October 18 – 22, 2010
Visible Cities


The general idea is to investigate the changing nature of the culture of cities - such as Venice - today; in remembrance of what they once were and in recognition of the hold they have had and still have on the imagination. Structuring this endeavor is Italo Calvino’s masterpiece Invisible Cities. In this book the discussions between Venetian explorer Marco Polo and emperor Kublai Khan are related. Marco Polo tells the emperor who is physically unable to oversee his whole realm of the many diverse cities that he as an explorer has seen and in telling remembers. The cities are described in short chapters. In a way they all reflect aspects of the historical Venice Marco Polo has left behind when he started to explore the world; they are also open structures upon which themes are projected that interest the two men: such as the function of memory, the meaning of signs, the nature of change, and even the question of political justice. Invisible Cities is a book that can be interpreted in many ways. The working hypothesis of this project is that it embodies the kind of dialogue and encourages the kind of imagination that is characteristic of the tradition of Mirrors of Princes which from the late Middle Ages were used to let truth talk to power (Erasmus’ The education of a Christian Prince and Machiavelli’s The Prince being prime examples). Since Calvino’s work is so rich in interpretive possibilities, it lends itself well for an interdisciplinary exploration in which experts bring to bear the knowledge they have from various disciplines, such as narrative, history, tourism, cultural memory, political theory.

We will proceed as follows. Calvino organizes his tale in a thematic way. Cities are related to the following themes: 
· Cities and memory
· Cities and desire
· Cities and signs
· Thin cities
· Trading cities
· Cities and eyes
· Cities and names
· Cities and the dead
· Cities and the sky
· Continuous cities
· Hidden cities.

Each session of the seminar is devoted to one of these themes and one of the participants is then responsible for a presentation and discussion in that session. Each session begins with one of the cities that Calvino described under its heading. The presenter then selects a work of art (movie, photo, picture, poem, novel, et cetera) that can be understood as a response to the Calvino story for the present time. On the basis of this juxtaposition the analysis and discussion, making use of the disciplinary expertise of the presenter, then proceeds. At the end of the seminar we will thus have assembled a collection of works of art, related to the network of themes in Calvino’s treatise, and we will have started to provide our own interpretations, inventions, analyses, explanations, meditations on the selected theme.

During the seminar, we will also visit the city itself. We will explore in what ways Venice has been created as a work of art and in what ways this heritage is still effective. We will also visit the Architecture Biennale and study visions of city life exhibited there.

Participants: The participating researchers come from the universities of Tilburg, Amsterdam, Potchefstroom and Venice. Students and staff residing at VIU are welcome to enroll for the seminar as well (please notify the organizer by e-mail: W.J.Witteveen@uvt.nl). From Tilburg a number of liberal arts students that participate in the program on Art, perception and culture will attend as auditors.

Participating researchers: Odile Heynders (Comparative literature, Tilburg); Alkeline van Lenning (Cultural studies, Tilburg); Pieter Pekelharing (Philosophy, Amsterdam); Alwyn Roux (Literature, Potchefstroom); Luca Pes (History, VIU); David Rijser (Classics, Amsterdam); Willem Witteveen (Jurisprudence, Tilburg)

Program:

Monday October 18
Morning session (starting 9.30): Willem Witteveen – Introduction to the seminar; Calvino and the paradoxical city/Plato in Venice
Afternoon session: David Rijser – Venice as a work of art

Tuesday October 19
Morning session: Alkeline van Lenning – The governance of imagination/The dialogue between Marco Polo and Kublai Khan
Afternoon session: Visit to the Architecture Biennial Exhibition

Wednesday October 20
Morning session: Odile Heynders – Locality, periphery and the imaginary center/Reading Italo Calvino, William T. Vollmann and Walter Benjamin
Afternoon session: Alwyn Roux – Writing dead ends/Notes on Breyten Breytenbach’s letters to Nelson Mandela

Thursday October 21
Morning session: Luca Pes – Cities and Memory
Pieter Pekelharing – The culture of the market/Trading cities; 
Concluding remarks
Willem Witteveen – Prospects for the book project
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