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Reading the City: Memory and Place in Contemporary Fiction

Novels set in cities have long treated streets, buildings and public squares as more than

scenery. In Marisol Alvarez’s The Cartographer’s Daughter, the protagonist returns to a district

that has been renamed and rebuilt in her absence, and the narrator observes that she “could read

the old city only in the gaps the new one had failed to fill” (Alvarez 47). The remark captures the

novel’s central claim: memory is not stored in a place so much as reconstructed against it. This

essay argues that contemporary urban fiction uses the mismatch between a remembered city and a

present one to dramatize how personal history is revised every time it is recalled.

Critics have read this pattern as a response to the pace of redevelopment. Daniel Okafor,

surveying novels written in the decades after the war, argues that the genre’s maps are unreliable

on purpose:

The novel does not want its reader to find the street. It wants the reader to feel the street

slip, to notice that the name on the sign and the name in the mind no longer agree, and to

understand that the disagreement is where the story lives. (Okafor 118)

Okafor’s point explains why Alvarez withholds a map from her novel even though her protagonist

is a mapmaker by trade. A map would settle the question of where things are; the book is

interested in where things were, and in the reader’s growing suspicion that the two accounts cannot

be reconciled. The city becomes a record of revisions, and reading it is the work of the novel itself.
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