
You must be able to think back to streets in unknown neighbor-
hoods, to unexpected encounters, and to partings you had long seen 
coming.

—Rainer Maria Rilke, “For the Sake of a Single Poem”
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touching the past

We still believe that there is a truth about the past; we base our mem-
ory on the world’s vast Memory, in which the house has its place 
as it really was on that day, and which guarantees its being at this 
moment. 

—Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of  Perception

I have seen this place before. It is three o’clock on a Thursday afternoon, and 
I am standing outside my childhood home. On the upper right, through the 
tree, is the room I slept in. From within that room, I would be able to hear a 
train in the distance. Through an adjoining alleyway on the left of the house is 
the place where some children once set fire to some disused tires, causing thick 
clouds of smoke to disturb the bees in the garden. If I get close enough, per-
haps near enough to touch the door, I would be able to see the kitchen where I 
once burned myself. Dare I trespass beyond this door? In doing so, more than 
a spatial border would be transgressed. Crossing that borderline, I would risk 
conflating the traces of familiarity with the presence of unfamiliarity, entering 
into the scene of a different timescale, and so producing a place divested of its 
intimacy with my memory but now accommodating of other people’s lives. So 
I maintain a distance, allowing my imagination to repair the wounds of time. 
In the nooks and alcoves that have been reconstituted and altered, my involve-
ment with the place has ended. Reduced to the outsider of my own memory, 
the assurance that coincides with self-presence is undermined. After all, where 
am “I” in this return? The answer is clear: partly dispersed in time, and yet 
partly absorbed in place, but never actually “here.” Place and time: two pillars 
of identity, now bathed in a strange, even uncanny, light. 
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Another memory has surfaced. This time the distance is nearer and I am 
placed inside a house that I recently vacated and only now has been leased to 
another tenant. But an anomaly occurs. The new guest has yet to move his 
furniture and belongings in, and I encounter the place in a transitional state: 
deprived of my own items, yet lacking the presence of another human, and 
thus exposed to the strange anonymity in between. 

Here, the memory of the place has yet to recede into a mythical past, 
has yet to be divested of its relation with calendar time. Instead, walking 
through the environment, feeling the light strike me in a singular way, and 
becoming aware of the damp air, the effect of which is a condition of the 
basement level, I am immediately returned not only to a specific time but 
also to a particular mode of embodiment. As I sit on a wooden box in the 
bedroom, my head must tilt at an uncomfortable angle in order to view the 
window above. Once more, I encounter the window primarily through its 
small and damaged air vent, which rotates with a gentle creaking noise. 
Below street level, the focus of this room is oriented toward the nameless 
human beings who walk above. Only their feet can be seen. Sometimes, 
however, a voice comes into the room before receding into silence. I confess: 
I had forgotten about the low-level melancholy this room invokes; forgot-
ten, too, about the insomnia that became constitutive of my experience of 
failing to sleep here. 

I leave, and am now in the lounge. All that remains of my former presence 
is the mannequin of a woman in the patio area. Too cumbersome to move, 
it has remained stationary, entering into a decaying existence, apathetic to 
its new owner. Despite this fragment of the old life, I am still able to sense 
my own presence in the room. When I move nearer to the French doors, the 
combination of feeling the draft and smelling the rotting wood returns me 
to a piece of writing I was finishing on aesthetic experience three years ago. 
As though the two events have formed one image, it is impossible for me to 
isolate the act of writing from the draft and rot. 

Despite this arch of circular unity, something is missing in this return; 
namely, the other people who were brought into this place. I am not alone in 
this memory. Moving through the environment, the empty rooms and refur-
bished walls, I am followed at all times by the ghosts who continue to coin-
habit my memories, despite no longer existing in the material world. Putting 
my ear to the wooden floors, I am able to sense the presence more acutely. 
Hearing light footsteps, I simultaneously feel a hand on my shoulder before 
that same hand loses its grip and withdraws into the shadows. Further afield, 
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in my attempt to retrieve a discarded book from a shelf, a human hand— 
familiar by dint of its thinness—touches my own hand. 

Again, I reach out in this domestic wilderness, my hand running across the 
space where the bookshelves once existed. My hand stops. The coloring is a 
shade lighter in this recently exposed space, a testament to the accumulation 
of dust and dirt discharged by human life over any given period of time. All 
along, however, the same wall has been harvesting a life of its own, previously 
concealed. On this Thursday afternoon, the wall, untouched and barren, is 
being seen for the first time. Out of place and out of time in this underground 
environment, the new finding forces a further displacement: from the body. 
Structurally disembodied, the discovery of the untouched wall alerts me to 
the existence of an occult world, hidden from the eye. Despite my attachment 
to this environment, which varies in its attributes and intensity, the same place 
has covertly remained indifferent to my presence. As such, developing its own 
history, the house has strayed from my own past, forging a void between my 
body and the place. 

It is becoming unnervingly clear: My relation with this place has dis-
charged a germ in my body, such that how I comport myself could occur only 
here and now. And with this sedimentation, all that is different, fragmented, 
and absent is amplified through my nervous system. Indeed, inasmuch as I am 
my body, then, as an embodied subject with a history peculiar to this place, 
I have become the literal clearing ground for this difference. Only through 
the singularity of my own body is the anonymity of the environment articu-
lated. Nor is the mode of articulation felt in the abstract. To be clear, the 
anonymity of this world is not a theoretical one extracted in philosophical 
speculation. Rather, it presses down upon my experience, such that I feel this 
anonymous materiality pulsate through my muscles, seizing my throat with 
tightness, before knotting itself in my stomach. Soon after, I leave this gray 
atmosphere and return to ground level. 

To state it once more, then: I have seen this place before. How can we do 
justice to this seemingly innocuous yet enigmatic statement, which exudes 
a strange intimacy, while simultaneously pushing at the threshold between 
memory and materiality? 

Each of us is held captive by a series of memories, which in their intensity 
and depth return us to a specific place and time. Consciously or otherwise, 
the places we inhabit and pass through come back to us in the present, some-
times affording a sense of familiarity in the midst of uncertainty. At other 
times, disturbing the course of everyday existence. However cryptic these 
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memories are, they nevertheless attach themselves to us, just as we attach 
ourselves to the places in which those events occurred. Yet from the child-
hood house to the city square, from the attic to Antarctica, why some places 
become more central in our memories than others remains a source of mys-
tery. Notwithstanding the idiosyncrasies of human memory, which is as much 
prone to selective remembering as it is to selective forgetting, the question of 
how we can begin to decipher the memory of place is at the core of this book.

But what does the memory of place mean within a philosophical and his-
torical context? Along with time, memory has assumed a problematic if cen-
tral place in the history of philosophy, partly assimilated by science and yet 
equally unresolved by the nature of experience itself. Explaining the actions 
of memory in terms of mind-body causality, such as has been the tendency 
from Descartes to Russell, or whether the content of memory assumes a real-
ist or an idealist relation to the mind, and even venturing toward a neurologi-
cal account of the role of the hippocampus in episodic memory—all of this, 
however interesting, does not abate the irreducible experience of what it is to 
remember something in the first instance. 

The Memory of  Place does not intend to approach memory as a discrete 
concept among many to be analyzed with recourse to the “tools” of philoso-
phy. To do so, I believe, would be an injustice to memory. Rather, by placing 
episodic memory—broadly, autobiographical in nature and content—central, 
my interest is in understanding the role the material environment plays in shap-
ing, defining, and constituting our sense of self and world. 

Here, too, the memory of place does not assume an incidental role within 
the architecture of remembering. True, we can speak of various aspects of 
remembering, ranging from its temporality to its method of retention. We 
can press further into this sphere through considering the act of remember-
ing as an issue pertaining to the philosophy of mind. However, the subject 
of place memory refuses to fit neatly among these distinguished branches of 
academia. Above all, the type of memory I shall be contending with in this 
book is not simply interdisciplinary in content, but in a fundamental sense, 
more primary in its relation to human experience than to the treatment of 
memory within an academic context. The memory of place forces us to re-
turn to the immediacy of our environment and to all that is absorbed, both 
familiar and strange, within that environment. In doing so, not only do we 
feel the measure of time pass through our bodies, but through attending to 
the phenomenon of place, we catch sight of how memory forms an undulat-
ing core at the heart of our being. 
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If our experiences of the world are founded in the depth of memory, then 
gaining a sense of memory’s scale becomes all the more problematic. Nei-
ther beginning at one point nor ending at another, memory surrounds us 
from all sides. To approach memory. Repeatedly, we must rephrase and re-
turn to this advance. At no point does a linear gateway open in which mem-
ory’s attributes can be laid out for detached scrutiny. Instead, an approach to 
memory can be drawn, which relies less on linearity and more on a constel-
lation of different perspectives, mutually edifying one another. Alongside 
the concept “place,” which I shall turn to shortly, memory diffuses itself in 
several different pathways simultaneously, all of which are experienced from 
the inside out. 

Yet the movement from the inside out does not sanction a formless analy-
sis of memory and place. Far from it. In bringing the terms “memory” and 
“place” together, two formal trajectories of thought immediately present 
themselves. First, we can identify the memory of place taken as a particular 
mode of remembering. With this, we remain within the realm of lived ex-
perience, pursuing a descriptive account of how the material environment 
shapes the content of remembering, in turn shaping our concept of self-
hood. Second, we can observe the place of memory taken as a particular 
mode of materiality. Here, the focus is less about the texture of lived expe-
rience and more about the formation of memory within a social context, 
afforded by the power of place and manifest in such entities as monuments 
and sites of trauma. 

Pursuing this distinction, we move from a concern with how personal 
identity is formed by the singular memory of a given place to the question 
of how it is possible for a place to mark an event that has already occurred 
in the past, existing, moreover, beyond the boundaries of an individual per-
son. From memory to place, we are returned through place to memory. Be-
tween these distinctions, a confluence of mutual dependency emerges. Just as 
memory is inherently spatial, so spatiality is inherently temporal, occupying 
a place in the present but stretching back into the past. 

How to approach this twofold movement between the memory of place 
and the place of memory? My suggestion is that the study of memory and 
place profits from a broadly phenomenological direction. As I shall spell out 
in detail later, the relation between embodiment, place, and phenomenology 
is both privileged and fluid, developing the means by which spatiality becomes 
both existentially and affectively meaningful. Especially privileged to phe-
nomenology, I believe, is its capacity to mediate between place as an objective 
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reality, presented in Kant as a transcendental form of experience, and place 
as a socially constructed realm of materiality and intersubjectivity. Through 
its attention to the appearance of things, phenomenology allows us to catch 
sight of the manner in which spatiality becomes existentially and intentionally 
meaningful from the point of departure of its being objectively real. 

Where the place of memory offsets the memory of place, the phenom-
enological direction is strengthened with a more hermeneutic inclination. In 
treating the built environment as something to be “read,” both the structural 
and the symbolic values of place are brought to the fore. Viewed provision-
ally, therefore, the difference between the memory of place and the place of 
memory forms a unifying structure, and it is to this structure that the ensuing 
treatment of memory and materiality will broadly adhere. 

Throughout the book, a central theme—and one I shall return to— 
concerns how our bodily identity is shaped through being touched by the 
past. What does this complex theme signify? The phrase “touched by the 
past” signifies more than being merely affected or in casual contact with the 
past. Being “touched by the past” brings us into a region of memory and tem-
porality that elicits the moment personal identity is marked in either an af-
firmative or a disruptive manner by the experience of memory itself. Coupled 
with this exposure to the formation of identity, the inclusion of “touch” re-
inforces the bind between temporality and materiality. Being “touched by the 
past,” sets in place the centrality of place itself, implying a kinesthetic and 
sensual recollection of the past. The result of this bind between identity and 
materiality is a challenge to the idea that memory and identity are solely tem-
poral phenomena. To this extent, my broad concern is as much with specific 
memories and their effect on the concept of the self as with the experience of 
memory as a phenomenon among many. At the same time, it is in some sense 
clear that certain types of memory are more pertinent to the formation and 
dissolution of personal identity than others. As I shall explain in chapter 1, 
I take place memory to be such a privileged memory, capable of heightening 
the interplay between self and world. 

What, then, of the more problematic term “personal identity”? If being 
touched by the past means admitting of a relation between memory and ma-
teriality, then how can we reconcile this relation with the tendency to align 
personal identity with a coherence found in temporality alone, such as we 
would emblematically find in John Locke? Perhaps the question is mislead-
ing: Must time and place necessarily be involved in a dialectical standoff, 
whereby place is regarded as a deviation of time? 
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Such a binary treatment of identity, in which temporality and materiality 
are prised apart, is insufficient and naive. As suggested above, temporality 
and spatiality are fundamentally entwined, each implicating the other. In-
stead of a standoff, therefore, what is at stake in aligning place with identity 
is a redirection of emphasis. The question of how we account for the exis-
tential unity of life can be read as an invitation to consider how materiality 
sculpts time rather than how temporality alone sculpts materiality. 

What does this reversal of priority mean for the concept of identity? If we 
are to take materiality and spatiality as primary to the formation and unity 
of personal identity, then the understanding of identity being employed is 
less about numerical “sameness” and more about existential unity in rela-
tion to the coherence of the self. Far from the largely analytical concern with 
deciding how entities remain strictly identical with themselves, the concern 
in the present context is the more ambiguous question of how we, as subjects 
bound by lived experience, relate to our material selves with a complex his-
tory that disrupts numerical identity. Indeed, being identical with ourselves 
means more than locating a singular property—memory being the most ob-
vious candidate—that underpins the continuity of the self, such as is classi-
cally presented in Locke. 

Given the difference between numerical identity and the unity of the self, 
the question arises: How do we begin to phrase a phenomenology not only of 
the memory of place, but also of the place of memory? Our question leads us 
away from the identity of the individual into the region of collective memory, 
implicating a responsibility upon the built environment to represent the past 
“authentically.” With this imperative, a fundamental difference between the 
memory of place, as carried out by the individual subject, and the place of 
memory, as received collectivity, is conceived. Unlike the unity of selfhood, 
the value we confer upon certain public places is open to a plurality of con-
tested meanings, all disposed to political, aesthetic, and ethical dimensions. 

The difference between a place being a receptacle to memory and a place 
being built to signify a public event is marked in both cases with a relation-
ship between the symbolic value we attach to materiality and the concurrent 
emergence of events tied to that materiality. This elevation of materiality to 
an event brings the memory of place and the place of memory together, each 
attesting to the peculiar power of place to seize time in its tracks. Seizing 
time in its tracks, what connects these two aspects in experiential terms is the 
treatment of memory as a genetic and phenomenal appearance in the world, 
an appearance, moreover, that is given primarily as an embodied experience. 
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I shall defer the discussion of the body until the following chapter, at which 
point the relationship between corporeality, memory, and place will justify a 
closer inspection. 

In the meantime, a brief word about the use of photographic reproduc-
tions in the book. Overall, my intention has been to establish a distance 
between the images and the text, such that the relation between photogra-
phy and representation is displaced. Against the notion that a photographic 
image can somehow “distill” the essence of an idea, what I would rather 
bring to light is the anonymity and strangeness of a photograph, considered 
in material terms. 

Aesthetically, I have taken my cue for this motif from Georges Roden-
bach’s novel of memory, place, and loss, Bruges-la-Morte, which I discuss 
in chapter 4. Visually, the black-and-white photographs deployed in Roden-
bach’s fin de siècle novel are both sterile and richly atmospheric, a motif later 
adopted in the use of photographs in André Breton’s (1999) Nadja along 
with W. G. Sebald’s oeuvre, especially his (2002b) The Rings of  Saturn. Be-
reft of human life, the scenes of empty streets, still canals, and gray skies 
create a mournful and haunting tone, in which time appears to have come to 
a standstill. Not only this, but the materiality of the buildings captured in the 
photographs attains a ghostly presence at odds with their apparent stillness. 
It is notable that in the accompanying essay to the novel, “The Death Throes 
of Towns,” Rodenbach would describe the decline of a place in physiological 
terms: “dried blood,” “age-old wounds,” and “corpse of the lifeless waters” 
(2005, 141–50), all terms that play upon the decidedly inhuman quality of 
both the text and the images. 

Yet something is gained in this lugubrious atmosphere: a density, which in its 
spectrality disarms the threshold between absence and presence. Despite the en-
thusiastic interplay between memory and loss, something remains vividly alive 
in Rodenbach’s photographs. Indeed, what we see in these photos is something 
like an afterlife—literally a ghost town—a place peculiar to the medium of pho-
tography, in which all emphasis on human intimacy has been replaced with a 
world that is now being allowed to speak for itself. Far from being a mnemonic 
to aid our own memories, the use of photos in this manner frames a certain way 
of experiencing a given place, which has less to do with historical interest, and 
more with how heterogeneous features of a place can embed themselves in our 
memories, even—especially—if those features have long since died. 

With Rodenbach’s imagery in mind, I gesture toward two paths of 
thought, both of which are at stake in the current use of photography. The 
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first concerns the relation between phenomenology and photography, while 
the second points to the inherent melancholy surrounding photography, espe-
cially in the context of found photographs. 

Consider the first avenue. If, as I shall suggest in some detail in the follow-
ing chapter, phenomenology concerns rediscovering the strangeness of things 
in their phenomenality, then the aesthetics of photography assumes an espe-
cially significant role. Concurrent with the phenomenological method is the 
space to discover things anew, displaced from environmental and temporal 
familiarity and retranslated into a new experience. Destabilized in this move-
ment is the act of recapturing things as we previously knew them. Already in 
the structure of a photograph, this destabilization is at work. The spatiotem-
porality of a photograph immediately redirects our attention from the world 
as a whole to a world being given through the medium of photography. This 
prototypical phenomenological motion at once sets in place the materiality 
of what is being photographed while simultaneously removing that material-
ity from the familiarity of the everyday. 

Alongside this gathering of raw experience, the photograph seizes us 
in our tracks, invoking the punctum, which Roland Barthes famously 
wrote about in the following way: “Punctum is also: sting, speck, cut, little 
hole—and also a cast of the dice. A photograph’s punctum is that accident 
which pricks me (but also bruises me, is poignant to me)” (1982, 27; ital-
ics in original). Barthes refers to the way in which the photographic object, 
removed from its narrative and now placed in stasis, instills a melancholy 
dynamic in the heart of the viewer. Impossible to reduce this melancholy 
either to the passing of time or to the absence of things in the present, 
nevertheless, the thick permeation of this response is emblematical to the 
manner in which photography grasps toward a totality, despite being in-
commensurable with that totality. What remains is something like a dam-
aged memory, deprived of all its reality and yet charged with a sense of 
that prominence becoming lost. 

No doubt, it is for this reason that the experience of discovering found 
photographs stretches this melancholic deprivation to a limit. What unfolds 
in this moment is the heightened sense of the past’s anonymity, an abandon-
ment of all that was once intimate and cherished and is now relegated to a 
naked exposure. The encounter obliges us to reconsider the very facticity of 
what is being captured in a photograph. As enigmatic as the object captured 
is the temporality of experiencing that object in the present. Bachelard’s gen-
uinely profound and enduring question—“Have facts really the value that 
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memory gives them?” (1994, 58; italics in original)—reappears in a different 
guise: that of the disjunction between strangers in the past and the present.

A photo is found, at once familiar and unfamiliar. A gaze—a place or a 
person—is returned, but now conditioned by a fundamental absence, full 
of empty pathos. Yet the emptiness is movement in itself, generating a dy-
namic animation, in which “I feel myself looked at by the things,” to call 
upon a vital sentence from Merleau-Ponty (1968, 139; emphasis added). 
Indeed, the encounter establishes a reciprocity, marked by a shared time 
frame. The asymmetry shifts, and suddenly I find myself transplanted, if 
not to the place, then to the mutual time in which I and my subject—even 
if that subject remains myself—exchange a series of glances. The result is 
a silence, in which the living mingle with the dead, both becoming part of 
each other’s worlds. Placed together, both of these trajectories of thought—
the phenomenological and the melancholic—are entwined with the use of 
photographs in the current book. By refusing an explicit commentary on the 
photos, I hope to preserve their anonymity, if not in name, then certainly in 
their explication. 

Thematically, this book forms a continuation to my earlier work on ruins, 
decay, and historical progress (Trigg 2006a). Only, while The Aesthetics of  
Decay hinted at the problematic relations between materiality, embodiment, 
and memory, this dynamic was essentially positioned in an overarching nar-
rative, in which the experience of memory and place was taken as a manifes-
tation of a broader historical movement; namely, the progressive structure 
of decay. In the current work, this outwardly objective approach to memory 
and place is modified with a direct appeal to lived experience. If there is some 
degree of thematic continuity between these works, marked in both cases by 
a commitment to the underworld of things in the world, then what remains 
divergent is the method employed. Indeed, insofar as the previous book de-
liberately oriented itself toward a broken narrative, then it can be character-
ized as fatalistic in its orientation. This streak of romanticism befits a book 
melancholy in tone and dissolute in content. If something of that residual 
melancholy remains in place, then today, the requirements are nevertheless 
different. As I shall spell out shortly, in structural terms, the current book 
is distinguished by a concentrated focus on the development and emergence 
of place memory as a singular phenomenon. What this means is that, in the 
current context, the topic being examined is as much at stake as the phenom-
enological framework surrounding that matter. To reinforce this, I shall now 
outline the contents of the book as a whole.
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preview of the chapters

The plan of this book is to consider how place and memory interact from 
three different types of memory: everyday memory, transitional memory, and 
traumatic memory, with each mode demarcating a division within the work. 
Not only does this threefold formation define the structure of the book, it 
also attests to the development of memory becoming increasingly divisive, 
fragmented, and uncanny. Let me say a word about this narrative. 

By “everyday memory,” I refer to instances of the memory of place and to 
places of memory that are (in the least) given in their phenomenal immediacy. 
To this extent, the use of “everyday” is less about the banality or commonal-
ity of memory and more about a relation between memory and place that is 
taken-for-granted in its unified state. Accordingly, in the chapters that hold 
a concern with everyday memory, on both an individual and a public level, 
memory is thought of as occupying a place, even if that occupancy is open to 
a plurality of interpretations, not all of which can be resolved. 

If the unity of everyday memory is vulnerable to a set of contested mean-
ings, then what nevertheless remains immune to doubt is the intimate rela-
tion between memory and place. Where transitional memory is concerned, 
however, this occupancy is fundamentally ambiguous. In citing ambiguity 
as fundamental, I characterize transitional memory as the interstitial move-
ment of  memory from embodiment to cognition to place. Much will be said 
on the nature of this movement in the pages to follow. For now, however, let 
me say that by using the term “interstitial,” I propose to argue for a model 
of memory that is between places, both the places of the body but also of 
materiality itself. My principal claim is twofold. First, the way in which we 
remember places differs in accordance with the varying emphasis cognition 
and corporality play in that memory. Second, this difference constitutes a 
threat to the stability of not only place, but also personal identity. 

Experientially, this is played out in terms of the body’s own memory hav-
ing yet to apprehend a previous surrounding, and so being placed in a tran-
sitional zone somewhere between the objectivity of the world and the lived 
experience of the body. Transitional or interstitial memory, therefore, occu-
pies a fundamentally embryonic realm, in which the experience of the past 
has yet to be reconciled with the unity of place and memory, resisting clas-
sification all together. This absence of unity is nevertheless in constant move-
ment and striving toward reconciliation. If transitional memory marks an 
indefinite relation between place and memory, then the structure grounding 
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that relation is one of activity and intelligibility. As I will suggest with re-
course to Merleau-Ponty, transitional memory is marked by a prepersonal 
intentionality, whereby what remains between place gestures toward an even-
tual unity. 

In corporeal terms, this mode of memory is evident where the role of the 
body is pushed to the background, such as when we experience a tension 
between bodily and cognitive orientation. Being pushed to the background, 
the body can lose presence in place through experiences as overwhelming as 
trauma or as seemingly innocuous as being in an airport. In both cases, the 
body loses its fundamental centrality in place, causing a fissure in the core of 
the embodied self. 

In turn, this dynamic movement will be contrasted with the relative sta-
bility of everyday place memory, where memory is either taken as being 
incorporated into a given environment or otherwise set in place through a 
symbolic representation. By lacking this clarity, transitional memory exposes 
the self to radical contingency. At the same time, the tension between how 
we remember a place cognitively and the way in which a place acts upon 
our bodies displaces the centrality of the self. With the move into traumatic 
memory, this tension between the rationalization of cognitive memory and 
the inaccessibility of body memory reaches a deadlock. 

Unlike both everyday and transitional memory, the third division neces-
sitates an attempt at reconciling identity and materiality through attending 
to the symptomatic emergence of the past. Why is this move necessary? The 
answer is because traumatic memory is at odds with the idea that human 
identity strives toward temporal continuity. This assertion is realized insofar 
as the memory of trauma “gives” itself to consciousness only through para-
doxically not giving itself to consciousness, a claim I shall spend some time 
explicating in the final chapters. To the overview, then. 

The first chapter sets out to describe the structural and experiential fea-
tures of place memory in a preliminary way. This task unfolds in two stages. 
First, with recourse to the works of Bergson, Heidegger, and Casey, I plot 
the basic structure of place memory as involving a gesture of offsetting a 
broader environment, and in the process establishing an autonomous world 
peculiar to place memory. Providing a phenomenological illustration of this 
movement through the experience of being on a train, in Las Vegas, and on 
Alcatraz Island, I then proceed to describe the experiences of such memories 
in terms of affect and embodiment. The second part of the chapter contends 
with the relation between memory, imagination, and preservation. Through a 
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discussion of Bachelard’s account of memory and place, I proceed to explore 
the tension between different instances of preserved memory, before conclud-
ing that only in the felt experience of memory as being different is the reality 
and dynamism of the past fortified. 

In chapter 2, the ambiguity between memory and imagination is framed in 
the context of the relationship between spatiality and history. The overarch-
ing problem the chapter confronts is twofold. One, how can phenomenol-
ogy negotiate with the idea of a public memory? Two, how does materiality 
augment the representation of public memory? In response to these ques-
tions, I discuss a number of issues ranging from ecstasy to trauma, before 
focusing more specifically on spatiality via the work of Pierre Nora. From 
this conceptual engagement with Nora, the bulk of the chapter concerns a 
phenomenological study of the materiality and silence of the Chattri, an In-
dian war memorial in Sussex. Constructing a dialogue between Heidegger 
and Levinas, the conclusion of the chapter explores how the Chattri suggests 
a diachronic reading of memory and history through the specificity of its 
texture and placement. 

Chapter 3 marks the move from the theme of representation and memori-
alization to the lived relation between identity, place, and memory. This turn 
inward is structured around what I term “transitional memory.” As indicated 
above, by this I refer to the dynamic movement of memory being between 
place, cognition, and embodiment. The importance of this mode of memory 
becomes clear in terms of a phenomenological critique concerning the no-
tion of a “sense of place.” Far from wishing to dispense with types of places 
simply because they appear less memorable than others, my aim in chapter 
3 is to demonstrate that the bodily absorption of a place often occurs inde-
pendently of the cognitive experience of that place. Through performing a 
phenomenological analysis of the distinction between place and non-place 
via a study of journeying to and from a motorway service station, I conclude 
by positing a mode of place I term “un-place.” The distinction of this term is 
that it underscores the ambiguous gradients resting between place and non-
place, and between body memory and cognitive memory, a claim I develop by 
consulting Merleau-Ponty’s idea of “flesh.” 

The broad aim of chapter 4 is to examine how memory and imagination 
work together to produce a mutated past, often in tension with the anony-
mous reality of that past. I approach this tension from several interrelated 
perspectives. Beginning with an analysis of how the body is retained in place, 
I then proceed to consider how imagination defines the experienced reality 
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of memory, such that our sense of belonging to the past depends on not only 
remembering how things were, but constantly reworking that memory in the 
present. This dynamic between memory and imagination is best played out in 
corporeal and material terms through the illustration of becoming nostalgic 
toward a place, a theme I develop throughout the chapter. The result of this 
study is that the materiality of place becomes modified in accordance with 
our desires and memories, accumulating a level of pathology in the case of 
nostalgia, which I term “spatial morphology.” As fundamentally topophobic 
in character, the chapter concludes with a study of returning to nostalgic 
place, in the process producing a disruption in temporal continuity while si-
multaneously giving rise to what I refer to as “anonymous materiality”; that 
is, the indifference of a place that no longer reciprocates our memories, thus 
instigating an aesthetic of the uncanny. 

The final two chapters concern the epistemologically problematic terrain 
of the memory of trauma, problematic because the memory of trauma is 
characterized by fragmentation, deferral, and a symptomatic emergence. 
Thus, whereas the first two parts of the book are concerned with the various 
interactions between memory, imagination, and place, in the third part, the 
very status of this tripartite relationship will be put to the test through at-
tending to the phenomenology of traumatic memory. 

Chapter 5 considers the epistemological impasse at the (non)center of 
trauma via the body. Beginning with an analysis of trauma’s emblematic 
phrase, “unclaimed experience,” I move on to relate this claim to an analysis 
of recognition. Establishing that “claimed experience” involves the phenome-
nological apprehension of what is given to consciousness, by contrast, a void 
emerges for the memory of trauma, in which an event occurs but fails to be 
registered. By applying Levinas’s writings on death and identity to Charlotte 
Delbo’s testimonial documents, I take the notion of the “il y a” to represent 
a figure of mediation between two sets of identities in different times. This 
allows me to chart the emergence of the traumatic body as the site of an 
anonymous memory, which I term the “phantom zone,” recognized only in 
its symptomatic appearance. 

In chapter 6, I pursue a shift from the ruins of memory to the ruins of 
place. Aligning the structure of Delbo’s testimony and Agamben’s writing 
on witnessing with the structure of the ruins (using Auschwitz as my lead 
example), I argue that the ungivenness of “unclaimed experience” can be ne-
gotiated through attending to the temporal features of the ruins. From this 
discussion of ruins, the question of “reading” a place in hermeneutic terms 
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is made tenable. In the case of traumatic memory, I put forward the view that 
the past presents itself in terms of the ruins’ housing what is absent: in effect, 
a non-memory. This confluence between absence and presence carries with 
it a dreamlike quality, which leads us back to Delbo. By suggesting that the 
ruins of disaster (dis)embody the notion of an architectural emergence with-
out time and stability, the testimonial attributes of the ruins become clear: 
having outlived their death, the ruins occupy the spectral trace of an event 
left behind, serving to testify to the past through a logic of voids, disruptions, 
and hauntings. 

The theme of spectrality is developed in the conclusion of the book, where 
I elicit an idea that was implicit in the previous chapters: ghosts. Bringing to-
gether phenomenology with themes torn from the supernatural, I offer read-
ings of Heidegger on angst and Merleau-Ponty on the phantom limb in order 
to account for the experience of being haunted by the past.

All three divisions of the book thus form a unity, in which the placing of 
memory, along with the memory of place, is taken from contrasting but mu-
tually edifying perspectives. By stretching memory between everyday, transi-
tional, and traumatic memory, my rationale is to amplify the role of place in 
the formation of the past. Alongside this amplification, the movement from 
everyday, transitional, and traumatic memory follows the increasing inacces-
sibility and estrangement of memory itself. Far from arbitrary, the structure 
as a whole follows a genetic path oriented around the tension between cogni-
tive and body memory, a collision played out, above all, through the manifes-
tation and memory of place.
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i n T r o d U C T i o n
...................................

phenomenology and place

Memory as a place, as a building, as a sequence of columns, cor-
nices, porticoes. The body inside the mind, as if we were moving 
around in there, going from one place to the next, and the sound of 
our footsteps as we walk, moving from one place to the next.

—Paul Auster, The Invention of  Solitude

This book is about places. More specifically, it is about the memory of places 
that human beings inhabit and pass through. As bodily subjects, we neces-
sarily have a relationship with the places that surround us. At any given mo-
ment, we are located within a place, be it in the hallways of universities, the 
cockpits of airplanes, or lost in the forest at night. Over time, those places 
define and structure our sense of self, such that being dis-placed can have a 
dramatic consequence on our experience of who we are, and even leave us 
with a feeling of being homeless in the world. Equally, the memories we ac-
quire of the places we inhabit assume a value that is both immeasurable and 
vital. Without the memory of places, memory itself would no longer have a 
role to play in our conscious lives. 

Yet, despite its central role in our everyday lives, coming to terms with 
the nature of our relationship with place is decidedly less straightforward. 
Consider the following thoughts. Place is all around us and yet not always 
fully thematized. Place is at the heart not only of who we are, but also of 
the culture in which we find ourselves. As invested with cultural, ecological, 
and political ramifications, place does not simply designate a patch of land 
without value. As proof, humans tend not to be indifferent to the effect place 
has upon them. At the same time, the question of what constitutes place 
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brings us into a realm in which the complexity of human values are second-
ary. Although we fundamentally shape our surroundings, ultimately place 
exists independently of human life in turn shaping us. Returning to a place 
after a long period of absence, we are often shocked by both the small and 
the vast changes, effectively alerting us to the radical indifference places have 
to the sentiment we apply to them. Here, our own selves can become the site 
of an internal quarrel as to how a place once was; by claiming to cognitively 
remember the feel of a place, our bodies can provide a different history of the 
past. The result is that a place can take on a life of its own, quite apart from 
the way it is experienced or remembered. 

In naturalistic terms, place is taken to be so familiar as to evade all con-
ceptual analysis. We are already in place. Not simply the room I currently 
write in, but the condition of there being a place at all. How does this room 
envelop me? How do I hold myself in this room? To what extent will this 
room become a significant aspect of my future memories? At which point did 
I cease feeling a visitor in this room and more a fundamental part of it? Such 
questions for the most part remain dormant, rising to the surface only when 
places either lose their familiarity or are otherwise destroyed and lost. 

The complexity surrounding the topic of place is vast, and the aim of this 
book is to offer a contribution to the body of phenomenological work con-
tending with the idiosyncrasies of memory and materiality, of which an im-
pressive library is already in existence (Backhaus and Murungi 2005; Behnke 
1997; Brown and Toadvine 2003; Carr 1991; Casey 1993, 2000b, 2007; 
Cresswell 2004; Entrikin 1991; Hayden 1997; Kolb 2008; Light and Smith 
1998; Malpas 2007, 2008; Massey 2005; Mugerauer 1994; Steeves 2006; 
Steinbock 1995; Tengelyi 2004; Tuan 1977). 

But before this contribution can begin, the methodology of the book 
needs to be spelled out. In particular, the relation between phenomenology 
and place requires our immediate attention. After all, to think in terms of a 
phenomenology of place, we must in the first instance think of a place for 
phenomenology. The reason is clear: Just as phenomenology, in its appeal to 
lived experience, would emerge as abstracted, partial, and disembodied with-
out being situated in place, so the term “place” would be vague and cryptic 
without being thematized through phenomenology. 

Given this hermeneutical circularity between place and phenomenology, 
in this book the familiar idea that definition precedes exposition will prove 
impossible. I point this out now, because the impossibility of this approach 
will be implicated from the outset. Rather than bludgeoning the reader with 



introduction 3

a fixed definition of “memory,” “place,” and other such key terms at the 
beginning, and then insisting that the reader remain heedful of those defini-
tions throughout, I believe these themes must be returned to, forever explor-
ing their formations and recessions. The advantage of this approach is that 
we move from a strictly analytical mode of accumulating static concepts and 
expose ourselves to the possibility that these concepts evolve of their own ac-
cord. Not tying things down in advance means allowing those things to speak 
for themselves. 

Luckily, the refutation of fixed definitions does not entail either a post-
modernist retreat into the “multiplicity of meanings” or an orientation with-
out guidance. Rather, we must begin to work through the knots that concepts 
create through several different angles. As some of the knots prove perma-
nently bound, so our task will be to redirect the emphasis, assessing indirect 
ways to chart the relation between phenomenology and place. First of all, 
then, having admitted that “place” and “phenomenology” refuse unambigu-
ous definitions, my concession to pairing these terms is also a tacit admission 
that “phenomenology” as a method and “place” as a concept have potential 
to encounter each other in a meaningful manner. Let us explore these parts. 

a phenomenology of place

Philosophical thinking on the topic of place tends to adopt one of two per-
spectives. First, place is thought of as an empirical idea, which has a reality 
independent of human life. Such a view tends to be marked by a scientific 
outlook on the environment, in which the totality of place is reduced to its 
parts. For these thinkers, the coherence and identity of place have a reality 
quite apart from the way in which it is experienced by human beings. Second, 
place is thought of as a constructive product of human experience, such that 
without human involvement, place would lose definition. In this model, place 
is basically reducible to a set of contingent sociopolitical circumstances. 

Both of these approaches to place have their value. They each identify the 
subtle and complex way in which a place straddles multiple divisions. On 
the one hand, places can be valued by individuals, sometimes culminating 
in a nostalgic attachment to especially important environments. At the same 
time, the places we attach ourselves to are themselves spatially extended into 
the world. A place is not simply a cluster of discernible memories held within 
the core of an individual. Rather, a place unfolds in the world, and does so 
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against a backdrop of manifold influences, not all of which contribute to an 
individual’s attachment to that place. But neither is a place simply an iso-
lated beacon in a mass of homogeneous space. True, both space and place 
are fundamentally extended. But this does not mean that a place comes into 
existence simply through a conversion between space and place. Place is not, 
after all, colonized from raw space. Such a negative definition fails to grasp 
the enigmatic dimension of place. 

Neither of these approaches—the realist or the constructivist—is com-
plete in itself. Experiencing place is not reducible to a set of objective proper-
ties. But nor does the experience of place depend wholly on a sociopolitical 
context. Instead, a third way can be mapped out, in which attention is drawn 
to the existential significance of place. It is such an approach that phenom-
enology broadly advocates in its treatment of place. 

For all its internal differences, one of the features that defines phenome-
nology’s treatment of place is a commitment to the belief that lived spatiality 
is not a container that can be measured in objective terms, but an expression 
of our being-in-the-world. For Merleau-Ponty, we find “organic relations be-
tween subject and space” (2006, 293). Spatiality is not something we are in-
serted into, as though it has existed all along and awaits the subject’s arrival. 
The world does not, that is to say, constitute a series of concurrent mark-
ers placed in the earth’s landscape. Rather, being-in-the-world means being 
placed. At all times, we find ourselves located in a particular place, specific to 
the bodily subject experiencing that place. We are forever in the here, and it 
is from that here that our experiences take place. 

If our bodies place us in the here, then our orientation and experience of 
place is never truly epistemic in character but fundamentally affective. When 
Merleau-Ponty finds himself journeying through Paris—“the cafés, people’s 
faces, the poplars along the quays, the bends of the Seine”—then what he ex-
periences is united in the “city’s whole being [which] Paris possesses” (2006, 
328). For him, the identity of Paris is not reducible to the parts that ob-
jectively constitute the city. Rather, “There is present a latent significance, 
diffused throughout the landscape or the city” (328). Placed in the world of 
Parisian life, Merleau-Ponty discovers a texture of continuity from one place 
to another that is grounded in a “certain style” that all places partake of. The 
reason for this is that the perception of lived space

is not a particular class of “state of consciousness” or acts. Its mo-
dalities are always an expression of the total life of the subject, the 
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energy with which he tends toward a future through his body and 
his world. (330) 

This is a critical passage. In it, Merleau-Ponty draws our attention to the 
relation between a human’s experience of place and the values, memories, 
dreams, anxieties, and other such affective states that sculpt that experience. 
Places are defined in their relationship with the particular subject who expe-
riences them. To think, for example, alongside the agoraphobic’s experience 
of public space as anxiety-making is to recognize that anxiety is relational, 
a shared communication that takes place neither in the body of the agora-
phobe nor in the materiality of the city, but in the spark ignited between the 
two (Trigg 2012). In such a case, the body is the vehicle of expression for a 
relation with the world, thus the life of the city fundamentally manifests in 
the nuances of the bodily self. 

In experiential terms, the affectivity of place means that establishing dis-
tance in space can be taken up only with an analysis of our embodied rela-
tionship with the world. If I am on a train and in a rush to get home in order 
to walk the dogs, then during that episode, home seems much farther away. 
Conversely, if I am under the impression that someone else is walking the 
dogs, then the distance diminishes. In this experience, things that prevent me 
from getting home, such as leaves and snow falling on the train track, are am-
plified in their intrusiveness, such that for every obstacle that appears, I feel 
my destination receding into the distance. The feeling of my home as being 
farther away testifies to my attachment to it, and my responsibility to ensure 
the dogs are walked. On the train, I place myself in the world of the dogs and 
seem to experience their waiting by proxy. In the desire to bypass the journey, 
the distance is thus accentuated. I cannot get home soon enough. Such an 
urgency has very little to do with measureable space. The journeys we repeat 
daily alter in their felt spatiotemporality owing to the mood and objects of 
intentionality we find ourselves immersed in. And the same is true of our 
relationship to nearness. When I am required to return to the train station 
in order to meet a friend, then the train station becomes more foreground in 
my field of perception. Even before it is in my visual line of sight, the station 
is already being perceived by my body, whereupon my body extends into the 
world of the train station long before the train station is a visual object for 
me. The feeling of the train station as being near is not an objective property 
of the world, not something that can be mapped out in advance. Rather, it is 
a dynamic relationship that varies in and through time. Lacking a reason to 


