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1. Introduction
Variety of Symbols

Peter J.M. Nas, Marlies de Groot and Michelle Schut

Introduction

The city is a complex amalgamation of numerous phenomena, based on a multiplicity of
dynamic interactions. Due to an increase in density, an almost continuous cooperation
between the inhabitants occurs often resulting in socio-economic improvement. Con-
sidering the constant development of living standards - infrastructure, production and
consumption - the city and urbanization should generally be regarded as something pos-
itive without thereby disguising problems of social inequality and violence. This is of im-
portance as in just a few decennia eighty percent of the world’s population will be living
in urbanized areas resulting in a single, global city: ecumenopolis.

There are various dimensions of the city which can be studied intensively, such as
the morphologic, demographic, economic, social-cultural, administrative and planning
dimension. The cultural dimension of the city as a whole, which also includes symbols
and rituals, has rarely been identified by science. Sociologists and geographers have in-
vestigated the city thoroughly and frequently characterized cities as a whole, but they
have ignored the symbolic dimension and its interpretation. Anthropologists, on the other
hand, have a lot of attention for symbols and rituals, but are hardly concerned with the
city and especially not the city as a whole.

During the last decades this situation has improved. Within the general field of
urban studies, urban anthropology has attracted more and more attention, especially in
the USA and Europe. One of the major contemporary tendencies in urban anthropology
is urban symbolic ecology. It pursues the study of the cultural dimension of the city, ori-
ented towards establishing the distribution and meaning of symbols and rituals in rela-
tion to the cultivated surroundings (Nas, 1990, 1998]. Central to this, is the process of
social production and consumption of symbolism and ritual. Rituals are recurrent stan-
dardized deeds within the framework of the construction of meaning. A symbol, in con-
trast to a sign, is something that refers to something else; it bears extrinsic values.

Urban symbolic ecology is rooted in human ecology and especially the research
of the Chicago School, which among others focused on the description and analysis of the
distribution of social phenomena over urban space. Classic is the study of Burgess on
Chicago, projecting a number of concentric circles on this city to specify the differences
in status, ethnicity and urbanization characteristics of the population. In urban symbolic
ecology, this approach is applied to symbols and rituals and several case studies have re-
sulted in interesting and complex types of urban symbolic patterns.
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Urban anthropological studies of symbolism are also indebted to the work of Kevin
Lynch in The Image of the City (1960). This influence is twofold. Lynch coins three con-
cepts in this study of American towns, namely identity (distinguishing the urban elements
from each other), structure (showing the pattern of identified elements) and meaning of
urban elements, in order to get to grips with the perceived reality and imageability of
cities. He strongly disregards meaning, however, because he considers it too personal
and also too diverse to yield systematic results. In contrast to Lynch’s opinion, we think
that meaning is a crucial concept in the study of urban symbolism. We have provided ev-
idence that the meanings attached to the urban environment may entail clear patterns
depending on the social and cultural conditions. In addition to this difference of opinion
on the role of the concept of meaning, a strong congruence is found in his technique of
research: the use of the so-called mental maps. Lynch combines interviews with the
drawing of a map of the city for data collection. These mental maps create the possibil-
ity to discuss all sorts of ideas on the city with the informants. Leeke Reinders (pers.
comm.) has even introduced the concept of a narrative map, which refers to a dialogue
with the respondent on the city layout and built environment, without drawing a concrete
map on paper, but instead using a virtual map depicted in words. Many researchers, in
the field of urban symbolism, ask their informants to draw a map in combination with an
interview about the results of the map for the explanation of its content and meaning. The
method has proven to be very productive.

The third root of urban symbolism studies is found in semiotics and the process of
signification in the urban setting. The real city and the hypercity are distinguished in this
approach. The real city as a whole and its constituting elements are signified and the sig-
nifiers, i.e. the configuration of signifiers, form a layer of meanings that sometimes may
become stronger than reality and constitute a hyperreality in their own right. The produc-
tion, consumption and distribution over space of those signifiers in a positive sense (hy-
percity) and a negative sense (shadow city) make up the core of hypercity research.

So, the hypercity theory proposes that the symbolic side of a city is so compelling
that it can be seen as being detached from reality (Nas, Jaffe and Samuels, 2006). The
symbolic dimension shapes itself to form a hyperreality or a hypercity, which lives a life
of its own and is, to a certain extent, suitable for manipulation. This is implied by the ter-
rain of city marketing and city branding, as cities in competition try vigorously to differ-
entiate from one another.

Inspiration for urban symbolic research is further found in the works of a wide
circle of scholars who have contributed to five edited volumes, namely Urban Symbolism
(Nas, 1993), a special issue of the International Journal of Urban and Regional Research
with the title Urban Rituals and Symbols (Nas, 1998), Urban Symbolism and Rituals (Jez-
ernik, 1999, Hypercity: The Symbolic Side of Urbanism (Nas and Samuels, 2006), and a
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special issue of Stedebouw & Ruimtelijke Ordening called Hyper Stad (Reinders, 2008).
Very significant as a general source of ideas on urban symbolism are publications re-
lated to the production and consumption of space and place by authors such as De
Certeau (1984), Nora (1989), Castells (1996), and Low (2000).

Urban symbolism expresses itself through different phenomena, such as the lay-
out of a city, architecture, statues, street and place names, poems, as well as rituals,
festivals and processions; another strand consists of myths, novels, films, poetry, rap,
music, songs and websites, all of which can be called symbol bearers. Many cities have
multiple symbol bearers, of which one is usually the most dominant. There are four types
of symbol bearers so far: material, discursive, iconic and behavioral (Nas, Jaffe and
Samuels, 2006). In this introduction, examples of these four types will be presented. After
describing material symbolism, which is the traditional terrain of urban symbolic ecol-
ogy, as indicated by the cases of Jakarta and Cape Town, we will present the discursive
symbolism of Tournai and Kortrijk. Discursive symbols reflect urban images and narra-
tives. lconic symbolism or signifiers consist of people representing cities. These can be
either individuals or groups which are sacral or profane in nature, as can be seen in the
cases of Kevelaer and Memphis. Subsequently in the section on behavioral symbolism,
pertaining to activities such as rituals, festivals and demonstrations, Leiden and Haar-
lem are illustrated. These four clusters of symbol bearers will be followed by the explo-
ration of emotional aspects of city symbolism within the cases of The Hague and
Colombo. After discussing these types of symbol bearers, this introduction will finish
with a short presentation of the chapters of the book.

Material symbolism: Jakarta and Cape Town'

The symbolic structure of both Jakarta (Hans-Dieter Evers, this volume; Esrih Bakker
and Katie Saentaweesook, this volume) and Cape Town indicates a noticeable division
between the continuously changing architecture, which is historically bound and can be
viewed in tiers, versus nature, a more permanent structure. Nas (1990) puts forward the
idea that the symbolic ecology of Jakarta appears schematically as four zones. The city
center is marked by the old order of Sukarno, through the presence of monuments such
as the National Monument, the Istiglal mosque as well as the "Youth’ and ‘Hanuman’
statutes. They form a bridge between the pre- and post-colonial Indonesia, primarily em-
phasizing the formation of both state and nation. Encircling this is an area denoted by the
New Order under Suharto. This is symbolized by the Crocodile Pit monument (Figure 1),
which commemorates the murder of high officers in 1965, and the Mini Indonesia Park
(Taman Mini Indonesia), within which traditional houses, representative of all the
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Figure 1. Crocodile Pit monument, Jakarta, Indonesia (Photograph: Peter J.M. Nas)

provinces, have been rebuilt. The economic growth spurt of the 1980s and 1990s is re-
flected in the evolvement of a new middle class and the construction of large shopping
centers and luxurious apartment compounds. These buildings have slowly started to
dominate the city skyline, thereby neutralizing the symbolic layers of previous political
periods, including that of the colonial order in the old city area along the Jakarta Bay.
The popularly promoted image of Jakarta displays a modern city with international
connections in both the administration and tourism sectors. It is the imagined center of a
large nation; an ideal frequently exhibited through advertising and news images. Evers
(this volume), however, notes that Jakarta also functions as a ‘theatre state’. The symbols
create a facade of modernity with the false identity of an international city concealing the
hard reality. The river Ciliwung,? an important but heavily polluted river, which runs straight
through the city, is the main disturber of the ‘pretty picture’. It is part of the daily life of
many of the inhabitants, providing washing and bathing opportunities; yet it is also an an-
nual threat, as the river floods each year. Bakker and Saentaweesook (this volume), by re-
ferring to the numerous poems that mention Ciliwung, see the river as a notion of
contra-symbolism, which adds and also counters the official monumental symbolism.
The Indonesian government as well as Jakarta’s town administration, in this modern
period, aim to secure Jakarta a place on both a national and an international level. They
have, however, lacked control on a local level leaving an unstable foundation without a proper
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infrastructure. The symbolism within the city is predominantly manipulated by architecture
and monuments, but nature in the form of the river remains a powerful counter-symbol.

Cape Town on the other hand, is an example where nature strengthens the posi-
tive image and signifies continuity. The most important symbolic carriers here are Table
Mountain, Devil's Peak and Lion’s Head. These dominant features of the surrounding na-
ture are so conspicuous that they have been added to the city logo design. This is not
surprising, considering that they embellish the city’s character as being unique. This
emphasis on nature is however also partially due to the emotions that are tied to the cur-
rent architecture. Both the Castle of Good Hope and the layout of the VOC gardens in a
checkers formation are remnants of the Dutch colonials. They symbolize ‘authority’ over
‘primitive” people. The division of various ethnic groups due to the apartheid regime still
leaves many trails as both District Six and the Cape flats manifest symbols of forced seg-
regation. The symbolic ecology of Cape Town is elaborated by the presence of Robben Is-
land, just off the coast, which was Nelson Mandela’s prison. Although murals can be
found within Cape Town symbolizing the birth of a rainbow state, there has been little
development in the architectural sense since the end of apartheid. The Dutch, the Eng-
lish and the apartheid eras have each left their mark on both the architecture and the
symbolism, but the new government’s policy primarily aims at the reduction of poverty
and crime. This results in the present architecture maintaining its historical connota-
tions, so that nature becomes the symbolic refuge, providing both neutrality and immu-
nity from the past.

In this volume a great variety of cases focusing on material symbolism are pre-
sented. They include the cities of Ghent (Belgium) by Rose-Anne Vermeer, Gdarisk (Poland)
by Barbara Bossak-Herbst, Buenos Aires (Argentina) by Lars Bakker, Banda Aceh (In-
donesia) by Rob van Leeuwen, Albuquerque (USA) by Eveline Dirr and New York (USA) by
Georgina Kay. These contributions clearly show the importance of architecture in urban
symbolism generally by describing the meaning of the urban material configuration in all
its facets, but also by taking one particular element or event as a point of departure.

Discursive symbolism: Tournai (Doornik) and Kortrijk?

Websites can nowadays be seen as important symbolic carriers. They are used to pres-
ent the city's identity and are seen as a strategic manner of illuminating cities for various
goals, be it information provision for locals or the attempt to bolster their tourism fig-
ures. Through this, websites contribute significantly to the city’s image. The websites of
Tournai and Kortrijk in Belgium have been investigated intensively by Marvin Stijweg (2007)
and both cities show many similarities in origin, population numbers and architecture
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(dating back to the Middle Ages), regardless of the fact that Tournai is French speaking and
Kortrijk is Flemish.

Tournai has a crystallized, symbolic structure based on a 2000 year-old tradition.
Central to this is the maintenance of the historically-bound spatial surroundings, such as
the Notre Dame Cathedral, the Belfort and other archaic monuments and buildings. The
city, to this extent, is synonymous with tradition, historical heritage and the old city cen-
ter. The policies concerning the history and celebrations add to the image in a similar
manner. A lot of energy goes into the annual reproduction of the historical episodes in all
types of events and festivals. Due to preservation of the historical center, city growth and
modernization is extended to the suburbs so that Tournai’s essence is maintained.

Kortrijk also has a historical heart and is in this sense comparable with the city
center in Tournai. However, the presentation of Kortrijk and its administrative policies are
entirely different due to a crucial decision that was taken in the 1980s, namely to mod-
ernize. This concept led to urban restructuring, new design and modern architecture.
Kortrijk is a city in transition, a city undergoing construction, where the old and the new
are merged as classical buildings and forms are interfaced with cutting-edge elements
within design and innovation. The city is presented as modern, focused on education,
creativity and renovation, typifying its symbolic structure as being in development, in
transition and therefore not crystallized.

The differences in policy and branding can be identified on both cities’ websites,
not only through content but also by the layout. Tournai’s website is clear and stately.
The content emphasizes the history as well as the structure and activities organized by
the local government. Information on actualities is less accessible; this in stark contrast
to Kortrijk's website, where actual news is the main item. So although both websites
generally present similar types of information, each city's composition is distinct. This is
also partially reflected in the layout, as design, abstract images and dynamics denote
Kortrijk's website whilst Tournai depends on classical, functional imagery and long texts
on history, folklore and monuments. The cities each have a particular image which they
reflect virtually, construed through website layouts and content formation.

In this volume, the essay by Esrih Bakker and Katie Saentaweesook on the poetry
of Jakarta is another clear example of discursive symbolism, while some other contribu-
tions partially refer to this type of symbol bearer (Bossak, this volume; Kay, this volume).

Iconic symbolism: Kevelaer and Memphis*

Cities may derive their reputation from a certain person or a group of persons and this
iconic symbolism may be sacral or profane in nature. The German town of Kevelaer is a



1. Introduction - Variety of Symbols

Figure 2. The Chapel of Grace (Photograph: Peter J.M. Nas, 2005)

nice example of a sacral iconic city. With a population of 27,928 in 2004, it is a Catholic pil-
grimage center visited by more than 800,000 pilgrims yearly, mainly from Germany and
the Benelux.5 The development of the city as a pilgrimage site is based on the story of
Hendrick Busman, who around Christmastime 1641, travelling from Weeze to Geldern,
heard a voice saying ‘Build me a little chapel on this spot’. He founded a chapel with the
portrait of Our Blessed Lady of Luxembourg. It became a pilgrimage place after the
miraculous healings of the paralyzed Peter van Volbroek and Eerutgen Dircks, the lady
with a wounded leg. In 1643 a pilgrimage church, now known as the Chapel of the Can-
dles, was constructed and in 1654 the original chapel was replaced by a hexagonal one,
called the Chapel of Grace (Figure 2). It is a beautifully decorated chapel with a showcase
of candles to the left of the entrance and, to the right, kneeling benches directed towards
the altar, which features a picture of the last supper. The floor has mosaic tiles and the
ceiling is highlighted. The surrounding walls have oval stained-glass windows with coats
of arms and other scenes. Behind the altar there is a small corridor with a portrait of
Mary framed with gold and pearl necklaces, presumably gifts from faithful visitors. The
shutters in the wall can be opened so that the very small, but original picture of Mary can
be seen from the outside during the pilgrimage season. The city of Kevelaer is domi-

nated by the Kapellenplatz (Chapel square) where most religious edifices are concen-
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trated. After the mass, the tourists and pilgrims can distract themselves in the restau-
rants (Konditorei) and stores in the shopping street nearby.

Memphis, Tennessee in the USA is also an iconic city, but in contrast to Kevelaer
not sacral but profane in nature. The white-columned Graceland Mansion in the city is the
former house of Elvis Presley, the ‘King of Rock and Roll’. It functions as a pilgrimage
place for thousands of people who love his music. On the twenty-fifth anniversary of his
death as many as 40,000 people gathered at the estate, where he is buried. Graceland
functions as a museum containing many artefacts including his awards, gold records,
his jet and his car collection. Elvis died in 1977 and the museum was opened in 1982. A
radio station located on the Graceland grounds broadcasts Elvis music around the clock.

Olivia Hughes, a Graceland visitor, presents a full picture of the mansion on the
Internet.® According to Jaffe and Nas (2009) she describes it as a tranquil, elegant and
stylish house with a neoclassical facade from white Tishomingo stone and windows shut-
tered in contrasting green. It has Corinthian columns for the front portico. The dining
and living rooms are lavishly decorated in blue, white and gold colors with mirrors to
give it a spacious feel. The living room and music room are separated by stained glass.
The TV room is decorated in black and gold with mirrored walls. The pool room is very
much from the 1970s. She regards the jungle room as probably being the most spectac-
ular environment in the house; it has the big ‘monkey chair’, a large amount of fake fur,
an exotic feathered mirror frame, ornamental animals, and a lot of heavily carved wood.
Olivia characterizes much of the room décor as being very tactile. The house also features
an indoor waterfall.

Both Kevelaer and Memphis are associated with one particular person and derive
their fame from this key figure in religion and music respectively. The countless visits to
these places are seen as a form of pilgrimage, sacral or profane; yet they are not devoid
of the pleasures of modern mass tourism. In this book the chapter of Pierpaolo De Giosa
on two pilgrimage cities in Java clearly falls in this category of iconic cities.

Behavioral symbolism: Leiden and Haarlem?

Behavioral symbolism is identified as symbolism that is formed through the use of rit-
ual, mass celebrations and repetitive or structured behavior. Both the cities of Haarlem
and Leiden can be explored as examples of such symbolism, although in this day and
age, it can only be observed in Leiden, as the legend of Haarlem has diminished in sym-
bolic power over the past couple of centuries.

In the fifteenth century, the Carmelite friar John of Leyden invented a legend to
explain the changes in Haarlem'’s coat of arms. He claimed that during the siege of Dami-
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Figure 3. The model ships in the St. Bavo Church, Haarlem, the Netherlands

(Photograph: Marlies de Groot, 2008)

etta in Egypt, as part of the Fifth Crusade, the Haarlem crusaders made use of a large
saw attached to the keel of their ship to cut the enormous chain, which closed off the har-
bor of Damietta. This historical act of courage allowed the formation of a true commu-
nity within a city prone to religious strife.

This symbolic courage was projected through various ways among different
groups. It was partially adhered to by the Haarlem guild of master mariners, who sus-
pended a model ship over the St. Olav altar in the parish church of St. Bavo (Figure 3; two
more models were added at a later date) and used it as part of their celebration of mass.
Besides this it was also customary, until 1640, for young boys to hold a procession on
New Year’s Day, each carrying a home-made model ship following two children who car-
ried the Damietta towers and chain as well as the city flag. One of the most important
uses was that of the city council, who wielded it as a symbol of power. During the seven-
teenth century, the Dutch towns were virtually autonomous due to the lack of a sovereign
power, resulting in inter-city competition to expand their territories. Haarlem demarked
its victories by establishing new or rebuilding churches, each containing stained glass
windows, which represented the fall of Damietta. It symbolized Haarlem’s age and sea-

faring business but most importantly its population’s physical strength and courage.
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However, with the decline of Haarlem’s power and size, the symbolic field sur-
rounding the legend has diminished too. Although inhabitants know of the legend, there
is no active ritual reference to it and it is only the hourly chiming of the ‘Damiaatjes’ (the
bells of the St. Bavo Church supposedly brought back from Egypt) that reminds the town’s
people of its glorified history.® This in stark contrast to Leiden, where the ritual of Leiden’s
Relief is still celebrated en masse each year.

In contrast to Haarlem with its declined amorphous rituals and symbolism, the
yearly festivities of Leiden’s Relief on 3 October are more homogenous and concentrated,
and can be seen as a 'total ritual event’. This, according to Nas and Roymans (1998), is
the extraordinary creation of time, space and social area that allows the reconstitution
of the urban individual and the community. It is a celebration involving various settings,
such as a parade, a fun fair, the handing-out of food (white bread and herring, as well as
hotchpotch) and gatherings.

Leiden was relieved in 1574 from a Spanish siege by the Geuzen or the Beggars.
These sea-faring striders brought white bread and herring with them to feed the starving
city, and as the legend goes a pot of hotchpotch was found left by the Spanish and was
therefore part of the feast. The food reflects the importance of the ritual as a celebration
of life; also shown by the setting of the celebrations, which avoids all places associated
with death.

The ritual can be identified on three different levels, that of the city, the state and
God. It opens with a gathering at the town hall early in the morning, cracking fireworks
to disperse the darkness. Although the municipal government has little to do with the cel-
ebration (in fact the hierarchy of power is reversed as the common man rules the city dur-
ing the festivities), the city hall can still be seen as a symbol for the city as a community.
Following this there is a choral concert at the foot of the statue of Van der Werff (the per-
sonification of an ancestral hero related to the Relief], which symbolizes the state through
the tribute that is paid to the ancestors (partially those involved in the Relief, but also
those involved in more recent events such as the Second World War). Later in the morn-
ing a thanksgiving service is held in the Pieterskerk (Peter's Church), which also par-
tially commemorates St. Peter, Leiden’s patron saint. This refers to the more ‘sacred’
level although it has become increasingly secularized since the church was deconse-
crated in 1973.

Although these elements still occur, the ritual has turned into a mass consump-
tion celebration over the course of the past decade. The fair and the parade are now the
most popular items, and large amounts of money are spent during the two-day festivi-
ties. On the other hand, the popularity has not diminished. This is one of the differences
between Leiden and Haarlem. But they also differ in their use of the symbolism: in Haar-

lem the ritual symbolism was predominantly used by those in power like the powerful
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mariners’ guild and the ambitious city council, whereas in Leiden the power change is
part of symbolism. Another major difference is that the elements pertaining to the leg-
end were celebrated by different groups in a very diffuse manner, whereas in Leiden the
celebrations are concentrated, in time and space, and the entire community participates.
One specific similarity, however, is the way both rituals and so both narratives, one myth
and one true, helped to form a community and to create a strong identity regardless of
internal differences (be it religious or social) and, in the case of Leiden, regardless of the
passing of time.

In this volume, the essays on Ghent in Belgium by Rose-Anne Vermeer and on Yo-
gyakarta in Indonesia by Pierpaolo De Giosa also clearly refer to behavioral symbolism.

Emotional symbolism: The Hague and Colombo’

The above description of the material, discursive, iconic and behavioral symbol bearers
is generally based on case studies of cities. The aim is to construct new concepts or the-
ories, on the basis of grounded research. In this research different methods are applied,
the most prominent being mental mapping which studies the emic vision of a city’s pop-
ulation. As Nas and Sluis (2002: 131) point out, mental maps are ‘drawings of informants
who are asked to sketch their urban environment and note the items they consider im-
portant’. In mental maps, an informant portrays the city as he or she sees it and these
maps form the basis for in-depth interviewing on the meanings attached to elements
drawn. Nas and Sluis have suggested making ‘a distinction between four types of maps’
(Nas and Sluis, 2002: 131). These are ‘scattered (elements or strings), linked (elements or
strings), clustered (a number of separated areas or groups of elements) and patterned
(one inter-related whole)'. In the research of Luo on The Hague (2006) and of Schut, Nas
and Hettige on Colombo (this volume] a different, more pictorial type of map was distin-
guished, showing strong emotions concerning the city with a clarification of one particu-
lar feeling by the respondent. This category of maps has turned our attention to regard
emotion as a new focus in urban symbolism. Symbols can express the feelings about a city
and the emotions of its population. The meanings given, such as positive/negative,
safe/unsafe or beautiful/ugly, to the particular parts or places in the city by its inhabi-
tants, can be expressed through emotional symbolism.

A number of mental maps of The Hague and Colombo are examples of emotional
mental mapping. The different emotions and feelings noticed by the respondents and re-
flected in symbols can be categorized at different levels. The Hague is a city raising rel-
atively strong emotions, although these feelings are not always expressed conspicuously
on many of the mental maps. The importance of The Hague is on local, national and in-
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ternational levels and reflects the population’s pride. Locally, the casual emotions are the
strongest, the reminiscent past, the feeling of being young and care-free identified
through the frolicking nature of the beach at Scheveningen (a suburb of The Hague). As
for the national level, there is the emotional association with the Dutch royal family in The
Hague. Besides this, it is also the administrative center of the Netherlands, with a sky-
line of government buildings but also the ‘holy navel’, which includes the Binnenhof,
where the Dutch prime minister has his office. The Hague not only represents the local
and national levels, but also refers quite adamantly to the international pretension of the
city. The Hague is the city of embassies and could be identified as the judicial capital of
the world, as the Peace Palace and affiliated institutions are located there. One mental
map in Luo (2009) indicates the dichotomy of day and night and of water and land as feel-
ings related to nature form its main focus.

In Colombo the emotional bearers are of various kinds as well, and they too can
be categorized at three levels. One significant difference however, is that these emotions
about the city were shown explicitly on several mental maps (Schut, Nas and Hettige,
this volume). On the local level, fear is one of the main, negatively-charged emotions that
came forward in the interviews. Terror has become an eye-catcher in the city predomi-
nantly due to the government’s intensive protection policy. Due to this policy, there is a
high abundance of roadblocks, one way streets and checkpoints. One of the mental maps
shows the armed military and their tanks. This figure portrays feelings of insecurity. Ter-
ror attacks and bomb blasts have occurred in the past but are still very much a threat.
Some of the places, which have been violated by terror, display symbols of their own.
There are different ruins of buildings, memorial places commemorating the victims, and
other types of personified statues and sculptures, with the name and moment of the at-
tack. Other manifestations are street paintings, placed by peace activists.

Apart from the feelings of trepidation and conflict, many other emotions come to
the fore in mental maps and interviews on Colombo. One of these emotions is hope, hope
for a better life in the city, hope for more opportunities and hope for peace in the coun-
try. Another emotion is ambivalence, namely the feeling of being proud of Colombo as
capital, the nation and its independence, as shown in symbols like the Independence
Square and Independence Day. These feelings of pride are reflective to those found in
The Hague, but in the case of Colombo there are also feelings of shame; the country is
in conflict and since Independence Day still not one singular clear Sri Lankan symbol
has come to the foreground in the city.

Some of these feelings are clearly drawn in a mental map. One graphic repre-
sentation highlights emotional symbols of urban ambiance (Schut, Nas and Hettige, this
volume). The many facilities and opportunities in the city attend to the positive feelings
about the city. Negative feelings are expressed as well: overpopulation, high density con-
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struction and heavy traffic. In relation to this crowdedness, other points often indicated
are pollution and the lack of nature.

So, in the case of emotional symbolism, the mental maps produced by some in-
formants may become emotional symbol bearers in their own right. These symbol bear-
ers can be of various kinds, are not always that obvious, and express strong sentiments
about the city. They can only be obtained through in-depth research on the emic vision
and feelings of a city’s population.

Cities and symbols

The symbolic structure of a city is of great importance for its identity and image. Urban
symbolic ecology is a feature which has not been assessed at its true value. Therefore, this
relatively new field within cultural anthropology requires more scientific and practical at-
tention. This volume aims to contribute to this. Urban symbolism forms an extensive and
multiple part of urban life as well as the foundation for the attraction of the city. In this in-
troduction, four types of symbol bearers are distinguished: material, discursive, iconic and
behavioral symbol bearers. Architecture plays an important role as one of the significant
symbol carriers, but urban symbolism is something much larger. The nature in Jakarta and
Cape Town and the websites of Tournai and Kortrijk and all sorts of other phenomena are
part of urban symbolism. The history of a city can be used to strengthen the economic side
by extending the attraction of tourism, as is the case with Tournai and Kortrijk. It can also
be connected to events, such as the Relief celebrations in Leiden and the legend of Dami-
etta in Haarlem, or periods, like the apartheid in Cape Town and the colonial era in Jakarta.
Allin all, history, in multiple layers, plays a significant role within urban symbolism, pre-
dominantly because of the juxtaposition that it forms with modernity. The symbolic side of
the city is not only historically tiered but can also be identified on different political levels:
local, national and international. Various groups can hold very divergent views about the
city because they each look at it from a different perspective; in this sense, urban symbol-
ism has to be regarded as poly-form and often nested.

The symbol bearers, be they material, discursive, iconic or behavioral, are per-
ceived and manipulated in different ways. They are connected to emotions, sometimes of
extreme relevance, as is shown in the case of Colombo. They can dominate the city's
image. Contra-symbolism can help counter official image production and the friction be-
tween official and counter-symbolism is often very meaningful. Knowledge of the full
symbolic spectrum of a city allows manipulation, which may be in demand for various
reasons, such as nation building in Jakarta or for improving tourism in Kortrijk and Tour-
nai. It can also be used for branding. Through the knowledge of urban symbolic ecology
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and city branding, the possibility to create a positive image towards the public is, to a
certain extent, achievable. Urban symbolism consummates urban identity; it bestows
the urban manager, the city planner, the architect and the common man the tools to
mold the city into a vivacious piece of art.

The contributions to this volume

Comprehensive case studies of cities have played a decisive role in the development of
the theory on urban symbolism. To a more limited extent, more comparative studies of
cities as well as research on elements in cities have had their influence. In this volume
all three types of studies are present. First, in the seven contributions of Chapters 2 to 8,
we present a number of holistic case studies on the cities of Colombo, Ghent, Yogyakarta,
Gdansk, Buenos Aires, Banda Aceh and The Hague. Then, in Chapters 9 and 10, we in-
clude two articles of a more comparative nature on Indonesian cities in general and on
two pilgrimage cities in Indonesia in particular. In Chapters 11 to 14, these are followed
by four contributions focusing on parts of cities, such as an element of nature, a build-
ing, a statue and a neighborhood. In Chapter 15, the conclusion of this volume, we will in-
troduce a new approach to urban symbolism based on the concept of social cohesion. In
this final chapter we also aim at the codification of research in the field of urban sym-
bolism. Such a codification can function as an instrument for developing future research.
It is a tool for researchers planning to undertake a case study in a new context.

The first set of contributions consists of a number of relatively comprehensive
case studies. They all take the material symbol bearer into account, often in combination
with other symbol bearers, for although, in general, one symbol bearer is dominant,
other symbol carriers may also play a role, albeit a more modest one.

Michelle Schut, Peter J.M. Nas and Siri Hettige (Chapter 2] present the symbolic
spectrum of Colombo, Sri Lanka. They include the material elements and compare a col-
lective mental map of the inhabitants related to the university with one drawn by per-
sons not related to the university. They sketch Colombo as a historical tiered symbolic
system and emphasize its compartmentalized character. Also the interrelations of town,
nation and countryside are stressed. Their contribution was discussed earlier in this in-
troduction and their focus on a specific type of mental map depicting an emotion is stim-
ulating. Those informants perceive the city through an emotion and not in the first place
by means of a material, discursive, iconic or behavioral symbol bearer. That is why it is
proposed to add the emotional symbol bearer to the set of four already distinguished.
One of the dominant emotions is fear and Colombo is an example of a city lacking holis-
tic symbols fostering social cohesion.
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Rose-Anne Vermeer's study (Chapter 3) on Ghent in Belgium also takes several
aspects into account. The natural and built environment including ‘squares, water and
historic buildings’ form the starting point, but the behavioral symbol carriers, by way of
all sorts of festivities, play an essential role. This consumer part of the story is, however,
complemented by the production side. Vermeer, among others, discusses a crucial dis-
cursive symbol bearer, namely the city website, and her analysis ends up with a discus-
sion on the image of the city and the difficulties in handling this image by the local
government. Urban marketing appears an interesting applied aspect of urban symbol-
ism research.

Yogyakarta in Indonesia, though being relatively new, is a traditional city in In-
donesia. Pierpaolo De Giosa (Chapter 4) shows its unique linear structure as far as spa-
tial formation is concerned. Yogyakarta is built containing a symbolic axis stretching from
Mount Merapi through the Tugu Monument and the palace of the sultan, to the beach of
south Java where the Goddess of the South Sea resides. History has made this still pre-
vailing linear religious spatial configuration much more complex by addition and splitting
up of the axis. This material and spiritual linear aspect is complemented by a circular be-
havioral and spiritual aspect. Yogyakarta is characterized by an abundance of rituals and
ceremonies as behavioral symbol bearers. When they mark the limits around the palace
and around the city, this may be considered a circular pattern in its own right. Yogyakarta
is a built-up area just as other cities, but its spiritual component is so pervasive that
urban space has acquired a very special and deep religious meaning.

When comparing Yogyakarta, Ghent and Colombo, it becomes clear that they have
very different expressions of identity. The identity of Yogyakarta is clear, deeply religious
and firmly rooted in history and the population. Ghent, as an old university and tourist city,
has a pronounced identity but, in competition with other nearby towns, the local govern-
ment is reflecting on its desired development for the future. In Colombo, no strong and
dominant unifying symbols are present and able to neutralize the pervading emotion of
fear resulting from the virulent attacks of the Tamil Tigers. The next four studies all ex-
emplify case studies of symbolism in relation to urban planning and renewal.

Gdansk in Poland has a long, complex past and is the first case study of a wounded
city included in this volume. It was a German city that became Polish after World War |l
when its German inhabitants were replaced by Polish citizens. In 1945 Gdansk was almost
completely destroyed and the myths accompanying the transition from German to Pol-
ish, including the reconstruction to a ‘newly invented’ typical old Polish city, is the topic
of the contribution of Barbara Bossak-Herbst (Chapter 5). She focuses in particular on
the city landscape as a material symbol bearer and elaborates on this with the image
portrayed of the city as well as some of its neighborhoods within literature as an impor-
tant discursive symbol bearer. In the 1990s, a new myth was born expressing Gdansk as
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a multi-ethnic city. The intertwining of national and local identity, city image and the fate
of a destructed city bearing the scars of the twentieth century’s atrocities as well as the
energy and ideas of reconstruction render this contribution an intricate story of urban
symbolism and planning.

The contribution of Lars Bakker on Buenos Aires (Chapter 6] exposes the basic
symbolic pattern of the capital of Argentina, which is set in the layout of the city. The his-
tory and present role of the Avenida de Mayo main axis and of the Obelisk on the Plaza de
la Republica as well as their contestation by modern developments are analyzed. These
material symbols represent political, economic and cultural power in addition to liberty,
modernity and white Europeanism. Urban planners aim at the revaluation of the main axis
in general and its reinforcement by means of an extension into the harbor area of Puerto
Madero. They see the new bridge and park there as crucial in this respect, but these ele-
ments of Buenos Aires spatial symbolism are not fully recognized and consumed yet by its
inhabitants.

Banda Aceh is the capital of Aceh Province on the island of Sumatra, Indonesia. It
was hit hard by the tsunami and Rob van Leeuwen (Chapter 7) has analyzed the symbol-
ism of the place before and after this tragedy. Initially, by means of mental maps, the
changes in symbolism appear to be quite limited as the new symbolic elements, such as
the ship that was washed ashore by the tsunami wave, and the mass grave in which the
bodies of the unknown were collected, are not often mentioned. The old symbols of Banda
Aceh, such as the famous Baiturrahman mosque that was hit but not destroyed by the
tsunami, remained strong and dominant. Yet during the interviews, it became clear that
the new symbols are well-known indeed. The process of commemorating such a disas-
ter in urban society and landscape is intriguing and develops in phases over time. It re-
quires the long-term attention of researchers.

The contribution of Jialing Luo on The Hague (Chapter 8) deals with the image of
the city in a historic perspective. It sketches the city in three parts. The ‘Sacred Navel
and ‘Holy Zone’ of the historical section determine the central area of the city with its gov-
ernmental and political institutions. The resort and embassy area on the coast constitute
the green element. The new buildings of the ministries shaping the high-rise skyline rep-
resent modern aspirations. This article also recounts the urban planning efforts and the
differences in perception of the inhabitants, who experience the city as a village, and the
planners, who aim at a sort of New York modernity inspired by Piet Mondriaan’s famous
painting Victory Boogie Woogie. The question remains how long this bifurcated image will
hold and whether or not the aims of the local and national government and planners to
modernize The Hague and turn it into an international City of Law will be realized and ac-
cepted by the local population.

After this selection of comprehensive case studies we will turn to two contribu-
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tions of an even more inclusive but also comparative nature. Hans-Dieter Evers (Chap-
ter 9) puts cities in the wider context of urbanization, claiming that for a long time In-
donesia may have known large traditional settlements. Nevertheless, when compared to
Weber’s concept of idealtype of the city, they only reached weak urbanism, indicating a
lack of necessary urban institutions and insufficient provision of basic services to their
inhabitants. Besides discussing other cities in Asia, he also focuses on Jakarta and even
its rapid urbanization phase after Independence is considered ‘urbanization without ur-
banism’. In this framework Evers explains the layers of material symbolism - as dis-
cussed earlier in this introduction - as a means of covering this lack of urbanism. It is
analyzed as virtual urbanism and urban involution. Only since the 1990s has the situation
changed, with Jakarta entering the rank of modern mega-cities. Hans-Dieter Evers con-
cludes that in Jakarta virtual symbolism has come to an end and will be replaced by new
symbolisms also characteristic for other world cities.

In Chapter 10, Pierpaolo De Giosa takes the concept of the iconic city as a point of
departure and compares the symbolism of the Javanese cities of Kudus and Blitar. These
respectively are a sacral and a profane pilgrimage city, i.e. the city of one of the Islamic
saints or wali sanga, Jafar Shodig, also called Sunan Kudus, and the burial place of the
late President Sukarno. Both iconic cities are quite complete with respect to material
and behavioral symbolism, while Kudus sometimes is compared with Jerusalem and Bli-
tar is seen as a patriotic city (kota patria). But additional connotations exist as Kudus is
also the famous city of kretek cigarette production and Blitar may be interpreted as the
last exile of Sukarno. This because his successor, President Suharto, only eight years
after his burial, granted Sukarno some sort of ‘orchestrated gradual rehabilitation” lead-
ing to the sacralization of the secular leader. Kudus and Blitar are iconic and pilgrimage
cities and as such also maintain a strong tourist sector rendering their functioning com-
plete in all its components from shrine to ritual and souvenir.

The last set of four contributions focuses on parts of cities, respectively a river, a
statue, a building and a neighborhood. Esrih Bakker and Katie Saentaweesook (Chapter
11) develop a fascinating new view on Jakarta based on an analysis of a discursive sym-
bol bearer, namely poetry. Earlier studies of Jakarta as described in the beginning of
this introduction and also found in the chapter by Hans-Dieter, concentrate on material
symbol bearers and particularly statues and monuments. These are mainly expressions
of top-down symbolism. Bottom-up symbolism, as found in the poems on Jakarta, is
completely new and a welcome addition to existing studies. The common themes en-
countered are varied, showing both positive and negative aspects of the 'big city” and the
‘governmental city’. But the role of nature as expressed by the River Ciliwung is partic-
ularly appealing. This river is considered both a source of life as provider of water for
the families, but also a destructive force because of the almost yearly, large-scale flood-
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ing. This chapter adds a completely new aspect to the literature on Jakarta and is a good
example of the role of nature as a symbol bearer.

The struggle over a statue is prominent in the search for identity in Albuquerque,
New Mexico, USA. It is the statue of Don Juan de Onate, commemorating the conquest
of New Mexico in 1598 in which he played a dominant role. However, at that time this Don
also ordered that one foot be cut off of more than twenty men in one of the villages; an
act that was recently repeated symbolically by the removal of one foot of the statue. Eve-
line Diirr (Chapter 12) presents a lively account of the tensions around the statue. This ex-
poses the underlying struggle over the presentation of New Mexico’s history. It is a story
of contested identities in an urban arena revealing the structure of the society in an in-
tense and emotional debate.

Such an intense and emotional debate also took place in New York after the 9/11
destruction of the WTC towers. The attacks were traumatic for the city and the whole of the
USA. So, the intended memorial buildings on Ground Zero will certainly turn New York into
a pilgrimage city. The proposals for the new WTC buildings are elaborately presented and
analyzed by Georgina Kay (Chapter 13). The rules and criteria for the design contest were
set by the local government. In the course of time both a top-down and bottom-up process
evolved, influencing the final outcome. The designs made by the different architectural
companies implied choices about values and outlook. Should the new design refer to the
past or the future? Should aesthetics or functionality be emphasized? Should they include
reference number symbolism such as 9/11 and should they use the value of (sacred) light
and shadow to enforce the commemorative aspect? All these options have been processed
in the design proposals and constitute remarkable aspects of the symbolical handling of
the 9/11 trauma.

As noted earlier, Peter J.M. Nas and Pierpaolo De Giosa will round up this volume in
Chapter 14. They set the task to develop a codification of urban symbolism research and en-
deavor to formulate a new theoretical approach elaborating the aspect of urban social co-
hesion.

All chapters in this volume contribute in their own way to the study of urban space
and symbolism in general and of the presented cities in particular. They cover the four
types of symbol bearers, material, discursive, iconic and behavioral. The studies of Jakarta
and Cape Town are a reason to distinguish nature and built environment within the cate-
gory of material symbol bearers. The study on Colombo has brought the role of emotion to
the fore. Many contributions demonstrate the value of mental mapping as a method for
data collection. In addition, the chapters in this volume shed light on other related phe-
nomena such as urban history, urbanization and urbanism; wounded and resilient cities;
urban identity and image; city branding, promotion and marketing; and urban develop-
ment and planning. We conclude that the study of urban symbolism is a necessary and in-



1. Introduction - Variety of Symbols

triguing complement to classic physical and social urban research, putting urban devel-
opment and change in a more comprising and evocative framework. The urban symbolism
approach may enrich urban studies tremendously and should be an essential part of all
studies on individual cities. As such this volume is relevant for urban officials as well as for
scholars in different fields of study, such as sociology, anthropology, architecture, city plan-
ning, and mass media and literary studies.
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2. Emotion in the Symbolic Spectrum
of Colombo, Sri Lanka

Michelle Schut, Peter J.M. Nas and Siri T. Hettige

Introduction’

The cultural character of a city is expressed in a layer of rituals and symbols (Nas, 1993;
Nas, Jaffe and Samuels, 2006). The focus of this essay is on the symbolic spectrum of
Colombo, the capital of Sri Lanka, and is based on the different views of its population.
Sri Lanka’s lively history is the crux for a great variety of symbols, as many relics of the
different stages ranging from early to modern time, including the different European
rulers in the colonial period, can still be found in Colombo. The various stages in history
have left both permanent and transient symbols and account for a historically tiered sym-
bolic system. In Colombo the buildings and symbolic elements are situated all over the
area, with colonial houses standing in the shadow of modern office buildings, displaying
non-linear history. Some of these symbols are top-down, representative of nation and
regime, whereas others are bottom-up, such as the places of worship. They can also be
a combination, such as changes in street and place names.

Colombo is not only a mix of historically tiered symbols; it is also an amalgama-
tion of different ethnic and religious groups. The population of Colombo exists mainly of
Singhalese but there are other ethnicities such as Tamils, Moors and Burghers. The pop-
ulation is mainly Buddhist, whilst other common religions are Hinduism, Christianity and
Islam. These differences are visible in the city through the representation of sacred sym-
bols in the form of different religious buildings, rituals and festivals. The city is not only
divided into ethnic areas but there is also the aspect of the function per district. In this
context the concept of compartmentalized symbolism will be discussed.

Colombo can be seen as the commercial capital of Sri Lanka. There are universi-
ties, hospitals and businesses, which attract all kinds of migrants. Further it is seen as
a relatively safe place, which attracts Tamil migrants. Although there is no particular
symbol expressing Colombo’s identity, the migrant citizens are inclined to take over local
habits in order to claim indigenous roots. There is a clear distinction between the mi-
grants and those who are born and bred in Colombo.

In relation to the previously mentioned distinctions between heritages, being eth-
nic or cultural, fear and insecurity also play a role. Colombo is a city full of emotion. This
is due to the political context and repeated attacks by the Tigers. These emotions are ex-
posed through a range of occurrences. The military roadblocks and security checks set
up by the authorities in order to protect themselves and the other citizens, the avoidance
of crowded places and the discrimination of migrant Tigers are all examples. Emotional
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symbolism is a concept that can be used to indicate the role of this fear and other feel-
ings that are present in Colombo. These kinds of emotional symbolism are shown in
some of the mental maps drawn by informants, as well as in some poems and songs.

In this essay on urban symbolism, the emic view of Colombo’s population is ex-
plored. Mental mapping as a technique of data collection is introduced and descriptions
of Colombo’s history and related symbols are presented. Subsequently the relation be-
tween ethnicity and religion with respect to the urban landscape is discussed, while rural-
urban migration is illustrated in relation to Colombo’s identity. Considering the various
elements of ethnicity, religion and the rural-urban migration, the focus in the last sec-
tion is on emotions on both a national (concerning the conflict) and a local scale (con-
cerning urban conditions) and their symbolic reflection within Colombo.

Portraying images

To research the emic vision of Colombo’s population, mental mapping is one of the meth-
ods that can be used in the field. Mental maps are, as Nas and Sluis (2002: 131) discuss,
‘drawings of informants who are asked to sketch their urban environment and note the
items they consider important’. As Reinders (2007: 167) argues, ‘mental mapping can be
used to get an overview of the way people collect, order, summon and manipulate their
environment’. It is a way to portray their image of the city. Appleyard (cited in Nas and
Sluis, 2002: 131) ‘distinguished eight types of maps, namely fragmented, scattered, chain,
mosaic, branch and loop, linked, netted and patterned’. Nas and Sluis, in order to reduce
data, have suggested making ‘a distinction between four types of maps, namely scat-
tered (elements or strings), linked (elements or strings), clustered (a number of sepa-
rated areas or groups of elements) and patterned (one interrelated whole) maps’. Some
of the mental maps drawn from Colombo did not fall into any of these four categories. Ex-
cluded from this typology we found two other types. There were the more pictorial maps,
defined as emotionally-structured mental maps by Luo (2006) because they express the
way people feel about their city. Although all mental maps show emotions about the city,
it is this pictorial manner of drawing one particular emotion and the clarification of this
feeling by the respondent that make some of the mental maps emotional ones. The other
category was mental maps solely showing a small part or a single street in the city. These
will be defined as locally-focused mental maps (Figure 1).

The attribution of mental maps to the categories is not always clear, as some maps
can adhere to two labels. An example is given in Figure 2, which at first could be viewed
as a clustered map, but considering the drawing as a pictorial map and clarification of the
respondent ('Every building is different, with a different purpose. From Colombo they con-
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Figure 1. Locally-focused mental map

trol and rule over the country; financial, governmental and the transportation.’), it could
probably also be categorized as emotionally-structured. This map shows different build-
ings, such as the Bank of Ceylon, World Trade Centre, Railway Station and Court complex,
in a photographic manner. These buildings are all situated in the old core of Colombo and
drawn as a cluster in this center. Some of the infrastructure, like the roads and railways,
are marked as an indication of the good transport facilities in Colombo.

Emotionally-structured mental mappings are a representation of the areas which
are considered to be positive or negative, beautiful or ugly, or safe or unsafe. Figure 3 is
an example of an emotionally-structured mental map, as it is drawn in a very pictorial
way with indications of feelings. Most of the buildings have something to do with the dif-
ferent religions in Colombo and feature tolerance. Other buildings are the World Trade
Centre with the Hilton Hotel in front. The rest are houses and buildings in general and
implicate ‘the crowdedness of the city’. Some of these houses, namely the little ones lying
close to each other, are shanties. The biggest and highest houses are those of high and
middle-class people.

The reason for the drawing of many pictorial mental maps may relate to ways of
orientation. A majority of the respondents never use maps themselves; they find their
way through town by making use of the landmarks, buildings and infrastructure. Name
boards of shops, shop and street names or house numbers are also used for referenc-
ing. Many respondents do not remember road names but refer to descriptions of partic-
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Figure 2. A clustered/emotional mental map expressing content
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Figure 3. Emotionally-structured mental map indicating tolerance

ular places. For example they say Uni-street. This manner of defining bearings is an ex-
planation for the way they draw particular buildings or for the street naming in their
mental maps. None of the respondents has made a patterned map, which is probably
also related to ways of orientation.

A collective map (Figure 4) was constructed from the individual mental maps,?in-
dicating the importance of the places mentioned most. Galle Road, beginning at Colombo’s
Galle Face and coursing 115 km south to Galle, is drawn almost consistently. Other places
that are often mentioned are Colombo University, the sea, the National Museum, the Fort
(Colombo 1) and Colombo Port. The rest of the noted places include some of the Colombo
districts, parks, particular road names, and buildings or facilities such as the General
Hospital, World Trade Centre, Public Library and Majestic City, a shopping complex.
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Figure 4. General collective mental map of Colombo based on 32 individual drawings
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Figure 5. Collective mental map of Colombo based on 18 individual drawings of persons not related to the

university
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Figure 6. Collective mental map of Colombo based on 18 individual drawings of persons related to, as lec-

turer or councillor, or studying at the university
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Considering the large proportion of respondents having a connection to the uni-
versity, it was interesting to observe how their collective mental map differed from that
of the rest of the respondents. Although the maps still had their similarities in that the
sea, Galle Road and Colombo University were all mentioned, it appeared that in the non-
university related respondents, the mention of Colombo University was somewhat re-
duced. Instead these respondents placed more importance on landmarks such as the
harbor, the Town Hall and various district names (Figure 5). This in stark contrast with
the university-related respondents who primarily mentioned the National Museum, the
Art Gallery and the Fort district (Figure 6). It appears that the non-university related re-
spondents attach more value to the governmental and administrative side of the city,
whereas the university-related respondents mention places connected to the exchange
of knowledge and commercial trade.

As shown, there are different types of mental maps. Mental maps are individual
drawings and they can be put in various categories, but each individual mental map is
unique. This aspect has to be kept in mind when making a collective mental map, as it
can vary for distinct groups.

Historically tiered symbolic systems

Symbolic changes have occurred against the background of political processes related
to the colonization and decolonization of Ceylon, now known as Sri Lanka. Sri Lanka’s
history can be described in five stages, namely early time, Portuguese (1505-1656), Dutch
(1656-1796) and British (1796-1948) colonization, and after independence in 1948, the mod-
ern period. The various historical phases are characterized by different and sometimes
permanent symbols in line with the concept of a historically tiered symbolic system.
Colombo is originally a commercial city, which can be traced back to pre-colonial
times. The harbor back then was already in use, but the Portuguese constructed the Fort
for security reasons. It had a star-like pattern and this shape is still present in Colombo
today, due to the surrounding canal. The streets in Pettah, laid out in a grid pattern, date
back to the colonial period too. During the Dutch colonial times there was a lot of re-
building in the fortification area, once it was captured from the Portuguese. It maintained
its original, military purpose until 1869 in the British period. By that time, as Wright points
out, only a few guns were ‘maintained in position, commanding the approach to the har-
bour’, while the landward fortifications had disappeared altogether (Wright, 1907: 395).
Many colonial structures are still present in Colombo, especially in the Fort area.
Examples are the Old Clock Tower (1857) (Figure 7) and Post Office (latter half of the 19th
century). Cargills (1896) used to be a department store but is no longer in use. The Old Par-
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Figure 7. The old Clock Tower at Pettah (Photograph: Michelle Schut, 2007)
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Figure 8. The modern World Trade Centre at the Fort (Photograph: Michelle Schut, 2007)

liament (1929) is still an interesting landmark on the edge of the Fort area, but has lost its
governmental importance, just like Colombo has lost its function as administrative capital
of Sri Lanka, which has been transferred to Sri Jayewardenepura. The President’s House,
formally Queens’ House (18th century) was built by the last Dutch governor of Ceylon and
was later rebuilt to now function as the official home of the President of Sri Lanka (Bald-
win, 1986). These are just a few examples of the many reminders of the colonial period in
the Fort area, of which many more can be found in Colombo and in the rest of Sri Lanka.

Especially after independence things changed completely, although most of the
colonial buildings were not demolished. A new liberalization policy, concerned particu-
larly with the economic field, was introduced in 1977. As a result the government began
construction activities in the old Fort district. The private sector rose, featuring shop-
ping malls, banks, and so on, creating a collage of both the old and the modern. One
striking symbol of this new policy is the World Trade Centre or, as viewed by the inhabi-
tants, the Twin Towers (Figure 8). With its 152m and 40 floors, it is the highest building in
Colombo and even Sri Lanka. It deserves the title of the new landmark of Colombo. The
World Trade Centre buildings shelter multinational companies; they can be seen as an-
other commercial symbol and of course as a sign of modernity.

Other symbols in Colombo are frequently of a political nature. There are many
statues of former presidents, which foster nation building. Another important national
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Figure 9. Vihara Maha Devi Park and in the background the Town Hall (Photograph: Michelle Schut, 2007)

symbolis Independence Hall, erected by the government of Ceylon to commemorate the
independence of Ceylon on 4 February 1948. As a copy of the last king of Kandy's parlia-
ment building, it is a referential symbol and thereby a reminder of the culture of Sri Lanka
before the colonial period. A related top-down national symbol is Independence Day: a
one-day celebration, which is not a people’s event but a large governmental ritual. It is
one of the festivities exposing power. Colombo can be seen as a theatre full of these kinds
of rituals. The Town Hall of Colombo is sometimes considered a replica of the White-
house in America, as was pointed out by many respondents (Figure 9). Another referen-
tial symbol, but in this case a general one, is the Bandaranaike Memorial International
Conference Hall. The BMICH was a gift from the Republic of China (Taiwan) and was built
in 1971. Some of the respondents referred to it as ‘the Chinese temple’. All these ele-
ments were created after independence and are top-down governmental symbols. But
this does not imply that all changes are top-down.

The changing of street names is a mix of top-down and bottom-up symbolism. The
English were the first name-givers of Colombo streets, as the Dutch and Portuguese were
mainly interested in trade near the coast. President Jawerdena (1977, the first president
of Sri Lanka, had the names translated to Singhalese. As was pointed out by Andrew Scott
many of the streets in Colombo have names such as Queen’s Street, Prince Street, Duke
Street, with a royal flavor, eliciting colonial connections. ‘Other names take our memories
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back to the names of some famous road builders and their names have become immor-
talized in the nation’s history... Captain William Gregory is remembered by Gregory’s road
in Colombo... Some other road names in Colombo such as Wolvendhall Street, Korteboam
Street, Grandpass and Dam Street take us back to the Dutch period... The Portuguese too
left behind some interesting place names such as Mattakkuliya and Kollupitiya.” (Scott,
2002]. Although some streets still retain their colonial names, quite a number were
changed after 1977. The street names now honor generals, presidents and prime-minis-
ters, national heroes, artists, and notably Buddhism (Dhanna, Dharma and Sri are Bud-
dhist signs). Another significant characteristic of the new names is that most of them
have Mawatha (Singhalese for street) instead of street, road or lane behind it.

Not only the street names, but other place names are changing. Examples are
the Kelani Bridge previously known as the Victoria® Bridge, as well as the Vihara Maha
Devi Park, which used to be Victoria Park. An illustration of a place name that remained
the same is that of the Beira Lake, one of Colombo’s most prominent natural landmarks
referring to the Dutch engineer Johann de Beer. Other examples are district names, as
already mentioned Fort, but also Pettah, Slave Island and Hulftsdorp.

Prior to this investigation it was told that changes were initiated by the govern-
ment and that the inhabitants had little possibility of participation. During the fieldwork
it turned out to be quite the contrary. There were examples of inhabitants living in a street
and asking the government to rename it after a person considered important by them.
Stephord Lane (British governor), for example, was changed into Vipolasena Road (Bud-
dhist monk], after a request by the head of the Buddhist temple in that street.

According to Andrew Scott there is a preference for old names, which have a his-
tory and a charm of their own. Nevertheless, it turned out that most of the respondents
use both the old and the new names. Many respondents noticed that they got confused
by the new names. When inquiring about preferences, the answer is frequently: ‘I do not
mind, they can change it if they like’. Despite the proclaimed impartiality, a small test
proved that they appropriate the new names in favor of the old ones.4

Colombo districts: Different purposes, ethnicities and religions

The word Colombo has different meanings. It is the capital city of Sri Lanka but the name
is also used for an administrative district in the Western province of the country. In this
research the focus is on Colombo city, but even that is an indistinct term. Colombo city
consists of the main city but also the suburbs, which are known together as Greater
Colombo. Colombo’s city population was 647,100 in 2001 (Department of Census and Sta-
tistics — Sri Lanka, 2008).
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The compartmentalized symbolism of Colombo city is important for understand-
ing its non-linear history. Compartmentalized symbolism is a concept used for symbolic
systems of cities when they consist of two levels, which are so legible that, besides the
more general level, strong but subordinate symbolic parts can be distinguished. This
compartmentalized symbolism of the districts is related to functionality, ethnicity and
religion, but also to history. The city of Colombo has fifteen districts, each with its own
name.® These districts have their own significant characteristics.

Colombo 1, Fort, is mostly a commercial area as discussed before. It is part of the
old core. The concept of non-linear history is essential to this area, as an interesting mix
of numerous old, even dilapidated colonial buildings and hypermodern constructions can
be found here. Due to its commercial connections, it becomes extremely hectic during rush
hours as crowds of middle-class people travel to and from work. The presence of numer-
ous roadblocks is due to the fact that the house of the President is located in this area.
The rest of the space is non-residential aside from some illegal housing constructions.

Colombo 11, Pettah, can be seen as a totally different world. Here, although there
is a lack of numerous high modern buildings, the level of industriousness is the same.
Both areas, Fort and Pettah, are focal points for trade. Pettah is known for the bargains
that can be purchased on the streets where the shop owners have installed small mar-
kets. Still visible, on the map, is the regular grid pattern from Dutch times. Most of the
little shopping streets are narrow, through which only tuktuks and pedestrians can make
their way. The main train station and bus stations of Colombo are also located here. Pet-
tah is a residential place for the lower-class and has a highly concentrated population.
As noted by Arnold Wright (1907), Pettah was formerly known as a ‘Black Town’ because
it functioned as a native quarter. The name Pettah also refers to this area as a residen-
tial quarter for the natives. In Tamil pettai and Singhalese pita means ‘outside’; outside
the quarters of the Europeans the native traders operated their markets. Present day, the
traders are mostly Moors and Tamils. Because of this, the main religious buildings in
the district are the Jami-ul-Alfar Mosque, the Old and New Kathiresan Kovil and the
Ganesha Kovil.

Colombo 2, Slave Island, is also part of the old colonial town, as is indicated by its
name. It is surrounded partially by a canal and partially by the Beira Lake. In the lake
there is a little Buddhist temple and meditation island, Seema Malakaya, and on Slave Is-
land, the best-known Buddhist temple of Colombo, to be precise the Gangaramaya Tem-
ple, is situated. Considering this, the area of Slave Island closest to the lake is mostly
Buddhist (Figure 10).

The differences between this older center and the other districts, as for example
Cinnamon Gardens (Colombo 7), are clear. Fort and Pettah are separated from the other
districts by the canals from Beira Lake. As opposed to these areas, the roads in the other
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Figure 10. Beira Lake with Seema Malakaya buddhist temple and meditation center and in the background

the WTC (Photograph: Michelle Schut, 2007)

sectors are wider, there is more greenery and the buildings are of modest height as well
as newer. Cinnamon Gardens counts the bulk of the best-known schools of Colombo. It
is therefore also the home to Colombo’s first private school, the Royal College, and of
the University of Colombo.

Over the course of time, the residential areas have shifted from the center of the
city towards the periphery. Nowadays the main residential areas in Colombo are the sub-
urbs and the adjacent districts, to which many rich inhabitants have been and still are re-
locating (ILO, 1979). Bambalapitya (Colombo 4] is a high-class residential area with good
schools. Other upper-class residential areas are Havelock Town (Colombo 5] and
Kollupitya (Colombo 3], whose history is influenced by the cinnamon trade. Most of the
residents in Kollupitya are Singhalese Christians and Burghers.

Wellawatta (Colombo 6) is a residential area too, but completely different from those
mentioned before. It is known as a Tamil area. In the other districts, except Wellawatta
and Pettah, the Muslims and Tamils form a minority. Although Pettah and Wellawatta both
have a majority of Tamil residents, there is a significant functional difference between these
areas. Pettah is lower class, which is reflected in the presence of slums. Wellawatta, on the
other hand, is the residential place of most of the migrants as well as Tamils, some of
which are lower class but the housing suggests middle-class dominance.
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Besides commercial and residential functions as the basis of compartmentalization,
religion also seems to be important in this respect. Ethnicity and religion are thought to
correspond partially, a case exemplified by Pettah, where mainly Hindu kovils and Islamic
mosques are found. Another specific phenomenon can be examined when analyzing a map,
which indicates all the places of worship. It then appears that the larger, religious build-
ings seem to be concentrated in small clusters, although they need not necessarily be rep-
resentative of the same religion. Some of these buildings are adjacent to one another, both
on a horizontal or vertical axis. The occurrence of only one religious building in an area is
seldom seen. In between the clusters, other small places of worship are located. These
consist of glass boxes situated at the corners of the road and contain a god, prophet or an
image of a holy person. People may burn candles or have a quick pray there.

Colombo versus the rest

Tolerance can be seen as one of the features of Colombo, as all kinds of ethnic and reli-
gious groups can be found living together peacefully. Regardless of this apparent accept-
ance, there does seem to be an underlying fear, continuously present. An important aspect
of Colombo identity is the migration of Tamils and rural-urban migration. As mentioned
before, the majority of Colombo’s population is Singhalese. They are the original inhabi-
tants of Sri Lanka. The other population groups, Moors and Tamils, are migrants. The
Tamils are labor migrants from India and the Moors originate from Arabic traders. Since
the mid-1980s frictions between the Singhalese and Tamils have escalated. This was the
beginning of a civil war.® The Tamil population in the north-east of Sri Lanka aims to get
their own state. The Liberation Tigers of Tamil Elam (LTTE) are fighting for independence
but are resisted by the government. The fighting has given rise to a lot of migration. Many
of these migrants, directly or indirectly affected by the conflict in the north-east, live per-
manently in Colombo now; in fact they form a majority of the total migrant population.

The confrontation with the Tamil migrants has created an atmosphere of fear
amongst the government, both local and national, as well as among the population of
Colombo. The Tamil have migrated from the north-east of Sri Lanka to Colombo, scared
of being caught in the heat of the war. Most of the migrants already have family or friends
living in Colombo. When asked what the most important reason is for living in Colombo,
an answer of a Tamil woman was: ‘The security you can find here and nowhere else in Sri
Lanka.” The motives for the Tamils to migrate to Colombo are the protection against the
Tigers and the safety they feel.

Rural-urban migration is quite common in a country like Sri Lanka, not only be-
cause of the security aspect but also because the needs of most people can only be ful-
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filled in a few big cities. Colombo is one of these. When people are asked what the main
importance of their city is or why they are living there, the answers all refer to the needs
and services. Examples of answers mainly indicate facilities such as job opportunities,
education, economic opportunities, the health system and shopping facilities. Another
admirable evaluation by people is the proximity of necessities and the straightforward
transport system making it an easy-to-reach destination. All these facilities are the main
reasons for rural-urban migration. Rural youth come to Colombo to attend both high
schools and university. After their study they hope to find a good job in Colombo, pre-
suming that they have better opportunities of employment in the city than in the rural
areas. Rural-urban migration is also partially made up by temporal migration and com-
muter traffic from outside Colombo, which forms one of the causes of congestion and
packed public transport.

Once the migrants are able to appreciate the use of facilities and enjoy the in-
creased opportunities, they develop a yearning to become a real Colombo inhabitant too,
aspiring Colombo identity. People do not want to show that they are from the rural area.
Some respondents say there is a posh mentality in Colombo; others say they are mod-
ern, European or Americanized. People speak English, have Western patterns and behave
in an urban manner. Though a clear Colombo identity does not exist, the informants are
able to tell who is originally from Colombo or, in other words, who is born a city person
and who is a ‘wanna-be’ from the rural areas. All this relates to urban identity and image.

The motives for migration have to do with the needs of the migrants, whether it
is the search for access to facilities and opportunities and finally a Colombo identity, or
the cover of protection and safety. The rural area can be seen as a symbol for uncer-
tainty, in opposition to the urban area. The migrants see Colombo as a safe and sympa-
thetic haven. Migration plays a strong role in the emotional structuring of people.

Emotional symbolism

The symbols of emotions in Colombo can be categorized as national, internal and local.
The symbols reflecting emotions on a national level are related to the conflict and pro-
duced by the government or by its citizens. The international representation of the con-
flict has to do with the negative side of tourism. Furthermore the local symbolic reflection
of emotions will be discussed by feelings the urban conditions generate.

One of the important emotions that came forward in the interviews is fear. This
fear takes a different shape among various population groups and the terror has become
an eye-catcher in the city, which shows on both national and local levels. An example is
the emotionally-structured mental map drawn by one of the respondents. It shows the
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armed military and their tanks and the feelings of insecurity caused by the governmen-
tal protection policy (Figure 11). Colombo being home to the government, as well as resi-
dential home to the officials such as the prime minister, exposes one type of fear. They
dread the Tiger attacks and not without reason. During the last century many political
leaders have been killed in one of the terror strikes. One example is the death of Presi-
dent Premadasa, killed on the first of May 1993 by an LTTE suicide bomber in Armour
Street, where a memorial statue has been erected. Obvious reminders of the attacks on
the government and on Colombo in general are found in various streets. Examples are
the ruins of buildings that have been attacked and destroyed (Figure 12]. Other places
which have been violated by attacks and bomb blasts display symbols of their own. These
can be seen as memorials, placed as a tribute for the fatalities that occurred at the time.
These symbols manifest themselves in the form of personified statues or sculptures with
the name and moment of the attack; street paintings are also abundant (Figure 13). One
of these exhibits pigeons and the text "‘Secure the sanctity of life’. It is painted on Kynsey
Road, reminiscent of a suicide bomb, which occurred on 29 July 1999. Dr. Neelan Tirchel-
vam, a Tamil scholar was killed by this particular incident. Also in 1999, on 18 December,
President Chandrika Kumaratunga was wounded by an assassination attempt at the town
hall. This was also commemorated by paintings, but these have faded due to lack of main-
tenance. These paintings are made by peace activists of the Road Painting Movement,
whose aim is ‘to promote reconciliation and peace by taking the focus away from hatred
and revenge’ and 'to reclaim public space, encourage non-vindictive memory and trans-
form sites of violence into sites of beauty and healing’ (Neelan Organization, 2007). They
proclaim that life is very valuable and ask themselves why we are destroying it like this.

Signs of fear are not only found among the population and the government, on
the local and national levels, but also among tourists. Tourism in Sri Lanka is in total de-
cline. Nonetheless, some brave the risk, bearing the vision of Sri Lanka being a paradise.
This image is disturbed as soon as they arrive at Colombo airport where they immediately
encounter signs of fear and conflict. Annoyance and frustrations are shared with the lo-
cals when they have to show their passports at roadblocks and other checkpoints. The
bewilderment among tourists is common and this differs from the ordinary population of
Colombo who are to a certain extent more attuned to the circumstances.

As protection for the government, as well as for Colombo’s population, there are
many roadblocks, one-way streets and checkpoints. Some of these are at regular places
and times, others are at specific moments, and for example when the president leaves
the President’s House. Another symbol of fear is the abundance of armed military and po-
licemen. Many people living in Colombo consider these symbols like roadblocks, check-
points and military presence, as power symbols of the government. Although they fear
attacks too, they find the measures annoying because they lead to many delays and dif-
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ficulties. For instance, as mentioned by one of the respondents: ‘The freedom to go is now
restricted for the civilians by checkpoints and roadblocks.” In contrast to this view about
anti-terror policy, the population themselves take precautions too. These are less visible
in Colombo’s environment, but not less prominent. A lot of the people regularly listen to
the radio or watch TV. They talk about the attacks, expected or executed. They avoid
places mentioned in the media as well as crowded places such as the main bus stops and
train stations. People who can afford to, avoid using public transport. In general, the in-
habitants live and travel with more caution. The fear of attacks is also shown in the way
people look at the Tamil population and the public consternation for the increasing pop-
ulation numbers and densities in Colombo city.

In this sense ethnicity remains a tense issue. Persons of Tamil origin are dis-
criminated against in different ways. They have fewer opportunities for education and
employment (Stokke, 1998). Another problem is related to Tamil and Singhalese lan-
guage. The late President S.W.R.D. Bandaranaike proclaimed Singhalese and English as
the national languages, negating the Tamil language. It is forbidden to write exams and
school tests in Tamil and most of the governmental publications are not in Tamil either.

The power of the government not only emerges from their policy but also through
their own media channels. A strong feeling in relation to fear and conflict is the matter
of winning or losing. This feeling is expressed in many newspapers and in other media
as well. The government has its own media channels and uses these to display their vic-
tories and triumphs on a national and an international level. Another example of win-
ning comprises the celebrations that occur whenever an area is regained from the Tigers.
These celebrations take place in Colombo’s Independence Square and its surroundings
with the army, politicians and other important persons. This showcasing of governmen-
tal success is not always authentic, as manipulation of the media does happen. This is
highlighted by the contradictory broadcasting that occasionally occurs when the gov-
ernment media show them winning, while other media describe the defeat of the gov-
ernmental forces or the number of casualties outnumbering those of the Tigers.

Apart from trepidation and conflict there are many other emotions visible in
Colombo, such as hope: hope for a better life in the city, hope for more opportunities
and hope for peace in the country. Another is ambivalence, namely the feeling of being
proud of Colombo as capital, the nation and independence, as shown in symbols on In-
dependence Square and during Independence Day, but also the feeling of shame that
the country is in conflict and that, since Independence Day, not one clear Sri Lankan
symbol has yet come to the fore in the city. When asked, no respondent could point at
one particular dominant Sri Lankan building or other symbol in Colombo. In contrast,
they mostly mentioned the city of Kandy with its Temple of the Tooth and Perahera.
Mostly elderly respondents raised the problem that the Sri Lankan government has
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Figure 12. Remaining after a bomb blast (Photograph: Michelle Schut, 2007)

not attained very much since Independence. Some even said they were better off under
the colonial rulers.

Important points, as mentioned before, are the many facilities and opportunities
in the city. One respondent refers to ‘the good exchange of knowledge, education and the
confidence” as main reasons for living in Colombo, that attend to positive feelings about
the city. These good opportunities and facilities, as motives for migration and living in
Colombo, can be seen as local symbols for modernity. On the other hand, this respondent,
like others, points to many negative feelings about the urban conditions as well. Both
the positive and the negative feelings about Colombo are exposed in old and new poems
and songs. Old poems about Colombo are enthusiastic about the place. An example is
‘The Races of 1853 by James de Alwis (Roberts, Raheem and Colin-Thomé, 1989). This
poem shows the attractive side of the city, with all the varieties of clothes, restaurants,
beautiful houses and mansions and other amazing things. A song ‘Colompure shriya’ de-
scribes its appealing sides as well. These aspects are also seen by many inhabitants and
migrants. But in Carl Muller's poem ‘No-Sense City’ other characteristics come to light.
It pictures an alien place with an abundance of temples and churches, its corruption and
the haste. It tells the story of how the writer escapes from it (Muller, 2005). Colombo is
also portrayed in poems and songs in opposition to the village: urban versus rural, cor-
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Figure 13. Street painting as memorial emotional symbol of a bomb blast in Kynsey Road (Photograph:

Michelle Schut, 2007)
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Figure 14. Mental map indicating positive and negative emotions

ruption versus pure, ugly town versus beauty of the village. This is a romanticized vision.
The women in the town are thought of as stereotypes, having loose characters and being
afraid of relationships. Europeanization, modernization and corruption are seen as the
equivalent of the city. An example is the song ‘Kolamba gihin igena gatta...’, translated
as 'Is that what you learned after going to Colombo?’ It is about a village girl who went
to study in Colombo and changed both her behavior and her dress, which was not ap-
preciated by her boyfriend.

Emotions about Colombo are not only indicated through poems and songs, but
also mentioned and discussed in interviews and mental maps. Graphic representations
in mental mapping may highlight what is considered safe and unsafe, as the mental maps
may also show fear. Other maps, such as Figure 14, indicate what is seen as positive or
negative and what is marked as beautiful or ugly.

As indicated before, only a few of the maps show emotional symbols in the urban
ambiance. Negative feelings that are expressed in the mental maps relate to pollution,
overpopulation, high-density construction and heavy traffic (Figures 15 and 16). In some
cases, respondents only see the city through these negative feelings, for instance: ‘the
whole city is polluted, crowded and everywhere buildings and streets’. The pollution in
Colombo is very visible. A particularly large garbage dump is mentioned frequently by re-
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Figure 15. Mental map with the huge garbage belt on Blomedal Road

spondents when discussing Colombo symbols. Although it is not a dump anymore, the
piles of pollution are still visible and it haunts memories. Leeke Reinders (2007) claims
that social problems of backwardness and exclusion can be undone by physical inter-
vention. But as is shown in the case of the Tamil population, who hope for inclusion, this
argument does not apply. Despite physical intervention and signs of tolerance, they are
still excluded and discriminated against. Another example is the case of nature flour-
ishing on the garbage dump, many memories and ideas survive physical changes. Those
people who live on the dump are still poor and many of the slum dwellers in Colombo do
not gain by the various forms of intervention. A finalillustration is the intervention by the
government through the development of housing schemes for the slum dwellers who
were victims of the tsunami. These people are unaccustomed to living in such a manner
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Figure 16. Mental map indicating the business of the city

and reverted to living back on the streets again, allowing popular identification as back-
ward, poor and a helpless class, although they made their own choices. Another preva-
lent emotion when considering beggars and slums is that of empathy, although this view
is not always shared by all people and tourists as many consider them as a problem. This
problem is nothing new, however.

In relation to pollution and crowdedness, the huge density, many buildings, traf-
fic jams and the lack of nature are often indicated. In Colombo there are not that many
‘green places’. The few that are known are Vihara Maha Dewi Park and Beira Lake. Galle
Face Green used to be a place for rest and play as well, but it was closed in the summer
of 2007 and there was no grass anymore. Many respondents mark this lack of nature as
one of the negative sides of Colombo city and, although it is counterbalanced by the pos-
itive sides, one of the plans still aims to make Colombo the green-city of the east again,
as it once was during the colonial era. Magnus (2002) fosters the saving or regaining of
‘city areas for breathing space for the population... Good space, fresh air, but over-
crowded, make Colombo the “Garden City of the East” (Magnus, 2002: 7).
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Conclusion

The symbolic spectrum of Colombo city is diverse, just as the meanings given by its pop-
ulation. In this essay the emic vision of the population is explored on account of mental
mapping drawn by respondents. Mental maps show what is important for them and
sometimes it is a clear illustration of meaning associated with the city. Some of the
mental maps drawn of Colombo did not fall into one of the four categories (scattered,
linked, clustered and patterned) defined by Nas and Sluis. In addition to this typology
we added emotionally-structured maps (Luo, 2006) and locally-focused maps. The
emotionally-structured maps are expressions of the feelings about the city and also
the meanings given, such as positive/negative, safe/unsafe or beautiful/ugly, to par-
ticular parts or places in the city. The emotional symbol bearers are various: feelings
of pride and nation-building represented on Independence Day, fear and conflict ex-
pressed by the abundance of armed military and memorial statues and paintings after
attacks, coupled with other negative feelings about pollution and crowdedness are
shown all over the city. Locally-focused mental maps are an expression of class diver-
sity and the distinctive meanings attached to the city given by Colombo’s population
groups. These meanings do not only vary among different classes, but also among dif-
ferent ethnic groups.

Colombo is divided into districts partially related to ethnicity but also differing
in function: residential or commercial. The concept of compartmentalized symbolism
is discussed in this context. Religion, in this respect, is deemed to be important too. The
compartmentalized symbolism of the Colombo districts is rooted in their past and has
shaped Colombo’s non-linear urban history. Sri Lanka’s lively history is an important
basis for Colombo’s varied symbolic spectrum. The development of the city gave rise
to a historically tiered symbolic system. Some of the symbols are top-down, represen-
tatives of nation and regime, others are bottom-up, such as the places of worship,
whilst changes in street and place names are both.

The history and meanings characterizing Colombo as a city with lots of facilities,
opportunities and safety, are related to another important aspect of Colombo’s identity,
namely the Tamil and rural-urban migration. Though a palpable Colombo identity does
not exist, migrants aspire to become real Colombo inhabitants, adopting urban iden-
tity by speaking English and engaging in Western behavior patterns.

The cultural character of Colombo is, as shown, expressed in a layer of rituals
and symbols, involving buildings, statues, street names, paintings, festivals and poems
as symbol bearers. Other symbol bearers are not that obvious and have to do with sen-
timents about the city, which influence the representation and use of the city. Examples
of sentiments are the urban ambiance of the built environment, crowds of people, the
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garbage dump, and feelings of insecurity in relation to Tamil migration and Tiger at-
tacks. These emotions are unveiled through in-depth research on the views and feel-
ings of the city population.
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Notes
1 The field work for this chapter was carried out by Michelle Schut during two months in 2007.

2 During her fieldwork in 2007 Michelle Schut collected 32 mental maps among 18 women and 14 men, among whom
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were 20 Buddhists, 2 Hindus, 4 Roman Catholics and 6 Muslims. She conducted 41 interviews among all sorts of in-
habitants, especially students and other persons, such as lecturers, who are related to the university (13 respon-
dents) and random contacts in the city, with shopkeepers, shop and bank workers, managers, volunteers and
unemployed persons. The question asked for the mental map collection was: ‘Can you please draw me a map of the
city? But not as it is on a real map, but how it is in your head, with the important places for you.” The interpretation
of the mental maps is based on the interviews with the respondents who made them.

3 The former Queen of England.

4 The test, a list with 48 old and new street names next to each other, questioning which name the respondent uses,
was completed by nine respondents.

5 These are: Fort (Colombo 1), Slave Island (Colombo 2], Kollupitiya (Colombo 3], Bambalapitiya (Colombo 4), Have-
lock Town (Colombo 5), Wellawatta (Colombo 6), Cinnamon Gardens (Colombo 7), Borella (Colombo 8), Dematagoda
(Colombo 9), Maradana (Colombo 10}, Pettah (Colombo 11), Hulftsdorp (Colombo 12), Kotahena (Colombo 13), Grand-
pass (Colombo 14) and Mattakkul (Colombo 15).

6 In 2009, the government proclaimed victory over the Tamil Tigers after intensive military action.



3. Squares, Water and Historic Buildings
The Transforming Power of City
Marketing on Urban Symbolism
in Ghent, Belgium

Rose-Anne Vermeer

Introduction’

Over the past thirty years, against the background of globalization and deindustrializa-
tion, cities have come to deal with new (social] dynamics, which influence the urban sym-
bolic ecology, captured within the triangle of urban imagination, city identity and material
reality. Cities are no longer a ‘space of places’, where everyday life takes place, they have
become ‘hubs’ in an international network build up of ‘flows’ of capital and information.
In this world, largely influenced by media, who melt ghetto, elite and mainstream into an
ever transforming urban culture, they have to distinguish themselves, sell themselves to
the new middle class, as a city of service and consumption, a city beyond industry (Green-
berg, 2000: 229-231; Castells, 1996: 378-386; Sluis, 2003: 253-54; Zukin, 1996: 45; Zukin,
1995: 9, 43).

The Belgian city of Ghent, capital of the province of East-Flanders, is the main
character in this research of urban symbolic ecology, identity, image and city marketing.
Located in the greater urban area which entails Brussels, Antwerp, Leuven and Ghent,
also known as the Flemish diamond, the historic University City has about 237,0002 res-
idents. It is but one example of a city that has left its industrial past behind and is now
looking for a new way of imagining.

Ghent originates at the point where the river Leie flows into the river Schelde, the
name meaning ‘flow together’. Due to its fortunate position between these two rivers, the
city had a good starting point for both local and international trade. This did not stay un-
noticed for long: amongst others Romans, Teutons, Salian Franks and Vikings, all in-
habited the area successively. Around the turn of the first millennium, the city was a great
attraction for the rural population, and expanded quickly, owing to the two rich abbeys
and its fortification. Around 1100, Ghent received municipal rights, after which a court of
aldermen was put in place and ramparts, canals and gates were built. Woollen cloth be-
came the trademark of the city: sixty percent of the households worked in this industry,
from 1100 to 1400. The merchandise was spread all over Europe. When the industry col-
lapsed, due to international conflicts, people would earn money through trade and ship-
ping. By the end of the dark ages, in the year 1500, Emperor Charles V was born in Ghent.
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As the most ambiguous character in Ghent’s hero cult, he caused a deep religious divide
and punished the city heavily after the rebellious act of tax evasion. Only in the seven-
teenth century was the old faith restored, creating silent witnesses in the numerous
catholic architectural monuments.

The city may be located in between two rivers, but a direct exit to the sea is not ac-
counted for. Only after the construction of the canal Ghent-Bruges did possibilities in
trade with both China and India become available. The mechanization of the industry did
not pass Ghent unnoticed either, and the city would become the Manchester of the Eu-
ropean mainland. Between 1800 and 1930, Ghent was a real textile city. Even monaster-
ies that were no longer in use were transformed into factories. The harrowing
circumstances in which the workers had to live, in the end, led to the founding of unions:
Ghent as the birthplace of Belgium socialism. At the beginning of the twentieth century
an important event took place, the world exhibition of 1913, which was supposed to put
Ghent back on the map and reinstate the allure of the medieval superpower. While work-
ers where living in overcrowded, chaotic and unplanned neighborhoods at the edge of
the city, in the center the rediscovery of historic heritage led to the construction of large
squares, the three famous towers were being stripped of small buildings and old mon-
uments were restored.

After the Second World War, the textile industry sank even further; in the 1950s,
new companies where attracted. Steel, petrochemicals and car assembly were to be new
sources of wealth. Industries disappeared from the center and moved to the port, to profit
from the widened canal to Terneuzen, an exit to sea. Since the municipal reclassification
of 1965 and 1977, the city exists as we now see it, consisting of sixteen localities outside
the center. Most of the historic and monumental buildings are found within the old cen-
ter, spatial residential quarters determine the contemporary image of the localities.
Since 2000, the population has been growing at a steady pace, also due to different groups
of migrants who are now moving to the city. Ghent now has twenty-one nationalities: the
largest migrant group is the Turkish community (Gent, Bruisend Authentiek; Gent in Ci-
jfers 2007; Website Gemeente Gent).

The core of this research lies in determining the urban symbolic ecology, an expression
introduced by Nas (1993] at the beginning of the 1990s. This study is based on social pro-
duction, consumption and spatial distribution of symbols and rituals. Given that rituals
are also a category of symbol carriers, | have chosen not to further define this concept.
The significance of symbolism lies in the relationship between the signifier, the word you
use to describe something, and the signified, the object to which it refers. This relation-
ship and not the object is crucial to the urban symbolic ecology. This concept is inspired
by The Image of the City, a book in which Lynch studies the impact of urban morphology
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and layout on the imageability of cities according to their residents. He uses three dif-
ferent terms to research this: identity,? structure and meaning.5 To look at the whole
configuration of urban concepts, Nas uses this three-way division, but contrary to Lynch
he puts the emphasis on meaning. Different studies of the urban symbolic ecology prove
that meaning is important for urban perception, orientation and symbolism, as pointed
out by Nas and Sluis, despite the individual character which Lynch indicates (Nas, Jaffe
and Samuels, 2006; Nas and Sluis, 2002; Lynch, 1960).

To determine the urban symbolic ecology of a city, many different imaginations
that people have are fused together to create a collective image. Usually these are ob-
tained through semi-structural interviews combined with mental maps. The three ear-
lier-mentioned notions play an important role in the analysis (Nas en Sluis, 2002). Mental
maps are a much-used method within urban anthropology. Nas and Sluis describe the
collection of new data as a process of selection: what does not fit within the existing
frame of reference will soon be forgotten. The construction of mental or cognitive maps
is therefore a complex and dynamic process, in which new information can be stored and
new maps can be constructed. This process takes a lot of effort. This is why maps are fre-
quently schematic and incomplete, a deformed reflection of reality. By not only con-
structing collective maps of the whole group, but also of all subgroups, more clarity can
be given to the influence of different groups within the population and we can also look
at group cohesion. Schut, Nas and Hettige (this volume) apply this to Colombo, but for this
research | have chosen to take it a bit further and create maps for groups of respon-
dents. While analyzing these mental maps, a few important things can be found, amongst
others the types of symbol carriers, symbolic domains and symbolic elements (Nas and
Roymans, 1998: 550-51; Nas, Jaffe and Samuels, 2006: 8-9).

Nas and Sluis recognize four different types of mental maps: scattered, linked,
clustered and patterned. Schut, Nas and Hettige (this volume) have added a new varia-
tion, the emotionally structured map, of which a few have also appeared in this research.
Noteworthy is that they show up with most of the migrants, even though all the groups
have at least one. In her article about The Hague, Luo has looked at the different types
of maps that her respondents drew. As the literature on this topic is very comprehensive
| will not discuss it here (Luo, 2006; Nas and Sluis, 2002: 131-32; Schut, Nas and Het-
tinge, this volume).

According to Lynch, people’s social situation influences the way they construct
mental maps. Therefore | have chosen to interview different social groups: students, en-
trepreneurs, ‘Gentenaars’ i.e. inhabitants from Ghent, and migrants, all categories con-
sisting of both men and women. | made this decision before my fieldwork, but in hindsight
it would have been better to choose these categories in the field, to include locally im-
portant groups. Besides this, each respondent has many images of the surrounding en-
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Figure 1. An emotionally structured mental map, structured by content

vironment, although they overlap and are connected to one another. Different images are
created in time: years, seasons, day and night. Seeing as the duration of this project can-
not pass three months of fieldwork, | have selected the last as my only option: respon-
dents are requested to draw two maps, one of Ghent by day and one of Ghent by night
(Lynch, 1960: 85-86).

The challenge of urban symbolic ecology is located in the relationship between the
production and consumption of symbols. Anyone can produce and consume, but one is
more powerful than the other. In one of my assumptions the local authorities play a vital
role as producers. They have both the option of adding and removing symbols to the urban
domains and access to capital to make it possible. The producer also has the opportu-
nity to provide the identity, perception of self, of the city. In many cities this is displayed
in city marketing (Colombijn, 1993: 59-63; Nas, Jaffe en Samuels, 2006: 2; Zukin, 1995: 1-
15; Zukin, 1996: 443-44). City branding, designing a brand concept, including logos and
slogans, is a popular gadget for producers at the moment. Unfortunately the distinction
and transforming effects of these modern brands have meagre results, according to No-
ordman (2006), because they are not based on the city’s identity but on future goals. This
causes a shift in power relationships which have become too crooked. The urban sym-
bolic ecology could be used to determine the city’s identity, the interpretation of the city.
Consumer symbols will get more attention, which should lead to a stronger marketing
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plan. The city can decide to highlight certain symbols and put others in their shadow. A
strong urban imageability is needed, new information after all has to fit into the frame
of reference to be accepted and included. If these symbols have a stable identity, of which
only the coloring is adapted to the latest fashion, one can influence the way in which peo-
ple imagine the city (Lynch, 1960; Noordman, 2006).

| will start by looking at the different collective maps and their characteristics. The dif-
ferent symbols that play an important role will be discussed, the symbol carriers and
meanings of these symbols. The tension between image and identity, and between pro-
ducers and consumers will follow, and finally the conclusion.

Day, night and time

‘Could you please draw two maps of Ghent? One map of the city by day and one of the city
by night. Could you please indicate important aspects of the city on these maps? You can
think of streets, squares, buildings, places, events, coordination points, etcetera.”® Hav-
ing respondents draw two images of the city is a new deepening of the existing concept
of mental maps. This yielded thirty-six drawings of the day and twenty-four of the night,
of which two collective maps have been made. | have chosen not to base the collective
maps purely on the mental maps, but also to use the elements only mentioned in the ac-
companying interview. Some strong symbols could only be located in this way, since they
either fell off the map or were immaterial in nature. Taking the nature of these elements,
these had to be written in the text complementing the collective map, this includes the
amount of times they were mentioned.

Generally speaking, the maps of the night not only cover a smaller area, they also
show fewer elements. Collective maps, made by different sections of the population, rep-
resenting the night are smaller than those of the day. For the migrant group it was not
even possible to create a night map since there was too little cohesion within the group.

For those familiar with Ghent, there is an obvious disproportionate amount of el-
ements located in the city center. Merely a small number of formally independent mu-
nicipalities and few other points are mentioned that are outside this area. It is possible
to make up a schematic model of the city, based on the mental maps and interviews,
from which it becomes clear that the area outside the old town is only split in two, a res-
idential circle and on the extreme outskirts, a green area. The lack of further definition
of this residential area is somewhat odd. This is where most of my respondents live, but
it is perceived almost as the edge of the earth, the city center being the place-to-be. This
is not to say that home life is not accounted for: many references were made to the home,
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Figure 2. Collective map of Ghent by night. Additional symbols: cafés (7), Ghent Fests (7], homes of friends

(8), own home (6)

but more often in words than in pictures. The group of entrepreneurs in particular has a
strong affiliation with the outskirts; collective maps of other groups mainly portray the
downtown area. Water has a connecting function in this story, drawing nature into the city.

Ghent as a city has a strong center. One could even say the city is associated with
its center. The area is mentioned by many as a symbol. The collective map states ‘cen-
ter/de Kuip’, while these are not the equivalent of one another. ‘De Kuip’ is the name of the
historic part, the actual center is bigger. In the model, the distinction between inside and
outside is made by the ring way. The way of life inside the ring is different from the out-
side. Inside is a traffic free zone, so people either walk or cycle; it is a place of leisure, not
quite of residence, but definitely not of working and most of all not a place of industry.

Something special is going on in the center though; it has two strong cores. On the
one hand there is the traditional center, which most groups relate to, on the other there
is the student center, only appearing on the map of that specific group. When day and
night are compared, the two centers are divided even further, which means many of the
intervening elements, with a transitory function, are no longer there. Yet the most obvi-
ous border crossing point is still there, ‘de Vooruit’, located in the building, in eclectic
style, of the former ‘Samenwerkende Maatschappij Vooruit'. Therefore it is an example
of Ghent’s socialist history; this cultural center is a place where young and not so young
people meet to drink coffee and watch the shows.
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Figure 3. Collective map of Ghent by day. Additional symbols: Ghent Fests (11), own home (8), office (8),

cycling (6)
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Figure 4. Collective map based on both maps of Ghent by day and by night, and accompanying interviews.
A few immaterial points are missing from this map: their own home (22), Ghent Fests (18), houses of friends

(13), cafés (10), cycling (9), shops (7), cinema (7), traffic free zones (6), offices (6)
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Time plays an important role in the symbolism of Ghent. This research took
place in spring, fortunately with quite a few sunny days and warm evenings. Lynch’s
suspicion concerning the influence of the seasons was nicely affirmed by one of my re-
spondents: ... the “Gras- and Korenlei” are the best places of Ghent, especially when
the weather is nice, it is much more pleasant. Yesterday | was there at half past eleven
and it was still crowded. It does not depend on the day, it is always very busy.’” And: "...
The water sport-track is a real summer activity; you can go swimming or visit the gym.
In the summer tourists go there as well. | too prefer to go in the summer, just to relax,
often with some fellow students.’® Nice weather may influence the crowdedness near
the river Leie, the composition of the crowd changes greatly on the weekend. Most stu-
dents prefer to spend the weekends and holidays at their parent’s house, and as a re-
sult there is an exodus from the student center. During the week it is mainly students
who populate the ‘Gras- and Korenlei’, even though there is a mixed crowd. On the
weekend the composition is reversed, city residents share the quay with tourists and a
handful of students who stay behind. A strange phenomenon really, a shared space not
at the same time but in turn.

Time does not only influence the clock; the city turns from summer into winter,
and even the people change: ‘| keep looking at the city in a different way; it changes with
your network and well-being. If you would have asked me the same question ten, twenty
or thirty years ago, the image would be completely different.’” Research among diverse
age categories, or even research where the same respondents are interviewed at differ-
ent ages, will give new dimensions to space and place. Urban symbolic research should
not only include day and night, weeks and weekends, and seasons, but also various age

groups.

Among squares and monumental buildings

Squares are the main symbol carriers of the city, no less than nine of them are amongst
the collective symbols. They are a special type of symbol carrier, the symbol of space. The
big squares are a welcome variation of the small and narrow streets of Ghent’s inner-city.
The streets connecting the squares have an evidently inferior role to the open space. Be-
sides this, the squares are a strong point of orientation; in general they were drawn first,
subsequently or not, filling the voids with streets.

The 'Korenmarkt’, wheat market, is the most central square and accommodates
the tram and bus station; this is why the square has a distributing role. The square is
often linked to the 'Veldstraat’, Ghent’s shopping street, to which it provides access. It is
a square to travel on, away from home to everything the city has to offer, as a gatekeeper.
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Figure 5. A model of the city of Ghent in reference to the mental maps
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The ‘Korenmarkt’ is one of the squares on which the three towers of Ghent are located,
together with the ‘Sint Baafsplein’, Saint Bavo Square, in between the cathedral and the
‘Belfort’, Belfry, and the ‘Emile Braunplein’, named after the Mayor who made them into
squares and commissioned their twentieth-century metamorphoses, which is not further
specified. The city has made far-reaching plans to restructure the squares, to transform
them to be more like actual squares and less of a continuing road. In the past years major
changes have been carried out in relationship to squares and traffic. Many that were still
used as parking lots in the 1980s and 1990s are now traffic-free zones for pedestrians and
cyclists. The squares have gotten a completely new meaning because of this, from square
of usage to leisure square.

The ‘Vrijdagsmarkt’ is another main plaza. The square honors its name, mean-
ing Friday market, by accommodating the weekly market. Right in the middle the statue
of Jacob van Artevelde can be found, a famous Flemish leader, merchant and resident
of Ghent. Ghent is also known as the ‘Arteveldestad’, the city of Artevelde. This does not
make the man a hero, since he also exploited workers in his factory. He is therefore part
of the ambiguous hero cult of Ghent, where every hero has its flaws. A nice example in
this case happened during my fieldwork, when an orange cone was placed on the
statue’s head, not to be taken off before the week was over. Hero or not, the most famous
inhabitants of Ghent are definitely not saints. So the square is not known for the pres-
ence of this citizen, it is all about the market and the numerous cafés. It is a square for
residents to go out on the weekends or drink something at the sidewalk cafés, some-
thing the authors Visser and Van den Hilst (2005) call a national sport: "How do you de-
fine a national sport? If it is an activity actively practiced by the vast majority of the
citizens of a certain country, over a long period of time, you can say drinking at a side-
walk café is at the top of the list when it comes to Belgian national sports.” They add to
this: ‘The café has to be the Belgians’ second home. We just have a great eye for it." The
mentioning of seventy-four cafés may not come as a surprise, though they seldom made
it onto the map because of the lack of harmony. But the café belongs to the square, it
just does not matter which one you go to. A café does need a considerable beer menu.
The ‘Bourgondische Gentenaar’ needs to be able to thoroughly enjoy himself (Visser and
Van den Hilst, 2005: 58, 75).

On the 'Vrijdagsmarkt's’ smaller brother, ‘Bij Sint Jacobs’, is a flea market at the
same time on Friday. The Vrijdagsmarkt is not only bigger but is also a more stylish
square, displaying underground parking, fancy cafés, upper-end restaurants and more
space. Only during the ‘Gentse feesten’ does 'Bij Sint Jacobs’ prevail and transform into
the epicenter of this ten-day street feast.

The Southern ‘Kouter’ has its own character - no sidewalk bars and activities

here. Besides the kiosk the square seems deserted. Only on Sunday morning does it
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Figure 6. Jacob van Artevelde on the ‘Vrijdagsmarkt’, ‘Woodrow Wilsonplein’, “t Zuid’, and the flea market

at ‘Bij Sint Jacobs’ (Photographs: Rose-Anne Vermeer, 2008)

change into a flower market. The opera, one of the big cultural institutions of the city, is
located on the edge of the square and is a major crowd puller. It is remarkable that these
squares are not totally filled up with bars, fountains, works of art and trees. They have to
provide space above all, even though many people would not mind giving up some space
in return for more greenery.

‘Sint Anna’ is either a small square or a large roundabout, a small park with large
trees in the middle. It is situated close to the great white plaza of "t Zuid’, its real name
being the 'Woodrow Wilsonplein’. “t Zuid’ is a contraction of the "Zuidpark’ and the square
in front, on which the library, shopping mall, provincial administration and city adminis-
tration are located. There is a wide range of opinions about this square, ranging from
quite nice to very ugly. This is also a square of movement as tram and bus stations get
countless visitors and the big exit from the freeway also attracts herds of people. During
the day a lot goes on here, but at night it quiets down.

The most Southern square is that of Saint Peter, a big plain of cobblestones where
students play soccer and Frisbee in the sun. Situated in the middle of the student cen-
teritis atrue student square. Activities of student organizations and the university all go
down here. Life takes place during the day for this square, and at night everyone moves
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to the neighboring ‘Overpoort’, a street filled with student cafés. The difference between
the week and weekend is clear-cut, from overcrowded to deadly quiet.

The last square really is no square at all; the ‘Gras- and Korenlei’, also known as
‘Tussenbruggen’ (in between bridges), is really two quays along the Leie. Several years
ago these were lowered and rebuilt. Now it is one of the most popular legitimate hang-
outs of Ghent. They may be two quays, but the space is perceived as a square. A square
is an open unbuilt space, near or between buildings (Dikke van Dale, version 14). Be-
cause of the two bridges and buildings along the other sides that fence off the space, the
‘Gras- en Korenlei' feels like a square. Above all, the area has been restructured as a
square, with benches and surfaces that vary in height. At night especially, when lights
from the lighting plan do their work, it feels like a unified space it even seems to be cov-
ered. The cafés along the square often taste defeat over the cheap beer from the night
store, the students bring something that is not controlled in any way. A respondent said
about this place: "... that part has been rebuilt, closer to the water. When it was still high
up no-one would go there, now especially students love to go there.™ As is the case with
the squares, the meaning of the symbol has changed drastically: once a medieval port,
now a popular hangout for twenty-first-century students. The historical facade of the lo-
cation has a story to tell: ‘Many of the nice fronts are fake by the way, just like at the “Ko-
renlei” and the “Graslei”. In 1911, just before the world exhibition, they were moved here
from other places in Ghent, so they are still real.” Authenticity plays a vital role in many
areas in the city.

The three towers of Ghent fit right into this discussion. Together with a number of other
historic buildings they make up an important category of symbol carriers. From afar
they are visible and guide the citizens of Ghent home. The towers also make up the logo
of the city. Two powers, with a major role in the history of the city, can be met here: the
worldly power of the rebellious city in the Belfry and the ecclesiastical power in the
‘Sint Baafscathedral’, displaying the famous painting of the adoration of the mystic lamb
by the van Eyck brothers. An absolute favorite of all tourists, who love to continue their
stroll around town to the ‘Gras- and Korenlei’, is the route which will guide them over
the ‘Sint Michielsbrug’. This bridge ‘was never this high, it has been given extra height
to create a nice Kodak-moment.”” These remodellings have been part of the extended
readjustments for the world exhibitions of 1913 and admittedly do create a beautiful
sight of the towers.

Ghent is one of the few Belgian cities with a medieval fortress in the old center.
It started out on the outskirts but was later embodied in the city. During Ghent's hey-
days as ‘Manchester of the mainland’, the city had grown onto the castle’s courtyard.
The walls were encapsulated with small workers houses and the main building had
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Figure 7. Left the ‘Gravensteen’, right the towers of Ghent as viewed from the ‘Sint Michielsbrug’ (Pho-

tographs: Rose-Anne Vermeer, 2008)

been transformed into a cotton-spinning mill. The historic revaluation, that also incited
the clearing of the towers, made the castle rise from its own ashes. This renewal of the
‘Gravensteen’ resulted in a romantic interpretation of the building. The castle never
looked like this before. ‘I pass the “Gravensteen” on an almost daily basis. It gives me
a feeling of authentic Ghent, a part of the high Middle Ages, but this is not the only build-
ing of course.”™ The renewed appearance does not harm the building’s identity as au-
thentically medieval.

The Middle Ages are found in several other places in the city’s center. The ‘Pater-
shol’, a small quarter right next to the ‘Gravensteen’, is still known for its medieval street
pattern. Even though the area is now interlaced with modern restaurants, it is claimed
to be Ghent's oldest neighborhood. Now the quarter is primarily known as an entertain-
ment district, filled with nice little streets to stroll around at night, albeit that some com-
plain about the many tourists who manage to find the area. Like numerous other big
parts of the city, this quarter has a history of deterioration. ‘About twenty-five years ago
the “Patershol” was filthy and dead, totally dilapidated. For the last fifteen to twenty years
it has been completely renewed, there are nice restaurants and it has almost become a
fancy entertainment area.’"

Together with the Middle Ages, the industrial revolution presents the greatest pe-
riod of bloom in Ghent's history. ‘De Vooruit" is an example of this period. Another sym-
bol of ‘modern’ Ghent can be found in the ‘Boekentoren’, the book tower, situated on the
‘Blandijnberg’. This building from 1933, by the architect Van Velde, stands in modernistic
style and has become the symbol for Ghent as a ‘university city’. This fourth tower dis-
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Figure 8. Left the ‘Boekentoren’, right bikes in front of the ‘Sint Pietersstation’, students are going home

(Photographs: Rose-Anne Vermeer, 2008)

plays the still existing socialistic take of the city. From afar it sends the message that
everyone is welcome to share in its knowledge, which can be found in the three million
books that are kept in the library (website University Gent). Together, these historic build-
ings form a second important group of symbol carriers.

Time plays an important role in the symbolism of the city. Strong symbols point
to periods of bloom. Historic symbolic layers can be recognized, featuring the Middle
Ages and the industrial revolution as two major layers. However gaps are also found. No
symbols of the periods before and in between were mentioned, resulting in ‘deficient
historic layering’. But how deficient are these layers? A symbol for contemporary Ghent
is still missing, but can be found in the ‘Sleepstraat’. This street, crossing what is known
as the Turkish quarter, filled with restaurants and cheap beaneries, is immensely pop-
ular amongst a more and more varied public. I love to go to the Sleepstraat for dinner,
Turkish pizza, that is good and cheap, it is really good food. When | get visitors from out-
side Ghent that is where we go, everyone can afford it and everybody likes it. It is some-
what remarkable that people expect others to be familiar with the Turkish kitchen, but it
seems to have become part of the daily diet. The Gravensteen, Vooruit and the Sleep-
straat are symbols of their time, but they do not succeed each other, instead they can all
be found in the streets of contemporary Ghent, creating a non-linear history.

The final group of symbols consists of those concentrated around water. Both Leie
and Schelde play a central role in the origin of the city, but they still hold a strong posi-
tion today. 'What | establish is that |, unconsciously, like to be close to the water. The ma-
rina, the view | have here, the port appealed to me, maybe that is why | took up diving.
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Near the water you have a wider view that provides a sense of space and quiet.™ Water
still plays a vital role in the contemporary city. The water is not yet used by many, only a
few possess a boat, but it is the presence that is crucial, cycling and walking along the
rivers or having a drink on the quay are extremely popular. ‘Ghent is water and everything
has to do with it. They are now opening up the “Reep”, so that you can sail through Ghent
again, at the moment you cannot go around only up and down. The nicest places of the city
are seen from the water. The Schelde has also been rediscovered, the busiest cycling path
of Flanders is next to it. Even the citizens of Ghent have rediscovered the water: new build-
ings are erected along it and people invest to renovate old property. This development co-
incides with the establishment of the traffic free zone; it gives many more opportunities
in ways to experience the city. We just have to wait until we get a water tram.”” The de-
velopment of the waterways comes together with the major renovation, which has been
going on in Ghent over the past twenty to thirty years. Do people want to go back to the
good old times, or move forward? The romantic image of the city’s history appeals to
many, the urge to be one of the big players again slumbers in the back of minds, but the
non-extravagant and modest residents of Ghent would never say that out loud.

That Ghent is obviously not a city of boats is emphasized by the striking absence of
the port. This area with major distribution, industrial and production companies provides
a large part of the employment in the city (Gent in Cijfers, 2007: 14-16). Yet the city does not
feel like a port-city, just like the suburbs it is an area you do not go to unless you have busi-
ness there. The port does not fit into the modern city of service and consumption: it is a re-
minder of industrial times. The municipality has organized a design contest to revitalize the
area. The famous Dutch architect, Rem Koolhaas, will give a new imagination to the place.
This is part of a worldwide trend seen in ports. In London, New York, but also for example
in Buenos Aires, industrial buildings and old ports are being remodelled to fashionable liv-
ing spaces (e.g. Bakker, this volume). Water is a symbol for the future, high expectations
come with it, but at the moment this idea is actually not yet used much.

Urban symbols in Ghent can be divided into a number of different groups. First of
all the symbol carriers: the squares, historic buildings and the water, all examples of
material symbol carriers. The symbols can also be classified according to the period, to
which they refer, and the question of authenticity is important here. This discussion is
also found in the next case study of one of the strongest symbols of the city, the ‘Gentse
Feesten’, Ghent Fests. Many of the symbols are reinventions of the past years. Only since
the urban renewal, at the end of the industrial period, have they acquired their current
role, or got their old one back. This is strongly linked to the current trend of re-imagin-
ing the city which can be found all over the world; Ghent as a city of service and con-
sumption, as a city past its industrial history.
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Figure 9. Left the last undeveloped part of the ‘Reep’, right the new image of the developed ‘Reep’ (Pho-

tographs: Rose-Anne Vermeer, 2008)
‘Gentse Feesten’, Ghent Fests

‘The Ghent Fests are really the biggest feasts of the world. The whole center zone is
blocked off. Everyone in Flanders comes to Ghent for these days. There are tons of liquor,
everybody is on the street, even if there is no show in the square at that moment it is
busy. There are heaps of artists and the cafés have theme nights. | once quit my summer
job to be there. | would not want to miss it for the world. | would rather go to the Ghent
Fests than on holiday to the Bahamas at that time."®

Ghent Fests are a total ritual event, a concept derived from research conducted by Nas
about the third of October celebrations in Leiden. A total ritual event is easy to partici-
pate in but is complicated as a ritual: it is a combination of daily behavior, special actions,
symbols, myths and existing paradoxes. There has to be a ritual dimension, collective
participation, time, space and an exceptional social arena to reconstruct the urban indi-
vidual and the society in all their controversies. It marks a passage in the life of an indi-
vidual or a society (Nas and Roymans, 1998: 550-551; Nas, Jaffe and Samuels, 2006: 8-9).

The above quotation portrays the importance of these fests, but this was already
indicated in the mental maps. This respondent was not the only one willing to give up a
tropical summer holiday to attend this ten-day festival. It is an event in which everyone
can take part, which everyone does. This does not mean every person likes it as much as
the other, but all parts of society are represented. Even the students, who depart from
the city after the final exams, come back just for the event. During this period the city be-
longs to the people: an inversion of power takes place, from the government to the peo-
ple. This happens both literally and figuratively, as the entire city’s administrative
department, apart from the necessary services, is closed. A similar power transforma-
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tion takes place in Leiden during the celebration of the relief of Leiden on the third of
October, when ordinary Leiden people take the lead, even if it is only for one day (Nas and
Roymans, 1998: 555).

Ghent, the city of squares, is emphasized during these fests. One celebrates the
party on the squares not in the streets. The event takes place in ‘de Kuip’, the old cen-
ter, although it does not use the entire area. The party zone might be limited, but the im-
pression is that the whole city is turned upside down: "...during the Ghent Fests, the
complete city is a pandemonium, both throughout the day and the night, | do not think it
ever quiets down.”” This immediately turns our attention to the day and night. Flipping
through the program, it turns out that most activities do not start until the second part
of the afternoon. The real party mode only starts at night. The image of the Ghent Fests
is, in several areas, larger than life.

Each of the squares has its own ambiance, and during the fests this is underlined
more strongly. Every character is laid down by a different 'VZW’,?° of which the city is not
the instigator, although it does arrange part of the activities during the day, mainly a
number of markets, tea concerts and the Ball 1900, all of which are organized by the
‘Stadsbedrijf’ and the ‘Dienst Feestelijkheden’. The latter also takes care of the coordi-
nation and funding. The Ghent Fests are celebrated together with a few smaller, but in-
dependent, musical, cultural and theatrical festivals. It was a conscious choice to put
them all together: in this way visitors will go everywhere, instead of spreading their at-
tention over the different festivals separately (Van de Velde, 2008).

This folk fest, which is for everyone and which keeps Ghent in its grip for ten days,
is a recent development. This year the one-hundred-and-sixty-fifth fests were celebrated,
so they spring from the period of the young Belgian state — a time in which the dominant
bourgeoisie wanted to display their new power and well-being. Years later a turn came
about, from a top-down symbol to a bottom-up variation. The manufacturers wanted to
end the sprawl of neighborhood and parish fairs, which caused much work absenteeism,
and at the same time wanted to introduce a prestigious annual fest. Until the First World
War these fests where linked to horse racing, an elitist event. They would become the first
non-religious annual manifestation. Early on the popularity of the horse races was de-
clining and popular amusement started to take on larger proportions, displayed in a fair,
which since the second issue was organized by private initiative. Not everyone liked the
new take on the fests, which were located in the city center instead of the outskirts like
the old fairs, so the income of the taverns was diminished.

A real popularity boost was instigated by making a link between the fests and the
state. The first coordinators did not want this, but the later liberal political movement
introduced the national flag as an important symbol. The king came for a visit and the cel-
ebrations of both the fiftieth and seventy-fifth anniversaries of the country took place
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during the Ghent Fests. Yet the biggest advantage was created by changing the date to a
national holiday on the 21st of July. This coincided with yet another political change, the
socialists” intolerance of the catholic carnival, so the civil servants got their vacation
around the national holiday instead of six weeks before Easter. The political influence on
symbolizing urban space can be quite strong. Dominant groups often want to undo the
symbols of their predecessors and show their own influence, top-down, as can be seen
in this example. Short even goes so far as to say that the city is a system of communica-
tion, which tells us who is in power and how it is spread. The one deciding on the pro-
duction and consumption of the city can give it any meaning he or she wants (Nas, Jaffe
and Samuels, 2006: 4; Short, 1996: 390).

A large number of elements from the nineteenth century stayed present until the
First World War, after which even for the Ghent Fests the twentieth started. Populism,
after the war, made the elites lose terrain; a further fragmentation of the fests took place
and the Second World War started before they got over the First. The reconstruction after
the war was supposed to add new life, but the heydays would not return. Citizens of Ghent
could now afford to go on vacation during their holidays, and what were once special ac-
tivities during the fests now became part of everyday life. The ultimate low followed in the
1960s when serious plans were made to discard what was left of the fest.

The next decade brought about change. There was a revaluation going on in al-
ternative circles, bringing about spontaneous creativity: the Ghent dialect, Ghent street
songs and Ghent Fests would be brought back. The first ten-day program took place on
‘Bij Sint Jacobs’, coordinated by Walter De Buck, and was composed of dance, mime,
folk, blues, jazz and of course Flemish and Ghent folk music. Soon tension was created
with the city and the old tradition of mocking the authorities was also reintroduced. In the
end the city did start organizing activities for the fests again, like the Ball 1900. In 1974
the first 'Rondgang van de Stroppendragers’, parade of the carriers of the noose, was
planned. This is now an important part of the fests. It would take until the restructuring
of the municipalities, ‘gemeentelijke herindeling’, before the city would yield to the fests
as celebrated on 'Bij Sint Jacobs’, old fashion cosiness, ‘gezelligheid’, real Ghent, for the
people with more space for other art forms and creative depth (Capiteyn, 1993: 23-70).

There is a continuing tension between the power of the city and the power of the
people. Who owns the fests? The predominant trend goes to the fests of the people, even
though most citizens know the city arranges many things: "...on other stages there are
smaller bands and local names. This is also a political choice. The city cannot handle
more visitors, so they try to keep it small.”? This tension is also noticeable in the
‘Rondgang van de Stroppendragers’, which remembers the humiliating punishment by
Emperor Charles V, the one-time authority. As in 1540, a proportion of the citizens,
dressed in no more than a white gown, with a noose around their necks, parade around
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the city. It is an ambivalent ritual: on the one hand the humiliation and on the other the
strength of the city. ‘Stroppendrager’, noose carrier, has become a proud name for the
citizens of Ghent, a way of showing they are back on top and have come back stronger
than they were: the state cannot break the city. According to one of the city guides this is
a sign of proud willfulness.

After all these developments within the Ghent Fests, some start proclaiming it
has gotten out of hand: "...the authenticity is gone, it has become too commercial. That
is a recent development. These are no longer the fests | remember from childhood. Back
then it was really old-fashioned, authentic and small scale. That has gone and | find that
ashame,2and "...the “Patershol” fests are almost the same but smaller and a few weeks
later. They remind me of the Ghent Fests as they used to be years ago. People really
travel far to come to the Ghent Fests. “Patershol” fests are more intimate, more visitors
from Ghent than tourists.’2 The Ghent Fests have become a consumer fest. This may co-
incide more with the first elitist ideas of the fest than with the 1970s version. In contrast
to earlier situations, where authenticity of symbols was questioned, lays authenticity of
the fests in the 1970s and not, as seen in many other examples, in the Middle Ages. The
‘Rondgang van de Stroppendragers’ does stem from this, but no questions of authentic-
ity are raised here.

The Ghent Fests are fests of squares. They are for everyone, for all civilians that
is. The fests are no longer directed at the elite but at the new middle class, for as far as
we can call this everyone. Besides this shift, there is also talk of a reversal in power from
the city to the people. This does not mean politics have not influenced the development
of the fest. Together with global development, like the increase of wealth after the 1950s,
they have largely transformed the fests to the form in which we now know them. Yet many
think the fests are based on private initiatives from the 1970s, also the ground for ‘au-
thentic’ Ghent Fests. The city does have a significant degree of control, but it is invisible,
because both city and fest belong to the middle class. The Ghent Fests today are imag-
ined beyond reality, both in time and space. An explanation can be found in its many vis-
itors, who also for a large part are the creators of the consumption fest. The fests are now
the ultimate example of a city beyond industry, even though they originate in the indus-
trial revolution. They have transformed with urban culture, have adjusted to time, to be-
come ‘authentic’, ‘gezellig’ and a huge people fest - maybe a bit too huge.

Image and identity

‘Ghent has no face, Bruges tells itself and others the tale of the “historic city”, Antwerp
is a “cosmopolitan port city”, Leuven is a “university city”. But Ghent does not pick an
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Figure 10. Left the statue of the ‘Stroppendrager’ in the ‘Prinsenhof’ quarter, right the ‘Gras- and Koren-

lei’ during the Ghent Fests of 2008 (Photographs: Rose-Anne Vermeer, 2008)

image in which it can recognize itself with love. It does not identify itself with an image
or civilization of itself. Every view of Ghent - “port city”, “historic city”, “university city”
etcetera - is therefore not limited but false. Ghent portraits allow for diversity of “im-
ages”, but it exists as something that precedes it? (Hendryckx, De Kooning and Ver-
schaffel, 1990).

The relationship between consumption and production of symbols is the real core
of the urban symbolic ecology and of this study. The way in which respondents consume
the city has now been discussed extensively. It is time to look at the producers’ side. A
city’s symbols and rituals know many producers of symbolism, but my assumption at the
start of this research was that the municipality is a strong player in this field. Symbol pro-
ducers like to use city branding, designing a brand concept complete with logos and slo-
gans. Greenberg (2000) describes this as: ‘simultaneous marketing and production of a
monolithic, consumer-oriented version of the urban imaginary.” In general a niche is
looked for in which a city can distinguish itself from others of the same calibre, the com-
petition. Slogans and logos are often committed to create a modern image. Unfortunately
these are barely distinctive and are not able to change the image of the city, since they are
not based on the city’s identity, but on future goals. The power relationship between pro-
ducer and consumer has grown crooked. The city’s identity can be found by defining the
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urban symbolic ecology. The interpretation of the city, the consumer side of symbolism,
gets more attention. This should lead to better relationships and stronger city marketing.
The city of Ghent is also working towards a new city branding plan, but first | would like
to look at the influence the current marketing plan has on the ‘image’ of the city (Beren-
schot, 2008; Ter Berg, 2006; Noordman, 2006; Reinders, 2008; Shields, 1996: 227-28).

‘Gent, bruisend authentiek’, ‘Ghent, vibrantly authentic’, is the current slogan of the
tourist leaflet, a way in which the urban symbolism is produced, clarified with photos of
a family, the ‘Gras- and Korenlei” at night, the towers from the ‘Sint Michielsbrug’, small
boats in the Leie against a historic background and people shopping. The first sentence
that catches the eye when opening up the leaflet is 'veelzijdige verrassing’, versatile sur-
prise: “...a unique mix of historic architecture and contemporary events, beautiful muse-
ums with an international charisma, a huge gastronomic pallet, perfect facilities to spend
the night and a vibrant nightlife’.?> A bit further, water is also named as a means of recre-
ation. But the city is more than just history: "...for every medieval facade there is a mod-
ern counterpart, for every “early Netherlandish painting”, there is a Panamarenko or a
Fabre. Old and new fade into each other and create a unique, ageless balance’.? In a few
paragraphs all views on Ghent are called out: historic city’, ‘cosiest city’, ‘water city’,
‘tourist city’, ‘'modern city’, ‘culture city’, ‘city of fests’, ‘city of lights’, "party city’, ‘Bur-
gundian city’, and further on in the leaflet a few others can be found.

Which symbolic elements belong, according to the producers, to a vibrant and au-
thentic city? The ‘Sint Baafscathedral’, with the adoration of the Mystic Lamb, the
‘Gravensteen’ and the Belfry, together with the art hall ‘Sint Pietersabbey’ make up a
list of things you have to see. The names and pictures connect to the city center of Ghent,
and barely any references are made to the suburbs; only after a small search can a few
sentences on the ‘Blaarmeersen’ be found, representing the green outskirts. Happy peo-
ple enjoying their leisure time: shopping, sightseeing, going out for drinks, all against a
historic background, a historic background that people can become a part of, a back-
ground that gives them the feeling of being part of something.

Until now this image matches the image of the city’s consumers, the emphasis on
the center, only circuitously referring to what happens outside this area. The producers’
images can fit into the model of Ghent, which is derived from the interviews with con-
sumers. The emphasis of the leaflet is on historic buildings though, not on squares. Cosi-
ness, ‘gezelligheid’, leisure time and the lack of any references to working are absolutely
recognizable.

Authenticity as a notion is in need of some extra attention. Handler describes it
as a cultural construct of the modern western world. We are looking for an authentic
cultural experience, something unspoiled, real, untainted and traditional. He connects
authenticity to the western notion of individualism, as the individual holds a central
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place in our image of reality. Handler has a historical view on the case and describes
the process in which the individual position in society became more important than the
social one. As a result, people were in need of being authentic, their real selves, with-
out engaging in role-playing. He also talks about the importance of national culture
against an ideological background of the possessive individual: ‘the existence of a na-
tional collectivity depends upon the “possession” of an authentic culture...and an au-
thentic culture is one original to its possessors, one which exists only with them: in
other words, an independently existing entity, asserting itself against all other cul-
tures’. Being in contact with these objects is important, as it gives us the opportunity
to access our own authenticity, which has to confirm existence of personal experience
(Handler, 1986: 2-4).

Handler talks about shaping national authenticity, but this could be translated to
the level of cities: gaining authenticity as a way to be distinct from other cities. The quote
at the beginning of the paragraph is a nice example, as Bruges and Antwerp in particu-
lar, and to a lesser extent Brussels, are often compared to Ghent; they are after all the
most direct competition and the most similar. All these cities have a strong notion of who
they are, something that seems to be missing in Ghent, but as the authors of the quote
say, we are more than an image. In Ghent you can experience all these things and make
them a part of your life. Yet Handler does explain the importance of authenticity for pro-
ducers and consumers, as both want to live in a ‘real’ city that is independent and shows
who they are.

The critical reader will notice this concerns a leaflet for tourists, but Ghent also has an
urban vision aimed at its own inhabitants, ‘stad van kennis en cultuur voor iedereen’, 'the city
of knowledge and culture for everyone’. These elements can be found just as well in the col-
lective map of Ghent: the strong presence of the university on the one side and the historic
buildings, the Ghent Fests and the cultural entertainment venues on the other. Neverthe-
less, people are less familiar with this image of Ghent, which is strange since it is more ap-
plicable to the citizens. Both images are recognized, but the choice of words by the
respondents indicates a stronger consensus to the tourist phrasing, which is quite odd.
Both produced images show Ghent as a city beyond production, as a city of serv-
ice and consumption. Knowledge may indirectly point to work, but the association with
the university is many times stronger, which falls more into the category of service. The
collective image of the city joins this point of view, as the collective map of the city shows,
indicating consumption. They more or less match. This would mean there is an effective
campaign going on when it comes to city marketing. But what came first, the chicken or
the egg? Is the current campaign adjusted to the image of the consumers, or the other
way around? Taking into account the way respondents talk about Ghent, | choose the last
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option, as a large group used the exact words from the leaflets. One could say in this
case that the producer side of the urban symbolic ecology overrules the consumers. The
dominant squares may be missing in the policy, but they are easily added into the con-
cept of the vibrant and authentic city. On the other side there is modern Ghent, which
shapes up an ageless balance in the city. This is less obviously represented on the map;
it is however found in the way the city is defined. Ghent is no open-air museum, an ac-
cusation often charged against Bruges, but the city is alive. The authors even seem to
claim: ‘we do not play the role of a single city’, we are who we are, and therefore we are
more real, less spoiled and more ‘authentic’.

www.gent.be

The city’'s website is, just like the leaflet, an expression of the identity the producers give
to the city itself. ‘Ghent, vibrant city’ is used as an inspiration for this site. Where the
tourist leaflet is filled with authentic historical elements in the city, the key words for the
website are vibrant, alive, knowledge and culture, clearly a different side of the city pro-
motion has been chosen here. This page is meant for Gentenaars, and a tourist site is
being created at the moment with its own style purely designed to promote Ghent. This
currently influences the content and layout of Gent.be. The site is plain and simple: ‘we
have chosen the powerful line of the city marketing, the feeling it gives is important’.’
Certain groups within the population already have their own sub-page. Accessible
through the current website are pages for students, entrepreneurs and youth. The latter
two groups in particular have been adjusted to the target group. The site for students
has the same arrangement as the main page. Citizens of different neighborhoods make
up their own groups, and every neighborhood has its own page within the website, so
relevant information can be found quickly. It is, however, questionable whether residents
find their way to these pages, since many neighborhoods and former independent towns
are missing from the collective mental maps.

From the users’ side of the webpage it becomes clearer that citizens are in fact the
target group. The site holds an enormous amount of information, only in exceptional
cases is one diverted to pages of a different organization. Every subject has contact in-
formation and many offer opportunities to participate in events, or even to organize them.
The e-loket, e-desk, is especially useful in this sense. In the past, citizens usually had to
go to the public administration to pick up certain documents, whereas now these for-
malities can be handled via the Internet; everything from giving notice of a birth, to fill-
ing out tax forms, all you need is your id-card and a card reader. To promote this option
even further, information meetings are held to explain the way it works and to give away
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card readers. More and more municipalities are introducing similar facilities to provide
more accessible services to their customers, the citizens.

A website cannot only be evaluated by its practicality, the way the site looks is
also important. The big picture decoration at the top of the screen is the most prominent
element on the site. It not only provides a fresh look against the grey and white back-
ground, it also offers ways to focus attention on a subject: 'We want to give an image of
the character of Ghent, through photos, even though they do not need to be recogniza-
ble as a certain part of town. We want everything that is organized by the city to stand out
on the page’,® something that corresponds to the creation of the image of Ghent as being
vibrant. The inclusion of recent news reports, which can be found on the opening page,
also underlines this.

It was a conscious choice to use part of the city marketing campaign for this page,
aimed at the vibrant nature of Ghent, the other side of the city. The webpage has a young
and fresh look, functional without being cold or distant, something the use of pictures
largely contributes to. The same type of pictures, large and colorful, can be found in the
city brochures, especially the tourist versions, even though a more classical theme has
been chosen there. Citizens come first. They are what the city is all about, no hidden
sales talk on Gent.be. For the city marketing campaign, a classical theme has been cho-
sen for tourists (historic buildings, romantic pictures) and a fresh, vibrant and younger
Ghent is portrayed for its citizens. The latter does appeal to the Gentenaar. People do
not want to live in a museum, yet they do wish to make the historical heritage part of
who they are, to be part of the ‘authenticity’. This is something only seldom seen on the
site, although it does offer an extended historical overview.

The site is practical, and while service and consumption are nice, someone has to
pay for it, so there is also a webpage for entrepreneurs. They are kept separate from the
‘normal’ residents. The service-oriented site of the city is found in the e-loket: the cus-
tomer has to be able to find what he needs without leaving the comfort of his own home.
Consumption in the classical sense of the word is not the main theme here, but the web-
site does encourage citizens to be part of consumption of the city, by constantly pointing
to ways to participate in something, or to even become a producer of the city by organ-
izing an event.

Conclusion
Many cities at the moment feel the need to sell themselves to the new middle class, as

a city of service and consumption. Nas’ theory on urban symbolic ecology gives a very
strong foundation for deciphering this problem, since the tension between the produc-
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tion and consumption of rituals and symbols is its core. In Ghent this issue plays an im-
portant role in finding a new way to imagine the city after a history as an industrial town.
During the last twenty-odd years the city has, through major renovation of the city cen-
ter and matching city marketing concepts aimed at the vibrant and authentic side of the
city, been trying to connect to this. This development has taken a very positive turn. Re-
spondents, consumers of urban symbolism, are not only very content with the city, they
are even ‘fier’, proud, and have taken over many ideas, as can be seen in their drawings
filled with squares, water and historic buildings. The producers of symbolism feed the
consumers. They have the upper hand in this power relationship. Connections are even
made between these symbols and the city’s future, mainly in the case of water. In a lesser
sense people attach themselves to the vision of the city, ‘’knowledge and culture for every-
one’. The university and student population are strongly represented and events like the
Ghent Fests equal culture for everyone. But how to move on? Is city branding the for-
mula to further success for the city?

A few Gentenaars gave their honest opinions about this subject: ‘'We do not have
anything against tourists, or investors and definitely not against new citizens. We just do
not like it when Ghent wants to profile itself as a product of which the marketability be-
comes the main concern. Niche marketing this is called: focus all your efforts on one at-
tractive group of potential clients, even if it costs you your face and business... Advocating
the solidarity of the city and active citizenship seems to us much more relevant than all
this nonsense talk in terms of consumers and market value. We shiver at the thought of
a city marketing logo, with a noose as a prefab symbol and rebelliousness as a com-
mercial trump. But this, no doubt, will be our fault? (Tiens Tiens, 2008: 3).

Presenting solidarity is already one of the goals of the city. It wants to be there for
everyone. From the different collective maps it seems as if the migrant group is not well
represented, amongst other reasons because of the diversity within this group. But still
the ‘Sleepstraat’ is a strong urban symbol of solidarity and mixing of the different groups
in society. Students do live in a separate world, which is reinforced at night, but even they
know how to find their way out. Active citizenship is promoted throughout the website
that wants to stimulate participation in the consumption of the city.

Authenticity is an important notion. Handler’s article provides the insight that
there is no need for Ghent to consist solely of medieval buildings, as authenticity relates
to ‘realness’, to be who you are and not play any roles. Ghent as a city of..., does not fit
here: the city would then choose to play a part and even emphasize this in every way, at
the expense of authenticity. The interaction between the modern and the historical, and
between Gentenaars, students and migrants seems to work. They meet each other on the
squares where, against the historic background, they drink a Brazilian cocktail or a local
Belgian brew, preferably in the sun.
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Everyone is a hard notion, students are not official residents of the city and mi-
grants, often without papers, go unnoticed. A way to involve more people in the city is by
extending the mental map. This now mainly consists of the center, but there are many
beautiful and interesting places outside of this, which are worthy of attention. The city’s
identity should be used for this mission and the squares could play a major part. Every-
one can give his or her own meaning to the space, they are almost everywhere and they
are very popular amongst most citizens. When everyone decides not to go to town to have
a drink, but to stay in the neighborhood once in a while to go to a sidewalk café, the map
can be extended. The city of service and consumption is everywhere, not just in the city
center. Together, consumers and producers can create a stronger city as long as their
views on the urban symbolic ecology do not widen too much.
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Notes
1 This research has been conducted in cooperation with Gent Cultuurstad and Stad Gent.
2 Numbers from 31 December 2007 (website city of Ghent).
3 Identity: the identification of the object as it exists (Nas and Sluis, 2002).
4 Structure: relationships between the object and other objects (Nas and Sluis, 2002).
5 Meaning: practical or emotional significance (Nas and Sluis, 2002).
6 Zou u twee stadsplannen van Gent willen tekenen? Eén kaart van de stad overdag en één kaart van de stad bij
nacht, en zou u hierop die aspecten van de stad willen aangeven die voor u belangrijk zijn? U kunt hierbij denken aan
straten, pleinen, gebouwen, plaatsen, evenementen, codrdinatiepunten enzovoorts. The way of phrasing one’s ques-
tion is important, since it can influence the results of the research, in this case the mental maps. | have chosen to in-
clude examples, as after the first few interviews it became clear that many respondents find it difficult to draw a
map. These examples simplified the map making process considerable. However, it did not result in a uniform set of
maps, since not everyone used these examples and others made their own selection.
7 ..de Gras- en Korenlei zijn zeker bij warm weer de beste plek van Gent, het is er veel gezelliger. Gisteren was ik er

om half twaalf en toen kon je er nog over de koppen lopen. Dat is niet echt afhankelijk van de dag, het is er altijd druk.’
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8 '...de watersportbaan dat is een echte zomeractiviteit, je kunt er dan zwemmen en er zijn sportcentra. In de zomer
komen er ook wel toeristen. Ik ga er zelf vooral in de zomer heen om te ontspannen, vaak met een paar medestudenten.’
9 ‘Ik heb steeds anders naar de stad gekeken, dat verandert met je netwerk, je eigen welzijn. Als je me dezelfde vraag
had gesteld tien-twintig-dertig jaar geleden dan was dat een heel ander beeld geweest.

10 "...dat stuk is helemaal heraangelegd, naar het waterpeil toe. Toen het nog veel hoger was zat er nooit iemand, nu
zitten vooral de jongeren er erg graag. Studenten veroveren langzaam de stad, het is leuk dat ze uit de studenten-
buurt komen.’

11 ‘Een heleboel mooie gevels zijn trouwens nep, bijvoorbeeld aan de Korenlei en de Graslei. In 1911 net voor de
wereldtentoonstelling zijn ze van andere plaatsen in Gent verplaatst, ze zijn dus wel echt.’

12 ‘De Sint Michielsbrug was nooit zo hoog, hij is opgehoogd om een mooi fotomoment te hebben.’

13 ‘Het Gravensteen daar passeer ik bijna dagelijks. Het geeft het gevoel van authentiek Gent, een deel van de mid-
deleeuwen, al is het niet het enige gebouw natuurlijk.’

14 ‘Ongeveer 25 jaar geleden was het Patershol vies en dood, het verkrotte helemaal. Het is al 15-20 jaar helemaal
vernieuwd, er zijn leuke restaurants, het is bijna een chic uitgaansbuurt geworden.’

15 'De Sleepstraat daar ga ik graag eten, Turkse pizza, dat is lekker en goedkoop, het is heel goed eten. Wanneer er
mensen van buiten Gent komen gaan we daar naartoe, iedereen kan het betalen en iedereen lust het.’

16 ‘Wat ik vaststel is dat ik onbewust vaak dicht bij het water wil zijn. De jachthaven, het uitzicht dat ik hier heb, de
haven trok me als gebied, misschien ben ik daarom ook wel gaan duiken. Bij het water kun je verder kijken, het geeft
een gevoel van ruimte en van rust.’

17 ‘Gent is water, alles heeft er mee te maken. Ze gaan nu de reep open maken, je kunt dan weer door Gent varen,
nu kun je niet rond, alleen op en neer. Je kunt de mooiste plekjes van de stad zien vanaf het water. De Schelde is nu
ook herontdekt, de drukste fietsroute van Vlaanderen ligt er naast. De Gentenaar heeft het water op zich ook op-
nieuw ontdekt, er wordt weer langs gebouwd en geinvesteerd om oude panden op te knappen. Dit loopt ongeveer
samen met het autovrij maken van het stadscentrum, het geeft veel meer kans de stad te beleven. Het is wachten
tot we dingen als een watertram krijgen.’

18 ‘De Gentse Feesten zijn echt het grootste feest van de wereld, de hele zone van het centrum is afgezet. ledereen
in Vlaanderen komt dan naar Gent. Er zijn massa’s drank, iedereen is op straat, zelfs als er op een plein niks te doen
is dan is het nog druk. Er zijn ook veel artiesten en de cafés houden thema avonden. Ik heb eens ontslag genomen
van mijn zomerjob om er te zijn. Dat zou ik echt voor geen geld willen missen. Ik ga liever naar de Gentse Feesten
dan op vakantie naar de Bahamas op dat moment.’

19 "..tijdens de Gentse Feesten, dan is de stad een heksenketel zowel overdag als s nachts, ik geloof niet dat het dan
ooit stil valt.”

20 VZW, Vereniging Zonder Winstoogmerk, the Flemish equivalent of a foundation.

21 "..op de andere podia staan juist kleinere bands en lokale namen. Het is ook wel een politieke keuze, de stad kan
niet meer bezoekers aan, ze houden het dus bewust zo kleinschalig.’

22 ‘het authentieke is eruit, het is te commercieel geworden. Dat is iets van de laatste jaren, het zijn niet meer de
feesten zoals ik ze herinner van toen ik een kind was. Toen was het een ouderwets gebeuren, authentiek en klein-

schalig, dat is weg en dat vind ik wel spijtig.’
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23 'de Patershol feesten zijn eigenlijk ongeveer hetzelfde maar dan kleiner en een paar weken later. Het doet denken
aan de Gentse Feesten van jaren geleden. Voor de Gentse Feesten komt iedereen echt van ver nu. Patersholfeesten
zijn intiemer, meer Gentenaars dan toeristen.’

24 ‘Gent heeft geen gezicht, Brugge houdt zichzelf en anderen het beeld voor van “historische stad”, Antwerpen is
een “kosmopolitische havenstad”, Leuven is een “universiteitsstad.” Maar Gent kiest niet een beeld waarin het zichzelf
met liefde herkent. Het identificeert zich niet met een beeld of beschaving van zichzelf. Elk zicht op Gent - “haven-
stad”, “historische stad”, “universiteitsstad” enzovoorts - is daarom niet eenzijdig maar vals. Gent laat de verstrooi-
ing in “zichten” wel toe, maar bestaat als iets wat daar aan vooraf gaat.’

25 “..een unieke mix van historische architectuur en hedendaagse evenementen, schitterende musea met interna-
tionale uitstraling, een enorm gastronomisch palet, perfecte verblijfsfaciliteiten en een sprankelend nachtleven.’
26 "...voor elke middeleeuwse gevel is er een moderne tegenhanger, voor elke Vlaamse Primitief een Panamarenko
of een Fabre. Oud en nieuw gaan naadloos in elkaar over en zorgen voor een uniek, tijdloos evenwicht.’

27 Quotes from an interview with two civil servants of the city of Ghent.

28 ‘We willen ook een sfeerbeeld geven van Gent, via foto’s, al hoeven die niet direct heel herkenbaar te zijn. Alles
wat door de stad georganiseerd wordt willen we extra op laten vallen.’

29 'Nu hebben we niets tegen toeristen, noch tegen investeerders en al helemaal niets tegen nieuwe inwoners. We
houden er gewoon niet van als Gent zich gaat profileren als een product waarvan de verkoopbaarheid moet primeren.
Nichemarketing heet zoiets in het jargon: al je inspanningen focussen op één aantrekkelijke groep potentiéle klanten,
zelfs al gaat dat ten koste van je eigen smoel en klandizie...Pleiten voor een solidaire stad en voor actief burgerschap
lijkt ons dan ook een pak relevanter dan al dat loze gepraat in termen van consumeren en merkwaarde. We huiveren
van de gedachte aan een citymarketing-logo, met een strop als prefabsymbool en rebelsheid als commerciéle troef.

Maar dat zal ongetwijfeld aan ons liggen.’



4. Urban Symbolism in Yogyakarta
In Search of the Lost Symbol’

Pierpaolo De Giosa

Environments change. A sudden disaster may destroy a city, farms will be made
from wilderness, a loved place is abandoned, or a new settlement is built on an
obscure frontier. Slower natural processes may transform an ancient landscape,
or social shifts cause bizarre dislocations. In the midst of these events, people
remember the past and imagine the future. (Lynch, 1972: 3)

Introduction

In the last few decades urban anthropology has been developed as a new independent
field focusing on urban space. A new approach, namely urban symbolism as sub-discipline
of urban anthropology (Colombijn, 2006: 115), represents a valuable and flexible way to ex-
plore the symbolic side of space in different cities. In 2006, Peter Nas, Rivke Jaffe and An-
nemarie Samuels discussed the new directions and challenges of urban symbolism
studies explaining the role of two complementary approaches: urban symbolic ecology
and hypercity. The former represents ‘the material approach to urban symbolism’ which
is concerned with ‘the social production and consumption along with the spatial distribu-
tion of symbols and rituals’ since ‘their different locations in the urban centre or periph-
ery and the total spatial configuration are important’ (Nas, Jaffe and Samuels, 2006: 2).
On the other hand the hypercity, described as ‘a new encompassing theoretical framework
which regards urban symbolism starting from ideas, images and representations of the
city’ (Nas, Jaffe and Samuels, 2006: 1), takes as starting point the studies of signs? and the
consequent process of signification between signifiers and the signified, which is the city
per se. Different categories of urban signifiers are produced and consumed within a city
or town: material signifiers include both artificial and natural landscapes like statues or
architecture; iconic signifiers ‘consist of people, whether individuals or groups, who have
become representative for certain cities’, such as heroes, saints or celebrities; behavioral
signifiers include rituals, ceremonies, festivals or parades; and the ‘less tangible’ dis-
cursive signifiers include a wide range of ‘urban images and narratives’ provided by
movies, novels, urban legends, myths and so on (Nas, Jaffe and Samuels, 2006: 7, 8).
This article deals with the urban symbolic side of Yogyakarta and my aim is to ex-
plore how its urban space is constructed and perceived. | will pursue my analysis fol-
lowing a three-binary structure with the purpose of investigating a particular city
gradually. First of all, | think that observing the evolution of Yogyakarta historically
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through distinguished phases may offer an encompassing vision of the city. A general
descriptive view is de rigueur a useful starting point to present briefly this city since its
foundation until now, identifying the main directions, principles and actors that have
shaped its spatial configuration and image through the times.

In the second step of this work, based on a more emic approach, I will focus on the
imagery of Yogyakarta which is explored by mental mapping: exactly 35 mental maps by
‘Yogyanese’ inhabitants. Hence a synthesis of those maps reveals the perception of the
city by ordinary people showing probably valuable phenomena affecting the urban im-
agery, obviously being aware of their relative representativeness.

Finally, | will take into consideration such behavioral signifiers as rituals and cer-
emonies that contribute to the construction and consumption of urban space in this spe-
cific context. In this way a secondary aim of this article is a contribution to the study of
urban symbolism and also to the comprehension of place-making and space significa-
tion in the particular milieu of an Indonesian urban setting.

The spatial configuration of Yogyakarta

Yogyakarta has been founded following specific and meaningful principles and its imagery
is rooted in the Javanese pre-colonial spatial distribution based on the centrality of the
royal palace (kraton). Nowadays the special region of Yogyakarta (DIY, Daerah Istimewa Yo-
gyakarta) is the only one in Indonesia still governed by a pre-independence monarchy or
sultanate. Undoubtedly the role of the sultan has been crucial, even if at different degrees,
in the creation of the urban environment through the centuries. In the entire Archipelago,
as well as all over the world, it is possible to identify various kinds of cities; ‘every town
has a character of its own and people try to form an image of it" (Nas, 1986: 1). In this con-
text an outline of the historical urban development of Yogyakarta consents me to grasp the
city as a spatial entity in evolution since its foundation until now: the ‘birth and life’ of a
city through different times, under various political controls, and not rarely under any sort
of challenge, including natural disasters (I refer especially to the tragic earthquake of
May 2006). In this section | will focus on three distinguished stages of urban development
processes in this specific case as identified in the study of the Indonesian city: the early,
colonial, and modern cities (Nas and Boender, 2002: 3, 6). Of course this categorization
should not be exaggerated because in different case studies there are exceptions, but it
represents an efficient starting point for the exploration of the urban evolution.
Yogyakarta was founded in 1755 as the result of the partition of the Mataram king-
dom in two new political entities: Yogyakarta and Surakarta. This event, known as the
Treaty of Giyanti (Perjanjian Giyanti), was the corollary of the successful divide et impera
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policy of the Dutch East Indies Company (VOC) in Central Java. Thus, when this city came
into existence, the presence of an outsider power was already crucial on the island and
it is probably not completely accurate to define the first urban settlement as an example
of an early Indonesian city like the previous capitals of indigenous kingdoms in the Ar-
chipelago. Since its foundation, Yogyakarta ‘was not a purely Javanese town’ (Houben
and Dahm, 1992: 146) because immediately north of the royal palace the Dutch built a
fort, Benteng Vredeburg, to control the sultanate. Nevertheless, because of the strong
symbolism attached to Yogyakarta by the first sultan, | consider it (in its first stage] a re-
cent variant of the early Indonesian city where the pre-colonial Javanese Hindu-Buddha-
Islam element was still dominant in spite of the Dutch authority. Furthermore, the
configuration of the city is evidently shaped on the urban structured space typical in the
early Javanese pre-colonial cities: the royal palace with the northern and southern city-
squares (alun-alun) and the mosque located on the west side of the northern alun-alun.

In the study of the early Indonesian cities two distinguished types are recognized:
inland/agrarian (also called kraton towns) and coastal/trade-oriented cities (Nas, 1986:
5, 6; Nas and Boender, 2002: 4). As reported by Vincent Houben and Bernhard Dahm
(1992: 145), Yogyakarta appears as an example of inland/court town and, of course, it
could not be considered a coastal town because of its geographical position, but it should
not be ignored that elements of inland cities are present in coastal cities and vice versa.
Further, Peter Nas has defined the early Indonesian city as a ‘central point” and ‘focus
of the state’ shaped by 'the marking of power on the basis of control over social rela-
tions’, conceptualizing the idea of focal urbanism’ in contraposition with the ‘local ur-
banism’ of western mediaeval cities as more or less autonomous and independent (from
the state) areas (Nas, 1986: 23; Nas and Boender, 2002: 4). The founding center of Yo-
gyakarta was the royal palace directly designed by the first sultan, Hamengku Buwono I,
in the middle of an imaginary axis from north (Merapi Volcano) to south (Indian Ocean).
The southern end of this North-South Axis is identified in the village of Parangtritis, ex-
actly in Parangkusumo beach where the ‘glittering stone’ (batu gilang) is located. This
stone represents the legendary place where Senopati, King of Mataram, and Loro Kidul
(the Queen of the Southern sea) met for the first time.3

The city was founded following the principles of a sacred geography common in
Southeast Asian kingdoms; the centrality of the royal palace in Southeast Asia has been de-
scribed by scholars as an essential part of a mandala. In his Buddhist studies, focused es-
pecially on Thailand, Stanley Tambiah refers to it as model of galactic power shaping the
kingdom as a ‘centre-oriented space rather than bounded-space’ (Tambiah, 1987: 40): a
cosmological ‘centre-oriented concentric-circle view of the polity’, which was ‘pervasive’
in Southeast Asia, representing the ‘totality’ of the empire and ‘the unity of the whole’ (Tam-
biah, 1976: 114). Robert von Heine-Geldern has observed that capital cities like Burma and
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Figure 1. The North-South Axis and urban districts in Yogyakarta
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Angkor were representing a smaller microcosm within a macrocosm (the empire], and
‘even more than in Europe, the capital stood for the whole country’, more than just a sim-
ple national political and cultural centre: the capital was the ‘magic center of the empire’
(Heine-Geldern, 1956: 3). This cosmology has also influenced the spatial configuration of
Yogyakarta and its kraton represents a microcosm, a sort of imago mundi (Lombard, 1996:
113), where the sultan has an intermediary role between the human world (microcosm)
and the divine world (macrocosm), between God and his subjects (Moertono, 1985: 42).
However, according to Mark Woodward, in the royal palace per se there is not a ‘'mandala
pattern” and it is mainly based on a Javanese variant of Islam and Sufi tradition (Wood-
ward 1989: 199, 200) representing birth, life and death of human beings. Despite this, |
would say that even if there is no mandala circular configuration in the form of the kraton,
the latteris still the central part of the total mandala which is the city, and the outer world.

This concentric and circular pattern is also visible in the urban spatial distribution
of Yogyakarta, where in the early period the royal palace was surrounded by different
neighborhoods (kampungs) inhabited by ordinary people. The inner city encircled by the
wall around the royal palace was the location of the servants’ residence (abdi dalem), and
the extramural early town was populated by the troops of the sultan and other social
groups.* This spatial stratification in circles remained a constant also during the colonial
period, when the northern part of Yogyakarta was divided hierarchically and ethnically in
neighborhoods of European, Chinese and Arabic communities. The Dutch sphere, sym-
bolically represented by Benteng Vredeburg, formally replaced the dominant role of the
sultanate, whereas the other Asian communities in the northern periphery established a
new vital commercial sphere.

During the colonial period, the imaginary North-South Axis was intersected by a
new symbolic line, namely the railway connection (with the Tugu train station at the end
of Malioboro road located in the north to the kraton) which has contributed to the urban
development and the growth of Yogyakarta. In any case the founding axis from Merapi to
the Indian Ocean has never lost its symbolic value, which was enriched by a white tower
(Tugu Jogja) designed by Hamengku Buwono | in 1756 as an integral part of the royal
palace (Soemarwoto, 2003: 13). The Tugu monument is still located approximately two
kilometers north of the kraton, in line with Jalan Malioboro, and in my opinion it is em-
blematically relevant in this context as a symbolic explanation of the connection God-
sultan-subjects. The original form of Tugu was a cone, a cylindrical pillar, topped by a
ball, for this reason called Golong-Gilig,5 symbolizing the leitmotif of the Javanese unity
of servant and lord (menunggaling kawula gusti) and the unity of the sultan and his sub-
jects in the struggle against the Dutch. In 1867, the Tugu Golong-Gilig was damaged by
an earthquake and when it was rebuilt as De Witte Paal in 1889 by the Dutch, as it appears
now, its original form and symbolism were lost (Soemarwoto, 2003: 15).
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Figure 2. Historical circular pattern of Yogyakarta

| have decided to take into consideration the original form of Tugu as the main
(and lost) symbol of the connection between ordinary people, sultanate and God, with
the intermediary role of the sultan in the harmonious preservation of his subjects” well-
being. Indeed, as explained at the beginning of this section, the role of the sultan in
the production of urban symbols in Yogyakarta seems to be dominant. Peter Nas, Rivke
Jaffe and Annemarie Samuels (2006: 12) have defined the hypercity as ‘democratic’ be-
cause all the social actors are potentially producers and consumers, ‘but not all voices
are heard with equal clarity’. Somehow in the specific case of Yogyakarta the role of or-
dinary people in the production and consumption of urban space is essential and their
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harmonious well-being, unity and cohesion are the conditio sine qua non for the legiti-
macy of the sultan’s power. The centrality of the kraton is strongly related to the pros-
perity of his subjects, and without it the concentric spatial organization of the city has
no meaning anymore.

Paradoxically, during the colonial period challenges such as urban development,
social change and population growth did not deteriorate the unity and cohesion of the
sultanate and its inhabitants, but probably strengthened it and made Yogyakarta the
struggle city (kota perjuangan) of the Archipelago. But, on the other hand, the modern
period since the nation’s independence has constituted a new challenging era for the
original unity of the city and its dwellers. For some years after independence (1945-1949],
because of the chaotic situation in Jakarta (previously called Batavia) and the support
given to the nationalist movement by Hamengku Buwono IX, the capital city of the new
nation was established in Yogyakarta. Notwithstanding the important role accorded to
the latter, initially by Sukarno and later on by Suharto, as well as the special status
granted to the region of Yogyakarta, the new established independent nation has been
gradually centralized around the capital of the nation, Jakarta. The centrality of the sul-
tan/subjects connection was replaced by a national centralized ideology focusing on the
figure of the republic’s president.

The post-colonial symbolism in Indonesia is intensely focused on the nationalist
struggle in the decolonization process. In Yogyakarta, the main symbols expressing the
country’s triumph against the Dutch and the Japanese are the monument celebrating
the attack of 1March 1949 and the "Yogya Kembali" museum. Both monuments are located
on the North-South Axis: the former between Jalan Malioboro and northern alun-alun;
the latter, built in 1985 during the New Order (Orde Baru) government, near to the north-
ern ring road. Furthermore, during Suharto’s New Order the names of several streets
were replaced by the names of national heroes (pahlawan) (Suwarno, 1990: 139). But the
primary post-independence symbol, which has influenced the construction of the im-
agery of Yogyakarta as the national ‘educational city’ creating a new challenging urban
center in contrast to the palace-centered spatial distribution of the city, was Gadjah Mada
University (UGM). This first state university was built in 1949, establishing a new pole in
the northern modern area of Yogyakarta. Nowadays this Javanese city is well-known as
the undisguised educational and student center of the Archipelago with more than sixty
universities and other institutions of higher education.®

In the modern period, Yogyakarta has experienced a gradual transformation from
a ‘traditional city’ to a ‘national city’ and also an ‘international city’ (Suryo, 2005). During
the first two decades after independence the city as well as the whole Archipelago had
to face economic and political problems: ‘the 1950s and 1960s witnessed deteriorating
economic and political conditions within the city, that affected kampung people’ (Guin-
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ness, 1991: 87). Patrick Guinness has observed phenomena concerned with the trans-
formation of Yogyakarta after 1945, especially during the New Order, in the particular
case of the kampung environment. It is his opinion that from the 1960s, in two decades,
Suharto’s New Order in Yogyakarta has produced a 'very different city’, emphasizing the
dichotomy between kampung/poor people (called in Javanese language wong cilik) and
streetsiders/ politically and economically powerful people’ (Guinness, 1991: 86). In this
context, a tension between top-down capitalist state-oriented urban development and
bottom-up reaction by the kampung communities appears as a deterioration of the orig-
inal cultural unity of Yogyakarta. On the one hand the state, capitalist enterprises sup-
ported by it and the municipal government have tried to create a modern city through
private housing, luxurious condominiums and shopping mall construction; on the other
hand crime, squatting, prostitution, uncontrolled expansion, water and air pollution, and
low hygienic standards have decreased the well-being of poor ordinary people in kampung
settlements. The improvement of these urban areas has often been carried out as a top-
down process marginalizing a conspicuous part of inhabitants in Yogyakarta as well as
in all the country. Nevertheless, within a slum in this city, namely Kampung Code, a par-
ticular bottom-up development strategy has been carried out by the residents through
the support of activists and Gadjah Mada University. Actually, what has been defined a
‘total slum’ is nowadays a ‘leading example of the possibilities of grassroots kampong de-
velopment'7 (Nas, Boon, Hladka and Tampubulon, 2008: 651, 655).

Currently, Yogyakarta, with its approximately half million inhabitants is a medium
size Indonesian city, known as an educational city, and one of the main touristic desti-
nations of the Archipelago because of its famous local arts and culture that have con-
tributed to the recognition of the city as the Javanese cultural capital’. The growth of
population through the last few decades has also revealed a dualistic urban develop-
ment showing a contrast between impoverished neighborhoods, also attracting emi-
grants from rural areas, and a richer northern area of the city attracting a large number
of wealthy ‘offspring’ from the Indonesian society. A symbolic dualism is also represented
by a tension between globalization and localization within Yogyakarta where shopping
malls and luxurious condominiums are conquering urban space, while traditional mar-
kets (pasar) and food-stalls® are still proudly surviving as the persisting symbol of local
identity and self-consciousness.

The imagery of a city

This section is concerned with the perception of Yogyakarta by its dwellers and aims to
a return to a more emic approach.?
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Too often, studies are based on ‘anthropological tourism’ [...]. At worst, the study
reflects what the researcher sees in the symbol. At best, the study reproduces
the intentions of the creator of a symbol. Both miss the point that the essence of
a symbol lies in what people think of it. A symbol is a relationship between an ob-
ject (statue, flag, building, song, coat of arms, street name) and a meaning out-
side the object. What matters is not the object, but the meaning that people give
to the object. The meaning given to the symbol by both the creator and the re-
ceiver of the message is what counts. (Colombijn, 2006: 118)

In order to explore the emic vision of the population of Yogyakarta and their perception
of the living urban space | will analyze and synthesize 35 mental maps. Usually people
construct detailed images of the urban environment in which they live and their percep-
tions of it reveal a great variety since different people experience the same city or town
in a variety of ways (Nas, 1986: 2; Nas and Sluis, 2002: 131). The perceived layout of a city
is the result of a complex cognitive process; mental mapping represents a way of por-
traying people’'s image of the city (Schut, Nas and Hettige, this volume). According to
Peter Nas and Reynt Sluis (2002: 131), ‘the collection of data for mental or cognitive maps
is mainly based on the drawings of informants who are asked to sketch their urban en-
vironment and note the items they consider important’.

Mental mapping methodology is rooted in the pioneering work by Kevin Lynch
published in 1960, The Image of the City, which investigates the imageability of three
American cities: Boston, Jersey City and Los Angeles. The imageability of a city, defined
as a ‘construction in space’ (Lynch, 1960: 1), is ‘that quality in a physical object which
gives it a high probability of evoking a strong image in any given observer’ (Lynch, 1960:
9). On the basis of the three distinguished components of an environmental image pro-
posed by Lynch, that is identity (the identification of an object as a separable entity), struc-
ture (the spatial relation of an object to the observer and other objects) and meaning
(practical or emotional meaning of the object for the observer), in the last few decades
urban perception studies have been developed in the theoretical framework of urban
symbolism. The third component, namely meaning, is the crucial focus in the studies of
urban symbolic ecology and the hypercity (Nas and Sluis, 2002: 131).

The collection of data and mental maps of Yogyakarta has been carried out thanks
to the precious help offered to me by a small group of ‘intermediary informants’; they
collected 35 mental maps for me during a period of two months (November and Decem-
ber 2009] in a warung located in the northern area of the city regularly frequented by stu-
dents.” Different factors, such as education, duration of residence, ethnicity, religion,
and so on, show various perceptions of the urban environment and a different vision of
the city. For this reason the data collected here should not be considered representative
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of the total population of Yogyakarta, but in my opinion a relatively valuable representa-
tiveness should not be excluded a priori since mental mapping could provide interesting
phenomena concerning the perception of urban space in this specific case study. Figure
3 presents the collective mental map of 35 ordinary people, as the result of a synthesis
of all individual cognitive maps, in which the elements marked one or two times are ex-
cluded. I am going to analyze briefly the total configuration of the city, taking as a start-
ing point previous studies based on the analysis of the collective mental maps of other
Indonesian cities.™

The traditional spatial distribution of the city appears constantly based on the cen-
trality of the royal palace and the North-South Axis. The kraton per se is marked in 13 in-
dividual maps, while Jalan Malioboro (as the main commercial street of Yogyakarta) is
marked 16 times. On the same imaginary line the central train-station and Tugu Monu-
ment are marked respectively 11 and 10 times. All other important elements (streets,
alun-alun, traditional markets, shopping malls and historical buildings) are represented
also following a center-oriented spatial system that recalls a mandalic form. This col-
lective cognitive map might suggest the conceptualization of Yogyakarta as completely fo-
cused on the traditional city center (as presented in the case of Denpasar by Peter Nas
in 1995); however, in the first case the traditional central urban elements seem to be less
marked than their counterparts in the provincial capital of the Balinese island. Symbol-
ically speaking, in the case of Yogyakarta perhaps the ‘traditional cultural image is the
main principle of orientation” as in the case of Denpasar (Nas and Sluis, 2002: 133), but
its traditional spatial configuration appears in a sort of decline in the perception of Yog-
yakarta’s population.

The observation and analysis of all individual maps and the collective mental map
show that the original unity of the city is less meaningful in the imageability of the city
by ordinary people. Several individual mental maps are locally-focused, ‘solely showing
a small part or a single street in the city’ (Schut, Nas and Hettige, this volume). The ma-
jority of these locally-focused maps reproduce the north-eastern area of the city, where
several higher education institutions are situated. Many examples show a sort of inde-
pendent modern city focused on Jalan Solo and Jalan Gejayaan and the main shopping
mall of the area, namely Ambarrukmo Plaza (Amplaz]. The great number of universities
and other educational institutions could be considered an important factor for the cre-
ation of the modern northern urban center challenging the traditional center. In this con-
text the large number of students coming to Yogyakarta from all over the Archipelago
could not be considered authentically Yogyanese’, and their perception of the city differs
significantly from the indigenous dwellers of the city. It is interesting to observe that sev-
eral universities are marked just one time in various individual mental maps, but only
three of them are present in the collective map.™
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Figure 3. Collective mental map of Yogyakarta based on 35 mental maps
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Figure 5. A kraton-centered mental map of Yogyakarta
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The analysis of cognitive maps in the specific case study of Yogyakarta reveals a
process of fragmentation of the total configuration of the urban space. The traditional
center focused on the royal palace is still significant in the imageability of this Javanese
city, but other symbols in the city are creating a fragmented image of it. In this context |
will define the ‘multi-centric city’ as an urban space, broken up into two or more pieces,
in which the center is not identified as one. The results shown in the collective mental
map of Yogyakarta are based on cognitive maps by students, many of them not purely
‘Yogyanese’, collected in the northern area of the city, but it is interesting to remark that
the individual maps drawn by two becak drivers and an angkringkan seller reproduce a
compact urban space focused on the traditional centrality of the kraton (see Figure 5, as
drawn by a becak driver).

Behavioral signifiers and urban space

The behavioral signifiers studied in the hypercity approach provide a functional source
for the exploration of the social and cultural construction of space. In the case of Yo-
gyakarta, behavioral construction, as well as consumption of urban space, are particu-
larly significant since specific rituals and ceremonies express the constant connection
God-sultan-subjects. The material spatial configuration of the city (as analyzed in the
first paragraph), representing the unity between the sultanate and people, is revitalized
by the shaping of urban space and identity through ceremonies strongly related to the
royal palace. The Javanese concept of power has been traditionally focused on the cen-
trality of the ruler, ‘'who personifies the unity of society’ obsessively stressing the one-
ness between the sultan and his subjects (Anderson, 1972: 22). Benedict Anderson, in
The Idea of Power in Javanese Culture, conceptualizes the “centripetality of Javanese po-
litical thinking” which is subsequently expressed by a state “typically defined, not by its
perimeter, but by its center’ [Anderson, 1972: 28, 29). This unity Sultan-People is not
only represented in the material construction of the urban environment and symbol-
ism, but also expressed in several traditional and modern rituals. In order to explain
the active role that behavioral signifiers play in the signification process of space in an
urban setting, | do identify three distinguished, but not mutually exclusive, categories of
behavioral signifiers in Yogyakarta: ‘touristic’, ‘traditional’ and ‘neo-traditional’ rituals.
The multitude and variety of ceremonies, rituals, festivals and parades in the city could
not be explored in this contribution and it is not my aim, but | will try to explain how
some of them are involved with space.

Through the recognition of ‘touristic’ behavioral signifiers | intend to explain how

tourism, commodification, and sometimes desacralization of spiritual activities, con-
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struct and deconstruct urban space. Yogyakarta as Javanese cultural center and touris-
tic destination magnetically attracts local, national and international visitors fascinated
by the main features within the urban area, but also nearby.” Those ‘touristic’ behav-
ioral signifiers are not related directly to the 'Yogyanese' ordinary people, but undoubt-
edly the routes consumed by tourists and produced by local authorities are the result of
the promotion of the city to the attention of the rest of the country and the world. Never-
theless, tourism is a precious source for urban economy, but also for the preservation of
local identity, not ever without risk, and in some way related to the inhabitants. Unsur-
prisingly, the kraton appears once again as a magnetic center, in this case for touristic
itineraries as well as the pre-colonial symbolism survived through the centuries. Tourists
have the chance to visit the royal palace, the Water Castle (Taman Sari), the Bird Market
(Pasar Ngasem); to buy souvenirs in Jalan Malioboro literally invaded by batik shops and
art galleries; to taste the really sweet local cuisine; to watch local performing arts as
puppetry, dances or just listening to gamelan music; and, last but not least, they can
enjoy the city center through mini-tours on andong (traditional horse cart] or on the more
popular becak.

One of the numerous traditions of Yogyakarta, which today has become a cultural
attraction for visitors, is the Masangin. This ritual performed in the southern alun-alun
could be considered a ‘touristic’ behavioral signifier which, however, also represents for
local people a way to preserve traditional culture. People have to try to walk in the mid-
dle of the southern city-square through two banyan trees with their eyes covered by some
blindfold, which is not so easy, and it is believed that those who do it successfully will re-
ceive a blessing. Masangin, in an unpretentious way, constructs and preserves a single
part of the whole traditional urban space reinforcing and also enriching the symbolism
attached to it: the two banyan trees (waringin) are constant elements of the Javanese
pre-colonial mysticism representing also the cosmological unity between ‘lord’ and ‘ser-
vant’. This kind of game seems to reproduce a ritual performed on the first day of the Ja-
vanese New Year (the 1st of Suro): the ‘silent fasting’ or ‘silent march’ (tapa bisu mubeng
beteng) which actually should be included within the ‘traditional’ behavioral signifiers.
This silent march is traditionally led by the abdi dalem and guards of the royal palace, al-
beit nowadays everyone can participate. They walk praying silently around the kraton fol-
lowing a circular pattern from north, to west, to south, to east and finally to north again.
Through this ascetic ritual it is believed that the sultanate would receive blessing and
prosperity. The circular movement around the walls of the royal palace is not a peculi-
arity of tapa bisu, since there are other rituals producing the same pattern or following
the same itinerary.

Within the second category of behavioral signifiers, namely ‘traditional’, the spe-
cific case study of Yogyakarta offers a plethora of rituals strongly connected with the
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court culture. | will focus on two particular ceremonies that show an evident structural
process of creation and construction of urban space around the kraton, namely Garebeg
and Jumenengan. The Garebeg ceremony, which is fervently linked to Islamic festivities,
is held three times a year and performed in the northern alun-alun especially around the
Great Mosque of Yogyakarta. During this event the sultan, as representative of God, of-
fers a gift to his subjects in the form of Gunungan, a mountain-shaped offering combin-
ing rice and other food. The procession brings the Gunungan from the royal palace to the
Great Mosque where the gifts are distributed to the people as sign of blessing. The sul-
tan’s troops participate in the parade; their names representing the kampungs sur-
rounding the royal palace express symbolically the unity of the city and its population
around the sultanate.

The Jumenengan is the coronation ceremony held when a new sultan is formally
enthroned and it is divided into four rituals: Ziarah Kubur (pilgrimage to the king’s bur-
ial graves), Jumenengan (proclamation of the new sultan), Upacara Labuhan (offering
to the spirits) and Upacara Kirab (first contact of the new sultan with his subjects). Two
of these sub-ceremonies are in my opinion significantly valuable for their symbolic
spatial construction and preservation of the city and sultanate, namely the Upacara
Labuhan and Upacara Kirab. The former, which is rooted in a syncretistic form of local
animism, is performed at the four figurative limits of the kingdom where the new sul-
tan offers a gift to the spirits living in those places: Mt. Merapi [north), Parangkusumo
(south), Mt. Lawu (west) and Dlepih (east). This spiritual offering symbolically preserves
the boundaries of the sultanate placating the spirits in favor of the harmonious pros-
perity of the kingdom and its population (Marwito, 1995: 72). On the other hand, during
the Upacara Kirab the new sultan officially meets his subjects for the first time fol-
lowing a procession itinerary around the kraton: from the northern city-square to north,
Jalan Senopati, Jalan Katamso, Jalan Sutoyo, Jalan Haryono, Jalan Wahid Hasyim,
Jalan Ahmad Dahlan, and finally coming back to the royal palace. In this final ritual,
completing the enthronement appears as a clear act of urban space construction, and
the route of the procession regenerates and restores the symbolic spatial order around
him and among his citizens.

The third category, namely ‘neo-traditional’ behavioral signifiers, includes all the
new manifestations of present-day rituals based on traditional ceremonial practices.
Essentially ‘traditional’ behavioral signifiers in Yogyakarta, as in Garebeg and Jume-
nengan, are currently performed without any substantial alteration of the local tradi-
tional system. Instead, ‘neo-traditional’ rituals have recently been performed ‘casually’
in connection to relevant national political events, like the downfall of Suharto in 1998
and the last presidential elections in 2009. Since the independence of the Republic of In-
donesia the role of the royal family in the political life of the country has been decisive:



4. Urban Symbolism in Yogyakarta

the ninth sultan, Hamengku Buwono IX, had an active role in the resistance movement
and the final offensive (1 March 1949) against the Dutch. He has served the country as
minister during Sukarno’s presidency and also as vice-president under Suharto’s Orde
Baru without renouncing his position of Yogyakarta's regional governor. However, in
1978, after a repressive action adopted by Suharto against students in Bandung,
Hamengku Buwono IX refused the vice-presidency of Indonesia. From the 1980s, for
more or less two decades, the role of this Javanese sultanate has been gradually mar-
ginalized: in 1989, Hamengku Buwono X, the present-day sultan, replaced his father and
he was ‘seemingly powerless in the context of the authoritarian New Order regime’
(Woodward, 2003: 228]). Notwithstanding this long period of silence and isolation of the
sultanate in the national political arena, in 1998 the last sultan achieved a crucial role
at the end of Orde Baru and democratization of the nation. In fact in 1998, when
Hamengku Buwono X asked for the withdrawal of Suharto, a popular acclamation in Yo-
gyakarta demanded his appointment as governor of the special region and consequently
as candidate for the republic’s presidency.

During the chaotic events that preceded the downfall of Suharto, the sultan
‘used the charisma of his throne to preserve peace and order’, encouraging a non-vi-
olent political change (Reformasi Damai) at a national level (Woodward, 2003: 231, 232).
It is in this context that | take into account two emblematic examples of ‘neo-tradi-
tional’ rituals: the Pepe and the Pisowanan Agung. The former should be considered a
formally traditional ceremonial performed by a “petitioner’ in white dress (symbolizing
the purity of intention) that brings an injustice to the attention of the sultan waiting, for
his intervention, between the two banyan trees in the middle of the northern alun-alun
(Woodward, 2003: 229). But then when Mozes Gatotkaca, a Yogyakartan, was killed dur-
ing the city riots in the strife between students and army, approximately a million peo-
ple enacted a symbolic ‘massive act of Pepe’, as depicted by Mark Woodward. In this
way the traditional ritual of Pepe was adapted in a modern and national context rep-
resenting the people/king harmonious unity. Thus the second step was characterized
by the active role of the sultan, who decided to lead a long march’ from the universi-
ties to the royal palace through the Pisowanan Agung (literally the ‘Great Meeting’],
which regenerated Yogyakarta as ‘spiritual center of the nation” expanding the sym-
bolism of the center and the mandala vision of the kraton from a merely local perspec-
tive to a national one (Woodward, 2003: 236, 242).

The Pisowanan Agung of 20 May 1998 has been considered a new, spontaneous,
and original event, substantially different from the traditional Pepe, because there are
no previous examples in the Javanese court culture (Hendrowinoto, 2003: 9, 11). It has
also been considered a unique and singular ritual due to the exceptionality of the na-
tional situation leading to the decline of the regime, but in 2008, after exactly ten years
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and for the second time in the history of the sultanate, through a Pisowanan Agung,
Hamengku Buwono X was acclaimed as candidate for the Indonesian presidential elec-
tions of 2009. The ‘Great Meeting” was held in the northern alun-alun, where the sul-
tan announced his intention to run for the elections, emphasizing his role in the
preservation of people’s prosperity, as well as in the democratization of the nation, and
his effort against poverty.

Concluding remarks

In this article, the urban space of a specific Javanese case has been analyzed through
the study of urban symbolism. Applying to this work two related approaches, namely
urban symbolic ecology and hypercity (Nas, Jaffe and Samuels, 2006), makes possible
a systematic exploration of the symbolic side of Yogyakarta, representing a contribu-
tion to the anthropological study of symbolism and construction of space in the urban
setting. The urban space of Yogyakarta was founded according to a specific symbol-
ism, but the city is not a static entity. Different periods have influenced it, and today
globalization, tourism and other new phenomena are constructing their own symbols.
Through the urban symbolic ecology perspective | have tried to identify the leading
principles and actors in the material spatial configuration of the city. The role of local
culture is significant in the process of place-making, construction, de-construction and
perception of urban space; its distinctive nature should not be ignored in relation to
westernization and globalization. The image of Yogyakarta as center of the Javanese
culture seems to be a coordinated and harmonized action of preservation and promo-
tion of local culture from both top-down and bottom-up forces, albeit, of course, that
a growing social differentiation is challenging it. This cohesive spirit has been a vibrant
feature also in critical moments of Indonesian history, like, to mention just two, the
struggle for independence and the end of the New Order.

Mental mapping, as used here, is a valuable methodological source in the func-
tion of an emic approach of the perception of space and orientation in the city by the so-
called ordinary people, apparently powerless in spite of local, national and international
institutions. Individual and collective cognitive maps reveal a still surviving centrality of
the kraton, but there are undoubtedly new material symbols that influence the percep-
tion and consumption of space in Yogyakarta by its dwellers. Locally-focused maps
(Schut, Nas and Hettige, this volume) show a ‘fragmentation’ of the traditional unity of Yo-
gyakarta, perhaps due to its modern imagery as an educational city which leads to an ‘in-
vasion’ of students from all over the Archipelago. | have tried in this article to give a "voice’
to ordinary people. | am aware of the relative representativeness of the data collected
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here, though | do consider their revealed perception of the city to be a useful starting
point for future studies and the development of new concepts also related to the idea of
symbolically ‘fragmented’ and ‘multi-centric’ urban spaces.

Finally, the particular abundance of behavioral signifiers in Yogyakarta offers a
precious chance to investigate how local culture and identity, also in modern times, shape
and give definite meanings to some places and to the urban space as a whole. Above all,
‘neo-traditional’ rituals and ceremonies appear remarkably noteworthy as a reaction to
the fragmentation of the city. The relationship Sultan/People/Space was a central prin-
ciple of urban space construction and cohesion in the city. After an apparent long period
of silence, due to some tensions between the New Order government and the royal palace
of Yogyakarta, these ‘neo-traditional’ rituals are conquering their space in the city, in a
changing national arena and in a globalized world. The Pisowanan Agung of 2008 mate-
rializes the unity of the sultan and his subjects in the urban space proposing the centrality
of Yogyakarta in an expanded mandala, which encompasses the whole country (and per-
haps the whole world) in the specific message against poverty, and regenerates the Ja-
vanese idea of the throne to the people. Spatially speaking, it appears as an attempt for
a kind of kratonization of the country as well as re-kratonization of Yogyakarta, despite
other phenomena that create a ‘multi-centric’ and ‘fragmented’ city, instead of a city
unified around the royal palace.
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Notes
1 | have been living in Yogyakarta for one year (2006/2007) thanks to a scholarship offered by the Indonesian government
and its embassy in Rome. This article is also partly based on my own experience in this ‘great’ city. | am grateful, for
their help in collecting mental maps in Yogyakarta for me, to Bagong, Eni, Lala and Ari. Thanks to their precious help |
had the opportunity to develop the second part of this work. | would like also to thank Peter Nas for the opportunity that
| had to discover the study of urban symbolism during his classes.
2 The terminology adopted derives directly from the linguistics studies by Ferdinand de Saussure and the
postmodernist concept of ‘hyperreality” as developed by Jean Baudrillard and Umberto Eco (Nas, Jaffe and Samuels,
2006: 7).
3 Loro Kidul is actually venerated in Central Java and is considered the mythical sacred ‘lover’ of Mataram’s kings.
Her blessing was a symbolic support for the harmony and prosperity of the kingdom, thus, for her, ceremonies were
held in the area of Parangkusumo. After the Treaty of Giyanti this tradition was continued by the sultanate of
Yogyakarta to protect the kingdom and its subjects (Murniatmo et al., 2003: 13, 16).
4 See for example the names of the kampungs surrounding, until now, the royal palace: Wirobrajan, Patangpuluhan,
Daengan, Jokokaryan, Prawirotaman, Ketanggungan, Mantrijeron, Nytraan, Surakarsan and Bugisan. They represent
the relative sultan troops living in each neighborhood. Djoko Suryo (2005: 36) has also reported some examples of
neighborhoods following a social distribution in profession groups like Pajeksan for the prosecutors, Dagen for the
carpenters and Jlagran for the bricklayers, but also in ethnic groups like Menduran for the Madurese.
5 In Javanese language golong means literally ‘group’, while gilig means “cylindrical’.
6 According to the 25th edition of "The World List Universities and other Institutions of Higher Education’ in Yogyakarta
there are approximately 70 educational institutions including three public universities, 19 private universities (swasta),
and 46 other private institutions.
7 The successful grassroots development of Kampung Code has been accomplished through an energetic
coordination between its residents and activists supported by the catholic priest and the architect Romo Mangun, and
Willy Prasetyo from UGM. This case has been reported in the article ‘The Kampong' (Peter Nas et al., 2008).
8 Warung is the popular Indonesian food-stall whereas in Yogyakarta lesehan is the local version of it and angkringkan
is the typical mobile version of it.
9 Freek Colombijn (2006 suggests a return to a more emic approach avoiding studies based on merely ‘anthropological
tourism’.
10 Exactly 31 mental maps collected in this work are drawn by students (20 to 30 years old}, two maps by becak
(pedicab) drivers, one from a furniture seller, and another one by an angkringkan seller. The analysis of mental maps
has been an experimental experience for me since it is the first time that | have utilized this methodology. Furthermore
| did not collect the data myself because actually in that period | was in Leiden.
11 | refer to the mental mapping studies on Jakarta, Denpasar and Bukittinggi as discussed by Peter Nas and Reynt

Sluis (2002).
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12 UGM (marked 5 times); Ul (4); UTY (3); UNY and UIN (2]; UMY, UPN, UAD, UST, UP45, YKPN, Atmajaya and Sanata
Dharma (marked only one time).
13 See for example the well-known temples of Borobudur and Prambanan located 40 and 20 km respectively from

the urban area of Yogyakarta.



5. The Changing Image of Gdansk, Poland
From Regained Homeland to
Multicultural City

Barbara Bossak-Herbst

In this contribution | will focus on the shift of meaning encapsulated in the material cul-
ture of the city landscape - not the official monuments but those places mentioned by in-
habitants when they talk about 'their city’. My example is Gdansk in diachronic perspective.
| will sketch the influence of social memory on the perception of monuments and vice-
versa; examining the roles monuments can play in maintaining, restoring and creating
social memory in service of local identity.

Nowadays in Gdansk, as in many post-socialist cities, increasingly visible signs of
change are conspicuous. Transition also touches upon the symbolic dimension of the
city. One striking feature of Gdansk since 1989 is that the enormous interest of local as-
sociations and the inhabitants themselves in the appearance of their city is palpable.
Care for historical spaces often leads to lively discussions about their past and future
and ways in which new and values oppressed during the communist period should be
exposed in the city’s iconosphere.

My fascination with those processes has led me to the following questions: What
were the main modes of perceiving the historic landscape of Gdanhsk espoused by the new
inhabitants and Polish authorities after World War 11? And subsequent to this: What are
the main symbolic roles played by the Gdanhsk landscape today, when the local communi-
ties have regained their status; when, as the country is decentralized and the democrati-
zation of life is progressing, people are searching for new symbols of their local identity.
In other words I will look at the interplay between material and semiotic layers of the city.

The title definitions of Gdansk, 'regained homeland” and ‘multicultural city’, convey
the essence of two social images of that city. The first prevailed after World War 11, the lat-
ter one in the 1990s. However, one may ask, why speak about Gdansk in the context of re-
turn migrations if the overwhelming majority of its new post-war inhabitants have never
lived in this part of the country? Of course, | refer here to the post-war myth of the city.

The symbolic dimension of Gdansk after World War Il
After World War Il under the terms of the Potsdam Treaty made by the Allies, Gdansk be-

came a Polish city which its Germans inhabitants, who were the decisive majority at that
time, were required to leave. For a long period of its history, this historic city was indeed
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connected with Poland, but since 1793 it had been a part of Prussia and later of Rzesza
(Reich), interspersed with relatively short periods of being a formally autonomous Free
City. After World War Il, on the basis of Allied decisions, Gdahsk and the territories to the
Odra border were incorporated into Polish territory. This was deemed a kind of com-
pensation for the annexation of huge eastern territories. During the next few years it was
gradually settled by Poles - some were returning from the expulsion to which they were
subjected during the period of Free City of Gdanhsk, but most of them were coming from
devastated central Poland and from the eastern territories which had now been sub-
sumed into Lithuania, Belarus and Ukraine. As a consequence of World War Il and the
post-war decisions, millions of people lost both their native country and their local home-
lands. The Gdansk population was almost completely ‘recreated’. More than two years
after World War Il according to the official data, Gdahsk had a total number of 165,500 in-
habitants: 61.5 percent was constituted by emigrants from central Poland, 16 percent
repatriates from USSR, 3 percent repatriates and re-emigrants from other countries, 9
percent natives, and 10.3 percent children under four were counted separately
(Stryczynski, 1981). Gdansk quickly attracted people both as a place perceived as origi-
nally Polish and as a port with high potential.

The new communist authorities proclaimed that these territories had now been
returned to the homeland. Dislocations of population were partly spontaneous, but to a
large extent they were organized on the basis of the agreement between the Soviet Union
and Poland. The exercise was called ‘repatriation’ because it allowed people who had
had Polish citizenship before the war and claimed that they were Polish, to leave the
new republics in the East. The USSR regarded these migrations as the solution to the
problem of Polish communities in these countries and moreover dubbing them repatri-
ation gave the impression that this process was what was desired by Polish people.
Broadly speaking, paradoxically, Polish people were coming from their own land which
turned out to be foreign beyond the Bug River, to a foreign country which it transpired
was their own. A decisive factor which had already prompted many people to head north
and west before the end of the war was the threat of plunder, collectivization and re-
pression. This situation explains why there is in Gdansk a community who feel Belo-
russian for example.

Nowadays, it is often explicitly stated that those migrations and resettlements
were forced. The post-war myth of coming back to the homeland, as well as other ideo-
logical aspects of the Polish People’s Republic, are now being widely deconstructed by
historians, social activists, intellectuals and politicians. For many, the myth explaining the
Polish presence in Gdansk is understood as sheer propaganda. Nonetheless, the city
and its identity were reconstructed on the basis of the idea of the regained own, clearly
Polish, city. Thanks to it, Gdansk got a chance for social and material rebirth, whereas
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many other post-German cities, although having preserved their urban layer, lost their
social, economic and administrative position.

Sociologists dealing with return migration usually focus directly on the migrat-
ing groups and pay less attention to social representations and the meaning of the places
of return. Yet the culturally determined understanding of space - their own place on
earth, a homeland, a native land, a fatherland or motherland - is an essential issue for
return migrants. There is a wealth of controversy about whether or not a particular mi-
gration is return migration, repatriation is born precisely from these different ways of
interpreting a place, its cultural identity and its symbolic affiliation. The objective defi-
nition of migration as a movement from one country to another is inadequate and omits
problems of border change. The idea of return migration is based on the assumption of
strong, permanent relations between humans and particular countries. Coming back
home means restoring the right order of belonging. The idea of this order may be de-
rived from the territorial dimension of national, ethnic, local or family identity which
sometimes goes back for centuries. In this case, the reference was fixed in the deep
Polish past in Gdansk.

In 1945, the destruction of Gdansk was perpetrated by Rokossowski's army as an
act of revenge on an imagined enemy: in their eyes the city was ‘German’. During the
next few months, Gdansk was dealt a crushing blow from storm winds and was trans-
formed into a sea of ruins. After World War Il, the extent of devastation in Poland was
enormous: almost 90 percent of Gdansk was demolished. At first spontaneous clear-
ance of debris within the month was becoming organized by the Gdahska Dyrekcja Odbu-
dowy (Gdansk Direction of Reconstruction) founded by the Ministry of Reconstruction.
Although work was very hard and repaid only in food, volunteer social engagement was
very high.

It was under such circumstances that this ambiguous Polish historical city be-
came a space of free creation for new authorities, town planners and architects. In ad-
dition to the age-long armed conflicts around Gdahsk, especially during the last two
hundred years, the city was also a symbolic Polish-German battleground - where con-
flict was waged by politicians, historians, school-teachers, architects, novelists and so on.
This battle continued also into the twentieth century nourished on both sides by recip-
rocal painful post-war memories. The idea of ‘hypercity’ (Nas and Samuels, 2006), where
the symbolic image of the city precedes and prevails over its material carriers, was fully
represented here.

Let me cite two very different excerpts from the press in which the subject is the
same, but the attitudes toward it are completely different. Both quotations are derived
from the press published immediately after the war (April and May 1945). The first one is
from ‘Dziennik Baltycki' ('The Baltic Daily’):
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Downtown Gdansk lies in debris, ruins and ashes. However, despite the demoli-
tion, the city has not lost any of its monumental character. Broken and deformed,
it proudly displays the remnants of its great splendour (...). Delicate silhouettes of
the burnt-out houses, the partially preserved beautiful fragments of architecture
appear as a strange stage decoration. The terror is no longer remembered, be-
cause the streets have been cleared of debris, and the trees are turning green, as
it is spring. (Zalewska, 1945)

The admiration for the foundations of the city and its independent spirit is so strong that
it leaves no room for questions regarding its former and new national identity. The city
is a stage set ready for a new performance.

However, from time to time some reluctant opinions about Gdansk resulting from
uni-national thinking were also appearing. How different is the tone of the article writ-
ten even earlier, in April 1945:

Here in Gdansk [unlike in Warsaw], | sum up the losses coolly. Perhaps | am a
barbarian, but when Professor Jan Kilarski, a merited historian of the Polish roots
of Gdansk, speaks of the inability to reconstruct the Marienkirche, | feel bitter
happiness. If all of the alleys of old Gdansk, as well as all of the downtown have
been burnt and ruined, if the granaries have been destroyed by bombs - the
Gdansk cranes, if all things which were imbued with the spirit of Teutonic power
at the mouth of Vistula River have been lost, we are not going to reconstruct them
or to cry over the ashes. (...) We will build Gdahsk on our own, in the Polish way,

and it will have nothing to do with the Teutonic insolence. (Osmanczyk, 1945)

Directly after World War Il such voices were not common. More representative was the
opinion of the vice-president of the town who was also the author of the first recon-
struction plan, Wladyslaw Czerny. In his opinion, Polish buildings should be rebuilt pre-
cisely and their German counterparts ignored as hostile to the culture of humankind.
But it was not just an example of selective memory. He also said: ‘Gdansk will be rebuilt
even more beautiful than it has ever been!” So, for him and many others, the recon-
struction of the Main Town was a fulfilment of the urban utopia of a great and powerful
Polish city.

In the symbolic dimension, Gdansk belonged to common images important to Pol-
ish post-war society. For example, besides Warsaw and Krakow, Gdahsk was the only
city depicted on a series of postage stamps and on the banknote. The myth of the eter-
nal German city was substituted by the myth of the eternal Polishness of Gdanhsk. The

numbers of people pouring into Gdahsk and Sopot shows how appealing that image was.
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But, in the material dimension it lay in ruins, a desert - a space which theoretically could
be filled with any forms and symbols. Hence, it could become the fulfilment of an urban
utopia - the materialization of the idea of the historic Polish city. But what could this
mean in practice?

Anthropologists usually identify the medium of social memory with a linguistic
message, often a verbal one. It is true that only words, spoken and listened to willingly
and with commitment, are undoubtedly carriers of values and memories which are still
alive. Other media, although more durable and objective but detached from the sender
and the recipient, may become an illegible testimony of thought about the past, owner-
less or imposed. However, from the social perspective, often the most significant carri-
ers of memories are material objects and places. They seem to exist beyond the thoughts
and will of individuals. It is they, not transitory nor locked in books, which enable the
reification of collective memory.

After World War I, the attitude to monuments inspired by patriotic Polish senti-
ments was accepted by the authorities because it helped to legitimize them. As Stanistaw
Ossowski argued:

The democratization of culture has been accompanied by the democratization of
homeland. Possession of homeland has no longer been one of the class privi-
leges. (Ossowski, 1984)

Within post-war discourse the ideology accompanying urban reconstructions was united
with national identity. During the reconstruction of the city, the slogans of official prop-
aganda - on the one hand, laying bare all the signs of the Polish presence in Gdanhsk and,
on the other, omitting the influence of Germans on the development of the city in the
past - were convincing for the newcomers from central Poland, Vilnius, Lvov and
Pomerania. The criterion of homeliness, identified with Polish character, was important
to the assessment of monuments, both for the representatives of the intellectual elites
of the time and for the post-war Polish authorities.

After World War I, Jan Zachwatowicz was appointed Chief Conservator of Monu-
ments in Poland. In 1947, he finally accepted the huge project of rebuilding Gdansk (the
Main Town) in its “historic form’. Conceptions of building the city in modern forms as well
as leaving ruins as monuments were rejected. It is fascinating how in the thoughts of
Zachwatowicz and other architects and decision-makers historic values were trans-
formed into architectural plans in order to evoke a sense of patriotism. Zachwatowicz
was convinced that the extraordinary scale of destruction posed a threat to the image of
Polish culture, so the fundamental postulate and goal was saving the face of Polish cul-
ture. In order to do so, conservation was not enough. He wrote:
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Figure 1. Reconstructed houses on Mariacka Street and at the background the reconstructed church N.M.P.

Even if we are not able to restore some objects of art, we may and we have to
recreate documents of the past because they are indispensable links to under-
standing the development of Polish culture. (Zachwatowicz, 1948)

Thanks to him and many others, the ‘creative reconstruction’ of Gdansk began. His con-
ception of recreating all the historical developments of the big quarters, especially the



5. The Changing Image of Gdansk, Poland

Figure 2. Example of a historic scene on a reconstructed facade in the Main Town

Warsaw Old Town and Main Town of Gdansk, was a withdrawal from a fundamental dogma
of modern conservatory doctrine (which in general rejects reconstructions as false). Many
years later, Zachwatowicz admitted that his decisions were a kind of regression but, from
his point of view, at that time it was the only possible solution. He considered a wide re-
construction of these two cities as a duty towards future generations of Poles.

The main public buildings, churches and the city halls, were reconstructed as pre-
cisely as possible. But the reconstruction could not be exact in the case of less signifi-
cant buildings. These ‘documents of the past” have a mainly visual and superficial
character - in most cases they are just objects which evoke historic connotations. The in-
teriors of the houses are the realization of another utopia - the idea of a good socialist
city. The facade sections do not cover the inside. The Main Town is a socialistic settlement
with small, standardized but sunny flats as modernist planning doctrine demanded.

This ‘creative reconstruction’ resembles the bunch of phenomena labeled by Hob-
sbawm and Ranger (1983) ‘the invention of tradition’. Buildings which claimed to be ancient
are in fact modern and shaped in order to adjust to contemporary symbolic social demands.
What kind of symbolic repertoire were they to convey? The classic concept of Stanistaw
Ossowski contained a scientific study of social ideas of homeland of the then elites; con-
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Figure 3. Artistic whim on the ‘historic’ facade

sequently | think it is helpful to look at the post-war vision of Gdansk in terms formulated
by Ossowski. This may give some insights into the symbolic function of the Main Town in
post-war Gdansk and at the same time raise the question of whether it is up-to-date or not.
Furthermore, Ossowski was interested in town-planning and some elements in his visions
about properly organized settlement can be found in the Main Town houses which from
the outside are tenant houses and from the inside are modest socialist flats.

Voices and memories of the many people engaged in the rebuilding of the Main
Town show that the attitude described by Ossowski enjoyed enormous popularity (Tro-
janowska, 1978). He called it a moral duty of loving one’s own private homeland, because
it represented a common ideological homeland. It seemed to work with the rebuilt Main
Town - it is one of the most impressive city reconstructions in Europe. The myth of the
city which ‘returned to Poland’ and to which Polish people ‘were returning’ fulfilled its
symbolic and integration functions to a large extent.

As a result of conflating historic and patriotic utopia with modern and socialist
utopia something extraordinary emerged. In his analysis of the notion of homeland, Os-
sowski stated that with the exception of its habitual bonds with a particular territory - a
small private homeland - its landscape is a metonymic representation of the ideological
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Figure 4. Example of a renaissance arcade, absent in pre-war Gdansk

homeland. Particular, well-known landscapes represent embodiments of the ideological
homeland to individuals. But what should be done with a city which was known to only a
few of its new inhabitants and was mainly a pile of debris? In the case of the Main Town
in Gdansk, decision-makers and architects made an extraordinary effort to make some-
thing opposite - to express the generalized Polishness in this particular landscape. There-
fore, they tried to convey a landscape which was supposed to be the direct representation
not only of historical Gdansk (whatever that means exactly), but also of Polishness.

So, in this case this particular area was supposed to evoke patriotic feelings not
on the grounds of social or habitual bonds, but to be an ideological homeland by itself.
Others refer to Polish history, for example the Polish theatre, or present more or less
generalized ‘historic scenes’.

Those facades are more like sceneries, or museums of the past and imagined af-
filiations of old Gdansk. Artists engaged in the reconstruction were often very young and
had a free hand in preparing decorations. Many of the at-first-gaze historical looking
buildings have modern, quite fanciful decorations. They are eye-catching and hide the
oversimplified character of those blocks. Nevertheless the intention of the Gdansk re-

builders was successful - the Main Town was commonly perceived as old.
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Figure 5. Modernist spatial courtyard in a ‘medieval city’

In post-war construction, the renaissance and baroque styles prevailed. For ex-
ample, some renaissance arcades appeared which had previously been absent from this
city but were more strongly associated with Polish culture than, for example, with neo-
gothic. The new Main Town also has spacious courtyards as a result of the socialist view
on habitation and ownership. The concern for authenticity of substance had to yield to
common convictions about the socio-ideological role of historic monuments. At that
time, the nineteenth-century eclectic buildings were considered to be of no value and
were additionally viewed as German. So the total or partial ruins were replaced by ob-
jects of earlier forms.

Let us stick for a moment to the expressions ‘heritage of the Polish nation’, often
used by the post-war authorities. This expression is ambivalent. On the one hand, itis in-
clusive because it embraces everything on the Polish territory. On the other, it is exclu-
sive because either it makes all remains Polish or leaves them behind the category of
shared heritage. The Gdansk Main Town, although having more or less a historic shape,
was in fact the outcome and expression of a very modern idea of uni-nationalism within
one state. It reflects the understanding of the nation as described by Ossowski as an ide-
ological community integrated by shared images of the homeland, but not necessarily by
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Figure 6. One of the dreamy streets of Oliwa district

common ancestors or blood ties. But the reconstruction of Gdansk or Warsaw was also
based on the assumption, implicit in Ossowski’'s concept, that the ideological homeland
is identifiable to all.

For decades this reconstructed landscape of the Main Town was almost the only
one presented in albums, postcards, history books and literature - in the symbolic di-
mension this was Gdansk itself. This was the symbolic, tangible arena reconstructed and
popularized as a bearer of socially conscious, Polish identity. But after World War I, when
the center of Gdansk consisted of a pile of rubble, many of the villas and tenements built
at the beginning of the twentieth century with almost fully equipped flats in the residen-
tial districts of Oliwa and Wrzeszcz were deserted by pre-war inhabitants. And that was
the place where the newcomers mainly moved in during the first few years. For years
those parts of the city were put in symbolic oblivion.

Although today nobody questions the necessity of rebuilding the Main Town in its
historic form, the number of voices discussing and criticizing the way it was realized has
been increasing. Most architects reject the idea of any further development of the Main
Town in ‘historic style’. The homogeneous idea of history imposed on Gdansk is likewise
considered crushing. Public discourse in the local press and on Internet and the radio re-
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veals an attitude which rejects the national meaning of this city as a ‘place of return’, or
‘returning place’. Nowadays plenty of the people writing more or less professionally about
Gdansk dismiss the Main Town as chilly and prefer to discuss their views of Oliwa and
Wrzeszcz, those pre-war quarters of old tenement houses and villas mentioned above.

The Main Town as a place of scenic interest is also omitted in contemporary lit-
erature devoted to post-war Gdansk. If the most popular writers like Pawel Huelle and
Stefan Chwin or popular essayists mention this central area of the city, they do it with re-
luctance or at least condescendingly. They are convinced that the present-day Old Town
is an artificial ‘stylization’. In their opinion the houses are not exact reconstructions of old
buildings; instead they are merely the suggestions of their previous appearance. They
yearn for the real city’, of which the picture is captured only on old photographs from
Gdansk’s Free City period (Tusk, 1999). It is striking that these authors, as well as most
present-day inhabitants of Gdansk, were born after the war and in fact cannot remem-
ber the Gdansk of those photographs and postcards. So they are talking about some kind
of post-memory based on the interpretation of the images, not on their own experience.

The birth of the new Gdansk myth after 1989

At present, many writers, journalists, historians and architects accuse the Main Town of
Gdansk of a lack of historic authenticity, of frontage and false appeal. It is fascinating, but
almost never currently mentioned, that those shortcomings were widely known during
the time of reconstruction. So, my impression is that most of these comments, as quoted
above, are tinged with an ideological character and refer mainly to the utopia on which
this development was founded. The main problem is that the goal of reviving Gdansk as
a common Polish city for all seems to sit uncomfortably as a heritage of communist au-
thority. The Main Town is in the process of being perceived as a petrified monument of the
socialist imagination of the ideological homeland.

Today the idea of an ideological homeland, uniform and one for all - as Ossowski
wrote - seems artificial, imposed and unattractive. It is excluding for those who do not
accept or fit into the uni-national ideology of the post-war period. What is more, con-
temporary Gdansk prefers to be perceived by its local authorities as a town of the Soli-
darity Movement which has led to political transformation and the overthrowing of
communism. In this respect, it is obvious that the majority of the local elites do not iden-
tify themselves with communist Poland or anything relating to it. Therefore, beyond par-
ticular discussions about the advantages and disadvantages of post-war rebuilding and
further plans for this area, looms the problem that the Main Town in its contemporary
guise is a legacy of a certain authority and epoch. It stirs up controversies because it was
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built not only as a model reconstruction but also as a housing settlement for the work-
ing class. All this does not meet today’s needs and expectations. The center of the city is
expected to be attractive to tourists and investors, in other words vivid and profitable.

Additionally, in the 1990s, a new founding myth of Gdansk achieved prominence:
the myth of multi-cultural and multi-ethnic Gdansk which existed until World War II. Many
people became interested in pre-war Gdansk and the architecture from the turn of the
nineteenth century, which until recently was treated by many people as well as historians
and municipals as a rather unimportant, unfamiliar heritage. Its strangeness has become
interesting now - original pre-war buildings are transformed from being odd to being
mysterious and original in stark contrast to the Main Town. The city from this period is
being rediscovered and often idealized. It seems solid and beautiful, unique and adjusted
to more than sophisticated human needs. Also, private websites devoted to Gdansk are
mainly concerned with areas and objects which originated in the nineteenth century.

Publication of documents, literary works and albums with pictures of pre-war
Gdansk in the 1990s triggered a social debate on the identity of Gdansk and further de-
velopments at the Main Town. The chairman of the Association ‘Dar Gdanska’ writes
about the time of the emergence of the idea to publish an album with pictures of pre-war
Gdansk in these words:

The great Gdansk revolts of the 1970s and the 1980s strengthened the conviction
of uniqueness of this place in many inhabitants of the city. Probably this return to
great history to the banks of the Motlawa River allowed the representatives of my
generation to discard their complexes and resentments and to look back to the
past of Gdansk with courage. The freer we felt, the deeper our roots grew and the
more we strove for continuity. (Tusk, 1996)

This kind of statement shows that the second and third generation of new inhabitants
feels at home in Gdahsk on the grounds of habituation and contemporary history. From
their point of view, the Main Town seems strange and a little bit detached from the feel-
ings of its inhabitants. As a symbol of Polishness it is perceived by many intellectuals as
false and unsuitable to contemporary needs, of which being different compared to other
Polish cities is one of the most important. Instead, the important field of interest became
a pre-war, hardly known past and the houses of those who had left Gdansk during and
after the World War II.

The new symbolic myth of Gdansk is devoid of the idea of stable relations between
a particular national group and the city. Consequently, it can be a city of return for any-
body who feels a connection with it. The First (2002) and the Second (2006) World-Wide
Congress of Gdansk People, organized by the municipal authorities, were prominent ex-
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amples of this trend. It was a manifestation of the fact that the present-day identification
with Gdansk is not necessarily an expression of the national identity and it does not have
to be tied to permanent residence in the city. Gdansk is instead a complex of valuable
ideas and symbols rather than a specific, palpable place.

The flourishing of Gdansk recollection literature in the 1990s

In the second half of the twentieth century, the most popular author to write about
Gdansk in a different manner and about districts other than the central one was Gunter
Grass - he was an outstanding exception describing reality from the beginning of the
twentieth century in more complex, not purely black or white, German or Polish colors.
His stories are deeply embedded in the Wrzeszcz district and have had a huge influence
upon the perception of the Gdansk history and landscape among Poles - they were re-
vealing and began a process of filling in the vacuum in Polish social memory about the
pre-war life of this city. They have also created a basis for the phenomenon called
‘Gdansk literature” which flourished in the last decade of the twentieth century.

Gdansk for sure belongs to the literary cities and its symbolic character is strongly
co- created by books. For this article, | have chosen Stefan Chwin and Pawel Huelle, who
are the most popular authors of this genre on the edge of fiction and memorials and also
enjoy a name outside Poland. So | will focus on their books, because if you wish you may
have a chance to read them in English, German or Spanish.

The recent interpretative turn in social anthropology has led to the examination of
narratives hitherto the preserve of literary criticism. Books are an important part of our
culture and there is no reason to omit them and focus only on, for example, oral history
or pictures. Fiction and rhetorical figures are treated here as a key to social experience
and hidden cultural patterns. This perspective seems especially valid in reference to the
literature in which | am interested - literature of ‘small homelands’, which hovers on the
edge between official documents and fiction and is usually created by intellectuals, often
engaged in public life or with academic affiliations. In this case, Stefan Chwin is a profes-
sor of literature and Pawel Huelle is a philologist and philosopher, both from Gdansk Uni-
versity. Both are also well known for their press articles and involvement in local matters.

The flourishing of this genre in the 1990s was apparently the result of the de-
mocratization of Polish discourse about the past and empowerment of the regions and
communities. | think that these books can be seen as a way of regaining power over pub-
lic spaces by the people, leading to their subsequent redefinition.

Afirst striking feature of contemporary Gdansk literature is the abundance, indeed
profusion of descriptions of Gdansk - its landscapes and the sensory experiences which
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permeate them. They raise questions about the reasons and functions of those om-
nipresent descriptions in passing of - to the first circle of audience - well-known streets,
houses and parks or indeed furniture. Among those rediscovering the city-images, it is
possible to discern certain regularity.

If the Main Town is ever present in novels, these refer to the period when it was
no more than a pile of debris and social life was caught up in a chaotic transition, and
everybody, Germans and Poles alike, were unsure of their fate and everyday existence.
Those descriptions resemble descriptions of nature or geological sections in which lay-
ers are visually distinguishable but convey no particular message to the novice observers.
If narrators or protagonists in latter periods ever mention the Old Town situated in the
1980s, it is perceived as similar to movie or theatre decoration or Disneyland. As Chwin
notices:

Gdansk? It is interesting but my imagination has never been captured by the pic-
turesque Gdansk of the Golden Age of the Hanza, baroque, city centre, Main Town
and port. These were not my home sites. My authentic home is the XIXth and XXth
century outskirts, the residential areas of Oliwa, Langfurh and Sopot rescued by
a miracle from the fires in the suburbs. (Chwin, 2004)

Apparently, in the imaginations of narrators and characters in these books, these more
or less accurately rebuilt objects are devoid of the value of historic truth and authentic-
ity. The recently compiled canon of seeing Gdansk is rejected.

The true city as well as childhood and family life seem to lie beyond this central
area. Old residential peripheries are becoming the center of real experience. Pawel
Huelle's protagonists mainly roam in Wrzeszcz and sometimes drop into Oliwa, which is
the domain of the Chwin heroes. Both districts are adjacent to each other and have much
in common. In contrast to the so-called Old Town and other districts of Gdahsk mainly
covered by huge, monotonous blocks, their buildings are substantially old - usually they
have stood for a century and were built mainly by Prussian burghers. Wrzeszcz, also
known from Grass’ books, is mainly a tenement district; Oliwa is more residential and is
also graced by a very old monastery, a cathedral and mansions.

In the Huelle novels, wandering among them is the most constant element of
childhood and youth. Reading his novels, we can discover that Gdansk itself and the val-
ues associated with it are the most important topics pervading his works. The on post-
cards or albums rarely shown and often dilapidated houses, old cemeteries and
forgotten railway tracks covered in undergrowth, are turned into cultural artefacts, of
greater interest than just a functional surrounding. For example, the same shop occu-
pying the site of an old store, the same forgotten evangelical cemetery, or the house in
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Figure 7. Example of a dilapidated old house in the Oliwa district
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which Schopenhauer was supposed to have spent his childhood appear and re-appear
in various stories.

In Huelle's books, such as Weiser Dawidek, frequent but more concise and carto-
graphic accounts than those in Chwin’s books, convey a false impression of realistic de-
scriptions of scenery. However, they are always seen through someone’s eyes, usually
those of children and young people, whose vision of their city is not yet fixed as they are
still in the process of discovering their surroundings. In contrast, adults have a stereo-
typical vision, dominated by utilitarian and national categories, of houses in Oliwa and
Wrzeszcz. They use post-German houses and furniture but they do not particularly like
it or are not interested in their past. Judging them, we must remember that they lost or
had to leave their own belongings for which they have a nostalgic yearning.

However, for children this material culture is familiar in a habitual dimension al-
though odd culturally, so they are intrigued by their difference to new Polish material
culture as well as to the Old Town. Consequently, children brought up in Gdansk are be-
coming acquainted with their vicinity in their own way. No social institution, such as fam-
ily, school or books, helps them on their path to discovery. They roam around alone,
sometimes meeting people, usually old German inhabitants, who remember pre-war
Gdansk or mysterious characters who are also trying to discover the city, learning about
its history. In the second instance, they usually get lost in the world which consists of a
merging of the pre-war past and post-war realm. New inhabitants are a little like tourists
without a travel guide.

The informal guides also show maps and photographs from pre-war times often
found by accident in their own old home. But again these are misleading, they are often
hard to read; they reveal not only the similarities but also the difference between the
pre-war and present-day conditions. So they are fascinating but puzzling.

At least Huelle's books give an impression that each person remembers and
knows the other Gdansk as a result of their own experiences. In this we find the influence
of Gdansk philosopher, Arthur Schopenhauer. As he once wrote that as forms of human
eyewitness time and space are deceptive, all these pictures from different moments and
perspectives create at the very most an elusive image of the city. But subjects, in some
special moments in their lives, are able to journey through the axis of time and look back
into the past, and some stories are also about those moments of encounter with the past
Gdansk and its forgotten, pre-war inhabitants. As a result, the Huelle protagonists dis-
cover that their city is like a picture created by superimposing many layouts on a matrix.

In Stefan Chwin’s books, getting to know the closest surrounding is an even more
individualized experience. Visiting the own town is an exciting experience, because it is
similar to a book written in a forgotten language. Sometimes it is the direct contact with
German inscriptions - on buildings, porcelain, newspaper left in the attic which not many
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of the young protagonists can read. Not school, nor parents, nor Polish books help them
in this. The medium of discovery is via the material objects themselves, of which the
meaning has to be interpreted or recreated in the light of changing life experiences.

In books written by Gdansk authors, the fortune of these houses and their interi-
ors reflects both: the untold experiences of migrants who had to leave these houses in
1945 and of those who had to familiarize themselves with this heritage. In these books,
the hitherto marginalized, pre-war face of the city peeps through, as memories about
inhabitants of pre-war Gdahsk were forced out of Polish consciousness. Children dis-
cover strange books or newspapers under the wallpaper in their rooms or in the cellar.
Going there is a visualization of stepping into the layers of social unconsciousness. Con-
tact with material objects from these districts also carries the similitude of their former
owners. It is an imperfect substitute for social interaction with absent people who are
represented and acknowledged only by their property. Like tables, gardens are objects
used by individuals and families, and consequently they enable the second and third gen-
erations of Gdansk inhabitants to look at Germans as persons with a similar destiny, not
as a once aggressive nation.

In Chwin’s books, we encounter a discussion mediated by things about the past -
group responsibility and individual faith. Chwin often refers to his youthful reflections as:

What did these beautiful, eternal gardens and old houses have in common with
polished high boots, pistols, parabellum, whip and barbed wire... yet they also
built them - those in breeches and caps with crests, they created them or their fa-
thers did.

These kinds of reflections are changing with time - in these books the material culture
of Wrzeszcz and Oliwa is losing its German-state character and is turning into a product
of the private, intimate middle class saved from the public life of pre-war Germany.

Finally, Chwin often points out that the bourgeois house was born of the ‘wisdom
of sheltering from the flood’. Comfortable, individualized houses belonged to the private
sphere of German society, a society which as a whole wanted to preserve its peaceful, af-
fluent life as far from politics and war as possible. These solid, original, individualized
houses inspire a positive emotion in contrast to the new, standardized modern houses
and cheap furniture. In Chwin novels, they turn out to be a symbol of well-being and an
affluent lifestyle, while the new buildings and their accoutrements lead to constraints, no
choice, leveling to a lowest common denominator. These old, post-Prussian houses have
nowadays been transformed into an asylum for Poles, a haven from the communist
realm.
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Gdansk: The multi-cultural city

After World War Il, Wrzeszcz and Oliwa were mostly turned into communal housing. At
that time, crucial basic physical needs could be partly appeased thanks to these fur-
nished houses. Feelings of alienation were suppressed in the face of lack of choice and
the usually high quality of the items and buildings. During the next decades, in contrast
to the narrow and rubbishy offers in communist Poland this solid stuff survived longer
than anybody could have ever supposed.

On the one hand, the post-Prussian origin of this material culture became the
guarantee of good quality, yet, on the other hand, it was still not familiar. As a result, for
decades its meaning was mainly technical. In many flats an abundance of post-German
goods and furniture survived not only thanks to careful conservation but also thanks to
the oblivion or lack of either the knowledge or the possibilities to use them.

Some people did not know the purposes of particular equipment - for instance in
many old Gdansk flats, the stoves for heating rooms have an inside shelf on which to
keep food warm, which is very useful when you do not have a microwave, but not many
new inhabitants of Gdansk used it. Often the second and third generation is more inter-
ested in them, but now of course not for practical purposes but to become acquainted
with pre-war Gdansk culture which they treat as part of their own past.

This long-term oblivion - the absence in albums, novels or museum exhibitions
and scientific reflection referring to those common goods and their role in contempo-
rary Poland during the twentieth century - gives the younger generation a chance to feel
like a discoverer or explorer in their own homes. Ordinary houses and objects of every-
day life originated in pre-war times are now substituting those old, public historic sym-
bols. With reference to the James Clifford essay The Predicament with Culture, these
houses and items of furniture are shifting from the category of ordinary objects to the cat-
egory of art of everyday life, and from non-authentic, non-Polish to authentic and old. In
contrast, the historical objects in the city landscape which belonged to the public and
central areas and were symbols of Gdahsk are being eased out of the category of art and
authenticity towards the status of non-authentic artefacts, mainly now appropriated by
tourism or investors. Discovering the family stories of pre-war and post-war inhabitants
of Gdahsk and their biographies embedded in the same city space in Oliwa and Wrzeszcz
is a visible counter-reaction to the dominant perception of the history of the city in the cat-
egories of the history of states and nations. This tendency deepens the individualization
of the perception of things. It is also a counter-reaction to communist times when peo-
ple had little to say about what they wanted in the public space and when everything was
politicized. The hypercity is changing more rapidly than the material one.

But why does the Gdansk literature trigger this abundance of descriptions of the
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landscape? My thesis is that in the diverse landscape of Gdansk, this exceptional inter-
est results from the tension arising from the intersection of three pairs of categories re-
lated with the different types of Gdahsk landscapes - The Old Town, Oliwa and Wrzeszcz.
Nowadays the Old Town is perceived to be a Polish but an artificial, communist-created
heritage, whereas districts as Oliwa and Wrzeszcz are thought to be German, liberal and
authentic. This makes both types of places a less obvious reference for contemporary
local identity; an identity which constitutes a process referring to different types of sym-
bolic sources and post memories in search of new, individualized meaning.

The main problem with buildings, which have a status of symbolic dominants be-
cause of their past, location or functions, is that they last longer than the needs, inten-
tions and socially shared images which have created life. Apart from their primary
meaning, they are transformed into elements wanted or not, as monuments represent-
ing those who built them. The people of Gdansk have to find new ways of interpreting
their Main Town. The myth of the multi-cultural city seems to help in overcoming the
problem of the long, complex past of this town, but is it sufficient to create a feeling of be-
longing? Over the last few years that feeling seems to be weakening. What will be next?

That is a subject for another discussion.
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6. Obelisk and Axis
Urban Symbolism of Buenos Aires

Lars Bakker

Introduction

In this article the urban symbolism of the city of Buenos Aires is discussed from a ma-
terial approach. Urban symbolism reflects the historically formed socio-cultural state
of the urban community and functions as her common memory (Nas, 1993). Studies in
urban symbolism have provided insight that some cities have one or a few symbol car-
riers that not only refer to certain historical events, layers or stages, but have accumu-
lated defining meanings for the city throughout history. Buenos Aires is such a city, with
two symbol carriers representing the city: the civic historical axis of the Avenida de Mayo
and the Obelisk.

For this article, portefos (citizens of Buenos Aires) from diverse socio-cultural
backgrounds have been qualitatively interviewed about the representative material
elements of the city and the city’s signification. They include taxi-drivers, women doing
shopping - in indoor malls as well as lower-income areas - local government profes-
sionals, students and university professors.’ To illustrate their stories, some were
asked to draw a mental map? of the material symbols (see for example Figure 1). These
qualitative interviews and mental maps bring forth a coherent story, despite the socio-
economic and cultural differences among the interviewees. This indicates the exis-
tence of a hypercity: the whole of identified urban symbols, creating a reality that can
become more real than the city itself (Nas, Jaffe and Samuels, 2006). Porterios see a
clear difference between the inside and outside, between city and inland, the physical
limits of the city,® but represented by the two symbol carriers. Important parts of the
hypercity also come to the fore in three studies from diverse academic disciplines con-
cerning Buenos Aires. Combined, these studies reciprocally sustain the results from
the qualitative interviews. One of these studies is the quantitative study of Lacarrieu
(2007) among porteros, which captured the material elements symbolizing the city,
also acknowledging the importance of a strong difference between the inside and out-
side. She found that the Obelisk is the material element symbolizing the city. Fur-
thermore she discovered that the Plaza de Mayo and the Plaza de los Dos Congresos
are very meaningful squares and that the political buildings on those squares are
found to be the most beautiful buildings of the city. All these elements, except for the
Obelisk, are connected by the Avenida de Mayo. The connected elements together
form the axis. The other two studies, by Vogel (1993) and Romero (2007), support the
symbolic importance of this axis. These two studies respectively enumerate the ma-
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Figure 1. Mental maps of two scholars. The left map was drawn by a scholar living and working in the city
of Buenos Aires. The scholar of the right map was living in the agglomeration of Gran Buenos Aires out-
side the city to the north but working in the city. Both have drawn the Obelisk, the Plaza de Mayo and Casa

Rosada. Also, the city limits clearly differentiate the city from the agglomeration and inland

terial symbols of Buenos Aires from 1806 until 1910 and explain powerfully the politi-
cal history of the city.

This study seeks to explain what the axis and the Obelisk signify. To define a city,
or to give it meaning, it has to contrast itself with its surroundings. It will be demon-
strated that Buenos Aires has defined itself in opposition not only to the inland of Ar-
gentina but even to the rest of South America. This study also takes a chronological
approach from the colonial period, the independent period and the golden age, to the
modern period and today. It combines political historical events with the developments
in worldwide urban planning and architecture. The axis of the Avenida de Mayo was a
sovereign material symbol of the city until 1930. In this article it is argued that hereafter
the axis was contested by modern infrastructure developments and the construction of
the Obelisk. Since 1990 the most important material development in Buenos Aires has
been realized in the revitalized district of Puerto Madero. The axis has been extended in
this district, although interruptedly.

The article is concluded with the summary of the image of Buenos Aires by the
portenos through the meaning of the axis and the Obelisk. Furthermore, differences be-
tween symbolic production and consumption of both symbol carriers, including the ex-
tensions of the axis in Puerto Madero, are conceptually mapped. Finally, it is recom-
mended that the ‘'symbolic legibility’ of the axis be improved in the light of city marketing.
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Chronological development of the axis 1580-1913

After the first foundation of Buenos Aires by the Spaniards in 1536# had soon been left be-
hind,5 a new, second foundation in 1580 was protected by the construction of a colonial
fortress. The fortress was located on the shore of the Rio de la Plata and would be ac-
cessible through a central arch (Figure 2] from its side at the Plaza Mayor. The village was
planned around the Plaza Mayor over a rigid grid pattern with a fixed width for the streets.t
This was obligatory according to the Spanish colonial law for city foundations and plan-
ning (‘Leyes de las Indias’). The Plaza Mayor was an important trading place within the city
(Cutolo, 1994). Buenos Aires grew through its port function as a city trading between its
inland and foreign markets. Initially it was the center of a flourishing contraband trade,
because the shore of the Rio de la Plata” near the Plaza Mayor was too shallow for the
boarding of ships. South of the city at the mouth of the river Riachuelo in the Rio de la Plata
was the port of La Boca. This port was therefore in use and became important by the eigh-
teenth century. In 1776, the Spaniards appointed Buenos Aires as the capital of the new
Viceroyalty of Buenos Aires and the Spanish Viceroy ruled from the Cabildo at the Plaza
Mayor (comprising Paraguay, Uruguay, Bolivia and Argentina). An important reason for
being appointed the capital of the new Viceroyalty was the threat of an invasion by Portu-
gal and England. With its new status Buenos Aires achieved military reinforcements. The
city came under attack by English troops but won the battle. Hereafter the Plaza Mayor
was renamed Plaza de la Victoria in 1808. The new status of the city also encompassed a
Customs facility to tax imports and exports and so contributed to the political economic
strength of the city. Until the city became capital of the new Viceroyalty it had counted only
40,000 inhabitants, but with its new position it really started to grow. A revolution in the
Cabildo put an end to Spanish colonial power over Buenos Aires on 25 May 1810 (Vigil,
1968). After the independence of Buenos Aires and the other Argentinean provinces, the
relations between the city and the inland were hampered by civil war and political diffi-
culties over the authority over the Customs located in Buenos Aires.

During the nineteenth century, several piers were constructed in the Rio de la
Plata to overcome its shallowness at its shore in order to have ships board at the city
(Figure 3). In 1859, a pier of 300 meters was constructed behind the fortress in order to
facilitate access to the city center of the Plaza de la Victoria. At its intersection with the
shore a new Customs building was constructed in 1857, the Aduana Nueva.® Part of the
fortress had to be demolished, but the arch of the fortress was conserved (Figure 2J. One
of the former buildings of the interior of the fortress was reconstructed and became the
Government House. The Customs was the first building in the city of grand dimensions
and had a lighthouse that became a symbol for the city. The Customs would become a
symbol of the economic power of Buenos Aires.
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Figure 2. Picture from around 1850 of what was left of the fortress. In front the arch

This struggle over the Customs was resolved when Buenos Aires was made a fed-
eral district in 1880. The federalization cleared the way for an unprecedented growth.
The city expanded quickly between 1880 and 1929 due to an increase in the demand for
Argentinean wool and grain from industrializing Europe. A booming economy? provided
for a massive influx of European immigrants looking for work in Argentina, mostly posi-
tioning themselves in Buenos Aires and its surroundings. Nowadays, the city is still con-
sidered an exclave of ethnic Europeans by the inland of Argentina and the rest of Latin
America. City planning was taken into a new direction after the federalization. The Plaza
de la Victoria was given a socio-civic function while its trade function was displaced to
other areas of the city. It was renamed Plaza de Mayo in 1884 remembering the revolu-
tion in the month of May of 1810. In 1894, the Customs building and the piers were de-
molished for the construction of a new port called Puerto Madero. The port consisted of
four docks parallel with the shore by the city center. The demolished Customs building
was marked out by the new, semi-circular Parque Coldn."”

Traffic increased and there was a need for more open space in the dense grid sys-
tem. This motivated the planning of the first avenue of the city, characteristically broader
than the streets, the Avenida de Mayo. Portenos, most of European descent, and due to
the economic boom a rich minority frequently travelling to Europe, were inspired by the
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Figure 3: Cut from a map of Buenos Aires of 1866, designed by Engineer Aymes to provide insight into the

existing and projected railways of the city. West of the 300-meter southern pier are clearly discernible the
semi-circular Customs building and the city’s central square (Source: http://ssplan.buenosaires.gov.ar/

media/gallery/jalbum/flashmapasantiguos/index.html)

planning model of Haussmann for Paris. Herein, harmony, unity and coherence of pro-
gram were important factors. The portenio avenue had to resemble the Rue Rivoli in Paris
and the Gran Via in Madrid (Vogel, 1993: 93). The avenue was planned from the middle of
the western end of the Plaza de Mayo ten blocks in westerly direction. This resulted in the
demolition of the middle of the row of ten city blocks and consequently the creation of two
smaller city blocks by the avenue. For this grand intervention in the built environment, a
part of the Cabildo, the location of the revolution, had to be sacrificed. At the western
end of the Avenida de Mayo, the Plaza de los dos Congresos was constructed. The Na-
tional Congress was built there and nowadays the Senate is also located at the square,
uniting the legislative powers in that location. The new Avenida de Mayo was inaugurated
in 1894 and increased the esthetic balance of the urban planning within a grid system and
dominant central square. Art deco and art nouveau style buildings were constructed to
board the Avenida de Mayo as well as many other streets of the city up to the current
day, effectively copying European architecture and city planning: ‘The city became Euro-
peanised in its taste and its fashion’ [Romero, 2007: 107). A post office was built next to
the Government House in the same style and added to the Government House (Casa
Rosada) in 1898, united through the construction of a large arch (Figure 4). This arch re-
sembled the arch of the colonial fortress. In 1910, the city had the airs of important world
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Figure 4. The Government House, or Casa Rosada, with its central arch. In front the Pyramid

capitals. In the salons of the Avenida de Mayo one could encounter the cosmopolitan life-
style, like in the salons of Paris. Nowadays cultural tourists are being entertained by vis-
iting these locals and specific buildings. The avenue was the center of the golden epoch
of Argentina. In 1913, the first metro line of South America was inaugurated under the
Avenida de Mayo and in the same year the construction of the Diagonals Norte and Sur
was also started, again following the Haussmannian model,”? departing from the west-
ern part of the Plaza de Mayo in a north western and south western direction. Below both
diagonals a metro line was constructed, and the Avenida de Mayo was in the middle of
these diagonals.

It became the principal road of the city. H. Vogel (1993) quotes A. Jauretche, ‘a
very shrewd observer and analyst of Buenos Aires’ that the Avenida de Mayo used to be
the symbol of the entire city. According to Jauretche, during the first quarter of the twen-
tieth century all Argentines and portenos passed through it. The material culture of the
city was dominated by the axis: the material elements from the National Congress to the
Government House (Figure 5). The axis also was and is the material symbol for national
politics. At the Plaza de Mayo stands the seat of the executive power (Government House
or Casa Rosada) and at the Plaza de los dos Congresos the legislative power (National
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Figure 5. Map of the center of Buenos Aires with indications of central material elements (Source: Google
maps). Clearly visible is the grid pattern with narrow streets and the broader avenidas. The historical axis
of the Avenida de Mayo runs west-east from the National Congress to the Government House and former
Customs building, nowadays Plaza Coldn, represented by the semi-circle. The two diagonals departing
from the Plaza de Mayo increase the central importance of the axis of the Avenida de Mayo. East of the
Government House is the former shoreline of the Rio de la Plata, represented by the right white line. From
north to south runs the Avenida 9 de Julio with its Obelisk at the intersection with Avenida Corrientes. Re-

cent extensions of the axis in Puerto Madero are the Bridge and Park

Congress and Senate). The main entrances of the National Congress and the Casa Rosada
are situated along one line. Up to today, on the day of the inauguration of the president
of the nation, the new president is transported during a special ceremony from the Con-
gress to the Presidential Palace over the Avenida de Mayo (Figure 6). At the Plaza de
Mayo are also located the Ministry of Economic Affairs, the AFIP (taxes], the city govern-
ment building, the metropolitan cathedral™ and the National Bank of Argentina. A na-
tional civic - political - axis has effectively been created. The axis is as such also a symbol
for the dominance of Buenos Aires over the rest of Argentina. This is mentally mapped
by the administrative limits, demonstrated by Figure 1.

Contesting the principality of the axis after the 1930s
Important modernizations of and additions to material culture occurred outside the axis

in the city in the twentieth century. The huge expansion of the population between 1880
and 1929 had mainly been accommodated by extending the city within the same grid pat-
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Figure 6. Avenido de Mayo seen from the Plaza de Mayo on ‘Dia de la Patria’, May 25

tern. This grid pattern was not seen anymore as apt for modern society. In the transport
and circulation plans from 1925 (Plan Noél) until 2000, emphasis was put on modern
planning and the automobile (Dominguez Roca, 2005). Predominantly radial avenues be-
tween the city center and the larger metropolitan area were constructed, more than
transversal connections, in fact contesting the dominance of the (axis of the) Avenida de
Mayo. One of those radial avenues was the Avenida Corrientes, completed in 1936. In the
same period, new symbol carriers have risen to (partly) symbolize what the city is about.
The Plaza de la Republica was created in 1936, encompassing an entire city block. It was
the beginning of the construction in parts of the Avenida Norte-Sur (planned in 1912) and
intersected with Avenida Corrientes. On the Plaza de la Republica, the landmark of the
Obelisk was built in 1937.% It was not a unique construction; cities like Washington and
Paris also possessed an obelisk. The portefio Obelisk commemorates the first founda-
tion of the city 400 years before and the first flying of the Argentinean flag at the former
church at that location. This is inscribed in the Obelisk. Popularly, the landmark sym-
bolizes a place of happiness and partying (especially over soccer victories). It is also a
place for various cultural activities (Lacarrieu, 2007).7 Its central location on the inter-
section of two important avenues (Figure 5) and above a node of metro lines has cer-
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Figure 7. The Obelisk on the Plaza de la Republica, in the middLle of the high modern Avenida 9 de Julio

tainly contributed to its imageability and symbolic relevance. It has come to be the sym-
bol of the city (Figure 7).

For the Avenida Norte-Sur 33 densely built city blocks were to be completely de-
molished (Clarin.com, 2005). In 1937 this Avenida was renamed Avenida 9 de Julio™ and
counted five blocks. The last part was completed in 1980. The Avenida 9 de Julio is one
of the widest urban roads in the world. It cut the Avenida de Mayo in two halves (Figure
5), effectively decreasing the imageability (term by Lynch, 1960] of the Avenida de Mayo.
The Avenida General Paz was built in 1941, a transversal highway over the western ad-
ministrative limit of the city." In 1938-1940, Le Corbusier and Pierre Jeanneret proposed
the functionalist rationalist planning of a financial center, the Cité des Affairs (www.puer-
tomadero.com). It would contain five skyscrapers on an artificial island in the Rio de la
Plata, connected to the urban infrastructure by an extension of the Avenida de Mayo.
Puerto Madero, by that time fallen into decay, therefore had to be demolished (Figure 8).
Le Corbusier also intended with this plan to re-establish the connection of the city to the
river, lost in the last century. The plan, however, was never executed (Corporacién An-
tiguo Puerto Madero S.A., 2006). Instead the financial center (Microcentro) mostly de-
veloped north of the axis. The most prosperous districts had become situated to the north
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Figure 8. Cut from the plan by Le Corbusier and Pierre Jeanneret 1938/1940 to modernize Buenos Aires:
1. in the circle the plan for a ‘Cité des Affairs’ in the Rio de la Plata, 2. the axis of the Avenida de Mayo. The
plan was never executed (Gobierno de la Provincia de Buenos Aires, 2008 and www.puertomadero.com/

plans 1923-1990)

of the axis.?® The Avenida Santa Fé passing through these districts had become a strong
commercial street by the 1950s. The southern districts, delineated to the north by the
axis, would become poorer and have fewer investments in infrastructure (Dominguez
Roca, 2005), related to processes of in- and exclusion, although the southern district of
San Telmo, adjacent to the axis shows gentrification. The center of the city shifted north
of the Avenida de Mayo. The avenue itself declined into an area of Spanish social organ-
ization and a quiet avenue after working hours. Buildings or its facades were demolished
and the Avenida lost most of its cosmopolitan charm.

Political developments on the plazas of the axis may also have partially caused the
axis its loss of imageability. Although today the National Congress and Government House
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Figure 9. Symbol of the political-economic dependency of Argentina. The Avenida Independencia has un-

officially been renamed Avenida Dependencia in front of the Argentinean University of the Enterprise

(UADE; see background). Crossing with Avenida 9 de Julio

buildings are still considered the most beautiful buildings of the city by 31 percent and 15
percent of the portefios respectively, the Plaza de Mayo and Plaza de los dos Congresos
symbolize places of crying and protesting (Lacarrieu, 2007). Among the many protests a
few stand out. The Mothers and Grandmothers of the Plaza de Mayo became known
worldwide as they walked around the Pyramid in front of the Government House (Figure
4). They demanded justice for the military regime of 1976-1983 who made their
(grand]children disappear. In total, 30,000 civilians disappeared in the so-called ‘dirty
war’. Memorials have recently been erected in many places of the city.?’ Furthermore, in
the 1990s, Argentinean companies were sold to foreign companies under neo-liberal
president, Ménem. Violence erupted on the Plaza de Mayo when weak economic and fi-
nancial policies culminated in the financial crisis of 2001 and subsequent protests. Many
Argentines saw their savings devalued. Poverty increased and a feeling of insecurity has
risen in the streets.?? Maintenance of buildings and infrastructure is very restricted due
to restricted government means.® Cynical portenos renamed Avenida Independencia the
Avenida Dependencia (Figure 9). The large socio-economic differences in the country and
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city also evoke regular protests. Finally, corruption among politicians and government
employees is widespread? and may be a reason for protesting.

Buenos Aires, delineated by the Avenida General Paz?® and rivers, is imagined by
its citizens as distinct from its inland and other Latin American places. The image of
Buenos Aires ‘is a story of origin, that synthesizes the order and progress and arrives
until the present time, in its updated version, from where they recreate a civilizing mould
to put in order the urban experience’ (Lacarrieu, 2007: 38). A hypercity has developed, the
whole of urban symbols creating a reality that can become more real than the city itself.
The city signifies political-economic power (also compared to GBAJ,? modernity, Euro-
pean (white) ethnicity,?” cultural power? and liberalism.?

Extension of the axis into Puerto Madero after 1990

In 1990, Puerto Madero, fallen into decay, was assigned to become a high quality urban
district (Moreno, 2008). Herewith international investments were expected which had to
revert the economic recession of the end of the 1980s. The aim was also to reinforce the
centrality of the city center within the larger metropolitan area. The port was located ad-
jacent to the city center and redevelopment of Puerto Madero effectively enlarged the
city center. Urban planners of the public organization CAPMSA3® had the mandate to de-
velop the area. Integration of the city center with Puerto Madero provided an opportunity
for them to recognize the historical importance of the axis of the Avenida de Mayo. This
was firstly illustrated by the fact that CAPMSA supported renovations and reconstructions
of facades of the Avenida de Mayo outside Puerto Madero by providing subsidies to prop-
erty owners. This became a success: about 20 facades were renovated or reconstructed.
Moreover, the organization developed the Parque de las Mujeres Argentinas (Park of the
Argentinean Women; Figure 10) in East Puerto Madero, effectively creating an interrupted
extension to the existing axis. In 2001, the privately financed Puente de la Mujer (Bridge
of the Woman, Figures 11 and 12), connecting the eastern and western part of dock 3 of
Puerto Madero, became another element of the extension of the axis. The location of the
Park and Bridge are visible on the map of Figure 5.

The Parque de las Mujeres Argentinas has a central pavement exactly in line with
the axis.®' Also, the high, pointing walls of the Park directed at the Rio de la Plata re-
semble the former colonial fortress (Figure 2). Furthermore it is to refer to the former Ad-
uana Nueva, the Customs building constructed in 1857, and symbol of the economic
power of the city (Joselevich, 1996). The proposal also encompassed building the judicial
power next to the Park. This would bring the trias politica® on the axis in one line but was
not executed. On the north and south side of the Park clusters of apartment and office
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Figure 10. The Park of the Argentinean Women is a void behind these silos between the southern (visible)

and northern tower cluster on the East side of Puerto Madero. Picture taken from west-side of Puerto
Madero. The axis goes virtually straight through the silos and is materialized in the Park through a central
pavement from west to east [not visible). The grain silo does still inhibit straight passage from the Bridge

to the Park although plans exist to create a connecting porch ‘through’ the silos

towers have been developed. ‘In this way, the Park presents itself in the skyline as a void’
(Joselevich, 1996: 22). This is to reinforce the Avenida de Mayo and the Plazas, which are
also a void in between high-rise buildings. Unlike most facilities of Puerto Madero, the
developers of the Park intended to invite all portefios (Garay, 2002). Skate boarders in
particular visit the Park because of the gradually descending space with paths around the
central pavement. It is open to the port side like an amphitheatre and designed to ac-
commodate open-air concerts. The Park is still not well known by the general public and
few will recognize its produced symbolic meaning.

The Puente de la Mujer is a footbridge with a single white mast. The private in-
vestor of a hotel and conference complex® near dock 3 at East Puerto Madero ordered
the promotion of the zone by the construction of an emblematic bridge. Entrepreneurs
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Figure 11. The Bridge (and silos) photographed from a few meters south of the western end of the bridge,

observed in north-eastern direction. In front, a ‘Cornedor Comunitario’, a communitarian snack bar and so-
cialist foothold that protests simultaneously against inequality and poverty. It forms a striking statement
in Puerto Madero’s privatized, redeveloped area. The billboard says: ‘Luchamos por una Argentina donde
los perros de los ricos dejen de erstar major alimentados que los hijos de los pobres’ [We strive for an Ar-

gentina where the dogs of the rich stop being better fed than the children of the poor)

link business activities with cultural symbols because city people have become cultural
consumers (Zukin, 1995). Effectively these cultural symbols34 promote the business ac-
tivities, thereby performing as promotional symbols as well. The architect (Calatrava
Valls) assigned meaning to the bridge, stating that ‘the bridge has been projected with
the aim of defining an emblematic element in a city with an urban development concep-
tually modern, accentuating the relevance of the place at national as well as interna-
tional level, within a city as Buenos Aires, compulsory point of reference for all economic,
cultural and social activity of Argentina. (...) The issue is connecting both sides of the
dock through both squares at both sides, continuing in a straight line, the axis formed
through the Cabildo (former town hall) of Buenos Aires, the Plaza de Mayo and the Casa
Rosada’ (Calatrava Valls, 2000: 30). Some urban planners have criticized the construc-
tion of the bridge because it does not respect the different geometry between the docks
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and the grid pattern in the city centre, in fact breaking dock 3 into two unequal parts.3
For portenos and visitors it generally seems to mean an aesthetically attractive piece of
architecture and is therefore used by lovers and friends who take pictures of themselves
with the bridge in the background. Besides promoting the hotel and the convention cen-
tre, it has come to promote the district and even the city to tourists and businesses. On
tourism and business fairs, the entrance of the Buenos Aires stand has been decorated
by a scaled-down model of the bridge.

The Bridge and Park (and streets of Puerto Madero) were given names of out-
standing females from Argentina and America by the city council in 1995, following a
claim by women in the framework of the International Conference of the Women.% Ar-
gentina is considered a relatively male chauvinist country.3” Until 1995, of the almost 2,200
streets of Buenos Aires only 23 had the name of a woman, of which the majority were
nothing more than passages and narrow streets (Anonymus, 1995). The planning design
for the Park is also feminine. It is a void between two tower clusters. This concept can be
extended to the Government House. The relatively low building of the executive power,
only counting three floors, assumes femininity, reinforced by its pink color.

The axis, including its extensions in Puerto Madero, is interrupted twice. First, by
three parallel roads (two avenues and a street) and a parking lot between the Plaza
Coldn (behind the Government House) and the Puente de la Mujer. Plans to change this
situation go about a half century back. One plan is to tunnel the three roads under a
Park with a central pavement from the arch of the Government House to the bridge. Fi-
nancing and height differences between the Plaza Coldn and the dock are among the
main problems. The second interruption of the extended axis is by grain silos between
the Bridge and the Park. The grain silo is a symbol of the booming exports from 1880 to
1929 and as such adds to the historical importance of the axis. Therefore urban planners
have proposed to renovate the silos and construct a passage on the main floor. But a plan
in which no passage is designed is also still an option. The symbolic connection of the
Park and the Bridge to the axis is mostly produced and hardly consumed. Only those
portefios who have been educated about it know about its symbolic location. This is il-
lustrated by Figure 12.

The interrupted extension of the axis is located in Puerto Madero. From this dis-
trict four images can be extracted. Firstly, it is a successful example of urban renewal.
Higher-end apartments, offices, shops and leisure facilities have been developed. It is
safe, with clean, wide pavements and a distinct lack of black discharge of exhaust by
buses3® and trucks, quite distinct from the rest of the city. The connection of the city with
the Rio de la Plata has also effectively been restored. People enjoy strolling along the
docks and have access to the ecological reserve Costanera Sur at the shore of the Rio de
la Plata (Figure 5). International tourists visit the district (only the city center is more
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Figure 12. View from the Puente de la Mujer to the Government House (Casa Rosada), semi hidden behind

the trees and the statue of Columbus at the Plaza Coldn. Few people recognize the Government House from

the bridge, nor being on the extended (historical) axis

popular] and 79 percent of these international tourists qualify the district as good to ex-
cellent (Gobierno de la Ciudad de Buenos Aires, 2008). The newspaper La Nacién has
concluded that Puerto Madero is the new postcard of Buenos Aires (Lacarrieu, 2007).
Sportive, ambitious people and companies affiliate themselves with the district and the
Bridge (Figure 13). It is also from an architectural perspective very different from the rest
of the city. It has a late modernist architecture on a grand scale of towers and skyscrap-
ers, comparable to nowhere else in the city. But besides the glamorous image, there is
also an image of the district as a symbol of the divide between rich and poor. An argu-
ment against the thesis that Puerto Madero symbolizes the Argentinean social class di-
vide is that there are other affluent districts as well, that are almost gated communities.
To the contrary, Puerto Madero openly allows portenos from all classes to stroll along the
boards of the docks and ecological reserve.?? That its image as a symbol of socio-eco-
nomic divide remains persistent may have something to do with the fact that some cor-
rupt government officials have been involved in illegally selling city blocks, which has
strengthened the idea that the selected few trade off at the expense of others.%°

Finally, many portenos do not imagine this district when asked to draw a mental
map of the city (Figure 1). A research for this contribution demonstrated that the Obelisk
and the Rio de la Plata were always drawn; this was almost true for the Avenida General
Paz or administrative limit of the city. The Plaza de Mayo was also drawn by a majority.
The Avenida de Mayo was not.
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Figure 13. Adidas sponsors of the semi marathon of Buenos Aires of 21 September 2008. The slogan of an ad-
vertisement poster of Adidas in the right upper corner says ‘nothing is impossible’. In the left upper corner it
says: ‘many think about arriving, | think of keeping on running. 21 K. Accept the challenge’. In the background

are clearly visible Puerto Madero and the skyline around it, with the Bridge of the Woman in the middle
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Conclusion

The city signifies political-economic power (also compared to GBAJ, modernity, Euro-
pean (white] ethnicity, cultural power and liberalism. This article has explained how the
axis and Obelisk together represent these characteristics.

The Obelisk symbolizes this city for many reasons. The choice of an architec-
turally high modernist landmark on a high modern square as a city-wide symbol has fit
the sentiment of the modern period. The infrastructure and architecture from the 1930s
to the 1990s have made Buenos Aires into a conceptually modern capital. The city-wide
modern urban planning has to a certain extent installed the belief in progress and the
automobile in the minds of the inhabitants, putting farther away the collective memory
of a former colonial (1580-1810), independent village (1816-1879) and world city (1880-
1929). Also, it is perhaps the main intersection of busy avenues of the city, in its finan-
cial heart. To the masses it is a symbol of partying in large numbers (e.g. over soccer
victories). Though less popularly known, it has the most important historical references
to the earlier periods of the city, namely the two foundations of the city, the independ-
ence (flag) and the important law of 1880 which led to it becoming a federal capital,
clearing the way for the golden epoch of the city. This combination of historical refer-
ences and mass popularity makes the Obelisk an acceptable symbol for most audiences.
Itis continuously promoted as representation of the city in television broadcasts, tourist
advertisements and socio-cultural policies. Moreover, the landmark is highly imagina-
ble. It has a powerful, masculine form. It is a distinct, clearly delineated orientation
point. It is located on a busy intersection, and new sensuous impacts are absorbed with-
out interrupting its basic image.

The axis has been the center of developments through all periods except the mod-
ern period, from 1580 to 1929. The axis does represent the founding, colonial period, the
independent period (following the revolution) up to becoming a world city due to its
strength in an economic (Aduana Nueva) and political sense (the national political av-
enue). The axis has been contested by modern developments like the Obelisk. Nonethe-
less, portenios are aware of being at the center of political and economic power in
Argentina and of the legislative and executive power on their plazas. The plazas are sym-
bolically consumed places for crying and protesting and the political buildings signify
what portenos are capable of in architecture. The obvious symbolic connection of these
powers by the Avenida de Mayo is restrictedly valued by the portefos. In a current city of
many avenues, the division of this avenue by the Avenida 9 de Julio has decreased its
imageability like the subsequent developments in the Avenida itself, included among
which are the demolition of facades (after 1990 some ha