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he city and its representa-

tion in literature and in the

arts have been the focus of

numerous publications in
recent years'. Such an interest speaks
to our ever-growing sense of urba-
nity which in turn is itself intrinsi-
cally linked to our sense of modernity.
This connection was pinpointed by
Walter Benjamin in his collection of
essays Arcades in which the German
philosopher is struck by the relation
between the city and the novel which
he sees as the expression of the expe-
rience of modernity, or, to be more
precise, of the shock (and the crisis)
of modernity®. In the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth century, the
Industrial Revolution brought many
a transformation amongst which a
massive demographic movement from
the countryside to urban spaces in
European countries as well as in Ame-
rica. As the city was booming, so a new
genre emerged, that of the novel as Ian
Watts notes®. The novel and the city
thus seem to have been linked from the
start, the novel becoming the voice of
the chaos reigning in the streets, for-
ging what Robert Alter calls “an inti-
mate relation™. In the novel, the city is
no longer merely a space but turns into
a place. The distinction is borrowed
from cultural geographer Yi-Fu Tuan
for whom space denotes the environ-
ment that surrounds us while place is
constructed as and is the centre of set
values influenced by culture, society
and memory’. For David Lodge, the
birth of a sense of place in the repre-
sentation of cities in the novel starts

with Charles Dickens®. Dickens is
perhaps the Victorian figure the most
in tune with changes in the city: his
works contributed to shape and map
the city, so much so that his name was
turned into an adjective to describe
the uncanny yet sublime squalor of
the transforming city. The following
collection of essays not only wishes to
address the representation of the city
in novels, but questions the notion of
a city in crisis related to a certain sense
or experience of modernity.

Novelists and thinkers have been
struck by the topos of the unintelligible
city which, in the nineteenth century,
gave rise to a sense of threat, as a sort
of alienation. For Alexandra Warwick,

by the end of the century the city
has become its Other, dominant-
ly figured as labyrinth, jungle,
swamp and ruin, and described as
blackened, rotten, shadowed and
diseased. Most importantly pe-
rhaps, this city of dreadful night is
populated by others who threaten
to overrun or undermine the fabric
of the imperial metropolis’.

A strong testimony to this aliena-
tion is the emergence and strength
of an urban Gothic which displaces
the uncanny and othering settings of
Catholic Italy, Spain or Eastern Europe
towards cities, London and Paris in
particular. Another response gave
birth to the detective novel which, as
Carlo Salzani has it, plays on bourgeois
anxieties while trying to make the city
intelligible®. The evolution of these two
urban genres reveals two ways of being
in the city in the nineteenth century,
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opposing two figures, Asmodeus and
the flaneur’. Asmodeus would be on
the side of cartographers. The relation
between the city and cartography has
been the focus of numerous studies,
the most noteworthy being Franco
Moretti’s Atlas of the European Novel.

For a few decades, geography stu-
dies have been questioning the rela-
tion between representation and
knowledge. Taking as a starting point
Joanne Sharp’s drawing “Topographi-
cal Survey” (1993), James Duncan and
David Ley underline the close relation
uniting knowledge and power while
reminding us of the importance of
the dominating role of the gaze which
is inherent to any act of representa-
tion'®. As their study suggests, the gap
between geography, which we tend to
include within the field of so-called
“hard sciences”, and literature, this time
part of so-called “soft sciences”, is not
as wide as it might seem at first sight.
Indeed, the “crisis of representation”
that shook ethnography in the 1980s
has led numerous geographers towards
the side of hermeneutics as is the case
of Duncan and Ley™:

What this model of academic work
suggests is not a mirroring of the
extra-textual within the text, but
rather re-presentation, the produc-
tion of something which did not
exist before outside the text. This
process of academic production
is essentially disruptive of the ex-
tra-textual world®2.

This model is of interest for literary
studies since it interrogates the way
the world is represented in texts the-
reby questioning the role of interpre-
tation as a selective process: “Both the
inter-textual and extra-textual fields
[...] [play off and] define the possi-
bilities of interpretation. As such, the
world within the text is a partial truth,
a transformation of the extra-textual
world, rather than something wholly
different from it".” Re-presenting a
space thanks to a map or text there-
fore always entails a form of deciphe-

ring. Mapping in text might thereby
be construed as an attempt to make
sense of a somewhat disorderly space
hence the ongoing idea that the city
in literature always seems quite unrea-
dable, palimpsestic and distorted by
labyrinths. This endows the city with a
form of unknowability which is itself
inherent to the interpretative act since
“representation is not only a collective
but also an iterative process.” The pre-
sent issue taps into this mimetic crisis
and its effect on hermeneutics.

Traditionally, the gaze is perceived
as that of the European, white male,
a notion that is increasingly being
challenged especially regarding the
figure of the flaneur. If the flaneur has
been a topic much written about too,
we might consider here Lauren Elkin’s
recent book Flineuse which offers a
feminist response to Benjamin’s utterly
male flaneur®. The flineuse allows for
an embodied relation to the city, ope-
ning a dialogue or rather occasioning
an encounter with the past. In a sec-
tion devoted to London, Elkin claims
that she “wanted to see London as
Woolf had seen it”but her quest fails as
Woolf’s house in Bloomsbury square
is nowhere to be seen, replaced by “a
modern glass-and-brick building, ins-
titutional, vaguely medical looking.”
Elkin’s encounter with the city and
Woolf has to go through a roaming
in the Bloomsbury and Elephant and
Castle areas, a roaming which opens up
her knowledge of Woolf: “reading this
I realise how far I've come from the day
in June 2004 when I stood in Tavistock
Square and wondered which house was
Woolf’s. Then, I couldn’t have pointed
to Elephant & Castle on the map.
Now, I have an intimate knowledge
of and great fondness for south-east
London'®”. With the modernists, the
depiction of the city departs from Vic-
torian representations, the experience
of the city finds a new expression in
the fragmented vision that is offered by
the stream of consciousness in Ulysses"
or Woolf’s “myriads of impressions” for
instance’.
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But it truly is in contemporary lite-
rature that the representation of the
city in crisis becomes a ubiquitous
topos hence its centrality in postmo-
dern or postcolonial works: “[cities]
may be unknowable, or construct spe-
cific forms of mood and subjectivity;
they both break down communities or
create the conditions for multi-cultu-
ralism; they are marked by a distinc-
tive architecture which they nonethe-
less exceed, and they produce specific
spaces'.” Examples of these portrayals
abound amongst which are Angela
Carter’s neo-Gothic jungle of New
York in 7he Passion of the New Eve®,
Peter Ackroyd’s generically hybrid bio-
graphy of London?!, or Don DeLillo’s
painting of New York after September
11, 2001%. The city thus seems to
locate the subject, an aspect which is
at the centre of the second part of this
collection of essays.

This issue is also of paramount impor-
tance for postcolonial studies. Indeed,
postcolonial writers appropriate the
Western city as illustrate the frag-
mented memories of Bombay in Sal-
man Rushdie’s novels or the imaginary
London of V. S. Naipaul in Tbe Enigma
of Arrival (1987): “The London I
knew or imaginatively possessed was
the London I had got from Dickens.
It was Dickens — and his illustrators —
who gave me the illusion of knowing
the city?”. The Western city is thus
mediated to former colonies and the
encounter with the actual place comes
as a shock because of a gap or a dis-
crepancy that contradicts expectations.
Postcolonial encounters with the city
thus seem to point out an ontological
and/or epistemological crisis in rela-
tion to the city: the city never is what
it first seemed to be. The city is thus
considered as a fascinating subject
and is evidence of an ontological cri-
sis of the subject who tries to recons-
truct his/her identity thanks to pieces
of maps, postcards, or other materials.
The (post)colonial city is marked by
the empire: Elizabeth Ho notes the

haunting presence of Queen Victoria’s
statues in the city-scape of Asian cities
such as Hong-Kong, underlining the
idea that the city may also be the locus
of dominance in these ambivalent site
of memory®. Furthermore, postcolo-
nial and postmodern representations
of cities and, to be more accurate, of
metropolises, beg the question of global
cities, cities the size of which creates an
uncanniness surpassing the Gothic feel
of nineteenth-century London.

However, the city is as much shaped
by writers as it is by politics, as can be
seen through the effect of Thatcher
on London which strengthened the
gap between social classes and races
or, more recently, the architectural
changes resulting from the organiza-
tion of Olympic games, creating new
spaces and reinventing already exis-
ting ones which all echo, to a certain
extent, the sanitization movements led
by Chadwick in London and Hauss-
mann in Paris in the nineteenth cen-
tury*. Recently, “Yellow Jacket” riots in
the streets of Paris that started in 2018
have also changed the relation to the
city and one can notice that a litera-
ture about these changes has already
started to emerge”. Today as in the
late eighteenth century, the city seems
to have always been the repository of
social claims that it self-generated.
Writers are prompt to react to such
changes and policies as can be seen in
the last section of this collection which
focuses in part on the interrelation
between politics and urban architec-
tures.

Last, but not least, changes happe-
ning in the contemporary city will be
questioned, be they the consequence of
natural or human catastrophes (hur-
ricanes, terrorism, wars, nuclear acci-
dents, etc.). One of the first responses
to catastrophe is often the reinfor-
cement of surveillance (for example
the Patriot Act, October 2001), with
a colossal impact on the way people
apprehend the city. For instance, one
can question the changes linked to
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the effects of the increase in surveil-
lance following terrorist attacks (9.11
in New York, 7.7 in London), addres-
sing among others the questions
of the circulation in the city, or the
importance of technology. At a time
when the city is submitted to terrorist
attacks and some of its inhabitant feel
no longer safe, literature helps appre-
hend the phenomenon and reclaim the
cityscape. The gaze of the Other and
the gaze of the camera participate in
reshaping the city, which has now to
be apprehended as a new surveilled
space. Regaining an apparent norma-
lity after the shock of the apocalypse,
the city goes through different muta-
tions that make it an unfamiliar and
unwelcoming place. Recently the city
has been marked by an eerie emptiness,
due to the Covid19 pandemic and the
decision of several countries to declare
lockdown. Cities have first been emp-
tied out before reimagining their circu-
lation; the faneur has become obsolete
and replaced by queuers. This question
will not be tackled in this issue, but it
reminds us of the fragility of the city.

'Thus, the global cities dealt with in this
work are confronted with crises that
take different shapes, going from a tur-
ning point to a catastrophe, or even the
apocalypse. Crises are understood here
not only as decisive moments, but also
as a crucial time or state of affairs in
which a decisive change is impending?®.
In the novels under study, crises are
social or political, but they all focus on
the city as global entity. Crises some-
times turn into catastrophes, in that
they operate both as a beginning and
an end, allowing a remapping of the
city. For Anne-Marie Mercier-Faivre
and Chantal Thomas, “[w]riting about
catastrophes [...] interrogates the
duration of civilisations, especially the
one we live in [...]. Writing can draw a
link between past and present disasters
which may prevent future ones from
happening [...]"?. And indeed, going
from crises to catastrophe to the apo-
calypse, the authors of this collection

explore new ways of reading the city
in troubled times, in a timespan going
from the 19* to the 21+ century.

We are honoured to present the work
of young researchers who focus their
research on the city in crisis, a topos
which has been present in novels from
picaresque adventures in Mol Flan-
ders* to the fragmented vision given by
Zadie Smith in NI, without forget-
ting the representation of revolution in
Dickens’s 4 Tule of Two Cities?. The
papers of the following issue not only
tackle the various ways in which the
city is represented in fiction but also
tap into issues linked to modernity and
so-called progress which, in a domino
effect, raises issues about identity and
our being in the world.

In a first part, Flora Benkhodja and
Julien Campagna offer ways of deci-
phering the city. The labyrinth is at
the centre of Flora Benkhodja’s paper
which offers an original take on one
of Robert Louis Stevensons colla-
borative work, The Wrecker (1892)%
which tells of Loudon Dodd’s adven-
tures in Paris. Benkhodja investigates
the palimpsestic construction of the
city as Dodd’s experience of the city is
shaped by both his readings of Balzac
and the slumming trope that emerges
with prince al Rashid in the Arabian
Nights. Benkhodja argues that Steven-
son thus uses literary “lieux communs”
to better debunk and parody them and
thereby teasing the reader with a sense
of anxiety. Indeed, as Dodd gets lost in
his hotel, the central focus of Benkho-
dja’s argument, architecture turns into
a claustrophobic and labyrinthic space,
a nonsensical maze of stairs reminis-
cent of Dante and Piranesi.

Hellish images of the city pervade
Derek Raymond’s last noir fiction
series, The Factory Series, on which
Julien Campagna focuses. Following
from Jean-Pierre Manchette’s idea that
noir fiction is “literature for times of
crisis®””, Campagna looks at London
from the viewpoint of the Sergeant,
the anonymous detective of the series.
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Campagna’s main contention is that
Raymond’s noir fiction responds to the
social, economic and political crisis of
the 1980s by giving birth to “a post-
modern detective deprived of a name,
an identification or characterisation®”
to parallel the way in which the city has
become unfathomable. For Campagna,
Thatcher’s politics led to a loss of soli-
darity and community which resulted
in more racial and social segregation
which in Raymond’s novel “doomed to
eternally repeated destruction, violence
and filth’”. The city thus turns into
a “cemetery of hopes”, an urban Hell
from which the urban killer emerges,
an “abject man” or “human reflection of
an abandoned and internally destroyed
and decadent city, revelling without
any self-consciousness in its filth and
monstrosity”’.”

In a second part, urban and iden-
tity crises are explored, and the city
is depicted as the locus of a quest for
identity. As Karolina Golimowska
reminds us, “[t]here is [...] a strong
relation of interdependence between
an individual and the city which
influences the construction and iden-
tification of the ‘self’.”*® Building one’s
self is strongly linked to the geogra-
phical space and characteristics of the
city where one grew up. This link is
explored in Isabelle Le Pape’s paper.
Taking an interest in Jeanette Win-
terson’s novels Oranges Are Not the
Only Fruit (1985)* and Why Be Happy
When You Could Be Normal? (2011)%,
she shows how the city of Manchester,
which played a huge part in the child-
hood of the author, embodies the quest
for identity of the tortured teenager.
The trauma experienced by the young
woman has a powerful connection to
the city, which appears through the
remembering of the riots of the wor-
king class during the nineteenth cen-
tury.

As identity builds itself through the
changes of the city, it becomes clear
that several authors choose to depict a
malleable city, transforming and evol-

ving through times which turns into
a place of revelation in the biblical
sense. 'This is what Maélle Jeanniard
du Dot scrutinizes in her article “The
Mutations of the City in Mohsin
Hamid’s Ewxiz West”. Not only does
she analyse how Mohsin Hamid’s
narratives depict the city as a place of
encounter, but also how the narratives
interact with the city, not as a centre
of power or a mere backdrop, but as a
lens through which the contemporary
world can be grasped. This leads her to
discuss Hamid’s aesthetics of the shif-
ting gaze, which unfolds through the
perspective of migrant characters and
playful narrative voices. Relying on the
description of light and darkness in the
city, the trope of anamorphosis calls
upon the reader’s own understanding
of what being a contemporary means,
and questions Giorgio Agamben’s
definition of the contemporary as “[...]
struck by the beam of darkness that
comes from his own time*.” Like the
unnamed city in which Exiz West* ini-
tially takes place, the contours of those
cities can only temporarily be drawn
and are always subject to transforma-
tion in narratives.

Finally, Charlotte Arnautou and
Héloise Thomas take us beyond the
city, in that they deal with dystopic
cities, post-apocalyptic cities, or cities
as battlefields. As Christian Gutle-
ben and Marie-Luise Kohlke observe:
“Writing about cities, or rather writing
cities, necessitates a figurative language
and, inevitably, the resort to tropolo-
gical discourse®.” Such tropes are the
city as labyrinth, Hell or palimpsest.
'The last part of this collection concerns
the city as a destroyed place, engaging
with these baffling labyrinths and loss
of clear landmarks.

Héloise Thomas argues that cities
in  twenty-first-century  literature
highlight the ways in which the apoca-
lypse is embedded in North American
spatial configurations. North Ameri-
can cities are perpetually in crisis: they
stage grandeur and decay on a transna-
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tional scale, and call for a redefinition of
what it means to be human. They also
contain archaeological layers of history,
as with a palimpsest, and embody the
need to narrativize the past into His-
tory: as such, they reveal that the apo-
calypse is not a final, future event, but
one that has already happened and is
integral to the national constructions
to which those cities belong. In this
perspective, Thomas offers close rea-
dings of Karen Yamashita’s Tropic of
Orange (1997)*, Teju Cole’s Open City
(2011)%, Cathy Park Hong’s Dance
Dance Revolution and Engine Empire
(2007)*, and Emily St. John Man-
del's Station Eleven (2014)¥. These
novels and narrative poem sequences,
all anchored in the aftermath of the
apocalypse, provide insight into how
the modernity of the new millennium
positions cities as prime sites to dis-
mantle and reconfigure personal and
national identities. The representation
of cities in twenty-first-century litera-
ture in the US reflects broader concerns
about the effectiveness of ‘apocalypse’
as a viable tool to think through the
major transformations that histori-
cal consciousness has undergone over
the past decades in the country. That
is, cities, as heterogeneous and highly
unstable spaces, that could even be cha-

racterized as monstrous, materialize our
ever-evolving relationship to History.
They materialize the evolution of ine-
qualities based on race, gender, class,
etc. through architecture and urban
development policies, they materialize
the process of turning the past into
History. North American cities, and in
particular US cities, are post-apocalyp-
tic in the sense that they accumulate the
material marks of previous apocalypses
that have congealed into History.

Finally, Charlotte Arnautou offers to
focus on a dystopic fable, 7he Napoleon
of Notting Hill (1904)%, a fiction
written by G.K. Chesterton. Arnau-
tou thus reminds us that Chesterton
is, above all, one of London’s writers
alongside Dickens and Peter Ackroyd.
She argues that Chesterton offers an
intimate commentary on modernity as
Chesterton’s imagination is shaped by
the city and its transformation in the
late 19* century so that London is no
mere setting but “un fabuleux orga-
nisme vivant” (“a fabulous living orga-
nism”)*. What is at stake in her reading
of Chesterton is the way in which the
city turns into a battlefield opposing a
kind of modernity that sets humanity
aside to preserve order against a kind of
modernity in which humans can resist
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