities o f  ‘tru th ’ in 

representing the urban universe, and reveal a tension between the objective and 

subjective points o f  view that in turn lead to reflection on the poetics and poKtics at stake 

in the act o f  writing itself Bearing this in mind, real no t imaginary jouxneys wiU be 

privileged here. For, this thesis’s particular focus on the travel journal is a function o f  its 

overt and conscious concern with topics central to its analysis: urbanisation, the sign, 

idenrit}', the self/o ther relation, politics and writing. An overarching them e is the 

constructed nature o f  urban realit}', its stams as production, and writing’s role in the 

evolution o f  such a production. The travel journal is less complicated by narrative, fictive 

and character-based issues than the novels o f  Balzac or Zola, for example. W ithin the 

travel journal, the subjectivit}^ o f  the author is n o t so easily separated from  the objective 

referent o f the text. M ore specifically, travel texts allow for an exploration o f  this ver}  ̂

question: the delicate balance between subjectivit}" and objectivit}', between the personal 

and the scientific. From  this perspective, the notion o f  hegemonic discourse, its 

construction and its breakdown, can be explored fiirther: a subject that, in the wake o f  

structuralism and post-structuralism  has becom e o f  m uch im portance to fields within the 

hum an sciences as a whole, and literary criticism and ethnography in particular.

The appropriateness o f  the urban space as a site for the analysis o f  such 

discovirses is that, as outlined above, it is a constructed entit}^; use o f  its space and the 

developm ent o f  its sites are fundamentally inscribed in the symbolic. From  the outset, 

therefore, the city can be seen as a space at once reflective and productive o f  the 

ideologies and infrastructures that a civilisation constructs to produce meaning. All o f  the 

cities under discussion here have had im portant relationships with the W est’s conception 

o f  its civilisation, and show quite explicidy the effects o f  historical m ovem ent and 

technological change, along with the erection and demolition o f  ideologies; whether this 

is expressed through the dank depths o f  the L ondon slum or the verticality o f  the
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M anhattan sk)^scraper. Em bedded in these discursive meshes, that are as m uch a part o f 

the city’s reality as any block o f  stone, the increasing complexit}" o f  the semiotic fabric o f 

the city since the industrial period serves only to  reinforce this observation, as Bernard 

Lamizet points out:

La ville est un espace defini par I’information et, par consequent, la consistance reelle, physique 
de la ville est, en quelque sorte, subsumee par la consistance symbolique qu’en donnent les 
medias, les discours et les representadons. (Lamizet, 2002: 19)

It is no t surprising, then, that this environm ent raises questions for the traveller. 

Issues o f  concern include the status o f  the ‘I ’ in relation to the urban environm ent, 

metatextual reflection on the constructed, ideologically motivated dimensions o f  the act 

o f  writing, and the dynamics o f  exclusion inherent bo th  in urban space and in writing, as 

well as the necessity and consequences o f  this exclusion for the depiction o f  realit}^ The 

predom inance o f  ‘culture’ and construction within the citj- underm ines the status o f  any 

realit}" conceived as ‘natural’ or ‘organic’, and provokes reflection on the urban 

en\Tronment as a sign system, from  the eschatological predictions o f  Sartre to  the m ore 

theoretically structured representations o f  Barthes.

In the light o f  these reflections it is, perhaps, fair to  say that travel writing’s 

usefulness for today’s critic lies no t in what it can tell us about the Other, but, w hat it teUs 

us about W estern m ethodologies and ideologies o f  representation. Formal expression 

and aesthetic rendering are therefore analysed here as functions o f  wider concerns 

relating to the issues outlined above. This narrative dilemma can be examined in relation 

to the urban traveller’s strategies for making sense o f  the shifting urban environm ent, 

where the debate on oppositions such as nature/culture, sign/object, primitive/civilised 

and self/o ther can be engaged with directly. Rubies clarifies the need for refocusing the 

object o f  ethnographic study and for a redefinition o f the terms o f the debate:

Globalisation, and the gradual extinction o f the privileged field for the anthropologist, the pure, 
uncontaminated primitive tribe, has created a blurring o f cultural traditions which requires 
redefining enterprise as, precisely, a description of this blurring and annihilation. (Rubies, 2002: 
259)

W ithin urban space it is this ‘blurring’ and ‘annihilation’ which, to  a large degree, form  

the substance o f  what the urban travel writer attempts to represent. The challenge o f  

urban space is that it lies beyond the control o f  either a singular author or a technocratic 

communit)' presum ing to interpret a n d /o r  build it. Spatial practice in the city is
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contingent upon many things — those pertaining to this study include the sign 

(architectural and linguistic), discursive rhetoric, politics and history. Urban travel writing 

will be analysed here for its value in the current debate on the dislocation o f referential 

foundations for understanding the relationship between representation and reality. As 

Clifford has recognised, “We ground things now, on a moving earth. There is no longer 

any place o f overview (mountaintop) from which to map htaman ways o f Hfe, no 

Archtmedian point from which to represent the world’ (Clifford, 1986: 22). For, if the 

city and the evolution o f its imaginative geography aj:e worthy o f attention, it is precisely 

because it at once concerns our cities — their permanencies and changes — and our 

relation to the metropolis’s representation that evolves as the city does and, on a wider 

scale, as our society does. To interrogate urban space and urban practices is, in the end, 

to ask a double-edged question about the existence o f the cit}', and the status o f the 

imagination and representation at a time when the urban fabric is expanding, and the 

organisation o f social space being modified beyond the expectations o f anyone before 

the nineteenth centun-; a time, thus, when access to a global bank o f images has suddenly 

become possible and when representation has been revealed to be fundamental to the 

ideological construction o f the world.

Cha])tor Outlines

It is hoped that this thesis will contribute to the discussions o f differing strands of 

French criticism: o f how ideas, architectures and people operate within certain topical 

geo-political and geo-poetic parameters, but also to suggest how these parameters have 

come to influence (and be influenced by) other metropolitan narratives and identities. As 

outlined above, the thesis’s subject is French urban travel and travel writing, analysed in 

connection with trends delimiting the West’s cultural and critical landscape since 1851. 

As such, this thesis aims to be both a study in genre and an exploration o f the 

construction o f metropolitan ideologies. It takes as its premise the view that travel to the 

cit}̂  is as much about constructing frameworks for understanding metropolitan space in 

France as for reading that o f the Other. Its unifj'itig theme is how travel and travel 

writing by the French about other metropolitan societies go about producing the city as a 

coherent imaginative entit}^ I wiU explore how the practices o f travel and travel writing 

have corresponded with movements within aesthetic expression and criticism as well as
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with socio-political ideological tendencies, and how these correspondences have been 

instrumental in manufacturing a space within which the city is imagined, represented and 

consequendy lived. Both chapters o f this thesis take up such questions through a reading 

o f a geographically oriented corpus o f travel texts in connection with key historical 

transitions within the period. I have chosen to organise both sections geographically for 

the facility o f enabling texts on a particular city to enter into dialogue with one another, 

and for the coherency this lends to an exploration o f the dialectics at work in the 

representations o f  a specific architectural space. The first chapter, ‘Urban Oppositions: 

Making Sense o f London, 1851-1946’, examines the discourses concerning the 

industrialisation o f London, the monumental structures and even'day scenes that 

emerged in the citj' from the opening o f the Great Exhibition in 1851 to the end o f the 

Second World War. Its main concern is to demonstrate how ideologies and urban 

narratives emerge from an oppositional conception o f the official monument and the 

urban underground. The section examines how the travellers Jules Janin, Jules VaUes, 

Jacques Dyssord and Alfred Leroy make sense o f the other great metropolis o f the age. 

The other chapter, ‘Wandering Geometr\" Order and Identit}" in New York, 1929-1980’, 

examines the work o f the travel writers Paul Morand, Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de 

Beauvoir and Georges Perec. This chapter looks at how the horizontal and the vertical 

geometries o f the cit}̂  become both physical and symbolic codes for interpretations of 

the Modernist cit\’, and consequentially for the future o f modern man. The conclusion, 

‘Signscapes’, looks at the themes o f nostalgia and abstraction in travel writing as they 

relate to the emergence o f urban architectures and identities referred to as post-modern. 

It briefly treats o f modes o f perception and formal expression in the texts o f Roland 

Barthes and Jean BaudriUard on the cities o f Tok\'o and Los Angeles respectively in 

terms o f a critique o f Western (European) modes o f signification.'*^

Each chapter is followed by a series o f images that are o f relevance to the ideas 

presented within the text. In some cases the images are taken from the travel accounts 

under discussion, otherwise they are employed to complement visually the analysis o f the 

travel practices undertaken here.

A number o f shared questions have given shape to each o f the above sections. 

Thus, this thesis as whole, in the attempt to suggest a dialectical and historicised

An in-depth study o f  the post-industrial cit)' and the ways in which this urban space is practised is 
beyond the scope o f the present study, which focuses on the emergence o f  the m odern cit}- and its spatial 
and representational expressions. Unfortunately, post-modernism and urban practices resulting from  it 
ments more discussion than was possible here.
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approach to urban travel writing, asks how spatio-temporal shifts and technological 

changes in the environment have been instrumental in constructing individxml and 

collective responses to the urbanised universe, and how these responses have, in their 

turn, informed negotiations o f the city and provided interpretive strategies via which 

urban space might be appropriated and understood. It asks how the city has produced 

travel and how urban architectures have directed the physical, perceptual and imaginative 

possibilities for understanding the world. Furthermore, it asks how travel writing informs 

France’s differentiated conception o f its own metropolitan culture in relation to the 

O ther’s space o f dominance — the foreign metropolis. And, finally, how has travel and 

travel writing in their turn produced urban space? How do the signif\^ing practices o f travel 

writing engender and encode space and ensure the city’s persistence as the dominant 

expressive and organisational tool for humanit\^’s collective understanding o f what 

civilisation means?
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Urban Oppositions

IiitioductioT i

Ah! Que de fer, ah! Que de cuivre et d’acier, el que de roues et de rouages, que de machines infatigahles et de
chevaux invisibles!Que d’evenemens [sic], combien de miracles, quel avenir!

(Janin, 1851: 3)

Ourfirst apprehension of modern civilisation, it seems to me, emerges in the mind of the tourist
(MacCannell, 1976: 1)

This chapter examines four French travellers’ representation o f  L ondon in the period 

1851 to 1946. The aim is to explore the interpretive and narrative strategies through 

which the traveller attem pts to cope with the ‘m aelstrom ’ (Berman, 1988: 16) o f  m odern 

London and render it legible. As one o f  the central orienting markers for the urban 

traveller is the m onum ent, it is the discourse surrounding L ondon’s m onum ents that 

shall form  the central focus o f  the analysis here. The texts focused on are Jules Jan in’s 

Mois de mai a Londres et I ’exposition de 1851 (1851), Jules Valles’s, 1m  Rue a Lj)ndres (1876), 

Jacques D yssord’s Ijondres secret (1932) and, in conclusion, Alfred Leroy’s text Ijondres et la 

vie anglaise (1946).'*“'

It is im portant to poin t ou t that the analysis undertaken here is exploratory'. 

However, bringing together these travellers’ writing over such an extended and eventful 

period in the life o f  m etropolitan L ondon highlights the fluidit)" and the ambiguit}’ o f 

perspectives engaged in structuring significances for the m odern m etropolis — for making 

sense o f  the upheaval which m odernisation brought to  each aspect o f  everj-day Ufe. The 

aim, then, is to examine the various imaginative geographies that emerge in association 

with the English capital, rather than to conceive that, once peeled away, an essential core

44
Other significant French travel texts on London o f  the nineteenth century that have been consulted for 

this chapter include: Gustave D ore and Blanchard Jerrold (1872), Fernand de JupiUes (1886), Hippolyte 
Tauie ([1872] 1923), Loms Blanc ([1865-1867] 2001), Paul Morand (1933) and Charles d ’YdewaUe, (1945). 
The works analysed here have been selected for their direct relevance to the questions posed throughout 
this thesis, and m ost especially for their articulation o f  the relationship between institutional ideologies and 
the everyday.
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or identity for the city will reveal itself. The focus, rather, shall be on the alternating and, 

often, oppositional principles o f  organisation which these successive travellers employ so 

as to  make sense o f  the city. It wiU be necessary, therefore, to refer throughout the 

chapter to the shifting material circumstances that differentiate the travellers from  each 

other, as well as to  the changing character o f  the city’s ideological and institutional 

landscape. In  respect o f  the latter, and before embarking on  the analysis o f  the travel 

accounts m entioned above, this brief introduction wiU explore the conceptualisation o f  

urban m odernity as related to the architectviral and social expressions o f  m etropolitan 

London.

Tjoiidoii: An-Other Eispressioii of Moderiiit}'

T o contem poraries London possessed a unique identity, one that was dualistic in nattire. 

While on the one hand the sweeping Georgian streets and the neo-classical order o f  the 

Regency period m ade L ondon one o f  the m ost planned cities in Europe at this time, 

another image encroached on the orderly architectures o f  the W est E nd (Fig. 8). The 

cit}'’s split identit}' was confirm ed by narratives labelling L ondon as ‘M odern Babylon’, 

‘Coketown’, or William C obbett’s ‘The G reat W en’, as weU as by the structural difference 

o f London, based in the fvindamental disparities o f  demography, industry and wealth that 

separated the m etropolis from  the rest o f  Britain as well as from  the continent. T o attach 

to London a signifier such as ‘Babylon’ or even simply differentiating it from  ‘the 

p ro \^ c e s ’ indicates a general consciousness o f  the m etropolis as som ething 

extraordinary. Such a differentiation was also, as we shall see, inscribed in a m oral order 

that articulated the city' in extreme term s — seeing in it the best and w orst that ci\nlisation 

had to offer: a ‘w en’ according to  the O xford English D ictionary is ‘a sebaceous cystic 

hum our under the skin, occurring chiefly on the head’. ‘Coketow n’ sum m oned images o f  

black fog, claustrophobic atm ospheres, dust and filth, while ‘Babylon’ inscribed L ondon 

within a discourse o f  the city as decadent and debauched; a peaking civilisation whose 

decline was ine\'itable.

While Paris has been written o f  as ‘The Capital o f  the N ineteenth Centur}’’ 

(Benjamin, 1969), and come to serve as a general blueprint for the W estern urban 

expression o f  modernit}', L ondon’s equally Prom ethean status has been generally 

neglected. Benjamin’s interpretation tends to impose the Parisian expression o f
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m odernity on all cities, w ithout taking into accoiint the specific material circiimstances 

within which Paris evolved over the course o f  the nineteenth century. As we shall see, an 

alternative to Benjamin’s equation o f  m odernity with the emergence o f  the flaneur o r the 

crow d inebriated with consumerism emerges when the French gaze is turned to the other 

great m etropolis o f  the W estern world. The traveller’s strategies to  render L ondon legible 

give us an insight into the specificity o f  the socio-symbolic universe o f  the English 

capital. M oreover, these strategies illuminate how  m odern French travel and 

interpretations o f  the O ther were ensconced in new identifications with the nation-state, 

imperialism and progress, at the same time that these identifications were articulated in 

(often paradoxical) relation with traditional conceptions o f  community, history and 

p rofound  association o f  the past articulated as a form  o f  authentic experience. L ondon’s 

m odernisation and its expression, therefore, reveal the tension inherent in the m odern 

experience, where construction brings destruction, where extreme wealth brings extreme 

povert}', and where the present is negotiated in terms o f  either an idealistic futm e or an 

idealised past. T o follow Berman, we m ight understand modernity in terms o f  conflict 

and flux. In this chapter we shall see that these are the paradoxes that the French 

traveller seeks out upon encountering London, and how in seeking to render the cit}" 

legible the traveller often resorts to practices o f  opposition, expressed in relation to a 

symboKc moral order, in his attem pt to resolve the ambiguity and anxiet)' attendant upon 

m odem  explorations o f  the cit}\

The sources o f  L ondon’s m odernity are many; I shall briefly outline those 

elem ents that have significance for the French traveller’s interpretation o f  the city. Firstiy, 

the Prom ethean status o f  London was a considerable factor in its attractiveness for the 

outsider. The crowd is a figure o f the m odern urban landscape that is appropriated in 

term s o f  its capacity to alienate an d /o r exhilarate the indi\ndual, and in L ondon  the 

image o f  the crowd was intimately related to the disorganisation o f  the urban landscape, 

its regionally structured class divisions, and the presence o f  a large urban underclass. 

Between 1801 and 1851 the population o f L ondon almost tripled in size. By 1811 the city 

had over a million inhabitants and the rate o f  growth seemed exponential — the capital 

had four million inhabitants by 1891. The demographic upsurge reinforced L ondon’s 

well-established dom inance over the political and cultural landscape o f  the nation. 

U naccustom ed to the galloping expansion o f the m etropolis, the size o f  the city seemed 

incredible (Less, 1999: 414). Migration to  L ondon was a deluge rather than a steady 

stream, far exceeding that to Paris, and this was due in some m easure to  the fact that for
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centuries London had been absorbing neighbouring towns and spilling over its Roman 

walls.

In economic terms, too, London was more advanced than its French 

counterpart. Several important sectors, such as the service and transport industries, as 

well as the large numbers o f people employed in commerce and finance, meant that the 

economic development o f  London was more diversified and complex than that o f  Paris. 

This was largely due to the physical and financial environment favourable to capitalist 

development in London — the deep estuary o f the Thames provided the city with an 

international port, and the relative stability o f imperial politics fed the city with luxury' 

goods and raw materials from the colonies. AU of these factors contributed to the image 

o f London as the capitalist hub o f the modem world. If Paris was the source o f the 

ideological vocabular}- o f modernity, then London was seen as the chief economic 

expression o f this modernitj".

As Lynda Nead points out, ‘Paris has dominated recent histories o f modernity 

and urbanisation. The rebuilding o f the city under Napoleon III (1852-1870) and his 

Prefect o f the Seine, Baron Haussmann, has been taken as the paradigmatic model of 

nineteenth-centur}' urban history' and o f modemit)* more generally’ (Nead, 2005: 6). A 

specific spatial conception o f modemit}' has been generated by Haussmann’s spectacular 

remodelling o f the Parisian urban structure. Indeed, Haussmann acted with ruthless 

decision, demolishing whole areas in the pursuit o f clarit)' and accessibility', all ideas that 

would become central to the urban ideals o f early twentieth-centurj' modernist architects. 

The He de la Cite was cleared o f its warren o f menacing streets and its identity 

reformulated in terms o f an official architecture. Expansive, horizon-reaching boulevards 

cut through the old quarters, their trees aestheticising the further aim o f making the city 

easily accessible to government troops (Fig. 9); large squares functioned as hubs for a 

network of radiating streets, while urban parks clarified the landscape further and grand 

public buildings such as Charles Garnier’s new opera house expressed the prosperity and 

prestige o f Napoleon’s empire.

London’s development was more equivocal, and its development since the mid

nineteenth century' teUs a different story' o f modernity. On the one hand, the city 

constituted the pinnacle o f urban master planning -  in the eighteenth and early 

nineteenth century', Georgian neo-classicism and Regency architecture had ensured the 

clarity o f London’s urban design. On the other hand, London’s sprawl made it difficult 

for architecture to keep up with the necessities o f industrial development in the East
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End. The decentralised character o f London’s local government meant that 

modernisation was difficult, and a cohesive plan to vinify the city’s spatialit}' was almost 

impossible. N o effective government beyond that o f the City o f London was installed 

until 1839 when the London County Council came into being, and in general London 

was administratively ill-equipped to handle the day-to-day crises o f metropolitan growth 

and change. In terms o f how the sprawling city expressed modernity, then, we can say 

that it seemed to follow the spatial logic o f a labyrinth rather than that o f a rationalising 

grid or unifying star. The characteristic experience o f the East-End street was, therefore, 

one o f disorientation rather than directional movement. Change in London from the 

mid-nineteenth century on happened quickly, and in the new industrial areas it did not 

have the rational quality o f an overall grand plan. As Nead observes, ‘Modernity for 

London in this period was a condition of compromise; between local government and 

private industry^ local vested interests and traditional authorities. Modernity was an 

accumulation o f uneven and unresolved processes o f urbanisation; it took the form o f 

the improved street within a district o f slums’ (Nead, 2005: 5). Constant and 

unpredictable demolitions happened alongside reconstructions, familiar avenues 

disappeared without their replacements ever seeming to clarify- the overall structure o f 

the continually sprawling metropolis. The result was that the clarity o f the grand manner 

design, which Regency architects such as John Nash had given London’s West End, 

stood increasingly apart from the sprawl and squalor that characterised the East End 

from the mid-nineteenth centtarj' onwards. Rendering legible this uneven and fragmented 

modernisation very often involved a reappraisal o f the past in order to articulate the 

significance o f the modern in relation to some pre-established mode o f identification.

In this version o f modernity the official rearrangements o f the urban landscape 

are understood from within a more localised and communal framework o f meaning than 

the one put forward by the nation-state. The travel accounts examined here suggest that 

confrontation with the chaotic states o f existence produced by modern London often 

involved a configuration o f diverse oppositional motivations for manufacturing meaning, 

attempts at resolution that often result in paradox and contradiction. Modernisation is 

not simply constituted by the moulding and organisation o f space in line with the 

emergent discourses o f power articulated in the nineteenth century through science, mass 

culture, nation and empire. Its significance also Ues in the shifting experiences o f the 

m odem  subject, the expectations, fears, fascinations and anxieties that engagement with 

the metropolis produced. The French travel narrative, in its direct subjective engagement
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with the above discoxirses, thus, provides a unique source for study o f  the range o f 

subjective forms o f  agency that emerged in dialectical relationship with the m odem  

urban scene.

French Travel and Modernitj’

As stated in the introduction to this thesis, the attraction o f  the city for the traveller 

involves the potential for engagement with the symbolic markers that seem to provide 

access to  knowledge o f  the national identity o f  the foreign country. The traveller’s 

everyday experience o f  the cit}' and h is/her relationship to  the urban community is often, 

and quite paradoxically, negotiated in relation to the urban environm ent’s symbolic 

nodes or m onum ent as a visible means o f  directing the significance o f  space and time, 

and the discourse o f  such m onum ents articulates the indi\adual’s m odes for 

com prehending social sdructure and for making sense o f  urban experience. The traveller 

is uniquely involved in conceptualising the everj'day experience o f  the cit}’ in relation to 

its wider discourses o f  official order, its normative structures o f  signification. In m odem  

societ)' these norm s are articulated spatially through the regulation o f  access to various 

sites within the m etropolis that effectively distinguish the public from the private 

(TvIacCannell, 1976: 39). W ith increased urbanisation these normative paths o f  access are 

made \4sible in physical divisions; walls, fences, barricades and signs marking the limits o f 

a community, an establishment or personal space. T he social ordering o f  hum an 

interaction is, therefore, only one o f  the ways that the structure o f  m odern society might 

be understood (see G offm an, 1971 and 1963). F o r the traveller, who lacks intimate 

(native) acquaintance with the society being \nsited, it is o ther ^dsible form s o f  public 

representations o f  social stm cture that emerge as central to  the legibility o f  the foreign 

city. As shall be dem onstrated in this chapter, architectural shows o f  industr}'. Em pire, 

museums, parks, as well as decay, refuse, slums and prisons are im portant directional 

nodes for the traveller. T he indi\ddual experience o f  the traveller is thus directiy engaged 

with questions o f  nationality, accessibilit}', legibiUt}" and intimacy through which the 

experience o f  London is apprehended. As we shall see, the travel account dem onstrates 

how  pubKc representations o f  modernity were very often re-negotiated and challenged by 

the perspective o f  the outsider. The version o f  m etropolitan m odernity that emerges
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from  the travel writing examined here is very different from  the grand, ineluctable 

process described by Berman in his version o f  m odernisation’s grand narrative (Berman, 

1988). It does, however, preserve the vitalit}" o f  contradiction that Berman identifies as 

inherent in the m odernisation experience on a social, cultural and econom ic level.

T he travel account reminds us that a passage across the street is a passage 

through complex definitions o f  identity' based on issues o f  class, respectability, nation 

and ideological opinion. Representations o f  m etropolitan life are, therefore, indicative o f 

the traveller’s way o f  coping with the confrontation o f  an alternative set o f  socio- 

symboHc criteria as articulated by the foreign city. As Pierson points out ‘the symbolic 

city was n o t the complex growth o f  history or the outcom e o f  distinct economic and 

social needs; it was a creature o f  the imagination’ (Pierson, 1999: 873). The significance 

o f  a m onum ent Ues in its status as a receptacle for a collective urban memory, for the 

state’s discursive strategies o f  pow er and its presentation, and for the construction o f  a 

m ore subjective imaginative geography o f the cit}' (see Auge, 1986). This makes the 

traveller’s engagement with the m onum ent highly significant in term s o f  tracing French 

subjective responses to  collective national narratives and the spatial manifestations o f 

governmentalit)^ In a period that has been respectively term ed the age o f  nationalism and 

the age o f  empire (Hobsbawm, 1990; 1987), an outsider’s response to  another nation’s 

netw ork o f  symbolic references is revealing o f  an alternative encounter with m odernity’s 

urban expression, and one which does not so easily fit with the idea o f  either the tourist 

or inhabitant as unconscious participants or passive consumers o f  the structiires o f  urban 

governm entality and their implications for social life. In this way, these travellers’ 

evaluative appropriation o f  L ondon’s moniomentaUty is suggestive o f  the concerns 

prevalent in the French negotiation o f  England’s alterit}\

Finally, in constant tension with m etropolitan order, and indeed a vital factor in 

the shape that this order ultimately takes, are spaces o f  urban chaos and obscenity that 

continually threaten to  depose institutional and ideological direction. D isorder, therefore, 

is a corresponding category to monumentaHty and key in the traveller’s m ethods for 

deciphering and representing London. The figuration, tone, as well as the degree to 

which disorder informs the travel account is dependent on the French traveller’s 

m otivation when practising London. As we shall see, the underbelly o f  m etropolitan life 

is at once repellent and fascinating to the traveller and, furtherm ore, this underbelly is 

consistently identified with the act o f  revealing or uncovering — with the notion o f  an 

authenticity beyond that o f  officially sanctioned normative urban structures. In  the travel
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account, we are presented with an articulation o f  personal itineraries, with the 

actualisation o f  abstract streets through narrative o f  their specific use and experience. 

These pathways through the city are organised in response to, bu t never in exact 

compliance with, the rational logic o f  the urban planner’s \newpoint. Space, at street 

level, is malleable, and its practice is revealing o f  individual responses to order that are 

produced through the traveller’s symbolic strategies for rendering the city legible. The 

representations o f  L ondon examined here emerge, then, through urgent and inventive 

engagem ent with the m odern metropolis.

Home from Home:

Jiiles Janin and the Great Exhibition of 1851

If  circulation, technology and legibility are associated with the architectures and 

topographies o f m odem it)', then 1851 undoubtedly merits consideration as the year o f  

L ondon’s accession to the status o f  a m odem  cit}'. In the first place, it was in this year 

that the urban population o f  England first outnum bered that o f  the rural (Hobsbawm , 

1999: 23). 1851 also heralded the first publication o f the skeleton Ordnance Surv^ey map 

o f  the cit}' which, in its ‘flattening’ o f  the perspecti%^e traditional in form er cartographic 

representations, m ade the cit}' legible in terms o f  its circulator)' systems. The simplicity o f  

the m ap’s \"isual form  revealed a drive towards functional representation and a need to 

encapsulate the sprawl o f  the metropolis by extracting urban form  from  the muddled 

depths o f  everyday life in order that it reflect lines o f  official territoriality (Nead, 2000: 

21). Thirdly, 1851 was the year o f  the G reat Exhibition in L ondon’s Hyde Park. A point 

o f  departure in architectural as well as cultural terms, the G reat Exhibition was the first 

o f  its kind to  establish m odels for public and state interaction that continue to influence 

the appearance, layout, and ideological m otivations o f  the state’s cultural institutions.**^ In

The Crystal Palace was the world’s first exhibition building to be constructed from glass and wrought 
cast iron (Fig. 10). After failed attempts on the Royal Commission’s part to find a competition design 
suitable for the Exhibition as well as failing in their own design, it was finally Joseph Paxton, the Duke of 
Devonshire’s gardener, who designed the 1,848 foot structure based on his model o f  a Hly house that used 
the principle o f the lily’s leaf structure to create a framework for the edifice. The Crystal Palace used over 
900,000 square feet o f  glass and 3,300 iron columns. The huge structure was easy to  assemble and was 
erected rapidly. The Exhibition opened on 1 May and ran until 11 October after which point the building 
was removed and reconstructed at Syndenham HiU in South London. Among the 13,000 exhibits from  aU 
around the world were the Jacquard loom, an envelope machine, tools, kitchen appliances, steel-making
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a similar manner to museums and galleries, the Exhibition (albeit a more sporadic one) 

was important to the formation o f the modern state, through its display o f the state’s 

imperial power, but also, and more fundamentally, to the conception o f the state as a set 

o f educational and civilising institutional bodies. Its importance as a historical event was 

due to its being the first public space o f its kind to place antique artefacts beside 

technological prototypes, as well as its bringing together o f products and people from aU 

over the world for the vast gathering in Hyde Park; its scale and innovativeness made it a 

talking point amongst contemporaries and the paradigmatic model for aU future public 

spectacles. The Great Exhibition, therefore, was an innovation in the development and 

influence o f forms o f social travel — an officially ordered site that encouraged and directed 

collective consumption of the cultural site (see Urry, 1995: 142). In her article, ‘La Ville et 

I’industrie’ (2007), Frangoise Maille remarks on the extent o f the Great Exhibition’s 

cultural influence;

L’apogee des ‘relations’ de Londres avec I’industrie fut sans conteste la Grande Exposition de 
1851. Premiere rencontre des Londoniens avec routes les facettes de I’industrie, elle fut egalement 
la premiere rencontre avec les produits et les hommes du reste du monde. Son organisation 
provoqua des remous, mais eUe fit venir a Londres un nombre considerable de visiteurs: un peu 
plus de six millions, chiffre que bien des manifestations internationales d’aujourd’hui pourraient 
envier. Enthousiasme ou critique, elle ne laissa aucun Londonien indifferent et les laissa pour la 
plupart comme leur souveraine: pantelants et ravis. (Maille, 2007: 1)

In The Birth of the Museum (1995) Tony Bennett also notes the importance o f the 

exhibition (along with other exhibitionar}' instimtions) remarking that ‘since the late 

nineteenth century, they have been ranked highly in the funding priorities o f all 

developed nation-states and have proved remarkably influential cultural technologies in 

the degree to which they have recruited the interest and participation o f their citizenries’ 

(Bennett, 1995: 66). Bennett’s work focuses primarily on the architectures and 

arrangements used by the authorities, which pro\nded a new technological en\4ronment 

within which artefacts and machines entered the discourse and experience o f  common 

cultural Ufe. However, as Bennett himself admits, how these organisations affect the 

■visitor, as well as how interpretations o f the exhibition space are mediated through

displays and a reaping machine from the United States. The objects on display came from all parts o f  the 
world, mcluding India and the countries with recent white settlements, such as Australia and N ew  Zealand 
that constituted the new empire. Many o f  the visitors w ho flocked to London came from European cities. 
The profits from the event allowed for the foundation o f  public works such as the Albert Hall, the Science 
Museum, the National History Museum and the Victoria and Albert Museum (For detailed information on  
the Exhibition and its politics see Hawkes, 1993: 64-69; http:/  / www.victorianstation.com/palace.html 
[consulted 22 June 2007] and W ilson (2003: 123-50).
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previously established socio-political discourses, are questions that are not explored in his 

text (Bennett, 1995: 11).

While a thorough exegesis o f  the G reat Exhibition’s appropriation by its visitors 

is beyond the scope o f  this study, I shall examine here the interpretive strategies that the 

jomnaUst and French Academy m em ber Jules Janin employs when confronted with the 

spectacle o f  imperialism. T hrough examination o f  the traveller’s response to London and 

the Crystal Palace, I hope to  illustrate no t only how  the Exhibition space produces its 

own orders o f  control concerning the imaginative geography o f  the British Em pire, but 

also how  the traveller applies his own ideological value system to produce an image o f 

London. It shall be argued here, and throughout the rest o f  the chapter, that the 

production o f  such urban imagery is the result o f  a mutual transfer o f  ideological 

positions, which is to say that the French traveller’s interpretations o f  the English capital 

are continually negotiated from  within a value-laden framework relating him to France 

and the hom e culture. As stated earlier, I shall focus no t only on travel as the conveyance 

o f  external m otion, bu t attem pt to  assess the internal m ovem ent o f  the traveller — the 

m ovem ent, in the first place, towards intellectual w onderm ent at the Exhibition’s 

spectacular display and its cultural implications, and secondly, the emotional nostalgia for 

a French governm ental regime no longer in existence. It is a French past, therefore, that 

organises the traveller’s interpretive strategies for interaction with England’s alterit)^ As 

we shall see, Jan in’s travel practice is inseparable from the author’s stance with regard to 

material circumstances in France in 1851 and is, therefore, directed in accordance with a 

specific political vision. H ere then, physical and narrative modes o f  lorban practice are 

organised in accordance with an ethos o f monarchical politics and ciJture as the ideal 

form  o f  governm ent and nationhood.

Janin’s account Adois de mat a Ijondres et I ’exposition de 1851 raises questions for 

French modernity in relation to that o f  its rival G reat Britain. As we shall see in relation 

to the other travel texts explored here, it becomes apparent that throughout the 

nineteenth century until the end o f  W orld W ar I, the ideas o f  1789 still functioned for 

the French as the fundam ental oppositional axes along which to com prehend both  their 

own and alternative form s o f  institutional power (Hobsbawm, 1999: 73). M ore 

specifically in relation to J anin, in the first instance, I will examine the Great Exhibition 

and its organisers’ methodologies for the arrangement o f  pow er in relation to  the public 

in order to assess the significance o f  the Exhibition for new form s o f  public-state 

interaction. The aim is to dem onstrate how  the Exhibition provides a space within which
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the traveller is encouraged to participate and, more specifically, how Janin’s response to 

such arrangements operates firom within the ideological debate on the question o f 

revolution and the ideal shape o f society. The final part o f the analysis wiU examine 

Janin’s development o f locational hierarchies that result from the author’s idealised 

itinerary. Within the context o f the rest o f the travel journals examined in this chapter, it 

can be argued that Janin’s expounding o f official, that is to say institutionalised, 

monumentality, as well as his political nostalgia for and idealisation o f the English 

monarchical system, function so that travel performs as a register o f cultural criticism: in 

the case o f Janin it is present-day France that pro\ddes an antithetical perspective to the 

industrially revolutionised and stable monarchy-governed society o f England.

A W orthw hile Revolution

In 1914 the German architect George Scheerbart posited the replacement o f closed 

architectures o f stone and brick with those o f transparent glass structiores. In his 

manifesto Glass Architecture he stated:

We live for the m ost part in closed rooms. These form the env^ironment from which our culture 
grows. Our culture is to a certain extent the product o f  our architecture. If we want our culture to 
rise to a higher level, we are obliged, for better or for worse, to change our architecture. [...] So 
many ideas constandy sound to us like a fair\'-tale, when they are not fantastic or utopian at aU. 
Eight}' years ago, the steam railway came, and undeniably transformed the face o f  the earth. ¥rom 
what has been said so far the earth’s surface will once again he transformed, this time by glass architecture. If it 
comes, a metamorphosis wiU occur. (Scheerbart, [1914] 1972: 71) (my emphasis)

Although Scheerbart is speaking from a vantage point o f over half a century after the 

first o f the great world exhibitions opened it glass buildings to the public in May 1851, 

his perspective on cultural improvement, and the role o f transparent architecture in that 

amelioration, illuminate the opinion o f many exhibitors at, visitors to and organisers o f 

the Crj'stal Palace. Moreover, Janin’s representation o f the Exhibition as a worthwhile 

revolution concurs with Scheerbart’s architecttiral ideology o f transparency. The Great 

Exhibition broke many o f the conventions concerning the architecture and organisation 

o f cultural display, functioning as an occasion for order, where the Victorian state could 

impose its imperial vision on public space.'*  ̂The anthropologist Mary Douglas, showing

Thus while the G reat Exhibition was open to the general public, it stratified visitors by providing 
different days for different classes o f  visitors regulated by varying prices o f  admission. As Tony Bennett
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how  institutions answer a basic human epistemological desire for order and coherence, 

points out that institutions’ encoding o f  inform ation and processes o f  categorisation 

delimit conceptual perim eters that ‘systematically direct individual m em ory and channel 

our perceptions in to  forms comparable with the relations they authorize’ (Douglas, 1986: 

46). However, the G reat Exhibition needs to be distinguished from  other forms o f 

institutional governmentality, for the exhibition’s architectures o f  control render 

problem atic the Foucaxildian theory o f  panoptic p o w e r/’ B ennett argues that, beginning 

w ith the Crystal Palace, the ‘exhibitionary complex’ developed out o f  the need to 

respond to  the problem  o f  public order and a need for national coherency. He goes on to 

say, however, that the space and spectacle o f  the Exhibition also transform ed this socio

political concern into one o f  mass culture: ‘a question o f  winning hearts and minds as 

well as the disciplining and training o f  bodies’ (Bennett, 1995: 62). The Crj'stal Palace, in 

b o th  its architecture and public protocol, was a m arked departure from  the histor}- o f 

confinem ent and exclusi\4ty that accompanied traditional contexts o f  exhibiting, as in the 

cases o f  the KunstkammetTi, the Wunderkammem^ private collections or cabinets des curieux. 

By opening up objects to an arena o f  public \4sibility and inspection, this departure gave 

rise to what B ennett terms the ‘exhibitionar}- complex’, a phenom enon that paves the 

way for m odem  m odes o f  thinking about display space. The exhibitionar)’ complex 

originates in ‘a break with bo th  [the traditional relations o f  sound and \tision] in effecting 

the transfer o f  significant qualities o f  cultural and scientific propert}" from private into 

public ownership where they were housed within institutions administered by the state 

for the benefit o f  an extended general public’ (Bennett, 1995: 73).

T he architectural arrangem ent o f  the Crj^stal Palace m eant that no t only could the 

public be observed by the authorities, bu t that the public becam e obser%^ers as well 

observed (Fig. 11). In  this way, the edifice combined bo th  the functions o f  spectacle and 

o f  surv^eOlance.'**’ W ithin the park, and from elevated vantage points around the glass

comments, ‘the exhibition transformed the many-headed m ob into an ordered crowd, a part o f  the 
spectacle and a sight o f  pleasure in itself (Bennett, 1995: 72). Furtherm ore, the perceived threat o f 
unseemly behaviour on the part o f  London’s underclass was regulated through the introduction o f  special 
manuals for the working classes that outlined proper decorum for visitors and appropriate modes o f  dress 
whereby the State appealed to a national sensibility not to spoil the overall appearance of the exhibition -  
to  be integrated in its aesthetic unity, in short, to become a part o f it.

VCTiile Foucault’s analysis takes the prison as its case-study, the author’s style and conclusion tend to 
imply that the prison be taken as a general model for nineteenth-centuiy’ institutions and the move towards 
technologies o f surveillance, whereby the state secured implicit control over the public through invisibility 
but implied omnipotence. See Foucault (1975).
48 In  terms o f cultural discourse, criticism o f the Exhibition amongst contemporaries on the event 
illustrates the problem  with the generalised theory o f  the Panopticon. F or example, before the Exhibition, 
the Home Office was inundated with letters expressing paranoia (perhaps in the aftermath o f  1848) at the
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walls, colonial and class subjects, global visitors and m ore local inhabitants actively 

participated and observed, ‘creating,’ as Peter Hoffenberg states, ‘a sense o f  commimit}' 

am ong visitors and exhibitors, a duality to  the process o f  vision’ (Hoffenberg, 2001: 17). 

Through ordered display, the G reat Exhibition provided an image o f  empire, and thus 

pri\nleged vision in the creation o f  a sense o f  ethnographic hierarchy am ongst poUties 

and ethnicities. The Exhibition’s cultural influence lay, perhaps, in its potency to  perform  

as rhetorical effect through its categorical representation o f  difference rather than 

through any outright authoritarian imposition.

In m ore concrete term s its cultural influence can be statistically represented: the 

Crystal Palace attracted over 6, 200, 000 visitors while also inspiring attendance at 

L ondon’s main historical sites and musexims. For example, visits to  the British M useum 

increased from  720, 643 in 1850 to  2, 230, 242 in 1851. Also significant was the decorum  

o f  the public, which in spite o f  the 1,000 extra policemen and 10,000 soldiers kept on 

standby, proved to be orderly and apolitical in its conduct: the m ob transform ed to  an 

ordered crowd, a crowd perform ing as part o f  the spectacle. This spectacle pro\dded an 

interactive space for the cultivation o f knowledge, allowing 'V'isitors to  becom e subjects as 

well as objects o f  power.**® For example, at the Crj'stal Palace, material and comm unal 

worlds that were normally invisible or private were made available to the eye; peoples, 

wares and machines usually hidden within private domains or behind factory walls were 

placed on display. In addition, with the ordered modalities o f  the display, the Exhibition 

space encouraged \’isitors to  draw commercial and social connections between the newly 

visible objects so that they m ight become comprehensible. The governm ental ‘gaze’ was 

interactive at the exhibition (Hoffenberg, 2001: 17-19), and as we shall see, the \'isitor 

interpreted its significance within h is /h e r  own frameworks o f  cultural understanding.

The sociologist A nthony G iddens contends that one o f  the defining featvires o f  

m odernity is the m anner in which social relations are uprooted from  local contexts o f  

action (Giddens, 1991: 209). By ‘uprooting’ Giddens implies the extraction o f  social 

relations from  local engagement and their re-distribution across wider spans o f  space and 

time. In the m anner o f  its organisation -  its re-combination o f  the pubUc collective’s

oncoming barrage o f  foreigners. O n this see Wilson (2003: 143). The art critic John  Ruskin also remained 
unimpressed with the event, criticising the hypocrisy o f  an Empire that put international treasures on 
display in furtherance o f  its own imperial image, while V enetian masterpieces were rotting at Venice in the 
rain, for want o f a roo f to cover them ’ (John Ruskin (1854) ‘The Opening o f  the Exhibition Considered in 
some o f its Relation to the Prospects o f  Art’. Cited in Beaver, 1999: 59). Furtherm ore, Charles Babbage, 
mathematician, scientist and engineer, criticised the arrangement o f  the displays at the Exhibition, arguing 
that they gave little attention to scientific invention while prioritising frivohties such as children’s toys 
(Babbage, 1851: v-vi).

See E. Alsworth Ross (1901) and R. Johnson (1970).
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relationship to  the multi-cultural in both  tem poral and spatial terms — the G reat 

Exhibition was key in the reconfiguration o f  the public’s relation to  culture and, by 

extension, to  national identity. As stated earlier, Janin’s perspective on the Exhibition is 

form ed from  within the discursive operations o f  revolution and government. From  the 

opening pages o f  the narrative the travel writer employs the imagery o f  revolution and 

batde to represent the m om entousness o f  the occasion. M oreover, this revolutionary 

imagery is ensconced within a socio-political hierarchy that places industrial and 

econom ic change in opposition to, and above, political and ideological governm ental 

upheaval. These nationalised versions o f  m odernity are pitted against one another in 

Jan in ’s text, so that the city is understood within an oppositional framework that 

organises the socio-political character o f  France and England along the axes o f  the 

positive and negative.

In an expression o f  his distaste for the tendency in France since the Revolution 

to politicise each aspect o f  everyday life, the traveller consistendy rejects political 

discourse in favour o f cultural obser\^ation. For example, he praises the French working- 

class artisans accompanying him on the voyage to England for their grounded 

conversation: ‘la nuit se passa ainsi a causer, chacun de son art, et sans un m ot de 

politique’ Qanin, 1851: 6). T hroughout the journal political debate is represented as 

useless and, indeed, detrimental to the developm ent o f  a nation. Instead, cultural order 

and industrial progress are placed in direct opposition to politics through an inversion o f  

the discourse o f  revolution and battie:

Voila enfin une emeute qui merite a la fois les contemplations de la terre et les sourires de la- 
haut! En voila des revolutions excellentes, dignes de nos sympathies et de nos respects! On se bat 
avec les armes les plus courtoises. On dresse, I’un contre I’autre, des barricades de chefs-d’oeuvre; 
on n’entend retenir, dans ces peuples en travail, que le bruit du marteau frappant sur I’enclume, 
DU le gemissement de la vapeur, attelee a son char enflamme. Ecoutez! Ce bruit pareil au canon 
qui renverse les viUes, c’est le bruit des metiers qui se fait entendre d’un bout du monde a I’autre; 
c’est I’effort genereux des grandes nations qui ne veulent pas etre vaincues dans cette lutte 
immense. Regardez! Tout au loin, sur tous les chemins, dans tous les sentiers, a travers les oceans 
et les mers, du nord au midi, du lever au couchant, par les montagnes et les abimes, par le soleil et 
par les glaces, du sein des chartes et du pied des trones absolus, de la sueur blanche et de la sueur 
noire, du soc de la charme et du plus leger duvet que file le ver a soie a sa derniere heure, vous 
voyez surgir des armees de travaiUeurs, occupes a nourrir, a parer, a defendre, a proteger, a 
agrandir, a illustrer ce monde voue aux disputes, ce monde livre au hasard, ce monde abandonne 
si longtemps aux laches theories, aux evangiles incendiaires, aux evangelistes oisifs, aux 
predicateurs v^agabonds, aux miserables qui voudraient changer ces outils en poignards, ces 
flammes laborieuses en torches avides, ces ouvriers en emeutiers. Laches flatteurs des plus viles 
passions des ccEurs ignorans [sic], laissez-les faire, ils vont faire de ces esperances, de ces gloires, 
de ces contentemens [sic], autant de calomnies, de blasphemes, de parjures, de menaces, de 
conspirations! (Janin, 1851: 1-2)
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T he ideological position o f  this passage is clear, but m ore importantly, it reveals a socio- 

historical awareness on the part o f  the traveller o f the difference separating France and 

England at this point in their respective histories. H obsbaw m ’s articulation o f  the 

cultural dichotom y differentiating England’s industrial and material revolution from  

France’s ideological and institutional and linguistic one, finds contem porary 

acknowledgem ent throughout Jan in’s narration (Hobsbawm, 1999: 73). In  the same way 

that political o r social upheaval produce a ‘revolutionar}^ consciousness’ o r awareness o f  

the significance o f  a happening as an event, so too w hen confronted with the 

Exhibition’s cornucopian spectacle, ‘on se sent pris de cette angoisse serieuse qui 

s’em pare de I’ame humaine a I’approche de quelque evenem ent considerable’ (Janin, 

1851: 9). Before com m enting on the ideology motiv^ating the traveller’s practice o f  the 

city, it can be said, therefore, that the Exhibition’s display and the fervent industrious 

atm osphere the display induces, encourage the visitor’s contextualisation o f  his presence 

in national term s, and cause him to reflect critically on the nature o f  difference between 

the ciirrent situation in his hom e country’ and those o f  his immediate imperial 

surroundings. The imperial m etropolitan display affords the traveller the opportunity o f  

seeing him self from  the side o f  this industrial power, and thereby to becom e both  object 

and subject o f  knowledge. This generates Janin’s interiorisation o f  the gaze o f power as a 

principle o f  oppositional critique, through which the traveller’s negati^’̂e opinion o f  

contemporar}’ France functions to reinforce a positive representation o f  England.

In terms o f  Janin’s ideological motivations, England operates as a form  o f 

cultural counterpoint where the present existence o f  m onarchy and imperial power 

provide the traveller with a vehicle for articulating his anti-republican stance. Janin’s 

value-system is evident in the extract quoted above. The vocabular}- o f  revolution — riots, 

excellent revolutions, barricades, hamm ers ringing out like canon fire — is employed here 

to describe the activity o f the worker. This emergent proletariat, presented as sculptors o f  

a new world, is associated with positive action throxagh the accumulative enum eration o f 

verbs such as ‘a nourrir’, ‘a parer’, ‘a defendre’, ‘a proteger’, ‘a agrandir’. The result is that, 

in the English context, the w ord ‘revolution’ is effectively cleansed o f  its violent, chaotic, 

or destructive associations to retain its status as m onum ental event. In  this manner, 

‘revolution’ acquires an alternative set o f  associations that attach it to work, workers and 

industrial progress. Conversely, political revolution and governm ental change are 

represented within a negative linguistic taxonom y conveyed by the accumulative use o f 

words such as ‘incendiaires’, ‘oisifs’, ‘vagabonds’, miserables’, ‘ignorans’ [sic] etc. In  the
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traveller’s representation, industry, science, and the com m on worker are jvixtaposed with 

French theories o f  revolutionary governm ent and public disorder, so that the form er are 

elevated to  heroic status to  emerge as the m odernising revolutionaries, while at the 

opposite pole the French republicans are portrayed as conspirators and hypocrites. The 

opposition that Janin constructs results in an unequivocal eulogy o f  London, which 

inverses the norm ative symbolic arena o f  the batdefield to  construct the city as a 

battlefield for progress, harm ony and order:

Je voudrais en vain vous decrire ce bruit, ce tiimulte, ces cris, cet empressement, cette activite, ce 
zele. A la tour de Babel on parlait autant de langues differentes, on etait loin de s’entendre aussi 
bien. Pas de rivalites entres ces nations div^erses, et chacune au contraire, de s’entr’aider de son 
mieux! Tout le jour la maison est ouverte aux visiteurs, et les curieux, meles aux hommes qui 
travaiUent, ne genent rien et personne. Les poHcemen pretent la main a I’etranger [...]. On cloue, 
on decloue, on deploie, on attache, on ajuste, on tend, on peint, on frotte, on poHt, on imprime, 
on ecrit des edquettes, on se hate! (Janin, 1851: 15)

From  within this positive framework, Jan in’s associative and enumerative st}'le 

conveys a sense o f  hectic urban rhj^thm along with a heady enthusiasm. The incessant 

rhythm  o f  his prose sets up a trajectory o f  imagery that, while it successfully represents 

the pace and simultaneit}' o f  the m odem  metropolis, in its Franco-Anglo polarisation 

threatens to dissolve into stereot}'pe. In addition, the accumulative mass o f  industrial 

signifiers is tem pered with biblical analogies, with the result that the present emerges as 

an alternative and im proved version o f a eu-topian paradise on earth.^° The grandeur o f 

the occasion is narrated through a series o f  comparisons to  Antiquity and past 

achievements, with the implication that the failures o f  the past have been remedied 

through the application o f  science, industr}' and cultural amalgamation. While these 

images reinforce Jan in ’s ideological position in favour o f  England, they also serve to 

stabilise L ondon  in terms o f  its cosmic m onumentality — working to coim teract the 

verbal m ovem ent o f  the contem porary scene by fiaming it w ithin familiar m odes o f 

m etropolitan representation, so that the frenzy o f the m odern is tem pered by the 

presence o f  the past. This narrative expression o f m odem  activity infused with the 

immobile authority o f  ancient history is, m oreover, inscribed in the principles o f  the 

G reat Exhibition’s organisation; through its ordered display o f  artistic and technological

This is a Greek term coming from the w ord ‘ £ U'  meaning ‘good’ or ‘well’, and ‘ T (5 T 7T 0  ^ ’ 
meaning ‘place’. It is different, therefore, from the term ‘u-topia’ in that it suggests a place that is ‘perfect’ 

but not ‘fictionar. Its trace is contained in the w ord ‘u-topia’, however, where ‘ 0 U ’ meaning ‘non’ and

‘ S  U ’ are doubly present in the prefrx to ‘place’. ‘U-topia’ thus contains an idea o f  the ‘ought’, while ‘eu- 
topia’ suggests what ‘is’. Janin’s idealisation o f  his immediate experience in London contains none o f  the 
irony o f  a u-topic account. See Marin (1973) for a thorough theoretical introduction to the concept o f  
utopia.
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objects from across the globe, its transparent glass housing and ancient tombs, the 

Exhibition’s structural arrangement encourages free association o f the past with the 

present and its future implications.

The accumulation o f spatio-temporal fields, achieved through the ordering o f 

objects from different historical epochs, finds narrative equivalence in Janin’s account 

through his layering o f immediate description with citations from ancient texts. Latin 

quotations intersperse the prose and are sourced from ancient writers such as Virgil or 

TibeUus, although often such phrases had been recited by more contemporary authors 

and gained significance through the work o f writers such as Chateaubriand.^’ This leads 

to a certain ambiguity with regard to the authorship o f direct impressions. For example, 

while at one moment Janin offers ad%dce on the ways to interpret the density o f London’s 

modem simultaneity when saying ‘U n ’y qu’une fa9on legitime d’etudier et de comprendre 

la viUe ou nous conduit notre fantasie. Acceptez-la comme elle se montre a vous [••.]’ 

(Janin, 1851: 116), at the next his prose is patterned with intertextual references to 

pre\dously established images o f the cit}':

Q ue dit Shakespeare en parlant de la vieille Angleterre? Un nid de ^gne au milieu d ’un vaste etan .̂ — 
Q ue dit un ancien poete, en parlant de certe viUe de Londrcs rempHe de Bal^loniens et de 
Bahyloniennes, qu’il voue au feu eternel? ‘U ne enorm e m asse de briques, de fum ee et de navires; 
une vUle enfum ee et sale, perdue au m ilieu d’une foret de mats; solitude sem ee de pointes aigues, 
coupole gigantesque pareille a la calotte d ’un fou!’ D e ces deux images quelle est la vraie? (Janin, 
1851: 117)

Janin’s answer to the question posed in the final line o f this citation wiU be explored 

further below, for now however it is useful to imtangle the array o f references here. The 

reference from Shakespeare is taken from Cjmbelini', also cited in Chateaubriand’s Essai 

sur la litterature anglaise (1836).^^ The poet referred to is Lord Byron, and the citation that

For example in writing o f  the London weather and seeing the huge glass structxire in the rain, Janin 
writes ‘Quam juvat immites ventos audire’ [NX-Tiat joy to hear the raging winds as I lie there], a citation from the 
Roman poet TibeUus (Elegies I.l verses 45-46) and also cited by Chateaubriand in Memoires d ’outre-tombe 
where the author describes adolescence as ‘une revolution dans ma personne’ (Chateaubriand, [1847] 1992, 
II: 4).

The citation is from Act 3 Sc 4 o f  Cjmbeline and reads:
IMOGEN:
‘XSC'here then

Hath Britain aU the sun that shines? Day, night,
Are they not but in Britain? I’ the world’s volume 
Our Britain seems as of it, but not in’t;
In a great pool a swan’s nest: prithee, think 
There’s livers out o f Britain’.
Fran^ois-Rene de Chateaubriand (1836) ‘Shakespeare’, Kevue de deux mondes, 5: 10-12. The essay was later 

published in the volume Essai sur la litterature anglaise contained in Chateaubriand (1852) CEuvres completes 
Paris: Dufour.
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follows a weak translation o f Canto X, Verse LXXXII o f his satirical poem Don Juan}‘̂ 

The imager}^ appropriated here — a forest o f masts, a mass o f brick and smoke and ships 

— is also employed most significantly in the travel accoiint o f Theophile Gautier visiting 

London in 1847. A slight diversion into Gautier’s work will be useful here to illustrate 

the imagination accompanying such imagery.

In Caprices et Zigt̂ ags (1852), a collection o f articles previously published by 

Gautier and compiled by the editor Victor Lecou, the image o f a vast estuary vaulted 

with the masts and riggings o f marine vessels is transferred onto three metropoles — the 

ancient city o f Nineveh, whose ruins were housed in the Louvre, the present city of 

London, visited by Gautier in 1847, and the future city o f Paris as imagined by the writer 

in the essay ‘Paris futur’. Confronted by the silence and absence inherent in the ruin, 

Gautier reconstructs Nineveh in line with the fate o f Babylon, and therein suggests the 

ine\TitabIe decline o f all great civilisations. The reconstruction o f the fate o f Nineveh can 

be read as a warning to the modem Babylons o f Paris and London. London for Gautier 

has an ‘air egj'ptien’ and is reminiscent of Thebes and Babylon, while the descriptions in 

the \4sionar)' essay ‘Paris futur’ are strikingly close to those o f contemporary' London 

and, indeed, to his imagination o f Nineveh in the past. The future extension o f Paris, like 

present-day London, will possess harbours, where ships from the West Indies wiQ dock. 

And, while in contemporary- London ‘vous decouvrez une prodigieuse aUee de mats de 

vaisseaux qui se prolonge a I’inftni, un inextricable fouiUis d’agres, d’esparres, de 

cordages, a faire honte pour la densite de I’enlacement, aux lianes les plus chevelues 

d’une foret vierge d’Amerique’ (Gautier, 1852: 107), in future Paris ‘I’on apercevra un 

fouillis de mats, de cordages et d’esparres plus complique qu’une foret vierge 

d’Amerique’ (Gautier, 1852: 315). One city recalls another; all three metropoles are 

portrayed as Promethean giants, integrating the most exotic in nature, the most 

ambitious and monumental works o f man, and the most impressive architecture and 

machiner}-; language reconstructs the cities in terms o f one another and thus multiplies

Edition consulted contained in George G ordon Byron, Walter Scott and Thomas Moore ([1819-1824] 
1859) The Poetical Works of Lord Byron London: John Murray. The original verse reads:
‘A mighty mass o f  brick and smoke and shipping,
Dirty and dusk)% but as wide as eye
Can reach; with here and there a sail just skipping
In sight, then lost amidst the forestry
O f masts; a wilderness o f  steeples peeping
O n tiptoe through their sea-coal canopy;
A huge dun cupola, like a fool’s-cap crown
On a fool’s head, — and there is London tow n’ (Byron; Scott and Moore, [1819-1824] 1854: 710)
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the relevancy o f  this image in term s o f  the eventual decay o f  m etropolitan civilisation, as 

was the fate o f  Nineveh.

It is significant that these images — the swan and the spleen, beauty and death, 

progress and the ruin — are ones that re-emerge consistently in relation to the m odem  

m etropoles o f  London and Paris throughout the nineteenth century. Flora Tristan 

employs them  in Promenades dans l^ndres ou I ’aristocratie et les proletaires anglais (1840), while 

Charles Baudelaire consistently draws on this visual repertoire to describe the urban 

landscape throughout bo th  Les Fleurs du M ai (1857) and Le Spleen de Paris (1869). 

Alexandre Dum as also, in his Causeries (1854), uses the Shakespearean quotation cited 

above to  describe London. W hen one considers that over the nineteenth centurj^ there 

were over 6,000 indi\ndual tides (not including reprints) published in the travelogue 

genre, the proliferation o f  intertextual reference is perhaps no t that surprising. Travellers 

very often consulted previous works on the places to  which they travelled, either prior to 

or following the trip, and this is consistent with engendering and consolidating bo th  the 

material appearance o f  the tourist site as well as the stereot}'pical ^ su a l or narrative 

image o f the cit}". M ore specifically here, while Janin leaves these citations unreferenced, 

they enter the text in a m anner that blurs the line between Jan in ’s interpretation o f  his 

immediate surroundings and the connotations previously attached to  m etropolitan life by 

either ancient philosophers, other travel writers, or weU-known authors. The use o f  an 

established bank o f  signs, then, is one o f  the interpretive strategies that Janin employs so 

that the metropolis becom es legible according to  a prescribed set o f  literarj" nodal points, 

facilitating the traveller’s assimilation and active appropriation o f  the sprawl and 

simultaneity o f  the city.

Somewhat paradoxically, the use o f  conventional tirban images and the authority 

o f  the past are often ways for the travel writer to reassure the reader as to his authority 

and authenticity as a traveller, as well as to  satisfy h is /h e r  expectations o f  the narrative. 

M oreover, drawing on the signs o f  the past in order to interpret and convey the 

significance o f  the present m om ent is as political for Janin as it is cultural. The portrayal 

o f  industrial and cultural harm ony, as well as econom ic producti\at}^ and scientific 

progress, is framed as a consequence o f  England’s m onarchical system o f  government. 

The latter is no t only associated with majesty and grandeur, bu t further \newed as the 

reason for the orderliness and respect which the crowd observes and the queen 

commands at the Exhibition; ‘Ces Anglais se respectent et s’adorent, a genoux, dans la 

personne de leur reine! Ils la contem plent du m em e ceil qu’ils contem pleraient leur
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propre image’ (Janin, 1851: 20). Furtherm ore, m onarchy is seen here to add symbolic 

weight, and thus stability, b o th  to the physical needs o f  the people and to  their sense o f 

‘imagined com m unity ’̂ ,̂ the sense o f  belonging to a national whole. As Janin points out: 

‘mal penser, ou mal parler de la reine [...] Us [les Anglais] se com pareraient a un hom m e 

libre qui va se souffleter sur son proper visage!’ (Janin, 1851: 20-1). T he spectacle o f  the 

Exhibition n o t only visually aestheticises the objects on display (from ruins to 

machines)^®, bu t also synthesises empire and nation, integrating subjects and travellers 

alike in a shared, simultaneous experience within its glass walls. Classifications at the 

show serve to  naturalise taxonom ic distinctions based on machinery and technological 

progress, and to facilitate the comparison o f  nations in correlation with those 

distinctions. In  addition, as B ennett observes, the Exhibition served to  create a sense o f 

shared com m unal interest: the public became not only observ^ers of, and were observed 

by, the Em pire on display (Bennett, 1995: 68), bu t also became observers o f themselves 

as part o f  the crowd, or as H offenberg puts it, ‘they displayed and were tlie displays’ 

(Hoffenberg, 2001: 246). This sense o f  belonging is doubly im portant, for both  the 

creation o f  a great spectacle, as well as for initiating a non-institutional form  o f 

surveillance — that o f  self-regulation — whereby the public’s pleasure in becom ing part o f  

tJie spectacle ensures its sense o f  responsibilit}- towards the orderliness o f  the 

proceedings, so that it m ight becom e ‘a societ}' watching over itse lf (Bennett, 1995: 69).^^ 

The horizontal form  o f  order finds its opposing vertical expression in Jan in’s articulation 

o f  the source o f  Victorian m onarchical authority, its capacit}' to  instil order through awe. 

Janin connects pubUc respect with a ‘natural’ link betw een m onarch and transcendental 

power — that o f  G od  — so that public- order is structured in symbolic relation to  the 

divine. This link is rem iniscent o f  Erich Auerbach’s assessment o f  the form ation o f  

sacred symbolic attachment:

See Benedict A nderson ([1983] 2003). Anderson uses this term as a methodological tool for 
understanding the development o f the concept o f  the nation and nationalism. XXTiile it is true that Queen 
\'ic toria’s claim to the throne was based on the grace o f G od, the constitutional nature o f her position and 
concerns for the popularity o f the m onarchy in the minds o f  the British people make this term equally 
applicable here. O n the Victorian m onarchy’s consciousness o f  its public image, see Wilson (2003: 123-51).

In an effort to integrate machinery within the artistic grandeur o f the display, rather than arrange it in 
rows, it was decorated with bright colours and ornaments and placed in architectural frames. In his essay 
‘Paris: Capital o f  the Nineteenth Century’, Benjamin sees this as a wider socio-political tendency o f the age, 
referring to the ‘inclination noticeable again and again in the nineteenth century to ennoble technical 
necessities by artistic aims’ (Benjamin, 1969: 171).

This is important, particularly if one conceives o f the public as process, a social body in formation rather 
than a static entity, as Mary Poovey has convincingly argued. See Mary Poovey (1995) Making a Social Bodj: 
British Cultural Formation, 1830-1864 Chicago: Chicago University Press.
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It can be established only if [...] vertically Linked to Divine Providence, which alone is able to 
devise such a plan o f history and supply the key to its understanding.. .the here and now is no 
longer a mere link in an earthly chain o f events, it is simultaneously something which has always 
been, and will be fulfilled in the futare; and stricdy, in the eyes of God, it is something eternal, 
something omnitemporal, something already consummated in the reakn o f fragmentary earthly 
event. (Auerbach, 1957: 64) (my emphasis)

Through associative display and simultaneous experience, the Exhibition provides a 

ritualistic political and social locus for the ideology and practice o f  imperial culture. 

Indeed, Queen Victoria referred to the Exhibition as ‘the great monument’.̂ ® In this 

vision, technology, progressive order and di^one spectacle are envisaged as mutually 

generative o f  empire, stability and glory. Janin laments the absence in France o f  such 

hierarchical clarity;

Ces sentimens [sic] d’un vrai peuple, ils nous etonnent aujourd’hui [...] nous autres Frangais qui 
avons donne I’eveil a toutes les royautes de ce monde, et qui ne separions jadis, ces deux forces: 
Dieu et le roi! — Toujours est-il que cette fete d’aujourd’hui manquerait de sa solennite et de sa 
grandeur, si elle n’etait pas presidee par la reine; que personne ne se fierait a ce pale soleil, si Ton 
n ’avait pas la conscience que le soleH obeit a la reine, et que pas une vorx assez haute ne se 
rencontrerait pour dire aux peuples de I’univers: Peuples la lutte est ouverte! s’il n’avait pas, pour le 
dire au monde, aux oceans, aux etoHes, la voix de la reine! Qanin, 1851; 21)

In this citation Janin equates ‘un vrai peuple’ with subjects o f a monarch (as opposed to 

citizens o f  a nation). The actual workings o f  monarchy are never pitted against 

democracy in political or ideological terms; the emphasis is placed on ornament and 

symbolism as the source o f  the queen’s commandment over the respect and order o f the 

people. Her embodiment o f  tradition brings to the public event a categorical and 

ritualistic taxonomy o f  signs and symbolic beha\nours that contribute to the legibilitj  ̂ o f  

the Exhibition in terms o f  a sacred, authoritative and, thus, cosmological, order.

58  • . . . .  ,See Victoria’s com ments on the Great Exhibition in the editorial o f the Westminister B^view 126 (1886):
29-30.

122



Urbaii Oppositions

Writing Home: An English Pilgrimage to a French Past

Without a glass palace 
U fe becomes a burden 

(Scheerbart, [1914] 1972: 14)

Jan in ’s ideological identification with England means that he does no t feel iU at ease or 

depajse upon his arrival in London:

Cependant, chose etrange! je n’ai pas ete pris par ce profond desespoir qiii s’est empare de moi, 
routes les fois que je me suis vu seul et abandonne a moi-meme dans une viUe etrangere [...] je 
n’ai pas ete trop mecontent de mon attitude intime. (Janin, 1851: 8)

This can be contrasted to his sense o f  alienation with regard to France and his adopted 

city o f  Paris in particular. His clarit}' o f  ideological position with respect to  the English 

m onarchy can also be contrasted with his lack o f  ideological consistency in terms o f 

French politics during this period.^® Janin was highly critical o f urban societ)' in Paris, 

\’iewing native inhabitants o f  the city disparagingly and dissociating them  from the image 

o f  the cultured ‘vrai Parisien’:

II n’y a de vrais Parisiens en ce monde que les Parisians qui ne sont pas nes a Paris. [...] Le 
Parisien de Paris est assez volontiers, contrefait, malsain, idiot et niais a faire plaisir. [...] Le 
Parisien de Paris est la dupe de la viUe dans laqueUe il est ne; [...] c’est lui qui I’eclaire, c’est lui qui 
la repare, c’est lui qui rempHt les prisons, qui occupe les assises, qui ensanglante la greve. (Janin, 
1836 ,1: 23)

For the author, being b om  in a city does not necessarily imply that one’s identity can be 

equated with the image o f  that city, or its imaginative geography. This assault brought on 

native Parisians (which, from  the above, implicates the impoverished inhabitants o f  the 

city) is a justification for this provincial outsider’s acceptance into the cultural ehte o f 

Paris as a kindred spirit. M ore significantly, perhaps, it further suggests that identification 

with the city is based less on original inheritance than it is on status and cultural acumen. 

This is im portant for Jan in’s ease o f  identification with imperial London; the cultural and 

political order that he finds there inspires in him  an admiration for the British public and

Paris became Janin’s adopted city when he moved there from the provincial town o f Saint-Etienne. In 
Paris he became well known as a novelist and drama critic on the Journal des debats (1831-73). His ambiguity 
with regard to political principles throughout the alternate forms o f  government in France during the 
period earned him the moniker ‘le petit Janinus’ (see Le Corsaire, 6 May 1830). His opportunistic support 
for the July monarchy as it grew meant that he was sporadically criticised throughout his career, notably by 
Baudelaire who addressed him saying, “Vous n ’aimez pas la verite [...] ni le metre, ni la rime, tout cela exige 
qu’on prenne trop de soins pour I’obtenir (Baudelaire, 1983-5, II: 232).
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their government. Janin’s representation o f  political and public order at the Exhibition 

stands in opposition to his negative portrayal of the French Republic as politically 

m stab le . It also implies that, in the wake o f Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte’s coup d ’etat and 

the installation o f  the Second Republic, Janin feels less at hom e in the France o f  1851 

than previously.

The sense o f  distance from  hom e and o f cultmal alienation engenders an 

imaginative space that the traveller fiUs with nostalgia for the past. It can be said, 

therefore, that the Exhibition’s glorification o f British culture prom pts m ore than 

admiration on the traveller’s part. In a paradoxical m anner, the encounter with the 

English empire on display, rather than emphasising the French traveller’s cultural 

distance, causes him  to identify with England. The spectacle functions to confirm  Janin’s 

ideological dislocation from  contemporary' France. In the way that Janin practises 

L ondon it becomes evident that his sense o f  identity originates in a cultural affiliation 

with France o f  the past — France under the July Monarchy. In this m anner, Jan in’s stance 

is n o t only iterated through the negative portrayal o f  contem porary France in 

juxtaposition with England, bu t through the way travel to L ondon provides an 

opportunity for pilgrimage to  the ruins o f the Orleanist monarchy now  in exile in Surrey.

It is notew orthy that Jan in’s ^nsit to Clarem ont in Surrey takes place on a Sunday. 

For the French traveller, this day’s significance is structured in relation to a socio-political 

symbolic order. Sunday is, as we shall see later in this chapter, a recurrent point o f 

ideological orientation for the French traveller’s urban representations. In Paris, the 

emphasis on secularism as a path to achie\dng the ideals o f  the French Revolution m eant 

that Sunday was no longer generally obser\^ed as a day o f rest in post-1848 France. In 

contrast, Sunday still retained its status as a day o f  rest in England, so that the relative 

desertion and quiet o f  the inner city on this day and its difference from  other days 

engendered another m ode for experiencing the m odern metropolis. This difference is 

extended by the traveller to  symbolise the contrasting socio-political orders o f  the two 

countries, and as a m eans to  com m ent on their cultural consequences. Fiirtherm ore, 

Janin was a devote Catholic, a fact which is significant because, even though England 

was Protestant at this time, the religious significance stiU afforded to  Sunday stands in 

rem arked contrast to  the day’s insignificance in secular France. Thus, the erasure o f 

Sunday’s special symbolic difference in France becomes ideologically meaningfial. 

England’s present creates a retrospective in the traveller’s m ind o f  a French past, where 

Jan in’s anti-republican ideology manifests itself in nostalgia. Janin paraphrases the Bible,
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nam ing Sundays as ‘ces jours choisis’ (Janin, 1851: 61) and, in a somewhat contradictory 

way, he seizes the opportunity to  fill this day with personal duties, while at the same time 

lam enting the absence in Paris o f  such liberty:

Et pourtant, voici dans ma vie (a Londres!) un dimanche qui sera honore par moi, comme le jour 
le plus rempli de mes jours; j’en veux faire un monument de marbre, une apotheose d’airain, pour 
le placer sur le tombeau de mes beaux dimanches envoles, et celui-la desormais me consolera de 
tous les jours que j’ai perdus. (Janin, 1851: 61)

There is the sense that time is being regained here on  English soil; the narrator’s 

nostalgic language grants meaning to the past in term s o f  loss and thus elevates the 

significance o f  Jan in ’s activities. From  such a perspective a simple visit to Surrey is 

transform ed into a pilgrimage: an errant knight’s quest to  honour the tom b o f  the ‘roi qui 

n ’est plus’ (Jania, 1851: 61), the exiled Louis-Philippe in Weybridge House, at Clarem ont 

in Surrey, and to  pledge allegiance to  the form er queen o f  the French, Marie-AmeHa. A t 

Clarem ont Janin is reunited with his ideal vision o f  France, and here the thus-far superior 

image o f  English m onarchical culttire is supplanted upon the traveller’s encounter with 

the U\4ng ruins o f  the Orleanist monarchy. The tone o f  the episode is constructed within 

a lexicon o f  medieval homage that functions to add gra\nty to his quest: ‘m on premier 

devoir, et m on plus \4 f penchant et toutes mes obeissances, et tous mes respects, a peine a 

Londres, devaient me pousser'k C larem ont’ (Janin, 1851: 61) (my emphasis). In this way, 

while the representation o f the exiled and relatively im poverished French queen stands in 

contrast to the exhibitionary grandeur o f  the British empress, the feudaUstic language 

used here is suggestive o f  a return to an imaginary^ geography o f  medieval codes — 

honour, chivak}" and courage — with the effect o f  embeUishing the present situation with 

all the rom ance o f  the past. The landscape is rendered ia idyllic pastoral term s, and 

Jan in’s gentie ridicule o f  an Englishm an’s rem ark that the sun would certainly shine for 

Queen Victoria’s opening o f  the Exhibition, is inversely employed here with the greatest 

sincerity as he approaches the hom e in exile o f  the fallen French monarch:

Tout etait fete et joie en ce moment, ou le soleil (il est rare) eclairait de son v if ra}'on tant de 
petits pieds et de robes printanieres circulant sur le gazon [...]. [C]es lis de France eclatant 
soudain dans ce gazon anglais, la perte recente de la fiUe du vieux roi, qui fut le roi de notre age 
miir et notre dernier rempart contre les viles passions qui nous perdent et qui nous tuent. (Janin. 
1851: 64-65)
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The consistent use o f  hagiographic imager}' to describe Q ueen Amelia romanticises the 

past. In  a notable representation o f  her arrival "incognito’ (Janin, 1851: 16) at the 

Exhibition, the traveller’s description takes the form o f  a hyperbolic elegy:

O reine auguste! EUe est restee, et elle sera jusqu’a la fin, notre reine! Chacun I’a saluee a son 
passage! Tous les fronts s’inclinaient devant cette majeste bienveiUante et devant ce courage plus 
qu’humain! On dit cependant que dans la foule, une ou deux voix enrouees par le gin ont voulu 
murmurer quelques couplets de la Marseillaise\ L’indignation les a fait taire et le mepris les a 
chatiees. (Janin, 1851: 16-17)

The queen is elevated to saintly status; people bow their heads, the fact o f  her presence 

even silences those who reject the politics she represents. Jan in’s language thus renders 

the exiled royal family sacred, or ‘plus qu’hum ain’ through the act o f  travel as pilgrimage 

which functions to  re-connect icon and object, m onarch and bodily presence. There is, 

furtherm ore, a considerable tem poral ambivalence on the traveller’s part towards the 

present. Firsdy, Janin insists on referring to Amelia as ‘no tre  reine’ and him self as ‘son 

hum ble sujet’ (Janin, 1851: 66), although these tides are no longer valid. Secondly, as with 

the use o f  classical citations to express the present, Janin draws analogies between 

Amelia’s personal appearance and Renaissance portraiture, these signs resonating with 

immortaUt}^ her synthesis with art rendering the passage o f  time and its events 

meaningless (Janin, 1851: 66).“  This m ight be read, perhaps, as a form  o f  defence — a 

means o f  refuting the relevancy o f  contem porary France. L ondon provides a space 

where the French past — ‘cette grandeur oubliee: la majeste! cette force di\4ne, le respect!’ 

(Janin, 1851: 23) can be re\dsited. Here, the discursive strategies o f  the traveller create a 

representational space that embellishes the actual paucit}" o f  the form er French 

m onarch’s material conditions. The emotive pilgrimage, which Janin and his com panion 

em bark on ‘en silence, cherchant les traces royales, sur les sables, sur les gazons’ (Janin, 

1851: 64), relocates Janin w ithin an ideological and cultural sign-world that make him  feel 

at home.

Throughout the account, the industrial and democratic politics o f the present are described as modes o f 
Kfe that will not endure or leave any lasting historical impression on future generations. For Janin, only that 
which has been mythologised through art is seen to possess any lasting worth; ‘Cependant, apres quatre 
mille annees, le monde, oublieux de nos petites theories, de nos petites statistiques, de nos petits 
arrangemens [sic] avec la matiere brute et le travail qui fait valoir, se redtiira I’histoire de la belle Helene et 
du berger phrygien au sommet de I’lda’ Qanin, 1851: 88). The use o f  such an example su ^ es ts  a 
comparison, therefore, between the exiled French monarchs and the banished star-crossed lovers Helen of 
Troy and Paris o f Greek mythology.
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Avoiding the Everyday

T o  conclude this section o f  the chapter, let us return to the question posed by Janin 

earlier as to  which sign (swan or spleen) is the m ore representative o f  London: ‘D e ces 

deux images, quelle est la vraie?’ (Janin, 1851: 117). The traveller immediately responds 

saying, ‘Q uant a m oi, j’accepte volontiers le nid de (ygnes au milieu d ’un vaste etang. Je  ne vais 

pas m ’amuser (a quoi bien?) a retrouver la ville sale et enfum ee [ ...]’ (Janin, 1851: 117). 

T he  traveller determ ines, therefore, to  avoid any encounter with the working river ‘au 

milieu de cette foret de m ats’ (Janin, 1851: 117), and to  explore the (then) far-away and 

leafy suburb o f  R ichm ond U pon Thames. H e justifies the exclusion o f  the industrial 

(m odern, m etropolitan) zones o f  the cit)' by disclaiming the authority o f  the traveller to 

pass judgem ent on the social problem s generated by modernisation: “Laissons, Messieurs, 

laissons aux sauveurs faturs de I’hum anite, aux evangelistes m odem es, aux Christs 

vagabonds, le soin et le souci de crier contre Babylone; un voyageur qui passe n ’a pas le 

dro it de s’arreter et de precher a tous les carrefours’ (Janin, 1851: 117). However, in 

circumscribing travel practice in this m anner, Janin effectively delimits the potential o f 

travel, rendering it an acti%dty that is meaningful solely within the categories o f  the 

aesthetic and the pleasurable. Im portantiy, he avoids sabotaging his elegiac account o f 

either the cit}' or its governm ent, and thus consolidates his own spatial hierarchy o f  the 

urban em dronm ent. This consists in excluding any chaotic or unregulated areas o f  the 

city so as to  direct the reader towards the unproblem atic sites o f  the cit)% those sites that 

have established codes for interpretation — the pastoral, the m onum ental or the 

monarchical. In o ther words, those sites easily reconciled with his rom antic image o f 

England:

[A]llez plutot sur la rive poetique et cherchez les traces heureuses. [...] Oui et celui-la qui sait se 
souvenir, trouvera un grand charme a parcourir les bords heureux de cette fraiche Tamise [...]. 
En toute chose, croyez-moi mes camarades, aUez a ce qui est beau, a ce qui est bon et grand; 
mefiez-vous de I’ironie et du paradoxe, et quand vous passez sous ces vieux hetres, temoins et 
confidens [sic] de tant d’illustres amours, n’allez pas demander au vieil arbre, combien de gens se 
sont pendus a ses branches [...]. (Janin, 1851: 119-120)

In the  same way, therefore, that orientation towards spaces signifying a lost past refutes 

the tem poral validity o f  the fledgling French democratic system, so too  here the spatial 

validity o f  the slum or industrial areas o f  the urban landscape that testify to the birth 

pangs o f  English m odernity are disregarded. Janin’s conception o f  travel’s value-system 

effectively circumscribes the city’s reality. This spatio-tem poral circumscription depends
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on the mutual delimitation o f the travel project — on that project’s reduction to a set o f 

easily legible sites that combine to confirm Janin’s pre-determined ideological position, 

the conservatism o f which corresponds to the imaginative geography o f the conventional 

toiarist. This necessitates Janin’s undermining o f other travellers who approach London 

from a different (often, as we shall see, an opposing) perspective. He concedes that, what 

one might term ‘contrarian’ tourists'^’ have honourable intentions, but taltimately rejects 

any outsider’s ability to comment on areas o f the city that are not legible in positive 

terms:

[L]a plupart de nos humoristes, [...] a peine a Londres, n’ont rien de plus presse que de 
descendre dans ces caveaux du peche et de la nuit, afm de voir, par leurs yeux, comment les 
chiens aboient quand la justice boite aupres d’eux! Naturellement, tous les bons instincts des 
ecrivains frangais, de ces hommes qui sont I’honneur meme, se soulevent de degout et d’horreur 
[...] et natureUement, cette indignation passee, toute vive, dans les premieres pages fran^aises, ou 
il est parle de Londres et de I’Angleterre! Est-ce une chose juste, cependant, de s’en aller, du 
premier bond, dans ces gemonies, pour en tirer des conclusions contre un gouvernement, assez 
fort pour mepriser ces invectives, et qui, d’un pied dedaigneux, ecraserait cette parodie 
souterraine, si elles lui causaient le moindre trouble? (Janin, 1851: 121)

Thus, Janin presents us with the model o f a tourist, whose rigidly bounded travel 

practice allows for simplified oppositional contrasts to be set up between France and 

England. These function to clarify his critique o f France, and, in concordance with such 

a model, the reduction o f the metropolis to the legibility o f its monuments serv’̂ es to 

reinforce the dominant discourses o f imperial and industrial progress.

All Eiiiigro Exporiciice: Valles in la V ille iioire’̂ “

Tlie Emigre Position

Before beginning an analysis o f the work Rue a Ijondres by Jules Valles, it will be 

helpful to comment upon the status of the writer under consideration, and to examine 

the problems that Valles’s situation raises in relation to the categories by which one

By w hich I refer to  travellers w ho purposefally  seek o u t those areas o f  the city that have escaped 
gentrification o r beautification, and  in particular those areas th a t counteract the m onum ental image o f  the 
city.

Valles ([1876] 1951) L z  R«f a Lj>ndrss (ed. by Lucien Scheler) Paris: Les E diteurs fran^ais reunis; 250.
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defines a traveller. Crucially, what distinguishes VaUes fiom  the other writers examined 

throughout this analysis is his politically enforced position in London as a emigre. A 

prominent activist and creator o f  the socialist journal Le Cri du Peuple (1871), Valles’s 

journalism was often controversial in its critique o f  Second Empire France. He was 

forced to flee Paris when his involvement with the Commune in 1871 resulted in his 

being condemned to death. He subsequentiy sought asylum in London until he received 

amnesty in 1880, upon which he returned directly to Paris, thereafter making journeys 

back to London for editorial purposes.T ak ing these biographical details into account, it 

seems impossible to consider Valles within the same qualitative critical framework as one 

would a tourist. Urry’s nine criteria for defining a tourist, laid out in his book Consuming 

Places (1995), are useful for approaching VaUes’s writing on the cit}". Urry’s first criterion 

states that ‘tourism is a leisure activity which presupposes its opposite, namely regulated 

and organised work’ (Urry, 1995: 132). VaUes, clearly, does not fall into this category for, 

according to Urr)% tourism implies leisure while Valles, an impoverished writer, was 

continually (often desperately) engaged in communication with French publishing houses 

during his exile in London in an attempt to continue to earn his l i\^ g  as a writer. 

Furthermore, tourism implies freedom o f  choice on the part o f  the practitioner — the 

tourist makes the decision to leave the home countr}', to depart from work and every'day 

routine on a quest for pleasure and relief. As Urry states: ‘Places are chosen to be gazed 

upon because there is an anticipation, especially through day-dreaming and fantasy, o f  

intense pleasure, either on a different scale or invohnng different senses from those 

customarily encountered’ (Urr}% 1995: 132).'̂ '' As we have seen in the case o f  Janin above, 

the acti\nt}" o f  tourism often involves the intensely motivated delineation o f  such places 

to the exclusion o f  any other space that might infringe on this pleasure principle. 

However, there is some ambiguity with regard to Valles’s attitude to England before he 

was forced into exile. When he first visited London in 1865 prior to his expatriation, his 

writing o f  this event reveals a sense o f  impasse when faced with the simultaneity and 

sensory overload o f  the foreign metropolis. VaUes writes:

Apres trois semaines de sejour a Londres, je m’apergus qua pour pouvoir parler de I’Angleterre, il 
faUait y passer dix ans. — Je regardais et je ne vo3'ais pas; j’ecoutais et n’entendais pas: je n’aime a

The biographical information on VaUes is taken from Max Gallo (1988) Ju/es Valles ou la rivolte d ’une vie 
Paris: Robert Laffont.

The term ‘gaze’ is an ideologically loaded one for Urry. In his book The Tourist Gaty (1990) he applies 
the Foucauldian paradigm o f the categorical medical gaze to the visual orientations and the spatial 
configurations o f the tourist and the tourist site. See Foucault (1963).
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parler que de ce que j’ai entendu et vu. Je me moquai de moi-meme et repassai la mer. (Bellet, 
1990,1; 79^)

The vastness o f  the city was a challenge not only to  the visitor however, for, as 

Stephen Inw ood points out, the biggest com ponents o f  the turban landscape — 

W estminister, Islington, Stepney, Lam beth, St Pancras, W est Ham  — were the size o f 

Edinburgh, Bristol or Sheffield, and the scale o f  the m etropolis m eant that intimate 

knowledge o f  it by either visitor or inhabitant was a rare and difficult achievement. Along 

with this, fewer than two million Londoners were in paid employment, and many o f  

these, including about three hundred thousand domestic ser\^ants, slept where they 

worked. Thus, it rem ained a fact that, while trips to L ondon’s shopping districts, to a 

central L ondon theatre or music haU, or Regent’s Park Z oo or the Crystal Palace 

(relocated at Syndenham) m ight take Londoners away from  familiar territory once or 

twice a year, in general life in L ondon was conducted on a small-scale, local level 

(Inwood, 2005: 2). M oreover, from  the 1860s on London was undergoing extensive 

structural changes in bo th  its form s o f  m etropolitan governm ent and its physical 

appcarance. T o take but one example, the construction o f  the world’s first underground 

railway in 1863 reconfigured the \4sual appearance o f the cit}" and reorganised the spatial 

relations between the urban population and their city.*̂  ̂ Excavations through residential 

and commercial areas altered the shape o f  the cit}'’s landscape irrevocably. The 

destruction o f  streets exposed the foundations o f  the city during periods o f  construction, 

and pro\’ided urbanites with unprecedented views o f  their m etropolis (see Nead, 2005). 

Unlike the demolition and reconstruction o f  Paris, L ondon’s expansion was equivocal 

and piecemeal, creating a series o f  juxtapositions — the old alongside the new, the 

wreckage o f  the ruin alongside the sublime qualit)^ o f  the scaffold — with the result that 

the constant disfiguration o f  the urban landscape made it impossible for contemporaries 

to  feel that they knew their city in any holistic o r finite m anner.

Nevertheless, knowledge o f  L ondon was viewed as a precious commodity, and 

reporters, social reformers, tourist companies and cab drivers devoted m uch time to 

cultivating urban legibilit)̂ *̂ *̂  Valles’s statem ent, ‘je m ’aper^us que pour pouvoir parler de

As Nead points out: ‘N ow , instead o f  traversing space by following the logic o f  the streets and other 
identifiable external features, people could travel below  the ground, on routes that obeyed the logic o f  their 
own lines and expediency. They could descend at one point in the city and emerge in another, with little 
sense o f  the spaces between, or the meaning o f  the time taken to make the journey’ (Nead, 2005: 36).

For example, Charles Booth devoted his life to the task o f  accumulating knowledge on the city. His 
smdy o f  the industrial, social and cultural life o f  the city began in 1886. He spent seventeen years and 
seventeen volum es on the task. By the time B ooth had finished his survey, however, the city had grown in
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I’Angleterre, il fallait y passer dix ans’, is illustrative o f  the overwhelming task that 

interpretation o f  the metropolis presented. Furtherm ore, beyond the vastness o f  London 

itself, Valles also felt his status as visitor m ade his experience inauthentic, and did not 

pro^ade him with any position o f  authority from  which to speak about the city. As he set 

o ff  on  a trip to London in 1865, he wrote: ‘Je n ’ai point le douloureux honneur de partir 

proscrit, rien ne m ’oblige au role d’exile’ (cited in Bellet, 1990, I: 771). The dramatic irony 

o f  this statem ent with regard to  the future is pointed, yet at this m om ent it reveals 

Valles’s desire to have a valid, socially esteemed and authoritative position from  which to 

speak about the city. It also problematises Urry’s notion o f  the choice o f  the tourist to 

som e extent, for it is clear from  the above that, if possible, VaUes would have preferred 

the status o f  exile to that o f  his current freedom, thus validating un-freedom  as a position 

from  which to represent the cit)'.

W hen this trip did becom e an exile from  late 1871 onwards, Valles’s attitude 

towards London had ample time to  develop, bu t while the author may have boasted 

about 1 ^  Rue a Ijondres to H ector M alot in 1876, declaring that ‘ce serait le prem ier livre 

impartial sur I’Angleterre. Tous o n t m enti jusqu’ici depuis Esquiros jusqu’a Taine. 

M ettons qu’ils se sont trom pes’ (\^aUes, 1968, IX; 129), the fact remains that his 

perspective suggests an imagined construction o f  the English m etropolis in dialectical 

opposition to the author’s memory- o f  Paris: the city in absentia that generates a dramatic 

and partial perspective on London. While the question o f  choice is ambiguous with 

regard to  VaUes’s position in London specifically, it can be stated that in 1871 the author 

did no t choose to leave France but was compelled to in Hght o f  the failufe o f  the 

Com m une. The suggestion, prevalent throughout the account, is that Paris is the 

traveller’s desired destination. Valles portrays him self as a traveller under duress, with no 

place Hke hom e, so that it is Paris that emerges as the ideally represented city in Valles’s 

account.

In  terms o f anticipation, VaUes’s practice o f  London is n o t perform ed from the 

basis o f  an idealistic wish to appropriate the foreign urban, bu t rather from a desire to 

rem em ber hom e and to preser\^e his political faith in the ideals o f  1871. As Corinne 

Saminadayer notes, ‘ecrire Londres, c’est aussi (surtout) essayer de penser la France, celle 

de la m em oire mais aussi ceUe qu’a fait naitre le choc de la Com m une’ (Saminadayer,

population and area. Booth’s study, nevertheless, remains a key text for understanding the London o f his 
rime, as well as for gaining an insight into the dilemmas that the industrial city poses in terms of 
constructing a methodology via which to appraise the consistently mobile urban landscape. See Booth 
(1889, 1891).
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2000: 8). Therefore, while one cannot consider Valles a tourist for the reasons I have 

outlined above, it remains the case that he is, nevertheless, an outsider, albeit an unwilling 

one, with a perspective on the city framed in terms o f  his alternative, French reference 

points for ‘hom e’. In  terms o f the difficulty, then, o f  defining the emigre experience o f  

the city within the norm al categories within which one conceives o f  travel, Valles’s status 

proves problem atic, and it is for this reason that his account m erits consideration here. 

T hat his status as an outsider is obligatory rather than voluntary differentiates him  from  

the other authors examined in this chapter, and it is illuminating to  place an extreme case 

such as Valles’s in dialogue with an accoimt such as D yssord’s (1932). This later writer 

orientates his urban practice along similar topographical lines — his l^ndres secret also 

explores the underbelly o f  the imperial metropolis — bu t the m otivation behind D yssord’s 

topography is fundamentally different from that o f  Valles. The form er traveller’s 

contrarian explorations o f  London emerge, as we shall see, from  within a freely chosen 

context o f  curiosity and a desire for authenticity, while Valles’s unsparing exposition o f  

L ondon’s slums, underclass and bourgeois hypocrisy is defined by imposition and 

absence — both  o f  which consist in the loss o f  hom e and the inescapable presence o f  the 

O ther.

Valles’s ‘gaze’, therefore, implies another possibility for urban spatial practice, 

one that operates from  within the context o f  the traveller as exile; a banished foreigner, 

he is an outsider in all senses o f the word. Concerning the psychology o f  exile, the critic 

Joseph Wittiin has coined the w ord ‘destiem po’ (deprivation o f  homeland) from  the 

Spanish destierro. Wittiin writes: ‘The exile lives in tw o different times simultaneously, in 

the present and in the past. This life in the past is sometimes m ore intense [...]. An exHe, 

as it were professionally, moves backwards’ (Cited in Tabori, 1972: 32). In a similar vein 

Tzvetan Todorov identifies the unique perspective o f  the exile towards the foreign 

culture:

Qui est I’exile? C’est celui qui interprete sa vie a I’etranger comme une experience de non- 
appartenance a son milieu, et qui la cherit pour cette raison meme. L’exile s’interesse a sa propre 
vie, voire a son propre peuple; mais il s’est apergu que, pour favoriser cet interet, il valait mieux 
habiter a I’etranger, la ou n”apparticnt’ pas; il est etranger de fa^on non plus provisoire mais 
definitive. [L’exil] n’est certainement pas une decouv^erte des autres (Todorov, 1989: 382).

In Valles’s account, the experience o f  exile and its imaginary geography o f  an absent 

Paris generate an alternative m ode o f  negotiating the city, wherein a set o f  m onum ental 

spaces — those o f  the urban underground — emerges from within this m ode o f  

identification. M onum ents are understood, therefore, from  within imaginative
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frameworks that grant them  their symbolic status; The dynamics o f  the traveller’s exiled 

status result in L ondon being practised from  a basis o f  negative juxtaposition — the 

spectre o f  Paris and the foregone ease o f  indigenous com m unal interaction haunt Valles’s 

expression o f  the L ondon streets:

Ah! ce n’est pas la me de France! — cette rue bavarde et joyeuse, ou I’on s’aborde a tout instant, 
ou Ton s’arrete a tout propos. On suit les femmes, on blague les hommes; il y a du tapage, des 
rires, des rayons et des eclairs; il y a des petiUements d’ironie, une odeur de plaisir, des souvenirs 
de poudre.
La rue a Londres est ou enorme et vide, — muette alors comme un alignement de tombeaux — ou 
bourree de viande humaine, encombree de chariots, pleine a faire reculer les murs, bruyante 
comme la lev̂ ee d’un camp et le torrent d’une deroute. Mais ce sont des bmits sourds, un 
grondement d’usine, le tumulte animal — point une explosion de vie et de passion. (VaUes, 1951; 
1)

Thus, the opening lines o f  the account alert the reader to the fact that Valles’s urban 

lexicon exists in a compedtive, comparative field. The dynamism o f  this competitive field 

informs the entire representational space o f  L ondon that emerges. This differential 

structure is quite com m on to travel writing and the experience o f  travel, bu t Valles’s 

choice o f  spaces to  represent distinguishes him  from  a tourist, and his socio-political 

preoccupations, as well as his sense o f  isolation, negatively condition the representation 

o f such spaces.

Nationalism Jind Isolation: ‘lo duel do la biero Pt dn vin’

As stated earlier, one o f  the m otivating forces behind a Londres is a political value

system rooted in the revolutionary causes o f  the French socialist community, and in the 

traveller’s subsequent distance from  this community. Ali NematoUahy, in his essay ‘Jules 

Valles and the Anarchist Novel’ (2007), comdncingly interprets Valles’s political stance 

and Uterary production in terms o f  an ‘anarchic sensibility and [a] refusal o f  all form s o f 

authority, particularly the authority o f  the state’ (NematoUahy, 2007: 575). NematoUahy 

examines a literary tendency ia Valles’s novels that he labels ‘vitalism’, and which the 

critic formulates within a context o f  nascent anarchist aesthetics (NematoUahy, 2007: 

576). This ‘vitalism’ is expressed in L a  Rue a Lj)ndres as an Anglophobic re\Tilsion at 

industrialist authoritarianism and at the population w ho blindly accept such authority’. 

Valles beHtties the people’s acceptance o f  such oppressive authorities: ‘les peuples a
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cerveau puissant ont, chaque quart de siecle, de ces apoplexies qu’on nom m e des 

revokes’ (Valles, 1951: 8).

In  London, Valles’s ‘vitalism’, or political energ)% is no t spent r ailing for revolt or 

social change. Rather, the vitality in his prose on London stems from  the tension he sets 

up betw een two differendy imagined communities. In  the following citation this is 

articulated within the author’s representation o f  ‘le Peuple’:

Qu’on en fasse son deuil! La vie de Londres doit etre monotone et grise, desolee, aux heures ou 
le Peuple a quitte le champ de bataUle — le Peuple, seul grand dans son anonymat fait de ceux qui 
courent ou qui rampent vers le pain, qui ramassent la pature de leurs femeUes [...], mais, comme 
nous sommes dans le pays de I’egoisme, du flegme, de I’inconfortable et de I’ennui, quand il n’y a 
pas le brouhaha du travail, il n’y a plus que le cri du vice: du \'ice plat, lourd, qui hurle dans les 
assommoirs ou vomit dans les coins’. (Valles, 1951: 48)

Conceived here as the mythical ‘mass’ representing the ‘com m on good’ o r the 

‘general uiU’, the People is represented as absent from  England and its absence leaves 

obscenit}' in its wake. It would seem that Valles is in m ourning for the loss o f  social 

acti\nsm and revolution. In The Break-tip of Britain (1977), T om  N aim  has understood 

nationalism in pathological terms:

‘Nationalism’ is the patholog}’ of modern developmental history, as inescapable as ‘neurosis’ in 
the individual, with much the same essential ambiguit\' attaching to it, a similar built-in capacity 
for descent into dementia, rooted in dilemmas of helplessness thmst upon most of the world (the 
equivalent of infantilism for societies) and largely incurable. (Nairn, 1977: 359)

This conception o f  nationalism as a kind o f  iUness is useful here, for it contains within it 

the idea o f  pathos, positing that attachm ent to  the nation is som ehow  tragic. This view 

concurs with the sense o f  tragedy that permeates Valles’s experience o f  exile and can, 

perhaps, allow us to  understand the writer’s tendency towards the polarities that 

ultimately frame his vision o f  the foreign city. O ne nation is juxtaposed with the other in 

accordance with nationalistic attachm ent (France) or detachm ent (England). The 

locational realities o f  the traveller’s position reverse the poles o f  attachm ent and 

detachm ent; Valles is in London, separated from  France. The disparity betw een Valles’s 

geographical position and his emotional one intensifies the contrastive structures o f  

Valles’s account. From  within these juxtapositions there emerges a series o f  urban images 

laden with stereo tjpe and operating in accordance with the antagonistic poles o f  the 

positive and the negative.
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It is important to point out that Valles’s nationalism does not equate to some 

concordance with the French nation-state, but with the spirit o f revolt that marks the 

instability o f the French nation during this period and, most importandy, with the French 

integration o f the political and the personal, or what Hobsbawm calls the politicisation o f 

everyday life (Hobsbawm, 1999). That the traveller’s conception o f belonging to France 

is socially rather than politically based is revealed by the fact that Valles does not accuse 

the English o f h a \^ g  no national affiliation; on the contrary he states that ‘leur vertu, 

c’est ce qu’on appeUe notre %'ice a nous, c’est I’amour feroce du drapeau, la fierte d’etre 

Anglais, c’est le ‘chauvinisme’ affreux et heroique. [...] Ils sont capables de tout, au nom 

de la nation’ (\^aUes, 1951: 90). Valles’s conception o f nationalism and national affiliation 

can be said, therefore, to exist within a conception o f the nation as a ty’pe o f extended 

kinship — an ^esprit gaulois’ (\^alles, 1951; 91) (my emphasis) — that consists in a 

horizontal, imagined attachment o f its members, rather than in a vertical, hierarchical and 

patriotic sense o f loyalty to any particxilar authority representing such a community under 

the adage o f the ‘nation’. In contrast, VaUes understands English nationalism in terms of 

an abstract patriotic affiliation that is at once hierarchical and protectionist, seeking to 

obliterate, or at least to deny, the existence o f one section o f its population:

E n  se baisant, il [le pauvre] m ontrera qu’il est un hom m e a des ladies qui le verront bien; mais les 
ladies von t grossir la foule des m eetings philanthropiques, et, en rentrant, elles se m ettron t a fatre 
des cale9ons pour les sauvages — sans oser dire ‘cale^on’, eUes ne p rononcent pas le m ot, c’est 
shocking. T out a I’heure, eUes coudoyaient pourtant, sans rougir, un hom m e que la pauvrete faisait 
obscene. (Valles, 1951: 16)

The traveller’s approbation o f such a system is revealed in his correspondence with 

Malot, where he proclaims: ‘L ’Anglais me fait horreur... Quels perfides tous ces lords et 

ces conservateurs et ces liberaux’ (cited in Merker, 1970: 687).*’’

Rather than a vertical sense o f affiliation to the nation-state (conceived here as an 

authority with which one identifies from a position o f venerate obedience), Valles’s 

nationalism can be understood, then, in terms o f what sociologists term a ‘group- 

relation’, that is, a horizontal sense o f community that imagines and thus establishes a 

network o f identity connections between the indi\ndual Valles and the social group which 

we label ‘French’. This sense o f belonging to a particular group becomes the primar}^

However, L̂ 7 Rue a Lj)ndres does not dwell on an exploration of English politics or patriotism, and 
various critics have suggested that this is perhaps because Valles, as a poor jobbing writer, did not have 
access to the higher echelons of British society (see Lauzanne, 1997; Refern, 1992: 155-72 and 
Saminadayer-Perrin, 2000: 7-10). Instead o f politics, the primary frame which Valles uses to represent the 
city is the contrast between the political culture of France and the industrial culture of London.
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category for coping with the cultural codes of England and, as we have seen, often 

results in hyperbolic metaphorical transfers and inflexible stereotyping. In opposition to 

other behavioural scientists, Gordon Allport, a pioneer in the analysis of human 

personality', has argued that categorisation processes that produce stereotypes are not 

simply ‘the malicious intent of ridiculing or discrediting [another] group’ (cited in 

Zawadzki, 1942: 130). Allport proposes that prejudice emerges from an association 

between categorisation and differences in value, and that such an association is an 

unavoidable aspect of general cognitive functioning:

The human mind must think with the aid of categories... Once formed, categories are the basis 
for normal prejudgment. We cannot possibly avoid this process. Orderly living depends upon it. 
(AUport, 1954: 20)

As already stated, the legibility of the foreign cit}' for the traveller depends on his being 

equipped with the codes for its comprehension. Social or political categorisation, by 

means of simplificadon, functions to render the shifting urban universe less complex, 

more readily understandable and, in some ways, more bearable. Furthermore, AUport’s 

study proposes that stereoty’ping is habitually determined by a process of categorising 

others in relation to categories associated with the self. The constant frame of reference 

for Valles’s exploration of London is his imagined connection to France. We might 

suggest, therefore, that it is his sense of affiliation to native cultural categories that lead to 

his rejection of English societal codes.

However, Valles’s affiliation with France ultimately prevents him from 

establishing a basis upon which to integrate into English societ}'. In the case of another 

t}-pe of travel experience this might not be so serious, indeed some travellers deliberately 

avoid assimilating local codes where the latter threaten to restore a degree of familiarity 

to the Other (for example, in the case of the exote)!"̂  In Valles’s representation, however, 

a lack of intimacy and a sense of alienation are suggested by the prevalent use of the 

metaphor of the prison used by the traveller to describe general existence in London. 

This metaphor has a dual symbolism attached to it. From Valles’s point of ̂ tiew, London 

is a prison that keeps its inhabitants in, ensla\ong them to its industrial rhythms, while at 

the same time English society is portrayed as an insular prison designed to keep the 

stranger out London as prison prevents Valles from entering or engaging with the

For an analysis o f  the exotic traveller’s approach to the foreign landscape and h is/her desire to study the 
Otherness o f the foreign landscape without becoming assimilated, see T odorov (1986). See also Segalen’s 
E-ssai sur I’exotisme ([1908] 1986) for an exemplification o f  this mode o f  travel.
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community. It can be mentioned that Valles’s material circumstances did not help the 

situation — he barely spoke any English upon his arrival and, furthermore, like many 

other emigres, he was poor, a fact which prevented him from participating in society with 

any degree o f comfort.^®

VaUes’s stereotypes o f the Englishman’s home and the ‘typical’ Englishman 

illustrate the degree to which the traveller feels isolated from the community in which he 

finds himself For example, in his description o f a visit to an Englishman’s home, Valles 

neglects to name the host in question, with the effect that this anonymit}”̂ furthers the 

traveller’s ability to elevate this particular visit to the level o f a general stereotype of 

English culture in its entirety — as he says, ‘c’est le fond de la nation que nous voulons 

etudier’ (Valles, 1951; 94). The chapters proceed to enumerate experiences with a view to 

aboKshing the image o f the English as a hospitable and comfort loving people: the \’isitor 

is forced to enter the house by the ser\^ants’ entrance, forced to wait in the lobby and 

then in the drawing room, and once inside proceeds to contrast each item o f English 

furniture with a French counterpart. What emerges from the description is a sense o f 

lack, that is, quite literally, a lack o f the comforts o f home, which in the following citation 

is elevated to h^-perbolic proportions:

II n’y a pas de tables de nuit! U n’y  en a pas!
Oh! Je sais bien que Ton criera au mensonge! Le role de I’observ^ateur a ses perils On dira 
que je calomnie gratuitement un peuple, que je prends une revanche deloyale de Waterloo. On 
dira ce qu’on voudra. Je crois de m en devoir d’avertir mes contemporains, je les avertis. II n’y  a 
pas de tables de nuit. Soit; c’est une revolution: j’en suis. Moi, proscrit, je me range cette fois du cote 
des pro scrip tears, et j’applaudis a exil de ce receptacle indecent. Eh! bien! voilez-vous la face! 
(\^aUes, 1951: 98)

This is one o f the few times in the account that Valles mentions his exile explicidy, and it 

significant here that, in a somewhat ironic mode, he sides with his French banishers. He 

also acknowledges the possibility that his account will not be taken seriously or wiU be 

\newed as sour grapes in the light o f the French defeat at Waterloo. Yet, while the piece 

may be deliberately and ironically provocative, the sense o f homesickness is what is most 

striking, as the stranger calls to m ind ...

la richesse de la grande armoire, I’heritage plie sur les rayons de chene, des douzaines de draps et 
de nappes qui sont la fortune des plus simples et I’honneur meme des paysannes dans les plus

For further biographical detail on Valles, see Designi (1999), Gauthier (1945) and Redfern (1992). For a 
more general analysis o f  the emigre commtinity in London during the period, see Bensimon (2003) and 
Freitag (ed.) (2003).

137



Urhaii Oppositious

modestes maisons de France. Ils [les Anglais] n’ont pas le culte de la toile, le respect des saintes 
lessives, la religion des pyramides baties par les mains couturees des aieules et qui racontent tout 
un passe de travail. (Valles, 1951: 97)

This nostalgic pathos, both the result of a sense o f connection to France and the loss o f 

that connection, leads to the idealisation o f the home country and its people — ‘nous 

paraissons des gamins souvent, a crier ainsi contre le vent, et a envoyer des chiquenaudes 

au nez des avalanches’ (Valles, 1951: 163). In absentia France becomes the quintessence o f 

sensuality and vibrancy. It can be suggested that this idealised extreme generates the 

opposing pole o f England and the English as an impenetrable city and as an 

unpenetrable culture: ‘Leur \nsage reste sec comme la tete du nageur qui a parie de ne pas 

mouiUer ses cheveux; et leur front est impenetrable comme le bonnet goudronne de leurs 

marins’ (Valles, 1951: 163). VaUes’s representation constructs an image o f London as a 

city o f outcasts, through which his own outcast position tnight be articulated.

Outcast London™

As stated earlier, the account’s opening pages alert the reader to the network of 

juxtapositions that frame and add complexity to Valles’s perspective on London. The 

book’s tide, L <2 Rue a lj)ndres, suggests an inversion o f the traditional conception o f the 

tourist guidebook, and an intention to expose London from the level o f its streets. 

Indeed, the modern urban street becomes the morphological figure via which Valles 

constructs his \dsion o f London’s industrial society.

The urban transformation o f Paris over the period 1853-68, which saw the street 

transformed by Grand Manner architecture (as opposed to accident) demanded 

reconsideration o f the codes which the street was to be interpreted. In terms o f the 

shape which future industrial cities were to adopt, Paris provided the t}’pical model for 

metropolitan development, as the architectural critic Siegfried Giedion states: ‘The great 

town o f the latter half o f the nineteenth century^ the metropolis o f the industrial era, 

suddenly took its typical form in Paris between 1850 and 1870. In no other city o f this 

period did the changes consequent upon the development o f industry proceed with such 

impetus’ (Giedion, 1967: 739). The consecutive demolition and re-construction o f Paris

Title borrowed from Gareth Stedman Jones (1971) Outcast 'London: A  Study in the 'Relationship between 
Classes in Victorian Society Oxford: Clarendon.
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intensified the experience o f  the street for Parisians, and rendered the city 

unrecognisable.

While b o th  L ondon and Paris were undergoing extensive structural change 

during this period, their ideological responses to and architectural artictolation o f 

industrialisation resulted in different interpretive codes for legibility in the m odern 

industrial city. W ith the Haussm annisation o f  Paris, the street became a new modus 

operandi for understanding the newly industrialised city as a hoHstic entity, which is to  say 

tha t the street seem ed to  reveal codes for understanding the social and political character 

o f  the new urban landscape. L ondon too was shaped by national and imperialist 

concerns during this period, b u t a large part o f  the city in the East E nd  lacked the 

architectural coherency that the Baroque polj'virum diagonals o f  the boulevard pro\dded 

to  Paris. The industrialisation o f  L ondon led to the over-population o f  areas ill designed 

to  cope with the resultant dem ographic and economic explosion. Thus, while Paris’s 

architecture pro\dded space, light and air, and thus, an outwardly positive code for the 

interpretation o f  modernit)% in the East End, L ondon’s over-crowded streets, condensed 

slum areas and en\nronm ental toxicit}' presented the urban traveller with large areas 

around the Docklands that testified to  the darker consequences o f  m odernisation (Fig. 

12); these are the areas that prove m ost attractive to the French traveller.

Valles was fascinated udth the street as a \dsual and cultural code. A t the same 

time that he was compiling notes for 1m  Rue a Londres, he also attem pted in 1879 to  set 

up a newspaper entitied L a  Rj/e (which ultimately failed). The street is adopted by Valles 

as a means to penetrate ‘I’̂ e  de cette nation dure’, to discover ‘la quaHte dom inante des 

Anglais’ (V^aUes, 1951; 89). Significantly, the imaginative geography o f  L ondon’s streets is 

constructed in contrast with the Parisian boulevard. Com m enting on the emergence o f 

codes for appropriating new form s o f  architecture, the theorist Charles Jencks notes that 

‘the m ore unfamiliar a M odern building is, the m ore they [urban inhabitants] will 

compare it metaphorically to  w hat they know’ (Jencks, 2002; 26). Similarly, it m ight be 

argued that the French traveller, in order to cope with the unfamiliar en\nronm ent, 

attem pts to m atch one familiar architectural experience with another, foreign one. It is 

the Parisian boulevard that provides Valles with a ctilmral frame o f  reference for the 

L ondon street. This im position o f  a familiar code onto  the foreign city results in a 

dialectical opposition, which Valles articulates in concordance with the cities’ divergent 

architectures; Paris, imagined as city o f  light and harm ony, thus becomes the m ajor code 

for oppositional interpretation o f  the social Ufe, value-systems and ‘verm  m aitresse’ o f

139



Urbau Oppositions

London (\^alles, 1951: 89). I shall return to this point in more detail below, after further 

analysis o f the narrative techniques used in the account.

There are two levels o f narrative structure apparent in 1m  Rue a luondres. O n the 

one hand, the author’s exploration o f the city is delineated by the urban landscape’s 

architectural and infrastructural features — the account’s table o f contents contains 

chapters with titles such as ‘La Rue’, ‘La Rue qui marche’, ‘Le Soho’, Les Docks’, ‘Le 

Workhouse’, ‘Drury Lane’, ‘Temple Bar’ and ‘Petticoat Lane’. These chapter headings 

illustrate that the traveller is not concerned with guiding his reader through a 

conventional, Baedeker-style repertoire of monuments. O n the other hand, as becomes 

apparent from the chapters’ contents, the author is preoccupied with investigating the 

people who inhabit these dilapidated and disreputable areas o f the city. Both the 

architectural and social orientations o f  the traveller combine to form a representation of 

what the historian Gareth Stedman Jones refers to as ‘outcast London’ (Stedman Jones, 

1971). As shall be explored in a further section, these architectural and human elements 

o f the cit}" reflexively inform each other so that the representation o f the people is often 

stnactured in terms o f the architectures and atmospheres o f the industrialised city. It is 

notable, therefore, that the areas o f London listed, while all concerned with a specific 

urban location (or architectural hub), avoid the controlled, aesthetically beautified and 

officially ratified monuments o f tourist London to favour instead an orientation based on 

those areas o f the cit}’̂ that the governmental and metropolitan authorities o f the time 

sought to remove from the urban landscape. As we have seen in relation to the Great 

Exhibition, the official monum ent functions to direct the collective imagination and, 

from the nineteenth centur}" on, to reinforce a positive image o f the nation.

At this point in London’s histor)\ the tourist value o f the city’s topography was 

fundamentally different from what it is today. While Janin informs us that tours o f the 

urban ‘underground’ (the Tower, the sewers), were accessible (Janin, 1851; 155-57), the 

complex motivating force behind these sites’ attractiveness — namely, conversion o f the 

dread attached to these forbidden or historical nether worlds into dissociated nostalgia 

and, thus, sĉ e points o f fascination for tourist consumption — was not yet historically 

removed enough for it to be extended to the \actims o f industrialisation. The immediate 

crises o f disease, malnutrition, unemployment and over-crowding constituted very real 

threats to the emergent urban population. While, as MacCannell points out ‘the 

modernization o f work relations, history and nature detaches these from their traditional 

roots and transforms them into cultural productions and experiences’ (MacCannell, 1976:
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91), the social crisis produced by England’s industrial revolution was neither temporally 

no r physically distant enough for the authorities to  feel com fortable with acknowledging 

the urban underclass as part o f  their heritage, and thus consumable in culturally 

conventional terms. F o r VaUes to  portray this underw orld at such a point in time 

functions, therefore, no t from  within the safety o f  acceptable tourism, rather his 

representation operates from  the proximity o f  a direct critique o f  L ondon’s m etropolitan 

cultiire and its capitalist value-system.

Valles’s critique takes on  considerable weight when one considers that at this 

point in L ondon’s histor}^ rather than to  integrate, the authorities sought to dissociate 

the uncouth, im poverished and desperate elements o f  the industrial urban from  their 

\’ision and material articiilation o f  progress. Safeguarding progress meant the denial o f  

anything that threatened tradidonal, middle-class ideas o f  the beautiful, o f  appropriate 

social beha\4our, and illustrates the Victorian moraUsation o f  the outward physical 

expression o f  indi\4duals in its societ}^ Such denial was n o t always consciously 

undertaken on the part o f  the authorities; the economic difficulties inherent in free- 

market industrialisation from  the 1850s onwards m eant that London became 

competitively untenable for many manufacturers. O ften, the answer to the problem s o f  

high rents, expensive fuel, high wages and scarce skills consisted in an industry’s total or 

partial removal from  the capital.^' This created an employment situation whereby labour 

in L ondon became predom inandy seasonal and, by extension, m eant that for a large part 

o f  the year a significant num ber o f  Londoners were unemployed. The instability o f  casual 

labour created a considerable ‘underclass’ within the capital, that is, a population o f  the 

casual poor who lived in slum conditions and existed in a state o f  chronic instabilit)’ and 

impoverishment. The governm ent and the middle-class response to  the presence o f  such 

misery was to  moralise the situation and to  equate low living standards with low morals. 

The poor were variously referred to  as the ‘dangerous class’ or ‘the residuum ’, and 

governm ental reform  agents \newed them  as positing a very- real threat to the material 

and moral progression o f  middle-class, capitalist civilisation (Stedman Jones, 1971). The 

spirit o f  urgency and the belief that slum-li^^ng led to  physical and moral degeneration 

inspired the Ukes o f  the econom ist Alfred Marshall’s scheme (1842-1924) to rem ove the 

chronic poor from the capital (and the unregulated workhouse) and place them  in labour

Clothing and footwear manufacture moved to the provinces from the 1860s. The emergence o f  the 
sweatshop was the capital’s response to such com petition and the attem pt to reduce London’s overheads 
to a minimum. The shipbuilding industry also declined dramatically during the 1860s, as did the silk and 
tanning industries (Stedman Jones, 1971: 23-4).
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encampments outside London. Technically voluntar}', in actuality this plan forced the 

casual poor to move to these colonies by strict enforcement o f the laws against 

overcrowding. Marshall expresses the prevailing attimde o f the middle-class authorities to 

the presence o f this class:

The suffering caused on the way would be as nothing compared with the ultimate gain; and if the 
suffering could not be prevented, then it should not be shirked. There is no more urgent dut)% no 
more truly beneficial work than to deprive progress o f its partial cruelty by helping away those 
who lie in the route o f its chariot wheels. (Marshall, 1884: 228)

The general strategy was, therefore, to create a distinctive social and physical gap 

between the industrial middle- and respectable working-class and the chronic casual 

residuum. Through the tight control o f charities, the suppression o f over-crowding and 

the enforcement o f sanitary standards, the poor were to be removed from the landscape 

o f urban progress.

The recuperation o f this class by the heritage and, more latterly, the tourist 

industries would have to wait until the late twentieth centurj’. At this point in London’s 

history, Valles’s exposition o f this underclass does not emerge from a safe position of 

either personal or historical distance, nor does it emanate from a (humanist or 

protectionist) sociological concern with the well-being or improvement o f metropolitan 

life such as that expressed by the industrialist and social reformer Charles Booth (1840- 

1916) or the social scientist Friedrich Engels (1820-1895). Often, in his novels, Valles 

expressed sympathy with those on the margins o f French middle-class society, glorifying 

those working-class men who refused the hegemony o f bourgeois authority and 

convention. VaUes’s interest in the working-class rebel stems from a sense of 

identification with those who were victims o f authorit}’ and yet strove to fight back and 

sunnve. As he commented to his friend Arthur Amould (1833-95): ‘Nous sommes nes 

pour etre dupes et victimes, nous qui sommes de temperament, d’allure, de coeur, avec les 

blousiers. Seulement, nous le savons, et nous ne sommes pas des gobe-mouches’ (Valles, 

1950: 174). His is a value-system based on the active rejection o f oppressive authorities. 

However, while a Ijondres is preoccupied with the urban underclass, tliere is no

sense o f identification here, rather, in consistency with the contrastive paradigm set up in

A similar sentiment was expressed by the clergyman and reform er Samuel Barnett (1844-1913): ‘It is a 
shocking thing to say o f  men created in G od’s image, but it is true that the extinction o f  the unemployed 
would add to the wealth o f  the country... The existence o f  the unemployed is a fact and this fact 
constitutes a danger to the wealth and well-being o f the community’ (Barnett, 1888: 753-54). The idea was 
that once the rehabilitation o f  the unemployed had taken place in the countryside, these chronically poor 
families could be resettled outside London as agricultural labourers.
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the opening line, the poor o f  Paris and those o f  L ondon are brought into a generalised, 

competitive frame:

Le gueux de France ne peut donner une idee du gueux de Londres! II y a bien chez nous, le 
mendiant, avec sa face grasse a un moine chasse du couvent, ou, avec son crane chauve et sa 
barbe grise, a un saint tombe en enfance; mais c’est un metier, celui de mendiant, presque une 
mission, et il est meme un peu sorcier. II a ses rations de soupe, ses relais de viande. [...] Le 
pauvre de Londres n’est pas le meme. [...] Certains m ’ont rappele ces prisonniers que, sur les 
routes, les gendarmes ramenent de brigade en brigade; qui v ônt entre les deux chevaux noirs, 
attaches a la seUe; on a coupe de cote, par le haut, leur culotte trop large, afin qu’ils 
s’embarrassent dedans s’ils veulent fuir; et ils voyagent ainsi, la nuit, le jour, jusqu’a ce que la 
prison les recueiUe. Tels les affames anglais! (Valles, 1951: 15-16)

As we shall see, it seems that Valles recounts the existence o f  this underclass in order to 

amalgamate their desultory existence to his repugnance at urban industrialisation and its 

social consequences for L ondon as a whole, and, m ost especially, to express his own 

sense o f  personal and political isolation and alienation. The representation is not, 

therefore, officially, bu t subjectively sanctioned, and prioritises a gaze that seeks ou t the 

underworld o f London — the L ondon that remained hidden to the vast majorit}" o f  the 

cit}-’s middle- and upper-class inhabitants and even m ore so to  its ^dsitors — so as to 

expose the underbelly o f  the m odern metropolis unth a \tiew to expressing an abhorrence 

o f  industrialisation as well as a sense o f  personal isolation.

Tx)ndoii as Prison: D eath  and the  M achine

O ne o f  the major metaphorical recourses that Valles employs to  describe London is that 

o f the prison. Images o f  closing doors, closing skies, and grilled gates proliferate 

throughout the account, and this seems to reveal, first o f  aU, that VaUes’s understanding 

o f affiliation is roo ted  in a nationalist tendency that is n o t co-term inous with mankind, 

but resides in a belief that there exist inherent ‘natural’ differences between people o f 

different countries. The writer com m ents on what he perceives to  be ‘la haine instinctive’ 

o f the English for the French: ‘[c]’est d ’instinct, dans le sang, dans ce sang qui ne coule pas 

comme le sang Latin avec des reflets potirpres au soleil [...] mais qui s’extravase sous le 

coup de poing ou sous le bonnet du pendu, dans le ring ou a la po tence’ (Valles, 1951: 

91). Valles’s nationalism is no t entirely coherent, however, for here we can see that he 

combines a notion o f  community based on the ju s  sanguinis (law o f  blood) (or what 

m odem  sociologists refer to as ‘ethnic nationalism’) with a territorially based conception
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o f national identity {jus soli or law o f soil). This illogical confusion is, nevertheless, typical 

o f nineteenth-century expressions o f nationalism and, for our purposes, makes it 

conceivable that the proscrifs experience o f London would result in feeling entrapped in a 

space with which he has no ‘natural’ correspondence (see Nairn, 1977; Anderson, 2003; 

Seton-Watson, 1977 and Wegner, 2002). However, the prison metaphor is projected 

beyond the realm o f personal identity with the result that it comes to epitomise London 

(and not always explicitly as a means to express Valles’s exiled position), and the 

metaphorical associations o f the prison are extended to construct an image o f the 

landscape and people o f London within the travel account. Valles explicitly connects his 

status as outsider to a position o f objectivity, and from this perspective he concludes that 

London is a prison, albeit one in^dsible to its inhabitants; ‘Or, le -visiteur, qui va de la cave 

au grenier, voit mieux la prison que le detenu qui reve dans sa cage, le front contre les 

barreaux’ (Valles, 1951: 89).

In the opening pages of Lm  Rj/e d JLondres VaUes describes the city as the workday 

finishes and the workers (in this case business men) return home. Here, the traveller, in 

consistency with his \nsion o f London as a closed, insular community, appropriates the 

architecture o f the English home. The writer constructs an archet)'pal image o f the 

‘t}'pical’ Englishman’s abode:

Garde par des grilles, herisse de crocs, protege autant qu’une boulangerie contre les fam ines de 
93, ce home et ce foj^er! Entre la fagade et le trottoir, bailie un hiatus sale, un creux profond, un 
trou grille, com m e pour m ettre un loup. Partout du fer noir ou  des pierres d ’un gris de tom be, 
sem blables aux ossem ents W e s  par la pluie. A u haut des marches, visage de bois d ’une porte qui 
ressem ble a celle d ’une prison ou  d’un couvent. (Valles, 1951: 9)

The image is one o f a people li\ong behind impenetrable walls — impenetrable both to the 

visitor and to the outside world. Within this image Valles identifies what he sees as an 

EngUsh desire to shut out the city — to literally keep the wolf from the door. In another 

passage he employs animalistic imagery once again, representing London as a giant 

allegorical beast that leaves its servants stranded once it has gone to sleep: ‘Ou aUer 

quand la Cite a rentre ses griffes, ferme sa gueule, eteint ses yeux [...]; quand le tumulte a 

cesse dans le camp des mercenaires et des marchands?’ (Valles, 1951: 29). The streets are 

inhospitable, fiUed with vice or miser}% and while Valles admits that ‘II est tard, c’est le 

soir’, he goes on to say, ‘mais le jour, c’est de meme; c’est toujours ainsi’ (Valles, 1951: 9). 

This statement — that life in London is essentially stagnant — reinforces the notion that 

the cit)'’s misery and its inhabitants’ impenetrable character are eternal states. Even when
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the sun comes up, or as Valles disparagingly remarks, ‘ce qu ’ils appeUent le soleil’, the 

gates remain barred: ‘il [le soleil] ne forcera pas les serrures!’ (Valles, 1951: 9). The 

architectures o f  ‘privacy’ are, therefore, interpreted by VaRes as symptoms o f  a ‘pays 

hostile, race muree!’ (Valles, 1951: 10); symptoms o f  a national malevolence which VaUes 

evokes using biblical and penal imagery:

Quelle sinistre impression donnent ces rangees de batisses, rongees par le brouiUard et par la 
pluie! Quand les maisons a Londres n’ont pas le reflet lugubre d’un Unceul saH, elles ont la 
couleur du tuffaut de Mazas ou du bois de justice — des tons de prison ou d’echafaud. C’est 
affreux! je ne m’en dedis pas: on dirait un peuple de maudits ou de detenus. (Valles, 1951: 11)

While Valles states that it is n o t his desire to dwell on  such an image, the account 

is laden with such references, and these are extended n o t only to  the architectural 

elements o f  London but also to the social life o f  the cit}'. To return to the book’s 

opening lines, ‘Ah! c’est n ’est pas la rue de France! — cette rue bavarde et joyeuse [...]. La 

rue de Londres est ou enorm e et vnde [...] ou bourree de \4ande humaine [...] un 

grondem ent d’usine’ (X'̂ aUes, 1951: 1), it is apparent from  the outset that emptiness, 

silence and inhumanit}' are critical to  Valles’s interpretive strategies for the city. His prose 

weaves a deathly silence within the urban space, m ost notably around the Sunday cit}-: 

‘E n Angleterre, on n ’entend rien dans le calme horrible du dimanche. C’est le silence, 

sans un bruit qui le raye ou le hache [...] I’ecrasement d’un peuple par une caste [•■•]. 

Tout est ferme par ordre’ (Valles, 1951: 70). These m etaphors o f  the tom b, the prison, 

the convent, enclosure, and their attendant sense o f  suffocation and authoritative, 

inhuman mechanism would seem to facilitate VaUes’s filling this emptiness with images 

o f  a voluptuous and vibrant Paris. Such silence in Paris is inconceivable, unless it is the 

result o f  war — a situation that does n o t characterise the cit}’. The chapter ‘Un dimanche 

anglais’ opens with the line V ous souvenez-vous, aux heures tragiques de Paris, com m e 

certaines rues etaient desertes, m uettes, profondes?...’ (\^aUes, 1951: 70). While silence is 

an anomaly in Paris, in London it constitutes a persistent state o f  existence. Valles 

assumes this existence to be a result o f  L ondon’s industrialisation and middle-class 

conserv^atism. Futherm ore, it is an existence equated with death. His appeal to his French 

reader for comprehension serv^es to  dramatise further the peop le’s lifestyle in industrial 

London, and to prom ote an understanding o f  the cit}" as an absurdit}- ‘Com prenez-vous 

qu’n y ait un peuple, un peuple qui ait accepte de trimer, de suer, de tirer la langue et de 

pHer I’echine du lundi au samedi, pour etre, le dimanche, condam ne a I’isolement, au 

mutisme, a la m ort’ (\^aUes, 1951: 71).
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In opposition to a view of industrialisation that associates technological progress 

with moraHt)" and civilisation, Rj/e a l^ndres associates the industrial city with the 

inhuman and the mechanical, essentially, with death. The physical expressions o f 

London’s industrialisation — its polluted air, river, weather, the city’s slums and guarded 

middle-class areas — infiltrate the traveller’s imagination o f each aspect o f urban Hfe, with 

the result that the mechanisation of the city is direcdy transferred onto the representation 

o f the city’s inhabitants. As urban time and the rhythms o f urban life become 

standardised through industrialisation, so Valles represents Londoners as a homogenous, 

undifferentiated group o f automatons:

Ils vont, ils viennent comme des pistons de machines, ils passent com m e des courroies se melent, 
comme des trains se croisent; ils ne se disent jamais qu’un mot: ‘Joli^ m atinee.. .Vilain temps’ 
suivant qu’il fait beau ou mauvais — et ils reprennent leur fonction, court, droit et dm. Allez le 
piston! (Valles, 1951: 1-2)

The amalgamation o f the Industrial Revolution and the urban indi%tidual sets up one o f 

the primar)' paradigms for Valles’s interpretation o f the metropolis, and creates a 

narrative extremism that involves associative overstatement engendered within a 

discourse o f the demonological and (although much less frequentiy) the angelical. It is 

clear that VaUes views industrialisation as aberrant — a pollution o f both the elemental 

and social world, suffocating the city and its ci\Tlisation: ‘Le ciel, inclement et sombre, est 

comme un bache noire tendue au-dessus de la viUe. Les trois quarts du temps, on a de la 

boue jusqu’a la che\TUe; et le brouiUard enfonce dans la gorge comme une pelote de 

coton gris’ (\^aUes, 1951: 51). The brutality o f the industrial atmosphere is compounded 

by the imager}’ Valles uses to describe the Thames. This great body o f water, indeed the 

life force o f the metropolis and the reason for its existence, is dissociated from aU 

traditional associations o f water with life or fluidity. In a reversal of the metaphors o f 

liquid movement often used in urban discourse to characterise the street (an artery, a 

vein, a medium o f circulation), the Thames is discussed here in architectural terms — ‘la 

rue qui marche’ — a metaphor evocative o f  concrete and, in the light of Valles’s previous 

characterisation o f London’s streets, o f mechanism, filth and deathliness. The 

monstrousness o f the river as it flows through the city is made apparent through an 

imagined contrast with the Thames at its source: ‘A sa source, la riviere est claire [...] ici, 

elle est trouble et \Tle comme si Ton avait lave dedans toute la vaisseUe d’une armee [...] 

une riviere longee par une bataiUe, et dont le Ht serait fait de charbon petri de sang’ 

(\^alles, 1951: 23).
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There is a sense, therefore, that beyond the industrial city a natural order remains 

intact, but that within the metropolitan environment this order has been superseded and, 

ultimately, corrupted.'^ Imagining the river at its source can be seen as a strategy for 

reminding the reader that the city is an aberration. Furthermore, the abnormality of 

London is emphasised by the traveller’s sensorial experience: the smeU o f an invisible 

ocean ser\^es to highlight the city’s departure from nature: ‘Proprietaire du verger de la 

mer, I’Angleterre sent son fruit, partout et a toute heure. Aux ruelles les plus envahies par 

la fange, I’Ocean, sur le dos duquel ils vivent, ces insulaires, envoie, par les bouffees 

victorieuses, le parfum de ses algues et le fumet de ses marees’ (Valles, 1851; 58). These 

contrasts provide no sense o f relief however, — ‘[Ij’air est lave — non pas les murailles’ 

(Valles, 1951: 58) — and the dominant imagery pertaining to the water o f London is 

consistent with death. Again in this case, the French/EngHsh opposition senses to 

underline London’s depra^^t}^ Valles contrasts the dense opaque waves o f the Thames 

(‘Le flot a des reflets jaunatres comme de I’or brut’ (\^alles, 1951: 23) and tlieic demonic 

weight — ‘[q]ui y tombe y reste’ (V^alles, 1951: 24) with the transparent, sentient rivers o f 

France:

EUe [la Tamise] a aussi I’epaisseur de la biere, et Ton ne voit jamais des maisons laver gaiement 
leur tete, ni des arbres danser en zigzags dans un coin de Tamise, comme on voit des bouts de 
campagne et de viUe dans le miroir vert du Rhone ou le miroir bleu de la Loire! (Valles, 1951: 24)

The imager}' is striking in its oppositions. In France the houses are represented using an 

anthropomorphic lexicon, as are the trees which ‘danse’ exuberandy. Here, the language 

imbues the scene with suppleness and life. The Thames, meanwhile, is aligned with 

death, its water a wasteland of the city’s expulsions, and anyone who attempts suicide is 

sure to drown (as is anyone who attempts it but regrets doing so at the last moment and 

attempts to save themselves). The Thames has anthropomorphic associations o f its own 

however:

N ’y a-t-il pas miUe cheminees qui jettent leurs vapeurs impures vers la nue, en boucles lourdes, en 
nattes epaisses; c’est la couleur sombre de la riviere, c’est la chevelure triste de la Tamise — du 
vieux pere Tamise: Oldfather Thames.
J’ai vu une tete sculptee dans la pierre, I’oeil mort, les moustaches tombantes com m e des herbes 
trempees d’eau [...]. ‘C’est le vieux pere Tamise!’ m ’a dit avec fierte un Anglais. (Valles, 1951: 24)

In Sartxe’s representation o f  New York, analysed in the next chapter. Nature is also portrayed as the 
modern city’s antithesis. In Valles’s account Nature is m ourned, the city has dispelled its presence, whereas 
in Sartre’s account Nature returns to threaten the city, which as I hope to show, suggests a turnaround in 
perspective that has ideological implications for the vision o f  the city in the aftermath o f  World War Two.
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From  this passage, it becomes apparent that the industrial environm ent is being blam ed 

for the corruption o f  ‘la nue’, or the purity o f  the sky. Industry launches its filthy, braided 

tail upwards into the sk)\ Similarly, rather than refer to sculpture in terms o f  an 

independent piece o f  art, ‘Old Father Tham es’ is represented as a head sculpted into 

stone, indistinguishable from  the hard, dead material from  which it is made — the eyes o f  

the sculpture are dead, its m oustache hangs like a river weed, as though o ff the face o f  

som e drowned \nctim. This characterisation, placed before the Englishm an’s acclamation 

o f  pride, serv^es to  align the malignity o f  the statue with the absurdity o f  the inhabitants 

o f  the city. The representation gives the impression that the people o f  L ondon are blind 

to  the iniquitous influence o f  their industrialisation, that their pride in technological 

progress is misplaced, and that it is a faith such as this that ultimately keeps them  

enslaved and deadens them  inside. The final nail in the coffin is the river’s stench, which 

Valles identifies as ‘la chair brulee’ (Valles, 1951: 25).

The diametric opposition o f  France and Britain emerges, therefore, from  within 

the portrayal o f  their respective emTronments. France is associated with transparency 

and thus with beauty and gaiety; the Thames, however, is the colour o f  tar and at low- 

tide leaves its ships lying in a corridor o f  mud, its impenetrable, metalUc sheen is the 

immanence o f  death itself. The sk)- is filled with smoke and the sun never shines, and just 

as the crowd is dehumanised through the m etaphor o f  the machine, so the perceived 

lifelessness o f  the em nronm ent is transposed onto the character o f  the EngUsh: ‘Cette 

eau ne reflete rien: eUe est com m e le \nsage des Anglais’ (Valles, 1951; 24). A nd yet, in the 

end, and on another stretch o f  water — that o f  the Channel — the traveller is capable o f 

admitting some positive em otion with regard to England. D istance from  England and 

the prospect o f  hom e seem to facilitate a m ore nuanced perspective on the part o f  the 

French exile, and on his journey hom e he writes:

Ce n’est pas sans tristesse que Ton quitte cette cite triste. Je jetai sur Londres enfume et lugubre 
un regard de reconnaissance joyeux et clair en me rappelant I’hospitalite qu’avaient re^ue les 
Frangais proscrits — dont on n’aimait pas les idees et dent on redoutait le drapeau. J ’otai mon 
chapeau devant la ViUe noire, pour remercier ce peuple, qui n’a jamais medit la Reine, de m’avoir 
appris a moi, d’un pays republicain, ce que c’etait la liberte. (Valles, 1951: 250)

There is, perhaps, some irony in this statement. Nevertheless, the fact is that England 

proved m ore hospitable to Valles’s revolutionar}^ politics than his own governm ent. It 

would seem, therefore, that, at the prospect o f  re-connection with his hom e culture, the 

banished traveller, in the middle o f  the Channel en route to  his destination, gains some
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perspective that is n o t ensconced in polarities. Aheady, the immanence o f  France and its 

physical reality allows the traveller to  criticise the authorities w ho banished him and, in a 

reversal o f  the nostalgic gaze, it is L ondon that emerges in absentia as the city o f 

hospitality and freedom.

Revealing ISIodernity in Jaeques D} ssord’s Londres secret

Hidden away behind the busy streets and main thoroughfares of the old city of linden there exists a 
secret city of narrow alleyways, timberframed buildings and hidden courtyards that really make for an enjoyable

and original experience 
0ones, 2008: 1)

D ark  Space

As can be seen from  the extract above, taken from  a contem porary toxirist website, the 

notion o f  a ‘secret’ or Tiidden’ city is a com m on adage for tourists in the twentieth 

centur)^ The existence o f  this nether city implies an alternative to the m etropolis o f 

m onum ents, the latter being commonly associated with the ‘beaten track’ o f the regular 

tourist — the city o f  well-known buildings and sites o f  officialdom, be they religious or 

national. This alternative city presents a ‘species o f  space’ (Perec, 1974) that m ight be 

equated with the architectural theorist A nthony Vidler’s category- o f  ‘dark space’. This 

term , in dialectical opposition to ‘bright’ or transparent urbanism  and architecture, refers 

to  a space that ‘is assumed to  hide, in its darkest recesses and forgotten margins, aU the 

objects o f fear and phobia that have returned with such insistenc}^ to  haunt the 

imaginations o f  those w ho have tried to stake out spaces to protect their health and 

happiness’ (Vidler, 1992: 167). For the poet and novelist Jacques Dyssord^"* travelling to

74 Edouard Jacques M arie Joseph Moreau de Bellaing was born in Oloron Sainte-Marie, 
a small Bernais town in the Pyrenees. His family was aristocratic and extremely 
religious. After having studied in Toulouse a t a Jesu it school, he went on to obtain his 
law degree. R ather th an  follow his father’s wish to enter a career in the military, Bellaing 
went to Paris to pursue a writing career. In 1909 he published a collection of poems, ‘Le 
Dernier Chant de I’lnterm ezzo’ under the pseudonym, Jacques Dyssord. Dyssord was 
alternately poet, novelist, journalist, essayist and playwright. His work was largely 
influenced by his native Bearn, his bohemian lifestyle his travels abroad (Austria,
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L ondon in 1929, the notion o f  a ‘secret’ city implies that behind these governm ental 

spaces there exists another, m ore opaque, picturesque urban landscape that is thus 

som ehow m ore authentic. Erving G offm an has analysed the tendency in m odem  society 

to feel that there is a reality m ore authentic than that which can be perceived. G offm an’s 

structural division o f  social estabUshments into what he terms front and back regions can be 

equated to what we shall refer to  here as categories o f  Hght and dark spaces. G offm an 

states:

Given a particular performance as the point o f reference, we have distinguished three cmcial 
roles on the basis of function: those who perform; those performed to, and outsiders who 
neither perform in the show nor observ^e it. [...] [T]he three crucial roles mentioned could be 
described on the basis o f the regions to which the role-player has access: performers appear in 
the front and back regions; the audience appears only in the front region; and the outsiders are 
excluded from both regions. (Goffman 1959: 144-45)

In G offm an’s dieory, the apparent transparency o f  social interaction becom es 

problematic within m odem  societJ^ In m odem  civilisation, what is perceived as authentic 

depends on the stm ctural organisation between front and back. For example, a back 

region, closed to  the audience and outsiders, conceals props and preparatory activities 

that have the potential to discredit the perform ance out front. Accordingly, maintaining a 

coherent sense o f  social realit}' requires some degree o f  mystification. In term s o f  urban 

middle-class order, then, the back region can be equated with Vidler’s notion o f  dark 

space, or with the institutions and areas o f  industrialised work that allow the imaginative 

geography o f  the capitalist imperial city and the nation-state to  present an image o f  

coherent society. The possibility that the outsider — be they a m em ber o f  the working 

class or a foreigner — m ight penetrate this dark space is an area o f  concem  in everj'day 

Ufe, as we have seen in relation to  the m etropolitan measures for slum clearance. 

MacCanneU has pointed out that the mere fact that these dark spaces exist generates the 

belief that there is som ething being hidden from  the general public. Even if  there are 

actually no secrets, dark spaces are areas where the secrets to societ}^’s inner workings are 

believed to be kept (MacCanneU, 1976: 93).

This identification o f  dark space with the authentic in travel is intimately related 

to the tourist/traveUer opposition or, m ore precisely here, to D yssord’s conceptual

Tunisia, as well as Great Britain). He also wrote literary criticism in numerous journals 
and newspapers, and in addition to Dyssord, the author also wrote under the names 
Lazarille and Jean Cardesse. During the Second World War Dyssord was attacked for his 
work with Parisian newspapers. He retired from literary hfe in 1945 and died in 1952 in 
Villejuif.
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association o f toxirism with the inauthentic and his corresponding desire to distinguish 

himself from tourist practices o f urban space. While Vidler argues that dark space 

effectively neutralises monumentality (Vidler, 1992: 173-74), I hope to show that in the 

travel context the dark city exists within its own aesthetic paradigms and, consequently, is 

as much a part o f the symbolic tiniverse o f urban space as any overtly monumental one. 

The traveller’s focus on the secret city, and his dismissal o f the “beau visage de Londres’ 

negates, to a certain extent, the validity o f official monumentality, but on the other hand, 

through the strategies o f travel practice, another type o f picturesque space, equated with 

what is not on display, with what is intimate and localised, appears. We might categorise 

Dyssord’s portrayal o f London’s East End as establishing a series o f ‘dark monuments’, 

for this phrase contains within it the trace o f the bright monumentalism essential for the 

emergence o f its antithesis. These divergent tj^es o f monumentalit)' operate within the 

opposition o f the authentic and the inauthentic, where the authentic is equated with 

something that must be revealed to inhabit a secret space behind the transparency of 

what is officially accessible and acceptable. MacCannell has understood the identification 

of the hidden with the authentic thus:

The problem  here is clearly one o f  the em ergent aspects o f  life in modem societ}\ Primitives w ho  
live their lives totally exposed to their ‘relevant others’ do not suffer from  anxiet}' about the 
authendcit}' o f  their lives, unless, perhaps, a frightening aspect o f  life suddenly becom es too real 
for them. The opposite problem , a w eakened sense o f  realit)’, appears with the differentiation o f  
societ}' into front [light] and back [dark]. O n ce this division is established, there can be no return 
to a state o f  nature. Authenticity itself m oves to inhabit m ystification. (MacCanneU, 1976: 93)

1 shall explore later in this section how the traveller’s desire for the authentic, 

conceived as underground space, is constructed out o f a suspicion o f societj^’s 

modernisation with its tendency to homogenise and monumentalise space and the 

correspondent emergence o f mass tourism. Foucault has pointed out that Western 

societ)'’s cultivation o f a mythology o f power through transparency is constructed out of 

an initial fear o f the dark (Foucault, [1984] 2001), and that it is precisely this fear that 

leads to a fascination with those unbridled spaces — areas o f darkness, hideouts, cellars, 

dungeons — that seem to resist the panoptic eye. Vidler expands on Foucault’s 

h)-pothesis, noting that ‘the moment that saw the creation o f the first ‘considered politics 

of spaces’ based on scientific concepts o f light and infinity also saw, and within the same 

epistemology, the invention o f a spatial phenomenology o f darkness’ (Vidler, 1992: 169). 

Therefore, while the impulse to transparency is engendered by fear o f the unknown, with 

that transparency a more evolved consciousness of the unknown enters the symbolic
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universe o f space. In this analysis o f Dyssord’s luondres secret (1932) (written in 1929 

during the interwar period), I hope to show how this fascination with the dark, expressed 

through intimate human interaction in these urban back spaces, is equated putatively 

with the ‘authentic’, while the ideals o f transparency -  technology, modern architecture 

and public order — are represented as deceptive agents obscuring reality.

In correspondence with this attitude there emerges an alternative version o f 

tourism, which has also been termed ‘dark’ or ‘contrarian’ travel — a practice whereby the 

traveller deliberately avoids the ‘beaten track’ (Lennon and Foley, 2000; Strange and 

Kempa, 2003). However, as I have stated earlier in the introduction, the tendency o f the 

tourist industry to appropriate all measure o f representational spaces into its repertoire, 

and not least, the publication o f the travel journal, leads to the eventual widening o f this 

beaten track so that it comes to encompass the ‘secret city’; the fact that ‘dark tourism’ 

can be categorised means that, in some manner, it has already entered the symbolic realm 

and been standardised. Each discursiv^e appropriation o f the hidden citv' exposes it, and 

the emphatic association o f the underground with the authentic results in a play of 

representations which ser\^es to highlight the historicit}" and ideology of the notion of 

authenticit)". Eventually, uithin the sphere o f the secret cit}’, the local gains picturesque 

status — understood in the urban context as a space associated with cultures perceived as 

removed from the values and norms o f the dominant social class. In so doing the local 

enters the generalised realm of the symbolic, where representations such as Dyssord’s 

contribute to the creation o f a coherent mythology through the symbolic appropriation 

o f all that stands apart from the official identity o f the metropolis, constructing the city 

within a discourse o f the authentic. While the full extent of this debate is beyond the 

scope o f this study, in this section I wish to explore some o f these issues through an 

analysis o f Dyssord’s representation of the East End o f London in 1929 and the 

narrative strategies that attempt to construct a discourse o f authentic travel in negotiating 

London’s ‘dark space’.

On this point, Dyssord’s localised representation o f the English capital in Londns 

secret has been compared with Valles’s images o f an outcast London examined above 

(Schulz-Forberg, 2005: 270-71). However, while there is some similarit}  ̂ between the 

locations visited by both writers, it must be pointed out that the travellers’ status, as well 

as the urban contexts, are profoundly different, as are the motivational paradigms within 

which the authors’ respective representations are constructed. Dyssord’s position in 

London in the late 1920s contrasts with Valles’s emigre status in the 1870s — in terms o f
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free agency first o f  all, as well as in terms o f  the city they  both visit. The urban landscape 

o f  1920s L ondon had altered considerably in the fifty or so years separating the tu'o 

travellers. Dyssord’s ^dsit to  L ondon is in concordance with conventional definitions of 

the traveller — he has freedom  o f  choice, and his stay sets up a short-term  differential 

encounter (April-May 1929), whereby the everyday is left behind so as to  explore the 

O therness o f  the foreign city. In  terms o f  representaition, Valles’s imagery reveals a 

certain anxiety in attendance at the birth o f  modernitt)'; his bleak city is an outright 

condem nation o f  industrialisation and its representatives. Dyssord, however, with his 

self-motivated quest, is afforded the luxury o f  fascination with, and empathy for, the 

slums o f  the East End. Nevertheless, it is no tew orthy  that the m odern city with its 

technological and social advances barely appears in D yssord’s account, suggesting a 

deliberate evasion o f  these bright spaces, as shall be explored k te r  on.

Tx^ndoii’s East End

D yssord’s aim — o f  discovering ‘autrement que par oui-dire, les bas fonds de Londres’ 

and ‘de me pencher a m on tour sur ce peuple de I’abimie’ (Dyssord, 1932: 7) — operates 

within a framework o f the picturesque that attaches speciific significance to the East End. 

This reveals a developm ent in the imaginative geography o f  the m odem  metropolis. As 

P.J. Keating has argued, prior to the 1880s there was no sense that the East E nd signified 

a particular social consciousness or was any different fxom any o f  the rest o f  ‘outcast 

L ondon’ (Keating, [1973] 1999): 586-88). It was events s^uch as the publication o f  W alter 

Besant’s novel A l l  Sorts and Conditions of Men (1882), the strike by Btyant and May match- 

girls led by Annie Besant in 1888, the Jack the Ripper m urders in same year and the 

London D ock Strike that led to the consolidation o f  a public image o f  the East E nd  as 

an area possessed o f  an identity separating it from  th e  rest o f  London — an identity 

rooted in povert}’ and debauchery", and that created an aura o f  fear around this area o f 

the cit)'. As the end o f  the nineteenth century approached, the sensational reputation and 

imager)' associated with the East End became m ore muanced.^^ An im portant literary"

The work o f Booth helped enormously to obliterate the myths around the East End by examining the 
‘Ufe’ as well as the ‘labour’ o f  the people, which, despite his ob'jectivity in statistical matters, reveals 
sympathy and empathetic observation where the working classes are concerned. Furtherm ore, Booth 
refrained from the standard moral condemnations o f  the urban poo r, and his book gave publicity to the 
community through analysis o f  its theatres, music halls, public houses and Sunday debates in \^ictoria Park 
(Booth, 1889, vol I,B k.l).
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figure in the recuperation o f the East End firom middle-class \Tlification was the 

journalist and novelist Arthur Morrison. In an article entitled ‘Whitechapel’, published in 

the Palace Journal, 24 April 1889, Morrison rejected two o f the commonest stereotypes 

pertaining to the East End — that it was a criminal ghetto, and that its population 

consisted only o f vagrants.’*̂ Morrison’s study o f the East End rejected the ‘graphically 

written descriptions of Whitechapel, by people who have never seen the place’ 

(Morrison, 1889: 20). Morrison’s writing, most especially the prose o f his early novel 

Tales of Mean Streets (1894), combines the monotony and minute detail o f  everyday life 

while it also highlights how poverty engenders its own degrees o f respectability and 

creates hierarchies within the working-class community.

Morrison’s success led to an upsurge in the publication o f novels and short 

stories about the East End, and while many authors attempted to create their own unique 

visions o f the area (see Keating, 1999: 599), much o f the writing re-hashed Morrison by 

paying lip-ser\nce to the nobiUt}' o f the working class. However, novelists were quick to 

appropriate the East End in terms o f opposidonal stereotypes with ‘Brightest London’, 

eventually receding into caricatures o f working-class relationships, arbitrary' violence and 

invohong some aristocratic hero or heroine en route to self-redemption and class 

responsibility through their encounter. There were attempts to displace the East-End’s 

monopoly on working-class representations o f London, but, as Keating points out, ‘by 

the very nature o f its frequency this kind of response merely ser\^es to emphasise the 

symbolic importance of the East End in this period, too central to be easily replaced, too 

firmly established for denials to have much effect’ (Keating, 1999: 600). The American 

social reformist Robert Archey Woods, pointing out the symbolic resonance o f the East 

End, stated that ‘one feels a sudden chill, as when passing out o f a warm breeze into 

another with a touch o f winter in it. [...] East London will still continue to be thought o f 

in a special way as the nether London’ (Woods, [1895] 1896: 1-3).

Dyssord echoes W oods’s analogy o f the East End as a nether world representing 

‘les bas-fonds de la cite’ (Dyssord, 1932: 7), a dark space outside the boundaries o f the 

middle-class metropolis. However, the simple moral order o f good and evil, often used 

to orient representations o f the nineteenth-century^ city, no longer determines the 

traveller’s categorisations o f reality. MacCanneU argues that ‘as man enters the modem

M orrison summed up both stereotypes, mocking the image o f  the ghetto, ‘the catacombs o f London — 
darker, more tortuous, and m ore dangerous than those o f Rome, and supersaturated with foul life’ and 
outcast London, ‘black, nasty still, a wilderness o f  crazy dens into which pallid wastrels crawl to die’ 
(Morrison, 1889: 34).
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world, the entire field o f social facts — poverty, race, class, work — is open to ongoing 

moral evaluation and interpretation’ (MacCanneU, 1976: 41). The stability o f such 

traditional morality fails in a media- and institutionally organised world with the effect 

that reality itself is called into question. The conception o f ‘authenticity’ that emerges in 

Dyssord’s depiction o f the East End evokes the dialectical notion o f  Rousseau that 

ci\Tlisation itself is somehow inauthentic.^^ In order to situate the dark focus o f Dyssord’s 

travel practice at the end o f the 1920s, I wiU briefly outline some o f the major societal 

and infrastructural changes in London that caused ‘Brightest London’ to enter common 

consciousness.

Brightest I^ndoii

From the opening lines o f the account, Dyssord establishes his travel practice in 

opposition to the middle-class conception o f ‘bright’ London. After ha\nng lost his first 

East-End guide, Dyssord attempts to recruit a replacement from amongst the middle- 

classes. He is sorely disappointed, however; theirs is not the London he is seeking:

En dehors de leur club, de leur cricket et de leur business, ils ne connaissent rien ou ne veulent 
rien connaitre ce qui revient au meme. A les entendre, Londres, depuis la guerre, serait devenue 
une vaUe modele. Les chomeurs? Des paresseux pour lesquels on se ruine. Les slums} Netto)'es. 
De belles maisons municipales s’elevent a leur place. Que dis-je, des maisons? Des palais, ou les 
pauvres gens nagent dans le confort. La prostitution? Inexistante, si ce n’est, toutefois, dans le 
quartier fran^ais, le Soho, ou, soit dit entre parentheses, les Fran^ais que I’on rencontre peuvent 
se compter sur les doigts. Bref, je n’avais plus a souhaiter le paradis, je m ’y trouvais, depuis que 
j’avais pose le pied sur le quai de la gare Victoria. ‘Voire’, eut dit Panurge. Je fis comme Panurge. 
(Dyssord, 1932; 81-82)

The implication here is that the middle-classes are idealistic and ignorant about their city, 

and that they prefer to remain so. Dyssord, recalling the Rabelaisian character Panurge, 

portrays this class as a flock o f sheep unable to think for itself, and in doing so reveals his 

scepticism towards modernisation’s attempts to create a metropolitan Utopia. At the 

beginning o f the twentieth centur}-, this scepticism — that appearances deceive — presents 

the opposing hand o f the reformist movement’s political desire, as well as the Modernist 

movement’s cultural one, to render the city a perfect model o f functionalist living and to

In the twentieth centur}% this somewhat traditional conception is re-articulated by the Siirrealists and the 
Dadaists as a response to the new social and architecttiral manifestations o f  the welfare state, empire, and 
the development o f Modernist idealist forms o f  expression (such as the early Le Corbusier, Bauhaus or 
Sant’Elia).
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purify it o f  its squalor and decrepitude. Against what G offm an docum ents as the ‘show’ 

o f  social Ufe, the presum ed existence o f  an-O ther dark space functions to  m aintain the 

polarity that places the alleged ‘intimate and real’ in opposition to  the display o f  bright 

space. In  term s o f  what D yssord equates with the bright city, this is related to the 

progress m ade by governm ent intervention in social life and the restructuring o f  social 

relations in response to new technologies o f energy and transport. The transform ation o f 

the dark spaces where L ondon’s poorest populations worked, lived and were ‘educated’ 

began taking place from  the 1880s (see Inwood, 2005: 458-65).^®

Furtherm ore, D yssord’s account, in its quest for ‘tru th ’ in the East End, gives 

Utde away o f  the technological and infrastructural changes that had taken place in 

L ondon from  the 1880s to  the 1 9 20s.D eve lopm en ts  contributing to the m odernisation 

o f  L ondon m ade it a vastly different city, both  in attitude and shape, to  the one where 

Valles spent his exile. H orace Taylor’s ‘Brightest L ondon’ poster campaign for the 

L ondon U nderground testifies to this positive appropriation o f  m etropolitan Ufe, 

depicting the glamour, diversity and even, perhaps, the contradictions o f  the city — hence 

the paradox o f  the poster’s tide: ‘Brightest London is reached by U nderground’ (Fig. 13). 

Dyssord, however, ignores this m odem  cit}' in favour o f  an excursion into the ‘bas- 

fonds’ o f  the m etropolis. The East E nd  is the Luindres secret o f  the account’s tide. The 

bright space o f  London is deliberately avoided, with the result that the materiality o f  the 

East E nd  and its everyday detail pro\ade the basis for a representation o f  another 

London, a secret cit}^ However, rather than this dark space eliminating the 

monumentalit}^ and transparency o f  the m odem  city, D yssord’s account functions within 

the netw ork o f  contrasts set up between the official city and its underground, between 

the middle-class gendem an and the working man, betw een appearance and reality, in 

order that the traveller establish his authenticity spatially and socially in antithetical

78 The London County Council (LCC), foiinded in 1889, signalled an interventionist approach on the part 
o f  the Victorian government and an inclination to abandon its latsset^faire attitude to social life in order to 
address the effects o f  industrialisation (see Rowntree, 1901: 360-61). However, it was after the death o f  
Victoria in 1901, and with the com ing o f  the Edwardian age, that the Liberals’ ‘social service state’ (1906) 
attempted deliberately to bring transparency and order into the everyday lives o f  aU o f  its citizens. The 
social revelations o f  Booth, as well as those o f  the more radical Seebohm  Rowntree (1871-1954) in his 
study o f  1901 Pover^': A . Study of Town Life, undermined the Victorian com m onplace that poverty was an 
outcom e o f  weak character. For a detailed analysis o f  the debates surrounding the ‘social service state’, see 
Donald Read’s chapter on the subject, ‘The Introduction o f  the ‘Social Service State’ (Read, 1972: 151- 
193).
79 .

See the introduction to this chapter for a brief oudine o f  som e o f  these changes. D ue to the limitations 
o f  this thesis all o f  these developm ents are only briefly stated. For more in-depth analyses on  this period 
see Read (1972), Robbins ([1983] 1997: 3-168), Hoggart and Green (1991: 8-33), Inw ood (2006: 457-65), 
W ilson (2006) and Sutcliffe (2006: 157-77).
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relation to the com m on tourist. T he following section examines the traveller’s narrative 

strategies for constructing this authenticity in connection with the underground city.

Daj-k Totirism I: Narrative Strategies of Autheiiticitj'

Juxtaposition

‘D ark tourism ’ is defined as a form  o f  travel to  sites associated with suffering or death 

(see Lennon and Foley, 2000; Rojek, 1993), bu t as we shall see it is also associated with 

ways o f  exoticising the less salubrious parts o f  London. The term  has emerged in the late 

twentieth century to  describe -\dsits to  sites such as H olocaust memorials, war memorials 

or disaster areas. In general usage it implies that the disastrous event is historically over, 

or that the prison, gulag, or concentration camp no longer retains its original function 

and has been converted into a m useum  or memorial. Howev^er, from  within D yssord’s 

conception o f  the secret city as mysterious and miserable in equal measure, it would seem 

that the meaning o f  ‘dark tourism ’ can be extended to imply a journey o ff  the beaten 

track to  a space which, while associated with suffering or incarceration, is still in 

existence and beyond the realm o f  designated or ‘m arked’ tourist sites (MacCanneU, 

1976: 41). D yssord’s m otivation and travel practice produce a representation o f  the city 

with modalities similar to  that o f  dark tourism. Exploring what he perceives as the secret 

areas o f  the city, this dark excursion is defined in opposition to a practice oriented 

around the bright spaces o f  the urban landscape:

Le West-End, quartier de I’Ouest, aux avenues bordees de riches residences, aux pares feeriques 
avoisinant les slums les plus sordides. Le quartier de I’Est, I’East-End, passant de la friperie de 
XX'Tiitechapel a la desolation de Poplars ou des gosses rachitiques respirent dans des sous-sols un 
air visqueux sursature de suie et de charbon, tandis que deambulent, par les rues mornes, de 
lamentables groupes de chomeurs’. (Dyssord, 1932: 7)

The dark tourist, then, always already exists within a paradigm o f  dialectical opposition. 

Consequendy, D yssord’s travel practice creates an urban juxtaposition wherein the 

traveller categorically divides the cit}" into two so that the W est E nd  and the East E nd  

become cities in and o f  themselves. In the case o f  the W est End, space is represented as 

hom ogenised and aestheticised. This city is equated with fiction — its gardens are like 

those from a fair}^tale, those w ho live there believe that the city has been purified o f  its 

undesirable elements. The East E nd, in contrast, emerges as a space o f  miser}', o f
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decrepitude, but also o f character — the alternative face o f the modernised metropolis, 

the space where the environmental and hviman consequences of industriahsation and 

exclusivity are revealed. For the dark traveller, those areas o f the city that do not perform 

within the middle-class orders o f convention, immediately assume an aura of 

primitiveness and truth.

This tj^e  o f truth operates in dialectical opposition with middle-class order so as 

to vindermine it and reveal it as inauthentic. For example, when the traveller meets his 

guide, the first question this man asks Dyssord is ‘Aimez-vous k  verite’ (Dyssord, 1932: 

4). The tramp justifies the question by explaining that ‘la peche a laqueUe je me livre m ’a 

fait connaitre bien des vilaines places. Ce ne sont pas celles ou les interpretes amenent les 

touristes.. to which Dyssord replies: “J ’aime la verite’ [...] en le regardant bien dans les 

yeux’ (Dyssord, 1932: 6). Here, the toiirist city is linked to delusion, while the truth is 

associated with that which is beyond officialdom, that which corresponds to the dark 

spaces o f the metropolis: the tourist city emerges as fake, while the cit̂  ̂ o f crime and 

\Tllainy is represented as intimate and substantial — the space o f everyday interaction (no 

matter how suspect) — and, therefore, more real.

In addition, this hidden urban space acquires a symboUc status o f increased value: 

the secret gains allure because it refuses the assumption that all communication is 

transparent. Furthermore, nominating the East End as ŝecret London’, implies that this 

area o f the city has restricted access, that its social codes for interaction are specialised, 

and that its spaces are off-limits to outsiders. The traveller’s capacity to enter this 

community, therefore, gains in value, in the way that the more restricted something is the 

more precious access to it becomes. For the dark traveller to gain access to the secret city 

he must first ensure his interpretive integrity — he must prove to the reader (and himself, 

perhaps) that he is not a conventional tourist, and that he is prepared to delve into the 

city’s depths (no matter how uncomfortable a position this puts him in) in pursuit of 

authenticit}'. The pursuit o f this authenticit}' is expressed as a quest for intimacy with the 

local population, and the attempt to de-mystify institutional organisations, such as the 

prison, which figure significantiy in the lives o f this ‘de\aant’ community. Furthermore, in 

relation to the travel narrative, in order to guarantee the authenticity o f his experience, 

the traveller employs certain strategies via which the reader can identify his account as 

that o f a real encounter.
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An Tntiinato Giiide to Tx>ndon

O ne strategy for guaranteeing the authenticity o f  b o th  the practice and narration o f  the 

dark city is the presence o f  a ‘genuine’ guide. D yssord uses two guides to  aid him  in his 

exploration o f  London. The first is a beggar, although this m an gets pu t in jail and forces 

D yssord to  look for another guide w hom  he finds in the person o f  John  Jarvey, another 

local Eastender. W hen Dyssord begins his account, he is outside the Duke of York bar in 

W hitechapel, awaiting the arrival o f  the m an w ho has prom ised to  guide him around 

L ondon’s East End. In  obtaining a guide, the traveller admits his status as outsider, and 

with that his limited knowledge o f  the foreign cit)% thus ensuring the mutual recognition 

o f  his readers. A t the same time, however, obtaining a guide implies that the traveller 

now  has unrestricted access to the inhabitant’s urban knowledge. Catherine Bertho- 

Lavenir has qualified the central role played by the guide in the interpretation o f  space: 

‘C’est lui qui a en charge la transmission du discours destine a donner un sens au Ueu’ 

(Bertho-Lavenir, 1997: 161). Equally, the guide m ust be validated as an authentic 

m em ber o f  the East-End comm unity in order to justify' the vaUdit)' o f  D yssord’s 

encounter. The guide m ust be a ‘real local’, preferably esteemed within the community', 

so that the traveller is assured o f  his level o f  penetration into the intimate workings o f 

everyday Hfe. Dyssord does this firstly by emphasising the itinerant position o f  his guide 

and by contrasting this with his own social position as a middle-class gendemen: ‘O n n ’a 

pas idee de fatre pauser un honnete gendeman com m e le fit I’etrange personnage avec 

qui j’avais rendez-vous’ (Dyssord, 1932: 2). The travel writer further authenticates his 

account through the use o f  dialogue. T he guide’s dialogue is recorded in w hat appears to 

be straightforward testimony, and the use o f  colloquial phraseology furthers the 

impression that the traveller is in conversation with a genuine Eastender. A dded to this, 

within the first sentences exchanged between them, the  beggar reveals his knowledge o f  

the dark spaces o f  the city, confiding to the \asitor that he knows Wormwood Scrubs, a 

prison on the outskirts o f  the city\

The association o f bright L ondon with illusion is clarified when, after the loss o f  

his first escort, the traveller begins searching for another person through w hom  he can 

gain access to  the citj^’s secrets. D yssord considers a num ber o f  potential guides from  

amongst his own class. However, as we have seen, these prove insufficient for his aims. 

In another episode he approaches a female charity representative w hom  he knows to be
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acquainted with the slums o f the city. The writer’s representation o f her reaction to his 

request that she accompany him to these areas is revealing:

Quand je lui exprimais mon intention de visiter en sa compagnie ces slums indesirables, elle se 
dijila. En bonne Anglaise qu’eUe etait, je la vis se retrancher derriere les decisions de son Comite. Je 
connus par la que la penetration psychologique n’est pas le fort des fiUes d’Eve habitant de I’autre 
cote de la Manche. Car ces endroits qu’eUe me cachait, tel le slum de Chadwick, avec une pudeur 
offensee, eUe aurait du se douter que je n’aurais de cesse que je ne les eusse \’isites. Aussi bien 
avait-elle tort de s’alarmer a ce point. Westminister n’est pas pire qu’Edgware Road, Paddington 
et autres Heux qui semblent un ulcere repugnant sur le beau visage de hondres. (Dyssord, 1932; 89) (my 
emphasis)

The language employed here insists upon the notion that the woman is receding, literally, 

hiding from the truth, and that her concern is to conceal this truth from the traveller. 

The choice o f words such as ‘se defila’, ‘retrancher derriere’, ‘penetration’, ‘cachait’ and 

‘pudeur’ reinforces the image o f the city as a double space, where the bright city attempts 

to conceal the dark from the eyes o f outsiders, and from itself; the lexicon of 

concealment constructs a facade, suggesting that behind the bureaucracy o f officialdom 

there lies another, more ‘true’, layer o f London. In a similar fashion to the juxtaposition 

o f the West End with Whitechapel and the Docks, the representation o f these people 

functions as an inverse standard o f concealment by which to establish the legitimacy o f 

Dyssord’s East-End guide. The association o f these middle-class Londoners with 

deception and blindness thus facilitates the contrastive power o f the representation o f 

John Jarvey, a working class man from the East End.

Tyiiomniodc-Tjoiidres-qui-parle-le mionx-lo-slaiig: Authentic Dialogue

A further technique employed by the traveller that emphasises the authenticity o f his 

representation is the use o f direct speech and coUoquail language. The replacement guide, 

Jarvey, is introduced as ‘L’homme-de-Londres-qui-parle-le-mieux-le slang’ (Dyssord, 

1932: 82). Once again this linguistic quality separates this community from those who 

speak standardised English. Dyssord establishes Jar\^ey as a more poetic and 

accomplished guide than those he has considered from the middle-classes: ‘Cette qualite 

[de langage] n ’etait pas faite, loin de la, pour me deplaire. J ’ai toujours aime I’argot et ceux 

qui le parlent. II y a plus de poesie en eux que dans un docteur en Sorbonne’ (Dyssord, 

1932: 82). Here, techniques o f dialogue can be imderstood as discursive processes
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functioning to establish the legitimacy o f  his account. Slang may be thought o f  as a 

herm etic linguisitc code in the way that it draws defined lexical boundaries around its 

users, at once distinguishing their comm unication from  the standard expression o f the 

official city, and at the same time inhibiting com prehension between social groups — in 

this case the East and W est E nd  communities respectively. Its appropriation by the 

traveller, therefore, enhances the legitimacy o f  his account, while also differentiating him 

from  the com m on tourist. Futherm ore, in a similar m anner to the secret, the 

herm enuetic preciosity o f  slang adds an aura o f  underw orld erudition to  his knowledge 

o f  the city. An American expert on slang, Joseph M atthew Sullivan w rote in 1921: ‘Slang 

is too  big, too vital, too m uch a part o f  language (and a living part) for us to ignore it. 

[...] Victor Hugo thought criminal slang worthy o f a chapter in ‘Les Miserables’ [sic]. 

Every earnest investigator o f  the underworld agrees with hun’ (Sullivan, 1921; 15-16). 

This notion o f  slang as a vital dialect, reinforcing com m unal identities beyond the 

standardised world o f  the official cit}% infuses D yssord’s account with obscurit)" and, by 

extension, with a sense o f  danger. T hat the traveller will risk m isunderstanding and being 

misunderstood, that he will place him self at risk as an outsider in an underworld 

communit)% contributes to an image o f  the traveller as heroic urban adventurer, on a 

quest for authenticity and in defiance o f  those who would conceal it from  him, and by 

extension, from  the reader.

To represent the encounter with Jarv^ey, the traveller records his dialogue with 

him in direct speech: particularity and proximity are the conditions within which the 

traveller establishes his material presence at the scene (see M ondada, 2005). Dialogue 

infuses the piece with the authenticity o f  direct testimony and reassures the reader as to 

the actuality' o f  the travel experience. F\arthermore, Dyssord often directiy translates 

Jar\^ey’s slang and places the standard meaning beside it in parentheses:

D one, continua John Jan^ey, en tirant sur sa pipe, bien des gens qui ont ‘pris la fievre du cham^re’ 
(ont ete pendus) ou sent alles, si vous le preferez, ‘garder les moutons au clair de lune’ sont des 
victimes de Johfi barleycorn (du whisky) ou de Old Tom (du gin). [...] N e faites pas attention aux 
gens qui nous entourent, The Crown (la Couronne) est une ‘place’ qui n’est pas pour vous. Je 
connais un autre pub oOi je vais quelquefois. Horse and Groom (le cheval et le groom), ou vous 
auriez trouve une exceUente compagnie. Rien que des jeanes ou des bockies, des larbins de la 
haute et des books, des gens du monde quoi! et qui n’ont que le defaut de trop ‘feuiUeter le Hvre 
du diable’ (jouer aux cartes). (Dyssord, 1932; 83-84)

In light o f  the above citation, it can be pointed out that the lexicon employed here 

mediates between the transparent and the obscure. Recording Jarvey’s subterranean 

language authenticates for the reader the O them ess o f  this man and his world, while at
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the same time Dyssord’s translations (not least that the entire conversation is translated 

from English to French) o f Jar\^ey’s slang permit the complete legibility o f this 

underworld to his French readers. The traveller infuses this dark code with light, thus 

restoring communication to an easy, transparent level. In order for the travel account to 

communicate its significance to a reader, therefore, it is necessary that transparency and 

obscurity, that T^right London’ and ‘secret London’, enter into relation with each other. 

To appropriate the dramaturgical terminology used by Goffman, the traveller is forced to 

stage the authenticity o f his account in order for it to acquire meaning for his middle-class 

reader.

Within this inter-relationship o f transparency and obscurity, the traveller’s agency 

functions from both perspectives. On the one hand, Dyssord begins his encounter from 

a point o f ignorance, gradually progressing to knowledge as he establishes a network o f 

intimate relations with the community. On the other hand, it is he who uncovers this dark 

space for his readers, who reveals it as it is revealed to him. In the next section I examine 

how the traveller’s naivet}- functions in relation to the reader, and how it constructs a 

dramatic tension based in mystery^ around London’s East End.

D ark Tourism 2: Pi-eson ing Mystery

As we have seen, taking a guide adds an air o f authenticity and colour to the travel 

account, but this act also functions to reveal the naivet}" o f the traveller and to establish a 

level o f identification with his reader. Just after he meets his first guide, Dyssord relates 

to the reader that he is about to explore the London underworld from a position of 

ignorance, and that in order to do this he will need the guidance o f a local: ‘Mon 

intention etant de connaitre, autrement que par oui dire [sic], les bas-fonds de Londres, 

de me pencher a mon tour sur ce peuple de I’abime’ (Dyssord, 1932: 7). This position is 

similar to that o f the reader. Firsdy, Dyssord teUs us that he is an ‘honnete homm e’, out 

o f place amidst the dregs o f the East End, and thus establishes a social rapport with his 

middle-class reader. Secondly, the trav^eUer’s implied ignorance at the beginning o f his 

journey is a further mode o f identification with the reader. After rejecting hearsay, and 

thus establishing his reliability as a narrator, the author’s proposal to rely on local 

inhabitants for information means that he is dependent on these indi\aduals in order for 

the dark city to be revealed. Through the strategy o f ignorance, then, the reader feels
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h e /sh e  is discovering the dark city alongside Dyssord. The use o f  the present tense, as 

well as dialogue, serves to  increase the impression o f  transparency within the account. 

These techniques suggest that the city is revealing itself to both D yssord and the reader 

simultaneously, and this serves to create a degree o f empathy between the travel writer 

and his reader.

This impression o f  simultaneity, while creating a window o f  transparency into 

the obscurity o f  the East End, also produces dramatic tension within the text. The issue 

o f  the guide, the traveller’s reliance on him, the subsequent loss o f  the guide, and the 

potentially dangerous situations in which the activities o f  the guide place the traveller, all 

function to create a degree o f  tension for the reader. By placing faith in the guide’s 

testim ony before his own immediate impressions, D yssord perform s here m ore as an 

investigator o f  the urban underground than as an authority figure. Furtherm ore, the 

traveller’s assum ption o f  the position o f  investigator suspends straightforward 

description. The expression o f  this investigative role is a narrative m ode o f  questioning. 

Alongside descriptive techniques, a large part o f  the narrative o f  l^ndres secret consists in 

dialogue. The dialogue is structured by a series o f  questions put to the guide by the 

traveller that the guide then goes on to  answer. This suggests the traveller’s state o f 

anticipation and curiosity-, at the same time that it creates these feelings in the reader. The 

nature o f  D yssord’s questions also furthers the impression o f  proximity and localit)^ 

O ften  these questions are direcdy related to  local inhabitants and the immediate social 

surroundings o f  the traveller — people w hom  Dyssord has heard o f  by reputation, the 

‘characters’ o f the East End, or people w ho catch his eye because o f  their strange 

dem eanour, either drunkenness, furtiveness, or social incompatibilit}'. T o take bu t one 

example, Dyssord asks Jarvey:

Q ui sont ces deux hom m es assis a cette petite table, John? Le vieux a chapeau m elon et 
le to u t jeune en casquette.
II me poussa le coude et cracha a ses pieds.

Le jeune? U n fribbler. Regardez ses levres trop rouges et son air effemine. II n ’y a pas a s’y 
trom per. L ’autre un trafiquant d ’hom m es. O n  en est inonde dans le quartier, ainsi qu’a 
Paddington, de ces com m ergants sans patente. (Dyssord, 1932: 84)

Thus, the traveller unveils L ondon to  his reader as he has it unveiled to him, through the 

voice o f  his East-End guide and his corresponding answers. As can be seen from  the 

above, these answers often take the form  o f  anecdotes and reveal the underworld piece 

by piece through a series o f  dramatic descriptions. In o ther instances the traveller’s 

middle-class naivety is highlighted through the conversations that he has with his guide.
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While Jarvey explains how poverty drives a lot o f  young people to prostitution, Dyssord 

persists in questioning him on the actions o f  the police in the matter:

Et la police, John? insistai-je.
Mon homme tira une bouffee, I’air absent. Puis, me regardant en dessous, il me dit 
precipitamment:

Un finger-post, voila ce qu’on vous a raconte que j’etais n’est-ce pas?
Un finger-post?
Oui, un indicateur? E t c’est pour cela que vous me posez cette question?
Pas le moins du monde. C’est la premiere nouveUe, John.
‘Mon ceil’! Je serais autrement ‘rembourre’, si je faisais de Johnny Darbies, mon ami.

Johnny Darbies est un terme de slang equivalent a flics.
Avec quelques James (livres), poursuivit-il, on a vite fait de ‘boucher’ I’oeil du detective le 

plus curieux. Tout, dans la vie, est une question de ‘gingembre’.
Chez nous, nous dirions de pognon. (Dyssord, 1932: 87)

Here, the position o f  the traveller is identifiable with that o f  his middle-class reader -  he 

insists on knowing why the police are not doing anything about prostitution, he asks to 

have the slang Jar\^ey uses explained to him, he inadvertently offends the local man by 

implying that he is a poHce inform ant, and finally he has it revealed to him that the police 

are easily bribed.

N o t only, therefore, does the dramatic tension result from the traveller’s 

consistent faux pas and the guide’s series o f  revelations, but the nature o f  these 

revelations challenges D yssord’s preconceptions the institutional orders within the cit)^ 

Through the guide, the masks o f  the bright cit}" are continually being uncovered. By 

extension, D yssord’s relocation o f  the voice o f  authorit}' from  the middle-class 

governm ental narrative to that o f  the local inhabitant generates the notion that there is 

another layer o f  knowledge, a m ore authentic layer, to  be found in the subterranean 

locale o f the deviant community. This is m ost e\’iden t in D yssord’s narration o f  his visit 

to Holloway prison.

Holloway Prison

In D yssord’s account the prison emerges as an emblematic dark space, its association 

with societ}'’s dregs and institutional cruelty making it a tantalising space for the traveller. 

In addition to this, it is a space that (at least at this point in time), was considered 

inappropriate for the average tourist: ‘ — Vous ne visiterez pas les prisons anglaises’, 

D yssord records his friends warning to him  before his departure from Paris (Dyssord,
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1932: 43). All o f  these elements combine to further the prison’s attraction for the author, 

bu t the m ost im portant pre-conception which haunts D yssord before his visit to 

Holloway prison (Fig. 14) is the diary o f  Oscar Wilde and the image o f  the suffragette 

Christabel Pankhurst. Both o f  these people are representative for D yssord o f  the legal 

institu tion’s misplaced concern for a moral order that results in the incarceration and 

tortvure o f  the individual, all o f  which is hidden from  public view. W ith Dyssord, the 

reader first encounters the English prison system through quotations taken from  Wilde’s 

‘The Ballad o f  Reading G aol’.**® These citations produce an image o f  the prison as a space 

o f  traum atic persecution and governm ent hypocrisy. To take bu t one o f  the pieces cited:

[L]a pale angoisse veiEe a la lourde barriere et le gardien est desespoir. Car ils affament le petit 
enfant terrific jusqu’a ce qu’il pleure jour et nuit, et ils flagellent le faible, ils fouettent I’idiot, et 
raiUent les vieillards gris, et certains deviennent fous, et tous deviennent pires, et nul nc peut dire 
un mot. (Oscar Wilde cited in Dyssord, 1932: 44)

P ankhurst’s case is also given as e\4dence o f  institutional dissimulation and near

sightedness — when the suffragettes’ cause emerged trium phant, the governm ent erected 

a statue to  her outside Parliaxnent, an act upon which D yssord remarks: ‘Ainsi va le 

m onde’ (Dyssord, 1932: 45). These initial impressions o f  HoUoway create a degree o f 

tension before the traveller’s %dsit, setting up the traveller to  perform  as agent in the 

exposition o f  governmental dissimulation. However, as MacCannell puts it: ‘The 

becom ing public o f almost everj-thing — a process that makes all m en equal before the 

attraction — is a necessar)" part o f  the integrit}^ o f  the m odern social w orld’ (MacCannell, 

1976: 50). The traditional social structure that had kept the prison hidden from  the view 

o f  the public is recom posed by the governm ental morality" o f  transparency in the 

twentieth centur}% and further, by the tourist netw ork that results from  such morality'. 

D yssord’s dark anticipations are, therefore, thwarted by the relative ease with which he 

gains access to Holloway.

T he dark tourist’s preconceptions are broken down through encounter. He 

expresses his gratitude to  the H om e Office for allowing him  entry, and further, for 

providing him with governors to guide him, perm itting him to taste prison food and 

giving him access to  the inmates’ cells. The traveller is initially sceptical towards this 

attitude o f  openness, and remarks sardonically: ‘Sera-ce leur exprimer suffisamment ma

NX̂ ilde was imprisoned in Holloway during his remand for trial and was later moved from Reading Gaol 
the night before his release so as not to attract crowds. See (1897) ‘Oscar Wilde Released’, The New York 
Times, 20 May 1897: 7.
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reconnaissance que de leur dire que, si jamais il m ’arrive de commettre un delit, c’est a 

Londres de preference que je le commettrai?’ (Dyssord, 1932: 46). Without the difficulty 

o f penetrating the prison, the mystery of this space evaporates, and the traveller is left to 

rely on his concrete perceptions, rather than imaginary constructs, in order to represent 

HoUoway. The transparency o f space is almost an anti-cUmax for the dark traveller, then, 

and he notes: ‘Leurs prisons sont devenues, en effet, des modeles de confort et 

d’hygiene’ (Dyssord, 1932: 46). He proceeds to describe the architecture of the prison 

and its inner workings in terms antithetical to those he had anticipated, with the result 

that the impression o f Holloway is one o f complete transparency, (indeed, in terms of its 

architectural arrangement HoUoway is a Panopticon):

U ne clarte, une nettete de clinique dans les cloitres et dans les pieces traversees. Pas de ces murs 
lepreux ou souiEes, de ces peintures et papiers eraiUes qui sont si souvent affligeants dans les 
endroits ou se trouvent reunis des etres humains: h'cees, casernes, prisons. La lumiere et le jour 
entrent de partout dans les ateliers par de larges baies et des verrieres. [.. .] Les cellules se 
succedent toutes pareiUes, dans chacune des divisions reHees entre eUes par une grande galerie qui 
les traverse en leur partie centrale. Le silence, un silence m onacal, regne dans celles-ci que ne 
trouble que le pas feutre des surv^eillantes, ou  celui des detenues em ployees a des trav^aux de 
nettoyage. (Dyssord, 1932: 48, 50)

In display, the prison is reduced to an aesthetic experience for the traveller. 

Indeed, with the failure o f space to pro\nde a mystery to unravel, Dyssord proceeds to 

create his own, and to romanticise one o f the female inmates — the chapter is entided ‘La 

Prisonniere a la chevelure auburn’. This woman performs as a substitute for the closed 

doors that Dyssord expected to find in Holloway and functions to create an aura o f 

mystery within the piece:

Cette couleur auburn que nos peres appelaient du vieux nom  fran^ais auhorne, designant le bm n  
roux, en avais-je reve au seuil de m on  adolescence, a la suite d ’un roman de Bourget, je crois! Et 
c ’est ici que je devais en trouver, dans une cellule de contagieuse, le plus bel echantillon. 
(Dyssord, 1932: 57)

Furthermore, this woman wiU never be accessible to the traveller, for as the female 

prison warden tells him, the cells for solitary confinement are reser%"ed for those with 

delirium tremens. Dyssord leaves the prison with this image imprinted on his mind. The 

transparent space is deliberately refused by the traveller: it would seem that his aim to 

uncover, to reveal, requires a space that cannot be easily negotiated, that retains a degree 

o f illegibility which Holloway appears to deny, but that this woman provides.
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H owever, and in conclusion, even this apparent display o f  bright space is re

negotiated in the company o f  Jar\'^ey. O n his visit to W orm w ood Scrubs prison, the 

traveller has m uch the same experience as he does at Holloway. While no t all doors are 

open to him  in this male penitentiary, he has the impression that, ‘d ’apres ce qu’il m ’a ete 

donne de voir’, the rum our o f  prison torture is, ‘[ ...] quelque peu poussee au noir’ 

(Dyssord, 1932: 72). The traveller’s naivety is revealed later on, when his guide Jan^ey 

recounts how  a friend o f  his was beaten in the prison in a room  called ‘The Triangle’. 

D yssord disputes the existence o f  such a room: T on  m ’a tou t fait visiter [...] on me I’a 

assure, du m oins’ (Dyssord, 1932: 132-33). To which Jarvey responds;

Vous ne pensez tout de meme pas qu’ayant a vous donner une bonne idee des prisons anglaises, 
M. le gouverneur de celle-ci allait s’empresser de vous faire visiter la saUe de torture.. .N on, mais 
vous revez, old chap! Pourquoi pas, tant que vous y etes, vous donner aussi une petite 
representation. Laissez-moi rire (Dyssord, 1932: 133).

Jarvey’s revelation that the tourist cannot trust either the official guide, or what is 

presented to him as realit}^ confirm s the existence o f  dark space within the city. 

Furtherm ore, it reveals the integration o f  the prison and the prisoners into m odern 

society as form s o f  temporar}' tourist attractions. While initially allowing the reader to 

identif)’ with Dyssord, as the traveller’s naivety- is broken down by accession to intimacy 

with the social communit)' o f  the East End, the revelation o f  his gullibility serv^es to 

justif}' the traveller’s original suspicion o f  the bright cit}^ The traveller’s authenticity is, 

therefore, confirm ed as well as that o f  the secret L ondon he \4sits, and the account ends 

with Jar\^ey’s dismissal o f  tourism; ‘Q uand U vient un etranger a Londres, oldfrick, on lui 

m ontre le garde de la Tour le plus gras, et il s’en v̂ a, satisfait, en disant: T1 fait bon  vivre 

au bo rd  de la Tamise’. (Dyssord, 1932: 256)

Finally, in gaining approval for his distinctive travel practice from  Jarvey, 

D yssord seems to have achieved his aim — intimate acceptance that proves his profundity" 

and authenticity and distinguishes him  from  the delusions o f  a ‘Londres de parade’ 

(Dyssord, 1932: 255).
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Conchision; 110001181111011 ng Ijoiidoii in Alfred Ijoroy’s Londres et la vie

iinglaise

These Alerts and A l l  Clears have the unique power to disorganise the life of every citi^n within earshot such as 
this country has never known before. Sometimes they seem quite irrelevant although one has a pleasant feeling of 

relief when the A l l  Clear sounds, as though officially we could relax. [ . . . ]  When the guns and bombs draw near 
we creep yawning into the pantry, make tea, help Victoria [the baby] suck barley-sugar, and eventually creep back 

again. One has the impression of allljondon and its suburbs leading similar lives. Last weekend Bob Kieffer 
apologised to Victoria on behalf of his generation for this humiliating state of affairs. [ . . . ]  After the war we shall 
suffer a spate of information about wreckage, carnage, heroism, andfortitude. Or ly then will everyone have grown

tired of such tales?
(Beardmore, [28 Avigust— 3 September 1940], 1984; 77-78)

h a  paix donne a nouveau a la cite millenaire son aspect habituel; I’aube defours heureux succede aux tenebres. Si 
de profonds changements, nh de la guerre mondiale, transforment certains aspects de hondres, le maintien de fortes 

et bienfaisantes traditions lui conserveront ses caracteres essentiels (Leroy, 1946: 223)

Alfred Leroy’s account o f  London, Yjondres et la vie anglaise (1946), was compiled over the 

period 1938 to 1945, effectively spanning the duration o f  the Second W orld War.®’ While 

a reader might be justified in expecting an account o f  war-time experience in London (as 

in Charles d’YdewaUe’s Id, Londres (1945) for example), what is striking about this book is 

that the author does no t give any immediate account o f  the war; rather he provides the 

reader with a guide, ‘une initiation’ (Leroy, 1946: 223), to  the capital’s traditional 

m onum ents, historical areas o f  interest, and notably, to  those areas within the city where 

the traveller can find respite from  the rush o f  m etropolitan acti-\dt}\ To conclude this 

chapter I shall focus on Leroy’s practice o f  L ondon in term s o f  how he appropriates the 

city’s parks and official m onum ents. The analysis is inform ed by the historical context o f  

the accotmt, and as such, investigates how  Leroy’s guide can be read as a perform ed 

reinstatem ent o f  conserv^ative ideals o f  historical tradition and pastoral repose, and how 

his narrative seems to suggest a return to die values o f  the past as a response to the 

threat to civilisation posed by the Second W orld War.

81 At the time o f  writing this thesis, Kttle information is available on the author Alfred Leroy. He was 
ostensibly an art historian and published works such as Histoire de la Peinture anglaise (800-1939), Histoire de la 
Peinture frangaise au Moyen Age et a la 'Renaissance and Histoire de la Peinture franfaise (1800-1933) with Editions 
Albin Michel. The latter work won the Prix quinquennal Jeanbernat, the Prix Thorlet and the Prix Bordin 
de I’Academie des Beaux-Arts.
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Tlie Post-W ar U rban  Landscape

T here  had been a certain am ount o f  bom bing in L ondon during the First W orld War, 

and som e tragic loss o f  life; for example, in the East End in June 1917, 158 people were 

killed, eighteen o f  them  children, during a daylight raid. Over the course o f  that war 

som e 600 died from  bom bs directed at the capital. During the Second W orld War, 

however, the intensity o f  this destruction increased to levels hitherto unimaginable.

London, with its densely packed core, econom ic centrality and reserve o f  labour 

was an obvious and easy target. O n  7 Septem ber 1940, ‘Black Saturday’, the BUtz began 

in London. Daylight and night-time raids caused such intense fires in the Docks at the 

East E n d  that fire crews from  the cities o f  Birmingham and N ottingham  had to  be 

b rought in to assist with the damage. The m etropolis was bom bed virtually every night 

thereafter until an unofficial truce brought tentative peace three m onths later. A t the end 

o f  1940 L ondon had suffered over 13, 000 casualties — 40 per cent o f  the total casualties 

that the war would eventually inflict on the capital. O ther attacks in 1941 caused 

significant damage — m ost notably on 19-20 M arch when the East E nd was once again 

set alight, and on 19-20 April when, in terms o f  weapons tonnage, L ondon suffered the 

heaviest bom bardm ent o f  its histor}' (White, 2001: 37-45) (Figs 15 and 16).

In terms o f  infrastructure the capital proved m ore resilient than first thought, and 

the Luftwaffe never came close to completely destroying London. The damage, however, 

was trem endous. The m ost affected area was the Cit)% or the m etropolitan heart o f  

London. A lm ost every building betw een M oorgate and Aldersgate Street was levelled. 

Older buildings suffered the greatest damage, while p o st-1900 steel-framed structures 

better w ithstood the onslaught. W hite remarks: ‘It did no t seem m uch Like it at the time, 

bu t the Blitz was [...] a great m odernizer, shifting great swathes o f  central L ondon and 

the East E nd  decisively into the twentieth century’ (White, 2001: 39). A t the time, 

however, the outlook o f  many was n o t so resilient. The Anglo-Irish novelist Elizabeth 

Bowen writes o f  the eerie silence and stillness that descended on the metropolis:

London looked Like the m oon’s capital, shallow, cratered, extinct [...]. People stayed indoors with 
a ferv^our that could be felt; the buildings strained with battened-down life, but not a beam, not a 
voice, not a note from the radio escaped. Now and then under the streets and buildings the earth 
rumbled: the Underground sounded loudest at the time. (Bowen, 1945: 173)

The ‘fer\^our that could be felt’ affected G reater L ondon and the city centre alike, with 

the result that the class-based psychic di^dsion betw een the suburb and the City was no
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longer sustainable. The suburbs, which had suffered vilification from  the m etropolis for 

decades, were transform ed in the popular imagination by ideas such as collectivism, 

desire for im provem ent and a better life, which came to  represent the values o f  wartime 

England. Films such as Mrs Miniver and In Which We Serve from  1942, This Happy Breed 

(1944) and Brief Encounter (1945) facilitated this shift in the geographical imagination, 

which was concretised by the mass exodus o f  people into the city’s neighbouring 

countryside. Over the war, consecutive series o f  evacuations brought with them  the first 

drop in inner L ondon’s resident population, which fell to  2.3 million in 1941 — a drop o f 

43 per cent. Even by m id-1945 there were only 2.6 million civilians U^nng in inner 

London and 6.7 million in the entire city. It was no t until 1951 that Greater London 

approached its pre-war population at 8.2 million, bu t the inner cit)% at 3.4 million citizens, 

was stiU down 15 per cent on its 1939 census figure (General Register Office, 1956: xiii). 

The war thus brought a halt to  the many centuries o f  steady growth in London, shaking 

the image o f the city as a great maw swallowing the population o f  England and drawing 

its citizens ever nearer to the ‘ine\ntable’ urbanisation that m odernisation’s mythology' 

seemed to  propound.

It was when the hostilities ceased that Londoners could sit back and take stock o f 

their city. The devastation was enorm ous — so great in fact that certain bom b craters in 

the less centralised areas o f  the city were discernible until the end o f  the twentieth 

century. M uch o f  the City’s medieval street pattern and densely packed Victorian 

warehouses and office blocks were demolished. Acres o f  housing had been destroyed in 

the East End and dockside areas, bu t nearly every neighbourhood was scarred by the air 

raids (Cole, 1956: 370-72). The extent o f  the effects o f  the war cannot, however, be 

gleaned from  statistical inform ation alone. In Ville en Guerre (1986), a special edition 

o f  the periodical Autrement, Eric Sarner hypothesises that war, and m ost particularly the 

destruction o f  entire cities as was the fate o f  H iroshim a and Nagasaki in 1945, caused 

m odem  society to lose faith in the ine\4tability o f  m odernist trajectories towards 

transparency and greater technological progression. Sarner states:

Risquons I’hypothese d’un moment a partir de quoi la ‘transparence’ n’est plus. Un moment: 
entre la fin de la Seconde Guerre mondiale et My-Lai'. Un lieu peut-etre, tout noir et d’un noir 
inedit, dont I’epicentre se trouverait quelque part entre Hiroshima et Nagasaki. [...] Si quelque 
chose se passe alors d’irreversible dans notre regard et notre imaginaire c’est que le monde 
retrecit, c’est aussi que nous devenons, pour beaucoup, dans les annees qui suivent, des gens dans 
les grandes villes, et que les vUles deviennent plus gravement que jamais, ce qu’elles ont toujours 
ete: de fabuleux enjeux. (Sarner, 1986: 6)
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From  the Second W orld W ar onwards, London could no longer consider itself either 

im penetrable or independent o f  o ther nations for the secvirity o f  its existence. A nd while, 

perhaps, national pride rem ained solidly intact in the afterm ath o f  victory, the individual 

experience o f  the war could no t be easily reconciled with imperial ideologies expounding 

the inevitable m ight and right o f  English culture; this culture having found itself, after all, 

under serious threat o f  extinction. Leroy’s account can be read in terms o f  the attendant 

anxiety that the war introduced to  daily life in the city.

It is amidst this ruined urban landscape that Leroy produces his account o f 

London. However, the French traveller’s practice o f  the city does no t provide the reader 

with any concrete impression o f  the afterm ath o f  the war or the chaos w rought upon the 

m etropolitan landscape; rather the interest o f  his account lies in its omission o f  any such 

inform ation, and its concentration on L ondon’s ancient historical m onum ents and oases 

o f  landscaped parks within the city centre. This would seem to suggest an avoidance o f  

the present, perhaps attendant upon any great upheaval, for which the damage o f  the 

Second W orld W ar set new precedents. This avoidance o f  the present can also be seen in 

term s o f  a need to forget, a process that Auge sees as fundamental to the functioning o f  

societ}' and its indi\’iduals, as well as to  the orientation o f  memory. In L^s Formes de I ’ouhli 

(1998) Auge notes three stages involved in the process o f  forgetting: suspense, return and 

recom m encem ent (Auge, 1998: 75-79). Leroy’s representation o f  the historical and 

garden areas o f  the m etropolis are suggestive o f  the above processes and, as we shall see, 

paradoxically suggest that the m onum ent facilitates a process o f  forgetting the trauma o f 

the recent past, and serves, therefore, to ward o ff anxiety about an uncertain future.

Spaoos of Qiiietiido

Auge names ‘suspens’ as one o f  figures o f  forgetting, o f  which ‘I’ambition premiere est 

de retrouver le present en le coupant pro\dsoirem ent du passe et du futur, et plus 

precisem ent, en oubliant le futur pour autant que celui-ci s’identifie au retour du passe’ 

(Auge, 1998: 77). In  spatial terms, Leroy’s attem pt to suspend the past and future 

temporalities o f  urban existence in post-war London is made m anifest in his attraction to 

the inner city’s parks. These green areas are associated with relief and repose and, 

correspondingly, London is seen as a city that retains ‘des refiiges contre le bruit, 

I’antmation, le rj'thm e trepidant de I’existence m oderne’ (Leroy, 1946: 29). The traveller’s
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orientation towards Hyde Park is motivated by an intention to suspend all outside 

influence, ‘d’aller sans but precis [...] de flaner a travers les nobles allees’ (Lerov, 1946: 

13) (Fig. 17). Here, the narrative is related in the present tense; a mode o f expression that 

allows for the elimination o f aU other temporal states, anchoring the description in the 

immediacy o f the present moment: ‘C’est toujours au present, finalement, qui se 

conjugue I’oubli’ (Auge, 1998: 78). This present is described in idyllic, pastoral terms. 

Leroy consistentiy appropriates the park’s landscape to stress the peaceful and 

harmonious atmosphere o f the scene, in reminiscence o f Baudelaire’s imaginary land 

where everything consists in ‘luxe, cakne et volupte’. However, the major function of this 

space is revealed in the interpretation o f it as an area o f natural landscape permitting the 

traveller to forget the existence o f the cit}- beyond it. In this account Nature is idealised, 

not in terms o f the picturesque or the sublime, but in the soft, anxietj'-free lexicon of the 

beautiful:

Hyde Park n’est pas un jardin, mais un coin de nature; ses beUes perspectives donnent 
I’impression que rien ne limite I’horizon; ses arbres offrent d’innombrables retraites paisibles et 
solitaires; ses gazons etouffent la marche des promeneurs. Ayant quitte la vie fievreuse d’une 
capitale, nous y abordons un lieu en partie exempt de circulation, un Heu oii I’isolement demeure 
possible entre le ciel, les verdures et les ombrages’. (Leroy, 1946: 16)

The disassociation o f Hyde Park from man’s influence, presented here as artifice, places 

it within the realm o f an uncontaminated, quixotic, dream-like arena. The emphasis is 

placed on the absence o f the human element — even the lawns absorb the sound of other 

people’s footsteps — although, o f course, the use o f the word ‘lawn’ alerts the reader to 

the extent to which Leroy is projecting an idealised vision o f Nature onto an entirely 

landscaped area o f the cit)\ Moreover, the traveller is aware o f his fantasy: ‘Retraite 

paradisiaque amenagee avec infiniment de goiat, vision bucolique, d’autant plus agieable 

qu’elle suggere I’idee d’un site naturel, denue d’artifices et de recherches’ (Leroy, 1946: 

16). The significance o f Hyde Park Ues not, therefore, in its authenticit)" as a natural 

space, but in the way in which its carefiil planning facilitates the imagination’s flight into 

‘pure’ nature. Notably, it is a space designed to counteract the metropolitan landscape, 

and in this light such an ima^naire o f the green park could not emerge without the 

antithetical existence o f the city. But the question o f authenticity is not o f concern to 

Leroy. The problems o f industrial civilisation and the questions it raises are no longer o f 

any importance here; rather, if the inauthentic serves to create the illusion o f peace and 

repose, then this is sufficient:
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Nous avons le droit de rompre avec la societe, qui absorbe quotidiennement nos volontes, nos 
pensees, qui ne nous laisse aucune minute avec nous-meme, qui, de notre reveil a notre coucher 
s’instaUe en maitresse dans notre vie. [...] Le centre de Hyde Park et de Kensington Gardens 
permet I’oubli, I’isolement moral, choses inconnues dans les cites modernes du continent. (Leroy, 
1946 : 17)

Escape from  reality and the simultaneity o f  the m odern city is what is necessary 

to  the traveller, so that the advantages o f  L ondon are seen, no t in terms o f  the 

stimulating perspectives that the city pro\ades, bu t in term s o f  how  well it integrates 

spaces o f  repose and reflection that facilitate the illusion o f  solitude. The crowd is 

rejected in favour o f  a return to  a space o f  interior life, where the traveller can expel the 

contingency o f  urban existence to dwell within the imaginary safety o f  his own mental 

landscape. This is a m ode o f  being in the citj" that Leroy articulates in identification with 

the flaneur. The figure o f  the flaneur, K eith Tester contends, can be discerned in the values 

o f  freedom  conceived as ‘a dialectic o f  self-definition and definition from  outside’ 

(Tester, 1994: 8), as well as in a search for social and personal meaning. Leroy 

dem onstrates both o f  these tendencies, bu t his freedom  is expressed, no t through 

interaction with the crowd, but through the deliberate avoidance o f  the m etropolitan 

throng. It is, however, only through the implicit presence o f  the crises-ridden metropolis 

that the immensit)' and value o f  the relief found in isolation emerges. The freedom to be 

found in forgetting is, therefore, expressed in term s o f a flight fivm  something; it is, in the 

end, a m ode o f  (necessary) self-delusion. In  the next section, I shall examine how  Leroy 

returns to sites o f  L ondon’s ancient past in a rejection o f  the consequences o f  industrial 

warfare, as a means o f  re-confirm ing the durability o f  the m onarchical values o f 

traditional ci\olisation and o f  recuperating meaning in the ruined city.

Rocoiistnictiiig Tx)iidon

Auge points out that ‘[ ...] la m em oire eUe-meme a besoin de I’oubU: il faut oublier le 

passe recent pour retrouver le passe ancien’ (Auge, 1998: 7); this is w hat the ethnologist 

means by a return to the ancient past. The idea can be reversed: recover}^ o f  the ancient 

past facilitates the process o f  forgetting the recent past. It would seem that, for Leroy, 

exploring the ancient past through encounter with the historical m onum ents
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representative o f England’s monarchical and governmental tradition reassures the 

traveller as to the longevity o f the morality and customs o f European civilisation.

A crucial stage in returning to the ancient past as a mode o f forgetting is, Auge 

states, the forgetting o f the present moment and ‘le passe immediat avec lequel il tend a 

se confondre — pour retabUr une continuite avec le passe plus ancien, eUminer le passe 

‘compose’ au profit d’un passe ‘simple” (Auge, 1998: 76). Rupture with the recent past is 

e%adent throughout Leroy’s text, most notably in his present tense descriptions of 

buildings that no longer exist at the time o f writing. For instance, he describes in detail 

the House o f Commons, outlining its architectural layout as well as the paintings hung 

on its walls:

La Chambre de Communes s’orne de douze fenetres avec les armoires des villes et communes; le 
siege du speaker s’eleve a I’extremite nord de la saUe [...]. En sortant de cette piece, oOi tant de 
souvenirs solUcitent I’imagination, il faut jeter un coup d’ceil au Saint Stephen’s Hall, ancienne 
chapelle, totalement restauree en 1834; un large escalier conduit a Westminster Hall. (Leroy, 
1946: 140)

At the bottom of the page a footnote to the reader alerts him /her to the fact that ‘La 

Chambre dc Communes a ete entierement detruite par les raids aeriens’ (Leroy, 1946: 

140). Similarly, the oak ceiling o f Westminister Hall is lauded as ‘une des plus grandes 

mer\^eiUes existant en Angleterre’ (Leroy, 1946: 141) (my emphasis), while the area o f 

Temple Bar is described as possessing ‘le charme des aspects anciens soustraits a tout 

empietement de la \de moderne, il est un lieu pour le recueiUement, la flanerie, les jeux de 

I’imagination [...] I’activite emoronnante s’oubHe au milieu de vieiUes pierres, des jardins 

ombreux, des images ou s’inscrivent la fantaisie du XVe siecle’ (Leroy, 1946: 141). And 

similarly, both eulogies o f the above places are tempered by footnotes testifying to their 

demise: ‘Les magnifiques soUves de ce plafond ont ete briilees lors des raids aeriens’, and, 

‘Le Temple a ete ravage pendant la guerre 1940-1944’ (Leroy, 1946: 141).

This technique o f conjugating the past in the present and the present in the past 

perfect tense, suggests the prioritisation o f the imperfect tense — the past o f London 

before the war. The footnote also has the effect, however, o f arousing nostalgia in the 

reader. The traveller’s descriptive panegyric o f these ruins effectively reconstructs the 

past as though it were stiU a reality, and one o f the ‘must sees’ for the tourist reading this 

guidebook. Drawing the eye downwards to the reality contained in the footnote, 

therefore, produces a sense o f loss, making the main-text description more poignant for 

the effective illusion set up by the piece’s grammatical structure — the illusion that these 

places stiU exist. Furthermore, the footnote on Temple Bar, in placing the years of the
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Second World War beside the word ‘la guerre’ in small letters, distances the recentness o f 

the war, inserting it within an enumeration o f all the other possible wars that could have 

caused such damage, and so diminishing its importance within the overall narrative. The 

effect is that the ancient past o f London is positioned as the authoritative reference for 

deciphering the city.

This ancient past is reconstructed through Leroy’s visits to sites such as 

Hampton Court and Windsor Casde, where monarchs are represented as an 

impenetrable bastion safe-guarding civilisation: ‘[I]ls constituent une force incomparable 

contre les aventures dangereuses, les desirs nuisibles et periUeux’ (Leroy, 1946: 106), as 

well as to various museums housing artefacts testifying to the cultural stams o f the 

English Empire, most notably that o f the Imperial Institute Museum:*^

L’Empire britannique avec ses ressources, ses peuples divers, ses contrees lointaines, I’Empire 
britannique et son immensite, mais aussi dans son union indefectible, dans son loyaHsme, dans sa 
grandeur morale, I’Empirc tel que le realiseront apres les siecles d’efforts et de travail les sujets de 
la reine Victoria, nous est presente dans une vue panoramique grace aux collections de I’lmperial 
Institute Museum. (Leroy, 1946: 201)

This accumulation o f the past, on display in the museum, is appropriated as a means o f 

sanctioning the eternal character o f English imperialism, and o f placing it beyond the 

contingencies o f history” “La soHdarite imperiale resplendit comme une lumiere que rien 

ne peut obscurcir’ (Leroy, 1946: 202). The museum fiinctions for the French traveller in 

terms of space where discourses o f  ci\Tlisation and imperial security can perpetuate 

themselves. Paula Findlen comments on the importance o f  the museum for political 

discursive practice: ‘As a repository o f past activities, created in the mirror o f the present, 

the museum was above all a dialectical structure which serv^ed as a meeting point in 

which the historical claims o f the present were invoked in the memory o f the past’ 

(Findlen, 1989: 60). Within the context of Leroy’s account, the museum is rather the 

spatial repository o f past acti\nties that furnish the reconstitution o f the present in terms 

o f an inevitable \dctor}'. Imperialism is represented as a \ital and inextinguishable force in 

the shaping o f modern civilisation, ‘aussi necessaire que Fair et la Hberte’ (Leroy, 1946: 

202). The museum functions, then, as an occasion for the re-instatement o f order, where 

the ancient past is appropriated in terms that avoid consideration of the recent trauma

82 The Imperial Institute was established in 1887 as a result o f  the Colonial and Indian exhibition o f  1886 
to prom ote research that would benefit the Empire. From 1893 the Imperial Institute was located in a 
building on Exhibition Row, South Kensington. The 85-metre Queen’s tower on Exhibition Road is now 
the last remaining part o f the Imperial Institute; the remainder was demolished in the 1950s and 1960s to 
make way for Imperial CoUege. There were three copper-roofed Renaissance-style towers in the original 
bmlding, but only one still stands.
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endured by London. While the m useum ’s artefacts are a result o f  concrete and 

cumulative historical processes, the m useum  space is appropriated by the traveller in 

conciliation with this space’s tendency to  efface historical complexity and to reconstruct 

history in conjunction with ideologies that justify the State’s existence. In effect, Leroy’s 

practice o f  the m useum  serves to  neutralise the violence o f  imperialism, and thus 

participates in the creation o f  a mythology o f  the inevitability o f England’s endurance 

decided in particular relation to the country’s m onarchical tradition.

W hether this is an attem pt to  explain the capitvilation o f  France in terms o f the 

country’s republican form  o f  governm ent is no t clear from  the account, although it is 

certainly a tenable hypothesis as Leroy identifies m onarchy as the key to a harmonious 

and durable ci^nlisation: 'L ’harm onie la plus juste existe, une harmonie lentement 

elaboree qui ote toutes les preoccupations, place au-dessus de toutc critique, de route 

reform e possible, les souverains’ (Leroy, 1946; 106). This statement seems to suggest that 

reform  and democratic forms o f  critique lead only to  weak governm ent and expose the 

country to disharmony. It is, furtherm ore, a statement that denies the complexit}' and 

centraUt)' o f  the English parliam ent to governm ental order in Britain.

The representation o f  L ondon that emerges from  Leroy’s account, therefore, is 

that o f  a historical city that provides spaces o f  tradition and repose informing m odem  

life. Leroy’s L ondon is erected upon a discourse o f  stabOit}" and continuance enabled by 

the monumentaUty o f  the idyllic and the ancient past and that facilitates amnesia witli 

regard to the destruction o f the recent past:

Partout I’histoire soUicite I’imagination, partout eUe s’unit intimement a la vie moderne. Nous 
sommes ici en des lieux riches en souvenirs, en de lieux ou I’homme n’a cesse de uravaiUer, 
d’esperer, de s’enrichir, de lutter pour la grandeur de I’Angleterre, pour sa propre opulence. [...] 
Depuis des siecks des generations ont succede a d’autres generations, etjamais, un seul instant, la machine ne s ’est 
arretee. [...] Un monde se leve, a chaque pas, un monde fantome, dont les historiens nous disent 
les efforts, le courage, la tenacite, I’iniperieuse volonte’. (Leroy, 1946: 107) (my emphasis).

It is this process o f  forgetting that ensures the recovery o f  a sense o f integritv and 

identity necessary to  overcom e the feeUng o f  loss, resultant from  the war, o f the 

innocence o f  m odernity’s Enlightenm ent ideals as well as to suppress the anxiety 

attendant on urban life in a nuclear age.
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Conclusion

As we have seen, the paradigms within which the city is understood as an expression o f 

m odem  c i\^ sa tio n  are never stable. T he travel writer, because he deliberately exposes an 

orientation within the city that differentiates one path from  the many others possible, 

gives the reader an insight into the m ultitude o f  m otivations directing interpretation o f 

the m odem  urban landscape. The consideration o f  difference is the central framework o f 

the traveller’s practice o f  the city, and it is often one that produces a series o f 

oppositional categories through which the m etropolitan universe is rendered legible. In 

the case o f  Janin, English economic progress and public order are viewed positively in 

concordance with an ideological position grounded in an ideal o f  m onarchy’s sacred right 

and its potential for harm ony, in opposition to  the unstable condition o f  contemporary- 

French politics. For Valles, the city is \newed through a lens o f  perm anent nostalgia, due 

to the imposed absence o f  hom e, which results in L ondon’s representation as an 

impenetrable and sinister prison. T o an extent, both o f  these discourses operate from  a 

position where identit)- is constm cted in relation to the nation-state, bu t as dem onstrated, 

this national affiliation is primarily imaginative, structured in relation to the past, and 

resulting in a consciousness that interacts with the foreign cit)' in accordance with this 

pre-fabricated imaginative geography. W e have seen also how D yssord’s account o f  the 

East E nd  constructs a version o f  the ‘authentic’ from  an antithetical position; secret 

L ondon emerges from  a suspicion o f  the precepts o f  ‘Londres de parade’. The dark 

traveller’s identity is produced through a travel practice established in opposition to a 

conception o f  the tourist, and o f  tourist London, as superficial. A nd, finally, I have 

briefly examined how the ruined city encourages the traveller to  adopt form s o f  historical 

and m onum ental tourism  as a m eans o f  forgetting the anxiety w rought on m odern 

ci\41isation by the Second W orld War.

It is n o t simply a question, therefore, o f  being ‘for or against’ m odernity, where 

this term  is understood as a collection o f  the Enlightenm ent’s grand narratives o f  

progress and ci%^sation. Rather, the very conditions o f  m odernity produce an inherendy 

unstable collection o f  macrocosmic material and imaginative circumstances that interact 

u ith  subjectivity on the levels o f  the personal, the comm unal and the immediate. This 

reveals an alternative position from  which to understand m odem ity in contrast to how  it 

is generally conceived within the social sciences. Traditionally, this discipline has
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devalued the position o f community and intimacy in modem society, seeing the 

community as a ‘traditional’ social arrangement, and as one which modem society 

naturally evolved beyond as it progressed towards increased levels o f rationality and 

abstraction. According to this conception, identities are assumed to be nation-based, 

rather than spatially or community-based (see Agnew, 1989). However, the practices and 

narratives of the urban universe that emerge in the latter half o f the nineteenth and first 

half o f the twentieth century suggest other levels o f complexity at work within modern 

metropolitan life which, while certainly engaged in discourses o f nationality, are not 

structured simply in relation to the governmental order instituted by the nation-state. The 

modes o f negotiation that the French traveller uses to appropriate the metropolitan 

universe suggest critical positions formed from within and without France. The urban 

practices examined here reveal an awareness o f governmentaUty and its power to 

construct through ideological proliferation and instimtional consolidation the social 

circumstances determining public agency. The political and economic upheavals o f the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centur)' were as much cultural as they were political. The 

abstractions o f the nation-state, while they command a sense o f affiliation, need to be 

considered in relation to spaces o f meaningful action, spaces o f dynamic linkages that 

cross territorial as well as temporal boundaries, so that the modem cit}' emerges as a 

geographical and narrative expression o f individual interaction conceived in tension with 

abstract historical processes.
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InlTodiiotion

A s  Karl Kossmann, a poor hoy of sixteen who had been packed off to America by his parents because a servant 
girl had seduced him and got herself a child b j him, stood on the liner slowly entering the harbour of New York, a 

sudden burst of sunshine seemed to illuminate the Statue ofl^iberty, so that he saw it in a new light, although he 
had sighted it long before. The arm with the sword rose up as if  newly stretched aloft, and round the figure blew the

free winds of heaven 
(Kafka, [1946] 1962: 3)

Manhattan as the product of an unformulated theory, Manhattanism, whose program — to exist in a world 
totally fabricated by man, i.e., to live inside fantasy — was so ambitious that to be reali':;ed, it could never be

openly stated 
(Koolhaas, [1978] 1994: 9)

Men go to America to escape from God, from all the prohibitions of history
(Conrad, 1999: 518)

Europe has always been crucial in producing the imaginative geography o f  New York 

Cit}" and determining its position within a global symbolic order. From  Europe’s 

discover)' o f  America onwards, one o f  the processes that scholars identif}' as fundamental 

to  the European construction o f  American space is the elimination o f  chaos and the 

O them ess o f  difference through simplification. W lien H enn’ Hudson ‘discovered’ New 

York in 1609, all pre\dous meanings o f  the stretch o f land were obliterated.*^ The Native 

American river, the M iihheaknuuk (great waters constandy in motion) became the ‘river 

o f  the m ountains’, before becom ing the H udson River. Likewise, M anhatta becomes 

Manatvs, which becom es M anhattan, while N ew  Am sterdam  gives way to New York. 

From  the onset o f  E urope’s colonisation o f  American space, the conceptual framework 

for understanding the Am erican O ther has been, in the words o f the critic Plinio Freire 

Gom es, an exercise in ‘blank variations’ (Gomes, 2005: 89). In his analysis o f Renaissance 

cartographic practice, G om es illustrates how  insufficient vocabulary to describe and the 

inabilit}' to map unexplored territories in the ‘N ew  W orld’ led to the explosion o f

83 In April 1609 Hudson, along with a small crew o f English and Dutch seamen, set sail from Amsterdam 
to cross the Atlantic on board their ship the H a f  Moon. H udson’s skills as a navigator were employed bj’ 
the Dutch East India Company', who hired him to find a long sought after northern passage to die Orient. 
O n the northward journe)' the cold was severe, and mutiny threatened the ship’s progress. Although the 
captain had been ordered to return to Holland if no northern route proved possible, Hudson, determined 
to continue, changed course to  the south. Steering along the North American coast, he first entered 
Chesapeake Bay, followed by Delaware Bay, before sailing up what is now the Hudson Riv^er in New York 
Harbour on September 11, 1609.
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E uropean  h o m o n s  for knowledge. G om es sees the Am erican space as generative o f a 

‘crisis o f  expression’ (Gomes, 2005; 96), in that the vast unknow n o f  the American 

landscape — its cxiltures, cities, flora and fauna — defied description, and thus underm ined 

conventional European categories for the classification o f  knowledge. The appellation 

‘N ew  W orld’ can be interpreted as a means o f  com prehending the Unknown in 

European  terms; via the adjective ‘N ew ’ the Unknown is relativised in Eurocentric terms, 

while E urope is in its turn relativised, becom ing an ‘O ld W orld’ in the aftermath o f 

Am erica’s discover^'. Appropriating the continent in terms o f  its newness essentially 

reinvents the space as an extension o f  Europe. Lea\dng blank spaces on the m ap was 

consistent with an ideological vision o f  the continent as a tabula rasa, and that vision 

allowed the European W est to establish a free, geometrical, and discursive plane via 

which native America might be stripped o f  all prior substance (Gomes, 2005).*'' As the 

critic Peter Conrad puts it, ‘America was invented in order to save divisive, oppressive 

E urope from  itself,’ and thus perform ed the part o f  ‘a conscience in exile across the 

ocean’ (Conrad, 1998: 501). America was the xtirginal terrain for E urope’s regeneration, a 

m odel space where all desirable elements for societ}' that were spatially and temporally 

dispersed across the Old W orld could be assembled in a single place. The earliest 

representations o f  New York Cit)’ by French engraver Jollain were ‘an urban science 

fiction’ according to Koolhaas (Koolhaas, [1978] 1994: 15), and the product o f  a utopian 

wish for the cit}- to function as a blank conceptual space where E urope could start again. 

Koolhaas goes on to say:

America is a self-evident invention: a conjuring trick. AU the components o f  the map are 
European; but kidnapped from their context and transplanted to a mythical island, they are 
reassembled into an unrecognisable — yet ultimately accurate — new whole: a utopian Europe, the 
product o f  compression and density. (Koolhaas, 1994: 15)

84 During die period o f the Great Discoveries, cartographic practice was also undergoing extensive change. 
As a result o f  Florentine connections with Constantinople in the early fifteenth century, Ptolemy’s 
Geographj arrived in Europe. Over the next few decades the book, which proposed the representation of 
landscape according to a mathematical m ethod, attracted the attention o f  scholars all over Europe. The 
representation o f  space in terms o f  a geometric projection generated a different understanding o f  space 
with important scientific and political effects. Firstly, it offered a way o f  coping with the am ount of 
information being accumtilated by the explorers, missionaries and other travellers. Secondly, it overcame 
the restrictions o f  medieval charts, which had omitted regions outside the oikoumene. Essentially, the 
adoption o f Ptolemaic cartographic principles neutralised space, for each point on any given landscape was 
set into a homogenous grid o f coordinates, and so maps had to respect proportion and include everything. 
This also abolished the separation o f  the ‘centre’ from the ‘periphery’. AU areas, including those yet to be 
explored, were part o f the same whole.
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It is the imaginative geographies o f  twentieth-centvir)^ N ew  York, a time when the 

city w’as considered by many to be the capital o f  the world (perhaps the last), which 

provides the impetus for discussion in this chapter. While imperialist E urope may have 

dom inated the nineteenth-century’s imagination o f civilisation, in the wake o f  two world 

wars, the twentieth centur}^ witnessed the dislocation o f  a geopolitics dom inated by 

European imperialist expansion, and the establishment o f  a new  global political order 

increasingly dom inated by the Capitalist m arket economy and Am erican foreign policy. 

The shifting o f  power within the W est was also fundam ental for the establishment o f 

N ew  Y ork City as the pinnacle o f  w hat it m eant to  be m odem  in terms o f  W estern 

culture. M odernit)^ with its attendant discourses o f  high and low culture. Futurism  and 

nostalgia, internationalism and nationalism, hope and despair, finds an alternative, non- 

European m ode o f  expression in N ew  York, with the result that throughout the cultural- 

historical turbulences o f  the last centur}", this metropolis has consistendy provided a 

position o f  difference from  which Europe (and especially France) could articulate its 

modemit}’.

N ew  Y ork’s prodigious and hitherto  inconceivable geom etric landscape will be 

examined here as a space where Europe asks the question o f  w hat it means to be 

m odem . While E urope was still recovering from  the effects o f  world war, the ^\merican 

cultural and economic scene only benefited from  die boost which the material demands 

and unif\'ing ideologies o f  war provided. We might say that, despite the Wall Street Crash 

o f  1929 and the G reat D epression, ^\merica was never threatened with the loss o f  its 

civilisation, was never forced to re-evaluate its faith in rationalist progress, in the same 

way that post-war Europe, and in particular post-occupied France was. American 

m odem ity, therefore, becomes the dom inant scene o f discourses o f  progress in the 

tw entieth centime It is the space where Europeans express their anxieties about the loss 

o f  past faiths and the possibility o f  future ones, where they ask w hat individuality m ight 

consist o f  in a world increasingly powered by machines, and m ore practically perhaps, 

how  comm unities m ight be sustained in an architectural landscape designed for the 

convenience o f  the m otorcar. And, what effects does post-industrial capitalism and its 

m edia intrusion hold in store for the psychological well-being o f  the individual and 

societ}"? M oreover, the extremism o f  this city’s architectural dimensions, along with the 

eclecticism o f  its social fabric, seem to provoke questions pertaining to m ankind’s destiny 

in the widest sense. N ew  York as ‘theatre o f  progress’ (K^oolhaas, 1994: 12) begs the 

question o f  where the hum an race is headed. For the sky — as the aspirational verticalities
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o f  the cit}'’s skyscrapers m ight suggest — towards a utopian, egalitarian societ}^ based on 

the meritocratic democracy o f  the Capitalist market? O r for cataclysm — where N ew  

Y ork’s Prom ethean architecture becomes legible as Babelesque hubris -  towards the 

inevitable decline pre-destined for all decadent m etropoles, the end o f ‘traditional’ 

communit}% and the subjugation o f  ethnic and historical identities to the categorical 

efficiency o f  the m etropolitan grid? W hat is the position o f  the individual within a system 

that, through its architectural and cultural expression, seems to  urge conformity? These 

are the identifiable concerns in French encounters with the city, and the paradigms 

within which N ew  Y ork becomes legible to the outsider. T he discursive exploration o f  

the potential shape o f  m odernity that takes place in N ew  York is revealing o f  a deep 

em otional investm ent in the urban landscape that fluctuates between fascination, awe and 

profound hope on  the one hand, and deep-rooted anxiet}' and a feeling o f  im pending 

doom  on the other. Very often all o f  the above em otions are identifiable within a single 

account. O ne o f  the concerns o f  this chapter is to trace the shifting discotirses o f  the 

French traveller through an engagement with the above questions. In an analysis o f  travel 

writing by Paul M orand (1930), Jean-Paul Sartre (1945), Simone de Beauvoir (1947) and 

Georges Perec (1980) this chapter explores how New York Cit}% as ‘theatre o f  progress’, 

becomes a pri\’ileged space for the e v o h ^ g  crises in m odern identit)’ over the twentieth 

centur}?.

D ue to  the vastness o f  a topic such as ‘modernit}^’, and the richness o f  the 

debate contained within the travel texts themselves, I focus here on the traveller’s 

encounter with the geometr)' o f  the city’s built environm ent. The prodigious geom etric 

patterns o f  New York are a means o f  visualising and practising the cit)  ̂ in physical terms; 

m oreover the interpretation o f  the horizontal and vertical orders o f  the urban landscape 

are often key to  how the American O ther is represented. By focusing on the imaginative 

geographies o f  N ew  Y ork’s geometry^ that emerge within the travel accounts, this chapter 

examines how the city’s architectural arrangement inform s the writer as to  h is /h e r 

E uropean identit}', articulated as a response to American space and to the conceptual 

fram ework within which America is understood. The gridiron (horizontaUt}") and the 

sk\^scraper (verticaHt)') are im portant structural elements in the narrative construction o f  

the American O ther, although it can be stated at this point that, as they are produced 

within material frameworks o f  discursive possibility', the representational and pragmatic 

paradigms o f  these travel writers’ practice o f  New York alter considerably over the 

course o f  the centun?. Nevertheless, questions o f  identity' (social and individual), as well
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as order (architectural synchrony and diachronic historicit}^) are central to  the 

observations on the cit}' presented here.

By placing texts by authors as far apart in time and situation as Paul M orand and 

Georges Perec in dialogue, it may be possible to see dem onstrated in these travellers’ 

practice o f  the citj^’s geometr}^ the developm ent o f understandings o f  m odernity and 

attendant discourses o f progress. I suggest that this developm ent might be characterised 

by a shift in focus from  the simpUcit}^ o f  the outward geometric in a linear sense, towards 

the complexity o f  the spaces in-between the lines: from  the panoram ic o f  the crowd to 

the multiplicity' o f  urban identities. I hope to show, however, that these two paradigms 

for the experience o f the city — the universal versus the quotidian — are by no means 

mutually exclusive. Rather it is a question o f  examining where European travellers find 

the means to read and write the cit}': what are the hermeneutic codes they use in order to 

make their practice o f N ew  York meaningful, and how do these codes affect the city’s 

representation in the travel journal? Both panoram ic and quotidian scenes feature in all 

o f  the travel journals analysed here, but the question is to see how  these scenes are 

prioritised and valorised in term s o f  the writer’s overall discourse on N ew  York. A final 

question m ight be w hether changes in narrative practice o f  how  the grid is appropriated 

(as real and representational pattern) tell us anything about concem s for French identit}' 

as these have evolved over the twentieth centun^ In seeking to answer these questions, 

this chapter examines how  these travel writers’ representations o f  the cit\' generate 

discursive physiognomies for N ew  Y ork’s architecture and trace discourses o f  progress as 

they are articulated through the urban experience.

Model'll, Modcriiisiii, Modeinity

W ithout som e attem pt at delimitation, the proposition to examine ‘discourses o f 

m odernity’ risks slipping into insignificant generalities. It will be helpful, therefore, to 

precede this discussion with some points o f  clarification as regards to  how  the terms 

m odem , M odernism, and m odernity will be employed throughout this chapter.*^

85 I t  is essential to no te , how ever, tha t these ‘defin itions’ are tentative at best and are offered onl)' w ith  the 
aim  o f  clarif\'ing the term inolog}’ used th roughou t this chapter.
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Modem

‘M odem ’, in its widest sense, is a relative term, and can be (and has been) used to 

designate various periods, doctrines and st}des.*  ̂ Generally, the w ord implies a contrast 

betw een a recent and an earlier period. A com m on point o f  departure, useful here, is to 

understand the term  in its philosophical sense as referring to  new philosophical doctrines 

that emerged early in the seventeenth centur\^, discourses represented primarily by Rene 

Descartes and Francis Bacon. These two philosophers stand (summarily) as the 

oppositional forces o f  rationalism and empiricism respectively. M ore generally, from  the 

nineteenth centur}' on, ‘rationalism’ has been associated with the term ‘m odem ’ by 

pertaining to a view emphasising the authorit}^ o f  hum an reason and conscience. In this 

sense ‘m odern’ can be understood as a cast o f  mind; an attitude whose characteristics 

m ight include an attribution o f  phenom ena to natural rather than miraculous causes, an 

understanding o f  religious beliefs as expressions o f  hum an desire and aspiration, and o f  

moraHt}^ as an appeal to an interior conscience and no t to any external divinit}' or hum an 

institutional authority^. By extension, ‘rationalisation’ and ‘m odernisation’ are associative 

term s consistentiy linked to  the processes o f  W estern urbanisation since the m id

nineteenth centun^ and to the idea o f  progress.®^ These terms refer then to the 

organisation o f  efficient means for certain ends, so that economically, for example, 

rationalisation refers to  the organisation o f  economic activity along lines aimed at 

minimising waste at all stages o f  production, transport, m arketing etc. While on a wider

86 "T-nThe dictionaty definition o f  the term is as follows: Modern: 1 A: o f or characteristic o f  a period 
extending from a particular point in the past to the present time. B: o f  or characteristic o f  the present or 
the immediate past; contemporary’. 2: involving recent techniques, st\’les, or ideas: modem art. 3 (Ivlodern): 
constituting the present or m ost recent period o f a language. 4: archaic ordinary; ever\'day; commonplace 
[\'ulgar Latin modemus, from modo ‘just now’, ‘late’ from modus ‘measure”]. Robert Allen (ed) (2004) The
Penguin Dictionary London: Penguin Books.
87 >-i-nThe Petit Kobert gives the following definition for ‘progress’: 1 Mouvement en avant; action
d’avancer. MOD: Avance; le fait de se repandre, de s’etendre dans I’espace, de gagner du terrain; 2: 
Developpement, progression dans le temps — evolution; 3: Changement d ’etat qui consiste en un passage a 
un degre superieur — augmentation, developpement; 4. SPECL\LT: Developpement en bien — 
amelioration, changement en mieux par lequel on approche d ’un but, d ’un resultat; 5: (1757; parfois avec 
une majuscule) ABSOLT: L’evolution de I’humanite, de la civilisation (vers un terme ideal); CONTR: 
Arret, immobilite. Recul; regression; decadence. Josette Rey Debouve and Alain Rey (eds) (1996) 
Nouveau Petit Kobert'Psxis: Dictionnaire Le Robert.
A complete investigation into the usage o f this term in France since the Enlightenment onwards would 
certainly make a worthy subject for a thesis, and as such is beyond the scope o f this one. However, it can 
be noted here that determinations o f  the meaning o f ‘progress’, whether one is for or against it, constitute a 
veritable philosophy o f technolog}" since its earliest appearance in human societ}'.
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level, rationalisation refers to  the developm ent o f  m ore efficient political, social and 

econom ic structures.®*

M odernism

For our purposes, the term  ‘Ivlodernism’ wiU be used to refer to  a tendency in the 

creative arts that can be traced back to the m id-nineteenth centiiry. Tw o distinctive 

features can be seen to characterise the works and opinions that come under the heading 

M odernist. O ne is the impulse to probe beneath the surface in order to  dem onstrate that 

things are not necessarily as they seem or are understood to  be.*® The o ther consists 

largely in a rejection o f  ‘traditional’ st)des and theories. For M odernists the latter were 

epitomised by bourgeois cultural complacency and the \oilgarit}^ o f  commercialised 

societ\^ In opposition, M odernism  can be seen as the desire for an avant-garde, 

adversarial culture o f  challenge to social and artistic c o n v e n tio n s .H o w e v e r , as with 

many artworks, thinkers or opinions that one labels as a m ovem ent, it m ust be 

acknowledged that there are tensions within what one m ight term ‘jVIodernist discourse’. 

As far as architecture and urban developm ent are concerned, the figures m ost closely 

associated with the term  ‘M odernist’ are Le Corbusier, W alter G ropius, Mies van der 

Rohe and Frank Lloyd Wright.®’ It is Le Corbusier in particular w ho pro\ddes the m ost 

elaborated philosophical discourse on architecture’s function in the m odem  world. For 

this architect, architecture and urbanism  are mutually integrated concerns driven by an 

understanding o f  technology' as a progressive force which, assisted by the architect’s 

ideals, may re-establish a natural and harm onious order (Curtis, 2005: 174). In the 

context o f  twentieth-centur}- conceptualisations o f  the gridiron, I return to the influential 

writings o f  the French architect later in the section.

88 To take one example, W eber saw capitalism and bureaucracy as stages o f  rationalisation in m ankind’s
socio-historical development.
89 Niet2sche, Proust and Freud can be seen to exemplify this impulse.

In literature, Franz Kafka, T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound and James Joyce are representative.
The urban theorist Thierrj' Paquot makes the point in relation to urban development and attimdes: 

‘Bref, la viUe moderne rom pt avec la \’ille historique et Ton voit alors s’opposer les partisans d ’une rupture 
claire et nette et les partisans d ’tine certaine continuite, d ’une adaptation empiriquement conduite dans le 
respect de la viUe ancienne et dans la reconnaissance de certaines evolutions. II ne faudrait pas strictement, 
et dogmatiquement, mettre dos a dos les ‘m odernes’ — pour aUer vite, Le Corbusier et la Charte d ’Athenes 
— et les ‘anciens’ — les autres? —. En effet, avec la modernite baudelairienne et ses divers avatars, rares sont 
les ‘anciens’, vraiment intransigeants face au refus du Progres, et nombreux sont les ‘m odernes’, plus au 
moins ‘modernes’, ceux qui acceptent avec moderation ce que les ‘modernes’ pur jus reclament avec 
ostentation. Ainsi il convient de manier avec precaution ce qualiflcatif de ‘m oderne’, en architecture et en 
urbanisme, sachant qu’il concerne un tres large eventail d ’attitudes’ (Paquot, 2000: 74-75).
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M odom ity

Finally, m odernity is understood as the period from  the m id-nineteenth through to  the 

twentieth centur}^ to which the above adjectives can be ascribed in the context specified 

above. This conventional use o f  the term  embraces some o f  the m ost complex 

technological, intellectual and political revolutions in the histor}" o f  W estern culture. A t 

the heart o f  the term  are the sources contributing to what Marshall Berm an (in reference 

to  Edgar AUen Poe, perhaps) calls ‘the m aelstrom  o f  m odem  life’ (Berman, 1988; 16).®̂  

Briefly, these sources include; advances in the physical sciences, from  micro-biology to 

astronomy, that have changed our conception o f  ourselves and our place in the universe; 

the advent o f  technology with the industrialisation o f  production, with consequences for 

our environm ental infrastructures and our understanding o f  temporalit}' as the pace o f 

life quickens and creates new foundations for corporate power; dem ographic upheaval, 

with its roots in sources as varied as civil war, famine and the needs o f  the economies o f  

the developed world, and its creation o f  new global comm unities forcing new 

understandings o f  cultural heritage; urbanisation, looked at from  the perspective o f  the 

developed world in this case, but for which the Third W orld has its own discourses o f 

displacement, povert)' and cataclysmic upheaval, as well as its own architectural 

m anifestations (for example, shant)' towns overlooked by sk}^scrapers); mass 

com m unication, the speeding up o f  events as we gain m ore and m ore access to the 

recesses o f  non-proxim ate societies, the age o f  the global village; increasingly powerful 

nation states and bureaucracy in the latter half o f  the nineteenth centur}% and the 

reappraisal o f these in the light o f  globalisation, along with the inter-dependency o f  states 

for economic, political and demographic stability in the latter twentieth centun^; and 

finally, the incessant redefinition o f  our world in symbolic terms by indi^^duals and 

communities attem pting to make sense o f  the instimtions and exterior forces that, m ore 

and m ore articulately, we have come to  recognise as m ajor controlling factors in the 

paths our lives take. All o f  these processes can be called ‘m odernisation’ and contribute 

to  the condition we know as ‘m odernity’. As Berman puts it;

See Poe’s tale o f  anxiety' in the face o f the sublime. Poe’s maelstrom is often interpreted as a metaphor 
for modern life. Edgar AUen Poe ([1841] 1966) ‘A Descent into the Maelstrom’, in Complete Stories and Poems 
of Ed^ar Allen P o e Doubleday: 108-20.
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To be modern is to find ourselves in an environment that promises us adventure, power, joy, 
growth, transformadon o f ourselves and the world — and, at the same dme, that threatens to 
destroy everything we have, everytliing we know, everything we are. (Berman, 1988: 15)

New Y ork’s M odeniity

F or the European within this ‘m aelstrom ’, the cit}̂  that best articulates such vast, 

frightening and exhilarating change is N ew  York. Perhaps the fascination, fear and 

fondness E urope has for the city can be attributed to  the considerable role N ew  York 

has played in the lives o f  Europeans who left their hom eland in search o f  a place in 

which to  begin again. Perhaps the attraction o f  N ew  York has m ore to do with the 

eclecticism o f  the cit}'’s urbanit}% or perhaps it is to do with the citj^’s potential to 

constitute the Mecca o f  the American dream. Many reasons single out N ew  Y ork as a 

cit}' central to E urope’s historical identity'. For the first time in the histor\' o f  the West, 

N ew  Y ork’s spatial extremities provided perspectives on the city inconceivable prior to 

its construction, offering c i\^ sa tio n  a m odern equivalent to  the Eg}"ptian pyramids or 

the Aztec cit}’ o f  Technotitian. A nd if, as the geographer Edw ard Soja asserts, ‘we arc 

becom ing increasingly aware that we are, and always have been, intrinsically spatial 

beings, active participants in the social construction o f  our embracing spatialities’ (Soja, 

1996: 1), then  N ew  York Cit)' may be viewed as a climactic space for the European 

traveller, its extremities accentuating h is/her sensibilit}' to  the social and historical 

significance o f  the urban emTronment and personal and collective identities within it.

New Yoi-k s Gridiron:

Airliitoctiiral Space as Pliilosopliical Space

In  his essay, ‘Semiologie et urbanism e’ (1967), Barthes com m ents on the ‘objective’ 

impulse inherent in m odem  conceptualisations and expressions o f  urban space and sees 

this impulse as inherentiy symbolic:

La geographic scientifique et surtout la cartographic modcrnc peuvent etre considerees comme 
une sorte d’obHteration, de censure que I’objecdvite a impose a la signification (objectivite qui est 
une forme comme une autre de I’imaginaire. (Barthes, [1967] 2002, II: 1277)
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New York’s gridiron is not an invention of the twentieth-centiir}' cit\^ The city acquired 

its geometric shape early in the nineteenth centur)' when in 1807 Simeon de Witt, 

Gouveneiir [sic] Morris and John Rutherford were commissioned to design the model 

that would determine the ‘final and conclusive’ conditions for occupancy on Manhattan 

Island. Four years later, the commissioners proposed the demarcation of twelve avenues 

running north to south and 155 streets running east to west from north of Canal Street. 

On the basis o f this design the city is now divided into a gridiron pattern of 13 avenues 

that intersect with 156 streets or 2028 blocks (Fig. 19). Koolhaas sees this cartographic 

organisation as ‘a matrix that captures, at the same time, all remaining territory and all 

future activity on the island’ (Koolhaas, 1978: 10). In its outline for the grid’s dimensions, 

the Planning Commission states the reasoning behind its choice of an orthogonal plan;

That one o f  the first objects which claimed their attention was the form and manner in which the 
business should be conducted; that is to say, whether they should confine themselves to 
rectilinear and rectangular streets, or whether they should adopt some o f  those supposed  
improvements by circles, ovals, and stars, which certainly embellish a plan, whatever may be their 
effect as to convenience and utility. In considering that subject they could not but bear in mind 
that a city is to be composed principally o f  the habitations o f  men, and that straight-sided and 
right-angled houses are the m ost cheap to build and the most convenient to live in. The effect o f  
these plain and simple reflections was decisive... (The Commissioners’ plan o f  N ew  York, 1807. 
Cited in Koolhaas, 1994: 19)

From this statement, it is clear that the Commissioners’ plan for New York emphasises 

the practical efficiency of the gridiron as a neutral utilitarian structure, and its 

convenience as a functional mode for organising the island’s real estate and 

infrastructural layout. However, the gridiron does not remain neutral for long. Indeed, its 

ven' neutrality' becomes highly pertinent to a conceptualisation of man’s modem identity^ 

and the grid is appropriated as an emblematic structure informing European discursive 

strategies for comprehending America. As Koolhaas points out, ‘the Grid is, above all, a 

concepmal speculation’ (Koolhaas, 1994: 20). It would seem, however, that it is in 

conjunction with early twentieth-century Modernist consciousness that the significance 

of the gridiron as a mappe-monde of mankind’s schema for experience in the world takes 

on particular urgency. For Modernist architects, the grid epitomised the purity of 

architectural function, denying ornament and rejecting iconolog}' (\^enturi et al, [1972] 

1977b: T )P  As we shall see, however, the imagination of spatial neutralit}’ takes on its 

own symbolic status, ensconcing the gridiron in discourses of the transcendental and the

93 The grid refuses the detail o f  the earlier ‘Birds eye views’ o f the citi,% as shall be discussed. For an 
example o f  this t^-pe o f representation o f the cit)', see Fig. 18.
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sacred. In  die travel texts under discussion here, the imaginative geography o f  the 

gridiron is structured through the metaphorical transfer o f  discourses o f  rationalisation 

and governmentality onto its orthogonal pattern. Negotiating the gridiron also suggests a 

negotiation o f  questions pertaining to  possibilities for individual Ubert}% the development 

o f  m odem  technologies, and to socio-political discoiirses on the destiny o f  mankind.

T he discourses investing N ew  Y ork’s geometries with such ideological symbolism 

have recourse to histor}', and in the past other cultures im parted different meanings to 

the conjectural pattern o f the grid. Across the histor\^ o f  city organisation, and with 

differing m otivations behind its choice, the orthogonal grid has consistentiy been the 

preferred m ode o f  organisation for urban space. Use o f  the gridiron (or checkerboard) as 

a blueprint for political structures can be found in both  Eastern and W estern 

civilisations. For example, orthogonal design defines the tenth-centur}" citj  ̂ o f  Suzhou, a 

cit)' in ancient China. In Suzhou the grid symbolised power, its logic spatially arranging 

w hat were intended as unalterable social hierarchies under the Sung Dynasty. In colonial 

Savannah o f  the early-eighteenth centun^, the gridiron design was adopted as the closest 

m odel to m irror the egalitarian ideologies at the heart o f  democratic societ}'. O n this 

point, however, it is im portant to point out that the grid was not always so democratically 

innocent: xinder the democratic society" o f  the ancient Greek colonies, the grid, rather 

than assure the egalitarian allotm ent o f  propertj- to each citizen, functioned as a way o f  

ensxiring the privileged status o f  the propertied class descendent from  the original 

setders, and thus o f  maintaining the social superiorit}' o f  the territorial aristocracy 

(Kostof, 2001: 99). As K osto f asserts, ‘the fact is that egalitarianism is no m ore natural to 

gridded patterns than to any other urban form. However noble the original premise, 

inequities wiU creep in sooner or later’ (Kostof, 2001: 100). The grid, therefore, organises 

its citizens visibly and symbolically into a hierarchy according to  which social relations 

are lived out. In the case o f  the G reek colonies, despite the apparent egalitarian block 

division o f  its pattern, hierarchical positions becom e visible through the attachm ent o f  

value to  the various locations within the grid itself.

The reality o f  urban l i \^ g  invariably distorts the intentions and idealism o f  

‘dem ocratic’ design. Typically, differences in the value o f  various segments within the 

gridiron pattern are established through a process o f  gentrification,^'' for which New

‘Gentxification’ is the term used by urban sociologists to refer to changes in the housing stock and social 
organisation of urban centres. Scholarly debate has identified economic and cultural factors as equally 
im portant to the re-distribution o f a cit)-’s population and the development or decHne o f  specific urban
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Y ork’s real estate histor)^ is a model. The process can be m apped by the following 

characteristics. The ordinary citi2en gains easy access to urban property in the initial 

phases o f  occupancy, when cheap rural land is being urbanised through rapid 

appropriative action and staking out. However, with the flood o f  immigration to N ew  

Y ork in the early and m id-nineteenth centur\', aristocratic proprietors m oved 

progressively uptow n, dissociating themselves from  the poorer classes who, in their ttim , 

re-appropriated the houses o f  the upper classes and form ed the tenem ents in dow ntow n 

Greenwich Village. Likewise, at the other end o f  M anhattan, black migrant workers 

entered the city from the W est and setded in Harlem, and thus encouraged the 

m ovem ent o f  the upper classes to  the East Side. Today an apartm ent a n j^ h e re  on 

M anhattan Island is beyond the reach o f  the average citizen, and the outer boroughs are 

exhibiting the repetition o f  the above pattern, if  within different socio-political paradigms 

o f  experience. While it is difficult to predict which area wiU be next designated for 

redevelopm ent and fill an alternate slot in the table o f  social hierarchies, what can be said 

for certain is that the realities o f  demographic m ovem ent within the cit\' are as m uch 

processes o f  symbolic concern as they are a product o f  speculation and econom ic 

development.®^

In spite o f  the realit}' o f  social stratification and locational hierarchies, however, 

E urope has still traditionally imagined the rectilinear ubiquit)' o f  the gridiron pattern in 

idealist or utopian terms. Since the Renaissance, and in the afterm ath o f  the great 

epistemological break o f  the W est that was Cartesian rationalism, E urope has found in 

the geometric simplicit}' o f  the grid a spatial m odel for a uniqueh' hum an consciousness 

based in ‘clear and distinct ideas’. Thereafter, its spatiality becam e associated with the 

disjunction o f  consciousness from  the irrationalit}^ and instinctive corporalit}' that seemed

sites. Gentrification is identified by Mike Savage, Alan Warde and Kevin Ward in their book Urban Sociology, 
Capitalism andModemi^ as arising out o f  the combination o f  four processes:
‘1. The resettlement and social concentration entailing the displacement o f  one group o f  residents with 
another o f  higher social status;
2. Transformation in the built environment exhibiting som e distinctive aesthetic feattires and the 
emergence o f  new local services;
3. The gathering together o f  persons with a putatively shared culture and Ufestj'le, or at least with shared, 
class-related, consumer preferences;
4. Econom ic reordering o f  propert}' values, a commercial opportunit)' for the construction industry-, and 
often an extension o f  the system o f  the private ownership o f  domestic propert}’’ (Savage, Warde and Ward, 
2003: 87-88). For our purposes, gentrification can be seen as an important adjunct to the somewhat 
totalitarian vision o f  the architect as urban planner. The m ovem ent o f  the urban population and its re
investment o f  the sites o f  the cit)' with alternative symbolic systems for understanding space, constitute a 
major point o f  challenge to the architect seeking to im pose immutable order on urban life.
95 For a stimulating discussion o f  demographics, real estate and symbolic investment in the architectural 
landscape o f  the cit}- in the latter half o f  the nineteenth century- see Mona D om osh  (1996) Invented Cities: 
The Creation of Landscape in Nineteenth-Century New York Boston London: Yale Universit)' Press.
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to govern Nature and the natural world.®*̂  For Descartes the grid’s spatial arrangement 

was a potential external conductor o f rationalist logic, and, by extension, the geometric 

simplicity o f the gridiron could perform as a model provisional o f a basic logic within 

which man should live. Wishing for the complete freedom of the architect, Descartes 

advocated a tabula rasa approach to urban life. The architect should be free to employ his 

singular imagination, in conjunction with a rational, coherent mode o f thinking in order 

that a rational, coherent model o f urban space might emerge. The philosopher beUeved 

this to be essential to the evolution o f a logical en\Tronment in which man could in his 

turn become logical. Cartesianism’s ideal o f a rationalist basis for the construction o f 

human society finds its quintessential expression in the gridiron’s outward structure, and 

attributes to this structure an ontological effectiveness whereby geometric cities engender 

rational individuals and communities. A citation from Descartes illustrates the extent to 

which his thinking engaged with the causality o f architecture and urban planning:

Ainsi ces anciennes cites qui, n’ayant ete au commencement que des bourgades, sont devenues 
par succession de temps de grandes viUes, sont ordinairement si mal compassees (=tracees au 
compas), au prix de (=par comparaison avec) ces places (=cites militaires) regulieres qu’un 
ingenieur trace a sa fantaisie (=selon son imagination inventive) dans une plaine, qu’encore que, 
considerant leurs edifices chacun a part, on y trouve autant ou plus d’art qu’en ceux des autres, 
toutefois, a voir comment ils sont arranges, ici un grand, la un petit, et comme Us rendent les rues 
courbees et inegales, on dirait plutot que c’est la fortune que la volonte de quelques hommes 
usant de raison qui les a ainsi disposes. (Descartes, [1637] 1992: 59-60)

In Cartesian thought, the singular products o f architecture and the global schemas o f the 

urban planner are linked. The emphasis is placed on the urban planner’s importance as 

conceptual organiser o f spatial totalities, so that the cit}' is imagined as a coherent 

schematic whole. This line o f thinking configures the urban landscape in the manner o f a 

blueprint. As a result, the structures o f cit}' life are conceived o f synchronically; as an 

urban tabula rasa constructed according to compositional rules.

Thinking o f the citj  ̂ as a composition has two major consequences for the 

approach to urban space. In the first instance, composition implies that every urban 

habitat be built for a specific purpose in accordance with the labour and living 

requirements o f each societal order; thus the cit)̂  responds rationally to its residents. 

Secondly, the city is a composition in the sense that it composes, or is an active agent in the 

construction o f its inhabitants’ spatial and temporal existence within the urban 

environment: the city conditions the responses o f its residents. Through its ‘procedures

In addition, the symbolism o f other architectural structures, such as circles, ovals, and stars, takes on 
oppositional significance in dialectic with the discourses o f Renaissance Humanism.
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intermediaires’, o f subdivision, fragmentation, parcelling and allocation, urban space 

geometrically organises the cohabitation o f men and women in civilisation. In other 

words, the urban plan is not only a visible and immediate frame, but functions also as a 

mobile network o f spatial arrangements generative o f specific modes for being in the 

world. Adopted as a model for the rationalisation o f space, the grid is seen to provide 

Reason’s spatial blueprint, and is represented as conducive to the normative evolution o f 

a rational universal consciousness. With its orthogonal repetition and immutable 

outlining of the cit}% the gridiron comes to signify a system that seeks the eradication of 

chaos through structure.

The idea o f an urban tahula rasa takes on special significance for the Modernist 

movement, with perhaps the most influential advocate o f urban architectural 

totalitarianism being Le Corbusier. The architect admitted that while he loved New York, 

its geometn^ did not go far enough, and he proposed that the metropolis be razed to the 

ground so as to build a city in keeping with a singular coherent design (Fig. 5). Le 

Corbusier envisaged sk\-scrapers designed in a repeatable architectural model, their height 

being dictated by the buildings’ position on the avenues, so as to allow for differing 

gradients to maximize the level o f sun-exposure onto the street at all times o f the day 

(Fig. 20). The streets’ gridiron was merely to be the cit}'’s ground level. Between the 

sky'scrapers another orthogonal system o f elevated walkways was to be erected, leaving 

the streets free for the circulation o f traffic. Le Corbusier’s design sought to maximize 

architectural control over urban movement, and took as its basis humanist values o f 

transparency and order, transcribing these ideas into an architectural manifesto for 

Modernism. This is totalitarian design in a quite literal sense, and Le Corbusier’s principle 

o f simplification and efficiency in total urban design is entirely in keeping with a view of 

urban life as the extension o f a technologically organised world.^^

97
This Utopian vision o f  the cit}’ has its roots in nineteenth-centur)’ philosophies such as those o f  Charles 

Fourier, Henri Saint-Simon and Ebenezer Howard. Le Corbusier expressed his vision in the ‘The 
Contemporar}' Cit)’ for Three MiUion Inhabitants’ design, exhibited at the Salon d’Automne in 1922 (Fig. 
5). The design consisted o f  a cit}' o f  skyscrapers in a park, where an ordered diagram integrated modern  
construction techniques, automobiles and aeroplanes, so that Nature and machine co-existed in harmonic 
union. It was, in effect, the urban extension o f  the singular architectural project for the Maison Citrohan o f  
the same year. ‘Citrohan’, a deliberate pun on ‘Citroen’, showed Le Corbusier’s affiliation with Walter 
Gropius’ and J.J.P. Oud’s work o f  the same period, which was also focused on using mass-production  
processes (similar to the war-time automobile construction revolution o f  Henr^- Ford) to solve the housing 
crises o f  the post-war years. The design itself is what we consider today as characteristic o f  Le Corbusier: a 
white box on stilts with a flat roof, planar, rectangular windows o f  industrial design, a double-height living 
room  behind a huge studio window. Halfway up, and on top, were terraces. The building was acmally made 
o f  concrete, which meant that the interior spaces could be uninterrupted, but also that much o f  it would  
have to be constructed on site. ‘H owever’, as WiUiam J. R. Curtis points out, ‘the idea o f  mass-production  
dwelling was as important as the fact, and the Citrohan envisaged a way o f  life freed from the unnecessary'
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Precedents did exist: in the eighteenth centxir}^ gridiron design was given a m oral 

status by the British architect Sir William Cham bers, w ho asserted that 'on  a plane where 

no  [im]pediment obliges [...] it cannot be supposed that m en would go by a crooked line, 

where they could arrive by a straight one’ (cited in Walker, 1982: 7). But it is Le 

Corbusier w ho conceptualises the design in such a way that it comes to  define the 

aesthetics o f  early M odernism  in the twentieth centun^. While Le Corbusier adapted the 

architectural inheritance o f  the Renaissance and w rote o f  the city in organic terms, he 

denied the curvature and m eandering o f  older cities that had grown up in w hat architects 

loosely term  an ‘organic’ pattern.®* Rejecting as anti-humanist the unplanned, sporadic 

grow th o f  older cities, Le Corbusier equated bo th  the spirit and function o f  m odem  

urban civilisation with the spatial simpUcit}? o f  the grid’s linearity. M uch o f  the legacy o f  

Le Corbusier’s philosophy o f  architecture can be traced to the biological discourses o f 

the nineteenth centur\% in which new categorisations within hum an medicine impacted 

on discursive strategies for understanding the urban environm ent. H enceforth, one could 

talk o f  streets in terms o f  arteries, squares as the beating heart o f  the cit}̂ , gardens as the 

lungs and so on. By extension, in understanding the m etaphors o f  the hum an body as a 

m achine, one is better equipped to understand Le Corbusier’s dictum o f  the house as a 

m achine for li^ ^ g  in terms o f  a discursive appropriation o f  the new technologies o f 

urban life in hum anist terms; the simplification o f  line and the introduction o f  geometric 

order into architecture were addenda to  the perfect, integral necessity o f  the hum an 

body. This blend o f  rationalism and idealism tends, therefore, to see m echanisation and 

rational design as central, positive forces in the creation o f  a new culture. In order that 

m an could breathe, walk, live, exist as a rational and healthy organism, the straight line 

m ust be re-introduced into the urban environm ent. All o f  civilised m an’s needs 

dem anded the geometric pattern o f  the gridiron:

Or, une ville moderne vit de droite, pratiquement; constmction des immeubles, des egouts, des 
canalisadons, des chaussees, des trottoirs, etc. La circuladon exige la droite. La droite est saine 
aussi a I’ame des villas. La courbe est ruineuse, difficile et dangereuse; elle paralyse.

clutter o f  the customar)- bourgeois dwelling o f  the time’ (Curtis, [1982] 2005: 170-71). This visionary' ethos, 
o f  a space whose functions had been examined from the ground up and stripped to the bare essentials, 
whose inhabitants could be free to regard the ‘essential joys’ o f Hfe, space and greenery, was extended to 
the entire urban environment. In 1925 Le Corbusier’s philosophies found expression in his design for the 
Exposition des Arts Decoratifs where the ‘\^ille Voisine’ revealed a scheme for inserting enormous glass 
sk\'scrapers into the centre o f  Paris.
gg'

In architectural theor)' this refers to medieval cities that had grown up haphazardly around pre-existing 
casdes or m anor houses, or that emerged unplanned as a consequence o f  increased trade around esmaries 
or other centres o f  commerce.
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La droite est dans toute I’histoire humaine, dans toute I’intention humaine, dans tout acte 
humain. (Le Corbusier, 1925: 10)

Thus ardour for the geometric is no t only functional, it is also a morally driven 

conceptualisation o f  space, essentially erecting a faith in the straight line as m an’s natural, 

and indeed, m oral destiny. The architect’s quest for perennial values in architecture is 

indissociable from  the quest to reveal the principles o f  organisation integrating hum an 

biolog}', consciousness and social life. The architectural vision that encompassed the 

entire city in its plan was, therefore, no less than a vision to design society according to 

principles that acknowledged industrialisation and technological implem ents (in particular 

the motorcar) as extensions o f  m an (see M cLuhan, [1964] 2002). U rban design is thus 

invested with values o f  m oral and socio-political transcendence. The straight line is 

hum an while 'la rue courbe est le chemin des anes, la rue droite est le chetnin des 

hom m es’ (Le Corbusier, 1925: 10). Thus, the patterns o f  orthogonal repetition as 

rationalist consciousness and immutable urban outline enter European discourses o f 

identit}' as a civilising system seeking the hum an appropriation o f the unknown through 

categon' and its extension in structure.

A Tour Guide to Modernit}1 

Paul Moiaiid in New York

It is rationality^ and a M odernist’s appeal to clarit}' and category' that define Paul M orand’s 

travel journal, Neii’-York, written in 1929. A consum m ate traveller, M orand visits the cit}" 

at the m om ent w hen N ew  York had established itself as horizontal and vertical theatre o f  

progress. The tourist has perhaps never quite lost the colonialist tendency to treat foreign 

spaces as sites for the expression o f  their own desires, a tahu/a rasa onto  which they can 

im pose their own frames o f  reference. W ithin M orand’s travel book, the narrative 

practice o f the cit)' is com bined with a desire to experience and display the anomalies o f 

urban life in N ew  York, and to legislate for these anomalies in terms o f  a genealogv' o f 

xirban development. Appropriated thus. N ew  York emerges as the ultimate urban 

manifestation o f  technological progress and as the harbinger o f  E urope’s inevitable 

future.

The horizontal rationale o f  N ew  Y ork’s gridiron is used by M orand as the formal 

design both  for his physical practice o f  the cit}' and as a narratological structure for the
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descriptive organisation o f  the travel journal. From  the first page o f  the book  (a map) 

(Fig. 21) to  the next (the table o f  contents) the reader is made visually aware o f  the 

w riter’s approach to the citj^ The account is cartographically structured in its layout and 

com prised o f  four m ajor sections. T he first three sections correspond to the geographical 

order o f  the m ajor zones o f  M anhattan: ‘la viUe basse,’ ‘la ville m oyenne,’ and ‘la ville 

haute’. The closing section, entitled ‘Panoram a de New -Y ork’ [sic], constitutes a general 

philosophical survey, an attem pt to ‘sum up ’ the metropolis. In the first three sections, 

the grid’s two-dimensional discipline lends the writing compositional clarity, elucidating 

the traveller’s position for the reader through a narrative logic consistent with the official 

delineation o f  the N ew  Y ork space. This cartographic structure allows M orand to control 

bo th  his own repertoire (his representation observes the cartographic logic o f  the map 

dUigendy) as well as that o f  the reader, providing the latter with an orderly referential 

sequence through which the city can be managed and vinderstood. Effectively, New-York 

is framed by the structural representation o f  an exterior cartographic referent that already 

exists within a symbolic order, so that the narrative organisation o f  the cit}̂  suggests a 

completely transparent relationship between the traveller’s representation and that 

representation’s object: N ew  York, inserted within an overall schem a designed to 

facilitate logical com prehension, is appropriated as text.

In term s o f  structural layout, the journal presents the reader with an official (that 

is, cartographicaUy controlled) organisation that is (more than likely) already familiar. This 

choice o f  re-defined structure is one o f  the clues for identifx^ing M orand as a tourist 

guide. Seeking clarit}^ and familiarity, his text functions in the same way as a guidebook, 

with geographical order taking precedence over w hat could be considered a m ore 

temporally organised m ode o f  travel writing (such as Beauvoir’s choice, for example, to 

arrange the journal as a daily log or diar\' o f  impressions). The easy parcelling o f  the city 

mimics the guidebook form, with the text clearly divided into the tripartite sections o f  

D ow ntow n, M idtown, and U ptow n respectively. Tourists, as Auge has dem onstrated, are 

ritual practitioners o f  a world that has been familiarised through imagery, repertoires, and 

o ther technologies o f  travel like that o f  the guidebook or timetable. Thus, through the 

tourist’s gaze, the site is officially designated, its borders geographically delineated, and its 

tem poral existence rendered in term s o f  an official historical discourse; space is 

constituted as place (Certeau, 1990, I: 173). The map and cartographic organisation o f  

M orand’s journal perform  the first o f  these two operations systematically, with the result 

that the space o f  the cit}' is secured visually and with linear textuality in the reader’s mind.
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While M orand does no t exclude the ever\^day, or space as it is lived and experienced by 

him personally, his encounter with N ew  York is always, and explicidy, inserted within the 

larger discursive framework o f  the urban tourist, and his consciousness o f  this position 

affiliates his travel practice to the tourist’s m ethods for establishing hierarchies o f  

meaning within N ew  York City — M orand is never without his ‘excellent guide [...] 

toujours a la m ain’ (Morand, 1930: 130). His journey operates as an acceptable packaging 

o f  the unfamiliar and, furtherm ore, his tourist tendencies perm it him  to com prehend 

N ew  York within a comparative urban framework, whereby tourist practices facilitate 

synchronic modalities for understanding space in terms that abstract the city from  its 

everyday particularities.

Apart from  the guidebook, other frames o f  reference inform  M orand’s 

experience o f  the cit}% and are suggestive o f  an attem pt to neutralise any potential for the 

cit}" to  seem strange or upsetting to his European eyes. O ne o f  these interpretive frames 

is histor}^ For our context, history is understood as the official, collective narrative 

constituting European interpretations o f  the past. M orand’s account o f  the cit\" opens 

with its discovery by European explorers. The tone o f  the opening pages is both  

rhetorically and historically hx'perbolic:

Silence.
Les dernieres vagues atlantiques se jettent sur une pointe de rochers brun pourpre et s’y 
dechirent.
Un cri de mouette.
De chaque cote du promontoire, la maree gonfle et remonte les estuaires. A droite, la nuit 
commence a cacher les colHnes. A gauche, descend un soleil jaune soufre.
L’Amerique est grande, deja. D ’une grandeur anonyme, d’une immensite siderale. Immobile, 
replies sur eux-memes comme un germe, ces lieux qui seront New-York [sic] attendent de naitre. 
(Morand, 1930: 5)

M orand effectively mythologises the ston^ o f  N ew  Y ork’s discover}^ through the use o f 

certain narrative strategies. He employs direct speech to  relate the Native Am erican’s fear 

and wonder upon first sighting H udson and his crew. H e teUs weU-known anecdotes o f 

the French purchasing the island from  the natives for the equivalent o f  twentj'-four 

doUars. It is significant that the traveller recounts these historical versions in the present 

tense, lending a sense o f  immediacy and, by implication, authenticity^ to the 

representation. In that M orand’s travel practice is inform ed by tourist strategies and, 

therefore, by an ideological force conditioning spatial practice, his travel narrative seems
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to fanction as a discursive m esh, enveloping the foreign space in familiarity and avoiding 

confrontation with radical difference. This would suggest that deciphering the city is 

inherendy bound to the operations o f  m arketing and control. As M orand states: ‘Le 

plaisir que Ton retrouve a venir s’asseoir stir un des bancs de la Batterie est fait en grande 

partie de ces premiers souvenirs coloniaux’ (Morand, 1930: 20).

The risk o f  de-familiarisarion and the ontological threat o f  the O ther’s 

strangeness are overcom e through careful packaging and organisation. vVnd the appeal o f 

N ew  Y ork to M orand lies pardy in the extent to which its affiliation with European 

colonial history makes its territory accessible and comprehensible. By dispelling the 

unknow n, the discursive schematics o f  M orand’s guidebook, and his own travel text, 

neutralise the potential o f any socio-cultural dislocation. The unease o f  tem poral 

fragm entation or spatial disorientation is denied by M orand’s writing, w hose textual 

strategies — geographical organisation, maps, integrated histories — aU com bine to 

assemble a place that is accessible, coherent and transparent. W e recall Lynch’s assertion 

that familiarity' and, therefore, psychological com fort in the cit)' can be achieved when it 

conform s to  some previously established stereot\'pe:

[A]n object seen for the first time may be identified and related to not because it is individually 
familiar but because it conforms to a stereot\'pe already constructed by the observer. (Lynch, 
1960: 6)

Furtherm ore, by dividing iirban space both textuaUy and visually into predictable 

and manageable units, M orand cements his authorit}' as selector o f  the ‘essentials’ or 

‘m ust sees’, purporting a succinct path by which one can enframe the entire cit}^ His 

guidebook provides a key to  the cit}% rituals -vna which to  achieve transparency, by 

dissecting New Y ork along previously established, value-laden, lines. From  the point o f  

view o f  the hom e culture, it is through these strategies that M orand participates in the 

construction o f  New Y ork as an integral m onum ent, ensuring its constant reaffirmation 

through predictability^ and the ritualised appreciation o f  the tourist’s gaze. F rom  the 

reader’s perspective, therefore, M orand’s book  perform s as a point o f  access to officially 

sanctioned meanings within the city. In  rendering the site legible, M orand reassures 

him self o f  its identity^ and reciprocally o f  his own in relation to  it. Thus the threat o f  the 

unknow n is neutralised, and the m odem  urban landscape never underm ines the 

traveller’s frames o f  reference. We can see this in the way that he has already 

appropriated the city through a series o f  associations gleaned from  previous m etropolitan
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excxirsions. Previous travel affords him  authorit}" and reassures him  as to his capacit)^ to 

understand the foreign space before him:

Si j’ai pu penetrer et comprendre \nte New-York, c’est qua, derriere moi, j’avais dix annees 
d’Outre-Manche [...]. Londres et New-York sont une meme chose, a cent ans de distance; le 
Londres actual, c’ast la Naw-York da I’apoqua knickerbocker; ce qui me ramana a Washington 
Square. (Morand, 1930: 108-09)

By constructing the m etropolitan lineage, L ondon—New York, M orand inserts 

the latter city into a discursive pattern o f  which he believes he knows the previous 

format. This pattern  ensxires the persistence o f  tourist practices o f  the city as an 

affirmation o f  w hat one already knows and o f  w hat one can be given to  expect, so that 

the newness o f  the city and its prodigious architectures and alternate spaces for 

experience never shock, rather N ew  York is predictable in terms o f  a European urban 

inheritance.

In addition, M orand’s account furthers this genealogical coherenc}^ through the 

reiteration o f  colonial histor}' to the reader, thus representing a controlled set o f  

expectations that the traveller subsequently satisfies, directing the flow o f  hum an traffic 

along the ‘supen^sed’ trajectorj" o f  the Taeaten track’. The beaten track o f  the tourist 

ritualises and reduces the spatio-tem poral complexity- o f  the urban universe, revising New 

York in accordance with hierarchical principles for the ‘safe’ practice o f  the cit\^’s space. 

In that he seeks to  guide the reader through the cit}' within the spatio-temporal 

constraints o f  the tourist, M orand’s journal functions in an exclusionary^ m anner, 

disparaging certain areas o f  N ew  Y ork that have no t entered the accepted discursive 

repertoire o f  the European tourist. Thus, he instructs the reader as to the unworthiness 

o f  a visit to  the less glamorised boroughs on  the outskirts o f  the cit\  ̂ saying:

II n’y a rian dans cas atanduas suburbainas da ‘tourisdque’; ce ne sont que da monstmauses 
hernies, raunies a I’lle centrala depuis 1898: New Jersey, Brooklyn, Quaansborough, le Bronx et 
Richmond formant ca qu’on appalla le plus grand New-York. (Morand, 1930: 260)

M orand implies that his reader should exclude anything not officially historical or 

conventionally picturesque; the every-day Ufe o f  the cit}̂  does not merit the attention or 

time o f  the toxirist. As appropriated by M orand, New York becom es legible in term s o f  a 

series o f  value-laden ‘sites’, places o f  historical interest or cultural im portance and, 

therefore, operates outside the range o f  the quotidian world o f  the cit^^ The 

circumscription o f  the citv' in terms o f  a cosmic temporalit}' (History^) is to place a value
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on those areas o f  the urban environm ent already inserted within E uropean narratives o f  

N ew  Yorlc, and by extension, to de-value the significance o f  the contingencies o f  the 

present m om ent. Thus the present is filtered, using stereotypes o f  m odernity that avoid 

description o f  individual hum an agency, to exclude hazard and to  emphasise instead the 

eternal patterns o f  the city’s generalised landscape. The colonialist framing o f  N ew  York 

as extension o f  European society thus enables the citj^’s ordered and technological 

landscape to be represented as harbinger o f  collective societal development.

Xegotiating New York’s Modernity

M orand is a tourist at a time on the cusp o f  the electronic revolution that would alter 

travel and conceptions o f  urban space irrevocably. In  1929 the level o f  technological 

developm ent shaping urban communities in New Y ork was by no  means globally 

applicable, and the uniqueness o f  N ew  York for M orand lies in the opportunit}' it 

provides to observe the effects o f  modernit\' within a space and a society^ m ore 

technologically advanced than any o ther in the world. It is also o f  significance that, for 

M orand, N ew  York exists within an urban genealogy’; to  obser\*e urban society' in this 

metropolis impKcates the future o f  Europe, so that N ew  Y ork becom es a preview o f  the 

xirban living patterns European cities are destined to mimic. This teleological oudook on 

global metropoKtan developm ent is emphasised through respective references to London 

and New York as ‘m ere et fille’ (Morand, 1930: 109). Genealogy is no t only a means to 

rationally account for the city’s developm ent, it also grants this tourist the privileged 

status o f com m entator on the prospective future o f  European urban life. Thus, while the 

individual encounter features Utde in M orand’s writing, technological and architectural 

developm ents that have generated new universal conditions for social interrelations in 

N ew  York are fascinating to him  because they are suggestive o f  the future that lies in 

store for the traveller’s hom e ctilttire.

The city’s attraction lies in its established reputation as a theatre o f  M odernist 

progress, whose plot consists in ‘barbarism  gi'VTOg way to  refinem ent’ (Koolhaas, 1994: 

15).̂ ® A t this juncture. N ew  York’s refinem ent consists in the revolution o f  urban space 

through technological developm ent, and the exploitation o f  this technology' by private

99
The architect also notes that what is considered refined or civilised at one m om ent can be deigned 

barbaric the next, and, as we shall see in relation to Sartre and Baudrillard, discourses on America often 
mobilise both oppositions o f  the primitive and the refined to describe aspects o f  the same space.
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and public enterprise in a m anner that invariably alters the patterns o f  hum an 

interrelations w ithin the environment. N ew  Y ork’s pace, mechanised time, crowds, and 

electric blurring o f  night and day fascinate the European traveller. Furtherm ore, the 

spatio-tem poral extremes o f  the cit}̂ , and the effect o f  these on hum an practices o f  the 

cit}% are expressly sought out by M orand, just as he m ight seek out an expected landmark.

The Order of Things

M orand interprets urban living conditions within N ew  Y ork as om ens announcing the 

end o f  traditional forms o f  communal organisation. The lynchpins o f  communit)' and 

social form s o f  congregation are profoundly altered by the demands o f  urban life. The 

traveller depicts the end o f  the nuclear family, and sees in the cit}'’s frenetic pace the 

demise o f  organic rh\^hm s traditionally associated with rural temporaht}'. The demands 

o f  the capitalist economy require changes in the structure o f  everj^day life — eating habits, 

sleeping habits, social habits, are all altered by the technologies o f  the cit\’. For example, 

meal times are no longer a family oriented affair punctuating the working day:

A New-York, personne ne rentre chez soi au milieu de la journee: on mange sur place, soit dans 
les bureaux, tout en travaiUant, soit dans les clubs, soit dans les cafeterias. (Morand, 1930: 51)

T he everx'day rhythm s o f m etropolitan life are set by the N ew  York Stock Exchange. The 

dictates o f  mechanical time determine the ebb and flow o f  the urban population; at 

regular intervals the cit}’ becomes the scene o f  mass m ovem ent, the space o f  that peculiar 

feature o f  urban life — the ordered eclecticism o f  the crowd. ‘Le coup de gong final’ 

initiates an autom atic response: each sk)'scraper, a ‘fourmiliere en travail’, relinquishes its 

hold over the worker who, upon departing the ‘sanctuaire du tem ple’, becomes part o f  

the buzzing mass on the street (Morand, 1930: 36). A nd the repetitious nature o f  this 

tem poral fram ework means that ever^^day, at the same time, the street becom es ‘un fleuve 

hum ain’ (M orand, 1930: 35), invaded by a ‘m onstre compressible [qui] rem onte 

Broadway, inonde Brooklyn Bridge, envahit le “L ’, c’est-a-dire YElevated, le chemin de fer 

aerien, noie les souterrains du m etro ’ (Morand, 1930: 62). Significandy, M orand’s 

position as leisurely tourist affords him  the degree o f  disintegration and distance 

necessan' in order to amass his observ^ations. The traveller remains separated from  the 

crowd all the while the measured, sequential time o f  the clock enables the metropolis to
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function almost automatically^, translating individual m ovem ent into mass m ovem ent, 

which in conjunction with the architectural infrastructures o f  urban design contribute to 

the sm ooth organisation o f  individuals in accordance with the synchronic and diachronic 

orders o f  the city:

Le coup de gong final retentit. Le tumulte s’apaise. Aussitot, les grands chefs quittent le champ de 
bataiUe, sautent dans le metro encore vide ou, deux heures plus tard, a leur tour les gens de la rue 
liront avidement la page des chiffres... Cette Ugne souterraine comporte des express qui brulent la 
plupart des stations, et ne s’arretent qu’une ou deux fois devant la banlieue; la, des automobiles, 
des canots d’acajou rapides, attendent, prets a emmener en pleine campagne les financiers 
epuises... Le soir tombe. Les gratte-ciel, ces pressoirs a hommes, se vident de toute une humanite 
fatiguee. Le classement vertical des individus va faire place maintenant, pour la nuit, a un 
nouveau rangement horizontal. (Morand, 1930: 61-62)

Effectively, M orand’s account posits N ew  York as a site where a new 

anthropology o f  urban life is emerging. The attendant rituals o f  capitalist urban living are 

no ted  as rhythm s produced by technological innovations that are constitutive o f the 

collective identity o f  m odern m an within the urban environm ent. Since the nineteenth 

centun% the phenom enon o f  the crowd has been a trope in urban literature, perform ing 

as a m etaphorical device to express nostalgia or loss o f  identity at the hands o f the 

industrial, consum erist machine. However, unlike, for example, Poe’s anxiet\'-ridden 

short stor\% ‘The M an o f  the Crow d’ (1840), M orand’s writing exults in the strangeness 

and anonymity o f  this coUecdve m ovement. He recounts how  the nocturnal crowd defies 

the natural order o f  day and night by exploiting the new technologies o f  m odern life that 

alter natural timeframes for activity. Electricit}' is represented as an inorganic extension 

o f  daylight, a ruse to  fool people and encourage them  to continue their activities, namely 

consum ption, into the hours o f  darkness. The electric lamp, ‘une m achine a fasciner’, 

hypnotises ‘cette foule fatiguee, decidee a ne pas rentrer chez elle, a depenser son argent’ 

(Morand, 1930: 277). O ther stimulants also assist in this ruse. The crowd is drunk on 

caffeine. Cola altering the body’s chemical balance so that ‘on ne pense m em e plus a 

dorm ir. O n  est enivre, intoxique, empli du bien-etre fictif (Nlorand, 1930: 277). 

Through this, M orand sets up a discourse whereby m an becom es the object o f  the cit}'’s 

mechanisms; no longer m aster o f  his own physiological rhythm s, the cit\  ̂deprives him o f 

self-control and he melts into the synthetic realit\^ o f  urban stimulants.
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The Traveller as Pi-o])het

These new m anifestations o f  space and time are at once attractive and repellent. The 

E uropean traveller revels in the aesthetics o f  urban m odernity at the same time tJiat he 

bem oans the seeming absence o f  traditional expressions o f  dom estic and social order, 

such as religion and the family. However, the tourist does n o t seek out these social 

enclaves and, in prioritising the strange and the new, does not have time to  venture into 

those areas o f  the city where such aspects o f  Ufe m ight be observed. In this way, the 

abstract rationale o f  the cit}'’s narrative and geographical cartography is never threatened 

by the detail o f  the everj^day. M orand never questions his impressions; his concern is to 

gather inform ation to present a coherent, panoram ic expression o f  N ew  York, to 

understand the cit)'’s place in terms o f  a global urban order: as a historical procession that 

has subsumed the individual in its quest for mechanised progress. M orand’s fascination 

can be understood in terms o f  the M odernist feeling o f  Uving in a revolutionary age that 

had generated explosive upheavals in ever\’ dimension o f  personal, social and political 

life. This is a visitor who can rem em ber what it is like to live, materially and spiritually, in 

a world that is no t m odern at all. L ondon is one hundred years behind this frenzied 

existence, Paris even m ore so, and from this inner dichotomy the sense o f  l i \^ g  in two 

temporally dislocated worlds is played out towards the end o f  the travel account, where 

European modemit}^ is conceived o f  as the past, and New York emerges as harbinger o f  

a future world order.

The teleological progression o f  m an towards his urban destiny is expressed 

through the traveller’s appropriation o f  the sk}^scraper’s verticalit}', which functions as 

the hierarchical determ iner o f  new forms o f  social stratification. W ith the upward 

developm ent o f  skyscrapers, the geometrical pattern o f  the cit)  ̂ extends vertically. This 

progression is initially fimctional: the occurrence o f  a vertical order for the cit}̂  expanding 

as and w hen material technologies perm itted. However, in conjunction with the logic o f  

commercial com petition and consumerism, the fight for dom ination o f  the sk}̂  becomes 

increasingly symbolic, with technology^ initiating new m odes for understanding cultural 

power. M orand’s travel account constructs a series o f  m etaphors that suggest the 

transition from  an ‘organic’ hum an order to an irretrievably m echanised one. Firstly, the 

technical virtuosity" o f  the sk\^scraper’s height creates new demands on perspective. To 

look at the top o f  the sky-scraper from  ground level M orand m ust crane his neck; the 

building’s m onum ental height defies hum an vision in its ‘epuisem ent des perspectives’
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(Ivlorand, 1930: 35). Secondly, the sk}^scraper is represented as the architectural 

expression o f the cit\'’s mechanised time. These edifices dominate the society that 

conceived them; the skj'scrapers are ‘pressoirs a hommes’ (Morand, 1930: 62), taking 

possession o f their creators and vomiting up ‘cette matiere humaine’ (Morand, 1930: 41) 

at the close o f the market.

Yet this architectural intervention in the structural organisation o f society is 

possessed o f its own humanity. These structures are represented as extensions o f 

mankind’s collective destiny towards progress, suggesting that man wiU somehow evolve 

more vitally through this marriage o f humanit)^ and architectural prodigality. These urban 

anomalies construct their own society, a fraternity o f reinforced steel, ‘lies par une 

sjanpathie des geants’; the skj'scrapers ‘se soutiennent pom  s’aider a m onter’ (Morand, 

1930: 35).’°° Morand’s representation o f the sky-scraper inserts urban form within a 

Darwinian discourse o f inevitability^ He represents these buildings as a natural 

consequence o f progress:

S’ils ont m onte a de telles hauteurs, c ’est qu’il fallait utiliser les dernieres parcelles d ’un roc qui 
aUait faire defaut; ils sen t elcves naturelkment, com m e le niveau d ’-an fleuve a m esure qu’il se retrecit 
dans I’encaissem ent de ses rives. (Morand, 1948: 27) (my emphasis)

In Morand’s anthropomorphic expression the skj'scraper becomes an organic entit}-, 

possessed o f its own beaut)- and spiritualit}':

Les gratte-ciel! II y en a qui sent des fem m es et d ’autres des hom m es. [.. .] Ancres dans la chair 
vive du roc, descendant sous terre de quatre ou cinq etages, portant au plus profond d ’eux- 
m em es leurs organes essentiels, dynam os, chauffage central, rivetes au fer rouge, amarres par des 
cables souterrains, des poutrelles a grande hauteur d ’ame, des pylones d ’acier, ils s’elevent, tout 
vibrants du ballant form idable des etages superieurs. (Morand, 1930: 36-37)

It is this terrible beauty that gives the city ‘son aspect de demain’; ‘I’ame de ces edifices, 

c’est le succes; ils sont les tabernacles de la reussite’ (Morand, 1930: 40). The rapture that 

M orand expresses sets up New York as an inevitable model for the rest o f Europe, and 

exhibits the faith o f early Modernists in the age o f the machine and the beaut)^ o f 

technolog\^’s transformative power:

Son aventure sera la notre. N ou s defendre contre les nouveautes de Broadway, c ’est refuser cet 
ordre preetabli qui se nom m e I’avenir. [...] N ew  York est ce qua seront demain toutes les villes:

For a later twentieth-century visual interpretation o f  the skyscaper’s humanit)-, see Madelon 
^^riesendorp’s Flagrant delit (1978) (Fig. 23), where the fraternit}’ o f giants is articulated as a sexual union.
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geometriques. Simplification des lignes, des sentiments, regne du direct. Cite a deux dimensions, a 
dit Einstein. (Morand, 1930: 266, 273-74)

The metropolis thus becomes legible within a series of organic metaphors that merge 

Modernist discourses of purit)  ̂ and rationality with evolutionary^ discourses of natural 

selection. Within this schema, to question the sustainabilit}  ̂of urban Ufe in the skyscraper 

city is futile: mankind’s destiny is geometric.

Flaming America and Finding Time:

Sarti'es Post-War New Yoi'k

Fifteen years after Morand, Jean-Paul Sartre’s Situations 111 reveals a different imagination 

of the American metropolis. In Sartre’s travel account New York becomes a space for 

articulating concerns about the effects of modernisation and urban rationalisation upon 

indi\adual consciousness. In the aftermath of World War Two, and the threat to 

ci\^sation which Nazism and the atomic bomb posed. Modernist faith in the ine\atable 

link between technolog}' and progress, nationalist ideologies and man’s ‘instinct’ for 

ci\’iUsation, are called into question. Within Sartre’s travel account, questions of the 

potential for individual freedom within New York’s built environment (read by the 

traveller as conformist ideolog}' made manifest) structure the traveller’s representation, 

and reveal profound anxieties about the influence of governmentalit)^ upon the 

community’. Sartre’s representation of the city as a ‘X̂ ille coloniale’ problematises 

representations of the cit\̂  as a theatre of progress (the term ‘colonial’ implying that the 

metropolis is somehow unfinished) and, through the rejection of New York as modem 

capital of the world, belitties utopian European dreams of starting again in America. 

Here, the American dream is firmly placed within a symbolic order connecting it to the 

material circumstances of histor\'. The idea that New York might somehow pro\ade 

shelter from the ravages of history  ̂ is denied by Sartre’s imagination of the city’s 

ruination, and by his insertion of the mechanical metropolis into a discourse that 

emphasises the forces beyond mankind’s control, namely Nature and Time.

Nevertheless, while Sartre’s account seems to legislate for the cit}" in totalising 

terms, the representation is also steeped in ambivalence, which results from a hesitation 

between assuming an objective or subjective position from which to speak. AU of Sartre’s
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interpretations are framed by the author’s recognition o f his (inherendy limited) 

subjective position and o f tlie difference o f his European value-system from the values 

he identifies as American. A t the same time, however, Sartre’s account exhibits an 

impulse to categorise the signs o f  city in terms o f a generalised opposition between 

Europe and America. While, like Morand, questions o f the indi\ddual’s possibilities for 

consciousness and freedom preoccupy Sartre’s negotiation o f urban space, Sartre’s 

representation poses these questions not within the inevitable schema o f Morand’s urban 

evolutionary narrative, but from a perspective that suggests the urgent necessity to 

restore to man a sense o f his choice in the matter o f progress, and his account 

demonstrates an anxiet}^ that the pursuit o f utopia in a mechanical society that requires 

mass conventionalisation for its existence.

The reportage was written in 1945 after Sartre’s much-anticipated visit to the 

French emigre community in New York.^°^ It is significant that the American essays are 

framed by other pieces describing life in German-occupied Paris. These surrounding 

essays elaborate various philosophical viewpoints on topics such as occupation, 

collaboration and f re e d o m .W ith in  the American essays the geometric purit}' of 

American space has none o f Morand’s Modemist e n th u s ia sm .P rio r  to the outbreak of 

World War Two the effects o f the collapse o f the American economy in the months 

preceding Morand’s New York were felt across the Atlantic and were ultimately to have 

profound effects on the tentative peace in Europe during the inter-war years. Europe 

could no longer pretend to be immxine to the effects o f international economic crises and 

the cultural anxiet)”̂ produced within such a climate o f economic and political uncertainty 

undermined faith in the invulnerability o f American finance. Europeans — from 

politicians, bankers and industrial magnates to tradesmen and housewives — became 

conscious o f tlieir reliance upon the status quo o f Wall Street. The end o f the Second 

World War secured America’s status as a world superpower, relativisiag aU European 

powers on this new global stage. Conrad comments:

'®' For a comprehensive study o f  the French emigre scene in New York during \XWII, see Jeffrey 
Mehlman (2000) Emigre New York: French Intellectuals in Wartime Manhattan^ 1940-1944 London: The Johns 
Hopkins University Press.
’’'2 The first section o f  the book is comprised o f  the essays, ‘La Republique du Silence’ (pp. 11-14), ‘Paris 
sous I’Occupation’ (pp. 15-42), ‘Q u’est-ce qu’un collaborateur?’ (pp. 43-62) and ‘Fin de la G uerre’ (pp. 63-
71)-
'0  ̂ Sartre, who \'isited America for the first time during the final months o f  the war, also published two 
somewhat scathing newspaper articles in which he claimed that perhaps he was not the exemplar}' resistant 
the Americans took him for. See Jean-Patil Sartre (1945) ‘La France vue d ’Amerique’ and ‘\ ’̂ ictoire du 
gauUisme’, l^e January 24-25.
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Until 1941, America managed to resist the destructive dialectic o f  European history. [...] Once 
America intervened in the war, first in the Pacific after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and 
later in Europe, a return to unspoiled isolation was impossible. The anxious peace o f  1945 left 
the United States as the custodian o f  a divided continent. (Conrad, 1999: 553)

Along with this new pow er balance, years o f  collaboration restilted in a new 

French consciousness o f  national identit}^’”‘' This is a world that, having realised the 

implications o f  the nuclear bom b, m ust henceforward com e to terms with the perm anent 

atomic threat to  civilisation. The idea that America’s fate was ineluctably tied to  that o f 

E urope suggests that examination o f  American societ}^’s cultural value-systems became 

aU the m ore urgent. Sartre pinpoints the contradictions that the dual events o f  global 

geo-political dom ination and detrimental economic failure produced within the American 

psyche, and the effect these events had on the urban landscape:

Sans aucun doute la guerre a rev êle aux Americains que I’Amerique etait la plus grande puissance 
du monde. Mais I’ere de la vie facile est passee; de nombreux economistes redoutent une nouvelle 
crise. Aussi ne construit-on plus de gratte ciel. II paralt qu’ils sont trop difficilcs a louer. (Sartre, 
1949: 123)

As a traveller to  a country^ that has decidedly assumed its position as hub o f  the W estem  

world, it is unsurprising, perhaps, that Sartre’s European representation o f  New York, 

delivered in a narrative m arked by disdain on the one hand and poignancy on the other, 

attem pts to expose the fragility' and \nilnerabilit\' o f  the metropolis. The contradiction in 

Sartre’s writing is symptomatic o f the contradictions that he finds inherent in urban 

America. The ‘faU into history'’ as Conrad puts it (Conrad, 1999: 553), entailed tragic 

personal choices between freedom and political engagement. Sartre’s representation o f 

the fragile state o f  world peace at this point in the history' is also pertinent to his 

representation o f  N ew  York, which is consistendy rendered in terms o f  fragilit}' and 

\Tolnerabilit}':

Sartre’s com ing to terms with the effects o f  the war in the immediate aftermath o f  the announcement o f  
peace is particularh’ revealing o f  the ambivalence felt in France at the future o f  the countr}*. The following 
scene is one o f  a desolated urban expanse, Paris, being forced to acknowledge the uncertaint)’ o f  its destiny: 
‘Aujottrd’hui, 20 aout 45, dans ce Paris desert et affame, la guerre a pris fin, la Paix n’a pas com m ence. La 
Paix nous apparaissait com m e un retour. Retour des annees folles de 18-25, retour de la prosperite francaise, 
de la grandeur francaise. Pendant les guerres, les gens attendent toujours la Paix de leurs annees de 
jeunesse; ils confondent la jeunesse et la Paix. C’est toujours une autre Paix qui \nent. Celle qui s’annonce 
vaguement, au dela des derniers orages, c’est une enorme Paix mondiale ou la France n’a plus qu’une toute 
petite place. Le petit canon qui toussait, I’autre apres-midi, consacrait le glissement de la France et de 
I’Europe. Un verdict rendu a I’autre bout du m onde nous apprenait que la periode de nos hontes et de nos 
douleurs etait close. II n’y avait qu’a dire merci. Cela signifiait qu’il faUait reconstruire la France en tenant 
compte de ses nouvelles limites’ (Sartre, 1949: 65).
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N ou s avons cm  sans prevue que la paix etait I’etat naturel et la substance de I’Univers, que la 
guerre n ’etait qu’une agitation temporaire de sa surface. Aujourd’hui nous reconnaissons notre 
erreur: la fin de la guerre, c ’est tout sim plem ent la fin de cette guerre. [...] Le m onde cst simpHfic: 
deux geants se dressent, seuls, et ne se regardent pas d ’un bon ceil. Mais il faudra quelque tem ps 
avant que cette guerre-ci ne revele son vrai visage. Ses ultimes m om ents ont ete pour nous avertir 
de la fragiHte humaine. A ussi aim ons-nous qu’elle fmisse mais non  pas la fagon d ont eUe finit. 
Plus d’un Europeen eut prefere que le Japon fut envahi, ecrase sous les bom bardem ents de la 
flotte: mais cette petite bom be qui peut tuer cent miUe hom m es d ’un coup et qui, demain, en  
tuera deux m illions, elle n ous m et tout a coup en face de nos responsabilites. A  la prochaine la 
terre peut sauter: cette fin absurde laisserait en suspens pour toujours les problem es qui font 
depuis dix miUe ans nos soucis. [...] La com m unaute qui s’est faite gardienne de la bom be  
atomique est au-dessus du regne naturel car elle est responsable de sa vie et de sa mort: il faudra 
qu’a chaque jour, a chaque m inute elle consente a vivre. (Sartre, 1949: 66-69)

Sartre’s 1945 travel account reads as a denial o f  America as a utopian space, thus 

a denial o f  how America had previously existed within the spiritual concoction o f  

national and international myths based on the idea o f  purit}  ̂ While Morand’s narrative 

opens with an account o f  the day o f  creation, Sartre’s American essays are direcdy 

preceded by a treatise on Armistice Day whose final lines testify' to the desolate isolation 

facing the indi\ndual in the aftermath o f world war: ‘La guerre, en mourant, laisse 

I’homme nu, sans illusion, abandonne a ses propres forces, ayant enftn compris qu’il n’a 

plus a compter que sur lui’ (Sartre, 1949: 71). It is this realisation that marks Sartre’s 

distrust o f  American society", which is portrayed as a system that never questions its 

might or right, a consumer-driven structure that prefers to lull its participants into a sense 

o f  domestic sanctity and impenetrabilit\^ Faith in the spiritual purity o f  the American 

Dream is deliberately questioned and undermined from Sartre’s European standpoint. 

However, in keeping with the tension between the subjective and objective voices o f  the 

text, the traveller’s poetic prose suggests a hesitation between condemnation o f  the 

American ideological system and admiration o f  N ew  York’s sweeping architectural 

expressions. Sartre cannot help but find a spiritual beauty ia the skyward-driven 

perpendiculars o f  the urban landscape.''’̂

Dtaring the 30s, attitudes to architecture and urban planning in New York changed considerably. The 
change in attitude can be articulated as a shift in emphasis from the enrichment o f  one’s pocket during the 
height o f  competitive strategies o f  privatised skyscraper construction, towards a notion o f  architecture as 
the potential enrichment o f  the soul. One o f  the m ost im portant developments in terms o f  architectural 
control over the urban landscape was that, with the collapse o f industr)’, mass unem ployment and 
widespread desperation, construction was transformed from a private into a public enterprise and became a 
serious and urgent public priorit)^ The projects of the New Deal and notably those o f  the urban planner, 
Robert Moses, sought to enlarge the meaning o f ‘the public’, and to demonstrate s)’mbolicaUy how 
American Kfe could be enriched materially and spiritually throiagh the reconfiguration and planning o f 
urban space: this is the New Y ork o f  the Federal Highway Program and the suburban housing initiatives o f  
the Federal Housing Admirustration. Berman points out the wider significance o f such schemes: ‘M oses’ 
great construction in and around New York in the 1920s and 30s serv'ed as a rehearsal for the infinite^ 
greater reconstruction o f  the whole fabric o f America after World War Two. [...] This new order 
integrated the whole nation into a unified flow whose lifeblood was the automobile. It conceived o f cities
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Fragile Homes, Mobile Identities

Throughout Sartre’s American essays the grid is interpreted as an expression o f  the 

homogenisation o f  spatial and cultural identities in m odem  urban America, and also as 

the sign o f  a naive utopian faith in the necessity o f  the governmental institution as a 

means to a better future. In his account, Sartre opposes the urban geometry o f  America 

to the European realisation o f  place — the unplanned spontaneity o f  medieval cities and 

the circularity o f  Renaissance towns. The latter consists for Sartre in historically rooted 

conceptions o f  the home, where the house transcends its status as functional building to 

assume an organic and spiritual profundity as dwelling space. The foundation o f  his 

depiction o f  the United States hinges on the latter’s insertion into an oppositional 

framework, whereby America performs as a counterpoint to Europe. In this respect, the 

travel experience is initially a project in comparison, although, as we shall see, the 

extremities o f  N ew  York’s environment force Sartre to adjust his \asion. The associations 

o f  European identity’ with histor\', permanency, as well as with genealogical and 

sociological heritage, pro\nde the opposing pole against which Sartre articulates America 

as a space that is unfinished, primitive and exposed; a space symptomatic o f  a-historical 

utopian desires for control over the contingencies o f  the natural emdronment and time. 

The juxtaposition o f  American with European space creates a comparative context in 

which urban life in America, when placed against the generational lineage o f  Europeans 

and their dwelling place, seems embrj^onic and even primeval:

A ujourd’hui rA m ericain regarde sa viUe avec objecdvite: il ne songe pas a la trouver laide, mais il 
pense qu’elle est bien vieiUe. Si elle etait encore plus vieiUe, com m e sont les notres, il pourrait y 
retrouver un passe social, une tradition. N ous vivons ordinairem ent dans les dem eures de nos 
grands-peres. N os rues refletent les usages et les moeurs de nos siecles passes; elles tam isent un 
peu le present. [...] Une ville, pour nous, c’est surtout un passe; pour eux, c’est d ’abord un avenir, ce qu’ils 
aiment en elle, c’est tou t ce qu’elle n ’est pas encore et tou t ce qu’elle peut etre. (Sartre, 1949: 101) 
(my emphasis)

principally as obstructions to the flow o f traffic, and as junkyards o f substandard housing and decaying 
neighbourhoods from which Americans should be given every chance to escape’ (Berman, 1988: 307). 
With little regard for the communities living there, Moses’ New York projects demolished vast sections o f 
the Bronx and other slum areas in a bid to  aestheticise and to sanitise urban life. However, the level o f 
industrial development, along with a large foreign community', required cultural adjustments that, while 
begun in the late 1900s, had no longer the ferv^our or optimism that had characterised 1920s New York.
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Depicting America as a space unconcerned with the past allows Sartre to engage 

with the discursive paradox that has consistendy informed European travel writers’ 

representations o f American space: while in America urban life has reached its most 

highly developed state in technological terms, attitudes to urban space have more in 

common with the nomadic and tribal attitudes o f ‘primitive’ societies than with the 

paradigms for dwelling within which Europeans understand ‘civilisation’. Travelling 

across the countr}^, Sartre remarks on the flimsiness o f the houses, the generic 

appearance o f the buildings devoid o f distinguishing features, laid out monotonously in 

their orthogonal patterns. He contrasts this fragility and repeatabilit}' with the solidity and 

individuality o f European housing. The insubstantial and prefabricated quality o f housing 

material undermines the idea o f home as fixed and locaUsable in terms o f place, leading 

Sartre to observe that:

Ce home, c’est I’ensemble des objets, meubles, photos, souvenirs, qui leur appartiennent, qui leur 
renvoient leur image et qui constituent le paysage interieur et vivant de leur logement. Ce sont 
leurs penates. Ils les trainent partout, comme Enee. (Sartre, 1949: 96-97)

Sartre announces that the American idea o f home as a portable, fragmented set o f objects 

and memories results from a culture o f material fragilit}" and equivalence, as he notes: ‘La 

‘house’ c’est la carcasse: on I’abandonne sous le moindre pretexte’ (Sartre, 1949: 97).

As mentioned earlier, this disconnection o f the house from the European idea o f 

home is one o f the points o f departure for representations o f American space in 

primitive terms. One possible explanation for tiiis cotild be that American disregard for 

the physical house flies in the face o f a European philosophical tradition which, as 

exemplified by the writing o f Heidegger and Bachelard, depicts the house as a dwelling 

space, and associates this dwelling with an authentic state o f being or dasein\ an 

existentially phenomenological position that posits the house as the base from which the 

true condition o f the world is revealed. The house is fundamental to the European idea 

o f a central, stable position from which the world can be interpreted and meaningfully 

lived in. Architects and cultural theorists alike have identified a series o f architectural 

features for a model o f the house as basis o f stabiUt}' and sedentan^ identit}\'°® This house

See, for example, Jean-Frangois Lyotard (1998), “D om us’ et la megapole’, Poe^sie, 44: 93-102, Martin 
Heidegger ([1971] 2005) ‘Building, Dwelling, Thinking’, in N . Leach ed.: 98-124 and Aldo Rossi (1982) The 
Architecture of the City London: Graham Foundation and M IT Press. Bachelard underlines the role o f  the 
house’s physicalit)' in determining the subject’s imaginative geography: ‘D es lors, tous les abris, tous les 
refuges, toutes les chambres ont des valeurs d’onirisme consonantes. [...] Ainsi la maison ne se vit pas 
seulement au jour le jour, sur le fil d’une histoire, dans le recit de notre histoire. Par les songes, les diverses 
demeures de notre vie se compenetrent et gardent les tresors des jours anciens’ (Bachelard, 2001: 25).
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is first and foremost detached, separate, and distinct from its neighbours. Its structure is 

formed o f brick or stone — both durable, organic materials. Finally, its primar}' mode of 

figurative organisation is the square. Anthropologists have opposed this latter 

manifestation with the prevalence o f round tents or triangular structures observable in 

nomadic societies. Marshall McLuhan offers an explanation for this structural difference, 

which he sees as being primarily based in differences between the sensorial priorities 

separating literate, work-specialised civilisations from tribal, non-literate societies, 

emphasising the kinetic, tactile energj^ at work in circular or triangular structures and 

contrasting this to the visual closure imminent in square space:

A tent or wigwam is not an enclosed or visual space. Neither is a cave nor a hole in the ground. 
These kinds o f  space — the tent, the wigu-am, the igloo, the cave — are not ‘enclosed’ in the visual 
sense because they follow dynamic lines o f  force, like a triangle. When enclosed, or translated 
into visual space, architecture tends to lose its tactile kinetic pressure. A square is the enclosure o f  
a visual space; that is, it consists o f  space properties abstracted from manifest tensions. [...] A 
square moves beyond such kinetic pressures to enclose visual space relations, while depending 
upon diagonal anchors. This separation o f  the visual from the direct tactile and kinetic pressure, 
and its translations into new dwelling places, occurs only when men have learned to practice 
specialization o f  their senses, and fragmentation o f  their w’ork skills. The square room or house speaks 
the language of the sedentary specialist, while the round hut or igloo, like the conical wigwam, tells of the integral 
nomadic ways of food-gathering communities. (McLuhan, 2002: 135) (my emphasis)

This house, square, materially soUd, and detached, is the iconic model for the private 

being and, as Bachelard recognised, for the latent subconscious and mnemonic 

consciousness o f the European indi\’idual. However, in America the physical entit}' o f 

the house reveals how technological advances and the resultant creation o f a commodit}^ 

market (paradoxically?) makes man revert to the state o f nomad; the interchangeable and 

the iconic qualit}  ̂ o f objects arouses nascent combative urges (from keeping up with the 

Jones to industrial competition) and primal desire. Commoditj' culture is read as a sign of 

primitiveness and this, in turn, enables Sartre to identif}' the urban practice o f the 

inhabitants as possessing its own traditions and rituals. This primitiveness is based on a 

tradition o f  constant destruction, the rituals of which are based on the relentiess 

substitution o f one thing for another. Within this technologically advanced society, the 

house is relegated to the status o f commodit}'. Construction, now taking place at speed, 

could render the house insignificant as a symbolic dweUing structure ingrained with 

importance for individual and familial identities: the house is no longer built to last. 

Within this logic, if the home is replaceable, tlien so too are the identities within its waUs.
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The material fabric o f  urban America signifies this substitutability to Sartre, while 

the colours o f  the houses becom e equated with artifice, and the inconsistency o f  urban 

design is seen as a sign o f  incompleteness:

Les maisons de briques sont couleur de sang seche ou, au contraire, peinturlurees, barbouillees de 
jaune vif, de vert ou de blanc cru. Dans la plupart des villes, eUes n’ont pas de toit; ce sont des 
cubes ou des parallelepipedes rectangles, aux facades rigoureusement plates. Toutes ces demeures 
hativement construites et faites a dessein pour etre hativement demoHes se rapprochent 
singuUerement, comme on voit, des ‘prefabricated houses’ de Fontana. [...] E /  rien n’est plus 
saisissant, d ’ahord, que le contraste entre la formidable puissance, I’ahondance de ce qu’on nomme le ‘colosse 
americain ’ et I’insignifiance chetive de ces maisonnettes qui hordenl les routes les plus larges du monde. Mais rien 
ne marque mieux, a la reflexion, que I’Amerique n’est pas faite, que ses idees, ses projets, sa structure 
sociale et ses villes n’ont qu’une realite strictement provisoire. (Sartre, 1949: 102-04) (my 
emphasis)

VC'Tiile this notion o f  a provisional city was precisely what (just over twent}^ years before) 

the Futurist architect Sant’EUa lauded as the basis o f  a new machine culture, Sartre feels 

only the contradiction between the reaHt}' o f  these fragile structures and the m ight o f  

American industry' and infrastructure. W ithin this context o f  interchange and 

incom pletion, M cLuhan’s theoretical identification o f  rectangular structures with 

sedentar}' living is underm ined. In  M odernist interpretations the square does not 

necessitate closure, and the temporary' nature o f  m odern materials implies an im m anent 

demise that is antithetical to stability'. While the visual closure o f  the house holds the 

shape o f  rectangular perm anence, according to Sartre this perm anence is an illusion. The 

house is no t substantiated by either a material or historical identity', and for Sartre these 

structures attest to  an ephemeral culture; a culture that, as yet, has no historical identity' to 

speak of. Likewise, the European idea o f  ‘hom e’ provides the contrastive code for the 

association o f  American urban H\'ing with m ovem ent and transience. American 

prefabricated design and mass production deprive the hom e o f  its distinctness, while the 

hom e’s mobility is represented as evidence o f a tribal lack o f  roots, and a corresponding 

disregard for place-based identity'. I f  the ‘hom e’ form s part o f  a repertoire for the 

grounding o f  identity', then its mobility and repeatability' in America and the ease with 

which Americans move house suggest to  Sartre the malleability' o f  identity'. The ‘hom e’, 

as cosmological container o f  the individual’s social identity', is exploded by the constant 

construction and destruction o f  the moving landscape o f  American urban Hfe, and 

Sartre’s European code for interpreting this imperm anence renders the house significant
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o f the ijnftnished nature o f spatial, and by extension, cxiltural identity in America.’”̂  

There is the sense that Sartre considers America to be a society that does not yet know 

itself, and in the image o f the fragile rows o f houses lining the biggest highways in the 

world, the suggestion emerges that America is obHvious to its vulnerability before the 

inevitabilities o f historJ^

Can life possess substance in such insubstantial surroundings? This is the 

question that troubles Sartre, whose European eyes do not see the aesthetic o f the 

American house in terms apart from the castellated retreats o f Europe, those enduring 

structures offering a bastion o f defence and an unbreachable wall o f privacy against the 

world.’”̂  However, in the final lines o f the essay an alternative viewpoint is presented 

that, while it once again opposes European urban life to that o f America, reverses the 

poles o f appreciation. These towns, while fragile, give out on to the vast expanse o f the 

American landscape and make no attempt to find shelter from this vastness. Unlike the 

enclosed, defensive structures o f Europe, then, these insubstantial urban gatherings are 

not rooted, but neither are they oppressive:

Mais ces villes legeres, si semblables encore a Fontana, aux campements du Far-West, montrent 
I’autre face des Etats-Unis: leur liberte. Chacun est libre, ici, non de critiquer ou de reformer les 
mcEurs, mais de les fuir, de s’en aller dans le desert ou dans une autre ville. Les viUes sont 
ouvertes. Ouvertes sur le monde, ouvertes sur I’avenir. C’est ce qui leur donne a toutes un air 
aventureux et, dans leur desordre, dans leur laideur meme, une sorte d’emouvante beaute. (Sartre, 
1949: 110- 11)

This about-turn in Sartre’s attitude signals his attempt to appreciate the beaut}' o f 

America. Indeed, it is in contemplating the uprootable towns dotting the expansive 

American landscape that Sartre’s perception o f ^\merican Hbert}' evolves beyond his 

European pre-conceptions. The American town’s firagiUt}' is also a means o f escape, its 

temporariness a testament to adventure.’®̂ Often however, the traveller’s philosophical

It can be suggested here that this reveals Sartre’s lack of understanding o f  American values and the 
cultural investment in the frontier, mobilit}- and the replaceable character of. the house as representational 
of freedom from limitation and open-mindedness as well as signalling a spiritual attachment to the expanse 
of the American landscape.

The idea that the house should not close off the world but rather open the individual out to it was the 
major motivating factor behind Modernist housing design. In this architectural vision, aU spatial relations 
were optional: flat roofs might ser\'e as an extra floor, open-plan interiors elided walls, with reversible 
panels the interior of the house was no longer a fixed entit}’, but adjustable. In direct contravention to the 
ideologies motivating nineteenth-centur;' construction. Modernists devised vast windows that sought to 
remove the opposition between interior and exterior, and replaced the staircase, which had hitherto 
preser\'ed social hierarchies, with ramps that allowed the inhabitant to move imperceptibly from floor to 
floor.

This recalls the ideology behind Sant’EIlia’s Citta Nuova. This unrealised Futurist cit}' was designed to 
facilitate transit and velocity', and temporariness was the precise aim of Sant’EUa’s plan. In his -vision,
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concerns about the effects o f  consum er society and hom ogenisation, as well as his 

concern to nuance the notion o f  freedom within the conventions o f  American society, 

m otivate his interpretations o f  the city.

Mass M edia aiid Confom iisni

Both m echanisation and industrialisation, as M cLuhan has shown, tend to lead a 

com m unity towards the cultural hom ogenisation o f  its population, and in N ew  York this 

found expression in the schools for ‘Americanisation’, and governm ental and 

consum erist advertising across the radio waves and on the billboards o f  the city streets. 

M cLuhan has convincingly argued that all forms o f  technolog}^ alter societal interrelations 

and produce new cultural m anifestations within societ}^ Following on from  this, he 

opposes our contem porary global electronic age with that o f  nationalised industrialised 

societies once predom inant in the A nglophone countries o f  the West, and dem onstrates 

that the mechanical m ode o f  production (associated m ost readily with the assembly Hne), 

requires intense specialisation and fragmentation on the part o f the m em bers o f  that 

societ}^, that is from  producers to consumers. Correspondingly, the m achine-oriented 

society^ requires repetitive behaviour, and necessitates routine and uniformit}' on the part 

o f  those w ho live in it. Furtherm ore, products o f  the machine age generate a demand for 

the conventional and uniform  in consum er goods (NIcLuhan, 2002). It is this 

technological and institutional thrust towards hom ogenisation, finding expression in 

Am erican consumerist domestication, that forms the main centre o f  concern for Sartre, 

whose anti-essentialist oudook and materialist vision o f  individual identit}^ motivates his 

experience and writing o f  America. Questions o f  the individual’s freedom  in such a 

hom ogenising societj^. constitute the main line o f  inquiry for his interpretation o f  post

war modernit}^

For Sartre, American space, devoid as it is o f  a past, is comprehensible as a space 

where identities can be randomly constructed in conjunction with the ideological idealism 

o f  the American nation. Sartre identifies the architecture and technologies o f  m odem  life 

as the primary transmitters o f  national policies that he interprets as seeking the alienation 

o f  the individual from  his vital essence. In the streets, ‘les murs vous parlent’ (Sartre,

people would outlast their cities; each generation would build their metropolis anew. In this way, the spirit 
o f each successive age would not have to be articulated in architectiure; nostalgia and tradition would be 
prevented from stagnating the generations o f  the machine age (See Fig. 3).

234



Wandering Geometry

1949: 86), in the  factories the  ow ners have installed loudspeakers so as to  distract the 

w orkers from  the fum es and noise o f  the m achiner)'.” ° A n d  in all o f  this Sartre identifies 

a pernicious system  o f  advice:

Dans les usines, on a installe des haut-parleurs partout. Ils ont mission de lutter contre 
I’isolement de I’ouvrier en face de la matiere.
Si vous parcourez cet immense chantier naval, aux environs de Baltimore, vous retrouvez d’abord 
cette dispersion humaine, cette grande soKtode des travailleurs que nous connaissons bien en 
Europe; les hommes masques, penches sur des plaques d’acier manoeuvrent tout le jour le 
chalumeau oxhydrique. Alais, des qu’ils metlenl leur casque, ilspeuvent entendre la musique. E t la musique, 
c’est dejd un conseil qui s ’insinue sournoisement en eux, c’est deja un rhe dirige. E t puis la musique cesse et 
on leur donne des informations sur la guerre ou sur leur travail [...]. Ajoutez a cela les conseils de 
la radio, des correspondances dans les journaux et surtout Taction des innombrables associations 
dont le but est presque toujours educatif. Vous voyez que le citoyen americain est bien encadre. 
(Sartre, 1949: 79-80) (my emphasis).

This passage suggests tha t Sartre is in terested  in the factor)' space, n o t in term s o f  the 

actual experience o f  the w orker, b u t as a space afford ing  him  reflection on  the  

ph ilosophy and  politics b eh in d  such an experience. Sartre in terprets the p iped  m usic as 

indicative o f  an estab lishm ent requiring the  docilit}" its w orkers. T h e  rad io ’s educative 

co n ten t is rep resen ted  as a strategic m e th o d  for underm in ing  indi\adual identity  th rough  

the p ro m o tio n  o f  collective concerns; the radio is inserted  in to  a m acrostructural 

discourse o f  w hat M cLuhan term s the  rad io ’s ‘tribal auditor}' m agic’ (M cLuhan, 2002: 

344).

As a phenom enologist, Sartre fm ds various form s o f  m edia legible in term s o f  a 

tension betw een the ideologies o f  freedom  and  the  freedom  o f  the  indixndual. T h e  m ass- 

p roduced  consum er item s o f  ever\'day life, the  m echanical corkscrew , th e  fridge and the 

car, are all in terp re ted  as co m p o n en ts con tribu ting  to  the  standardisation o f  societ\'; these 

apparatus are read  as in terventions in the  identit}' o f  indi\nduals tha t ro b  them  o f  their 

specificit}' and difference:

La nation marche avec vous, eUe vous donne des conseils et des ordres. Mais elle le fait a mi-voix 
et elle a souci d’expUquer minutieusement son injonction: pas un commandement qui ne 
s’accompagne d’un bref commentaLre ou d’une image justificative, qu’il s’agisse d’une reclame 
pour un produit de beaute (Aujourd’hui plus que jamais vous devez etre beUe. Soignez votre 
visage pour son retour; achetez de la creme 5Q ou de la propagande en faveur des War Bonds. [...] 
De la meme fafon I’Americain, dont on sollicite, a toute heure du jour, la raison et la liherte, met son point 
d’honneur a faire ce qu’on lui demande: c’est en agissant comme tout le monde qu’il se sent d la fois le plus

For a \’isual in terpretation  o f  the urban  oppression  o f  th e  individual and the hom ogenising  tendencies 
o f  the m etropolis, see M adelon \^riesendorp  et al. ‘E xodus o r the V oluntar\- Prisoners o f  Architectiire: 
Exhausted Figures led to  R eception’ (1972) (Fig. 24).

235



Waiidpriiig Geometry

raisonnahle et leplus national, c’est en se montrant leplus conformiste qu’il se sent leplus libre. (Sartre, 1949: 
79) (my emphasis)

In reflecting upon these media Sartre identifies the construction o f  an interface between 

the individual and consciousness, whereby personality is subsum ed by collective 

behaviours that reinforce the societal superstructure.” ’ Education seeks n o t ‘de form er 

un hom m e [mais] un americain pu r’ (Sartre, 1930; 79). W ithin this vision, objects becom e 

agents in their own right, perform ing upon the individual with the effect that h e /sh e  is 

distanced from  h is /h e r inner being. Sartre uses the example o f  his m eeting with a French 

emigre to illustrate the effect o f  the m acrostructure on  the individual:

J’ai rencontre un Europeen en voie de fusion des le lendemain de mon arrivee. [...] II est ne a 
Paris, n’habite I’Amerique que depuis quinze ans [...]. Pourtant I’Amerique le possede deja jusqu’a 
moitie [...]. J’avais I’impression d’assister a une metamorphose d’CKdde: le visage de cet homme 
est encore trop expressif, il a garde ce mimetisme un peu agagant de I’intelHgence qui fait 
reconnaitre partout une tete frangaise. Mais bientot il sera arbre ou rocher. Je me demandais avec 
curiosite quelles forces puissantes devaient entrer en jeu pour realiser si surement et si rapidement 
ces desintegrations et ces integrations. (Sartre, 1949: 76-77)

Here, Sartre does not seem so m uch to encounter a m an as an archetj’pe. The meeting 

leads again to  a reflection on the m acrostructural forces at w ork in America, and suggests 

that the traveller is concerned to interpret the indi\’iduals he m eets by relating them , in 

consistency with his phenomenological vision, to  an ideologically m otivated exteriorit}^; 

here a man who has not retained the traits o f  his national affiliation is regarded as a gross 

simulation. W ithin the Sartrean narrative America functions, therefore, as an abstract 

m acrostructural force, and for the author all o f  America’s cultural m anifestations consist 

in the erection o f  a mythological framework wherein media generate a concrete but 

simulated realit}^ in order to steer man away from  the complexities o f  his inner life; from  

his hemgponr-soi towards the simpUcit}^ o f  the system, a form  o f  self-deceit or being en-soi.

Sartre is concerned to understand how the ‘frame’ o f American Hfe differs from the explicitly oppressive 
mechanisms o f  totalitarian regimes. He does this within a comparative framework, comparing the 
exclusively nationalist messages o f  the Fascist propaganda machine with the American appeal to  tiniversal 
Reason and Libert)^ American conformit}' is no t an oppressive measure that requires adherence to  a 
particular governmental manifesto; the entire communit)^ participates in generating a superstructtire 
encouraging compliance through domesticit}'. America is a mediated world, but its media do not seek to 
shake the individual out o f  h is/her com fort zone in order to prom ote either national or global revolution, 
rather Americanisation is a ‘soft’ process; an incantation based on persuasion and subtle indoctrination 
through the technologies o f  communication. Sartre notes that ‘on ne lui fait pas violence, bien au contraire, 
I’image est un appel a son intelligence’ (Sartre, 1930: 79). The schools o f  Americanisation in New York 
offer courses on sewing, on cooking and even on the ‘art’ o f  flirtation. The conformit)’ encouraged by the 
American system is, therefore, one that is distinctly domestic (and for Sartre ideologically motivated). For 
the phenomenologist it is through an inviting exterior that America seeks to comTnce its citizens that ‘the 
West is best’.
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which in the end denies the complexity and irrationalit}' o f human existence. Within the 

context o f various conversations between Sartre and Am.ericans the European \4ewpoint 

emerges as worldly and above all realistic, while in contrast, the American viewpoint is 

portrayed as idealistic and innocent:

Mais surtout il y a cette presence concrete, quotidienne, d’une Raison de chair et d’os, d’une 
Raison qu’on voit. Aussi ai-je trouve chez la plupart de mes interlocuteurs une foi naive et 
passionnee dans les vertus de la Raison. Un Americain me disait un soir: ‘Enfin, si la politique 
Internationale etait I’affaire d’hommes raisonnables et sains, est-ce que la guerre ne serait pas 
supprimee pour toujours?’ D es Fran^ais qui etaient presents lui dirent que la chose n’aUait pas de 
soi et il se facha. ‘AUez, leur dit-il, avec un mepris indigne, allez construire des cimetieres!’ Pour 
moi, je ne dis rien, la discussion entre nous n’etait pas possible: je crois au mal et il n’y croit pas. 
(Sartre, 1949: 82-83)

There is the sense throughout Sartre’s narrative that this is not merely a question o f 

differing world-views but that the American oudook on reality is inherendy deluded. Yet, 

as I shall explore in the next section, if the portrayal o f America might be interpreted as a 

neo-colonialist form o f European condescension towards America, it can also be read in 

terms of nostalgia, a nostalgia for the innocence o f the world, for Sartre finds in New 

York a spectacular beaut)’̂ that exists nowhere else.

W andering Geonietry; Tjocated and Tjost

The New York gridiron is interpreted in two ways within Sartre’s travel account. The 

traveller’s first reaction to the cit\^’s geometr\’ is to see it in metaphorical terms relating to 

his major philosophical dilemma o f American conformity' versus individualit}^ The 

gridiron is an archetype for representing the contradiction that Sartre identifies in 

America, namely that American individualism must be conceived o f as a collective 

phenomenon: in order for the individual to attain a being that is pour-soi he must first 

exist in a pure state o f en-soi, that is he must first and foremost exist in terms o f his 

societal role. Sartre ignores the every'day diversity' and reality o f the street to employ the 

grid as metaphor for this abstracted conception o f American Hfe:

Pour peu que I’on se soit promene quelques jours a New-York, on ne peut manquer de percevoir 
la liaison profonde du conformisme americain et de I’individuaUte. Prise dans sa longueur et dans 
sa largeur — a plat — New-York est la viUe la plus conformiste du monde [...].
Ce quadrillage, c’est New-York: les rues se ressemblent tant qu’on ne leur a pas donne de nom, 
on s’est borne a leur assigner, comme aux soldats, un numero matricule (Sartre, 1949: 84-85).
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Sartre’s approach to New York emasages it as the manifestation o f an ideological 

conundrum. The nameless, repetitive structiare o f the quadrillage is portrayed in terms o f 

an army’s instimtional denial o f personality through the obliteration o f one’s proper 

name, so that military references attach the gridiron’s abstract purit)" to a form of 

inhumanity. The nameless streets and the repetitive pattern o f the urban landscape, when 

read in conjunction with Sartre’s hermeneutics, are the source o f profound anxiety and 

absurdit}': ‘dans I’anonymat numerique des rues et des avenues,’ the traveller feels that he 

is ‘simplement n ’importe qui n ’importe ou’ (Sartre, 1949: 118). Sartre’s representation o f 

the gridiron inserts it within an oppositional symbolic order: unlike in Europe, the 

numerically ordained streets o f New York offer no means o f grounding oneself in a 

symbolic order other than that o f an abstract matrix. When the grid is appropriated in 

such a manner, history, community, and by extension, personality are categorically 

denied. For Sartre, the unlabelled anonymity o f the geometric desecrates his sense o f 

position; an infinitely repeatable situation is an abstract, inauthendc one, and likewise 

individual difference is subsumed by the serial number.” ^

However, the individual pour-soi does exist in America and Sartre interprets 

American indiA'idualism in terms o f a paradox. The traveller appropriates the sk}'scraper 

as a metaphor to explain what he sees as the particular shape o f personal freedom in 

American societ}’. While the grid is practised as architectural metaphor for conformit}', 

the sk}'scraper’s verticality is interpreted as representational o f the indi\ndual that emerges 

from within the system. Looking upwards, the author finds the eclecticism that he has 

been unable to see in the faces he encounters within the manifold o f towers that 

surround him. The loft}' buildings, def\'ing his line o f sight, also defy any purist urban 

totalitarian vision through their differing heights, the eccentricity o f their various colours 

and their diverse architectures borrowed from the Medieval, the Moorish, the 

Renaissance and the Modernist st\'les. This perspective is direcdy equated with American 

individualism. It supposes the existence o f the systematic grid from within which (in 

opposition to European individualism, which consists for Sartre in a defiance o f 

authoritarian structure) the American individual negotiates the system in order to achieve 

a state o f personal freedom. The suggestion is that, paradoxically, it is only through the

” 2 Berman points out that this feeling o f anxiet}' and its accompanj’ing \’ision o f tlie masses as hollow men 
under the control o f  the machine is ‘a familiar twentieth-centur}' refrain, shared by those who love the 
m odern world and those who hate it: modernit)' is constituted by its machines, o f  which m odern men and 
women are merely mechanical reproductions’ (Berman, 1988: 29).
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free fallacy o f  being en-soi, or being in-society and perform ing one’s role to the demands 

o f  the system that the individual (in this case through financial gain) ascends to  a state o f 

being pour-soi\^^

Ainsi I’individualisme en Amerique, dans la lutte pour la \ae, est surtout I’aspiration passionnee de 
chacun vers I’etat d’individu. II y a des individus comme il y a des gratte-ciel en Amerique, il y a 
Ford, il y a Rockefeller, il y a Hemingway, il y a Roosevelt. Ils sont des modeles et des exemples. 
(Sartre, 1949: 87)

T he buildings are, indeed, as Sartre goes on to recognise, the symbol o f  individual or 

corporate wealth. As their existence is the result o f  economic success, so Sartre feels they 

are fitting representatives o f  individualism, perhaps n o t individualism in its European 

form , but an individualism that is specifically American:

Aussi n’est-ce pas a tort qu’ils m ’ont pam  symboliser I’individualisme new-yorkais. Ils marquent 
tout simplement que I’individuaHte aux Etats-Unis se conquiert. C’est pour cela, sans doute, que 
les New-Yorkais m ’ont paru si passionnement attaches a une economic liberale. (Sartre, 1949: 88)

Sartre’s tendency to  generalise on the ‘̂ \merican system’ seems to invite his being 

labelled as a neo-colonialist in that his representation suggests a reliance on notions o f 

E uropean depth and authenticity' so that an image o f  America as a superficial, a-historical 

and pernicioush" totalitarian state m ight emerge. However, I would argue that the 

dom inant characteristic o f  Sartre’s travel account is tension. While Sartre acknowledges 

the presence o f  the ideological framework and its powerful influence, the traveller seems 

to recognise the urgency in finding spaces where the whole o f  society^ is n o t reduced to 

the synchronic sameness o f  the system. In the same way that Sartre sees the American 

individual as emerging from  within a paradox, so too paradox haunts the narrative voice 

within the Sartrean text. Stereot^’pes becom e untenable once the traveller turns his gaze 

inward and begins to reflect on the limits o f  his necessarily subjective perspective:

Comment parler sur 135 millions d’Americains? II faudrait avoir vecu dix ans ici et nous y 
passerons six semaines [...]. Les uns nous disent: ‘Tenez-vous-en aux faits!’ Mais quels faits? [...] Si 
je choisis, je decide deja de ce qui est I’Amerique. E t les autres, au contraire: ‘Prenez du recul!’ 
Mais je me mefie de ces reculs qui sont deja des generalisations. Je decide done de Hvrer mes 
impressions et mes constmctions personneUes, sous ma propre responsabilite. Cette Amerique 
peut-etre que je la reve. En tout cas, je serai honnete avec mon reve: je I’exposerai tel que je le 
fais. (Sartre, 1949: 75-76)

"3 \iC'liile a thorough anah’sis o f Sartre’s philosophical distinctions is beyond the scope o f  this thesis, a good 
account o f the terms employed here is given in Rudolf Gutwirth (1974?) L̂ z Phenomhiologie de ]. -P. Sartre: De 
‘n itre  et le Ne'ant’ a la ‘Critique de la Raison dialectique’Toulouse: Editions Privat.
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There are a number o f important points here with regard to the attitude adopted by 

many twentieth-century^ travellers at the prospect o f speaking on the country visited. 

Firstly, while we have seen how Sartre’s practice o f America suggests a generalised and 

negative interpretation o f the city’s macrostructural interventions in daily Hfe, such 

observations become problematic once the traveller reflects on the situatedness o f the 

position from which he speaks. When the traveller turns the phenomenological principle 

towards himself, he is confronted with the Umitations o f his own spatio-temoporally 

limited relationship with the American space. When the gaze o f the traveller shifts from 

the American social structure to the American individual, the insufficiencies o f abstract 

generalisations come to Ught. Thus a tension is created between the objective desire to 

represent the American space ‘truthfully’ and the pluraUt)? o f potential positions from 

which the author can choose to narrate.

Furthermore, by reversing the positions o f observer and observed, Sartre 

relati\nses the content o f his general observations. By placing himself in the situation o f 

the observ'ed, he acknowledges the seductive impulse o f the outsider to generalise, 

contending that while these generalisations may not be false, neither are they entirely 

true:

Lorsqu’un ami pretend expliquer notre caractere et demeler nos intentions, lorsqu’il rapporte 
chacun de nos actes a des principes, des prejuges, des croyances et une conception du monde qui, 
selon lui, nous sont propres, nous I’ecoutons, mal a notre aise, sans pouvoir nier ce qu’il dit, ni 
tout a fait I’accepter. Peut-etre la construction est vraie mais de queUe verite? [...] Pareillement 
lorsqu’on nous presente, en Europe, un soigneux agencement de ces notions — melting-pot, 
puritanisme, realisme, optimisme, etc. — dont on nous dit qu’elles sont les cles du caractere 
americain, nous ressentons une certaine satisfaction intellectuelle et nous pensons qu’en effet cela 
doit etre ainsi. (Sartre, 1949: 125-26)

In acknowledging his discomfort at the anthropological abstractions that an outsider uses 

to totalise a foreign culture, the traveller recognises the problems which the outside 

impulse to comprehend generates and the violent effect this has on the individuality o f 

the Other as well as every^thing else that cannot be included within its systemic categories. 

However, while he admits to the problematic status o f his position as observer and to the 

ellipses o f categorical reasoning in the terms o f the indi\ndual within a culture, Sartre 

does not entirely relinquish the vaUdit}  ̂ o f critiquing America as a cultural system. He 

overcomes the dilemma o f the stereoty'pe by differentiating between the system and the 

individual, to delimit that, while in certain instances the individual may confirm the
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stereot}^pe, nevertheless, through their personal behaviours and lucid self-criticisms, 

h e /sh e  also potentially underm ines it. In  dais m anner, the traveller creates a space for 

generalised criticism while admitting the failure o f  such a critique when it comes to the 

microcosm s o f  the particular: ‘les plus belles constructions ne nous serviront guere; elles 

perm ettront de com prendre le systeme mais pas les hom m es’ (Sartre, 1949: 126). Sartre’s 

narrative therefore expresses a plurality o f  truths, w ithout abandoning the view that 

general political and cultural critique may still prove possible.

The latter portion o f  the travel narrative works to  nuance the global statements 

he has made when talking o f  American governm ental space. Thus, from  within the 

tension created between the self-reflexive critique o f a position from  which to speak on 

the one hand, and a m ore ethical concern to engage in critique o f  the ideologies o f 

macrostructural America on the other, an unsystematic valorisation o f  lucidity emerges. 

Through this reflexive gaze, the possibilit}' for coherent truths is diminished but a kind o f  

empathy towards the ^^merican space emerges to replace the dream o f  a stable position 

from  which to speak.” '* Throughout Sartre’s reportage a profound empathy for his feUow 

man and wom an counterbalances an abhorrence o f  the system that encloses them, and 

he acknowledges the complexides and contingencies within that system; contradictions 

and tensions that m ark a space somewhere in between the individual and the societ}' they 

inhabit:

II V a le respect de la science, de I’industrie, le positivisme, I’amour maniaque des “gadgets” et il y  
a I’humour sombre de “New-Yorker” qui se moque amerement de la civilisation mecanique et ces 
cent millions d’Americains qui trompent chaque jour leur besoin de mer\’’eilleux, en lisant dans les 
Comics, les aventures invraisemblables de Superman, de Wonderwoman et de Mandrake le 
magicien. (Sartre, 1949: 129)

The desire to cridque America as ideological entit}', while acknowledging the 

contradictions and complexities that also form  an essential part o f  American culture, 

finds further expression in Sartre’s representation o f the architectures o f  the N ew  York 

urban landscape.

Sartre’s valorisation o f  luciditA" is reflected in his representation of the worn- that Americans have about 
their own conformit)’ and their concern to be m ore American than their neighbour. The self-awareness o f 
one particular man he meets is cited: ‘La verite, c’est que chacun de nous est ronge par la peur d’etre moins 
americain que son voisin’ (Sartre, 1949: 130).
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Rage Against tJie Machinc: Nature and Time in tlie City

It may be suggested at this point that the Sartrean narrative exemplifies the process 

which Louis Marin terms ‘utopian neutralisation’ (see Marin, 1973). By acknowledging 

the individuals and cultural contradictions that undermine the homogeneity o f the 

American system, and by figuring urban America as fragile and exposed, there emerges 

within the narrative an inverse image o f the material abundance and ideological might o f 

post-war democratic consumer society in America. From within his representation o f the 

architectures o f New York, there emerges an alternative bank o f imager}" that reverses 

the Modernist figuration o f New York as utopian space, to present an increasingly 

mechanised version o f mankind. This imager}^ is grounded in the natural and temporal 

presences that override the rational aspirations o f the urban geometr)^ Even within the 

most prodigious example o f man’s attempt at systematic, architectural control o f his 

emoronment, the presence of a natural order beyond his powers o f master^' makes its 

presence felt.

In the narrative, the cit)" emerges as a space inseparable from the vast expanses of 

natiire that surround it. The aspirations o f New York to constimte the pinnacle o f 

m odem  civilisation are undermined when Sartre records the biological reactions that he 

has to its extremities. In this way, the beauty o f the urban landscape is relocated in terms 

o f the sublime, where this is understood as a profoundly paradoxical emotional position 

wherein awe and acute anxiet)^ exist in equal measure. Thus, rather than attest to 

mankind’s prodigious accomplishments, the city provides proof o f the inescapable 

presence o f Nature. Sartre writes o f his initial encounter with the metropolis as 

producing a ‘mal de New-York’, likening the sensation to a sickness felt when the body is 

forced to adjust itself biologically to heights, or to air and sea travel. The sickness felt by 

Sartre at encountering New York signals the need for a physical adjustment o f some 

kind, similar to that produced when the body enters environments o f natural extremes. 

The adjustment required in this case is one o f perspective. Initially the traveller’s 

horizons o f expectations, limited by an eye accustomed to the insularit}^ and material 

assuredness o f a European cit}% is iU-equipped to cope with the scale o f New York. Even 

when this initial feeling o f being overwhelmed subsides, and Sartre begins to recognise 

the particular details o f the districts, he never loses the sense that the cit}̂  is open and 

exposed to the vast space that surrounds it. The geometry o f New York facilitates the
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eyes’ dissolution o f  immediate, urban detail, so that the gaze is drawn in latitudinal 

directions towards the infmit}" o f  the sk}'’s horizon line. In an appreciation o f  this visceral 

experience o f extending space, the European city appears pathetic:

Ces longues lignes tirees au cordeau m ’on t donne soudain la sensation de I’espace. N os viUes 
d ’E urope  sont construites pour nous proteger contre lui: les m aisons s’y groupent com m e des 
m outons. Mais I’espace traverse New-York, I’anime, le dilate. L’espace, le grand espace vide des 
steppes et des pam pas, coule dans ses arteres com m e un courant d ’air froid, separant les riverains 
de droite des riverains de gauche [...]. Quand on salt regarder les deux rangees d ’im m eubles qui, 
com m e des falaises, borden t une grande artere, on est recompense leur mission s’acheve la-bas, au 
b ou t de I’avenue, un lam beau de ciel flotte entre elles. (Sartre, 1949: 117, 120) (my emphasis)

Thus the city is haunted by an external presence — that o f  natural space. The sky 

surrounds New York, ‘solitaire et pur comme une bete sauvage’ (Sartre, 1949: 121) and 

never permits the traveller to forget the external forces that pre-exist human civilisation 

and that wiU endure after its passing. While these horizon lines induce the traveller to 

admire the prodigality o f  this urban space in comparison with the European cit)'’s 

attempt to shield itself from the unpredictabilit}^ o f nature, they are also productive o f  a 

feeling o f  the subUme. The sublime o f  N ew  York, in contrast to the picturesque 

character o f the European cit}% is characterised by the presence o f  something beyond the 

control o f  man that produces conflicting sensations o f  awe coupled with horror:

Suis-je perdu dans une cite ou dans la nature? Contre la violence de la nature N ew-York n ’est pas 
une protection. C ’est une viUe a ciel ouvert. Les orages Lnondent ses rues si larges, si longues a 
traverser quand il pleut. Les ouragans secouent les m aisons de briques et balancent les gratte-ciel. 
La radio les annonce solennellem ent com m e des declarations de guerre. [...] D es la fm de mai, la 
chaleur s’abat sur la ville com m e une bom be atomique. C ’est le Mai. Les gens s’abordent en se 
disant: ‘I t ’s a murder.' Les trains em porten t des millions de citadins qui fuient et qui laissent, 
lorsqu’ils descendant, une trace hum ide sur la banquette, com m e les escargots. Ce n ’est pas la 
ville q u ’ils fuient, c’est la N ature. Jusque dans les profondeurs de m on  appartem ent, je subis les 
assauts d ’une nature hostile, sourde, mysterieuse. Je crois cam per au ccEur d ’une jungle grouillante 
d ’insectes. II y a le gem issem ent du vent; il y a les decharges electriques que je regois chaque fois 
que je serre la main d ’un ami; il y a les cafards qui courent dans m a cuisine, les ascenseurs qui me 
donnen t la nausee, la soif inextinguible qui me brule du m atin au soir. N ew-York est une ville 
coloniale, un terrain de camping. Toute I’hostiHte, toute la cm aute de la N ature sont presentes 
dans cette cite, le m onum ent le plus prodigieux que I’hom m e se soit jamais eleve a soi-meme. 
C ’est une ville legere; son m anque de poids surprend la plupart des Europeens. D ans cet espace 
im m ense et malveiUant, dans ce desert de roc qui ne tolere aucune vegetation, on a constm it des 
milliers de maisons en briques, en bois ou en en cim ent arme qui sem blent toutes, sur le po in t de 
s’envoler. (Sartre, 1949: 119-20)

Nature encroaches on the cit\̂  in evidence o f  the chaotic forces existing beyond its 

boundaries, exploiting the geometric audacit}' o f  its design to reveal the delusion o f  purity 

inherent in the grid. With the arrival o f  the N ew  York summer, “Le Mai’ — allegorical
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figure o f the primitive forces beyond human rationality — descends upon the city. And so 

Nature triumphs over the presumption o f New York’s verticality, reducing it to a ‘jungle 

grouillante d’insectes’ (Sartre, 1949: 119). In this vision, the diabolical capabilities o f 

Nature render the city helpless. Sartre’s references are notably biblical; the imagerj^ 

constructs New York as a modern Babel, this civilisation’s megalomaniac desire to reach 

the skies is revealed as futile when a world beyond its control makes its presence known. 

This is a fragile city at the mercy o f a force that can unleash a plague o f insects, floods or 

unbearable heat on its inhabitants. Furthermore, the reference to the climatic heat o f 

New York as an atomic bomb adds a further ideological dimension to the description o f 

the cit}% inviting the reader to associate New York with the fates o f Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki. The implication o f a reversal o f America’s a-historical purit)^ and the 

impossibility o f its enduring innocence in the midst o f a dangerous historical era are 

painfully and pointedly alluded to.

Yet it is precisely this fragility that Sartre finds most beautiful and most liberating. 

In comparison to the oppressive architecture o f Europe, the ephemeral architecture o f 

New York bewitches the observer. For this Exiropean, New York’s architectural 

dimensions are not read as prodigious examples o f modern technological might, rather 

the cit}" is legible in terms o f man’s ine^^table \Tjlnerabilit}', yet poignant aspiration, in the 

face o f forces beyond his control. While, as Sartre acknowledges, the sky-scrapers may 

have been vessels o f hope in the 1920s, now the traveller cannot help but envisage their 

decline, as Histor)' will inevitably make itself felt on this continent as it has on his own. 

The account closes with the portentous lines:

Je marche entre les petites maisons de briques, couleur de sang sechee. Elies sont plus jeunes que 
les maisons d’Europe, mais leur fragilite les fait paraitre bien plus vieiUes. Je vois au loin I’Empire 
State Building, ou le Chrysler Building, qui pointent vainement vers le ciel, et je songe soudain 
que New-York est sur le point d’acquerir une Histoire et qu’il a deja ses ruines. (Sartre, 1949: 124)

The utopia o f the terra hlanca is undermined by the insinuation o f a future that wiU 

inevitably bring ruins o f its own."^ The idealism that the geometric system represents, 

and the system seeking to uphold it, are, in Sartre’s eschatological vision, doomed to niin 

at the hands o f Time and the progression o f Histor}^ However, these lines reveal a 

sympathy on Sartre’s part towards an America that steps so boldly into the future with

Sartre’s imagen’ calls to mind later depictions o f  the cit)' as a ruin, notabl)’ the famous image o f Charlton 
Heston kneeling before the ruins o f  the Statue o f  Libert}' in the film ‘The Planet o f  the Apes’ (1968) (Fig. 
22).
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Optimism and complete self-assurance at its transformative power, without any 

conception o f its vulnerabilit}' at the hands o f an indeterminable history that might 

threaten to destroy it at any moment.

Dislocating Ti*a,\ el:

New Yoi'k as Anti-donius in Simone de Beauvoir’s Ainerique a,u jour le

jour

On opposepatfois le ‘motide feminin ’ d Funivers masculin, mais ilfaut souligner encore mefois que lesfemmes 
n ’ont jamais constitue une societe autonome et fermee; elks sont integrees d la collectivitegouvernee par les males et 

ou elles occupent une place suhordonnee. E i de Id vient le paradoxe de leur situation: elles appartiennent a la fois au 
monde male et a une sphere dans laquelle ce monde est conteste; enfermees dans celle-ci, investies par celm-

la, elles ne peuvent s’installer nuUe part avec tranquiUite 
(Beauvoir, 1949, II: 422-23) (my emphasis)

The idea o f the outward super-structure, the ‘American system’, conditioning the 

indi'V’idual also finds expression in the urban geometric within Simone de Beauvoir’s 

travel writing. However, what is m ost striking about Beauvoir’s account is her personal 

engagement with New' York as an Other: an existential, dialogical space within which she 

reciprocally defines herself. Beauvoir’s travel and her travel writing function as experiential 

and narrative demonstrations o f her conception o f the authentic individual as antithesis 

to the geometr\' o f societ}'’s conventionalising forces. Beauvoir’s experience o f the cit}̂ , 

rendered as narrative, can thus be understood as a space o f personal recognition and 

intimate projection.

As stated in the introduction to this thesis, recent approaches to the study o f 

travel and travel writing have contributed to the critical re-appraisal of many Western 

writers with the aim to problematise their appropriation o f the Other. Simone de 

Beauvoir’s Amerique au jour le jour, first published in 1947, is no exception. Certain critics 

working within the framework o f post-colonial theor\^ have taken the discourses of the 

oppressed and oppressor and understood her position as white intellectual in terms o f a 

‘tourist gaze’ and, derivatively, as an elite, narcissistic viewpoint that prevents her from 

experiencing the ‘real’ America. This indicates a desire to recuperate America from the 

European traveller’s voice associated with the colonialist tradition, which, as we have
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seen, by assuming an objective position that asserted its authoritative insight, was thus 

enabled to represent the N ew  W orld as either a blank canvas onto  which to project 

utopian ideals or as an a-historical, uncivilised and naive landscape. For example, in her 

article, ‘MUe. Gulliver en Amerique,’ Mary M cCarthy argues that Beauvoir ‘does not wish 

to know  America but only to  ascertain that it is there, just as she had imagined it’ 

(McCarthj% 1987: 46). From  a similar perspective, Gnxy T otten critiques Beauvoir’s 

journey by arguing that her use o f  cinematic references in reaction to American society 

and its landscape is creative o f  a subjective interface that prevents her from  experiencing 

‘authentic’ America. For Totten, ‘because Beauvoir recreates the movies in her American 

journey, the trip remains in the reakn o f  fantasy. [...] H er American experience remains 

tangled in her emphasis on objects, allowing her to contem plate abstract concepts, bu t 

miss the real America’ (Totten, 2002; 148). From  this perspective, to travel-write is to risk 

the obliteration o f  the O ther through prejudice, pretence at objectivit}^ ignorance and 

stereot}'pe.

W ithout questioning the im portance o f  such critiques in problematising the 

W est’s notion o f  its own hegemony and its sometimes cataclysmic effect on other 

societies, here I wish to contextualise Beauvoir’s travel in terms o f  her philosophical 

understanding o f  female agency, and to show how  she attem pts to practise the urban 

landscape o f  1940s N ew  Y ork as a sphere o f  potential transgression in which self- 

realisation is actively pursued through the daily encounter with the citj^’s difference. In 

examining how  Beauvoir embraces the depaysement o f  travel, I argue here that the notion 

o f  a stable self is abandoned in favour o f  a constantiy searching subject, a self that is 

always only in process. This self rejects the notion o f  a ‘centre’, is no t in perm anent 

residence, bu t rather is in quest o f  authenticit}^ through perpetual engagement with an 

alternative (an O ther) in the spatial, tem poral and subjective senses o f  that word.^^^ 

Beauvoir opts to effectively dislocate herself from  the conventions structuring the value- 

systems o f  middle-class societ}' ,̂ in order (not without paradox) to negotiate a dis-position 

o f  shifting self hood, while at the same time taking up residence on the side o f  the 

oppressed. The tensions this raises between the at times inchoate subjectivity and the 

socially positioned objective stance raises the fundam ental question: it is ever possible to 

travel-write ethically? H ow  can a singular subjectivity propose to write about another

An existential understanding o f ‘authentic’ selfhood would mean that the subject experiences time as tri
partite, and that their subjectivit}' is non-fixed, contradictory, and in a constant state o f  reappraisal and 
reformulation in relation to others. Authenticity^ also implies lucidit)' on the part o f  the individual as to the 
impossibilit}' o f  ever Taiowing oneself in terms o f a traditionally conceived monadic subjectivit}'.
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culture in a way that does not infringe negatively on that culture’s existence? And, by 

extension, does the consistent academic recourse to travel writing’s imperial inheritance 

risk silencing the traveller altogether? This question is too broad and too problematic for 

this analysis to pretend to offer any definitive resolution. Rather, the aim here is to 

examine how, through the travel experience, one traveller comes to acknowledge such a 

question, and how this acknowledgement impacts upon her subjective practice and 

representation o f the foreign space; to explore how Beauvoir’s narrative problematises 

the idea of the traveller as objective observer, and obliterates the notion o f the self as 

monadic, or o f identity as either self-sufficient or controllable by the sole will o f the 

indi%adual concerned. As to whether Beauvoir’s attempt at authentic self hood in relation 

to the Other can be understood as an ethical way to travel remains, perhaps, 

unanswerable, but a re-reading o f her travel journal in the Ught o f the traveller’s 

philosophical stance on spatialit\^ and subjectivit\- may enrich and nuance the debate.

Ruptures: Travel and Transgression

I hope to show here how Beauvoir’s travel practice in Amerique au jour le jour ([1947] 1954) 

performs as a dislocation o f the female self from the spatialities and ontologies 

traditionally ascribed to this self Within this conception. New York emerges as a space 

where these traditions can be challenged, and where the female traveller is drawn into an 

ineluctable relation with the American Other that reveals pre\aous notions o f the self as 

fixed or stable to be untenable. From the outset the words ‘travel’ and ‘dislocation’ seem 

related to one another in a relatively straightforward, indiscriminate way. First o f all, in a 

physical sense, to dislocate something is to move it, or to remove it, from its original 

location. Likewise, this kind o f mobility' is definitive o f the act o f travel: to travel, at its 

most basic, is to move through space. More than simple movement, however, dislocation 

and travel imply a break with normative surrounds, be this in relation to the real, the 

representational, or the imaginative bases from which a person ordinarily operates. In 

terms of travel, this break is expressed in the act o f departure, o f going away: to depart is 

to enter an alternative state o f existence, a state o f being, away from home. Likewise, 

dislocation evokes departure: to be dislocated is to be moved, or removed, from one’s 

original location, and in this wider sense, both travel and dislocation involve an instance 

of deviation or divergence from the habitual. This (cursor)^) definition is the reason for
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both the attractiveness o f travel, as well as for the anxiety that attends to it. But, it must 

be noted that all o f these statements are predicated on the assumption that this original 

location {fjomi) is a sphere o f tangible boundar}% o f ritual and the habitual, and o f 

relatively stabilised identity prior to the point o f departure. On this note, the analogous 

relationship between the two terms requires some differentiation where agency and 

choice are concerned. This difference can be thought o f in terms o f the relative 

correspondence o f travel and dislocation to a destination: travel not only involves a 

departure but traditionally implies an elsewhere, or a point o f arrival. In some ways, (and, 

o f course, this is always dependent on subjectivity for its degree) if destination is viewed 

as the ultimate goal o f the travel experience, then this elsewhere can be thought o f as a 

negation o f mobility: an end o f travel. Dislocation, on the other hand, does not imply a 

resolution o f any such kind. As we shall see in relation to Barthes and Baudrillard, 

dislocation is often an end in itself, a break from normative boundaries that generates 

alternative modes and expressions o f existence. In this sense, dislocation is neither simple 

movement, nor is it a complete negation o f one simation in order that another can exist 

in full securit\^ Rather it implies a state o f being that is always in-between, in flux but not 

chaotic; in existential relation with difference as its condition for being. Can one conceive 

o f travel in a similar manner? This analysis will argue that for Beauvoir travel is less a 

traditional process o f movement from one point to another than a state o f dislocation; a 

spatial and subjective mobilit)^ that is without end, without definite destination: travel is a 

mode o f existence in and o f itself. Futhermore, it shall be argued that the expressive act 

o f travel writing is inseparable from this subjective mobilit}^, as Beauvoir’s mode of 

circadian, dian^-st}4e narrative provides a space for the elucidation o f the self, and that 

self s wider socio-political project, as autobiographical process: for Beauvoir there is no 

authentic identit}^ beyond the writing self or, inversely, the act o f writing as engagement is 

simultaneously engaged in the act o f self-formation.

As stated in my introduction, crossing borders can be an expression o f the 

mobility within value systems, or an act that considers the possibility o f another model 

for knowing the world. We are reminded o f Schulz-Forberg’s tenet that ‘travel always 

was, and still is, regarded as a forger)? o f identity’ (Schulz-Forberg, 2005: 13). If  this is the 

case, then the geographical journey becomes inseparable from the intimate journey o f the 

self or the journey o f value systems. In the Hght o f Beauvoir’s existentialist position on 

human, and in particular female, subjecti\nt}?, travel, then, becomes more than mere 

motion envisaged as a straight-forward trajectory? from departure to destination.
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Beauvoir’s materialist stance is elaborated most theoretically in Le Deuxieme Sexe 

(1949), a work written in tandem with Amerique aujour le jour and which was considerably 

informed by her observations on the status o f women in 1940s America. In this book she 

develops her exegesis o f the self as materially situated within the context o f gender 

relations, and offers an account o f female (and to a lesser extent, male) subjectivity. Her 

materialist, anti-essentialist attitude to identity formation emphasises the subject’s 

spatiality for processes engendering subjectivity and social interrelations. The opening 

lines o f Deuxieme Sexe pave the critical path for Beauvoir’s conceptual development o f 

separate male and female subjectivities, understood as spatio-temporaUy conditioned in 

relation to gendered codifications o f space:

On ne nait pas femme: on le devient. Aucun destin biologique, psychique, economique ne defmit 
la figure que revet au sein de la societe la femelle humaine; c’est I’ensemble de la civilisation qui 
elabore ce produit intermediaire entre le male et le castrat qu’on quaHfle de feminin. Seule la 
mediation d’autrui pent constituer un individu comme un Autre. (Beauvoir, 1949 ,1: 13)

The book goes on to argue that women are subject to socio-anthropological mechanisms 

(common beliefs, attimdes, behaviours) and ideologies o f power that produce a cultural 

order aimed at the preservation o f male hegemony. Correspondingly, this implies the 

exclusion o f women from structures that control social representation and political 

power. Futhermore, this statement reflates the somewhat apologetic notion that there 

exists another, integral sphere o f feminine subjectivity (conceived traditionally as the 

domestic) where women possess an equivalent power to men.

Throughout the work, the ‘monde feminin’ is articulated in terms o f the domestic 

sphere, or domus}^'^ Rather than present this as a source o f female power, Beauvoir posits 

the domus as a space o f illusory master}^ and as a symptom of a social structure excluding 

women from any instimtional and political forces controlling the symbolic and, by 

extension, the realities of authentic identity formation. She argues that normative ideas o f 

sexuality and behavioural constraints on women are the direct results o f middle-class 

moraHt}% and goes on to reveal how institutions regulating domestic life (the family, the 

work-place) and social conventions have controlled and restricted the female symbolic 

universe by attaching negative connotations to female physicality, sensuality and 

behaviour. Her discourse contradicts many traditional phenomenological assumptions

Jean-Francois Lyotard would later go on to contrast the domus and the technocratic-bureaucratic world 
o f the m odern megalopolis. In L\'otard’s account the domus emerges as a nostalgic catchall for a time and 
space o f  organic domesticit}'. See Lyotard (1998).
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about domestic space.^^® In Beauvoir’s text these spaces are associated with unfreedom  

as well as with the social construction o f  a negative femininit}'.^^  ̂ In Le Deuxime Sexe 

Beauvoir repeatedly draws analogies between spatial scenarios and the symbolic position 

o f  women in the wider community. Thus, forbidding a Uttle girl to climb a tree is seen to 

function within the educational repertoire o f  a patriarchal, bourgeois societ}'. In this way, 

the domus is located as the source and site for the conditioning o f  female subservience 

and capitulation to male domination: ‘La femme eUe-meme reconnait que I’univers dans 

son ensemble est masculin. [...] Le lot de la femme, c’est I’obeissance et le respect 

(Beauvoir, 1949, II: 423). Furthermore, according to Beauvoir, the logic o f  the domestic 

space pervades all bourgeois societal instimtions; she draws a link between wom en’s 

expectations o f  their power as rooted in the domestic and their abiUt}' to reason 

independentiy. The domestic space, represented as an enclosure, emerges as a 

delimitation o f  female agency and authentic consciousness; a mundane, de-valued sphere 

preventing women from envisaging an alternative societal role: ‘On enferme la femme 

dans une cuisine ou un boudoir, et on s’etonne que son horizon soit borne; on lui coupe 

les ailes, et on deplore qu’elle ne sache pas voler (Beauvoir, 1949, II: 430-31).^^°

Taken further, a materialist \T.ewpoint such as Beauvoir’s relates not only to the 

present but, in the light o f  identit)'’s constructed nature, implies the potential 

misconception o f  oneself as a bounded, essential subject, and by extension implies a need 

to break with this past in order to achieve an authentic state o f  being in the world in the 

future. From within this framework, travel takes on considerable significance as it 

presents the possibility o f  a space beyond the domus and o f  abandoning restricted

For example, as w e have seen, in Bachelard’s work on the philosophy o f  the imagination, Poetique de 
I’espace (1957), the domestic space o f  the familial hom e is represented as a life-long source o f  com fort, and 
as indespensible to the stabilisation o f  the subject’s identit}' when faced with the unknown o f  the exterior 
world. In her dialectical materialism Beauvoir’s phenomenology' mirrors Bachelard’s positing o f  the house  
as an intimate mould against which the subject’s experience o f  the wider world will be imagined and lived. 
However, for Beauvoir, one cannot automatical!}’ assume (as Bachelard does) that memories o f  this space 
necessarily mean that ‘N ous vivons des fixations, des fixations de bonheur’ (Bachelard, 2001: 25). In her 
gendered conception o f  social space, Beauvoir experiences the domus as a space o f  unfulfilled desire, o f  
frustration and o f  conferred inferiority.

She explicates this view  o f  wom anhood throughout all o f  her work, saying o f  her childhood in Fone 
des choses (1963) that ‘ce m onde etait un m onde masculin, m on enfance avait ete nourrie de mythes forges 
par les hom m es et je n ’y avais pas du tout reagi de la mem e maniere que si j’avais ete un gar9on ’ (Beauvoir, 
[1963] 1 9 9 8 ,1: 136).
'20 Foucault’s theory' o f  sexuaUt}' is based on similar principles that put forward the materiaUt)' o f  discursive 
ideas o f  male and female. Although Foucault’s early work on the emergence o f  modern subjectivity' centres 
largely on  the disciplined, monadic subject from an exclusively masculine perspective, in his later studies, 
and m ost notably in the three volum es o f  Histoire de la sexualite, he theorises the role o f  the proverbial ‘mad 
woman in the attic’, showing how  this characterisation and, more generally, the theoretical appropriation o f  
the female body in medical discourse, fiinction as part o f  the patriarchal machine that sought to regulate 
respective gender roles within the domestic sphere. See Foucault (1976, I: 193 ff).
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subjectivity in pursuit of fulfilling one’s capacity for authenticity in relation to an Other. 

Locating female powerlessness in a specific spatio-temporal condition allows for the 

reverse but mutual implication that, through the appropriation of alternative spheres of 

action, women might escape such a bounded, inauthentic existence: if woman were to 

relinquish these imposed boundaries and appropriate the world on her own terms, it is 

conceivable that, on the basis of this action, she could empower herself socially, 

intellectuall}' and politicall3̂  An alternative practice of space is envisaged as conceivably 

resulting in an alternative, empowered, female universe, where happiness would be found 

in adventure and ‘sur les routes’ (Beauvoir, 1949, II: 428). Travel, for Beauvoir, then, can 

be considered as a conscious form of identity transgression expressing her understanding 

of the self

In light of Beauvoir’s outlook, the opening sequence of the travel journal is 

significant for its implication that travelling to New York involves both a departure from 

the self and the accession to a new form of self hood:

D ’ordinaire voyager c’est tenter d’annexer a mon univers un objet neuf: I’entreprise est deja 
passionnante. Mais aujourd’hui, c’est different; il me semble que je vais sortir de ma vie; je ne sais 
pas si ce sera a travers la colere ou I’espoir, mais quelque chose va se devoiler, un monde si plein, 
si riche et si impre\’n  que je connaitrai I’extraordinaire a-venture de devenir moi-meme un autre. Le 
vol tranquiUe de I’avion est deja une promesse: deja je me suis echappee. [...] Je ne suis plus nulle 
part: je suis ailleurs. [...] Mes reves sont moins extravagants que cette grande aile a laquelle je suis 
attachee, et qui plane immobile entre les nuages et les etoiles. (Beauvoir, [1947] 1954: 11-12)

Not only does the plane journey signal the crossing of real borders, but flight takes on a 

significance beyond the quantifiable fact of movement; travel constitutes a spatial 

expression of the potential abandonment of one’s subjectivity. The airborne self loses aU 

sense of material connection to reality, while the physical marv̂ el of flight transcends even

It can be noted that this conception o f  the self as situated stands in opposition to tlie psychoanahtical 
idea o f  the subject. Toril Moi and Ursula Tidd have respectively demonstrated how  Beauvoir’s contribution 
to feminism departs from psychoanahtically inspired French feminist thought and the latter’s 
preoccupation with psycho-sexual difference. It is not simply on the groxjnds of gender considered as 
intrinsic to a person’s nature that Beauvoir disagrees with the psychoanalytical determination o f  the subject. 
She attaches a negative ideological significance to psj'chotherapy, and sees in it a form  o f  disciplinar\’ 
control operating to bring individuals in line with codes for normative (bourgeois) social behaviour. For 
her, psychotherapy is a state tool with the power to taint any unconventional lifest\-le or critical opinion 
with the label ‘abnormal’ and to relegate the individual to a system o f universal standardisation: ‘Quand on 
se sent desadapte on peut etre tente de mettre le m onde en question: cette attitude revolutionnaire est 
dangereuse pour la societe qu’cUe menace, angoissante pour I’individu qui se trouve en face de decisions a 
prendre, de risques, de responsabilites. [...] O n refuse toute verite interieure aux questions qu’il se pose, a 
ses doutes, a ses angoisses: on les considere comme une reaUte donnee qu’il s’agit d’etudier 
scientifiquement. II n ’y a plus un sujet se debattant dans son drame singuher, mais un cas objectivement 
defini. [...] La psychanalyse est une vaste entreprise de recuperation sociale; son seul but c’est de permettre 
a chaque citoyen de reprendre une place utile dans la societe’ (Beauvoir, 1954: 67). See Tidd (1999) and 
Moi(1994).
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the imaginative potential o f  the traveller’s dreams. Importantly, the transformative 

potential o f  travel is equated not with the imaginative or fantastical, hut with the actuality 

o f  the technologies o f  travel. It is undertaking the journey in real terms that affords the 

subject the opportunity to effectuate a new form o f  agency.^^  ̂ The unique perspective 

which the aeroplane provides on the N ew  York landscape incites reverie, as the distance 

afforded to the author from this lofty position means that the city can be abstracted from 

the depth o f  its detail, its mundane realities. A diagram o f  lights, the metropolis harbours 

the potential to realise the unfulfilled childhood desires o f  Beauvoir; the cit}̂  already exists 

as a potentially transformative space, one where she anticipates the modification o f  her 

identit}^ As this flight o f  the imagination recedes with the immanence o f  the tangible city, 

Beauvoir’s desire is not lessened but rather translates into a wish for reciprocal 

involvement with the people and structures o f  the urban landscape.

I'ne presence d’eni])nint': Tensions in Travel W riting

The theoretical suggestion o f  a path to liberation from society^’s constraints achieves a 

more concrete manifestation through Beauvoir’s appropriation o f the cit\^ Through 

m ovem ent and representation, Beauvoir practises N ew  York both physically and 

narratively to form a critique o f  white middle-class values and prejudices, whether male or 

female. It can be said at this point that it is not the destination — America — that

Throughout her work Beauvoir consistendy stresses the necessit)' o f experience for self-realisation. In 
Pyrrhus et Cinias (1944) the author illustrates her understanding o f  the distinction between a real and an 
imaginary journey by taking the example o f  a t)"pical middle-class man sitting at home reading about an 
explorer who has scaled the Himalayas. In his reading, the man identifies himself with human 
accomplishment, but Beauvoir quickly dismisses this identification as an essentially false form o f  self- 
assurance: ‘E n s’identifiant a son sexe, a sa classe, a I’humanite entiere, un homme peut agrandir son jardin, 
mais il ne I’agrandit qu’en paroles; cette identification n ’est qu’une pretention \’ide’. The notion o f  a 
practically located subjectivit)' makes it clear that only experience in its actual, physical sense can contribute 
to the spiritual growth o f a person. This is important, not only for the emphasis it places on action, but also 
for the questions it raises regarding Beauvoir’s vision o f  the object o f  human existence — ‘agrandir son 
jardin’ — and her idea o f  the ways for an individual to engage meaningfully with the world.
'23 It m ust be said that Beauvoir’s critique is formed from within her membership o f such a class. As Tidd 
points out in Simone de Beauvoir. Gender and Testimony (1999), Beauvoir’s botirgeois upbringing is the primary 
model for the author’s description o f female development from girlhood to adulthood in he Deuxieme Sexe. 
Thus, the relative freedom (economic, cultural, sexual) o f  the middle-class Beauvoir necessarily distances 
her from  the more restricted experience o f a working-class Frenchwoman, for example, or from the 
situation o f  an aristocratic wom an (Tidd, 1999: 33). Beauvoir’s search for ‘ton fond commun sur lequel 
s’enleve toute existence feminine singuKere’ (Beauvoir, 1949, II: 9) is, therefore, unavoidably conditioned 
by her own cultural value system. Nevertheless, Le Deuxieme Sexe and the social criticisms put forward in 
Amerique au jour le jour, while no t relevant to the entire female population, are important for the insights 
these works afford into the construction o f bourgeois discourse, the propensity' o f  this discourse to claim 
umversaKty, and for revealing how  particular literary and philosophical notions influence this construction.
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promises straightforward change in subjective perspective, this change occurs only when 

Beauvoir finds herself in a state o f  anxiety due to the foreignness o f tlie city, or when 

confronted with a social situation that encourages her to reflect on the relationship 

between govemmentality and those who live outside the conventions o f middle-class 

society. Before commenting upon instances o f these transformative interactions, let us 

examine some o f the concerns and paradoxes that Beauvoir’s reaction to American 

middle-class society raises in terms o f travel and travel writing. In the citation that follows, 

the author remarks on her encounters at a cocktail part}% the context being a 

confrontation o f her experience o f Paris during the Occupation with the Americans’ 

present pre-formulated ideas o f what the citj  ̂would have been Uke. The latter, according 

to Beam'oir, view Paris as equivalent to a concentration camp, and are surprised that 

Parisians were short o f such foods as oranges or pineapples:

Quand je leur donne quelques details vrais, je sens que je les scandalise. Si les Americains ont si 
peu le sens des nuances, ce n ’est pas qu’ils soient incapables de les saisir: la realite americaine est 
elle-m em e nuancee; c ’est qu’ils en seraient genes. Adm ettre la nuance, c ’est admettre I’ambigmte 
du jugement, la contestation, I’hesitation: devant les situations com plexes, il faut penser. lls 
souhailent se conduire la vie pargeometrie, non par sagesse: lageometrie s ’apprend tandis que la sagesse s ’invenle, et 
seule la premiere donne les reposantes certitudes necessaires a un homme consciencieux. A ussi choisissent-ils de croire 
a un monde geometrique, oH les perpendiculaires se contredisent'exactement, comme dans leurs buildings et dans 
leurs rues. (Beauvoir, 1954: 69-70) (my em phasis)

Here, the topographical design o f the urban landscape is transferred to a general 

formulation o f what, for Beauvoir, consists in an ‘American’ outlook on the world. This 

difference in perspective (French versus American) causes Beauvoir to feel apart from the 

rest of the company, but perhaps more importandy she sets herself apart in pronominal 

and, therefore, subjective terms. The references to ‘Americans’ employ the generalised 

language o f ‘ils’, representing them as a homogenous collective, which stands in contrast 

to her own subjective position as ‘je’. In opposition to the singular ‘je’, there is no 

particular person with whom the reader can identify the alternative ‘American’ 

perspectives presented. This exhibits the tension, familiar in travel writing, between the 

subjective stance o f the traveller and that traveller’s will to summarise the Other in a 

universal manner. This tendency to universaHsm persists in understanding America as a 

macrocosmic, discursively structured arena, and facilitates the traveller’s appropriation 

and articulation o f the foreign space: paradoxically, the author promotes nuance through 

stereotA'pe.

as well as for how these discvirsive constraints manifested themselves practically when it came to career 
options available to  women and to the promulgation o f ideals o f  female domesticit}’ up to the 1970s.
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However, while such stereotyping may certainly be critiqued, for Beauvoir it 

functions to define her a position in relation to the O ther and posits her identity firom a 

location o f  ethical and political disagreement with what she perceives to be the dom inant 

conservatism  o f middle-class America. This is no t a coherent narrative stance, however, 

and remains problem atic for the fact that at other m om ents in the text she recognises her 

tendency to metonj'mical expansion (a martini, an orange juice, a whisk)^ all becom e 

representative o f ‘America’ (Beauvoir, 1954: 20, 16, 23)) and underm ines the value o f  her 

generalisations by highlighting her status as outsider. H er sense o f  exclusion leads to  a 

questioning o f  her se lfhood  as well as to the significance o f  her social observations.

In the early stages o f  her journey, New York seems an urban Arcanum  whose 

codes o f  signification remain impenetrable to the uninitiated traveller. The cit}̂  presents 

itself as a space o f  obstacles whenever Beauvoir confronts the limits o f  her self-agency: 

despite being equipped with theoretical knowledge, her lack o f  previous material 

connection with the cit}̂  prom otes feelings o f  disorientation, irrelevancy and exclusion. 

N o r can she appropriate the space with a \new to the future; in term s o f  self-projection 

therefore, she cannot imagine herself connected along either the tem poral axis o f  the past 

or that o f  the future. And, because neither o f  these dimensions connects the traveller to 

her immediate surroundings, her lack o f  both roots and purpose makes assimilation o f  the 

present m om ent impossible. As there is no temporal depth  that m ight insert Beauvoir 

into the histories and hopes that form  the imaginative geography o f  the N ew  York 

universe, these feelings o f  spatio-temporal dislocation becom e articulated in terms o f 

estrangem ent from  the self As she says o f  walking the crowded streets alone:

Mes yeux sont sans souvenir, mes pas sans projet: coupee du passe et de I’avenir, une pure 
presence. [...] Je ne suis plus a Paris, mais je ne suis pas ici: ma presence est une presence 
d’emprunt. II n’y a pas de place pour moi sur ces trottoirs: ce monde etranger ou je ne suis pas; je 
le saisis dans ma parfaite absence. Cette foule que je coudoie, je n’en fais pas partie: je me sens 
invisible a tous les regards. J ’ai I’incognito d’un fantome. Reussirai-je a me reincarner? (Beauvoir, 
1954: 15)

In her discussion of the ‘American Woman’ Beauvoir also points out the fallacy o f this female 
archet}^e: ‘Bien entendu la femme americaine est un mjTlie. II y a en Amerique environ 80 millions 
d’individus du sexe feminin. Meme si je me Umite a mon etroite experience, j’en ai rencontre de toutes 
especes [...]’ (Beauvoir, 1954: 318). Nevertheless, this knowledge does not prevent her from commenting 
on the waj's in which she envisages the American woman as limited by societal expectations and 
constraints, and therefore the narrative remains in constant tension with itself: caiaght between the desire to 
make a wider social statement and the awareness of Beauv'oir’s own limited subjectivit)' in relation to other 
individuals.
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Beauvoir identifies these feelings o f estrangement and self-absence as being intimately 

related to the fact that she has no quotidian bank o f experience to inscribe her in the 

mundane, routine (and yet, purposeful) Ufe o f the metropolis. Without this life the city 

becomes a vast organism o f fantasy and stereot\^pes — ‘[la] ville debout’, ‘des geometries 

passionees’ (Beauvoir, 1954: 18); to be without project and thus disengaged from the 

urban community is to lead an inauthentic existence. Thus she seeks to integrate herself, if 

only for a short time, into certain o f the social communities in New York.^^^ Beauvoir’s 

travel experience consists, therefore, in an attempt to re-locate her self through the 

formation o f a relationship with the tirban community via encounter and engagement. 

The processes involved in such a venttare reveal that this re-location entails the return to a 

position that advocates the dislocation o f the self in substantial relation to other 

individuals within different communities, while at the same time implying a responsibility 

to comment upon the wider simation o f these communities. The latter for Beauvoir takes 

the form o f opposition to any tj^pe o f governmentaUty that would deny equality and 

freedom to individuals or social groups. This paradoxical relation, between the subjective 

self as necessarily limited and the responsibilit}" o f that self to the collective, is 

demonstrated (to take but one example) in Beauvoir’s representation of her encounter 

with the black communit}^ in Harlem.

Havleni: ils n ’avaioiit pas I’aii’ dangeroiix’

Through walking, the author practises the cit}̂  so as, physically and narratively, to criticise 

middle-class convention. Beauvoir performs her opposition to these mores through 

defiance o f the cit}̂ ’s symbolic geography, entering spaces that others o f her class consider 

out o f bounds. Although she has been warned that it is barely safe to drive let alone walk, 

the lone traveller ventures on foot beyond the 125th street frontier and into Harlem.

‘Authenticity’ in this sense, then, is not to be equated with a list o f  ‘t^'pically American’ experiences after 
which one can feel justified in having authentically experienced the city. In response to a debate amongst 
French emigres over the essence o f ‘America’ Beauvoir tells o f her incapacity to judge: ‘Je n ’ai rien a dire 
encore, je ne peux qu’ecouter’ (Beauvoir, 1954: 25). And }'et, there is a sense in Beauvoir’s travel writing that 
it is the responsibilitv o f  each person to construct their identity relationally through engagement and 
expression o f one’s opinion. As she states later on in this passage: ‘Je pense seulement que I’Amerique est 
un m onde et qu’on ne peut pas plus accepter ou refuser un monde qu’accepter ou refuser le monde. II s’agit 
de choisir ses amis et ses ennemis, d’y affirmer ses projets et ses revokes singulieres. l^ ’Amerique: c’est un 
momau de la planete, une politique, une civilisation, des classes, des races, des sectes et des hommes pris un a un-, il y a des 
voleurs et des policiers, des ingenieurs et des artistes, des mecontents et des satisfaits, des profiteurs et des 
exploites. Je sais bien que chaque haine sera I’envers d ’tm amour, chaque amour I’envers d ’tine haine’. 
(Beauvoir, 1954: 25) (my emphasis)
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Beauvoir enmeshes her spatial practice of Harlem into a narrative o f ethical debate which 

confronts the opinion o f ‘des gens bien-pensants’ (Beauvoir, 1954: 39), envisaging that 

the racist discourse o f the latter has effectively and imaginatively segregated the Upper 

Westside from the rest o f Manhattan. The travel practice and writing o f Harlem is initially 

constructed as a series o f oppositional negations: the white community’s racial 

topography o f the city is undermined as Beauvoir walks the cultural borderline o f Lennox 

Avenue. She pastiches the horror stories o f white women being raped and bodies in 

allejnvays told to her by her white acquaintances onto the middle-class quietude of 

Columbus Circle, so that these tales seem ridiculous. By associating the Harlem o f her 

immediate experience with Columbus Circle, Beauvoir produces a coincidence o f urban 

areas that functions to render ridiculous the white imaginative geography o f Harlem as a 

Aaolent slum. Beauvoir narrates her experience in terms that explicidy contradict such an 

imaginaire-. ‘ils pes enfants d’Harlem] n ’avaient pas I’air dangereux’ (Beauvoir, 1954: 39) 

(Fig. 25).’^̂  The jiaxtaposition o f ‘des gens bien pensants’ and their bacchanal fantasies 

with the figure o f the traveller, whose rational perspective receives no morbid stimulation 

from ‘ce large boulevard paisible et gai’ (Beauvoir, 1954: 39), functions to undermine the 

white middle-class inhabitant as authoritative voice.

Beauvoir’s narrative proceeds towards the recuperation o f Harlem from white 

discursive censorship. The travel writer inscribes her counter-assessment o f the borough 

within the hegemonic discourse o f the white communit)^ this time using her position as 

outsider positively to formulate a critique. The author represents Harlem as a 

sophisticated, integral communit)', complete unto itself with attendant class hierarchies 

and social variet}  ̂ like any other. Alongside her physical transgression, Beauvoir’s practice 

o f Harlem extends to a narrative attempt at reversing the psychological underpinnings o f 

the white communitj^’s fear o f the area. The attempt at exposing the fallacy o f this fear 

involves two interrelating narrative styles; personal testimony and social commentar}^ In 

the first case, despite her ethics o f egalitarianism, the traveller’s emotional reaction to her 

physical encounter with Harlem is fear. Confronted with her own irrational emotional 

state, Beauvoir attempts to understand the contradiction between this feeling and her 

positive extrinsic experience o f Harlem through assessment o f her public (or visible) 

identity' in relation to her immediate surroundings. Thus her presence in Harlem forces a 

renegotiation o f identity, as the borough’s difference from the rest o f Manhattan reflects

Photographers such as Helen Levitt in the 1940s attempted to rescue the image o f Harlem from the 
negative associations which the conservative press gave the borough (Fig. 25).
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the author’s racial difference from the black community: within this sphere her status as 

rebeUious tourist is relative to her status as a white woman in a black neighbourhood. At 

her point o f departure (her abandonment o f white convention to march ‘deliberement 

vers Harlem’ (Beauvoir, 1954: 38)), Beauvoir’s identity is that o f rebel and rational 

sympathiser with the black populadon from within the white community; rejecting 

affiliation with the latter equates to rejection o f the role o f oppressor. This identity 

m dergoes significant re-definition, however, as she wanders through the streets o f  the 

borough. Confronted with the corporeality o f Harlem, the author senses a radical 

disjunction between her inward intentionality and her outward appearance, as her skin 

colour becomes a sign o f membership o f an ethnically oppressive racial group. Here, 

Beauvoir’s transgression exceeds her own control, for not only has she traversed a spatial 

distance but she has also entered an alternate socio-historic code for establishing meaning. 

Her response to this reveals her self-consciousness; she feels herself hated and so reacts 

by limiting her physical behaviour in any encounter: ‘Je n ’ose pas sourire aux enfants dans 

les squares, je ne me sens pas le droit de flaner dans les rues ou la couleur de mes yeux 

signifie injustice, arrogance et haine’ (Beauvoir, 1954: 40). Here, global classifications, and 

their attendant epistemological and historical determinations o f oppressor and oppressed, 

interfere with Beauvoir’s subjective desire for mumal comprehension. The gaze o f  the 

Harlem communit}^ categorises the traveller to the extent that this gaze direcdy mediates 

her freedom o f movement, o f expression, and so forces acknowledgement o f her lack o f 

authority with regard to how her physical and cultural collective identity" is interpreted. 

The segregation o f New York’s urban communities is determinative o f a new identity" as 

Beauvoir recognises it, a dialectical collective identit}" she unwittingly becomes the 

emblematic oppressor.

However, this renegotiation o f the self in terms o f physical awareness takes a 

positive turn when Beauvoir examines the logic o f her fear and employs this to reinforce 

her original intention as transgressor: to critique white middle-class fallacy where the 

discursive separation o f Manhattan’s topography is concerned. Fear, she writes, is the 

irrational consequence o f the white communit\'’s feelings o f inferiority when confronted 

with evidence o f their own oppression and discrimination:

L’Americain moyen, si soucieux d ’etre en accord avec le monde et lui-meme, sait qu’au-dela de ces 
frontieres il prend une figure odieuse d’oppresseur, d ’ennemi: c’est ce visage qui lui fait peur. II se 
sent hai, il se sait haissable. (Beauvoir, 1954: 40)
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Transgression, therefore, does not alwaj^s consist in the intellectual or ethical pleasure o f 

dislocating the discursive boundaries o f the dominant oppressor. For the white female 

Westerner who determines to interact with those whom governmentaUty has relegated to 

the status o f Other, individual transgression carries with it the need to acknowledge one’s 

collective origins. The travel writer, determined to recuperate the Other from oppression, 

is doubly engaged, therefore, in the process o f identity formation: to step outside the 

expectations o f one’s class or gender does not necessarily free one from responsibility or 

affiliation; the outsider cannot control how the Other perceives her — as a sign o f 

enslavement, persecution and suffering.

W hether or not, then, Beauvoir is in an ethical position to comment upon 

American racial issues or engage with members o f the black community, in the face o f 

this dilemma she opts to allow her discourse to emerge from direct personal experience. 

She insists on her endeavour to implicate herself in the every'day fabric o f the 

metropolitan universe o f the 1940s. Mutual engagement with people from all walks o f life 

becomes her modus operandi for narrating New York, and the basis for her formulation o f a 

wider socio-poHtical stance. For example, her conscience in relation to the black 

communit}^ is eased when she attends a jazz concert with her friend Richard Wright, the 

author o f Native Son (1940) and Black Boy: A  Record of Childhood and Youth (1945). The 

friendship and physical co-presence o f two people from different sides o f the ethnic 

di\ade disrupts collective categorisations o f segregation, flouting the master-slave dialectic 

conditioning New York’s topographical divisions at this point in its history. Through 

personal interaction Beauvoir assumes a position in the city with the effect o f challenging 

both the conventional opinions o f her own ethnic community and her pre-conceived 

notions about herself Thus, her narration exhibits a conscious disavowal o f segregation 

and the adoption o f a socio-political project no matter how uncomfortable her immediate 

experience, so that her travel writing functions as testimony, presenting an alternative, 

subjective intervention within the urban order as an (albeit limited) form o f protest.

Cii'cadian Cit\" E n  corn’s de route

In its entirety (a dense 376 pages) Beauvoir’s journal reiterates the idea that in order to 

experience New York authentically she must generate an identity that engages reciprocally 

with the ever\'day social spectra o f the metropolis. Her travel journal narrates the
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generation o f such a self, and Beauvoir expressly states that in order for her narrative to

approximate a truth she must, o f necessit}% implicate herself in the representation o f

America; ‘Comme ime experience concrete enveloppe a la fois le sujet et I’objet, je n ’ai

pas cherche a m ’eliminer de ce recit: il ne saurait etre vrai qu’en tenant compte des

circonstances singuHeres, personneUes ou chaque decouverte s’est effectuee’ (Beauvoir,

1954: 9). This subjective stance is given formal structure through the adoption o f a

circadian, diar)'-st}4e, narrative enabUng the travel writer to assign moments o f lived time

to moments o f historical time. The latter can be thought o f as moments o f time that have

acquired normative value through official representations that afford society a consistent

position from which macrostructural situations are made legible. In the way that her

representation circumscribes the cit) ,̂ she refuses to hypothesise on any outcome for the

future cit}f that would amalgamate New York with well-known ancient paradigms o f

metropolitan cataclysm and, instead, relativises her experience so as to insert her voice

within a mesh o f other potential discourses (be they subjective or collective). The

circadian form thus assists in the dissemination o f the travel writer’s personal narrative by

implicating her in the fabric o f New York’s own narrative theatre — which confounds as

much as it confirms her identit}\ For, in terms o f Beauvoir’s existentialist stance, this

creation of a subjective entr\' point into America, experienced as personal domain and

encounter, is indissociable from her symbolic initiation into alternate forms o f narratively

and corporeally expressed female power in the historical, social and political senses.

Through Beauvoir’s narrative strategies, space itself remains an open book; this traveller’s

journey ends with the completion o f the journal (20 May 1947), but in the diar}' form the

future textualit}' and discursivit}^ o f the metropolis remain implicated (21 May wiU happen

whether Beauvoir narrates it or not), and thus the potentialitj' o f the urban universe to

reformulate alternative discourses o f experience is never closed o ff This furthers the

subjectivisation o f the traveller’s account, as Beauvoir acknowledges in her preface to the

journal when she underscores her comprehension o f the subject’s identit}' as a constant

renegotiation o f space and time in reaction with an ever-shifting bank o f experience:

II arrive souvent que mes premieres impressions ne s’elucident qu’en cours de route Mais je 
tiens a signaler qu’aucun morceau isole ne constime un jugement definitif; souvent d’ailleurs, je 
n’aboutis a aucun point de vue arrete, et c ’est I’ensemble de mes indecisions, des additions et 
rectifications qui constitue mon opinion (Beauvoir, 1954: 9).

The inherendy fragmented (at least in textual terms) qualit)^ o f the circadian 

account reveals how, as the traveller enters into dialogue with the metropolis, she also 

constandy renegotiates her own identit}' in response to it. In this way, the chronology o f
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the jotimal infuses the macrostructural impression of the city with dynamic self-agency. In 

reaction to the categorising, generalised strands o f meaning which different communities 

employ to understand her, at different moments, the travel writer’s identity status, or role 

identity, interrelatively shifts from tourist, to French compatriot, to middle-class 

intellectual, to single, female adventurer to white woman. This is brought about by 

Beauvoir’s confrontation with the O ther — the different gazes which she is subjected give 

rise to persistent re-negotiations o f Beauvoir’s self image. While this phenomenon, of 

shifting roles with respect to one’s situation, can be observed at home as well as abroad, it 

is, in particular, the political implications which Beauvoir’s negotiation with the American 

Other gives rise to that single these particular roles out. We are reminded that Deuxieme 

Sexe is a work that was researched in tandem with this travel journal, and that Beauvoir’s 

political activism was fuelled by the direct experiences o f injustice and the mis

representations o f identity that lead to prejudice.

Furthermore, this interrelative identit}' necessarily extends to, to borrow a term 

from Paul Ricceur, the narrative identity which is assumed in the act o f writing and which 

unfolds before the reader as he/she engages with the text. For Beauvoir, the reader 

understood as Other, is as fundamental to her conception o f the self as process as is the 

multi-dimensionalit}" o f experience. As she explains in ‘Mon experience d’ecrivain’ (1979):

Le recit trahit le mouvement vivant d’une vie. II y a tout de meme une maniere de le susciter: une 
seule. II faut que le lecteur, qui lui est vivant, qui vit en chair et os dans le temps, me prete son 
propre temps; au moment ou il me lit, il se rappelle tout ce qu’H a lu jusque la. (Beauvoir, 1979: 
453)

This circadian narrative strategy', then, does indeed betray the inevitable forward 

movement of life, not perhaps in a conventional teleological way that might imply some 

sort o f resolution, but through the temporally structured text which, in recounting the 

author’s life, implicates death. However, through the potential o f  the future reader’s 

engagement with Beauvoir’s narrative present, the reader is not only invited to understand 

identit)^ as constandy constructed in dialectic with specific spatio-temporal circumstances, 

but is also implicated in the reconstruction o f the author’s own identity through the 

consistent renegotiation o f her testimony, and the re-assessment o f that testimony’s 

relevance within the constandy shifting historical flow o f wider socio-political concerns. 

Beauvoir’s narrative thus accepts that both her position as outsider and her subjective 

consciousness are limiting factors to the vaHdit}" o f her opinion as a ‘truth-claim’; the 

traveller recognises a specific collective framework as the backdrop to her experience.
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which in mrn informs the wider community’s recognition o f her. Once again in her 

preface she proffers her disclaimer, listing all the places she has not visited, the people she 

has not met, and the social spheres she has had no experience of, admitting the existence 

o f  ‘des grands tableaux en pied que de plus competents ont traces’ (Beauvoir, 1954: 9).

This is not to say, however, that the author dismisses her ability to narrate from a 

basis o f truth. Through narration and encounter she implicates herself in the wider 

narrative o f America and illustrates her perceived responsibility to contribute to a pre

existing, collective understanding o f the event (truth as coherency). Through her 

identification o f the self as intersubjective, she also implicates her future reader in her 

text, appealing to his/her interpretive potential as a means to restore the author’s vital 

agency, as a means o f renegotiating Beauvoir’s concern to break down monadic 

conceptions o f the self, as well as to render problematic hegemonic discursive 

constructions o f minorities that prove destructive to those communities’ way o f life. The 

innovation involved in the act o f bearing witness arises in the potential o f any testimony 

to disrupt this dominant collective understanding through the production o f accounts that 

fall outside contemporary' horizons o f expectation and experience, while simultaneously 

creating the possibilit}' o f identification on the part o f the wider communit}^

Writing around the Tjiiies:

Goorges Perec on Ellis Tslaiid

Fort}' years after Beauvoir and Sartre, New York acquires its ruin and, consequendy, a 

past in Georges Perec’s representation o f Ellis Island, JR/Vz/j d'Ellis Island: histoires d ’etrance 

et d ’espoir ([1980] 1994). EUis Island is highly significant in terms o f  the imaginative 

geography o f New York Cit}' in that, from the late nineteenth centurj' until the 1930s it 

was the governmental immigration outpost, where European migrants were vetted 

before entr\' into the United States.’̂  ̂ For much o f the population o f New York today.

'2'̂  The highest concentration o f  emigrants arrived on Ellis Island between the years 1892 to 1924. During 
this period almost sixteen million people passed through the island’s federal checkpoint; that is, five or six 
thousand per day. 70 per cent o f  all immigrants from Europe passed through N ew  York. From 1914 
onwards, European emigration began to subside due to the outbreak o f  war as well as due to measures 
enacted by the American Congress, such as the Literacy Act (1917) and the introduction o f  quotas that
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the island forms part o f either their first-hand or their ancestral cultural inheritance. The 

island is significant in terms o f European cultural memor\' too for these same reasons, 

although, for the European, Ellis marks the point o f transition from one life to another 

rather than any affiliations o f heritage: thus the poles o f significance for Europe and 

America are necessarily opposed. Europe as the point o f  departure (for a variety o f 

reasons — usually negative) is henceforth imagined in terms o f the past left behind, while 

America, as point o f arrival, is endowed with hopes for the future, for freedom and 

betterment. Official historical discourse makes o f Ellis a site o f positive memorial, a place 

that forms a bond for many Americans between their current home and their European 

heritage. This bond was officially articulated by the conversion o f the site into a museum 

in 1976. Thus, while during the most intense years o f immigration to the United States 

from 1892 to 1924 the emigrant was ‘regarded prettj' much as a species o f im port’ 

(Pitkin, 1975: 169), or more ominously during the Second World War, ‘in the aspect of 

his potential threat to the national security’ (Pitkin, 1975: 170), by the Sixties the idea o f 

heritage and commemoration determine the island’s future. Edward Corsi, an Italian 

immigrant and Commissioner o f Naturalization for Immigration from 1933, gratified 

those urging for Ellis Island’s conversion into a national monument: ‘For EUis Island,’ he 

said in a letter to the New York Times, ‘is more than a piece o f real estate. It is an 

important part o f our American heritage. For millions o f American families it has been a 

gateway to a new Ufe o f libert}' and opportunity’ (cited in Pitkin, 1975: 185). The museum 

thus appropriates the past in terms more amenable to the present. In the case o f Ellis 

Island, its conversion to a national monum ent and museum o f immigration affords the 

authorities the opportunit}' to re-cast the emigrant experience on EUis Island in positive 

t e r m s . A n d  the tourist, whether a stranger or an immigrant’s ancestor, practises EUis in

made it almost impossible for the destitute o f  Europe (who had constituted the majorit}' o f  the migrant 
population) to gain entrj' to the United States. In 1924 immigration procedures were delegated to 
European consulates, and Ellis Island was dem oted to a detention centre that dealt exclusively with those 
w hose situation was irregular. Throughout the Second World War it was used as a prison camp for those 
suspected o f  anti-American activities and housed Italian fascists, pro-N azi Germans, Communists or those 
suspected o f  Communism. Ellis was definitively closed in 1954 before being converted into the museum  
we know  it as toda)^ Perec’s writing adds a human dim ension to these statistics: ‘2 % d’emigrants 
seulement furent refoules d’Ellis Island. Cela represente pourtant deux cent cinquante mille personnes. Et 
de 1892 a 1924, il y a eut trois miUe suicides sur EUis Island’ (Perec, 1994; 18).
'2* Debate over the Island’s humanitarian status was ongoing throughout the years o f  intense immigration 
and up until the island’s foundation as a national monum ent. D epending on the perspective taken, the 
American authorities emerge as taskmasters or benevolent liberators o f  a ravaged Europe. Morand visits 
EUis Island on his trip to N ew  York. H e is concerned to defend the American authorities against criticism: 
‘ElHs Island n’a rien d’un enfer. C’est un grand hotel administradf, avec des jouets pour les enfants, des 
douches et des vetements gratuits, le cinema, le soir, pour les grandes personnes. Au refectoire, une 
nourriture abondante; on a mem e prevu une table speciale pour les Israelites avec de la viande rituellement 
preparee par des cuisiniers juifs. Cette table-la, jusqu’en 1907, a du etre forte grande; aujourd’hui.
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this positive, orderly way, either as a site o f historical information, or one o f ancestral 

pilgrimage and personal confirmation.

However, Perec’s account renders problematic the monument as a site o f positive 

historical inheritance and tourist invention. In articulating the history o f EUis Island, the 

representational operations at work in Perec’s text recognise the institutional character o f 

the island, and question the site o f governmental space from the point o f view o f the 

violence done to the individual identities that passed through it. This may be seen as part 

o f what Pierre N ora has identified in the late twentieth centur)^ as the movement from a 

prioritisation o f history towards an emphasis on memory. Amongst other factors, Nora 

recognises this turn as emerging from the ‘acceleration o f history’, which Auge explains 

in terms o f globalisation, the technological accessibilit}' o f the world, and the media’s 

abiUt}' to inform the public o f events anj^where in the world instantaneously (see Auge, 

1992). This speeding-up o f history, Nora claims, renders the future increasingly 

uncertain, and the end o f any sort o f historical teleology imposes on us a duty to 

remember, as expressed in the West’s obsession with heritage, preser\^ation and the 

stockpiling o f vestiges o f the past.’̂  ̂ Likewise, Perec’s travel narrative suggests an 

oppositional differentiation between memon^ and historical consciousness, and 

articulates this opposition through formal narrative strategies within the text. The 

opening sections o f Perec’s narrative explore the island as the geographical concentration 

o f diaspora, the historical centre for the dislocation o f European identities. The later 

sections of the book emphasise the intangibiHt)’ o f individual memor\% while expressing 

an urgent desire that this memor)^ be preser\^ed.

Secondly, BJcits d ’Ellis Island can be distinguished from the other travel narratives 

analysed here for the unusual motivations that drive Perec’s travel practice. A wider

I’Amerique s’epure’ (Morand, 1929: 32). It would seem from Morand’s assertion that Ellis Island had 
nothing hellish about it that there was an opposing criticism surrounding conditions on the island that did 
indeed see ElHs Island as an infernal place. In their Month^ 'Rxview of 1949, the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service defended their activities on the island: ‘EUis Island, in the Harbor of New York Cit}% 
is used solely as a detention and deportation center by the U.S. Immigration Service. Once a general 
reception center for all aliens entering the United States, it has not been used for this purpose for 30 years. 
No immigrant or visitor whose passport and entry papers are in order now goes to the island. More than 
99 percent of all immigrants and visitors arrive with documents and papers in order’ (cited in Pitkin, 1975: 
171). This suggests that the Service recognised that the public’s image of the island as depot was largely a 
negative one, while they also seem concerned to distance their present use of the island from that of the 
past. In 1962 the Communist Daily referred to EUis Island as ‘America’s first concentration camp’
(Pitkin, 1975: 171).
'2^Nora posits three other factors that contribute to this European awareness of memorj-’s distinction from 
histor\’. He locates the change in the economic crisis o f 1974, which along with urbanisation, signaUed the 
end of rural life. Moreover, he sees the re-interpretation of the national past as a consequence of the post- 
de Gaulle era. Finally, the intellectual coUapse of Marxism factually ended the revolutionary’ idea. Nora 
argues that the Marxist concept o f historical time based on revolutions and informed by notions of rupture 
is replaced by another concept of time based on a renewed notion of tradition. See Nora (1997, II).
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reading o f Perec’s work reveals the author’s preoccupation with space, the question o f its 

representation and its relation to his personal identity. Ellis Island is no different. His 

journey to EUis is motivated by his acute imagined attachment to the island depot as a 

site o f personal recognition and recuperation. Interpreting Ellis Island as a space o f 

scission and caesura, a space o f equivocal identities in-between a past and a future as yet 

unattained, constitutes the moment o f Perec’s identification with the island. Perec 

distinguishes this interpretation of the island from other possible modes o f identification. 

For example, his feUow traveller, the filmmaker Robert Bober, is also a Jew — and he 

comes to the island to find links to his past; the island exists for him as part o f a series o f 

reference points that constimte his positive, tangible and stable experience o f Jevidsh 

tradition. The persistence and positive constitution o f  Bober’s Jewish identit)^ is 

recognised by Perec as fundamentally linked to the fact o f survival and inheritance: 

survival o f the Holocaust and cultural continuation. He juxtaposes Bober’s Jewish 

identity with his own sense o f being a Jew, explaining Bober’s identity in positive terms:

etre juif, pour lui, c ’est continuer a s’inserer 
dans une tradition, une langue, une culture, une 
communaute qua ni les siecles de la diaspora ni 
le genocide systematique de la ‘solution finale’ 
n’ont reussi a definitivement broyer; 
etre juif, pour lui, c’est avoir regu, pour le transmettre 
a son tour, tout un ensemble de coutumes, de 
manieres de manger, de danser, de chanter, des mots, 
des gouts, des habitudes,
et c’est surtout avoir le sentiment de partager ces 
gestes et ces rites avec d’autres, au-dela des 
frontieres et des nationalites, partager ces choses 
devenues racines, tout en sachant a chaque instant 
qu’elles sont en meme temps fragiles et essentielles, 
menacees par le temps et par les hommes. (Perec, 1994: 60)

For Perec, however, the island has significance in a manner direcdy opposed to 

such a heritage. Memor}^ is not necessarily a positive image o f the past, concretely 

locatable in some actual event or site. Perec’s relationship to his Jewish identit}^ is defined 

against this positive, concrete cultural experience o f communal identit}^ as a lack. The

trauma o f the Holocaust, its cancelling out o f the possibility o f continuity with the past

for many surviving Jews, engendered a lapse or rupture in familial and collective memory. 

The Holocaust called Jewish identity into question by its annihilation o f whole families 

and entire towns. Its legacy ensured that the survivors’ identities were now devastatingly 

linked to the presence o f absence within their self hood. This lack is necessarily
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fundamentally different from a process o f forgetting or o f personal rebellion. Perec was 

never given the chance either to forget or to rebel. He has been cut off from the 

possibility o f a cultural commonality by the intervention o f exterior forces operating 

beyond his sphere o f control. His cultxoral identity is a product o f historical contingency, 

and in a very concrete way is a cultural identity o f disinheritance. The trauma of the 

Holocaust requires a reappraisal o f memory and its relationship to the imagination. While 

memory in all positive senses o f the term can be seen as a movement o f time 

distinguished temporally from the present, this normally supposes the happening o f an 

exterior event at some time in the past and its potential to be positively appropriated 

through a re-enactment o f  the memories’ traces. However, an appraisal o f the Jewish 

experience during the Holocaust leads to the conclusion that memory is almost a kind o f 

‘non-time’. In wake o f the Holocaust’s destruction the act o f remembering presents the 

problem of articulating a rupture in memory, as well as raising questions concerning the 

limitations of historical representation. Within Perec’s narrative the reader confronts the 

absence o f the personal event in the past; the absence o f inheritance. Perec’s identit}' here 

is based on the presence o f this absence, and is thereby integrally linked to the imagined 

possibilities o f the past and the possibilit}' o f alternative futures. It is the absence of 

memor}’ that defines his imagination o f the past, and it is in this way that Ellis Island 

communicates to him and holds relevance:

ce qui pour moi se trouve ici
ce ne sont en rien des reperes, des racines ou des
traces,
mais le contraire: quelque chose d’informe, a la 
limite du dicible,
quelque chose que je peux nommer cloture, ou scission, 
ou coupure,
et qui est pour moi tres intimement et tres confusement 
lie au fait meme d’etre juif. (Perec, 1994: 56)

The closest real connection that links Perec to the island is a phantom possibility^: EUis 

Island is for him a space o f estrangement, but also of probable autobiography, because it 

is where his parents might have escaped to had they not been murdered at Auschwitz. 

The imagined evenmaUt}' that his parents might have left Poland to make a new life in 

America and survive the war makes EUis a floating signifier o f the fragilit)" o f Perec’s 

official Jewish heritage. This alternative version o f events is the absence that engenders 

the traveller’s attempt to forge his stor)'/histor\^ from the fragments o f a childhood that
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history ultimately denied him — something he explains in saying: ‘Je n ’ai pas le sentim ent 

d’avoir oubUe, mais celui de n ’avoir jamais pu apprendre [...]’ (Perec, 1994: 60).

T he travel account will be analysed here in terms o f  how  Perec’s spatial practices 

destabilise the m onum ent as geographical and symbolic site o f  collective identity, to 

po in t to the im portance o f  a m ore complex, multi-layered, m nem onic reality lying 

beyond the guided lens o r structured language o f  representation. In terms o f  writing this 

space, Perec’s particular geo-poetical representation o f  the island will be examined in 

term s o f  how  it renders problem atic the loss o f  the banal and the everyday within 

historical discursive narrative, and how this practice generates another, symbolic, re

construction o f  space via the author’s return to the trace, or to the site o f  Ellis as silent 

ruin.

Perec’s spatial practice can be equated to that o f  a rag-picker or chiffonnier, an 

errant wanderer on a quest for the lost intricacies o f  everj^day memories o f  the past. 

A ccording to Benjamin, the rag-picker is a practitioner o f  the city concerned to retrieve 

from  obliteration the refuse objects o f  even^day Hfe and to form  a connective 

relationship with the city in which the urban landscape is interpreted as a tem poral 

palimpsest. In relation to travel, the residual spaces o f  such an urban landscape faU 

outside the authoritarian, appropriative gaze o f  bourgeois tourism. Benjamin talks o f  the 

rag-picker as som eone w hom  histor)' has disinherited, som eone in an ‘obscure state o f 

revolt against society’ (Benjamin, 1973: 20). Perec’s family histor)' and his intangible 

connection with the ruined landscape o f  Ellis Island implicate him  in the imaginative 

geography o f  the island as he conceives o f  it as a place where identities have been 

m anufactured anew, and where memory^ is in danger o f  being processed irrevocably at 

the hands o f  m on;im ental history. H e is no t a detached observer but a traveller 

interacting with the ruin alm ost s)TObioticaUy, identifying with the silence o f  the rusty 

objects, and feeling a responsibility to  som ehow record the absences to which they attest; 

those absences that histon^ overlooks. In  this way, Perec’s travel writing comes to  name 

EUis as a space o f  imaginar)' yet intimate recognition, where the island functions to 

explore identity in terms o f  loss, with this loss revealing itself to be as m uch a part o f  

m odem  identitj^ as any recordable event, at the same time as the account illustrates the 

urgency o f  preserving the m em ory o f  such a loss. Therefore, while it is in the m idst o f  

the ruins o f  Second Em pire Paris that Benjamin identifies the emergence o f  the figure o f  

the chiffonnier, perhaps it can also be said that it is when the stabilit}' o f  place becom es 

problem atic, when a locatable heritage and tradition become uncertain, that errance
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becomes a condition o f life, and that subsequently it becomes necessary to create 

meaning for the divested space o f the present through the implication o f the trace.

The trace’s special identity as a sign rests in the potential it has to reunite a 

causality^ (included in the physicality o f the mark) with a significance (in the notion o f a 

vestige o f passing). At the same time, the trace is an indexical marker: it points to the 

existence o f something that it, in itself, does not purport to describe. In Especes d ’espaces 

(1974) Perec invokes his desire for somewhere circumscribable and describable, 

somewhere invested with memon^, an inherited bank o f imagery in which to clothe his 

identit}'. Yet, ‘place’, understood in this way, eludes him:

J’aimerais bien qu’il existe des lieux stables 
immobiles, intangibles, intouches et 
presque
intouchables, immuables, enracines; des 
lieux qui seraient des references, des 
points de depart, des sources:

Mon pays natal, le berceau de ma 
Famille, la maison oii je serais ne, I’arbre 
que j’aurais \oi grandir (que mon pere 
aurait plante le jour de ma naissance), le 
grenier de mon enfance empli de 
souvenirs intacts....

D e tels lieux n’existent pas, et c’est
parce qu’ils n’existent pas que I’espace
devient question, cesse d’etre evidence,
cesse d’etre incorpore, cesse d’etre
approprie. L’espace est un doute: il me
faut sans cesse le marquer, le designer;
n n’est jamais a moi, il ne m ’est jamais
donne, il faut que j’en fasse la conquete. (Perec, 1974: 135)

This conquest o f space is linked to the dut)- to record. While memor}' escapes Perec, this 

does not exclude the possibHit}^ that the trace might constitute a means o f accessing a 

space o f identit}\ However, the trace, passive, silent vestige o f something past, underlines 

the problem o f representation, not least because it invites the imagination to re-constitute 

it in narrative terms while never allowing this narrative to base itself on the illusion o f a 

truth-value. The trace’s inherent aporia makes it impossible to deny the presence o f 

absence, and, while demanding representation, the vestige highlights the narrative 

distance between the process o f description (as an account o f the absent past-presence it 

signifies) and the process o f recording, which registers the trace indexicaUy as it is 

encountered in the present. To record the trace is to acknowledge the silence inimical to
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som ething that is no longer present w ithout attem pting to  descriptively bypass this 

absence by creating an illusion o f  presence. A t the same time, however, recording 

participates in the recovery o f  the past in so far as recording absence implies that there 

was som ething once there. It is this recuperative operation that Perec refers to  as ecriture, 

through which term  he expresses the im portance o f  writing as a trace o f  absence, an 

absence defining his identity, and thus circularly making writing a necessary com ponent 

o f  his identity. In W  ou le souvenir d ’enfance (1975), Perec elucidates the connection between 

identit}% the trace and writing:

J ’ecris; j’ecris parce que nous avons vecu ensemble, parce que j’ai ete un parmi eux, ombre au 
milieu de leurs ombres, corps pres de leur corps; j’ecris parce qu’ils ont laisse en moi leur marque 
indelebile et que la trace en est I’ecriture: leur souvenir est mort a I’ecriture; I’ecriture est le 
souvenir de leur mort et I’affirmation de ma vie. (Perec, 1975: 63-64)

Such a writing, that records rather than describes, has the same indexical power as the 

physical trace: to evoke the absence o f  presence. Perec’s project on Ellis Island is to 

intim ate the spaces beyond those that can be nam ed by histon% beyond what can be 

archived, photographed or described in definitive terms: leu r souvenir est m ort a 

I’ecriture’. These, then, are the m ost banal, ever\'day o f  spaces, where identities take 

shape and gain substance in memories and imaginations that are beyond the grasp o f  the 

docum entarist. The forms o f  expression that Perec employs in the travel account operate 

as traces, and as such allude to  the presence o f  an absent space existent in memory, by 

highlighting the ven^ deficiency o f  language to circumscribe such a space. In this way he 

creates a visceral echo o f  the past that writing can be used to  invoke but never embody.

E llis Island and History s Eationalisations

It is im portant first o f  aU to poin t out the discursive strategies which Perec’s narrative 

underm ines. In the first instance, EUis Island comm unicates in the present day as a 

heritage site: the building is a m onum ent. The historical m onum ent is a typical tourist 

attraction whose presence is often justified m ore by the outsiders who visit it than by the 

com m unity w hom  it purports to spatially inscribe in histor)\ Nevertheless, m onum ents 

are im portant markers o f  shared experience. Their presence attests to some event ia  the 

past, and contributes to the persistence o f  m em ory and history through the im position o f  

structure and built form  on the space o f  the citj^, so that m em ory becomes fundam ental
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to  the m ental com position o f  the space around us. In  pragmatic terms, the function o f  

the m onum ent is quite special for its status as m emorial ver\^ often delimits it from  

ever\'day practices o f  urban space. EUis Island is clearly such a delimited site and 

functions within specific paradigms in relation to N ew  Y ork City. For example, Ellis 

Island’s status is fundamentally different to the monumentaUty o f  N ew  Y ork’s 

skyscrapers. As Koolhaas suggests, the skyscraper demands to  be taken seriously as a 

m onum ent by the virtue o f  its trem endous verticality (Koolhaas, 1994), yet skyscrapers 

are everj'day functioning buildings and so their monumentality is integrated into the daily 

operations o f the urban environm ent. Their presence is ingrained in the quotidian fabric 

o f  urban life and its habitual practice in a way that Ellis Island is not. While the 

sk\'scraper’s size makes its m onumentality almost unavoidable, other m onum ents are 

invested with significances established through shared cultural experience. T o a large 

extent, this symbolic investm ent relies on the suppression o f  the real, sensible experience 

o f  space, so that it may be reconstructed as a site o f  historical signs to be read and 

interpreted by the community or individual.

The s}TTibolic purity o f  Ellis Island is remarkable in this regard. The site’s 

situation, an island o ff the coast o f  the cit\' that has essentially no other function other 

than that o f  historical marker, means that EUis is a place with a symbolic richness explicit 

in its exclusivit}' from  function and, since the conversion o f  the island into a m useum  in 

the 1970s, this symbolic exclusivit)' has been increasingly controlled by official 

appropriations o f  the site. As an institution o f  public exhibition, Ellis Island is 

instrum ental in consolidating discourses o f  American heritage. In terms o f  recent 

anthropological discourse, the official designation o f  EUis Island as heritage musexam can 

be seen as an attem pt to give the site the status o f  a lieu anthropologique. As we have seen, 

Auge, concerned to  differentiate between what may be thought o f  as spaces o f  post- 

modemit}' and m ore traditional ideas o f  location, identifies three criteria according to 

which a space may be defined as an anthropological place. It will be helpful to revisit 

these concepts here in relation to EUis Island. In  the first instance, its frontiers m ust be 

determ ined and stable. This is true for EUis Island in the present; its boundaries are fixed 

in term s o f  their museological function. However, for Perec this proves problem atic 

w hen one thinks o f  EUis Island in the past. Secondly, an anthropological place m ust have 

a certain historical qualitj^; it is a place where events take, or have taken, place. This is 

undeniably the case with regard to EUis Island and yet, while being the result o f  concrete 

historical processes, the conversion o f  the site into a m useum  means that histor)? is
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narrated here in accordance with an official discursive line. The musetim also operates 

according to the State’s desire to  efface historical complexit\% working to reconstruct that 

historj' along simpler, m ore coherent lines. In effect, the conversion o f  EUis, a previously 

functioning site, into a m useum  attests to the outm oded nature o f  its function. The 

historicisation process distances the present from  the responsibilities o f  the past and in 

so doing neutralises the violence surrounding the bureaucratic duties executed on  the 

island, participating in the strategies that are essentially creative o f  state mjiJiologies. 

Barthes, in com m entating on the modality o f  these strategies in general term s, explains 

that:

En passant de I’histoire a la nature, le mythe fait une economie: il abolit la complexite des actes 
humains, leur donne la simplicite des essences, il supprime toute dialectique, toute remontee au- 
dela du visible immediat, il organise un monde sans contradictions parce que sans profondeur, un 
monde etale dans I’evidence, il fonde une clarte heureuse: les choses ont Fair de signifier toutes 
seules. (Barthes, 1957: 231)

This mythological process is essential to the construction o f  collective mem ory, and this 

leads us to  the final criterion for Auge’s identification o f  an anthropological place: this 

site is integral to the identit}' o f  some community', or in other words, it is a social and 

cultural space o f  organic relationships. Explaining the significance o f  these places in 

relation to their m nem onic value, Auge states: ‘Les Lieux anthropologiques (sont) 

repertories, classes et prom us ‘lieux de m em oire’ (et) y occupant une place circonscrite et 

specifique’ (Auge, 1992: 100). For Auge, then, the anthropological place is equivalent to a 

place o f  memor)', and in Auge’s conception both o f  these terms refer to  a t^'pe o f  

memon^ that is officially and collectively sanctioned. For our purposes then, lieux de 

memoire can be interpreted as historically bounded sites. In opposition to this, Perec, will 

name EUis Island as a non-lieu, a space (rather than a site) that underm ines official identity 

discourses and questions the possibiUt}^ o f  writing memor}^

Polymoii)hic Form in Travel Widting -  Qiiestdoniiig Sj)ace

Perec’s m otivation for travel presents a challenge to the official histon^ o f  EDis Island as 

m useum  and site o f  organic interrelations. This challenge is expressed by the travel 

account’s formal structure. A brief outline will help to dem onstrate the polym orphism  

that Perec’s travel writing employs and that deliberately problem atises the
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circumscription o f  space. Brought out in manuscript form by French publishing house 

POL in 1995, Redts d ’Ellis Island was originally written as a documentary that both Perec 

and Bober filmed on EUis Island in 1979. The documentar}' was televised by T.F .l in 

1980, and Perec’s voice-over was later transcribed into book form. Already this filmic 

aspect adds another visual and auditory dimension to the travel narrative, and while a 

study o f  the travel dociamentary is beyond the scope o f  this thesis, it is worth remarking 

that, in terms o f  the text, the voice-over in particular encourages the reader’s awareness 

o f  sensorial qualities in the prose beyond those o f  its linguistic aspect. Syntax and 

semantics are imbued with the auditory significances o f  rhythm and tenor. I shall return 

to this point when examining Perec’s techniques o f enumeration. In terms o f  the written 

work itself, the travel recit is in five sections. The first is entitled ‘L’lle des larmes’. 

However, the poetr}  ̂ o f  the titie is in tension with the form o f  the narrative, which is 

documentary in style and relates historical information on the island and its institutional 

importance for Eiiropean emigrants wishing to enter America between the years 1892 

and 1924. As for the second section, once again the title o f  the piece, ‘Description d’un 

chemin’, is incongruent with the piece’s representational form. Essentially, this piece is a 

poem that employs a multiplicity^ o f  literan^ de\nces as well as photographs, that work 

together to sabotage the directness o f  the opening narrative. For the purposes o f  this 

thesis, 1 shall focus on the first two sections o f  the RJcits, which are the most relevant to a 

study o f  the traveller’s understanding o f  identity  ̂ within the foreign landscape. 1 shall 

comment on the photographs contained within these sections as they pertain to the 

concerns o f  the analysis undertaken here.'^° It can be pointed out, however, that the final

However, it is important to acknowledge the richness of levels of representational acti\’it)7 which this 
travel narrative employs. ‘Description d’tan chemin’ is followed by a collection of photographs, entitled 
‘Album’. Amongst the images are photographs taken by Lewis Hine, famous for his portraits of American 
life at the beginning of the twentieth centur3̂  The photographs precede the section, ‘Reperages’. The 
purpose of this piece of the work, Perec informs the reader, is to give a sense of the confusion and 
tmcertaint)' that Bober and he felt upon undertaking their project. Neither of them had ev'er visited New 
York prior to 1978, and their only prior contact with Ellis Island had been some old photographs. The first 
task as they saw it was to lend substance to this abstraction and to prepare for the fiknmaking process by 
making contact with the dozen or so people whose names they had been given. Upon arrival this list seems 
to provide the inspiration for the enumeration o f the burgeoning realities accumulated as soon as the cit)̂  
became an entit)' involved in the even-day existence of these two foreigners. ‘Reperages’ consists of lists 
with titles such as ‘Gens que nous avons \'us’, ‘Gens que nous n’avons pas vu, mais que nous aurions du, 
ou aime voir’, ‘Lieux’, ‘Nourritures’. Similar to the Usts o f ‘Description d’un chemin’, the sequencing of 
words like ‘̂ ''o lfs delicatessen, restaurant autrichien, restaurant One Fifth, restaurant itaUen sur la 
Avenue [...]’ (Perec, 1994: 98), suggests a mj'riad of experiences behind each entr^', so that every' word 
stands in for an entire event, perhaps all the more conspicuous because of its absence. This section o f the 
licit is particularly reminiscent of Especes d ’espaces, in which the author delimits the tensions between the 
metonymical experience of the ever^^day and the larger metaphorical consciousness one forms of space. In 
this work, these spaces range from the subject’s bed, to the neighbourhood, to the conception of one’s 
place in the universe
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section of d’Ellis Island, and the basis of the second part of the documentary,

consists o f a collection of interviews, gathered under the heading ‘Memoires’, with those 

people who passed via EUis Island upon emigration to America. This part of the 

representation reveals that Perec and Bober, while feeling thek own peculiar connection 

to the site of Ellis Island, were aware of the importance of preserving the memory of 

those who had experienced the island depot before it became the historical institution 

that it is today. Bober sums up the division in their travail de memoire: ‘Le premier fikn est 

notre rapport au lieu, I’autre est leur film, c’est-a-dire des temoignages de tous ces gens 

qm auront disparu dans dix ans, leurs souvenirs’ (Soussan, 2002: 6). These interviews are 

motivated by personal concerns; the interviewees are drawn exclusively from the Italian 

and Jewish communities because, Perec says, ‘c’etait d’elles que, personneUement, nous 

nous sentions les plus proches’ (Perec, 1994: 103).

Travel writing, therefore, is indelibly linked to a sense of personal identity', but it 

is also a means via which to question the representation of the past within official 

discourses. The representation of space is acknowledged here to be conditional and 

differential, depending on the personal oudook of those interpreting the island. Bober 

has come to connect with his heritage, while for Perec this is impossible. It can be said, 

therefore, that Ellis Island marks both the link and the break-off point between Europe 

and America, the spatial umbilical cord irrevocably connecting both continents to each 

other. It is the particularity of the site’s status as depot that guides Perec’s representation 

in the opening section of the licit.

Being Tn-Bot^veen: Ellis Island as Xon-lien

The representational content of ‘L’lle des larmes’ presents the reader with a historical 

account of the island’s fiinction in the past, wherein emphasis is placed on the lack of 

roots, constant transformation, and movement that the migrant experience embodies, 

and which for Perec culminates spatially in the edifices of EUis Island. This narrative 

undermines the neutrality of the historical process as the author describes how the space 

incarnated the exile enforced on European identity, and the subsequent loss of this 

identity to America’s assimilative institutions. Insisting upon the destructive and unstable 

nature of this space renders problematic the status of EUis Island as an anthropological 

place. Rather than the present, Perec’s travel journal is preoccupied with the space as it
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was in the past, and from  this perspective the island’s status as an anthropological place 

o f  collective m em ory and ritualistic com m em oration is placed in doubt. Perec sees the 

island as a non-place: a space o f  non-definition, o f identities in flux, o f  historical and 

cultural dislocation. AU o f  these features are determiners in Perec’s relationship to his 

Jewish background, which, as I have said above, rather than being constructed from 

place-based memories o f  presence, is instead defined by the absence o f  these memories: 

a personality perversely constructed around the lack o f  place, som ething Perec will 

designate as the non-lieuP^ This is to  say that, in opposition to  fixed, circumscribed or 

stable spatial identity, the non-lieu may be thought o f  as an interim  or in-between space.

In this m ode o f  identification, the traveller shifts his perspective from  the present 

to  the past. The effect o f  such a shift is that the historical boundaries defining the island’s 

significance in terms o f  the present are disregarded in favour o f  an emphasis on the 

governmentaUt}^ o f  the island as institution, and the authoritarian contingencies to which 

the emigrant’s identit}^ were subjected in the past. In representing this past, EUis Island 

emerges within Perec’s narrative as a site that is inherentiy provisional, where the present 

is suspended between two m odes o f  being: a past identity' forsaken and a future identity' 

as yet unattained. The island is thus the intermediar)' point between the dream o f 

becom ing and the death o f  what was. Baptised the ‘G olden D o o r’ by the emigrants o f  

the time, this island symbolised the passage between two worlds, so that it cannot 

constitute a real place bu t operates rather as a space o f  mutabilit)' and im posed alteration. 

It is a space incarnating the idea o f  being neither here nor there. The idea o f  passage is 

encapsulated in the image o f  the boat:

Mais ce n’etait pas encore I’Amerique 
seulement un prolongement de bateau 
un debris de la vieiUe Europe 
ou rien encore n’etais acquis, 
oii ceux qui etaient partis 
n’etaient pas encore arrives, 
ou ceux qui avaient tout quitte 
n’avaient rien encore obtenu
et ou il n’y avait rien d’autre a faire qu’a attendre. (Perec, 1994: 48)

The effects o f  this interim space on identity are what motivate Perec’s narrative 

as he describes the institutional processes which each o f  the emigrants had to  endure

Translated respectively from the French, ‘non-Hei/ and ‘nuUe part’, the English loses some o f the richness 
associated with the word ‘non-lieii', which in recent French ethnographical research has come to be used as 
an alternative term for ‘u-topia’. See Auge (1992).
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before being perm itted to enter the United States. In  the first place, it is no longer

possible to define oneself against others who habitually form  part o f  a shared cultural

milieu. W ithout reciprocating reference points, the ‘I ’ becom es flmd and blurred as the

migratory experience marks a de-contextuaUsation o f  the emigrant and their culture. The

emigrants can no longer define themselves according to others o f  the same background,

bu t are hitherto confronted with the presence o f  o ther cultures. This is represented by

the multi-lingual list o f  EUis Island’s sobriquet:

tranen insel 
wisp a lez 
island of tears 
isola dalle lagrime 
TO viaa i Tov ^axSiov
O C T P O B  c i T e s

 ̂w  \rm
(Perec, 1994: 28)

In  the 1960s Corsi spoke o f  EUis Island as a site for the ‘welding o f  many nationalities’ 

(Pitkin, 1975: 186), yet, in the above quotation, the difference — linguistic isolation as well 

as the distressing proximity o f  alterit\' — is brought to the fore. Com ing into contact with 

o ther cultural identities is a confrontational process that alters the criteria for self- and 

collective definition. Ellis Island represents the first spatial m arker for this confrontation 

and point o f  rupture with the past; from  now on, the emigrant will define h im self/herself 

as a man or w om an o f  PoUsh, Irish, or Italian origin. The present is brought into 

referential relation with the past. O n e’s contemporar}' existence is no longer a simple 

m atter o f  grounding because assumptions about one’s identity' can no longer be made. 

M ore concretely, the narrative highlights the governmentaHt)" that is manifest in this 

intermediar)' space.

Unlike the soft, persuasive Americanisation process which Sartre observes in the 

streets o f  N ew  York, on EUis Island the power o f  the institution over the lives o f  those 

forced into contact with it is made manifest. Perec uses the m etaphor o f  the factory to 

convey how the administration intervened directiy in the outcom e o f  personal destiny:

En somme, EUis Island ne sera rien d’autre qu’une usine a fabriquer des Americains, une usine a 
transformer des emigrants en immigrants, une usine a I’americaine, aussi rapide et efficace qu’une 
charcuterie de Chicago: a un bout de la chaine, on met un Irlandais, un Juif d’Ukraine ou un 
Italian des PouiUes, a I’autre bout — apres I’inspection des yeux, inspection des poches, 
vaccination, desinfection — il en sort un Americain. (Perec, 1994: 10-11)
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This industrial m etaphor suggests the exposure o f  the individual to the anonymous 

intervention o f  the authorities, while the narrative account gives details o f  how  emigrants 

were herded into queues, required to  answer a list o f  standard questions, made to  wait in 

line for their medical examinations, after which they were visibly categorised in 

accordance with the doctor’s diagnosis by the inscription o f  chaUc letters on their clothes. 

U pon such categorisation, the person was either luckj' enough to reach the administrative 

desk or else was sent back to the ship and returned to  the crisis h e /sh e  had tried to 

escape from.

T he series o f  formalities, the Ust o f  questions, and medical examinations, aU 

suggest the inhumanit}' o f  the administrative processes that sought to circumscribe the 

individual rationally in term s o f  criteria that took no  account o f  the particular situation o f 

any single person. The machine, it is suggested, demands the external legibility and 

silence o f  the individual, so that personal agency is rem oved and the person is evaluated 

in terms o f  a series o f  indexical markers — their papers, their symptoms — that can be 

interpreted according to the abstract requirem ents o f  the system.

As well as narrative, the choice o f  photographs in this section is suggestive o f  the 

pow er o f  the instim tion to obliterate the indi\tidual’s sense o f  identit\^ O ne photograph 

shows the emigrants amassed in room s framed by grilled windows, with the officials’ 

desk in front o f  the crowd and three governm ent agents behind it (Fig. 28). The 

emigrants, sitting down and crowded together, appear to be at the mercy o f  these m en 

w ho are distinctiy separated from  the mass both  spatially and by their demeanour: two o f 

them  are standing upright, with their hands placed casually on one o f  the only chairs in 

the room. The two immigrants being subjected to questioning stand in the vacant space, 

with their back to the crowd o f  their fellow emigrants, and await their fate. The other 

official is sitting on a chair, while the crowd o f  emigrants are huddled together on 

benches. A nother image is a shot o f  some emigrants arriving on the island (Fig. 27). In 

the background the boat for ferr}^ing those who have passed the inspections from  EUis 

Island to M anhattan is docked. The emigrants have their backs turned to tlie boat and are 

walking in a line toward, one presum es, the administrative buildings. Their arms are laden 

with heav}' baskets containing their belongings, and because their hands are full, many o f  

them  earn," their official papers in their m ouths. Both o f  these photographs suggest the 

contingency o f  the future and the lack o f  self-determination possessed by the individual. 

It seems particularly significant that the emigrants in the second image are carr\^ing such 

precious docum entation in their m ouths. This suggests, firstiy, the essential fragility o f
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the individuars fate, embodied as it is in a single piece o f paper. That a person can be 

contained, and their future decided, on the basis o f this document, and that these 

documents are being transported so haphazardly, makes the observer nervous and, 

perhaps, also highlights the absurdity o f the documents’ importance. Furthermore, it may 

be suggested that carrj'ing the papers in one’s mouth is testament to one’s silence and the 

impossibility o f self-assertion. Correspondingly, the impossibility o f self-assertion is 

compounded by the presence o f architectures o f control restricting possibility for 

independent movement. Significantly, the reproductions o f Lewis Hine’s photographs 

are filled with grids, grills and barriers. Individual subjects are photographed against a 

background o f latticed windows (Perec, 1994; 76, 77, 80, 81) suggestive o f prison bars. 

They are surrounded by pole barriers used to direct queues, that are reminiscent o f 

railings used in catde markets.

The most extreme expression o f the semiotic violence the authorities perform 

upon the emigrants concerns the process o f nomination and the changing o f European 

names to make them sound ‘more American’, or to simply drop one’s name and adopt an 

American one. In this case, the process o f transforming an emigrant into an immigrant 

finds graphic expression in the ci\Tl registers. The proper name is the ultimate signifier, 

for in a sense it forms the Umit o f the linguistic code in that beyond it one must resort to 

gesture so that the object/person be recognised. The proper name is, therefore, 

embedded in the individual identit}' o f a person, and collectively too, in their heritage and 

culture. Thus, to assume the power to alter the proper name is to assume jurisdiction 

over identit}'. Perec illustrates this nominal mutation in the form o f an anecdote. At once 

amusing and poignant, the author tells us the stor\' o f an old Russian Jew who is advised 

to choose ‘un nom bien americain que les autorites d’etat civil n ’auraient pas de mal a 

transcrire’ (Perec, 1994: 17) before presenting himself at the registrar so that the Irish 

civil servant will have no difficulty in transcribing it. A janitor suggests the name 

Rockefeller. However, after having spent hours waiting his turn to see the ci\nl officer, 

when the moment comes to say his new name the Russian has forgotten it and responds 

in Yiddish: Schon vergessen, ‘I’ve already forgotten it’. Perec concludes: ‘C’est ainsi qu’H fut 

inscrit sous le nom de John Ferguson’ (Perec, 1994: 18). Thus accident and efficiency 

cancel out the nominative origin o f the individual.

Apart from demonstrating the contingency and manipulation that identities were 

subjected to upon EUis Island, Perec’s perspective on this anecdote is significant. He 

concludes the story by saying, ‘Cette histoire est peut-etre trop belle pour etre vraie, mais
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il importe peu, au fond, qu’elle soit vraie ou fausse’ (Perec, 1994: 18). Upsetting the 

linearit)' o f the descriptive narrative, this line casts doubt over the historical narrative, 

suggesting its constructed nature, and sabotaging the reliability o f the historical narrator 

as source o f objective truth. Furthermore, it suggests the insignificance o f fact when it 

comes to the subject at hand, which is the loss o f identity in the past and the 

inaccessibility o f memory in the present. On the other hand, it also suggests that while 

the verit\^ o f the story does not matter, the act o f recuperative recording is nevertheless 

something o f worth. This is borne out by the second part o f the recit to which I will now 

turn.

Pi’actising Ellis Island: Perec as Ragpicker

If  ‘L’ile des larmes’ gives the reader a historical mesh through which the past o f Ellis 

Island may be interpreted, then ‘Description d’un chemin’ suggests the insufficiency of 

such a histor\\ The poetic devices that Perec employs in this section o f the travel 

narrative question the ver\' possibility o f describing space in the past and are suggestive 

o f an endeavour to silence language in favour o f a registration o f the trace. The 

questionable nature o f a historical language’s claim to neutrality is undermined firstiy by 

the presence o f Perec; an authorial presence that challenges the anonymous objective 

presence traditionally represented by historical narrative. Perec appears in the 

photographs illustrating this section, and is seen standing amidst the debris o f the rooms 

that in the previous photographs showed immigrants awaiting their fate (Perec, 1994; 57). 

Other images show him sitting at a writing desk, with a pile o f rust}  ̂ lamp-heads in the 

background. In the narrative also, after pages listing statistical information about the 

island, Perec’s voice jerks the temporaUt}' o f the representation into the present. In 

placing himself as inquiring subject at the centre o f the poem and, furthermore, as a 

subject who feels personally involved with this place (when, in fact, he has no real 

grounds to be attached to it), Perec transgresses the boundary' o f time to expose the 

constructed nature o f the historical site; his subjective presence interfering with the 

museum’s transparencv^ In describing his own journey, he concludes that ever\^ trip to 

Ellis Island is undertaken on the basis o f some personal motivation: ‘c’est n ’est jamais, je 

crois, par hasard, que I’on va aujourd’hui visiter EUis Island’ (Perec, 1994: 36). This
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inserts the intimate attachment o f personal memorial in the space as it presently 

functions.

It would seem that the aim o f ‘Description d’un chemin’ is to return to the 

historical reference points disseminated from the beginning o f the book in order to 

destroy and invalidate them. Its opening and closing pages are framed by two lists o f 

statistical information. In order to give an idea o f the impact o f such enumeration, it wiU 

be helpful to quote from them quite extensively here before analysing their position and 

effect on the narrative. The opening list appears thus:

cinq millions d’emigrants en provenance d’ltaUe 
quatre millions d’emigrants en provenance d’Irlande 
un million d’emigrants en provenance de Suede 
six millions d’emigrants en provenance d’AUemagne
trois millions d’emigrants en provenance d’Autriche et de Hongrie. (Perec, 1994: 24)

There are another eight sentences o f a similar pattern completing this list, and it is

followed by another page Usting the shipping companies, their ports of origin and the 

names o f the ships that transported these Europeans to their American futures. The 

closing list is as foUows:

quatre millions d’immigrants sont venus d’Irlande
quatre cent mille immigrants sont venus de Turquie et d’Armenie
cinq millions d’immigrants sont venus de Sicile et d’ltaUe
six miUions d’immigrants sont venus d’Allemagne
quatre cent miUe immigrants sont venus d’HoUande. (Perec, 1994: 68)

It can be stated, firsdy, that the list encountered on the opening page changes 

significance as one reads down it and the repetition o f its format becomes apparent. In 

contrast to a numerical list (a strateg}', which would convey the same information), the 

verbally articulated numbers are invested with a certain rhythmic and visual weight. The 

repeated format, with the countries listed changing, is monotonous and seems to 

emphasise the anonymity o f statistical information; the slight difference at the end of 

each phrase only serving to reinforce the sameness of the rest o f the sentence. Adding an 

auditory dimension, Perec’s voice-over with its monotone vocal expression underlines 

this sameness.

The significance o f the Hsts is further complicated by the presence o f a meta-text 

inserted in between both enumerations. The meta-text takes the form o f questions 

whereby the author expresses his dissatisfaction at historical data and factual information 

as means to represent the significance o f the island:
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comment decrire? 
comment raconter'? 
comment regarder?
sous la secheresse des statistiques officielles,
sous le ronronnement rassurant des anecdotes mille fois
ressassees par les guides a chapeaux scouts,
sous la mise en place officielle de ces objets quotidiens
devenus objets de musee, vestiges rates, choses historiques,
images precieuses,
sous la tranquillite factice de ces photographies figees 
une fois pour toutes dans I’evidence trompeuse de leur 
noir et blanc
comment reconnaitre ce Heu? (Perec, 1994: 37) (my emphasis)

O nce more, the meta-textual appeal o f  Perec raises the problem  o f  description’s potential 

to  ever convey realit}' in its entiret\% w ithout fixing a structure, a limited framework o f 

connotations upon an e v e n t . 'R e p r e s e n ta t io n  is never innocent, and m ore 

fundamentally, description signifies som ething other than what exists in realit}^ Perec’s 

consciousness o f  this aspect o f  language becom es all the m ore urgent when one 

considers the context o f  his undertaking. Furtherm ore, the m eta-text redirects 

signification, placing it outside the text itself and hinting at a m eaning to be found 

beyond what is tangibly present or representable in positive terms. W hat motivates Perec, 

and what was consistently his m otivation throughout his writing career, is the detail that 

escapes the structure: the ever)'day, independent and personal occurrences that seem 

banal, bu t which offer a myriad o f  alternative perspectives on the real. For it is these 

banalities that are formative o f  memory^ the intimate m em ories that are absent from EUis 

Island in the present, and also, as Perec observes in Tentative d ’epuisement d ’un lieu Parisien 

([1975] 1982), largely ignored by institutional docum entation o f  a space’s meaning. In  the 

opening pages o f  this work, the author expresses his desire for the intimate and the 

fleeting and attests to the inadequacy o f  docum entation in the face o f  the eclecticism o f 

the present m om ent. Sitting in a cafe, embarking on a project to list the happenings o f 

the next four hours, Perec illuminates his intention:

In L ’Obvis et I'obtus (1982) Barthes explores the problem  o f representation, which is that it alwaj's alread}' 
exists within a preconceived set o f connotative values that facilitate interpretation, but which also mean 
that transparency in language is necessarily a m nh . The sign always operates within a system o f 
sigmfication separate to the independence o f  its object. As Barthes states: ‘Decrire consiste precisement a 
adjoindre au message denote, un relais ou un message second, puise dans un code qui est la langue, et qui 
constitue fatalement, quelque soin qu’on prenne pour etre exact, une connotation [...]: decrire ce n ’est done 
pas seulement etre inexact ou incomplet, c’est changer de structure, c’est signifier autre chose que ce qui 
est’ (Barthes, 1982: 12).
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Un grand nombre, sinon la plupart, de ces choses ont ete decrites, inventoriees, photographiees, 
racontees ou recensees. Mon propos dans les pages qui suivent a plutot ete de decrire le reste, ce 
que Ton ne note generalement pas, ce qui ne se remarque pas, ce qui n’a pas d’importance, ce qui 
se passe quand il ne se passe rien, sinon au temps, des gens, des voitures et des nuages. (Perec, 
[1975] 1982: 3)

O n Ellis Island, the desire to record alluded to above is compounded by Perec’s 

compassion for the trauma endured by the emigrants, and the contingency o f their 

situation in the face o f history. It suggests a prioritisation o f memory over history, 

revealed in the author’s unmasking o f the disctirsive strategies at work in any historical 

narrative:

comment Hre ces traces? 
comment aUer au-dela 

aller derriere
ne pas nous arreter a ce qui nous est donne a 

voir
ne pas voir seulement ce que I’on savait d’avance 

que Ton verrait?
Comment saisir ce qui n’est pas montre, ce qui n’a pas 
ete photographic, archive, restaure, mis en scene?
Comment retrouver ce qui etait plat, banal, quotidien,
ce qui etait ordinaire, ce qui se passait tous les jours? (Perec, 1994: 37)

These ruined vestiges suggest the presence o f something other than the stabilised histor}^ 

o f the monument would allow. Histon', which essentially unifies the identity^ o f the past 

and denies the ambiguity o f individual trauma as disruptive, aporetic agency, is placed 

under suspicion here. And so, rather than affirm EUis Island’s monumental status, the 

travel writer corrodes this significance to suggest the presence o f an alternative realit}  ̂— 

all that which has not been recorded. Wliile, as Perec points out, the text is insufficient to 

represent, it can be suggested that the meta-text creates an interstice where this ever\-day, 

plural and personal memorj^ may be evoked.*^^ This intervention in the narrative unity o f 

histor\^’s appropriation o f the past actively implicates an absence based in the shock o f 

the familiar; the absence o f the banal distresses the author so that the traveller’s 

encounter with this debris indicates a latent potentialit}?, the possibility o f a memorj' 

beyond its immediate dilapidation. The meta-text also suggests the fragility o f such an 

evocation and, ultimately, its impossibilit)\ The remains o f past memory are not 

preserved here, not even spatially, for the ruin o f the island reveals the destruction o f  the 

past at the hands o f time. Perec points out that the work o f historical restoration,

’33 The temporal layering o f  the photographic mise en abjme (Fig. 26) (which shows Bober’s camera, Perec’s 
satchel, the ruins o f Ellis Island in the present and a photograph by Lewis Hine o f a family o f  immigrants 
looking out towards the Statue o f  Libert}') is suggestive o f many o f  the themes o f  Perec’s meta-text.
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archiving and describing has also altered the past irrevocably, and in the alteration o f  the 

built environm ent, in its conversion to official memorial, m em ory becomes incongruous, 

constituted through converted fragments o f  the past, cast alongside as yet xintouched, 

original remnants.

There is another concern expressed by Perec that demonstrates his unwillingness, 

in the face o f  his desire, to  resuscitate the objects, testimonies and photographs around 

him by assigning individual narratives to  them: ‘Cela ne veut rien dire, de vouloir faire 

parler des images, de les forcer a dire, ce qu’elles ne sauraient dire’ (Perec, 1994: 41). 

While Perec may long for the detail o f  the quotidian past, he accepts the silence o f  the 

objects as they appear to  him  now in the present. Continued re-appropriation o f  the past 

at the hands o f  the m onum ent and its re-visitation through historical discourse 

accumulates an alternative meaning for the space, converting it into a stable site for 

tourist consum ption. T o  describe would be to  m utate and, thereby, to participate in 

entangling these objects with their historical, memorial counterpoint, which in the end 

removes memor}' from  its origins.

It is no t enough to  insert doubt within the unified narrative o f  histor\% however; 

the need to record stiU exists in term s o f  an urgent desire to  make present what is 

irretrievable and absent from  the site. The traces o f  memor\^ that Perec sees around him 

in the debris require a literan^ form  that will n o t impinge by forcing a singular modalit}^ 

upon them. It is here that Perec becom es a rag-picker and, once again, he adopts the 

enumerative m ethod with the intention that the bare listing o f  all o f  these objects m ight 

work as literan^ trace and so function as indexical pointer to a signification that m ust lie 

beyond the list. This m anner o f  recording uses restraint as a means o f  shattering the 

signification o f  the present and o f  opening up ‘la plenitude du vide’ (Levinas, [1974] 

1991: 46), where the absence o f  m em ory can return as potentiality to the present:

par example:
deux grands doubles eviers de faience blanche, 
dont I’un est pourvu d’une essoreuse a main 
quatre chaises
deux planches a repasser reposant sur de larges
pieds de fonte, I’un de base rectangulaire. (Perec, 1994: 44)

The fullness o f  this void is suggested w hen Perec observes that all he can say about these 

objects today is that they held o ther significances in the past. The immaculately 

correlated list o f  ruined objects and statistics highlights the paucity o f  language once

again and signals a gap between the present and the past that cannot be described in
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words. It is this very gap that holds the key to the signification which Perec is attem pting 

to  evoke here. If, as Dylan Trigg has suggested, ‘a mem ory is a m ovem ent o f  time which 

is distinguished temporally from  the present’ (Trigg, 2006: 1), then the Ust o f  these 

discarded objects suggests the passage o f  time and presents the absence o f  memor}^ It 

would seem that Perec’s travail o f  recollection, o f  noting these objects, is an attem pt to 

reactivate the narrative potential which these silent objects contain, while his avoidance 

o f  descriptive technique leaves them  devoid o f  connotation, all excepting the 

connotation o f  that which is absent.

A fter these interventions, the list o f  the closing section o f  the narrative takes on a 

significance beyond the informative content o f  its message. Firsdy, the structural form at 

o f  the list recalls the opening enumeration and so establishes an abstract connection 

between both. Secondly, this structioral simOarit}' makes the difference in the words each 

list contains m ore striking: the change from ‘emigrants’ to ‘imm igrants’ evokes the 

change in status that has taken place over the course o f  the Europeans’ stay on the island, 

a change that further suggests a rupture with a previous identit}'; the emigrant leaving 

E urope attains a future status as immigrant in America. And this process o f  identit}" 

alteration has not been narrated, bu t su^ested, by the lists’ mutations. Finally, the narrative 

distance separating these lists from  one another brings the im port o f  the m eta-text to 

bear on them  both and prevents their transparent interpretation as simple bearers o f  

denotational data. The reader, upon encountering the second Ust, is forced to  reappraise 

h is /h e r reading o f  the first, which in light o f  the author’s lament at the insufficiency o f  

their statistical fact to represent a memory o f  what this place was in the past, potentially 

nullifies w hat they contain to imagine a signification beyond the limits o f  the enumeration: 

‘ne pas dire seulement: seize millions d ’emigrants sont passes en trente ans par EUis 

Island’ (Perec, 1994: 51). The lists implicate w hat they do no t represent, standing for the 

absence o f  what they do no t and cannot say. Furtherm ore, the author’s deprecation o f  ‘la 

secheresse des statistiques officieUes’ (Perec, 1994: 37) is suggestive o f  a violence 

contained in this official re-possession o f  the past in statistical terms. The statistics’ 

reprehensible failure lies in their lack o f  memor}% in their neglect of:

ce que furent ces seize millions d’histoires individuelles, 
ces seize millions d’histoires identiques et differentes 
de ces hommes, de ces femmes et de ces enfants chasses 
de leur terre natale par la famine ou la misere,
I’oppression politique, raciale ou religieuse, 
et quittant tout. (Perec, 1994: 51)
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Ultimately, these devices, through their very insignificance, come to signal the absence o f 

m eaning from  the words present and in so doing set themselves up as traces o f a 

m eaning which was once to  be fovind.

In conclusion, Perec’s encounter with Ellis Island cannot be separated from his 

desire to express identity in terms o f  its precariousness and its intimacy. Perec’s narrative 

techniques o f  accximulation, meta-textual questioning and personal testimony attem pt to 

assemble their own traces, culminating in a poetrj^ o f  absence, suggesting a m em ory o f 

w hat has gone and cannot be re-foxind. Thus, by exploring the virtual nature o f  the trace, 

this anti-poetr}^ leaves a weak echo o f  those who have disappeared in the ruined 

abandoned room s o f  EUis Island. Perec’s account suggests an approach to spatial 

experience that no t only acknowledges the presence o f  an absent O ther, bu t also 

implicates language in the reconstruction o f  place and in the alteration o f  its meaning. In 

the attem pt to resuscitate the m em ory o f  space, the traveller reveals bo th  the 

architectural and discursive strategies at w ork in the construction o f spatial significances, 

and likewise, the insufficiency o f  these strategies to  grasp that space’s plurality and 

unstable mobiHt}' when it comes to personal experience. In underm ining the discursive 

m esh which shrouds landscape, Perec’s narrative casts doubt on whether any 

representation is adequate and in doing so renders historical landscape problem atic 

through an awareness o f  what is absent from  w hat is accessible to the traveller in terms 

o f  architectural presence or representation. This awareness demands an alternative m ode 

o f  representation, one that opts out o f  descriptive tactics in favour o f  enumerative 

recording, m eta-text and personal implication and thus creates its own space by adding 

another layer o f  unseen, undocum ented agency to the space, intimating the life that was 

there before its translation and recording. Thus, these listed objects, unadorned and 

insignificant, assemble to  create an indispensable zone o f silence, the trace o f  the absence 

o f  meaning, which haunts them  and preserves the memor)^ o f  that which an explicit, 

historical description would dissimulate and mutilate — that memon^’s im print on ruined 

space and its essential fragility and strangeness.

Certeau has com m ented on the need to  appreciate the practices that faU outside 

the bounds o f  governm ental space;

II ne s’agit plus de preciser comment la violence de I’ordre se mue en technologic disciplinaire, 
mais d’exhumer les formes subreptices que prend la creativite dispersee, tacdque et bricoleuse des 
groupes ou des individus pris desormais dans les filets de la ‘surveillance. (Certeau, 1990,1; xl)
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In light o f the events that constitute the subject matter o f the travel text, the spatial 

practices o f Perec, both representationally and practically, take on wider importance than 

that o f Perec’s autobiographical project. The text intimates the role o f memory in the 

constitution o f cultural identities and questions whether the descriptive language o f the 

cultural historian (and, it may be inferred, the anthropologist) can ever represent, let 

alone comprehend this. For victims o f the Holocaust or diaspora, the everj^day is not 

(merely) a matter o f finding alternative modes o f creativity; it is a matter o f  life and death. 

The memory o f this everyday is therefore fundamental to the shaping o f Westem 

identities in the twentieth centur\^; it is the spectre o f these events that Perec attempts to 

resuscitate here. Where history and architecture fail, ecriture intervenes in order to 

preserve vestiges o f the traumas behind the construction o f  ̂ \merica as a Promised Land.
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Siguscapes

Older: Thej had taken out such a good insurancepoliiy that when their hotise in the country burnt down, they
were able to build another one older than the first.

(Koolhaas et al., 1998: 970)

Stupid: Tourism is the march of stupidity. You’re expected to be stupid. The entire mechanism of the host country 
is geared to travelers acting stupidly. [ ...]  Being stupid is the pattern, the level and the norm. [ ...]  Together with 

thousands, you are granted immunities and broad freedoms. [ ...]  There is nothing to think about but the next
shapeless event 

(Koolhaas et al., 1998: 1186)

This thesis began by asking the question ‘what is a cit}^?’ This question, perhaps 

unanswerable in any definitive m anner, led to an analysis o f  one interpretive paradigm o f 

the urban imaginative order — that o f  the traveller. I attem pted to show how the 

structural arrangements o f  the travel experience, the material conditions o f  spatio- 

tem poral situation and the personal desire o f  the traveller engage with the cit}' to produce 

an imaginative geography o f  m odern urban space. The analyses presented here illustrate 

that such an imaginative geography m ust always be plural and that, while images o f  the 

m odem  m etropolis emerge within certain predictable frameworks o f  pre-established 

discourse, the psychological, physical and narrative m anner in which subjectivities 

appropriate such discourses are also creative o f  the urban traveller’s practice o f  the city. 

In  addition to  this, however, the individual travellers studied here are not simply 

concerned with fulfilling their personal desire in relation to the metropolis. The travel 

experience involves an encoxinter with difference on many levels — issues o f  national and 

social identit}% cxilttiral expression (examined here in relation to architecture in particular), 

and social value-systems are brought to the fore through the qualitative aspect o f  travel 

as confrontation with the O ther. The m odem  city provokes reflection on wider 

questions o f  socio-historical im portance, no t least o f  which is the relation o f  ideological 

and institutional pow er to the environm ent and the citizens who inhabit it. The way in 

which these questions are approached may be subjectively motivated, yet the social, 

historical and cultural issues raised by engaging with the foreign city dem onstrate certain 

collective concem s about the transparency o f  subject/object relations, about the 

authenticity o f  the urban environm ent and about the possibility for the outsider to  

assume an objective position from  which to speak o f  the foreign space. Throughout the
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analysis o f authors as far apart in time as Janin and Perec, we have seen how the travel 

account is an encounter with the question o f difference that has been central to Western 

formulations o f socio-cultural critique.

In particular, we have examined how the travel account reveals a desire on the 

traveller’s part for legibility o f the Other. For the traveller, confronting difference is a 

confrontation with the signs o f difference and the hermeneutic challenge that these signs 

pose. As we have seen in the section on London, the traveller often tries to solve the 

problems o f the city’s illegibility through the construction o f poles o f opposition: 

self/other, nation/localit\% history/experience, sign/object and realitjVfiction. Through 

these oppositions the traveller provides legislation for the signs o f difference, practising 

the city in an attempt to render the Other transparent and thus ensure the legibility of 

urban identities.

However, as examined in relation to twentieth-centurj^ discourses on New York, 

reflections on the nature o f interpretation itself caU the above oppositions into question. 

Travel, in the wake o f the critical development o f existentialism, structuralism and post

structuralism, potentially enables a position of reflexivit}^ where modalities of 

interpretation are highlighted, facilitating a mode o f understanding the self in dialectic 

with the Other and where monadic conceptions of identity as stable or inflexible are 

undermined.

We might say that this involves a cognitive and methodological shift in the 

(critical) traveller’s methods o f comprehending spatial identit}’ and, indeed, realit^^ This 

shift may be referred to as a movement from a legislative to an interpretive mode o f travel. 

Barthes’s analysis o f the imagination o f the sign is useful here, for it provides the critical 

tools necessar)' to a reading o f his 1^’Empire des signes (1970) which is analysed below, as 

well as to the approach taken here in relation to Baudrillard’s Ameriqtie (1986). What I 

refer to as the ‘legislative mode’ o f travel can be iinderstood as the traveller’s attempt to 

resolve and stabilise the meaning o f the Other, or what Barthes refers to as ‘la conscience 

symbolique’ (Barthes, [1962] 2002; 461). The ‘interpretive m ode’ o f travel, on the other 

hand, demonstrates an awareness o f the artificial, or constructed, relationship between 

the sign and its object. This interpretive mode o f travel can be equated with Barthes’s 

criteria for identifying ‘la conscience paradigmatique’ and ‘la conscience syntagmatique’ 

(Barthes, 2002: 462-63).’ '̂* These different modes o f travel, both the legislative and the

The paradigmatic consciousness can be understood as an associative, or ‘vertical’, apprehension o f  the 
sign — the possibUit}' o f  one sign being substituted for another — while the syntagmatic consciousness 
recognises the sign on a combinaton", or ‘hori2ontal’, level. These m odes o f  apprehension are described b\’

309



Signscapes

interpretive, have the same end — to make sense o f the city — but the manner of 

approach, as demonstrated, has very different consequences for the representation that 

emerges. The first — the legislative — approach to the legibiUt}  ̂o f the urban sign is evident 

in relation to travel accounts o f  London and is also discernable in Morand’s methods for 

making sense o f New York, where socio-political, and often stereotypical oppositions, 

cartographic rationalisation, or historical knowledge, are employed so that the meaning 

o f the city is resolved. Here, urban form, or to speak in semiotic terms, the urban 

signifier, is appropriated with a view to establishing and stabilising its significance, with 

the result that the city becomes comprehensible as an integrated whole. Barthes explains 

this t)^e o f analysis in general terms:

Le regard analytique ne s’interesse pas (qu’ils les ignore ou les conteste) aux rapports formels des 
signes entre eux, car la conscience symbolique est essentiellement refus de la forme; dans le signe, 
c’est le signifie qui I’interesse: le signifiant n’est jamais pour eUe qu’un determine. (Barthes, 2002: 
462)

Within this kind o f consciousness the cit\' is normally appropriated using pre-established 

modes o f reference — national, political, crJtural or researched information — that ground 

the cit)'’s O ther within the referential categories o f the Same. Thus the legislative mode 

o f travel contains a degree o f interpretation, but this latter phase o f signification is 

stabilised as quickly and efficiently as possible so that coherent meaning might be 

produced. This t}'pe o f consciousness is associated with ‘traditional’ means for making 

sense o f society and with the establishment o f ‘naturalised’ and ‘necessary?’ relations 

between members o f that societ}'. This legislative episteme is equivalent to Modernism’s 

faith in depth which, despite acknowledging the fragmentar}^ nature o f life in the modern 

industrial cit}̂ , through the opposition o f life on the ‘surface’ and what lies beneath, 

manages to retain a certain optimism about the possibilit}' (at least) o f meaning.

Contrary to this, the interpretive mode o f travel involves a consciousness o f the 

operations via which meaning is produced — an awareness o f the structures that produce 

signification. Here, the ‘traditional’ transparency o f the urban signifier becomes 

problematic. When the arbitrary connection between the signifier (form) and its signified

the Knguast Giulio Giro Lcpsch}': ‘A sign is in contrast with other signs which come before and after it in a 
sentence. It has with the preceding and following signs a syntagmatic relationship. This is a relationship in 
praesentia, i.e. between elements (the sign in question, and the preceeding and following ones) which are all 
present in the message. But a sign is also opposed to other signs not because they are in the message but 
because they belong to the language; it is associated (throtagh similarit)' or difference) with these other 
signs, it has with them  an associative relationship. This is a relationship in absentia, i.e. between the element 
in question which is there, and other elements which are not there in that particular message’ (Lepsch)% 
[1970] 1972: 3-4).
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(meaning/function), or, in Peircean terms, the sign and its object, is classified, then the 

Otherness of the foreign city is not resolved but recognised. This often involves a 

dialectical reflection upon the difference between the home culture’s modes for creating 

meaning and those o f the foreign culture. In this scenario, travel becomes a means o f 

self-exploration through dislocation, whereby alterity becomes a way to engage with 

personal and communal identity on an inter-structural level, on a level that recognises the 

constructed nature o f social and individual identities.

This difference in repetition and repetition in difference recognises the 

contingency, rather than the coherency, o f identities. Furthermore, it facilitates an 

understanding o f the self and o f culture as mutually constructed through relative 

networks o f negotiation with the sign. When the elements and processes that pro^ride the 

frameworks for meaning are exposed, the possibility o f a definitive objective account o f 

the O ther is unworkable. To recognise culture as a product o f signification processes 

revalorises the symbolic composition o f value systems and places culture within the 

malleable and arbitrar}^ (as opposed to natural) sphere o f the symbolic. Here, the 

coherence o f what Barthes has termed the ‘semantics’ o f the urban environment, or its 

macrostructural organisation, is called into question by the firee-floating quaHt)' o f its 

microstructural forms (Barthes, 2002: 1285). This shall be explored further below in 

relation to Barthes’s re-presentation o f Toky^o as an ‘Empire o f Signs’.

Moreover, awareness o f meaning as an appropriation o f the sign promotes 

questions with regard to the ethics o f travel writing as a representation o f another 

culture. How, when one is aware of the difference in cultural codes for understanding the 

world, can one find a position from which to speak? This question has been investigated 

by many contemporary' novelists but it becomes increasingly urgent when concerned 

with travel writing, for the latter has to cope with the additional baggage o f its tradition, 

which consisted in an understanding o f travel writing as being, on some level, a ‘truth- 

bearing’ representation o f another culture. Furthermore, in the wake o f relativism and 

understandings o f the fundamental difference between cultural codes, travel’s promotion 

of a conception o f the self as process undermines the possibility o f a definitive accoiint 

o f this self, for, as we have seen in relation to Beauvoir and Perec, the self conceived thus 

always already contains within it the possibility' o f its own Other. The question o f space 

and its meaning shifts in focus here, then, from travel as an exploration o f another 

societ\^’s way o f life and cultural norms, to travel as enabling a distanciated position from 

which the traveller might examine their own motivations and appropriative strategies for
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the creation o f  meaning. Here, travel practice involves the revelation o f  the self as 

enm eshed in systems o f  signification and o f  urban space as a mo-vnng signscape rather 

than as any definable or consistent entit}\ Travel practice, therefore, can be seen to  enact 

a critique o f  the W est’s hegemonic strategies for the construction o f  truth, through the 

traveller’s confrontation with their own m ethods for conceptualising space. In  this 

framework, the realit}? o f  space and its determination is no longer the primarj^ concern, 

and travel becomes an engagem ent with W estern systems o f  m eaning and with the 

strategies for these systems’ construction.

This re-orientation o f  the traveller’s objective — away from  a m aking sense o f  city 

in relation to some ICantian noum enonal realit}% towards an exposition o f  the processes 

o f  construction an d /o r  destruction o f  sense — will be examined by way o f  a conclusion, 

in relation to Barthes’s 1^’F.mpire des sigms and Baudrillard’s Amerique. These accounts have 

been chosen for the variance o f  critical approach taken to this explosion o f  the sign’s 

‘natural’ connection to its object. From  within the post-m odern urban landscapes o f 

Tok}’o and Los Angeles respectively, bo th  travellers disengage their perspective and their 

travel practice from  relation to  the referent. W hich is to say that any place-based aspect 

o f  the Japanese or American city (tradition, comm unal boundaries, heritage or history^) is 

avoided so that the urban sign’s mobile, interactive and constructed nature receives 

e x p o s u r e . I t  m ust be noted  that these travellers’ professional lives are based on such 

expositions.’^̂  N either Barthes no r Baudrillard can be considered an innocent traveller, 

for the inner workings o f  culture conceived as a system o f  sign-object relations underlies 

their works. As Barthes states: ‘ce qui m ’a toujours preoccupe [...] c’est le problem e de la 

signification des objets culturels’ (Barthes, 1981: 64). M oreover, Barthes was one o f  the 

first cultural critics to call for a ‘semiologie urbaine’, to state categorically (as cited in the 

opening o f  this thesis) that ‘La cite est un discours’ (Barthes, 2002, II; 1277), and to 

theorise the conflict betw een the functionalist and the discursive aspects o f  the city in

'35 In Semiologies of Travel (2004), Davnd Scott has explored both Barthes’s and Baudrillard’s text as experiences 
(in both French senses o f  the term) o f  the sign. I have adopted his methodological focus here for the 
manner in which it allows the reader to understand these texts as critical engagements with the sign, and 
thus to nuance the critique (explored later on) brought to bear on these texts as traditional representations 
o f  real places. See Scott (2004), especially the chapters ‘Reading signs: foregrounding the signifier — from  
Gautier to Baudrillard’ (pp. 23-56), ‘Utopias and dystopias: back in the US. Back in the USSR — Gide, 
Baudrillard, Disneyland’ (pp. 110-36) and ‘Signs in the desert: from Chateaubriand to BaudriUard’ (pp. 137- 
60).

Both Roland Barthes as sem iologist and Jean BaudriUard as sociologist-come-cultural critic have 
appropriated the linguistic origins o f  the sign, theorised m ost fully by Ferdinand de Saussure and Charles 
Sanders Peirce. Saussure’s dyadic categories o f  signifier/signified=sign were exploited by Barthes to form a 
critique o f  modern culture as early as 1957 in his work Mythologies, while his later post-structuralist writings 
tend to emphasise the subjective input into the sign’s formation.
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term s o f  a contest between the planner’s desire for urban legibilit}% or the stability o f  the 

signified, and the mialtifarious, everyday interpretations o f  the urban landscape by its 

inhabitants, or the play o f  the signifier.

BaitJies Tokyo’ — A Critiqtie of Westein Centi-es

Diana Knight, in Barthes and Utopia: Space, Travel, Writing (1997), suggests that Barthes’s 

hTBmpire des signes ‘maintains an ambivalent relationship to a travel guide’ (Knight, 1997: 

152). Expected guidebook formulae are certainly present within Barthes’s text. Firsdy, 

the traveller treats o f  some o f  the m ost im portant aspects o f  Japanese culture, providing 

the reader with an overview o f  Bunraku, sumo wrestling and Zen Buddhism, the latter 

being explored in relation to  haiku, gardens, flower arranging and calligraphy. 

Futherm ore, Barthes offers his reader advice on eating out, shopping, navigating the city 

and coping with the language difference. He also includes m aps, lavish photographs and 

some practical vocabular\^ for his readers. However, engagement with the text reveals 

that the apparent tourist strategies present in 1^’Empire des signes are being employed here 

for their organisational qualit}% which is to say that, in a similar way to  how the tourist 

organises h is/her encounter around certain im portant markers, Barthes appropriates this 

technique to  construct his account o f  Japan. The result is that, formally, the text m ight be 

said to  be the metaphorical equivalent o f  a series o f  cliches or snapshots o f  Tok)'o and 

Japanese culture. But the aim o f  such an organisation is radically different from  the 

tourist seeking to experience a culture by gathering up its m ost obvious signs and 

digesting them  as a summary' o f  Japan or as a collection o f  photographs that m ight reflect 

a memor)^ o f  ha\Tng been there. For Barthes, these tourist practices provide an ironic frame 

for the detachm ent o f  the signs o f  ‘Japan’ from  the object Japan. This section examines 

Barthes’s ‘Japan’ as an encounter with the sign, and goes on to explore how  this 

ostensibly aesthetic and deliberately superficial encounter is at once a critique o f  the 

W estern fascination with the ‘centre’ (conceived as the stable fulcrum around which 

meaning and identity remain in fixed relation to depth as truth) as well as a p rofound 

love affair with the kinetic energy and playful beaut}^ o f  the signifier.

The opening lines alert us to Barthes’s strategic appropriation o f  Japan:

Si je veux imaginer un peuple fictif, je puis lui donner un nom invente, le traiter declarativement 
comme un objet Romanesque, fonder une nouvelle Garabagne, de fa^on a ne compromettre
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aucun pays reel dans ma fantaisie (mais alors c ’est cette fantaisie m em e que je com prom ets dans 
les signes de la Htteramre). Je puis aussi, sans pretendre en rien representer o u  analyser la m oindre 
reaKte (ce son t les gestes majevirs du discours occidental), prelever quelque part dans le m onde  
{la-ha^ un certain nom bre de traits (m ot graphique et Hnguistique), et de ces traits former 
deliberem ent un systeme. C’est ce system e que j’appeUerai: le Japon. (Barthes, [1970] 1993: 9)

Firsdy, the traveller tells us that if he wanted to avoid enmeshing his fantasy in the 

realities o f  another culture he could have, in the m anner o f  H enri Ivlichaux, created an 

entirely novelistic space that risked no infringem ent upon any real coinmunity. Secondly, 

albeit in parenthesis, Barthes reveals his critique o f  the standard W estern traveller’s 

pretence at representation and h is /h e r faith in the transparency o f  the link betw een ‘la 

m oindre realite’ and ‘les signes de la litterature’. Finally, the traveller opts, in opposition 

to  bo th  the fictional and the scientific m odes o f  travel, to  comprom ise a real place with 

his fantasy, and reveals that his encounter wiU constitute a blurring o f  the lines between 

the real and the imagined. Thus, the la-bas o f  Barthes’s conception m ight be said to 

expose the traveller’s gaze (upon any elsewhere) as inherentiy engaged in the 

construction o f  imaginative geographies.

The open announcem ent o f  the traveller’s intention is in no way a disclaimer as 

to his limited subjective presence and thus his limited (but ‘truthful’) account o f  the 

O ther. O n the contrar)^ Barthes’s ‘Japan’ is set up as a position from  which to  critique 

the basis o f  the W est’s ‘m ycolog ies’ o f  truth construction, or the W estern faith in the 

fullness and necessit}' o f  the signified. As he states: ‘L’O rient m ’est indifferent, il me 

fournit sim plem ent une reserve de traits dont la mise en batterie, le jeu invente, me 

perm ettent de ‘flatter’ I’idee d’un systeme symboHque inoui, entierem ent depris du no tre’ 

(Barthes, 1993: 10). Here, the traveller as interpreter acknowledges the position o f  alterity 

which travel provides, with the effect that ‘Japan’ comes into being as an imagined 

alternative to  W estern modes o f  signification, while, at the same time, this imaginative 

geography perform s as a location firom which the critique o f  such m odes can be 

practised in concrete relation to  an alternative set o f  sign-object relations. Japan in real 

term s, therefore, exists within the text, the signs o f its tangible existence are there, but 

the Japanese code for the sign’s relation to its object is purposefully rejected in order that 

the critic m ight expose the W estern’s sign’s mythological parade as transcendental 

truth.’ ’̂ In  this light, it is no t surprising that the metaphorical m ode o f  Barthes’s

From this perspective, negative critiques o f  the text’s Orientalism, which suggest that Barthes is fixated 
upon Japan’s historical and cultural past, seem profoundly misguided. For example, see Scott L. 
Malcomson (1985) ‘The Pure Land beyond the Seas: Barthes, Birch and the Uses o f  Japan’, Screen 26. 3-4: 
23-33.
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representation of ‘Japan’ is writing or I’ecriture, and that this metaphor is transferred to 

almost every aspect of the text.’̂ *

The traveller’s commentar)? on ‘Tokj^o’ opens with a critique of the Western 

iirban landscape. Barthes presents the hypothesis that all quadrangular or grid structured 

cities produce a deep malaise in their inhabitants because they deny the human instinct 

that each city should possess a centre. ‘L’Occident’, by which term Barthes refers to 

Western Europe, has understood this need, so that ‘toutes ses villes sont concentriques’ 

(Barthes, 1993: 44). In the West, however, this emphasis on centrality and the concentric 

radiation of urban design is reflective for Barthes of the construction of the urban centre 

as a metaphor for the metanarratives of rational truth, liberty, equality and civilisation’s 

progression. The European citj' centre is thus represented as a philosophical sign of the 

West’s narratives of modernity. Here, the concentration of institutional and functional 

apparatus of the metropolis is exposed as an embodiment of the ideological goal of 

legitimating social and political institutions and practices: the laws, moral order and 

categories of knowledge that have sustained the West’s idea of its hegemony since the 

Enlightenment:

C on fo rm em en t au m o u v em en t m em e de la m etaphysiqu e occid en ta le , pour laquelle tou t centre  
est le lieu de la verite, le centre de n o s  v illes e st toujours pleirr. lieu m arque, c ’est en  lui que se 
rassem blent et se co n d en sen t les valeurs de la c iv ilisation  [. . . ] aller dans le centre, c ’est rencontrer  
la ‘verite’ socia le, c ’e st participer a la p len itude superbe de la ‘realite’. (B arthes, 1993: 44)

In opposition to such ‘fuUness’, ‘Tokj^o’ is portrayed as a city whose centre is 

essentially empty (Fig. 29). This ‘paradoxe precieux’ (Barthes, 1993: 44) consists in the 

way in which the entire cit}' revolves around a central hub, but this centre, as the site of 

the Imperial Palace, is forbidden to citizens. Within this framework ‘Tok5̂o”s empts  ̂

centre emerges as a space of mysterious energ\% an invisible force propelling the

Barthes identifies three major categories in his conceptiialisation o f  literan’ form: language, st̂ ’le and 
ecriture. Language and stj’le can be seen as the two more traditional ideas o f  the form o f  an author’s work: 
language is social and, therefore, beyond choice (an author necessarily writes in a language); st̂ ’le is an 
individual author’s m ode o f  expression, and in that sense stj'le is also beyond choice (authors, as Barthes’s 
conceives o f  them, cannot choose to wnte in a st\'le other than their own). Alongside the opposition  
established by these two more traditional notions Barthes introduces a third concept: ecriture. In her preface 
to Writing Degree Zero (1968) Susan Sontag nuances the direct translation o f  ecriture as ‘writing’ by adding 
that within Barthes’s work, the word kriture implies the notion o f ‘personal utterance’ (Barthes, 1968: xiii). 
Venture is an ideal state o f  expression which surpasses histoiy% or ‘les signes ancestraux et tout-puissants 
qui, du fond d’un passe etranger, lui [sur I’ecrivain] im posent la Litterature com m e un rimel, et non com m e  
une reconciliation’ (Barthes, [1953] 1972: 64). Venture constitutes, therefore, an ideal form o f  freedom, 
where form, liberated from content, might embody human intention.
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m etropolis’s m ovem ents by Tappui de son vide central’ (Barthes, 1993: 46). ‘D e cette 

m aniere’, says Barthes, ‘nous dit-on, I’imaginaire se deploie circiilairement, par detours et 

retours le long d ’un sujet vide’ (Barthes, 1993: 46). Effectively, Barthes imagines the 

urban centre o f  Tokyo as an alternative framework for signification wherein the signifier 

is released from  the historical trappings and mythological constructs o f  the signified. The 

void o f  ‘Tokyo”s centre, surrounded b)' its circulatory systems, an emptiness fuelling the 

cit}'’s constant comings and goings, is thus equivalent to  a m ode o f  signification that 

relinquishes the signified, empties it o f  all substance and in so doing liberates the 

signifier: the signifier is essentially exem pt from  sense and freed to never-ending 

circulation. ‘Tokyo’ thus takes on  the characteristics that Barthes attributes to that 

minimalistic form  o f  Japanese poetry — the haiku — where the intention, contrary to the 

W estern lust for meaning, is to suspend sense. ‘Toky'o’ is the imagination o f  a space 

where sense is neither fettered to  the past nor directed towards any future, bu t exists 

within the meditative and fleeting immediacy o f  ‘now ness’: a space beyond 

predeterm ined meanings, and one which exposes the W est’s obsession with rationality to 

be one m ore system amongst others. This is evidenced in the lack o f  street names: ‘la 

plus grande viUe du m onde est pratiquem ent inclassee, les espaces qui la com posent en 

detail sont innom m es’ (Barthes, 1993: 47). For Barthes, this anonymit}' signals the 

defiance o f  the rational (‘Tok\^o nous redit cependant que le rationnel n ’est qu’un 

systeme parm i d ’autres’ (Barthes, 1993: 47)) in favour o f  a m ethod o f  xirban na\'igation 

which relies on encounters with o ther individuals — the traveller m ust have a m ap drawn 

for him  whenever he wishes to go somewhere — and, furtherm ore, because Barthes’s 

cannot speak Japanese, necessitates the use o f  signs outside a com m on language; 

necessitates the re-invention o f  the m ap o f  Tok}^o at ever\' step o f  the journey, a travel 

practice fo m d ed  in an ethnographic practice which validates experience {experience) over 

the guidebook. Thus, ever)" step becom es alive with the potential and uniqueness o f  its 

individual ecriture'.

Cette viUe ne peut etre connue que par une acdvite de type ethnographique: il faut s’y orienter, 
non par le livre, I’adresse, mais par la marche, la vie, I’habitude, 1’experience; toute decouverte y 
est intense et fragile, eUe ne pourra etre retrouvee que par le souvenir de la trace qu’elle a laissee 
en nous: visiter un lieu pour la prem ite fois, c’est de la sorte commencer a I’ecrire: I’adresse 
n’etant pas ecrite, il faut bien qu’elle fonde elle-meme sa propre ecriture. (Barthes, 1993: 50-51)

Barthes’s use o f  the term  ‘ethnographic’ is im portant here. By ‘ethnographic’ Barthes 

refers to  an approach to urban space that exists somewhere outside preconceived sign 

systems o f  language or knowledge, he is referring to a t}^pe o f  urban practice that treats
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the foreign environment as a ^blank slate’. This leads to reflection on the nature o f 

scientific ethnographic practice, for which this tabula rasa attitude to culture is the ideal 

m ethod o f approach in the quest for complete objectivity^ Implied, however, in Barthes’s 

exploration o f Tokyo, is that this ethnography is based on a principle o f desire: 

approaching the Other always involves some form o f desire, whether this be a desire for 

the aesthetic o f the signifier or a desire to critique one’s own culture. From this 

perspective, ethnographic practice becomes engaged in the utopian project at work here 

— the desire to explode meaning and release the signifier from the bounds o f sense. The 

urban environment, as practised by Barthes, is experienced as the degree zero o f 

signification, an ideal space, TUtopie du langage’ (Barthes, [1953], 1972: 65), where the 

bourgeois assimilation o f forms o f expression and their subsequent naturalisation by 

attachment to a definitive signified might be avoided.’̂  ̂ With no originating anchor o f 

meaning, with nothing to be uncovered, the author as ultimate signified is abandoned, 

the institutional hub negated, and the traveller/reader is free to emerge as a subjectivity' 

liberated from the trappings o f History^ This rendering o f the urban centre recalls 

Barthes’s essay Tour Eiffel (1964), and his idealisation o f this degree zero o f 

monuments in terms of a space where humanity^ can communicate on a level beyond that 

o f history', memory' or culture:

Visiter la Tour, ce n’est done pas entrer en contact avec un sacre historique, comme c’est le cas 
pour la plupart des monuments, mais plutot avec une nouvelle nature, celle de I’espace humain: la 
Tour n’est pas trace, souvenir, href culture, mais plutot consommation immediate d’une 
humanite rendue naturelle par ce regard qui la transforme en espace. (Barthes, [1964] 2002: 537)

This notion o f a neutral, empty space where people can meet ‘naturally’ (or, in 

other words, encounter one another in a space before the signifier has been culturally' 

appropriated) is how Barthes interprets and practises the signifiers o f ‘Japan’. This space 

is equated with the void, but it is not a void in any negative sense, rather it necessitates an

139 ‘Tok)'o’ functions in a similar manner, therefore, to Barthes’s notion o f  the death o f the authorial voice. 
In ‘La m ort de I’auteur’ (1968) Barthes’s expresses his dismissal o f  authorial intentionaUt)'. The author, or 
authorial authorit)’, traditionally conceived o f  as the force that projects an ultimate meaning upon a text, is 
revealed as an intentional fallacy (Barthes, [1968] 1984). By hailing the death o f  the author, the delusion o f  
Western bourgeois culture that a text can be grounded in one signification — the supreme authorial 
intention — is broken down so that the modern writer might emerge. For the Barthes o f Degre de 
I’ecritun (1953), this writer is inevitably ensconced in a tragic quest for an ideal and committed form o f 
writing that eschews the historically confined Literature o f  bourgeois mj'thologj’ (since to Barthes’s mind, 
the writer is always on some level a product o f the middle-classes, the tragedy Ues in the fact that the writer 
is necessarily alienated from his own culture). In ‘Toky'o’, however, this quest o f  the modern writer is 
relieved o f  its tragic aspect; Orpheus finds Eurydice and is permitted to gaze upon her. Here, the centre o f 
the cit}' is performative, active and as unlimited as its readers; it is le  lieu ou Ton joue’ (Barthes, [1967] 
2002: 1285).
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ideal m ode o f  urban practice, ‘vine activite de type ethnographique’, a way o f  reading 

whereby the encounter is based n o t upon any pre-established guidebook, map or official 

m arker, bu t on ‘la marche, la vue, I’habitude, I’experience’. This personal, physical and 

essentially open approach to the city is w hat Barthes understands as the eroticism o f  the 

urban encounter.’'’̂’ ‘Tokyo’s erotic dimension comes from  the idea o f  its centre as a 

place o f  infinitely variable play; a space where the O ther m ight be encountered outside 

the bounds o f  a priori signification, where ‘visiter un Ueu pour la prem iere fois, c’est de la 

sorte com m encer a I’ecrire’ (Barthes, 1993; 51). W ithin this scenario, the traveller’s m ode 

o f  expression, his blurring o f  the lines between the real city and the imaginaty ‘Tokyo’, 

proposes a space o f  alternative agency for the m odern writer, a space where hum an 

agency can, as it were, begin again. T o encounter this city is to rendez-vous with the 

pleasure o f  the text, and ‘Tokj^o’ as the space o f  the liberated signifier becom es the space 

o f  affirmative action (the text as opposed to the book), the space o f  potential creativity in 

a W est disillusioned with its own mythologies.

B a iid n lla rd  aJid Signs

W hile Barthes’s ‘Japanese’ space is suggestive o f  tJravel as a creative strategy' for engaging 

with the eradication o f  European m odernity’s discourses o f  transparency, BaudriUard’s 

hyperreal ‘j\m erican space’ articulates a seemingly apocalyptic vision o f  the post-m odern 

urban universe. Baudrillard too  has drawn on the categorical separation o f  the sign and 

its object, in order to form  a sociological critique o f  consum er society in the post- 

industriaUst West. A brief engagement with some o f  his theoretical categories wiU be 

useful for analysing his approach to travel and ‘America’.’'*' In his later work, from  

L ’Echange symholique et la mort (1976) to Vower Inferno and 1^’Esprit du tenvrisme (both 2002), 

the sociologist propels the logic o f  sign exchange to its ultimate conclusion, contending

In Semologie et urbanisme (1967) Barthes explains his use o f  this term: ‘L’erotisme de la ville est 
I’enseignement que nous pouvons tirer de la nature infiniment metaphorique du discours urbain. J ’utilise ce 
m ot d’erotisme dans son sens le plus large: il serait derisoire d ’assimiler I’erotisme d’une x’iUe au seul 
quartier reserve a ce genre de plaisirs, car le concept de Ueu de plaisir est tine des mj'stifications les plus 
tenaces du fonctionnalisme urbain; c’est une notion fonctionnelle et non une notion semantique; j’emploie 
indifferemment erotisme ou socialite' (Barthes, [1967] 2002: 1284).
'■*' BaudriUard’s early works such as L<3 Societe de la consommation (1970) and Four une critique de I’economie 
politique du signe (1972) appropriate semiotic principles in order to problematise traditional Marxist critiques 
o f Capitalism, while at the same time these works operate from within Marxist frames o f  reference. 
However, Baudrillard’s critical approach surpasses the Marxist focus on material production by 
appropnating the latter in terms o f  its symbolic function and extending the logic o f exchange to all forms 
o f  hximan interaction.
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that there is no ‘use value’ remaining in the post-modern world, that there is, in fact, no 

reality beyond that o f the sign. BaudriUard develops his critique through what he refers to 

as the successive phases o f the image, a theory which draws on the Foucauldian notion 

o f historjr as interpretable as a sequence o f critical epistemes. For Baudrillard, the first 

phase for making practical sense o f the world is that o f the mirror, where the image is 

understood as the reflection o f a basic, or exterior, empirical reaUty. In this category, 

practical knowledge is derived from our ability to comprehend the real world rationally, 

to filter useful information from what is considered noise or distortion. This might be 

equated to the epistemological approaches o f modem science.

Baudrillard identifies the emergence o f a second phase in the nineteenth century 

and early twentieth century, most particularly within Freudian, Marxist and Saussurian 

theories o f psychology', history and language respective^. Here, the metaphor o f the 

mask embodies the idea that the potential reception o f positive reflections from the 

empirical world is blocked off by a veil o f counterfeit appearances. This phase is closest 

to what we have been exploring here in terms of a desire for transparency and the 

attendant implication that practical knowledge and insight require an unveiling or 

demystification o f surface appearances.

The third episteme identified by Baudrillard is seen to emerge in the late 

twentieth centun% and its metaphorical equivalent consists in the simtdacrum. In this 

scenario, the image or the mask is no longer a dissimulation, concealing something that is 

there (an idea we can equate to Foucault’s understanding o f the Panopticon), but a 

simulation — the mask conceals the absence o f a basic reaHt}' (Baudrillard, 1983: 5). This is 

what Baudrillard understands as the substitution o f signs and simulations o f the real for 

reality itself, and he proceeds to map this logic onto all forms o f cultural interaction. We 

now inhabit a society' where a new order o f symbolic exchange has come into being, 

where the sign disguises the fact that there is nothing there. This order threatens the 

difference between the most basic o f our oppositions for making sense of the world — 

the difference between the true and the false, the real and the imaginary', the signifer and 

the signified.

Baudrillard propels the logic o f the simulacrum to a further extreme. In adding a 

fourth phase, he posits an endstate wherein the image bears no relation to any external 

reference point whatsoever. Instead, what we are faced with is an eternal, self-enclosed 

circulation o f signs, a replacement o f the sign-referent relation by a relation o f sign-sign 

which, through society^’s effort to recapture a lost real, only succeeds in reproducing the
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conditions o f  hyperreality}"'̂  Conditions whereby, as Koolhaas expresses it in the citation 

at the opening o f  this section, new architecture can be constructed to  appear older than 

the original building, or, as U m berto Eco has recognised in wider cultural term s, whereby 

‘the logical distinction between Real W orld and Possible W orlds has been definitively 

underm ined’ (Eco, 1986: 14). The hyperreal m ight be understood as the excess o f  the 

signs o f  the real, the m ore real than real, and in its worst-case scenario (as it is potentially 

conceived by Baudrillard) this state o f  existence is all there is; reality has reached 

vanishing point.

On the Road to Nowhere: Baudrillard in ‘America’

Let us turn  now to examine Baudrillard’s travel practice in America, o r ‘America’ as it 

shall be referred to here in order to underline the hyperrealit)' o f  the space where the 

traveller conducts his encounter. Like Barthes, Baudrillard’s m otivation for travel to 

America is his conception o f  it as a space proffering an alternative position from  which 

to  com m ent upon the state o f  signification in the later twentieth century. Yet, in contrast 

to  Barthes, what Baudrillard is searching for in America is no t a creative, but a fa ta l 

strategy, wherein the signs o f  America are to be accumulated in order to articulate the 

potential end o f  signification:

J ’ai cherche I’T^merique siderale, celle de la liberte vaine et absolue des freeways, jamais celle du 
social et de la culmre — celle de la vitesse desertique, des motels et des surfaces minerales, jamais 
I’Amerique profonde des mceurs et des mentalites. [...] J ’ai cherche la catastrophe future et 
revolue du social dans la geologic, dans ce retournement de la profondeur dont temoignent les 
espaces stries [...]. Cette forme nucleaire, cette catastrophe fumre, je savais tout cela a Paris. Mais 
pour la comprendre, il faut prendre la forme du voyage, qui realise ce que ViriHo dit etre 
I’esthetique de la disparition. (Baudrillard, [1986] 2000: 12-13)

Soja’s distinction between the prefixes ‘post’ and ‘h\'per’ is useful here: ‘Both post- and hjper-, as well as 
the related prefixes meta- and trans-, earn' with them  the notion o f a movement beyond an existing state, 
althot;igh each takes on additional meanings with regard to this movement. I^ost- and meta- connote ‘after’ 
and also a significant change in location, position, condition, or nature. Trans- is m ore strictly ‘across’ but 
can refer to a change in condition as well. Hyper- adds to this a sense o f speeding up, often with the hint o f 
excess. In the debates on the new modernit)' o f  the contemporan- period, each one o f  these prefixes has 
been used (postmodernit)', metamodernit}', h)'permodernit}% transmodernit)') to connote subtle variations 
on the same theme. Similarly, arguments can be made to use such terms as postrealit}', metarealit)', and 
transrealit)- instead o f  h^’perrealit)'. But like postm odernit)’, h^’perreaUt)' has entered into popular and 
academic usage (and misusage) and remains the generally preferred term’ (Soja, 2000: 325).
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H ere, the traveller’s perspective on ‘America’ is articulated in polar opposition to  the 

place o f  American social and cultural identities. Baudrillard rejects such historical and 

enfram ed comm unal depths in order to purify his experience, so that ‘Am erica’ comes 

into view as a plateau o f  superficiality. These social realities are displaced in Amerique and 

re-located firmly on European soil, with the result that a further clean-cut opposition can 

emerge between ‘America’ as space o f  abstraction and ‘E urope’ as place o f  signification. 

Baudrillard determines that Europeans are:

Les fanatiques de I’esthetique et du sens, de la culture, de la saveur et de la seduction [...] pour 
qui cela seul est beau qui est profondement moral, et seule passionnante la distinction heroique 
de la nature et de la culture... [les Europeens] sont indefectiblement lies aux prestiges du sens 
critique et de la transcendance. (Baudrillard, 2000; 191)

E urope emerges from  Amerique, therefore, as a prison-house o f signification, the place 

w hose subjects voraciously construct their identities in relation to a value-system 

weighted ■'Â th hum anist and transcendental trappings.

It can be noted that such oppositions reveal Baudrillard’s affiliation with the 

summar}’ o f  M odernist legislative tendencies presented above and that this elem ent 

steeps in paradox a travel practice that purports to be questing the end o f  such a 

conception o f  the real. Critics have posited Baudrillard’s categorical representation o f 

‘Am erican’ space as erring on the side o f  the neo-colonial, for the writer seems to 

appropriate America in stereot)"pical terms (as puritan, primitive, abstract and 

hom ogenous), identifiable in European discourses o f  America from  Tocqueville to 

Beauvoir. Caren Kaplan in her hook  Questions of Travel (1996) is concerned to  reinstate 

the minorities that, she argues, post-m odern travel displaces. She accuses Baudrillard’s 

Amerique o f  reproducing the param eters o f  ‘an exhausted paradigm’, namely the 

opposition o f  a ‘deep’ Europe to  a ‘superficial’ America, stating that this metaphysical 

binar}" is exploited by Baudrillard to  the detrim ent o f minorit}' discourses emerging from  

the female, the black, or post-colonial communities. Kaplan explains her issue with 

Baudrillard’s text:

‘America’ may be a convenient former colony to appropriate through postm odern/m odern travel 
discourse. Posing ‘America’ as ‘other’ provides a setting for theoretical ‘cruising’; always already 
‘free’ o f  Europe, ‘America’ hails the powerful gaze o f  its progenitor. In this Hegelian dynamic, 
the two entities cannot survive without each other, and who, truly, is more dependent than the 
other? This long-standing binary configuration suppresses other U.S.-European or international 
relations. If Baudrillard’s traveling theory constructs a mirror scene in which ‘America’ and 
‘Europe’ constitute themselves through specular effects, who or what is left out and to what end 
do these eUsions or erasures operate? (Kaplan, [1996] 2000: 82-3)
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While Kaplan reads A.merica as a text whose operations neglect socio-political issues that 

are o f real concern to minority groups, perhaps another reading o f the text is possible. 

David Scott points out that ‘Europe has brought to the globe not so much a wisdom or a 

real belief system as an intellectual tradition, one based from the seventeenth centun^, at 

least, on interrogation and dissent’ (Scott, 2004: 51). In light o f this, Kaplan, I would 

argue, places too much weight on BaudriUard’s text, accusing its author o f the ‘mis

representation’ o f realit}', when this mode o f misplaced signification is precisely what the 

travel account experiments with. While it does not make ICaplan’s argument in favour of 

recuperation o f non-dominant forms o f agency less urgent, conceiving o f  the travel 

account as an experiment in how to render the hyperreal perhaps offers a less 

incriminating interpretation o f Baudrillard’s version o f ‘America’. In a brief analysis of 

how travel is conceived o f and narrated by the writer, we might adopt Scott’s analytical 

approach to suggest that Baudrillard’s travel practice consists in an auto-referential pact 

between the ‘American’ space as it is experienced and the textual construction o f 

Amerique (Scott, 2004; 51-53).

BaudriUard’s practice o f ‘America’ is conducted at high speed. In opposition to 

the reference points o f the brief tourist encounter, however, this traveller prioritises 

speed not as a means o f consuming as much o f the place as possible in a short time, but 

as a means o f empt}’ing place o f its referential qualities altogether, as a kind o f pure 

travel, or what Barthes might call the ‘degree zero’ o f travel: ‘Rien n ’est plus etranger au 

travelling pur que le tourisme ou le loisir’ (Baudrillard, 2000: 18). Kaplan argues that 

Baudrillard exploits the dichotomy between the ‘authentic traveller’ and the ‘tourist’ and 

that this binary mode o f opposition is t}"pical o f tourist discourses that reflect ‘powerful 

anxieties about hierarchical values and the boundaries between socio-political and 

aesthetic distinctions in modernity’ (Kaplan, 2000: 79). While this binary mode o f 

opposition certainly exists in Amerique, it is important to point out, however, that 

Baudrillard’s conception o f travel is not, as in traditional formulations o f this polarity, 

that travel (as opposed to tourism) can lead to a somehow more authentic experience o f 

place. In an appropriation o f Paul Virilio’s notion o f speed (the speed o f travel 

technologies as well as that o f  communication) as an essential factor in the post-modern 

spatio-temporal experience,’'*̂ Baudrillard adopts the momentum of the American

\'^irilio h\'pothesises that new technologies from the m otor car to the aeroplane to the cinematographic 
camera produce hitherto unheard o f perceptions o f time and space that definitively alter humanit}'’s 
relationship to the real: ‘La culture technicienne n ’a fait que perfectionner cette prise en charge des
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motorway, the unending circiilation and sign-exchange which travel facilitates, as his 

modus operandi for experiencing ‘America’. This kind o f incessant movement contributes 

to a perception o f space that, in its dependence on vacuity for its perpetiiation, creates an 

interface between the moving subject and the world, or, as we shall see with regard to the 

cinematic qualit}' o f BaudriQard’s prose, between the moving world and the stationary 

subject. It is this interface that, according to Virilio, results in an estheiique de la disparition 

(\^irilio, 1980), or that prevents, what Baudrillard might conceivably deem to be the 

‘intrusion’ o f reality. Travel for Baudrillard, therefore, is a means via which the real may 

be negated so that a desert space, a space before and beyond signification, is allowed to 

emerge:

Triomphe de I’oubli sur la memoire, ivresse inculte, amnesique. [...] La vitesse n’est que 
I’initiatique du vide: nostalgic d’une reversion immobile des formes derriere I’exacerbation de la 
mobilite. Analogue a la nostalgic dcs formes vivantes dans la geometrie. (Baudrillard, 2000: 15)

The challenge for the traveller is not the interpretation o f place but rather the 

suspension o f interpretation through incessant mobilit}'. Within this modalit}^ the 

imagined depths o f Modernist reaHt}’ are violently flattened out, in haste place is 

bypassed so that a space o f complete insignificance is allowed to appear:

Nulle autre question a ce voyage que: jusqu’ou peut-on aUer dans I’extermination du sens, 
jusqu’ou peut-on avancer dans la forme desertique irreferentieUe sans craquer, et a condition bien 
sur de garder le charme esoterique de la disparition? Question theorique ici materialisee dans les 
conditions objectives d’un voyage qui n’en est plus un et comporte done une regie fondamentale: 
celle du point de non-retour. (Baudrillard, 2000: 20)

Thus it is travel that creates the necessan' conditions for experience o f hyperreality as 

Baudrillard understands it.’"̂  It would seem that hyperreaUt}^ is impossible without the 

necessan" perspective which travel provides: if, as Baudrillard proposes, hj'perreal 

‘America’ is the desired destination, then, likewise, travel becomes its own end: to travel 

is the ultimate, meaningless, destination.

The representations o f the ‘American’ city, and o f Los Angeles and Las Vegas in 

particular, emerge from within this context as a set o f mobile and infinitely transferable

elements moteurs, elle accroit sans cesse notre dependance vis-a-vis de systemes de prise en charge 
(compteurs de vitesse, tableau de bord, teleguidage...). Creatrice d ’itineraires de direction, elle applique a la 
terre et a la nature (a I’humaine nature), la formule de Bacon: Rieti n 'estplus vaste que les choses vides... elle cree 
finalement du \»ide et du desert. Seulement parce qu’il n ’y a que le neant qui soit continu et done 
conducteur’ (\"iriUo, [1980] 1989: 119).

As Baudrillard states in Cool Memories 1980-1985: ‘II faut voyager, circuler. [...] pour etre au plus pres de 
la sphere mondiale des echanges, jouir de I’ubiquite, de I’extraversion cosmopolite, echapper a I’iUusion de 
I’inomite. Voyage comme ligne de fuite, voyage orbital de I’ere de Verseau’ (Baudrillard, 1987: 210-11).
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mirages: the city o f  circulation is the desert o f  signification, the sidereal desert is the 

indifferent female, the empty female is the astral city:

L’Amerique est un gigantesque hologramme, dans le sens ou I’information totale est contenue 
dans chacun des elements [...]. Le desert bien sur, mais Las Vegas, la publicite, mais aussi 
I’activite des gens, public relations, electronique de la vie quotidienne, tout se decoupe avec la 
plasticite et la simpHcite d’un signal lumineux. (Baudrillard, 2000: 92-93)

W ithin this scenario the sign, conceived o f  as complete simulation, becom es infinitely 

interchangeable. Furtherm ore, it is the traveller w ho acknowledges from  the outset that 

this interchangeabilit)^, this speed o f  transference, which annihilates all objects to  send 

them  into orbit as pure simulations, is exacdy w hat is being sought through the act o f  

travel — ‘J ’ai I’Amerique siderale’ (my emphasis).

This conscious detachm ent o f  the sign from  its object is, I would argue, very 

different from  saying that the real does not exist in any shape or form. Indeed, 

BaudrQlard opposes sidereal ‘America’ to its cultural and socio-historical O ther — ‘jamais 

I’Amerique profonde des moeurs’. The possibility' o f  interference from  this ‘Amerique 

profonde’ in Baudrillard’s quest for astral or hj’perreal ‘America’ suggests that there does 

indeed exist an alternative America to the one presented here. However, w hat is o f  prime 

interest to the traveller are the new spatial theatricalities that America offers — the vast 

expanse o f  the desert, the stretching horizon lines o f  the freeways, the delirious 

geometries o f  its cities and the impression o f  infinite cultural exchange. The features o f 

the American landscape suggest a space o f  pure anteriority, a space where signification 

has no t yet come into being:

Ici les viUes sont des deserts mobiles. Pas de monuments, pas d’histoire: I’exaltation des deserts 
mobiles et de la simulation [...]. Pourquoi L.A., pourquoi les deserts sont-ils si fascinants? C’est 
que toute profondeur y est resolue — neutralite brillante, mouvante et superficieUe, defi au sens et 
a la profondeiir, defi a la nature et a la culture, hyper-espace ulterieur, sans origine desormais, 
sans references. (Baudrillard, 2000: 192)

These spaces suggest to  Baudrillard that U topia has been achieved, utopia conceived o f  

in the closest adherence to  its etymological origins as a non-place, a no /w here . This 

conception o f  utopia as a non-place o f  signification is in line with the param eters o f  n o n 

culture, non-boundary and non-histor}^ that for Auge characterise the non-lieuyi o f  

superm odernity — spaces where anthropological place, as it has been traditionally

3 2 4



Signscapos

conceived, is no longer valid and that thus contain an inherently dystopian element.’'*̂ 

And precisely what is problematic in terms o f Ametique as a ‘representation’ o f America, 

is that, as Mike Davis points out in City of Quart:^ Excavating the Future in Los Angeles 

(1990),’“"̂  American space cannot be dissociated from its cinematic or simulated aspects. 

Neither can this space be extracted from the intellectual tradition that has consistently 

appropriated it as the best and worst that Western civilisation has to offer.

Coupled with this, BaudriUard’s text proves problematic because the hjperreal is 

no t something that does not exist, is not a negation o f realit}'̂  that would allow us to 

relegate Amerique to the realm o f pure fiction. The proliferation o f the media, the open 

freeways (Fig. 30) and the technologies o f travel allow for the lines between fiction and 

the real to become distorted in an explicit manner. The fascination that ‘America’ 

inspires, therefore, is the result o f the abstraction created by a particular, subjectively 

motivated mode o f travel, but it is a mode o f travel only available in America. The ‘real’ 

(of culture and values) can no longer be dissociated from the hyperreal, and it is this 

which infuses Baudrillard’s text with a sense o f both relief and nostalgia. ReUef first o f all, 

because the traveller expresses profound disillusionment with European strategies for 

making sense o f the world, and opts instead for a form o f expression that, if it seems to 

mimic theon.% is theor\' o f the most Nietzschean kind.

Baudrillard’s textual strategies consist in the employment o f  h^-perbolic 

statements and aphoristic narrative structures, which seem to mirror the iconoclasm of 

the text’s subject matter. Both o f these techniques refuse the reader any possibilit}^ of 

rational (either offensive or defensive) engagement or argument with Amerique. Its 

prosody denies signification, for the extremism and blatantiy non-referential quaUt)" o f a 

statement such as “Decidement, les joggers sont les veritables Saints des Derniers Jours et 

les protagonistes d’une Apocalypse en douceur’ (Baudrillard, 2000: 105) prevent sensible 

accusations o f its falsit}  ̂ — its falsit\^ would seem to be the point. The superficiality' of 

such prose reflects the superficial quality o f Baudrillard’s desired mode o f travel. 

Likewise, the abstraction o f ‘America’ can be identified in the textual structure of 

Amerique, wherein disconnected ‘frames’ o f prose are placed alongside each other with

'■*5 See the introduction to this thesis for a more thorough explanation o f Auge’s concepts.
As Davis states: ‘The ultimate world-historical significance — an oddit}' — o f Los Angeles is that it has 

come to play the double role o f utopia and d^'stopia for advanced capitalism. The same place, as Brecht 
noted, symbolized both  heaven and hell’ (Davis, [1990] 1992: 19-20).

See footnote 6 in chapter 1 for more detail on the et^'mologj' o f  the word. A thorough investigation o f 
the intellectual traveller and post-m odern America is beyond the scope o f  this thesis, and indeed merits 
further research. David Scott explores the subject o f Utopia and America in chapter 4 o f  his book 
Semiologies of Travel {200A) while Mike Da\'is elaborates on critiques o f  Los Angeles within the noirg&nte. and 
demonstrates how the cit)' was (and still is) a terrain o f  fervent cultural debate.
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the restilt that the text suggests the m ovem ent o f  a cinematic camera panning across a 

landscape, w ithout ever allowing the focus o f  attention to rest for too long in one place. 

As Scott points out: ‘W hat Baudrillard presents [...] is thus as m uch a shimmering 

fascinating surface o f  signifiers as a reasoned sequence o f  signs, a flickering screen o f 

concepts that is only partly resolved into fully articulated sense’ (Scott, 2004: 52). N o 

m ore than, as Baudrillard m entions, Terrence Malick’s badlands (1973) can be called upon 

to  represent America in any ‘true’ way, can this travel account be held up as a distorted 

critique o f  some ‘real’ place. Rather, its cinematic operation functions to blur the lines 

between the real and the illusion, through its appropriation o f  America and the extraction 

o f  it from  any hiiman detail, while at the same time it is undeniable that illusion — the 

cinematic, the image, the dream — is m ore than ever before an increasingly vital aspect o f 

reality since the late twentieth century. This space which Baudrillard creates, then, is the 

space o f  fascination and functions in an almost direct reversal o f  the mask phase in the 

way that, here, the surface appearance o f  objects is re-invested with mystery, for it is an 

imaginative geography beyond the reach o f  signification.

In the final analysis, BaudriUard’s ‘America’ suggests an ambiguous relationship 

to the real, for although ‘America”s h\’perreality is constructed in response to  the 

traveller’s fascination with abstraction, this fascination is always tinged with a 

melancholic nostalgia epitomised by the intangibility o f  such an experience; one might 

travel to  ‘America’ to becom e ecstatic, bu t this is an ecstasy at the seeming imm anence o f 

the apocalypse: ‘ce pays est sans espoir’ (Baudrillard, 2000: 191). This journey is one best 

watched, over and over again, at hom e on videotape in a darkened room .’"̂* The 

melancholy o f  Amerique reverberates in the solitude required for such a neutralised 

experience, in the impenetrability o f  its prose, its sheer abstract beaut}% and the silence o f  

its deserts as overarching m etaphor for each aspect o f  the ‘Am erican’ landscape. Travel 

as abstraction ends in a lonely luminescence, the product o f  a conscious gaze reflected in 

the w riter’s yearning for the desert. Here, then:

Le seui tissu de la viUe est celui des freeways, tissu vehiculaire, ou p lutot transurbanistique 
incessant, spectacle inoui de ces miUiers de voitures circulant a vitesse egale, dans les deux sens, 
tous phares aUumes en plein soleils, sur le V entura Freeway, ne revenant de nuUe part, n ’allant 
nulle part. (Baudrillard, 2000: 194)

Or, as Baudrillard’s photograph (Fig. 31) suggests, the landscape is best watched in the rear-view mirror 
while driving.
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T J^^ng With H>i)eiTeality

T he consequences o f  Baudrillard’s conception o f  'reality’ for practice o f  the urban 

environm ent, or what Edw ard Soja in his book Postfnetropolis calls the ‘restructuring o f  the 

urban imaginary’ (Soja, 2000: 323), are im portant for the conception o f  agency and the 

potential for future critical engagements with the post-industrial urban environm ent.’'*® 

Zygm unt Bauman, in his review o f  the English translation o f  Baudrillard’s America 

(1988), points out the consequences o f  what Baudrillard’s vision implies for practical 

knowledge:

Baudrillard’s simulation [...] effaces the very difference between the categories true and false, real 
and imaginary. We no longer have any means of testing pretence against reality, or know which is 
which. [...] In fact we do no know the difference between the map and the territory, and would 
not know even if we had our noses pressed up against the thing itself. (Bauman, 1988: 22)

Certainly, li\nng in the post-m odern world involves a level o f  de-differentiation. There is 

a breakdow n in the distinctiveness o f  each sphere o f  cultural activit}^, in traditional 

hierarchies and in the criteria governing each. The pervasive effects o f  the media and the 

speed o f  comm unication mean that there is an increased aestheticisation o f  even’day Ufe, 

which ultimately problematises the relationship between representations and realit)', the 

sign and the object, since what we increasingly consum e are signs or images. 

Furtherm ore, in the wake o f  theoretical appropriations o f  signification such as those 

examined above, it is no longer possible to conceive innocently o f  our social reality 

w ithout the sign. Increasingly, then, we are aU becom ing travellers in our own cities and 

our own hom es, since what travellers consum e are signs and often simulacra, and this 

consum ption m irrors m ore and m ore how  we engage with our cities in our everj^day 

lives. The question o f  what a city is, therefore, needs to  be reconsidered and made 

pertinent to post-m odern life, which necessitates an awareness o f  how  a city m ight be

Soja, and other urban theorists (most notably Charles Jencks and Robert Venturi) have shown how  
factors such as intensive globalisation, the mass mediatisation o f  ctalture, the deterritorialisation and 
reterritorialisation o f  communities and identities, as well as the reconfiguration o f  urban form and social 
structures, have contributed to the reshaping o f  the urban imaginary. The m ost significant shift in this 
urban imaginar}' can be thought o f  as a now  blurred distinction between the real and the imagined. Soja 
states: ‘W e live as never before in instantaneoush^ global citj'spaces where the frictions o f  distance appear 
to be receding and once impenetrable barriers to human communication are becom ing more permeable 
and open [...] . Involved in almost even' aspect o f  the changing urban imaginary' has been the realization 
that it has becom e more difficult than ever before to tell the difference between what is real and what is 
imagined, what can reliably be identified as fact as opposed to what must clearly be labeled fiction. [...] 
Foreign policy, political campaigns, controversial court cases, even wars are being conducted with 
increasing attention to public and private imager,', vicarious impressions o f  what is happening as opposed  
to accurate knowledge o f  the actual facts’ (Soja, 2000: 325).
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practised. Barthes’s and Baudrillard’s dislocations o f the sign from reality contribute 

towards an xinderstanding o f virban space as a mutable, imaginatively stimulating form, 

through prioritisation o f the cognitive as opposed to the geographical map, the ways of 

seeing rather than what is seen. Perhaps, then, rather than to see either Barthes’s or 

Baudrillard’s travel accounts as harbingers o f the end of realit}  ̂ as a space for affirmative 

action, these experiments {experience  ̂ in the sign city can lead to new interpretive 

directions for our understanding o f the urban universe. Living with simulation need not 

necessarily entail an end to expression as a real indicator o f human ideas or emotions. 

Along with this, the increasing surveillance o f the city and the individual and the 

alarmingly progressive heterogeneity o f the urban landscape are creative o f new forms o f 

radical expression — graffiti artists, free runners and urban interventionists have emerged 

as creators o f resistance within the post-modern cit)\’“  And if, as Barthes contends, 

‘nous devrons etre nombreux a essayer de dechiffrer la ville ou nous nous trouvons, en 

partant si c’est necessaire, d’un rapport personnel’ (Barthes, 2002; 1285), then awareness 

o f the constructed nature o f our urban reality can engender new forms o f expressing and 

new ways o f reading our cities. For, as we have seen, cities have always been as much 

imagined as lived and, perhaps now more than ever, the post-modern citj  ̂demands new 

imaginative strategies for its sustainability as a human as well as a built environment.

Artists such as Banksy, Korean designer Ji Lee, Jason Eppnik and Mark Jenkins have all conceived o f  
ways in which art might intervene in the urban landscape as a form o f radical statement. For an example o f  
some o f these (often fleeting) interventions see Banksy (2006) Wall and Piece London: Century’ and the 
article by Scott Burnham (2007) ‘Customising the Cit}-’, Icon, 50: 94-98. These interventions call to mind the 
ideas o f  unitar)' urbanism, and the artistic and architectural fusion sought b)' the Situationists in the 60s as a 
response to the technocratic, conserv^ative models for thinking urban life. See, Simon Sadler (1998) The 
Situationist City London: The MIT Press.
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