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E Memory and time 
in the process of rewriting the existing


 
Rosalba Belibani: rosalba.belibani@uniroma1.it


Sapienza Università di Roma, Italy


ABSTRACT


Regeneration interventions of parts of the city where the new integrates or replaces the pre-existing structures, has little consideration 
and frequently disregard for the closely interconnected memory of places and the time factor. In reconstruction the project confronts 
itself with the pre-existence, the previous identity of the place for the recovery of material and immaterial heritage. 
It happens that the new project, bearer of an autonomous language, has a fast use, an immediate time. The new project overwrites the 
present and in re-attributing a value to the places does not consider the times of use, affection now stratified and the role of memory. Space 
is known in its identity, while contemporary intervention with respect to the consolidated has a weak time factor: a temporal displacement. 
The identity of the revisited, assimilated or redesigned project does not belong only to the artefact, but to the relations with the context 
in its broader meaning, in which ‘the one who lives the space’ emotionally recognizes the place as such, and establishes the relations 
as his own with the context. 
The many interpretations on how to explore space in architecture, which allowed us to consolidate the correlation between space and 
architecture, derive from the immediacy with which architecture is expressed as a ‘spatial thing’. Husserl1 conceives space as it was 
already defined by Plato in the Timaeus, that is, as having a nature that is neither intelligible nor sensitive, and that only can be known 
by ‘reasoning’, and we can also say from a ‘feeling’.
Space does not manifest, it does not become phenomenal; there is no specific life of space, rather it is constituted together with things, 
together with the memory we have or that recurs in that particular space. Therefore, a reflection on the role of these factors in the 
relationship between theoretical thought and architectural design becomes necessary. 
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First of all, it is necessary to clarify the term rewriting and the concepts of memory and time, savory ingredients of the 
relationship that is established with architecture and the resulting dynamics of the design action.


The process of rewriting the existing 


The rewriting intervention, be it regeneration or urban transformation, today appears to be the solution to many problems 
of the contemporary city, which inevitably has to deal with an immense heritage of abandoned places inherited from the 
modern city. One of the aspects to be explored about interventions on the existing in the contemporary city is terminological 
and semantic. We have urban ‘transformation’ on one side and urban ‘regeneration’ on the other. Both refer to operations 
aimed at modifying a part of the city, however there are nuances that differentiate the two terms that must be underlined.
“Urban regeneration involves the process of remaking places. In this process, regeneration initiatives are planned to 
improve the physical conditions of places, increase economic growth and environmental sustainability, in order to 
facilitate better social life for people (Roberts and Sykes, 2000)” 2.
Regeneration always involves a certain degree of modification - and therefore transformation - of the existing.  However, 
in a more specific way a regeneration process assumes a greater responsibility towards the space that must be modified or 
the physical context. The best regeneration project assumes a greater awareness of the ‘immaterial’ pre-existence of places, 
or the stratified system of relationships and memories, individual and collective, which within the urban space are not only 
deposited on architectural artefacts but belong to the entire perception of the context, of the space and who also shaped it. 
“In parallel with Relph, Tuan (1977) argued that places were essentially ‘centers of meaning constructed out of lived 
experience’ that through time would be perceived as significant to the lives of the people”3.
In fact, almost always the result of a regeneration project is compared with the pre-existing one and takes into account the 
use and purpose of the area, the artifact object of the redevelopment project. Almost always the regeneration includes the 
need for a stratification of the architectural material and its validation (Fig. 1). 
The simple urban ‘transformation’ often does not manifest this attention but does not even foresee it. In fact, the strategy 
of the transformation project sometimes completely changes the face, the history of the place and the care of its cultural 
significance does not belong to it. Therefore, given this premise, regenerating an urban space is a much more delicate 
operation to accomplish. Moreover, the guarantee of an expected sustainability of the regeneration project is not the only 
complete recipe for many evils, since being concerned with energy, climatic and material factors, it cannot and must not 
underestimate the environmental ones. In fact, the other non-delayable reflection concerns the way in which the rewrite 
project is reabsorbed by the urban context and the time needed for this to happen. Also, for memory and affection we 
speak of a life cycle of the project that we could define emotionally.
Unlike urban transformation, regeneration works with the environmental, cultural and emotional data of places in the 
same way it works with the spatial, physical data of the city that it must modify.
The regeneration project, in fact, implies the need to transform and give new life to what has already been built previously. 
Urban transformation, included in the frame of regeneration, is not a modification that can go in any direction, since the 
evaluation of the pre-existing space and the feelings associated with it should have a fundamental relevance so as to 
constitute a guide for the process of regeneration. Regenerating could translate, in an affectively sustainable operation, as 
a transformation operation without alteration, or a modification of the status quo but without corruption of the substance 
of the places represented by the feelings and relationships between inhabitants and urban places. There are examples of 
quality interventions where the need to regenerate the aesthetics of the landscape and the recover the symbols of the past 
have favored a new sustainable production function for the territory in the interest of the citizens (Fig. 2).
Unfortunately, urban regeneration, in general, has been neglected by the meaning of places following an intervention 
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Fig. 1 
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logic with indifferent language, whose nonsense is found in globalization (Aleya, 2012), that generates standardized 
and inauthentic urban landscapes. The meaning of the placelessness has been well described by Relph (1976) as ‘an 
environment without significant places and the underlying attitude which does not acknowledge the significance in places.’ 
The contemporary urban project must deal with the question of the regeneration of its spaces because the consequences 
that the modern city has left as a legacy, with its planning oriented towards functionalism and standardization, has shown 
over time its weakness in the capacity for flexibility. In fact, attributing to an urban place a specific function and a 
particular role with respect to the more general urban complex, has meant that with the cessation of that function (due 
to changing needs or otherwise) the same urban place linked to that function has undergone abandonment. This scenario 
threatens the quality of public spaces in the city (Oktay, 2011). 


Memory


To understand the complexity of what gives some places their identity, a careful reading of the spatial, historical and social 
context that constitutes the place itself is required. In this context, among the many intangible factors that contribute to 
attributing meaning and identity to the place, we are keen to highlight memory (Fig. 3).
Memory is a feeling that molds itself, consolidates itself in space and has strong characteristics of permanence, unlike 
time which is by its very nature ‘impermanent’. Places take shape and color with memory; they can lose them but draw 
strength from them. The memory of a place, in fact, does not fail with the cancellation of the characters of the place, but 
following its demolition, it suffers only a trauma. The removal of the spatial features that built the place does not erase 
its memory. And here’s the paradox: the memory of the place remains without reality; we can live a memory of the place 
without a place. The only weakness of memory is its temporal transience that does not survive without stratification.
In the material and immaterial recovery of the heritage and in its reconstruction, the transformation project is a tool for 
comparison with a previously acquired identity of the place, with the pre-existence. In re-assigning value to places, it is 
difficult to keep the layered life and usage times frozen. The new project with autonomous languages and liquid times must 
have the vocation to take this into account. To intervene by regenerating is a difficult operation with respect to the memory 
and the primary process of foundation of the context and it is an operation of great strategic and political sensitivity. While 
the pre-existing space is known in its identity, the contemporary intervention compared to the consolidated presents a 
temporal displacement, a weak time factor. In fact, the places produced by contemporaneity are impermanent and in 
constant transformation and therefore can hardly be imagined as places where you can have time to stratify experiences 
and relationships and therefore memories that can one day constitute images to be recovered with the mind and body.
It is difficult to imagine them as future places of memory. In this sense, the future memory of places could become a much 
more individual and less collective fact.


Time


Empirically demonstrated that time is the fourth dimension of space4, architecture has also experienced a space no longer 
finished, but changing and experiential, overcoming Euclidean geometry and Cartesian coordinates.
Juhani Pallasmaa, architect and phenomenologist, writes: “The incredible acceleration of speed during the last century 
has collapsed time into the flat screen of the present, upon which the simultaneity of the world is projected. As time loses 
its duration, and its echo in the primordial past, man loses his sense of self as a historical being, and is threatened by the 
‘terror of time’. Architecture emancipates us from the embrace of the present and allows us to experience the slow, healing 
flow of time. […] matter, space and time fuse into one singular elemental experience, the sense of being”5.
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The reflection on the relationship between time and space does not focus on the formal and aesthetic dimension of which 
space is substantiated, but is articulated on the ways in which architecture shapes time to guarantee its permanence of 
meaning. The contemporary city develops on other paradigms than the modern city. Born with globalization, its most 
intrinsic character is that of being mobile, ‘kinetic’ as the Indian architect and urban planner Rahul Mehrotra defines it. 
Being kinematic implies that the contemporary metropolis is affected by a constant regeneration in progress. In fact, we 
could say that it is not a city that transforms itself because its existence and its present is ‘being in change’.
Compared to the modern city, therefore, the contemporary metropolis has a profoundly different relationship with Time. 
The modern reasoned about the ‘before’ and ‘after’, the contemporary is eternal present, which only forcibly reckons 
with the before and after. In this sense, contemporaneity has renegotiated the sense of urban memory, both collective and 
individual. In fact, if memory necessarily relates to the ability to recover what resides in the past in the present, living 
the city in the present means no longer being stimulated to travel this psychic journey between past, present and future.
The speed of the transformation processes of the contemporary city condensed in an instant what in the city of the 
past, consolidated, expressed in a temporality that had an extensive character. Urban transformation manifested itself 
as a stratification process that over time allowed the sedimentation of new spatial forms with the meaning that citizens 
attributed to it (Fig. 4). Today, the reduction of the extensive dimension of time, which becomes instantaneous, prevents 
the recognition of sedimentation or superimposition of the spatial construction by citizens.
These often face the outcome of the process only in the end, almost taken aback they are no longer driven to operate a 
recognition of space, a mechanism proper to a founding process of the urban dimension, but are forced to accept it which 
it is the result of an imposing approach to the production of urban space.
“The concept of time is interrelated with other concepts such as: experience, motion, human actions and consciousness 
and also space. For this reason, attempts are made to integrate the element of time into the understanding of designers and 
architects, in respect of analyzing the social processes involved in the making of space and place”6.


Conclusion


Therefore, considering a principle of displacement or continuity means analyzing the results of a process that is on one 
hand immediate and on the other resilient. If architecture is a civil process, it is society that self-determines, builds a place 
and identifies itself in it, the process of reconnaissance of space will take time. In the interaction with this, relationships, 
assessments, feelings will be established, provided that there will be time to do it. It follows that the true identity of the 
project is therefore also subjective and declines locally and temporally. After all, the architectural project is the temporal 
scan of a set of factors returned to our memory, even when this is not strictly connected with reality, but simply evoked.
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ENDNOTES


1 Husserl E. (2000), Libro dello Spazio, Guerini e Associati, Milan, p. 23
2 Kaçar A. Duygu, Time perception in relation to architectural space, Proceedings of the 2nd Scottish Conference for Postgraduate 


Researchers of the Built and Natural Environment (PRoBE) 16-17 November 2005, Glasgow Caledonian University
3 Ujang N. and Zakariya K. (2015), The Notion of Place, Place Meaning and Identity in Urban Regeneration, Asian Conference on 


Environment-Behaviour Studies, Environmental Settings in the Era of Urban Regeneration, Chung-Ang University, Seoul, S. 
Korea, 25-27 August 2014 Ujang, Norsidah & Zakariya, Khalilah. (2015). The Notion of Place, Place Meaning and Identity in 
Urban Regeneration, Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences. 170. 709-717. 10.1016/j.sbspro.2015.01.073.


4 Einstein’s theory of relativity (1905), confirmed by multiple experimental results, has defined that in nature space and time are part 
of a single representative concept.


5 Pallasmaa J. (1996), The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses, Wiley, London. 
6 Kaçar A. Duygu, Op. Cit.
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