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Summary

In this thesis, I use site as a prism for studying how the past persists and evolves within
space, and the role played by remembering in space’s constitution and unfolding. I approach
site as defined by plasticity, an understanding of matter’s morphology drawn from the
writings of Malabou. The plastic site is characterised both by its resilience, its form never
entirely altered from an earlier mould, and by its malleability, which ensures that whatever
persists is nevertheless transformed. Embodied in its present configuration, therefore, are
the many moments that have produced it over time, and it is this enduring, dynamic and

heterogeneous past that I examine.

My research builds on the work of memory studies scholars and the contention that we
always remember within spatial contexts. It adopts a definition of site from geography,
however, to more clearly identify these locations and how they are shaped through time. To
understand the workings of memory, I utilise a theoretical framework developed from the
writings of Didi-Huberman and Olivier, rooted in Walter Benjamin’s understanding of
matter’s temporality, and emphasising an always present past. To observe this memory at
work, I approach my chosen sites through what I have termed sited memory: I examine both
their development and usage, and the cultural media in which they have been represented

and recast.

Studying a series of four case studies across Paris, Algiers and Marseille, I interrogate how
different communities and cultural producers have grappled with the present past in space.
I argue that memory represents both a site’s form and the activities that we carry out within
it, and I conclude that an understanding of site as plastic demands that we approach it as

defined both by a multiplicity of persistent pasts and by its ongoing evolution.
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Introduction

We have always remembered in and through sites. When we recollect an event or an
experience, we call to mind not just what happened, but where it happened, be it a specific
place or a broader sense of location. What is more, when we visit places, we are often made
aware of the moments or processes that have shaped them, explicitly through information
panels and plaques, or implicitly through changes in architecture, reconstruction and decay.
The study of memory has thus always concerned itself with questions of space, particularly
in French and Francophone contexts. It may have been Pierre Nora who formalised the term
“lieux de mémoire”, translated into English as “sites of memory” (“Between” 7), yet from its
earliest proponents such as Maurice Halbwachs right up to contemporary theorists such as
Michael Rothberg, memory studies has continually interrogated sites. It has scrutinised how
we call to mind past locations as much as occurrences, how we build edifices for the purpose
of recollection, and how we remember in both our day-to-day activities and our cultural
production. If memory represents “an umbrella term for all those processes of a biological,
medial, or social nature which relate past and present (and future) in sociocultural contexts”
(Erll, Memory 7), then site must be studied as one of the primary contexts in which this occurs,

its configuration and usage shaped by and shaping the remembering that occurs within it.

In this thesis, I will use site as a prism through which to study how the past endures within,
gives form to and impacts upon a present space, as well as how our recollection is implicated
in its production and evolution. I will aim to address some of the key questions currently
underexplored in the study of space and memory. I will ask what place (if any) the past
occupies within site. Is it something that may be left behind, or does it survive subsequent
renovation? What transpires when a space or building is demolished, so that no traces
appear to remain; and if it does perdure, what is the nature of this presence, physical or
spectral, real or imagined? I will also address the temporal narrative within which site is
understood: do we perceive time in space to proceed neatly from past to present, and present
to future, so that prior events have been long since surpassed; or is this story in fact more

complex, its present defined by multiple moments, both prior and possible?



Other questions I will broach concern our relationship with the past in site, as well as what
part our activities (both concrete practices and cultural media) play in its elaboration. How
does our living within a space perpetuate an original state or transform it entirely? Are our
actions within this space independent of or circumscribed by the form that it has inherited?
Does our writing about or depicting a location simply reflect how it is perceived, or may it
impact upon its form and how we experience it? I will interrogate whether the story of a
given place is entirely ours to dictate, or whether place itself may prove unconducive to such
rewriting, possessed of a temporal narrative that is never fully within our control. I will
ultimately question what constitutes a site in the first place: is it simply a physical space,
defined by its material proportions and contents; or does how we think about site influence
our experience of and engagement with it to such an extent that the imaginary must be

considered one of its integral dimensions?

I will advance an understanding of site as plastic, drawn from the French philosopher
Catherine Malabou’s work on “plasticity” (“plasticité”) (Que faire 40). Seeking to explore the
broader implications of recent advancements in neuroscience (famously asking in her
eponymous work, “what should we do with our brain?” (“que faire de notre cerveau?”) (36)), Malabou
proposes plasticity as the basis for a more general morphology of matter: she argues that it
denotes an object’s simultaneous openness to change, tendency towards persistence, and the
form and evolution that results from their tension. I will argue that the same processes may
be identified in site, and point to a particular relationship between past and present: the
marks of prior events that have shaped a space are retained within its current configuration,
yet they remain capable of transformation as it is continually re-used. I will consequently
argue that the plastic site is defined by persistent and evolving pasts, constituting a resilient

yet dynamic memory within the present.

It is on this basis that I will seek out and build on confluences of thought across diverse
literatures in a distinctly interdisciplinary approach. I will contend that the limitations
identified within one disciplinary context might be addressed by drawing inspiration from
another, so that the challenges of sites and memory may only be met using a critical
framework that transcends and develops these literatures in combination. My choice of

corpus and methodology are inspired by the work of memory studies scholarship, which has



examined how narratives of the past are delineated within culture, and how these endure,
develop and transect over time. Nevertheless, I also aim to bring greater clarity to how such
temporal narratives implicate and impact upon the spatial contexts within which they
unfold, drawing on the writing of geographers to advance a refined understanding of site.
What is more, I will apply the work of contemporary French thinkers as I seek to understand
this site’s plastic dynamics and morphology, utilising the work of Malabou, Didi-Huberman
and Olivier on the temporality of matter as a critical framework. I will therefore seek to study
what I define as sited memory: [ will examine site as both an existing entity in which we live
and as an ongoing work in which we participate; [ will study memory as something that site
both has and something that we undertake within and through it; and I will conceive of its

temporality and spatiality as fundamentally plastic, as multiform, resilient and dynamic.

My study will be conducted through the examination of a series of sites in Paris, Algiers and
Marseille. From the river Seine to a medieval cemetery, from colonial hotels to Marseille’s
waterfront, these locations range widely in size and nature, form and function. Nevertheless,
there exist significant commonalities between the diverse case studies. They represent
everyday spaces that have come to be associated with remembering, rather than those
constructed for memorial purposes in the first place. Because of this, they are sites
associated, not with a single event, but with diverse pasts that are continually added to, their
memory constituted though a process of accretion that remains ongoing. Furthermore, they
are all places in which this memory is heavily contested: in some cases, the legacy of what has
been is deemed undesirable and its suppression has been sought; in others, it is the narrative
of the past that cannot be fully agreed upon, and that has consequently been written and re-
written. What unites them, then, is that they all represent sites whose associations with the
past have continually influenced how they are lived, used and imagined in the present, and

it is on this basis that I have selected them for analysis.

In addition, all the sites in question have been subject to a rich and varied cultural
production, and it is through this corpus that I shall examine my chosen case studies. From
authors, artists and photographers, to architects, online communities and video game
designers, these diverse works have attempted to make sense of what has gone before within

a given location, to stake a claim to it or to open it up to reinterpretation. In so doing, they



have continually influenced how the past is remembered within the now, shaping both how
the site is lived in the present day and how it will be rethought by future communities and
cultural producers. It is through these heterogeneous cultural artefacts and how they have
represented and reproduced the locations in question that this thesis will progress,
examining site through the literatures, artworks and digitial media in which its memory has

been both perpetuated and produced anew.

My work is positioned at a critical intersection between memory studies and geography, and
one that I will argue may be illuminated by drawing upon the work of scholars from a range
of disciplines (including, amongst others, architecture, urban studies, trauma theory,
philosophy, art history and archaeology), and in particular upon the writings of
contemporary French theorists. Whilst the spaces in and through which we remember have
certainly been the subject of much discussion within memory studies, the question of what
role remembering plays within space itself (its material disposition, how it is conceived and
how it evolves through time) has received comparatively little attention; sites are perceived
as contexts for acts of memory, rather than as sculpted by them. Contrastingly, whilst
geographers have paid more attention to the place of the past within locations and the
complex relationship between narratives of time and the unfolding of space, the role of
cultural media within this configuration remains ambiguous; there is a need to account for
how representations of the past impact upon our experience of the sites in which we live. My
work thus seeks to move beyond both the “spatial turn” within cultural studies (Nieuwenhuis
and Crouch x), and the “cultural turn” within geography (Alexander 3), studying sites and

their memory through the cultural production in which they are reimagined.

What is more, I propose to draw upon and apply the writings of the contemporary French
theorists Catherine Malabou, Georges Didi-Huberman and Laurent Olivier as I develop my
critical framework. These authors belong to the disparate academic fields of philosophy, art
history and archaeology; nevertheless, they share a common interest in what Olivier terms
“a sort of morphological property of matter” (“une sorte de propriété morphologique de la
matiére”) (Sombre 287-88). All three approach their chosen object of study (be it the brain, the
image or the artefact) as retaining the imprint of past moments whilst remaining open to

further inscription and transformation, and the result is what Didi-Huberman describes as



“a certain dynamic of memory” (“une certaine dynamique de la mémoire”) (Devant 19), whereby an
entity’s plasticity ensures that the past is dynamically recalled within its present form. The
commonalities between their work have begun to be explored both by the authors themselves
and their commentators’; nevertheless, their texts are only now becoming increasingly
available to an English-speaking readership, their development remains primarily limited to
their respective disciplinary fields, and certainly their implications for the study of space and
remembering remain underdeveloped. Olivier's most famous work was translated into
English as The Dark Abyss of Time in 2011, yet to date has been limited in its application to
researchers within archaeology such as Christopher Witmore and Gavin Lucas. Didi-
Huberman’s writings on the locations and images of the Holocaust have informed memory
studies scholars outside of France such as Max Silverman (“Mémoire”); his work on the
temporality and morphology of the image in Devant le temps, however, has yet to be
translated, despite being described by Miguel Mesquita Duarte as “a pivotal work of his
extensive ceuvre” (1). Furthermore, whilst the theoretical implications of Malabou’s writings
on plasticity have been explored in geography by academics such as Chris Van Dyke and
Martin Jones, proposing what the latter terms a “plasticity turn” in the study of space (2599),
this has not seen systematic application to individual case studies. Part of the originality of
this thesis therefore lies in bringing these French scholars to light within new fields of
research, situating them within an interdisciplinary dialogue, and applying the resultant

theoretical framework to French and Algerian sites and the media that have depicted them”.

Before embarking upon this thesis, I will begin by outlining more clearly the key writings

that I will both mobilise and probe in my work, as well as the methodology that I intend to

! Malabou, for instance, writes that the “[t]he work of Georges Didi-Huberman and my own currently share the
same preoccupation ... that of plasticity” (“Le travail de Georges Didi-Huberman et le mien partagent
actuellement une méme preoccupation ... celui de la plasticité”) (“Plasticité” 31), whilst Knappett explores the
intersections between Didi-Huberman and Olivier on the question of “the temporal dimension of objects” (38).

2 In this thesis, I have attempted where possible to work from the original French version of texts and media; this
hasenabled me to analyse them as closely as possible to the form and wording intended by the author or producer.
Nevertheless, because my project has been co-supervised between French studies and geography, and because it
is intended for an audience in both fields, I have provided translations in order to make it accessible to
anglophone scholars. In addition, where ambiguities or nuances in the French do not translate easily into
English, I have provided supplementary explanation to guide the reader in how I have understood the studied
text. Unless otherwise indicated, all translations are my own, and the formatting of quotations is that of the
original.
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employ and the rationale behind my case studies. My literature review will scope out the key
fields of thought upon which I will draw throughout the rest of this study, illustrating the
highly interdisciplinary approach taken. It will also begin to elaborate and to question these
ideas, demonstrating both their usefulness and their limitations; this will form the
foundation of the theoretical framework upon which I will build throughout the upcoming
chapters. I will then define the method that I have adopted, emphasising a mixed
methodology rooted in the close examination of case study and an analysis of cultural media.
Finally, I will explain my choice of case studies, briefly outlining each site that I will examine

and how they have advanced my understanding of sited memory.

Literature review

In accounting for how the past persists within a present site, for how we recall its events
within this spatial context, and what implications our recollection holds for its continued
unfolding, I have developed an interdisciplinary critical framework that I will set out in this
literature review. Whilst there remains a distinct “lack of consensual definitions of
interdisciplinarity”, Lisa Lau and Margaret W. Pasquini posit as a working understanding
an approach to research that “embraces notions of the porosity of disciplinary boundaries,
and the combination and synthesis of methodologies and techniques” (50). It is such an
approach that I have adopted in this thesis: I seek to clarify ambiguities within one field of
research using understandings drawn from another or from several others, and to develop a
theoretical and methodological framework that transcends disciplinary distinctions to
better understand memory in the context of site. This literature review will therefore survey
the core literatures upon which I draw, namely plasticity, memory studies, geography, art
history and archaeology. It will elaborate upon both their contribution to my work and their
limitations, as well as set out how I intend to deploy them. I will then outline this thesis’
approach as one that examines what I term sited memory: I will scrutinise sites through their
material form, social usage and cultural representation, and comprehend the past as both a

persistent and dynamic constituent of the present space.
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Plastidy

My work began with an interest in Malabou’s writings on plasticity. The author describes
this as a morphology of matter: a plastic object is one whose simultaneous capacity for
persistence and transformation as it unfolds over time ensures that it is defined by a present
yet evolving past. Plasticity thus offers a critical prism through which to examine any entity
wherein the passage of time and intervening events can neither entirely efface that which
went before, nor leave the entity untouched. Space represents one such context in which
Malabou’s work has been rethought, in particular by Van Dyke and M. Jones. It is as a plastic
configuration, and as defined by resilient yet alterable pasts, that I have approached site and
its memory, and on the basis of the interdisciplinary dialogue that surrounds Malabou’s

work that I have conducted my theoretical survey.

At its most fundamental, Malabou’s conception is in fact straightforward: plasticity
represents a material object’s capacity to both change and to remain the same, and how the
constant balancing of these contradictory tendencies sculpts its form. The author takes as
her point of departure the “revolutionary ... discoveries carried out in the domain of the
neurosciences” (“découvertes .. révolutionnaires accomplies dans le domaine des
neurosciences”), arguing that an understanding of the dynamics that define the brain might
have implications of a “philosophical, scientific and political” (“philosophique, scientifique et
politique”) nature (Que faire 36). On the one hand, she contends, “plasticity directly contradicts
rigidity” (“la plasticité contredit divectement la rigidité”) (Que faire 43); always transformable, the
form of the plastic object is never fixed. On the other, the author notes that this “malleability”
(“malléabilité”) (90) does not represent “a flexibility without limits” (“une flexibilité sans
limites”) (57); since it may just as easily retain its current form as change it, limitless
transformation is not possible, and something always remains of what went before in that
which has evolved. Indeed, this renders resistance a third key dynamic within the plastic
object: by changing when persistence is sought, and persisting when change is sought,
plasticity represents “a factor of disobedience to all constituted form” (“un facteur de
désobeissance a toute forme constituée”) (44), always ensuring that its object never entirely

conforms to a given mould or model. The plastic is therefore used to describe an object that

is neither wholly inflexible nor entirely pliable, but one that is instead the product of a
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continuous negotiation between these two extremes, and by the resistance that they pose to

one another.

It is the ethical implications of plasticity that are of paramount interest to Malabou, the
author asking precisely what a “conscience du cerveau” entails for the questions that confront
us in the twenty-first century (Que faire 36). Indeed, conveyed in the original French term
‘conscience’ are two critical concerns. In the first interpretation, Malabou questions what a
‘consciousness of the brain’ would mean for how we conceive and make use of it. In the second,
however, a ‘conscience of the brain’ lends an ethical imperative to this enquiry, the author
asking what plasticity should mean for the individual, for communities and for human
society more broadly. What Malabou asserts is a form of “biological altermondialism”
(“altermondialisme biologique”) (183), according to which our understanding of the plastic brain
offers a means of envisioning “another possible world” (“un autre monde possible”) (183). If
our brains are plastic, she surmises, then so too must be the material, social and cultural
frameworks that we have constructed for ourselves through our cortical activity. As Hugh J.
Silverman concludes, our own plasticity “becomes increasingly indistinguishable from the
interconnected world/society/polis/culture outside of us and in which we live” (Silverman,
2010: 99), the plasticity that produces us as individuals the same as that of the communities

and the environments that we inhabit.

Itisin the tension between change and endurance, and the opposition that these pose to any
imposed form, that Malabou locates plasticity’s radical potential. Contemporary capitalism
demands that we be endlessly adaptable to rigidly prescribed roles. Plasticity, the author
avers, instead enables the individual or community to shape and to hold to its own identity
and history, and in so doing to resist the requirements thrust upon it. Malabou contends that
the twenty-first-century economy asks much of the human subjects upon which it depends.
It requires the individual to be “adaptable, flexible, open to switching from one situation to
another” (“adaptable, flexible, susceptible de basculer d’'une situation dans une autre”) (Que
faire 119), yet accords him or her “no power of creation nor of improvisation” (aucun pouvoir
de création ni d’improvisation”) (96). A consciousness of our plasticity, Malabou argues,
enables us to resist such demands to be both continually changing and powerless in how we

change.

13



On the one hand, the transformative power of plasticity allows us to shape our own identity,
rather than to have this prescribed for us. If the brain represents “a self-sculpted structure”
(“une structure autosculptée”) (90), then the individual may elect which changes to integrate
and which to omit, placing them in control of the “the fashioning of the self” (“le
faconnement de soi”) (165). On the other, the resilience implied by the plastic brain ensures
that limitless change is impossible. The brain is is not characterised by “polyvalence” (117),
but instead by “solidity as much as suppleness” (“la solidité autant que la souplesse”) (62); it
enables individuals to stand firm upon the “temporal and historical permanence of the
subject” (“la permanence temporelle et historique du sujet”), and thus to hold fast to the
identity that they have crafted (143). Existing in a state of being that is “between determinism
and liberty” (“entre déterminisme et liberté”) (Que faire 90), plasticity ultimately represents
what Malabou terms “a refusal to be submitted to a model” (“un refus d’étre soumis a un
modele”) (44). A balance is struck “between the capacity for change and the aptitude for
remaining the same” that places the plastic subject in charge of his or her own destiny
(Ontology 5): it empowers individuals or communities to forge their own histories, to hold
fast to the identity that they have crafted for themselves, and in both cases to resist the

demand to conform to the exigencies of contemporary capitalism.

Whilst such ethical questions are certainly of interest to this thesis, it is Malabou’s proposal
that plasticity form the basis of a “neuronal materialism” (“matérialisme neuronal”), one that
might be applied in contexts other than our changing cortical structure and neural networks
(162), that is most critical to my analysis. It is thus my contention that sites and their
memories may be comprehended through such a plastic morphology. Alexander Hope
perceives the author’s work to represent “first and foremost a conceptual working through
of form” (331), and Malabou studies plasticity in a variety of material contexts’, asserting it as

a general “quality of a matter” that is observable in any entity that is simultaneously “fluid

3 Malabou explores examples of plasticity in the human body as a whole (referring to the work of the plastic
surgeon), as well as in clay (Future 8), in marble (“Conversation” 6), and in plastic explosives (Que faire 44), all of
which serve as metaphors that refine her concept.
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butalso resisting” (“Conversation” 6)*. The implications of plasticity for materiality have thus
been extensively explored® (Hope; Bhandar and Goldberg-Hiller), and space is one example

of a context in which it has been theorised (Van Dyke; M. Jones).

Malabou’s writing shows an awareness of the spatial implications of her own theory?®, yet it
is Van Dyke and M. Jones who have further considered how the sculptural dynamics
observable in the brain might also be seen in the material landscape. Van Dyke writes that,
if our brain demonstrates both “an openness to various influences” and a capacity for
“resistance”, then the landscape similarly proves to be “defined, yet malleable” (407). Its
existing form is continually altered by diverse actants and events, yet is also capable of
limiting what alteration is possible. Van Dyke concludes that “a landscape, conceived
‘plastically’, is pliant . . . but it can also be resilient and resistant to change” (401); M. Jones
similarly contends that plasticity points to a morphology of space that “works within the
existing parameters of material possibility” whilst also allowing for “deformations [that]
reshape the whole” (2600). Drawing on Malabou’s broader understanding of plastic
materiality, Van Dyke therefore proposes that plasticity might equally serve as a means of
“reconceptualizing the ontology . . . of landscape” (408), and building upon this, I will use
plasticity to consider how we conceive of site and its elaboration. I will argue that it offers a
model through which to comprehend how locations may be shaped without ever being
wholly overwritten or built anew: I will use it to examine how urban planners, architects and

communities intervene in a space’s production, the extent to which they are able to preserve

4 Indeed, the author goes further, arguing that any “reasonable materialism must accept the existence of a
mediation” (“matérialisme raisonnable doit accepter l'existence d’'une médiation") (Malabou, Que faire 162).

5 Hope has identified and elaborated upon Malabou’s reading of the “relationship between neuronal plasticity,
[and] materiality” (Hope 344), and Bhandar and Goldberg-Hiller have also extensively drawn upon Malabou’s
contention within philosophy to formulate what they define as a “new materialism”, perceiving in plasticity “a
kind of immanent thought that materially grounds” our approach to the physical world and its “potential
metamorphoses” (Bhandar and Goldberg-Hiller 1).

¢ Van Dyke writes of the “ontological resonances of landscape through Catherine Malabou’s work” (401): Malabou
notes, for instance, the way in which plasticity has been manipulated as a concept to encourage a rootlessness on
the part of the modern worker, contemporary capitalism calling on every individual to disdain “moorings in a
space or aregion” (“les ancrages dans un espace ou une région”) in a bid to be infinitely pliable to the demands of
the marketplace (Que faire 188).
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or transform its already existent form, and the sculpting that occurs as these tensions are

negotiated.

What is more, the material dynamics that Malabou identifies have significant implications
for how we understand the temporality of plastic objects: I believe that this enables us to
account for the complex relationship between past and present that I discern in site, and one
that may be understood as memory. Malabou asserts that the brain’s plastic evolution
ensures that its past remains continually present within it: defined both by “the permanence
of form” (“Plasticity” 80), and by the way in which form is “modifiable” (Que faire 43), each
instance of change may leave a lasting impression, so that traceable within its materiality is
a “recognizable, identifiable history, with all its events, gaps, and future” (Ontology 3).
Consequently, Malabou argues that it is insufficient to argue that “the brain has a history”
(“le cerveau a une histoire”), and that we must instead conclude that “it is a history” (“il est
une histoire”) (Que faire 36), its material form an embodiment of its past, retained and at work

within the present.

Conversely, however, Malabou also argues that it is only by means of this present that the
past may be comprehended. Whilst changes may leave a lasting mark upon the entity in
question, this does not mean that, once made, they cannot themselves be modified. Hope
writes that the brain is at once “the product of every previous neuronal activation” and
“constantly changing” (337); thus, whilst plasticity ensures the “impossibility of oblivion”
(Malabou, “Plasticity” 80), the brain’s continued evolution also necessitates the “explosion of
an original biological mould” (“la déflagration d’'une matrice biologique originaire”) (Que faire
170). As a consequence, what we observe in the plastic object is a “history but only ever as a
continuously transforming present” (Bojesen 1042). The past of an object proves as subject
to plasticity as the object itself, and Malabou thus concludes that this past is therefore only

accessible through the present within which it continues to evolve.

If an object is defined by plasticity, therefore, its temporal nature must also be understood
as plastic, and site is no exception: I will suggest that the way in which the past is recalled
within the form and evolution of the present space points to a sited memory that I will

explore throughout this thesis. Van Dyke in particular has drawn upon plasticity to explore
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the complex temporality of landscape; he argues that, like the brain, the landscape’s
composition is necessarily defined by the interaction of past and present that renders it a
temporally complex space. The many changes undergone “leave traces in the landscape”, so
that “historical accretions . . . are permanently imprinted”; nevertheless, the permanence of
these imprints does not render their form immutable, so that the past’s presence must
“interact dynamically, even unexpectedly, with the emergence of new forms” (408).
Consequently, landscape is revealed to be “a temporally and spatially textured mosaic that is
densely and unevenly layered” (409): it is given form and depth by prior moments that persist
within it, yet these moments themselves are subject to a continual change. If space is deemed
to be plastic, then its past may only be understood through the present in which it is always
already renegotiated, and I will utilise this to study memory in site. I will examine the way in
which the marks of prior moments are discernible within a location’s contemporary form,
trace their development through subsequent changes, and will contend that together these

constitute a memory of that site’s unfolding over time.

Finally, the interdisciplinary nature of Malabou’s project, as well as the diverse fields of study
within which her work has been utilised, have been influential in my approach to this thesis.
Plasticity serves as an overarching model upon which I have built my theoretical framework,
yet has also guided me into the varied literatures that have informed it. The author/s own
writings draw both on neuroscientific research and on philosophical thought: central to her
work are the forms of plasticity identified in the human body’, yet she also describes the
plastic as rooted within “a long philosophical past”® (“un long passé philosophique”) (Que faire
58). What Malabou proposes, therefore, is “[a]nother plasticity” (“‘Une autre plasticité”), one
“never envisaged as such by neuroscientists” (‘jamais envisagé comme tel par les
neuroscientifiques”) and whose implications extend far beyond the purview of either

philosophy or biology (161). On the basis of this challenge, the author’s work has seen

7 Malabou defines these as “plasticity of development, plasticity of modulation, [and] plasticity of repair” (“plasticité de
développement, plasticité de modulation, [et] plasticité de réparation"), and these, she argues, govern “the biological
phenomenon of the brain’s plasticity” (“le phénoméne biologique de la plasticité du cerveau”) (66).

8 Her writing identifies plasticity in the work of writers as Hegel (Malabou, Future), Freud (Malabou, “Plasticity”)
and Merleau-Ponty (Malabou, “Foreword”), appraising their work in reference to contemporary studies in the
neurosciences.
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development in diverse disciplinary contexts, limited not solely to philosophy (H. J.
Silverman; Sparrow; Bhandar and Goldberg-Hiller), but extending to the humanities more
broadly (T. Williams), to geography (Dewsbury; Van Dyke; M. Jones), and to fields as

disparate as education (Bojesen) and museum studies (Martinon).

Plasticity therefore represents a fundamentally interdisciplinary concept that has benefited
from a wide variety of borrowings. Such an approach has encouraged me to cast my net
similarly wide in developing my understanding of sited memory, and in doing so has
revealed a broad range of literatures in which the dynamics of the plastic are discernible. In
many of these writings, plasticity is explicitly described to be at work, even if it is not as
extensively theorised as in Malabou’s ceuvre®; in others, this morphology is merely implied,
as authors describe a tension between persistence and change in their object of study™.
Indeed, if Malabou writes that “[o]ur brain is plastic and we do not know it” (“Notre cerveau
est plastique et nous ne le savons pas”) (Que faire 42), then it is my contention that the same
might be said of much of the scholarship upon which I have drawn, defined by a plasticity
that is not fully recognised. I therefore propose plasticity as a “unifying concept’ (“concept
fédérateur”) that will guide my approach to the case studies of this thesis (Malabou, Que faire
41), offering an interdisciplinary umbrella under which the diverse literatures on which I will

draw may be brought into dialogue.

Memory sudies

Having first defined plasticity as an interdisciplinary prism through which to comprehend
site’s morphology and the present past to which this gives rise, I returned to the field of
memory studies. I sought to assess the extent to which space had already been theorised

within this literature, to discern how it might inform my approach, and to identify key gaps

9 Henri Lefebvre, for instance, identifies a “plasticity of space”, which he defines as its capacity for “modifications
and appropriations”, yet one that is necessarily “limited” by the habitat’s existing context (Writings 79). Didi-
Huberman too describes the “fundamental plasticity” (“plasticité fondamentale”) of the image (Devant 17), defined
by both “that which changes and ... that which resists change” (“ce qui change et ... ce qui résiste & changer”) (Image
107).

1 Theodore Schatzki, for example, writes that the “mesh of orders and practices” that constitute a site ensure that
it is at once always pre-formed and subject to change, as practices reshape a site’s form and this form dictates
subsequent practices (Site 123); he therefore asserts that “an adequate conception” of site “must encompass
stability and instability” (17).
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in its understanding. From being first mooted to its most recent developments, memory
research has always deemed space a primary context within which remembering takes place,
affording fertile ground for the site-focused study that I have undertaken. Nevertheless, the
question of how such acts are influenced by and impact upon the spaces in which they are
carried out remains ambiguous, as does the relationship between past and present therein.
I will argue that this gap in understanding would benefit from the clearer definition of site

and its plastic morphology put forward in this thesis.

It is arguably Pierre Nora who is most closely associated with the theorisation of the
relationship between communities, sites and remembrance. His examination of “lieux de
mémoire” (“Entre” XVII) has proven so influential that it is deemed to have been the catalyst
for the contemporary interest in memory studies, and continues to be employed and
developed to this day (Winter; Legg; Colon). In a trio of edited volumes, collectively referred
to as the “Lieux de Mémoire project” (Legg 482), Nora advanced an approach that explored
“the places in which the capital ... of our collective memory is anchored, is condensed and is
expressed” (“les lieux ol s’ancre, se condense et s’exprime le capital ... de notre mémoire
collective”) (Nora, “Entre” xlii). He argued that societies deliberately construct sites for the
purpose of remembrance, shaping their material form and imbuing them with cultural
significance to reassure members of their rootedness in a communal past”. The
understanding that Nora put forward, therefore, was one that deemed memory to be a
fundamental “part of the landscape” (Winter 1), and would become particularly associated
with “how certain sites ... came to embody and instil certain memories and views of the
nation” (Legg 482). If Nora wrote at the beginning of the twenty-first century that “[w]e are
living the worldwide advent of memory” (“Nous vivons l'avénement mondial de la mémoire”)
(“Avenement”), then his study of lieux de mémoire, of the sites that we build for ourselves in
order to remember, may be considered foundational in modern memory studies. Indeed,
Rothberg writes that Nora posited an “innovative methodology for studying collective

memory” and is responsible for prompting worldwide “reflection and scholarship” on the

I Simultaneously “material, symbolic and functional” (“matériel, symbolique et fonctionnel”) (xxxiv), the lieu de
mémoire “administers the presence of the past in the present” (“administre la présence du passé dans le présent”)
(xxxvi), and provides “external frameworks” (“supports extérieurs”) for recollection (xxvi).
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way in which spaces prompt and provide contexts for recollection of the past (“Introduction”

3).

Consequently, even as subsequent researchers have sought to move beyond Nora’s explicit
focus upon remembrance within the borders of nation-states, a focus upon specific sites has
been maintained. Recent memory scholarship has been oriented towards the study of what
Aleida Assmann terms the “transnational” (546), exploring a culture and landscape
“characterised by streams of migration and dispersed and displaced populations” (547).
Whilst the importance of Nora’s work is such that Michael Rothberg deems it “impossible to
overstate” (“Introduction” 3), many authors today deem its approach restrictive in its focus
upon what Astrid Erll terms “national memory” (“Travelling” 6), rather than “the ‘travels’ of
memory, les voyages or les mouvements de mémoire” (11). Contemporary scholars have therefore
sought to progress beyond the limitations of Nora’s rigid framework, focusing upon the
“transversal connections across time and space” made possible by individuals and
communities on the move, rather than upon locations themselves (M. Silverman, Palimpsestic

22).

Whilst eschewing the nation-state as a spatial framework, however, contemporary
scholarship maintains what Susannnah Radstone describes as an “attentiveness to the
locatedness of memory” (114). It recognises that “even when (and if) memory travels, it is only
ever instantiated locally, in a specific place and at a particular time” (117); whilst the site that
Nora proposes has been fundamentally reimagined, therefore, it has not lost its critical place
within memory studies. Rothberg’s highly influential “multidirectional” approach, for
instance, seeks to examine how different pasts are vocalised alongside one another
(Multidirectional 3). It does so by examining not just the cultural works that facilitate this
dialogue (18), but also the locations in which it takes place, examining “both the subjects and
spaces” of remembering (5). To study transnational memory, for Rothberg, is therefore to
recognise that “knotted’ in all places and acts of memory are rhizomatic networks of
temporality and cultural reference that exceed attempts at territorialisation” (“Introduction”
7). Remembering is consequently still considered to involve topographic as well as temporal

points of reference, and to impact upon the locations that it implicates.
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Throughout the now lengthy history of memory studies, therefore, remembering has been
understood to take place within spatial frameworks. As Andreas Huyssen writes, “we would
separate time and space at great peril” (Huyssen 12), and this has resulted in an extensive
body of research. Eglantine Colon, for instance, has sought to build on Nora’s earlier work
by exposing how sites beyond the monuments of central Paris may become foci for memory.
Looking outside the “museified city centre” (66), she examines the “precarious spaces”
associated with its Algerian communities, “not sedimented enough to be ... lieux de mémoire”
(70), yet illustrative of the “relational, contested, and unstable” way in which we may
remember (69). Huyssen’s focus, by contrast, is upon a more traditional memorial landscape:
his study of Berlin uncovers a built environment fundamentally defined by the ‘the material
traces of the historical past” (1), which consequently form the “present pasts” that underpin

its locations (11).

Karen E. Till's work, by contrast, is concerned with “the practices and politics of place
making” (8). Through officially sanctioned monuments (17) and both individual and
communal action (18), the author demonstrates that whenever people recollect the past “they
are physically located in contemporary social and spatial contexts”, and that, in
remembering, they “give a shape to ... that which continues to have an important presence
in their contemporary lives” (14). Where, what and how we recollect thus prove inextricable,
and Dylan Trigg studies the experience of space that this memory produces. When we recall
the past, he writes, “the places we inhabit and pass through come back to us in the present”:
the feeling of returning to a well-known location may afford “a sense of familiarity in the
midst of uncertainty”, yet its effect may equally be uncanny, “disturbing the course of
everyday existence” (xv). Across memory studies, therefore, we observe what Shelley
Hornstein describes as “the inseparability of memory and place” (8). The locations that we
remember, and those in which we remember, prove indissociable from the very act of

remembering itself.

The literature of memory studies has consequently been fundamental to my examination of
site and the pasts present within its contemporary form. Nora’s work on the lieu de mémoire
has prompted me to examine how several of my case studies have been constructed (both

materially and symbolically) to sediment and convey carefully crafted narratives of what has
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gone before. The writings of contemporary scholars on transnational memory have
encouraged me to scrutinise how remembering may connect different points in space as well
as moments in time, illuminating that what we recollect, and how we recollect it, is both
rooted in places and moves beyond and between them. Memory is shown to govern our
activities within a given space, and to shape our experience thereof, and it is this relationship

that I intend to examine throughout this thesis.

What is more, the approach taken by these scholars to studying memory has informed my
own: I propose to examine my case studies through the cultural works in which they have
been represented and reimagined, inspired by the emphasis placed on “cultural memory”
within this literature (Erll, Memory 104). Erll writes that “[i]t is only through media in the
broadest sense” that the knowledge of prior events is made “accessible for the members of a
mnemonic community” (Memory 104), and as such they “gather, preserve, administer, and
impart culturally relevant information about the past” (100). Such works have become a

primary object of study for memory studies researchers, and sites have proven central to
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