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A Labyrinthine and Palimpsestic Cityscape: Revisionings of London in Iain Sinclait’ s
Recent Writings

Key Words: Iain Sinclair Contemporary London literature palimpsestic urban vis
ion

This project is the second part of atwo-year project on the contemporary London
writer lain Sinclair. A prominent writer amid the recent new school of fin-de-siecle (the
1990s) London literature that has arisen partly as aresponse to a flurry of neo-modernist
urban regeneration projectsin London in the 1980s by the Thatcherite government which
seeks to revitalize a conservative British identity, Sinclair is touted as “our greatest guide
to London”, and “the most distinctive voice among an array of lyricists-cum-satirists of
fin-de-siecle British life”. Using as his subject the spatial and literary density of London,
its palimpsestic nature and its tradition of centuries of incessant spatia and textual
reinscriptions, Sinclair’s London writings juggle with the past and present, fact and
fiction, aswell as with multiple story lines and polygeneric conventions, to present a
cityscape of heavy fragmentation, elusiveness as well as dynamics. Obsessed with
excavating the hidden, the lost or erased spatial and textual traces of London’s
labyrinthine, subterranean, sinister and, to him, more authentic cityscape, Sinclair seeks
to construct an oppositional space on the material and everyday level against the official
historical and spatial discourse of Thatcherite corporatism. Carrying on last year’s
concern with the crucial symbolic spatiality of London’s East End in Sinclair’s 1987
novel White Chappell, Scarlet Tracings, as well as with his mode of urban
psychogeography-- the significance of walking and stalking, this year’s project further
seeks to analyze two main threads in his 2003 work Lights Out for the Territory--



Sinclair’s oscillation between a modernist heritage and a postmodern urban ambience,
and the literary echoes and layers of traces and visions by previous London writers, that
arereflected in hiswork and leads to its palimpsestic nature.

Sinclair’s London writings demonstrate a keen awareness of a cityscape that has
come from arecent past of peerless modernity, a cityscape that is now steeped in alate
twentieth century, postmodern urban ambience. Acknowledging that the urban mentality
is primarily a modern mentality and that any representation of urban space isindebted to
the modernist discourse on urban modernity, Sinclair self-consciously seeks a departure
by claiming that his urban investigation is not that of a high-modernist flaneur but that of
astalker, bent on a purpose but without a target, zigzagging round and round for the
perpetual collection of infinite and ever expanding webs of clues. It isasif Sinclair’stext,
while instinctively rooting for the position of the flaneur and all the symbolic
endowments that come with it, is aso painfully aware of the many circumscriptions
compromising this position in the late twentieth century urban ambience. His Lights Out
for the Territory exists thusin a state of unresolved tension between the premeditated and
the spontaneous, a modernist worship of the redemptive power of walking/writingin
salvaging the repressed spatiality, as well as an overwhelming self-suspicion and sense of
failure, of fragmentation when faced with the ineffable and unwieldly dark energies of
the place. Hence the obsessed and blank accumulation of ever more clues which form an
ever expanding, labyrinthine web of endlessly deferring signifiers, and the zigzagging,
detouring walks, always starting other walks and ever avoiding resolution or goal.

The sense of giving onesdlf over, trance-like, to the dark energies of the city recalls
the De Quinceyian subject. Sinclair’s work is heavily saturated with the presence of
earlier London writers like De Quincey, Blake and Dickens, not just because of these
writers’ pioneering representation of alabyrinthine London spatiality, representations that
have prescribed the basic mode of perception and techniques of articulation that any
subsequent writings on the city are inevitably impacted on, but more importantly because
these writers’ response to the dark energies or evil of the place finds particular resonances
in Sinclair’s writing. De Quincey’s opiate-enhanced mythic vision, the Blakelan sense of
evil as dynamically necessary and productive, and the Dickensian obsession with the
grotesque and sinister all find echoesin Sinclair, contributing importantly to the
palimpsestic nature of his London writing. The project seeks to examine in detail whether
Sinclair’swork has re-imagined or affirmed itself anew, or preserved the always dynamic,
always flowing and creative nature of Blakeian vision of dark energies, or isinstead
guilty of a selective reduction that goes only for the opposite of what is conventionally
good and hence betrays itself as still very much bound, though in areverse way, by the
constraints of conventional moralism.
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