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Introduction:
Between Texts and Cities

Dr Daniel Marques Sampaio,
University of Hertfordshire.

|
This issue of Writing Visual Culture springs from the seminar
Texts+Cities: From the 1970s to the Present, which Michael
Heilgemeir and | organised at the University of Hertfordshire, in
January 2014. The seminar and this issue, a partnership between
Photography UH and the TVAD research group, are part of our
project Texts+Cities, which explores the relationships between
texts and urban spaces in contemporary society.

From the outset, Michael and | made the decision to
restrict the scope of the project to developments taking place
in the decades since the 1970s. The 1970s saw a series of key
historical events that prompted a crisis of Capitalism still defining
contemporary living:

¢ the energy crises;

¢ the increasing refinement of digital technologies
and their introduction as lifestyle appliances, and to
industries such as communications and finance;

e a new bout of globalisation that prompted an
unprecedented worldwide integration of markets,
politics, and values;

¢ and a resurgence of the power of capital.
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Since the crisis of Capitalism of the 1970s, contemporary
cities have provided a fertile ground for reflections on how to
conceptualise the ‘urban’, so as to envisage potentially novel
ways of producing effective action in them. The term “city”
itself has been subjected to relentless questioning, as the
classic distinction between urban and rural is being transformed
radically. The logic of globalised capital extends urban sprawl
further and further. It also assimilates what was once understood
as the ‘countryside’, both by commodifying the experience
of nature (through rural tourism, or through the gentrification
of rural communities), and by integrating agricultural land
into a continuum with urban-based systems of production
and distribution. The same logic also produces the reverse
movement, bringing consumerist versions of the countryside
into the city. Economic and political ideologies shape the design,
building, and inhabiting of physical spaces; historical and
cultural texts and discourses are appropriated for the purposes
of tourism and city branding; contemporary cities cannot be
extricated from the production, consumption, manipulation,
and circulation of texts in the form of data and information. At
a most direct level, textual paraphernalia cover urban spaces,
demanding engagement from users of those spaces. More
fundamentally, cities are turning into environments that require
to be explored at once physically, phenomenologically, and
textually.

Reflecting on our seminar, the contributions and
discussions helped us approach a basic question: can
the contemporary, shape-shifting city, be ‘read’, can it be
approached as if it were a text? This question is foregrounded
by some of the contributors to the present issue, who have
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provided an array of examinations, analyses, and interpretations
of the movement from text to urban space and back. Some of
the papers move within a theoretical space influenced, or at least
informed, by Semiotics - film, literary, and media criticism, in
particular. Another area of concern is with the radical geography
of the scholars responsible for the ‘spatial turn’ in the social
sciences of the past half-century (notably the works of Henri
Lefebvre and David Harvey). Those authors have promoted

a critical sensibility that is highly attuned to the instability of
boundaries between representations and the material, physical,
and social structures of urban space. Throughout the issue,

the ghost of Modernism looms large, with its urban utopias in
literal and metaphorical ruins. Larger still looms the spectre

of Neoliberalism, a political and economic configuration that
emerged in the wake of the structural crises of the 1970s,
advocating free markets, free trade, and the strengthening of
private property rights (Harvey 2005, 2-3). For some critics who
see it already suffering its own crisis after the 2008 financial
collapse, Neoliberalism is a planned effort by financial interests
against the post-war Keynesian compromise that saw the
creation of the welfare state (Duménil & Lévy 2004, 2011; Glyn,
2006).

|

The issue opens with Christopher Garland’s paper “Port-au-
Prince is New Orleans: Race, Space, and the Spectacle of
Suffering”. Garland considers the role of photography, in the
aftermath of 2005’s Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans and the
2010 earthquake in Port-au-Prince, in constructing the figure
of the disaster victim as “abject” (a term borrowed from
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Kristeva). The two cities, one in a first world country, the other
one in the poorest country in the Western hemisphere, converge
in this figure. Garland notes how visual representations framed
the bodies of Haitians and of African-Americans in New Orleans
as defined by poverty and by their race, and engaging in violence
and lawlessness. In this, both Port-au-Prince and New Orleans
are marked by their “otherness”: the former as an embodiment
of the West’s fascination with the image of the global south as
permanently on the brink of crisis. The latter, long considered
one of the poorest and most unequal cities in the US, with the
spectacular representation of its great catastrophe revealing not
so much the differences between developed and developing
worlds, but fundamentally, those between the state and its
citizens.

The opening paper’s theme of “otherness” of the
Black body is reflected in the second paper, by Demetrios
Kapetanakos, “The Neighborhood is Dangerous, But We Got
There: Urban Space, Neoliberal Resistance, and Black Cultural
Production in Isaac Julien’s Looking for Langston”. Kapetanakos’
contribution explores Julien’s presentation of New York in the
Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s and neoliberal London in the
1980s as mirroring in their particular times the trajectory of the
Black queer experience through the city. The analysis teases
out that film’s critique of the political and cultural dimensions
of neoliberal ideologies of the 1980s, and their atomisation of
subjectivity.

In privileging economics and individual responsibility,
neoliberal ideology finds its spatialised expressions in urban
sites of heightened economic activity, and in those sites
where such activity can be reproduced. In this configuration,
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Kapetanakos argues, the image becomes a pivotal medium for
the dissemination of neoliberal ideology. Thus, representations
reinforcing the notion that the lives of the Black community are
centred on welfare-dependency, poverty, and crime; and the
early responses to the AIDS crisis, contribute to framing the
Black gay body as criminal, non-productive, and amoral.

The city in this paper is the medium and expression of
socio-spatial practices: at once the arena where contests over
cultural and racial representations are played out, and the site in
which the very subjects it disenfranchises construct their spaces
of resistance.

Kapetanakos’ paper examines the carving of personal
spaces for otherness and resistance. Lance Hanson'’s paper,
“Edgelands Aesthetics: Exploring the Liminal in Andrea
Arnold’s Fish Tank”, likewise, is concerned with “other” spaces:
boundaries, thresholds, spaces at the margins. The paper takes
as its point of departure the notion of an “accented cinema”,

a term coined by film scholar Hamid Naficy to describe how
experiences of exile and diaspora are translated into cinema.
Hanson sees “edgelands”, interstitial spaces found in urban
environments, not-quite-wild landscapes, and post-industrial
wastelands, as places of otherness and “pure potential”
(Deleuze), reflecting and amplifying the alienation and longing
experienced by the main character in Arnold’s film. The paper
also identifies some forms of built environment that function not
only as settings for action but also as entities possessing their
own narrative possibilities. Hanson catalogues and analyses
products of industry and technology, and topographic elements
in the film - the shoreline, wind turbines, and wastelands —
showing them as symbols of liminal spaces of contemplation,
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of wonder, and of the potential for escape.

The next two papers share a concern with fictional and
media representations of life in housing estates designed during
the UK boom in mass housing building of the 1960s-1970s. The
first of these papers is Peter Clandfield’s “Red Road Re-visions”.
Clandfield draws on Bernard Westphal’s Geocriticism, a cross-
disciplinary form of analysis that argues that literature - and
narratives, metaphors, as well as other modes of discourse not
subject to the constraints of veracity and falsifiability - do more
than represent the world: they contribute actively to its shaping.
Clandfield focuses on Red Road, the high-rise housing complex
in Glasgow. The estate attracted media attention recently
for the plans for its demolition through controlled implosion
(‘blowdown’) as a set piece for the opening ceremony for the
2014 Commonwealth Games. The paper examines the overlaps
between that event (which was eventually scrapped) and fictional
representations of Red Road, such as Andrea Arnold’s Red Road,
Alison Irvine’s novel The Road is Red, and Denise Mina’s crime
novel The Red Road. In particular, Clandfield discusses Mina’s
description of a blowdown similar to the one planned for Red
Road as resembling a “public hanging” — a grim metaphor for
the fate of mass public housing under the neoliberal pressures
of urban regeneration.

Nicola Mann’s paper, “A Disconnected Community? (Re)
Visioning the Heygate Council Estate Through Digital Activism”,
focuses on community-initiated narratives of everyday life in
the South London estate. Produced in opposition to popular
culture and the media representations that portray Heygate as
a hotbed of crime and deprivation, these initiatives use web-
based activism to put forth affirmative stories that commemorate
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the residents’ attachment to the place. In her analysis of these
initiatives, Mann introduces the notion of “usable memory”, a
tactic that articulates the connectivity between shared history,
and physical and social structures. The term is indebted to
figures such as historian Van Wyck Brooks, anthropologist Paul
Connerton, and sociologist David Harvey.

Like Peter Clandfield in the preceding paper, Mann
provides a critique of the role of private developers in leading
urban regeneration initiatives. Mann notes in particular the
rhetoric of demonisation of life on the housing estate, which
she identifies, through a discussion of statements from residents
of the estate, as a product of regeneration discourses. Mann
finds the catalysts and defining events of that rhetoric in the
three decades of public disinvestment in council housing since
the 1980s, in Margaret Thatcher’s Right to Buy scheme, and in
increasing privatisation - effectively, in the retrenchment of the
welfare estate promoted by neoliberal policies.

The papers by Peter Clandfield and Nicola Mann on the
Red Road and Heygate estates converge, albeit in ways that
are specific to their particular concerns, in their analyses of how
media-produced dystopian views frame those housing estates
as sites of delinquency and social exclusion. In this they echo
the argument made by David Kapetanakos that neoliberalism
furthers the marginalisation of Black queer bodies by portraying
them as unproductive, diseased, and deviant.

The contributions by Clandfield and Mann delve into the
interplays between a variety of texts in the construction of a
sense of place, and the dynamics that enable those texts to
produce material effects on those places. Fictional accounts
explore the complex social and spatial relationships in those
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estates, and digital activism initiatives from residents highlight
their sense of community and shared cultural identity, in
opposition to the threat posed by developers. Those views
also testify to the rhetorical power of the tower blocks and sink
estates of Glasgow and inner-city London as signifiers of a real
or perceived failure of post-war Modernist mass housing design
to live up to its utopian ideals.

The next paper, “Superstudio’s Dystopian Tales: Textual
and Graphic Practice as Operational Method”, by Daniela N.
Prina, also addresses issues concerning Modernism and its
legacy on cities, but from a different perspective. In the papers
by Clandfield and Mann, the promises and failures of Modernist
utopian planners are discussed from the perspective of people
who live in the very estates spawned by those planners. In
contrast, Prina focuses on critics of that utopianism from
within the architectural profession itself, specifically Florentine
architectural practice Superstudio. In their reflections on the
paradoxical role of architecture, of text and the image, and of
visual communication, Superstudio’s theoretical output and
speculative designs produced from the 1960s onwards absorbed
a wide range of influences: Adorno and Horkheimer’s critique of
technical rationality; Pop Art; the technological iconography of
Britain’s Archigram; and dystopian classics of literature such as
Orwell and Huxley, as well as popular science fiction. The paper
provides a review of Superstudio’s key projects, highlighting the
continued relevance of their imaginary cities to contemporary
critical architectural and urban research.

This issue’s final paper is Sebastian Klausner’s “Otomo’s

Exploding Cities — The Intersection of Class and City in
Otomo Katsuhiro’s Works Before, During, and After the Bubble
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Economy in Japan”. We move from Superstudio’s counter-
utopias to the sublimation of class divisions through the othering
of Tokyo’s collective capitalism in Otomo’s anime fiction. The
theme of the city being destroyed is a well-known staple of anime
and kaiju: in battling their foes, Ultraman, Ultra Seven, as well as
Godzilla, have been reducing Japanese cities to rubble for some
time. Klausner explores the key leitmotiv of exploding buildings
and city blocks in Otomo’s fiction as expressing the entwinement
of place, class, and visual culture in Japan. The danchi (high-
rise public housing complexes that sprang all over the country
to accommodate the expanding urban population) in Domu,

and vertically structured cities in Akira and Metropolis, appear

as spaces of social and urban entropy, ripe for a literal ‘creative
destruction’ of Japanese society and its built forms. Despite the
exoticism of his works’ science fiction/fantasy setting, Otomo’s
concerns echo those explored in other papers in this issue: the
alienation in Andrea Arnold’s Fish Tank; Superstudio’s imagined
cities, at once alluring, disconcerting, and oppressive in their
revolutionary fervor, amplifying and distorting traits of existing
ones to the point of ecstasy; the otherness and marginality
discussed in the papers by Kapetanakos and Garland. Even the
aesthetics of explosion and destruction of the city, a key trope

in anime, finds a parallel in the plans for the blowdown of
Glasgow’s Red Road tower blocks.

]/

As editors of this issue, Michael Heilgemeir and | would like

to thank our colleagues at the University of Hertfordshire:

Dr Grace Lees-Maffei, Reader in Design History and Leader of
the TVAD research group, and Dr Steven Adams, our Associate

Daniel Marques Sampaio, ‘Introduction’ 11



Dean of Research. Grace and Steven have been extremely
generous to us in their support and encouragement. We would
also like to thank Dr Susan Parham, Head of Urbanism at the
University of Hertfordshire’s Centre for Sustainable Communities.
Susan’s advice throughout the production of this issue was
invaluable, and helped us enormously in shaping the project.
And of course, we would like to thank the seven contributors

to this issue of Writing Visual Culture, who have responded

so readily and generously to our call with papers that move
between accounts of the city from media, fictional or community
voices, design disciplines, and theoretical perspectives. In

this, the present issue hopes to contribute to wider debates
within the arts and social sciences that relate to the overlaps,
discontinuities, intersections between text and city. Our aim

has been to provide an arena in which to investigate ways

of thinking and inhabiting the contemporary city that are at

once experiential, material, physical, and symbolic, abstract,
representational, in a multilayered, multiform web.
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Port-au-Prince is New Orleans:
Race, Space, and the Spectacle of

Suffering

Dr Christopher Garland,
University of Southern Mississippi.

ABSTRACT

This essay interrogates the visual representation of the
aftermath of two major natural disasters, Hurricane Katrina

and tranblemandeté (the Haitian term for the 2010 earthquake).
These two cities, which are linked through the history of French
imperialism in the Americas, related religious practice, the
legacy of slavery, and migration from post-revolution Port-
au-Prince to New Orleans, drew international attention in the
aftermath of their aforementioned disasters. The sheer volume
of still images documenting the effects of the hurricane and
earthquake - captured on inexpensive cellphones as well as
professional-grade cameras (DSLRs) - lay bare the devastation
wrought by tranblemandeté on New Orleans, Port-au-Prince,
and their respective residents. Considering the crucial role that
photography plays in representing the abject disaster victim in
New Orleans and Port-au-Prince, this essay explores both how
these photographs serve particular rhetorical ends and the way
these images are produced and circulated.

Christopher Garland, ‘Port-au-Prince is New Orleans’
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I

Images of Hurricane Katrina’s effect on New Orleans in August
2005 and the aftermath of the January 2010 earthquake in Port-
au-Prince demonstrate the relationship between race, space,
and contemporary environmental disaster. These two urban
spaces, linked through the history of French imperialism in

the Americas, related religious practice, the legacy of slavery,
and migration from post-revolution Port-au-Prince to New
Orleans, drew international attention as news of the disasters
spread through various mediums, from mainstream television
news reports to online social media. This essay considers the
crucial role that photography plays in representing the abject
disaster victim in New Orleans and Port-au-Prince, how these
photographs serve particular rhetorical ends, and the way
these images are produced and circulated. And while there

are other relatively recent natural disasters that have been
featured in contemporary media, such as the 2004 Indian Ocean
earthquake and tsunami and the 2011 earthquake off the Pacific
coast of Tohoku, Japan, | am making a comparison between New
Orleans and Port-au-Prince because of the specific ways both
cities have been framed in terms of the superlative (even before
these particular crises).

Jean-Claude Martineau contends that Haiti is the only
country in the world with a last name: “poorest country in the
Western Hemisphere” (Martineau 2005). New Orleans, too, has
long been seen as a regional outlier. As Dan Baum states, the
city has been “by almost any metric the worst city in America
— the deepest poverty, the most murders, the worst schools,
the sickest economy” (Baum 2009, xii). Hurricane Katrina was a
Category 5 storm that New Orleans mayor Ray Nagin called the
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natural disaster “that most of us have long feared” (qtd

in Havrilesky 2005). One of the costliest - in terms of both
human life and property — natural disasters in U.S. history, the
storm created a storm surge that breached 53 levees, leaving
the majority of the city under water and federal agencies
stumbling in their initial rescue attempts. Four and a half years
later, on 12 January 2010, Port-au-Prince faced a similarly
devastating natural catastrophe: a magnitude 7.0 earthquake
with an epicenter just 16 miles outside the city. The earthquake,
which revealed the instability of a large amount of residential
and commercial buildings in Haiti’s capital, resulted in a

death toll that, according to the Columbia Journalism Review,
ranges anywhere from 46,000 (from a United States Agency
for International Development report) to 316,000, which was
reported by the Haitian government (O’Connor 2012).

There are other reasons to compare New Orleans and
Port-au-Prince. Neither the first nor the lone voice inputting
post-Katrina New Orleans in conversation with post-earthquake
Port-au-Prince, John Mutter, a geophysicist and professor at
Columbia University’s Department of Earth and Environmental
Sciences, argues that the

levee failures in New Orleans turned a natural event

into a true catastrophe, but the industrial canals, built for
commerce through the poorest part of the city early last
century imperiled people who benefited little from the
ship traffic that passed through their neighborhoods. The
poor construction and maintenance of levees, and the
people they put at risk, are echoed chillingly by the poorly
constructed dwellings of Port-au-Prince. (Mutter 2010)

Christopher Garland, ‘Port-au-Prince is New Orleans’
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Even in his seemingly well-intentioned call to arms about the
threat posed by bad building practices in both Port-au-Prince
and New Orleans, Mutter reiterates stereotypes about Haiti
by stating that “violent unrest is never far below the surface”
and implying that this potential is one of the main differences
between the two cities: “we risk a situation in Port-au-Prince
that is even worse than New Orleans.” Even with multiple
similarities, Mutter appears to assert that the latter is more
“Other” than the former. This impression of Haiti as “exceptional”
— with the spread of AIDS, the practice of “voodoo,” and the
continuation of a violent political history - is a longstanding and
deeply ingrained discourse. Or, as Raphael Dalleo succinctly
describes the narrative of Haiti: “a dependent nation, unable to
govern or even fend for itself, a site of lawlessness in need of
more powerful neighbors to take control” (Dalleo 2013, 4). The
ultimate “powerful neighbor” being the U.S., which, as Katrina
showed in acute detail, often struggles to take care of itself.
Neither city has fully recovered from the traumatic events,
and for many the stories of tranblemandeté (the Haitian term for
the earthquake) and Hurricane Katrina came through a series of
“professional and amateur” visual fragments freely available on
the Internet: an image of unnamed people on makeshift beds and
stretchers; a doctor treating lacerations on the arm of a small
child; and, of course, the face-down, dead bodies on concrete,
metal, and dirt. Thus, my focus on the still image over the moving
image of the body has much to do with the way new media
enables the rapid and relatively cheap production and circulation
of the static image (via Twitter’s TwitPic platform, or, for example,
the attaching of digital photographs to Facebook statuses).
Moreover, despite the awareness of manipulation of the image -
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from basic cropping to full Photoshop alterations — one

only needs to visit the comments section of any news website
story adorned with images to see how the notion persists of

the photograph as unalterable truth, indisputable evidence,

and, most important, an objective “window into the world.”
Throughout his critique of the conditions of photographic
production, Simon Watney opposes the notion of the photograph
as objective truth. Watney states that we, with almost instant
access to a plethora of images of both events via a Google
search, need “to understand the many means by which
photography punctuates the look of the world into a series

of discontinuous signs—photographs—which are none-the-

less endlessly offered as images of totality, merely divided

into moments” (Watney 2002, 143-44). Thus, this essay also
focuses on this tension between the perceived “totality” of

the photographic image and the visceral effect on the viewer
caused by spectacular representation of the bodies (the swollen
corpse, the orphaned child) in and around these two cities. More
specifically, photographs can further perpetuate misconceptions
about complex moments of crisis.

Furthermore, the primary content of these images is not
the all-encompassing damage wrought by a storm or hurricane,
but the human subject stripped bare and made abject. The
visual rhetoric of these disasters is littered with bodies: living,
dead, and somewhere inbetween. In the case of New Orleans
these bodies were very often black, while in the case of Port-
au-Prince, they were nearly always black. What links these
bodies is not just skin color, but also the fact that their struggle
to survive is viewable for outsiders on laptops, cellphones,
and television screens; moreover, these bodies occupy cities-
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as-liminal spaces where the division between life and death

is much too close. Even from afar, the dying are the ultimate
other; as Michel de Certeau asserts, the “dying are outcasts
because they are deviants in an institution [in these cases

the city space] organized by and for the conservation of life”
(Certeau 1986, 190-1). At these moments, Port-au-Prince and
New Orleans are united by their so-called inherent dysfunction:
Dan Baum argues that one could start “thinking of [New Orleans]
as the bestorganized city in the Caribbean” (Baum 2009, xi).

In public discourse, the superlative is frequently invoked when
describing these cities — the most corrupt, impoverished,

and disempowered - and is backed up by a visual evidence:
collapsed building, poorly clothed bodies, and all the other
markers of the city on life support.

Moreover, the comparison between New Orleans and
Port-au-Prince, which was made on platforms as diverse as The
American Conservative and the San Francisco Bayview, emerged
long before the devastation of the earthquake. After Katrina,
Edwidge Danticat spoke of the link between Haiti’s capital and
“The Big Easy,” suggesting that New Orleans looked more like
Haiti than the rest of the U.S.: “It’s hard for those of us who are
from places like Freetown or Port-au-Prince not to wonder why
the so-called developed world needs so desperately to distance
itself from us,” Danticat asserts, “especially at a time when an
unimaginable tragedy shows exactly how much alike we are”
(Danticat gtd. in Flaherty 2010). The sheer volume of images
reflects the extent of the carnage and how it transformed the
bodies of those caught in its wake: from the rotting corpse
dangling from a gate on a washed-out New Orleans street to the
bodies of Haitian children piled upon one another in the bed of
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a pickup truck. To discuss the spectacle of catastrophe in Port-
au-Prince and New Orleans requires one to address a range of
interconnected contexts, including race, geography, history, and
poverty.

The comparison between Port-au-Prince and New Orleans
is based primarily on two aspects: First, the physical conditions
under which the two seemingly separate populations - one
first-world and the other third-world - live; second, how African
Americans in New Orleans were framed in similar (specifically
visual) ways to Haitians in Port-au-Prince: partaking in violence
and other forms of deviance and criminality, evidenced by
the false reports about multiple rapes in the Superdome and
numerous marauding, gun-toting gangs in Port-au-Prince. From
CNN’s Anderson Cooper’s televised reports to online articles
from New York Times writers “on the ground,” Haitians and
black New Orleanians alike were repeatedly described as being
involved in looting; however, as Katy Welter outlines in “The Myth
of Disaster Looting,” this flies in the face of research regarding
human reaction and response to natural disaster. Welter states
that numerous studies show that “looting is rare — an exception
to the rule of communities’ pro-social responses to disaster.
Despite fears to the contrary, disaster triggers altruism and
cooperation while suppressing criminal behavior” (Welter 2012).
In New Orleans city leaders did little to combat the stereotypes
about individuals affected by disaster. New Orleans’ Mayor
Ray Nagin stated that there had been murders and rapes in the
Superdome, a falsehood that was repeated over and over again
in news coverage, helping fuel aggressive police tactics and fear
in the city (Shankman 2010). In Port-au-Prince, audiences around
the globe were told by The New York Times, CNN, and numerous
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other outlets that violence and looting in Port-au-Prince was
“intensifying,” while one of the leaders of the U.S. relief effort,
Lt. General Ken Keen claimed “that the level of violence that
we see right now is below and at preearthquake levels” (qtd.

in Ripley 2010). While | do not mean to claim that there was no
looting or other criminal activity, it is important to acknowledge
two important facts: first, many people in New Orleans and
Port-au-Prince were gathering goods in order to survive; second,
hearsay and media hyperbole clearly contributed to a distorted
understanding of conditions “on the ground” in the wake of
these crises.

|

Photography contributes directly to the aforementioned
sensationalized reportage. In a couple of highly publicized
photos taken in New Orleans and published by major news
outlets, whites wading through the water with goods were
described as “survivors” finding goods, while blacks doing the
same were “looters.” Guy Uriel-Charles, a Haitian-American law
professor at Duke University, gave that particular image as an
example when comparing representations of black residents of
Port-au-Prince and New Orleans, asserting that the term looter
as “a description that is void of empathy for someone who is
consciously or sub-consciously viewed as ‘the other.” Tragically,
it fits into the stereotype [an animal; wanton and depraved] that
many have about people of African descent, be they African-
Americans or Haitian-Americans” (Charles 2010). Simply put,
the use of the term “looter” to accompany images presupposed
criminal behavior in those traversing the wrecked streets of Port-
au-Prince and New Orleans.
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Addressing the way that photographs can contribute to
misunderstandings about humanitarian crises, | draw on Guy
Debord’s claim that images are “detached from every aspect
of life fuse in a common stream in which the unity of this life
can no longer be reestablished. Reality considered partially
unfolds, in its own general unity, as a pseudo-world apart, an
object of mere contemplation” (Debord 1973, thesis statement
2-4). Debord’s position is that the image falsely purports to
reveal “reality” when in fact it is the “concrete inversion of
life”; we are lulled into contemplating the singular image as an
objective record of the world rather than a fragment broken off
from “life.” But this does not mean that photographs hold no
intrinsic value; on the contrary, these fragments are the basis
for a critique of how abjection in the global south is written for
Western audiences. Specifically, visual representations of these
cities in crisis make us uncomfortable because they make visible
the porous membrane border between “us” and “them.” Post-
earthquake Port-au-Prince reminds us of Katrina; post-storm
New Orleans disclosed the sorts of governmental failure, massive
divide between rich and poor, and seemingly insurmountable
natural disaster that are “characteristic” of countries like Haiti,
not the wealthiest country in the world. The realities of the third-
world seeps into the first through events like Katrina, an uneasy
reminder of the tenuous and finite nature of superpowers.
Inherent in this sense of unease is a voyeuristic pleasure, which
directly related to viewing the fluid border between the world’s
wealthiest nation and its black sheep cousin.

After the earthquake Haiti had its other entrenched
stereotypes - inherently violent, eternally poverty stricken, and
essentially failed - reified through images circulated globally.
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What Wendy Hesford calls the “spectacle of suffering” (Hesford
2011, 19) was pushed to its limits in post-earthquake Haiti, and
not just because of the ample opportunity and willingness to
show the dead and dying, wrecked buildings, and other staple
elements of those third-world disaster narratives favored by
Western television broadcasts. Various platforms - personal and
mainstream media-affiliated blogs, Twitter, and Facebook - put
images of a so-called “broken Nation,” to adopt Phillipe Girard’s
sensationalized term, on full display (Girard 2010). Depending
on the medium, disaster in Haiti was put forth to be commented
upon, shared, liked, reposted, and retweeted. This massive
exposure of Haitian bodies (crushed by concrete, scrambling
for food and water, shot by police, covered by dust and dirt,
clambering across ravines filled with trash and human waste)
and Western audiences’ voracious (if short-lived) desire to “see
more,” calls to mind Frantz Fanon’s reflection on the white gaze
upon the black body. This gaze, Fanon asserts, “had woven me
out of a thousand details, anecdotes, and stories ... [and] all
the time they were clamoring for more” (Fanon 1991, 91). Both
beguiling and wretched, these images of natural disaster in Haiti
elicited responses of pity, disgust, and voyeuristic pleasure: for
Western audiences, Haiti was framed as the archetypal abject
nation. Fanon’s naming of a thousand “stories” could be updated
for the potential of today’s Internet age, where a dizzyingly
number of “details, anecdotes, and stories” is the norm: social
media allows stories to abound, expand, and circulate without
end.

The fixing of the abject comes about through a myriad
of forces: technology, economics, and access. Wendy Hesford
addresses the connection between visual rhetoric and “how
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human rights principles are culturally translated into a
vernacular that imagines audiences, particularly Western
audiences, as moral subjects of sight” (Hesford 2011, 8).

While Hesford’s international examples range from an Amnesty
International USA (AIUSA) poster featuring a photograph of a
young Afghan refugee to New York Times columnist Nicholas

D. Kristof’s purchase of two young women from brothels

in Cambodia, her description of the Western audiences as

the “moral subjects of sight” calls to mind the post-disaster
situations in New Orleans and Port-au-Prince. Various
governmental and non-governmental organizations asked

for funds through television and online charity campaigns in the
days, weeks, and months following these events, and the “moral
subjects” sought for these donations were the same audience
who had born witness to the Haitians and New Orleanians
looters. The “moral subjects” of these campaigns are asked to
save Haiti and New Orleans from the innately deviant inhabitants
of these failing cities. However, there is a fundamental difference
between these two cities, particularly in regards to how non-
residents view and experience these cities. While the earthquake
in Haiti became the next chapter in the failed state narrative

so commonly affixed to the country, Hurricane Katrina was
written as revealing the divide between rich and poor that

exists throughout the country. The hurricane wrought serious
damage on large areas of the American southeast, but New
Orleans became the space most readily associated with Katrina.
According to a BBC report, the well-documented failure of the
levee system left 80 percent of the city flooded (Murphy 2005).
In the aftermath of the hurricane, race, poverty, and space
(particularly the low-lying, black neighborhoods that were
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devastated) became intertwined with the larger structural issues
(federal response, urban planning).

Furthermore, Katrina as revelator of entrenched Southern
poverty was a common - if lacking in context — trope in media
reportage. For those who did ground their claims about the
South - and, specifically, New Orleans’s exceptional poverty —
in facts and figures, the numbers provided some context about
the lives of those black bodies (living and dead) photographed
outside (and, in the days during and immediately after the storm,
atop) flooded homes. In Come Hell or High Water: Hurricane
Katrina and the Color of Disaster Michael Eric Dyson mines the
relationship between blackness, southern poverty, and Katrina:
“The hardest-hit regions in the Gulf States had already been
drowning in extreme poverty: Mississippi is the poorest state
in the nation, with Louisiana just behind it ... Before the storm,
New Orleans, with a 67.9 percent black population, had more
than 103,000 poor people [earning less than $10,000 a year]”
(Dyson 2007, 6-7).

In the aftermath of the hurricane, black poverty was made
visible by the presence of black bodies in spaces that should
have been evacuated. Robert Stolarik, a New York City-based
photographer, produced a number of widely circulated images
of a soaked and broken New Orleans, including a bird’s eye view
shot of a young black man wading through a wide flooded street
flanked on both sides by cemeteries. Behind him, there is the
kind of row housing associated with the “projects” of many urban
areas in the south. The young man, head down and shorts hiked
up in order to avoid contact with the murky water, can be read as
an allegorical figure evoking the isolation and extreme conditions
experienced by many New Orleanians in predominantly black
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neighborhoods. The effect of this is heightened by the position
of the photographer who is high above his human subject, free
of the carnage below.

But while images like the one described above were
contained in books, featured on news websites (both broadcast
television and online), and included in newspaper and magazine
reportage in August 2005 and the months after, images of
the black body caught in the Haiti earthquake circulated in a
different, much more heavily digital manner. One significant
difference between the visual representation of the earthquake
and the hurricane is the growth of our online worlds. Although
Facebook and other social media websites (including Flickr
and other assorted online photo albums) existed in 2005,
these platforms were not as pervasive or sophisticated as
they are today. In a 2007 study titled “Analysis of Topological
Characteristics of Huge Online Social Networking Services,”
the authors claim that social networking sites “attract nearly
half of all web users” (de Zuniga et al 2012, 319). Over the
last few years, with the growth of Facebook from a platform
consisting of mostly American college student accounts to a
rapidly increasing amount of new users from around the world,
social networking sites have become an increasingly pervasive
and all-encompassing part of the Internet (Garland 2013, 63).
As of 2011, according to Alexa, a company that tracks Internet
traffic, Facebook is second only to Google in regards to total
users in both the United States and the wider world (Jung et
al.). Twitter, which like Facebook has grown into a massive,
international social media network, was founded nine months
after Katrina, but five years later it served as an extremely
effective means of disseminating images of the disaster in Haiti.
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According to a Nielsen Company report (2010), immediately
after the earthquake “much of what people are learning” about
the quake (and, by extension, Haiti) was coming by way of social
media. The report states that preliminary “analysis of data shows
that Twitter posts (“micro-blogs”) are the leading source of
discussion about the quake, followed by online video, blogs and
other online boards/forums.”

Additionally, hours after the earthquake struck, mashable.
com, a Scottish/American news website, published a story
titled, “Haiti Earthquake: Twitter Pictures Sweep Across the
Web [PHOTOS]” with the author, Ben Parr, writing that there are
“thousands of Facebook and Twitter updates on the disaster
appearing every minute. The web has been moved by the plight
of the Haitian people. Social media has quickly become the
first place where millions react to large-scale catastrophes”
(Parr 2010). The words, “[the] web has been moved,” suggests
empathy and concern for earthquake images by those viewing
the photographs, and the photographs are suitably evocative
for this audience. A “first view” of post-earthquake Haiti that
Parr refers to is a medium shot of the collapsed facade of
what appears to be a storefront; in the right hand corner is the
head and shoulders of a figure, his or her features blurred by
movement. The last in the set of six images is a portrait of an
older woman, barefoot and sitting atop a concrete slab, a street
covered with debris from the quake. Her dress is open, and her
breast is partially exposed. This photograph, one imagines, is an
attempt to put a “human face” on the earthquake, beyond the
broken glass and dust and mangled beams. The impassivity of
the subject’s face could be read as embodying a sense of shock
and resistance, a refusal to perform for the photographer. This,
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too, connects New Orleans to Port-au-Prince; residents

are aware and resistant to their story being told from the outside,
and they are acutely aware of the outsider’s gaze. In a recent
interview, long-time Lower 9" Ward resident lantha Parker, in
reference to the tour buses that bring in tourists to photograph
the reconstructed neighborhood, was forthright about being
constantly looked upon: “Leave us alone, already” (Parker qtd.

in Quinlan 2013).

]/

Julia Kristeva’s use of the terms “the abject” and “abjection”
certainly informs my reading of how Haiti and New Orleans
were both written (and read) in the aftermath of these disasters:
the veritable “clamoring for more” details that elicit both pity and
antipathy —physical destruction, chaos, and, last but certainly
not least, damaged black bodies (whether dead, injured, or

in other ways traumatized). Kristeva defines abjection as the
potential breakdown of the perceived distinction between self
(subject) and object (other), and how this dissolution elicits
feelings of disgust and repulsion (Kristeva 1982). What causes
this reaction? Kristeva uses the corpse as the quintessential
abject object — a stark reminder of one’s own mortality - but
vomit, open wounds, and human waste also elicit similar feelings
of abjection. That which disgusts is a trope of not only post-
but also pre-earthquake Haiti poverty narratives, and also part
of the mainstream media’s treatment of poor New Orleanians.
For example, the media repeatedly put forth images like the
“blanketed body of a dead victim who remained for days in a
wheel chair,” and a Pulitzer Prize-winning newspaper claimed
(falsely) that somewhere between 30 and 40 bodies had been
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shoved into a refrigeration unit, including a 7-year-old girl

who had had her throat sliced open (Campbell and Leduff 2012,
212). These scenarios demonstrated the extent to which some
expected deviant behavior from the New Orleanian other.

When in contact with the repulsive other, the seemingly
sterile self is struck by a sense of attraction: the corpse is the
inevitable destination of our corporal state; reviled vomit and
feces also come from our own bodies. My use of Kristeva’s
abjection is informed by two elements: first, how she identifies
the abject/abjection as that which is “radically excluded,” and,
as she describes, “draws me toward the place where meaning
collapses.” Viewing particular “other” objects, whether on the
micro (a puddle of urine in the hallway) or macro-level (dusty
bodies trapped under mangled sheet metal on a city street),
disgust and incomprehensibility intermingle, with clear meaning
obfuscated by visceral shock and horror. With post-Katrina New
Orleans, the images of “hundreds of people — most of them black
- stranded and waiting for help” (Campbell and Leduff 2012, 212)
evoked a sense of familiarity (Americans like us) and distance
(they are American refugees). Moreover, New Orleans is Port-
au-Prince not only because it elicits similar feelings of abjection,
but also because Hurricane Katrina serves as a reminder of how
the distinction between “us” and “them” becomes blurry under
certain conditions: how natural disasters can fully reveal the
dysfunctional relations between the state and its citizens.

New Orleans is also written in terms of both the superlative
and in desperate need of outside intervention: the international
research group, Institute for Economics and Peace, rated
Louisiana as the most dangerous state in the union and New
Orleans as one of the most dangerous cities in the United States.
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Fear seems to underscore the discourse of both cities, whether
in direct reference to the residents’ criminal proclivities or as part
of these cities’ socalled “character.” Shortly after the earthquake,
TIME Books published Haiti: Tragedy & Hope. TIME’s managing
editor, Richard Stengel’s introduction to the book, “To Respond
and Report,” says much about the sharp edges of the white
gaze:

There is a sense of satisfaction in covering a great story,

of course, especially if in doing so you can help those who
have been hurt, but in the case of Haiti, that did not seem
quite enough. That is in part why we have put together this
beautiful and moving book, made up of striking images
and insightful words. We are donating to Haitian relief $1
for each softback and $2 for each trade hardback. (Stengel
2010, 6)

The earthquake was a crisis that compelled Western journalists
to go to Haiti and, according to Stengel, undertake “writing and
reporting [that makes] the case for fixing what is broken, and

in doing so, for helping thousands, millions” (6). Earlier in his
piece Stengel attempts to describe the conflict that the Western
journalist in Haiti faces — whether to continue reporting or to
assist in whatever small way they could - by stating that “our
reporters and photographers were confronted by Haitian men
and women who said, Put down your cameras. Put down your
pens. Do something. Help us.” Implicit in Stengel’s claim is the
idea that the mass distribution of photographs taken and words
written by outsiders and disseminated to Western audiences
directly and positively affect those “victims” of this particular
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natural disaster.

But that is not the most problematic element of Stengel’s
“To Report and Respond.” In the longer quote cited above,
Stengel describes the book as containing photographs that
are “beautiful,” “moving,” “striking,” and “insightful.” Stengel’s
essay is accompanied with full-page images of the following
“beautiful,” moving,” “striking,” and “insightful” images: a head
and shoulders shot of a Haitian boy, perhaps five-years-old, with
a large bandage covering a laceration; a double-page spread
of a near-dead man being extracted from a collapsed building,
his broken body atop some makeshift stretcher (a door?) by
a number of men, while at the edge of the frame a group of
onlookers, old and young, watch from a few feet away; in
another double-page photographic image, a man and woman
(the man has a young child clinging to his back) run past a
makeshift funeral pyre, one of the bodies clearly visible at
the base of an inferno reaching twenty feet off the street; the
following two pages show a closer shot of a collapsed room
where, in the bottom left hand corner of the image, a man
reaches into the rubble over a dead and dust-covered corpse,
the live man’s rescue attempt watched by two others wearing
that omnipresent accompaniment of rescue crews, the surgical
mask; the following is a medium close-up of a woman laying
prone on the ground, her arms stretched out towards large
broken concrete bits, while, as the accompanying caption tells
us, she cries “in desperation for family members presumed dead
under the rubble of a home in Port-au-Prince. Tens of thousands
of the people who died will never be identified” (Stengel 2010,
15). And, it is worth noting: these images are not very different
from the rest of the images in the book, which document many
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different stages of human misery.

\")

Another TIME publication, Hurricane Katrina: The Storm That
Changed America (2005), which, like Haiti: Tragedy and Hope,

was published in the months following the storm landing in
Louisiana, offers another meditation on the shocking image

and its audience. The blurb on the inside promises the reader
that within “the editors of TIME tell the full story of Hurricane
Katrina through remarkable pictures, moving words and incisive
analysis” (Marsalis 2005). Unlike TIME’s take on the earthquake
in Haiti, the images are not described as “beautiful.” Rather, they
are described as “remarkable,” assigning a term one might apply
to a shooting star or medical advancement to photographs of
bloated corpse floating facedown in the flooded street beneath
an overpass, another swollen body laying spread-eagle in

the wake of a passing rescue boat, and another laid out on a
street corner, shrouded by an American flag. John Chiasson,

a featured TIME photojournalist who traveled to post-Katrina
New Orleans to shoot the aftermath, appears to be enamored
with the experience: “Every time | turned a corner, | would see
an amazing spectacle, but | hadn’t been assigned to shoot
those scenes,” Chiasson said. In a quotation in large font
included in the photo essay, which includes a portrait of an older
black woman standing in front of her buckled home, Chiasson
also stated that “[he] could have shot until my camera wore

out” (Chiasson 2005, 102). Surrounded by seemingly endless
abjection, photographers like Chiasson had to pick and choose
whom and what they would contribute to the narrative of New
Orleans as the failed American city. While mainstream media
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reports focused on the limits of the state as evidenced by the
lack of resources and coordination in the disaster response, both
the hurricane and the earthquake demonstrated the way the
state shapes the (abject) subject.

There is perhaps no clearer physical reminder of Haiti’s
close relationship to the U.S. than the National Palace in Port-
au-Prince, which | visited two years after the earthquake. Both
a symbol of national pride and reminder of American imperial
ambitions in the country, the National Palace was one of the first
stops for foreign visitors to Port-au-Prince (often at the urging
of Haitians). Built on the site of earlier iterations of the seat of
Haitian governance, the National Palace, which is twice the size
of the White House, shared the French Renaissance architectural
style (Chateauesque, Beaux-Arts) apparent throughout
Washington D.C. The trace of France in the buildings of both the
Haitian and American capitals is not the only link between the
National Palace and its American counterpart. Construction was
completed during the first few years of the U.S.’s nineteen-year
(1915-1934) occupation of Haiti, with American naval engineers
overseeing and U.S. marines contributing to the project. It is
not surprising, then, that images of the semi-destroyed National
Palace were such a central component of the visual lexicon
following the 12 January 2010 earthquake. The crumpled cupola
— the dome-like structure and centerpiece of the palace’s fagcade
— had slid forward from the roof during the quake or one of the
numerous aftershocks, personifying the palace as one of the
hundreds of thousands of Haitians staggering under the weight
of this latest tragedy. Notably, the collapsed National Palace
evokes another evacuated site of humans once displaced by
disaster: the Superdome in Louisiana, home to the beloved
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New Orleans Saints, and an eerie site of the limits and
weaknesses of the United States of America. Today, the
Superdome has the sponsorship of one of the world’s most

famous luxury brands — Mercedes Benz - and is used for games

played by teams in one of the world’s richest professional sports
leagues, the National Football League. But it is also a space
once occupied by one of the most marginalized populations

in the United States: the poorest people dispossessed by
Hurricane Katrina. Like the National Palace in Port-au-Prince, the
Superdome became the backdrop for the spectacle of a city -

and its poorest residents - in free fall.
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“The Neighborhood Is Dangerous, But
We Got There”: Urban Space, Neoliberal
Resistance, and Black Representation in

Isaac Julien’s Looking for Langston

Dr Demetrios V. Kapetanakos,
LaGuardia Community College.

ABSTRACT

Since Looking for Langston first came out, it has become a
classic avant-garde film capturing the queer undercurrent of

the Harlem Renaissance and displaying Black gay desire during
the height of the AIDS crisis. The film also critiques neoliberal
ideology of the 1980s and the ways it has defined urban space.
Reaganism and Thatcherism have framed the city with its Black
population as a space that threatens the social order. Building
on the theories of Henri Lefebvre, David Harvey, and Stuart Hall,
| argue that the city’s importance is not so much as a physical
space but as a site for the struggle over representation. Julien’s
role as a filmmaker is to create a cinematic landscape that
challenges the racism of neoliberal thought and provides an
alternate imagining of urban space. In Looking for Langston, he
constructs a queer space that while referencing the 1920s and
1980s, could be applied to any historical moment or Black urban
space. By placing desire at the center of this new geography, he
questions the way space is defined through capital and posits
the Black Subject as an agent of change in the struggle with
neoliberalism.

Demetrios Kapetanakos, ‘The Neighborhood Is Dangerous, But We Got There’ 39



You can look to Langston Hughes’ poems, like “Montage
of A Dream Deferred.” He uses the word montage, which
is very interesting to me, in order to talk about Black urban
experiences. (Fusco 1988, 25)

The crisis around race is not just a theoretical one, it’s a
crisis on all levels. It’s very obvious what informs it in the
age of Reaganism and Thatcherism. When you walk in
New York streets and you see the number of Black people
on the streets begging something tells you that there is
something wrong about the system. (Fusco 1988, 34)

The opening credits of Isaac Julien’s Looking for Langston
describe the film as a “meditation” on the legacy of Langston
Hughes. The narrative structure is non-linear, weaving various
visual and audio elements of the 1920s and 1930s with the
contemporary era. The writings of an older generation of
African-American writers like Hughes, James Baldwin, and
Richard Bruce Nugent are intertwined with contemporary ones
like Essex Hemphill and Hilton Als. Over the course of forty-five
minutes, the camera meanders through scenes of New York

of the period, footage of various artists and poets of the era,
images of Black gay men in a Jazz Age nightclub, men exploring
their desires in idyllic landscapes, men about to have sex in the
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outdoors, a simple bedroom, and a sound stage with projections
of Mapplethorpe images. Interspersing the present with the past,
documentary footage with reconstructed scenes, Julien creates
a cinematic landscape that excavates and presents a history and
culture of gay desire from the Harlem Renaissance to the AIDS
crisis that has long been invisible to the public.

Looking for Langston also extends beyond sexuality
and presents a potent critique of the way Black bodies were
inscribed within urban space at the time. The rise of neoliberal
thought in mainstream politics through the 1970s and 1980s
in Britain and the United States included a particular framing
of the Black body as criminal, non-productive, and amoral.
Cities like New York and London and Birmingham became
sites of contestation over Black subjectivity between the
predominantly white politicians and the Black communities
themselves. Through his collapsing of time and space into this
filmic representation of Black urban space, Julien reflects on the
possibilities for a space of freedom and transcendence for the
Black community at the contemporary moment.

At the premiere of Looking for Langston at the 1989 New
York Film Festival, Langston Hughes’ voice was turned off
during the screening to avoid being sued by the poet’s estate.
The silences only served to remind the audience of the way
Black gay men had been sanitized or expurgated from the
historical and cultural record. Isaac Julien presents an aspect
of the Harlem Renaissance that had remained in the shadows,
outside of the public spotlight. The unspoken and unseen desire
of the past now confronted and resonated with the audience
of the present. Depictions of the Harlem Renaissance are
interspersed with the contemporary poetry of Essex Hemphill
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and the photographic images of Robert Mapplethorpe.

The absence of Black gay men from the historical record was
transformed into an existential struggle when AIDS threatened
to erase their community. Challenging traditional depictions of
Black gay sexuality at the height of the crisis and pushing the
boundaries of Black filmmaking, Looking for Langston is now
considered a seminal text of the AIDS crisis (Deitcher 2000,
11-12). Since its premiere, Julien’s film has gained even further
admiration from academics and critics. Looking for Langston, a
film with a Black British director exploring the African-American
experience, exemplifies this critical direction capturing the
complexities of Black identity through a distinctive diasporic
lens (Gates 2010, 54-55). Influenced by the work of theorists
like Stuart Hall, Hazel Carby, and Paul Gilroy, the field of African
American Studies has become more transnational, exploring the
development of race in other areas of the Black Diaspora and
looking at how these analyses could shape the understanding
of race in the United States.

The trans-Atlantic relationship between Great Britain and
the United States is more direct in Looking for Langston. The film
is just as much a representation of the Black subject on one side
of the pond as it is of the Black subject on the other. As the film
begins, the camera closes in on a funeral scene and then quickly
cuts to a figure in the coffin. The viewer first suspects a stand-in
for James Baldwin, who had died the previous year and to whom
this film is dedicated. Instead, he/she finds Julien himself [Fig. 1].
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Fig. 1. Isaac Julien, Looking for Langston, 1989, 35mm film. DVD. Permission granted by the filmmaker.

His presence reminds the audience of the devastating
effect AIDS could have on every gay man, even the creator of this
cinematic world. It also links the struggles of the quintessential
New York artists and writers to figures living elsewhere - in this
case, a London-based filmmaker (Gates 2010, 55). Other visual
clues point to a shift from New York to London. In one shot of
two men that had just left the club, the Bankside Power Station
is visible in the background. The policemen that raid the club at
the end of the film wear the standard issue Metropolitan London
police hats with the checkered black and white band. Finally, one
of the angels overlooking the empty nightclub is none other than
Jimmy Sommerville, the 1980s gay British pop sensation. These
seemingly small markers shift the scene across time and space,
changing the statement that the film is making. By transforming
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New York into London, Julien points out that the very same
ideological definitions and constrictions on Black culture in
the American context are present in the British one.

Looking for Langston becomes a film about the
representation of urban space and the potential it has to
challenge neoliberal thought. In the epigram in the beginning
of the paper, Julien notices the very real effects that these
economic policies have brought on the Black community in both
the United States and Great Britain. His observation of the image
of the Black beggar becomes a symbolic stand-in for the entire
system writ large. For him, it marks the failures of neoliberalism
for the Black community. While for others, these kinds of
representations reinforce how poverty and criminality are an
inherent part of the Black community. With many supporters
of both Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher looking at
televisions and newspapers from their suburban and rural
homes, these visuals become symptomatic of an urban space
that housed and reproduced this kind of depravation. Although
neoliberal thought consists of a carefully constructed argument
based on economics and individual responsibility, the image
becomes the central medium through which the ideology enters
the mainstream consciousness. Julien is aware of the potential
power as a filmmaker to reformulate the visuals and reveal the
ways that this neoliberal discourse and policies have destroyed
the Black community.

A careful consideration of Looking for Langston must begin
with 1989, the year it officially premiered. It was an important
moment marking the end of the first wave of neoliberal ideology
that transformed the political, economic, and social structures
of the United States and Great Britain. Ronald Reagan just
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completed his two-term presidency, while Margaret Thatcher
was soon to be replaced by John Major as head of the
Conservative Party. These two leaders oversaw the dismantling
of the welfare state, the waning of union power, the privatization
of state resources, and the rise of the financial and business
sectors with lower taxes and laissez-faire economic policies
(Harvey 2005, 51-55). Building on the work of Friedrich Hayek
and Milton Friedman, this faith in free market capitalism was
accompanied with an emphasis on the importance of individual
responsibility and personal freedom in promoting these values
(Harvey 2005, 65). Despite the difference in their development in
the two countries, this relationship between the individual and
economic success would include a strong sense of community
and nation whose membership was inherently defined through
race.

The American Right’s rise to prominence originates in
the mobilization efforts of conservatives during the 1960s
in affluent, white suburbs like Orange County, California.
The inhabitants of this area fought against the Left that had
obtained great legislative gains since the New Deal and had
played a large role in shaping the American cultural life with the
Civil Rights Movement and the anti-Vietham war movement.
They believed in the combination of economic libertarianism,
American patriotism, and social conservativism that was missing
from the mainstream (McGirr 2002, 6). Twelve years later after
being carried by this movement to the California governorship,
Ronald Reagan was able to build on this support and coalesce
a majority with the Christian Right that felt betrayed by Jimmy
Carter’s liberal attitudes and former Southern Democrats that
believed they were deceived by Lyndon B. Johnson’s passing of
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the Civil Rights Bill of 1964 (Harvey 2005, 49-50). Neoliberalism
became the dominant ideological force in American politics,
redirecting the role of government to cater to these groups’
needs and dismissing the issues facing others that did not fit into
this worldview. This includes the lack of a response to the AIDS
crisis in the early years, the war on drugs, and the slow
dissolution of the safety net.

Meanwhile in Britain, neoliberalism tied the free market
with the anxieties of the public with its economic trajectory as
a welfare state and the insecurities with its national identity
after the Second World War (Harvey 2005, 61-62). With the failed
expansion of the welfare state under Harold Wilson in the 1960s
and Britain in the economic doldrums in the 1970s, a similar
anti-Left sentiment as that in the United States slowly pervaded
British society. The success of trade unions, the rise of anti-
Vietham and student movements, the development of youth
subcultural groups, and the increasing number of immigrants
arriving in the country all shaped a pervasive sentiment of
the decline of Britain. This became an increasingly central
component of political discourse in the elections of 1971 and
1973 (Solomos et al. 1994, 22-23). Like in the United States,
neoliberalism became the dominant ideological force in British
society. Building on the same intellectual roots as Reagan,
Thatcher succeeded in bridging the Conservative Party’s
neoliberal economics philosophy of free-market capitalism
and individual responsibility with the social conditions visible
to the pubilic.

The discourse surrounding race within neoliberalism is
similar both in the British and American contexts. It embraces
multiculturalism on its own specific terms. In the United States,
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the “freedom and opportunity” to succeed is open to everyone
regardless of race or ethnicity. However, the socio-economic
conditions of certain groups make upward mobility easier. When
certain racial and ethnic groups are unable to reap the rewards,
it is seen as a personal or even communal failure rather than
one of the system as a whole (Melamed 2011, 43). For example,
America’s welfare system was seen as empowering African-
Americans and women and therefore threatened the social order
that privileged the traditional family. By not enabling men to
make a living and provide for the household, the welfare system
destroyed the heteronormative nuclear family. More and more of
the poorest and most unproductive of society were locked away,
as seen in the rise of incarcerations starting with Richard Nixon
and continuing through the present (Duggan 2003, 15-18). The
same dynamic took place in Britain at the time. Over the course
of a decade, from 1970 to 1981, Black criminality changed from
the notion that certain individuals participated in these illicit
behaviors to a whole scale indictment of Black culture whose
way of life fosters such actions. Even though studies have shown
a direct correlation between poverty, racism, and criminality, the
essentialization of Black culture was seen by most as “common
sense,” a term repeated in neoliberal discourse over and over
again (Gilroy 1991, 105,109). This sentiment took away any
possible engagement of the public with the realities of people
that were suffering the most under the system. It also elevated
the racial divisiveness in American and British society without
being accused of racism.

These parallels are important because neoliberalism
reshaped the economic foundations of white supremacy and
embraced a racial discourse that is similar on both sides of
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the Atlantic. When Julien describes the situation of African-
Americans in New York, these same conditions are just as
applicable to Black communities in British cities. From the
beginning of his career as a member of the filmmakers group
Sankofa, Julien was influenced by the work of Stuart Hall

and Paul Gilroy (Fusco 1988, 11-12). These figures wrote with
others at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS)
in Birmingham University during the late 1970s producing a
series of working papers that exposed the ways that race

was embedded within the ideological framework of neoliberal
thought: this included Policing the Crisis: Mugging, the State, and
Law and Order; The Empire Strikes Back: Race and racism in 70s
Britain; and Resistance Through Rituals: Youth Subcultures in Post-
war Britain. This work explored how neoliberal discourses on race
have invaded all aspects of British society, including the media,
education, and the response to youth subcultures (Lott 2015).
These different elements exemplified Italian Marxist Antonio
Gramsci’s model of hegemony how at very specific historical
moments, through “coercion” and “consent,” a coalition of
groups is able to obtain dominance over society (Hall 1996b,

45). The Centre’s model of the relationship between race and
neoliberalism found resonance in African-American Departments
in the United States. The work of figures such as Hall, Gilroy, and
Hazel Carby shaped numerous American scholars’ analysis of
race in the 1980s and 1990s (Baker et al. 1996, 13-14).

Julien’s discussion of New York with Fusco builds on Hall’s
appropriation of Gramsci and applies it to his understanding of
the relationship between cities and neoliberalism. He connects
the American city with Nicaragua and Grenada where neoliberal
resistance occurred against American military forces. He
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proclaims these places as “key sites of representation” (Fusco
1988, 34-35). This turn of phrase marks space as a fluid entity
that is constantly redefined and reconfigured by various groups.
Here, Julien captures Henri Lefebvre’s tripartite model of space
that breaks it down into spatial practices or material space, the
representation of space, and the space of representation. Spatial
practices/material space refers to the real lived conditions
occurring within the space; the representation of space refers
to the planning and conceptualization of the space from the
beginning; and the space of representation is the symbolic
renderings of the space by its inhabitants (Stanek 2011, 81-82).
The importance of Lefebvre’s model is its ability to capture the
way space is not only a physical entity but an imagined one. It is
given meaning through daily interaction with others and things
within that space and through emotional, intellectual and other
kinds of human responses that extend beyond that moment and
place (Harvey 2006, 130-132). Above all, a critical engagement
with space must be dialectical considering other places, other
times, the way these conditions shape its inhabitants, and the
way its inhabitants shape its meanings. It is from this dynamic
that a political culture is borne (Harvey 2006, 148).

The insistence on the dialectic nature of space defined by
Harvey through Lefebvre resonates with Hall’s definition of Black
urban space. In his analysis of Policing the Crisis, Michael Keith
explores how although Hall never directly analyzes the city, the
framing of “law and order” in relation to the Black community
transformed the meaning of urban space. The harsh police
tactics of the 1970s played an integral role in criminalizing Black
youth. These policies were part of a larger neoliberal project that
aimed to transform economic, political, and social structures.
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However, the crime rate on the ground did not correspond to
the racial panic brought by the depictions of urban landscapes.
By building on traditional narratives of cities as a dangerous
place, urban space became associated with Black crime. The
realities within the space shaped the imagining of urban space,
but at the same time, this imagined construction went on to
shape the realities within that space. The urban landscape
becomes a space of deconstruction (or of a play of language)
where meaning constantly shifts and changes (Keith 2009, 540-
545). In this instance, the city becomes the battlefield on which
the Gramscian back-and-forth takes place. As neoliberalism aims
to define Blackness in terms of pathology and criminality, the
Black community transforms the city using its own vocabulary
and building a political response to Reaganism and Thatcherism.
At the center of this struggle it is not so much a question
of what the space incorporates but what the space means.
How does one fight back against a system when one does
not have access to the economic and even political resources
to gain ownership of the space? In that spatial context, the
debate over representation becomes even more important. In
his argument with Salman Rushdie over the artistic merits of
films like Sankofa’s The Passion of Remembrance (co-directed by
Maureen Blackwood and Julien) or The Black Audio Collective’s
The Handsworth Songs (directed by John Akomfrah) in the
pages of the Guardian newspaper, Stuart Hall tried to articulate
that the importance of these films lies in their ability to position
Black identity within these debates about representation and
then to explore the repercussions of these forms of Blackness
on the public. The way they capture and speak to the larger
structures of power that define the Black community at large
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is more important than simply trying to create an “authentic”
representation (Hall 1996a, 171). Culture plays a “constitutive”
role in shaping of the material lives of various groups (Hall 1996a,
165). Even beyond, these forms hold the potential to speak back
to power and transcend the very material condition in which
they were created.

The role of the Black filmmaker, according to Julien, is not
only to respond and challenge the dominant representations of
race, but to also provide an alternative way of how race could be
envisioned. The language of struggle presented by the debates
of figures such as Hall, Gilroy, and even Julien himself in his
writings was a central issue in the debates over Black cinema
between Hall and Rushdie. Both sides believed that it is not
enough to simply replace negative representations of the Black
community with positive ones. A truly transformative visual
culture needs to respond to neoliberalism on multiple levels.
First, it must challenge the construction of what it means to be
Black. Neoliberalism framed Black identity as antithetical to its
value system, particularly as a productive force in the growth
of capital. It also completely decontextualized Black identity
from the historical forces that led to its evolution. Traditional
narrative structures in film and television have simply reinforced
the ideological conceptions of race. At the same time, it limited
the possibility of transcending the psychoanalytic relationship
between the object and the spectator. One prominent example
from the era described by Julien is The Cosby Show. The Black
audience is allowed a moment of recognition with the characters
on the screen, however this allegiance simply reinforces the
moralistic values of neoliberal ideology (Julien and Mercer 1996,
205).
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While many on the Right saw the AIDS crisis as retribution
for the gay community’s sinful acts, Looking for Langston
confronts this moralistic stance by putting these erotic images
at the very center of the screen. Without a specific narrative line
or even at times, a spare set, the queer space Julien creates on
the screen appears as pure distillation of Black gay male desire.
Even without these particular references, Julien’s portrayal of
queer space is also his representation of urban space.

The foundation of his vision is grounded in the historical
development of a Black gay community in Harlem at the
beginning of the twentieth century. With the mass migration of
African Americans from the rural South to the urban North, more
and more gays and lesbians congregated in Harlem and created
various social settings, institutions, and support networks that
enabled them to thrive for most of the 1920s until the Great
Stock Market crash of 1929 (Garber 1989, 318-319). A voiceover
accompanied by documentary footage of the “Negro in Art
Week” exhibit of 1927 explains how these individuals lost their
sponsorship by white patrons because they no longer wanted to
support Black artists whose sexuality was seen as a threat to the
race. Despite the end of this backing, queer spaces where gay
men met did not completely dissolve. Instead, they morphed into
new spaces of desire that fulfilled the needs of individuals of the
community. As the camera moves from setting to setting, Looking
for Langston captures the shifting nature of queer space.

Even with the references to the Harlem Renaissance,
Julien’s portrayal of these spaces transcend that particular
moment in time. In the nightclub, a disco ball hangs over the
bar making it just as much a period piece of the 1920s as of
the 1970s [Fig. 2].
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Fig. 2. Isaac Julien, Looking for Langston, 1989, 35mm film. DVD. Permission granted by the filmmaker.

When a tuxedoed man leaves the building, the camera
pans to a forested area/cemetery with two men clad in leather

find themselves after cruising the space [Fig. 3].

Fig. 3. Isaac Julien, Looking for Langston, 1989, 35mm film. DVD. Permission granted by the filmmaker.
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Later, the viewer is confronted with the image of two men
with their pants around their legs with the ominous verses from
Essex Hemphill’s poem “i am the darker brother” hovering over:
“Now we think/ as we fuck/ this nut/ might Kill us./ There might
be a pin-sized hole/ in the condom./ A lethal leak.” Again, the
poem captures the threat of death present during the AIDS crisis
of the late 1980s and 1990s that killed many Black gay men.

Yet, the threat of death at the hands of homophobic strangers,
policemen, gangs, etc. could have taken place at any time. The
movement of the camera from scene to scene reflects how these
singular articulations of desire are fleeting. The filming in black
and white not only gives these recreated scenes the patina of
history, but create distinct shadows in which the private desire
of the characters are acted upon.

By exploring these private moments, Looking for Langston
becomes a meditation on the city. Historically, the anonymity
and privacy within the vast urban space has allowed these
erotic moments (Désert 1997, 21). The simple sets and basic
set pieces become stand-ins for the greater city. This marks a
shift from a more realistic depiction in his earlier 1986 film The
Passion of Remembrance, where the urban setting alienates its
Black inhabitants. Documentary footage from the early 1980s,
interspersed throughout the film, shows protesters and marchers
facing the police. At another point, a montage of images of
suited white businessmen entering and exiting shiny modern
office buildings leads to the camera panning out and capturing
two Black men walking along a run-down neighborhood and
discussing the lack of help in the jobs center and the menial
tasks they would have to take to make a living. The visual
referents of the city are clearly presented in stark segregated
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terms. Whereas the center of capital is the domain of the white
upper class, the margins of economic, social, and political power
are relegated to the Black lower class. Three years later, Julien
foregoes the realism of the earlier film and creates a brand new
representation of the urban space that challenges the suggested
alienation and displacement of the London of The Passion of
Remembrance. The city becomes a space that is now created by
a Black gay Subject and is defined through the prism of desire
rather than traditional capital.

The connection between economy, race, and morality
found in urban space is upended and reconfigured where race,
sexuality, and transgression become the central motifs of Julien’s
cinematic representation of the city. Black Subjects are now able
to enact their fantasies and to fulfill their pleasures on the screen
itself. They are the ones who actively set the terms that place a
value on their actions and actively define the space on their own
terms. The moralistic admonishment, legal consequences, and
potential for murder found in the traditional neoliberal city do not
intrude on this nightclub and cemetery in the same way that a
jealous lover or a broken condom could impact the physical act.
When the police and hooligans invade the club in the end, all of
the possible victims of violence vanish into thin air [Fig. 4].
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Fig. 4. Isaac Julien, Looking for Langston, 1989, 35mm film. DVD. Permission granted by the filmmaker.

Julien does not allow them to suffer any consequences
from the expression of their desire. Pleasure becomes the
economic currency of this space. According to the excerpt on
patronage during the Harlem Renaissance presented in the film,
these supporters of the Black gay artists were able to dictate
the production of art. The works had to represent the patrons’
vision of Black identity. An authentic representation of the inner
thoughts and desires of these individuals was not allowed.
Connecting the poetry with the inner consciousness of the
Black gay artist, Julien proposes a new economy. It is based not
in the productive value in the accumulation of capital, but in the
expression of desire. For example, Nugent’s “Smoke, Lilies and
Jade” is adapted visually into one character fantasizing about his
object of desire, Beauty. The dissemination of the poem is not
placed within the marketplace and sold to the public nor does
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it cater to the whims of a white donor. The only value the poem
holds within this cinematic space is the pleasure of the character
and the viewer of the film.

The Black Subject here takes an active role in the creation
of the space. This does not involve a simple act of rendering but
of fully transforming the space within which this representation
occurs. Julien’s “key sites of representation” is not the same
as Lefebvre’s “spaces of representation.” He places his phrase
within Hall’s idea of hegemony where the responsibility of the
Black Subject is to fight back against the terms that have been
set for him (in this case). About two thirds of the way into the
Looking for Langston, the main white character, saunters around
in his underwear, glancing and touching the hangings of Robert
Mapplethorpe nudes. He works his way back to a modern chaise
lounge and gives some cash to a Black man also dressed in
white briefs [Fig. 5].

Fig. 5. Isaac Julien, Looking for Langston, 1989, 35mm film. DVD. Permission granted by the filmmaker.
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Although no overt sexual act is performed, the white
man is able to fulfill his desire through the act of seeing and
the Black callboy is rendered passive and impotent within the
power dynamic. Juxtaposing this scene, a little after, the camera
focuses in on a Black spectator looking at a set of Mapplethorpe
images. The privileging of viewership has completely shifted with
the Black subject now holding the power of the gaze. His eyes
are staring out to the audience and his mouth is slightly open
while shots of men’s legs with pants around their ankles take
over the screen. Now the pleasure is controlled in the eyes of
the Black Subject, a shift from the traditional racial dynamic.

In the end, the audience is not a bystander in the power
dynamics of this cinematic space. The viewer becomes
complicit in the perpetuation of neoliberal discourse and the
understanding of space. These same two scenes implicate the
real audience watching the film. Moving through the projected
Mapplethorpe images, the white guy glances and touches the
scrim with the projected images. Despite the sexual undercurrent
of the end of the scene, he seems absolutely chaste when he
hands over the money to the callboy. He shows himself to be
in control over the entire space. When the films intercuts to the
Black spectator looking at the film, the lighting has gotten darker
and the ominous words of Essex Hemphill’s poem “i am the
darker brother” that describes a condom breaking and spreading
AIDS, are voiced over in the background. The spectral eyes and
mouth of the Black spectator interrupt the dreamlike quality of
the previous scene [Fig. 6].
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Fig. 6. Isaac Julien, Looking for Langston, 1989, 35mm film. DVD. Permission granted by the filmmaker.

The close-up of the eyes and the mouth force the
audience to become conscious of the space between the viewer
and screen—one that has been taken for granted for so long. All
of a sudden, it implicates the viewer who for so long has been
complicit within the power relationship. The spectator-object
interaction is challenged as the voyeurism of the cinematic form
is no longer a passive experience, but one where the Subject on
the screen actually looks back. This challenges the description
of the supporters of Reagan and Thatcher in the 1970s and
1980s voyeuristically defining the Black object throughout the
media while sitting within their safe homes far from the city in the
suburbs. Distance and the inability for the object of their gaze
to talk back shelter their worldview. By breaking the fourth wall,
Julien foregoes giving the viewer that privilege and extends his
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cinematic space outside into the real. It questions the limitations
of each of our personal space and the way we have traditionally
defined. Although such a combustible mix of desire and space
could never be fully realized, at least Looking for Langston posits
new ways to imagine the city beyond the adapted neoliberal
economic and social structures.

One of the main legacies of Looking for Langston is how
it offers alternate utopian vision of urban space. Building on the
struggles of a Black gay subculture located in 1920s Harlem
and those of their descendants threatened by AIDS in the
1980s, the fulfillment of desire could inspire other expressions
of freedom without confines of capital and the constraints of
neoliberalism. The film transcends the identity of the Black gay
subject and the particularities of a specific time and place to
offer new possibilities to communities throughout the Black
Diaspora. Since the film came out in 1989, demographic shifts
have transformed contemporary cities and yet neoliberal
discourses on race continue to define these public spaces. The
gentrification of historically Black lower class neighborhoods
has lead to the suburbanization of poverty. At the same time, the
language of law and order remains in place and the images of
Black criminality continue to reinforce the old racial stereotypes.
One just has to glance at the television and computer screens
depicting the marches in Ferguson in the aftermath of the grand
jury verdict of the police officer that shot and killed Michael
Brown or the London uprising in 2011 with the police shooting
of Mark Duggan. The same terms continue to haunt the
neoliberal consciousness. Twenty five years after it first came
out, Looking for Langston reminds the public that representation
still matters.
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Edgelands Aesthetics:
Exploring the Liminal in Andrea Arnold’s

Fish Tank (2009)

Lance Hanson,
University of Wolverhampton.

ABSTRACT

Edgelands are the semi-rural or extra-urban spaces that

exist at the interstices of the built, urban environment and the
wildscapes beyond. Perceived as a threat to the norm and to the
stability of the psychic, social and geographical body, they are
often codified as abject spaces (see Sibley, 1995 for example).
However, contemporary thinking on edgelands assigns to them
less negative connotations (see Shoard, 2002; Edensor, 2005;
Farley and Roberts 2011), identifying them instead with notions
of nostalgia, loss and “an emergent sense of uniqueness” (Chell
2013). This paper engages with the depiction of edgelands

in Andrea Arnold’s Fish Tank, (2009). Arnold’s deployment of
film aesthetics portrays these locations as an alternative to

the exclusion and alienation experienced within the domestic
environment, affording a space for the dispossessed to resolve
crises in their own identity. This paper will explore how the
possibilities of an emergent “edgelands aesthetic” can help

to engage with the alternative meanings inherent in such space
and, following Naficy’s theory of exilic/accented cinema, it

will suggest that Arnold offers a particular version of a cinema
of exile through the film’s depiction of landscape, employing
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the cinematic chronotopes which Naficy uses to describe the
accented cinema of exilic directors.

INTRODUCTION

Andrea Arnold’s Fish Tank (2009) is a narrative of exile.
Rejecting school, the confined spaces of her mother’s council
flat and the company of her peers, the film’s sixteen-year old
protagonist Mia (played by Kate Jarvis) is desperate to escape
the boundaries of the world into which she has been born. Mia
combines the qualities of mobility and stasis, spending much
of the film walking the streets of the estate in which she lives,
a flaneuse who meanders through the spaces of the quotidian:
retail parks, industrial zones, and scrapyards; alongside the
traffic-packed A13 in Tilbury; across the dykes and scrublands
that border the river Thames. Angry, naive, frustrated, she
becomes entangled in a destructive relationship with her
mother’s lover Connor (Michael Fassbender) before realizing
that her only means of escape from the inevitable paralysis of
life on a council estate lies not in realizing her wishful ambition
of becoming a dancer but in the real, spatial exile that comes
with her decision to move to Cardiff with her boyfriend, Billy
(played by Harry Treadaway). The film’s narrative engages with
the archetypal ‘social-realist’ theme of aspirational paralysis, its
mise-en-scene recalling that genre’s sense of confinement with
its deployment of claustrophobic domestic space and frequent
visual motifs of bars and barriers. However, it also juxtaposes
restrictive space with open landscapes and those more
ambiguous zones that have come to be called edgelands

in contemporary cultural-geographic discourse, a term
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coined by Marion Shoard to refer to the semi-rural or extra-
urban spaces that exist at the interstices of the built, urban
environment and the wildscapes beyond. For Shoard
edgelands are the “true wildernesses” of the modern age
(Shoard 2002), liminal zones which, for Farley and Roberts,
constitute “the fringes of English towns and cities, where
urban and rural negotiate their border”, an “incomprehensible
swathe we pass through without regarding” (Farley and
Roberts 2012, 4-5).

Locating the film on the Mardyke estate in Essex was
integral to Arnold’s aesthetic vision. She says that she “was
looking for an estate ... that felt like an island and the Mardyke
fitted that description” (quoted in Fish Tank press book 10).
Arnold’s motives for an island setting are fitting for a film that
deals with isolation and entrapment. Arnold is also conscious
of the interplay between urban space and the edgelands that
nuzzle against the borders of the built environment. For Arnold,
the “wasteland behind the [Mardyke] estate” is a place of
natural beauty: it is “[r]eally overgrown and full of wild flowers
and birds and foxes and a really big sky” (Fish Tank press book
10). Arnold’s emphasis on the topography of the landscape
is important in understanding her own construction of the
“edgeland aesthetic” in Fish Tank. This paper will suggest that
Arnold offers a particular version of a cinema of exile through
the film’s depiction of landscape, employing the open and
closed chronotopes which Hamid Naficy uses to describe the
accented cinema of exilic directors such as Kusturica, Giney
and Egoyan (Naficy 2001). These chronotopes contain their own
aesthetic qualities that allow for a close topographical reading
of the film’s mise-en-scene, employing Martin Lefebvre’s notion
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of “intentional” landscapes to explore the extra-diegetic voice
that lingers beyond the frame. Finally, a consideration of Gilles
Deleuze’s concept of “any-space-whatever” (Deleuze, 1992) is
useful as a means to illustrate the belief that edgelands need

not be defined by their relationship to the either/or of the country
and the city but are spaces imbued with an aesthetic of their
own.

ARNOLD AND ACCENTED CINEMA

For Hamid Naficy, accented films are “products of dual
post-colonial displacement”, and are mainly if not exclusively
independent to mainstream cinema. Characterized by “liminal
subjectivity” and “interstitial locations in society and film
history”, they are inscribed with tensions of marginality and
difference (Naficy 2001, 10,11). Accented filmmakers fall into
three categories: exilic, diasporic and ethnic and although Andrea
Arnold is not an “exilic”, accented filimmaker in the mould of
those examined by Naficy, her films explore clearly the themes
of internal exile depicted in the psychological trauma of being
displaced and alienated from a world in which the opportunities
for betterment are narrowing rapidly. Arnold herself hails from
Dartford in Kent, a part of England that she defends vehemently:

It’s brutal, it’s maybe difficult, it’s got a sadness to it, that
particular place ... There used to be a lot of industry and
it’s all closed down.... There used to be a big Ford factory,
and great huge car parks. All those car lots are empty now
and the grass is growing up in the tarmac. But it’s got a
wilderness, and huge, great skies. It’'s a mixed thing. | don’t
want to see it as grim. I’'m fed up with that word. | think
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people are always looking for simplistic ways for summing
things up. (Arnold quoted in Smith, 2010).

Her frustration with such representations compels her to retain
an identification with her social background, distancing herself
from the middle-class milieu in which she now finds herself:

The thing about the film industry is that it’s incredibly
middle-class, isn’t it? ... All the people who look at it and
study it and talk about it - write about it — are middle-class,
so they always see films about the working class as being
grim, because the people in the film don’t have what they
have. | very much get the feeling that I’'m seeing a different
place. People at Cannes kept asking me about grim estates
and | thought, ugh, | don’t mean that. | tried not to mean
that. (Arnold quoted in Mullen, 2009 p.16).

Instead of being spaces of threat and social intimidation,

Arnold sees these communities as cohesive: “They’re
connected to the world more than in some gated, isolated
middle-class place. | know where I’d rather live.” (quoted in
Gritten 2009). Exhibiting unease and almost embarrassment
with the film community to which she now belongs, Arnold finds
herself in a position of liminality: an exile from her working class
background as well as out of place in the film coterie to which
she now ‘belongs’. Countering the cultural stereotypes that are
associated with social deprivation, she describes the landscape
in celebratory tones and in depicting the erasure of the modern
by the forces of nature present in the juxtaposition of tarmac
and grass she deploys edgeland semantics of deserted
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factories and dilapidated car-lots — spaces of loss and lost
potential. These motifs find their way into much of Arnold’s

early work: her short films Dog (2001) and Wasp (2003) are rich

in their exploration of edgeland space, depicting the urban
wildscapes of the Thames estuary whilst presenting the tensions
inherent in such places: the drift towards ennui, the conflict
between self and (m)other, and the all too simple surrender to
the sense of futility that permeates the already-mapped out lives
of the children of the estate, whilst Red Road (2006) depicts the
eponymous Glaswegian tower-blocks not as spaces of social
decay but as a dark mirror through which the spectator (and

the film’s protagonist) must view their own prejudices. As this
paper will explore. Fish Tank continues these themes, presenting
the relationship between space and identity as ambiguous, its
liminal spaces - the traveller’'s camp, the car-breaker’s yard - as
symbols of renewal.

EDGELANDS AND THE LIMINAL

If, as Bjorn Thomassen believes, “the modern world is
characterised by a constant proliferation of empty spaces

or non-spaces... whereby the liminal becomes central and
establishes itself as normality” (Thomassen 2012, 30) then we
must no longer relegate them to a position of subordination to
the dominant modes of the rural/urban dichotomy. Edgelands
are shifting and protean, consisting of such diverse sites as
canal paths, wasteland, dens built in semi-rural places of
abandon, container and storage yards, landfill sites, allotments,
disused mines and nondescript out of town retail, industrial and
commercial zones. They are places which for Farley and Roberts
are supposed to remain anonymous, “not meant to be seen,
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except perhaps as a blur from a car window, or as a backdrop

to our most routine and mundane activities” (Farley and Roberts
2012, 5); they are what Joanne Lee calls the “blank spaces on
the A-Z map” (Lee 2014). For Thomassen, “liminal landscapes
are found at the fringes, at the limits... they are the places we go
to in search of a break from the normal. They can be real places,
parts of a larger territory, or they can be imagined or dreamed”
(Thomassen in Andrews and Roberts 2012). Edgeland space

has become imbued with the language of otherness: Farley

and Roberts perceive them as “shifting sands” of “possibility,
mystery, beauty... decay and stasis... [which are] dynamic and
deeply mysterious” (Farley and Roberts 2012, 6-7). Rather than
spaces of decay and ruin, edgelands are depicted as “a new
kind of frontier with an emergent sense of uniqueness” (Chell
2013). They are areas which are not merely ‘inbetween’ but which
possess an essential quality of their own, a sentiment echoed by
Gallent, Anderson and Bianconi who call for “an aesthetics of the
fringe” in order to challenge the negative preconceptions with
which edgeland space is imbued (Gallent et al 2006, 84).

In cultivating an ‘aesthetics of the fringe’, it is useful
to draw on the work of Gilles Deleuze and in particular his
writings on cinema. In The Movement-Image, Deleuze refers
to “deconnected or emptied spaces” as any-space-whatevers,
“amorphous” zones that “coexist independently of the temporal
order” and thus can be identified as liminal and transitional
spaces (Deleuze 1992, 120). For Deleuze, the physical locations
of these any-space-whatevers are indeterminable: like Lee’s
“blanks spaces on the A-Z map” (Lee 2014), the any-space-
whatever is without co-ordinates, unplottable, “deconnected”,
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empty. They form part of

the post-war situation with its towns demolished or being
reconstructed, its waste grounds, its shanty towns ... its
undifferentiated urban tissue, its vast unused places, dock,
warehouses, heaps of girders, scrap-irons. (Deleuze 1992,
120).

Here then, a priori, is the language of edgelands. For Deleuze,
such spaces are far from emptied of meaning: instead they
exist as sites of “pure potential” and the modern world, with
its emphasis on movement and stasis, enriches the any-space-
whatever with qualities of “freshness, [and] extreme speed”,
characteristics which are however also juxtaposed with

the “interminable waiting” present in modernity’s spaces of
transit(ion) (Deleuze, 1992, 120 -121). This duality exits in much
of the cinema of exile described by Naficy and they are also
important motifs in contemporary British films that have
engaged with a variety of interstitial and liminal spaces.
Edgelands zones proliferate in the films of Andrea Arnold,

in particular Fish Tank and Red Road, whilst Clio Barnard’s

The Selfish Giant incorporates edgelands as a symbol of

social neglect and the loss of innocence; seaside resorts and
immigration camps form the locations for a group of films which
deal with the liminal states of transience and transition as well
as the exploitation of migrant labour: Last Resort (Pawlikowski,
2000), Gypo (Dunn, 2005), It’s a Free World, (Loach, 2006) and
Ghosts (Broomfield, 2006).
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THE AESTHETICS OF THE EDGELAND

If the edgelands exists in the interstices between the country
and the city (as well as within the urban landscape itself),

then how do cinematic representations of such spaces differ
from those of rural and urban cinema? Does the cinema of the
edgelands possess an aesthetic of its own? Andrew Higson
argues that within British social-realist films of the 1960s, urban
space was aligned with confinement and the bleakness of
everyday life whilst rural settings were redolent of escape and
romantic fantasy (Higson 1984; 2006):

the rural as pleasurable represents the fantasy wish
fulfilment of the figure in the city (the individual who desires
to escape). For these films are in part about the entrapment
of the individual, who attempts to create his or her own
space, and hence identity. (Higson 1984, 15)

For Fowler and Helfield, urban cinema is equated with

modernity, social development, technology and progress and
rural cinema with tradition, heritage and folklore (see Fowler and
Helfield 2006). Aesthetically, rural space is often captured in wide
shots indicating open vistas and desolate bucolic landscapes;
the urban milieu on the other hand is characterized by a mise-
en-scene of entrapment and claustrophobia, the cinematic frame
“compressed and clogged with the detritus of city life” (Fowler
2006, 3).

According to Higson, in British social realist films of the
1950s and 1960s (so-called ‘kitchen sink’ dramas) locations
situated between the urban and the rural were depicted as
bleak zones of entrapment, liminal spaces between the
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confines of the city and the freedom of the countryside

(see Higson 1984, 14-15) which presented mere stopping off
points on a character’s journey to self-discovery. For Mason
“anonymous transitional zones” are often used as a visual cliché,
“a shorthand signification of urban decay [as]... the domain of
the disempowered” (Mason 2001, 247 - 249).

And so, in the wake of the renegotiation of edgelands
space outlined earlier, this paper will explore how the emergence
of an aesthetics of the edgelands has influenced the way that
filmmakers such as Andrea Arnold represent what has hitherto
been seen as negative and sterile space, emptied of meaning
and instead invested it with an aesthetic of its own (see also
Gandy 2013).

EXILE AND ‘CLOSED FORM’ CHRONOTOPES IN FISH TANK
For Naficy, the accented filmmaking of the exiled director is
characterized by open, closed and thirdspace chronotopic forms.
The chronotope is a Bakhtinian concept that “refer[s] to certain
specific temporal and spatial settings in which stories unfold.”
More than generic conventions, they “provide the optics with
which we may understand the films and historical conditions

... that give rise to them.” (Naficy 2001, 153). For Naficy, the
chronotopes of the open cinematic form consist of external
locations, open settings, natural lighting and mobile, wandering
characters. Stylistically, the open form is characterized by long
takes, wide shots and mobile camerawork. Films that incorporate
the open forms often depict narratives of introspection and
retrospection; they appear “spontaneous and accidental” and
are realist in their approach. On the other hand, the closed form
is characterized by interior spaces, more confined settings, and
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a dark lighting scheme. Barriers prominent in the mise-en-scene
suggest claustrophobia and the narratives of closed form films
are characterized by themes of panic, fear, and alienation. In
contrast to the realism of the open form, closed forms are “self-
conscious and deliberate” and more formalist in style. (Naficy
2001, 152-154). Finally, Naficy’s thirdspace chronotope combines
the elements of both open and closed forms and is characterized
by narratives of transition and liminality: it is the form “most
characteristic of exile” (Naficy 2001, 212). It is interesting to
examine Fish Tank in the light of Naficy’s chronotopes of exilic
cinema for the film seems to conflate both open and closed
forms in presenting Mia as a wandering protagonist drawn to the
freedoms implied by the landscape beyond the urban/domestic
world in which she is confined whilst the edgeland locations are
both sites of conflict and of escape and illusion.

Mia is an internal exile, without a sense of belonging.
She absents herself from school, has no discernible friends
and has a fractured relationship with her mother and her sister.
Mia’s hoodie, love of rap music and dance as well as her urban
(and frequently explicit) idiolect are all part of the semiotics of
contemporary youth culture: she embodies the ‘chav’ archetype
and yet she belongs to no gang. Despite her love of dance, Mia
pursues it only as a solo project. In an early scene Mia observes
the clumsy dance moves of a group of girls with derision, her
separation from them emphasised by Arnold’s use of a shot-
reverse-shot sequence which positions Mia alone in the frame.
Indeed, in these early sequences, when Mia does share a
frame with others of her social milieu it generally provokes a
confrontation (for example when she head-butts one of the
dancing girls) emphasising Mia’s alienation from within her
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own demographic.

The chronotopes of the closed form are prevalent in
these scenes of confinement. The vacant apartment in which
Mia practises her dance routine is emptied of all the trappings
of domesticity, signifying her need for space and a room of her
own as well as embodying her rejection of the very notion of
‘home’. Home for Mia is the cluttered space of the flat in which
she lives with her mother Joanne (Kierston Wareing) and her
sister Tyler (Rebecca Griffiths). Breathing space is at a premium,
with Arnold framing the domestic scenes in mid-shot or close-
up to emphasise the restricted confines of the small hallways,
kitchens and living spaces. Bodies are obscured by staircases,
cramped corridors, and washing lines which drape across
balconies. Arnold fills the cinematic frame with doorways that
open on to more doorways, a mise-en-abyme which seems only
to invite Mia further into a labyrinth of trapped domesticity. The
motif of confinement is perpetuated by the images of boxes and
frames: in one scene Mia’s mother performs a dance routine in
the kitchen which Mia observes through the square of a serving
hatch, an ironic counterpoint to the images of the female dancers
who populate the rap videos which Mia watches on television.
It is not only the quadrilaterals of windows and doorways that
constrain Mia and others in visual boxes: the geometric forms of
the flats also become metaphors for the lives of their inhabitants
- compartmentalised, nondescript containers which convey the
ennui of repetition, akin to the cage which houses Tyler’s pet
hamster. Escape is only hinted at by the presence of the mural
on the living room wall, a tropical island landscape against which
the trappings of domesticity come to appear incongruous. In
addition, Mia’s bedroom is dressed with a blue and green colour
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scheme indicating a desire for the freedom of the wildscapes
beyond, the painted tiger on Mia’s bedroom door symbolising
Mia’s own fearsome character. Like the tiger, she too is trapped,
restricted to prowling along the limited spaces of her given
world. She is often literally “outside”: much of her time in the
film is spent walking through the council estate in which she
lives, wandering from one place to another and preferring the
noise and the traffic of the A13 rather than the confines of her
own home.

THE TOPOGRAPHY OF THE EDGELANDS FRAME

Thresholds proliferate in Fish Tank: windows, doorways, the
geometric lines with which the filmic frame is composed. Mia

is herself on the threshold of womanhood, and exists within

the liminal zones of her world. For Bakhtin, the threshold is an
interface that is “highly charged with emotion and value... whose
fundamental instance is as the chronotope of crisis and break in
a life” (quoted in Pidduck 2004, 26). It is thus significant that a
film that explores issues of conflict should begin with a view from
a window; a threshold ‘charged’ with the oppositions of inside/
outside, observer/observed and which for Pidduck encapsulates
a “certain potentiality” for the female subject who lingers at its
borders (Pidduck 2004, 28). In the first shot of the film, Mia is in
mid-shot, head down, breathing heavily and crouching in front

of a pale blue wall which fills the screen: within this charged
symbolism, she is already a fish out of water. The subsequent
reverse cut is of Mia’s silhouette framed centrally by a window as
she looks out from this room in the upper reaches of a high-rise
flat down on to the council estate that sprawls below. Beyond

is the looming presence of the edgelands with its monolithic
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wind turbines and pylons rearing up against the flat horizon.
Topographically, Mia is trapped between these two planes

and the world beyond is out of reach both distantially and in
the formal composition of the shot, with its horizontal bars and
transoms obstructing the view.

The tensions between the open and closed chronotopes
are evident in this shot with both escape and confinement
present in the same visual plane. The topographic space
within the frame reveals an uneasy perspective: two roads -
an ordinary urban road and a motorway stretch off into the
distance, seemingly foreshortened by the horizon that cuts
across the frame. A series of electricity pylons can be discerned
but these remain unfocused in contrast to the wind-turbine that
is at the centre of the shot. Potentiality is blocked not just by
the stunted roadways but also by the transoms that obscure
the shot. Unlike the landscape revealed by the windows through
which the heroines of costume drama gaze, the landscape
presented to Mia is charged with connotations of entrapment.
The play between open and closed chronotopes is also evident
in Arnold’s use of the academy aspect ratio (4:3) and hand-held,
unsteady cinematography that accompanies the tight framing
of her subject. Yet, despite the sense of claustrophobia and
confinement that this combination of techniques might convey,
Arnold sees differently. She suggests that her films are “mostly
about one person... It’s a very respectful and beautiful frame...
[giving] them a lot of space.” (Arnold quoted in Ballinger 2013).
Arnold’s framing conveys a distinctive subjective vision that
hovers close to her protagonist’s perspective and yet is careful
never fully to lose itself in it. The perceived contradiction in the
chosen ratio being both restrictive and permissive seems to
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fit with the fluidity of Naficy’s concept of thirdspace forms. The
restrictions of the 4:3 ratio as well as the closed chronotopes
of confinement present in the mise-en-scene are countered by
the mobility within the frame which requires constant reframing,
creating a tension within the formal composition of the shot.

EDGELANDS MOTIFS IN FISH TANK
1. WASTELAND
To some, edgeland spaces are deemed outside and ‘other’:
its perceived threat to the norm and to the stability of the
psychic, social and geographical self is predicated on their
essential wildness as spaces of urban decay (see Sibley 1995
and Macékow 2014 for example). However, edgeland space is
also a stage for transformations. The artist Laura Oldfield Ford
uses the term “spectral presences” to describe the atmosphere
of memory, loss and otherness inherent in the edgelands
(Oldfield Ford 2014), and edgeland space in Fish Tank is imbued
with feelings of fantasy, dreams and spectrality. One of the most
significant locations in the film is the travellers’ site in which Mia
discovers the tethered horse that comes to represent her own
social, emotional and psychological confinement. In the horse,
Mia sees a reflection of the emotional and domestic upheaval in
her own life, a connection reinforced by the fact that the horse’s
grey coat is echoed in the urban costume of Mia’s grey hoodie
and tracksuit bottoms, connecting the two in their entrapment
and isolation.

The travellers’ site is located on a semi-rural patch
of wasteland beneath a motorway flyover. It is a prohibited
space, bordered by chain link fencing and metal railings that
obstruct the cinematic frame. Situated as it is beneath a
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motorway flyover, the travellers’ site is also a liminal space
replete with images of both movement and stasis: movement
embodied in the ceaseless stream of traffic that passes across
the frame, stasis not only in the restricted movements of the
horse but also in the presence of the caravan caught in a

state of inertia. The juxtaposition of these two states suggests
notions of possibility and of finality: escape via the motorway

is at the edge of the frame but it is also out of reach. A further
juxtaposition of the different forms of transport - the traditional
motif of rural transport in the horse and the modernity of the
automobile - suggests a moment of transition from the urban

to the rural, a moment crystallised in this image of edgeland
space. For Mia, it is a site of transition not only symbolically

but also experientially and will ultimately provide her with a
means of escape in the form of Billy who resides there with his
brothers. During the scene when Mia attempts to free the horse
from its chains, Arnold’s subjective hand-held camera and the
fragmented close-up shots of the horse combine to disconnect
it from its prosaic surroundings. The setting is, for a moment, out
of focus and momentarily forgotten in the intimacy of the scene;
the sun blooms in the frame, the film stocks seems to slow down
and the sound is muted evoking a dream-like atmosphere. There
is a mystical, sedate quality to the scene that contrasts with the
chaos of domesticity which characterises Mia’s home life.

Naficy sees borders as spaces that “fire up the human
imagination, for they represent and allegorize wanderlust, flight,
and freedom” (Naficy 2001, 243). In narratives of borders and
border crossings, characters occupy “a psychic and metaphoric
border where the allure of escape and the pull of the permanent
rub against each other” (Naficy 2001, 243). For Mia, the traveller’s
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site is a place of escape from the failure of domesticity but her
repeated return to it also signifies her own need for ritual and for
routine. Neither rural nor urban, the edgeland space in this scene
is a metaphor for Mia’s personal sense of alienation; it seems

to capture the notion of edgelands being a place that is not
necessarily between other spaces but a space of itself, a place
where imagination and reflection thrive, a Deleuzian any-space-
whatever of “pure potential”. Depicted as an almost liminal space
of magic, this edgeland space replaces the trope of the forest in
the folk-tale and just as the forest is a mystical space acting as

a metaphor for the child’s psyche so the traveller’s site becomes
the space which opens up the conflict between herself as child
and adult, the space of transgression and transformation.

2. WIND TURBINES

For Farley and Roberts, wind turbines provide a new

indicator of edgeland space and Arnold is deliberate in her
inclusion of such objects in several shots throughout Fish Tank.
The first occasion occurs at the beginning of the film when

one is glimpsed as a hazy presence in the distance. It dwarfs a
neighbouring electricity pylon, a reminder of a more conventional
form of energy. On the second occasion a wind turbine is
revealed, its monolithic presence fills the frame and looms over
the edgeland space of industrial parks and patches of semi-rural
greenery. Turbines are also visible from the traveller’s site and in
a more jarring shot one rears over a high street scene like some
Wellesian Martian, battling for space amongst the verticals of
street lights which crowd the frame. This distinctive symbol

of edgeland space is foregrounded in the mise-en-scene not as
a reminder of neglect but as that which, as Morton suggests,
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embodies an “aesthetics of the sublime” (Morton 2012, 9).
Farley and Roberts also hint at the sublime qualities of the wind
farm when they consider “[h]Jow majestic it would be... to drive
past strips of white daffodils blowing in the breeze” (Farley and
Roberts 2012, 193) whilst the writer Sarah Maitland observes
that the wind turbine, whilst is fails to possess “the beauty of
open high moor” does have “a true beauty of its own” (Maitland
2012). By drawing the spectator’s gaze towards these symbols
of energy and industrialisation, Arnold imbues them with a
distinctive otherness which belies their reputation as blots on the
landscape: instead, they become objects that provide a marker
of the space beyond, their presence in the frame offering what
Burke would call an example of the perpendicular sublime
(Burke 1833, 83)

3. THE SHORELINE

During the scene depicting Mia’s abduction Connor’s daughter
Keira (Sidney Mary Nash), Arnold’s juxtaposition of long-shot
and hand held close up combine to illustrate Naficy’s open
and closed forms of cinematic style, emphasising the tensions
between Mia’s near loss of control, her desire to break the
narrow confines of her own life and her need to exact some
kind of retribution upon Connor for his betrayal. Early in the
sequence, a long shot of the Tilbury landscape reveals a flat
horizon meeting an early evening sky weighed down with dark,
scudding clouds. Lost amidst the long grass are the tiny figures
of Mia and Keira. The edgeland space here dominates the
frame and the duration of shots alongside the almost absence
of character enhances the mood of introspection. However,
the juxtaposition of freedom and confinement is reinforced by
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wide-angle shot which is contained within the boxed 4:3 ratio.
In the next sequence, a low level camera reveals a long-shot of
farm machinery busying itself in the fields before a slow camera
tilt foregrounds a close-up of the long grass, once again the
openness of the fields giving way to confinement. Mia leads
Keira through the scrubland via a hole in the chain-link fencing
(another transgression of boundaries) and the open forms of
the earlier shots give way once more to Arnold’s subjective
cinematography, the camera tracking Mia and pulling in and out
of focus as she follows a meandering path through the labyrinth
of dykes that border the river. The use of slow motion along with
Mia’s pronounced breathing amplified over the soundtrack add
to the eeriness of this sequence and recall the aesthetics of the
earlier scene when Mia attempts to free the horse. The sense of
fear and alienation, reinforced by Mia once again framed alone
in the shot, again exemplifies Naficy’s closed cinematic forms.
Following Mia’s rescue of Kiera from the Thames, the
scene concludes with a ten second, post-diegetic shot of
waves crashing against the shoreline. Within the frame,
Arnold combines the Thames with images of industry: pylons
border the riverbank, power stations line the horizon. This
contemplative moment in the film conforms to what Lefebvre
calls an “intentional landscape”, that which constitutes those
moments in a film when landscape is framed in such a way
as to distance it or even separate it from the perspective of
character. (Lefebvre 2006, 9). Arnold employs the intentional
mode on several occasions throughout Fish Tank, often cutting
to contemplative images which draw the spectator’s attention
to the presence of objects within the landscape. They may be
elements of nature (a close-up of a clump of heather or gorse
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for example) or they may be objects of industry and technology
as the example of the wind turbine shows. Arnold’s deployment
of these contemplative moments reinforces the mood of
introspection that sits alongside the narrative, disrupting and
often jarring against the cinematographic rhythms of the rest

of the film. In this case, the post-diegetic emphasis on the
waves lapping against the shore and the stillness of the industry
behind suggest edgelands as a space of redemption. Mia

does not drown Keira and her embrace of the shivering child

is important for Mia’s emotional catharsis. For Thomassen, the
border between land and sea, is an “archetypal liminal space”
(Thomassen 2012, 21) and for Andrews, the beach is a space of
“death, fear, uncertainty and disorientation” (Andrews 2012, 6).
However, instead of the negative connotations afforded to it by
Thomassen and Andrews, Arnold draws back from the brink and
locates this preeminent edge with hope and the potential at last
for escape.

CONCLUSION

Through the elements of a visual style which realises Naficy’s
notion of open and closed chronotopic forms, combined with the
deployment of an “intentional” cinematic mode, we can begin
to construct an aesthetics for Arnold’s cinema of the edgelands
which differentiates it from the conventions of either rural or
urban cinema. Arnold’s use of the conventions of intentional
landscape which breaks temporarily from her highly subjective
cinematographic style create moments of contemplation which
draw our attention to Arnold’s own vision of the landscape, a
landscape which can be equated with notions of beauty and
wonder. The formulation of an “edgelands aesthetic” is

84 Writing Visual Culture 6 (2015)



therefore useful in beginning to explore the chronotopes of
edgeland films and how the depiction of such spaces - visually,
narratively — can be examined alongside the cultural, social and
political contexts in which the discourses of edgeland space
have emerged. Arnold’s films, like those of Lynne Ramsay
(Ratcatcher, 1999) are seen as a development of the British genre
of social realism, but Roddick argues that an evaluation of the
parameters of the genre is in order, “as though any film with a
back-to-back terrace (or its modern equivalent, a tower block)
must be primarily about the social relations of its characters”
(Roddick, 2009). Other contemporary British “edgelands”
directors engaging with the interstices of the rural and the

urban (directors such as Shane Meadows, Paddy Considine,
Clio Barnard and Ben Wheatley) are emerging from this dominant
mode of social realism and depicting urban and edgeland space
as something other than (to repeat Mason’s epithet) “the domain
of the disempowered” (Mason, 2001). Instead, they present
spaces of contemplation, of fear and wonder and of escape.

The contemporary fascination with edgeland space across many
disciplines suggests that this emergent aesthetic will continue
to be explored.
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Red Road Re-visions

Dr Peter Clandfield,
Nipissing University.

ABSTRACT

Glasgow’s Red Road flats, icons first of the promise and

latterly of the perceived failure of modernist mass housing, are
particularly visible even as they are being demolished, having
inspired numerous representations. Critiquing the cancelled

plan that would have made Red Road’s demolition a spectacle
for the 2014 Commonwealth Games opening ceremony, this
paper moves on to a range of less reductive views of Red Road,
drawing on the geocritical ideas of Bertrand Westphal, who
argues that places are intertextual constructions constantly

in flux, which call for multifocal, interdisciplinary analysis.
Westphal’s ideas resonate with the recent work of geographers
Jane M. Jacobs and Ignaz Strebel and architecture scholar
Stephen Cairns, which treats buildings as “always being ‘made’
or ‘unmade.’” Comparably, Alison Irvine’s novel This Road is Red
(2011) explores how Red Road has been made by interactions
between subjective experiences of residents and more objective
facts of architecture and engineering. The novel itself exemplifies
a geocritical — or geofictional — approach in using multifocal

and multimodal means of textual and visual representation,

and its linkage with the municipal Red Road legacy initiative is
an innovative articulation across disciplines and media. Also
significant are more abrasive works, such as Denise Mina’s crime
novel The Red Road (2013), which likens tower-block demolitions
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memorably to “public hanging[s].” The essay suggests that
such demolition spectacles may also be read as metaphors
for the vertiginous instability of financialised housing under
neoliberalism, and as signposts to the needed re-emergence

of social-democratic approaches to housing.

Fig. 1: Red Road from NW corner of site, 7 July 2014. Photo © the author.

Glasgow’s Red Road flats, built between 1964 and 1969 in
Balornock/Barmulloch northeast of the city centre, have been
icons first of the promise and latterly of the perceived failings
of modernist high-rise housing schemes. Red Road may have
become more visible in 2014 than ever, even while disappearing
from the city’s skyline through the demolition process that has
so far removed one of the two 28-storey slab blocks and one
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of the six 31-storey point blocks. The visibility is both literal,
as five of the remaining blocks wear bright red safety netting,
and cultural or discursive, as the demolition has occasioned
numerous additions to the range of scholarly, argumentative,
and creative accounts of the buildings. Probably the crudest
of these visions was the plan that would have seen the five
red blocks subjected to controlled implosion or “blowdown”
during the 2014 Commonwealth Games opening ceremony.
This schemed spectacle was itself scrapped, and this essay
reads its implications in the context of a range of less reductive
representations of Red Road.

| draw on the geocritical ideas of Bertrand Westphal,
who argues that places are intertextual constructions constantly
in flux (Westphal 2011, 150). The premise is not that a place
is merely a text, but that any significant place is a site where
many texts - such as designs, biographies, debates - intersect
and which therefore needs to be understood, provisionally,
through multiple, multifocal accounts (Westphal 2011, 122).
Buildings are main features that give a space definition as
a place (see Westphal 2011, 5), but such definition does
not account for all meanings and uses. Modernist housing
schemes have been condemned as monolithic places whose
designers sought to slot residents into prefabricated narratives
of progress through technology, but comparing various views
of Red Road indicates how even such imposing structures are
subject to contingency and will inevitably generate a range of
meanings, from the concrete and quotidian to the symbolic and
virtual. The flexibility of literature accommodates “plural and
paradoxical maps” of a particular place, diverse accounts of its
history and its possibilities (Westphal 2011, 73), but geocritical
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analysis needs to recognize “that literary representation is
included in the world” and to attend to places where literature
meets other discourses (Westphal 2011, 116). Accordingly, |
read literary representations of Red Road alongside accounts
from architecture and urban studies and from visual media.
Westphal’s ideas resonate with the recent work of geographers
Jane M. Jacobs and Ignaz Strebel and architecture scholar
Stephen Cairns, who views buildings as “always being ‘made’
or ‘unmade’” (Jacobs et al 2012, 128) and study Red Road as a
site where “the technological and the human co-orchestrate the
world” (Jacobs et al 2008, 167). Comparably, Alison Irvine’s novel
This Road is Red (2011) explores how Red Road has been made
by interactions between subjective experiences of residents
and more objective facts of architecture and engineering. The
novel itself exemplifies a geocritical — or geofictional — approach
in mapping the life-cycles of characters onto those of buildings
by blending fictional and documentary techniques, textual and
visual elements, and metonymic and metaphorical modes. The
novel is part of an array of municipally-sponsored works on Red
Road’s legacy, an innovative articulation across disciplines and
media. | will also address, however, the value of more abrasive
works, such Denise Mina’s crime novel The Red Road (2013), in
dramatising uncannily unresolved questions around housing.

| argue that through the interdisciplinary work Red Road
has inspired, the scheme will last beyond its physical demise—
and as something more than a cautionary example of failed
utopianism, since even in its present near-spectral state it can
be read as a signpost to the needed re-emergence of non-
marketised approaches to housing.
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“VERTIGINOUSLY STAYED”: RED ROAD AS AMBIGUOUS ICON
Arguments about the relative successes and failures of Red
Road as housing may outlast the flats themselves. What

seems clear is Red Road'’s utility as adaptable signifier and as
inspiration for comparably ambitious projects in diverse fields
besides architecture. A 1965 image of the first two Red Road
blocks rising against a clear blue sky illustrates the jacket
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