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Architectural Memory between Representation and
Practice: Rethinking Pierre Nora’s Les lieux de mémoire

MONICA JUNEJA

1 Jan Assmann, Das kulturelle Gedächtnis: Schrift, Erinnerung und politische Iden -
ti tät in frühen Hochkulturen (Munich, 1999), 15–48; Aleida Assmann, Erin ne -
rungsräume: Formen und Wandlungen des kulturellen Gedächtnisses (Munich,
1999), 408–13. Two studies of the Partition of the Indian subcontinent that
have deployed the term in this sense are Urvashi Butalia, The Other Side of
Silence: Voices from the Partition of India (New Delhi, 1998); and Gyanendra
Pandey, Remembering Partition: Violence, Nationalism and History in India (Cam -
bridge, 2001). 

Having witnessed the inflationary use of the terms ‘memory’ and
‘collective memory’ in a proliferation of writings across disciplines
during recent years, many of us may share a growing discomfort
about the lack of agreement over what these terms stand for. It might
be useful, therefore, to begin by identifying two important senses in
which the notion of memory has been fruitfully used in historical
writing to signify the ways in which people recompose the past
through remembrance. Memory, or the act of remembering, has been
drawn upon, first, to analyse the agency of those people reconstruct-
ing a past they have actually experienced and survived, a past often
centred on traumatic events such as the two world wars, the
Holocaust, or the Partition of the Indian subcontinent. Prolific Ger -
man-language research on the subject has rendered this sense of the
concept as kommunikatives Gedächtnis.1 This is distinct from another
level of signification where memory, or the process of memorializing,
denotes the ways in which successive generations of people are held
to share common representations—kollektives/kulturelles Gedächt nis—
of the past that have been canonized by a range of places, media, and
practices: museums; intellectual production; emblems; heritage sites;
commemorative festivals; and individuals, real and mythical. The list
of these is endless, as the essays contained in the seven volumes of



Pierre Nora’s Les lieux de mémoire, published in French between 1984
and 1992, amply illustrate.

Nation, Memory, History: Les lieux de mémoire

A collaborative project of encyclopaedic scope, Les lieux de mémoire
was published in three parts—La République, La Nation, and Les
France—which add up to seven volumes.2 Framing this enterprise
characterized by enormous diversity of content and authorship are
the sections written by Nora himself: the Introduction to the series;3
the transitional passages which connect the different volumes; and
the final epilogue.4 Although this effort cannot be said to impart to
the collection an ideological uniformity, it does furnish the project
with a general thesis that postulates the nation as a fixed canon, a
focal point of agreement, and an important emotional anchor for the
French people through history. Nora’s aim, expressed in his intro-
ductory essay, was to write a history of France through the medium
of its memories. His point of departure is the present, marked by a fin
de siècle mood, which causes him to observe that the discursive per-
vasiveness of memory in the culture of contemporary France is a
symptom of its rapid disappearance as a component of everyday life
and experience. ‘We speak so much of memory because there is so lit-

12

MONICA JUNEJA

2 Pierre Nora (ed.), Les lieux de mémoire, i. La République; ii. La Nation (in 3
vols.); iii Les France (in 3 vols.) (Paris, 1984–92). The first English trans. of this
collection selected 46 of the original 132 articles, and was published by
Columbia University Press in 3 vols. as Realms of Memory: Rethinking the
French Past, ed. Lawrence D. Kritzman, trans. Arthur Goldhammer, i.
Conflicts and Divisions; ii. Traditions; iii. Symbols (New York, 1996–8). Further
articles are now available in English in an edition published by Chicago
University Press as Rethinking France: Les lieux de mémoire, ed. David P.
Jordan, trans. Mary Seidman Trouille, i. The State; ii. Space (Chicago, 2001–6).
3 Pierre Nora, ‘Entre Mémoire et Histoire: La problématique des lieux’, in id.
(ed.), Les lieux de mémoire, i. pp. xvii–xlii. An English trans. by Marc
Roudebush appeared as ‘Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de
Mémoire’, Representations, 26 (Spring 1989), Special Issue of Memory and
Counter-Memory, ed. Natalie Z. Davis and Randolph Starn, 7–24.
4 ‘L’ère de la commémoration’, in Nora (ed.), Les lieux de mémoire, iii. 3. 977–
1,012.



tle left of it.’5 This striking and frequently cited statement in Nora’s
introduction underpins the distinction he makes between societies he
labels ‘modern’, which insist on preserving memory through external
signs, and those of the pre-modern world, where memory inhabited
the daily universe of the people, mediated as it was through customs,
rituals, traditions, and a host of social practices on the one hand, and
through ‘space, gesture, image and object’ on the other.6 History be -
comes necessary, Nora avers, when people no longer live in memory
but become conscious of the ‘pastness of the past’ and draw upon
written documents to recall it. Modernity needed to create archives,
museums, memorials, and anniversaries because ‘spontaneous collec-
tive memory’ has ceased to function.7 Or, as Nora puts it, lieux de
mémoire come into being when milieux de mémoire disappear.8

Indeed, the famous phrase les lieux de mémoire entered the French
language through Nora’s opus. Regarded for a long time as untrans-
latable, it has now been rendered in English as ‘sites of memory’, or
in German research as Erinnerungsorte. A lieu de mémoire, according to
Nora, is ‘any significant entity, be it material or non-material in
nature, which human will or the work of time has rendered into a
symbolic element of the memorial heritage of any community’.9 A
lieu is thus a vestige, an outer shell from which living tradition has
departed, an externalized location of what was once an internalized,
social, collective memory.10 The essays in the collection, authored by
a galaxy of prominent French historians, fan out in many directions
to present a range of lieux that make up the bedrock of a communi-
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5 ‘On ne parle tant de mémoire que parce qu’il n’y en a plus’, ibid. p. xvii. All
trans. from the French, unless otherwise specified, are mine. 
6 ‘l’espace, le geste, l’image et l’objet’, ibid. p. xix.
7 Ibid. p. xxiv.
8 Ibid. p. xvii.
9 ‘tout unité significative, d’ordre matériel ou idéel, dont la volonté des
hommes ou le travail du temps a fait un élément symbolique du patrimoine
mémorial d’une quelconque communauté’, Nora (ed.), Les lieux de mémoire,
iii. 1. 20. This definition has also found a place in Le Grand Robert, see Nora,
‘L’ère’, ibid. iii. 3. 1,004.
10 In the Introduction to the series dating from 1984 Nora compared such ves-
tiges to ‘shells on the shore when the sea of living memory has receded’ (‘ces
coquilles sur le rivage quand se retire la mer de la mémoire vivante’), Nora,
‘Entre Mémoire et Histoire’, p. xxiv. 



ty’s symbolic repertoire: symbols and monuments; institutions and
concepts; heritage and historiography; honorific dates; books; locali-
ties; landscapes; and religious minorities. Across this enormous
material and ideational diversity, most of the contributors to these
volumes set out to identify in the sites they study a common memo-
rializing function, which serves to establish them as locations where
contrasting interests and positions find a common ground. Nora and
the bulk of the authors who contribute to the seven volumes seem to
imply that culture has the power to bring together private and col-
lective, republican and monarchical conceptions of the past and pres-
ent, an assumption which leads them to idealize these sites as pos-
sessing the ability to give cohesion to the project of the nation. While
polyphonie and polysemie are key terms that recur in Nora’s framing
texts, a lieu de mémoire in the vast majority of the case studies of this
collection has the potential harmoniously to combine multiple voices
with a sense of solidarity. Conflict, when it makes its appearance in
the work, is about ways of identifying with the nation rather than
about the nation per se. While two sites representing ‘counter-mem-
ory’—the Vendée, a region associated with the counter-revolution,
and the Mur des Fédérés, where defenders of the Paris Commune
were massacred—have been examined, the binary thus created ends
up reconstituting a quasi-consensual canon pre mised on a symbiosis
of nation and community.11

Nora’s magisterial project has often been situated within the
stream of an histoire des mentalités, espoused by historians of the
Annales tradition, many eminent practitioners of which have con-
tributed to this collection. A quick look at the subjects that make up
the contents of these volumes does indeed suggest an affinity with
the concerns of the histoire des mentalités—rituals, symbols, festivals,
songs, flags, geography, landscapes, and public monuments—and
yet what distinguishes the lieux de mémoires project is that the vast
majority of its essays focus on what could loosely be termed institu-
tions of the state, which Nora calls ‘laboratories’ in which memory is
and was created. Indeed, an underlying assumption common to most

14

MONICA JUNEJA

11 Jean-Clément Martin, ‘La Vendée, région-mémoire’ and Madeleine
Rebérioux, ‘Le mur des Fédérés’, both under the rubric Contre-Mémoire, in
Nora (ed.), Les lieux de mémoire, i. 595–617 and 619–49.



is the indissociability of the state and the nation.12 The teleological
drift that marks a number of contributions has given rise to some of
the most articulate critiques of this project. Several of its studies take
for granted the existence of a fully formed French nation and ‘nation-
al consciousness’ dating as far back as the Middle Ages, a mémoire
draped in monarchical robes and enacted through timeless rituals.13

There have been other grounds for criticism. Not only is the con-
cept of the French nation as a powerful emotional anchor and unify-
ing force assumed to be eternal and given but, more seriously, the
agency of France’s long colonial history—the territories and popula-
tions of its vast overseas empire—in shaping collective memories and
constituting national identity has been elided.14 For example, part of
the celebratory project of the nation is the homage paid to war
heroes, which merely draws attention to the amnesia that marks the
treatment of colonial armies.15 Postcolonial immigration—a follow-
up of the colonial past—has meant a more diverse and contentious
population inhabiting the Hexagon, and the ensuing backlash of the
right-wing Front National has served only to bring these fault-lines
to centre stage. The decline of French national sovereignty in the
wake of advancing European integration, and the economic and cul-
tural workings of globalization are all factors which in Nora’s eyes
make up the ‘crisis’ of the present and cast their shadow over this
enterprise. It is no surprise, then, that Nora takes as his starting point
the historical eclipse of France as a nation-mémoire (‘memory nation’),
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12 A few important exceptions which offer a more differentiated view are
Maurice Agulhon, ‘Paris: La traversée d’est en ouest’, ibid. iii. 3. 868–909;
Mona Ozouf, ‘Le Panthéon’, ibid. i. 139–66; Jacques Revel, ‘La cour’, ibid. iii.
2. 128–93; Philippe Joutard, ‘Le musée du Désert’, ibid. iii. 1. 531–59.
13 See Steven Englund, ‘The Ghost of Nation Past’, Journal of Modern History,
64/2 (1992), 299–320, esp. 312–14 for trenchant critiques of the articles, all
dealing with the Middle Ages, by Bernard Guenée, Colette Beaune, and
Jacques Le Goff. 
14 For an engagement with Nora’s oeuvre from the perspective of a postcolo-
nial subject, see Hue-Tam Ho Tai, ‘Remembered Realms: Pierre Nora and
French National Memory’, American Historical Review, 106/3 (2001), 906–22.
Nora’s project excludes a discussion not only of the role of French imperial
possessions, but also of issues of gender and what the author of this review
terms ‘internal colonization’. 
15 Discussed by Brigitte Reinwald in this volume. 



for he establishes a direct relationship between the proliferation of
‘patrimonial’ sites of memory and a multiplication of conflictual
social identities. Yet the enterprise hinges on a paradox. On the one
hand, the fragmentation of the present, dealt with in the third book
Les France (here the plural qualifying definite article has been inten-
tionally used to convey internal heterogeneity) infuses the entire oeu-
vre with an implicit sense of pessimism in the face of a world slipping
away, giving it its elegiac tone. At the same time Nora maintains that
despite its dwindling force, in an age when society rather than the
nation-state has become the lynchpin of social organization, the
memory of the nation continues to play a cohering role in the larger
polity. Identifying these socially and culturally binding mechanisms
of national memories is the central task taken on by the mammoth
enterprise.

Monuments and Memory

There is much in Nora’s collection to interest the historian of archi-
tecture, and it is on this dimension that my article will focus more
closely. Material vestiges of the past in the form of monumental
architecture were perceived by Nora as visible anchors for memory
owing above all to the symbolic meaning that reposes in them. This
understanding crystallized as the project advanced: in his epilogue to
Les France, published in 1992, Nora insists that the heuristic value of
the notion of a lieu lay in viewing it as ‘a symbolic instrument rather
than a physical site’.16 While the wide-ranging themes encompassed
in the collection include the study of sites whose concrete physicali-
ty cannot be overlooked, the relationship between architecture and
memory that comes to dominate the work in its totality is that of
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16 In the introductory essay ‘Entre Mémoire et Histoire’ of 1984 Nora identi-
fies the constituent elements of a lieu as the material, symbolic, and func-
tional, and goes on to insist that an object, a place, or an institution ‘n’est lieu
de mémoire que si l’imagination l’investait d’un aura symbolique’, ibid. pp.
xxxiv–xxxv. While a number of studies in the collection interweave the three
aspects mentioned by Nora in their study of a given site, Nora’s own posi-
tion over the years works towards sharpening the distinction between the
physical and symbolic dimensions of a lieu and to declare the latter criterion
as exclusive of the others, Nora, ’L’ère’, ibid. iii. 3. 1,006.



monumental architecture as a vestige, a form from which everyday
experience has been evacuated. This is expressed in the distinction
Nora makes between lieux and milieux de mémoire, to which I will
return in the course of this article, and which comes to be memorial-
ized as a component of national patrimony in the project he directed.
The French word patrimoine does, indeed, carry a powerful charge:
Nora ascribes to a mémoire patrimoine the important function of infus-
ing in French public life a ‘renewed sensibility of national singulari-
ty’.17 The article by André Chastel dedicated to the notion of patri-
mony mirrors this reverential view, blandly equating the idea of her-
itage with the elites of a nation who embody enlightened, secular,
good taste.18 All in all, the state plays a key role in fixing sites as her-
itage, beginning with the institutions created for this purpose by the
First Republic during the revolutionary years, when the educated
elites tried to protect important ecclesiastical and aristocratic sites,
which they judged to be of artistic value, from the ‘vandalism’ fuelled
by anti-clerical and anti-aristocratic sentiments.19 Arguments such as
these are pregnant with the weight of ideology, though the term is
carefully avoided, tarnished as it is, in the eyes of most of the con-
tributors to this project, by its overt Marxist hues.20 In its place we
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17 Ibid.
18 André Chastel, ‘La notion de patrimoine’, in Nora (ed.), Les lieux de
mémoire, ii. 2. 405–50. The author’s judgmental tone which scorns the ‘medi-
ocrity’ of the issues involved in the major debate on laicity in 1905, when
Church and state came to be officially separated, comes as a jolt. Chastel dis-
misses the discussion as one that stemmed from popular ignorance and
‘incapacity of the faithful’ to conceive of the sanctuaries and wealth of the
Church as national heritage (p. 433). Even more astonishing is the arrogant
connection Chastel makes between the superiority of Western culture which
qualifies as patrimony while the inferior ‘apparatus of traditions and cus-
toms’ of ‘third-world nations’ would not, in his eyes, sustain their represen-
tatives’ claims to this hallowed label for their monuments! In his view the
UNESCO initiative to identify world heritage sites has had the unfortunate
effect of confusing the idea of a ‘bien culturel’ (cultural property) with the
more elevated notion of a ‘bien patrimonial’ (heritage) (p. 445). 
19 Ibid. 411. 
20 One of the important lieux de mémoire, where the nation was perceived as
being embedded in the institution of the early modern state, was the palace
and garden complex at Versailles. The ostentatious architecture and ceremo-
nial displays enacted in its spaces are read as overwhelmingly affirming its



encounter with repetitive frequency a nebulous imaginaire, more suit-
ed to transmitting the inclusive, harmonious, and consensual notion
of patrimony that envelops the notion of heritage. 

In our discussion of heritage, memory, and practices of memori-
alizing, it is important to distinguish between different understand-
ings of memory, especially in the way Nora conceptualizes the notion
as opposed to its earlier semantic genealogy in the writings of the
sociologist Maurice Halbwachs and the art historian Aby Warburg.
In his introductory essay, ‘Histoire et mémoire’, Nora refers to
Halbwachs’s understanding of memory as ‘the continuous, unmedi-
ated, and unconscious experience of the remembering subject’
(whether an individual or a group),21 and goes on to postulate that
such a notion of memory no longer exists in France or any other mod-
ern society. What we refer to today as memory, he continues, is ‘not
really memory but already history’. In other words, memory is a dis-
course of the second degree, recreated through critical methods
applied by professional historians, a ‘memory transformed by histo-
ry’.22 What gets elided in this easy and slippery equation is the rela-
tionship between the different discursive levels, the inevitable
processes of selection and negotiation involved while the historian
effects the transition from one level to the other. Which memories of
the ‘remembering subject’ do historians choose to fix and canonize as
history when they delve into the past and create a discourse which,
according to Nora, is meant to respond to the emotional needs of fel-
low citizens?23 While Nora and the authors of this collection
acknowledge, in differing degrees, the disputed, fragmented nature
of memories, the history that has been written in this collaborative
project overwhelmingly canonizes, with a handful of exceptions, just
one kind of memory by fixing it into the frame of the national. The
potentially conflictual ‘needs of fellow citizens’ that constitute
national identity, the lack of focus on competing interests—between
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unitary collective vocation. See Edouard Pommier, ‘Versailles, l’image du
souverain’ and Hélène Himelfarb, ‘Versailles, fonctions et légende’, both in
Nora (ed.), Les lieux de mémoire, ii. 2. 193–234 and 235–92.
21 Cited in Englund, ‘The Ghost of Nation Past’, 305.
22 ‘La mémoire saisie par l’histoire’, Nora, ‘Entre Mémoire et Histoire’, p.
xxvi. 
23 Ibid. pp. xxix–xxx.



the local and the national, between ethnic, religious, social, and a host
of other factors (Halbwachs referred to these as ‘social frames’, les
cadres sociaux, of memory), all of which have erupted in societies,
often with particular virulence over issues of monumental and other
kinds of heritage—are conspicuous by their absence in this grand
design. 

In addition to the processes involved in the construction of histo-
ry/memory, the question of reception and proliferation of significa-
tions is equally important. Here the work of Warburg is useful in
drawing our attention to the pitfalls of assuming that representations
of memory-as-history can speak for themselves. Reacting to the belief
in the autonomy of aesthetic values common to art history, Warburg
underlined the importance of the social mediation of images, of con-
necting artistic representation with other component elements of the
society in which it is produced and circulates—politics, custom, sym-
bols, and social practice.24 The focus on the modalities of transmis-
sion of representations that engendered a plurality of meanings was
developed subsequently in the writings of Roger Chartier and Louis
Marin: the analyses of the latter, in particular, perceptively drove a
wedge between the persuasive power of ideologies and the possibil-
ities of their refusal.25 These insights are vital to the study of memo-
ry in general, which is far from a transparent and unified expression
of the social and political values of a society. In the case of architec-
tural memory they sensitize us to the plural and mobile qualities of
such memories, as they repeatedly enter into fresh relationships with
the users of built structures, creating a field where their meanings can
interact, overlap, and clash. 

One more insight that goes back to Halbwachs and which has in
recent years stimulated fertile thinking among anthropologists of
space and place is the suggestive reference to the mnemonic power
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24 Carlo Ginzburg, ‘Kunst und soziales Gedächtnis: Die Warburg-Tradition’,
in id., Spurensicherungen: Über verborgene Geschichte, Kunst und soziales Ge -
dächt nis (Munich, 1988), 149–233, at 156–7. 
25 Roger Chartier, Au bord de la falaise: l’histoire entre certitudes et inquiétitude
(Paris, 1998); id. ’Pouvoirs et limites de la représentation: Sur l’oeuvre de
Louis Marin’, Annales: Histoire, Sciences Sociales (Mar.–Apr. 1994), 407–18;
Louis Marin, De la représentation (Paris, 1994). For a fuller discussion see
Monica Juneja (ed.), Architecture in Medieval India: Forms, Contexts, Histories
(New Delhi, 2001), 61–3.



of space. Halbwachs argued that individuals and groups employ
spatial references to help them remember, and that by remembering,
the group marks the space that it inhabits.26 Space—and by extension
place—thus become a component of the social framing that makes
memory collective. Places are like a text which is comprehensible
within a group, a text whose meaning is perhaps constantly reinter-
preted and adjusted, but betrays little or no trace of this and therefore
feels ‘timeless’ to its readers.27 These dimensions are of vital rele-
vance to the study of how architectural memory is constituted, trans-
mitted, pluralized, and contested, and will be elaborated in the case
study that follows. 

Constituting Heritage: The Medieval Complex at Mehrauli

The subject of this study is an architectural complex in Mehrauli, on
the southern fringes of the city of Delhi, dating to the end of the
eleventh century, when it was constructed by the earliest Turkish
Sultans of Delhi. In 1993 UNESCO declared the complex a world her-
itage site. During the twelfth century this cluster of buildings had
formed the locus of a new political capital. It consisted of a Friday
mosque—a place for community prayer but also a space for a num-
ber of other political and social transactions—a madrasa, the tombs of
royalty and saints, and a 72.5-metre tall tapering minaret, the Qutb
Minar, that imparted a special visibility and symbolic substance to
the site (see Fig. 2.1). At one level this complex of structures could
lend itself to the kind of scrutiny envisaged by Nora and others.28 A
modern-day tourist attraction, it acts as a reminder of the glorious
past of a young nation that has managed to outlive and overcome the
more recent memories of colonial subjection. A ‘memorializing’ of the
remains of Mehrauli and other pre-colonial buildings, comparable in
intent to the efforts of Viollet-le-duc to restore the patrimony of France
in the nineteenth century, was carried out by colonial projects in early
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26 Maurice Halbwachs, ‘La mémoire collective et l’espace’, in id., La mémoire
collective (2nd edn.; Paris, 1968) 130–67, at 133. 
27 Ibid. 138–40.
28 e.g. André Fermigier, ‘Mérimée et l’Inspection des monuments his-
toriques’, or Bruno Foucart, ‘Viollet-le-Duc et la restauration’, both in Nora
(ed.), Les lieux de mémoire, ii. 2. 593–611 and 612–49.



Figure 2.1. Qutb Minar and complex.
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twentieth-century India. As in France, these projects and surveys
were led by a new class of professionals comprising archaeologists,
conservationists, and historians of architecture. However, writing the
history of these projects to recover and conserve monumental her-
itage on the Indian subcontinent proves to be a more complex under-
taking than the studies in Nora’s collection suggest. For one, it is a
history that spans both the colony and the metropole, and is therefore
entangled with debates and publics common to both. Among the
issues which impinge on this history are the content and formative
processes of an emerging art history canon in Europe, discussions of
race germane to the young discipline of anthropology that author-
ized European elites to classify the populations of the non-European
world, and the compiling of universal histories and genealogies of
world civilizations—all aspects I have researched and discussed in
detail elsewhere.29 The larger methodological questions involved in
this study, however, do raise doubts about the explanatory value of
a paradigm that seeks to investigate and elucidate cultural practice
exclusively from within, ignoring the constitutive potential of entan-
glement.

At stake in all nineteenth- and twentieth-century projects to con-
stitute ‘heritage’ was the task of creating a language of expertise, a
professional authority that came to stand for modernity. On the
Indian subcontinent these programmes of conservation and survey
created a language and a field of scholarship in which monumental
architecture was described and classified according to modern func-
tional and stylistic typologies. Buildings were now singled out and
the status of ‘heritage’ was conferred on them. They thus constituted
a repository of a historical past that would otherwise be lost to a peo-
ple ‘without a sense of history’. Colonial texts reconfigured these
sites as privileged structures which could transmit a historical mem-
ory: this memory could be read from the formalistic aspects of the
buildings that flowed from the disciplinary canons of art history.
Artistic components of monumental vestiges were described in terms
of a mixture of what were labelled as ‘Indo-Saracenic’ and ‘Hindu’
styles of architecture. This mixture could then serve as an external
expression and metonym for the history of the Indian subcontinent,
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29 Juneja (ed.), Architecture in Medieval India, 7–35.



marked as it was held to be by invasions, subjugations, and what was
termed a ‘racial mix’ of peoples and cultures.30

Another set of narratives, this time cast in a nationalist frame, took
as their premise the colonial canonization of pre-colonial buildings as
heritage, and proceeded to endow these with a similar memorializ-
ing value after they had purged them of the crassest forms of colonial
stereotyping, such as expressions of racial or climatic determinism.
Monumental architecture was now read as embodying the memory
of the exemplary cultural and technological achievements of Indian
civilization before it had been subjected to the humiliating experience
of colonial rule. The search for memories became inextricably linked
with securing the roots of an embryonic nation. Here, too, stylistic
features of the buildings, described in terms such as a ‘natural’ or
‘harmonious blending of Hindu and Muslim’, came to function as a
mimetic device to denote a pre-colonial Arcadia.31

The emergence of such ‘professional’ discourses was not, and can
rarely be, a tension-free process, for it cannot unfold without engag-
ing with a plethora of earlier significations and memories that sedi-
mented from local quotidian use, custom, religious beliefs, and prac-
tices of communities whose access to these structures was not routed
through the authority of modern discplines of archaeology, conser-
vation, or art history. Yet one misses engagement with the processu-
ality of canonization in the studies of similar subjects collected by
Nora and his colleagues. What forms of hegemonization were
involved as historical monuments in nineteenth-century France were
made to embody a narrative of national unity and identity? How did
such projects work to evacuate monuments of their specific local or
regional, historical, or religious associations, of residual meanings
that lay beyond the bounds of scientific language? What forms of
contestation, assimilation, appropriation, destruction, or coexistence
of older and newer histories and memories ensue? How are these
constantly negotiated by the different actors involved in the process
of casting a monument as patrimony?32
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30 Ibid.
31 Ibid.
32 A fascinating study by Richard Wittman analyses an eighteenth-century
French manuscript—an artefact that would meet Nora’s criteria defining a
lieu de mémoire—plotted by its author as a fictional dialogue about the cathe-



The insight that memories can constantly be reformulated and can
also become a site of contestation and ideological battles should not
come as a surprise to the historian. Overlaid with the forms of memo-
rializing described above, in postcolonial India the Mehrauli build-
ings came to be cast as a site of more virulent memories. A Persian
inscription on the entrance to the mosque records that it was con-
structed after ‘destroying’ a cluster of twenty-seven temples on the
same site. The presence of richly sculpted blocks of stone that were
re-used to construct the mosque’s columns is cited as evidence that
fanatical Muslim conquerors pillaged Hindu sacred sites.33 The erec-
tion of the Mehrauli mosque is singled out to mark an originary
moment for the ensuing centuries of conflict between communities
that ended in the trauma of territorial partition. Indeed, this and
other structures of its kind have been ascribed a key function in keep-
ing alive the memory of the new nation’s traumatic birth.34 Such con-
flicts over signification arising out of a proliferation of readings, and
born out of the existence of ‘multi-temporal heterogeneities’35 within
a given historical moment makes Nora’s sharp distinction between
lieux and milieux de mémoire, between societies of the past and present
questionable. Sites are both saturated with memory and work to pro-
liferate memories, lieux and milieux coexist and are made to reinforce
each other. Recollection is a construction of the present, sustained by
a dialectic of remembering and obliterating from remembrance that
harnesses the past to serve the present. In the specific instance of the
Qutb mosque, the ‘pastness of the past’ is reinvented in order to keep
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dral in Amiens. Wittman’s reading of this rich source skilfully teases out the
conflicting understandings, experiences, and responses emanating from dif-
ferent locations to trace the roots of some of the broader patterns followed by
modern hegemonic discourses on monuments. See Richard Wittman, ‘Local
Memory and National Aesthetics: Jean Pagès’s Early-Eighteenth-Century
Description of the “Incomparable“ Cathedral of Amiens’, in Robert S. Nelson
and Margaret Olin (eds.), Monuments and Memory, Made and Unmade
(Chicago, 2003), 259–79.
33 Discussed in Juneja (ed.), Architecture in Medieval India, 75–7.
34 Sunil Kumar, ‘Qutb and Modern Memory’, in Suvir Kaul (ed.), The
Partitions of Memory: The Afterlife of the Division of India (New Delhi, 2001), 142.
35 The term was coined by Nestor García Canclini, cited in Keith Moxey,
‘Disciplines of the Visual: Art History, Visual Studies and Globalization’,
Genre, 36 (Fall/Winter, 2003), 443. 



the past alive. History and memory are made to connect, to recycle
each other, to produce and reproduce violent struggles.36 The set of
claims and counter-claims made around these monuments are all
informed by the purpose of resurrecting memories that would
cement a particular version of the past. Each one of these versions of
memory—the colonial, nationalist, and postcolonial—strives for can-
onization as ‘collective memory’ without, however, finding a com-
mon basis. What Nora assumes to be a ‘unified national conscious-
ness’ or a ‘permanence of French identity’ may simply be the ability
of certain representations of the past to carve out a hegemonic posi-
tion.

Up to this point, what I have described as processes of memorial-
izing could be investigated and grasped within the frame set by
Nora, even while questioning the overly harmonious blend of nation-
al identity and collective memory that his collection proffers. My arti-
cle, however, argues for the need to go beyond identifying such
national representations and the conflicts surrounding them, and to
explore the plurality of memories that were produced in the inter-
stices of social experience and the textures of everyday life within a
society as they unfolded within the built environment. I am unhappy
with the distinction Nora makes when he insists that the primary
significance, or qualifying factor defining a lieu, is symbolic or com-
memorative rather than physical, spatial, or functional. The mnemon-
ic power of space and place, so important to a historian of architec-
ture, means that space, structure, iconic form, and function of build-
ings, all of which intersect in usage and social practice, become an
important trigger for memory. Recent studies in sociology and
anthropology have looked closely at the mutually constitutive rela-
tionship between space and the agency of those using it: space is sub-
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36 In contemporary India the conflict over the ‘desecration’ and re-appropri-
ation of sacred sites erupted over the issue of the Babri mosque at Ayodhya,
destroyed in December 1992 by activists of the Hindu Right, who claim that
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which stood on the site that was originally the birthplace of the god Rama.
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Tapati Guha-Thakurta, ‘Archaeology and the Monument: On Two Con -
tentious Sites of Faith and History’, in ead., Monuments, Objects, Histories:
Institutions of Art in Colonial and Postcolonial India (New Delhi, 2004), 268–303.



ject to repeated construction through the agency of actors. Social
exchanges, images, and the daily use of material settings and memo-
ries transform space and give it meaning.37 To take a cue from
Halbwachs, if individuals or groups resort to spatial or visual refer-
ence points to help them remember, then it is by remembering that
individuals, coming together as a group in public spaces and build-
ings, bring to these spaces and places images, gestures, and actions
that make up social experience. These then move beyond the domain
of individual memory to become what Jay Winter and Emmanuel
Sivan have in another context described as ‘collective remember-
ing’.38

From the perspectives outlined above I would like to explore the
Mehrauli cluster of historical buildings belonging to Delhi’s pre-colo-
nial past as a space of social experience—not simply the heroic deeds
of individuals, but the experience of groups and communities—in
order to recover the memories that were created and transported
through the lived relationships between buildings and their many
users through different phases of history, and which did not always
coincide with forms of ‘commemoration’ imposed from above. To
undertake such an analysis means to address the problem of where
to look for traces of evanescent memory, which are often not con-
served in the archival records that form the basis of most historical
writing. Archival research of this sort is, indeed, the scholarly scaf-
folding of most of the studies in the project led by Nora. What ques-
tions does one ask of architectural vestiges of the past? What are the
dilemmas facing the historian seeking to transform these remains
into ‘evidence’ for a history of multiple, at times overlapping and at
times discordant, social memories? I shall here attempt to open up
the functional, spatial, and symbolic language of the architecture I
analyse in order to recover some of the ways in which memories—of
conquest and consolidation, of the formation of communities, of the
fixing and crossing of social boundaries—were transmitted through
these buildings over centuries. 
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37 Martina Löw, Raumsoziologie (Frankfurt am Main, 2001); Setha M. Low and
Denise Lawrence-Zúñiga (eds.), The Anthropology of Space and Place: Locating
Culture (Oxford, 2003). 
38 Jay M. Winter and Emmanuel Sivan, ‘Setting the Framework’, in eid.
(eds.), War and Remembrance in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge, 1999), on
spatial memory 37–8. 



Figure 2.2. Plan of the first mosque at Medina, AD 624.

39 For a plan, see Robert Hillenbrand, Islamic Art and Architecture (London,
1999), 15. 
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Space, Practice, and Social Memories

The first building that was constructed immediately after the military
victory of the Turkish armies over the Rajput kingdom of Delhi was
the masjid-i jama, the public mosque where Friday prayers were held.
The qibla liwan or main prayer hall of the mosque, oriented towards
Mecca, was built to follow the Arab prototype or hypostyle plan, that
is, a hall whose roof is carried by columns and pillars set in parallel
alignment with the walls. The origins of this form go back to the visu-
al memory of Islam’s first mosque, the house of the Prophet in
Medina, which had an inner courtyard with two shaded areas, creat-
ed by a thatched roof held up by rows of palm trunks (see Fig. 2.2).39

Thus a visual form was created that soon became a sacred memory.
The courtyard of the Prophet’s house was more than a simple space
for prayer; it was here that all significant decisions were made and
the newly born Muslim community’s activities took place. The mem-
ory of becoming a community that had fixed itself onto a stable space
was transmitted onto the collective memory of subsequent genera-
tions by the emergence and diffusion of the hypostyle form, through
its crystallization as tradition. This form that both kept alive the ear-
liest individual memories and transformed them into collective



remembrance was adopted by a large number of public mosques
with ceremonial functions in Egypt, Tunisia, Syria, and Spain.40 That
the earliest monumental mosque in Delhi relocated this memory to
an Indian setting was a significant symbolic act associated with the
inception of the Delhi Sultanate, for the form, which was now canon-
ized through unbroken remembering and had become a component
of social framing, effectively made the Turkish Sultanate of Delhi one
more link in the chain of references that held together sites over a
vast geographical area within the symbolic framework of a world
empire. Delhi’s first Friday mosque set a precedent which was
repeated by Friday mosques erected across the Indian subcontinent
in the following centuries.

The argument I am making for an association of physical site,
space, and architectural memory as embedded in a social setting can
be developed in two directions: first, by taking a closer look at the
historical dimensions of collective memory and shifting our focus
from representation to practice. This involves asking what kinds of
memories the place and space evoked, and for whom, and whether a
single built structure could lend itself to a synchronic proliferation of
multiple rememberings shaped by the social heterogeneity of its
users. In a second step it will be useful to explore memory as a
process rather than an unchanging essence expressive of the ‘perma-
nence of identity’. In other words, it will necessitate viewing the
ways in which architectural memory, while being transmitted, was
also constantly being recreated in response to new needs, percep-
tions, and practices.

Who were the communities and groups using the Mehrauli
mosque, and what did its structures and spatial arrangements mean
to them? To begin with, the coming into being of Delhi’s masjid-i jama
evoked a pattern of conquest and symbolic appropriation of an alien
territory which had precedents in the history of Islam’s expansion in
Arabia, North Africa, and southern Europe.41 Elite groups expressed
their victory over a conquered land through immediate visual acts
and forms that recalled similar victories elsewhere: the immediate
seizure of the centres of power and the conversion of the indigenous
population’s sacred sites into places of worship for the new commu-
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40 Oleg Grabar, The Formation of Islamic Art (New Haven, 1987), ch. 5. 
41 Ibid. ch. 3. 



nity. In Delhi, the Chauhan ruler’s capital city was taken and the
main temples pulled down. As soon as possible, a masjid-i jama, the
chief congregational mosque of the capital, was built, where the
Khutba, a genealogical chart of rulers, was read proclaiming the new
ruler, and coins were struck in his name. The memory of successful
conquest was kept alive by the epigraph on the mosque’s portal cited
earlier, which proclaimed victory over the land of unbelievers and
the erection of the mosque on the site of the temples. The epigraph
was rendered in the medium of an extremely difficult and complex
naskhi script, accessible only to a handful of highly literate members
of the orthodox ulama and nobility. Indeed, this militant assertion of
victory made a discursive statement that was to become part of col-
lective remembering and a political resource for certain sections of
the ruling warrior elites.

However, the public mosque’s large range of functions, both
sacred and worldly, meant that its spaces were used by a multiplici-
ty of publics to whom culture was accessible mainly through oral and
visual media. We therefore need to shift our attention to the semiotics
of its architecture and location. At one level, the mosque is conceived
of as part of a larger whole, represented by Islam with its sacred cen-
tre at Mecca. However, unlike in a Christian church, the sacred cen-
tre is not inside the edifice but outside it. This centricity determines
the orientation of every mosque in the Islamic world and of every
devout Muslim at the time of prayer, making it a physical reminder
of belonging to a larger community transcending political frontiers.
At another level, the congregational mosque was conceived of as a
closed unit at the time of prayer, a refuge from the outside world
within which class antagonisms, dissidence, rivalries, and differences
dissolve through the constitution of a homogeneous community held
together by shared obligations, piety, and brotherhood. The horizon-
tal axis of a mosque and the lateral organization of space within its
interior sought to generate the experience of solidarity within an
undifferentiated congregation. Characteristic of the hypostyle model
of the mosque, which kept alive the memory of the first Muslim com-
munity, was its ability to fragment space in a repetitive manner,
thereby creating identical units which seemed to stretch into infinity,
de-emphasizing any single unit of space which may draw attention
to its uniqueness. Accompanying this was an epigraphic programme
quite distinct from that of the portal. The inscriptions on the interior
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screen of the mosque bear a selection of verses from the Qur’an
which stress the importance of adherence to the tenets of the faith,
piety in everyday life, and of moral conduct and brotherhood among
Muslims.42 This structure and epigraphic programme was designed
to cement the relationship of an egalitarian brotherhood defined by
submission and conformity to Islam and so, by its very definition, by
excluding those outside that structure at the given moment of com-
munity prayer. In twelfth-century Delhi this ‘community’ of
Muslims, present within the enclosed space of the Friday mosque,
was indeed marked by deep-seated social and ethnic differences. It
was made up of a minority of Turkish noblemen and their slaves, and
also included migrants from Afghanistan, Sind, and Khurasan. The
largest number of ‘Indian Muslims’, however, were lower caste
Hindu converts to Islam. To address all these groups collectively as a
community of Muslims meant to overlay their memories of different
pasts with a common vocabulary reiterating the bonds and duties
common to all Muslims.

The iconic programme of the mosque presents a different set of
possibilities. The sculpted temple stone blocks, which were held
together by techniques of dovetailing rather than cementing, were
taken apart without destroying their motifs and then reassembled to
form the pillars of the hypostyle hall. The result is unexpected and
unusual: a sacred space of Islam alive with the rich visual vocabulary
of Hindu and Jain art forms. Rows and rows of pillars receding into
the spatial depths of the congregational hall, the riwaq (see Fig. 2.3),
resonate with the plasticity of the sculpted motifs that cover their sur-
faces—the kalasa (water pot) and the lotus (see Fig. 2.4), carved ceil-
ings with figures drawn from Hindu mythology, and a panel on the
north wall portraying scenes from the birth of the infant Krishna.43 In
short, the visual experience of this space, with its trabeate principles
of construction and awkwardly shallow domed interiors was far
removed from the memory and associations of a prayer space creat-
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42 Anthony Welch, ‘Qur’an and Tomb: The Religious Epigraphs of Two Early
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Figure 2.3. Qutb mosque, riwaq.

Figure 2.4. Qutb mosque, pillar detail.
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ed in accordance with arcuate principles of construction generally
associated with a traditionally ‘Islamic’ aesthetic outside the Indian
subcontinent. To the large group of lower caste Hindus newly con-
verted to Islam, however, this iconic vocabulary embodied a power-
ful memory of those sacred spaces from which Hindu ritual practice
debarred communities labelled ‘outcastes’. Access to ritual status
was one of the mainsprings behind the conversion of low caste
Hindus.44 Conversion to Islam did not necessarily result in the dis-
carding of older cultural practices.45 The memory of their own exclu-
sion and yearning, which can be recovered from devotional literature
of the time, now triggered by access and belonging to a new sacred
space resonant with familiar forms, meant that memory could func-
tion as an important resource in the constitution of a new sense of self
and in the forging of new bonds.

Then there is the question of the associations of place, space, and
memory that related to those users of the masjid who did not belong
to the Muslim community. As well as being a place for community
prayer on Fridays, the mosque was a site for meeting and transacting
business between mercantile groups and their customers. Equally
important were its political functions, as a place where the Khutba
was read and legitimacy accorded to the ruling Sultan, and the site
where protests were voiced, disputes adjudicated, and conspiracies
hatched. Located in the heart of the city, the mosque and the bazaar
just beyond it, formed two poles of urban life. The spaces of the
masjid were where many encounters took place and many transac-
tions were effected between social groups—and all of them were part
of the process by which an empire and an urban fabric came into
being.46 Many of these must still remain open questions, calling for
more detailed investigation and the search for new sources. What we
need is the creation of a new archive to allow us to write the history
of architectural and social memory.
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Figure 2.5. Qutb Minar, detail of surface pattern.

47 Both of these minarets had been erected some years earlier to commemo-
rate victories. The minaret at Jam built by Sultan Muhammad of Ghur in 1190
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Let us take one last look at the complex in order briefly to chart
the trajectory of the changing memories that it generated. A good
example would be the ways in which these accumulated around the
impressive Qutb Minar (see Fig. 2.1 and Fig. 2.5). The Minar, con-
structed in the twelfth century as the most visible commemorative
sign of a new power and a new civilization, was modelled on prece-
dents in Ghazni and Jam, whose memories it sought to evoke and
transplant to the soil of Delhi.47 This was part of the political agenda



of one of the Turkish factions controlling Delhi, involved in a strug-
gle for suzerainty with two rival factions. Popular memories long
associated the Minar with the political authority of the Delhi faction
led by Qutb ud Din Aibak.48 Over the twelfth century however, as
memories of conquest seemed to fade, the Minar was perceived as
the protective shadow of another Qutb, the Sufi Qutb ud Din
Bakhtiyar Kaki, whose shrine was located in the heart of the capital
city and attracted a continuous stream of devotees cutting across reli-
gious communities. The Minar was rechristened in everyday parl-
ance as Qutb sahib ki laath (the walking stick of the holy Qutb) that
cast its protective shadow over the city and its inhabitants. Well into
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, long after the site of the capi-
tal had shifted to other locations, Mehrauli continued to be regarded
as the Old Shahr, a hallowed site of imperial visits and pilgrimages
drawing its charisma from the shrine of Qutb ud Din Bakhtiyar Kaki
and the Minar. A third layer of memory was constituted in the four-
teenth century, kept alive under the Mughal emperors during the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries, and lasted until the deposing of the
last Mughal emperor in 1857. This was coined as a semantic exercise
centred on the word Qutb that in Persian means ‘axis’. Political dis-
courses which stylized monarchies as an axis of perfect justice sought
to inscribe this abstract idea onto popular visual memory by a prac-
tice of architectural citation, either by constructing ‘copies’ on a
minor scale of the Qutb Minar, or by replicating the highly individ-
ual surface patterns of the Minar’s first three storeys on another
building.49 That multi-layered memories continued well into subse-
quent centuries and have not disappeared from the postcolonial pres-
ent is obvious from innumerable signs and practices, such as the con-
tinuing and living presence of the shrine of the Sufi in the vicinity of
the monuments, and the annual procession of floral garland-makers
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(the Phoolwalon ki sair) that takes the shrine as its starting point and
circles the settlement with the Minar as its point of reference. Yet
these memories, while still visible, have been kept out of the more
canonical ‘commemorative’ accounts of Mehrauli buildings with
which this account began. 

In this article I have tried to compress a number of arguments that
call for a rethinking of Nora’s paradigm of the lieux de memoire, argu-
ments questioning not only its overly consensual basis, but also its
marginalization of polysemous, lived social memories by an exclu-
sive privileging of the commemorative dimensions of built struc-
tures. While it is important, therefore, to be wary of arguments which
impose cultural homogeneity on any society and ignore contestations
of memory, at the same time a narrative that presents an image of
memory splintered into competing political cultures can be equally
problematic. For the processes constitutive of heritage necessarily
work to transcend, at a symbolic level, competing interests in order
to create the illusion of an imagined community. Unpacking the
dynamic tension between the two provides a challenging agenda to
the historian.

At another level, it is not the intention of this case study to posit a
binary opposition between ‘official’ narratives of architectural mem-
ory, be they colonial, nationalist, or modern-day fundamentalist, and
a form of ‘counter-memory from below’—popular, localized, frag-
mentary, and resistant to both colonialism and the modern nation-
state—that could then be drawn in to undermine and ultimately
replace the totalizing nationalizing project. The Nora volumes which,
as pointed out earlier in this essay, end up reconstituting a unitary
discourse as mainstream, pay lip service to such a binary. An oppo-
sition between memory and ‘counter-memory’ has also been pro-
posed elsewhere, for example, by the anthropologist Johannes
Fabian,50 by the American historian John Bodnar,51 and more recent-
ly by the Indian historian Gyanendra Pandey in his critique of
Nora.52 My exploratory analysis of the ways different social groups
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remember and constantly recreate the past through its built struc-
tures suggests a social field continually being traversed by memories
that can potentially overlap, intersect, and contest—a field where the
state and the community are not necessarily positioned in an opposi-
tional relation to each other, but interpenetrate, where relations of
power and adjustment operate within both, and at many levels.
Perhaps the critique of Nora’s overly consensual conjunction of col-
lective memory and national identity can serve as an impulse to re-
conceptualize the nation in such a way that it could encompass live
traditions of exchange and contain histories of fractures, rather than
discarding them in favour of an equally consensual version of the
individual community. 
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