QUESTIONING THE CITYSCAPE

(EUROPEAN STUDIES 50    PROF. ROSBOTTOM   AUTUMN 2008)


In order to devise a common discourse for the discussion of the European cityscape, we will study a group of cities with historical and geographical commonalities. Then, we will use a variety of approaches to help “read” them. In the end, we will have an analytical template for asking intelligent and relevant questions about Europeans’ urban experience.


Below is a list of categories that can lead us to partial understanding of urban phenomena. For pedagogical and research purposes, they are separately presented. It will soon become obvious, though, that they all overlap. There is a resonance among them. We recognize from the beginning that to choose any one category as determinative is to limit one’s comprehension of an urban environment as a whole. Yet an in-depth analysis of any one of these categories can provide both the intellectual coherence and the confidence necessary to further our research on the European cityscape.

1. WHAT IS A CITY?: DEFINING A RESISTANT SUBJECT

Can we find denominators common to all cities?

Are there common characteristics of the European city?

How do different disciplines or theories challenge time-worn and comfortable

 
definitions?

Does the idea of the “city” change temporally or spatially, i.e., historically

 geographically?

When does a city become a metropolis?

2. THE CITY vs. THE STATE: URBAN INDEPENDENCE & THE POLITICS OF POWER
What does “Stadtluft mach frei” mean?

How is a capital city independent from the state in which it is located?

In what ways do cities threaten the state?

Are their “city-states” still? 

3. THE IMAGINED CITY: THE CREATIVE MIND & THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT
What is the relationship between the imagined city and its geo-political site?

How do the genres of film, painting, literature, music, etc. both represent and create

 a city’s image?

How is architecture more than engineering and building?

Does the imagined city affect the way planners develop an urban site?

Does the imagined city ever dominate the real one?

From which prospects—literal and metaphorical—can we best comprehend a given

 urban site?

4. THE CITY VS. NATURE: IS THIS A NECESSARY ANTITHESIS?
Are cities, by definition, “unnatural”?  

Do cities, by definition, “destroy” nature? Will nature “destroy” cities?

How do geography and topography affect a city’s identity, development, and

 survival?

How do city-planners accommodate nature?

What roles do our animistic or spiritual (religious) instincts play in a city’s identity?

5. MAPS, PLANS, VIEWS, & SCHEMES: VISUALIZING THE CITY
Can the urban artifact be mapped comprehensively?

How is mapping ideological?

What are the history and varieties of the “bird’s-eye view”?

Other forms of urban measurement, e.g., statistics, demographics

6. THE BODY, ITS SENSES, & THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT
The sexualized body

Disease, waste, and death

Violence, fear and security

Public vs. private spaces

Finding identity(ies) as an urban citizen

7. FOR SALE: CITY AS MARKETPLACE & COMMODITY
Role of real and virtual markets in a city’s success

Can a city exist when it ceases to be primarily a marketplace?

How is shopping essential to a city’s identity and viability?

How does tourism affect a city’s identity?

Is there a “tipping point” when the city itself becomes a commodity?

8. PATHS OF DESIRE: MOVING AROUND IN THE CITY

How does one move within urban spaces?

How is that movement controlled, and those controls evaded?

How did the railroad and the automobile change the city?

What is the importance of pedestrianism to a city’s identity and livability?

9. THE RESILIENT CITY: BOMBS, BUGS, BIG DIGS, & BUMPS
What determines a city’s resilience to natural and human disasters?

How does the memory of a disaster affect a city’s recovery?

How and why are “ruins” used by the “restored” city?

Why are cities “restored”? who decides?
Is the result a different city, or just a “rearranged” one?

Is “gentrification” a form of restoration, or destruction?

10.  COLLECTIVE MEMORY & INDIVIDUAL MEMORIES
Does a city ever disappear? 

How do memories of a past city affect engagement with a present one?

“Detritus redivivus”: The rag-picker and the flea market

How is a city defined—and limited—by its myths?

What is the role of preservation and heritage movements?

11.  VIRTUAL ALTERNATIVES: UTOPIAS, DYSTOPIAS,&  E-TOPIAS
How has telecommunication (beginning with the telegraph) affected urban

 development?

How do utopian and dystopian myths affect our responses to the city?

Isn’t a “virtual” city an oxymoron? 


