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Introduction 

 The purpose of this study is to explore different methods of how a city is 

represented as an archive. The study will explore the relationship between city and 

archive, and taking a look at different case studies on how organizations treat cities as 

archives. Methods of representing cities as archives include oral histories, artifacts, film, 

and mapping.  

Questions include: 

1. What is the relationship between city and archives? 

2. How do they use the archives to represent the city? 

3. What impact/benefits do archives have for the city? 

What is the relationship between city and archives? 

When people walk around the city or community, they only see what’s in front of 

them. If seeing a historic building, they would question the story behind it, and why it’s 

still standing today. Archives provide a base upon which history, memory, and 

recollection takes place, according to Rao (2009), and in this case, historic buildings 

represent the history, memory, and recollection of the city or community. Historic 

structures were adaptively reused as a way to keep the buildings in good condition and to 

keep the history alive. They hold memories of the building if the interior or exterior 

remained the same from the original design. For example, old factories in Philadelphia 

were reused today as apartment buildings or office buildings, and they reminded the 

people in Philadelphia the city use to be the “Workshop of the World”. 

Archivists think of archives as physical records and documents, but not a lot about 

archives as a physical place. When archivists think about archives and place, Bastian 
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(2014) thinks about the term “house of memory”, a 1991 term from Jean-Pierre Wallot, 

former president of the International Council on Archives. Archives are the holders to the 

keys to the collective memory, and memory is the treasure to the past that is held in 

archival institutions. Overall, archives can be defined as both physical and memory 

spaces, according to Wallot. Bastian didn’t mention anything about historic structures, 

but she only mentioned about where archives are located in. It’s all about how a physical 

space plays a role in holding historical records and documents. If archives were held in a 

historic building that either associates with the community or the building itself, then the 

physical building and archives bond together.   

 When people think of archives, they think about them as artifacts from the past. 

When combining city and archive together, it creates a different definition of how 

archives play a role in everyday cities. According to Roberts (2014) archives have close 

resemblance to archaeology: archaeologists make new discoveries by digging deep under 

the surface. Metaphorically, archaeologists unearth deep memory. Memory is the key 

word that motivates people into getting involved with archiving. When either from 

development or from a catastrophic event destroys a city, people living in those cities 

take action to bring them back to life. According to Bastian (2014) using tangible 

(monuments and artifacts) and intangible (oral history) objects broaden an understanding 

of cities and communities outside the documentary mainstream. This goes back to the 

comparison to archives and archaeology. Any form of tangible and intangible objects 

found at those destroyed sites, or from a former resident, would be used to tell a story of 

the site’s history.   
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 When walking around the city, it’s important to look around its surroundings, but 

there are things people don’t see in the city, or tend to ignore. To look deeper in the city, 

people need to be in tune in order to connect with the city. According to Sheringham and 

Wentworth (2016), they have to turn into ghosts and be anonymous, and let the city do 

the talking. They mentioned about Patrick Modiano who tried to figure out about the 

disappearance of a young Jewish girl in 1942, in Paris, in his 1997 work called “The 

Search Warrant.” While tracing her footsteps like a ghost, and he turned Paris into a 

palimpsest. As a ghost, Modiano observed the sights and sounds of Paris during Nazi 

occupation. His work was based on the girl’s missing person ad he found, and he decided 

to investigate her whereabouts. This is a great example of how people can take a look of 

the city’s history by looking through an artifact like the missing person ad Modiano 

found by being a ghost. Imaging a Jewish child in Nazi-occupied Paris is haunting, but 

it’s how people like Modiano can understand what it’s like for the Jewish child living in 

World War II.  

 After observing what each author’s perspectives on the relationship between city 

and archives, it’s clear on what they mean, but by putting their definitions together, the 

relationship between city and archives is about the person being in the city and started 

walking around to learn the city’s history, understanding its memory the city had before 

changes happened overtime. When walking in Philadelphia, people would run into 

historical buildings and they would imagine themselves traveling through time in that 

particular time period as ghosts that associates with those buildings. 

How do they use the archives to represent the city? 
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When a town is demolished, people take action in collecting any materials found 

at those demolished towns like maps, oral histories, family photos, and even street signs, 

and display them in a local museum. Cassidy (2012) said that having museums for local 

residents is beneficial because they can create their own version of their past through 

materials found from former residents from those demolished sites. People have the 

chance to tell their story of living in those demolished areas by mapping where their 

houses used to be, and explaining their stories through photographs and objects displayed 

through their perspectives. Having everyday artifacts displayed at a museum is a way to 

give visitors the opportunity to interact with those everyday artifacts to learn more about 

them: where they came from, why were they so important to the owner, what’s the story 

behind the artifacts, etc.   

Film from archives is an interesting way to represent the city. Film alone is not 

enough tell a city’s story. Architects, archivists, historians, etc. have to figure out how 

they can use film to tell a city’s story in a particular time period. An example to use 

archival films in different use is through mapping. Maps can be used to locate where 

those certain films are located. Archive films from different time periods can be 

combined on a map and displayed for visitors to navigate with. According to Hallam and 

Roberts (2011), using Geographic Information Systems (GIS) technology is useful 

because not only does it help map the spaces and places captured in archival film, but 

also capturing the relationship genre and location and observing the framing of different 

landmarks or iconic buildings in different moments in time. It’s interesting to look at 

different films in the same location because it gives people different perspectives from 

different time periods. Visitors would be more engaged with archival films than archival 
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photography because films are motion-pictured, and it’s easier for the viewer to 

understand what the place was like in that particular time period. Combining historical 

and technology make people’s engagement stronger in understand the relationship 

between city and archives. Maps locate collective memories within the populations and 

surroundings that create them, according to Bastian (2014). Film and oral history are 

similar where the source came from is real and alive. People can imagine being in their 

shoes and they would develop different senses like sight, smell, taste, and feel.  

 It’s important to think about why people use archives to represent the city. It’s 

either because a city or community is destroyed, or because they needed a place to store 

their archives in. In rural communities, it might be difficult to connect with the people 

through historical records or documents. They would have to work with what they have. 

People are moving out of rural communities, and it leads to those communities fading in 

memory. According to Beel et al. (2017), a need for archives, museums and historical 

societies is necessary to preserve the history and memory of the community. It all 

depends on the setting, but in this case, there has to be more than just tangible and 

intangible objects. Using digital archives and social media is a method used for resilient 

communities. With technology developing in rural communities, it makes the community 

stronger and makes people be more engaged with their community with the resources 

they have to present.   

 Technology plays a role in archives and it gives people the opportunity to interact 

with it. Koramaz (2018) thought using innovative technologies like database and 

multimedia to narrate history holds greater significance when representing architecture, 

urban planning and design. Architectural drawings and photographs can be combined 
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together to create a narrative of the city. They can even be animated through digital 

media. Their methods to display their exhibits share a similar method called 

“psychogeography,” which describes architects and urban planners and designers’ 

experience in the city by “drifting.” It’s very similar to Patrick Modiano’s experience in 

Paris trying to find traces of the missing Jewish girl, except Modiano was inspired by a 

missing person ad. Architects and urban planners and designers used historical maps and 

photographs to digitally combine them to represent the evolution of the city.  

What impact/benefits do archives have for the city? 

Archives tell a story about a place. People looking through any form of archive 

can learn about where they came from, and how they are so significant to the community. 

If someone who wants to track down his/her ancestors, it would be like doing 

archaeology work to dig into their family roots. Beel et al. (2017) said that looking 

through a document about the past relative is not enough. Having the person go to the 

place where his/her ancestors lived brings insight of where they came from, making them 

physically connect with their family roots along with the place their ancestors grew up in. 

Archive collections don’t have to be located in a museum. They can be located 

everywhere in a city like monuments, memorials, and landscapes. According to Bastian 

(2014), they are effective in broadening an understanding of those communities that are 

outside the historical spectrum. Tamborrino (2012) used the example of Haussmann from 

the 19th century who transformed Pairs through urban planning. Haussmann wanted to 

keep the memory of the old Paris by taking over the Hotel Carnavalet to turn it into the 

city museum for Paris. It relates to Cassidy (2012)’s research about the Re-Tracing 

Salford project when a demolished town is remembered through a local museum.  
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The use of technology plays a huge part in representing the city through digital 

archives. Tamborrino (2012) explained that the museum of Turin (MuseoTorino) used the 

same concept of how museums and archives collect, manage, and disseminate 

information, and turning it into technology form. Physical objects transform into digital 

objects. Museums like MuseoTorino are thinking about changing the way traditional 

museums and archives operate. Cassidy (2012) and Tamborrino (2012) state that using 

websites to display archive collection to bring more engagement and interaction, and it 

would lead them into coming to see those archives in person. If exhibiting the evolution 

of the city through architecture, using different types of media helps communicate with 

visitors about the city’s evolution, according to Koramaz (2018). Philadelphia’s map was 

originally a gridlock pattern, and later on, the city’s map transformed overtime with 

major changes like the Ben Franklin Parkway. It’s the same situation for Haussmann’s 

Paris revival. People want to know how much the city had changed, and one method is to 

overlap historical maps, and animate them chronologically as a way for viewers to 

understand.  

Conclusion 

Archives are everywhere, and they can be in any form. Archives’ relationship 

with the city is an interesting combination because no many people knew exactly what 

their relationship is defined as. But, combining all of the authors’ ideas about what 

relationship archives have with the city, it all comes together to one word: memory. 

Memory is what makes people think about the past, either by walking through the city, or 

through an exhibit. Methods used to show the relationship between city and archives can 

be either physical or technical, depending what the topic is. When someone looks at an 
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object or a picture, they would imagine themselves transported to a different time period, 

or even in recent years, thinking where they when this event happened. In terms of 

representation through architecture, it gives visitors a look at the evolution of the city, 

and it makes visitors think about what the city’s future holds. The city holds something 

important for everyone, and it gives people the opportunity to look around and see what 

they find. If people want to hold a museum about the city or a community, then they have 

to think about how they can use technology to engage viewers.  
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