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Project Summary:

The project is based solely on Italo Calvino’s novel called “Invisible Cities”: architecture of content structure, text as quotations and visual content as documentation. One of the texts, “Cities and Memory 3”, played a triggering role and the city described in that text –Zaira– is at the center; all the narration flows in the surroundings of her. 3 cities, Ankara (where I was born), İstanbul (where I live) and London (where I want to live) are chosen, based on the different periods of my life and the depth of my experiences. These three cities are soaking up memories and are fed by the book, so a new city –Zaira– is formed by their “loss of boundary” in the mind. Calvino narrates one real city, Venice, in the whole book by dispelling her to imaginary ones; Calvino’s narrative process starts to flow again with this project realised by a reader as he wants to achieve. The openness and continuity of the book are proved by applying the method vice versa: like recreating the visuals from the text, the invisible cities are also turned into real ones. He has separated Venice to 55 texts so 55 imaginary cities are formed – but now, Zaira stores 3 real ones in her imaginary identity. “The City of Memories: Zaira” is a hypertext project: the structure is based on the book’s content table which tries to give an idea of non-linear reading to the reader. The aim is to rebuild the content in an equivalent medium that emphasizes its own non-linear dynamic nature which has been created supremely by Calvino.
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I. Introduction

Italo Calvino's Invisible Cities
 provides the backbone of the project, controls its tendencies, and supplies all textual content single-handedly. I have been introduced to the work through the workshop entitled "Reading the Readers", held at İstanbul Bilgi University during Spring 2003. The "Reading the Readers" group included graduate students at İstanbul Bilgi University like myself, and was coordinated by Feride Çiçekoğlu and directed by Esen Karol. The group shared the experiences of six faculty members of London College of Printing, who were engaged throughout April 2003 in a project entitled "6fromlondon: Reading the City of Signs: İstanbul."
 After "reading" İstanbul in juxtaposition with Invisible Cities, "6fromlondon" exhibited the works they produced at Istanbul Bilgi University. During this process the İstanbul group read the readers, evaluated their findings, and made suggestions on what kinds of works to produce in order to present this process. These suggestions inevitably centered on an "internet site" to make it easier for the London group to access the results. Despite the fact that the İstanbul group has not yet concluded its work, I felt encouraged by the potential of Calvino's Invisible Cities, and decided to continue on my own with a work derived from this project. 

A. Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities, and Hypertext

Italo Calvino is undoubtedly one of the most important writers of our times, and with Invisible Cities, which many critics hailed as the first book of the 21st century, he became a true pioneer, the harbinger of a new understanding of literature. Calvino succeeded in combining tradition and the future in a novel way, and in a totally new structure. Everything from the simplest story-telling tradition to the huge works by Michelangelo and Dante, from the Italian folk tales to post-modernist theory, finds its way into Calvino's work in an unprecedented combination. 

This was the burning passion of Italian literature that passed from Dante to Galileo: a work of literature that is the map of the world and knowledge; a literature, be it fictional, encyclopedic or imaginary, that always stems from physical knowledge - this passion was present in all Western literature, but it was far more dominant in Italian literature, setting it apart from all the others, making it difficult but unique nonetheless. The fact that this quality has been forgotten for the past few centuries has diminished the importance of Italian literature. I feel that the road I travel these days is taking me once again to that rich bed of Italian literature. (2002: 28)

For this reason there have been hundreds, even thousands of reviews and critiques of Calvino and Invisible Cities, his masterpiece according to many, and there have been hundreds of different readings of this work. Perhaps the one thing these interpretations and over-interpretations have in common is that the work is equidistant from all interpretations; and because of Calvino's revolutionary approach to place the reader at the center, every interpretation serves only to expand the borders of the field which the author aims to set up. Calvino himself expressed this aim:

In short, my aim, the only thing that I would wish to teach is a way of seeing, a way, that is, to be in the world. In essence, literature cannot teach anything else . (Ricci 2001: 3)
Calvino pursues this question of ways of seeing, from Our Ancestors trilogy to Palomar, which he regards as his autobiography.

Taken in this context, Invisible Cities emerges as a manifesto and a vast encyclopedia that brings together all the leitmotifs in Calvino's work. In the introduction to the book, its translator Işıl Saatçioğlu describes this as follows:

For Calvino the city, which has become the strongest metaphor of his art, is always with us like "a huge collective memory or an encyclopedia to be consulted" (Marabini: 182). (2002: 39)

Beginning with the two main characters of the novel, Marco Polo and Kubilay Khan
, almost everyone and everything is shaped according to possible ways of looking and seeing. In Franco Ricci's words:

As prototypical Marco Polos and Palomars their mission is to record the world in all its particulars, however idiosyncratic or farfetched this may seem. (2001: 38) These characters see the world and immediately words form in their eyes. (2001: 50)
They read the cities; they see and interpret events and stories in a different way each time, as if looking at them through a kaleidoscope; that is why Invisible Cities offers a sort of incomplete structure, which the reader will have really read only if she rewrites it. At this juncture it is necessary to elaborate on this matter of incompleteness a little more: the incompleteness of this work, which is certainly one of the most perfect conceptions of literary history, is the result of the relationship it forms with its reader. Invisible Cities can be both read as an "urban morphology" and can be regarded as carrying to the narrative field the trends Roland Barthes depicts in his book, The Empire of Signs:

"Reading is a matter of personal language. To read is to find meanings, and give them names; but these named meanings are carried over to other names; names call out to each other, fall into groups, and these groups in turn require a new name". (De Mallac: 98) To read is not to position one against another, against a text or against "I". Barthes, along with all contemporary authors, insists that "the 'I' who approaches the text is himself a multiplicity composed of other texts, or rather, of ciphers whose sources we have long lost" (De Mallac: 98)... "We have to step outside the ideology that turns the text into an object of consumption, and play the game of the text, because such a reading will reproduce the text in all its difference and multiplicity, thus taking it outside of its inner chronology" (De Mallac: 99)... "If we read a text for the second time, the reason for this is a game: the aim is to increase the signifiers, not to reach a final meaning." (Calvino 2001: 31).

What these approaches have in common is that they create a framework for their subject matter (the city, the tale, the narrative), make a list of all possibilities, and turn it over to the reader. A general classification of tales points to the structural patterns every tale more or less has to abide by, but this does not restrict in any way the writing and reading of tales; on the contrary, it clears the field for the reader and shows her how to reach what she really needs to see. Calvino, too, seems at first sight to have done this vis-a-vis the city - an incredible list of almost everything that can be written on cities, an infrastructure that is as scientific as a reading of urban history, and a kind of urban literature anthology. And yet, this does not make for a closed narrative; it rather provides the reader with an open work. Even though the author claims to have written about only a single city, Venice, he has actually written on the image of a "city." Here Calvino seems to be echoing Flaubert's famous words:

Anything becomes interesting if you look at it long enough. (Steegmuller ve Brookner 2001)
For Calvino, the city is just a subject like all the others; his real aim is to investigate the perception process of an image, and asks the reader to do this on her own. What makes Calvino a pioneering post-modern author is his very intricate relationship with the visual. He outlines this relationship by saying,

I have always used painting as a stimulus of personal renewal, as an ideal of free invention, always remaining the same while always doing something new. (Ricci 2001:13) 

His writing is interested in all instances where the written word comes into contact with the visual, and becomes something more than the analysis of this contact: he goes back and forth between these two fields as he questions the logic with which written and visual images operate. It is as if he uses literature to get at something else: a kind of middle-space or a combining-space. He usually resorts to using the visual, design, and science, brings their possibilities and problems together with literature, and juxtaposes these complex materials to reach a sort of interdisciplinary work. With this interdisciplinary structure, Invisible Cities has attracted the attention of innumerable commentators outside of literature, and has paved the road for the birth of numerous new works that take their inspiration from it. The sub and hypertextual qualities of Invisible Cities have been demonstrated, and these have been instrumental in making it possible for artists and designers from other fields to gain access to the work. 

B. The Hypertextuality of Invisible Cities
The hypertextuality of Invisible Cities is unquestionable: it constantly refers to itself, and provides its own commentary; the reader, therefore, has to exist both inside and outside the narrative. It calls on the reader to question the image of the city during the reading process, but also to question the work itself outside this process, while wandering in a city. Besides these comings and goings, the fact that the nonlinear structure of the work
 makes it possible for the reader to enter it at any point she likes, reiterates the hyper-textual format. The writer of Hamlet on the Holodeck: The Future of Narrative in Cyberspace
, Janet H. Murray
 speaks of Calvino as "Among those who have created the 20th century novels and films that expand the limits of linear narrative, he is a prophet, a harbinger of the future."
The most "correct" application of hyper-text, the place where Invisible Cities can come to life once again, is the digital/electronic medium. The network structures of digital/electronic media already provide their readers (users) the infrastructure that most effectively constructs the links demanded by the hyper-text. “What is unnatural in print becomes natural in the electronic medium and will soon no longer need 
saying at all, because it can be shown” (Bolter 1990: 143). Those who have wanted to use the existing potential of the work in other media have focused on its visual nature and the way it describes the city, coming up with projects that are supported by the text and are rich in images. Almost none of the works
 I have come across during my research succeeded in effectively employing the non-linear ordering of the contents of the work; one has to again turn to literature for that. "6fromlondon"
 have, like most graphic artists/designers, offered their own imagination history by using the city images of the work and by using Calvino's texts as points of departure and arrival, thereby failing to bring the whole of Invisible Cities face to face with its readership.

Why should Invisible Cities, with its undoubted "hyper-potential," not be able to do more than simply a city reading-narrating? Would it be possible to go beyond real city images with the multi-faceted city images it creates? Could it not accompany the reader on her way to another work, to which it sends her by virtue of being an open work? In addition to all these, could it not offer the multiplicity of a magnificent and "completed" work, by going between even more disciplines and becoming yet again a new "whole"? 

II. Theme

As mentioned in the project proposal, the initial temptation was to use the work as a point of departure, as a trigger; for this purpose, the text entitled "Cities and Memory 3" was chosen. The fact, however, that the source of material was the city, and that it was necessary to expand to three cities, brought with it a search for limitations. It became clear while processing the findings that further immersion into the work and non-linear navigation would allow me to build the new media project on a stronger foundation. "Cities and Memory 3" is still the trigger; Zaira is at the center and all narratives offer their visual nature to the visitors within Zaira's limits. 

In this way, three cities chosen for their reflection of urban experiences and observations of varying length and density -Ankara (where I was born and grew up), İstanbul (where I live), and London (where I'd like to live)- find life as a new city, nourished by the whole book. The process, by which Venice finds its meaning as Calvino distributes this single city among invisible cities, is re-activated by a reader. "The City of Memories: Zaira" is a project that reverses the method employed by the work to make use of its "open"ness and sustainability. Just as it turns Calvino's text once again into images, it projects his imaginary cities once again onto real ones. Calvino divided Venice into pieces and turned it into 55 texts, i.e., 55 imaginary cities; "Zaira" recreates three cities in one imaginary city and thus puts this reversal process into practice in yet another form. Just as Calvino created a general image of the city, which he derived from Venice and distributed among imaginary cities, so, too, does "Zaira" offer a "general" city by encompassing three cities and by virtue of its elastic structure. As Calvino puts it:  

Invisible cities are not the cities we know; they are imaginary cities. I've given them all women's names; and the book is made up of short sections. Each of these sections is to provide a hint for each city or for the concept of the city in general. (Calvino 2002: 9)

Zaira does not impart a clear image of itself in the eyes of the viewer; for better or for worse, it is like a dream. The three cities create Zaira, "the city of memories," with the help of personal memories gathered for a certain period of time; they have no qualms about being seen together, just as Zaira permeates the whole. What counts are the memories - they are unclear and confused; at times they overlap, and provide the mind with a subtext by referring to each other; a hyper-textual network keeps them alive. Every city has a fixed, accepted, familiar face; it also has a reflection in every mind, accompanied with memories. Cities exist with their pasts, and add on to their identities the small histories they share with individuals. Doesn't everyone quickly describe the icons, events, and movements of a city the have been to, only to elaborate the details that have truly marked their visit? A city lives as long as someone lives in it. That is why Zaira is the city of memories; it lives on memories and shares them with others.

III. Application Process of the Project

A. Basic Decisions

a. Main Structure and Navigation

As described in the Project Proposal, a multimedia project has been developed with the accompaniment of Invisible Cities. The hyper-textual structure of the work is at the core: the aim is to re-create the book, with its pages and often compulsorily linear progression, in a different medium where the necessary "arbitrariness" can be put to work. The CD presentation of the project is in English
.

A map has been created, fashioned after railway systems, and based on the structure of the work
 with nine sections and 55 headings. The 55 headings have been formed by combining 11 key words with the word "city" and repeating each of these 5 times (e.g., Cities and Memory, Thin Cities, Cities and Desire, Continuous Cities, etc.). In order to use intersections similar to ones seen in railway systems, 44 stations have been created in total, by using 11 couples of key words. The first and last of the nine sections have 10 key words, and the rest have five each, as it is in the book. In short, there are nine platforms that present 44 stations in a manner faithful to the order in the book. The lines going through these stations derive their names from the key word they belong to: Memory Line, Desire Line, Continuous Line, etc.. This is the reason why there are 11 lines in the system. Each station is accessible with quotes from the relevant text and multi-media mini-projects.

This structure has made it possible to completely break away from the necessarily linear structure of the book. The viewer can follow the text as if following the page numbers in the book, but can enter a new way of navigation by following the main lines or creating her own route with the help of the map.

b. Technical Structure

The virtual space that resembles a railway system has been built using HTML
. Macromedia Dreamweaver MX and some JavaScript codes have been used. The map was created on Macromedia Flash MX. The visual elements of the project are based primarily on personal digital photographs taken in cities, together with certain documents (such as passports, tickets, maps, newspaper clippings, TV recordings, etc.). Adobe Photoshop 7 has been used to work on all visual materials, and Macromedia Flash MX was used for animations. Visual materials come in four groups - fixed texts (7), fixed images (20), loop animation (9), and interactive animation (8). 

What has emerged is an internet site that is compatible with QuickTime and Flash Player, and is viewable with Internet Explorer 5 and above. Because the project is presented at this time in CD format, it occasionally fails to offer loading speeds suitable for the internet.

B. The Process of Reading the City
Three cities (Ankara, İstanbul, and London) have been documented for four months between November 2003 and March 2004. The aim was to gather images that could be regarded as interesting or as reflecting my personal history; these would then be used with the 55 texts of Invisible Cities. Unfortunately, however, it was impossible to obtain a linear progress with Calvino's "open work" - the process of reading could only be completed with repeatedly going back to the work itself and starting all over again. In other words, the texts converted into its own language the "interesting" things that emerged during the navigation of the city, and it acted as a stimulant with respect to decisions on about what to record.

Another key factor that had an impact on the process of reading the city was the bomb explosions in İstanbul on 20 November 2003. Taking place right at the beginning of the project and while I was in London, in the farthest of the cities, these moments led to a sadder, more sorrowful, and more negative approach to cities. Terrorist attacks have connected these three cities in a strange way. Besides "interesting" images, a number of "bad", "ugly", and "sad" images have also been recorded. Even the happiest-looking among them carry a certain degree of ironic subtext. This is why, besides combinations of two or three real city images, single and underlined images are occasionally also presented: the viewer is asked to actively read the subtexts.

IV. Conclusion

"The City of Memories: Zaira" attempts to question and use the way Calvino read the images of cities in Invisible Cities, and to challenge the practicality of the hyper-textual structure of the work. Even though the re-creation of imaginary cities by using real ones constitutes one of the main arteries of the project, the real problematic of the project is to bring to the forefront the non-linear structure of the work. This work, which is made up of pieces of texts, is presented to the reader in an arbitrary order, in order to make it possible for the reader to navigate a literary work independently of pages. 

The re-coupling of texts with images is secondary: no matter how general memories may seem, they take life from one's point of view when they become visual, they reflect the personal, and remove themselves from the others. The project aims to insinuate the general problems and unease it contains, but it also hopes to convey a sense of wholeness, a sense of a completed work.

"The City of Memories: Zaira," which began to take shape after "6fromlondon: Reading the city of Signs: İstanbul," is a project will never to be completed: hidden in it are the new memories and intervals it will eventually come to contain. Or, as Calvino has Marco Polo say:

Don't think that it is possible to give up searching for this city at the end of my journey, just because I tell you that it is devoid of continuity in space-time, sometimes more and sometimes less so. (Calvino 2002: 203)

Zaira may be lacking in continuity "for the time being," but this is not sufficient to stop searching for it. "The City of Memories: Zaira" is, just like Invisible Cities, an "open work," a prototype. 
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Istanbul . London: “Reading the City of Signs”
Six designers from the London College of Printing, led by Gérard Mermoz, will be working in Istanbul from 3rd to 16th April to collaborate with colleagues from Istanbul Bilgi University, on a project entitled ‘Reading the City of Signs: Istanbul: revealed or mystified.’ The project—Inspired by four propositions by Italian writer Italo Calvino, in his book Invisible Cities—is sponsored by the London Institute, Istanbul Bilgi University, the British Council in Istanbul and Platform.

In an age of Global Consumer Tourism, Calvinoís book is particularly relevant, as it invites us to distrust the masks through which a city presents itself to its potential visitors, as well as to its own citizens:

‘Your gaze scans the street as if they were written pages: the city says everything you must think, makes you repeat her discourse, and while you believe you are visiting X you are only recording the names with which she defines herself and all her parts’ (Cities and Signs 1).

The project will provide a challenge to both teams—outsiders and insiders—in their collaborative effort to produce discrete readings of the ‘City of Signs’, through a poetic and critical use of photography, sound, text, typography and interactive digital media.

Work in progress will be presented and discussed in the form of exhibitions, broadcasts, publications, seminars to which you are cordially invited.


� Based on: November 2002 edition by Yapı Kredi Yayınları. See: Bibliography 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.arts.ac.uk/research/cityofsigns" ��http://www.arts.ac.uk/research/cityofsigns�. Also see: Appendix-1


� Two main and the only characters of Invisible Cities.


� To see the content table of the book: Table-1


� See: Bibliography.


� Director of the Laboratory for Advanced Technology in the Humanities at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.


� Example: � HYPERLINK "http://kmi.open.ac.uk/people/yanna/invisible/" ��http://kmi.open.ac.uk/people/yanna/invisible/� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.arts.ac.uk/research/cityofsigns/Home.html" ��http://www.arts.ac.uk/research/cityofsigns/Home.html� 


� Based on: 1997 edition by Vintage. See: Bibliography.


� See: Table-1


� HyperText Markup Language.
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