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Summary

The general subject of this study is the representation o f London in contemporary 

British literature. In particular, it asks whether literary chronotopes of London 

participate in the emergence o f a dialogic city. In order to answer this question, the 

study discusses how space and time function in six specific novels, and examines the 

types o f images of the city that they propose, assessing if they are progressive or 

conservative. In addition, the study draws on both literary criticism and human 

geography, thereby situating itself in an interdisciplinary framework.

The discussion starts with an analysis o f the relation between narrative and 

space. It describes how time, rather than space, is usually taken to be the determining 

factor o f narrative form, and how attempts to discuss space in relation to narrative 

often provide a narrow view o f the relation between the two. This leads to a discussion 

of the chronotope, a concept applied to literature by Mikhail Bakhtin in the essay 

‘Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel’ (1981), which offers an 

integrated approach to space and time, as well as to form and content, in narrative. 

Then, from the general analysis o f this theoretical concept, the study moves to the 

examination of the idea of place, which is here considered to be a materialization of 

the chronotope, as that which acquires meaning through spatio-temporal negotiation 

and investment, as well as a possible way of conceptualising London.

Once these theoretical elements have been discussed, the study turns to 

readings o f six novels about London. It focuses in particular on the ways in which the 

texts inscribe London in narrative space, and attempts to understand if the literary



imaginations at work in these novels participate in a dialogic articulation of the city, or 

if, in contrast, they inscribe London in a monologic economy that, by eschewing 

movement within both text and city, prevents the emergence o f progressive versions of 

London. As this suggests, the aim of this study is not to propose a general perspective 

on the way in which London is imagined in contemporary British literature, but to 

understand how specific novels foreclose and/or participate in the construction of a 

dialogic city.

Accordingly, the six novels are considered in relation to three distinct questions 

that each illuminates one aspect o f the representation of the city in literature: first, the 

modalities o f London’s inscription within history and myth are examined in 

Hawksmoor (1993) by Peter Ackroyd, and Mother London (2000) by Michael 

Moorcock. Second, the question of maps, both mental and physical, is studied in City 

o f the M ind (1992) by Penelope Lively, and Bleeding London (1997) by Geoff 

Nicholson. Finally, borderlands are investigated, first in the shape of the Thames, 

understood to |?e a destabilising element at the heart of the settled city, in Offshore 

(1988) by Penelope Fitzgerald, and, second, in relation to cyberspace, which extends 

the limits o f London beyond itself, as The.PowerBook (2000) by Jeanette Winterson 

suggests.

The study concludes by highlighting one strong similarity among the images of 

London proposed by five o f the six novels: the tension between the desire to open the 

city to multiplicity, and the need to hang on to certainties by fixing London within a 

controllable whole. Such a tension between dialogic and monologic articulations of 

London, it is finally argued, directly reflects the present day predicament of the city 

and underlines the political dimension inherent in any representational work of fiction.
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Introduction

In The Black Atlantic (1993) Paul Gilroy redefines the contours o f modernity by 

showing how it took shape in the transnational space of the Atlantic Ocean, at the 

intersections of African, European and American cultures. In particular, Gilroy traces 

the ways in which the African diaspora is inscribed, simultaneously, as both insider 

and outsider within European modernity. Following W. E. B. Du Bois, he describes 

this process as a form of double consciousness. In addition, Gilroy questions the grand 

historical narrative of superiority through which European modernity has been 

articulated by arguing that cultural exchanges— especially between masters and 

slaves— are, in fact, constitutive of that modernity. In other words, Gilroy articulates a 

counter-discourse in which racial purity is recognized to be a dangerous fantasy, and in 

which identity eschews nationalist and absolutist definitions. In doing so, he 

understands identity to be a function of performance, transformation and movement 

rather than origins, certainties and stability, and displaces the guiding metaphor of 

identity away from botanic (roots) towards geography (routes).' Thus, he proposes an 

alternative historical narrative which shows that exchanges and multiplicity, rather 

than fixity and purity, are always already there, at the base o f every cultural formation.

Moreover, he widens this nonessential view of culture and identity to the 

circulation o f knowledge, arguing for ‘the inescapable hybridity and intermixture of 

ideas’ (xi). Indeed, the Black Atlantic, a metaphor for a transnational and transcultural 

formation that characterises the incessant movement o f cultural practices, directs to a

' Routes are not necessarily signs o f transformation and movement. However, Gilroy conceptualises 
them in relation to their potential to become parts o f  networks and, as such, they can become 
performative objects. It is in this way that I use the metaphor o f  routes throughout this study.
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view of knowledge that is shaped like a ‘rhizomorphic, fractal structure’ (Gilroy 1993: 

4), the non-linearity o f which mirrors, at the analytical level, the ‘rhizomorphic, 

routed, diaspora cultures’ (28) that gave rise to it. In addition, the apposition o f the 

terms route and rhizome suggests that Gilroy links the geographical metaphor o f the 

route to a botanical metaphor—the rhizome—but with very different results from the 

ones implied by roots. Indeed, the rhizome names a structure without origins,

beginnings or ends that develops from a multiplicity o f points rather than from a

unique one. In other words, the logic o f the rhizome differs from the one o f the root 

and as such cannot lead to the same types of absolutisms in the name of singularity. 

Furthermore, by identifying the route with a rhizomatic structure, Gilroy indicates that 

what is at stake in this reconfiguration of identity and modernity is no longer an 

interrogation based on a binary and dichotomic logic (for instance beginning/end, 

insider/outsider or politics/aesthetics), but one which is interested in questions of 

process, relations and interactions.

In taking such a stand, Gilroy is echoing and responding to Gilles Deleuze’s 

criticism of the state of theory today:

If things aren’t going too well in contemporary tliought, it’s 

because there is a return . . .  to abstractions, back to the problem of 

origins, all that sort of things . . . Any analysis in terms of movements, 

vectors, is blocked. W e ’re in a very weak phase, a period of reaction.

Yet philosophy thought that it had done with the problem of origins. It 

was no longer a question of starting or finishing. The question was 

rather, what happens ‘in between’? (quoted in Gilroy 2000: 97)

That Gilroy is indirectly dialoguing with Deleuze is not surprising, given that the 

French philosopher has been a major influence on contemporary thought, especially in 

relation to some of the questions Gilroy addresses. For instance, it is Gilles Deleuze
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and Felix Guattari who first articulated the metaphor o f the rhizome in relation to 

literature in Rhizome (1976).

In the essay, Deleuze and Guattari contend that there are three different 

structures in relation to which books are organised; the root, the radicle^ and the 

rhizome. In this configuration, the root stands for a ‘binary logic’ (1987; 5) that holds 

unity to be the starting point from which binary divisions ensue. This type of structure 

is identified with ‘the classical book, as noble, signifying, and subjective organic 

interiority (the strata o f the book). The book imitates the world, as art imitates nature’ 

(5). The radicle stands for the modem— and modernist—^book that expresses disorder 

but still believes in the dream of unity; ‘The world has become chaos, but the book 

remains the image of the world: radicle-chaosmos rather than root-cosmos. A strange 

mystification: a book all the more total for being fragmented’ (6).^ Wanting to break 

with such totalising aspirations, Deleuze and Guattari propose to think in terms of the 

rhizome, which they describe as an anti-genealogy; ‘contrarily to a deeply rooted 

belief, the book is not an image of the world. It forms a rhizome with the world, there 

is an aparallel evolution of the book and the world’ (11).^ The book, as described here, 

is not a representation of the world, but is in process with it through their rhizomatic 

connection. Moreover, the rhizome forms a structure that, as suggested earlier, is 

organised by multiplicity rather than unity; ‘[N]ot every trait in a rhizome is 

necessarily linked to a linguistic feature: semiotic chains o f every nature are connected 

to very diverse modes o f coding (biological, political, economic, etc.) that bring into

 ̂A radicle is ‘that part o f  the embryo o f  a plant which develops into the primary root’ (OED).
 ̂ In French: ‘C ’est le livre classique, comme belle interiorite organique, signifiante et subjective (les 

strates du livre). Le livre imite le monde, comme I’art, la nature’ (1980: 11).
‘‘ In French: ‘Le monde est devenu chaos, mais le livre reste image du monde, chaosmos-radicelle, au 
lieu de cosmos-racine. Etrange mystification, celle du livre d ’autant plus total que fragmente’ (1980: 
12-13).

In French: ‘[L]e livre n ’est pas image du monde, suivant une croyance enracinee. II fait rhizome avec 
le monde, il y a evolution aparallele du livre et du monde’ (1980: 18).

3



play not only different regimes of signs but also states of things o f different status’  ̂

(7). Heterogeneity constitutes the rhizome, and, it follows, the book. In addition, this 

characterisation implies that literary practices and studies are always linked to other 

areas of knowledge, through the networks they form, which include intertextuality and 

interdisciplinarity.

Interestingly, Gilroy borrows, in addition to the rhizome, another literary^ 

concept in order to put together his theoretical apparatus about the rewriting of 

modernity. This second concept is the one o f the chronotope, introduced by Mikhail 

Bakhtin in ‘Forms o f Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel, Notes Towards a 

Historical Poetics’ (1981, first published in 1937-1938). The chronotope, which I will 

discuss in detail in chapter 1, is the means by which the ‘intrinsic connectedness of 

temporal and spatial relationships . . .  are artistically expressed in literature’ (Bakhtin 

1981: 84). Gilroy articulates this trope in relation to the figure o f the ship, which is 

located at the heart of the Black Atlantic economy of exchange. Indeed, the ship is ‘a 

living, micro-cultural, micro-political system in motion’ (Gilroy 1993: 4) that criss

crosses the Atlantic Ocean, weaving a network between Afnca, Europe and the 

Americas. It provides, according to Gilroy, a paradigmatic chronotope for the counter

discourse o f modernity that he develops in his text. The reason for this is that the 

figure of the moving ship, by proposing a performative model o f the ways in which 

modernity was shaped at the junction of several historical and geographical narratives, 

traces a route away from nationalistic discourses towards a narrative not controlled by 

borders. It dislocates the spatio-temporal logic o f European narratives by substituting 

linearity with the network. In fact, the figure of the ship exemplifies the many different

 ̂ In French: ‘dans un rhizome au contraire, chaque trait ne renvoie pas necessairement a un trait 
linguistique: des chainons semiotiques de toute nature y sont connectes a des modes d’encodage tres 
divers, chainons biologiques, politiques, economiques, etc., mettant en jeu non seulement des regimes 
de signes differents, mais aussi des statuts d’etats de choses’ (1980: 13).
’ I am here characterising the rhizome as a literary concept following its use by Deleuze and Guattari.
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influences that have participated in the construction o f  European modernity, points 

towards the slave trade as one o f  its inescapable components, and suggests that 

violence resides at the heart o f  modernity, a violence linked, in many regards, to the 

fantasy o f purity I mentioned above.

Furthermore, the fact that the ship is always in motion indicates that none o f 

the cultural, political and historical formations that are established either en route or at 

a port o f  call can ever be fixed or closed, but that they are part o f  the ongoing 

movement o f crosspollination— to use another botanical image— that participates in

o

the emergence o f  alternative formations to those o f  European grand narratives. In 

other words, there are no pure spaces, nor spaces o f  purity.

One o f the ports o f  call affected by the Black Atlantic is, obviously, London. In 

The Black Atlantic, Gilroy, in fact, sets out from an interrogation about the position of 

black Europeans— and more particularly black Britons— within the cultural formations 

o f Europe. In relation to London— one o f the historical beneficiaries o f the slave 

trade— Gilroy writes in Against Race (2000), that although the dominant cultural and 

historical narratives tend to present that city as a homogeneous formation, a 

‘monochromatic representation [which] operates too often to exclude or undermine the 

significance o f  black participation and to minimize the power o f  colonial and imperial 

circuitry in determining the internal patterns o f national life’ (121), the reality is that it 

is part o f  the Black Atlantic’s rhizomatic network and, as such, can only be described 

as a multicultural city. It follows that London is best understood if  one takes it to be 

part o f  a ‘rhizomorphic, routed, diaspora culture’ (Gilroy 1993: 28) rather than rooted 

in a national history that subsumes under a linear narrative o f  power and conquest the

* The slave ship itself is a physically enclosed unit, but its meaning is polysemic, as the several 
competing narratives related to its signification show.

5



relation between London and the rest of the world that has, in fact, shaped it through 

historical, cultural, geographical and literary narratives. ^

I have started this introduction with a discussion o f Gilroy’s conceptualisation 

o f identity and modernity in the context of the Black Atlantic rhizomatic formation 

because his project, which borrows from Deleuze’s and Guattari’s rhizome, from 

Bakhtin’s chronotope, and which takes issue with London, is, in many ways, related to 

the questions that this study addresses. Indeed, it can be argued that the movement, 

proposed by Gilroy, away from roots towards routes, is one that asks for a reappraisal 

o f how we think about representation, and more particularly, from a literary 

perspective, about how narratives are constructed, hideed, Gilroy’s project, which is 

aimed at establishing a different historical narrative from the dominant one regarding 

modernity, and its influence on the imaginary construction o f London, opens the doors 

to a more general questioning about, on the one hand, the ways in which narratives 

work, and, on the other hand, about the processes through which London is imagined 

as a literary object.

More precisely, the movement towards routes, which seeks to uncover, recover 

and establish spatial links between different locations, affects narratives because it 

proposes other types of representations than Hnear, chronological and in many ways 

teleological ones. In other words, it attempts to move from a genealogy o f place to a 

geography o f performance. This shift towards the spatial has been picked up by several 

theorists. For instance, Edward Said writes, in Culture and Imperialism (1994), that 

‘we have become so accustomed to thinking of the novel’s plot and structure as 

constituted mainly by temporality that we have overlooked the function o f space,

’ Arguably, London does not take shape literarily until Samuel Pepys’s diary, written in the seventeenth 
century (conversation with Corinne Fournier), although Ben Jonson’s ‘city comedies’ can be seen as 
forerunners. In addition, it can also be argued that it is the nineteenth century that has been the most 
influential in shaping London as a literary object, through its representation in the work of Charles 
Dickens, among others, as Writing London (1998) by Julian Wolfreys demonstrates.
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geography and location’ (100-101). Part of this questioning is therefore linked to what 

stories we, as human beings, tell ourselves and how we tell them in relation to our 

inscription in space and time. Consequently, literary narratives, because they present 

one site in which negotiation between different ways o f imagining and experiencing 

the world takes place, provide an important site from which to think about these issues.

In addition, Gilroy’s study challenges normative representations of London, 

arguing for a complex understanding of the city, as part of an economy of exchange. 

Indeed, its status as, on the one hand, the ex-centre o f the British Empire and, on the 

other hand, a global contemporary city, provides a tension which is worth tracing in 

textual imaginings because the chronotopes it gives shape to are coimected to ‘not only 

different regimes of signs but also states of things o f different status’ (Deleuze and 

Guattari 1987: 7), such as, for instance, the politics o f representation, as well as the 

actual experience of London. Thus, the rhizomatic function o f the book, as described 

by Deleuze and Guattari, suggests that the link between the text and the world is bi

directional and, therefore, mutually constitutive. What London is and what it means 

depends, therefore, on both the lived experience o f the city and the imaginary 

investments in it. Hence, to trace the chronotopes that such investments give rise to 

participates in constructing an image of this ‘new kind o f space at the centre’ (134), to 

use Stuart Hall’s characterisation o f London at the end o f the twentieth century, as 

well as takes up Gilroy’s challenge to normative discourses.

These questions and remarks reflect my own interest in the ways in which post

imperial London has become a terrain o f contestation over what London stands for, at 

the level o f collective and individual imaginings. Indeed, it seems, generally speaking, 

that there exists a fracture, within British literary production and studies, between what 

could be characterised ‘literature as usual’—the work o f David Lodge, Julian Barnes,

7



Ian McEwan, AS Byatt, etc.— and what has become called, in the last thirty years or 

so, postcolonial or black British L ite ra tu re .I t has often been the preserve o f the latter 

category to address questions o f belonging, borders and identity, and to reconfigure the 

imaginary space o f London as a multicultural city. The novels of Sam Selvon, George 

Lamming, Andrea Levy, Salman Rushdie and Zadie Smith, to name only a few, are all 

examples o f such an engagement with the city. In contrast, a novel like Goodbye, 

Johnny Thunders (1996) by Tania Kindersley, set in the early 1990s, is able to imagine 

the city as a monocultural location. The film Netting Hill (1999) is another case in 

point. As this suggests, neither the actual experience o f the city, nor the work of 

postcolonial writers, have impacted on the literary imagination displayed in such texts.

In addition, this segregation is also apparent in the critical response to the 

contemporary city. Indeed, although still rare, as Lawrence Phillips notes in The 

Swarming Streets (2004)— ‘While the tomes o f London’s often great modem 

historians continue to fill the library shelves there is no concurrent body of work on 

the literary representation of London in the twentieth century’ (1 )"— the books and 

articles that have been published on London in recent years often focus on the literary 

production o f postcolonial writers, as if  the task o f imagining the multicultural 

metropolis fell exclusively on them. John Me Load’s edition o f a special volume of

The difference between the two is not always clear as these labels are, indeed, only that: labels. For 
clarity, I would suggest that the category postcolonial might apply to writers for whom England is not 
necessarily apprehended as home, although they might question, deconstruct and challenge such a 
notion. On the other hand, the category black British might relate to writers who consider England as 
home, although, once again, this characterisation might be problematic, conflictual and fraught with 
tension.
" There seems to be much more critical attention devoted to London prior to 1945 in literature, as 
browsing any library catalogue will show, with special interest in the nineteenth century, maybe 
because o f the strong presence o f Dickens. For instance, out o f the twenty-three titles listed under the 
subject heading ‘London (England)— In literature’ in Trinity College’s library catalogue, only one, 
Sukdev Sandhu’s London Calling: How Black and Asian Writers Imagined a City (2003), is about 
contemporary London (if one excepts readers’ guides and biographical works). The others, like John 
Twyning’s London Dispossessed: Literature and Social Space in the Early Modern City {\99%), Xavier 
Baron’s London 1066-1914: Literary Sources and Documents (1997), Julian Wlolfreys’s Writing 
London: The Trace o f  the Urban Text from Blake to Dickens (1998), Alan Robinson’s Imagining 
London, 1770-1900 (2004) or Lyime Hapgood’s Margins o f  Desire: The Suburbs in Fiction and 
Culture, 1880-1925 (2005), all centre on earlier historical periods.



Kunapipi on ‘Post-colonial London’ (1999), as well as his book-long study entitled 

Postcolonial London (2004), Sukdev Sandhu’s book London Calling: How Black and 

Asian Writers Imagined a City (2003), and John Clement Ball’s study. Imagining 

London: Postcolonial Fiction and the Transnational Metropolis (2004) exemplify this 

trend. One notable exception is the recent The Swarming Streets, which, although a 

collection, includes between its covers articles on Julian Barnes and Andrea Levy, for 

instance, thus inaugurating a dialogue between the novels o f these different writers. In 

contrast, McLoad’s, Sandhu’s and Ball’s books, although necessary in order to 

establish the importance of postcolonial writing about London, also indirectly imply 

that London, as a postcolonial city, is relevant to postcolonial writers and not to others. 

But if London is postcolonial, is it not so for everyone? As Razia Aziz writes in 

relation to racism:

The point is not, I would argue, that white wom en experience  

the state (to take one exam ple) a s  patriarchal, w hereas black women  

experience the state as racist and patriarchal: if the state is racist, it is 

racist to everyone; it is merely more difficult for white people to s e e  

this, b ecau se  part of the racism of the state is to treat and promote 

w hite-ness a s  the norm. (72)

Transposed to London, this suggests that although there might be as many experiences 

of the city as there are Londoners, it remains that the characterisation o f the city as 

postcolonial should affect everyone, although some might resist, challenge, or deny 

such an image o f the city. A question, therefore, is to ask whether it is really the case 

that the literary imagination is fractured along racial lines? Indeed, does literature

I do not take race to be a biological category, but a discursive one. As Henry Louis Gates writes, 
‘race, as a meaningful criterion within biological sciences, has long been recognised to be a fiction. 
When we speak o f the “white race” or “the black race”, “the Jewish race” or “the Aryan race”, we 
speak in biological misnomers and, more generally, in metaphors. Nevertheless, our conversations are 
replete with usages o f race which have their sources in the dubious pseudosciences of the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries’ (4). Hence, race is to be understood, according to Ruth Frankenberg, as ‘a 
socially, [historically and culturally] constructed rather than inherently meaningful category, one linked 
to relations of power and processes of struggle, and one whose meaning changes over time. [However],
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follow David Dabydeen’s characterisation of contemporary London as ‘culturally 

diverse, but . . . [with] little cross-fertilisation of cultures taking place’ (quoted in 

McLoad 2000: 228)? Or has the work of black British writers had an influence on how 

contemporary literary narratives that do not belong to either postcolonial or black 

British literature imagine the city? Do such texts necessarily inscribe London within a 

traditional historical view that forecloses the emergence o f a routed city? Or can they 

also participate in such an emergence, away from essential forms of narratives that 

present fixed versions of place, towards versions o f space and time that are dialogic? Is 

not every novel that is engaged with narrating contemporary London inscribed in, and 

concerned with, the redefinition o f the city as an imaginary site that holds real political 

resonances and consequences, whatever view of the city the texts foster?

The problematic of this study has been constructed in relation to this double 

interrogation regarding narratives and contemporary literary constructions o f London. 

In order to answer it, I have selected six novels about London in the late twentieth 

century that self-consciously inscribe a sense of that city in their narrative structure 

and content. That is, London is not simply, in these novels, presented as the pre- 

established background of their plot, but is the plot itse lf’  ̂ I trace the different types 

o f chronotopes that these novels propose and seek to understand in what order of 

discourse they participate. To examine these issues, this study is structured in two 

parts. The first one, made up o f chapters 1 and 2, lays out the theoretical apparatus 

from which the discussion of the literary texts is made possible. Part two, composed of 

three chapters, proposes readings o f these six London narratives.

race, like gender, is “real” in the sense that it has real, though changing, effects in the world and real, 
tangible, and complex impact on individuals’ sense o f  self, experiences and life chances’ (11).

My choice o f  texts is, inherently, subjective. The criterion has been, primarily, that, in addition to the 
fact that the novels should foreground London as a literary object, they should also function well 
together in relation to the three thematic orientations o f  the second part o f  my study, which I introduce 
below. In addition, I selected novels that, taken together, cover most o f  the period going from 1945 to 
the present, which can be broadly defined as contemporary, in an historical sense.
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In chapter 1, I discuss how space and time are articulated in theories of 

narrative. I start by looking at how, in a formal perspective, temporality rather than 

spatiality has been traditionally understood to be the organising principle o f narratives. 

I do so by discussing, first, Gotthold Lessing’s study on the temporal nature of 

narratives, Laocoon (1984). I proceed, then, to show how, following Lessing, 

contemporary theories on the defining features of narrative often take time to be the 

dominant structuring principle o f the genre. However, I also show that since the 

modernist movement, some critical texts— such as ‘Spatial Form in Modem 

Literature’ (1991)'"* by Joseph Frank—have tried to account for the experimentations 

with narrative space of modernist texts. I further suggest that from a different 

perspective, structuralist theory—as expounded by Gerard Genette—has probed the 

relation between space and literature. However, I argue that, in their majority, the 

literary theories interested in the question o f space reviewed in this chapter do not take 

issue with the spatial content of narratives, but only with space as a formal and 

structural element o f the genre. I therefore turn to Mikhail Bakhtin’s essay on the 

chronotope, ‘Forms o f Time and o f the Chronotope in the Novel, Notes Towards a 

Historical Poetics’, which offers, on the one hand, an integrated theory o f space and 

time in narratives, and, on the other hand, a way o f theorising not only the space of 

representation, but also the representation o f space in literature. The discussion of that 

literary concept allows an articulation of the chronotope in relation to another 

Bakhtinian idea, dialogism, and to show that it is when it becomes dialogic that the 

chronotope can challenge conceptions o f narrative that take time as narrative’s primary 

constituent. Furthermore, I contend that in a dialogic chronotope, space and time enter

The essay was first published in 1945.
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in dialogue as two dynamic principles and, as a result, history is spatialised and space 

historicized. This opens the way for progressive versions o f London to emerge.

In chapter 2, I further consider the concept o f the chronotope, but from the 

specific perspective of place. Place, I argue, represents a concrete manifestation of the 

chronotope because it names a location that has taken substance through spatio- 

temporal investment. In order to examine this claim, I start with the OED definition of 

place and examine the relation between place and naming. I then discuss three sets of 

dichotomies that impact on the conceptualisation o f space-time relations, and, 

therefore, o f place: absolute/relative, static/dynamic and depth/surface. Here, I use the 

work of human geographers, for whom place is not only a ‘set o f coordinates on a map 

that fix a defined and bounded piece o f territory’ (McDowell 1999a: 4) but, also, the 

result of social, political, symbolic and imaginary relations, which are all, also, spatio- 

temporal. As Arid Holt-Jensen writes, ‘places [are] social constructions: something 

that is created intersubjectively between humans and not an objective reality’ (159). 

However, as I argue, those relations are not articulated in a vacuum. On the contrary, 

they are part of an economy of power that has the potential to reify specific places— 

that can range from the home to the neighbourhood to the city to the nation— into 

fixed identities and to dictate who can claim to belong to them. Place, when it is 

articulated in that way, becomes a fixed and closed category that does not leave space 

for the intersubjective relation between the ‘I’ and the ‘other’, which characterises 

dialogism, to be deployed. It therefore runs the risk of being claimed by discourses 

based on roots, blood and exclusion that do not allow the emergence of dialogic 

narratives.’  ̂ Yet, as hinted above, place, as human geographers have shown, can also

Salman Rushdie directly comments on this possibility in Shame (1984): ‘We know the force of 
gravity, but not its origins; and to explain why we become attached to our birthplaces we pretend that 
we are trees and speak o f roots. Look under your feet. You will not find gnarled growths sprouting
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be articulated as a site of ‘flow[...] and movement’ (Me Dowell 1999a: 5) that 

challenges impulses towards closure by resisting fixed definitions. That appraisal of 

place links it to a performance and allows the emergence of plural versions of London. 

This is, again, the condition required for its potential as a space of dialogic narratives 

to open.

Once the characteristics of place as a chronotope have been discussed, I tum to 

literary representations of London, considered to be one specific manifestation of 

place, and, therefore, to be a narrative formation that takes meaning through the ways 

it is shaped by space and time. However, in the same marmer that chronotopes of place 

are not necessarily progressive because of the reifying forces at work on the 

imaginary, contemporary London is also the site of contesting discourses as to its 

political, cultural, historical and imaginary inscription. In order to develop this, I 

analyse six novels that take London as their subject matter and that present 

contrasting— and sometimes complementary—chronotopes of the city. In doing this I

seek to understand in what ways contemporary literary representations of London,

which are not reckoned to be part of postcolonial or black British literature, account 

for the emergence of—or resistance to—dialogic narratives of a multicultural city. I 

have organised this part of my study into three chapters, each one presenting a 

particular perspective on the general problematic.

The first aspect, discussed in chapter 3, concerns the modalities of London’s 

inscription within narratives that engage with history and myth. Here I analyse how 

Hawksmoor (1993)'^ by Peter Ackroyd and Mother London (2000)'^ by Michael 

Moorcock mediate between rooted and routed histories of London and how they

through the soles. Roots, I sometimes think, are a conservative myth, designed to keep us in our 
places’ (86).

 ̂The novel was first published in 1985.
The novel was first published in 1988.
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construct the relation between space and time. Do they foreground time, thus 

following the traditional view o f what constitutes the subject o f history and narrative? 

Or do they take the road of spatialised histories? Further, what happens to the 

representation of London, in such a context? Does it participate in the emergence of 

dialogic narratives through specific spatialisations of its history? Or does it foreclose 

such an event by privileging an understanding of history that leads to the rooted 

fixation o f the city?

In chapter 4 , 1 investigate maps in City o f  the Mind (1992) by Penelope Lively 

and Bleeding London (1997) by Geoff Nicholson. Although Lively’s and Nicholson’s 

novels are both explicitly about maps and mapping, they explore the subject from two 

different perspectives: City o f  the Mind considers the implications of cognitive 

mapping in relation to the creation of a unified subject, while Bleeding London centres 

around the different shapes that the physical activity o f map making can take. Both 

novels, nonetheless, converge in offering considerations on the uneasy relation 

between mapping, London and subjectivity, and allow a more general reflection on the 

question o f narrative structure. As a result, these two novels provide instances of the 

ambivalence accompanying mapping, in the context of London. Indeed, they stage the 

tension between a yearning for wholeness, control and mastery o f the city in some of 

the characters, while simultaneously challenging this bordering impulse through 

narrative and textual strategies, such as performance, the creation o f gaps and 

subversion, which undermine the very possibility o f totalising gestures.

In the final chapter, chapter 5, I consider the question of borders, limits and 

borderlands, in the context of the relation between London, the Thames and 

cyberspace. Borders stand for the containment o f the imaginary and I examine 

narratives that engage with the process of simultaneously bordering and exploding
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traditional limits as to the identity o f London. I consider this in relation to Offshore 

(1988)'* by Penelope Fitzgerald and to The.PowerBook (2000) by Jeanette Winterson. 

In both novels, the river is identified as a fluid borderland presence that cannot be 

contained in and by rooted narratives, as the river, and the people living on it, present a 

threat, identical to the one of nomads, to the settled mind because neither can be fixed 

in place. As a character in Offshore dismissively tells a barge dweller: ‘I can’t shake 

you, you’re living nowhere, you don’t belong to land or water’ (57). In other words, 

the river represents an element of instability at the heart o f London and, as such, 

gestures towards the impossible closure o f narratives. In addition, cyberspace, as 

deployed in The.PowerBook, destabilises grounded narratives o f the city and, in fact, 

becomes an instrument with which to reassess the concrete experience o f London for 

the main character of the novel. Questions of gender, which offer a rich perspective 

from which to think about borderlands, location and performance in the context o f the 

city, are also addressed in this final chapter.

The novel was first published in 1979.
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Chapter 1

Narrative and the Chronotope

What is the relation between narrative, time and space? How do they interact when 

articulated within literary texts? Should they be understood as different categories that 

can be studied separately or do they constitute each other in the space of the text while 

simultaneously constituting the text? Those are some o f the questions that I examine in 

this chapter, which is concerned with understanding what respective importance space 

and time have been given in literary theory in relation to both the formal and thematic 

aspects o f narratives. In fact, it seems that space, when discussed, has been 

predominantly examined in relation to questions of form, while questions of content 

were somehow considered of less importance. Therefore, this chapter, in reviewing the 

evolution o f the ways literary theory has articulated the relation between narrative, 

space and time, considers formal questions before moving to a perspective that takes 

both form and content to be of interest for understanding the workings o f narrative as a 

literary genre. This is important since I am interested, in this study, in understanding 

the ways in which narratives constitute and are constituted by space and time in an 

integrated theory o f form and content.

Considering this, I discuss one o f the most enduring assumptions related to the 

nature o f narratives, that is, their intrinsic temporality. I also explore the direct 

correlate o f such an assumption, which is that time is the privileged organising 

principle o f narration. I then look at two influential challenges to this viewpoint, 

brought about by, on the one hand, the experimentations o f the modernist movement 

and the theoretical works that tried to account for them and, on the other hand.
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structuralist literary theory. As the discussion shows, the debate regarding the 

respective importance of time and space in narrative takes place, mainly, at the level of 

formal questions. As a result, space, when discussed by literary critics, is 

predominantly understood as the space o f representation and questions related to the 

representation of space are rarely addressed. Furthermore, the debate is often 

characterised by the foregrounding of either time or space, at the expense o f the other. 

That is, if  time is seen as the dominant principle, then space is hardly taken into 

account and vice versa.

One notable exception to these mutually exclusive practices is Mikhail 

Bakhtin’s contribution to narrative analysis in his essay ‘Forms o f Time and o f the 

Chronotope in the Novel, Notes Towards a Historical Poetics’ (1981). Indeed, this text 

offers a way out o f the asymmetrical relation between space and time, towards an 

integrated articulation of the two concepts. Bakhtin does this by shifting the debate to 

questions not only o f form but also o f content through the introduction o f the concept 

of the chronotope, which, as the word indicates, combines an interest in temporality 

with one in spatiality. As the critic Wallace Martin writes, Bakhtin’s essay offers ‘an 

alternative history o f narrative’ (52) in which ‘form and content are fused’ (53). The 

discussion o f the chronotope forms the core o f this chapter. I show, however, that 

although it provides a pertinent perspective from which to think through the relation 

between space, time and narrative, its application, in Bakhtin’s essay, still tends to 

privilege time over space. In view of this, I attempt to set a context for the chronotope 

in order for its full potential as a literary concept to emerge. In order to do so, I apply 

another Bakhtinian concept, dialogism, to the chronotope.

According to Michael Holquist in Dialogism  (1990), Bakhtin himself never used this term. He 
referred, instead, to the adjective dialogic. However, it is now in common usage and I will thus use it 
for clarity.
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Temporality and narrative structure

When, in one of the recent books pubhshed on narrative theory, The Cambridge 

Introduction to Narrative (2002), H. Porter Abbott writes that narrative ‘communicates 

. . . detail about events in time’ (xi) and that, accordingly, ‘narrative is the principal 

way in which our species organizes its understanding o f time’ (3), he is reiterating a 

claim which has a long history. Indeed, the connection he makes between the nature of 

narrative and time can be traced back, in modem thought, to Lessing’s essay Laocoon, 

written in 1766.

In this text, Lessing, contrary to the then widespread belief that ut pictura 

poesis,^^ distinguishes between the two forms o f art, arguing that painting (and 

sculpture) are characterised by their deployment in space, whereas poetry is an art ‘in 

which the method of presentation is progressive in time’ (Lessing 1984: 6). This 

fundamental difference explains, according to him, some o f the limits that the two 

types of art meet in their imitation o f reality. Lessing’s essay, in consequence, explores 

some o f those restrictions and the differences they impose on the two types of art. For 

instance, he starts with a discussion o f the representation of pain, taking as his model 

the famous sculpture o f Laocoon, the Trojan priest. He compares its rendition o f pain 

with Virgil’s account o f Laocoon’s ordeal in the Aeneid. Wondering why the 

sculpture, contrary to the poem, does not represent pain at its climax, Lessing reflects 

upon the fact that the visual artist cannot show an expression at its peak because of 

‘the single moment o f time to which [visual] art must confine itself by virtue of its 

material limitations’ (19). According to him, representing pain at its climax would 

leave no scope for the beholder to imagine the rest o f the narrative. In addition, the 

effect o f the sculpture would be weakened by the permanence of the pain because ‘the

‘Poetry is like painting’ (Horace 374).
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prolongation o f such phenomena in art, whether agreeable or otherwise, gives them 

such an unnatural appearance that they make a weaker impression the more often we 

look at them, until they finally fill us with disgust or horror’ (20). This would be 

incompatible with the representation o f beauty, which, in Antiquity, governed 

representational art. In contrast, the poem can represent pain at its climax because it is 

part o f  a sequence, and thus does not freeze the perception o f the character to one 

painful moment.

To fully expound his theory, Lessing discusses the question o f the 

representation o f visible objects. In relation to this, he ponders why the same objects 

cannot be represented equally successfully in painting and in poetry. He concludes that 

it is again the material conditions o f  the two arts that limit what they can represent:

I will confine nnyself . . .  to the consideration of pictures of 

visible objects only, which are common to both poet and painter. Why 

is it that a nunnber of poetic pictures of this kind are of no use to the 

painter and, conversely, many real pictures lose most of their effect 

when treated by the poet? Example may guide me here. I repeat; the 

picture of Pandarus in the fourth book of the Iliad is one of the most 

elaborate and graphic in all of Homer. From the seizing of the bow to 

the flight of the arrow every moment is painted, and all these 

moments follow in such close succession and yet are so distinct, one 

from the other, that if we did not know how a bow should be handled, 

we would be able to learn it from this description alone.. . .

Caylus cannot have overlooked this splendid picture.^’ What, 

then, did he find there to make him consider it unable to afford 

material to his artists? And why was it that the council of deliberating 

and drinking gods seemed to him better suited for his purpose? The 

subjects are visible in both cases, and what more than visible subjects 

does the painter need to fill his canvas?

The difficulty must be this: although both subjects, being 

visible, are equally suitable for actual painting, there is still this 

essential difference between them: in the one case the action is 

visible and progressive, its different parts occurring one after the other

Caylus was a French art critic and patron o f  painters (as noted in Lessing).
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in a sequence of time, and in the other the action is visible and 

stationary, its different parts developing in co-existence in space. But 

if painting, by virtue of its symbols or means of imitation, which it can 

combine in space only, must renounce the element of time entirely, 

progressive actions, by the very fact that they are progressive, cannot 

be considered to belong among its subjects. Painting must be content 

vî ith coexistent actions or with mere bodies which, by their position, 

permit us to conjecture an action. Poetry, on the other hand. . . .

(1984; 76-77)

Lessing stops his demonstration at this point, using eUipses to end the fifteenth chapter 

o f his essay. His argument, which starts with concrete examples, is generaUsed, in the 

second part o f  the quotation above, to describe the essence o f  the two arts. His 

conclusions, brought about by such a process, show compellingly that, indeed, ut 

pictum poesis non est. This means, in other words, that painting, because it gives itself 

to be ‘read’ in its totality in one moment, can deal only with simultaneous objects. The 

logical conclusion o f  this line o f argument is that, consequently, painting is a spatial 

art.

In contrast, poetry is a temporal art form, as the next chapter o f Laocoon 

contends:

I reason thus: if it is true that in its imitations painting uses 

completely different means or signs than does poetry, namely figures 

and colours in space rather than articulated sounds in time, and if 

these signs must indisputably bear a suitable relation to the thing 

signified, then signs existing in space can express only objects whose 

wholes or parts coexist, while signs that follow one another can 

express only objects whose wholes or parts are consecutive.^^

The clearly structuralist language used here is the result of this particular translation of Lessing’s text 
rather than a characteristic of the original version: ‘Wenn es wahr ist, dass die Malerei zu ihren 
Nachahmungen ganz andere Mittel, oder Zeichen gebrauchet, als die Poesie; jene namlich Figuren und 
Farben in dem Raume, diese aber artikulierte Tone in der Zeit; wenn unstreitig die Zeichen ein 
bequemes Verhaltnis zu dem Bezeichneten haben miissen: So konnen neben einander geordnete 
Zeichen, auch nur Gegenstande, die neben einander, oder deren Teile neben einander existieren, auf 
einander folgende Zeichen aber, auch nur Gegenstande ausdriicken, die auf einander, oder deren Teile 
auf einander folgen’ (Lessing 1974: 102-103). Zeichen, which has been translated as sign is better 
translated as symbol.
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Objects or parts of objects which exist in sp a ce  are called 

bodies. Accordingly, bodies with their visible properties are the true 

subjects of painting.

Objects or parts of objects which follow one another are 

called actions. Accordingly, actions are the true subjects of poetry.

(78 )

Through the means of logical deduction, Lessing infers from the conclusion he drew 

regarding painting that the same process should be applied to poetry: poetry, because it 

lends itself to be read in sequence, can only deal with objects expressed consecutively, 

and thus is a temporal art form. He also deduces from this that the material conditions 

that limit the two arts absolutely dictate what they must represent. In doing so, Lessing 

is mixing two distinct levels of inquiry, the general and the particular. The first level, 

an examination o f the general nature o f poetry and the visual arts, leads him to 

establish that they are controlled by two contrasting principles, respectively time and 

space. The second level is concerned with the proper representational subjects of the 

two arts. In order to define those, he draws from the general principles established at 

the larger level and links those principles to the subjects o f the two arts in a direct and 

logical relation: ‘if  these signs must indisputably bear a suitable relation to the thing 

signified, then signs existing in space can express only objects whose wholes or parts 

coexist, while signs that follow one another can express only objects whose wholes or 

parts are consecutive’ (78). This suggests that the formal aspect of the medium defines 

its appropriate content and that the relation between the two is a hierarchical one. 

Thus, because painting is a spatial art, it can only represent objects deployed in space, 

and because poetry is a temporal art, it can only represent objects deployed in 

sequence.
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However, Lessing qualifies this general statement in an important way. Indeed, 

he makes a distinction, in the next chapter o f his essay, between poetry, for which the 

law defined above rules exclusively, and prose writing:

Once more, then: I do not deny to language altogether the 

power of depicting the corporeal whole according to its parts. It can do 

so because its signs, although consecutive, are still arbitrary. But I do 

deny it to language as the medium of poetry, because the illusion, 

which is the principal object of poetry, is wanting in such verbal 

description of bodies. And this illusion, I say, must be wanting 

because the coexistent nature of a body comes into conflict with the 

consecutive nature of language, and although dissolving the former 

into the latter makes the division of the whole into its parts easier for 

us, the final reassembling of the parts into a whole is made extremely 

difficult and often even impossible.

In every case, therefore, where illusion is not the object and

where the writer appeals only to the understanding of the reader and

aims only at conveying distinct and, insofar as this is possible, 

complete ideas, these descriptions of bodies, excluded from poetry, 

are quite in place; and not only the prose writer, but also the didactic 

poet (for where he becomes didactic he ceases to be a poet) can use 

them to great advantage. (88)

Here, Lessing shows that nothing intrinsic prevents language from expressing bodies 

in their simultaneity, but that the restriction is linked to one particular literary genre, 

poetry. This qualification shifts the emphasis from a prescriptive relation in which the 

form o f the art defines its content, to a relation in which the effect sought after

determines how language should be used. So not only does Lessing show that the

logical reasoning he used earlier can only be apphed in certain cases and should not be 

made into a general law, but also that language can express relations other than 

temporal ones.

How, then, does this qualification affect Lessing’s general theory? It modifies 

it because it implicitly disentangles the two levels o f  enquiry that had been kept linked
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throughout the analysis. Indeed, on the one hand, Lessing, by talking about ‘the 

consecutive nature of language’ (88) is reiterating his belief in the fact that language, 

at its most fundamental, is inherently a temporal form of expression. However, on the 

other hand, he makes clear that this does not mean that language can only express 

sequentiality; this depends on the purpose of the text. Accordingly, prose, contrary to 

poetry, can represent bodies because its object is not the illusion o f reality but, for 

Lessing, a description o f it: each genre is looking for a different effect on its reader 

and as such uses different linguistic resources.

Many literary critics have built on Lessing’s work to present theories of 

narrative based on temporality, as I show below. It has to be noted first, however, that 

it has not only been the province of critics to reflect on the relation between language 

and time. Novelists have also pondered the question. For instance, the narrator, in 

Thomas Mann’s The Magic Mountain, echoes Lessing’s considerations:

[T]ime is the medium of narration, a s  it is the medium of life.

Both are inextricably bound up with it, a s  inextricably a s  are bodies in 

sp ace . Similarly, time is the medium of music; m usic divides, 

m easures, articulates time, and can shorten it, yet enhance its value, 

both at once. Thus music and narration are alike, in that they can only 

present them selves a s  a flowing, a s  a su ccession  in time, as one  

thing after another; and both differ from the plastic arts, which are 

com plete in the present, and unrelated to time sa v e  a s  all bodies are, 

w hereas narration— like music— even if it should try to be completely 

present at any given moment, would need time to do it in. (541)

The narrator is linking narration and life, implying that the two are similarly regulated 

by time and that they, in fact, exist because o f time. He also compares this symbiosis 

with the one to be found between bodies and space. The vocabulary he uses here is 

strongly reminiscent of Lessing’s contention that ‘objects or parts o f objects which 

exist in space are called bodies’ whereas ‘objects or parts of objects which follow one
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another are called actions’ (78). The same assumption underlines both sentences, 

namely that space is a static and stifling element that runs against the temporal and 

sequential deployment of life. Following this, the narrator o f Mann’s novel contrasts 

narrative (and music) with the visual arts, arguing that whereas the former needs time 

in which to be grasped, the latter exists in one moment. This sounds again very close 

to Lessing. However, one major shift is effected, in that narrative has replaced poetry. 

In addition, whereas Lessing, in his remarks on prose (to which most forms of 

narrative belong), showed some caution as to its total allegiance to sequentiality, the 

narrator of The Magic Mountain has no such qualms. As a result, narration is 

associated with linearity and chronology.

From a theoretical perspective, Lessing’s conclusions have been followed, as I 

indicated at the beginning of this section, by a long line o f similar theories that have 

spanned the twentieth century and beyond. Here are a few examples of critics who, 

working from that perspective,^^ have linked time and narrative: E. M. Forster, in 

Aspects o f  the Novel (1974)^'', writes that ‘what the story does is to narrate the life in 

time . . . [and that] in the novel, the allegiance to time is imperative: no novel could be 

written without it’ (19). Similarly, Eleanor N. Hutchens states in ‘An Approach 

Through Time’ (1977) that ‘the identification of time as the constitutive element in the 

novel moves us close to a tenable politics o f the genre’ (52). Furthermore, Paul 

Ricoeur writes, in ‘Narrative Time’ (1980), that he takes ‘temporality to be that 

structure o f existence that reaches language in narrativity and narrativity to be the 

language structure that has temporality as its ultimate referent’ (169). Likewise, Peter 

Brooks, in Reading fo r  the Plot (1984), writes that narrative is ‘a structuring operation

Other possible ways o f  analysing the relation between time and narrative include, for instance, the 
time it takes to read a book, the time o f  the story inside the book or the time inherent in language. It is 
not my object here to discuss all those different aspects at length. Rather, I propose to look at a few  
questions relating to time and the nature o f  narrative, at a formal level.

The study was first published in 1927.
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peculiar to those messages that are developed through temporal succession, the 

instrumental logic o f a specific mode o f human understanding’ (10). Finally, Martin 

McQuillan, editor o f The Narrative Reader (2000), shows that narrative ‘has a 

necessary relation to the representation and understanding o f temporality’ (15).

These quotations make a certain number o f assumptions and links. First, both 

Forster and Hutchens contend that the basic principle o f the novel, as literary genre, is 

time, hi doing this, they conflate narrative form and the novel and apply to the latter 

traits that are taken to characterise the former. In some ways, this move allows them to 

contain the novel within a manageable framework. However, the consequence of such 

a conflation is that it disqualifies analyses o f the novel that would, at a formal level, try 

to articulate other types o f ordering principles, such as space.

Furthermore, although all the above quotations show how intimately related 

time and narrative are, it seems that the nature o f the relation is not always understood 

in the same way. Indeed, whereas Forster and Hutchens argue (like Mann before them) 

that time provides the structure of narrative. Brooks and McQuillan seem to imply that 

narrative is one way of organising time as a human cognitive process. The difference 

is significant: does time constitute the structure o f narrative or does narrative constitute 

time? That is, can human beings apprehend time in other ways than through its 

narrativisation? One way o f answering this question is provided by Ricoeur who 

integrates the two positions by suggesting that they are mutually constitutive. Thus, for 

him, although temporality exists outside language, it can only be linguistically 

represented through the deployment of narrativity, which is constituted in and by 

temporality, and which turns temporality into a structure that can be cognitively 

grasped. This type of argument strongly suggests that not only are narrative and 

temporality linked, but also that they produce, aporetically, each other.
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However, the very tight correlation between the two concepts needs to be 

probed further. Indeed, the above quotations only implicitly refer to the kind of 

temporality narratives produce, which is a temporality o f a linear and chronological 

type. It seems in fact that it is because narratives provide ‘representation[s] o f an event 

or a series o f events’̂  ̂ (Porter Abbott 12) and order them in causal relations that they 

allow human beings to make sense o f ‘that structure o f existence’ (Ricoeur 169) which 

is time. Thus, it is not just time as an abstract concept that takes shape in narrative, but 

a highly codified version o f it that can be experienced because it supplies causal 

relations between events. This causality seems to provide the deep structure, as it were, 

of narratives. Interestingly, this appears to be linked to some kind of human need for 

order rather than to the inherent linearity o f language, if  one follows Ricoeur. It seems, 

then, that departing from Lessing’s contention that literature best represents sequence 

because it is shaped by language, we have arrived at a philosophical relation between 

narrative and time.

However, description and dialogue are not usually included in the category of 

narrative and are understood as representing simultaneity rather than sequentiality. 

Furthermore, critics such as Martin also argue that even the literary genre most often 

associated with narrative, that is the novel, comprises those other modes of language. 

This suggests, as Lessing had glimpsed without developing the point, that even if one 

takes language to be linear, it is not, in itself, a necessary constraint to what it can 

represent. But if this is the case, and if time can be conceptualised in language not 

simply as a linear flow but also as an arrested instant, and can consequently represent 

both sequentiality and simultaneity, then it would seem that even at a formal level of 

analysis, the exclusive interest in time at the expense of space that so many critics have

The question o f the nature of the event will be again discussed in chapter 2.
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practised has become untenable. Furthermore, it appears that conflating the novel with 

narration is not possible as the novel encompasses several modes and, as a result, is a 

‘hybrid’ (Martin 53) literary genre, in contrast with drama or the epic, for instance.

In addition, it would also be misguiding to abandon narrative to its 

chronological fate. Indeed, most literary theories make a distinction, within narrative, 

between two elements, which have been given several different names, such as 

story/plot (E. M. Forster), fabula/suzhet (Russian Formalists) or histoire/discours 

(French structuralism). In the Anglo-American tradition, the nomenclature used to 

characterise the two elements distinguishes between story and narrative discourse. H. 

Porter Abbott describes the two terms as follows: ‘Narrative is the representation of 

events, consisting of story and narrative discourse, story is an event or sequence of 

events (the action), and narrative discourse is those events as represented’ (16). This 

implies that inside a narrative, two different forms of organisation are present, one of 

them, the story, driven by linear and chronological time, but the other, the discourse, 

not necessarily so. In fact, as I show below, some theorists have argued that narrative 

discourse should not be understood so much as a temporal element but as a spatial one. 

Following this, narrative discourse can be seen as the point in which there is a 

breakdown in an exclusively temporal (taken to mean linear) understanding of 

narrative. This suggests that one o f the necessary components o f narrative, narrative 

discourse, radically undermines a theory o f narrative in which linear and chronological 

time would be seen as the only mode o f perception and organisation. Indeed, in 

narrative, as this examination o f its two formative elements implies, both linear time 

and another kind o f organisational principle (which at this point can be described 

either as a different type of time or as a spatial principle) meet to create meaning.
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As this discussion has shown, the relation between narrative and time can be 

comprehended from several perspectives and leads to an array o f positions, from the 

linguistic to the philosophically oriented. However, there remains, amongst this 

diversity, a large consensus around the fact that the dominant organising principle of 

literature (as narrative) is time. Obviously, dissonant voices have also been raised, but 

in general, and until recently, they took issue with the content o f narratives rather than 

with their form. For instance, Edwin Muir, in The Structure o f  the Novel (1928), 

distinguishes between two types o f novels, the dramatic and the character novels, and 

argues that ‘the imaginative world o f the dramatic novel is in Time, the imaginative 

world of the character novel in Space. In the one, . . . Space is more or less given, and 

the action is built up in Time; in the other, Time is assumed, and the action is a static 

pattern, continuously redistributed and reshuffled, in Space’ (62-63). Although Muir 

provides an interesting, although questionable, template concerning the attributes of 

time and space (as dynamic and static, respectively) that could form the basis o f a 

formal analysis o f the novel, he does not choose to take this direction. Instead, he 

makes clear that what is at stake here are two ‘modes of seeing life’ (63) rather than 

two types o f structure available to narratives, and that the underlying principles o f the 

novel remains temporal: ‘How can a story have a spatial construction, seeing that in it 

certain things must happen, and some time, however short, must be consumed? How 

can time be subordinated in any sense, seeing that every novel necessarily records the 

passing o f time?’ (63-64). So, even though his book is entitled The Structure o f  the 

Novel, what Muir has to say in relation to space is confined to a discussion of the 

content o f the novel, which he links to extra-textual questions related to the nature, or 

essence, o f life. This should not be confused with Ricoeur’s philosophical enquiry

I analyse this dichotomy in chapter 2.
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because Ricoeur, in contrast with Muir, posits a mutually constitutive relation between 

the thing represented and its representation, as far as human cognitive perception is 

concerned. Thus, as Muir’s text demonstrates, it would appear that in the history of 

criticism, there has been a strong agreement that in relation to formal questions, 

temporality provides the structure o f narrative form, hi this light, spatiality remained a 

topic for thematically oriented studies.

It seems, in fact, that it is not until the modernist movement that an organised 

challenge to ‘the tyranny o f time’ (Forster 1974: 126) as a structuring principle, took 

place. That it did not overturn the general ideas concerning the nature o f narrative is 

underlined by the survival, up to the present, of views that link it to temporality, some 

of which I quoted earlier on. Muir, who wrote his text at the time when literary 

modernist experimentations took place, also exemplifies this privileging of time by 

focussing on theme rather than form, when discussing space. The challenge to time, as 

part o f larger artistic and aesthetic experimentations, is the subject of the next section.

Challenge to narrative temporality: spatial form

The literary critic Roger Shattuck characterises the changes in theoretical thought that 

have taken place in the twentieth century in the following way: ‘The twentieth century 

has addressed itself to arts of juxtaposition as opposed to earlier arts o f transition’ 

(332). Michel Foucault adds in ‘O f other spaces’ (1967): ‘The great obsession of the 

nineteenth century was, as we know, history . . . .  The present epoch will perhaps be 

above all the epoch of space. We are in the epoch o f simultaneity: we are in the epoch 

o f juxtaposition, the epoch of the near and far, o f the side-by-side, o f the dispersed. 

We are at a moment, I believe, when our experience o f the world is less that o f a long 

life developing through time than that o f a network that connects points and intersects
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with its own skein’(par. 1).^’ Literature, which, as suggested earUer, is usually 

identified as an art o f transition, nonetheless contributed to these changes with, in the 

first part of the twentieth century, the experiments of the modernist movement that was 

concerned to a large extent with the articulation of spatiality in literature. Later on, 

movements such as the nouveau roman and postmodernist fiction have also challenged 

traditional views of literature, in particular the novel and narrative. Consequently, 

whereas the European novel of the nineteenth century ‘ha[d] Time at the center of both 

its inner process and outer form’ (Tobin 4), critics have argued that the novel o f the 

twentieth century, on the contrary, has been experimenting with space, especially at 

the level of form. This is, in any case, the thesis o f one o f the first and most influential 

essays on the topic, Joseph Frank’s ‘Spatial Form in Modem Literature’, first 

published in 1945.^* As his essay inaugurates in many ways the critical response to 

literary experiments with spatiality, I will look at it closely.

Joseph Frank takes Lessing’s Laocodn as the starting point of his essay and 

shows the importance of this text for understanding the laws o f aesthetic perception as 

‘the relation between the sensuous nature of the art medium and the conditions of 

human perception’ (9). According to this, aesthetic perception is determined by two 

distinct elements; on the one hand, the external stimulus provided by the form of the 

work o f art, and, on the other hand, the internal cognitive process o f the perceiver. 

This distinction allows Frank to agree with Lessing that

form in the plastic arts . . .  is necessarily spatial because the visible 

aspect of objects can best be presented juxtaposed in an instant of 

time. Literature, on the other hand, m akes use of language.

In French: ‘La grande hantise qui a obsede le XIXe siecle a ete, on le sait, I’histoire . . . .  L’epoque 
actuelle serait peut-etre plutot I’epoque de I’espace. Nous sommes a I’epoque du simultane, nous 
sommes a I’epoque de la juxtaposition, a I’epoque du proche et du lointain, du cote a cote, du disperse. 
Nous sommes a un moment ou le monde s’eprouve, je crois, moins comme une grande vie qui se 
developperait a travers le temps que comme un reseau qui relie des points et qui entrecroise son 
echeveau’ (1984: 752).

The version 1 am quoting in this chapter is a slightly revised version, dating from 1991.
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composed of a succession of words proceeding through time; and it 

follows that literary form, to harmonize with the essential quality of its 

medium, must be based primarily on some form of narrative 

sequence. (7-8)

However, and notwithstanding this, Frank contends that this distinction should be 

reworked in relation to modernist literature. Indeed, according to Frank, modernist 

writing alters the traditional divide between time-arts and space-arts by effecting a 

change in the way texts should be perceived. That is, modernist writers ‘ideally intend 

the reader to apprehend their work spatially, in a moment in time, rather than as a 

sequence’ (10). This, Frank argues, is not about denying the inherent temporality of 

language. Rather, modernist writers have wanted to expend the possibilities of the 

written language and in doing so have addressed ‘the internal conflict between the 

time-logic of language and the space-logic implicit in the modem conception o f the 

nature of poetry [and the novel]’ (14). In other words, Frank contends that the change 

operated by modernist writing is one that involves a modification o f how language is 

perceived: from sequential, it becomes reflexive. This suggests that the meaning of a 

text does not flow as the narrative proceeds but that it is only achieved at the end of the 

reading process, when the different parts can be summoned together and arranged in a 

meaningful picture. A metaphor for this process is the jigsaw, which is constituted of 

many parts, and which only achieves meaning when those parts have been arranged 

spatially to form a picture. Thus, the pattern of the text becomes visible only when the 

whole text has been read. In other words, it does not follow a chronological, linear 

ordering but a spatial arrangement. As Frank writes: ‘modem poetry [and prose] 

ask[...] its readers to suspend the process o f individual reference temporarily until the 

entire pattem of internal references can be apprehended as a unity’ (15). Frank likens 

this process to re-reading and argues that it is only through this device that the
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meaning o f modernist texts can be grasped. For instance, he shows that Nightwood by 

Djuna Barnes, one of the texts he examines in his essay, can only be understood if 

attention is shifted from sequentiahty to reflexive reference: 'Nightwood does have a 

pattem^^—a pattern arising from the spatial interweaving o f images and phrases 

independently o f any time-sequence o f narrative action. And, as in The Waste Land, 

the reader is simply bewildered if he assumes that, because language proceeds in time, 

Nightwood must be perceived as a narrative structure’ (52). In this quotation, Frank is 

opposing narrative structure to spatial form because he understands the former to be 

regulated by temporality. As a result, for him, modernist texts are in fact tending 

towards non-narrative forms of writing through their foregrounding of spatiality. 

However, Frank is cautious in that characterisation because his premise remains that 

language is intrinsically temporal. For this reason, spatial form remains a tendency of 

modernist texts, and can never be fully achieved. Thus, spatial form, despite its name, 

remains dependent on time, the overarching principle that subtends any narrative. An 

argument that could be made at this point is that what Frank is doing in his essay is to 

probe, without ever using this nomenclature, the narrative discourse rather than the 

story of the texts he examines.

Towards the end of his essay, Frank explores the link between spatial form and 

the content o f texts. He justifies this move by arguing that ‘since changes in aesthetic

One criticism o f  Frank’s position o f  no direct relation to the discussion but interesting nonetheless is 
put forward by Richard Poirier who, in Poetry and Pragmatism  (1992), makes the following remark in 
relation to N ew  Criticism (Frank being a member o f  that critical school): ‘There was a heady mixture 
in this New Criticism o f  science-bashing, o f  Christianity (Fall o f  Man variety), and a lot o f covertly 
political emphasis on how a successful poem or story achieves a workable coherence and organicism  
that nicely holds together all tensions within it’ (185). This search for an underlying coherence in what 
looks like a chaotic structure seems indeed to be Frank’s aim in his article. In many ways, this might be 
one o f  the defining contrasts between this type o f  criticism and deconstruction or postmodern theories 
that do not try to provide a synthesis but relish gaps and contradictions. This is in fact picked up by 
Fredric Jameson in Postmodernism  (1991) when he writes that ‘[i]n hindsight the “spatial form” o f the 
great modernists (a description we owe to Joseph Frank) proves to have more in common with the 
mnemonic unifying emblems o f  [the historian] Frances Yates’s memory palaces than with the 
discontinuous spatial experience and confusions o f  the postmodern’ (154). In that sense, Frank 
understands texts to be ‘radicles’, to use D eleuze’s and Guattari’s terminology that I discussed in the 
introduction.
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form always involve major changes in the sensibility o f a particular cultural period, an 

effort will be made to outline the spiritual attitudes that have led to the predominance 

o f spatial form’ (10). Leaning on the work of Wilhelm Worringer, a German art 

historian, Frank contends, first, that ‘nonorganic, linear-geometric styles’ (57) are 

produced when human beings are feeling confused by, and disconnected from, the 

world. Then, he shows that the crisis felt by modernist writers is linked to mistrust in 

history and that this permeates both the form and the content o f their writing:

Time is no longer felt as an objective, causal progression with clearly 

marked-out differences between periods; now it has becom e a 

continuum in which distinctions between past and present are wiped 

out. And here w e have a striking parallel with the plastic arts. Just as  

the dimension of depth has vanished from the sphere of visual 

creation, so  the dimension of historical depth has vanished from the 

content of the major works of modern literature. Past and present are 

apprehended spatially, locked in a tim eless unity that, while it may 

accentuate surface differences, eliminates any feeling of seq u en ce  by 

the very act of juxtaposition. Ever since the R enaissance, modern 

man has cultivated both the objective visual imagination (the ability to 

portray sp ace) and the objective historical imagination (the ability to 

locate events in chronological time); both have now been abandoned.

(63)

Referring implicitly once again to Lessing’s distinction between the visual arts and 

literature, Frank argues that the modem form taken by those arts, rather than 

reinforcing their differences, has narrowed them. The reason for this, Frank argues, is 

that both modernist writers and cubist painters have rejected depth in favour of 

surface. This means, in relation to literature, that historical questions (which, 

according to him, characterised a literature o f depth such as nineteenth-century realist 

novels) have been replaced by a levelling o f time in what he characterises as an 

undifferentiated simultaneity. We can readily see how such a type o f literature can 

(and has) been criticised from a political perspective for producing inertia. However,

33



for the critic Patricia Tobin, this is far from being the only possible reading of this 

apparent retreat from history. Indeed, in her book Time and the Novel (1978), she 

argues that ‘when . . . ontological priority is conferred upon mere temporal anteriority, 

the historical consciousness is bom, and time is understood as a linear manifestation of 

the genealogical destiny of events’ (7) which conflates anteriority with authority. This 

authority, according to Tobin, can be traced back, in Western thought, to the symbolic 

figure of the Father. In addition, Tobin argues that the distrust in modernity indicated 

by modernist writings should be understood as mistrust in the belief ‘that literature can 

and should deliver the unity that life does not and cannot [deliver]’ (197).^° 

Paradoxically, it could then be argued that non-linear forms of literature are more 

realist— if reality cannot be ordered in simple causalities—than so-called realist 

fictions. Thus, questioning a concept of history based on neatly conditioned causal 

relations that refer back to an original point does not necessarily mean to give up on 

history, but rather to propose a different narrative that does not follow a logic of 

singular causalities. Such a narrative introduces (without originating) an epistemology 

of difference rather than sameness. This, as, for instance, feminist theories have 

shown, constitutes a political stand.^' As a result, moving from depth to surface does 

not represent in itself an apolitical move,^^ even though this has been the case for some 

modernist writers and, as such, should be treated with caution.

To come back to Frank’s quotation above, it appears that if  time, for modernist 

writers, ‘is no longer felt as an objective causal progression’ (63), then it begs the

Interestingly, Joseph Frank who, in his essay, provides clues as to how this mistrust is translated in 
narratives through the use o f  spatial form, is himself, as I indicated in footnote 29, still trying to fit the 
paradigm o f unity in his analysis o f  the texts.
' See, for instance, Chris W eedon’s introduction to feminist theory, Feminism, Theory and the Politics 

o f  Difference (1999), Sandra Harding’s Is Science M ulticultural ? Postcolonialisms, Feminisms, and 
Epistemologies (1998), Liz Stanley and Sue W ise’s Breaking Out Again: Feminist Ontology and 
E^istemology (1993) and Trinh Minh-ha’s Woman, Native, Other (1989).

I will come back to this discussion in chapter 2, when I examine the geographer Doreen M assey’s 
claim that space, surface and simultaneity should not be confused, like Fredric Jameson does, with 
stasis.

34



question as to how to characterise their writings. Indeed, if  one relates this quotation to 

the definition o f narrative provided by Porter Abbott, who posits causality between 

events as one of the distinctive traits of narrative, it would seem that modernist 

writing— as well as other forms of writing which do not follow causal logic—are best 

characterised as non-narrative modes o f writing, as I hinted earlier on. However, I 

think that by introducing once again the distinction between story and narrative 

discourse, it becomes clear that what is being challenged here is the linearity and 

chronological logic of the story element o f a narrative, rather than the category 

narrative as such (even if  such a challenge asks for a reconfiguration o f the category). 

This challenge to the construction o f the story contrasts with what we have seen 

before, in the sense that it takes issue with the element that is traditionally taken to be 

the most stable in narratives, hideed, whereas narrative discourse plays with many 

formal possibilities (such as point o f view, flashback techniques, etc.), story is usually 

taken to be the non-problematic, linear basis of such formal experimentations. 

However, the challenge to the story proposed by modernist writers and later 

movements redraws the critical map by locating instability at every level of narrative. 

This in turn should affect the way form and content as well as time and space, that are 

traditionally kept separate through their positioning in binary hierarchical structures, 

should be analysed. Indeed, the examination of the sub-elements of narrative and of 

their unstable grounding shows that both form and content, as well as time and space, 

play a role in the formation of narratives. Consequently, it would be a mistake to 

favour one element at the expense of the other in the analysis of narratives.

Hence, in Joseph Frank’s article, spatial form can only remain a tendency 

because of the stumbling block provided by the linearity o f language, if  applied solely 

at the level of narrative discourse. Nevertheless, moving from that aspect of narrative
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to that of story, Frank senses, without expHcitly arguing it, that a radical challenge to 

linear time is proposed by modernist writing. Furthermore, this challenge, because it 

moves the stage from sequentiality to simultaneity, cannot be resolved simply by 

attaching oneself to questions of time; space has to become part o f the problematic. In 

addition, Frank shows that to probe the nature o f narrative mobilises both form and 

content as it questions cognitive processes o f perception. Thus, Frank’s article opens 

the door to many lines o f enquiry regarding the relation between narrative, time and 

space.

However, the importance o f Frank’s article seems to have been overlooked for 

many years before it re-emerged in the 1970s, sparking contributions such as the ones 

that can be found in the collection of essays edited by Jeffrey Smitten as Spatial Form 

in Narrative (1981). But even then, the integrative possibilities offered, if  only 

implicitly, by Frank’s text are overlooked. Indeed, Smitten, in his preface, writes that

as used in this book, ‘spatial form’ in its simplest s e n se  designates the 

techniques by which novelists subvert the chronological seq u en ce  

inherent in narrative. W e read narratives one word after another, and 

in this se n se  all narratives are chronological seq u en ces. But the 

novelist’s  arrangement of events within this linear flow of words often 

departs in varying degrees from strict chronological order. (13)

Here, Smitten identifies spatial form as one o f the techniques that can be used at the 

level o f narrative discourse to upset chronological arrangements but does not question 

the basic linear flow of the story. Thus, he narrows Frank’s understanding of spatial 

form to strictly formal questions. Furthermore, at least one of the articles in the 

collection emphatically separates questions o f form from questions o f content. Indeed, 

David Mickelsen, in ‘Types o f Spatial Structure in Narrative’ criticises Ricardo 

Gullon’s article ‘On Space in the Novel’ because Gullon ‘mentions Frank in [an] essay 

otherwise concerned with fictional renderings of physical space and its connotations,
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even though Frank’s generic, structural focus has little in common with space as 

discussed by Gilbert Durand, Poulet, Bachelard, and others cited by Gullon’ 

(Mickelsen 63). As we have seen a moment ago, Frank’s article, even though it does 

not predominately focus on phenomenological space, nonetheless gestures towards it 

by discussing ‘the spiritual attitudes that have led to the predominance o f spatial form’ 

(Frank 10).

In order to understand the single-mindedness towards structure that Spatial 

Form in Narrative exhibits, it can be useftil to set it in the period in which it was 

published. Indeed, the beginning o f the 1980s is characterised by the deployment of 

predominantly structuralist and post-structuralist literary theories, which developed 

from the 1960s onwards in France and then in English-speaking countries, adapting for 

literary purposes the ideas o f the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, whose Cours 

en linguistique generate was posthumously published in 1916.^^ Thus, the re- 

emergence of an interest in Frank’s article in the beginning of the 1980s is most 

probably linked to the heightened interest in structural questions that characterised the 

previous decade. As a result of such an emphasis, the less structural elements of 

Frank’s argument were lost. This being said, it is most certainly because of that new 

interest in structures that Frank’s article achieved a new lease o f life, and that, 

generally speaking, questions of space in relation to narrative entered the domain of 

literary theory.

An example of the interest in the relation between literature and space initiated 

by a structuralist perspective is provided by the work of Gerard Genette, the French 

structuralist theorist. His work presents another challenge to narrative temporality, 

although as was the case with Frank, it operates predominantly at the level of form. I

For an introduction to these questions, see, for instance, A Reader's Guide to Contemporary Literary 
Theory (1993) by Raman Selden and Peter Widdowson.
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will here focus on two of his essays, ‘Space and Language’ in Figures I  (1966) and 

‘Literature and Space’ '̂* in Figures / /  (1969).^^

In ‘Space and Language’ Genette argues that there are two main perspectives 

from which to examine the relation between space and literature. The first one is to 

look at space as the signifier o f language and thus o f literature, and the second one is 

to look at it as the signified of the text. Genette uses here the nomenclature of 

structuralism, but his affirmation can be rephrased as distinguishing between space as 

a formal element of the text and space as its content. The first perspective (space as 

form) is to be found, for instance, in spatial metaphors, which are not about space, but 

use space in order to designate something else (for instance, ‘the party line’ or ‘future 

perspectives’ (102)). Those metaphors, called figures by Genette, betray a ‘connoted 

space’, ‘the presence o f which may be involuntary, is in any case foreign to the initial 

intention, and is introduced by the sole form of the discourse’ (103).^^ In contrast, the 

second perspective (space as content) shows a clear intention on the part o f the artist to 

take space as the object of her/his discourse. Space here is not connoted, but denoted. 

Genette, however, basing his discussion on a book by Georges Matore called / ’Espace 

humain (1962), implies that, paradoxically, it would seem that ‘denoted space 

produces less spatial meaning than cormoted space, as if  figure-space said more about

‘i ' l  •

itself than content-space’ (103-104). As a result o f such a hypothesis, Genette leaves 

aside the question of space as content and discusses, in the reminder o f his text, the 

spatial underpinning o f language. By doing so, he seems to imply that the two

The titles of these two articles are, in French, ‘Espace et langage’ and ‘La litterature et I’espace’.
As I have not found English translations o f these two essays, I provide my own throughout the 

discussion o f Genette.
In French: ‘Mais du seul fait qu’il y a figure, c ’est-a-dire transfert d’expression, a I’objet nommement 

designe s ’ajoute un second objet (I’espace), dont le presence est peut-etre involontaire, en tout cas 
etrangere au propos initial, et introduite par la seule forme du discours’ (103).

In French: ‘Tout se passe done comme si I’espace denote degageait moins de significations spatiales 
que I’espace connote, comme si I’espace-figure parlait plus de lui-meme que I’espace-contenu’ (103- 
104).
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perspectives can be kept separate. However, his use o f the structuralist categories of 

signifier and signified suggests the opposite, as those two elements are in fact 

necessary for the understanding o f the sign, in this case literature. This seems to 

undermine an approach to space and literature from a strictly formal perspective and 

gestures towards a more integrated type of analysis. Despite these reservations, it has 

to be recognised that Genette’s focus on literary figures allows him to put forward an 

assertion that goes against many of the theories o f narrative I have outlined so far. 

Indeed, rather than emphasising the inherent temporality o f language, Genette 

contends that ‘there is always some space in language’ and that ‘the whole of language 

is woven with space’ (107),^* using here the etymology o f text—which means 

woven—to strengthen his point. Furthermore, poetic language of the type used in 

literature is even more saturated with space because, as Genette argues, metaphors, 

which are predominantly used in poetic language, are usually derived from ‘the 

lexicon o f extension’ (107),^^ which is a spatial category. Genette’s contention opens a 

new dimension in the theorisation of the relation between space and narrative and 

radically challenges critical positions that focus exclusively on temporality.

In ‘Literature and Space’, Genette further develops his position. Starting from 

the traditional argument that literature is foremost a temporal art because the act of 

reading takes place in a succession of instants, he argues that this does not present the 

whole picture. According to him, the relations between literature and space should also 

be examined when trying to understand the essence o f literature. In order to achieve 

this, Genette dismisses questions related to the content o f texts because, according to 

him, they provide ‘the less pertinent’ (43) perspective from which to look at the 

relation. Here again, as was the case in ‘Space and Language’, Genette clearly favours

In French: ‘[I]l y a toujours de I’espace dans le langage. . . . Tout notre langage est tisse d ’espace’ 
(107).
’ In French: ‘lexique de I’etendue’ (107).
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one perspective over the other and as a result proposes an investigation o f the formal 

links between literature and space at the expense of thematic questions. The 

motivation for his investigation is a reflection on whether there is in literature, as there 

is in painting and architecture, ‘a spatiality that is active and not passive, signifying 

and not signified, representative and not represented’ (44)/*^ His answer to this is 

positive, and he demonstrates it by discussing four aspects o f the relation between 

space and literature.

First, Genette argues that language has been conceptualised, since Saussurian 

linguistics, as a ‘system of purely differential relations where each element takes

meaning by the place it occupies in the whole structure and by the vertical and

horizontal relations that it entertains with neighbouring elements’ (45)'*' and that 

therefore it is basically a spatial system. Even though this could be qualified by 

arguing that whereas the paradigmatic axis seems indeed to function through a virtual 

system of spatial relations, the syntagmatic axis appears to retain a temporal logic as 

much as a spatial one, it is not Genette’s aim to discuss this. Thus, following his

contention that language is spatial, he argues that therefore the written text is a

symbolic manifestation o f the ‘profound spatiality o f language’ (45). Furthermore, he 

thinks that the book, ‘a total object’ (45), reminds us o f this through ‘the a-temporal 

disposition o f signs, words, sentences, discourse in the simultaneity o f what we call a 

text’ (45). In addition, the spatiality o f reading is demonstrated by the fact that the 

unity o f a text ‘does not simply exist in horizontal relations o f continuity and 

succession, but also in vertical or transversal relations [and] in effects o f expectation, 

response, symmetry and perspective’ (46). Consequently, to read, according to

In French: ‘Y a-t-il de la meme faijon, ou d’une maniere analogue, quelque chose comme une 
spatialite litteraire active et non passive, signifiante et non signifiee, propre a la litterature, specifique a 
la litterature, une spatialite representative et non representee ?’ (44).

In French: ‘[L]e jeu  du langage, defini comme un systeme de relations purement differentielles oil 
chaque element se qualifie par la place qu’il occupe dans un tableau d’ensemble et par les rapports 
verticaux et horizontaux qu’il entretient avec les elements parents et voisins’ (45).
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Genette, is equivalent to re-reading. Here, we are offered a striking parallel with 

Joseph Frank’s position as he also argued that reading is always re-reading. That this 

confluence might have been totally coincidental does not take away from the fact that 

both writers posit that reading is a spatial act as much as a temporal one because a 

text’s meaning is given by the totality of the text, which presents itself in its temporal 

and spatial relations.

The third aspect o f the relation between space and literature that Genette puts 

forward is the one o f literary figures, or tropes. Figures destabilise the apparently 

simple link between signifier and signified because they manifest the polysemy of the 

signifier. As a result, the ‘linearity o f discourse is abolished’ (47) because the chain of 

signifiers on which it is built reveals its instability. In fact, figures radically challenge 

dichotomic views of the sign as they signal a much richer fabric o f relations. This can 

be related to the mention I made above of the virtual space in which the syntagmatic 

axis o f language operates. Both approaches propose a more complex understanding of 

language than Saussurian Hnguistics would allow. However, Genette’s position does 

not go as far as Derrida’s theory of the sign, as Genette distinguishes between ‘the 

apparent signified [figurative] and the literal [real] signified’ (47),''^ and thus, hanging 

on to the opposition between a real signified and a figurative signified, does not posit 

radical instability and undecidedness as the motors o f language.

The last aspect of the spatiality o f language discussed by Genette is to be found 

at the meta-level o f literature. That is, ‘literature taken in its entirety as a kind of huge

In ‘Spatial Form: Thirty Years Later’ (1981), Joseph Frank discusses briefly Genette’s article and 
writes on the topic o f re-reading that ‘it is very gratifying for me to observe how many of Genette’s 
ideas echo my own thirty years earher (without direct influence, as he has been kind enough to inform 
me in a letter)’ (243). The tone o f the text in parenthesis seems to imply a certain dose of irony on 
Frank’s part.

In French: ‘le signifie apparent et le signifie reel’ (47).
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a-temporal and anonymous production’ (47).'*'* Here, Genette is gesturing towards 

intertextual relations'*^ as well as pleading for a synchronic understanding of literature 

rather than a strictly diachronic approach: ‘The re-integration o f the past in the field of 

the present is one of the essential tasks o f criticism’ (48).'*  ̂ Finishing on that note, 

Genette shows that from the most specific level to the most general, literature is 

traversed by space.

These two texts by Genette add and reiterate, from a formal perspective, many 

issues linked to the articulation of space with literature, even if  Genette mostly remains 

at a general level, without explicitly discussing narrative. It can nonetheless be argued 

that his emphasis on figures indicates that his interest is predominantly turned toward 

narrative discourse in literature. However, his analysis strictly discriminates between 

form and content, and as such deliberately overlooks a whole aspect o f the relation 

between space and narrative.

The theoretically imposed limitations manifested by most o f the critics that I 

have reviewed in the first two parts o f this chapter show how difficult it is to propose a 

theory that would try to integrate questions of time and space as well as form and 

content in narratives. In light of this, Bakhtin’s essay on the chronotope, to which I 

now turn, offers, without claiming finality, an innovative perspective on the array of 

questions that have subtended the first part of this chapter.

In French: ‘la litterature prise dans son ensemble comme une sorte d ’immense production 
intemporelle et anonyme’ (47).

I come back to the question o f  intertextuality in chapter 2 when I discuss the figure o f  the palimpsest 
^developed by Genette in Palimpsestes (1982)).
* In French: ‘cette reintegration du passe dans le champ du present est une des taches essentielles de la 

critique’ (48).

42



Integrating space and time: Bakhtin’s chronotope

Bakhtin’s essay ‘Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel, Notes Towards a 

Historical Poetics’"̂  ̂ belongs to the period in Bakhtin’s work in which he reflected 

extensively on the theory of the novel. According to Ken Hirschkop, the texts resulting 

from Bakhtin’s interest in literature can be organised in two groups, depending on 

whether they focus on the novel as a dialogic genre or as a narrative genre (the essay 

on the chronotope belonging to that latter group); ‘though the novel has two weapons, 

dialogism and chronotope, at its disposal, it seems constitutionally incapable of using 

them both at the same time. Whenever Bakhtin spoke of dialogism he was silent on 

narrative, and whenever he spoke of narrative, he forgot to mention dialogue, as if the 

flourishing of one principle entailed reticence o f the other’ (225). However, Hirschkop 

contends that ‘narrative remains central not only to Bakhtin’s conception o f the 

novel’s project, but to the conception o f dialogism itself, whatever slights it may 

endure along the way. . . .  [In fact,] the very concept o f a dialogue includes an 

inevitable reference to narrative’ (226). In the discussion of the chronotope I propose 

below, I try to articulate the problematic relation between dialogism and narrative 

described by Hirschkop. In doing so, I argue that not only is the concept o f dialogism 

linked to narrative, but also that the chronotope, understood as an organising principle

• 48of narrative, can also become dialogic under some conditions.

The essay was pubhshed in Russian in 1937-38 and in English in 1981. Its fairly recent translation 
might explain why non-Russian speaking literary scholars have only now started to take it into account. 
References to it will be abbreviated as FTCN.

Dialogism  is not an unproblematic concept, as Judith Butler draws attention to in Gender Trouble 
(1990): ‘The very notion o f “dialogue” is culturally specific and historically bound, and while one 
speaker may feel secure that a conversation is happening, another may be sure it is not. The power 
relations that condition and limit dialogic possibilities need . . .  to be interrogated’ (15).This 
qualification must be kept in mind throughout the following discussion, which hypothesises an ideal 
situation.
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The term chronotope is a combination o f two Greek words, chronos, meaning 

time and topos, meaning p la c e .B a k h tin  defines the concept in the introductory 

paragraphs of his essay:

W e will give the nam e chronotope (literally, “time space”) to 

the intrinsic connectedness of temporal and spatial relationships that 

are artistically expressed in literature. . . . [The chronotope] expresses  

the inseparability of space and time (time as the fourth dimension of 

space). W e  understand the chronotope as a formally constitutive 

category of literature . . . .  In the literary artistic chronotope, spatial 

and temporal indicators are fused into one carefully thought-out, 

concrete v\/hole. Tim e, as it were, thickens, takes on flesh, becomes 

artistically visible; likewise, space becomes charged and responsive 

to the movem ent of time, plot and history. (84)

At first sight, the concept o f the chronotope, characterised in this quotation as ‘a 

formally constitutive category of literature’, would suggest that Bakhtin’s interest is 

primarily geared towards questions of form, which Bakhtin, in his essay, includes in 

the larger area o f aesthetics. The title’s allusion to ‘forms o f time’ reinforces this 

impression. However, the deployment o f the concept in the rest of the text shows that 

for Bakhtin, questions o f aesthetics are linked to questions o f ethics, history and 

values.T herefo re , the chronotope, by working at different levels o f a literary text, is 

undissociable from matters of both form and content. Bakhtin makes this point when 

he writes that ‘the chronotope is the place where the knots o f narrative are tied and 

untied. It can be said without qualification that to them belongs the meaning that 

shapes narrative’ (FTCN 250). Building on this, Michael Holquist argues that the

It refers then not to space in general but to place, a particular type o f  space. The distinction is 
important and I will come back to it in the next chapter. However, Bakhtin overlooks this nuance in his 
definition o f  the chronotope and I will follow  his usage here. This remark relating to the slippage 
between place and space is only valid in relation to the English and the French translations o f  the essay. 
As I do not read Russian, I cannot vouch for the original version.

Furthermore, looking at the French translation o f  FTCN shows that the formal accentuation o f  the 
chronotope might be the result o f  its English translation. Indeed, instead o f  defining the chronotope as 
‘a formally constitutive category o f  literature’, the French gives ‘nous entendrons chronotope comme 
une categoric litteraire de la forme et du contenu’ (237), that is, ‘we will understand the chronotope as a 
literary category o f  form and content’.
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chronotope, viewed ‘as a formal constructive category, . . . might most economically 

be defined as the total matrix that is comprised by both the story and the plot o f  any 

particular narrative. . . . Chronotope is the indissoluble combination o f  these two 

elements^ (113). This means that the category of the chronotope forces us to recognise 

that both space and time are fundamental to an understanding of narrative in all of its 

dimensions. It also suggests that the form a narrative takes is dependent on the 

historical shape of the chronotope that structures it and that, because the chronotope is 

a set o f relationships and therefore a socio-historical rather than a fixed category, the 

content o f a narrative might as much define its form as the other way round. This 

means, in short, that questions o f aesthetics are also questions o f history and politics, 

and that separating form and content provides an untenable critical position. This 

seems to be in agreement with the essay’s subtitle, ‘Notes toward a Historical Poetics’, 

and is in keeping with the critique o f Formalism expounded in The Formal Method in 

Literary Scholarship (1985), as summarised by David Dentith: ‘The heart of 

Medvedev’s critique . . .  o f [Formalism] concerns precisely formalism’s attempt to 

divorce literature fi'om practical language, and thus to remove fi"om criticism and 

scholarship all questions of content and values’ (16).

Bakhtin’s definition of the chronotope in the quotation above not only 

challenges a critical practice concentrating on only one dimension of narratives. It also 

contests the relation between space and time that I have examined in the previous 

sections o f this chapter. Indeed, instead of excluding either space or time fi'om his 

analysis, Bakhtin posits their equivalent importance as literary categories, in relation to 

both story and narrative discourse. This in itself marks a significant epistemological 

shift. Bakhtin, however, goes further. He suggests that neither o f the two categories 

can be perceived in isolation fi'om the other, that the relation between the two is a
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dynamic one and that their meaning is estabhshed in and by their interaction. In other 

words, it is in the moment of the interaction that each category gains its fullest value 

and analytical relevance by being interconnected with the other in the form of the 

space-time of the chronotope. Thus, time and space should not be thought o f as 

separate principles, but as a whole made meaningful by the internal relations and 

connections of its constitutive parts.

This is closely linked to the concept o f dialogism as Bakhtin developed it 

throughout his work, in relation to language as well as in relation to a larger 

epistemology including a conceptualisation of the self According to Michael Holquist, 

‘[djialogism argues that all meaning is relative in the sense that it comes about only as 

a result o f the relation between two bodies occupying simultaneous but different space, 

where bodies may be thought o f as ranging from the immediacy o f our physical 

bodies, to political bodies and to bodies o f ideas in general (ideologies)’ (20-21). The 

basis of dialogism is not a dichotomy (self/other, for instance), but, according to 

Holquist, a triad (I/other and the intersubjective relation between the two) in which ‘it 

is the relation that is absolute, not the elements it yokes together, for neither of the two 

elements exist in itself; neither has any meaning on its own, without the simultaneous 

presence of the other’ (36). The intersubjective relation produces an utterance, which 

is determined by the here and now of the interaction as well as by taking into account 

all the interactions that have taken place before and all the interactions that will take 

place in the future. What makes the present utterance unique is the socio-historical 

context o f the moment, which will never be repeatable. At the same time, this 

utterance will add to the ongoing dialogue and in its turn determine future utterances. 

As Simon Dentith writes, ‘communicative acts only have meaning, only take on their
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specific force and weight, in particular situations or contexts; [Bakhtin’s] is an account 

o f the utterance, of the actual communicative interaction in its real situation’ (3).

Accordingly, dialogism implicitly critiques Saussurian linguistics and their 

focus on langue rather than parole. It also proposes a model o f communication 

grounded on actual speech acts rather than on a hypothesised structure. In addition, the 

foregrounding of utterances allows for heteroglossia—the many social languages 

involved in the production o f one utterance—to be heard. However, heteroglossia is 

not simply a given of the utterance. In fact, it is not always allowed the space to be 

deployed because it has to compete with its opposite, monoglossia:

A longside the centripetal [nnonoglossic] forces, the centrifugal 

[heteroglossic] forces of lan gu age carry on their uninterrupted work; 

a lon gsid e verbal-ideological centralization and unification, the  

uninterrupted p r o c e s se s  of decentralization and disunification go  

forward. (Bakhtin ‘D iscou rse in the N ovel’: 272 )

For Bakhtin, both the centripetal and centrifugal forces are necessary to the existence 

o f linguistic meaning. However, he does not simply view language as linguistic but 

also as ideological. Therefore, monoglossia, which ‘gives expression to forces working 

toward concrete verbal and ideological unification and centralization, which develop 

in vital connection with the processes o f socio-political and cultural centralization’ 

(DN^' 271) is also an ideological concept and as such heralds a monologic view of 

language and society. This monologic view is opposed to the dialogic principle 

because it reifies and fixes meanings and thus denies the importance o f the relation 

between ‘I’ and ‘other’ as agents o f creation. In other words, it refuses dialogue: 

‘monologue makes do without the other; that is why to some extent it objectivizes all 

reality. Monologue pretends to be the last word’’ (Bakhtin quoted in Todorov 1984: 

107). In the context of literature, the figure o f the author has often been said to 

References to Bakhtin’s ‘Discourse in the Novel’ will be abbreviated as DN.
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exemplify that monologic standpoint, whereas in politics authoritarian regimes are also 

depicted as following a monologic model o f society. Those two examples share the 

figure of authority as constitutive. For Bakhtin, only a few sites can challenge it. The 

novel genre, when it is appropriately used, is one because it allows for selves (and not 

simply others in relation to the author) to develop. According to Bakhtin, the novels of 

Dostoevsky show the novel at its most successful because he ‘permits his characters to 

have the status of an “I” standing over and against the claims o f his own authorial 

other’ (Holquist 34). The carnival, as it is depicted in the work o f Rabelais, is also one 

of those sites for Bakhtin.

Even though the main dialogic relation Bakhtin was interested in was the one 

present in the utterance, we have seen that Holquist, for instance, contends that the 

concept is wide enough to accommodate other types o f relations. Indeed, according to 

the latter, the bodies engaged in a dialogic relation might ‘rang[e] from the immediacy 

of our physical bodies, to political bodies and to bodies o f ideas in general 

(ideologies)’ (20-21). What remains distinctive in each of those relations is the fact 

that it is in the moment of the relation, in its actuality, that meaning is produced. 

Therefore, meaning is not absolute and transparent, but contingent on the space in 

which it is produced. This characterisation of dialogism can be paralleled with the 

chronotope, the meaning of which is constituted by the specific interaction between 

time and space (shaped by the aesthetic, social and historical context) in their 

deployment in literature. Thus, even though Bakhtin does not explicitly conceptualise 

the chronotope as dialogic, his continual preoccupation with that concept as well as his 

definition o f the chronotope at the beginning of ‘Forms o f Time and o f the Chronotope 

in the Novel’ suggests that it can be, in some cases, understood from such a 

perspective.

48



However, the integrated importance given to space and time in the introductory 

paragraphs of Bakhtin’s essay is undermined a few lines after the definition when 

Bakhtin writes that ‘the primary category in the chronotope is time’ (FTCN 85), and 

again a page later when he characterises time as ‘the dominant principle in the 

chronotope’ (FTCN 86). Thus, what started as an understanding of the equal 

importance of time and space for the literary imagination, because of their mutually 

constitutive relation, retreats into the foregrounding of time over space, in an 

asymmetrical relation. In fact, the title o f the essay (‘Forms o f Time')^^ already hints at 

that unequal relation by suggesting that time can be studied on its own and that it does 

not need to be part of the chronotope in order to become a meaningful analytical 

category. As a result, the definition o f the chronotope that ‘expresses the inseparability 

of space and time’ (FTCN 84) should not be taken to mean that the two principles are 

given equal importance in each and every chronotope. This points to the fact that no 

sweeping theory can be articulated and that in the same way as the utterance rather 

than the langue constitutes the locus o f meaning, the contradictory pulls o f centripetal 

and centrifugal forces should be analysed in each unique and particular narrative 

formation. In other words, Bakhtin’s deployment o f the chronotope illustrates his 

understanding of literary manifestations as specific and situated socio-historical 

artefacts. It follows that the chronotope cannot be theorised as a priori dialogic and 

that, in fact, in some chronotopes space can be subsumed under time in a monologic 

relation. In keeping with this last point, it is worth noting that Bakhtin never alludes to 

a chronotope in which space would be the dominant principle. Thus, space provides 

the weakest element of the relation, in contrast with the authority taken by time. 

Consequently, the transformation fi'om a monologic to a dialogic relation between the

M y italics.
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two elements asks for a redeployment o f the power relations internal to the 

chronotope.

In ‘Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel’, Bakhtin discusses 

several chronotopes. According to Pam Morris, in her introduction to selected texts by 

Bakhtin, they all serve to demonstrate ‘the slow process . . . whereby human life 

begins to be conceived historically’ (18). This movement is characterised by Bakhtin 

as one o f ‘becoming’ (FTCN 128), which is also the generic specificity o f the novel, as 

Bakhtin argues in ‘Epic and the Novel’. Bakhtin’s prioritising of time in several of 

the chronotopes he discusses might be related to this focus on change and movement, 

if they are understood to be primarily connected with time rather than s p a c e . I n  fact, 

what Bakhtin seems most interested in charting in his essay is the transformation of the 

understanding of the nature of time in narratives, moving from a conceptualisation of 

time as mythical to a time progressively gaining historicity. This state of becoming, 

furthermore, is one that engages with historicity in its concrete manifestations rather 

than in the abstract. It also advances a view of history that moves forward, towards 

heteroglossia, rather than backward toward an absolute, authoritative past of the type 

described by Patricia Tobin in Time and the Novel that I quoted above. As Pam Morris 

states: ‘[T]his historicizing involves not just increasing realism with which the 

geographical and the temporal world is specified but also, more importantly, the 

consciousness o f the hero becomes open to process, and to the unfmalizable 

possibilities o f multiple human capacities’ (18). Therefore, as suggested here, 

Bakhtin’s interest in his study is not only with the progressive historicizing of 

chronotopes (and narratives), but also with the deployment of human agency as part of 

this process.

‘Epic and the N ovel’ will be abbreviated as EN.
In chapter 2 , 1 challenge this position.
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Bakhtin starts his essay with an analysis o f the Greek Romance o f Antiquity 

(subdivided in the chronotope of ‘the adventure novel o f ordeal’, the chronotope of 

‘the adventure novel of everyday life’ and the chronotope o f ‘the biographical novel’). 

Then, he looks at the folkloric chronotope, at the chronotope of the chivalric romance, 

at the Dantean chronotope, at the Rabelaisian chronotope, and, finally, at the 

chronotope of the idyllic novel. In the discussion that follows, I look at the way 

Bakhtin engages with the question of historical becoming as a condition for the 

emergence of dialogic chronotopes. In order to do so, I especially focus on the 

chronotope of the adventure novel of ordeal, on the chronotope o f the adventure novel 

o f everyday life, on the Dantean chronotope and on the Rabelaisian chronotope as they 

provide an overall idea of Bakhtin’s argument.

The chronotope of the Greek adventure novel of ordeal
The first type of chronotope analysed by Bakhtin portrays heroes who do not change—

either morally or physically— from start to finish. They are already fully constituted at 

the beginning of the novel and in fact ‘this distinctive correspondence o f  identity with 

a particular se lf is the organizing center o f the human image in the Greek romance’ 

(FTCN 105). The equation here o f identity with sameness and immutability suggests 

that the organising principle o f this chronotope is stasis. Furthermore, human beings in 

the adventure novel are not public figures but ‘individuals, private persons’ (FTCN 

108) who have no ties with a social entity and thus exist in isolation fi*om a concrete 

social context. Abstraction and stasis are consistent with the way the chronotope of 

such novels represents time and space.

Indeed, the time of the heroes’ adventures corresponds to a static time outside 

history. This time can be characterised as ‘an extratemporal hiatus that appears 

between two moments o f a real time sequence, in this case one that is biographical’
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(FTCN 91). This biographical time opens the possibility for change, and, with it, the 

possibility for history to emerge. In contrast to the fixed time of the adventure novel, 

biographical time allows heroes to grow old, to gain knowledge and to learn from 

experiences. Such evolution is foreclosed in the chronotope under scrutiny here. Its 

internal time is not permeable to other types of chronotopes, such as the biographical 

chronotope, that preside over the heroes’ lives outside the realm of adventures. Thus, 

the adventure chronotope has no influence on the time of everyday life, and that 

explains, as I mentioned earlier, that heroes do not evolve during their adventures. 

Other t}T)es of chronotopes in fact do not appear at all in the adventure novel o f ordeal 

because the narrative only relates what is internal to this adventure chronotope.

In relation to space, this type of adventure novel takes place in an abstract 

realm and not in a specific geographical place. Space is considered as absolute^^ and is 

important only in the extent that it marks geometrical concepts such as ‘distance’ or 

‘proximity’, but not in relation to an outside geographical reality. Bakhtin illustrates 

the abstract character of space particular to this chronotope by remarking that ‘all 

adventures in the Greek romance are . . . governed by an interchangeability of space; 

what happens in Babylon could just as well happen in Egypt or Byzantium and vice 

versa’ (FTCN 100). This allows adventure novels o f ordeal to follow a certain abstract 

pattern in the types of places they traverse (the road, the sea, the desert, for instance), 

but prevents them from being inscribed in history, or from viewing space as dynamic.

Another particularity of the chronotope of this type o f adventure novel is that it 

is governed by chance: gods, and not human beings, decide on the turn o f events. This 

is significant, not only because it suggests that human beings are denied agency, but 

also because it forecloses the possibility of conceiving human life historically. Thus,

See chapter 2 for a discussion o f  the characterisation o f  space and time as absolute or relative.
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the a-historical structure of the chronotope taken as a whole is reflected in each of its 

different constituents.

In his summary of the main distinctive traits of the adventure novel of ordeal, 

Bakhtin implicitly shows how such stasis is antinomic with history, if  it is understood 

as ‘change, difference, and uniqueness’ (Holquist 108):

This most abstract of all chronotopes is also the most static. In such a 

chronotope the world and the individual are finished items, absolutely 

immobile. In it there is no potential for evolution, for growth, for 

change. As a result of the action described in the novel, nothing in the 

world is destroyed, rem ade, changed or created anew. W hat we get is 

a mere affirmation of the identity between what has been at the 

beginning and what is at the end. Adventure-tim e leaves no trace.

(FTC N  110)

This chronotope can be characterised as monologic because meanings are not open to 

negotiation. Contrary to ‘[t]he dialogic relations o f heteroglossia [that] ensure that 

meaning remains in process, unfmalizable’ (Morris 74), the adventure novel is 

characterised by fixity. This is true at all levels. For instance, heroes are monologic 

constructions because they are already constituted at the beginning o f the novel and 

what happens to them will not change the fabric o f their selves in any way. Time and 

space are also monologic; they do not interact with each other because they are both 

characterised as static. In showing how this works in the chronotope o f the adventure 

novel of ordeal, Bakhtin makes an important claim: in contrast with many o f the 

theories we saw in the preceding section, time here is not necessarily dynamic. Thus, 

by picturing how both time and space are static in this monologic chronotope, Bakhtin 

breaks down the often taken for granted connection between time and movement, as 

contrasted with space and stasis.Furtherm ore, his characterisation o f this chronotope 

as immobile suggests that the literary genre constituted by narrative is not necessarily

In chapter 2 , 1 also discuss the static vs. dynamic dichotomy in relation to space and time.
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about ‘communicat[ing] . . . detail about events in time’ (Porter Abbott xi). However, 

it also implies that this chronotope cannot be defined as part o f the novel genre, in the 

sense that ‘from the very beginning the novel was structured not in the distanced 

image of the absolute past but in the zone o f direct contact with inconclusive present- 

day reality (Bakhtin EN: 39). histead, it is part o f the epic, which is characterised by 

its ‘stilted heroizing, [its] narrow and unlifelike poeticalness, [its] monotony and

C*7

abstractness, the pre-packaged and unchanging nature o f [its] heroes’ (10). The 

association made here between monologism and the epic allowed by a chronotopic 

analysis o f the Greek adventure novel o f ordeal suggests that form and content are 

inextricably linked. Indeed, Bakhtin views the epic as a formulaic and abstract form of 

narrative, and, as we have seen, the representation o f space and time is in keeping with 

it throughout that chronotope. Therefore, the monologic nature of that chronotope is 

the result of both its form and its content, and the relation between the two.

The chronotope of the adventure novel of everyday life
The second type of Greek romance introduces a new kind of adventure time

characterised by the theme of the metamorphosis (mostly from human to animal 

shape). Metamorphosis is linked to transformation and, therefore, human characters do 

not remain identical from beginning to end as in the adventure novel o f ordeal. But, 

even though they go through changes, they do not evolve as such. The process is one 

o f crisis (figured by the metamorphosis) and re-birth, expressed by the second

C O .

transformation during which the hero regains his original human shape. This non

circular cycle, rather than restoring his old self to the hero, metaphorically expresses

There exist challenges to Bakhtin’s characterisation o f  the epic (conversation with Valeria Wagner). 
However, it is not my aim here to engage in a critical appraisal o f  Bakhtin’s general theory o f  literature, 
but rather to highlight how the chronotope, as a literary trope, provides an integrated perspective with 
which to analyse space and time in literature, as I do in chapters 3 to 5 o f  this study.

In my discussion o f  Bakhtin’s text, I refer to the hero as a ‘h e’ following the use o f  personal pronouns 
in the English translation.
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the fact that he is granted a second life. This nuance explains why there is not yet a 

possibility for historical process in this chronotope: stasis is disrupted, but only briefly, 

for the duration of the metamorphosis. In other words, the moment o f change 

corresponds to an extraordinary, magical time (metamorphosis) and as such does not 

qualify for historical time.

However, time carmot remain abstract any longer. It has to have purpose and to 

become an ‘integrated and irreversible whole' (FTCN 119) in order to represent 

accurately the chronological process the hero undergoes: ‘this new temporal sequence 

demands precisely concreteness of expression’ (119). Therefore, adventures do not 

take place in an extratemporal hiatus as before, but neither are they part o f a complete 

biographical genre because only a few, decisive moments o f the life of the hero are 

related instead of his whole life, as would be the case in a biography.

Time has become concrete but is not yet historical. Or, as Bakhtin puts it, ‘the 

basic temporal sequence o f the novel— although it is . . . irreversible and integral—is 

nevertheless a closed circuit, isolated, not localized in historical time (that is, it does 

not participate in the irreversible historical sequence o f time, because the novel does 

not yet know such a sequence)’ (FTCN 117-118). This refers to the fact that time in 

this type of adventure is above all extraordinary. It co-exists in parallel with historical 

time but because its logic is different from that o f everyday events, it cannot influence 

those events.

Space also loses some o f its abstract quality. For instance, the chronotope of 

the road becomes more concrete and as such includes every day life occurrences 

taking place outside the realm of adventures. However, the hero does not participate in 

those events. He remains an outsider, an external observer, a ‘third person’ (FTCN 

126). Yet, although chance still presides over the hero’s destiny, it has become a
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consequence o f an act of the hero himself and is no longer determined by the arbitrary 

whim of the gods. Bakhtin explains the importance o f this distinction:

[B]oth the initial and the final links in the chain of adventures lie 

beyond the power of chance. As a consequence the nature of the 

entire chain is altered. It becom es more active, it changes the hero 

himself and his fate. The series of adventures that the hero 

undergoes does not result in a simple affirmation of his identity, but 

rather in the construction of a new im age of the hero, a man who is 

now purified and reborn. (FTC N  117)

Thus, even though the hero does not evolve, he is nonetheless made responsible for his 

own life because his actions determine it. This notwithstanding, the hero remains a 

private individual and as such does not influence the external world outside the realm 

of adventures: ‘As in a Greek romance, this temporal sequence leaves no trace in the 

surrounding world’ (FTCN 119). This is explained by the fact mentioned above that 

the hero is operating in a different time (that of the metamorphosis) from the other 

characters, and as such does not experience space and time in the same way.

It remains nevertheless that the inclusion o f everyday life marks an important 

change in the nature of the chronotope because it inscribes it in a social context. This 

opens the possibility for the ‘irreversible historical sequence’ (FTCN 118) to emerge. 

Contrary to the first type o f chronotope that operated in total isolation, there is now the 

acknowledgement that different types o f chronotopes exist simultaneously.

Accordingly, in the chronotope o f the adventure novel of everyday life, the 

hero is on the brink of gaining access to historical time, but he will have to wait until 

the Renaissance for this to happen. At the moment,

‘[s]ocial contradictions have not yet becom e apparent in this 

heterogeneity [revealed by the chronotope of everyday life], but the 

situation is fraught with them. If such contradictions w ere to surface, 

then the world would start to move, it would be shoved into the future.
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tim e would rece ive  a fu llness and a historicity. But this p ro ce ss  w a s  

not brought to com pletion in ancient tim es. (FTCN 129)

The foregrounding of the magical chronotope prevents this from happening. However, 

we have moved from a totally monologic structure to an emergent state o f polyglossia, 

defined as ‘the simultaneity o f two or more national languages in the same society’ 

(Morris 248). If we widen the definition to mean the presence of two or more 

discourses, time as characterised in this chronotope qualifies as polyglossia, as it is 

simultaneously magical and historical.

The third type of Greek romance analysed by Bakhtin, the biographical novel, 

further illustrates how the chronotope becomes more material by showing how heroes 

become externalised and part o f a typology. As was hinted at earlier on, this 

transformation o f the very fabric o f both space and time implies that the reification of 

space in many theories of narrative should not be understood as pertaining to the 

nature o f space as such, but to the specific socio-historical perspectives from which 

those theories have emerged. The general direction is towards a historicizing of the 

chronotope, which means a historicizing of both time and space, made possible by the 

inclusion of a social context in its fabric.

The Dantean chronotope
The historicizing of time and space takes a sharper turn in the Dantean chronotope of 

The Divine Comedy. This is a pivotal work in relation to the ‘process . . . whereby 

human life began to be conceived historically’ (Morris 18) because it is located at the 

limit between two historical periods, the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. This 

particular liminal position means that the work ‘strive[s] towards as full as possible an 

exposition of all the contradictory multipHcity o f the epoch’ (FTCN 156). This work of 

synthesis includes the divergent pulls o f a world explained by religion and a world 

explained by human agency, a world conceived in terms o f the sacred and in terms of
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the profane. This conflict is represented in The Divine Comedy by an axial structure, 

characterised by the vertical axis of simultaneity and the horizontal axis of historicity. 

The vertical stands for the disappearing order, it is ‘the medieval, other worldly . . . 

axis’ (FTCN 156), the direction o f which is either going downwards towards hell or 

upwards towards heaven. The horizontal, in contrast, represents the emergent order, 

the pull of history, which is challenging the old order and strives toward prominence. 

Bakhtin exposes the tension inherent in this structure by contrasting the two axes. 

First, he shows how in the vertical axis, characterised by simultaneity,

everything that on earth is divided by time, here, in this verticaiity, 

co a le sces  into eternity, into pure sim ultaneous coexistence. Such  

divisions as time introduces— ‘earlier’ and ‘later’— have no substance  

here; they must be ignored in order to understand this vertical world, 

everything must be perceived a s  being within a single time, that is, in 

the synchrony of a single moment; one must s e e  the entire world a s  

being sim ultaneous. (FTCN 157)

Bakhtin further characterises the synchrony and simultaneity here described as 

equivalent to a negation o f time. He also equates this vertical axis with the a-historical 

because it represents a view of the world in which God, and not human beings, is at 

the centre o f the epistemological construction. However, nothing seems to indicate that 

simultaneity should be confused with spatiality, as would, for instance, suggest a 

reading of the two axes from a structural perspective. Bakhtin’s text resists this 

amalgamation by separating space and simultaneity, and by endowing the latter 

element, rather than the former, with stasis, in this particular configuration.^^ As a 

result, simultaneity becomes here a paralysing attribute o f both space and time when 

they are deployed in mythical or magical chronotopes.

In relation to this point, see my discussion o f  Fredric Jameson’s characterisation o f  space as static in 
chapter 2.
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However, whereas before space and time were shown to follow parallel 

(though asymmetrical) paths in their evolution towards materiality and historicity, now 

different forms of time, rather than chronotopes as such, are analysed and as a result 

the spatial element o f these competing chronotopes has almost disappeared from 

Bakhtin’s analysis. Accordingly, even though space also gains materiality by being 

slowly ‘geographized’, it does not seem to gain depth. A reason for this might be that 

Bakthin views space, in several o f his chronotopic analyses, as the surface upon which 

time functions and thus operates reactively rather than actively. As he writes at a latter 

stage, ‘the special increase in density and concreteness o f time markers— the time of 

human life, o f historical time—  . . . occurs within well-delineated spatial areas’ and 

therefore the chronotope ‘function[s] as the primary means for materializing time in 

space’ (FTCN 250). As a result, time is presented as the privileged element in the 

progressive historicization of narrative and the chronotope. In contrast with the vertical 

axis o f stasis and status quo in which nothing new can be created, nothing can be 

changed, the time of the horizontal axis figures movement and differentiation, or, in 

other words, history. Time becomes the mark of historicity because it is apprehended 

as the very condition for the emergence o f a social context and is described as 

constrained by the force of inertia exemplified by synchronicity. The direction is still 

towards historicity, but it now means leaving the incapacitating pull o f simultaneity 

behind.

This shift suggests that the new configuration is one which opposes time to 

simultaneity, the two elements being taken to represent two contradictory historical 

pulls: one towards the absolute past, the other towards the open future. Simultaneity, 

because it stands for the transcendent in this chronotope, prevents the emergence of 

social reality in the world, and thus prevents human agency from emerging as its new
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organising principle. In this view, simultaneity goes against chronology and the 

‘irreversible historical sequence of time’ (FTCN 118). It follows that in order for 

history, in the modem sense, to emerge, time must break free from it.

However, the simultaneity described in the Dantean chronotope represents one 

particular and specific manifestation of simultaneity, linked to the representation of 

time found in the epic, and does not offer a blueprint for understanding simultaneity at 

all times. In fact, simultaneity can be active and is actually a necessary element of 

dialogism, as Holquist makes clear: ‘Dialogism argues that all meaning is relative in 

the sense that it comes about only as a result o f the relation between two bodies 

occupying simultaneous but different space’ (20). This illustrates that each of the 

elements constituting chronotopes are meaningful in the actuality o f each chronotope 

and do not constitute transcendent categories. It remains nonetheless that in the case of 

the Dantean chronotope, simultaneity stands for a static representation o f the world, 

and therefore presents an obstacle to its dialogizing. Yet, as the quotation below 

shows, the tension between stasis and historicity is already impregnating the fabric of 

the old order in the moment before its disappearance:

the hum an b ein gs w ho fill . . . this vertical world are profoundly 

historical, they bear the distinctive m arks of time; on all of them , the  

traces of the ep och  are imprinted. Furthermore, D ante’s  historical and  

political con cep tion s, his understanding of both p rogressive  and  

reactionary forces of historical d evelop m en t . . . are drawn into this 

vertical hierarchy. Therefore, the im a g es  and id ea s  that fill this vertical 

world are in their turn filled with a powerful d esire  to e s c a p e  this 

world, to se t  out along the historically productive horizontal, to b e  

distributed not upward, but forward. Each im age is full o f historical 

potential, and therefore strains with the w h ole of its being toward  

participation in historical ev e n ts— toward participation in a tem poral- 

historical chronotope. But the artist’s  powerful will co n d em n s it to an  

eternal im m obile p lace on the extratem poral vertical ax is. (FTCN 157)
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What is represented here is a system on the brink o f collapse. The pull of the new is 

becoming so strong that it can hardly be repressed any longer. The only force still 

capable o f holding it back is the authority of the writer, a man belonging to the 

disappearing system. In other words, Bakhtin suggests that Dante, because he was a 

man characterised by the beliefs o f his epoch, could not let his characters escape the 

determinism of a world o f fixed relations, but that, at the same time, he understood in 

what direction his society was heading and thus represented the struggle o f the old 

against the new in The Divine Comedy.

To summarise, the vertical axis is represented here as fixed, not allowing 

movement and change in its simultaneity. The horizontal, in contrast, is the dimension 

o f time and o f history and as such is defined as being productive and progressive. And 

because Bakhtin’s interest, in this essay, is to chart the historicization of the 

chronotope, he privileges an analysis which takes time as its central component. As a 

result, temporality seems to offer to a secular world, and its literary manifestations, a 

large palette o f possibilities, especially in the forms of narratives. This last remark is 

resonant with the fact that Bakhtin often privileged prose over poetic forms of 

expression in his work. For him, the important difference between the two is that the 

latter is primarily a monologic speech genre whereas the former allows the deployment 

o f dialogic utterances;

[l]n the majority of poetic g en res, the unity of th e lan g u a g e system  

and the unity (and u n iq u en ess) o f the p oet’s  individuality a s  reflected  

in his lan g u a g e  and sp ee ch , which is directly realized in this unity, are  

in d isp en sab le prerequisites of p oetic style. The novel, h ow ever, not 

only d o e s  not require th e se  conditions but . . . ev en  m a k es of the 

internal stratification of lan gu age, o f its socia l h etero g lo ssia  and the  

variety of individual v o ic es  in it, the prerequisite for authentic 

novelistic prose . (DN 264)
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This suggests that the tensions expressed in The Divine Comedy are not only related to 

its subject matter but that the form of the text itself is disputed and, therefore, that 

aesthetics and questions of value are always intermingled in literary representations. 

According to Bakhtin, poetry is a centripetal force that often goes hand in hand with 

elitism and the preservation of the existing social order. This is a possible reading of 

Dante’s text in the sense that the constraining will o f Dante checked the emergence of 

heteroglossia. It means that by remaining in control, he wrote a monologic text. 

Bakhtin further develops his analysis o f the tension between two forms o f discourse in 

‘Discourse in the Novel’:

At the time when major divisions of the poetic genres were 

developing under the influence of the unifying, centralizing centripetal 

forces of verbal-ideological life, the novel— and those artistic-prose 

genres that gravitate toward it— w as being historically shaped by the 

current decentralizing, centrifugal forces. At the time when poetry w as  

accomplishing the task of cultural, national and political centralization 

of the verbal-ideological world in the higher official socio-ideological 

levels, on the lower levels, on the sta g es of local fairs and at the 

buffoon spectacles, the heteroglossia of the clown sounded forth, 

ridiculing all ‘languages’ and dialects; there developed the literature of 

the fabliaux and Schwanke of street songs, folksayings, anecdotes, 

where there were no language-center at all, where there w as to be 

found a lively play with the ‘languages’ of poets, scholars, monks, 

knights and others, where all 'languages’ were m asks and where no 

language could claim to be an authentic, incontestable face. (272- 

273)

The historical period between the Middle Ages and the Renaissance that Bakhtin 

explored in relation to the chronotope in ‘Forms o f Time and o f the Chronotope in the 

Novel’ is here addressed in relation to the changes it brought to literature. In both 

texts, it is described as pivotal because it marks the moment in which the dialogic 

imagination surfaces in the representational form of texts.
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The Rabelaisian chronotope
This moment is epitomised by the Rabelaisian chronotope, which marks a stark 

contrast with the Dantean chronotope in the sense that it is situated on the other side of 

the liminal period inhabited by Dante; the task of the writer is no longer to defend the 

old order, but on the contrary to create the means for the emerging order firmly to 

establish itself. It follows that

Rabelais’ task is to purge the spatial and temporal world of those 

remnants of a transcendent world view still present in it, to clean away  

symbolic and hierarchical interpretations still clinging to this vertical 

world, to purge it of the contagion of ‘antiphysis’ that had infected it. In 

Rabelais this polemical task is fused with a more affirmative one: the 

re-creation of a spatially and temporally adequate world able to 

provide a new chronotope for a new, whole and harmonious man, and 

for new forms of human communication. (FTC N  168)

As suggested here, Rabelais, as a man o f the Renaissance, aims at materialising the 

world by proposing an immanent structure o f knowledge centred on ‘man’. In order to 

achieve this, the old mythical and magical chronotopes are dismissed. In the process, 

time is reinforced in its characterisation as the driving force behind history. And even 

though space reappears in the form of the body, which plays a central part in Bakhtin’s 

analysis o f Rabelais (space becomes incorporated, that is formed into a body, in the 

etymological sense of incorporare), it remains nonetheless the surface on which time 

is deployed.

This discrepancy is reinforced by Bakhtin’s discussion o f the ‘folkloric bases 

of the Rabelaisian chronotope’ (FTCN 206), as he considers them through the lens of 

time. According to him, it is thanks to ‘the development o f a differential feeling for 

time’ (FTCN 206) in agricultural societies that folkloric associations between different 

phenomena were made possible because o f their ‘‘temporal contiguity’’ (FTCN 206). In 

this type of collective society everything was seen as participating in an organic whole
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incorporating the earth, the universe and human beings. Nothing was privileged 

because everything had a role to play in the whole.

When Rabelais wants to subvert the medieval order, which had established a 

strong hierarchy among phenomena, he calls upon those ancestral forms of social 

organisation in order to re-establish the folkloric links between things and ideas that 

were destroyed by the feudal ideology and replaced by what he understands as false 

relations. For instance, the link between food and sexuality, which was seen as 

organic, healthy and good in ‘the agricultural stage in the development o f human 

society’ (FTCN 206), became a sign o f corruption and sin. Therefore, whereas in 

folklore, food and sexuality were understood as part o f the materiality of life and of the 

human body, in the feudal ideology they had to be sublimated in order to be expressed. 

By re-establishing the lost links in his writing, Rabelais wants to ‘destroy[...] the 

established hierarchies o f values, [to] bring[...] down the high and rais[e] the low, [to] 

destroy[...] every nook and cranny of the habitual picture o f the world’ (FTCN 177). 

The vocabulary used here suggests that what has to be turned upside down is the 

vertical axis which stood for hierarchies. The horizontal temporal axis is not here the 

target of revisions because it enables the changes to take place.

In this emerging humanist ethos, ‘man’, understood as both a body and a soul, 

becomes the organising principle of the new order: ‘here we have the first attempt of 

any consequence to structure the entire picture o f the world around the human 

conceived as a body—^which is to say, in a zone o f physical contact with such a body’ 

(FTCN 171). In fact, Bakhtin’s discussion of Rabelais is centred on that new structure. 

Thus, whereas Bakhtin’s interest in the Dantean chronotope consisted mostly in the 

tension between two antinomic conceptions of time (and, in a smaller measure, space) 

as representing two directions in a world still understood as transcendent, he almost

64



exclusively focuses, in his discussion o f the Rabelaisian chronotope, on the changes 

that occur in the conception of the human body now situated at the centre of 

knowledge. As a result, Bakhtin offers here a discussion centred on the body as a 

figure of concrete time-space rather than on space and time as such, even though, as I 

have already mentioned, time remains a privileged category in the formation of the 

new ethos. The following quotation summarises the major contributions that Rabelais, 

according to Bakhtin, made in his texts:

Rabelais’ task is to gather together on a new nnaterial base a 

world that, due to the dissolution of the medieval world view, is 

disintegrating. The medieval wholeness and roundness of the world 

(as it was still alive in D ante’s synthesizing work) has been destroyed.

There was destroyed as well the medieval conception of history— the 

Creation of the World, the Fall from Grace, the First Expulsion, 

redemption, the Second Exile, the Final Judgment— concepts in which 

real time is devalued and dissolved in extratemporal categories. In 

this world view, time is a force that only destroys and annihilates; it 

creates nothing. It was necessary to find a new form of time and a 

new relationship of time to space, to earthly space . . . .  A  new  

chronotope was needed that would permit one to link real life (history) 

to the real earth. It was necessary to oppose to eschatology a creative 

and generative time, a time measured by creative acts, by growth and 

not by destruction. (FTC N  205-206)®°

In the chronotope created by Rabelais, the relation between time and space becomes 

tentatively dialogic in the zone o f contact represented by the human body. This new 

chronotope establishes a conception o f historical time and geographical space— 

present in both the new importance given to the earth and in a ‘geography of the body’ 

connected to this materiality—in which the two principles engage in a creative process 

that moves forward in a dynamic relation.

This quotation discusses different conceptions o f history and dismisses the medieval one. However, 
in the other parts o f Bakhtin’s text as well as in my discussion o f the concept, it is the modem 
conception of history, determined by human agency, which is referred to.
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The Rabelaisian chronotope also represents one of the first examples of the 

literary genre o f becoming, the novel, which, in parallel with the body, establishes a 

zone of contact between the living elements of the present. As Bakhtin writes, the 

novelization of literature implies a new ‘indeterminacy, a certain semantic 

openendedness, a living contact with unfinished, still-evolving contemporary reality 

(the openended present)’ (EN: 7), which contrasts with the epic genre. Furthermore, 

Bakhtin contends that the emergence o f the novel as an open-ended and dialogic genre 

was made possible by the view of time that emerged at that historical period:

The novel, from the very beginning, developed a s  a genre that had at 

its core a new way of conceptualizing time. The absolute past, 

tradition, hierarchical distance played no role in the formation of the 

novel a s  a genre . . . .  The novel took shape precisely at the point 

when epic distance w as disintegrating, when both the world and man 

were assum ing a degree of com ic familiarity, when the object of 

artistic representation w as being degraded to the level of a 

contemporary reality that w as inconclusive and fluid. From the very 

beginning the novel w as structured not in the distanced im age of the 

absolute past but in the zone of direct contact with inconclusive 

present-day reality. At its core lay personal experience and free 

creative imagination. (EN: 38-39)

Bakhtin celebrates the form of time described here because it shifts the emphasis from 

the past to the present and as such opens the literary imagination to types of narratives 

in which concrete human beings rather than mythic heroes or types can be represented. 

And even though Bakhtin does not develop it here, he also implies that this new time 

belongs to a chronotope in which space has also mutated, fi'om being hierarchical to 

becoming a zone of contact in which the present can be deployed. Therefore, in the 

same moment as the novel, enabled by the historicization o f the chronotope, emerges, 

it allows the chronotope to become dialogical. hi other words, it is in the space-time of
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the novel, a genre forever in process, that the modem chronotope can be expressed in 

dialogic relations.

In the last chapter of ‘Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel’, 

entitled ‘Concluding Remarks’, '̂ Bakhtin makes a few comments regarding the fabric 

of the chronotope which illuminate some of the perspectives he took throughout his 

essay. He first reaffirms the inseparability of time and space at all levels of the literary 

text. In relation to this, he actually mentions Lessing who first ‘made clearly apparent 

[in the Laocoon] the principle of chronotopocity in the literary image’ but who ‘posed 

this problem primarily on the formal and technical plane’ (FTCN 251) and therefore 

failed to offer an integrated view of form and content, aesthetics and history.

In another comment, Bakhtin makes a direct link between the chronotope and 

dialogism:

chronotopes are mutually inclusive, they co-exist, they may be 

interwoven with, replace or op p ose  one another, contradict one  

another or find th em selves in ever more com plex relationships. The 

relationships them selves that exist am ong  chronotopes cannot enter 

in any of the relationships contained within the chronotopes. The 

general characteristic of th ese  interactions is that they are dialogical 

(in the broadest u se  of the word). But this dialogue cannot enter into 

the world represented in the work, nor into any of the chronotopes 

represented in it; it is outside the word represented, although not 

outside the work a s  a whole. (FTCN 252)

This complex passage suggests that chronotopes can be dialogic in relation to one 

another at the general level, but that they cannot influence the internal values of each 

chronotope at the micro level. This was exemplified in the case of the different

chronotopes present in the adventure novel of everyday life: the hero, once he entered

the chronotope of metamorphosis, could not participate in everyday happenings (he

This chapter was written in 1973, thirty-five years after the rest o f the essay.
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remained an observer) because the contradictory logics o f the two chronotopes could 

not be bridged.^^

Finally, at the very end of his essay, Bakhtin makes a plea for the chronotope 

as a useful literary concept:

A s w e  sta ted  at the beginning of our e s s a y , the study of 

tennporal and spatial relationships in literary w orks h as only recently  

begu n , and it h a s  b een  tennporal relationships by and large that h ave  

b een  studied— and th e s e  in isolation from the spatial relationships 

indissolubly tied up with them . W hether the approach  taken in this 

p resen t work will prove fundam ental and productive, only the future 

d evelop m en t of literary research  can determ ine. (FTCN 258)

These concluding lines bring us back to the definition o f the chronotope presented in 

the very first paragraphs of the essay: time and space cannot be isolated from one 

another. However, Bakhtin also recognises that time has been much more attended to 

than space, and, as we saw above, his own essay is no exception. It remains that 

Bakhtin, by finishing his text in this way, is encouraging future scholars to analyse 

how chronotopes fiinction in literature by focussing on space, time and the relation 

between the two. In that sense, a theory o f narrative as dialogic is a theory o f the novel 

in which both content and form are integrated. In that generic novel, space and time 

enter in dialogue as two generative principles and, as a result, history is spatialised, 

and space historicised. As I argue in the next chapter, in order to understand how 

London, as a literary construct, can be discussed from such a perspective, one needs to 

isolate the elements that, by keeping the meaning o f London open to negotiation, make 

possible the emergence o f dialogism in the context of the city. This is offered by a 

discussion o f place— if London is understood as a particular instantiafion of place— 

which, as I develop below, is one material expression o f space and time, as well as an

It would be interesting to analyse how a novel genre such as magic realism challenges these hermetic 
borders.
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intention, and can be conceptualised as fluid when materiality and intention are 

articulated in process with each other.
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Chapter 2 

The chronotope of place

At the end of chapter 1, I write that place, when articulated as fluid, provides one 

possible concretisation o f the dialogic chronotope, and I suggest that London can be 

conceptualised as one particular place. Therefore, in order to analyse the kinds of 

chronotopes that the novels I discuss in the next chapters o f this study construct, it is 

necessary to understand how place can be apprehended as potentially dialogic, as that 

which brings space and time together, as well as keeps them in process. In order to 

assess how a dialogic chronotope o f place can be established, questions such as, what 

makes a place, how is it constituted and by whom, need to be addressed. Indeed, the 

possibility o f routed narratives deployed within the dialogic chronotope should not be 

seen as a foregone conclusion. On the contrary, such a possibility, if, and when, it 

exists, participates in the highly contested terrain o f ideological constructions over the 

control of discursive formations. In fact, the pull towards monologic or dialogic 

discourses is never settled and it is in that space o f tension that resides the always 

provisional possibility for places to become ports o f call for routed rather than rooted 

narratives.

In the first part of this chapter, I define and discuss the parameters that need to 

be included for the concept of place to be deployed dialogically. I start with dictionary 

definitions that lead me to examine questions of naming and the relation between place 

and narrative. This discussion allows me to isolate, in the second part o f the chapter, 

three dichotomies that are at play in the tension between monologic and dialogic 

articulations of place and that inform most understandings o f space, time and place: 

the dichotomies of absolute vs. relative, stasis vs. movement, and surface vs. depth.
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Whereas the first dichotomy applies to time as much as space (both have been 

understood as absolute or relative in some theories as I show' below), the other two are 

mainly used to oppose space and time. That is, it is usually time that is seen as 

dynamic and deep whereas space is conceived as static and superficial. As I argue, 

such a characterisation of space leads to monologic articulations o f the chronotope. By 

looking at writers— and most particularly at the work of the geographer Doreen 

Massey^^—who seek to establish that space, as much as time, is dynamic and who 

attempt to dismantle the link between surface and stasis, I lay the ground for the 

possibility o f articulating place dialogically. I mix, throughout my discussion, literary 

and geographical sources as they both offer insights as to how to conceptualise place.

Place: definitions towards a dialogic chronotope

Place, from the French place, is first defined in the OED as ‘an open space in a city; a 

square, a market-place’. This usage, which dates from the tenth century, understands 

place to be that which partakes o f the urban environment but is not made o f buildings. 

Place is therefore characterised by a material emptiness, filled by intentions and 

purposes that give each place its particular meaning. That is, an open space becomes, 

for instance, a market-place only when it is used as a market. Without purpose, an 

open space within the city does not become a place but it remains a zone,^"* a no man’s 

land.^^ The geographer Edward Relph illustrates the importance of intentionality for 

the construction o f place from a phenomenological perspective:

I would like to acknowledge here the debt I owe Doreen Massey for reading and commenting on this 
chapter. Thanks to her, I have been able to ascertain that my findings are in line with current 
geographical thinking.

The zone, according to Jean-Francois Lyotard, is the margin o f  the city: ‘It is the belt in Greek, neither 
the countryside nor the city, it is another site, which is not mentioned on the land register’ (my 
translation). The original French is: ‘C ’est la ceinture en grec, ni campagne, ni ville, un autre site, qui 
n’est pas mentionne au registre des situations’ (25).

It is o f  course interesting to note that the term used to characterise a public space devoid o f  value 
means, literally, ‘that does not belong to any man’: a no man’s land is an anomaly in a representation o f  
space in which men can claim ownership o f  land. According to this logic, it is because it is not owned
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Places are . .  . incorporated into the intentional structures of all human 

consciousness and experience. Intentionality recognises that all 

consciousness is consciousness of something . . . .  Human intention 

should not be understood simply in terms of deliberately chosen 

direction or purpose, but as a relationship of being between man and 

the world that gives meaning. Thus, the object and features of the 

world are experienced in their m eaning  and they cannot be separated  

from those meanings, for these are conferred by the very 

consciousness that w e have of the objects. . . .  As objects in their 

own right, places are essentially focuses of intention, usually having a 

fixed location and possessing features which persist in an identifiable 

form. (42-43)

Relph suggests that meaning is produced through intentionaUty, which he defines as a 

relation between consciousness and the world. He further argues that the meaning of 

an object and the object itself cannot be separated because it is through their meanings 

that human beings experience objects. Objects therefore do not exist prior to or outside 

of their meaning because meaning differentiates between things and, as such, 

constitutes objects. This implies, in relation to place, that the idea o f place, its meaning 

and the experience one has of it, cannot be separated. Place is the materialisation of an 

intention.

However, the vocabulary used by Relph—words such as ‘incorporated’, 

‘being’, ‘essentially’, ‘fixed’, ‘persist’ and ‘identifiable’—^puts forward a view of place 

that takes it to possess an essence that creates a stable and static identity. As this 

suggests, Relph’s study seeks, in large measure, to define the essence of place, its 

genius loci. Obviously, such a perspective cannot be retained in a project that proposes 

to move away from essentialising representations o f place that lead to monologic 

narratives. The question, therefore, is whether the definition o f place as an intention 

can be articulated within a non-reifying discourse. In fact, the concept of dialogism

that that land has no value. The image o f a no woman’s land does not make sense in the same way 
because generally women have not, historically, been allowed to own land in Europe.
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offers just this by opening a space in which intentions can be negotiated through the 

intersubjective investments and utterances o f the speaking subjects.

The moment of the utterance, as I discussed in chapter 1, is always determined 

by both the here and now of the interaction and by all the interactions that have taken 

place before and that will take place in the future. Applied to place, this means that the 

intentionality that constitutes place is open to processes that depend on the context of 

the interaction between two or more subjects. Therefore, even though what that 

intention may be can remain stable for periods o f time when a consensus has been 

reached between subjects, place carmot be reified or essentialised within a dialogic 

perspective because its meaning needs to be reaffirmed and/or renegotiated at every 

encounter.

Furthermore, the fact that place is a process rather than an essence points to its 

performative dimension. As John Langshaw Austin first suggested in How to Do 

Things with Words (1973), speech can produce actions and it is in that perspective that 

place is performative: specific utterances, or speech acts, shape place in specific ways, 

both at the imaginary and at the material levels. As Judith Butler writes about 

performative speech acts: ‘This is the moment in which discourse becomes productive 

in a fairly specific way. So what I'm trying to do is think about the performativity as 

that aspect o f  discourse that has the capacity to produce what it names.’’ (1994: 33). 

Furthermore, if  one follows her take on performance in Gender Trouble (1990), the 

performance o f place needs to be repeated over and over again for its meaning to be 

stabilised, at the same time that this need for repetition undermines any attempts at 

essentialising place. In fact, it can be suggested that the act o f repetition, by never 

exactly being similar to what it is repeating—the context can never be reproduced— 

opens Derridean types o f gaps that point to differance. This radical undecidability of
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meaning challenges views of language that take linearity to constitute its deep 

structure. Instead, it suggests that meaning is produced through a network of relations. 

This is also what dialogic interactions achieve through the intersubjective inscription 

o f their processes. However, and this is an important qualification, each dialogic 

interaction, because it is unique to the context o f its enunciation, implies that the 

material dimension of the relation also influences its outcome. In other words, to look 

at performance through dialogism allows meaning and materiality to be kept in 

process.

From the thirteenth century onwards, a second definition o f place is recorded. 

It is less specific than the first one; ‘a material space; extension in two (or three) 

directions’ (OED). A notable change has occurred as place has become a ‘material 

space’ rather than the ‘open space’ indicated in the first definition. The slippage 

suggests that at the same time that the word becomes more general and loses the 

particular denotation linked to its French etymology, it also acquires a materiality that 

was absent from its first meaning. This materiality, linked, in the definition, to 

geometrical measurements, expresses the idea that place exists in itself, independently 

from its usages. A place is no longer an expression o f human intentionality, but has 

become a solid, autonomous and geometrical reality. Its materiality, contrary to the 

dialogic definition I outlined before, is not in process with human intentionality, but 

determines meaning.

Interestingly, it is also within this second definition that place, as the material 

expression o f space, is defined in opposition to time: ‘generalized sense: space, 

extension (chiefly rhetorical, and in antithesis to timey. One example provided by the 

OED illuminates this: ''Time . . [.] is continuity, successive in itself, and accumulative 

of its proper subjects; place is continuity, co-existent in itself, and distributive o f its
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proper subjects’. In this example, taken from James Harris’s Philosophical 

Arrangements (1775), time accumulates and hence gains subjects— and depth— 

whereas place, which is viewed as a surface, distributes and therefore already 

possesses its subjects. The view expounded here implicitly takes place (and, it follows, 

space) to be static and time to be dynamic. Place is essentialised and materiality is 

apprehended as what fixes meaning, as an a priori element independent from human 

intervention. As a result, it announces the emergence o f a view o f space and time as 

being antithetical to one another.

In order to understand the significance o f the opposition taking shape here, it is 

necessary to turn briefly to the definitions o f time and space expounded in the OED. 

They have changed significantly since they first appeared. The earliest finding of time 

in English, the etymology o f which leads to Old English, dates from the ninth century. 

Time is defined as ‘a space or extent of time’, ‘a limited stretch o f space o f continued 

existence as the interval between two successive events or acts, or the period through 

which an action, condition, or state continues’. Conversely, space (from the Latin 

spatium and the French espace), expresses ‘time or duration’, ‘lapse or extent of time 

between two definite points, events, etc.’. This meaning is traced back to 1300. It is 

only from 1390 onwards that a second meaning o f space is recorded: ‘denoting area or 

extension’, ‘linear distance; interval between two or more points or objects’. These 

definitions suggest that prior to the emergence o f the word space to mean physical 

extension (the 1390 definition), it was used to refer to a limited stretch o f time. It was 

not, therefore, always understood as a physical category. In addition, the definitions 

indicate that if  space was conceptualised as temporal, time was also understood to be 

spatial, because space was not linked to physical extension. They were both defined as 

what links events together but is not an event in itself, and they were both seen as
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forms of succession. As this suggests, at their inception in the Unguistic repertoire o f 

the Enghsh language, space and time could not be clearly separated. It could be said 

that this betrays a period o f uncertainty as to how to understand the physical world. 

But once their meanings came to be isolated from each other, the two concepts could 

be used to compartmentalise and categorise what stood beyond human cognitive 

understanding and in this way make it comprehensible to consciousness.

Yet, space and time are nowhere opposed to each other in their respective 

definitions: as their meanings gain autonomy, they are used in contrast with, but 

remain complementary to, each other. This differs from the second definition o f place 

that I quoted above and that marked a clear opposition between space and time: 

‘generalized sense: space, extension (chiefly rhetorical, and in antithesis to timey. 

Space and place are understood to be physical extensions and, as Harris’ example 

showed, to be co-existent rather than successive, whereas earlier definitions of space 

took it to be successive, like time. The question is, therefore, why does the 

understanding of space as the antithesis o f time occur as part of the second dictionary 

definition o f place, which understands place to be an autonomous reaUty not 

depending on human intentionality? The answer might be that if  place is 

conceptualised as a fixed point within a geometrical world, then it opens the possibility 

for clear boundaries to be drawn, either between different places, or between the 

elements that create place. In other words, place is essentialised while space and time 

are reified, the former standing for extension and the latter for succession. The 

understanding o f materiality as self-contained might also have to do with the typical 

characterisation, since the Renaissance, o f human temporality— and therefore 

history— as mover and creator o f the new, whereas space has become the static stage 

of the historical narrative. In the opposition above, space and place are understood as
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that which is external to human intentionality and as such have to be conceived as 

opposed to time, the motor of such intentionality.

However, materiality does not necessarily imply that the meaning of place 

remains constant because that materiality is apprehended through human 

consciousness, as I have already mentioned in relation to the first definition o f place. 

From this perspective, place, space and time, are always in process with each other. 

Place becomes the middle term that both brings together-and differentiates space fi'om 

time: place is simultaneously the result of space-time interaction and the process that 

makes them discrete units o f thought. In other words, place is the event that 

concretises space and time as different from each other—as the signs o f extension and 

succession—but in process with each other. This is in fact in keeping with the early 

definitions of space and time, which characterised them as an interval between events: 

without events, the materialisation of space and time cannot occur because it is in the 

moment o f their discontinuity—the moment o f events— that they can be 

comprehended by human consciousness. Deleuze’s characterisation of events— ‘events 

are fiuvia’ (1993: 79)^^— suggests that place, in so far as it is an event, is intrinsically a 

dynamic construction. To describe place as process and movement, therefore, is to 

uncover the basic logic of its functioning.

In addition, the understanding o f place as dynamic keeps open the possibility 

of movement and allows for negotiation to take place between the terms of the 

relation. Their interaction is therefore potentially dialogic. Such a characterisation of 

place also allows the two dictionary definitions to be articulated together: the 

materiality o f place becomes the result o f a process o f intentionality while 

intentionality is deployed within the enabling parameters o f materiality. In other

“  In French; ie s  evenements sont des flux’ (1988: 108).
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words, human intentionality participates in discursive representations of the world 

while geometrical arrangements physically shape, and are shaped by, that intention; 

the terms o f the proposition remain in process with each other.

Moreover, this view of place allows for its deployment as a socio-cultural 

category. This is what the geographer Arid Holt-Jensen suggests: ‘places [are] social 

constructions: something that is created intersubjectively between humans and not an 

objective reality’ (159). The geographer Linda McDowell also focuses on the fact that 

place is the result of social, political, sjrabolic and imaginary relations, the meaning of 

which is ‘contested, fluid and uncertain’ (4) because it rests on the particular forms 

those relations take each time they are solicited. McDowell contrasts this with a view 

o f place that takes it to be a ‘set o f coordinates on a map that fix a defined and 

bounded piece of territory’ (4). As this suggests, she does not deny the material 

inscription of place but challenges the monologic discourses that seek to reify it. In 

fact, as the mend on of intersubjecfivity suggests, it is when place is theorised as a 

dynamic and relational socio-cultural construction that it can be articulated 

dialogically.^’ Indeed, as I have already suggested, the fact that reality cannot be 

objectively experienced does not mean that materiality does not affect the 

intersubjective process of signification.

According to David Harvey, the question, once place is conceptualised as 

social, is to understand ‘by what social process(es) place is constructed’ (1993: 5). His 

answer, which combines a discussion of Marxism with Heiddegger’s concept of 

dwelling, is that one should not see ‘materiality, representation and imagination as 

separate worlds’ (23). He adds that one should reject

The remarks above should not be taken to mean that, somehow, place transforms the natural categories 
of space and time into social ones. As I noted before, it can be argued that space and time are themselves 
socio-cultural constructions in the sense that they are the terms used to cognitively make sense of 
phenomena beyond human cognition. They are therefore also open to processes that articulate them 
dialogically.
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the particular privileging of any o n e  realm over the other, while 

sim ultaneously  insisting that it is only in the socia l practices of daily 

life that the ultimate sign ificance of all form s of activity is registered .

[This] permits therefore an exam ination of the p r o c e s s e s  of p lace  

construction in which the material grounding still retains its force and  

sa lien ce . But in the p ro cess , w e  a lso  understand that political 

mobilization through p r o c e s se s  of p lace construction o w e s  a s  m uch to 

activities in the representational and sym bolic realm s a s  to material 

activities, and that disjunctions frequently occur b etw een  them .

(Harvey 1993; 23)

As Harvey argues, the imaginary and representational dimensions that participate in 

the construction o f place are as important as questions o f materiality, although they 

should be understood as part o f the same process o f signification. This is in keeping 

with my suggestion that the two definitions of place I have reviewed can be articulated 

together when the inter-dependence o f human intentionality and materiality are fore

grounded. Harvey also suggests, however, that the meaning of a place and its material 

inscription can diverge from each other at times. The tension described here represents 

the space of possibility in which routed or rooted, dialogic and monologic discursive 

formations compete for pre-eminence. The understanding o f place as a narrative offers 

one way of exploring those issues.

Naming place, or the narrativisation of place

One important process that connects place to narrative is naming. It can indeed be 

argued that it is in the act of being named that space and time become particular 

objects that concretise in place. As Rob Shields suggests, naming means entering 

culture (144), either because it gives meaning to an object, or because it creates the 

object itself Naming functions as the sign o f human intentionality that bestows social 

and cultural meaning to a piece o f otherwise undifferentiated land, as we saw in 

relation to the first definition of place. In other words, the act of naming transforms the
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space-time continuum into place, even though the shape that this takes also depends on 

its particular material location. This follows the claim I made earlier regarding the 

performative aspect o f the relation between intentionality and place. Naming, 

therefore, when used performatively, participates in the production of meaning and in 

the material shaping o f that intention, but is also dependent on its context of 

enunciation.

Paul Carter, in his study of Australian geo-history The Road to Botany Bay 

(1987), develops this aspect o f naming. He argues that naming starts the process of 

differentiation that creates discrete, recognisable and often unique places out o f the 

space-time continuum. It does so through entry into language, an entry that allows 

space and time to be grasped in and through discursive practices that signal the 

cultural, symbolic and imaginary processes that participate in the constitution of 

places. Carter indicates that naming actually moulds the physical world, making it into 

a human construction by transforming it into landscapes. For example, to name 

something a hill, rather than, for instance, a mountain, affects the way that site is then 

experienced. But once again, and this is one aspect o f naming that Carter does not take 

into account, the repertory o f meanings available for a site (here hill, mountain, but 

also mount or peak, for example) depends not only on the intentionality o f the speaker, 

but also the physical disposition o f that ground.

Naming is also steeped in questions o f power. For example, the play 

Translations (1981) by Brian Friel shows, in the context o f Donegal, how important 

names are in relation to colonial and imperial projects: control over naming is directly 

linked to control over territory. Tzvetan Todorov, to take another example, shows the 

same process o f imposition through naming in La Conquete de I ’Amerique (1982). 

Names therefore can become sites o f struggle for the control o f the symbolic and
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material signification of place. In the same way, Benedict Anderson discusses in 

Imagined Communities (1991) how the Spanish imperial power applied, from the 

sixteenth century onwards, Spanish categories o f social relations to the Philippines, 

therefore imposing a grid of reading onto a foreign reality that transformed that reality 

into a familiar landscape that could be mastered:

For the fact is that w henever in the islands the earliest clerics and 

conquistadors ventured they espied, on shore, principales, hidalgos, 

pecheros, and esclavos (princes, noblemen, commoners and 

slaves)— quasi-estates adapted from the social classifications of late 

medieval Iberia. The documents they left behind offer plenty of 

incidental evidence that the ‘hidalgos’ w ere mostly unaware of one 

another’s existence in the huge, scattered, and sparsely populated 

archipelago, and, where aw are, usually saw one another not as 

hidalgos, but as enemies or potential slaves. (167)

The Spanish read the social relations in the Philippines according to their own practice, 

while the habitants of the island followed another set of practices that was simply 

erased by the naming practice of the conquistadors.

As these examples illustrate, naming places participates in the control over 

definitions and meaning that leads to monologic or dialogic types o f imagination. The 

figurative uses o f place—knowing one’s place or feeling out of place— further 

demonstrate the strong association that exists between place, power and boundaries. 

When understood monologically, place becomes a fixed and closed category that does 

not leave any space for the intersubjective relation between the ‘F and the ‘other’ that 

characterises dialogism to be deployed between two subjects. It thereby runs the risk 

of being claimed by discourses based on roots, blood and exclusion that do not allow 

for the emergence of routed narratives.

In fact, the monologic pull that characterises many definitions of place is 

strongly linked to the question o f name: out o f the three elements that I have discussed
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that constitute place— its usage, its spatio-temporal articulations and its name—the last 

one appears to be the most enduring as the names of places often remain unchanged 

even when their size or use is altered.^* However, the persistence o f a place’s name 

does not necessarily mean that its content remains fixed. This fallacy is linked in many 

ways to questions o f essence that ossify the correspondence between the signified and 

the signifier. Many theorists, however, have challenged this, and, since Saussure at 

least, the linguistic system is generally understood to be arbitrary and conventional. 

Furthermore, as Derrida has shown, language is structured as a network, rather than as 

a set o f binaries, and as such eschews questions of origins and priority. This 

characterisation of the relation between signified and signifiers allows place to break 

away from definitions that attempt to constrain it within foundationalist discourses. 

Instead, place is that site of ‘flows and movements’ (McDowell 1999a: 5), a ‘lived 

space’ (McDowell 199b: 25) that challenges impulses towards closure by resisting 

fixed definitions. As a result, several meanings o f place can be proposed at any one 

time, thanks to its inclusion within a network that is characterised by multiplicity 

rather than singularity. Butler’s contention that performativity’s production of what it 

names, ‘actually always happens through a certain kind o f repetition and recitation’ 

(1994: 33) suggests that the meaning o f that production is not reified once it is 

produced: its stability depends on its reiteration. As repetition can never be exactly 

identical to what it repeats, this process opens the space for the ‘gender trouble’ that 

Butler discusses. It also ensures that the process o f signification can never be totally

This is obviously not always the case. As I mentioned above, place names are sites o f power struggle. 
Therefore, places’ names can change because o f  their political weight. London(Derry) is an example of a 
contemporary conflict over naming that denotes contesting narratives as to the identity o f the place. 
However, it remains that in many cases, and particularly in the one I discuss in this study— London— the 
name has endured, since the sixteenth century, throughout the changes that have occurred in the city: as 
the quotations in the OED show, the spelling ‘London’ emerged around 1530. In 1501, it was still spelt 
‘Londone’, and, in 1450, ‘Lunden’.
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completed. Stability therefore does not necessary imply stasis and reification, but 

rather can be seen as the surface o f inscription o f an ongoing process o f repetition.

Naming, and the continuous process of its reaffirmation through repetition, is 

the sign o f the intentionality that transforms a site into a place. That intentionality, 

furthermore, is itself part of the process of narrativisation that allows consciousness to 

experience the world, as Ricoeur and other theorists I reviewed in chapter 1 argue. 

This suggests that narrative is not only the ‘telling o f some true or fictitious event or 

connected sequence o f events’ (Baldick 145) but that, in fact, it enables the 

constitution o f events: without a narrative intent, events cannot take shape. 

Conversely, however, narrative intent can only be apprehended through the 

constitution and telling of events. This means that neither events nor narration precede 

each other but that the two are inter-dependently constituted. In many ways, the 

process that governs the relation between narration and events is similar to the one 

between the space-time continuum and place: discontinuity allows, in both cases, the 

emergence o f meaning. As events and places (understood to be particular events) 

provide the site o f that discontinuity, it follows that they are characterised by fractures 

and gaps. In other words, events, places and narratives— as that which constitutes and 

is constituted by events—resist closure by their very make-up. This is further 

demonstrated by contemporary studies that argue that literature is always intertextual, 

or to use Genette’s terminology, hypertextual:^^ ‘there is no literary work that, in some 

degree, or depending on the way it is read, does not recall another text and, therefore.

In Palimpsestes, Genette differentiates between five forms o f  transtextuality: intertextuality, paratext, 
metatextuality, architextuality and hypertextuality. His study focuses on this last form o f  relation 
between texts. I come back to this later on in the chapter.
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every literary work is hypertextual’.̂ '̂  Literature is a field o f intertextual encounters 

that directs towards an understanding o f narrative, place and event as dialogic.

Place, therefore, is a fluid event that participates in the routed construction of 

narratives. As this suggests, it functions at two interconnected levels: it coalesces the 

space-time continuum and it also provides a site for the dialogic deployment of 

narrative. Hence, when place is reified, as in the case o f its articulation within a 

monologic discourse, it becomes a non-place, to borrow Marc Auge’s terminology in 

Non-Lieux (1992). A non-place, in the context described here, is a place the narrative 

intent of which has been lost and/or reified: it is no longer a performance but has 

become an empty signifier. It has been essentialised through an articulation that has 

fixed its meaning rather than keeping it open. Non-place, then, is the name that best 

defines monologic places that have ceased to be so because they no longer entertain a 

dynamic relation with their own meaning. Theme-parks are, in this sense, paradigmatic 

non-lieux.

The tension between monologic and dialogic articulations o f place further 

depends on a set o f dichotomies that are traditionally used to discriminate between 

space and time. These dichotomies— questions related to understandings of space and 

time as absolute or relative, static or dynamic and deep or superficial—have already 

been mentioned previously as they subtend many arguments on the nature o f space, 

time and the space-time continuum. I now discuss them in more detail.

Spatio-temporal dichotomies

In order to discuss the three dichotomies that are relevant to the articulation of place 

and the chronotope as monologic or dialogic, I first move away from literature and

™ This is my translation. In French: ‘il n’est pas d’oeuvre litteraire qui, a quelque degre et selon les 
lectures, n’en evoque quelque autre, et, en ce sense, toutes les oeuvres sont hypertextuelles’ (1982: 18).
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enter the field o f  geography because debates in the disciphne, in the last fifty years, 

have precisely turned around questions o f  how views o f  space as absolute or relative 

influence our understanding o f  place. The discussion o f the second dichotomy— static 

vs. dynamic— allows me to connect geography with questions o f  culture and politics 

whereas the third dichotomy— depth vs. surface— brings me back to literature.

absolute/relative
Human geography— that part o f  geography concerned with studying the mutual 

relations between human beings and their physical surroundings— has traditionally 

defined place, alongside space and the environment, to be one o f its objects o f  study 

(Livingstone 1995: 27). However, the kind o f  knowledge elicited by such a focus has 

changed throughout the years because the understanding o f what is meant by space 

and place has altered. Even though it is not my aim here to look at this evolution in 

detail, it is nonetheless relevant to discuss part o f the recent history o f  the discipline in 

order to highlight how the shift from a conception o f  space as absolute to relative has 

influenced thinking about place and opened the possibility o f its dialogic articulation

71within social space.

Doreen Massey (1985), in accordance with most geographical textbooks, divides this history into three 
periods: before the 1960s (regional geography), the 1960s (positivism), and since the 1970s (humanist, 
Marxist, feminist and other radical geographies). According to another geographer, Edward Soja (1989), 
geography has now entered a fourth phase, which could be labelled the age o f postmodern geographies. 
This being said, there does not seem to be a general agreement on what exactly geographers did during 
each of those periods. The account I give here is therefore non-exhaustive, based as it is on, mostly, 
Massey’s and Holt-Jensen’s (1999) accounts. Furthermore, the changes that have taken place within 
geography are linked to the general evolution in the humanities. For instance, the shift towards 
positivism in the 1960s was echoed by the focus on structuralism in literary studies at that time, while 
radical geographies can be paralleled with the emergence o f post-structuralist, feminist and new 
historicist methods in literary criticism. It is worth noting, in addition, that the contemporary history of 
human geography as an academic discipline is also a history o f space(s). Indeed, the constitution of 
human geography as a distinct discipline is an example o f how knowledge is constituted and 
appropriated in the University. In that institution, disciplines fight each other in order to secure and 
legitimate their specific places. Understood in this context, the history of human geography since World 
War II can be conceptualised as such a fight for recognition. In order to achieve it, human geography has 
had to carve a place for itself, both literally and figuratively. This implies, at the literal level, being 
granted teaching and staff facilities and at the figurative level, delineating geography’s specific object of 
study. Obviously, the former is directly related to and conditioned by the latter: without ‘a piece of 
cognitive territory’ (Livingstone 1992: 33), no funding. The consequence o f  such an equation is that 
what has been constituted as ‘proper’ geography throughout the years owes as much to the strategies 
used to stabilise its place in academia as to its scientific findings. The result of this is that the specific
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When geographers, before the 1960s, studied place, region and locality in their 

particularity, they often^^ did so from a chorologic^^ perspective, derived from 

Euclidean geometry, Newtonian physics and Kantian philosophy, that took space and 

time to be absolute (Holt-Jensen 1981: 62-63; Rogers 238). This means that they 

viewed space as a grid of co-ordinates—longitudes and latitudes—on which points 

were localised. In this absolute perspective, space is a container in which objects are 

deployed. It does not possess substance in itself (Bailly 2001: 59). It is a structure 

without content, ‘a backdrop to social activity, something which exists independently 

of ourselves’ (Rogers 238). As this last point suggests, absolute space, even though it 

is empty, is also here understood to be an objective reality that can be observed 

empirically. This is emphasised by the geographer Robert David Sack: ‘In very 

general terms, absolute space means that the continuum called space is immune to 

influence, that its structure is rigid and cannot be changed by matter or energy, and its 

description in geometric terms is independent of one’s viewpoint or frame of 

reference’ (55). Space is therefore external to human beings. It is always already there, 

the stage on which human lives unfold. This, as the philosopher Henri Lefebvre argues 

in his influential study La Production de I ’Espace (2000) is a fallacy: ‘To think of 

space as empty at first and then filled and modified by social life participates in the 

hypothesis of an original “purity”, identifiable as “nature”, as point zero of human

object o f study of geography has changed several times depending on the latest epistemological 
developments. However, the same can be said, for instance, o f literary studies, which have now started 
to be incorporated into cultural studies departments in the USA. Moreover, the contemporary trend 
towards interdisciplinarity (this study providing one instance o f it) will only add to the general 
redrawing o f disciplinary borders. Therefore, the academic uncertainty displayed within geography is 
shared by most disciplines within the humanities, and, maybe, beyond.

It should be made clear from the inception that several geographical methods and practices always 
cohabit at any one time. Here I discuss the geographical perspectives that have been the most influential 
in each o f the periods under consideration.

Chorologic, an adjective, is derived from chorology, which means ‘the establishment and description 
of geographical regions . . . .  [It] is often seen as being in opposition to spatial science’ (Mayhew 75).
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reality. To see space as mentally and socially empty, which allows the socialisation of 

the non-social, is a representation o f  space'

Regional geographers used absolute measures, such as kilometres (or miles), to 

locate places in fixed terms and described them in and for themselves, as 

homogeneous and autonomous points that did not necessitate analysis in relation to 

other points. This characterisation o f place has clear similarities with the second 

dictionary definition that I reviewed above: in both cases place is apprehended as a 

material reality that is not dependent on human agency. This type o f perspective on 

space and place led to descriptive studies about the relation between physical features, 

the form of human settlements, and their location. Those studies often took the shape 

of monographs that tried, first, to delimit natural regions and natural borders between 

regions and, second, to define the particular character of each region, what made them 

unique and specific. This was often done fi"om a deterministic perspective that took it 

that the natural world influences human organisational forms without reciprocating the 

relation; ‘environment set[s] the scene for, and condition[s] the evolution of, human 

progress’ (Cloke 4). Here, place is not simply seen as an external reality independent 

from human intentionality, but in fact defines what form that intentionality takes. This 

means that even though the interest o f geographers in the period before the 1960s 

resided in the idiographic^^ dimension of places and regions, they understood that 

uniqueness as pertaining to elements that did not take the subjective investments of 

people in places to be relevant. Neither did they envision that place could be viewed as 

a subjective construction. As a result, the geography developed by the regional school 

is one that focuses on the visible— equated with the objective— and on doing rather

This is my translation. The original French : ‘L’espace, d’abord vide, puis rempli par une vie sociale et 
modifie par elle, releve de cette hypothese d’une “purete” initiale, identifiable comme “nature ”, comme 
point zero de la realite humaine. L’espace vacant, vide mental et social, permettant la socialisation du 
non-social, c ’est une representation de I ’espace’ (220).

Idiographic refers to ‘an explanation or description o f unique or particular phenomena or connections’ 
(Holt-Jensen 1999: 221). ,
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than being and/or becoming. Paradoxically then, this view of human geography leaves 

very little say to humans as subjective actors engaged in the narration and creation of 

the places in which they live.

The regional approach to human geography came under radical criticism in the 

1960s for its perceived lack of scientific rigour due to its focus on the particular rather 

than the general. As a result of that criticism, a logical positivist perspective, which 

transformed geography from an idiographic to a nomothetic’  ̂ science, was adopted, as 

in most other social sciences at the time. Generalisation and quantitative methods were 

emphasised, and, in addition to objectivity, three strategic dimensions for research 

were put forward: ‘certainty, coherence and cumulation’ (Barnes and Gregory 2). 

Furthermore, the conceptualisation of space within geography underwent a dramatic 

change. The view of space as absolute was challenged and complemented— it did not 

totally disappear—by the articulation of relative space. That view of space was not 

new. It had already been expounded by Leibniz in the seventeenth century—who also 

thought of time as relational—and by the Greek philosopher Theophrastus before him 

(Gatrell 3-4). In addition, it had already achieved currency in many disciplines 

following its use by Einstein in his theory of relativity. However, it had not, until the 

1960s, made a significant impact on geography.

One of the major changes that relative space brought to geography is that ‘this . 

. . concept o f space assumes that it can be acted upon and is not independent o f social 

activity and thought’ (Rogers 238-239). Instead of being conceptualised as a fixed 

grid, space became therefore a process in which positions are relative to the objects 

observed and the perspective o f the observer. For instance, geographers started

Nomothetic, which is ‘concerned with finding similarities between places or phenomena’ (Mayhew 
303), is the opposite o f  idiographic.
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addressing questions o f distance as dependent on transport costs or travel time (Holt- 

Jensen: 226).

As this suggests, relative space could be seen as providing a radical break from 

Enlightenment philosophy and in many ways from logical positivist thinking. 

However, this is not necessarily the case and was certainly not always adopted in this 

perspective by many geographers during that period. In fact, many continued to use 

assumptions derived from absolute space in their analysis: ‘[M]uch of the geographical 

literature on . . . point pattern analysis, spatial autocorrelation, and spatial diffusion is 

couched in terms o f simple Euclidean geometry. This is true o f the much larger field of 

location theory, the testing of which usually relies on physical distance even though 

the theory may have been couched in terms of, say, cost distance’ (Gatrell 5). The 

duality o f this approach shows that, for many positivist geographers, although space 

had become relative in relation to human beings’ perception, it nonetheless remained 

an external reality that could be studied; space came to be seen as both the container 

and the contained, the form and the content. Therefore, the cornerstone of positivist 

thinking— its belief in the possibility o f objective observation and its emphasis on the 

derivation o f general laws—did not need to be challenged by relative space. Indeed, 

relative space allowed positivist geographers to work in a nomothetic perspective by 

comparing and linking places, looking at ‘geometrical configurations’ (Gastrell 5) and 

the regularity o f phenomena. This approach lead to the possibility o f establishing 

general statements pertaining to the similarities o f spatial phenomena and locations. 

Doreen Massey criticises this tendency towards a fixed model o f spatial relations:

What had happened in this combination of the rush for positivisnn and 

the need for an identity in the institutionalised academic division of 

labour was that geographers and geography had made some 

astonishing claims—that there was a world of the purely spatial,
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spatial laws devoid of substance and content, and spatial p ro cesses  it 

w as possible to wrench out of their social content. (1985: 11)

Applied to place, the positivist approach means that, although place identity 

depends on its relation to other places and on the criteria used to measure the distance 

and relations between different locations, it can still be objectively observed and 

described. The relational nature o f places does not stretch to include the cognitive, 

emotional and representational ways in which human beings invest in and negotiate 

places. In keeping with behaviourist approaches that were developed at the time, 

humans were viewed as responding agents to particular stimuli within specific locales. 

Therefore, this view of place still lacks an understanding o f the active participation of 

human beings as agents in the construction and shaping o f places. It does not allow for 

the idea that places and the people inhabiting them entertain a mutually constitutive 

relation.

Criticisms of this type led, in the 1970s, to the constitution o f so-called radical 

geographical perspectives that challenged positivist views by focussing on the relation 

between space and the social. Humanistic geography^^ is one o f them. In contrast with 

positivist approaches, it adopted ‘a model o f “man” in which “he” was centred (as 

producer and produced), self-reflective and self-conscious, intentional and active’ (Pile

n o

1997: 409). In this perspective, the relation between humans and space is seen as 

being mono-directional, but, in a neat reversal o f the deterministic perspective o f some 

regional geographers that I sketched above, space has here become something that can 

be acted upon, that depends on human agency to be defined rather than the other way 

round:

’’ ’’ The geographer Yi-Fu Tuan coined the term in ‘Humanistic Geography’ (1976).
Pile, in this quotation, draws attention to the gender blindness o f  much himianistic geography by using 

inverted commas around ‘man’. This came to be one o f  the major criticisms addressed to this specific 
perspective by feminist geographers.
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[Humanistic geography is] an approach to human geography 

underwritten by the philosophy of humanism and distinguished by the 

central and active role given to ‘the human subject’: in contrast to 

spatial science, for example, with its special emphasis on spatial 

patterns and spatial structures, humanistic geography emphasizes the 

intentions and meanings embedded in human actions and the 

creative capacities of human agency as these are inscribed within 

places and landscapes. (Barnes and Gregory 507)

The words ‘intention’, ‘human action’, ‘creative’ and ‘human agency’ make clear that 

the emphasis is on human intentionality, and this humanist approach logically 

resonates with the types of relations between ‘man’ and the world that Enlightenment 

intellectuals put forward. An understanding of space as relative here plays a central 

role because it is within this framework that the causal relation between human beings’ 

subjective investments in their surroundings and their construction of those can be 

theorised. The geographer Stephen Daniels captures this in the following way: 

‘humanists reject the reduction of space and place to geometrical concepts of surface 

and points; humanists’ conceptions of space and place are thick with human meanings 

and value’^̂  (366). The feminist Elizabeth Grosz further characterises the humanist 

position— even if  she does not comply with this view— in her discussion of the 

relation between bodies and cities:

The city is a reflection, projection, or product of bodies.

Bodies are perceived in naturalistic terms, pre-dating the city, the 

cause and motivation for its design and construction. . . . Underlying 

this view in all its variations is a form of humanism: the human subject 

is conceived as a sovereign and self-given agent who, individually or 

collectively, is responsible for all social and historical production.

Humans make cities. Cities are reflections, projections, or 

expressions of human endeavour. (1998: 105)

™ Note the contrast estabhshed here between depth and surface and the negative connotations o f  the 
latter. I come back to this in the discussion o f  the third dichotomy.
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Grosz criticises this perspective because it posits a one-way causal relation between 

bodies—human agents— and cities— social space. Indeed, although we have moved 

away, with humanistic geography, from a view o f place as distinct from human agency 

(or as defining human behaviour) to a view of place as a human construction, it 

remains that the relation between place and human beings is one directional.

Doreen Massey further argues against this perspective that takes human agents 

to be all-powerful in relation to their surroundings when she writes that ‘space is a 

social construct— yes. But social relations are also constructed over space, and that 

makes a difference’ (1985: 12). By articulating this, she reformulates the relation as 

mutually constitutive. Space, then, is not simply filled by social relations and practices, 

but constitutes them as well. This is taken up by David Livingstone who affirms that 

‘how the interplay o f social structure and human agency falls out is evidently different 

from place to place and depends crucially on the particular arena o f encounter. Hence 

geographers— arguing for the prime significance o f the locale— increasingly call for 

the geographizing o f social theory’ (1992: 35). As a result, Massey’s formulation of 

the interdependence o f space and agency, place and subjectivity, supplemented by 

Livingstone’s focus on the interdependence of meaning and materiality, allows for the 

constitution of place as process, which is always in becoming and which shapes, as 

much as it is shaped, by place dwellers. It can never be known in its totality but is open 

to negotiation and redefinition. It has also become a point within a network, the 

centrality or periphery o f which depends on perspective, narratives and relations. As 

Elizabeth Grosz writes: ‘there is a two-way linkage that could be defined as interface' 

(108) between place and human agents.
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static/dynamic
Another dichotomy at work in discussions o f time and space within geography and 

beyond is the one of stasis vs. movement. Contrary to the absolute/relative dichotomy, 

in which the two terms o f the relation could apply to time and space— for instance, 

Newton took both time and space to be absolute whereas Leibniz thought they were 

relative and relational—the static/dynamic opposition discriminates between the two 

terms: in keeping with the second definition of place that I discussed earlier on, time is 

usually taken to be dynamic whereas space is seen as static. In order to discuss and 

challenge this opposition, I focus on one article by Doreen Massey entitled ‘Politics 

and Space/Time’ (1993). This article underlines the issues at stake in the dichotomy 

and prepares the ground for an understanding of space and place as dynamic. Massey, 

as we saw in the previous section, takes space to be relative and processual at the same 

time that she argues that the social and the spatial are interdependently constituted. It 

is that stand that provides her with the necessary tools from which to build her 

argument in relation to the dynamic dimension of space. This characterisation, in turn, 

allows her to articulate space and place politically.

The basis of her article is a criticism of the conception o f space provided by 

Ernesto Laclau in his book New Reflections on the Revolution o f  Our Time (1990), 

and, in a less important measure, o f Fredric Jameson’s conceptualisation of space in 

Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic o f  Late Capitalism (1991). As Jameson’s view 

of space is one o f ‘chaotic depthlessness’ (quoted in Massey 143), I will discuss it in 

the next section, in which I analyse the relation between depth and surface. I will focus 

here on Massey’s refutation of Laclau’s view o f space that she takes to be 

paradigmatic o f a widespread type o f position regarding the nature o f space.

In fact, Massey mostly discusses the conception o f space that Laclau puts 

forward in the first essay of his collection that gives its fitle to the book. In that essay,
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Laclau’s general argument presents a critique o f the Marxist historical model that he 

challenges at two levels. First, he questions a view o f history that takes economics as 

its driving force and relegates politics, ideology, aesthetics and so on to secondary and 

derivative roles. In other words, he interrogates the Marxist separation of the social 

into structure and superstructure. Instead, he claims that ‘the “ideological”, 

“economic”, “political” and other elements are inextricably fused and can only be 

separated for analytical purposes’ (Laclau 26).

It is, however, the second level o f his inquiry that is o f interest here. Laclau 

takes exception to the Marxist view of history as a determined process that functions 

within a closed system and within which contradictions are resolved in a positivity and 

objectivity of the kind found in Hegelian dialectics. In contrast, he views history as 

contingent and takes uncertainty as constitutive o f historical movement. That 

uncertainty, furthermore, comes from the fact that contradictions, which can be 

resolved dialectically, are replaced by antagonism, which, in contrast, cannot be 

resolved in that way because it is not necessary, but contingent. Antagonism, which 

Laclau links to dislocation, is the ‘constitutive outside’ (9) o f any social relation and as 

such points to the fact that no relation can ever be resolved in a total positivity; 

something will always escape totalising moves. In other words, Laclau contends that, 

on the one hand, there is always an outside to any relation and, on the other hand, that 

this outside is in fact constitutive o f the relation. Laclau’s argument, therefore, takes 

antagonism and dislocation to be constitutive of historical processes. As Laclau writes:

[l]f the constitutive nature of antagonism is taken for granted, the 

m ode of questioning of the social is com pletely modified, since  

contingency radically penetrates the very identity of the social agents.

The two antagonistic forces are not the expression of a deeper  

objective m ovem ent that would include both of them; and the course  

of history cannot be explained in terms of the essential ‘objectivity’ of
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either. T he latter is a lw ays an objectivity threatened  by a constitutive  

outside. But a s  w e  know this im plies that the conditions of ex is te n c e  

of any objectivity that might ex ist m ust be sou gh t at the level o f a 

factual history. M oreover, a s  this objectivity h as a m erely relational 

identity with its conditions of ex iste n c e , it m e a n s  that the ‘essen tia l 

identity’ o f the entity in question  will a lw ays b e tra n sg ressed  and  

redefined. . . . T here is . . .  a historicization of the ca teg o rie s  of socia l 

an alysis which, on linking the unity b etw een  th e co m p o n en ts  of an 

object to contingent and sp ecific  conditions o f ex is te n c e , introduces  

an essen tia l instability into the relations b etw een  su ch  com p on en ts.

W hile the first— objectivist— kind of questioning of the social looks for 

essen tia l characters behind historical specificity, the se co n d  m o v es  in 

the op p osite  direction; w eaken ing the boundary of e s s e n c e  through 

the radical contextualization of any object. (22 -23)

The contingency o f antagonism foregrounds the radical undecidability o f history, 

which, for Laclau, can only be stabilised by power struggles that tend towards 

hegemony but that always retain the trace of incompleteness. The constitution of 

politics is made possible by that gap in the totality. The gap is an event that, as we saw 

earlier, provides the discursive and material conditions for the emergence o f place. In 

fact, Laclau’s radical theorisation o f an event— ‘the dislocation o f the structure’ (42)— 

linked to Deleuze’s refusal to fix events, directs once again to their intrinsic dialogism.

Accordingly, politics depend on dislocation, which is the mark of the temporal 

according to Laclau: ‘dislocation is the very form of temporality. And temporality 

must be conceived as the exact opposite o f space. The “spatialization” o f an event 

consists of eliminating its temporality’ (41) and ‘only the dislocation o f the structure, 

only a maladjustment which is spatially unrepresentable, is an event’ (42). As this 

suggests, space characterises a closed system in which politics is stifled because 

undecidability—the mark of a progressive history— has been replaced by a cycle of 

repetitions ‘governed by a structural law o f successions’ (41) that is necessary and
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totalising and therefore denies the radical openness of the constitutive outside. Laclau 

summarises his position in the following way:

Spatiality m eans coex isten ce within a structure that estab lishes the 

positive nature of all its terms. Dislocation, on the other hand, m eans  

the impossibility of the coexistence: particular elem ents only m anage  

to obtain positivity (i.e. objectivity) at the exp en se  of the elimination of 

others. . . . This discourse of dislocation and antagonism , however, 

will not only be non-spatial but the very negation of sp a ce  a s  such.

(69)

Laclau’s characterisation o f space as coexistence brings us back to the second 

definition o f place I discussed above and to Harris’s 1775 contention that ‘‘place is 

continuity, co-existent in itself, and distributive o f its proper subjects’. It allows 

therefore for the tracing o f the lingering influence o f such conceptualisations that posit 

space and time to be antithetical to each other.

Massey, in ‘Politics and Space/Time’, does not disagree with Laclau’s general 

approach regarding the movement o f history. She contests, however, his view of 

space.*® She questions, in fact, Laclau’s use o f the word spatial to define what she sees 

as ‘two different types of what would normally be called time. On the one hand there 

is the time internal to a closed system, where things may change yet without really 

changing. On the other hand, there is genuine dynamism, Grand Historical Time’ 

(144). The problem, therefore, is the fact that one type o f temporality is conceptualised 

as space. This theoretical sleight o f hand allows for the sidestepping o f questions 

regarding different temporal modes, homogenising and essentialising time in the

Michel Foucault, in ‘Questions on Geography’ (1980), also criticises this view o f  space as 
antithetical to history: ‘A critique could be carried out o f  this devaluation o f  space that has prevailed 
for generations. . . . space was treated as the dead, the fixed, the undialectical, the immobile. Time, on 
the contrary, was richness, fecundity, life, dialectic. For all those who confuse history with the old 
schemas o f  evolution, living continuity, organic development, the progress o f  consciousness or the 
project o f  existence, the use o f  spatial terms seems to have the air o f  an anti-history. If one started to 
talk in terms o f  space that meant one was hostile to time. It meant, as the fools say, that one “denied 
history” . . . .  They didn’t understand that to trace the forms o f  implantation, delimitation and 
demarcation o f  objects, the modes o f  tabulation, the organisation o f  domains meant the throwing into 
relief o f  processes— historical ones, needless to say— o f power. The spatialising description o f  
discursive realities gives on to the analysis o f  related effects o f  power’ (70-71).
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process. It also provides a view o f time and space in which they are opposed to each 

other and in which ‘Time Marches On, but space is a kind o f stasis, where nothing 

really happens’ (Massey 1993a: 145).

Massey’s project, therefore, is to challenge this view o f the space/time relation 

and to argue ‘for a dynamic and politically progressive way o f conceptualising the 

spatial’ (142). In order to do so, she discusses three perspectives that work in this 

direction. The first one is radical geography that, in the 1980s, established, as we have 

seen in the preceding section, a model o f interaction between space and society that 

worked within a relative and relational framework, and that stated that not only was 

space socially constructed, but also that the social was spatially constituted. This view 

of space, according to Massey, allows its politicisation because ‘if  spatial organisation 

makes a difference to how society works and how it changes, then, far from being the 

realm of stasis, space and the spatial are also implicated {contra Laclau) in the 

production o f history— and thus, potentially, in politics’ (146).

The second perspective used by Massey in her argument is that provided by 

feminism. Feminists have been at the forefront o f the critique of dichotomies that 

privilege one term over the other and that foreclose possibilities that do not fit within 

this dual model. In the context of the relation between time and space, time is the 

privileged term: it is ‘defined by such things as change, movement, history, 

dynamism’ (148) whereas ‘space is defined by absence, by lack’ (Massey 1993a: 148). 

This characterisation, according to Massey, may have its source in the metaphorical 

relation that connects women with, on the one hand, lack and, on the other hand, 

space. Massey does not explain the origins o f this connection between lack and space 

but I suggest that it might be linked to Plato’s discussion of chora in the ‘Timaeus’. 

Indeed, as, for instance, Elizabeth Grosz discusses in Space, Time and Perversion
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(1995), there exists a strong association between chora— ‘the receptacle, and in a 

manner the nurse, o f all generation’ (Plato 1176)— space and the feminine. Grosz 

argues that chora’s characterisation as the site o f generation (of forms) holds strong 

similarities with women as the site of biological reproduction. But as the feminine is 

usually regarded as lack (in Freud’s theory, to give only one example), it follows that a 

conceptual shortcut allows for the designation o f space, as that which is feminine, as 

lack and absence. In fact, as Massey contends, it is the very fact o f this association 

between space and women, who have become the signifiers, through their reproducing 

function, of nature and cyclical time, that allows Laclau to view space as static, in 

opposition to the ‘“real changes’” (Massey 151) brought by historical and, one might 

add, masculine, time. For Massey, however, the point is not to change the dynamics of 

the dualism time/space but to move beyond the dichotomy itself and to reformulate the 

relation. In that regard, feminist theory, by questioning the power principle at work in 

dichotomies, offers a way of deconstructing this unequal relation.

The third perspective discussed by Massey is modem physics, in which ‘the 

identity o f things is constituted through interactions’ (152), and especially Einstein’s 

theory of relativity because it posits that ‘time and space are not to be thought of as 

separate entities existing in their own right— a three dimensional space, and a one

dimensional time. Rather, the underlying reality consists o f a four dimensional space

time’ (Stannard quoted in Massey 1993a: 152). This signifies that time and space 

cannot be thought o f as two separate and opposed entities and it reinforces the view 

that both time and space are not absolute categories, but relational ones because they 

are constituted in and through their relation. Massey does not really develop this third 

perspective. It remains nonetheless useful because it suggests that the closed systems 

that Laclau characterises as spatial in his argument can never be only that: ‘they can in
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no sense be simply spatial nor exist only in space. In themselves they constitute a 

particular form of space-time’ (Massey 1993a: 153).

The discussion o f these three perspectives allows Massey to isolate four 

characteristics of an ‘alternative view o f space’ (159) to the one proposed by Laclau. 

First, space should not be understood as an inert three dimensional structure that 

provides a passive stage to time, characterised, in contrast, as the propeller of historical 

movements and changes: ‘Space is not static, nor time spaceless’ (155). Instead, 

Massey advocates thinking in terms o f four-dimensionality, in terms o f space-time. 

Second, space is ‘constructed out o f interrelations and interactions at all spatial scales, 

from the most local level to the most global’ (155). This reaffirms Massey’s contention 

that the spatial and the social are interdependently constituted and that they are 

processes: ‘relationships themselves . . . create/define space and time’ (154). Third, 

both order and chaos are to be found in the realm o f the spatial. Order, because causes 

of spatial phenomena can be traced to spatial systems. Chaos, because the types of 

relations that exist between different phenomena, the spatial locations o f which are 

relative, cannot necessarily be attributed to their respective causes. Dislocation, 

therefore and contra Laclau, is both spatial and temporal. In fact, Massey goes so far 

as to argue that ‘one of the sources o f the dislocation, on the existence of which 

[Laclau] . . . insists, is precisely the spatial’ (159). Fourth, space’s chaotic potentiality 

affects social phenomena that constitute it and are constituted by it. In other words, 

space is, according to Massey, that element within totalising structures that cannot be 

subsumed.

Massey’s conclusions disrupt Lalclau’s characterisation of space at two levels. 

First, they question the very use of the word: ‘Instead . . .  o f using the terms space (and 

time) in this metaphorical way to refer to such structures, why do we not remain with
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definitions (such as dislocated/undislocated) which refer to the nature o f the causal 

structures themselves?’ (154). Second, they redefine the relation between space and 

time in a way that moves beyond a binary articulation:

One way of thinking about all this is to say that the spatial is integral 

to the production of history, and thus to the possibility of politics, just

as the tennporal is to geography. Another w ay is to insist on the

inseparability of time and space, on their joint constitution through the 

interrelations between phenomena; on the necessity of thinking in 

terms of space-time. (159)

The view o f space expounded here has direct consequences for the understanding of 

place. Indeed, if  space is static, as Laclau argues, then it follows that place cannot be 

articulated in the dialogic perspective that I am researching in this study. However, if

one takes Massey’s approach, then it becomes clear that viewing space in that way

depends on a misreading of the concept.

In ‘Power-geometry and a progressive sense o f place’ (1993b) Massey 

precisely focuses on the effects on place o f thinking o f space as dynamic. She refutes 

Heidegger’s characterisation of space as Being and o f time as Becoming that provides 

another instance, along with Laclau’s, of the ways in which space is taken to be static 

and, in this case, essential, whereas time is seen as dynamic. Instead, she contends that 

‘if  it is now recognized that people have multiple identities, then the same point can be 

made in relation to places’ (65). She proposes to think about places in the following 

way;

W hat gives a place its specificity is not some long internalised history 

but the fact that it is constructed out of a particular constellation of 

[social] relations, articulated together at a particular locus . . . .  [Ejach  

place can be seen as a particular, unique point of their intersection. . .

. Instead, then, of thinking of places as areas with boundaries around, 

they can be imagined as articulated moments in networks of social 

relations and understandings. And this in turn allows a sense of place
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which is extra-verted, which includes a consciousness of its links with 

the wider world, which integrates in a positive way the global and the 

local. (66)

Places are not static but processes that do not conform to single identities and do not 

necessitate fixed boundaries to be intelligible. On the contrary, they take meaning 

through their interactions with other locales that are in turn affected by the processes at 

play. In this perspective, place gains the potential to become articulated dialogically.

depth/surface
My aim, with the first dichotomy I discussed, was to show how space, time and place 

could be conceptualised as relative rather than absolute and how that opened the 

possibility for thinking o f them in terms of processes rather than essences. Each of the 

three terms was therefore engaged in this reappraisal. In the second dichotomy I have 

just reviewed, the point was to see how space, as much as time, could be articulated 

from a dynamic perspective. Neither of these discussions necessarily questioned the 

dichotomies as such. Instead, they tried to refute their relevance in relation to space so 

that, on the one hand, space and time would not be understood as opposed to each 

other and, on the other hand, place could emerge as both their materialisation and that 

which allows their cognitive constitution.

In relation to the third dichotomy, to which I now turn, my intention is slightly 

different as I wish to articulate the two terms o f the dichotomy together. I suggest, in 

fact, moving beyond dichotomous thinking, not by resolving the dichotomy within a 

larger dialectical whole but by conceptualising depth and surface as interrelated. 

Following this, I propose, on the one hand, to look at space and time as pertaining to 

both processes of depth and surface and, on the other hand, to argue for the dynamic 

possibilities o f surface, once it is not opposed to depth.
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In fact, one can ask the question why depth is consistently favoured over 

surface in most studies on the subject, and why it is associated with movement. I 

would argue that although nothing intrinsically connects depth with dynamism, its 

association with time, which, as we have just seen, is often taken to represent 

movement, gives it that quality. Surface’s linkage with space, on the other hand, 

condemns it to stasis. In other words, the characterisation o f time as depth and space as 

surface rests on the second dichotomy that I have just deconstructed. It is worth noting, 

moreover, that the type of movement implied here is generally linear. That is, the 

relation between time and dynamism is one that depends on a characterisation of time 

as linear. This is illustrated by Doreen Massey’s image of society as a ‘kind of 3-D 

(and indeed more usually 2-D) slice which moves through time’ (1993a: 154). The 

image of depth that this solicitates is unidirectional and contained. In contrast, surface 

is seen as a chaotic flatness that cannot be circumscribed.

It could seem that the demonstration does not need to be carried further, as 

once the relation space/stasis has been challenged, it follows that space’s link with 

surface becomes problematic. However, Fredric Jameson, whom I briefly mentioned 

in the previous section, articulates the question, in his study o f the cultural 

manifestations of the postmodern—Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic o f  Late 

Capitalism— in a way that complicates the simple equation o f space with surface that 

an essentialist reading o f the dichotomy foregrounds. At the begirming o f his study, he 

seems to concur with the way in which I have outlined the relation so far, as he argues 

that one of the traits that differentiates postmodernism from modernism is its emphasis 

on space rather than time, which results in ‘a new kind of flatness or depthlessness, a 

new kind of superficiality in the most literal sense’ (9). But Jameson is careful to 

specify that the type o f space he is talking about is one in which ‘historiographic deep
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space or perspectival temporality’ (374) has disappeared. Deep space, therefore, is 

potentially possible but postmodern aesthetics, in making do— according to Jameson— 

with history, have reduced space to surface. Hence, Jameson, contrary to Laclau, 

believes that space is constitutive of history. Jameson further traces this process of 

flattening to ‘the three historical stages o f capital [that] have each generated a type of 

space unique to it’ (410): market capitalism was characterised by ‘a logic o f the grid’ 

(410) that subsumed heterogeneity through an homogeneous organisational structure; 

monopoly capitalism saw the erosion of the first model with the introduction o f a 

discrepancy between individual experience and structure; the last stage, our 

contemporary late capitalism, heralds the emergence of ‘the suppression of distance . .

. and the relentless saturation of any remaining voids and empty spaces’ (412). There 

is now ‘immediacy’ (413) and this leads to ‘disorientation’ (413). This last type of 

space, characterised by simultaneity, is the one Jameson equates with depthlessness.

Jameson, therefore, contends that space is not necessarily antithetic to depth 

but that the type o f space found in postmodern aesthetics is superficial, and it is that 

model of space that he criticises. He sees it as devoid o f gaps, and, complementing 

Laclau on this point, he associates this with the loss of history and politics. However, 

as we will see later, this characterisation o f surface is problematic. Jameson laments, in 

particular, the disappearance of five types of depth that are: ‘the hermeneutic model of 

inside and outside[,] . . .  the dialectical one o f essence and appearance[,] . . .  the 

Freudian model o f latent and manifest[,] . . .  the existential model o f authenticity and 

inauthenticity [and] . . . most recently, the great semiotic opposition between signifier 

and signified’ (12). In setting the opposition in this way Jameson implicitly contends 

that depth applies to the first term of the relation (inside, essence, etc.) and that he 

favours it over the second. This, as we saw in the last section, betrays a set o f power
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relations based on binaries that feminists have deconstructed as reinforcing the status 

quo. Therefore, it can be argued that what Jameson sees as the end of ‘real history’ 

(20) in fact might provide the very conditions for the emergence o f progressive politics 

because the deconstruction of the dichotomies allows for the reconfiguration of the 

terms that constitute them in ways that do not necessarily reinstall the same type of 

power relations. In other words, the kind of history he foregrounds— subtended by the 

dichotomies he sets up here— is one that tends towards reification and monologism, 

whereas moving away from either/or relations opens the possibility, for the terms of 

the relation, to be articulated as processes. In fact, the either/or model should not be 

essentialised: interplay between its constitutive terms, such as outside and inside for 

instance, is possible once they are no longer apprehended through clear distinctions 

and boundaries. However, in Jameson’s argument, such a loss o f distinctions, 

exemplified by the flat surface, provokes ‘vertiginous terror’, to use Doreen Massey’s 

words (1993a: 150). But, as we have already seen, Jameson, within his own argument, 

differentiates between several possible spaces. By doing this, he highlights the 

constitutive polysemy o f the signifier and therefore undermines his own rigid 

dichotomies. This points again to the fact that space and time are neither essentially 

deep nor superficial: this depends on the type of relation they entertain with each other 

and with their social and cultural modes of apprehension and representation. It 

remains, however, that, in Jameson’s argument, although space is not necessarily 

surface, once it is characterised as such, it is stripped o f political resonance. Space 

does not necessarily equal surface, but surface— and its companion simultaneity— 

equals stasis. In other words, essentialism has been shifted from space to surface.
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At this point we need to come back to ‘Politics o f Space/Time’, the article by 

Doreen Massey that I examined in the previous section. In the article, Massey is 

careful to deconstruct what she sees as a fallacious link:

‘Space’ is created out of the vast intricacies, the incredible 

complexities, of the interlocking and the non-interlocking, and the 

networks of relations at every scale from local to global. W hat makes  

a particular view of these social relations specifically spatial is their 

simultaneity. It is a simultaneity, also, which has extension and 

configuration. But simultaneity is absolutely not stasis. Seeing space  

as a moment in the interaction of configured social relations (rather 

than an absolute dimension) m eans that it cannot be seen as static.

There is no choice between flow (time) and a flat surface of 

instantaneous relations (space). Space is not a ‘flat’ surface in that 

sense because the social relations which create it are themselves  

dynamic in their very nature. It is a question of a m anner of thinking. It 

is not the ‘slice through tim e’ which should be the dominant thought 

but the simultaneous coexistence of social relations that cannot be 

conceptualised as other than dynamic. (155-156)

In this quotation Massey argues for the empowerment o f surface: surface is the site of 

simultaneity but instead of comparing it to a world ‘without perspective, and indeed 

without plot in any traditional sense, since all choices would be equidistant and on the 

same level’ (Jameson 269), she understands surface and simultaneity as dynamic. To 

think in terms of surface and simultaneity, therefore, does mean a paradigmatic 

change— for instance, plot is no longer ‘a certain type o f discourse . . .  that develops its 

propositions only through temporal sequence and progression’ (Brooks xi)— b̂ut it 

does not forfeit progressive politics. In fact, this might, as we have seen, inspire them 

through the shift to a deterritorialised multiplicity.^' This is further made apparent if 

one looks closer at the type of history that, Jameson argues, has been annihilated along 

with the five models of depth I mentioned earlier:

Deterritorialisation is a word I borrow from Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s work on 
psychoanalysis, Capitalisme et schizophrenie. L ’anti-oedipe (1972).

105



The past is thereby itself modified: what was once, in the historical 

novel as Lukacs defines it, the organic genealogy of the bourgeois 

collective project—what is still, for the redemptive historiography of an 

E. P. Thompson or of American ‘oral history,’ for the resurrection of 

the dead of anonymous and silenced generations, the retrospective 

dimension indispensable to any vital reorientation of our collective 

future—has meanwhile itself become a vast collection of images, a 

multitudinous photographic simulacrum. (18)

This allusion to a model o f history directed by organicity and genealogy implies—in 

addition to the tone o f the passage itself—completeness and fmitude in a way that 

evokes rooted rather than routed types o f narratives. Jameson contrasts it with ‘a new 

spatial logic of the simulacrum’ (18), which is the result o f the loss o f the fifth depth 

model, that o f the distinction between signified/signifier. But here again, Jameson 

operates a short cut that allows him to associate space with simulacrum—via surface— 

in an apparently essential embrace. However, this is misleading, no less within 

Jameson’s argument itself: simulacrum is one o f the possible materialisations—or 

rather, pseudo-materialisations— of space but it is never the only one. What is 

interesting here, nevertheless, is the link that Jameson draws between literature and 

history, thanks to their shared belonging to the narrative genre, even if, within the 

logic o f his own argument, such a move—that he makes himself—betrays the 

transformation of the real into text and simulacrum.

The fact that Jameson both resists and engages in the move towards textuality 

in Postmodernism is fiirther exemplified when he contends that ‘what replaces these 

various depth models is for the most part a conception of practices, discourses, and 

textual play . . . .  [H]ere too depth is replaced by surface, or by multiple surfaces (what 

is often called intertextuality is in that sense no longer a matter o f depth)’ (12). 

Postmodern aesthetics, in Jameson’s view, is therefore coterminous with those theories 

that argue that everything is text. In the process, ‘real history’ is lost. However, the
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phrasing of the quotation problematises once again the monological tendencies of 

Jameson’s argument and provides resistance from within. Indeed, Jameson, by 

introducing the possibility of multiple surfaces, opens the way for thinking surface as 

potentially in process, and therefore not static nor devoid of history and progressive 

pohtics. In addition, his reference to intertextuahty allows for the deployment of the 

question of depth and surface within the Hterary field:

In faithful conformity to poststructuralist linguistic theory, the past as 

‘referent’ finds itself gradually bracketed, and then effaced altogether, 

leaving us with nothing but texts . . . .  [W]e are now, in other words, in 

‘intertextuality’ as a deliberate, built-in feature of the aesthetic effect, 

and as the operator of a new connotation of ‘pastness’ and 

pseudohistorical depth, in which the history of aesthetic styles 

displaces ‘real’ history. (Jameson 18-20)

Intertextuality flattens time, according to Jameson, and this aesthetic feature of the 

postmodern spills over other domains so that the relationship material beings entertain 

with their surroundings is itself one that cannot distinguish between signified and 

signifier any longer.

There are several problems with such a characterisation of intertextuality. For 

instance, the characterisation of text as flat surface does not take into account the fact 

that

the text is seen as texture or weaving of codes (using the 

etymological sense of ‘text’) which the reader sorts out only in 

provisional ways, since he never can master it completely, indeed is 

himself part ‘undone’ in his effort to unravel the text. The source of the 

codes is in what Barthes calls the deja-lu, the already read (and the 

already written), in the writer’s and the reader’s experience of other 

literature, in a whole set of intertextual interlockings. In other words, 

structures, functions, sequences, plot, the possibility of following a 

narrative and making sense of it, belongs to the reader’ literary 

competence, his training as a reader of narrative. (Brooks 19)
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Peter Brooks writes here about S/Z  by Roland Barthes, a writer who can be assimilated 

to the poststructuralist tradition that Jameson decries above. But what seems clear in 

this discussion of text and of intertextuality is that it is not taken to be the site o f a 

simple, static surface o f inscription. The text—etymologically ‘that which is woven, 

web, texture’ (OED)— is dynamic and active and so is intertextuality. Barthes’ 

characterisation points to the productive role played by intertextuality as what makes 

narrative— and therefore history—possible and intelligible. The movement is reversed: 

intertextuality is not what prevents history, but what, in fact, facilitates it. The fact that 

questions of essence and origins are disempowered does not weaken, but strengthens, a 

view o f narrative— and history—as potentially dialogic. However, the type o f history 

referred to here might indeed be different from the one Jameson takes as his model— 

his so-called ‘real history’—because it has ceased to be an already constituted referent 

to become a process o f relations. It becomes a progressive history of the type Laclau 

defines, but space is now part of its enabling process. We have therefore travelled far 

from the kind of depth that Jameson advocates and, instead, through intertextuality, 

have arrived at an understanding o f depth that is articulated with surface in space/time.

Gerard Genette, in his study of transtextuality, Palimpsestes. La litterature au 

second degree (1982), also argues in this direction. Transtextuality, according to him, 

is a concept that encompasses intertextuality along with paratextuality, metatextuality, 

architextuality and hypertextuality.*^ In fact, intertextuality is here defined in its 

narrowest sense as ‘an eidetic relation of co-presence between two or more texts.

Paratextuality refers to the relation between the text and everything that surrounds it: title, subtitle, 
preface, notes, front cover, etc. This footnote is, therefore, paratextual but also metatextual because 
metatextuality refers to the work o f  literary criticism. Architextuality applies to the literary genre or type 
o f discourse to which a text belongs. Finally, hypertextuality defines the relation between two texts (or 
more), in which one text (the hypertext) derives from the other (the hypotext).
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which is most often achieved by the actual presence o f one text in the other’.®̂ 

Quotations, allusion and plagiarism belong to intertextuality but transtextuality is 

larger because it includes ‘everything that puts a text in manifest or secret relation with 

other texts’. T h i s  type of relation is not devoid o f historical or political resonance, as 

Genette’s discussion o f John Barth’s Sot-Weed Factor shows: ‘there are therefore 

several stylistic devices that Barth tries to and takes pleasure in imitating, in a highly 

skilled literary exercise that does not exhaust the resonances o f this important (and 

often poignant) philosophical farce’.G e n e t t e  adds: ‘this does not mean, as it is 

sometimes stupidly argued, that some periods have “nothing to say”: the work of John 

Barth, among others, is a good example o f the opposite’. The word ‘stupidly’ 

implicitly criticises positions such as Jameson’s that take transtextuality and/or 

intertextuality to be a futile exercise in superficiality, journeys through the never 

ending hall of mirrors o f simulacrum. On the contrary, if  postmodernism is indeed, as 

Jameson argues, the cultural logic o f our epoch, then it follows that intertextuality is 

one of its historical manifestations. However, history, as already mentioned, is no 

longer necessarily shaped by a linear and consecutive view of time: history takes place 

here and now as well as in the past and the future and in that sense depth and surface 

intermingle.

The palimpsest, which Genette uses to illustrate the scope o f his study, best 

exemplifies this. The figure refers to the fact that ‘on the same parchment, one text can 

become superimposed upon another, which it does not quite conceal but allows to

This is my translation. In the original French: ‘une relation de copresence entre deux ou plusieurs 
textes, c ’est-a-dire eidetiquement et le plus souvent, par la presence effective d ’un texte dans un autre’ 
f8).
'* This is my translation. In the original French: ‘Tout ce qui met [un texte] en relation, manifeste ou 

secrete, avec d ’autres textes’ (7).
This is my translation. In the original French: ‘Ce sont done plusieurs types stylistiques que Barth 

s’applique (et s ’amuse) a pasticher, dans un exercice de haute voltige litteraire qui au demeurant n ’epuise 
nullement la portee de cette immense (et souvent poignante) farce philosophique’ (289-290).

This is my translation. In the original French: ‘ce qui ne signifie pas, comme on I’avance parfois 
niaisement, que certaines epoques n ’ont “rien a dire”: I’ceuvre de John Barth, entre autres, est une bonne 
illustration du contraire’ (291).
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show through’ (1997: 398-9).*^ The palimpsest provides a reading of

trans/intertextuality that allows for the interplay between depth and surface to be 

constitutive of historical and narrative processes. A palimpsest does not function only 

as a historical reminder of what a prior text— or place— used to be. On the contrary, by 

inscribing the past into the present, it suggests a reading o f the past in the present that 

shapes both past and present (and, also, future) in the fleeting moment during which 

the palimpsest is deciphered. It proposes bridging temporality and spatiality as depth 

and surface enable each other. Questions o f essence and o f anteriority are stripped of 

their explanatory force by the focus on the present moment o f interaction as productive 

rather than simply derivative. Therefore, the interplay o f surfaces is not about 

forgetting the past but making do with authoritative versions o f anteriority. This 

contrasts with Jameson’s lament for the disappearance o f ‘older systems of perception’ 

(14).

In this section, I have argued that, on the one hand, the relation between space 

and surface is not determining but depends on the context o f its articulation and, on the 

other hand, that the equation of surface and simultaneity with stasis is fallacious. In 

addition, the use o f intertextuality and the figure o f the palimpsest have allowed me to 

show how depth and surface can be articulated together in a model o f space/time 

relations that foregrounds process. But what is the relevance for the conceptualisation 

o f place o f this integration of depth and surface and their negotiation through the 

palimpsest? I will illustrate it with one example; the Place des Hailes, in Paris, still 

evokes, as its name indicates, the daily market that took place there until it was 

replaced by a shopping centre. This suggests that even though particular meanings of 

place change according to the socio-historical context o f their deployment, they often

In French: ‘Sur le meme parchemin, un texte se superpose . . . a un autre qu’il ne dissimule pas tout a 
fait, mais qu’il laisse voir par transparence’ (556).
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persist in one form or the other even if  the place itself has changed usages; they linger 

as traces within the signifier of its name. But this example should not be taken to mean 

that the palimpsest functions only as a historical reminder o f what the place used to be, 

or that it fixes that meaning in a reifying gesture. On the contrary, a palimpsest reading 

o f the Place des Hailes apprehends it as simultaneously market place and shopping 

centre, along with other possibilities (place o f work or o f eating for instance) that can 

never all be represented. The surface of inscription therefore never totally fits with 

what it inscribed because the text— in its etymological sense—not only weaves 

together but also points to what escapes the weaving; totality and saturation are never 

achievable, contrary to Laclau’s and Jameson’s view of space and surface. Instead, the 

palimpsest functions performatively: it provides instances o f repetition that always 

eschew totality. In fact, the palimpsest reader, to use the previous quotation fi'om Peter 

Brooks in a slightly different way, ‘can sort[...] out [the palimpsest] only in 

provisional ways, since he never can master it completely, indeed is himself part 

“undone” in his effort to unravel the text’ (19). This is also expressed by Bill Ashcroft, 

in his discussion of place in colonial and postcolonial contexts, when he contends that 

the palimpsest

re-embed[s] time and space, history and location, through the agency 

of language. Place may be seen  as the material and experiential site 

in which the traces of history exist in the erasures and re-inscriptions 

of language. This occurs most obviously through the agency of 

naming, by which the map becom es a metonym of imperial 

knowledge and hence of imperial control of space and time. But the 

re-embedding of time and space in this way may also be seen  to 

articulate a strategy of resistance and transformatron. For no 

inscription is indelible, and, although formal maps may remain the 

province of formal political and cultural power, the palimpsest defines 

a process by which place may be re-appropriated from the tropes of 

boundary, map and seeing itself. (2001: 156)
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The context o f articulation and the power relations at play within it affect how 

palimpsest readings o f space, time and place materialise. The conceptualisation of 

depth and surface as processes, which allows for a view o f surface and space as 

dynamic as well as for depth and time to be grasped in other modes than the linear, 

opens the way nonetheless for the chronotope of place to become dialogic.

Place as chronotope

The dichotomies I have deconstructed refer to patterns o f space/time relations. 

Therefore, the necessity of deploying them in the way that I have exemplified with 

place applies to any chronotope in so far as it is to be conceptualised dialogically. In 

fact, Bakhtin himself makes explicit the relation between the first dichotomy—but, as 

we have seen, they are all related— and the formation of the chronotope as a literary 

trope. At the beginning of ‘Forms o f Time and o f the Chronotope in the Novel’, he 

mentions that he was inspired by physics:

This term [space-time] is em ployed in mathem atics, and w as 

introduced as part of Einstein’s  Theory of Relativity. The special 

meaning it has in relativity theory is not important for our purposes; 

w e are borrowing it for literary theory almost a s  a metaphor (almost, 

but not entirely). What counts for us is the fact that it ex p resses  the 

inseparability of sp ace  and time (time a s  the fourth dimension of 

space). (84)

Bakhtin draws a direct link between physics, language and textuality through his shift 

to metaphor, which, interestingly, he keeps in process by leaving the echo of its literal 

meaning resonate within the figurative use he makes o f the word. As this suggests, the 

chronotope is a hybrid figure that originates in the natural sciences but that can be 

applied to literary theory. Doreen Massey’s ‘Politics and Space/Time’ also engages in 

bridging several perspectives. In doing so, Massey cautions that ‘it is n o t . . .  necessary
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for the social sciences simply to follow the natural sciences in such matters of 

conceptualisation’ (154). She nonetheless contends that

the social issues that w e currently need to understand, whether they 

be the high-tech postnnodern world or questions of cultural identity, 

require something that would look more like the ‘modern physics' view  

of space. It would, moreover, precisely by introducing into the concept 

of space that elem ent of dislocation/freedom/possibility, enable the 

politicization of space/space-tim e. (154)

Massey’s position can be widened to literary questions as well, once it has been noted 

that the phrasing of the quotation implies that the movement between physics and 

other sciences is not unidirectional; social— and literary—questions can take 

inspiration from physics’ view on space/time, but in order for that view to become a 

mark o f progressive politics, it needs to become part of a discourse that applies it in 

that way. In other words, the conceptualisation o f space/time as four-dimensional may 

be a discovery of physics, but its social value comes from the mediation o f physics by 

other discourses, such as the political. Indeed, if  one follows Michel Foucault’s 

definition o f discursive formations— ‘practices that systematically form the objects 

they refer to’ *̂— that is close by many aspects to performativity, it ensues that the 

meanings attached to the chronotope depend on the type of discourse within which it is 

constituted. That is, the four-dimensionality o f space/time is not intrinsically 

progressive but depends on how it is articulated discursively. The same applies to 

literary discourse as the tension between rooted and routed chronotopes demonstrates. 

The chronotope, therefore, is a liminal figure that straddles several disciplines and 

discourses and the uses o f which depend on the context of its articulation. When space 

and time are characterised as absolute and space, in addition, is seen as static and 

superficial, then chronotopes foster monologic representations. The antic and medieval

This is my translation. The original French is: ‘pratiques qui forment systematiquement les objets dont 
ils parlent’ (67).
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chronotopes that I discussed in chapter 1 are a case in point: their fixed meaning could 

not be articulated as an ongoing process and the active relation between space and time 

that allows the creation o f dialogic chronotopes could not happen.

Logically enough, there exists a close link between the generic chronotope, 

theorised as a literary trope, and its different manifestations. Specific chronotopes, 

however, point to one aspect that could be bypassed by an interest in the chronotope as 

a general trope: the materiality of space/time relations. The discussion of place in this 

chapter showed how chronotopes shape as well as depend on the material ground of 

their articulation. The palimpsest, furthermore, provides another instance of 

concretisation within textual practices, hi order to investigate this materialisation 

further, I propose to turn now to chronotopes that integrate materiality and 

representation within the parameters o f their deployment, chronotopes o f London.

114



Chapter 3

Hawksmoor and Mother London: 
Two chronotopes between myth and history

History, from the Latin historia, meaning ‘narrative o f past events’ (OED), is usually 

defined as ‘the study of the past’ (Southgate 12). It appears therefore to be 

predominantly concerned with temporal questions. Ernesto Laclau’s theorisation of 

history as depending on dislocation is in keeping with this as he contends that 

‘dislocation is the very form of temporality’ (42). In chapter 2, I showed how Massey 

follows Laclau in conceptualising history as contingent rather than transcendent and as 

constituted by a radical antagonism— figured by an outside that cannot be subsumed 

under the same— that foregrounds processes rather than closure. I also discussed how 

she diverges from his position on the question o f space. Laclau, unlike some 

historians, does take space into account in his study. However, he sees it as a stifling 

element that disables history because it forecloses the emergence o f a constitutive 

outside. Massey, in contrast, sees it as an important part o f the antagonistic outside and 

consequently as generative of the dislocation that allows a progressive sense o f history 

to emerge. Her view of history, therefore, is one in which space as much as time must 

be taken into account in its contingent inscriptions. In other words, she proposes to 

think in terms of a spatialised history. This is quite different from the traditional 

disciplinary boundaries that circumscribe the object o f study o f each discipline and 

imply that the geographer should be interested in space while leaving questions of time 

to the historian.
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Massey is not alone in recasting the relation between space and time. For

QQ

instance, Edward Soja is also keen, in his book Postmodern Geographies (1989), to 

build bridges between history and geography. Arguing against a historicity inherited 

from the nineteenth century ‘obsession with history’ (10) and still affecting ‘modem 

social theory [that] . . . comprehends the world primarily through the dynamics arising 

from the emplacement o f social being and becoming in the interpretative contexts of 

time’ (10), he proposes instead to ‘spatiahz[e] . . .  the critical imagination’ (11). He is 

careful to specify that ‘his intent is not to erase the historical hermeneutic but to open 

up and recompose the territory o f the historical imagination through a critical 

spatialization’ (12). It means therefore that ‘the interplay o f history and geography, the 

“vertical” and “horizontal” dimensions o f being in the world [are] freed from the 

imposition of inherent categorical privilege’ (11). He adds that

[njew possibilities are being gen erated  from this creative  

com m ingling, possib ilities for a sim ultaneously  historical and 

geographical m aterialism : a triple d ialectic o f sp a c e , tim e, and social 

being; a transform ative re-theorization of the relations b etw een  

history, geography, and modernity. (12)

As this discussion suggests, history, for Edward Soja and Doreen Massey among 

others—Paul Carter’s geo-history, that I briefly discussed in chapter 2, is also an 

example of this—is a contingent process that engages both time and space: the 

creation o f historical narratives, in fact, depends on the specific and concrete human 

situations that emerge from the interaction between those two elements.

However, as I showed in chapter 2, positing the existence of an interaction 

between space and time is not enough. It needs to be followed by an inquiry into the

It might not be a coincidence that it is mostly geographers who have been interested so far in 
articulating history and geography together: their discipline has historically been the devalued one. 
They therefore occupy a less secure position than historians and might have more to gain from this 
inclusive gesmre.
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nature of the relation in which they are engaged. Indeed, as I argued then, such a 

relation often rests on a unidirectional understanding o f the link between space and 

time. As Soja notes, numerous historical studies work on the premise that ‘[a]n 

already-made geography sets the stage, while the wilful making of history dictates the 

action and defines the story line’ (14).^° Obviously, this type o f juxtaposition does not 

participate in the emergence o f spatialised histories. It reinforces instead the 

dichotomy between space as stasis and time as dynamic. In the quotation, Soja also 

suggests that history is above all a specific type of narrative that, in keeping with the 

traditional definitions o f the genre I discussed in chapter 1, operates implicitly within a 

linear temporal framework (‘the story line’). Therefore, the irruption of space and 

geography as more than the backdrop to the action challenges both the content and the 

form of historical narratives. In other words, spatialised histories open the historical 

imagination to the possibility of dialogic relations between space and time.

Yet, this chapter is not about the possible challenge posed to the discipline of 

history by the projects of geographers. Instead, it focuses on the question of how 

literary narratives engaged with the question of history construct the relation between 

space and time in their representation of London. Do they foreground time, thus 

following the traditional view o f what constitutes the subject o f history? Or do they 

take the road o f spatialised histories? As I showed in chapter 1, a reassessment of 

narrative’s structure implies that both the representation o f space and the space of 

representation undertake conceptual changes. Therefore, how does the treatment o f 

history as a literary concern impinge on the form o f the texts themselves? Further, 

what happens to the representation o f London, in such a context? Does the city 

participate in the emergence of routed narratives through specific spatialisations of its

Soja’s remark echoes Bakhtin’s characterisation o f space in his discussion of the Dantean 
chronotope, which I developed in chapter 1.
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history?^' Or does it foreclose such an event by privileging an understanding o f history 

that leads to the rooted fixation of the city? And in this case, is history replaced by a 

mythical view of the city that fosters static narratives o f place?^^

In the following pages, I address these questions by discussing the types of 

chronotopes that Hawksmoor (1993) by Peter Ackroyd and Mother London (2000) by 

Michael Moorcock propose. These two writers have extensively written in different 

genres, among which figure science fiction, critical essays and biographies. However, 

it is Ackroyd’s novels in general— and Hawksmoor in particular—that have generated 

the most critical attention. One reason for this might be that Moorcock, until the late 

1980s, focussed his literary input on heroic-fantasy fiction, a genre usually neglected 

by critics. In view of this, I propose to begin this analysis o f history, myth and the 

chronotope by discussing the type o f critical interventions that Ackroyd’s novel has 

generated. Indeed, I think that it is exemplary o f the ways in which time is 

foregrounded as the privileged explanatory dimension o f narratives.

Hawksmoor and the critics

Hawksmoor is Ackroyd’s third novel and remains, for many critics, his most 

successful one. It is a narrative in two parts and twelve chapters. On the one side, it 

tells, in his own words, the story o f Nicholas Dyer, an eighteenth century architect and 

pupil of Christopher Wren, who is commissioned to build seven new churches in 

London. As a member o f a so-called heretic faith. Dyer builds within his churches 

signs that refer to his non-Christian beliefs and makes one human sacrifice (either a

Contrary to some o f  the writers I will discuss in this chapter and the next ones, I refer to London 
using the impersonal pronoun ‘it’ as I am wary o f  some o f  the consequences o f  gendering the city, even 
though I recognise the sentimental (and sometimes appropriating) impulse that often accompanies such 
gendering.

Myth is defined, in the OED, as ‘a traditional story, typically involving supernatural beings or forces, 
which embodies and provides an explanation, aetiology, or justification for something such as the early 
history o f  a society, a religious belief or ritual, or a natural phenomenon’. The explanatory force o f  
myths is often used as an alternative to the factual narrative o f  history and, in the process, myths replace 
linearity with a-temporality. Myths are therefore close to Bakhtin’s characterisation o f  the Epic.
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young boy or a tramp) on each of the sites as a way of consecrating them. Dyer’s 

narration of his childhood and his deeds occupies the odd-numbered chapters of the 

book. The even-numbered chapters form the second part of the text. Situated in 1980s 

London, they tell, in a third voice narration, of the murders of young boys and tramps 

occurring in the same sites as the eighteenth century sacrifices. A detective, Nicholas 

Hawksmoor, is charged to resolve the case but seems, both metaphorically and 

literally, to lose the plot. By the end of the text, he has understood that he is dealing 

with something out of the ordinary. The novel ends with Hawksmoor entering the last 

church built by Dyer—Little St Hugh Church, situated on the site of Dyer’s cult 

meeting house—and dissolving in what appears to be Dyer’s spirit. Throughout the 

novel, readers seem to be ahead of Hawksmoor as they are able to make connections 

between past and present events that are not available to the detective.

Reviewers and critics have, in the majority of cases, been interested by the 

question of time and the links offered in the novel between eighteenth century London 

and its contemporary pendent. It could be argued that in doing so they have simply 

followed the text’s lead as it seems indeed, at first sight, to be all about time. However, 

as I will argue below, space also occupies a crucial, if less overt, place within the 

narrative. Before I develop my own analysis of the novel, however, I propose to look 

at the type of argument that the text has elicited from critics because, as I mentioned 

earlier, the consensus around time that informs most studies of Hawksmoor is 

exemplary of the ways in which historical narratives are usually read.

Brenda Maddox, in a review, writes that Hawksmoor is ‘a detective story of 

bizarre complexity. Can the past reach out and trap the present? Is there any such thing 

as “Time” at all? Or merely an eternal dance in which selves appear and reappear in

119



different guises?’ (30). Alan Hollinghurst, tracing the influence o f T.S. E lio t,w rite s  

that in Hawksmoor, ‘[w]hat Ackroyd may be saying is that time present and time past 

are both present in time future and that the essence of Dyer’s possession of 

Hawksmoor is the simultaneity o f experiences centuries apart, to which Dyer’s 

churches are perversely capable o f granting access— as all great art may be thought to 

transcend time’ (1049). Aleid Fokkema picks up on this reference to Eliot and 

contends, in an article that explores the potential o f postmodern literature, that ‘the 

later Eliot . . . supplies the text with a concept o f time that will only become more 

prominent in the course of Ackroyd’s work’ (174). Peter Smethurst notes that ‘the past 

looks forward and the present looks backward in a murder-mystery which evokes the 

character o f 18'*’ century London and its connections— geographical, linguistic, 

mythical and historical—with the present’ (2003: par. 10) while Adriana Neagu and 

Sean Matthews argue that ‘[t]his history-spanning dual narrative prefigures the 

writer’s pet themes, “history-mystery” and the expression of a dialectic relationship 

between past and present’ (par. 5). Margaret Drabble, in The Oxford Companion to 

English Literature (2000), notes more generally that ‘it is as a novelist with a 

preoccupation with the circular nature o f time that Ackroyd has now become best 

known. All his novels explore, in their various ways, active relationships between the 

present and the historical past through narratives that subvert the distinction between 

invention and authenticity’ (4).

Critical articles on Hawksmoor share this point o f focus. For instance, Adriaan 

de Lange, in ‘The Complex Architectonics o f Postmodern Fiction: Hawksmoor—A

Hollinghurst is specifically referring to Burnt Norton here, but commentators have also noticed the 
influence o f The Waste Land (1962) on Hawksmoor, especially when the poem mentions St Mary 
Woolnoth (line 67). Interestingly, Ackroyd published a biography o f Eliot in 1984, only one year before 
the publication of Hawksmoor.
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Case Study’ (1993), concentrates on the endings of the novel in a postmodern 

perspective and comments that

[b]y creating such a tight structure, Ackroyd not only com pounds the 

problems of am bivalence, but further destroys the boundaries 

between fiction and reality and creates a s e n se  of continuity which 

brings into play one of the m ost intriguing phenom ena to occupy the 

minds of artists and scientists alike, i.e. the notion of time. (150)

This last quotation, as the ones before, commends Ackroyd for questioning the concept 

of time in his novel. Ackroyd himself, in an interview, said that

one of the things that occurred to [him] after [he]’d written th ese books 

. . .  is the extent to which all of them are concerned with the nature of 

history itself, the process of history or the nature of time. So, 

everything g o es back to the larger question of what is time, what d oes  

the process of time amount to? Right? i.e.; what is history? (Gibon 

and Wolfreys 225)

Missing from such discussions of Hawksmoor is an analysis of the 

representation of space in the novel. For the most part, critics regard it as 

unproblematic and do not integrate it into their considerations about the way in which 

Ackroyd plays with history. They thus fit into Edward Soja’s characterisation of the 

historical imagination as taking space to be an ‘already-made’ category. Even Susana 

Onega, who has written two book-long studies on Ackroyd, does not really extend her 

inspiring insights about the fact that ‘Ackroyd invariably describes London as a 

visionary city, whose roots go back to the dawn of civilization’ (42) into an analysis of 

how such a position influences the understanding of space in the novel. Brenda 

Maddox, to take another example, muses that ‘[t]here can be few people who have not 

at some time in London felt the chill breath of the past. There is so much that has 

changed not at all: certain streets and pubs, the smell of roasting chestnuts, the street 

cries, the children’s songs’ (30). Here, the unchanged topography of the city is linked
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to stability in the habits o f Londoners. This approach implicitly refers to the genius 

loci of London as something that has remained constant throughout the centuries. The 

belief in the permanence o f space betrayed here by Maddox— exemplary o f the ways 

in which space is apprehended by most critics o f Hawksmoor—is what allows for such 

a view of London to be articulated: the city can remain identical with itself because of 

the assumption that space is static. Chapter 2 showed how such a representation of 

space forecloses the articulation o f a dialogic chronotope.

In contrast, a reading o f Hawksmoor informed by an interest in such a 

chronotope asks for the representation of space as much as that o f time to be explicitly 

taken into account, or so it should be even though— a word o f caution is indeed needed 

here— the results do not necessarily follow this theoretical research agenda. For 

instance, I discussed, in chapter 1, how Bakhtin himself tends in his analysis to 

privilege time over space. The same problem can be partly seen in Paul Smethurst’s 

book The Postmodern Chronotope: Reading Space and Time in Contemporary Fiction 

(2000) that uses the figure o f the chronotope but somehow misses its potential in the 

analysis o f several contemporary novels, Hawksmoor included.

In the book, Smethurst charts the transition from a modem to a postmodern 

aesthetics. He characterises this transition as ‘a spatial and temporal change in the way 

we see the world: postmodernism signals a radical loss o f differentiation between the 

real world as historical and geographical referent, and representation o f the real world’ 

(3). In addition, he argues that the postmodern chronotope, in its literary 

manifestations,^”* shows that ‘space is not merely in the service o f time, but has a 

poetics o f its own, which reveals itself through a geographical and topological 

imagination rather than a historical one’ (15). This last sentence illustrates that for

Smethurst is concerned, in his study, with social as well as cultural forms o f  the chronotope.
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Smethurst, history and geography are distinct in so far as the spatial determines the 

former, and the temporal the latter. This, as we saw earlier, differs from the project of 

geographers such as Massey or Soja. What is more, however, Smethurst does not in 

fact apply himself to analysing the ‘topological imagination’ he identifies— and that he 

discusses convincingly in the first, theoretical part o f his study—when he considers 

Hawksmoor. Instead, the temporal is given more analytical importance than the spatial. 

The name of the chapter in which Smethurst discusses Ackroyd’s novel— 

‘Chronotopes o f Reversible Time’— already suggests this imbalance. For Smethurst, 

Hawksmoor is typical o f postmodern novels that ‘problematise the real by calling into 

question scientific laws that govern the temporality o f the modem world, and by 

questioning social and cultural constructions o f time that underpin western versions of 

reality’ (174). This implies, according to Smethurst, that one major difference between 

modernist and postmodernist fiction is that whereas the former plays with literary 

form, the latter questions the nature o f reality itself: ‘In the chronotopes o f postmodern 

novels, non-linear time and temporal displacement are often integral to the thematic 

structure and content o f the novels: they are not just stylistic elements’ (175). In this 

perspective, Hawksmoor becomes a novel predominantly concerned with questioning 

the conception of time brought about by the Enlightenment and with exploring the 

possibilities opened by a return to pre-modem forms of time. This is confirmed when 

Smethurst discusses London— a site that could have been used to look at the 

representation of a concrete space, a place, in the novel: he mentions the city only in 

order to assess the effects o f rationality on the emergent capitalist ethos (189). 

Smethurst ends his discussion o f the text by noting that

[t]he shape of the Hawksmoor chronotope is . . . most complex, . . .  as 

it brings together conflicting forms of time. Hawksmoor is forced to 

question linear time when events from the past seem to catch up with
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him, and Dyer proposes a trans-historical time that the novel as a 

whole seem s to confirm. In the conclusion, Hawksm oor appears  

within the Dyer narrative as a vision that confirms, within the novel’s 

own logic, that Dyer’s metaphysical concept of time does endure.

( 194)

As this once again suggests, Smethurst’s reading o f the novel purports it to be 

fundamentally about time.

My argument, in contrast with Smethurst and most critics I mentioned earlier, 

is that the underlying concern of the novel is not time as such, but the relation o f time 

to space in their material manifestation of place. Indeed, I suggest that the novel is not 

so much about the human characters that people it and their conceptions o f time than 

about the site o f their encounters, London. In fact, Ackroyd, in an interview, talks 

about London as ‘the great theme’ o f his writings (Gibon and Wolfreys 249). 

However, the London represented in, and constructed by, the novel is very specific: it 

is an unchangeable and everlasting place, the ultimate static space. In order for such a 

representation of London as the city eternal to make sense, time cannot be 

apprehended as transformative. Instead, it has to become mythic: history, which, in the 

novel, is figured as the agent of change, has to take on a transcendental form in order 

for a fixed chronotope—very close to that o f the Greek adventure novel o f ordeal 

discussed in chapter 1— of London to emerge. This chronotope, furthermore, is also 

similar in many aspects to the London that Ackroyd constructs in London: The 

Biography (2001), or, in a larger context, to the chronotope he puts forward in Albion: 

The Origins o f  the English Imagination (2002), a text whose message, according to 

Blake Morrison, ‘is one o f continuity [and its] ruling m otif a circle. How it was in 900 

it still is, more or less: “a native spirit persists through time and circumstance’” (9). 

The end of Hawksmoor, however, indicates that such a representation o f the city can
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only be found in the recesses o f fiction and that therefore London is above all an 

imaginary construction.

In order to substantiate my characterisation of Hawksmoor as a novel that seeks 

to represent London as a place where ‘no new phenomena’ (Ackroyd quoted in Gibon 

and Wolfreys 254) ever occur, I start by discussing the representation o f space in the 

novel. I then look at how time functions within the narrative. This allows me to assess 

whether Hawksmoor's chronotope opens up a dialogic relation between its terms or if  

it closes around their monologic configuration— and therefore forecloses the 

emergence o f a routed narrative— as I am suggesting by linking Hawksmoor to Greek 

adventure novels of ordeal.

Hawksmoor, or the chronotope of eternal London

In Hawksmoor, London in the eighteenth and twentieth centuries remains essentially 

the same place, inhabited by the same types of people, or, in some cases, characters 

who closely resemble each other. In order for such a vision of London to hold, space 

needs to be constructed as static because it is only then that space can be 

conceptualised as always keeping the same properties without undergoing changes that 

would potentially offer alternative visions of the city. To think about space in such a 

way does not, in fact, involve reading against the grain. On the contrary, as I showed 

in chapter 2, such a conceptualisation o f space is common, not to say prevalent. Two 

devices—parallelism and contrast— are mostly used to impart this idea and create an 

image o f permanence. They affect structure, plot, characters and setting. Parallelism 

functions through flattening differences, while contrast highlights them. In both cases, 

however, the effect is the same: to freeze space into an eternal frame. Parallelism 

achieves this through equating surface with stasis while contrast immobilises depth.
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The use of these two devices permeates the structure o f the text at several 

levels. The first one concerns the narrative arrangement o f Hawksmoor. As I 

mentioned earlier, the novel is composed of twelve chapters, alternating between the 

eighteenth century and the present. Each—except for chapter one— starts with a 

sentence reminiscent of the sentence that finished the prior chapter, hence giving the 

impression of continuity and repetition.^^ The symmetry that characterises the text at 

the formal level is furthermore paralleled by the content o f the narrative itself For 

instance, the centre of each chapter, in terms of plot, revolves around one—or more— 

murders that are, in the case of half o f them, copies o f prior crimes. As a result, 

chapter four, for example, in which one homeless man, Ned, is killed, functions as a 

kind of retelling o f chapter three, when another Ned perishes, but at a different 

historical time. The parallelism displayed here—the most immediate for the readers— 

gives rise to a sense of spatial stability. However, contrast is also at play within the 

structure o f the text. Dyer addresses, in the very first lines of the first chapter, his 

assistant Walter Pyne and hints at the fact that symmetry might be used to hide the true 

meaning o f his constructions:

And so let us beginne; and, as the Fabrick takes its Shape in 

front of you, alwaies keep the Structure intirely in Mind as you inscribe 

it. First, you must m easure out or cast the Area in as exact a M anner 

as can be, and then you must draw the Plot and m ake the Scale. I 

have imparted to you the Principles of Terrour and Magnificence, for 

these you must represent in the due placing of Parts and Ornam ents  

as well as in the Proportion of the several orders . . . .  [D]raw the erect 

elevation of this Structure in face or front, then the sam e object 

elevated upon the sam e draught and centre in all its optical Flexures.

This you must distinguish from the Profile, which is signifyed by 

edging Stroaks and Contours without any of the solid finishing: thus a 

book begins with a frontispiece, then its Dedication, and then its

For instance, chapter three ends with: ‘I ran towards them with outstretch’d Arms and cried, Do you 
remember me? I will never, never leave thee!’ (67), while chapter four starts: ‘And as the cry faded 
away, the noise o f  the traffic returned with increased clarity’ (68).
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Preface or Advertisement. And now we come to the Heart of our 

Designs: the art of Shaddowes you must l<now well, Walter, and you 

must be instructed how to Cast them with due Care. It is only the 

Darknesse that can give trew Forme to our Work and trew 

Perspective to our Fabrick, for there is no Light without Darknesse 

and no Substance without Shaddowe. (5)

Dyer is instructing Walter on the art of architecture—a spatial discipline—but uses a 

textual metaphor to convey the import of his teaching. The implication of this is that, 

on the one hand, literature, along with architecture, is saturated by space and, on the 

other hand, that both monuments and books should be characterised by an effort to 

construct a structure that reflects their content but also that equal, if not more, attention 

should be given to what has been obscured by the actual shape of the final building. In 

other words. Dyer believes that the meaning of his constructions depends on what is 

hidden— ‘the heart of our Designe’—rather than on what is fully present to the eye, so 

that weft rather than bricks shape the end product, be it literally a church or 

metaphorically a book. The visible structure is a decoy as Dyer illustrates when, 

writing to the commission supervising his work, he talks about his plans while hoping 

to divert their attention from his real project: ‘Thus do I vail my Intention with Cant, 

like a cozening Rogue, and use this temporary Scaffold of Words to counterfeit my 

Purpose’ (24). Applied meta-textually to Hawksmoor, this suggests that the meaning 

of the text does not repose predominantly on its carefial symmetrical arrangement but 

on the obscure elements hidden by it. Contrast is therefore established between two 

levels of structures, one superficial and the other deep, and the second is valorised over 

the first because it holds the real meaning of the whole edifice. In relation to the 

representation of London in the novel, such a proposition implies that somehow, even 

if the shape of the city might undergo some cosmetic transformations, its identity 

remains essentially unchanged.
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Later on in the novel, Dyer uses a textual metaphor once more in order to 

distinguish between the two levels o f  structures to be found in his work:

I have finished six Designes of my last Church, fastened with 

Finns on the Walls of nny Closet so that the Images surround me and I 

am once more in Peece. In the first I have the detail of the Ground 

Plot, which is much like a Prologue in a Story; in the second there is 

all the Plan in a small form, like the disposition of Figures in a 

Narrative; the third Draught shews the Elevation, which is like the 

Symbol or Theme of a Narrative, and the fourth displays the Upright 

of the Front, which is like to the main part of the Story; in the fifth 

there are designed the many and irregular Doors, Stairways and 

Passages like so many ambiguous Expressions, Tropes, Dialogues 

and Metaphoricall speeches; in the sixth there is the Upright of the 

Portico and the Tower which will strike the Mind with Magnificence, as 

in the Conclusion of a Book.

There is also a narrative which is hidden so that none may 

see it, and in a retired Place have I put the effigy of Friar Bacon who 

made the brazen Head that spake Time is. Nor shall I leave this Place 

once it is completed . . . .  I see some one from the dark Mazes of an 

unknown Futurity who enters Black Step Lane and discovers what is 

hidden in Silence and Secresy. (205)

Dyer’s understanding o f his project, both in architectural and literary terms, carmot be 

read as a palimpsest because the two levels o f meaning do not interact. The hidden 

narrative cannot be glimpsed through gaps in the surface text, histead, it is only when 

the distinction is dissolved within a spatial totality that is timeless— a mythical 

space— that the concealed narrative can be read. This happens in the moment o f  

‘futurity’— the merging o f  Dyer and Hawksmoor— prophesised by the architect in the 

quotation above. It is then that a vision o f  London as the eternal city is cemented.

The binary opposition implied by Dyer’s understanding o f the contrast between 

elements o f  the visible and the invisible orders— ^between depth and surface—  

provides, in fact, an interpretative thread that runs throughout the narrative, hideed. 

Dyer’s perception o f the meaning o f his churches relies on a bleak view o f humanity—
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‘Humane life is quite out o f the Light and . . .  we are all Creatures o f Darknesse’ 

(11)— that resists the emergent positivist ethos o f progress promoted by Christopher 

Wren, the architect to the Queen and Dyer’s superior. So, while Wren ‘is flat against 

Burrialls, . . .  all for light and Easinesse and will sink in Dismay if ever Mortality or 

Darknesse shall touch his Edifices’ (7), Dyer believes instead that the churches should 

be monuments to the dark and hidden powers of God as ‘[h]e who made the World is 

also the author o f Death, nor can we but by doing Evil avoid the rage o f evil Spirits’ 

(20-21). Dyer’s behef that ‘Men are not rational Creatures’ (136) is, however, losing 

out. His pagan faith in the fundamental evil o f humanity is opposed by the ideas 

championed by Wren who holds that science is ‘an instrument for Mankind’s 

domination of Darknesse and Superstition’ that works by ‘Rationall Experiment and 

the Observation o f Cause and Effect’ (140). Wren’s view o f science is one that holds 

that everything, given the right methods, can be observed and understood. This 

totalising gesture of flattening goes against the realm o f mystery—which means, in a 

theological sense, ‘a doctrine of faith involving difficulties which human reason is 

incapable o f solving’ (OED)— that Dyer believes in. As a resuh. Dyer needs to hide 

the fact that his churches have been built for the worship o f such mysteries behind 

smooth, readable surfaces that reflect Wren’s ideas o f transparency.

In addition, Hawksmoor’s initial belief that he will solve the murder cases 

through rational thinking clearly indicates that he is, in this instance, the symbolic 

offspring o f Wren as both men trust the direct referential relation between sign and 

object:

On an occasion such as this, he lil<ed to consider himself as a 

scientist, or even as a scholar, since it was from close observation 

and rational deduction that he came to a proper understanding of 

each case . . . .  For he knew that even during extreme events the 

laws of cause and effect still operated; he could fathom the mind of a
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murderer . . .  not . . .  by any act of sympathy but rather from the 

principles of reason and of method. (152-153)

However, the detective, who thinks about death as ‘an architect might consider the 

plan o f a building’ (113) soon realises that without taking darkness into account, the 

meaning o f the edifice and/or murder cases cannot be revealed. So that when the 

assistant commissioner, talking from a positivist standpoint, tells him: ‘“You’ve got 

things out o f perspective, Nick. You laid the foundations, and you did a good job, but 

now I need someone to build the case up stone by stone’” (201), Hawksmoor can only 

reply: “ ‘But the bodies are buried in the foundations’” (201). Referential immediacy 

has vanished, perspectives have shifted, and the detective needs instead to go beneath 

the surface, in a new interpretative method. As a result, he finds himself, at the end of 

his quest, merging with a voice o f the past, in sympathy^^ with it: the only way the 

murders can be resolved is by renouncing progress and, instead, by plunging into the 

darkness that motivated them in the first place. In other words, Hawksmoor needs to 

recognise the nature of the place in which the murders have been committed and this 

implies understanding that behind the transient positivity o f contemporary 

explanations lies a mythical reality about London that offers the key to the murders.

This is further articulated in the narrative by the fact that the sites on which 

Dyer’s churches are built are old pagan worship locations:

Thus under where the cathedral Church of Bath now stands there was 

a Temple erected to Moloch, or the Straw Man; Astarte’s Temple 

stood where Paul’s is now, and the Britains held it in great Veneration; 

and where the Abbey of Westminster now stands there was erected 

the Temple of Anubis. And in time my own Churches will rise to join 

them, and Darknesse will call out for more Darknesse. (22)

Sympathy, in the OED, is defined as ‘a (real or supposed) affinity between certain things, by virtue o f  
which they are similarly or correspondingly affected by the same influence, affect or influence one 
another (esp. in some occult way), or attract or tend towards each other’.
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Astarte, the Assyrian fertility goddess whose name means the moon and Moloch—the 

sun—to whom children had to be sacrificed^’ are joined here by the Egyptian Anubis,

Q Q

whose identification sign is the jackal, an animal who feeds on carcasses. These three 

mythical figures are brought together by Dyer—who also links them to druids and to 

his own project— as part of a pagan tradition that survives in the recesses of the city. It 

is by tapping into that tradition that Hawksmoor will realise that another pattern was 

hidden behind the rational world.

The devices o f parallelism and contrast are also used in the novel to 

characterise the inhabitants o f London. This establishes an overall image o f identity 

that strengthens the effect produced by the play between surface and depth at the level 

of structure and plot. Here, the construction o f London as eternal rests on the idea that, 

somehow, its inhabitants do not change. Such a characterisation is best exemplified by 

the dual treatment of Dyer and Hawksmoor. Even though they both share similarities 

with other characters— for instance Dyer imagines himself in the situation of one of 

the victims, Thomas (45) or, as I mentioned above, Hawksmoor shares some 

characteristics with Wren—they seem to be, above all, copies o f each other. Dyer, the 

eighteenth century architect, works in offices situated in Scotland Yard (88) and lives 

in lodgings ‘in the house of Mrs Best (A Taylor’s Widow) in Bear Lane, off Leicester- 

Fields; it is an old decay’d house, much like its Owner’ (46). Hawksmoor, the

The sacrifice o f  children is also a characteristic o f  Dyer’s cult: ‘[I]n our Eucharist the Bread must be 
mingled with the Blood o f  an Infant’ (20).

Ackroyd acknowledges, at the end o f  Hawksmoor, the influence o f  Iain Sinclair— and especially o f  
the poem Lud Heat (1998)— on his narrative imagination. Sinclair, together with Ackroyd and 
Moorcock, can be said to form the triumvirate o f  contemporary London writers, as seen by critics. In 
fact, the three o f  them keep referring to each other in a never-ending intertextual ballet. For instance, 
Sinclair mentions Ackroyd in Downriver (1995: 98) and has written an article entitled ‘Ackroyd and 
Moorcock’ (1999), while Moorcock has written the introduction to Sinclair’s Lud Heat. Interestingly, 
G eoff Nicholson refers to Ackroyd and Sinclair (128) in Bleeding London, which I discuss in chapter 4, 
and Sinclair is mentioned on the cover o f  N icholson’s latest novel. The H ollyw ood D odo  (2004). 
Nicholson may soon transform the triumvirate into a quartet! I have omitted Sinclair from the present 
study because his texts straddle several literary genres, so that Downriver, to take one example, is as 
much a novel as a travel journal and a prose poem. However, his literary influence remains potent 
throughout.

131



twentieth-century detective, works in ‘New Scotland Yard’ (109) and lives ‘at the 

comer of Grape Street, near the Seven Dials’ (118). His landlady is called Mrs West. 

Both Hawksmoor and Dyer are patrons o f the Red Gates, a pub in the vicinity o f their 

lodgings that are, according to maps o f London, very close to each other, although 

centuries apart. Small variations, such as the name o f their landlady—or of their 

assistants Walter Pyne and Walter Payne— only increases the sense that London and 

its inhabitants have not changed much since 1711. Such an impression is reinforced by 

the fact that both Dyer and Hawksmoor are called Nick and that the twentieth-century 

detective bears the family name of the historical eighteenth-century architect, even 

though this fact is not disclosed in the book itself but depends on extra-textual 

knowledge on the part o f the reader.^^ For such a reader, however, this element 

contributes to strengthen the idea that the two characters might be, somehow, identical 

and that the London that Hawksmoor inhabits is a latter day copy o f the place known 

to Dyer. The merging o f the two characters into each other at the end o f the novel 

further reinforces this impression.

In addition, the crimes that take place on the grounds o f Dyer’s churches also 

intensify the sense of parallelism between the two periods. In fact, what cormects the 

twentieth-century murders with those committed by Dyer is precisely the similarity o f 

the sites in which they take place, and o f the names— as well as, often, occupation, 

status and history—of the victims: murdered, murderer and detective are linked by the 

physical space they occupy and the symbolic place their name confers on them in the 

chain o f signifiers. Names therefore are not, in this case, markers o f singularity. 

Instead, they subsume the individual characters within a typology. This process is 

made explicit in the text by the fact that once the chain o f signifiers has been

Indeed, Nicholas Hawksmoor is an historical figure who built several churches in London in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
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established—two Thomas Hills, both children, are killed in the church in Spitalfields; 

vagrants named Ned are sacrificed at Limehouse; more children, by the name o f Dan, 

are found in the Wapping church, while Yorick Hayes and Matthew Hayes, linked by 

name rather than age or occupation, are killed in Mary Woolnoth—the necessity of 

referents disappears. As a result, although only the name o f Dyer’s victim on the site 

o f St George is disclosed and the identities o f the two victims in Bloomsbury remain 

anonymous, the consistency of the pattern allows the reader to link them in the same 

way the earlier murders were linked by the narrative itself so that those characters 

become embodiments of a single type, the sacrificial victim. The typology they are 

part of is recognisable to the reader thanks to the places in which they are killed: 

parallelism in the use o f space and place lends continuity and stability to the narrative.

As this suggests, most characters o f twentieth-century London could be— and 

sometimes are— found in the eighteenth-century narrative. The characterisation of 

Hawksmoor as Dyer’s doppelganger, as well as the two sets o f sacrificial victims, 

participate, as I mentioned above, in creating a sense of stasis. Such impermeability to 

change is enhanced by the ways in which these eternal inhabitants o f London are 

contrasted with newcomers. Within the economy of the text, transformations brought 

about by centuries o f migration to the city are only superficial and do not impinge on 

the genius loci o f the place. As a result, foreigners and other people who do not fit the 

mould of a predominantly white English imaginary construction of London are hardly 

present in Hawksmoor. When they are, however, they are depicted as either 

transient— a group of tourists in the East End (26)— or somehow clueless: when the 

mother of Thomas, one of the victims, sets out to look for him, she first goes into a 

shop beneath her flat: “Tom m y’s missing, have you seen him?” she asked the slight, 

rather nervous Indian girl who was standing behind the counter, “The little boy, my
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son?” And the girl shook her head, her eyes wide at the sight o f this distraught English 

woman who had never entered the shop before. “No boy here,” she said, “I’m very 

sorry”’(41). The anonymity o f the girl implies that, along with the sacrificial victims, 

she is also part of a typology. In fact, her character functions as a metonymy, figuring 

in her brief appearance all emigrants whose ideas o f the city might somehow differ 

from the one put forward by Dyer. Her inclusion in the narrative indicates that the 

strength of her presence cannot be totally erased underneath a mythical vision of 

London, at the same time as the scantiness o f her contribution, in terms of plot, 

weakens any claims she might make in relation to it.

Furthermore, the text also implies that the real, hidden London is only visible 

to longstanding Londoners. So when the tourist guide—who quotes writers and poets 

to the effect that ‘London contains something grand and everlasting’ (26)— asks the 

tourists to picture the city as it was during the Great Plague, they are incapable of 

sympathy, o f an act o f imagination. Instead they gloss the surface o f things: ‘And as 

they looked at the site o f the plague fields, they saw only the images on the advertising 

hoardings which surrounded them’ (27). They cannot read the signs beneath the 

surface and, like Wren, they only see what is visible, a simulacrum of a city in which 

advertisement stands for substance. Contrast between these characters, Hawksmoor, 

Dyer and the sacrificial victims allows one, once again, to differentiate between 

different kinds of realities, while favouring a narrative that holds that no significant 

changes have occurred since the eighteenth century.

In fact. Dyer directly comments on his vision o f London as holding 

permanence within itself The city, according to him, is the prey of forces that, in the 

name of sanitation and progress, are destroying its spirit. Addressing his assistant, he 

says:
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The com m on sort of People gawp at the prodigious Rate of Building 

and exclaim to each other London is now another City or that l-louse 

ivas not there Yesterday  or the Situacion o f the Streets is quite 

C hang’d  . . . .  But this Capital City of the World of Affliction is still the 

Capitol of D arknesse, or the Dungeon of Man’s  Desires: still in the 

Centre are no proper Streets nor H ouses but a W ilderness of dirty 

rotten S h ed s . . . .  It is true that what w e call the Out-parts there are 

num berless ranges of new Buildings . . . .  But what a C haos and 

Confusion is there . . . .  Thus London grows more Monstrous,

Straggling and out of all Shape: in this Hive of N oise and Ignorance,

Nat, w e are tyed to the World as to a sensib le C arcasse and a s  we 

cross the stinking Body w e call out W hat N ew s?  Or W hat’s a cioclO  

(47-48)

For the architect, new buildings, instead of adding meaning to the city, only succeed in 

deforming it, making it into a grotesque parody o f itself Those buildings, in fact, 

contribute in hiding the real London, a London that, in Dyer’s vision, is a place of 

mysteries that holds together past, present and future in an eternal spatial embrace: ‘I 

hear them whispering, the long dead, in Cripplegate, in Farrington, in Cordwainers 

Street and in Crutched Fryars: they are packed close together like Stones in the Mortar, 

and I hear them speak o f the City that holds them fast’ (88). As these two quotations 

illustrate, parallel and contrast are again used to distinguish between a transient history 

and a mythical reality that compete in their representation o f London. Place itself, 

therefore, functions at these two different levels: how it is read depends on the type of 

knowledge privileged by the interpretative mind. Within the economy of the text, 

however, only the second level of reading allows genuine understanding.

In the novel, time goes through the same process o f immobilisation as space, 

although this, contrary to the characterisation o f space as static, goes against the 

ingrained representation of time as linear, purposeful and dynamic. Hawksmoor begins 

with a prologue that frames the novel historically, thanks to a date— 1711— and the 

mention of Queen Arme: time and a recognisable human subject lend historical
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authority to what follows. Moreover, the date suggests that the narrative is anchored in 

the linear progression of the Christian (or Gregorian) calendar, which takes time to be 

unidirectional and allows for the concepts o f past, present and future to gain substance 

through a series o f linguistic markers, such as dates and months, as well as the deictics 

yesterday, today and tomorrow. The narrative ends, however, with the word ‘eternity’ 

(217). According to the OED, it is derived from eternal, which means:

Infinite in past and future duration; without beginning or end; that 

always has existed and always will exist. . . .  By those who hold that 

time, i.e. the relation of succession, pertains merely to things as 

viewed by finite intelligence, and not to absolute reality, the word as 

used of God or His actions is interpreted in the sense: Not conditioned 

by time; not subject to time relations.

Eternity, in other words, represents the disintegration o f calendar time and its 

replacement by something that cannot be narrated because its homogeneity means that 

no events can ever take place in that realm. Such a representation o f time is necessary 

for the chronotope of London as mythical to prevail. But what narrative devices are 

used in order for time to undergo such a radical change in the way it is conceptualised? 

How is the end of the novel, which brings resolution through the annihilation o f time 

itself, engineered?

In fact, the linear progression o f time is already somewhat disturbed in the 

prologue o f the novel, so that instability is privileged from the very beginning of the 

text. Indeed, the narrator, after the mention o f the date, introduces Dyer and his work 

as an architect. He'°*  ̂ then comments that ‘[o]n the other side o f the great city, the 

masons shouted to each other as they hewed out o f rough stone the vision of the 

architect. This is the vision we still see’ (1). The narrator situates himself and the 

readers—through the use o f the pronoun ‘we’ that places them within the text itself—

I refer to the two unnamed narrators in the novel using the masculine definite pronoun, as it seems to 
fit the narrative better. It remains, however, a convention.
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in a later time than Dyer’s while claiming that a link with the earlier period has been 

maintained though the continuity and endurance o f the architect’s built vision. This 

establishes from the start the idea, which I discussed above, that space lends stability 

to meaning. The passage from the past to the present tense further suggests that the 

present of the narration is ‘our’ time, while Dyer’s life is a thing of the past. However, 

this traditional way of understanding succession (the past preceding the present) is 

undermined by the next section o f the sentence: ‘and yet now, for a moment, there is 

only [Dyer’s] heavy breathing as he bends over his papers . . . ’ (1). ‘Now’, another 

deictic, does not characterise the narrator’s and the readers’ time any longer, but that 

of Dyer, which, by being referred to in the present in the same sentence as the ‘we’, 

blurs the distinction between 1711 and the twentieth century: the boundary between 

the two periods becomes difficult to establish with certitude as the present 

simultaneously seems to encompass both Dyer’s time and that of the narrator and the 

readers. As a result, the ontological status of the readers— and their extra-textual 

reality— is made problematic because they are juxtaposed with a fictional figure— 

Dyer—who evolves in a historical time they can partly recognise. In fact, it is this in- 

between position that grants them, within the interpretative logic o f the text, a 

privileged access to meaning as they are able to hear the echoes o f Dyer’s voice in 

Hawksmoor’s London. The status o f the omniscient narrator is also unstable, as he 

seems both to be in control of the narrative and to be subsumed by it. He actually 

disappears after this first page of the novel, never to return.

The ambivalence between past and present, and the relationship between them 

that the prologue suggests, show that dates are another example o f a superficial 

structure that is used to organise the unknowable but that fails to account for the

The narrator who is in charge of the Hawksmoor chapters is not the same as that o f  the prologue, I 
would argue, because he does not appear to have the identical omniscient knowledge o f the past.
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essential nature of reality. Time, the novel intimates, cannot be understood through the 

metaphor of the straight, progressive and accumulative line. It needs to be 

conceptualised differently and the narrative toys principally with two possibilities. The 

first and main option generated by the text is that the present is an echo o f the past. 

The second proposes that time is shaped like a mirror: past and present— or better still, 

two different presents— face each other almost symmetrically, as if  they somehow co

exist with each other.

In the first instance, the present is situated in the twentieth century, in 

Hawksmoor’s time. However, the narrative suggests that the explanation of what is 

going on is to be found in the earlier time o f the eighteenth century. It becomes, 

therefore, possible to think o f the present as an echo of the past, that is ‘a secondary or 

imitative sound produced by reflected waves, as distinguished fi'om the original sound 

caused by the direct waves’ (OED). An echo, as the definition indicates, comes after 

the original (in a continuous temporal succession), but loses strength in proportion to 

the distance it is from that original. Linearity is not disturbed as such, but its 

correlative, progress, is turned upside down: the echo is a sign of decline and 

degeneration as the present becomes a lesser version o f the past. As a result, the new—  

or maybe a reactivation o f the new, in the sense that Dyer is renewing an ancestral 

practice— can be said to be located in the eighteenth century, in the architect’s time, 

while the twentieth century only repeats what has already happened, but in an empty 

way: the codes have been lost.

Several narrative devices found in the text substantiate such an understanding 

o f the relation between the two periods. As I already mentioned, two different strands 

structure the novel: the odd-numbered chapters, narrated by Dyer himself, relate his 

life to an audience identified by the deictic ‘you’ while the even-numbered chapters
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are narrated from the perspective of an external narrator who describes the present 

period using the simple past. In contrast. Dyer’s narrative is written in the present 

tense, thereby giving the illusion o f immediacy to the readers who are located in the 

position of privileged addressee by Dyer’s own references to his audience. This device 

creates a strong sense, throughout the text, that Dyer is in charge o f his narration and 

of the events he precipitates. The impression o f authority is strengthened by the fact 

that chapter one of the novel starts with Dyer, whereas the reader has to wait until part 

two, chapter six, for the detective Hawksmoor to make his inconspicuous entrance. In 

addition, although some events within the narrative intimate that Dyer might be part of 

a larger pattern he is not himself aware of,''^^ the principal thrust o f the text lends his 

story a solidity and authority that is lacking in the chapters that focus on the detective. 

These chapters, in fact, seem, despite the presence of computers, less temporally 

inscribed, so that the present resembles a time of exhaustion, indicating that the end of 

the echo is approaching.

Furthermore, the formal device that is found throughout the book, whereby 

chapters start in the same way that the prior chapter ended, further manages to impress 

the fact that the beginning of the signifying chain controls the shape of what succeeds 

it. Patricia Tobin, whom I have already quoted in chapter 1, argues that ‘when . . . 

ontological priority is conferred upon mere temporal anteriority, the historical 

consciousness is bom, and time is understood as a linear manifestation of the 

genealogical destiny of events’ (7) which conflates anteriority with authority. The first 

way o f understanding time in the novel—that the even-numbered chapters represent 

echoes of Dyer’s narrative— retains this idea o f ontological authority bestowed on 

temporal anteriority. Yet, as I have already discussed, the narrative combines this with

For instance, Dyer, when he visits Bedlam with Wren, is startled by an inmate who knows his name 
and prophesises Hawksmoor’s involvement with his project (100).
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a sense o f emptiness as the past exercises its influence in a way that cannot be 

deciphered, except for those who know how to look beyond the narrative o f progress. 

From such a perspective, it is not history, understood to function through the 

succession of causes and effects, which is vindicated, but its opposite, a temporal 

realm in which effects have been severed from their causes and cannot, therefore, be 

interpreted. The murders are a case in point. While the eighteenth-century sacrifices 

are made for the purpose o f consecrating the new churches, the twentieth-century 

killings do not seem to follow any motive, except the one o f repetition. This suggests 

that the state o f eternity that emerges at the close o f the novel can be related to the 

silencing o f the echo, which can also mean the end o f time. Hawksmoor’s collapse into 

Dyer, therefore, is the ultimate repetition, as the detective’s self-sacrifice duplicates 

that o f Dyer himself and corresponds to the conclusion o f the cycle.

However, this fails to take into account one event in the novel that suggests 

that the present is not simply a derivative o f the past. The addition, to the image of the 

echo, o f the image of time as a set o f mirrors, underlines the fact that temporality 

functions in at least two different modes in the narrative, even though both suggest that 

time is, after all, dissolving. To think of time as a set o f mirrors forces the reader to 

visualise the two temporal periods as two presents reflecting each other. This allows 

readers to understand the reference made about Hawksmoor by an inmate of Bedlam 

in the eighteenth century, hi addition, it also suggests the need for an interpretative 

consciousness outside o f the text: links between the two periods can only be made 

through such a consciousness, as mirrors do not know they are reflecting devices. The 

readers, whose role it is to make connections between chapters and to infer from one 

set of events what happens in another, in fact embody this consciousness. The readers’ 

position o f in-between, therefore, provides them once again with the key to the
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contemporary murders because of their knowledge of Dyer’s deeds; they are the ones 

who hold the buried knowledge of the city and can rescue the signs of the twentieth 

century from their referential emptiness.

The view of reading expounded here is in keeping with the idea, put forward at 

the very end of Hawksmoor, that only acts of imagination can truly represent London. 

The last scene of the novel is carefully anticipated by a growing number of repetitions 

between Dyer and Hawksmoor as they make their way to Little St Hugh Church, the 

church built by the architect on the site of his cult’s meeting house; Dyer walks 

towards it, asking for the time, but people ‘ma[ke] no Answer, as if [he] were a man 

invisible and not to be heard’ (208); he hears street vendors whose cries he ‘ha[s] 

heard all [his] Life’ (208) and when, finally he arrives at the church and admires it, ‘[a] 

man in fur Cap and grey Stockings pass[es] [him] and look[s] back in Astonishment, 

so rapt was [Dyer] in the sight of the vast Stone’ (208-209). Hawksmoor also makes 

his way to the church but when he asks an old woman for the time, she ‘stare[s] 

through him as if he ha[s] become invisible’ (215); he also hears the cries of the street 

vendors, ‘calls he had known all his life’ (215) and once arrived at the church, ‘[s]o 

still d[oes] he stand that a young man in a fur cap pass[es] him and then look[s] back 

in astonishment’ (216). The repetition of their trajectory and of what they see on their 

way makes it difficult to distinguish one man from the other. In addition, the fact that 

they have become invisible to passers-by intimates that they have both entered the

deeper structure of the fabric of London, a structure hidden to an eye trained only to

see the surface of things. Once they have reached that level, they can finally fuse into 

each other in a moment when all temporalities— linear, echo, mirror—merge and 

disappear:

They were face to face, and yet they looked past one another at the

pattern which they cast upon the stone; for when there was a shape
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there was a reflection, and when there was a light there was a 

shadow, and when there was a sound there was an echo, and who 

could say where one had ended and the other had begun? And when 

they spoke they spoke with one voice:. . .

And then in my dream I looked down at myself and saw in 

what rags I stood; and I am a child again, begging on the threshold of 

eternity. (217)

In the immutable space of the church the two men recognise each other and, in the 

moment time stops, they see themselves as children—the objects o f sacrifice— and 

enter the realm of eternity in which mythical London endures. The conduit that grants 

access to that London is Little St Hugh Church, named after a child martyr. This is the 

only fictional church in the novel: the other six built by Dyer— or the historical 

Hawksmoor—are actual London landmarks. It seems therefore that fiction— and the 

act o f sympathy it can engender—constitutes one of the privileged sites in which 

London, a place here essentially defined by its mythical dimension, can be true to 

itself, beyond the superficial changes registered on its surface.

As I argued at the beginning o f my discussion, the chronotope shaped here is 

one that takes space to be static and time to dissolve within eternity. It therefore fixes 

meaning in a monological perspective. The result suggests that a narrative so deeply 

rooted within a mythical view of London forecloses the emergence o f other versions of 

the city that would inscribe it within spatialised histories opened to routed 

representations. It does not leave gaps through which the story o f the Indian shop 

assistant, for instance, could be heard. In fact, the authority given to the past as 

controlling the signifying chain results in a closed system that does not allow for 

spaces of dislocation. This, as Laclau argues, prevents the emergence of an open- 

ended history. Instead, Hawksmoor proposes a retreat from historical time and space 

towards a mythical and static a-temporality. The movement o f the text, therefore is the
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opposite o f the one charted by Bakhtin in ‘Forms o f Time and of the Chronotope in the 

Novel’: instead o f moving from myth to history it starts with history—the date at the 

beginning of the novel— and replaces it with myth, hi addition, the proposition, made 

at the end of the text but present throughout, that fiction is the repository o f this true 

London, casts literature as the antithesis of history in a very powerful gesture of 

confinement. London is London is London it seems, although the point here is not so 

much to empty the signifiers of their meaning as to saturate them so that no other 

version of the city can becomes possible.

From the jewel in the crown to the merry-go-round: the transitional 
chronotope of Mother London

In contrast with Hawksmoor's narrative closure. Mother London seeks to open up the 

textual imagination to versions of London that do not contain it within a single 

meaning, while keeping a sense of the city’s rooted origins. Hence, as I show below, 

the novel bridges roots and routes, and, in doing so, it operates a reconfiguration of 

history that opens the possibility of articulating a transitional chronotope o f London.

Mother London, which was nominated for both the Booker and the Whitbread 

prizes, is the first novel about London written by Michael Moorcock, who is mostly 

known for the many tomes—more than fifty—o f heroic fantasy he has written, as I 

mentioned in the introduction to this chapter. Since publishing Mother London, he has 

written another novel about London—King o f  the City (2000)— as well as a collection 

o f short stories about the city, London Bone (2001). Despite this new direction in his 

work. Moorcock also continues to publish sequels to the sagas that have made him a 

cult figure in fantastic fiction circles, like the Eternal Champion, the Elric Saga, or 

Jerry Cornelius. He is, therefore, like Peter Ackroyd or Iain Sinclair, an eclectic writer, 

who, according to Angela Carter, will leave a long-lasting mark on British literature:
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‘Posterity will certainly give him that due place in the English literature of the late 

twentieth century which his more anaemic contemporaries grudge; indeed, he is so 

prolific it will probably look as though he has written most o f it, anyway’ (196).

Mother London focuses on three characters, Mary Gasalee, Joseph Kiss and 

David Mummery. It non-chronologically traces their lives from the Blitz to about 

1987'°^ and narrates their relation to each other and to London, a prominent fourth 

character. As Angela Carter writes, the novel ‘is organised as an anthology of 

memories’ (195). Mary, Joseph and David first meet in 1956 in Bethlehem mental 

hospital. Mary, in her thirties, has just woken up from a coma she fell into during the 

Blitz. Joseph Kiss, a comedian in his forties, is staying at the hospital, as he does 

regularly, in order to let off steam in a protected environment. David Mummery, an 

adolescent o f fifteen, has been placed in Bethlehem after a delusional crisis in which 

he imagined himself to be one o f the heroes o f the graphic novels he reads. Mary 

understands the three o f them to be ‘parts o f a single personality joining together for 

the first time’ (142) and decides to seduce both man and boy. The bond formed in the 

hospital provides the main thread of the narrative: each chapter o f the novel is centred 

on one or more o f these three people and narrates their interactions with other 

recurring characters. The novel traces their evolution and their everyday occupations, 

as well as their memories, dreams and aspirations. The narrative ends with the death of 

David, killed by the medicines he had been taking since his adolescence, and with 

Mary’s and Joseph’s wedding, aged, respectively, seventy-four and sixty-two years 

old.

The last date recorded in the novel is 1985, but Mummery, in his journal, writes, remembering the 
1977 Notting Hill Carnival, that ‘ten years ago there was no line o f young black dudes whistling at 
women and offering dope for sale’ (405). This would suggest that the last part o f the book—The 
Celebrants— takes place in that same year or soon afterwards. However, careful calculation of the ages 
of the other protagonists misleads rather than helps the readers. It is therefore difficult— and this might 
be intentional— to say exactly at what date the narrative ends.
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Part of the reason why Mary believes that she is connected to both David and 

Joseph is the fact that they share the uncanny abihty to hear other people’s inner 

thoughts. They have access to the Babel-like diversity o f languages and ideas that 

weave the fabric of London together, and o f which they are part, as well as witnesses. 

These ‘mental powers’ (461), however, as Joseph remarks, are ‘limited to London’ 

(461) and although the three o f them identify their aptitude to read other people’s 

minds as the cause o f some of their psychic problems, none seriously contemplates 

moving away; London is what makes them who they are. In fact, Joseph believes that 

he is ‘psychically bound to London’ (267). Or, as Mummery thinks, they are unofficial 

‘wireless receivers who must learn how to adjust their fine tuning to keep the required 

station’ (30). The text itself behaves, at times, like a radio, transmitting the numerous 

voices of London. Readers are thus presented with a multitude o f fragments in several 

languages, some of them probably unknown to them; those voices are all part of 

London, the city that brings characters together, that shapes them, and that is shaped 

by them, while, at the same time, retaining a sense o f mystery that directs to its 

incommensurability.

Mother London, like Hawksmoor, is, in a large part, concerned with the mythic 

nature of London. At the very beginning of the text, David Mummery, who, as an 

adult, makes a living by writing about the past of London and its myths, w r i t e s ; ‘By 

means of certain myths which cannot easily be damaged or debased the majority of us 

survive. All old great cities possess their special myths. Amongst London’s recent 

years is the story of the Blitz, of our endurance’ (5). Some five hundred pages later, 

the novel closes with these lines, told by a third person narrator; ‘By means of our 

myths and legends we maintain a sense o f what we are worth and who we are. Without

The novel is narrated by a third person narrator, except for a few excerpts from David’s memoirs 
that run through the text.
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them we should undoubtedly go mad’ (496). These framing sentences imply that 

myths give meaning and provide a sense o f continuity to place and to its inhabitants. 

They structure experience into a comprehensible sequence. However, the striking thing 

about David Mummery’s thoughts on myths is the fact that he identifies the Blitz as 

one of them, although it is more usual to link it to history. For David, this event has 

been transformed into a myth because it has produced a poetics o f London and of 

Londoners that has endured since then: the Blitz, now, stands for solidarity amidst 

disaster, for an organic way o f life in which everything and everyone had their place, 

as in a large family. The analogy made here is reminiscent o f Patricia Tobin’s remarks 

concerning the link between genealogy and ontology, which I discussed in chapter 2. 

As in Hawksmoor, though, it is myths, rather than history, that control the chain of 

signifiers, and this leads toward stasis rather than toward the opening up of the 

historical consciousness.

The Blitz, in addition to being mentioned at the beginning and at the end o f the 

text, forms its centre as well, both structurally and thematically, although, as I 

demonstrate below, its control over the text is never absolute. Six distinct parts 

constitute the novel, the structure of which is rather complex. The first and the last 

comprise four chapters each. Set in the present, they echo one another and provide a 

framing narrative to the four remaining parts, which, set in the past, also work in pairs: 

part two and five are both made o f six chapters that have pubs’ names as their titles, 

while parts three and four— also made of six chapters each— converge towards the 

Blitz. The concentric movement this suggests is especially apparent in the novel’s 

table o f contents which visually illustrates the fact that the formal middle of the 

narrative is also its most distant, temporally s p e a k i n g . I n  addition, the two chapters

See the Appendix for a photocopy of the table of contents of the novel.
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that deal with the Blitz—the last chapter o f part three and the first o f part four— are the 

only two— excluding sections o f the framing parts— that chronologically follow each 

other. All the other chapters only loosely follow each other within each part and do not 

follow each other at all from part to part. This gives the two chapters taking place in 

1940 a sense of stability that is lacking in the rest o f the text. Furthermore, within each 

part, not every year in the chronological series is represented, so that even if the 

readers, in an active manipulation o f the narrative, reorganise the chapters according to 

chronology, gaps remain, except for the two Blitz chapters. However, even there, the 

fact that they belong to two different parts of the narrative implies that such an impulse 

towards contairmient is not totally successful and that there still exists, within the 

stabilising pressure o f the textual arrangement, an excess that cannot be controlled by 

linear narration. Readers are thus caught in a web of temporal lines that resist the 

traditional shape of history. In a way this recalls the formal experiments with form that 

characterise much of modernist fiction. However, in contrast with such projects. 

Mother London does not provide a total picture once the parts have been rearranged; 

gaps endure.

In addition, the structural uncertainty o f the novel is mirrored by the content of 

the narrative. In the text, a house stands for the pastoral vision of London during the 

Blitz: ‘Bank Cottage, lying in the shadow o f North Kensington’s gas holders but 

hidden by high yew hedges, with its own mooring on the canal, its view of the 

cemetery’s trees, shrubbery and flowers, was much as it had been when built by 

Bishop Greville for his head shepherd in the middle o f the 17'*̂  century’ (222). The 

cottage, despite the transformations it has gone through, has remained essentially 

unchanged. Space and time have not altered it: it stands for an eternal London, a place 

whose identity has not been affected by the spatial changes taking place around it, and
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whose history can be traced back to the seventeenth century. In fact, the house supphes 

a fixed referent point to most of the characters who, at different periods in their Hves, 

pass by it.

However, the war ushers change forward; it brings dislocation and, with it, the 

need to reaffirm old codes, or to establish new ones. An unexploded bomb falling on 

the cottage’s garden represents the passage from stability to movement. Just before 

that moment, everything is still:

Very suddenly Mr Churchill [a chicken] stopped crowing and it 

seem ed  the entire world had been stilled at the sam e second. [Chloe 

and Beth] heard nothing from the gasworks, nothing from the canal, 

no traffic in Ladbroke Grove, no trains from the lines on the other side  

of the gasholders. The slight breeze rustling the yew branches w as  

gone. There were always such mom ents but this continued, and for 

an answer Chioe looked to Beth w hose ey es  w ere fixed on a nearby 

yellow and pink Madame Ravary where a b ee  c lo se  to the heart of the 

flower had paused as if in expectation. Time itself might have  

stopped, sa v e  that Chloe, experimenting, saw  her fingers m ove and 

knew that if sh e wished sh e could easily get up, while the lapping of 

water from the canal meant that too w as unaffected. Or w as Time 

moving backward? (226-227)

Then the bomb falls and life resumes for Beth and Chloe Scaramanga, the two sisters 

who live in the house. But nothing remains exactly as it used to be. The bomb, used 

here as a metonymy for war, has precipitated dislocation. It symbolically expresses the 

end o f time and history as the Enlightenment understood it: the linear time o f progress 

has come to a sudden halt and, instead, other explanations will have to be found. 

Meaning is opening up, anteriority is losing its authoritative status. The silence before 

the bomb suggests a moment of transition between two words, two ideas o f London. 

Before it, a certain stability o f place pertains to the city. A monologic chronotope, in 

which space is seen as static while time flows smoothly forward, dominates its 

representation, as the unchanged cottage suggests. Afterwards, the rules have altered
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so that linearity is no longer the only way o f experiencing time; alongside it, a 

multiplicity of times and spaces have appeared. To replace, as Mummery does, history 

by myth— to transform the event into a collective and enduring truth— is one possible 

response to the dislocation taking place here. The retreat into myth, by denying the 

impact o f change, suggests the need to keep meaning contained and controlled within a 

monologic chronotope. Such a response might stem from the failure o f the grand 

narrative o f history to provide certainty. For David, immersion into myths becomes the 

only possible way of picking up the narrative o f stability where the bomb shattered it.

However, Mother London never settles for only one version o f the city at any 

one time. It follows that the saturation o f meaning attempted by the use of myths is 

juxtaposed to other responses to the Blitz, to other visions o f the city, which endeavour 

to keep it within a historical narrative, although one that is transformed by its 

articulation within dislocation. A multiplicity o f perspectives generates polysemy so 

that, alongside the rooted chronotope, other understandings of the city can emerge. 

Hence, Mother London does not limit the readers’ understanding of London to its 

mythical dimension. Indeed, as I show below, although the novel does take the Blitz to 

be a central element regarding the identity o f the city, it also proposes other versions 

of, and stories about it. By doing so, multiplicity replaces reification. Accordingly, the 

image of London the novel constructs—^part myth, part fiction and part history—is one 

in which roots provide important markers but do not define identity. They become one 

metaphor among others, in a collage that undercuts the tendency of authoritative 

voices towards closure. As Joseph declares:

‘London’s undramatic variety means that no metaphor is ever 

very accurate. You can’t impose upon it the way you can with Paris,

New Yorl< or Rome, a single image. Is that fair? It’s my home lair. The 

same’s doubtless true of anywhere.’ (283)
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The quotation suggests, on the one hand, that no one image o f London can ever 

encompass its multiplicity, and, on the other hand, that this excess might not be unique 

to London in so far as it depends on a question o f perspective. For Joseph, it is his 

emotional investment that makes London specific. In taking this position, he is 

echoing Edward Relph, who I quoted in chapter 2, and for whom place is an intention. 

In addition, Joseph’s use o f animalistic imagery alongside a cultural reference to 

characterise London— ‘home lair’— implies that the city belongs to the realms of both 

culture and nature. Accordingly, Joseph is demonstrating, in the language he uses, the 

very fact that no single metaphor can ever encompass the multiple realities of the city: 

several different London are always simultaneously solicited in any version of the city 

that is being constructed.

Furthermore, the polysemy of perspectives generated by the text means that the 

myth of the Blitz, and the story o f solidarity among Londoners it conveys, are 

contrasted to other pictures o f London that propose radically different images of the 

city. For instance, in the chapters o f the novel dedicated to the war, non-encounters 

between characters, which suggest disjunction rather than solidarity, are frequent. 

Hence, this alternative image presents the city as an assemblage of discrete units in 

which people’s paths cross without meeting, as if  they each occupied a different 

location within space-time. For example, Joseph Kiss looking through his Brixton 

flat’s window, sees ‘an attractive woman . . . gripp[ing] the hand o f a small cheerful 

boy no more than six’ (208). That boy is David Mummery, whom Joseph does not 

know as yet. David and his mother, in turn, pass other characters o f the story on the 

street without being part o f the same narrative strands; they are all in their separate 

Londons, without access to each other. They, in fact, echo the state in which the city 

is: ‘the bombs fragmented [Brixton’s] identity as they have broken up so much of
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London’ (211). Fragmentation and dislocation have shaken up the lines of 

communication that tied people together so that, in this in-between moment, old 

connections are being lost while new ones have not yet been established. The wireless, 

to take up Mummery’s image of his psychic state, has not been tuned in properly. 

When it is, however, the frequency appears to be a new one, as a multiplicity of 

unheard voices— standing for as many new possibilities o f connections—are suddenly 

speaking, all at the same time. This suggests that at the very moment in which the Blitz 

is being consolidated into a myth, simultaneous and competing discourses as to the 

identity of London are also emerging.

In fact, David, Mary and Joseph hold different images of London. The pictures 

of the city each one o f them constructs, which are juxtaposed to the one o f stability 

supplied by Bank Cottage, create Londons o f the mind. Taken together, these different 

versions participate in the general reconfiguration o f London undertaken by the 

narrative that, in the end, thanks to the swirling image o f the merry-go-round, as I 

show below, composes an image o f the city that retains a sense o f connection between 

these several versions without making them fit one single image: a network is created. 

Accordingly, the novel directs to a narrative economy that, by eschewing finality and 

closure, opens the way to the construction of a dialogic chronotope.

David Mummery entertains a very close relation to London. He writes: 

‘London is my mother, source o f most o f my ambivalences and most of my loyalties’ 

(27). London is personified and gendered in David’s understanding o f the city. It has 

become a feminine figure to which he is bound by a symbolic blood relation. 

However, as he surmises in the quotation, his link to London is one that is ambiguous 

as it is both made of ambivalence and loyalty. That is, it makes him develop a partial
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vision rather than a totaUsing one about himself and the city, as well as a sense of 

allegiance that is potentially confining.

The complex way in which he experiences London may be directly linked to 

his own family situation; as I mentioned above, David, in his childhood, was prone to 

mix reality with the stories he read in his comic books. It seems that he inherited that 

propensity from his mother who ‘tended to believe her stories even as she created 

them’ (26). This family legacy allows him to combine heterogeneous sources in the 

image of London he creates. However, in order to keep order within the fragmented 

world he experiences, because o f the multiple versions o f reality brought about by the 

juxtaposition of his comics with his immediate physical environment, David, who 

‘craves the familiar as an alcoholic craves drink’ (11), needs to hold on to some sense 

o f stability. Therefore, he interprets London in a way that allows him to fix it within a 

static frame. By personifying London, he can claim a relation o f filiation to the city 

that allows him to situate himself within a past that is more stable— in appearance 

anyway—than the one produced by his mother’s stories. Furthermore, his attraction to 

myths, although it might derive from his mother’s propensity towards fiction, 

participates in his search for security as they provide stability through immersion 

within a fixed narrative.

However, London itself resists his intentions, so that despite his best efforts, 

narrative closure escapes him. Two episodes in particular illustrate the instability that 

characterises David’s relation to his surroundings and show that London’s 

ambivalences cannot be checked by his impulse towards reification.

The first one concerns a writing project David— who, as I have already 

mentioned, makes a living writing books about London’s past— is engaged in. In this 

case, his assigrmient consists o f retrieving ‘the city’s “lost” tube lines whose maps
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exist only in Masonic libraries’ (343), and their troglodyte inhabitants, allegedly 

residing underground since the Great Fire o f 1666. They form, according to 

Mummery, a parallel reality that has survived the superficial changes made above 

ground. They are the true Londoners, the guarantors o f an unbroken line, of which 

David thinks he is the offspring. His belief in their survival suggests that the strata of 

London history are materially present w^ithin the contemporary city, although they can 

only be deciphered by the knowing observer/reader. They endure synchronically with 

the present, rather than as ruins o f the past. However, they do not take the shape of 

palimpsistic inscriptions on the surface o f the city because they are hidden to the 

untrained eye. They form instead a subtext that, like Dyer’s sacrifices in Hawksmoor, 

vouch for the stability o f the city.

David, in order to establish contact with ‘the Secret Nation’ (344-345), treads 

the subterranean arteries, the blood o f London. His walking practice echoes the 

reader’s interpretative task, looking for clues within the text o f the underground city. 

David leaves gifts, such as radios, food, books, etc. in the unused underground tunnels. 

Finally, he makes contact and after a few of those encounters, he decides to follow the 

troglodytes to discover where they actually live:

Their voices echoed and were further distorted but I caught an 

occasional word such as “home” and “late” and assunned we nnust be 

nearing their camp, but then to my absolute astonishment I saw them 

ascending an iron ladder towards one of the manholes I myself had 

sometimes used! As I made forays into their world, so they made 

forays into mine! What an obvious and simple explanation for so 

many London legends and folktales of cobbolds and gnomes creeping 

at night from the sewers to steal food and carry off children! . . .

Before following them into the upper world I let them go ahead . . .  but 

sadly, by the time I had been narrowly missed by a special bus, I 

looked across towards Fulham Town Hall and saw only a couple of 

schoolboys sheltering from the rain. (346)
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The tone o f the passage, as well as the snatches o f conversation overheard, point to the 

conclusion that the troglodytes are, in fact, two schoolboys taking advantage of 

David’s credulity. However, David cannot see the situation for what it is. histead, he 

believes that the reason why his interaction with the underground people has ended is 

that he has frightened them away. He needs to believe that they exist, despite proof to 

the contrary, because they provide him with a way to keep believing that stories are the 

reality o f London, and that, therefore, his practice o f mixing up the two does not

denote an unstable psychic state, but, rather, a way o f structuring the world around

him. Hence, the title of David’s book— '’Looking Backward: The Truth Behind the 

Fiction' (346)— reaffirms David’s need for certainty. The truth o f London is to be 

found in its past, in the continuity it provides. The present, on the other hand, is made 

of new codes that supply only a simulacrum of the real London. The narrative’s 

suggestion, however, that David might have been tricked, undermines this kind of 

determining vision of the city.

The second episode is, in many ways, related to the first. It consists o f David’s 

memories o f the walks he used to take, while still a child, with his Uncle Jim;

I drew from him my abiding interest in the mythology and legends of 

London for he loved to tell m e about Gog and Magog, Boadicea,

Brutus the city’s legendary founder, and all her other heroes and  

demigods. On walks he would speak of the layered ruins like 

geological strata beneath our feet since unlike most old cities London 

bore few  obvious signs of her antiquity. (480)

Myths— Gog and Magog, the traditional guardians of the City o f London, Boadicea 

the female warrior who fought against the Romans, and Brutus o f Troy, the mythical 

founder o f the city—are here discussed in the same breath as ‘the layered ruins’ of the 

city: they endure within London as surely as any historical event. The truth o f London, 

to go back to David’s book, physically erased on the surface o f the city, needs to be
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excavated. The work o f recovering it is analogous to the work o f an archaeologist. The 

means through which Uncle Jim accomplishes this is by telling stories, so that despite 

David’s mistrust, they become the conduit through which London can be known. The 

legends o f Boadicea et al. provide the fabric with which London has been shaped. 

Stories are London’s history, the Blitz being one o f its last avatars. David manages 

thus to combine his need for certainty with his love for stories: they mesh together in 

the myths told about London. His fear o f history as dislocation is checked through the 

complex way in which he combines elements pertaining to his understanding o f the 

identity of London. In some respects, his view of the city is close to the one presented 

in Hawksmoor, although the ambivalence that characterises him prevents his vision 

from the total closure o f meaning taking place in Ackroyd’s novel. There remains a 

sense that his fabrications could be disrupted by encounters with other stories about 

London, and by the narrative itself.

This feeling is made apparent from the very beginning o f the novel. Indeed, 

Mummery’s room is described as follows:

A crowded museum of ephemera, of late Victorian 

advertisements, Edwardian crested ware, 20s and 30s magazines, 

wartime memorabilia, posters form the Festival of Britain, toy 

guardsmen. Dinky delivery vans, lead aeroplanes, his room’s surfaces 

are covered by confused and varied strata, uncatalogued and 

frequently unremembered. Mummery can explain how these are his 

sources of information, his revelatory icons, his inspiration.

At the centre of this great collage is a framed newspaper 

photograph of a V2 rocket flying over London. This V2 is Mummery’s 

private memento mori. (5-6)

The Blitz figures at the centre o f David’s image of London. The rest o f his data, 

however, is made of heterogeneous sources, characterised as collage. This practice 

allows for the artefacts to be combined together so that they simultaneously suggest

155



continuity and disorder, forming a picture that holds gaps and excess within itself. In 

addition, the fact that his pieces of memorabilia are found in strata reinforces the 

impression that the identity o f London is made of different layers o f meaning that exist 

simultaneously. The image points to the fact that history is spatialised, both in David’s 

room and in the actual physicality of London, as the mention o f ‘layered ruins like 

geological strata’ (480) indicates: in this instance the past is inscribed within the 

materiality o f place. This expresses physically the fact that several histories compose 

the identity of London. These strata are material traces that allow different levels of 

intertextuality to be made visible.

The collage view o f the city expounded here is one that is echoed by David’s 

conceptualisation o f time:

I h ave b eco m e  determ inedly of the 2 0 ‘̂  century, albeit the first 

half. W e m ove through Tim e at different rates it s e e m s ,  only disturbed  

w hen another’s chronological sensibility conflicts with our own.

C h o ices a s  subtle or com plicated a s  this are only availab le in a city 

like London; they are not found in sm aller tow n s w here the units, 

being le s s  varied, are con seq u en tly  le s s  flexible. P a st and future both 

com prise London’s  p resen t and this is o n e  of the city’s  ch ief 

attractions. T heories of Tim e are m ostly sim plistic like D unne’s, 

attem pting to give it a circular or linear form, but I b elieve  T im e to b e  

like a faceted  jew el with an infinity of p lan es and layers im possib le  

either to m ap or to contain; this im age is my ow n antidote for Death.

(486)

As David sees it, time should not be thought as singular but, instead, as multiple. This 

allows him to combine mythical time, which is often cyclical, with the linearity of 

historical time. For him, however, such experiences o f time are not possible 

everywhere. They need to be inscribed within the materiality o f London because it is

J.W. Dunne first published An Experiment with Time (2001), a book about the relation between 
dreams and time, in 1927.
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only that city that can accommodate myriad images of itself without disintegrating into 

nothingness.

In addition, the simile of the jewel used to describe the shape of time can be 

widened to encompass the way in which David understands space. In fact, the mention 

of ‘planes and layers’ encourages the readers to link the two and to understand this 

image to pertain to space as much as time. Moreover, the fact that the jewel is 

multifaceted implies that it defies containment, although the dream of totality is not 

quite abandoned because a jewel, even though it might hold infinity within, remains a 

finite object. The visible parallel between ‘planes and layers’, ‘layered ruins like 

geological strata’ (480) and the collage in David’s room shows that juxtaposition and 

bricolage^^  ̂ are the interpretative tools with which David produces his version of 

London: multifaceted, yet built around a central core. David’s image of London, in 

other words, is predicated on both an impulse towards control through its inscription 

within the realm of myths, and the knowledge that this can never be achieved.

I quoted earlier Mummery’s vision of London as his mother, to whom he is 

linked by loyalties. His stand on the question contrasts with that of the two other main 

characters. Mary, in the following passage, is asking Joseph, shortly after having first 

met him, what he thinks of blood:

"Do you believe in blood, M r Kiss?’

‘W hat? Loyalties?’

‘Sort of inherited personalities.’

‘I’m not sure. W hy? Do your ancestors worry you?”(143)

Bricolage is a form of thought coined by Claude Levi-Strauss in The Savage Mind, who links it to 
myths; ‘The characteristic feature o f mythical thought is that it expresses itself by means of a 
heterogeneous repertoire which, even if extensive, is nevertheless limited. It has to use this repertoire, 
however, whatever the task in hand because it has nothing else at its disposal. Mythical thought is 
therefore a kind o f intellectual ’bricolage' - which explains the relation which can be perceived between 
the two’ (17). The original, in French, is the following: ‘Or, le propre de la pensee mythique est de 
s ’exprimer a I’aide d’un repertoire dont la composition est heteroclite et qui, bien qu’etendu, reste tout 
de meme limite; pourtant, il faut qu’elle s ’en serve, quelle que soit la tache qu’elle s ’assigne, car elle 
n’a rien d’autre sous la main. Elle apparait ainsi comme une sorte de bricolage intellectuel, ce qui 
explique les relations qu’on observe entre les deux’ (26).
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Mary does not answer Kiss’s question, but the fact that she wonders about blood 

shows some willingness on her part not to view her identity from an essential 

perspective. Kiss takes the query lightly and irreverently so that the whole issue of 

genealogy is diffused and made to appear somehow grotesque. Nonetheless, both 

Mary’s and Joseph’s responses to the question o f blood, to loyalties, to beliefs and to 

history, contrast with Mummery’s quest and reflect their respective understanding of 

London, as I show below.

Mary’s relation to London, although grounded in a large measure in the past, 

does not try to contain the city within a fixed identity. London has changed since 

before the war. Mary, in fact, does not recognise some of the neighbourhoods and 

realises that her past has been physically erased: ‘She already knew that the street 

where she was bom had been obliterated and replaced by ranks o f stained concrete 

towers blocks; that her grandmother’s house in Clerkenwell had also been blitzed, with 

the church where she had married and the hospital where they had taken her after she 

and her baby had been bombed’ (74-75). As her friend Judith tells her: ‘“It’s as if  

someone’s determined to wipe out every bit o f your past’” (117). Space has changed in 

such a way that traces o f her history carmot be read any longer: the reconfiguration of 

London indicates that another history is now being played out on the fabric o f the city. 

Such an image o f the city contrasts with the everlasting vision put forward in 

Hawksmoor and in part o f The.PowerBook, which I discuss in chapter 5. Mary, 

however, is not tempted to turn to the past in order to find a place in the city that the 

present seems to be denying her. Instead, she imagines a parallel world, which she first 

entered while in the coma: the Land o f Dreams.

The Land of Dreams represents an imaginary London, which is mainly 

populated by women, especially movie stars. One o f its main axes is Holbom Viaduct,
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a bridge that functions like a portal between the world o f the sleepers and that of the 

awake. Mary often stands on it, thus illustrating her position between two worlds. 

From the liminal space of the bridge she witnesses ‘a procession to rival the Lord 

Mayor’s. Women in silver and gold armour ride white horses . . . they ride with 

relentless dignity as if  this is not a sleeping Arthur returned to life but a sleeping 

Guinevere leading an army drawing strength from the deeds o f Boadicea and her 

daughters’ (194). The Land of Dreams is not totally cut off from the external world so 

that historical events echo in it. However, the version of history staged there is quite 

different from the one taking place in the outside world. An alternative filiation’*̂* is 

taking place because women have become the main agents o f history. This suggests 

that the alternative reality in which Mary finds solace is not one which seeks to 

reproduce the London she knew before the war, but one that is generated by the 

adoption o f a different perspective. Time has stretched to incorporate this version of 

the city impressed on the space of the actual London. It thus opens up possibilities 

beyond the linearity of history that came to a halt with the Blitz, without having to 

resort to mythology.

Mary realises, years after having emerged from the coma, that ‘she was now 

less certain and less concerned where the Land o f Dreams ended and where reality 

began’ (472). The different images of London she holds are not tightly separated from 

each other. ‘Within her mind time was no longer linear’ (118), while space has become 

fluid as well: these two different visions o f London interpenetrate each other so that 

Mary is able to look at the fabric o f post-war London with the same wonder than she

It would be more accurate to use a word that does not have the masculine implicit on its 
etymology— filiation comes from the Latin filius, meaning son (OED)— but unfortimately I do not 
think it exists.
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experienced watching the procession of w o m e n : ‘Rather surprised at the variety of 

flowers and shrubs everyone carried, Mary sat back on the bench, glad to see the pretty 

young people in their bright clothes, and reflecting that almost overnight London had 

become as beautiful as any place she had ever been in the Land of Dreams’ (429). In 

contrast with David’s anxiety, created by the mixing up of stories and the real, that 

pushes him to attempt to construct a static vision of the city, Mary’s image o f London, 

filtered by this alternative reality, is regenerative rather than conservative. She is not 

nostalgic for pre-war London, maybe because, as a woman, she is aware o f the 

constrictions it imposed on her. Instead, she accommodates contemporary London 

according to her needs: time is not linear, but elastic and space is dynamic, moving 

along with her changing vision.

However, there remains a sense that surface reality does not totally convey the 

identity o f London. For Mary, it is her imaginary city—not a function of myths but of 

an idiosyncratic history—that represents the potential o f London best because it allows 

alternative modes o f apprehension, divergent from linearity and stasis, to be 

experimented with. Such a reconfiguration o f the city, in fact, is so much more 

regenerative that it eventually takes over the concrete city, as the scene below 

exemplifies:

‘Perhaps we'll have more luck going the other w ay.’ Joseph  

turns to look back at Netting Dale’s  gaudy bustle.

‘No.’ [Mary] leads him forward. ‘That’s  not the road to the 

Land of Dream s.’

Enjoying her lighthearted irony, Joseph Kiss lets her guide 

him through a mist which disperses a s  they reach the other side and 

he feels they have actually crossed to a new world a s  fantastic, a s

The image of a procession of women watched from a bridge is reminiscent o f the passage, in 
Virginia W oolfs Three Guineas (1993), where W oolf ponders if  women should cross the bridge that 
separates the private and public spheres and join the procession o f professional men passing on the 
other side (133). Michael Moorcock, by replacing those men by heroic women, is proposing an 
alternative history.
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complex and as eccentric as the one they leave. Here, though, it is 

still early. Harrow Road lies deep in snow, the streets deserted.

Am ber light from lamps and windows throws silhouettes across the 

whiteness, trees, kiosks, steeples; A shadow city waiting to take on 

any shape or character they wish. In one another’s arms they stand at 

the crossroads, content to await whatever transport com es their way.

(493)

Mary and Joseph, after their w^edding reception at Bank Cottage, are trying to find a 

taxi. But, instead, they figuratively cross over to the Land of Dreams, in a move that 

suggests that reality and the imaginary are now  ̂joined. These two Londons resonate 

with each other and the very possibility o f their simultaneous existence opens up new 

vistas for the city and its inhabitants: the crossroads beckon. In addition, the use of a 

semantic field that includes mist, silhouette, and shadow implies that boundaries 

between the two have become permeable and that in the new London Mary and Joseph 

have entered, certainties, characterised by fixed contours, have given way to an 

impressionistic poetics of the city that allows space and time to entertain a dialogic 

relation with each other.

Next to David and Mary, Joseph Kiss offers yet another version of the city. He 

is a walker and, as a result, ‘his knowledge o f London was . . . thorough’ (50). He is 

also an actor and the city functions like a stage on which he performs every day, 

although London is at the same time a performance in itself For Joseph, London is 

multiplicity. It is made of several realities that are only loosely connected. In contrast 

to David, he rejoices in this and fears the process of homogenisation:

[He] glances through the shielding nets to the street outside where a 

yellow-and-white mongrel sniffs at rusty metal dustbins placed to one 

side of a gateless path. Even the sunlight cannot relieve the squalor, 

the suggestion that here all the city’s hopeless souls must finish their 

lives. In the socialists’ Utopia will such misery actually be stamped 

out? Will a W ellsian marble city rise from the ruins? Joseph Kiss 

hopes desperately that it will not, for he is in love with London as she
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is. To change her radically is to threaten his own identity; to threaten 

the identities of her remaining millions. (219)

Identity, which is predicated on the homothetic relation between man and city, is here 

to be found in uncertainty and movement rather than stability. Visions o f containment 

frighten Joseph who lives in— and is himself an example of—excess. However, like 

each one o f the characters in the novel. Kiss entertains a complex relationship with 

London, so that he is not immune to a certain feeling of nostalgia regarding the past of 

the city:

This pleasant and unremarkable vision comes to him 

frequently. It is as if the rest of the nation is perpetually in motion on 

the city’s periphery, as if London is the hub around which all else  

revolves, the ordering, civilising, progressive force which influences 

first the Hom e Counties, then the entire nation, ultimately the Empire 

and through the Empire the Globe itself: a city more powerful than all 

cities before it, perhaps more powerful than all cities will ever be, for 

New York cannot equal it, nor Washington, nor any city Joseph Kiss 

can imagine. London is the last capital of the great city-based 

civilisations and henceforth the new empires shall be built in the nam e  

of ideals and crusades, in the nam e of holy abstractions. The golden 

age of cities has achieved its absolute fulfilment. London has surely 

reached her maximum expansion and must now begin to shrink until, 

as Athens or Rome, her mem ory shall be greater and more enduring 

than her stones. (221)

For Joseph, thinking here in 1944, London is at the centre o f the world, exercising its 

influence in concentric circles. It is apprehended as a stable referent, the still eye in the 

storm of change. In fact, it functions like Bank Cottage, although on a different scale. 

Kiss, however, can discern decadence behind the apparent grandeur o f the city: it has 

already started to fold into itself. The stability of place is being disrupted by war, and, 

also, by the imminence o f decolonisation, although Kiss can only have a faint 

intimation of the latter development. As Joseph sees it, time and space are contracting 

so that soon only the memory of the city, rather than the city itself, will remain. It will
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become a myth, a free floating narrative that has been severed from its referent. Hence, 

for Joseph, the mythical nature o f London is not to be found in its past, but, rather, in 

its future, when stories will be all that remain of the city. As he says at another point, 

‘London endures. Her stories endure’ (110-111). Joseph’s vision o f London is 

therefore one in which narratives, rather than materiality, define meaning.

However, he also believes that the types o f stories made available depend on 

what is done to the physical space of the city. Thus, the relation is bi-directional. For 

instance, some forty years after the war, in 1985, Joseph rages against the 

gentrification o f London:

‘London will soon cease to be cosmopolitan. Those pale-faced 

parkers are all the bloody same, Dandy! They should be kept in 

reservations, limited to South Ken and Chelsea, not encouraged to 

move to Clapham and Battersea and God knows where else. You 

hear them moaning about the people who were born here as if those 

were the interlopers! It’s classic imperialism. . . . Bloody brokers,

Dandy, from Haywards Heath and Beaconsfieid who now have the 

gall to blame the disruptions they cause on black people! Soft-palmed 

whites. Dandy, are the real cause of London’s trouble. . . . They stink 

and they hate cities. They don’t belong here. . . . It’s rural blight, old 

lad. Arcadian spread. It’s hideous!’ (378)

Joseph describes here how London, instead of radiating outward, is now under attack 

from the green belt that circumscribes it. The city must fight off gentrification and 

assimilation within the larger English fabric, as well as the pastoral narrative it 

implies. London’s identity, defined by multiplicity, migration and cosmopolitanism, is 

under threat. The numerous stories that weave its fabric— spanning an array of racial, 

sexual, class and other standpoints— are at risk o f being homogenised. As this 

suggests, Joseph believes that the spirit o f London resides in the city’s generative 

accommodation o f polysemy, and that its recuperation by England, by limiting it to the
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m>1:hical narrative of Arcadia, would make a simulacrum of the city that would foster 

a monological chronotope.

The images of London that Mary, Joseph and David hold are traversed by 

contradictions and complexities, so that each of them, in their different ways, strive 

towards fixing the city in a stable position while, at the same time, fragmenting it in 

myriad realities. Two apparently opposed movements are therefore at play in the 

narrative: one that tends towards inertia—holding on to a fixed centre—while the other 

exceeds the narrative itself As we saw earlier, London, before the Blitz, gives the 

impression o f being fixed. Space and time function in the absolute. Time moves 

forward, but in a movement that does not bring change. Space remains static.

However, a second image of London counterbalances the reifying tendencies 

displayed here. This image, which is represented by a merry-go-round, operates a 

centrifugal movement away from the fixed central axis, even though it does not 

disappear:

Onto the merry-go-round they go, up on the gay steed s, the lifting red- 

grinning bright-eyed hard-maned horses; straddling their timber 

saddles a s  they begin the old-time waltz, up and down and round and 

round. . . . The waltz grows louder and faster and the air’s cool on the 

fa ces  of riders clinging tight, som e with barely checked  dism ay and 

others with grins of terrified pleasure, for none expected  a merry-go- 

round to deliver so  much speed . They’re galloping to high heaven as  

the world spins round them showing them for a fragment of a second  

a familiar face, an attractive stranger, som e mysterious shape. . . .

Danny steps from his ornamental control cabin, a con e of stillness in 

the eye  of the cyclone, to cast an incurious ey e  over his cheerful 

p assengers. . . . Time d oes not so  much stand still a s  reach and then 

repeat its apotheosis. If they could they would all gladly live this 

instant forever. (366-371)
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The merry-go-round heralds another way of looking at the city. It has become mobile, 

and its inhabitants, attached to the different horses they have chosen, are now game for 

a ride: they do not seek to remain fixed to their own trajectories any longer, but are 

ready to experience contingency. The speed of the carousel means that, on the one 

hand, the world becomes fragmented in several realities, and that, on the other hand, 

the flin-riders start, for the outside observer, to blur into each other so that it becomes 

difficult to differentiate them fi-om each other. Together, they represent a polyphonic 

narrative o f the city that cannot be subsumed under any of the single versions that 

compose it. Accordingly, space and time are interacting in a way that opens up 

possibilities o f new configurations and make possible the emergence o f a dialogic 

chronotope.

Furthermore, the sense o f physical movement represented by the merry-go- 

round, which denotes London’s fluidity, is alluded to on several occasions in the 

narrafive. For instance, the first time in the text that David, Joseph and Mary share the 

same space, that space is a moving bus.*'*  ̂At another point, Joseph Kiss and one of his 

friends. Dandy Banaji, are entering an underground station and ‘head for the down 

escalator’ (51). At that very moment:

Riding upwards on the long incline towards the surface David 

Mummery recogn ises them a s they descend  towards him and hastily 

rem oves his fur hat. He has developed a morbid anxiety of not being 

recognised. The sight of the two so  cheers him he w eaves with 

increased enthusiasm  a s he rises above them. ‘Mr Kiss! Dandy!’

‘Mummery! Mummery!’ (51-52)

Space is not static, while the characters of the novel meet and interact within that 

moving place: London is not just— to take the example of David’s understanding of 

time and space— a multifaceted jewel that connects different realities, but also a

As I discuss in chapter 5, a bus can be apprehended as metaphor for movement and liminality.
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network of experiences that run into each other so that it has become impossible to 

compartmentalise them in stable categories. As a result o f the presence of these several 

different ways o f combining space and time in the novel, the chronotope o f London 

constructed in Mother London is multiple, presenting versions o f the city that are both 

mono logic and dialogic. In fact, roots and routes participate simultaneously, and at 

different levels, in each character’s experience o f London, and in the performative 

image of the city that emerges. The two seemingly contradictory movements at play 

within the narrative— inertia and dispersion—direct towards the constitutive 

ambivalence o f the city and its inhabitants. Myths and various versions of history -that 

include the possibility of spatialised histories— are solicited in the mosaic-like image 

o f London that is being constituted by and in the narrative.

Hence, the use of myth in Mother London does not mean that London and its 

inhabitants are made to fit one collective narrative about their identity. It does not 

imply either that the text, by referring to it, shies away from history. Instead, neither 

can claim the last word. Impulses towards authority, although acknowledged, are 

undercut by the way in which the novel combines perspectives in its very fabric. As a 

result, several conceptions o f narrative and history mingle in ways that participate in 

the endless reconfiguration of the city. The novel achieves this by simultaneously 

underlining the importance o f reliable referents— exemplified by Bank Cottage—while 

performing at the same time a centrifugal motion away fi'om its centre. Accordingly, 

the chronotope of the city that the novel proposes partakes of two different 

epistemological claims as to the identity o f London.

In addition, a sense of London’s place within history depends, in Mother 

London, on the location of the interpretative agent, and this rests, in large part, on the 

types o f stories about, and representations of, London one abides by. In fact, each of
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the characters participates in the creation and transmission o f these stories, and 

underhnes their importance in making sense o f place. Thus, in Mother London, in 

contrast to Hawksmoor, literature becomes one site that makes possible the opening of 

meaning to multiple versions o f the city through the stories it performs. So that even 

though the chronotope of the novel is not dialogic, it gestures to its possible emergence 

through the micro-narratives it stages, alongside reifying impulses. This is what Old 

Nonny, a character who stands for the spirit o f London, suggests: ‘“You just love this 

city more, that’s all. Depending on your point of view it’ll get better or it’ll get worse 

again. A city London’s size is everything to everyone. I’ve seen it all before, every 

dream and every nightmare. It’s bound to get better’” (476). The generosity o f the 

novel proposes that any of these versions of London is legitimate even if they cannot 

all be represented within the text itself. This implies that London is bigger than any of 

the separate stories told about it, and that no totality can ever hope to represent it.
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Chapter 4

From cognitive mapping to tlie London A-Z: 
City of the Mind and Bleeding London 

cartographic chronotopes

Mapping is often associated with a controlling practice o f encoding that reduces the 

outside world to a known and knowable grid. In the context o f postcolonial studies, 

Bill Ashcroft et al. define maps and mapping as ‘dominant practices of colonial and 

post-colonial cultures’ (31). They add that their ‘existence is a means o f textualizing 

the spatial reality of the other, naming or, in almost all cases, renaming spaces in a 

symbolic and literal act of mastery and control’ (31-32). Paul Carter’s historico- 

geographical study of Australia that I referred to in chapter 2 demonstrates this process 

whereby mapping, alongside naming, participates in the textualisation o f the world. 

That is, it renders the world readable by constructing conventional drawings that aim 

at standardising the representation of place. The heterogeneity o f the physical reality is 

thus made familiar—and knowable—by the creation of a system of signs that attempts 

to erase the alterity of the material by providing a singular version o f the world.

In addition to the interest displayed by postcolonial studies, mapping has also 

been discussed from a feminist perspective. For instance, Kathleen Kirby argues, in 

‘Re: Mapping Subjectivity’ (1996), an article that examines the relation between 

mapping and subjecthood, that the Cartesian subject is predicated on a specific 

understanding o f space: ‘The “individual” expresses a coherent, consistent, rational 

space paired with a consistent, stable, organized environment. Cartography, a science 

developing (as a science) in the Renaissance and being standardized in the 

Enlightenment, is both an expression o f the new form of subjectivity and a technology 

allowing (or causing) the new subjectivity to coalesce’ (45). The result of such a
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pairing is that ‘graphically, the “individual” might be pictured as a closed circle: its 

smooth contours ensure its clear division from its location, as well as ensuring its 

internal coherence and consistency’ (45). As Kirby contends, such a concept of the 

subject is ‘an exclusive structure encoded with a particular gender, class and racial 

positioning; [it is] a structure for subjectivity unresponsive to the perspective o f many 

non-dominant subjectivities, particularly women’ (46). The practice of mapping, 

understood as the erection o f boundaries between self and other in order to control the 

latter, is, therefore, a gendered activity that does not resonate with social minorities 

who have not, traditionally, been given access to positions o f power. Furthermore, the 

ontological uncertainty of non-dominant groups also means that they have a more 

problematic access to authority and to the domination o f signs. Accordingly, their 

experience of subjectivity might differ from the standardised and normative model that 

uses mapping as a constitutive metaphor, hi addition, Kirby contends that the practice 

o f mapping is also linked to a capitalist ethos, because o f its focus on boundaries and 

limits: ‘the emphasis upon “property” and “own-ness” [can be transferred] in the “one

ness” o f the Enlightenment individual— as well as this subject’s imbrication in the 

developing social form of capitalism’ (46).

Maps are, therefore, material encodings, when used in the form o f geographical 

maps, as well as cognitive constructs, when understood as mental maps. Both aspects 

are potentially engaged in reproducing accepted imaginary representations— as 

instruments of containment and power. However, they might also be used to defy such 

representations through their articulation as individual constructions that might read 

the city against the grain. It is in this sense that Deleuze and Guattari understand 

mapping in ‘Rhizome’, as that which is the opposite o f decalcomania (or tracing):'”

‘caique’ in French.
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W hat distinguishes the map from the tracing is that it is entirely

oriented toward an experimentation in contact with the real. . . . The

map is open and connectable in all of its dimensions; it is detachable, 

reversible, susceptible to constant modification. It can be torn, 

reversed, adapted to any kind of mounting, reworked by an individual, 

group, or social formation. . . .  A map has multiple entryways, as 

opposed to the tracing, which always comes back “to the sam e”. The  

map has to do with performance. (12)^^^

Such a characterisation o f the map as open to change and to performance is interesting 

as well as seductive. It remains nonetheless an ideal because, as Kirby contends, map 

making is always imbricated in power relations that use mapping as a means to control

and to reproduce the status quo rather than as a way o f fostering multiple reading o f a

place.

City o f  the Mind (1992) by Penelope Lively and Bleeding London (1997) by 

Geoff Nicholson provide two instances o f the ambivalence accompanying mapping, in 

the context o f London. They stage the tension between a yearning for wholeness, 

control and mastery o f the city in some o f the characters, while simultaneously 

challenging this bordering impulse through narrative and textual strategies, such as 

performance, the creation o f gaps and subversion, which undermine the very 

possibility of totalising gestures. In fact, Lively’s and Nicholson’s novels are both 

explicitly about maps and mapping. They explore the subject, however, from two 

different perspectives: City o f  the Mind, on the one hand, considers the imphcations of 

cognitive mapping in relation to the creation o f a unified subject, while Bleeding 

London, on the other hand, centres around the different shapes that the physical 

activity of map making can take. Both novels converge in offering considerations on

Si la carte s ’oppose au caique, c ’est qu’elle est toute entiere tournee vers une experiementation en 
prise sur le reel. . . .  La carte est ouverte, elle est connectable dans toutes ses dimensions, demontable, 
reversible, susceptible de recevoir constamment des modifications. Elle peut etre dechiree, renversee, 
s ’adapter a des montages de toute nature, etre mise en chantier par un individu, un groupe, une 
formation sociale. . . . Une carte a des entrees multiples, contrairement au caique qui revient toujours 
“au meme”. Une carte est affaire de performance (20).
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the uneasy relation between mapping, London and subjectivity, and, using the almost 

homothetic relation between map and text, to reflect more generally on the question of 

narrative structure.

City of the Mind: mapping as aporia

Penelope Lively is best known for the children’s books she has written, and which 

received several awards, as well as for Moon Tiger (1987), a novel set in Egypt, which 

won the Booker Prize. The past and memory are recurrent themes in her novels— and 

in her autobiographical work—but City o f  the Mind is her only text that explicitly 

engages with London. The title o f the novel evokes a whole area of research within 

human geography, labelled cognitive mapping. Roger Downs and David Stea in Maps 

in Minds, Reflections on Cognitive Mapping (1977), define such a practice as ‘the 

mental process through which people come to grips with and comprehend the world 

around them’ (61). They define a cognitive map ‘as a person’s organized 

representation of part of the spatial envirormient’ (61). Space and time are 

conceptualised as phenomenological and, from this perspective, the focus is on how 

people represent the world to themselves, rather than on its standardised measurement. 

As Downs and Stea put it, ‘[i]nner space [the object o f cognitive mapping] refers to the 

representation o f the geographical environment as it exists within a person’s mind. It is 

the world as people believe it to be’ (4). Geographers doing research in this area 

usually analyse and compare maps on a similar locale drawn by a variety o f people. 

For instance, Peter Gould and Rodney White, in Mental Maps (1992), show how 

school pupils living in different regions of the United Kingdom, when asked to map 

the country according to desirability, represent, in most cases, the area in which they 

live as the most important and desirable. Affective investment, therefore, influences
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the way in which one’s surroundings are perceived. As such, the process o f cognitive 

mapping resonates with the discussion o f place in chapter 2 and provides a 

complementary way o f thinking about the subjective representations human beings 

have o f it.

This being said, however, the power o f conventional maps remains extremely 

strong, even in the event of reading mental maps. Indeed, when faced with a person’s 

idiosyncratic mapping o f a place, the observer’s tendency might well be to compare 

and contrast it with a standardised map o f that place, and to take the latter as model. 

Cognitive mapping is therefore usually understood to be a deviation from the norm, 

rather than the addition o f one more variation to the field o f representation. 

Conversely, it can also be argued that all maps are processes o f cognitive mapping, in 

so far as representations are always encoding processes working subjectively. For 

instance, standard illustrations o f Europe at the centre of the world"^ in geographical 

maps denote a cultural, historical and political viewpoint rather than an individual one, 

but remain a function o f cognitive m a p p i n g . T h e  interplay between these different 

levels is complex and it might appear, at times, that maps generate one another without 

need for a referent, thus losing any tenuous link they might have had with the 

materiality of what they supposedly represent. For example, for many Londoners and 

tourists alike, the power o f one particular map of London— the underground map— 

defines their experience and vision o f the city. Its stylised lines control in large part the 

image o f London they have, and the cognitive maps that result from their experience 

o f the city might be influenced by that ideal version, rather than by their own physical 

encounter with London and of distances within it.

To talk about the centre of a sphere is obviously metaphorical and shows, if  necessary, the symbolic 
uses o f space.

In this perspective, it is always interesting to compare maps published in different places: the 
country or continent positioned centrally usually depends on the place o f publication, therefore showing 
once again the subjective elements o f mapping.
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Alongside the uses o f cognitive mapping for geographical purposes, mental 

maps have also been discussed for different purposes. For example, Fredric Jameson, 

in Postmodernism or, the Cultural Logic o f  Late Capitalism (1991), extrapolates from 

the work o f the American geographer Kevin Lynch on cognitive mapping and images 

o f the city and proposes to use it to identify the ‘mental map of the social and global 

totality we all carry around in our heads’ (415). Jameson sees in cognitive mapping a 

way of counteracting the postmodern tendency towards fragmentation, in keeping with 

his articulation of space that I discussed in chapter 2: ‘what I have called cognitive 

mapping may be identified as a more modernist strategy, which retains an impossible 

concept o f totality whose representational failure seemed for the moment as useful and 

productive as its (inconceivable) success’ (409). Although totality is impossible, 

Jameson implies, it should nonetheless be aspired to because it allows for grand 

narratives, such as Marxism, to retain their explanatory power.

Even though they do not speak from the same disciplinary backgrounds, 

Downs, Stea, Gould, White and Jameson concur in theorising cognitive mapping as a 

practice tending towards the organisation o f one’s surroundings into a manageable 

whole. A large part o f the process, therefore, consists in selecting information in order 

to contain the totality within a structured pattern. This can be linked to Gayatri 

Spivak’s affirmation, in her preface to Derrida’s O f Grammatology (1976), that 

‘humankind’s common desire is for a stable center, and for the assurance o f mastery— 

through knowing or possessing’ (xi). As I mentioned above, the title o f Penelope 

Lively’s novel refers to this desire. However, as I argue below, City o f  the Mind also 

recognises the ‘representational failure’ (Jameson 409) o f cognitive mapping. The 

tension between mastery and its impossibility provides the material from which the 

novel’s chronotope emerges.
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Set in contemporary London, City o f  the Mind revolves around the character of 

Matthew Halland. He is an architect, like Nicholas Dyer in Hawksmoor, and, as such, 

models space by participating in the physical transformation o f London. The readers 

leam early on that he is separated from his wife, Susan, and that he has an eight-year- 

old daughter, Jane. The narrative follows Matthew in his everyday occupations that 

lead him from his flat to his architectural office and to the different sites he is working 

on. He is especially busy with a Docklands location where he is in charge o f the 

erection o f a high-rise financial building, the ethical validity o f which he doubts. 

Following Matthew’s idea, the building will be called ‘Frobisher House’ (14), after the 

name of an Elizabethan explorer. Matthew’s well organised routine between home and 

work— and that includes the plarmed moments he spends with his daughter or his 

mother— is disturbed by two events in the narrative. First, his accidental encounter 

with a woman in a sandwich bar leads to a courtship that disrupts Matthew’s prior 

romantic arrangements with a friend. Second, his unwanted involvement with a low- 

grade gangster and property developer who, when Matthew refuses to work for him, 

becomes a menacing presence in his life, adds a layer o f fear to his everyday 

environment. All this is woven together with Matthew’s irmer thoughts and memories: 

they continuously flow in and out o f each other.

As this summary implies, City o f  the Mind is not, in fact, a plot driven 

narrative; the complications that arise are resolved without much trouble, hstead, it 

proposes a journey through the association o f ideas that constitute Matthew’s 

consciousness as he goes about his everyday activities in London. Matthew’s thoughts 

and his perception o f his surroundings thus provide the focus o f the narrative, hi fact, 

although the story is told from the perspective o f an external, third person narrator— 

and only tangentially qualifies as a stream-of-consciousness novel—the readers’
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impressions o f all the other characters in the novel are mediated, in one way or the 

other, through the way in which Matthew sees them: they do not have a voice o f their 

own but are all functions o f his personal map.

At intervals, the contemporary narrative is interrupted by snatches of text 

concerning characters living in different historical periods: Martin Frobisher, the 

Arctic explorer in the sixteenth century I have already mentioned, Richard Owen, a 

palaeontologist in the nineteenth century, Rose, a young girl in Victorian London and 

Jim Prothero, a warden during the Blitz. Yet, all these characters, like their 

contemporary counterparts, belong to Matthew’s process o f cognitive mapping; their 

stories grow out of Matthew’s mental processing o f his surroundings. They therefore 

reinforce the idea that the London represented in the novel is a reflection o f Matthew’s 

mind. As he says to a colleague: “This city . . .  is entirely in the mind. It is a construct 

of the memory and of the intellect. Without you and me it hasn’t got a chance’” (7). 

The intellect and memory, reason and emotion, are thus combined to create London 

according to Matthew.

Throughout the novel, however, Matthew’s attempt at control through 

cognitive mapping is contrasted with the underlying polysemy o f the physical world: 

London is thus characterised as an incessant flux, related to other places and times, 

that strives against containment; it is a ‘moving city’ (30), in which ‘everything is 

simultaneous’ (24). From this perspective, the opening chapter o f the novel introduces 

the reader to the bafflement that is London: several spaces, times and languages are 

present concurrently in the city so that its multiplicity seems to deny any attempt at 

singularity or autonomy in its inhabitants: they are all part o f the Babel-like resonance 

of the place and at the mercy of its indomitable energy.
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Thus, as I develop below, the novel’s narrative movement follows two 

directions. On the one hand, it shows how Matthew attempts to keep his relation to the 

city monologic in order to interpellate himself as a unified subject. On the other hand, 

the text demonstrates how the irreducible excess o f London, as well as its potential for 

a dialogic articulation with the self, confounds Matthew’s effort towards closure and 

points to the representational failure o f mapping. Most o f the novel illustrates how 

Matthew’s cognitive process works and how it mediates his— as well as the readers’— 

reading and experiencing of the city. Accordingly, the narrative structure, even though 

providing a third person viewpoint, pulls centripetally towards Matthew. The 

underlying current of randomness and multiplicity is not denied, but Matthew’s mind, 

by ordering the world around him, attempts to leave it out o f the image o f London that 

is being formed. In other words, Matthew is singled out as the subjectivity that makes 

representation possible by coding London into a textual space. Through his act of 

interpretation, Matthew seeks to control the flux, so that instead o f being passively led 

by the current o f the city, he becomes the master o f its signs: the city lives through 

him. However, several textual devices make such a practice untenable and, by 

providing gaps, open the narrative— and Matthew’s subjectivity—to the route of 

dialogism.

In fact, the novel opens and closes by presenting the tension between these two 

possible directions. The first and last paragraphs, in addition, stand out in relation to 

the rest o f the narrative because they stage an interaction between two characters, a 

father and his daughter, who remain unnamed. Although they might be Matthew and 

Jane, the text does not directly make that inference. As a result, the two anonymous 

characters seem somehow detached fi'om the rest of the narrative in which such non- 

referentiality is not repeated, especially since they are not part of Matthew’s process of
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cognitive mapping. They therefore function as a framing narrative to the rest o f the 

text, ahhough the last paragraph, by providing a disjunctive supplement to the first, 

directs to the open-endedness o f the novel, rather than to the reinscription of the same, 

as would be the case with a circular framing narrative.

In the first paragraph, it is night and, outside ‘in the sky, the dead and dancing 

sky, there are a million yesterdays’ (1). Simultaneous— rather than sequential— 

temporalities are inscribed spatially and direct to the multiplicity o f times and spaces, 

and to the vastness beyond the limits of human comprehension. The child asks her 

father why there are stars, and, for a reply, ‘[h]e shakes his head, pulls the curtains to, 

and goes’ (1). Incapable of answering— ‘he has no answer’ (1)— the father prefers 

hiding the multiplicity outside rather than engaging with it. In the act o f drawing the 

curtains shut, he attempts to deny the unknowable and, instead, to take control o f his 

surroundings. He does so by erasing signs he cannot read and by reintroducing within 

the exclusionary space thus created a sense o f sequentiality that fits within a 

monologic frame of reference. The father uses such a strategy in order to ensure the 

continuation of his unified self within a paradigm that does not threaten a subjectivity 

built on a singular model. Such a position has direct links to a view o f narrative as a 

self-contained site o f meaning that is fundamentally chronological, stable and 

autonomous.

The last paragraph o f the book, in contrast with this gesture o f containment, 

shows the father ‘pull[ing] back the curtain’ and saying to his daughter: “‘Look’” 

(219). Instead o f shying away from it, he is now embracing the heterogeneity o f the 

outside world. It is not experienced as a threat to his subjectivity any longer because he 

is able to situate himself and his child in a system of references that do not need to be 

fixed in static time and space: ‘“There,” he says. “You’re here. I’m here’” (220). The
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deictics ‘there’ and ‘here’ show that the father’s sense o f self has become relational. 

He is now able to immerse himself in the multiplicity that surrounds him without 

having to try to contain it because his identity is not dependent on his mastery o f it, but 

rather on the types of contingent relations he is able to construct with other elements of 

his heterogeneous environment. His subjectivity, from being rooted in a fixed 

referential world, is now opened to the flux of the city, to the wider world and to the 

relations they engender. He has become a dialogic subject, for whom the space of 

enunciation does not need to be contained by fixed borders and limits because he 

understands his subjectivity to be a process that is reconfigured at each encounter 

between the ‘I’ and the ‘other’.

As I have already indicated, the framing narrative encapsulates the tensions at 

play in the rest of City o f  the Mind between a need for control and mastery— illustrated 

by cognitive mapping—and the understanding that both subjecthood and the city are, a 

contrario, processes that cannot be contained by such a practice. In fact, it is the form 

of the text itself, rather than its minimal plot content, which brings readers to this 

realisation, as I show below. Thus, the narrative escapes its brief, as it were, and 

proposes instead that control is impossible, both in relation to London and to narration 

itself This suggests that the pressure o f multiplicity on the narrative’s structure cannot 

be denied and, by opening up the narrative to centrifugal forces, it shows how the 

destabilising forces o f dialogic representations undercut attempts towards monological 

closure and direct to the uncontainable excess o f London.

London’s polysemy
In the first pages of the novel, Matthew’s subjectivity, which is at this point predicated 

on singularity, is shown to be in danger of disintegrating because of the plurality of 

perspectives provided by London. Coming out o f the ordered space of his flat, his
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control over his surroundings becomes tenuous: ‘And then as he turned from the side 

street into a busier one, as the traffic gripped and slowed him, as he halted for the 

lights, [the memory o f  his daughter] began to slip away. . . . The city had him in its 

current; yesterday withdrew’ (1). The metaphor used here to characterise the city’s 

hold over Matthew— the current— directs towards the ineluctable fluidity o f  London, 

and the impossibility o f  fixing it within rigid borders. Driving his car in the morning

traffic, Matthew is further overwhelmed by the excess o f  stimuli coming from all

directions:

And thus, driving through the city, he is both here and now, 

there and then. He carries yesterday with him, but pushes fonward 

into today, and tomorrow, skipping as he will from one to the other. He 

is in London, on a May morning of the late twentieth century, but he is 

also in many other places, and at other times. He twitches the knob of 

his radio: New York speaks to him, five hours ago, is superseded by 

Australia tomorrow and presently by India this evening. He learns of 

events that have not yet taken place, of deaths that have not yet 

occurred. He is Matthew Halland, an English architect stuck in a traffic 

jam, a person of no great significance, and yet omniscient. For him, 

the world no longer turns; there is no day or night, everything and 

everywhere are instantaneous. . . .

The city, too, bombards him. He sees decades and centuries, 

poverty and wealth, grace and vulgarity. He sees a kaleidoscope of 

time and mood: buildings that ape Gothic cathedrals, that remember

Greek temples, that parade symbols and images. . . .  He notes the

resilience and tenacity of the city, and its indifference.

He sees, too, that the city speaks in tongues: Pizza Ciao,

King’s Cross Kebab, New Raj Mahal Tandoori, Nepalese Brasserie.

And he hears another clamour, a cacophony of sound that runs the 

whole gamut from Yiddish to Urdu, a global testimony reaching from 

Moscow to Sydney by way of Greece and Turkey and remote 

nameless birthplaces in Ireland or India or the Caribbean. The 

resonances of the place are universal. If the city were to recount its 

experience, the ensuing babbie would be the talk of everytime and 

everywhere, of persecution and disaster, of success and misfortune.

The whole place is a chronicle, in brick and stone, in silent eloquence.
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for those who have eyes and ears. For such as Matthew. Through 

him, the city lives and breathes; it sheds its indifference, its 

impervious attachment to both then and now, and bears witness. (2-3)

London is shown to be a never-ending creative process that weaves together people, 

colours, languages and sounds in ephemeral combinations that performatively create 

partial sites o f meaning. The city’s contemporary landscape, which is transformed by 

every new connection in time and space, proceeds from the sedimentation o f centuries 

o f movements between people and cultures as well as from present migrations. 

London carmot, therefore, be essentialised or reified into a singular image. In this 

polyphonic city, the radio, which functions here similarly to the ‘wireless receivers’ 

(30) that are David, Joseph and Mary in Mother London, is a privileged medium 

through which its inhabitants feel the congruence of disparate experiences, beyond the 

artificial differentiations imposed by Greenwich Mean Time and other arbitrary ways 

of partitioning space and time into discrete units. Through this communication system, 

London is linked to the rest of the world, refiguring the global and the local as part of 

the same contintium.

The overall sense of movement generated by this passage is further reinforced 

by the fact that the city speaks in babble, which not only denotes, according to the 

OED, the inarticulate language o f infants, but also a ‘confused murmur, as o f a 

stream’. This double personification,”  ̂ coming only two pages after Matthew has 

been described as being taken into the city’s current, participates in establishing a 

semantic field that associates the city with water, and thus fluidity. This is, in fact, 

directly linked to the ways in which space and time are configured in the passage 

above, in a way that permeates the rest o f the novel. Instead o f time being apprehended 

as linear and sequential and space as static and superficial, they have become part o f a

I am referring here to a double personification because both the city and the stream (in the OED 
definition) haven taken human attributes; the former babbles while the later murmurs.
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web o f relations that thrives in simultaneity and disrupts models o f connections based 

on binaries. As a result, space and time are now engaged in a dynamic relation with 

each other that constitutes London as a node o f partial meanings that are actualised by 

each new connection. As the narrator enthuses, ‘[t]here is no sequence in the city, no 

then and now, all is continuous’ (210). We are in Jameson’s postmodern city. Chaos, it 

seems, beckons. Except that City o f  the Mind, instead o f taking the path o f nostalgia 

and representing this as a new phenomenon that is eroding essential systems of 

knowledge, suggests that excess is, and has always been, characteristic of London: its 

very nature is constituted by multiplicity, rather than singularity.

As this implies, both the deepest and surface layers o f meaning as to the 

identity o f London are in constant flux. The text, therefore, articulates the relation 

between depth and surface in a way that complements the theoretical perspectives I 

discussed in chapter 2. Instead o f linking depth to totality and surface to 

fragmentation, it suggests, along with Deleuze and Guattari in ‘Rhizome’, that there is 

no original whole: meaning does not derive from roots or singular beginnings, but 

proceeds from multiplicity, the n (6) Deleuze and Guattari discuss in their article. 

Depth and surface are therefore reworked here as complementary to each other. They 

interact in the palimpsestic inscriptions that emerge in contemporary London so that 

the simultaneity o f experiences provided by the city allows for the levelling o f past and 

present in a non-hierarchical mode of apprehension. This does not suggest that history 

is not relevant any longer but rather, as the passage demonstrates, that it is not cut off 

from the present and that, in fact, the two are implicated in each other.

However, at the same time, the passage also shows how such a relationship is 

fragile because narratives that seek order and wholeness— for instance Matthew’s 

transient understanding of the city—can take over the realm of representations and
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attempt to impose an orderly paradigm on the past as well as the present. 

Consequently, sequence and chronology replace the multiplicity and simultaneity of 

experiences. This, in fact, is the result of the ways in which cognitive mapping, as 

produced by Matthew, attempts to control the polysemy o f London within a 

manageable totality, in order to ensure the possible reproduction o f his singular 

subjectivity. As we saw above, the flux of the city threatens such a structuring process 

by the potential for dissolution that it provides, hi fact, Matthew explicitly recognises 

this. Talking with a colleague about one o f their projects, he ‘is, for a few instants, 

disembodied— aware o f himself as subsumed within the crowd, the horde of humanity 

that has sifted through the city, and died, and been reborn. He is both sobered, and 

uplifted’ (8). This quasi out o f body experience that severs the links between mind and 

body—and erases material and embodied inscriptions within the city—is seductive, 

although Matthew resists it by keeping a sense of his individual subjectivity, as the 

agent who experiences— and can name—the possibility o f annihilation. Instead, then, 

Matthew resorts to cognitive mapping, this practice whereby one’s surroundings are 

made to fit within a mental structure that can control and contain them and that, at the 

same time, establishes the subject at the centre of meaning. This process functions 

within a paradigm that understands subjectivity to be unified and stable, and it projects 

that stability outwards as a means o f ensuring it within the subject. The result o f such 

an essential position, which attempts to saturate meaning in order to eschew gaps and 

ambivalence, is the production o f a static narrative that can only reproduce known 

patterns o f representation. Here, then, history can only be teleological, the result of a 

monologic structure that mirrors the essence o f the unified self
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Matthew’s London of the mind
In using cognitive mapping as a controlling means, Matthew is, in fact, applying to 

London a practice that he is carrying over from his childhood, when he used to map 

the sky thanks to an astronomy book:

It is a s  though th ese silent worlds of fire, ice and gas, whirling in their 

immeasurable distances of time and sp ace, have for ever so  

disturbed the human imagination that they can only be approached by 

attaching to them the cod es of a known system . They are the only 

stability in lives of flux, the only constant. They are inconceivable, and 

essential. They cannot be understood, and so  must be labelled.

And Matthew, contemplating the city sky from his chair, his 

old Astronomy for Beginners in his hand (‘from Mum and Dad,

Christmas I9 6 0 ’) finds a curious so lace. He tries to isolate and 

establish, to im pose order on that glittering assem bly. (144-145)

In an echo from his childhood’s love for astronomy and from the gesture of 

containment operated by the father in the first paragraph o f the novel, Matthew is seen 

here to attempt to map the sky into a pattern he can understand. Such a process 

comforts him and provides him with a sense o f security and stability. In danger of 

being overwhelmed by the sheer immensity and mystery o f the destabilising presence 

of the stars, Matthew regains a sense of mastery through ordering and labelling them 

thanks to his astronomical map.”  ̂ Like the anonymous father, he needs to reduce the 

polysemy o f signs around him to a structured pattern, although he uses a different 

strategy; instead of containing through denial, Matthew does so through the act of 

mapping. The blueprint exhibited here is the model with which he processes other 

external stimuli, such as the city. This, as I have already suggested, allows him to keep 

London under control and to retain his sense o f subjectivity as unified.

It is interesting to note that Matthew’s mapping o f  the stars is in some ways an exercise in absence, 
in the sense that many o f  the stars he observes are aheady dead. This points to the muhiplicity o f  
temporahties that exist at any one time, and to the constitutive as well as imaginary dimension o f  
vision.
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Matthew’s need o f mastery, however, not only concerns the present day 

London, but also its past incarnations, because they are connected— and contribute—to 

the contemporary polysemy of the city, thanks to the interpenetration o f depth and 

surface effected by the palimpsestic inscriptions that shape London. In the first pages 

o f the novel I quoted above, the narrator intimates that ‘[t]he whole place is a 

chronicle, in brick and stone, in silent eloquence, for those who have eyes and ears. 

For such as Matthew. Through him, the city lives and breathes’ (3). That is, the past 

can be read by those who can decode the traces that are still visible on the surface of 

the city. However, the past is not a transparent and already-there entity that simply 

needs to be deciphered by a subject, but is in fact constructed by the act o f reading the 

city itself Such a characterisation of the chronotope contrasts with the view 

expounded in Hawksmoor that takes the past to be a totality that controls the signs of 

the present. Here, as I have already discussed, past and present conjointly create 

meaning in the space of negotiation provided by the surface layer o f the city.

Textual juxtaposition is the technique used in City o f  the Mind to convey the 

sense o f connection and continuity between present and past. That is, random 

references, surging from the vast undercurrent that is London, give rise to unexpected 

collages thanks to Matthew: ‘He looks at the trunk of a tree and is referred at once to a 

different image, another set of signals; one vision triggers another, in the complex and 

unique network that is within his head’ (29). Disparate and heterogeneous narratives 

are thus arranged sequentially and given a shape that allows them to fit within 

traditional patterns of space and time, as well as narrative; the act of interpretation 

provided by Matthew transforms the chaotic city into a fixed pattern o f meaning.

The first time this juxtaposition technique is used, in chapter one, Matthew is 

in his car, making his way to one of his worksites:
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W e can s e e  nothing for itself alone; everything alludes to som ething  

e lse . And Matthew is caught now by the allusion of th ese  streets, as  

he g lances at the blackened brick wall, at the remnant of a Victorian 

fagade amid the office blocks.

Before him is a canyon of fire. The man hesitates— even  he, 

who has trodden the inferno of th ese  streets for hours. (9)

In the first paragraph, the narrator explicitly reflects on the palimpsest-like texture of 

the city and of the human mind, showing how the geography o f London is similar to a 

vast chain o f signifiers that refers back to the irreducible multiplicity o f the city. The 

beginning o f the next paragraph brings confusion to the reader, though, as the pronoun 

‘him’ is first assumed to still be Matthew. It becomes clear, however, that the absentee 

referent is someone else and, after two pages, it is disclosed that the ‘him ’ stands for a 

certain ‘Jim Prothero, a thirty-five-year-old print-worker and part-time warden, 

husband and father’ (11). It also appears that the text has shifted from the present to 

the past, and more specifically, to the period o f the Blitz. The impression left by the 

linguistic uncertainty displayed at first—the non-attributed referent—  gives the 

passage about Jim a dream-like quality, which is reinforced by the way the text 

effectuates the transition back to the present: ‘What?’ (11), utters Matthew, tearing 

himself away from his reverie. Spoken to by a colleague, Matthew has clearly not been 

listening, thus giving the impression that the textual parenthesis marked by Jim has 

also been a spatial and temporal moment in abstentia for Matthew who was lost in his 

thoughts. However, the referential uncertainty o f the first lines of the second paragraph 

actively suggests that Jim has not simply appeared within Matthew’s thoughts but has 

somehow materialised in contemporary London, so that his narrative intermingles with 

Matthew’s. Its status, as a result, goes beyond the position o f sub-narrative in relation 

to Matthew’s apprehension of the city. On the contrary, it somehow transforms 

contemporary London as the actualisation of the past interrupts the sequentiality o f the
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present moment. Thus, although summoned by the contemporary inscriptions o f the 

past on the fabric o f the city that Matthew picks on, such a textual interruption 

performs the heterogeneity o f the city. Hence, although Matthew, for most o f the 

novel, seems to keep a certain control over the types o f allusions from the past that 

emerge, and as such is able to incorporate them within his mental map as part o f the 

city o f the mind he is constructing, there is also a hint here that such a control cannot 

be absolute and that the text escapes Matthew’s efforts at mapping. The following 

passage underlines this ambiguous relationship: ‘The city feeds his mind, but in so 

doing he is manipulated by it, its sights and sounds condition his responses, he is its 

product and its creature. Neither can do without the other’ (88).

The other sentences that function like links between present and past"’ all 

convey the same intimation of this double narrative movement, although not always as 

strongly as in this first example: on the one hand, the stock o f stories that exist in the 

fabric o f the city are shown to need the interpretative presence o f a subjectivity such as 

Matthew’s to surface and acquire meaning and, on the other hand, their form and 

content reverberate in the present, thus altering it and preventing the closing of 

meaning in the aporetic space it creates.

The sections of text centred on the characters from the past also, in some 

instances, articulate, at the level o f content, the tension between wholeness and 

fragmentation that permeates the contemporary narrative, thus reinforcing the 

impression that the meaning taken by the past is a function o f the questions asked in 

the present. For instance, one of the retrospective sequences follows Martin Frobisher

For instance, Matthew is walking in Covent Garden and, attracted by a flower stall, buys a bunch of 
violets: ‘“I’ll have one of those,” said Matthew for no reason at all, except that the violets seemed to 
bear some freight o f reference’ (34). The next paragraph starts with ‘She can smell violets’ and readers 
are then introduced to the character o f Rose, a child living by her wits in Victorian London. Another 
example: Matthew goes with Jane, his daughter, to Greenwich to trace a picture o f the ship Martin 
Frobisher used to travel to the Arctic. She loses interest and ‘Matthew is left alone with Martin 
Frobisher and the Arctic, here, there, and four hundred and thirteen years ago’ (42). The next paragraph 
switches to Frobisher on his expedition. The technique is consistently used throughout the novel.
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and his crew in their Arctic search for gold: ‘They inhabit time and space. Within the

vessel, the hourglass measures out the day, charts the watches, imposes a frail order. 

Beyond is the space over which they have no control’ (47). The tension between outer 

chaos and human’s thrust towards its containment has become, in this context, an 

image for the actual physical survival o f a ship crew, thus lending materiality to the

questions that traverse the rest o f the novel. This is further elaborated in the following

passage:

Meta Incognita.^^^ T he country which h as  not been  

d iscovered  an d  which therefore h as  no nam e. T he p lace  which lies 

beyond the s e a  card, which m ay be ten  leag u es off, or fifty, or a 

hundred . T he country of ice and  snow , of b ea rs  and se a ls , of s a v a g e s  

an d  gold. T he unm apped , unknown, treach ero u s coastline  which lurks 

so m ew h ere  beyond the  m ists, over the  e d g e s  of the  s e a s .  . . .

T he ship is a  pinpoint in infinity, and a  un iverse. It is a  fragile 

thing to be sm a sh e d  in the ice or sw allow ed by a  w ave; it is a  g rea t 

c reak ing  p o nderous solidity of oak and  iron. It is a  defiant s ta tem en t of 

ingenuity and  order, a  challenge flung down to the  an arch ic  w a s te s  of 

w ater, wind and  ice. Aboard, th ere  is language, a  social s truc tu re  and  

the  m e a n s  to m anipulate the physical world. An astro labum . A 

co m p ass . A s e a  card. A Sphere Nautica. Beyond, th e re  a re  roaring 

tides, snow , fog, ga les , drifting packs of ice islands, and  the  b le ssed  

e lusive certa in ties of sun , m oon and  s ta rs . T he ship h a s  p u rpose , and  

direction. It is pow ered by hum an ambition, aspiration , en d eav o u r and  

g reed . And s e t  ag a in st this form idable array  is the  intractable hostility 

of this blank white quarter of the  globe. W hich will w in? Will the  ship 

vanish  into th e  m aw  of nature, or will he  tam e  that wild e x p a n se  by 

nam ing it, by charting it, by giving it position and a  sh a p e , by reducing 

it to a  scribble of lines upon a s e a  ca rd ?  (122-123)

Frobisher cannot interpret the frozen land that lies in front o f  him except as a place to 

master, tame and control. He is hence shown here in paradigmatic imperialist mode

‘The first Queen EUzabeth gave the name M eta Incognita, the Unknown Shore, to the area on which 
[Martin Frobisher’s] expeditions focussed’ (www.civiHzation.ca/hist/frobisher/frsubl6e.html). For an 
account o f  Frobisher’s journey to the Arctic, see Richard Hakluyt’s text, Principal Navigations (1907), 
first published in 1589.
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that resonates with Bill Ashcroft’s theoretical proposition, which I quoted at the 

beginning o f this chapter. The Arctic is, for him, the expression o f a pre—or non— 

linguistic radical alterity that cannot be imagined except through making it fit the grid 

of an already existent referential system, indicated by the different nautical instruments 

in Frobisher’s possession, as well as figured by the ship itself This land has to be 

made into a text in order to be readable by Frobisher’s interpretative grid. This is very 

close to the process o f linguistic appropriation described by Benedict Andersen in 

Imaginary Communities, which I briefly discussed in chapter 2. It also echoes 

Kathleen Kirby’s discussion of two Renaissance travel narratives in the context of her 

examination o f subjecthood:

T h ese two narrators [Samuel de Champlain and C abeza de 

Vaca] are bounded the sam e way geographically and historically.

Behind them, Europe; before them, the utterly unknown. Behind them, 

land stabilized by representation; before them, an unformed and 

unsignifying universe. Both for the subjects they are and the world 

they encounter, the explorers maintain an ideal of stable, rationalized 

sp a ce  while occupying a sp ace  that is chaotic and mobile. The 

externalisation and control of sp a ce  the texts se e k  to propagate g o e s  

hand in hand with their attempt to formulate a safely encapsulated  

subject; cartography se e m s the ideal method for establishing both.

(47)

City o f  the Mind rhetorically ponders whether the land could impose its own 

parameters o f meaning onto Frobisher. This, as the novel describes, will not be. In 

fact, as Kirby’s discussion demonstrates, it cannot be. Instead, Frobisher and his crew 

triumphantly return to England, bringing with them a symbol o f their voyage— ‘a 

token o f possession’ (126)— an inhabitant of the frozen land who, once paraded, will 

die, becoming a metaphor for the unspeakable, that which cannot fit within the 

dominant representational system. Frobisher has thus successfully objectified the 

world, making it into a familiar landscape and erasing traces o f its irreducible
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heterogeneity. Place is mapped and made familiar through such an imposition of 

meaning onto it.

However, City o f  the Mind also shifts focus to show how the man from the 

Arctic understands his new surroundings;

He sees that he has left the world and come to a place which 

is nowhere, peopled with devils and monstrous beasts. . . .  He goes 

away, deep into himself, back into the proper unity of man and space.

. . .  He refuses this nowhere, he rejects it, he turns away from the 

dictations of time and seeks within his own head the securities of 

place. First he sees a picture, many pictures. And after a while these 

pictures start to drown the unreality around him, and as they do so he 

begins to speak. He sings to the world of which he Is a part, and from 

which he was snatched but to which he now returns. He sings, and 

celebrates the land, and thus he becomes a part of it once more.

( 175)

The unnamed man’s characterisation of London and Londoners as a nowhere inhabited 

by non-humans mirrors Frobisher’s incomprehension o f the Arctic. Yet, the obvious 

inequality in terms of power between him and Frobisher, as well as his different 

articulation o f the poetics o f place open the narrative to an alternative form of thought 

that cannot be totally homogenised. Indeed, the Arctic man does not attempt or wish to 

control his surroundings, which he does not understand, nor to make them into a text. 

Instead, he turns inwards and looks for a familiar place within rather than imposing it 

without. In other words, the Eskimo is not trying to map his surroundings into a mental 

representation that can fit within his own template, but decides to disengage himself 

from this space o f material subjugation. His mode o f being, therefore, is diametrically 

different to the one displayed by Frobisher and this, in turn, sketches a relation 

between place and identity that opens towards non-reifying practices.

The summoning of Frobisher engaged in by Matthew has consequences for the 

contemporary landscape of London that Matthew, in his capacity as an architect, is
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physically shaping. Indeed, as I mentioned previously, Matthew proposes to his 

contractors to name the Docklands building he has erected ‘Frobisher House’. This 

seems to be intended as a humanising gesture as Matthew surmises that ‘[sjometimes 

it seemed . . .  as though the building rose despite him, despite all of them, that to 

commit a pattern of lines to a drawing board had been to unleash an unstoppable 

power’ (13-14). Losing control over his own creation, as a modem day Doctor 

Frankenstein, Matthew attempts to regain some power by imposing his own reading 

grid— a name— on what is to become one of the landmarks of financial London. In 

fact, this passage echoes, in reverse, the narrator’s characterisation of Frobisher as 

intending to ‘reduce[...] [nature] to a scribble of lines upon a sea card’ (123) in order 

to discipline it. Indeed, while Frobisher is still able to believe that mapping could bring 

order, Matthew has now the intimation that this very act contains in itself the 

possibility o f its failure; the signs cannot be controlled since, once written, they take a 

life o f their own.

Despite this, Matthew still attempts to impose his own grid o f interpretation on 

the building. As a consequence, he endeavours to neutralise the historical narrative that 

comes with Frobisher as agent o f imperialism: when asked by Eva Burden, the 

sculptor commissioned to etch an engraving that will greet visitors to the building: 

‘“And what about people? Do you want human figures?’” , he answers ‘“No. I think 

the ship says it all’” (123). The ship, which was a metaphor for the imposing order of 

western civilisation in the passage I quoted previously, is now re-branded as a benign 

sign o f universal curiosity and courage. This erasure o f the polysemy o f the sign is 

further elaborated upon when Matthew’s client, pleased with the work, asks about 

decorating suggestions for the meeting room of the building:

‘Any suggestions, Miss Burden?’
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‘You could m ake it a celebration of the Arctic,’ said Eva, after 

a moment. ‘Birds and animals. An Esk imo. ' . . .

‘No Eskimo,’ said Matthew. (217)

Matthew’s response to Eva’s suggestion performs a double negation: the Eskimo, 

objectified a first time by Frobisher who could not comprehend him, is now excised 

from the narrative that is being etched onto the building. The mural will thus represent 

the Arctic as an empty, primeval space that can be filled at will by the viewer’s 

intentions. To include an Eskimo would open that space to a different subjectivity that 

could potentially offer a divergent reading o f the land and its history, one that could 

include a violent narrative of conquest and resistance, for instance.

The sanitised version of history that Frobisher House will embody proceeds, in 

fact, from a more general tendency o f corporate culture to move towards what the 

sociologist Sasskia Sassen has described as ‘the neutralization o f place brought about 

by the modem grid’ (191). So although Matthew thinks that ‘a city is an organic 

growth’ (90) and laments that ‘in the Docklands the profoundly arrogant assumption 

was being made that you can bulldoze the past, replace it with new constructions and 

expect the result to be anything other than the semblance o f a place’ (90), he 

nonetheless participates in the making of this simulacrum, o f this non-place, by 

constructing versions of the past that fit within a monological relation to the present 

and the future.

The Blitz: a gap in the structure
The fragments o f text that concern the past o f London function, as I have already 

suggested, like palimpsests because they project the past within the present and impact 

on it as they redraw depth and surface into a simultaneity o f experiences. As we have 

also already seen, these fragments are made visible thanks to the interpretative activity 

of Matthew, who links the contemporary surface o f the city to some of its past
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inhabitants. Chapter fourteen o f the novel is different from the rest o f the text, 

however, because it narrates events in the life of one character that are not summoned 

by Matthew’s associations of ideas. They are not part o f the chain of signifiers that 

governs the rest o f the novel. As such, the events o f the life o f Jim Prothero, the Blitz 

warden, which are told here, have a different narrative status than the other occasions 

in the text in which he appears. Now, instead o f being a function o f Matthew’s mental 

map, they provide a gap in the structure.

In this chapter, Jim is on night duty, ‘launched upon his navigation o f the city, 

picking his way across boundaries, from one village to another, out of the relatively 

stable streets o f his own area’ (189-190). London has become a conglomerate of 

distinct villages, each with their own characteristics. The inhabitants of each o f these 

enclaves remain in their designated spaces, not daring to move from one part o f the 

fragmented city to another for fear o f the dangers lurking beyond known territory. Jim, 

however, has taken to the changing city: he navigates it. This nautical verb plugs into 

the watery semantic field that conveys a sense o f fluidity regarding London. In 

addition, it suggests that Jim is able to control the trajectory he takes within his mobile 

environment, although he is also shown to cross boundaries, to become a fluid agent 

himself. Thus, by standing for both ship and water, Jim deconstructs binaries and 

reconfigures his relation to the city by being able to dissolve within it without losing 

his sense o f self, predicated as it is on movement. This relational self is enabled when 

Jim leaves the stability o f his own boundaries behind and moves from a known space, 

which has been reified into a monologic place, to a space o f events that cannot be 

controlled.

The night is busy; Jim helps and saves several people buried under rubble. 

When, exhausted, he returns home in the morning, it is to discover that his own
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building has been hit: ‘He comes into full view of the terrace, and sees. He sees what 

he has seen so many times but which now, here, is different. Unutterably different. The 

void where there should be a solidity; the confusion on the ground; the moving 

figures’ (194). What was supposed to be a stable place has transformed into an 

unpredictable space, no different in this from the rest o f the city. Thus, Jim’s 

apprehension o f his familiar surroundings as safe is dramatically shown to be an 

illusion: the fluidity of the city cannot be circumscribed by visions o f fixity. In this 

context, the relentless repetition of ‘seen’ reinforces the impression that sight itself is a 

mediating— and mediated— site of meaning that participates in the dialogic relation 

between a subject and its surroundings, rather than a natural function that 

unproblemically links place to meaning.

Jim’s understanding of his home as an enclave o f stability is further tested 

when he realises that his daughter is one o f the victims o f the firebomb. Standing in 

front of his demolished house, he reflects that ‘there will never be a time when this has 

not been -  the small cold statue of her there, and the rain falling, and the leaves piled 

up under the plane trees’ (194). The chapter ends here, thus providing a link between 

Jim’s personal recognition that place cannot be apprehended monologically and a 

more general perception that this private event will resonate within the city and 

become part o f its fabric. This, in fact, is indicated by the mention o f the plane tree, a 

recurrent figure in the novel that represents the ways in which heterogeneous 

elements— ‘the London plane, an immigrant, appropriately . . . [a]nd doing well, 

thrusting its roots down the sour London soil’ (29)— combine together in creating a 

London that can never be fixed in one singular image.

In the same way that the narrative fragments concerning Frobisher’s expedition 

transpose questions of control and multiplicity from contemporary London to the

193



sixteenth century, chapter fourteen reworks in a different key, or contrapuntally, as it 

were, the same issues about time and space in the period of the BUtz. This shows 

therefore some continuity at the level o f content between the different parts of the 

novel. However, the textual arrangement that characterises chapter fourteen—the fact 

that it provides a discrete unit within the narrative—performatively reconfigures the 

interpretative possibilities offered by the novel. This chapter, which escapes the logic 

o f control, brings the narrative to breaking point, and reconfigures London, 

subjectivity and narrative by switching the guiding metaphor o f the text from the map 

to the network, as I explain below. It thus effects an epistemological change that 

retrospectively reverberates throughout the novel, and that resonates in the scene 

between the father and his daughter, in the last paragraph of the text.

Chapter fourteen, by escaping Matthew’s efforts towards the closure of 

meaning, directly intervenes in the fabric o f the text and of the city, exemplifying the 

representational failure o f monologic narratives because of the irreducible polysemy of 

the sign. In other words. City o f  the Mind, by weaving together text and city— ‘words 

are the silt o f all that has been here’ (66)— directs to the act o f reading—Matthew’s 

understanding o f the city and readers’ experience o f the novel— as a practice that 

cannot be stabilised because it is always deployed in the space o f an ever-changing 

present, and is itself a dialogic practice. As a result, the chronotope that Lively’s text 

presents is a complex— and at times contradictory—web o f interlacing relations that 

construe space and time as functioning within the logic o f the network. That is, they 

are not linear or static, but participate in the performance o f London as an event that is 

never fixed but always a repetition, and therefore, as I argued in chapter 2, always non

identical with itself In addition, this implies that Matthew has now become a node, 

rather than a centre, on which meaning coalesces for a transient moment, and which
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creates ephemeral connections that provide fluid narratives as to the identity of 

London and, also, as to Matthew himself Like the father at the end of the novel, 

Matthew understands that he cannot totally control his surroundings but that, instead, 

he is in a constitutive inter-relation with them. In that sense, he echoes the view of 

place put forward by Massey and other geographers that I discussed in chapter 2.

The dialogic impetus that runs throughout the narrative cannot be suppressed: 

it carves a space for itself in the gaps of the narrative, and, by providing another 

reading practice, rewrites the text in a different mode. The view from above, as 

exemplified by the map, makes space for networking, a contingent practice that works 

from within the space of meaning it constitutes. The different layers at play in the text, 

in addition, show that the possibility o f such a dialogical relation to meaning is a 

process that is not grounded in a fixed materiality, because such a materiality is itself 

part o f the relational process.

However, the novel also illustrates how monologic recuperations are always a 

possibility. Therefore, the chronotope of City o f  the Mind, while predicated on routed 

images o f London—the n that cannot be made identical—opines for certainties and thus 

for the epistemological security that roots have traditionally stood for. As such, the 

text, the chronotope of which can be compared to the narrative movement at play in 

Dante’s Divine Comedy, as discussed in chapter 1, presents a space of negotiation, 

open to ambivalence and contradiction, the meaning of which remains uncertain, 

always deferred.

Maps of need, spaces of uncertainty: Bleeding London

Contrarily to City o f  the Mind, Bleeding London is not directly about cognitive 

mapping. Instead, it explores the impact that actual, material maps can have on
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subjectivity. Bleeding London, which is Nicholson’s tenth novel, is his only text that 

explicitly engages with the meaning o f the city, although it shares a recognisable dark 

humour with his other novels, which are often set in London. According to the 

Complete Review, a website devoted to literature,

Geoff Nicholson is one of the finest contemporary writers of 

pure entertainm ents.. .  .

With fourteen novels and two worl<s of fiction under his belt to 

date (2004), written in the span of just over fifteen years, Nicholson 

has produced a remarkably strong and consistent yet varied oeuvre.

He continues to surprise— and he continues to entertain— and with 

this growing body of work he should continue to ascen d  am ong the 

ranks of Britain's forem ost authors. His marvel[l]ous literary 

divertissem ents deserve both greater popularity and recognition.

Bleeding London focuses on three characters, Stuart London, Judy Tanaka and 

Mick Wilson. The first two are engaged in cartographic projects in relation to London 

and themselves, while Mick is initially unconcerned with such issues. The narrative 

describes each of these projects, but also charts how the positions o f Stuart, Judy and 

Mick evolve throughout the narrative thanks to the influence exercised by London 

itself and by the effect they have on each other’s ways o f apprehending the city.

Stuart is the founder of ‘The London Walker’, a walking tour business, which 

he runs with his wife Anita, who was the first tour guide he employed. Feeling 

redundant in the flourishing business, Stuart decides to embark on a project of his 

own: to walk every single street o f London and to record his impressions about his 

peregrinations in a diary. When he has walked a street, Stuart marks it in black in his 

A~Z map. He estimates that the project will approximately take him three and a half 

years to complete. When the novel opens, Stuart is on the last leg o f his undertaking.

Judy used to work as a tour guide for Stuart. They had a brief affair, which he 

ended. Consequently, she left the London Walker and lost touch with Stuart. She now
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works in a bookshop, the London Particular,”  ̂which specialises in maps o f London. 

In the studio where she lives, she keeps a large mural map of the city. She has hung 

over it a series of transparent sheets on which she and others have highlighted the 

different places they have made love. Thus, she, like Stuart, has a mapping project in 

relation to London; she is trying to cover her map with as many crosses as possible of 

the places she and her lovers have had sex in the city.

Mick, the third main character o f the novel, comes from Sheffield. He finds 

himself in London on a revenge mission: his girlfriend, a stripper, claims to have been 

gang raped by six of her clients, while privately dancing for them in a club in the 

capital. His task is to inflict pain on each o f these men, in a manner of his choosing. A 

newcomer in the city, he enters by chance the London Particular, where he meets Judy. 

She is attracted to him and helps him locate some o f the men he is looking for. They 

end up sleeping together. As a result, Judy is able to add one cross to her map, and to 

start Mick’s own map.

For the major part of the novel, Stuart does not interact with Mick and Judy, 

and many of the chapters that focus on him are entries from his diary, thus providing a 

self-reflective and self-conscious narrative about his relation to London. Mick and 

Judy, on the other hand, develop their relationship as the narrative goes on, but, in 

contrast with Stuart’s narrative control, they do not impact on the form taken by the 

text. Thus, readers do not have direct access to their thoughts; dialogues and the 

narrator’s perspective mediate the readers’ understanding of the two characters’ 

relation to the city. As a result, the space o f narration is a mixed ground where irmer

The London Particular denotes an imagery o f fog, as used by Dickens in Bleak House (1981):  
‘“Only round the comer,” said Mr. Guppy. “We just twist up Chancery Lane, and cut along Holbom, 
and there we are in four minutes’ time, as near as a toucher. This is about a London particular now, 
ain’t it, miss?” He seemed quite delighted with it on my account. “The fog is very dense indeed!” said 
r  (83). The fog, by blurring outlines, creates uncertainty as to the exact nature o f things. It therefore 
participates in making London into a space to interrogate and in which meaning is open to negotiation.
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thoughts and external observations combine. This, in turn, impacts on the narration of 

space provided by the text, as well as on its chronotope.

In addition, the novel follows two main time lines. The first one, which forms 

the bulk o f the narrative, takes a chronological path from the moment Mick arrives in 

London until he leaves, once his mission is accomplished. Judy’s story is mainly 

incorporated within this first linear temporal line, although a few flash-backs diverge 

from it. The parts of the narrative formed by Stuart’s diary direct to a second time line, 

which is not totally contemporaneous with the first. It starts before Mick’s arrival in 

the city, at the beginning of Stuart’s project, and follows its own trajectory, which is 

not presented chronologically to the readers. It joins the first temporal strand, however, 

as it nears completion, and thus narrative time becomes unified at the close o f the 

novel.

Furthermore, the first chapter, which introduces the readers to two unnamed 

characters, follows yet another temporal strand. As it gradually becomes clear to 

readers, this scene recounts the first meeting between Mick and Stuart, and takes place 

at the conclusion o f Mick’s stay in London— and o f Stuart’s walking project— rather 

than at their beginnings. This prologue— entitled ‘Strange Meeting’ —provides a 

break with linearity in relation to what follows, although the readers become aware of 

it only later on in the text, when the scene is quickly recapped in a chapter, situated at 

the end of the novel, called ‘The Last Flashback’. By its re-inclusion at this point in 

the narrative, the scene, which until then had been a free-floating temporal moment, 

now becomes part of the two previous time lines, and, in fact, provides the textual 

space in which the two are unified. This ‘strange meeting’ is thus given a context and

‘Strange Meeting’ (1986) is the title of a poem by Wilfred Owen about World War I, which stages 
an encounter in hell between the narrator and an enemy soldier: ‘I am the enemy you killed, my friend’ 
(1914). The sense o f hopelessness conveyed by the poem can be linked to the state o f mind of Stuart at 
this point in the novel.
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enters the logic o f the narrative; it becomes an event in the life of Stuart and Mick 

rather than an anonymous encounter. In many ways, it can be argued that the body of 

the text serves as an explanatory footnote to this first scene, providing meaning to 

what, at first, seems to be a random meeting between two strangers. Following this, it 

can be further claimed that the novel is suggesting that although events that take place 

in London might seem random, they are in reality part of a larger fabric, of a web, 

which links people together, even without their knowledge.

This characterisation provides the general context o f the novel, and directs to 

the kind o f chronotope that is being constructed by and in the narrative: the need for 

space and time to be experienced as stable and linear despite— or maybe because of— 

the consciousness that they do not follow such a predictable pattern. In fact, this 

chronotope bears similarities with the chronotope found in City o f  the Mind and with 

the Dantean chronotope because the rigid frame it strives towards cannot be sustained 

and new ways o f conceptualising and experiencing time and space have to be found.'^' 

Bleeding London illustrates this tension through its exposition of the types o f relation 

to London that each main character holds, and the links they assume between this and 

their sense o f self Two different economies are thus represented in the narrative: an 

economy of accumulation, which characterises Judy’s and Stuart’s relation to London, 

and an economy of bricolage, as displayed by Mick. Each depends on a particular 

apprehension of time and space, and the chronotopes established through them express 

two possible representations o f London. However, once the two economies are applied 

to experience and made to interact with each other, they are altered in such a way that 

other images o f London, based on an economy o f desire and connection, as illustrated

Interestingly, O wen’s poem is also Dantesque in that it uses imagery o f  hell: ‘It seemed that out o f  
battle I escaped/Down some profound dull tunnel/.. ./By his dead smile I knew we stood in H ell’ (1913- 
1914).
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by the prologue, emerge in the spaces of textual dislocation that two o f the 

characters—Judy and Mick—tentatively attempt to create.

Stuart’s and Judy’s practices of accumulation
As I have just suggested, Judy and Stuart share the same type o f relation to London, 

although the actual shape o f their projects are somewhat different: they both want to 

possess the city through practices o f accumulation that strive towards exhaustion via 

totalization. These cartographic appropriations o f London, however, do not provide an 

aim in themselves, but are a means by which both characters understand themselves as 

embodied and finite subjects. Thus, maps mediate between their sense o f self and their 

inscription within the city; they become the instrument with which Stuart and Judy 

seek to control the meaning of both. In some ways, these two characters illustrate 

Kathleen Kirby’s argument—that I outlined at the beginning of this chapter—about 

the relation between cartography, the singular subject, and capitalism. That is, the act 

of mapping allows Stuart and Judy to trace boundaries around London and their sense 

of self, and to create images of both that fit within monologic narratives of place and 

identity. In order for such representations to hold, space and time need to be 

immobilised. Judy and Stuart use accumulation, a practice that is concerned with 

filling up gaps, to such an effect.

For Stuart, the acts o f walking, writing and erasing allow him to identify with 

London: his project, as I have already mentioned, consists o f treading every street of 

the city, using the A-Z  as his guide, and then to trace a black line over each of those 

streets on his map:

He bought a map, an A-Z, but he chose the colour version 

because it was printed on smooth, unabsorbent paper. He wanted no 

blodges, no seepage. He also bought a black marker pen, for he 

intended to draw a thick black line along all the streets he had walked 

so that the whole map would eventually become black and
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obliterated, no street names visible, London reduced to an abstract 

linear design. The map would becom e increasingly less useful and 

one day it would be completely useless and meaningless. That would 

be a very special day, the day it was all over, but he knew it would be 

a long time coming.

The task loomed bigger and bigger, but in a strange way it 

didn’t m atter how big it was, because whatever its exact dimensions it 

was certainly finite. The task, like London itself, had limits. It was 

achievable. It was only a matter of time and persistence. There was a 

goal, an end in sight. For a long time starting seem ed like much more 

of a problem than finishing. (83-84)

More than the itinerary that he will take, Stuart carefully plans the type o f  map he will 

use: he wants to be able to draw clear, contained lines over the streets he has walked 

through and therefore needs a map that allows no leakage, no overflow; a map that can 

contain meaning within fixed boundaries and will not disseminate it beyond its 

intended limits. It also needs to be a one-dimensional map, a map that does not dwell 

in depth but remains within the surface o f things, as the mention that it should be 

‘unabsorbent’ implies. In other words, the map provides a finite and static image o f 

London, which Stuart allows to bear upon his actual experience o f  the city. He thus 

reads London through the pre-determined grid o f meaning provided by his A-Z.

In addition, the passage suggests that it is not the physical accomplishment o f 

walking all over London that primarily propels Stuart forward. Instead, it is the 

incidence o f  this activity on the map he has bought— the fact that it will progressively 

be blackened out— that provides the main incentive for his project. Hence, Stuart 

engages in circular thinking because his mode o f  experiencing the city, which 

reinforces and validates his project, depends in the first place on the fixed grid o f the 

map. The two therefore remain inextricably linked: what makes the project 

meaningful, for Stuart, is the relation between the physical activity and the specific 

textual practice— the blackening out— that ensues: the former authorises, as it were.
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the latter, although the former is in fact predetermined by the latter. Thus, although it 

could be argued that Stuart’s exercise in erasing London could be simply achieved if 

he decided one day, from the comfort of an armchair, to blacken out his A-Z, this is not 

the option he chooses. For Stuart, the result of such a purely theoretical exercise could 

not be identical to the one provided by his empirical project because it would 

undermine the relation between signs and the real, which his walking mediates and 

guarantees: it is his witnessing presence, his ‘been there’, that justifies his act of 

textual effacement because it vouches for its representational accuracy. His walking 

provides the link between the material and the intentional, creating an image o f place 

that proceeds from their interaction.

However, Stuart’s project depends on his reification of the link between signs 

and objects, rather than in keeping them in process: it necessitates the construction o f a

binding relation whereby identities become fixed and essential and signs and their

referents become indistinguishable. In doing this, Stuart homogenises the system in 

such a way that polysemy cannot be expressed within it, as his choice of material for 

the map exemplifies. In addition, such reification means that space and time have been 

fixed within a strict pattern: London is not a living place where interactions take place, 

but, in order for Stuart’s project to work, it has been reduced to a grid that configures 

space and time in the absolute. Hence, even though Stuart is aware that his map will 

necessarily become out of date because the city, contrary to its representation, cannot 

be immobilised, it does not really impact on his general approach to his task, which is 

to fill in every gap on his A-Z. The representation, rather than the real, is the model:

Then, like all cities, London was in flux. Even the nnost recent 

maps couldn’t keep up. New building created new roads. By the time 

he’d completed 8,318 miles of walking there would be a new set of

streets that hadn’t been in existence when he’d started. He would

have to mop these up at the end. (83)
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The use o f ‘mop up’ here suggests that fluidity and change are not determining as to 

the identity o f London. Instead, Stuart thinks that everything new represents a surplus 

of meaning that is not essential to the general pattern o f the city and which, like excess 

water, can easily be dried out, and made to disappear. Thus, Stuart believes that he can 

control the relation between signs and the real, and reify it through his immobilising 

practice. This in turn allows him to think that there will be an end to London, and 

therefore to his task. In taking this position, he is ignoring the fact that water, even 

once mopped out, often leaves traces of its passage, which function like a reminder of 

the multi-layered dimensions o f meaning.

In addition, Stuart’s practice also tests the limits o f the relation between 

London and its inhabitants’ identity. Indeed, Stuart’s identification with London 

suggests that the mapping of the city he is engaging in also results in the mapping of 

the self In order to understand this ftilly, it is useful to recall that Stuart’s family name 

is London;

But surely his parents should have had enough common 

sense not to join the name of a capital city with the name of a period 

in history. They should not, they should so obviously not, have given 

him the name Stuart London. He despised it. It was a chapter in a 

history textbook, the title of an exam paper, the name of a historical 

map, scarcely a person’s name at all. (67)

Stuart resents his name, which, although linking space and time, suggests a 

disembodied entity rather than a living and evolving subject. In other words, he 

believes that the discrepancy between the sign and its referent threatens the logic o f the 

system alongside his own subjectivity. However, his belief in the tight cormection 

between the two means that he will have to try to bridge the dislocation he experiences 

and to make the two sympathetic with each other. By identifying with London, he is 

able to close the gap and, in the event of walking and mapping the city, to create a self

203



that fits its name, a fixed and finite subjectivity that is shaped like London. In other 

words, Stuart and the city become one, and this allows him to keep the threat of 

polysemy at bay.

If he is to imagine himself in such a way, Stuart needs to construct an image of 

London that can accommodate this identification. The novel shows that it is a process 

that takes several attempts on his part, as different conceptualisations of the city 

succeed each other in his configuration of London before it becomes congruent with 

his claim. This in turn suggests that Stuart is aware that London could potentially be 

other than what he believes it to be, and it makes apparent the process of control and 

mastery he is exercising in order to silence other versions o f the city. He is thus quite 

conscious, as he articulates on several occasions, that his reifying project is, in fine, 

illusory. For instance, he writes: ‘And I thought that London is . . . created in the 

image o f each of its inhabitants, newly imagined with each new citizen, with each new 

attempt to describe it’ (301). This ambivalence notwithstanding, Stuart persists in 

wanting to create a monologic narrative of London that legitimises his belief in the 

possibility o f homothetism between the city and him self At the beginning of his 

peregrination, he reflects that ‘[ojften the city felt alive, as though it had flesh and 

blood, arteries, nerve centres, beauty spots, scars, guts, a heart, parasites, an anus’ (28). 

Here the use o f the verb ‘to feel’ and the adverbs ‘as though’ suggest that London can 

metaphorically be imagined as a breathing and living organism. This, as Elizabeth 

Grosz argues in ‘Bodies-Cities’, is one o f the two principal ways in which cities have 

traditionally been characterised:'^^

A n[...] equally popular formulation p ro p o ses a kind of parallelism  or 

isom orphism  b etw een  the body and the city. T he two are understood

The second model pertaining to the relation o f bodies and cities that Grosz discusses, and that I 
mentioned in chapter 2, is causal: ‘The city is a reflection, projection or product of bodies’ (44). Cities 
are here viewed as the effect o f embodied subjectivities.
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as analogues, congruent counterparts, in which the features, 

organization, and characteristics of the one are reflected in the other. .

. . [T]his conception of the body-politic [and of the city] relies on a 

fundam ental opposition between nature and culture, in which nature 

dictates the ideal form of culture. (45-46)

Such a mode o f representation supposes that the body determines the shape o f the city, 

and is therefore apprehended as essential and already constituted before its entry into 

culture— and discourse. Stuart cannot rest with such a representational schema because 

his self, which is in the process o f being constituted in his interaction with the city, has 

not yet been fixed within a static paradigm. It cannot therefore fulfil the demand for a 

stable bodily referent that the model asks for.

Judy provides Stuart with another mode o f relation between cities and bodies, 

when she asks him: ‘Is the body like a city or the city like a body? Which is the 

metaphor? Which is the real subject?’ (138). She demonstrates here that a 

straightforward, one way traffic between the two is something that can be questioned, 

and that other types of relations are possible. She deconstructs the traditional view of 

the link between nature and culture, in which the former is understood as an a priori 

category, although she does not dismantle the binary itself Partly taking Judy’s 

complicating argument on board, Stuart reverses the direction o f the metaphor 

pertaining to the relation between the city and the self:

I know too that it is not merely a question of change and 

growth, not even of decay, but rather of demolitions, regroupings, 

blottings out. The opinions, the tastes, the most passionately held 

beliefs have all disappeared in a blitz of slum clearance and 

redevelopment. Yes, a man is like a city, a site of erasures, of 

subsidence, in-fill, subdivision and occasional preservation orders.

But there is no blueprint, no foolproof map, no essential guide book.

(301 -302)
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This is the position Stuart arrives at the end of his project. He has now replaced an 

organicistic lexicon with a constructionist one. This new pattern o f representational 

relation allows Stuart to fit more easily his own quest for the concordance between 

signs and the real as pertaining to his embodied identity because the city now dictates 

the shape o f the self, allowing it to be constituted in the relation rather than pre

existing it. Thanks to this model, Stuart can reconcile himself with his name; the gap 

between it and its referent has been bridged and monologism secured: Stuart London 

has now been subsumed by the city.

However, Stuart’s project, as I have already mentioned, does not only consist 

in mapping London and the self, but is also about the progressive erasure o f the city, 

via its blotting out in the A-Z. Accordingly, the tight relation that Stuart has 

constructed between the city and his sense o f identity—their ontological sameness— 

means that annihilation not only includes the representation of London, but also Stuart 

himself hi other words, the erasure o f London that Stuart performs in his A-Z  is 

echoed by his own need for obliteration. As he writes: ‘I realized that the end of my 

wandering should be, not simply the blotting out o f the city, but also the blotting out of 

the self When the map was all blacked in I’d be ready to be snuffed out’ (304). This 

suggests that the very moment that heralds the loss o f function o f the map—the 

emptying of the sign o f its semantic and representational value— is also the moment in 

which the finite self disintegrates because it carmot be sustained without the mediation 

of the map that enabled it to fit, along with the city, a fixed pattern. In the process, 

London itself—and not only its cartographic and textual representations— disappears, 

since the direct relation between sign and referent that Stuart adheres to suggests that 

once the sign has been rendered meaningless, the referent cannot be cognitively 

apprehended any longer. In other words, Stuart’s blackening out o f the map
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participates in the erasure of the actual London. Such an outcome demonstrates that 

the tension created by the need for stasis proves too strong for the practice of 

containment to endure beyond experience: London is not, in fact, disappearing, as 

Stuart knows. Accordingly, the subject’s disintegration is the only way to keep the 

illusion going as the loss of the experiencing consciousness provides the most effective 

means with which to immobilise time and space, and the inevitable changes they bring 

with them.

Such a lethal move towards stasis is strengthened by the fact that, in parallel 

with his reconfiguration of the relation between bodies and London, Stuart also 

conceptualises the city as mythical: ‘I thought of Xanadu and Troy and Babylon and 

Manhattan, those mythical cities with their palaces and their projects, their structurings 

and enfoldings. And I thought that London is mythical too’ (301). By thinking about 

London in these terms, Stuart is able to wrench the city out of its particular historical 

and geographical trajectory and to make it fit a permanence of shape and meaning that 

reflects the finite boundaries of his cartographic imagining. In doing this, he echoes 

the narrative impulse of Hawksmoor, which I analysed in chapter 3. This is further 

demonstrated by his mention of ‘structurings’ (301), which suggests that he intends to 

uncover the essential form of the city. So, although Stuart is walking the contemporary 

streets of London, his aim is to go below the transient present and find the deep 

principle that makes the city what it is. Paradoxically, he finds this structure in the 

surface of his map, which, as I discussed above, is the template with which he 

constructs his version of London. In the process, however, London disappears once 

again: once reduced to an abstract pattern that denies the specific and contingent 

relations that constitute it, it becomes indistinct from other cities. Hence, myth and 

mapping share the same assumptions as to the identity of place: that it can be pared
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down to a structure that endures and controls the contemporary manifestations of the 

city thanks to the static chronotope it depends on. In this perspective, the erasure of 

polysemy is instrumental in keeping the meaning o f place monologic. Mick, who 

opens Stuart’s ^ -Z b y  chance, surmises as much:

The map itself is an absurd puzzle, a conundrum, a m aze. Thick black 

lines have been drawn through every single street, through every  

single road, avenue, place, bridge, m ews, on every single page of the 

map. By this method every street nam e has been m ade illegible a s  if 

the whole of London has been scored through and obliterated, m ade 

theoretical and anonym ous. The map has been reduced to a pattern, 

to decoration and ornament, an abstract design with London a s its 

distant organic inspiration. (8)

Mick, who is trying to read Stuart’s A-Z  for its referential function, is confused by 

what he sees. The map, instead of standing for London, a specific place, has become 

the image o f an abstraction, the idea o f a map— a meta-map, as it were— without any 

link to a referential outside. Thus, the accumulation o f knowledge that Stuart’s 

walking has gathered has led to the construction o f a theoretical map, which is about

• 123reproducibility and the possibility o f replication rather than singulanty, and which is 

exactly what the specificity o f his walking should have guaranteed against. London 

has become an ideal abstraction that fits the cartographic and epistemological needs of 

Stuart. Thus, his project has reduced London to a space to homogenise and to tame by 

reducing its heterogeneity to a grid, a pattern— ‘an abstract design’— that can be 

controlled.

The process o f accumulation— a strategy for filling up the gaps that could 

potentially escape totalising knowledge—that characterises Stuart’s mapping practice 

leads to a dead end as the termination of the desire to know, reached with the

In the OED, theory is defined as the ‘systematic conception or statement o f the principles of 
something; abstract knowledge’.
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completion o f the walking, effectively coincides with the end of meaning. Stuart’s 

project is therefore based on a paradox: the very practice that allows him to interpellate 

himself as a fixed subject—the drawing o f boundaries that his belief in the necessary 

relation between sign and object authorises— creates the condition for his inevitable 

disappearance because it is the only way that the stability o f the structure can be 

hypothesised. From a narrative perspective, this suggests that meaning resides in the 

moments o f textual uncertainty—the potential spaces of dialogism—that gaps make 

possible. Or, to use a Derridean concept, meaning is a question o f differance}^^ Once 

gaps and absences have been filled up— an illusory prospect with which the novel is 

playing through its examples of accumulation— the system carmot be distinguished 

from its own negation and collapses into itself

This perspective also explains the content o f Stuart’s diary, the third element of 

his project. Stuart is keeping his work secret, but as he is nearing its completion, his 

wife, Anita, discovers a floppy disc, which documents his progress. Her reaction is 

first one o f puzzlement. She does not, in fact, understand what she is looking at. The 

diary, in keeping with the general thrust o f Stuart’s undertaking, is ‘perhaps a 

confession, though [Anita] couldn’t work out exactly what it was her husband was 

confessing to. If anything, it seemed to be a text that relished obfuscation, that was 

trying hard not to give up its meaning too easily’ (32). The diary does not explain 

Stuart’s plan but confuses the reader, and thus participates in the general erasure of 

meaning. It therefore questions its own narrative validity and textual function. This 

interrogation o f the system is further taken on by Stuart who, by the end o f his

For a discussion o f the concept o f dijferance, see Derrida’s article ‘La Differance’ (1972). Toril 
Moi explains differance in the following terms: ‘Spelt with an “a” to distinguish i t . . . from the normal 
French word for difference {difference), it acquires the more active sense o f the ending “-ance” in 
French, and can therefore be translated both as “difference” and as “deferral” in English. . . . [T]he 
interplay between presence and absence that produces meaning is posited as one of deferral, meaning 
is never truly present, but is only constructed through the potentially endless process o f referring to 
other, absent signifiers’ (106).
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walking, speculates that his project is based on the fallacy o f believing that he could 

control the city through the erasure o f its cartographic representation while creating an 

enduring self. He now engages in a critique o f his theoretical assumption:

Soon I will no longer have use for a map. Maps are 

euphemisms, clean, clear self-explanatory substitutes for all the mess 

and mayhem, the clutter and ambivalence and blurring and 

intermeshing weft and warp of the real places they purport to 

describe. They are fake documents, pathetic simplifications and 

falsifications. They are no longer necessary since I have created a 

new London, not one made out of stone and brick, tarmac and 

concrete, but a London created out of memory, imagination and shoe 

leather. I have dreamt it. I have made my dream come true. (29)

As Stuart sees it, maps are useful in so far as they allow the subject to create order out 

o f chaos. However, in so doing they simplify what they are supposed to represent. 

Thus, Stuart is recognising here that the tight link he tried to construct between signs 

and the real is illusory and that such a controlling gesture leads to reductionist patterns 

o f knowledge that cannot vouch for the imaginary dimensions that play an important 

role in the experience of the city. Instead, he discovers that he carmot replace the 

uncertainty inherent in the identity o f London: ‘The city, it seems to me, must always 

be a palimpsest, a series of erasures, o f new begirmings, obliterations, o f temporary 

preservations and misguided reconstructions. Much of it is guesswork. There is no 

authorised text’ (194). This is, in fact, an accurate description of his own changing 

state of mind as he opinionatedly treads the city: his gesture o f erasure could never be 

definitive as London is predicated on ceaseless re-invention, making full use of the 

capacity o f time and space to facilitate change as well as continuity. Furthermore, his 

mention o f the palimpsest as a way o f understanding the city directs to a relation 

between past and present that is predicated on contingency rather than on a controlling 

chain between the two periods that his earlier characterisation o f the city as mythical
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hypostasised. As Stuart understands here, it is not only, or predominantly, origins and 

myths, structure and deep patterns, that make a place what it is, but the everyday 

processes o f negotiation and the different concurrent narratives that create places of 

the mind.

What to do, then, once nothing remains but the blackened map, the illegible 

text and the empty self? Stuart’s decision to make do without a map does not mean 

that he will try to salvage the material city from the cognitive emptiness that his 

project has achieved. On the contrary, he embraces the consequences o f his gesture of 

erasure, actively looking, at the end of his journey, for death, as the only way of 

sustaining the illusion his project thrived on. However, he does not plan to commit 

suicide, but rather to let death come to him. As he tells a group o f tourists: ‘In the end 

there’s no need to look for death, much less look for a methodology. The modem 

London walker need do nothing but keep walking, keep on the move. Wherever he 

goes death will come looking for him, and it will surely find him’ (283). To keep 

walking, even though there is no gap left but only the echo of previous walks, means 

that the methodology that accompanied the project can now be discarded. Instead, 

Stuart becomes a kind offlaneur waiting for events to take him over rather than trying 

to direct them.

In the end, however, death eludes Stuart. Instead, he is coaxed by Anita to take 

on a new project, a replica o f London built in Japan: ‘It will only be a very small 

version, o f course. All the tourist attractions o f London will be there on one 

manageable site’ (332). In fact, Anita’s proposal provides Stuart with an alternative 

solution fi'om death in his attempt to keep within a monologic chronotope. Indeed, the 

idea of creating a simulacmm of the city— as what remains once the link between 

signs and objects have ceased to sustain the representational structure— fits with the
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general trend of Stuart’s project. Simulacrum, by creating a generic London that can 

be transposed anywhere, represents one possible conclusion to the logic of 

accumulation, as it denies the singularity o f place and transforms it into an already- 

made commodity that can be reproduced indefinitely. In other words, it transforms 

London into a non-place. This is something Stuart had already envisaged while writing 

his diary;

Or let’s say you wanted a whole new nnetropolis; in that case 

you’d manufacture a brand-new second London, a perfect replica, 

identical in every physical detail. Then you could set it up in New  

Zealand or Dubai or Namibia, move in a population, leave it for a year 

or two, and then go back to see how much the new London had 

diverged from the old one.

I realise it is ultimately a meaningless idea. London isn’t 

simply its architecture and hardware. The new London wouldn’t, for

example, be a financial centre, wouldn’t be the seat of kings or

government. It wouldn’t have any history, wouldn’t contain the same 

ethnic or social mix as the original. (192)

Stuart is here articulating the fact that neither a name nor architecture can guarantee 

the reproduction o f place. Instead, a place is a social as well as material process of

negotiation that depends on the kinds o f subjective investments that are made in

relation to it. This is therefore quite different from the assumption, on which Stuarts’ 

project depends, that place can be homogenised. However, although Stuart surmises 

here that London is, finally, non-reproducible because of the multiplicity of elements 

that constitute its identity, he still does not discard his need for replication that depends 

on the erasure of the polyphonic city, as his investment in Anita’s project illustrates.

The idea of treading the streets o f London comes to Stuart when his affair with 

Judy finishes. Judy is fascinated by cartographic representations o f the city and, during 

their affair, she mentions the fact that ‘there are an infinite number o f maps that could 

be drawn o f London; not just sex maps but death maps, crime maps, drug maps, maps
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of resistance and insurrection, o f liberation and oppression, murder maps, suicide 

maps’ (136), to which Stuart adds, ‘walking maps’ (136). Thus, Judy is the one who 

makes Stuart see the city as a space to codify and to appropriate through mapping. 

Until then, his role as a tourist guide meant that he focussed on what made the city 

specific and particular, rather than on its reproducible structure. Once the affair is over, 

however, he believes that his cartographic project will provide him with a way of 

keeping a part o f Judy to himself:

[H]e found it hard to understand exactly how the end of an affair could 

produce in a man the need to walk down every street in London; yet 

undeniably there was a connection. . . .

Judy had made the whole of London come sexually alive for him. Now 

it appeared that he had ditched Judy but was continuing his affair with 

the city, pursuing it, wanting to possess it. (140-141)

t 9 SLondon, as the quotation suggests, has, in fact, become a substitute for his ex-lover. 

Walking all over the city allows him to remain connected to her, but also to redraw the 

map according to his own specifications, rather than Judy’s. It becomes a means with 

which to regain control of his self, which he felt was in danger o f being subsumed 

under Judy’s sexual needs— ‘he felt that things were getting out o f hand’ (137)— and 

to model it, thanks to his walking, according to a pattern he can master. However, as I 

argued above, his project ultimately negates both the city and subjectivity, while 

attempting to constitute them, because its dependency on an immobilised chronotope 

cannot be sustained without the erasure of both his embodied subjectivity and the 

changing city.

The association between London and Judy is especially strong because of the 

particular project she herself is engaged in; having sex everywhere in the city. In

Here, the narrative seems to echo the Irish poet Louis MacNeice who writes, in the poem ‘Autumn 
Journal’ (1979): ‘And all o f London littered with remembered kisses’ (107). In both cases, the body of 
the city is imagined to be organically related to the lovers’ affair, to be the witness o f their love, and to 
become a surrogate for the body o f the loved and lost one.
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addition, as in Stuart’s case, she understands her relation to London to be instrumental 

to the definition o f her own identity. Thus, her characterisation o f the city as a vast 

sexual field o f energy provides her with the guiding image with which to chart her 

own self:

‘Look at me. Don’t I remind you of anything? I display signs of both 

renewal and decay. Strange sensations commute across my skin.

There is vice and crime and migration. My veins throb as though with 

the passage of underground trains. My digestive tract is sometimes 

clogged. There are security alerts. There’s congestion, bottlenecks.

Some of me is common, some of me is restricted. I have flats and 

high-rises. It doesn’t need a genius to see what’s going on. Greater 

London, c ’e s t moi’. (11-12)^^®

As suggested by the quotation, Judy identifies with London. However, her claim is 

quite different from Stuart’s initial position, as she does not hesitate to declare her 

embodied kinship with the city, whereas Stuart was only able to say ‘a man is like a 

city’ (302) after having gone through a radical re-directioning of his guiding metaphor. 

Judy understands herself through an urban vocabulary rather than in biological terms, 

although she remains within the parameters o f a one-directional dichotomy. In doing 

so she is moving away from the type o f identity her therapist— to whom the speech 

above was addressed—would like to assign to her: ‘People, even professional helpers, 

wanted to believe that all her angst and confusion stemmed from the simple fact of her 

foreigimess, from being half-Japanese, a stranger in a familiar landscape’ (11). Judy 

refuses such biological determinism, but accepts M ick’s definition o f her as ‘a 

Londoner’ (36). Her sense o f self is therefore based on her relation to the local, and her 

identification with London allows her to reconcile her perceived strangeness with the 

familiarity others attach to the landscape. Thus, although she could play with the

Judy is here borrowing from Flaubert by adapting the famous sentence, ‘Madame Bovary, c ’est 
moi!’ (Tillett 13).
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metaphor of hybridity in order to interpellate herself and the multiple city, she resists 

the free-floating referencing system this suggests, and wishes instead to fix herself in 

certainties, albeit not biological ones. Her identification with the city provides her with 

a way o f keeping within limits, those of London.

Her need for structure is further exemplified when she says to Stuart:

‘Som etim es I think I’d like to be tattooed,’ Judy said. ‘All

across my back. With a map of the London Underground system. Or

perhaps not just a tattoo, more a form of scarification, so that the scar 

tissue would be raised, a little like Braille, to represent the lines and 

the stations. And I could stand naked in the entrance halls of tube 

stations and blind men and women would com e up to me, and run 

their hands over me, over the tattoos, until they’d worked out their 

routes. Maybe they wouldn’t even need to be blind’. (136)

Her choice o f design for her fantasy scarification— a map o f the underground— shows 

how she wants to keep within a pre-delineated pattern. Although the erotic

connotations she attaches to the map seem to subvert it by opening up meaning to non

reifying practices, the premises o f her erotic imagination imply that she is in fact 

simply re-inscribing more of the same. Indeed, her identification with London, which 

entails, as I have already suggested, that she has become the embodied manifestation 

o f the city, engages her in solipsism: Judy, by having sex in London, is making love to 

herself. This is further exemplified by the larger project she is engaged in. Expressed 

in its crudest terms, it is the following: ‘I want to be fucked everywhere, hi every hole. 

In every position. In every London borough. In every postal district’ (131). She has 

merged into the city in such a way that when she says ‘I want to be fucked 

everywhere’, everywhere refers simultaneously to her body and to the city. They have 

become indistinguishable from each other. At the same time, such a characterisation of 

her project shows that she wants to close the gaps potentially opened by her practice.
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Indeed she is here saturating London with a prescribed meaning— ‘in every hole’— 

that does not leave space for improvisation.

In addition, she supplements her sexual fantasy o f being the city with the visual 

support provided by the map of London she has hung on her wall:

[Judy] saw [Mick] looking at the map and said quickly, ‘It 

doesn’t cover the whole of London by any means. It leaves off all 

sorts of fringe areas of Greater London. But then there are parts of 

London that I wouldn’t think of as London at all. Still, it’s good enough 

for my purposes.’

He wasn’t interested enough to ask what those purposes 

were, but noticed a couple of hooks directly above the map, and 

nearby some sheets of rolled transparent plastic. It looked as though 

the hooks were designed to hold these transparent sheets in place 

over the map. And as he looked a little more closely he saw that some 

of the sheets weren’t wholly transparent at all. They’d been marked 

with mysterious arrows and crosses. (94)

As her defensive remark suggests, Judy is aware that there are potential gaps in her 

totalising project and that, therefore, the state o f solipsism she strives for cannot be 

achieved. In addition, the combination o f her cartographic ‘wall o f trophy’ and of her 

fantasy o f becoming an interactive plan o f the underground, intimate that she oscillates 

between two modes of being, the one o f the performer who feeds on the 

uncontrollability o f interactions and the other o f the cartographer who carefully 

structures the shape o f her encounters with others. She is thus, one the one hand, trying 

to make London into an intimate map o f her sexual history, the bearer of her 

experience, while, on the other hand, she stages herself in a pubhc display, and 

undermines the private dimension of her project.

This ambivalence is also demonstrated when Stuart, after having scrutinised a 

few of the plastic sheets she keeps on her wall, asks her to see her own map. She 

refuses: ‘several times he asked to see Judy’s own personal “map” of London, the
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plastic sheet that showed where she’d lived and fucked. She was uncharacteristically 

coy but immovable. She wouldn’t show him’ (134). The combination o f coy and 

immovable provides the same effect as previously: Judy is both responding to the 

request in a shy way that suggests that she is insecure in relation to her own 

cartographic history and, at the same time, she gives the impression that she is in 

charge— she cannot be moved, both literally and metaphorically—of the signs she is 

choosing or not choosing to display. The fact that her coyness is uncharacteristic 

further suggests that her need for control and structure is one o f the most dominant 

traits of the way she presents herself to others.

In addition, her cartographic accumulation o f crosses that stand for sexual 

encounters indicates that the narrative she is creating on the map is in fact a way of 

filling up the gaps o f her own identity, making herself into a whole subject who can 

ignore the ambivalence that she repeatedly demonstrates regarding her several 

identities. She is not, therefore, trying to empty London of its signification, as Stuart’s 

project attempted, but is intent on adding layers o f meaning to the city and to her self, 

palimpsest like. In fact, the sheets she piles on her map are a literal representation of 

her cognitive practice.

On the other hand, the accumulation of meaning, aimed at the construction o f a 

totalised self, which her cartographic project promotes, also leads to the erasure of 

London: ‘She took more of the plastic sheets, maps made by her other lovers, and as 

they stacked up one on top of another, London seemed slowly to be disappearing, not 

only under a rain o f crosses but also under the accumulating opaqueness o f the plastic 

sheets’ (343). It also directs towards annihilation. Hence, Judy understands that her 

identification with the city, not unlike Stuart’s, betrays a desire to disappear, as she 

remarks: ‘You know, when sex is good, . . . when it’s really really good, I feel as

217



though I ’m disappearing, being pulverized, being fucked into oblivion, so that I am 

nothing, just particles of air pollution, debris, smog, particles o f soot and skin floating 

through the air and settling on the city’ (131). Her body, in fact, provides the last 

frontier standing between herself and London. She therefore believes that the sexual 

encounters she stages in the city are ways, paradoxically, o f reaching beyond her 

embodied subjectivity towards the possibility o f an incorporeal relation to London. 

However, her choice of images— air pollution, debris, smog, soot— suggests that the 

fractured identity she thus potentially achieves is one which she associates with dirt, 

and is instrumental in the progressive erosion of London.

As in Stuart’s case, her reliance on accumulation results in aporia: the very 

conditions that allow her to extrapolate herself as a unified subject—the belief in the 

mappability of London— depend on their simultaneous disappearance. The relation 

that Judy entertains with London is therefore one in which she strives towards 

containment and the immobilisation of space and time. She hopes to achieve this 

thanks to the geometry provided by her cartographic project, which invests dislocation 

with negativity, as the image of soot and her dismissiveneness o f the potential 

Japanese influences to her identity, illustrate. However, the threat of fi"acture is never 

far and this suggests that the tension inherent in the immobilisation of the 

chronotope— its ordering— is always an imposition on much more volatile parameters 

of experience. Neither London nor the subject can survive its constraint, as Judy 

realises: ‘[She] knew how deceptive maps can be, how quickly they become out of 

date, how places in the real world can have meanings and significances quite out of 

scale with their cartographic depiction’ (344). She is here articulating the same doubts 

as Stuart regarding the rationale of her project.
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Yet, Judy’s answer to this experiential and cognitive dead end is quite different 

from Stuart’s who embraced simulacrum as the means with which to freeze time and

space, and to retain the illusion of a fixed self. In contrast, Judy decides to change the 

guiding metaphor o f her embodied identification with London:

Before the therapist could protest further Judy had stripped 

naked and w as showing her body, revolving on the spot so  the 

therapist could get a full, rounded view. It w as immediately obvious 

that there w as a strange serpentine marking curled around Judy’s  

torso. . .  .

Then Judy began to point out certain features of the mark, 

how it meandered in certain places, how in on e place it formed an 

alm ost ninety-degree bend. “Much a s the River Tham es d o es at the 

Embankment,” sh e  said archly.

And a s the therapist looked more closely sh e  saw  that there 

w as indeed something strangely familiar about the shape and design  

of the mark. . . . And before long the therapist w as utterly convinced.

The rash or bruise or scar or whatever it w as formed a perfect 

representation of the River Tham es, a depiction so  accurate, so  

detailed, that you could have used it a s  a navigational aid. (344-345)

The fluid meandering of the river has replaced the rigid lines of the underground map. 

In taking pride in her new bodily appearance, Judy is reconfiguring movement in an 

empowering fashion, contrary to the threat o f annihilation she feared before. Thus, 

movement and rupture are no longer characterised as soot or pollution, but have 

become playful elements of her new fluid identity. The fact that the representation 

cannot be easily categorised— is it a scar, a rash, etc.— further demonstrates that the 

certitudes o f definitions have become irrelevant to Judy. She does not need to fix the 

relation between signs and objects within a closed system. Instead, she is now 

attempting to create a relation to the city and to herself that proceeds from 

performance. In doing so, she is allowing time and space to enter in process with each 

other, thus delineating the possible emergence o f a dialogic chronotope. At the same
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time, however, the precision of her representation also suggests that the old certitudes 

are difficult to let go.

Mick or the art of the bricoleur
Judy’s reconfiguration o f her characterisation o f London is largely due to her exposure 

to Mick’s approach to the city. In contrast to her and to Stuart, Mick does not have a 

particular aim in relation to London when he arrives in the city. He is only interested 

in doing the job he has been asked to perform, and London is simply instrumental in 

his quest. If anything, he is hostile to the city: ‘he hated everything he saw, and 

allowed an expression o f condescending disgust settle on his face. London’ (17). Mick 

distrusts the city, which he opposes to the certainties o f Sheffield, his hometown; 

whereas he believes he is in control in the northern city, he feels ‘out o f place’ (20) 

and ‘dislocated’ (240) in London. The city is affecting his sense of self as well as his 

sense o f place as certainties make way for doubt. In addition, his scanty knowledge of 

London means that he has not enclosed it within a secure mental map. As a result, he 

experiences it as a blank canvas, an empty unfamiliar space. This is illustrated by his 

response to a list o f places names: ‘they evoked nothing for him, had no ring to them, 

no connotations’ (39). He does not identify with London, and feels that the sooner he 

will have performed his job, the better, as he will be able to leave and go back to the 

security of Sheffield.

In keeping with his ad hoc relation to London, the way he goes about 

punishing the men who allegedly raped his girlfriend proceeds fi'om the mentality of 

the bricoleur rather than from someone who carefully plans his actions. In that sense, 

he shares some o f the characteristics o f David Mummery in Mother London. Thus, he 

observes the habits o f each of his six victims and, depending on what he sees, 

improvises a way o f scaring them that is related to what he has witnessed. He relies
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therefore on his observational skills rather than on organisation. For instance, his 

fourth victim is a restaurant critic, so Mick decides, after looking at what is available 

in his house, to punish Kerry Slater by making him eat as much of the many different 

foods he stores in his kitchen as he can— and more. However, confronted by Slater’s 

appetite and willingness to execute the task, Mick alters his plan and ends up covering 

the naked chef in food, tying him up to his kitchen table and letting his cats loose on 

his body. Mick’s act o f revenge, here as in the other five cases, is hence characterised 

by a certain eagerness to improvise and by his use o f the contingent and ephemeral 

rather than the solid and permanent in his performance o f violence. The grotesquerie 

o f  the situations, however, undercuts his actions with a sense of parody, which 

undermines his characterisation o f himself as a tough guy.

In fact, his certainties about himself, his task and London start disintegrating as 

the narrative moves on. This is partly due to the fact that Gabby, his girlfriend, who is 

in Sheffield and whom he phones regularly, does not seem very involved in his 

mission, although he is doing it for her. Furthermore, he starts having doubts about the 

legitimacy of his punitive operation as he finds it difficult to reconcile the behaviour of 

the men he meets with the fact that they are alleged rapists, especially when he realises 

that one of them is gay. In addition, his experience o f London itself proves 

destabilising, as I mentioned above.

However, the most important element that brings him to reconsider his 

certitudes is his encounter with Judy. She provides him with a new image o f London, 

while she also tries to control his experiences o f the city, as she did with Stuart, by 

making him a participant in her erotic cartographic project. She thus tries to mould 

Mick according to her needs, which, as I discussed above, include fixing the city 

within a rigid grid of meaning: ‘She moved her fingertips over [Mick’s] chest again.
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this time tracing invisible tube lines’ (232). She is using Mick as a map, identifying 

him with the city in a move that challenges the pattern o f his relation to London. She is 

in fact making Mick stand for her fantasy of being an underground map and, as a 

result, he is subsumed under it, becoming thus not only the city but also, in a sense, 

Judy herself, in a reformulation o f the solipsism that now encompasses him. By 

accepting Judy’s game, Mick effects a radical change to his relation to London, as he 

cannot define himself against it any longer.

Judy’s control of the signs through which Mick situates himself in relation to 

the city is best demonstrated by the particular jigsaw she sends him, after their first 

few encounters; a ‘detailed map o f London’ (151). The jigsaw, as I mentioned in 

chapter 1, is an archetypal modernist structure regarding the representation o f space in 

narrative: jigsaw pieces seem discormected and the image they represent fi*agmented 

but, once they have been correctly ordered, form a bounded and unified picture:

The act of joining up the city, making it com plete and solid, gave him 

more pleasure than he would have thought possible. As the map 

cam e nearer to coherence and completion he felt oddly proud of 

himself, a s though he w as gaining mastery over this once wholly 

unfamiliar territory. (156)

Mick is here gaining control over London thanks to Judy’s gift. Mick, for whom the 

mode o f experiencing the city had been in the form of a network— linking places 

according to his needs, especially in order to find his victims— is now filling in the 

spaces in between, making the city whole. He is reconfiguring his way of interacting 

with the city and, with it, his understanding o f space and time as pertaining to his sense 

of place. Instead o f making use, as he did before, o f the fluidity o f the city in order to 

accomplish his task, he is now fixing London within a static grid of reading. He is 

enjoying doing so because it gives him a sense of power, even though he did not know, 

before meeting Judy, that he wanted to respond to the city in this way. Mick is in fact
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moving from a potentially dialogic way o f experiencing the city to a monologic 

relation to it.

However, when he is almost finished, Mick realises that a piece o f the jigsaw is 

missing, the piece with the street in which his hotel is situated:

The p iece’s  ab sen ce seem ed  to be telling him something, that he had 

no place here, that he didn’t belong, that he barely existed, that his 

existence w as a blank. This sleazy, crummy place and situation he 

inhabited w as just a hole in the map. Then he realized that the 

significance must be quite other. The piece's ab sen ce  surely could 

not be accidental. (156)

Here as with the two other characters of the novel, Mick is linking his relation to 

London to his sense o f self It is not something that he did at the beginning of his 

stay—on the contrary, as I mentioned above, he defined himself against the city—but 

now, introduced by Judy to the excitement of attempting to control London, he 

believes that the missing piece somehow reflects his own ontological status. This is 

turn suggests that it is London, rather than Mick, which is in control of the direction of 

the relation. In other words, the city determines the meaning o f the interactions that 

take place within it. However, at the same time, the fact that there might be several 

explanations for the missing piece also suggests that the meaning o f both place and 

self cannot be reduced to one version. Instead, it is constructed through processes of 

negotiation that engage both the meaning o f place and the status o f the subject. This 

further implies that the meaning of this event is always supplemented by other possible 

significations. Hence, London itself, as it were, is performing the polysemy o f the sign 

through the semantic instability brought by the missing jigsaw piece.

Thus, instead of ‘throw[ing] the whole puzzle up in the air, to reduce London 

to fragments’ (156), Mick waits for what he knows is to come: Judy, bringing the 

missing piece with her. In the event, the representational totality o f the city is
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preserved, but the moment o f doubt brought by the missing piece lingers as a trace of 

the impossibility o f sealing meaning within a monologic narrative. The gap created 

directs to the dialogic undercurrent that threatens the static construction of meaning 

operated by the characters. Fragmentation is therefore not a state to which London is 

reduced, if  control cannot be exercised over it, as the quotation above seems to 

indicate, but is inherently part o f the process o f signification that starts from 

multiplicity in the spaces o f dislocation in which meaning is negotiated. This further 

indicates that even when the jigsaw is completed, the totalising image of London it 

purports to represent can only ever be a fallacy as polysemy is in fact constitutive not 

only o f the sign, but also o f the city.

After Judy’s arrival at Mick’s hotel room with the missing jigsaw piece, they 

have sex. Without fully realising it, Mick is participating in a moment o f exchange in 

which modes of being and o f relating to the city are being negotiated: ‘It was only 

after she’d gone that he looked around his room, noticed the sheet o f jagged-edged 

hardboard lying on the floor and saw that the final piece had been added to his jigsaw 

puzzle of London’ (232). The encounter allows Judy to add a new sheet to her 

collection, but also represents the potential beginning o f her new relation to London, 

characterised by her change o f metaphor from the underground map to the Thames. In 

some ways, she is also, through the jigsaw puzzle, giving London over to Mick, who is 

now thinking that he could, after all, create a space for himself in the flux of the city: 

‘“It’s funny but I suppose I’ve started to like this place. London. I like the money and 

the variety and the river and the desirable properties. . . . Now I want . . .  I know it 

sounds stupid. . . I want to join in with it’” (163-264). Mick is here outlining an 

economy of accumulation— his mention of money and properties— b̂ut, at the same 

time, he is recognising that the attraction o f London also lies in the impossibility of
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fixing it within boundaries, be they physical or imaginary, as his nod to the Thames 

suggests. The fantasy of totahty represented by the jigsaw has therefore lost some of 

its attraction. Hence, Mick is shifting from a relation based on need—he had to do the 

job he had been sent to London to perform, as shown by the fact that even once he 

started having doubts about the motives o f the assignment, he still completed it— to 

one guided by desire. He now wants to join in, to be part o f the movement o f the city.

This redrawing o f Mick’s relation to the city is highlighted when he goes back 

to Sheffield and discovers that Gabby had not been raped. In fact, the men he punished 

were people in business with her lover. Made to doubt the familiar, Mick is led to 

reconsider the static image of Sheffield he held, and to understand that it was an

illusion, based on his need for certainties. Following a face-to-face encounter with

Gabby’s lover, Mick, in the last scene o f the novel in which he appears, is shown to 

become a fluid agent, for whom space and time do not need to be made to fit a static 

grid, but can be experienced in the contingency o f place. After the showdown in a 

house in the Sheffield countryside, Mick leaves, heading back towards the town:

He started walking in ttie direction h e’d com e from, back towards 

Sheffield, the city were he lived; but it w as a direction that led to other 

places too. . . .  It w asn’t long before he got a lift with a van driver from 

Leeds who w as doing a drop in Sheffield then driving on to London.

Terrible place, London,’ the driver said, ‘but I can take you all 

the way if you want.’

Mick looked around the inside of the cab, at the silt of 

cigarette packets, empty drink cans, yellowed football programmes, at 

the two balding gonks on top of the dashboard, and he looked out at 

Sheffield in the distance. He thought about his scuzzy  rented flat, not 

visited all this time, his faded old car, and then the more general 

scuzzin iess and fadedness of London.

‘So what do you sa y ? ’ the driver asked.

It w as a long time before Mick answered. (341-342)
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Mick is facing several options as to the trajectory he is to take. The whole landscape is 

becoming mobile, reconfiguring the familiar as a place o f possibilities, o f new routes. 

Taking stock of the waste surrounding him—the silt, empty drink cans, etc.—which 

stands for much o f his prior life, Mick makes a decision, which readers can only 

speculate about. The narrative uncertainty that closes Mick’s part in the novel echoes 

the ambiguity that surrounds his— as well as the other characters’— shift from one 

mode of being to another in his relation to London. Indeed, when he first arrives in the 

city, Mick’s relation to London, although contingent and conducted in the mode of 

performance, cannot be characterised as dialogic at this point because he is fixing the 

city within a negative image that he contrasts against Sheffield. The fluidity o f the 

signs in the city allows him to experiment with the ways in which he goes about his 

task, but his feeling o f dislocation suggests his need for certainties that monologic 

narratives of place provide. His encounter with Judy gives him the chance to 

experience London as a place he can master, consciously inscribing it within a 

monologic paradigm that he can relate to his understanding of place, as modelled by 

his relation to his hometown. However when Sheffield, which he has charged with the 

safekeeping of his identity, starts eluding his control, he begins to redraw the 

parameters with which he experiences space and time: not as something to fix within 

static boundaries, but something to be desired for the possibilities o f connections it 

provides.

In their different ways, Stuart, Mick and Judy recognise that the simplification 

of meaning accomplished by the reduction o f place to an essential geometrical pattern 

is untenable in relation to both self and city. Stuart is therefore compelled to create a 

simulacrum of London, which can fit in with the static chronotope he needs in order to 

interpellate himself as a finite subject. His longing for order and a fixed referential
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system is further demonstrated by the fact that he is the only character in the novel to 

be linked, in a short chapter, to the Blitz. This should secure him, if one follows the 

logic of his relation to the city, a place within a linear historical narrative that connects 

past and present in a continuous chain that ensures the consistency of meaning and that 

provides, for Stuart, a stabilising account of London.

However, the chapter itself alludes to the impossibility of fixing London in 

place. Indeed, in the chapter, Jim London,’̂  ̂ Stuart’s father, is posted at Madame 

Tussaud’s, scrutinising the sky for bombs. One falls on the building and Jim, shocked 

but not injured, faints when he discovers a series of heads in the rubbles: ‘He realizes 

he has come upon something vile and inconceivable, a plague pit, a murderer’s horde 

of corpses’ (212). It turns out that they are only casts from the museum that have 

‘fallen into the crater’ (213). Both this illusion and Jim’s location—he is standing on 

the roof of Madame Tussaud’s, an attraction based on simulacrum—suggest that the 

historical narrative to which the Blitz belongs is ambivalent and that time is not simply 

a conduct of continuity, but, also, that it can lead to dislocation, and the loss of fixed 

referents. This subtext is not read by Stuart, who is incorporating the war, alongside 

the myth of Bodicea (348), into his image of London. Yet, the mention of the Blitz 

subverts, as in City o f the Mind, reified images of the past that, by being deployed in 

the present, attempt to negate the polysemy of the city. Instead, this episode engenders 

a dynamic connection between different temporal periods, which are not connected by 

causal or hierarchical relations, but by storytelling and versioning. Indeed, as someone 

tells Jim London, “‘This’ll be a story to tell your kids’” (213).

Mick, although initially also guided in his understanding of London by his 

need for stability, succeeds, at the close of the narrative, in entering a space of

In a surprising echo, Stuart’s father shares the first name o f  Jim Prothero, the Blitz warden in City o f  
the Mind.

T il



possibility that does not fit a priori patterns of thought. Hence, he distantiates himself 

from the static chronotope that first controlled his experience o f London and 

substitutes it for uncertainty. So even though the readers cannot know what choices he 

will make regarding London, the very fact that a doubt exists as to the path Mick will 

take, directs to the gaps in the narrative structure that undermine the closure provided 

by monologic chronotopes.

Finally, Judy, although also attracted to an image o f London based on a fixed 

understanding of the relation between space and time, reconfigures her relation to the 

city after having been exposed to modes o f being that take contingency and fluidity as 

guiding metaphors. She thus ends up identifying with the Thames, in an attempt to 

engage with the multiplicity o f the city through the construction of a dialogic 

chronotope. However, as I showed above, the move she makes in such a direction is 

not one that is totally freed from a yearning for closure.

Thus, Bleeding London, through its exposition o f its three characters’ 

contrasting ways o f dealing with London, shows, as City o f  the Mind did, that although 

the dynamic pull o f the city is intrinsic to its fabric, it remains difficult for some of its 

inhabitants to come to terms with the loss o f stability this represents, especially since 

they still use patterns o f finitude and totality in constructing their subject positions. As 

a result, each of the characters struggles between accepting London as a space of 

dislocation— as this asks for the emergence of new imaginary patterns o f being— and 

forcing control over the city, even though they know that this is an illusory practice. 

City o f  the Mind and Bleeding London, therefore, chart a moment o f transition between 

two different ontological and epistemological paradigms that are reflected in the types 

of chronotopes they propose.
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Chapter 5

London, the Thames and cyberspace: 
Towards chronotopes of fluid borderlands

Borders are set up to define the places that are safe and unsafe, to 

distinguish us from them. A border is a dividing line, a narrow strip 

along a steep edge. A borderland is a vague and undetermined place 

created by the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary. It is in a 

constant state of transition. The prohibited and forbidden are its 

inhabitants. Los atravesados live here: the squint-eyed, the perverse, 

the queer, the troublesome, the mongrel, the mulatto, the half-breed, 

the half dead; in short, those who cross over, pass over, or go through 

the confine of the ‘normal’. (Anzaldua 3)

Gloria Anzaldua, in this passage from Borderlands/La Frontera (1987), defines the 

difference between borders and borderlands: whereas the former is rigid, the latter 

opens up a space o f ambivalence, in which meaning is in flux, always receptive to 

negotiations and to the possibility o f dialogic relations, hi this extract, the space of the 

borderlands is applied metaphorically to a way o f being in the world, but, for 

Anzaldua, such a space is not cut off from material inscriptions, as she understands her 

own symbolic experience o f the borderlands to stem from the physical border between 

the USA and Mexico. In addition, she also links the physical experience of dislocation 

brought about by this particular locale to a literary practice that seeks to go beyond 

determinations of genre or language and to create a textual borderland that combines 

prose and poetry, as well as diverse registers and dialects o f English and Spanish. 

Thus, she brings together the symbolic and the material in the emergent space she 

makes possible by and in her writing.
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In an important way, gender is implicated in Anzaldua’s project as she 

explicitly genders the ‘consciousness o f the Borderlands’ (77) she talks about. For her, 

it is embodied in the mestizo, the result o f ‘cross-pollinization’ (77). Such a woman 

‘has discovered that she can’t hold concepts or ideas in rigid boundaries. The borders 

and walls that are supposed to keep the undesirable ideas out are entrenched habits and 

patterns of behaviour; these habits and patterns are the enemy within. Rigidity means 

death’ (79). Anzaldua’s call towards fluidity in a gendered perspective is a direct 

criticism o f a subject predicated on singularity and fixity. In this, she is echoing 

Kathleen Kirby’s criticism of the Cartesian subject that I mentioned in relation to 

mapping in chapter 4. In both cases, the Enlightenment ideal is shown to represent a 

specific power location rather than a universal model.

Doreen Massey, whose theoretical insights informed my discussion o f place in 

chapter 2, also reflects on the relation between space, borders and gender, albeit from a 

different location than Anzaldua. In the book Space, Place and Gender (1994), she 

recollects how she became aware o f the relation between space and gender:

I can rem em ber very clearly a sight which often used to strike m e  

when I was nine or ten years old. I lived then on the outskirts of 

Manchester, and ‘Going into Tow n’ was a relatively big occasion; it 

took over half an hour and we went on the top deck of a bus. On the 

way into town we would cross the wide shallow valley of the River 

Mersey, and my memory is of dank, muddy fields spreading aw ay into 

a cold, misty distance. And all of it— all of these acres of 

Manchester— was divided up into football pitches and rugby pitches.

And on Saturdays, which was when w e went into Town, the whole 

vast area would be covered with hundreds of little people, all running 

around after balls, as far as the eye could see . . . .

I rem em ber all this very sharply. And I rem em ber, too, it 

striking m e very clearly— even then as a puzzled, slightly thoughtful 

little girl— that all this huge stretch of the Mersey flood plain had been 

entirely given over to boys.
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I did not go to those playing fields— they seem ed barred, 

another world . . . .  But there w ere other places to which I did go, and 

yet where I still felt that they w ere not mine, or at least that they were  

designed to, or had the effect of, firmly letting m e know my 

conventional subordination. (185)

With this childhood memory, Massey is suggesting that the way she experienced space 

as a little girl was determined in a large part by her gender: some places were open to 

her whereas others, such as the sports fields, were marked off. As she understood then, 

who she was determined where she could go, which meant that spatial discrimination 

was a way of signifying gender subordination. However, Massey, while 

acknowledging its powerful impact, resists the discourse this materialisation of an 

unequal social order suggests. Indeed, her description o f the sports pitches as carved 

out of ‘dank, muddy fields’ shows that she was not, in fact, interested in taking part in 

the activities there, and that, on the contrary, she found this artificial division of space 

unattractive and undesirable. Therefore, Massey, in this recollection, does not engage 

in a discourse of deficit regarding the contrasted positions held by the running boys 

and her. Instead, she creates an alternative discourse based on her own spatial 

situation, the moving space o f the top of the double-decker bus, from which she 

witnesses the scene. This, as the text suggests, grants her a general view that is not 

accessible to those playing in the fields. It can therefore be read to signify her 

symbolic authority over the ‘little people’ who are rurming around and, implied here, 

going nowhere. In contrast, she assesses the situation, rejects what it stands for, and 

moves on to bigger things, such as the Town, with a capital T.

Accordingly, what seems at first sight to be a straightforward description of the 

relation between gender discrimination and spatial differentiation turns out to be a 

more complex reflection on gender identity. Indeed, Massey shows here that, as a 

child, although she was barred from the playing fields, she did not actually want to
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occupy the stable gender position that access to them— or, alternatively, desire for 

them—would have given her. Instead, she chooses to empower the indeterminate and 

provisional place she occupies, which is symbolically represented by the moving 

double-decker. The bus is a connecting machine, a liminal space between fixed places 

that opens up the possibihty for identity to be performatively created in the in-between 

and to be kept in process. Hence, Massey, from that vantage point, can re-tell the story 

Oif her exclusion in such a way that it becomes a step towards the affirmation of her 

own voice, as that which refuses to be contained in, or confined to, a pre-determined 

identity based on a binary understanding of, on the one hand, gender (either male of 

female), and, on the other hand, space (either in or out). Instead, she creates a 

provisional perspective that eschews dichotomous models o f being, and that allows her 

to locate herself in a non-reifying identity.

London is not the US-Mexican frontier, nor the Mersey plain. However, the 

question of borders and borderlands, both in their metaphorical and material 

articulations, presents an evident interest in the context o f this city as it offers a 

perspective from which to think about the possible routed and rooted inscriptions of 

the chronotope in relation to both fluidity and gender identity. As Anzaldua intimates, 

borders represent the potential containment of the imaginary, and point, therefore, 

towards monologic narratives, while borderlands open up a space in which dialogism 

can be deployed. In fact, both she and Massey, in their specific ways, attempt, in their 

textual practices, to provide such a dialogic space o f representation. Following this, I 

propose to discuss, in this final chapter, two novels that engage with the process of 

simultaneously bordering and exploding traditional limits as to the identity of London, 

namely Offshore (1988) by Penelope Fitzgerald and The.PowerBook (2000) by 

Jeanette Winterson. These novels provide two instances o f fluid textual spaces, in their
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representation of, respectively, the Thames and cyberspace, which impact on the 

image of the city they imagine. In my discussion, I examine in particular the relation 

that is established between the chronotopes constructed in the novels and the 

negotiation o f gendered identities that are performed within them.

Offshore, or London as spatial utopia

Offshore, which is characteristic of Penelope Fitzgerald’s delicate and impressionistic 

prose, won the Booker Prize in 1979. Fitzgerald, who died in 2000, wrote nine novels, 

but although several o f them take place in London, Offshore is the only one that 

proposes a reflection on the city itself It is also the only one that directly engages with 

politics in that, although set in the 1960’s, it describes that period from the perspective 

of the time of its writing, 1979, which is the year Margaret Thatcher became prime 

minister. As such, and as I develop in my discussion o f the novel. Offshore presents 

the 1960’s as an utopian moment when an opening up o f meaning regarding gender as 

well as London seemed possible, reflected upon from a time when such hopes were 

rapidly disappearing.

In addition, Offshore offers a different perspective on London from the ones 

produced in the novels I discussed in the previous chapters because it centres on water 

rather than on stable ground. Indeed, while the narratives I have so far analysed take 

London to be a built environment, and define the city and its chronotope in relation to 

that solid ground. Offshore proposes to start from a different set o f assumptions and to 

focus on the river as a space of possibilities.

However, although the previous novels I discussed do not take the Thames to 

be a determining element o f the city in the geographies of the mind they propose, they 

nonetheless sometimes refer to the river and to its signification as a potential for
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uncertainty, disorder and disruption. For instance, in Hawksmoor, the Thames is 

alluded to on one occasion, at the beginning of the detective’s investigation o f the 

contemporary murders:

[H]e stared down at the shadows of the clouds moving quickly 

over the surface of the water. But when he removed his glasses and 

looked down again, it seem ed to him that the river itself was 

perpetually turning and spinning: it was going in no certain direction, 

and Hawksmoor felt for a m oment that he might fall into its darkness.

(115)

Hawksmoor, at this point in the narrative, still abides by rational means o f conducting 

his investigation, but the river is pointing to a mode o f knowledge that does not 

proceed by linear thinking. In addition, it undermines clear-cut categorisations, as the 

difficulty of differentiating between air and water suggests. Such a non-reifying 

relation to meaning, however, is not followed any further in the novel. Indeed, as I 

discussed in chapter 3, the chronotope that emerges at the end of the narrative, 

although not rational, is constructing an image o f London that is mythical. Hence, it 

closes the gap of potentiality opened by the river.

In City o f  the Mind, Eva Burden, the glass engraver, tells Matthew; ‘I’m 

German by birth. I came here when I was eight, in 1939. The Kinder transport. . . . 

Perhaps that’s why I’m attracted to the river. Refugee mentality. The way to 

somewhere else’ (121). Eva is here outlining how the Thames stands for movement, 

change and departures. As such, it opens a space o f possibilities within her settled life, 

an indication that ways out still exist, a metaphor for fi'eedom and a trope o f escape. 

However, this figure remains an unexplored possibility in the novel, and is, in fact, 

undercut by the juxtaposition of another use of the river and of the sea, the one of 

conquest, represented by the nautical forays o f Martin Frobisher.
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In Bleeding London, to take a last example, the Thames also represents the 

possibility o f dialogism, but, as I showed in chapter 4, it only emerges at the end of the 

narrative, when Judy trades her embodied map o f the underground for an imprint of 

the river. Here, therefore, the Thames directs to possibilities beyond the text, rather 

than within it, because it diverges from the general chronotope that is constructed in 

and by the narrative.

In these novels, the disrupting presence of the river is circumscribed. As a 

result, they still engage with— and challenge, in the case o f two of them— a model of 

the city that is inscribed in a semantic field attached to the earth and that functions 

through the use o f static metaphors, such as roots. By contrast, in Offshore, the 

narrative takes place in an indeterminate space that eschews such certainties, as I 

develop below.

The novel follows a small group of barge dwellers who live on a reach off 

Chelsea, at the beginning of the 1960s. The narrative is not action driven, but, instead, 

presents a slice o f these people’ lives. It traces their everyday activities, showing how 

they relate to each other, and to the world beyond the reach. The novel focuses 

especially on Neima, a thirty-two-year-old woman of Canadian origins, and her two 

daughters, Martha, twelve, and Tilda, six. Nerma’s husband, Edward, has left his wife 

and daughters to work in Panama. Nenna bought Grace, a barge, after he left, in order 

to provide her daughters with an abode. She persists in wanting to live on the barge, 

although both Edward, now back from Central America and Louise, her sister, do not 

approve of such a decision. Martha is also quite ambivalent as to her mother’s choice 

o f housing, but Tilda, the youngest, is totally at home in this environment. In contrast 

to Martha, she does not care about what other people— for instance the nuns and the
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priest who run the school where they go—think of her living on the Thames. Instead, 

she makes friends with other barge dwellers and becomes, in many ways, their mascot.

Maurice, a male prostitute, lives next to Nenna and her daughters on the river. 

Maurice is a credulous young man who has agreed to loan part o f his houseboat to a 

man called Harry, who stores stolen goods in it. Harry makes regular visits to 

Maurice’s barge, and his presence adds an air of menace to an otherwise peaceful 

reach. Willis, a marine painter, is another barge dweller. He wants to sell his boat in 

order to join his sister who lives on dry land. He is quite apprehensive of such a 

change as he has spent most of his life painting boats from the privileged location of 

the reach. However, the dampness is driving him away.

Still other barge dwellers include Richard and Laura, the owners o f Lord

128Jim. Richard is an ex-army man who has fulfilled a dream by buying a boat, while 

Laura, his wife, hates living on the reach. She aspires to move to the countryside, and, 

finally, succeeds when Richard, attacked by Harry, is sent to hospital in a serious state 

that makes him unable to take decisions any more. Woodie, who spends winters 

ashore, completes the cast. A retired company director, he does not really mix with the 

other characters.

The reach, on which this tentative community lives, is an in-between space, not 

quite water yet, but not firm ground anymore. It is offshore, as the title of the novel 

intimates: an indefinite space at the heart o f London in which meaning can 

provisionally coalesce without being reified. The novel opens by presenting life in this 

liminal space. Thus, Offshore, as I have already suggested, begins with a different set 

o f assumptions from the other novels I have discussed: movement, both literally and

Lord Jim  (1989) is the title o f a novel by Joseph Conrad, which ‘probes the meaning o f a gross 
failure o f duty on the part o f a romantic and idealistic young sailor’ (Abrams 1809). Conrad’s most 
famous novel, Heart o f  Darkness (1989) interestingly begins with a description o f the Thames. The 
literariness of the name of the barge can be read as a metaphor for the reach as a space o f the imaginary.
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metaphorically, is present at the start. In contrast with the narrative direction found in 

the other novels, fluidity is not something that the text strives for, having to fight 

against definitions o f the city that centre on stasis. Instead, movement is a given, the 

premise fi’om which the narrative unfolds. Hence, London is presented as a space of 

dislocation, which as Laclau, who I discussed in chapter 2, contends, is the condition 

for the possibility o f a progressive history to emerge.

However, this vision of the city is threatened and the narrative must struggle 

against reification. Indeed, the reach is presented in opposition to the settled city. 

Accordingly, two chronotopes— that stand for two possible images o f London— are 

competing in the novel: the built city represents stasis and order— a monologic 

chronotope—while the reach— with its constitutive link to the r i v e r '— directs to a 

semantic field centred on water, in which metaphors o f fluidity rather than rootedness 

become meaningful. In other words, the novel presents a space o f possibilities, a 

dialogic chronotope at the heart of London that dislocates notions o f stasis as related to 

the city, while at the same time staging the difficulty for a dialogic chronotope to stand 

against monologic forces that try to contain— and obliterate— such a chronotope 

because it understands it to be a threat to the established order. To demonstrate this, I 

start by discussing the chronotope o f the reach. I then turn to the settled world and to 

the way in which the narrative stages moments o f crossing-over between the two 

chronotopes. I finish by discussing the ending of the novel in light o f these previous 

elements.

The reach is a location that in the novel is seen to eschew categorisation and 

this instability creates an ontological uncertainty in its inhabitants:

The river is constitutive o f  the reach because without it, it would not, in fact, exist. Indeed, the 
definition o f  a reach is, according to the OED, ‘that portion o f  a river, channel or lake which lies 
between two bends’. Accordingly, it is its relation to the river that differentiates the reach from other 
stretches o f  land and gives it its name.
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The barge-dwellers, creatures neither of firm land or water, would 

have liked to be more respectable than they were. They aspired 

towards the C helsea shore, where, in the early 1960s many 

thousands lived with sensib le occupations and adequate amounts of 

money. But a certain failure, distressing to them selves, to be like 

other people, cau sed  them to sink back, with so  much e lse  that drifted 

or w as w ashed up, into the mud moorings of the great tideway.

Biologically they could be said, a s  m ost tideline creatures are, 

to be ‘su ccessfu l’. They w ere not easily  dislodged. But to sell your 

craft, to leave the Reach, w as felt to be a desperate step, like those of 

the amphibians when, in earlier s ta g es of the wodd’s  history, they 

took ground. Many of these sp ec ies  died in the attempt. (10)

The identity o f the barge dwellers is presented as indeterminate; it does not fit within 

pre-established categories o f thought. Indeed, they do not seem to be fully human, as 

the repeated use o f ‘creatures’ suggest. They belong to the liminal and, as such, cannot 

be defined in exclusionary terms: their identity proceeds fi"om both land and water. In 

addition, the blurring o f boundaries, exemplified by this hesitation between the human 

and the aquatic, is supplemented by a difficulty in differentiating between the organic 

and the mechanic, as the first lines o f the novel illustrate: ‘“Are we to gather that 

Dreadnought is asking us all to do something dishonest?” Richard asked. Dreadnought 

nodded, glad to have been understood so easily’ (9). Richard’s and the narrator’s use 

o f personification suggests the identity o f boat— Dreadnought is the name o f Willis’s 

barge— and man. They cannot be distinguished fi'om each other. This process of 

identification is brought to its further limits by Maurice, the young male prostitute, 

who, faced with the prospect of being called Dondeschiepolschuygen IV, fi-om the 

name o f the boat he bought, decides to re-baptise his houseboat. He calls it Maurice, 

acknowledging thus the continuity between him self and his barge: they are now
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forming an assemblage that proceeds from both the machine and the h u m a n . I n  this, 

Maurice is the opposite o f the character o f Stuart London, who I discussed in chapter 

4, because he does not try, as Stuart did, to fit a pre-estabhshed image of the city, but 

is, instead, pointing to the fact that both elements o f the relation are transformed by the 

very process of identification.

The consequence o f such an impossible differentiation is that boats take on 

human qualities—they produce ‘groans that seemed human’ (13)— while the barge 

owners identify with their dwelling: ‘And each one of them felt the patches, strains 

and gaps in their craft as if  they were weak places in their own bodies’ (13). They 

literally embody a new type of identity, made possible by the liminal location they 

occupy, which eschews essentialism. Here, taxonomic distinctions become irrelevant 

and bodies, porous.

The indeterminacy displayed by the inhabitants o f the reach is also linked to 

the ways in which space and time are apprehended in that borderland. As I have 

already noted, the reach functions as a metaphor for a fluid sense o f space, because it 

is an in-between location, which is open to negotiations. In addition, the fact that the 

Thames is constitutive o f London means that the city itself can never be fixed in place. 

Time is also used to suggest such a non-determinate mode o f apprehension: ‘A tremor 

ran through the boats’ cables, the iron lighters, just on the move, chocked gently 

together. The great swing round began. By the shore the driftwood was still travelling 

upriver, but in midstream it was gathering way headlong in the other direction. The 

Thames had turned towards the sea’ (27-28). The tidal movement o f the river proceeds 

from a non-linear sense of time. In the same way, the natural cycle is favoured by the

Together with Lord Jim and Rochester— Woodie’s barge— the allegorical name of Maurice’s 
houseboat form a literary constellation that reinforces the characterisation o f the reach as the location of 
the imaginary. Indeed, there is a clear semantic link between Maurice and the eponymous novel by 
E.M. Forster (1971) about the self-development o f a young homosexual man in Edwardian England, 
while Rochester directs to both the male protagonist o f  Charlotte Bronte’s Jane (1980) and to John 
Wilmot, 2"‘* earl o f Rochester and pornographic poet.
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narrator, who refers, for instance, to ‘[t]he first autumn mists’ (15) rather than to a 

specific month. Accordingly, the novel, although following in its structure a linear 

thread, favours impressionist representations of time. For instance, the narrator states 

that ‘Maurice’s strange period o f hopefiilness did not last long’ (46). Here, time is 

experienced subjectively and linked to a state o f mind. As these characterisations of 

space and time imply, the novel presents, at its incipience, a chronotope of London— 

represented by the reach—that is dialogic because both space and time are experienced 

by the barge dwellers in multiple and non-reifying ways.

This chronotope is exemplified by one o f the activities o f Nenna’s daughters. It 

consists in hunting for old tiles sunk in the river bank, which Martha and Tilda then 

sell to antique merchants:

[Tilda] bounded off, a s though over stepping ston es, from one  

object to another that would scarcely hold, old tyres, old boots, the 

ribs of crates from which the seagulls w ere dislodged with 

resentment. Far beyond the point at which the mud becam e  

treacherous and from which Small Gains had never risen again, sh e  

stood poised on the handlebars of a sunken bicycle. . . .

With a tile in each hand, balancing like a circus performer,

Tilda returned. (66)

In the river, space is ‘treacherous’ in that it is not stable. As a result, the Thames is

experienced anew every time one sets out on it; it is never fixed and carmot be

mapped. Concomitantly, it allows objects to sink, and-or surface, depending on the 

current: geological stratification is not possible and, instead, random configurations of 

objects are created by each new tide. Inside and outside, depth and surface, past and 

present have become part o f the palimpsest that creates a fluid London. Space remains, 

therefore, in process, while time is not characterised by chronology, but, instead, 

through the contingent needs of the present moment. The discarded material found in 

the mud, although part of the history of the river and o f the city, has become, for Tilda,
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a playground that denotes an engagement with her surroundings that is not predicated 

on control but, rather, on skilled playfulness.

Tilda is, in fact, described as having ‘the air o f something aquatic, a demon 

from the depth perhaps’ (64). She is the embodiment o f the spirit o f the reach, a 

‘tideline creature’ (10) who is at home in the borderlands, and lives by her 

imagination:

From the masthead Tilda, having sailed out to sea  with 

Grace, took a closer survey of the Reach. Her whole idea of the 

world’s work was derived from what she observed there and had little 

in common with the circulation of the great city which toiled on only a 

hundred yards away. (29)

Tilda is experiencing the world from the standpoint o f the barge, away from the 

conventions that subtend life beyond it. Her aquatic qualities make her open to 

performance and to negotiations with identity that are not constrained by a wish to 

conform to gender determinism.

However, the novel also underlines the utopian dimension of such a collapse of 

boundaries, and shows how difficult it is to sustain it outside o f the space of the 

borderlands, in the settled city, because the latter is constructed as static. The contrast 

between the two is established from the beginning of the narrative, when, in a passage 

I have already quoted, the narrator differentiates the barge dwellers from settled people 

by stating that the boat owners ‘aspired towards the Chelsea shore, where . . . many 

thousands lived with sensible occupations’ (10). The adjective ‘sensible’ is used to 

distinguish the inhabitants of the two locations. Although ironic, and denoting the 

narrator’s preference for the reach over the city, the adjective also implies that the 

barge dwellers are lacking a kind o f solidity and seriousness that the habitants of the 

land possess. The differentiation made here is further developed when the narrator 

explains, in the quotation above, that Tilda’s ‘whole idea of the world’s work was
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derived from what she observed [from the masthead o f Grace} and had Uttle in 

common with the circulation o f the great city which toiled only a hundred yards away’ 

(29). Here again, the industriousness o f the settled world— alluded to by the verb 

‘toil’— is contrasted to the mores o f the reach, which, as Tilda’s activity o f observing 

from the location o f the river suggests, are more leisurely. The point is reinforced at 

the end of the novel, when the narrator opposes the city to the natural elements: ‘A 

storm always seems a strange thing in a great city, where there are so many 

immoveables [sic]’ (133). The uncontrollability o f the storm is here opposed to the 

stability of the built environment, which is understood to be fixed, although, as many 

catastrophes, like, for instance, the Blitz, have shown, this is an illusion.

The contrast between these two Londons is further highlighted by meetings and 

moments of confrontation between the inhabitants o f the two locations. For instance, 

Tilda’s playful engagement with the debris o f the tide is commodified when she and 

Martha bring the tiles to an antique merchant: ‘Martha and the reluctant Tilda walked 

through into the back office’ (70). There, Martha negotiates a price with the merchant 

while Tilda is more interested in playing with some o f the antiques. This suggests two 

modes o f relating to history: one that functions like a palimpsest— Tilda in the river, 

jumping from object to object in the space o f the present— and the other that is slicing 

time into separate periods in order to create a narrative o f profit. The name o f the shop, 

‘The Bourgeois Gentilhomme’ (69), is reinforcing such a comodification by using the 

title of one of Moliere’s plays in order to package the past into ‘antiques’.'^’

Other occurrences in the text show how the two spaces o f the city follow 

different rules. For instance, Willis and Tilda, on a day out to the Tate Gallery, are set 

apart from other underground passengers: ‘The other passengers drew back from the

The name of the shop functions on a different mode from the hterary names o f the barges because it 
belongs to a discourse o f  profit rather than desire.
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dishevelled river dwellers, so far out of their element’ (51). This point is emphasised 

later on when the narrator surmises that ‘the curious acquired characteristics of the 

river dwellers . . . made them scarcely at home in the London’s streets’ (84). In both 

instances, the inhabitants of the reach are presented as mutants, who embody the spirit 

of the reach when foraying beyond it. Hence, their ontological uncertainty is translated 

into their physical appearance, and this makes them different from the settled 

Londoners, who reject them. As a result, no blending seems possible between these 

two images of London, since even when they occupy the same location, they stay 

within their own mental spaces.

The difference between the two Londons is further exemplified by Nerma when 

she decides to visit her husband, who is back from Panama but refuses to live on the 

reach with his family. Instead, he has found lodgings in Stoke Newington. Such a 

location sounds strange to Nenna:

‘He hasn’t found anywhere at all that we could all of us live together.

He’s in som e kind of rooms in the north-east of London somewhere.’

‘42b Milvain Street, Stoke Newington.’

‘In Christ’s name, who’s ever heard of such a place?’ (37)

She is reversing here the power relation between the settled world and the reach by 

intimating that Stoke Newington— used as metonymy for the whole settled city—is 

marginal to her own image of London, her city o f the mind. She goes to visit Edward 

nonetheless and, at the door, she meets one o f his neighbours:

‘Excuse me, I should like you to let me in.’

‘May I ask who you are?’

The ‘May I ask’ disconcerted her.

‘I’m Grace. I mean. I’m Nenna.’

‘You don’t seem  very sure.’

‘I’m Nenna Jam es.’

‘Mrs Edward Jam es?’

‘Yes. Does Edward James live here?’ (87)
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Nerma, used to the mores of the reach, presents herself by the name of her boat. 

However, she immediately changes track because she knows that this practice is not 

one that can translate to the settled environment in which she is now. However, 

Nenna’s moment o f adaptation— a feature typical o f ‘tideline creatures’ (10)— is not 

lost on the neighbour, who interprets it as a deficiency on her part, rather than a 

creative negotiation of identity. By this stage, though, Nenna has seemingly re-entered 

the conventions of living on land and provides the neighbour with a family name that 

attaches her to a stable identity. Still, he needs more in order to reaffirm the codes of 

the social order that have been destabilised by her patronymic transgression. He 

therefore erases her under the weight of the full name of her husband: she in no longer 

Nenna but Mrs Edward James, a wife. Her ‘yes’ is a sign o f capitulation, while, at the 

same time, her own use o f Edward’s full name reinstalls a distance that undermines the 

gesture o f confinement imposed by the neighbour.

As this scene suggests, the practice o f personification that, by blurring the 

boundaries between different orders o f things, opens a space o f negotiation in which 

identity—including the city and gender identity—can be rearticulated away fi"om the 

dichotomous conventions o f the settled world, is thwarted when practised outside of 

the space of the reach because it threatens the established social order. The 

neighbour’s need to reaffirm Nenna’s subordinated gendered identity is a case in point.

In fact, the neighbour, who embodies the norms that prevail beyond the reach, 

represents a reifying force that works against the gap opened by the borderlands and its 

dialogic chronotope. Other characters in the novel also take on this role o f policing, in 

scenes that show a confrontation between the two possible Londons. Such characters 

are normalising agents engaged against the barge-dwellers’ way of life. This directs to 

the fact that the space of the imaginary is threatening to the settled mind. For instance.
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the nuns from the school to which Tilda and Martha go are o f the opinion ‘that the two 

children, so clever and musical, were at risk on the boat, spiritually and perhaps 

physically, and that someone ought to speak much more seriously to Mrs James’ (33). 

For the nuns, living on a barge is dangerous for one’s soul because o f the destabilising 

possibilities offered by such a location, possibilities that might encompass rehgious 

orthodoxy, as well as ‘proper’ models o f femininity. Space is here clearly demarcated 

in terms of authority and control, and the reach represents the loss o f it.

Nenna’s sister, Louise, is also o f the opinion that living on a boat is not done. 

She tells Nenna:

‘[W ]e’ve put the whole of the rest of the day aside to have a thorough 

discussion of your problems. There seems to be so much to be 

settled. Joel [her husband] is of one mind with m e about this. I mean  

of course about yourself and the little girls, the possibility of you 

returning to Halifax.’ (111 -112 )

Louise’s use o f the word ‘settled’ directs to the fact that, according to her, Nenna and 

her daughters are, at the moment, unsettled, and this is seen as a problem, something 

that needs to be solved. She thus proposes to her sister that she go back to Canada with 

her and her husband. But although Nerma was bom in Canada, she does not feel any 

particular national ties with it, demonstrating in this way her refusal to be fixed in 

place. She does not want to adhere to a narrative o f belonging predicated on roots: 

‘She had come to London after the war as a music student, and felt by this time neither 

Canadian or English’ (34). This position is unacceptable for her sister who, through 

her proposal, is trying to make her re-enter fixed categories o f nationality, and to bring 

her back to a clearly defined identity. Hence, both Louise and the nuns understand that 

space and identity are linked and that the liminal location o f the reach has the potential 

to impact on the identity o f its inhabitants in a way that is dangerous for the dominant 

economy because it does not conform to its binary logic.
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Nenna’s refusal o f a stable national identity, as well as her mistrust of the 

norms represented by the settled city, show that she has integrated some of the 

possibilities offered by living offshore in the performance o f her identity, although she 

is able to revert to conventional codes of identification when necessary—as her use of 

her married name exemplified in the scene with Edward’s neighbour. And yet, she also 

longs to fit within a predetermined binary model of gender identity to which she could 

conform without needing to constructs her own paradigms. This directs to the 

difficulty that the opening of the imaginary initiated by the borderlands can represent, 

as well as to the temptation that besieges most o f the characters o f the novels I have 

discussed to retreat to the security that roots, and a monologic chronotope, have 

traditionally stood for.

Hence, Offshore shows, at the same time that it differentiates between two 

Londons, that it is impossible to create a clear-cut separation between the two 

chronotopes o f the city. This complicates a straightforward narrative of power 

relations and suggests that cross-overs are possible. Indeed, there exists, in some barge 

dwellers, a desire for the land while the land takes on, at times, some ‘reach’ qualities. 

Accordingly, the inhabitants o f the reach entertain an ambivalent relation to the city as 

they both desire it and find it perplexing, hi fact, ambivalence seems to be a 

characteristic o f living offshore, as this location, while offering a space of 

performance, is difficult at times to reconcile with fixed patterns that have been 

internalised. In other words, most barge dwellers long, at the same time, for the 

certainties represented by the settled world and, also, for the possibility o f breaking 

free from determinisms symbolically offered by living on the reach. In fact, they 

embody the tension between the need for control and the desire for finding contingent
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modes of being. Thus, Hving on the borderlands, a space in which identity is not given 

but must be constructed, is not an easy position, as Anzaldua underUnes:

The ambivalence from the clash of voices results in mental 

and emotional states of perplexity. Internal strife results in insecurity 

and indecisiveness. The mestiza’s dual or multiple personality is 

plagued by psychic restlessness.

In a constant state of mental nepantilism, an Aztec word 

meaning torn between ways, la mestiza is a product of the transfer of 

the cultural and spiritual values of one group to another. Being 

tricultural, monolingual, bilingual, or multilingual, speaking patois, and 

in a state of perpetual transition, the mestiza faces the dilemma of the 

mixed breed: which collectivity does the daughter of a darkskinned 

mother listen to?

El choque de un alma atrapado entre el mundo del espfritu y  

el mundo de la t6cnica a veces la deja entullada. Cradled in one 

culture, sandwiched between two cultures, straddling all three cultures 

and their value systems, la mestiza undergoes a struggle of flesh, a 

struggle of borders, an inner war. Like all people, we perceive the 

version of reality that our culture communicates. Like others having or 

living in more than one culture, we get multiple, often opposing 

messages. The coming together of two self-consistent but habitually 

incompatible frames of reference causes un choque, a cultural 

collision. (78)

The perspective taken here by Anzaldua in relation to the specific situation of the 

mestiza provides an important reminder of the difficulty of living in a space of 

possibility, such as a dialogic chronotope, where the rules are not set in advance. 

Anzaldua’s cautious tone is hence full of the pain that the condition brings, next to the 

freedom of transformation that it also makes possible.

Stripey, the communal cat, exemplifies this condition of living on the 

borderlands. Indeed, she experiences a reversal of the ‘natural’ order of things by 

being chased by rats bigger than her: ‘The resulting uncertainty as to whether she was 

coming or going had made her, to some extent, mentally unstable’ (29). This 

instability is what makes living on the reach appealing and distressing at the same
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time. For instance, Maurice is willing to leave his boat, if  only someone would take 

him away. When he does meet a man who invites him to go abroad, he tells Nenna: 

“ ‘Yes! I’ll soon be living on land’” (45). Willis, the marine painter, also wants to sell 

his boat, and this is the reason for the meeting between the barge dwellers that starts 

the novel. However, for him, going to live ashore with his sister is more of a forced 

move that a desirable one: ‘Willis would have to find something else to fill the great 

gap which would be left in his life when it was no longer possible to see the river 

traffic, passing and repassing’ (49). Willis understands the epistemological change that 

living on shore signifies, and does not relish the idea o f a life from which the non- 

linearity o f space and time—represented by the river traffic— will have been erased.

Laura, Richard’s wife, is, on the contrary, impatient to return to a settled 

environment. She regularly buys magazines about the country, which are signs o f her 

dissatisfaction with life on the reach:

The m agazine w as lying open at the property advertisem ents, among 

which w as a photograph of a lawn, and a cedar tree on it with a 

shadow, and a squarish house in the background to show  the 

purpose of the lawn. A similar photograph, with variations a s  to size  

and county, appeared month after month, giving the impression that 

those who read Country Life were above change, or that none w as  

recognised there. (14)

The passage reinforces the dichotomous vision expounded earlier because it implicitly 

contrasts the instability of the reach with the homogeneity, immutability and solidity 

of the land. Laura’s wish is finally realised, as I have already mentioned, when 

Richard finds himself in hospital after a fight with Harry, and is incapable o f resisting 

Laura who decides to ‘dispos[e] oiLord  Jim  immediately’ (128).

248



In relation to Nenna, the text presents several instances o f such a longing for 

the security that a stable identity would offer her. For instance, in discussion with 

Laura, she says:

‘I can’t do the things that women can’t do. . . .  I can’t turn over 

The Times so that the pages lie flat, I can’t fold up a map in the right 

creases, I can’t draw corks, I can’t drive in nails straight, I can't go into 

a bar and order a drink without wondering what everyone’s thinking 

about it, and I can’t strike matches towards myself. I’m well educated 

and I’ve got two children and I can manage pretty well, there is a 

number of much more essential things that I know how to do, but I 

can’t do those ones, and when they come up I feel like weeping 

myself sick.’ (17)

Nenna is here demonstrating how difficult it can be to break away from preconceived 

models o f identity. Trained to think o f herself as lack, in the negative, she struggles to 

accept that the life she leads can represent a valid alternative to the norms she knows. 

Thus, although she recognises that the things she carmot do are mostly trivial, and can 

list an important number o f accomplishments that she has achieved, her desire to fit 

within what she understands to be the definition o f a woman means that she must rate 

her successes as not essential to her identity, because they do not follow the normative 

model o f womanhood she knows.

Nenna’s desire to fit within this model is made apparent by the repetition of the 

mention of her incapacity o f folding maps. This trope suggests the mastery of space 

through its reduction to a geometrical pattern, a theme I developed in chapter 4. This is 

one of the things that ‘women can’t do’, according to Nenna. Still, she needs the 

security it gives by fixing space within stable borders. She is therefore looking for a 

man who can fulfil this need, as, according to her vision of gender roles, men are the 

ones who can control space: the map stands for an image of a domineering masculinity 

that Nenna seeks. In complying with such a schema, she is locking gender identity
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within a binary economy that, through its essentaUsing ascriptions, erases the space of 

possibihty opened by the reach. Nenna enacts this when, visiting her husband, she tells 

him: ‘“I want you, Eddie, that’s the one and only thing I came about. I want you every 

moment o f the day and night and every time I try to fold a map’” (93). To which he 

answers: ‘“You’re raving, Nenna’” (93). Nenna is ascribing a role to Edward, which 

he refuses to play. In fact— and this Nenna does not realise— he cannot respond to her 

demand because he is an example of a ‘failed’ masculinity, in that he has not been able 

to master space, as his working and living conditions suggest. He is therefore forced to 

reject Nenna’s vision of gender roles, although he cannot propose an alternative as he, 

like Nenna, is still locked within the demands o f a binary model o f gender identity, 

which is failing him. He is hence demonstrating that certitudes do not necessarily 

follow living in ‘settled’ London.

Faced with Edward’s incapacity to respond to her needs, Nenna turns to 

Richard, who not only accepts that he will be the one who will be folding maps for 

her— he says: ‘“I’m sure I could show you how to fold up a map . . . it’s not at all 

difficult once you get the hang o f it’” (17)— but is also able to tell the exact time, 

another of the paradigms and symbols that Nenna uses to define masculinity:

‘I wish I knew the exact time,’ [Nenna] said.

Richard was immediately content, as he only was when 

something could be ascertained to the nearest degree of accuracy.

The exact time! Perhaps Nenna would like to have a look at his 

chronometers. . . .  He was able to give her not only the time, but the 

state of the tide at every bridge on the river. It wasn’t often that 

anyone wanted to know this. (16)

Richard is here showing his mastery o f time and Nenna can therefore look up to him as 

the one who will be able to guide her, as she thinks she needs to be. He represents, in 

his relation to, and compliance with, Greenwich Mean Time, an example o f a secured

250



masculinity. However, the fact that he is living on the reach opens a gap that subverts 

the model in its very performance. Like Edward, the relation between his gender 

identity and the location he occupies does not fit with a normative view o f these 

respective spaces. As a result, both men, in their different ways, create gaps in the 

binary structure that suggest that the chronotopes o f the two Londons are not as cut off 

from each other as the narrator seems to imply in its characterisation of the two 

locations, or when recounting Willis’ and Tilda’s visit to the Tate Gallery, for instance. 

This means that the text complicates the relation between the reach and the settled city 

in ways that escape the control o f the narrating voice. As such, it directs to the 

impossible closure o f meaning at work in any literary text.

Richard and Edward are therefore ambivalent characters as they do not quite fit 

the models o f masculinity they are supposed to represent. At the same time, Richard is 

the only barge dweller never to be identified with his boat. Lord Jim. Hence, he does 

not undergo the collapse o f certainties regarding the differences between human and 

object that other barge owners experience. Instead, he remains in control of is 

surroundings (until his accident), as his instruments to measure time show. Like 

Matthew’s longing for order at the beginning o f City o f  the Mind, Richard abides by a 

normative understanding of time as defined by the Greenwich observatory.

As her need for security shows, Nenna seems to accept— and reproduce—the 

binary logic o f a gendered social order in which her role as a woman is understood to 

be subordinated to that o f men, and in which, it follows, she is defined as a wife and 

mother. However, such ontological securities are denied her, destabilising the pre- 

established image o f herself that Nenna holds. First, Edward shouts: ‘“You’re not a 

woman’” (94) when she asks him ‘why he didn’t come to his senses and whether he 

didn’t think he’d be happier living with a woman, whether she was on a boat or not’
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(94). The fact that she will not give up Grace makes her unfit to be a woman, 

according to Edward, who fears the space of possibility the reach represents. He 

withholds from her the certainty of a fixed gender identity because he himself feels 

undermined by Nenna in his vacillating masculinity.

Then it is Martha, Nenna’s daughter, who questions her conventional identity. 

Interestingly though, she hides behind Heinrich, a young man who is staying on 

Grace, to articulate what she has to say:

‘Ma, w here are your s h o e s ? ’ a sk ed  Martha, drawing her 

m other a s id e  and speal<ing in an urgent, a lm ost tragic undertone.

‘You look like a m e ss . From Heinrich’s  point o f view , you hardly look  

like a m other at all.’ (109)

Martha strives towards a stereotypical image o f womanhood, as her impatience with 

Nenna’s wavering attachment to the received image o f motherhood suggests. In 

addition, her characterisation by the narrator— ‘Martha, like her father, and like 

Richard, saw no need for fictions’ (41)— shows that she is not open to the imaginary, 

but tries to follow preset rules in a seemingly disappearing order. She seeks the 

stability o f fixed gendered roles, with which she experiments with Heinrich.

As these two instances demonstrate, Nenna’s desire to be what a woman is 

‘supposed to be’ is taken away from her by both her husband and her daughter. In each 

case, they deny Nenna her place within the structural family order that ties them 

together: Edward refuses to see her as a woman, while Martha disavows the mother- 

daughter relationship.

Destabilised by her family, Nenna needs to reformulate her identity, and this is 

made possible by the fact that she lives on the reach, and can develop there an 

alternative version of herself, away from the negative model she has integrated. In 

other words, the borderlands provide her with a space in which to deploy a
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performative sense o f self The scene between her and Edward’s neighbour that I 

discussed above is an early example of the ontological transformation that Nenna is 

undergoing. Indeed, her repetition of Edward’s name— ‘Does Edward James live 

here?’ (87)— achieved a distantiation between her and Edward that emptied the 

linguistic sign o f its received meaning by subverting its social connotations. That is, 

she effected there a denaturalisation of the marital link between Edward and her that 

undermined the neighbour’s compulsion to enclose her within this predetermined 

pattern of sexual relations.

Furthermore, there is Grace. The boat is not in good condition, living on it is 

not easy, and this is the only thing that keeps her apart from Edward. Were Nenna to 

sell it, he would welcome her and the children back. And yet, despite her desire to be 

with him, she refuses to give it up. She is in fact surprised herself by her determination 

on the subject: ‘she had never been known for obstinacy in the past, and it was 

puzzling to account, really, for her awkward persistence about Grace' (38). Such 

obstinacy directs to the fact that the boat represents Nenna’s autonomy. It is the 

tangible sign that she can reinvent herself away from the controlling demands of the 

settled world. In addition, Nenna’s aspiration to explore possibilities that she has yet to 

formulate underlines the fact that the impulse for change she embodies is not only the 

consequence of outside pressure— Edward’s and Martha’s rejection, for instance— b̂ut 

also o f a desire from within to try on other types o f identity.

Nenna’s friendship with Maurice is especially important in relation to this 

exploration of difference as he is also someone who is in the process o f reinventing 

himself in the space o f the reach. Maurice allows Nenna to understand how the reach 

can become a space o f emancipation in which she can create herself anew. For
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instance, Nenna asks him for his advice, when she is debating whether to go and see 

Edward or not. Finally she tells him:

Tm going to go. Thank you for making my mind up.’

‘No, don’t do that.’

‘Don’t do what?’

‘Don’t thank me.’

‘Why not?’

‘Not for that.’

‘But, you know, by myself I can’t make my mind up.’

‘You shouldn’t do it at all.’

‘Why not, Maurice?’

‘Why should you think it’s a good thing to do? Why should it 

make you happier? There isn’t one kind of happiness, there’s all 

kinds. Decision is torment for anyone with imagination. When you 

decide, you multiply the things you might have done and now never 

can. If there’s even one person who might be hurt by a decision, you 

should never make it. They tell you, make up your mind or it will be 

too late, but if it’s really too late, we should be grateful. You know very 

well that we are two of the same kind, Nenna. It’s right for us to live 

where we do, between land and water. You, my dear, you’re half in 

love with your husband, then there’s Martha who’s half a child and 

half a girl, Richard who can’t give up being half in the Navy, Willis 

who’s half an artist and half a longshoreman, a cat who is half alive 

and half dead . . . ’. (47-48)

Here, Maurice is describing a consciousness o f the borderlands, and situates both

himself—a kind o f outsider, due to his sexuality— and Nenna within that space of

possibilities, which he characterises as the space o f the imagination. He is relating 

their way o f life to a practice of identity formation that eschews pure or fixed models 

of being. Instead, he shows Nenna that gaps and undecidability can become the 

material from which to perform a self in process. As I suggested above, Maurice 

cannot be distinguished, ontologically, from his boat, also called Maurice. He is 

therefore exemplifying how performance creates a non-essential self, in a space of
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improvisation that does not need models to be effective. Maurice underlines this when, 

decorating his boat, he tells Nenna:

‘It’ll m ake you think of Venice, w on’t it?’

Nenna hesitated.

Tve never been to V enice.’

‘Nor have I,’ said Maurice.’ (44)

Like David Mummery in Mother London and Mick in Bleeding London, Maurice is a 

bricoleur, in that he takes what he finds around him and creates, out of that 

heterogeneous material, images of possibilities without authoritative models. Hence, 

he embodies an alternative economy, predicated on imagination, connection and 

provisionality. He is the borderlands, the very image o f liminality. The position of his 

boat on the reach reinforces this suggestion:

The barge-owners had to go a s  far a s  the brewery wharf, across  

Maurice’s foredeck and over a series of gangplanks which connected  

them with their own boats. W oody had to cross Maurice, Grace and 

Dreadnought to rejoin Rochester. Only Maurice w as m ade fast to the 

wharf. (15-16)

Maurice represents the link between the two worlds, and, because of this, he is also 

one of the main targets of the reifying forces who work against the possibilities of a 

dialogic chronotope. So, for instance, the Venetian decorations o f his barge are quickly 

destroyed by boys from the neighbourhood: They ‘came every day as soon as they 

were out o f school to throw stones at it’ (48). Here, the boys are physically attempting 

to close the space o f the imaginary suggested by the lamps.

At the same time, the dialogic chronotope o f the reach impacts on its 

surroundings, which open to the fluid mode of being o f the river. Accordingly, the 

novel shows how some adjacent spaces to the reach are themselves becoming fluid. 

The King’s Road, in fact, stands as metaphor for this other London:
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In this, its heyday, the King’s Road fluttered, like a gypsy 

encampment, with hastily-dyed finery, while stage folk emerged from 

their beds at a given hour, to patrol the long pavements between 

Sloane Square and the Town Hall. Heinrich and Martha went in and 

out of one boutique after another. Dressing Down, Wearwithal,

Wearabouts, Virtuous Heroin, Legs, Rags, Bags. A paradise for 

children, a riot of misrule, the queer looking shops reversed every 

fixed idea in the venerable history of commerce. . . . There were no 

prices, no sizes, no way to tell which stock was which, so  that racks 

and rails of dresses were transferred as though by a magic hand from 

one shop to another. The doors stood open, breathing out incense 

and heavy soul, and the spirit was that of a market scene in the 

pantomime when the cast, encouraged by the audience, has let the 

business get out of hand. (116)

In contrast to the Bourgeois Gentilhomme, also situated on the King’s Road, the shops 

described here are not in the business o f commodifying the past, but of creating the 

present. The open doors stand for this London o f the possible, and show how the 

dialogic chronotope o f the reach worms itself onto the land beyond it.

Yet, as I discussed above, the freedom of choice between different types of 

gender identity and different Londons that the living space o f the barge-dwellers 

makes possible represents a threat to the settled social order. The latter seeks, through 

its policing agents, to close this ontological gap. The end of the novel, which describes 

the sinking of the barges and Nenna agreeing to go to Canada with her sister, implies 

that faced with these reifying forces, the utopia that the reach and its dialogic 

chronotope embody, cannot be sustained. Consequently, the end o f the novel shows 

how the possibility o f dis-location embodied by the reach and its inhabitants, which 

suggest a mode o f being predicated on routes and contingency rather than roots, is 

jeopardised when the barge dwellers go back to fixed models predicated on roots, as 

Nerma’s return to Canada signifies.
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However, the narrative does not end there. In the last scene of the novel, all the 

barge dwellers, bar Maurice, have taken refuge on shore because a storm has started. 

At that point, Edward arrives and tries, with the help o f Maurice, to get from Maurice 

to Grace. The wind, however, is very strong, the moorings do not resist, and the novel 

ends with the two men drifting off on Maurice: ‘With the last heave, Maurice's anchor 

had wrenched clear o f the mud, and the mooring-ropes, unable to take the whole 

weight o f the barge, pulled free and parted from the shore. It was in this way that 

Maurice, with the two of them clinging on for dear life, put out on the tide’ (140). The 

text suggests with this last scene the impossibility o f closure o f both the dialogic 

chronotope and narrative itself

Offshore can, in fact, be read as a metaphor for Sixties London, a brief moment 

when one could believe in the possibility o f changing the social order, o f creating 

alternative models o f being. It can also apply, more generally, to the precarious 

situation o f the borderlands, which are always under threat, never allowed to occupy a 

secured position and that, therefore, need to be constantly reaffirmed, despite the 

difficulty o f living outside o f normative definitions o f gender and identity. This is what 

Anzaldiia and Massey, for instance, do in their textual practices, and what Offshore 

represents in its textual space. As a friend tells Richard: ‘I can’t shake you, you’re 

living nowhere, you don’t belong to land or water?’ (58).

Reading London anew: The.PowerBook

While Offshore shows a moment of tension between two possible Londons in the 

1960s, The.PowerBook plays with the imaginative borders o f the more recent city and

• 1 ^ 9extends them into cyberspace. The novel, according to Jeanette Wmterson, closes

In an interview, which might be the work o f Winterson herself, reproduced on her official website, 
she says; ‘There are seven books and they make a whole cycle. Oranges, The Passion, Sexing the
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the cycle she started with Oranges Are Not The Only Fruit (1985), her first novel that 

won the Whitbread First Novel A w a r d . L i k e  most o f  her other texts, 

The.PowerBook includes a reflection on gender, but it is the only one that takes 

London as its subject. The novel, in Winterson’s own words,'^"' is characterised by the 

following:

The.Powerbook is 21®* Century fiction that uses past, present 

and future, as shifting dimensions of a multiple reality. The story is 

simple. An e-writer called AN, or Alix (because x marks the spot), will 

pin up a story for you, cut it to fit. She is a language costumier, writing 

to order, letting you be the hero of your own life, offering you freedom 

just for one night.

The price? Risk. You risk entering the story as yourself and 

leaving it as someone else. But if the narrative changes, then so does 

the narrator, as AN discovers this is a price she too will have to pay.

Set in London, Paris, Capri and cyberspace, this is a book 

that re-invents itself as it travels. Using cover-versions, fairy tales, 

contemporary myths and popular culture, The.Powerbook works at 

the intersection between the real and the imagined.

It’s [sic] territory is you. (10)

This description o f the text highlights its main theme, which is the exploration o f the 

possibility o f going beyond the set limits o f  both self and narrative. In the process, 

questions o f space, time and gender are examined, as well as the nature o f  London, and 

whether it is possible to deploy the imaginary within the space o f  the concrete city.

Cherry, Written on the Body, Art and Lies, Gut Symmetries, and The.Powerbook. At least I don't do 
boring titles... I  don't count the short stories for obvious reasons, and I don't count Boating for 
Beginners because it was written separately, as a comic book . . . .  I've done a lot of work over the last 
fifteen years, all the books, screenplays, loads of joiunalism, but it is in the cycle of the fiction that I 
can be found’ (10).

Interestingly enough, Hawksmoor won that year’s Whitbread Novel Award.
'̂ ‘‘This following quotation comes from Winterson’s official website. It is a slightly different version of 
the commentary that appears on the dust jacket of the novel. Even though no author is identified, the 
style of the language suggests that Winterson herself wrote it.
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The opening scene o f the novel shows the narrator, Ali, in front o f her'^^ 

computer opening an email from someone who wants ‘‘freedom, ju s t fo r  one night’’ (3). 

That is, freedom from gender, space and time. This, the narrative starts by suggesting, 

is possible to achieve in cyberspace where one can be what one wants, in whatever 

place and at whatever time. From that premise, the novel follows a tripartite structure: 

first, there are the stories that Ali tells Tulip (the alias o f her email correspondent). 

They are mostly unhappy love stories, taken from mythology and history— for instance 

those o f Lancelot and Guinevere, and of Francesca di Rimini and P a o l o . T h e s e  

stories stand apart from the other parts o f the text through formal separation, which 

includes the fact that the title of each of these chapters is capitalised in the table of 

contents (or ‘menu’, in the language of the novel). Second, Ali also stages a narrative 

in which Tulip and herself meet and fall in love, first in Paris, then in Capri and, 

finally, in London. Third, some parts of the text represent Ali in front o f her computer, 

and show her, as well as Tulip, commenting, through email exchanges, on the stories 

that are being written.

However, the neat division between the virtual and the real worlds that 

characterises the first half o f the novel becomes blurred as the narrative moves on. It 

progressively becomes difficult for the reader— and the narrator—to differentiate 

between the two dimensions, and clearly to delimitate the borders that distinguish 

imagination from reality. Instead, a zone o f contact, or borderland, is created so that 

the two mix with each other. The moment o f transition between these two ways of

Although the gender o f the narrator is presented, for most o f  the novel, as indeterminate, there exist 
clues within the text— for instance the sentence ‘sex between women is mirror geography’ (174)— that 
suggest that Ali is a woman. Hence, I have decided to refer to her in the feminine, while keeping in 
mind that gender shifting is one o f  the important dimensions o f The.PowerBook. In addition, the 
alternative, which would have been, for instance, to use the referencing system devised by Minnie 
Bruce Pratt on her website to talk about her partoer, the transgender activist Leslie Feinberg— using 
‘hir’ and ‘s/he’— while maybe more accurate, would have rendered reading— as well as writing— a bit 
awkward in my sense.

The story of Francesca figures in Canto V— the Inferno— o f The Divine Comedy by Dante, as Ali 
tells the reader (123).
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understanding the relation between the virtual and the real takes place when Tulip 

decides to visit Ali in London, in ‘meatspace’ (161). Tulip’s suggestion of 

transgressing the frontier between the two spheres pushes Ali to realise that although 

she believes that she can be anything inside her computer, her adventures in 

cyberspace in fact impact on her embodied self, and that she can no longer tell where 

fiction ends and where reality starts. She already has an inkling o f this when she 

writes:

It used to be that the real and the invented were parallel lines 

that never met. Then we discovered that space is curved, and in 

curved space parallel lines always meet.

The mind is a curved space. What we experience, what we

invent, track by track running together, then running into one, the

brake lever released. Atom and dream. (94)

This scene suggests that the real and the imaginary are not cut off from each other but 

that they actually feed one another. Accordingly, Ali understands that she cannot 

compartmentalise the two and this provides the context for a renegotiation of 

boundaries. The narrative hereafter slowly shifts to an exploration of the possibilities 

and limitations o f meatspace, and its impact on the imaginary.

As I noted above, however, it is when reference is made to London as a 

concrete city that the opposition, which structured the narrative up to that point, 

between the real and cyberspace becomes truly problematic. Indeed, Tulip’s use of 

London as a way of making reference to the world beyond the virtual is especially 

resonant with Ali because it is in opposition to such a world that she has structured her 

understanding of the possibilities offered by cyberspace. That is, as I show below, she 

experiences London as being saturated with meaning through the linear progression of 

the historical narrative it belongs to. Thus, she sees no possible gap in the fabric of the

city in which to invent herself and London anew. On the other hand, she
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conceptualises cyberspace as ‘a blank space’ (237) that allows her to follow the 

imperative of ‘freedom’ set out at the begiiming of the novel.

Hence, the narrative opposes, in the first part, virtual and concrete spaces. To 

begin, Ali believes that, in cyberspace, linguistic signs become free-floating elements 

in the service of the stories she tells, and that, as a result, she can control them, as well 

as become whoever she wants:

This is where the story starts. Here, in th ese  long lines of 

laptop DNA. Here w e take your chrom osom es, twenty-three pairs, 

and alter you height, ey es , teeth, sex . This is an invented world. You 

can be free just for one night.

Undress.

Take off your clothes. Take off your body. Hang them up 

behind the door. Tonight w e can go deeper than disguise. (4)

As the quotation suggests, for Ali, virtual space operates on a different mode from real 

space because subjectivities are no longer bounded to specific bodies but can, instead, 

change at the flick of a keyboard. In fact, it represents a world without past that exists 

in an infinite present. In it, everyday limitations and rules do not apply and space and 

time have become abstractions that allow for any kind of arrangement and permutation 

to take place. The chronotope, which such a realm of ‘space-time compression’ 

denotes—to use David Harvey’s phrase to characterise postmodemity in his book The 

Condition o f Postmodernity (1992)—is freed from all hierarchies. In addition, the last 

sentence of the quotation suggests that the virtual allows for more radical forms of 

transformation than the everyday world. Indeed, change does not simply take place on 

the surface level of clothing, as it would if ‘disguise’ only were at stake, but touches 

the essential make-up of an individual. Hence, it is only when the concrete world has 

been left behind that emancipatory rules can be negotiated, in a world no longer 

limited by the restraints of embodiment.
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Such a characterisation of cyberspace as deeper than the surface reahty of 

meatspace goes against the idea, heralded by Fredric Jameson, that postmodemity

operates a flattening o f all differences, as I discussed in chapter 2. The novel also

assumes that time-space compression does not necessarily engender a loss of meaning, 

but, rather, that it brings forth its renegotiation on a basis that is not necessarily 

predicated on presence. Accordingly, The.PowerBook contributes to the debate on 

postmodemity and literature by engaging with the relation between depth and surface, 

as well as through formal interventions. This is, in fact, something that Winterson 

directly comments on: when asked on her website whether ‘it’s not all a gimmick?’, 

she answers:

What a bloody w aste it would be! Who am I kidding? I’m in

this becau se  I’m passionate about language, in love with books, and

becau se  I want to m ove on the discussion. W e can ’t go on writing 

traditional nineteenth century fiction, w e have to recognise that 

Modernism and Post Modernism have changed the map, and any 

writer worth their weight in floppy d iscs will want to go on changing 

the map. I don’t want to be a curator in the Museum of Literature, I 

want to be part of what happens next. (10)

Part o f this desire to engage with literature as a form is exemplified in The.PowerBook. 

Indeed, on several occasions, Winterson uses literary references— which include self- 

referentiality—to highlight Ali’s and Tulip’s relation to narratives and to storytelling. 

For instance. Tulip is not happy about the first story that Ali penned and tells her so:

That w asn’t my idea of rom ance.’

‘W as it romance you w anted?’

‘D oesn ’t everyone?’

‘Download Rom eo and Juliet.’

‘T een age se x .’

‘Wuthering Heights.’

‘The weather’s awful and I hate the clothes.’

‘H eat and Dust.’

‘I’m allergic to dust.’
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'The Passion.’

‘Never heard of it.’

‘Oh well . . (25-26)

1 ^ 7The playful references to Shakespeare, Emily Bronte and Ruth Prawer Jhabvala 

show that Tulip and Ali share the same cultural background and are familiar with the 

English literary canon and some o f its more recent additions. The tone o f Tulip’s 

answers, furthermore, betrays a personal engagement with the narratives that directs 

readers to her interest in storytelling. The last reference, however, provides a break 

with the tone used to characterise the previous novels. Indeed, it introduces self- 

deprecation and irony as The Passion (1987), with which Tulip is not familiar, is a 

novel by Winterson herself Ali’s incorporating gesture suggests that this novel can be 

considered a classic, in the same way that the other texts are, while Tulip’s failure to 

recognise the title implies that this aim has not been achieved. This type o f irony is 

repeated a bit further on in the narrative, in a dialogue between Ali and Tulip when 

they first meet in Paris—or rather when Ali invents a story in which they meet in 

Paris:

‘So you’re a writer?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’ve never heard of you.’

‘No.’

‘Have you had anything published?’

‘Yes.’

‘What, here in Paris?’

‘Yes.’

‘In French?’

‘Yes.’

‘In English too?’

‘Y e s ’

‘Oh really?’ (32-33)

Ruth Prawer Jhabvala is a screenwriter who has extensively worked with Merchant and Ivory, as 
well as the author o f  several novels, among which H eat and Dust (1975), which received the Booker 
Prize.
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Here again, Tulip is ignorant of the work of Ali, which, the novel implies, is also that 

of Winterson. However, despite Ali’s monosyllabic answers, the narrative manages to 

convey the fact that she is actually quite successful as she has been translated into, at 

least, one other language. As a result, both irony and self-aggrandisement are part of 

this dialogue. Such stylistic effects tie the novel to a postmodern sensibility that the 

subject matter of the text reinforces, as I have already suggested. As such, it is not 

surprising to find, alongside those moments o f self-referentiality directed to the 

outside—that is, to the author herself—occurrences o f internal self-referentiality on 

the part o f protagonists who know they are part o f a story. For instance, the dialogue 

quoted above is preceded by Ali reflecting that:

Not knowing you, and knowing that small talk is not my best 

point, I started to tell you about George Mallory, the Everest 

mountaineer. I’m putting him in a book I am writing, and strangers 

often like to hear how writers write their books. It saves the bother of 

reading them. (32)

This book, o f course, is The.PowerBook, although readers need to wait for some one 

hundred and ten pages to discover this, as it is only at this later point that the story of 

Mallory is told. In the same vein, Ali tells Tulip that ‘what brings [her] to Paris [is] a 

story [she is] writing’ (35). She goes on to say that the book is about ‘Boundaries. 

Desire’ (35). Again, this is a direct reference to the novel itself

The text also playfully engages with readers, making them part o f the process 

of production, o f storytelling. In one o f the chapters, called ‘Chooser’ (197), readers 

are told: ‘Here are two endings. You choose’ (205). This is followed by a description 

of the two possible versions of the ending, the first pessimistic— the lovers, Ali and 

Tulip, are separated—the other optimistic—they are reunited. As the injunction 

suggests, the novel has become interactive, and concepts o f space and time, as well as
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the linearity of narration, are all reworked in a simultaneous present, which is open to 

versioning, and which includes readers.

As a result, the novel plays with narrative form and content in a way that 

challenges traditional expectations of the genre. In fact, the initial proposition o f the 

text—Ali penning stories for whoever emails her— allows the novel to function like a 

twenty-first century A Thousand and One Nights, in that it can foray to different places 

and periods with no connections between them except for that o f Ali, the storyteller. 

She thus provides continuity in an otherwise fragmented text. As this suggests, the 

form of the narrative mixes two contrasting logics—highlighted by the generally short 

chapters— in a way that eschews totality and that directs, instead, towards a sense of 

space as elastic, discontinuous and fluid, and of time as non-linear and non- 

teleological. In fact, the novel itself reflects on the shape-shifting nature o f narratives:

I can’t take my body through time and space, but I can send 

my mind, and use the stories, written and unwritten, to tumble me out 

in a place not yet existing— my future.

The stories are maps. Maps of journeys that have been made 

and might have been made. A Marco Polo route through territory real 

and imagined. . . .

I become part of the map, part of the story, adding my version to the 

versions there. This Talmudic layering of story on story, map on map, 

multiplies possibilities but also warns me of the weight of 

accumulation. (53-54)

The function o f narratives, it appears, is to allow the reader to reach beyond actual 

space and time and experience chronotopes of new possibilities in the palimpsest of 

the imaginary. For Ah, cyberspace offers such an evasion and liberation.

These different examples establish that the novel, as a literary object, is part of 

the field to be questioned through the staging o f the tension between meatspace and 

cyberspace, or the real and the imaginary. This also suggests, however, that everything
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has become a text, London included. As a result, here, as in many postmodern novels, 

aesthetics run the risk o f being cut-off from politics in the self-reflecting hall of 

mirrors o f hypertext. However, the image, in The.PowerBook, has become ‘the moving 

hall of mirrors’ (95). This transformation implies that hypertext is not only a complex 

example o f mise-en-abyme, but also, and most importantly, that its meaning cannot be 

reified as it is always changing, moving and evolving, according to the last virtual 

connection. Thus, the figure o f the hall o f mirrors is polysemic and can, therefore, be 

understood in ways that enhance politics rather than bypass them, hi fact, as I show 

below, The.PowerBook does not cut off politics from aesthetics and, instead, directs to 

a different set of perspectives in its representation o f contemporary London, hi order to 

demonstrate this, I look first at the chronotope o f cyberspace established in the first 

part o f the text and at the way in which it is opposed to the chronotope of the concrete 

city. I then discuss how the tension creates a borderland that impacts on both 

chronotopes and allows for A li’s reappropriation o f the real city.

Cyberspace according to AN
As I suggested above, cyberspace is constructed, in the first part o f the novel, as a 

space of possibilities. In it, space, time and gender are each shown to be open to 

negotiation and manipulation. For instance, the first story told by Ali illustrates the 

way in which gender becomes a flexible part o f one’s identity. It recounts the 

adventures o f a young Turkish girl in the sixteenth century who ‘live[s] in disguise’ 

(10) as a boy and is asked by the sultan to carry tulip bulbs to Holland for reasons o f 

commerce. The story recounts her journey and the erotic ways in which she finally 

employs the bulbs and stem she has hidden in her trousers. In this instance, 

transvestism rather than gender transformation is represented, but this, in fact, impacts 

on the concept o f gender as the young girl asks herself where the disguise stops: ‘But
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what if my body is the disguise? What if skin, bone, liver, veins, are the things I use to 

hide myself? I have put them on and I can’t take them off. Does that trap me or free 

me?’ (15). She is here wondering about the relation between body and identity, about 

the limits of identification between the two and about the nature o f the self In other 

words, she is wondering whether gender is an attribute o f the self, or whether it is 

constitutive of it through the marked body. In doing so, she subverts the traditional 

binary model of the sex/gender system'^* and directs to a potential vision o f self that is 

cut off from biologic determinism, but that is linked to performance, in the way that 

Judith Butler discusses in Gender Trouble (1990). Indeed, the girl’s understanding of 

the inscribed body as disguise collapses the difference between sex and gender and, 

instead, links the two, echoing Butler’s words: ‘If the immutable character o f sex is 

contested, perhaps this construct called “sex” is as culturally constructed as gender; 

indeed, perhaps it was always already gender, with the consequence that the distinction 

between sex and gender turns out to be no distinction at all’ (7). As Butler outlines 

here, sex is not the biological basis o f gender but, in fact, the product of gender as a 

discursive category. Thus, categorisation based on that set o f attributes should be 

understood as cultural, and not as natural. By linking the body to disguise, the girl is 

echoing this, providing a concrete example o f the performativity o f gender, which can 

be put alongside Doreen Massey’s denaturalisation o f the concept in the extract I 

quoted at the beginning o f this chapter.

The indeterminate gender of the narrator participates in the same queering of 

categories that is highlighted by cyberspace, as the following dialogue between Ali 

and Tulip indicates:

Gayle Rubin first coined this term in her influential essay ‘The Traffic o f Women: Notes on the 
“Political Economy” o f Sex’, published in 1975. As she writes, the sex/gender system consists in a ‘set 
o f arrangements by which a society transforms biological sexuality into products o f human activity’ 
(159). Since then, several writers, and most notably Judith Butler, have challenged her findings by 
going further in the deconstruction o f the social order, as I describe below.
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You said, ‘Who are you?’

‘Call me AN.’

‘Is that your real name?’

‘Real enough.’

‘Male or female?’

‘Does it matter?’

‘It is a co-ordinate.’

‘This is a virtual world.’ (26)

Tulip needs to locate Ali within the stable referencing system o f a fixed identity, 

which passes by her name and her gender. Ali refuses to comply with her demand and, 

instead, uses the proprieties o f the virtual to eschew determinism. Consequently, she 

qualifies her name with a ‘call me’ that operates as a destabilisation o f the referent, 

opening it up to negotiation and change, and declines to answer Tulip’s question 

regarding gender, hence keeping on the move, and refusing to fit within a singular 

identity. Like the sixteenth-century traveller, she questions the relevance of such 

concepts in determining who she is. Tulip, on the other hand, prefers the securities of a 

stable identity, and uses, therefore, gender as a co-ordinate. That is, she borrows from 

geography to fix identity in space, in the same way that co-ordinates fix points on a 

map, which are accordingly known, stable and reachable.

The metaphor o f the co-ordinates is, in fact, recuperated and subverted by Ali 

further on in the novel;

There are so  many lives packed into one. The one life we 
think we know is only the window that is open on the screen. The big 

window full of detail, where the meaning is often lost among the facts.

If we can close that window, on purpose or by chance, what we find 

behind is another view.

This window is emptier. The cross-references are cryptic. As 

we scroll down it, looking for something familiar, we seem  to be 

scrolling into another self—one we recognise but cannot place. The 

co-ordinates are missing, or the co-ordinates pinpoint us outside the 

limits of our existence. (103)
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Here, Ali is using the computer as a metaphor for the self, reflecting on the fact that it 

always exceeds knowledge and control. Behind the social self exist avatars that do not 

fit within the well defined parameters o f one’s identity, which include gender. 

Accordingly, the map does not fit anymore and co-ordinates become empty signs in 

the new space made possible by the multiplication of selves.

This is something that Ali relishes, but others, such as Tulip or Ali’s adopted 

parents— in one o f the stories she pens— attempt to discourage such a move by 

symbolically marking her: ‘My parents called me Alix because they wanted a name 

with an X in it, because X marks the spot’ (138). As I discussed in chapter 2, and as it 

is again the case in this instance, naming is a means to control and to know. It both 

fixes in space and creates place. Hence, it aims to reproduce the existing order by 

preventing new ways o f being from emerging. Space and time are fixed, and this 

directs to a monologic chronotope, which Ali associates with the concrete world. Tulip 

is aware o f this, and yet prefers the securities of such a chronotope to the uncharted 

terriitories that movement and dialogism lead to. This is made obvious when she says, 

talking about the fact that she is married, that ‘inside her marriage there were too many 

clocks and not enough time. Too much furniture and too little space. Outside her 

marriage, there would be nothing to hold her, nothing to shape her. The space she 

found would be outer space. Space without gravity or weight, where bit by bit the self 

disintegrates’ (39). Contrary to Ali, she is not ready to take such a risk and, therefore, 

abides by a vision o f the world that uses co-ordinates to fix things in place.

By contrast, Ali, needs to go beyond the status quo. As such, travelling through 

cyberspace in cities of the mind allows her the fi-eedom she lacks in London, the city 

where she lives: ‘I was happy with the lightness o f being in a foreign city and the relief 

from identity it brings’ (45). hi a Paris o f the imagination, she can be whoever she
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wants and, in fact, can totally ignore the imperatives o f gender by transforming once 

again the concept into an interrogation: ‘Who was I last night? Who was she?’ (59). 

Such an embrace o f the indeterminate is linked to the way she experiences Paris. 

Indeed, in the story she tells, she mostly focuses on fluid or liminal spaces, such as the 

Seine and its bridges:

The ribbon of films that w as the moving river fluttered and 

unrolled and projected itself against the open sky and the jostle of the 

lie de la Cite.

Frame by frame, that Friday night w as shot and exp osed  and 

thrown away, carried by the river, by time, canned up only in memory, 

but in itself, s c e n e  by scen e , perfect. (36)

The description o f the river as moving— a tautology— stresses the fluid characteristics 

o f the place Ali occupies. The ‘open sky’, furthermore, underlines that this location, 

which is physical as well as mental, is pregnant with possibilities that have not yet 

been charted. In addition, the cinematic vocabulary used to describe the scene suggests 

that reality is, in any case, a work o f interpretation that takes shape and endures in the 

mind.

During their second afternoon in Paris, moreover, Ali succeeds in making 

Tulip see the world as she does, as a space o f imagination and possibilities. They go to 

the Louvre and join the museum through the pyramid that dominates its inner 

courtyard:

But there you were, running up the staircase, round and 

round, from the basem ent of yourself, free at last, and a s you burst 

into the steel and g lass of the pyramid, the sun cam e out, turning the 

puddles into ten thousand mirrors that sh on e on the g lass a s  if to 

furnace it.

Nothing is solid. Nothing is fixed. T h ese  are im ages that time 

changes and that change time, just a s  the sun and the rain play on 

the surface of things. (44)
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Ali is charting Tulip’s transformation, showing how physical movement—when Tulip 

acquiesces in letting go o f social conventions by running up the pyramid—reflects an 

inner change that, as the myriad o f reflecting puddles suggests, heralds a multiple self 

that does not need the securities o f a fixed gender identity any longer. Tulip’s example 

is then used to gloss more generally on the transformative power of desire, which 

displaces certainties, such as time and space, and shows that they are, in definitive, 

only cognitive devices used to make sense o f the world. For Ali, immersion into 

cyberspace provides the necessary perspective to understand that space and time are 

artifices.

As my remarks so far imply, space is experienced, in cyberspace, as 

simultaneous and fluid. It allows Ali to ‘stay on the run’ (3) so that she is not trapped 

in the constraints o f her embodied self that limits, she thinks, her life outside the 

virtual world o f her computer. Movement is in fact applied to all the elements that are 

constituted within virtuality so that mountains, too, are ‘endlessly moving, shifting, 

changing’ (150). This way o f characterising space is made possible by the fact that it is 

a construction of the mind o f the narrator, the ‘blank space’ (237) Ali relishes. Tulip, 

in the version o f this character narrated by Ali, is also, although more ambivalently, as 

I discussed above, looking for such a type o f space: ‘Clear space. The easiest thing in 

the world is to wallpaper yourself fi'om head to foot and put an armchair in your 

stomach’ (35). In both cases, cyberspace is invested with possibilities that go beyond 

the stifling experiences o f everyday life.

In the same way, time is shown to lose all constraints so that Greenwich Mean 

Time has become an empty referent: ‘More life into a time without boundaries’ (45) 

says Tulip, indicating that she is apprehending time as not structured by the rhythm of 

hours, minutes and seconds. This is echoed by Ali when she surmises that ‘[w]e are
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our own oral history. A living memoir o f time’ (103). This directs to time as a

phenomenological experience rather than as existing independently from human

beings. She adds: ‘Time is downloaded into our bodies. We contain it. Not only time

past and time future, but time without end. We think of ourselves as close and finite,

when we are multiple and infinite’ (103). Time, as understood by Ali when she 

• 1navigates her computer, is not linear or progressive but, instead, functions in a 

variety of modes that directly impact on her conceptualisation o f the self Hence, 

cyberspace— a non hierarchical space— allows her to tap into a multidimensional sense 

o f time and, within that realm o f space-time possibilities, new selves are created.

There are, however, some variations as to how space and time are experienced 

within the virtual world. Indeed, Capri, the place o f the lovers’ second meeting, is 

imagined in a slightly different way from the previous location because it is inscribed 

within a history; ‘Nowadays, underneath the tourist trade are the remains of the 

professional gods’ (87). Although it has been commodified for commercial needs, the 

historical narrative transpires in the contemporary island. And yet, it offers 

possibilities in the present— the narrator says: ‘I feel like I am being bom ’ (89)—  

because Capri can never be fixed in place:

The island is an idea of itself— an imaginary island and a real 

one— real and imaginary reflecting together in the mirror of the water.

An imaginary island invents itself. It takes part in its own myth. There  

is something about this place that suggests more than it reveals.

Capri has been thoroughly plundered— its woods, its treasures, its 

stories. It has been well known for more than two thousand years. Yet 

it slips through the net of knowing as easily as the small fishes in the 

harbour. (87-88)

This nautical metaphor highlights the fluidity o f  the virtual world.
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In Ali’s interpretation of the island, the weight o f the past has not created a totality that 

would stifle the imaginary but, rather, has left gaps within which new versions of 

Capri can develop. Such an open and progressive sense o f history has been achieved 

because Capri is an island and is therefore surrounded by water—that is fluidity and 

movement—that impacts on the idea that Ali holds o f the place. The simile o f Capri 

compared with small fishes reinforces that vision in a way that opens the island to 

narratives o f dislocation.

The cyber chronotope, as these examples demonstrate, is constructed as a space 

of negotiation where everyday boundaries do not apply. Space and time have become 

fluid and are dialogic because the internet allows them to be kept in movement. Such a 

chronotope is made possible in the utopian realm o f the internet that stands for a world 

without hierarchies or constraints. For Ali, this represents a perfect world because it 

has banished the contingent needs o f the real.

Ali’s London: from stasis to the borderlands
In contrast to cyberspace, London is first represented by Ali as being a place petrified 

within its history, embalmed in such a way that nothing can change within it. History 

is hence closed upon itself, and, as Laclau, whom I discussed in chapter 2, contends, 

this prevents the emergence o f progressive politics. No place can be looked at without 

reminding the viewer o f its position within a continuous historical line. For instance, 

when Ali tells Tulip where she lives, the following dialogue takes place:

‘I live in Spitalfields.’

‘Sounds revolting.’

‘It’s right in the City. Rom an London, Falstaff London, Dickens 

London.’ (162)

For Tulip, a non-Londoner, the name does not echo with history. She takes it at face 

value, operating a movement of defamiliarisation that consists in separating the name

273



from its received meaning and to interrogate this naturahsed linguistic sign. 

Accordingly, instead of recognising that the name is a deformation of ‘the hospital in 

the fields’, Tulip constructs her own version, which could be paraphrased as ‘the fields 

used for spitting’, and is repulsed as a result. However, Ali does not engage with 

Tulip’s negotiation of meaning. Her first impulse, instead, is to situate the city within a 

history, which is both factual (‘Roman London’) and literary (Shakespeare and 

Dickens). This suggests that London is constructed from both the imaginary and real 

experience, but also that, in both cases, they are saturated, leaving no gaps in which to 

invent new stories and histories.

This is further exemplified when she describes in detail the area where she

lives:

In an old part of the city like this, time collapses the picture.

Here I am, tightrope walking the twenty-first century, slim as a 

year, and the old tall houses are two hundred years old and set on 

streets that wind back four hundred years, set on cart tracks that 

served medieval monks. Or Shakespeare. Or Dr Johnson and his 

friend Boswell the Scot. They all walked here. Put any of them here 

now and they still would recognise the place.

Put me here now and that single year’s rope, stretched 

towards the future, is all I have to balance me from the drop on either 

side. (166)

Once again, literary references are used to give weight to the past. In addition, writers 

have become the arbitrators of London’s true identity in Ali’s idea of the city. The fact 

that she imagines that, as witnesses from the past, they would still recognise the 

present-day city vouches for the fundamental stability of London. In order for such an 

image of the city to hold, both space and time must be understood as fixed. This is, in 

fact, very similar to the chronotope established in Hawksmoor. The fact that ‘time 

collapses the picture’ conveys the idea that whatever changes take place, they effect
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only superficial alterations to the fabric of London. Hence, the past not only remains 

visible in the present city but, most importantly, controls the signs o f contemporary 

London. The inference here is that time is not an instrument o f change, but, rather, that 

it highlights how permanency functions in the context o f the chronotope. Thus, 

additions to the fabric o f the city proceed from its inscription within a well-defined 

past, as the following sentence about the uncovering o f a sarcophagus allegedly 

containing ‘the Roman Governor of London’ (167) suggests: ‘They dug him up when 

they were excavating the foundations o f a new bank— the kind o f temple o f Mammon 

that the Governor would have approved o f  Maybe that’s why they chose the site’ 

(167). Continuity and sterile repetition characterise such a vision. Space is also 

immobilised so that depth and surface collapse in an image o f the city that is 

irreducibly contained within itself

Even refugees, figures usually used to represent movement and dislocation, are 

here uniderstood to participate in the reproduction o f the city’s enduring spirit: ‘Exile 

or sanctuary, they come here and have done since the Huguenots with their bales of 

cloth, since the Bengalis with their sweatshops, and since the quiet people o f Hong 

Kong with their money’ (165). As this illustrates, these generations o f immigrants, 

although different from each other, are absorbed by London in such a way that they do 

not provide gaps towards alternative stories within the fabric o f the city, but participate 

in a continuous narrative of assimilation.

Having constructed such a static and stifling image o f London, it is not 

surprising that Ali invests the virtual with the type o f freedom, as relating to space, 

time and gender, that she finds lacking in the concrete city. London, however, resists 

the disembodiment suggested by cyberspace and shows to Ali that change is possible
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within meatspace. For a start, Tuhp does not want to be severed from the past, as she 

tells Ali:

‘I can’t be an exile from my own past.’

‘I don’t want your past.’

T hat’s just it. I can ’t start again at year zero.’ (202)

Tulip refuses Ali’s gesture o f effecting a tabula rasa o f the past. She is instead 

suggesting that there might be something to salvage from the debris o f history and that 

they might not necessarily be paralysing. Hence, Tulip, although looking for change— 

she is the one, after all, who asked for ‘freedom, just for one night’ (3)—knows that 

she cannot indefinitely escape her embodied self and the history it carries with it. Her 

desire to keep within a narrative that includes her past implies, furthermore, that there 

might be possibilities to foster change within it, as well as in meatspace.

In addition, Ali also realises that her interpretation o f contemporary London as 

static, exemplified by her characterisation o f the sarcophagus as a sign of the closure 

of meaning, is misleading. Indeed, the tomb does not behave in the way it was 

anticipated:

With infinite care, the side of the tomb is being opened. A 

trickle of water se e p s  out.

'Oh Christ. How did that get in there?’

T his thing should be airtight, waterproof.’ . . .

‘Look at the pelvis.’

‘W hat?’

‘It’s  a wom an.’ (169-170)

The sarcophagus, the symbol o f historical London, does not present an embalming of 

the past that controls the present signs o f the city. Instead, it has become a fluid object 

of puzzlement, as the seeping water suggests. The fact that its inhabitant is a woman, 

moreover, provides a moment o f dislocation within the well-oiled narrative that both 

Ali and the archaeologists had constructed. As such, this scene provides an
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epistemological gap within the fabric of the city that shows that the concrete world can 

be subject to change and foster the new, also in gender terms.

Furthermore, Ali, who is now accompanied by Tulip, experiences Spitalfields 

from a different perspective than before:

We walked through the city with its Sunday feel of a sudden 

spaceship that has taken everyone to Mars.

There were no brokers, no bankers, no shops open. There 

was no one at the bus stop, no one flagging down a taxi. Occasionally 

a car would pass us, slow, curious, and there were two policewomen 

exercising their horses.

I have an odd sense of ‘Where am I?’ when I hear hooves on 

the road in a city. The buildings amplify the sound, and two horses at 

a trot sound like the cavalry. If I don’t look round, it feels like the past 

coming up behind me, and I hear the rattle of the milk wagons, and 

the heavy wooden beer barrels coming off the trays, and the horse- 

drawn box that says SUNLIGHT SOAP.

Behind me, now, there’ll be a man in a flat cap selling rolled- 

gold watches off a tray, and a boy shouting the latest headlines off a 

cart stacked with newspapers.

In front of me are the Bank of England, London Wall and a big 

red bus. I half turn, and I don’t see what I can hear behind me, I see 

the buildings—Edwardian, Victorian, Georgian. Old London is just 

above the shopfronts. The steel, plate glass and bright signs belong 

to me, but look up, just one storey, and the past is as solid as it ever 

was.

I wonder, maybe, if time stacks vertically, and there is no 

past, present, future, only simultaneous layers of reality. We 

experience our own reality at ground level. At a different level, time 

would be elsewhere. We would be elsewhere in time. (185-186)

In this instance, the city leads to a feeling of defamiliarisation that forces Ali to 

reconsider London in a different light. Like in Capri, the past has now become part of 

the contemporary city, but in the form of a palimpsest that adds layers of meaning to 

the present without controlling the signs of London. Hence, Ali recognises that several 

temporalities are manifest at any one moment and that, as a result, the concrete city
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becomes a network of stories linked to those different times without an overarching 

grand narrative. Such a reappraisal of London differs starkly from Ali’s previous 

description of the contemporary city that took it to be only an echo, both literary and 

historical, of its past. Now, instead, she is able to play with its signs and to juxtapose 

them in order to create new versions of London;

A quick glance outside [tine shop] and there’s the Hawksmoor 

church, the ABN bank, and the little man with his coffee van, packing 

up to go home. In the huge spaces of the abandoned market, off-duty 

traders are playing softball.

I shut the door just in time to avoid the Jack the Ripper Tour.

(235-236 )̂ "°

History is no longer considered to be a straightjacket that stifles meaning, but has 

become part of the unfolding narrative of the contemporary city. Past and present are 

now experienced side by side. The danger of such a blurring of boundaries is reflected 

upon by the mention of the .Tack the Ripper Tour, which mixes periods in the 

commodified interests of the tourist trade, and directs to the potential simulacrum of 

itself that the contemporary city could become. But even in that instance, the fact that 

Ali shuts her door on the tour directs to the possibility of making choices, of 

constructing an image of London that can be made of heterogeneous elements, or to 

reject others, without having to follow either the closed narrative that a linear sense of 

time and static space would promote, or the reduction of the city to a sterile theme 

park. Instead, London is now experienced by Ali as a place of possibihties and the 

location of experiments with gender. This has become thinkable because space and 

time have been lifted from the paralyzing idea she holds of them.

In order to arrive at this apprehension, Ali focuses especially on one element of 

London, its river. Indeed, as in Offshore and most of the other novels I have discussed.

The church referred to by Ali was built by the historical Hawksmoor and is the place in which the 
two Thomas die in Hawksmoor.
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the Thames, in The.PowerBook, signifies fluidity and the undecidabihty of meaning. 

Like the water in the sarcophagus, it enters everything and, as a result, destabilises the 

fixed narratives that have been used to experience the city; ‘The noise of the river is 

nearby, but the water itself unseen. It is as though the water is nowhere and 

everywhere, perhaps under the streets, perhaps inside the houses, with their watery 

windows where the old glass reflects light’ (165). The river is part of the city, but 

cannot be seen. It forms its subtext, and makes of London a space where the new can 

be deployed, as the association between two apparently opposed concepts—water and 

windows—produce a viable proposition rather than an oxymoron. The space of the 

city is therefore opened to versioning, and to the imaginary. This applies to time as 

well, as Ali makes clear: T dipped my hands in the water. Liquid time’ (243). Time, as 

given by the river, is not structured and solidified by the conventions of a reified code 

of meaning. Instead, it moves back and forth, in patterns that are not necessarily linear. 

Ali, who is attracted by this more impressionistic experience of temporality, embraces 

it: ‘I took off my watch and dropped it into the water. Time take it’ (244). The sense of 

depth she associated with cyberspace is now shown to be relevant to the everyday 

world because Ali apprehends it, thanks to her engagement with the city, from a 

perspective that has deconstructed the static and prevailing models of time and space, 

to replace them with a sense of the ephemeral:

It’s always deeper than you think. Nobody gets to the bottom, and 

sometimes, when the tide is out, there’s a flintlock, or a sword, or an 

earring, or a piece of Roman tessera, or a story.

Yes, always a story, sieved up out of the river.

A couple of years ago I went down the Thames at the lowest 

tide of the century. 19 January 1998. The wide river had shrunk to a 

thin metal band. I walked down to where the water should have been, 

and it felt as though the invisible river had closed over me. I thought I 

was walking inside it.
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Underneath my feet, at every step, there was a hard 

crunching. I dipped my fingers into the silt and uncovered a handful of 

round balls, with the filmy look of a retina. They were bottle stoppers, 

the marbles used as bottle stoppers in the nineteenth century. I put 

them in my pocket, little capsules of the past, and walked on.

Perhaps this is how it is— life flowing smoothly over memory 

and history, the past returning or not, depending on the tide. History is 

a collection of objects washed up through time. Goods, ideas, 

personalities surface towards us, then sink away. Some we hook up, 

others we ignore, and as the pattern changes, so does the meaning.

W e cannot rely on the facts. Time, which returns everything, changes 

everything. (241-242)

The river carries stories, hidden in its depth, but that emerge as many tentative 

palimpsests when one looks beyond the received meaning of things. Hence, it is when 

thinking o f the river as an idea that Ali is able to tap into that treasure o f narratives that 

London contains. They are not closed or complete but are deployed in the present, in 

provisional connections that are the sign that the city is a network of feelings that is 

open to negotiation, to change and to new connections. As this suggests, space and 

time meet in the image o f the river in ways that lead to a chronotope open to 

dialogism.

Such an apprehension o f London, however, is not totally cut off from the 

stifling image that Ali carried with her beforehand. The difference is that the two are 

now articulated with each other in what can be characterised as a borderland because 

‘it is in a constant state of transition’ (3), to quote Anzaldua’s definition of the term in 

Borderlands/La Frontera. For Ali, this means that she can, on the one hand, use the 

received calendar sense of time—her mention of the date, the nineteenth of January 

1998— in order to inscribe her witnessing act within a historical narrative, while, on 

the other hand, expend such a narrative to include a meditation on the workings of 

memories, and on the construction of narratives. In effecting such a reflexive move.
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Ali displaces the historical narrative in such a way that it becomes its own constitutive 

outside— to use Laclau once more—and thus directs to the possibility o f the 

emergence of a dialogic chronotope.

By the end of the text, Ali has reconciled herself with her embodied 

subjectivity and understood that meatspace, because it is a borderland, holds 

advantages over cyberspace. Indeed, even though she wanted to escape her body, she 

is now reincorporating it, literally, with a highlighted sense of the pleasures of 

feelings. She says that ‘[m]eatspace still has some advantages for a carbon-based girl’ 

(174) because she is able to touch her lover in a way that is impossible in the virtual. 

Furthermore, the borderlands become the conduit for a discovery o f intimacy that 

eschews power relations and that proposes instead that embodiment can be 

experienced as liberating: ‘In this space which is inside you and inside me I ask for no 

rights or territories. There are no frontiers or controls. . . . This is the orderly anarchic 

space that no one can dictate, though everyone tries’ (175). As Ali understands here, 

love and desire open possibilities in the contingent space o f the borderlands that 

cannot be enacted in cyberspace.

She realises, once she has reconsidered her relation to London, that 

‘[ejverything [she] had sought had been under [her] feet from the beginning’ (222). 

The image o f Ali’s grounded feet conveys a strong sense o f corporeality and is, 

furth er, linked to her understanding that London in itself was not reductive, but that it 

was her idea o f it which was: ‘The world is a mirror o f the mind’s abundance’ (223). 

Accordingly, she is now able to see mystery in the everyday— she writes that ‘[t]o 

each of us the palace had a secret meaning unrevealed to the rest’ (239)— and to 

experience her bond to the city and to others as relational rather than as determined by 

a fixed gendered identity. Hence, like the father at the end o f City o f  the Mind, she uses
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deictics to situate herself, in a non-reifying move: ‘I caimot give my position 

accurately. The co-ordinates shift. I cannot say, “Where”, I can only say, “Here”, and 

hope to describe it to you, atom and dream’ (209). Ali, who as I discussed above 

refuses to be confined by co-ordinates, thought that it was only in cyberspace that she 

could escape them. In her new relation to London, however, she can also discard them 

in favour o f a different mode of apprehension of meatspace. This is also what she 

reflects upon during Tulip’s visit: ‘What does the end matter? Here, now is enough, 

isn’t it? (173). She is situating herself in the present moment, refusing to enter 

teleotlogical narratives, and accepting the contingency of the little narratives she can 

cons truct in that provisional instant o f connection.

In a review o f The.PowerBook for The Guardian, Elaine Showalter writes:

The contemporary city is a background for [Winterson’s] 

fiction, but never the subject. . . .

Cities of the interior have a place on the map of fiction, but I 

hope that in the decade to com e, British novelists will also look at the 

real cities changing around them and find language for the new  

stories of aspiration, ambition and adventure they contain, (par. 9 -11)

Contrary to Showalter’s appraisal o f the novel, my reading o f The.PowerBook 

contends that London is central to the economy of the text as it provides the pivotal 

poinit around which a reflection on the nature of narratives is conducted. Furthermore, 

as m y discussion of the novel has shown, The.PowerBook is a novel that questions the 

way in which London is imagined, and that directs to the potential dialogism o f the 

real city. This means that The.PowerBook does not oppose politics to aesthetics, but 

that, instead, it illustrates how acts o f the imagination directly impact on the space of 

representation in which the city is inscribed.

Hence, although the text starts by opposing London to the imaginary, taking 

the city to be stifled by narratives predicated on roots that prevent the emergence of
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stories that do not fit within a close narrative o f succession, it demonstrates that the 

city itself contains elements, such as the river, that make such a reading untenable. As 

a result, Ali is forced to view the city anew, and, in the process, to understand that it 

will always escape finality because routes, alongside roots, are constitutive o f the city. 

Accordingly, the novel presents an image o f London as a borderland that mixes roots 

and routes so that neither of the two can be said to provide a definitive reading of the 

city, but are always in process in the contingent moments o f experience that take place 

in specific configurations of space and time. To use Ali’s words, the city is made of 

both ‘atom and dream’ (209). London, therefore, is undecidable and it is in that space 

o f uncertainty that new stories can emerge in a dialogic chronotope o f the present.
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Conclusion

In ‘Theorising the Nation: The Cultural Borderland’ (1998), Terence Brown defines 

our contemporary condition in the following terms:

In the wake of literary and artistic modernism, and with our awareness 

of the post-modern turn in the general culture, we sense ourselves as 

being on the way to creating a version of the self which values 

diversity rather than unity. We reckon the self indeed a site of shifting 

borders, which is vital inasmuch as it accepts heterogeneity, is at 

ease with its habitation in liminal states, transitional zones of feelings 

and motivation, mixed gender orientations. The nationalism of the 

ideal nation-state is almost always predicated on a narrative of 

recognised territory or distinct genealogy, or both. Our contemporary 

sense of human identity, by contrast, is full of narratives of the 

extraterritorial, which are hospitable to exogamy. As such they 

undermine the fixity of grand narratives in favour of fissure, aporia, 

dispersal. They inhabit border spaces of feeling, are more at ease 

with margins than centres, subsidiarity than centralisation, region than 

metropolis. (62)

In linking identity, place and narrative, Brown is here offering a theory that, although 

not concerned with the same questions as Gilroy’s study of the Black Atlantic, which I 

discussed in the introduction, also offers a pertinent frame with which to think about 

some of the issues that this study has raised. Indeed, Brown is identifying the present 

moment as a time of transition between two ways of thinking about identity, one 

predicated on fixity, the other characterised by indeterminacy. In both cases, the 

concept of identity is linked to the one of place. Brown arguing that there is a direct 

correlation between the ways in which identity and place are defined, and that such a 

relation is co-determining. As he suggests, fixed models of identity are usually linked 

to a sense of place as finite and whole, whereas dynamic selves function within an idea
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of place that is open to change. In addition, Brown indicates that these different 

understandings o f self and place are constructed through the narratives that human 

beings use to define themselves and their surroundings.

In four o f the novels I have discussed in this study; such a connection is 

explicitly made, so that the way in which Matthew, Judy, Stuart, Mick, Nenna and Ali 

construct their identity is related to how they experience London. All these characters, 

except for Ali, hesitate between the two models of self identified by Brown, and, 

simultaneously, practise the city in two modes, although, as the narratives showed, 

London itself is not the passive receptacle of such social negotiations, but is also 

participating in them, bringing the characters to reconsider the city and their relation to 

it. In Hawksmoor, however, such a movement between self and place is not present 

because both Dyer and Hawksmoor are, from the very opening of the novel, unified 

subjects, while the city remains, throughout the text, a fixed and closed site that 

endures through its inscription within a mythical narrative. In the novel, both identity 

and London are finite and discrete entities that do not influence one another, and the 

narrative structure forecloses the possibility o f gaps that would open the text to a 

dynamic relation with its own construction. As such, as I showed in chapter 3, the 

chronotope of London constructed in Hawksmoor does not participate in the 

emergence of a spatialised history o f the city, but, instead, keeps within a rooted sense 

of place. In contrast, to think about London as routed within a network opens the city 

to several simultaneous versions o f itself, and directs towards its characterisation as a 

borderland, a liminal space in which processes and negotiations are at play, both in 

relation to the city itself, and in relation to the identity o f its inhabitants.

However, as my discussions o f Mother London, City o f  the Mind, Bleeding 

London, Offshore and The.PowerBook have also demonstrated, thinking and living in
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that liminal space is not easy. Brown, in the quotation above, shows the potential of 

the borderlands, but the narratives I have studied also exemplify the difficulty of 

having to make do without essential ways o f thinking, thus echoing Gloria Anzaldua’s 

characterisation o f the borderlands, which I considered in chapter 5. Indeed, a common 

trend can be observed in all these five novels, although each of the narratives provides 

a specific chronotope of London, creating idiosyncratic images o f the city that cannot 

be generalised: they all stage a moment of tension between two ways o f understanding 

London, which are each linked to a specific relation to place. That is, each novel 

aspires to the possibility o f routed chronotopes in which dialogic relations can be 

established and yet they all, simultaneously, try to fit within normative models o f place 

that depend on metaphors, such as roots, that fix meaning in monologic configurations 

o f London.

Hence, the chronotopes constructed in these novels show a tension between 

two modes of knowledge, providing, in some ways, a parallel with Bakhtin’s 

characterisation o f the Dantean chronotope, as I have suggested at places in this study. 

As I discussed in chapter 1, Bakhtin, in ‘Forms of Time and o f the Chronotope in the 

Novel’, describes the historicisation o f the world and of narratives in terms o f the ways 

in which time and space gradually become pregnant with possibilities. As he argues in 

his essay, the passage from the Middle-Ages to the Renaissance is especially important 

as it marks a radical break in the way in which the place of human beings in the world 

is conceptualised. From explanations based on the divine, there is a shift towards 

human beings as movers and shakers o f their own destiny and, in that moment, 

Bakhtin writes, the chronotope is fi'eed from the stifling confines o f non-historical time 

and space.
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Without making a generahsing short cut that would ignore differences of 

context between the fifteenth and the twentieth centuries, it seems nonetheless that, at 

a structural level, the chronotopes that I have analysed share some similarities with the 

moment described by Bakhtin. However, in contrast with Bakhtin’s essay, the present 

study is contemporaneous to the material analysed, and, therefore, cannot know in 

which manner the tension will be resolved: although the novels tend towards making 

possible the emergence of dialogic chronotopes, and show generous visions of 

London, Hawksmoor proposes to think about the city in radically different terms, as 

closing in on itself It thus indicates that conflicting visions of the city are at play in 

contemporary representations of London, and this directs towards the political 

dimensions inherent in any literary work.

Hawksmoor presents one end of what could be characterised as a continuum, 

which ranges from monologic chronotopes on the one hand to dialogic ones on the 

other hand. Yet, as I have discussed throughout this study, and as the tension identified 

above suggests, none of the five other novels that I have examined presents a 

straightforward dialogic sense of London and identity, which could be non- 

problematically situated on the other side of the continuum from Ackroyd’s novel. It 

seems, therefore, that such a dialogic inscription of the city is, at the moment, still 

something difficult to envisage. Instead, the novels situate themselves at various points 

on the continuum, and attempt to lay the ground that will eventually make possible the 

emergence of a fluid and open sense of London.

Furthermore, even in novels by postcolonial and black British writers, which, 

as I mentioned in the introduction, have traditionally been taken to be the ones 

concerned with imagining an explicitly multicultural London in which space and time 

are both understood as dynamic principles, the tension apparent in the corpus studied
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here is also often noticeable. For instance White Teeth (2000) by Zadie Smith, one o f  

the latest and most successftil offerings o f  black British literature, creates a dialogic 

sense o f  London, and yet, simultaneously, identifies the reifying forces that work 

against it, as the following quotation shows:

This has been the century of strangers, brown, yellow and 

white. This has been the century of the great immigrant experiment. It 

is only this late in the day that you can walk into a playground and find 

Isaac Leung by the fish pond, Danny Rahman in the football cage,

Quang O’Rourke bouncing a basketball, and Irie Jones humming a 

tune. Children with first and last names on a direct collision course.

Names that secrete with them mass exodus, cramped boats and 

planes, cold arrivals, medical check. It is only this late in the day, and 

possibly only in Willesden, that you can find best friends Sita and 

Sharon, constantly mistaken for each other because Sita is white (her 

mother liked the name) and Sharon is Pakistani (her mother thought it 

best— less trouble). Yet despite all the mixing up, despite the fact that 

we have finally slipped into each other’s lives with reasonable comfort 

(like a man returning to his lover’s bed after a midnight walk), despite 

all this, it is still hard to admit that there is no one more English than 

the Indian, no one more Indian than the English. There are still young 

white men who are angry about that; who will roll out at closing time 

into the poorly lit streets with a kitchen knife wrapped in a tight fist.

(326-327)

The narrator is here describing a spatialised history o f  London that has created a mixed 

society in which nationalistic explanations o f either the city or its inhabitants cannot 

account for the crosspollination that makes the contemporary global city what it is. In 

addition, identity is also reconfigured within such a place o f  possibilities:

Irie’s child can never be mapped exactly nor spoken of with any 

certainty. Some secrets are permanent. In a vision, Irie has seen a 

time, a time not far from now, when roots won’t matter any more 

because they can’t because they mustn’t because they're too long 

and they’re too tortuous and they’re just buried too damn deep. She 

looks forward to it. (527)
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The father o f Irie’s child— Irie being one o f the main characters o f White Teeth—will 

always remain unknown because Irie became pregnant after having slept, in a short 

interval, with the twin brothers Magid and Millat. Un-mappability and uncertainty will 

characterise the child and, therefore, it will not be defined by a genealogy linked to the 

metaphor o f roots, but its very existence calls, instead, for a reconfiguration of the 

concept o f identity itself, as that which caimot be mapped or ascertained with finality, 

echoing thus Brown’s description o f non-essential modes o f being. This is also what 

the characterisation of the school’s playground as a space o f fluid negotiations of 

meaning implies. In refusing models o f identity based on roots, such scenes directly 

comment on the ways in which immigration has impacted on definitions of identity 

and place in the late twentieth-century. Yet, the novel also carries with it a subtext that 

shows how imagining London as dialogic is always confi-onted by contrary elements. 

For instance, the paragraph quoted above about the schoolyard ends with a reminder 

about the racial tensions that also traverse the city, making it into a place the meaning 

of which is in constant negotiation. This uncertainty means that it is necessary to 

always reaffirm the possibility o f such an open city, through, for instance, the literary 

narratives that address this very subject.

Hence, the novels that I have studied participate in the political inscription of 

the city, because they allow for the possibility o f imagining London as a place of 

dialogism, even in times when reifying forces threaten it, or, in the case of 

Hawksmoor, actively participate in such a stifling o f meaning. However, which vision 

of London, if  any, will prevail is not clear, especially in the present political context. 

Indeed, the attacks on London in July 2005 make such issues even more pressing 

because some of the questions that they raise are: what is London, and how do people
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imagine living together in this city? This is what the following extract from an article 

by James Meek, a fiction writer and journalist, in The Guardian Weekly, suggests:

Sitting at a cafe in Hackney not far from the No 30 route a few 

days ago, just back fronn the religious strictness of Iran, I watched the 

different religions pass by: a young girl in a school playground version 

of the hijab— ĵeans T-shirt and a black wimple—and a woman in 

another, a black chador that only showed her eyes; an Orthodox Jew, 

with his long black coat and black broad-bnmmed hat; and all the 

secular post-Christians with their bare heads and hipster jeans. It 

seemed an idyll of live and let live .. ..

Now we are all very worried. Worried about our neighbour 

and worried that our neighbour is worrying about us. (16)

In the wake of the attacks, a reappraisal of the identity of the city is taking place, and 

Meek contends that the violence of the bombing is not only one that has physically 

affected the city, but also one that has created a gap in its meaning. This is something 

taken up by Ian McEwan in a commentary on the same event:

It is unlikely that London will claim to have been transformed 

in an instant, to have lost its innocence in the course of a morning. It 

is hard to knock a huge city such as this off its course. It has survived 

many attacks in the past. But once we have counted up our dead, and 

the numbness turns to anger and grief, we will see that our lives here 

will be difficult. We have been savagely woken from a pleasant 

dream. (16)

McEwan is, like Meek, idealising London prior to the attacks, as well as identifying 

the bombings as a defining event in relation to the identity of the city. Interestingly, 

these cormnentaries imply that violence is often at the centre of re-negotiations as to 

the meaning of London. This is also apparent in three of the novels that I have 

discussed. Mother London, City o f the Mind and Bleeding London. Here, the Blitz, 

another violent occurrence in the history of the city, prominently figures as the 

symboUc signifier of change, both at the level of content and at the level of narrative
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structure, as City o f  the Mind especially showed. The Blitz is also what McEwan refers 

to when he writes that London has survived attacks in the past. In addition, violence is 

also identified by Zadie Smith— the mention o f ‘kitchen knife’— as that which 

symbolically tears apart the fabric o f the multicultural city and o f the dialogic text. 

This motif is further taken on by Jeanette Winterson in The.PowerBook when she 

writes:

There is always a city. There is always a civilisation. There is always 

a barbarian with a pickaxe. Som etim es you are the city, som etim es

you are the civilisation, but to becom e that city, that civilisation, you

once took a pickaxe and destroyed what you hated, and what you 

hated w as what you did not understand. (17)

In this last example, violence is represented as constitutive o f history and, in particular, 

of the interplay between cities and their inhabitants. It seems indeed, that it is

predominantly in those moments o f either literal or symbolic violence that dislocation

takes place, opening the way to epistemic changes.

To analyse narratives about London through the chronotopes they propose, as I 

have done in this study, participates in identifying instances o f shift or o f consolidation 

about how the city is imagined, and in understanding how they are inscribed within the 

contemporary politics of representation, which remain a contested terrain. 

Accordingly, the six novels that I have discussed contribute, each in its specific way, 

to an ongoing dialogue about London, which ultimately impacts not only on the ways 

in which the city is imagined, but also on how it is lived.
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Appendix

Table o f contents o f Mother London by Michael Moorcock:

CONTENTS

PART O N E

E N T R A N C E  T O  T H E  C IT Y

T h e  P a tien ts 5
D av id  M u m m e ry 21
M a ry  G asalee 29
J o s e f  K iss 41

PART T W O

H IG H  D A Y S

Q u e e n  B oad icea  1957 57
T h o m  as a B e ck e t 1963 72
C a p ta in  Ja ck  C a d e  1968 84
N ell G w y n n  1972 96
S herlo  ck H o lm e s  1981 108
P rin c ess  D ian a  1985 120

PART TH REE

T H E  U N H E A R D  V O IC E

W a itia g  R o o m s 1956 137
G y p sy  G ard en s  1954 155
L ost S ta tio n s  1951 173
L a v e n d e r  W alls 194^ 189
C hanging Posts 1944 206
Late B lo o m s  1940 222

PAHT FOUR

F A S T  D A Y S

E arly  D e p a rtu re s  1940 243
P re m a tu re  B uria ls  1946 266
A b strac t R ela tions 1950 295
A lte rn a tin g  C o u p lin g s  1956 316
Successive M o v e m e n ts  1964 3 3 4

V ariab le C u rre n ts  1970 352

PART FIVE
T H E  A N G E R E D  S P IR IT

T h e  W o rld ’s E n d  1985 377
T h e  Y o u rs  T ru ly  1980 390
T h e  M e rry  M o n a rc h  1977 402
T h e  A x e an d  B lo ck  1969 414
T h e  P ilg r im ’s G ate  1965 427
T h e  O ld  B ra n ’s H ead  1959 440

PART SIX

D E P A R T U R E  O F  T H E  C I T IZ E N S

J o se f  K iss 461
M rs G asalee 470
D av id  M u m m e ry  479
T h e  C e leb ran ts  487
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