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8 SURFACES: the ROLE of MEMORY

The past is everywhere. All around us lie features

which, like ourselves and our thoughts, have more

or less recognizable antecedents. Relics, histories,

memories suffuse human experience. Each par-

ticular trace of the past ultimately perishes, but

collectively they are immortal. Whether it is cel-

ebrated or rejected, attended or ignored, the past is

omnipresent.1

Many of the contemporary cities of the world seem to be

places of forgetting. They appear shallow and ephemeral,

ever-changing landscapes of unrelated elements, zoned

by patterns of communication and constructed of mate-

rials unreceptive to memory. North American cities, in

particular, where buildings come and go with alarming

rapidity and the private realm is emphasized, tend not

to value buildings for their ability to maintain collective

memory. This essay searches for the locations of memory

in the structure of the contemporary city.

What is memory? Memory is that by which things

are remembered, a faculty of the human body, the capac-

ity to revive the past. Memory is the act of remembering
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or recollection, bringing the past into the present, often

as a way of informing the future. A memory is something

we hold regarding a thing, person or event that occurred

in the past. It is the time during which a recollection en-

dures. It is the act of commemoration, the recording or

preserving of the past through ritual action, writing (his-

tory) or making. Memory also encompasses the numer-

ous technologies and devices we make to house the past:

books, computers, memorials, souvenirs, monuments,

and the like. Memories belong both to the individual

and to the collective.2

Memory encompasses action: we live memory

through our embodiment and social needs. Memory

arises in encounters with others in the world, from the

events that comprise any life. The world would be mean-

ingless if we had no memory, either recollected, dreamed,

or habitually enacted through our bodies. Memories are

intimately bound to place; this attachment provides iden-

tity and orientation. We share a history with landscapes

in order to recognize them; previous encounters make

things in the present comprehensible. The past renders

the present familiar, enabling us to recognize ourselves

in our environments. Memory is vital to recognition, to

understanding the world through a certain familiarity.

For those who are dislocated, or thrust into unfamiliar

worlds, this rupture can lead to a loss of identity, akin to

a loss of memory.
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A city, as a collection of strangers, is dependent on its

shared memory in order to remain coherent. Memories

emerge from the actions of urban dwellers, from events,

both large and trivial, that occur: a great public sport-

ing event, the funeral of a luminary, or a collision with

someone on a street. The life of a city is strongly held

in the stories the citizens evolve from their actions.

Paradoxically, memories can become more enduring

as the material of the city slowly disappears. Cities are

humankind's greatest material expression of collective

memory.

Maurice Halbwachs, in his seminal study The

Collective Memory, maintains that there is an intimate

reciprocity between a group or collective and the space

it inhabits: one imprints upon the other.3 Most groups

"engrave their form in some way upon the soil and re-

trieve their collective remembrances within the spatial

framework thus defined."4 This engraving of past events

into the structure of the city is captured in the following

quotation from Italo Calvino:

The city [Zaira], however, does not tell its past, but

contains it like the lines of a hand, written in the cor-

ners of the streets, the gratings of the windows, the

banisters of the steps, the antennae of the lightning

rods, the poles of the flags, every segment marked in

turn with scratches, indentations, scrolls.5
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The marks left over time by the inhabitants of a city on

its surfaces provide the traces of memory. As Calvino

suggests, a city should be a container, or vessel, for

memories.

In an examination of memory, E.W. Straus provides

a useful model with his concept of the "memory trace."6

Straus defines a memory trace as "the residue, the de-

posit of a past event in a receiving material"7 and that

"in a trace, the past is preserved in the present as past."8

A memory trace "contains less but also more than the

original event."9 Straus cogently argues that memory

traces are imprints left in a material by an event in the

past. A trace preserves only a fragment of a past event; it

is inherently fragile. The receiving material must have a

certain plasticity, to be welcome to the actions upon it.

He notes that the "receiving material must compensate

for the transitoriness of the event."10 At the formation of

the trace the event and the material act together. A trace

is an inadvertent act of creation; a transformation occurs

that produces an artifact that can be interpreted.

According to Straus traces must be interpreted as

artifacts, as each, if properly read, can reveal a story. The

ability to reconstruct a past event requires careful inter-

pretation, as examining fragmentary evidence in order to

reconstruct a memory demands a practised eye. The city

can be read in the sense of a detective searching for the

clues of a crime: the detritus and scars of the past reveal

much to those open to their interpretation. Reading
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unlocks a story in an artifact, a "historical reconstruc-

tion." Traces bring the past into the present. Grasping

and reconstructing the past through the reading of traces

is an act of hermeneutics.11

Artifacts appeal directly and concretely to our senses.

According to David Lowenthal, the past "surrounds and

saturates us; every scene, every statement, every action

retains residual content from earlier times."12 He goes on

to write that the "facets of the past that live on in our ges-

tures and words, rules and artifacts, appear to us as 'past'

only when we know them as such."13 Relics, artifacts of

our past, are worn away by time, and earlier structures

give way to subsequent ones.14 Relics belong to the past

and the present simultaneously. No artifact is static; they

age, they are altered, and they become, in some cases,

obsolete. Artifacts of memory are past and present, his-

torical and modern, they "enlarge today's landscapes."15

A city is an ideal recording device, an endless land-

scape of artifacts open to the actions of time. For ex-

ample, the British writer Iain Sinclair reads the traces of

London's past in his book, Lights Out For The Territory.

Describing his objective in the opening paragraph, he

writes:

The notion was to cut a crude V into the sprawl of

the city ... recording and retrieving the messages on

walls, lampposts, doorjambs: the spites and spasms
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of a deranged populace ... a subterranean, precon-

scious text capable of divination and prophecy.16

Rainer Maria Rilke reads traces of the past on the divid-

ing walls between houses exposed by demolition:

... the most unforgettable things were the walls

themselves. The stubborn life of these rooms had not

let itself be trampled out. It was still there; it clung to

the nails that were left, stood on the narrow remnant

of flooring, crouched under the corner beams where

a bit of interior still remained— There the noons

lingered, and the illnesses, and the exhalations, and

the smoke of many years.... 17

The contemporary Catalan artist Antoni Tapies has also

explored the walls of the city in numerous paintings.

Describing his discoveries, he writes:

The image of the wall can contain countless sug-

gestions. Separation, claustrophobia, wailing walls,

prison walls, rejection of the world, contemplation,

destruction of passion, silence, death, laceration,

torture, torn bodies, human debris— 18

Tapies reveals the materiality of walls in thick paintings

that use impasto as a medium. He mimics the actions of
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weather, time, and graffiti artists to produce works dense

with memory traces.

Every new trace alters the order of the city in some

elusive way, enriching the ever-evolving story of the city.19

An artifact or landscape is transformed, often subtly, by

the passage of time. The ephemeral actions of the inhab-

itants are etched onto the walls, ground, and parapher-

nalia that make up the material of the city. The evolution

of a city, through development, demolition, and disaster,

provides material to be deciphered. This reminds us that

the constructed city is susceptible to the ravages of time,

and like the body, it ages and, given enough time, can

virtually disappear. The infinite marks, stains, lines, and

erosions left on a city describe a text, a text that appears

on every surface. Of course, many events leave no trace

whatsoever, as decipherable traces constitute only a por-

tion of the history of the city.

Traditionally, the walls and surfaces of a city pro-

vided a suitable material for receiving the actions of its

inhabitants and the elements over time. The ongoing

inhabitation and construction of a city relies to a large

extent on memory. The spaces of a city frame the ac-

tions that become memory, that are the actions of

someone or a group remembering. Beyond the random

and inadvertent traces we make, and because we are con-

stantly threatened by forgetting, we surround ourselves

with a plethora of reminders, devices that support our

memories, and hence our existence.20 The objects of our
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memory are the numerous artifacts we employ to house

our memory, both consciously and unconsciously. Often

they are used to aid us in recalling something we wish

to remember, reminders that our memories are fallible,

that we are liable to forgetting. Locations in the spaces

of a city act as both collective and personal mnemonic

devices, elements that trigger a memory.

Pierre Nora argues that there has been a decline in

collective memory. Where once memory was generally

part of environments, it has been reduced to limited and

specific locations.21 The sites of memory, for Nora, are

defined by the material, the symbolic, and the functional

which are all present. These sites are created by a "play"

of memory, or a "will to remember."22 The most basic

purpose of these sites is to "stop time, to block the work

of forgetting, to establish a state of things, to immortal-

ize death, to materialize the immaterial."23 They exist

because of their ability to metamorphose. The sites of

memory, which are not always obvious, can be mapped

and range from the monumental to the insignificant.

Nora states that memory has now become largely an

archival activity, dependent on preserving the material

traces from the past.24 Memory's "new vocation is to

record; delegating to the archive the responsibility of

remembering."25 The decline of memory as a vital aspect

of cultures is also reflected in the loss of ritual. Centuries

ago the emergence of writing displaced memory from the

active traditions of oral cultures to the relative precision
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and endurance of the past in text.26 Memory, as a living

force, has been replaced by history as a way of preserving

the past. Nora notes that memory "takes root in the con-

crete, in spaces, gestures, images and objects."27 He sug-

gests that now memory resides only in empty gestures;

the immediate and spontaneous action of a culture,

sustained by memory, has been lost.

Does the contemporary city function as a mnemonic

device?

The imprints of past events on the receiving material

of the city are abundant in older cities where stone and

brick have worn for long periods of time. Imprinting

memory into a receiving material allows for some level of

posterity to occur. However, the materiality of the tradi-

tional city has been supplanted by an emphasis on space

and movement, rendering the form of the city less im-

portant.28 The contemporary city does not lend itself to

similar actions. The current materials of construction are

either too hard, too pristine, or too mediocre to act as a

suitable receiving medium for the actions of the past.29 In

the contemporary city of glass that is constantly cleaned,

of inferior materials that deteriorate and are quickly re-

placed, and with an emphasis on space that often negates

building, this is particularly so. It is in the neglected and

forlorn parts of cities that memory traces endure the lon-

gest, where there is not the ability to erase them with new

development. Generally, there is a lack of "plasticity" in

the architecture of the contemporary city.
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A city's surfaces are only one receiving material for the

traces of memory. The technologies of writing, photogra-

phy, film, and recording are others. The proliferation of

communications technologies has displaced, eroded, and

historicized memory. The advent of computer technol-

ogy means that the architecture of the city receives less

of cultural memory than it once did. Memory remains

an elusive aspect of the body/mind/world continuum. As

Elaine Scarry notes:

... certain complex characteristics of the embodied

human being have no (or as yet, no known) physi-

cal location or mechanism. The printing press, the

institutionalized convention of written history,

photographs, libraries, films, tape recordings, and

Xerox machines are all materializations of the elu-

sive embodied capacity for memory.... They together

make a relatively ahistorical creature into a historical

one, one whose memory extends far back beyond the

opening of its own individual experience.... 30

This elusiveness is manifest in the electronic revolution

of the past several decades. A dynamic and living col-

lective memory has been supplanted by the static and

obsessive archival work of historians. Cities have become

great archives or data banks of memory for the manufac-

ture of history, supported by institutions, governments,

and economies. Various works of architecture deal
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explicitly with memory, in that they house its manifesta-

tions: monuments, cemeteries, museums, cinemas, and

libraries. Every fragment from the past, both distant and

recent, is housed. This coincides with Pierre Nora's argu-

ment that contemporary societies are more concerned

with archiving material for historical purposes than

maintaining a living collective memory. The collective

memory has been fragmented into a plethora of memo-

ries and histories, representing in effect the privatization

of memory.

As an artifact, the contemporary city more clearly

extends the brain and nervous system than it does other

aspects of the human body. Populated by electronic tech-

nologies able to reproduce or store enormous amounts of

information, the city has been redefined as a mnemonic

device. This is reflected in the surfaces of glass and steel

that shelter the silently accumulating memory banks of

contemporary culture.

The most stable level of the city seems to be the ground

plane, which is typically ignored. Covered in elusive

and endless structures, trenched by infrastructure, the

ground upon which a city lies records across time all

the excavations, constructions, and disasters, both hu-

man and natural. Vestiges of structures that are ruined

or demolished, the endless cycle of building, decay,
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transformation, and destruction leaves its evidence for

those who can decipher the remains. A city remem-

bers many dimensions on the ground: legal, religious,

and social. Halbwachs shows that the laws pertaining

to the ownership and control of land are reflected in

the organization of streets, shape of lots, zoning, and

building types. The nature of religion determines the

distinctions between sacred and profane space, evident,

for instance, in the design and location of temples and

cemeteries. Social structure organizes the city according

to class, activity, wealth, and religion.31 The ground has a

resilience and ability to record not provided by any other

aspect of the city. Placing an emphasis on the ground

on which a city is built evokes Heidegger's notion of the

earth as "serving bearer."32 The ground is to be preserved

as it supports the city and stores the past, waiting for the

careful attentions of the archaeologist.

The housing of memory in the contemporary city has

changed when compared with previous periods in the

history of the city. The displacement of urban memory

is particularly evident if one uses Straus's notion of the

memory trace. Much of this has to do with the techno-

logical exploits of the twentieth century. Architecture

receptive to memory, as a spontaneous aspect of human

culture, has been displaced by modernity, the manufac-

ture of history, and electronic technologies. The spaces

of the city, private and public, once the settings within

which our memories were made and stored, like the body

itself, have become unreadable.
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The world provides points of attachment to which

we anchor our memories and ourselves. A city should be

understood as constructed memory. The material aspect

of the city (the buildings, infrastructure, and landscapes)

provides a record of a city's past desires. At any given mo-

ment in time every city comprises a constructed record

of its history, a collective memory. During our lives our

memories are intimately related to space; in fact they

make space intimate, through a reciprocity. We associate

events in our past with the places in which they occurred.

When we revisit those locations our past and present are

remarkably fused. We have marked the city with our

memories; it provides us with landmarks and provides

orientation. When we visit a new city, previous cities we

have inhabited or visited crowd our experience.

A city can be described as an assemblage of many of

the things we make as humans, as extensions of the body.

It is a constructed field of action, defined by a complex

wealth of boundaries, paths, systems, spaces, and arti-

facts. A city should support memory in its many and

diverse guises. To be aware of the operations of memory

in an urban context can help architects, planners, politi-

cians, and citizens maintain environments, not just as

static or nostalgic creations. Memory truly comes alive

when it is acted upon. Through imagination we are led

to invention; our cultural memory guides our actions in

an informed way. Our past lives in the actions of the

present; our actions and artifacts are, to a large extent,
informed by our past.
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