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Résumé 
Cet article présente le processus de recherche pour une thèse de doctorat qui 

constitue moins une analyse traditionnelle des relations entre littérature et espace, qu’une 
proposition de croisement des points de vue des écrivains britanniques sur Londres en 
utilisant de nouveaux outils théoriques pour repenser les représentations des espaces. La 
carte y est conçue comme un appui de l’analyse et un moyen de visualiser des aspects de 
l’expérience spatiale du personnage. En essayant de systématiser les constatations faites, 
l’analyse du corpus touche aux approches du texte littéraire pour cartographier la 
spatialité comme enjeu diégétique et facteur générateur du récit même. 
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The spatial and cultural heterogeneity contained by fictional London invites 

a plethora of interpretations. Hence the importance of clearly delineating the corpus 
of the research, which represents the textual foundation for the future study. The 
journey of mapping the body of a fictional city entails a fusion of past and present 
findings, a palimpsest of empirical observations and conceptual conclusions in 
order to bring new insights. One may regard primary and secondary sources as the 
building blocks of the written project, which have to be carefully selected and 
combined in order to offer a solid and coherent structure to the analysis. In order to 
explore the means of handling the multiplicity of available sources and of 
understanding the relation between the primary corpus and the corpus of theoretical 
works, this paper addresses some of the criteria involved in the constitution and use 
of the corpus as well as the limitations which pertain to the selection of a suitable 
theoretical background. The observations are based on a doctoral research focused 
on spatiality and literary representations of London in recent British fiction. By 
deconstructing the spatial tapestries depicted in London fiction and embedding 
them in a spectrum of theoretical perspectives, the textual city unfolds itself 
provided analytical tools are used effectively. 

 The challenges involved in building this corpus are manifold. A 
problematic matter is the choice of primary sources. There has been a lot of fiction 
written about London throughout time, so there is the risk of choosing literary 
works which cover divergent conventions or contents. As Lehan remarks, “the city 
takes on the meaning of pure text, to be created by each individual and then read” 
(287). The narratives and the city thus write one another. From the works of 
Geoffrey Chaucer, Daniel Defoe and Charles Dickens to those of Virginia Woolf, 
Graham Swift and Peter Ackroyd, London has been envisioned, destroyed and 
rebuilt countless times. Depending on the historical period, the social milieu or the 



56 IJ
C

C
S

E
C

 V
o

lu
m

e 
7

, 
Is

su
e 

1
, 
2

0
1

8
 

political grievances covered, it has been portrayed in a wide range of ways – as a 
doomed plagued city or a paragon of industrial progress, as the city of high society 
or of the working classes and immigrants, as a product of hard work and capitalist 
rationality or a city governed by occult forces. In London: The Biography, Peter 
Ackroyd remarks that “London goes beyond any boundary or convention. It 
contains every wish or word ever spoken, every action or gesture ever made, every 
harsh or noble statement ever expressed. It is illimitable. It is Infinite London” 
(Ackroyd 778-9). Hence the difficulty in limiting the number of primary sources 
and the scope of the research.  

Despite the inherently heterogeneous nature of the novels, the theoretical 
foundations of the research should contribute to establishing an appropriate 
selection of them. The time span and the spatial limits covered by the narratives, 
the nationality of the authors, the date of publishing, the degree to which they 
centre on representing a specific cityscape are relevant criteria. The novels selected 
to be part of the corpus should deliberately be picked to serve the purpose of the 
research, namely, to display urban re-imaginings of London and the nature of its 
space in British literature. As it was alluded to before, the selected fictional works 
should relate to the theories included in the corpus since the concepts will 
ultimately be grounded in the formal considerations of the novels. For instance, the 
shaping of the urban milieu in the novels of Peter Ackroyd is inextricably linked to 
psychogeography

14
 since his writings epitomise the British resurgence of fictional 

urban wanderings. His presentation of the inner life of London is consistent with 
the psychogeographic focus on “the otherworldly sense of spirit of place, the 
unexpected insights and juxtapositions created by aimless drifting, the new ways of 
experiencing familiar surroundings” (Coverley 31). Thus urban narratives correlate 
with the interdisciplinary field of spatial studies, which provides a variety of 
approaches to examining the textual city. 

The literary London constructed across time through works of fiction is self-
referential. Not only are there connections between its various fictional 
representations, but the new meanings assigned to places through narratives also 
often reverberate in the actual factual world. When choosing the novels which will 
support and construct the architectural logic of the thesis, there are numerous 
potential examples of literary works worthy of being included in the analysis, 
precisely because of their interconnection. However, this variety of writings to 
choose from may not constitute a hindrance, but is, on the contrary, an opportunity. 
Conducting an analysis using novels which portray various perspectives and 
dimensions of a single location, in correlation with the previously outlined 
concepts, will provide new visions of the city. Choosing to focus on a particular 

                                                           
14

Psychogeography emerged from the Situationist International movement in France. The 

term was coined by Guy Debord in the 1955 article “Introduction à une critique de la 

géographie urbaine,” published in the journal Les Lèvres nues. Debord established a new 

group of artists called Letterist International, whose aim was to create alternative maps of 

Paris and record their derives (drifts) and détournements (reroutings). The revival of 

psychogeography occurred in British fiction through the portrayals of London in the 

writings of Iain Sinclair, Peter Ackroyd, Stewart Home and Will Self, among others. For 

further reading, see Solnit (2001), Coverley (2006), Plant (2006) and Knabb (2007). 
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area of London, such as the East End, narrows the range of primary sources. For 
example, to reference Peter Ackroyd once more, the criminal history and 
mythology surrounding Whitechapel is conjured in Hawksmoor (1985) as well as 
in Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem (1994). Moreover, both works are 
intertextually connected to Iain Sinclair‟s White Chappell, Scarlet Tracings (1987) 
and Alan Moore‟s From Hell (1989), two other literary works of contemporary 
psychogeography. This instance of an intertwined analysis may constitute a 
relevant method of tracing the dialogue between the factual and the fictional city. 
Therefore, the research should offer an analysis of the city in which space and its 
characteristics operate as a crucial axis for the novels and theories to be discussed. 

As for the corpus in question, the theoretical background belongs to spatial 

studies. Although the spatial turn was coined rather recently, in the context of 

globalization and postmodern critique, much has been written about the pre-

eminence of space in literature. The methodological approach should be limited 

only to a particular, well defined and delineated set of concepts and directions of 

analysis, which, in this case, touch upon the spatial turn, and should be applied 

afterwards to an established selection of literary texts. Of course, a variety of 

studies concerning the spatial turn, from the theories of Michel de Certeau to those 

of Edward Soja, are expected to constitute the foundation of the research. Indeed, 

in this respect the primary and secondary sources of the corpus become a common 

ground between the writer and the savvy readers who acknowledge a shared 

expertise in a particular field of research. The ideas derived from a corpus which is 

familiar to the readers should reinforce a mutual interest in and recognition of the 

specific body of knowledge. 

Moreover, more recent theories on mapping narrated spaces or exploring the 

relation between imaginary cities and their referents in real life should also be used 

in order to keep up with the rapid developments in the field and should be 

instrumental in formulating my approach. In addition, in the spirit of 

interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity which has governed recent research in 

humanities, connections between the main chosen area of study and other outlooks 

may assist a more comprehensive mapping of a literary urban milieu. For example, 

cartography issues may be addressed in relation to spatial politics, the dichotomy 

of space and time may also be discussed and literary landscapes may be perceived 

through the lens of environmental studies. When approaching the literary 

construction of a fictional city in the dissertation, my choice was to engage with the 

recent dialogue in the fields of urban literary studies and geocriticism while 

focusing on the less explored connotations assigned to urban topography in the 

context of the spatial reconfigurations undergone at the turn of the millennium. The 

recent urban and social transformations of the capital city, recorded and re-

envisioned in fiction, provide the subject matter of the research and generate the 

exploration of London‟s spatiality. 

The overall concern will not merely be on the city as a framework for the 

diegetic content because that would mean examining only the architectural surface 

of the body of the fictional city. That is, the city will not be examined as a simple 

setting for the narratives, but as a protagonist. In order to map fictional London, the 
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corpus will be built by answering a series of questions, for instance, how the 

literary space is constructed, why it is assembled in a particular manner and what 

its connotations are. In light of the transformations undergone by London under the 

influence of capitalism and ensuing globalisation, the aim is to trace the works of 

fiction which answer these questions regarding the nature of the city. The scope of 

the research can be narrowed by focusing on particular spatial aspects of 

refashioned London and revealing their pre-eminence in the development in the 

plot and overall architecture of the novels. Moreover, London is not a one-

dimensional protagonist, therefore spatial theory may be employed to deconstruct 

existing paradigms concerning the urban environment of London. Considering the 

disjointed fictional representations of areas of the metropolis, London may very 

well be perceived as “panoptic” or a “heterotopia” (Foucault), a “concept city” (de 

Certeau), a “non-place” (Augé), a “lieu de mémoire” (Nora), a “postmetropolis” or 

a “Thirdspace” (Soja), to name a few points of view. Reassigning the role of 

central protagonist to the city gives new meanings to textual topography and 

reinforces the cohesion of the research. 

Analysing theories, using critical sources and drawing conclusions represent 

other essential steps in the journey of building a corpus and mapping a literary city. 

An effective use of the corpus should imply surgeon-like cuts through the volumes 

of writings on space and literature. For instance, London in Peter Ackroyd‟s 

Hawksmoor (1985) acquires different meanings when examined from the 

perspective of the historical records of its ethos and spatial organization during the 

eighteenth century or from the standpoint of their impact on the present urban 

dynamic. Choosing between the secular and the mythical take on spatiality may 

also engender different directions of criticism and hence new maps of the 

metropolis. The more heterogeneous the analysed fictional urban maps are, the 

better the understanding of the urban experience. Each novel ought to be included 

in the dissertation insofar as it conveys a critique of London, the city-subject, 

through a series of representative practiced spaces and planned places. The primary 

sources used should grant new and different layers of interpretation to the city. In 

addition, engaging in a dialogue with the critical sources should indicate a 

thorough understanding of the multitude of trajectories of analysis concerning the 

urban space of London.  

Building the corpus of a dissertation is a journey, a process of establishing 

the theoretical foundations of the research which will make a contribution to the 

chosen field of study. The steps taken in this journey imply a search and reworking 

of an existing body of knowledge until an original perspective is reached. 

Throughout this process of choosing a corpus, there is a constant negotiation 

between the various spatial theories, novels and critical theory which may be 

employed to investigate the topic. In my research, this negotiation has involved a 

selection of concepts proper to contemporary spatial theory referring to urban 

spaces and existing literary criticism on London fiction which were afterwards 

layered with interpretations of the findings and personal reflections related to the 

factual transformations undergone by London at the turn of the millennium and 

their transposition in the fictional realm. Altogether, the journey of mapping the 
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body of a fictional city implies perceiving the literary text as a map of the city and 

deconstructing the city as a literary text.  
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