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INTRODUCTION


Jonathan Raban, Man of the Crowd


‘Formica kebab-house . . . alone after lunch . . . waiting to cross at the lights . . . forgetful and jet-shocked, I have to hunt in my head for the language spoken here.’


Muscling into his stride, Jonathan Raban launches his Soft City with the classic first gambit of the genre. But which genre? On which shelf of the bookstore should this impassioned report be displayed? The form has not yet been fixed. The book is of its own time, 1974, right on the lingering comet’s tail of the Sixties. But it is still very much alive and kicking now, challenging us to come up with new categories for our library cards. In a Granta interview with Helen Gordon in July 2008, Raban describes travel writing as ‘a too-big umbrella, full of holes . . . Anyone commissioned by a newspaper to write up meals and hotels in foreign holiday resorts is a travel writer.’ He enlists Bruce Chatwin, Naipaul, Theroux and Sebald to plead his cause. He is about to set off on a complicated journey of investigation, reminiscence, confession and observation, around a city of his own invention. Here, he says, is a map of damage; a pathology with no beginning and no end for a disease called London.


Raban is sailing under suspect documentation, composing a displaced novel. A metafiction richer and riper than commentators were prepared to recognize in the economic pinch of the Three-Day Week. And he writes, as he must, with earlier texts open on his knees: poetry, sociology and hardboiled crime. He furnishes a working model for those who attempt to follow in his echoing footsteps across the stretched town; footsteps that were never really there, beyond the seductive splatter of ink marks on the page. The myth-maker lets the thread play out, hoping perceptive readers will notice ‘undercurrents of literary allusion and patterning work’ teasing the unconscious, ‘without calling undue attention to their existence’. He is venturing into the unknown, accepting risk, allowing the nudge of coincidence and fruitful digression to guide him out of the swamp.


‘This exploration of the discontinuities of city life has provided a steady line of continuity for me – a plot for my own personal scenario,’ Raban concluded as he completed Soft City, his first urban voyage. ‘For the city and the book are opposed forms: to force the city’s spread, contingency, and aimless motion into a tight progression of a narrative is to risk a total falsehood.’ If we expected, or hoped for, further London episodes, we would be disappointed. This was a premature travel book, sailing into a maelstrom of smoke and mirrors, alienation and brief encounters: London, city of disappearances and disappointments. The lost and the lonely of our termite colony, crossing and recrossing without touch or tenderness, are willing to accept some form of addiction as the price of admittance to a kaffeeklatsch in Hampstead. Junkies and alcoholics anonymous. Like actors, the solitaries emerge from their burrows to try the mask of activism, as Fabians, Socialist Workers, theosophists and concrete poets, in order to find companionship. Before the invention of the internet, such gatherings were London’s surest dating agency, refuges from the night.


‘When I went,’ Raban says, ‘it was as much to look for a Friend as to meditate on the future of socialism, and I felt kin to others there; the same stutter, words spilling out for the first time in the day, the same nervous glance at the watch and wrench at going back out into the dark street.’


Coming to Hull University in 1960, long before there were dreams of transformation into a City of Culture, Raban conceived a role as the sole representative of the Students’ Union library committee in order to engineer regular meetings with the reclusive librarian and owl in residence, Philip Larkin. Something of the tang and taint of Larkin’s narrow craft remains: dirty reflections in train windows, landscape at one remove, the human animal as awkward and absurd. Soft City opens itself to the self-appointed researcher through the passport of poetry, the quiet ecstasy of the undeceived. Larkin was about staying away, opting out, securing his provincial base, binoculars in the high window. Jonathan Raban travelled the other, braver way, into the heart of the plural city: multiculturalism, collisions, confusions, momentum. Identity abandoned, lost, reformed.


‘But this is where you live; it’s your city – London, or New York, or wherever – and its language is the language you’ve always known, the language from which being you, being me, are inseparable. In those dazed moments at stoplights, it’s possible to be a stranger to yourself, to be so doubtful as to who you are that you have to check on things like the placards round the news-vendors’ kiosks.’


This is quite another poetic, anonymously composed: as if the city had decided to publish its secret notebook of dementia. TV STAR BITES HOMELESS MAN. LESBIAN SEX ASSAULT ON PENSIONER. TAROT READER CAUGHT OUT PAEDOPHILE. MOTHER KEPT ‘KILLING MACHINE’ AT HOME.


Dizzy, deracinated, buffeted in the volatile currents of streets where he is unlanguaged, divorced from family and home, Raban discovers that the intervention of the unexpected is violence. A young man, stepping away from the culture hub of the ICA, at Nash House on the Mall, just a bowling ball’s length from Buckingham Palace, was assaulted by two thugs. His spinal cord was severed with a short blade. This random and unexplained attack would become another sensationalist haiku on a news-vendor’s placard. Here is the poetry in which the hard city trades.


Raban witnesses one of those cameos familiar to all London wanderers: a madman raging at the air, ranting on the escalator at Oxford Circus, beating at the furies that oppress him. ‘What was surprising,’ Raban notes, ‘was that nobody showed surprise: a slight speeding-up in the pace of the crowd . . . Inside we were all cursing each other.’ Figures crumple to the ground and we step over them. Rough-sleepers are street furniture. Beggars in occupation accept a toll at the entrance to every Overground station. With forgiving dog companions, they squat beside cash machines, thanking indifferent texters and fist-phone monologuists, and wishing them a ‘nice day’. Raban, an elective outsider making his comprehensive inventory of London’s quirks and singularities, is a valued guide to the fracture that is advancing so fast; that chasm between the entitled and the great swaying mass of urban invisibles.


He is between places, between occupations in a stalled time, this university teacher, author, in-demand literary journalist known as Jonathan Raban. He is between projects. Soft City is a book about waiting, suspension; a stop-start navigation of liminal territory by way of field notes, walks, encounters, conversations during which the witness, the record-keeper realizes that he is becoming a performer. A face in the crowd. A voice on the radio. A commentator. To pull off the trick, Raban must become a special kind of tourist. Like Jack London picking up directions to the wilderness of Whitechapel from the travel agent Thomas Cook. Before acquiring a set of workman’s clothes as his disguise for a season of lost nights and recovered statistics, in support of the documentary photographs that bind together The People of the Abyss in 1903. This is what it is about, all it is about: coming out, alive and well, on the far side of experience.


Soft City declares itself, right away, with that opening move: a detective story as filtered through Jean-Jacques Rousseau or Walter Benjamin, strolling and annotating, in the certain knowledge that great projects should never be completed.


There is a man sitting in a bar, an obscure restaurant, a ‘formica kebab-house’, before moving out and disappearing into the traffic: the busy pavements, markets, stations, deserted night squares and overgrown graveyards. The story is about solitude and witness. And the model is Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘The Man of the Crowd’. Already in 1845, deep in the swagger of London’s pride as the imperial capital of a trading nation, Poe perfects the form: a blend of occulted mystery tale, sociology and vinous reverie. The leisured but troubled watcher – Dr Watson before he meets Sherlock Holmes or John Clare trapped in his publisher’s window, staring down at the torrent of Fleet Street – learns how to read the passing figures in the crowd. A forensic gaze separates the undifferentiated mass into categories. Eventually, the voyeur’s role changes. He is seduced into following one of the fugitive flâneurs. He is no long the critic, the observer; he becomes the story.


This is the strategy Raban employs: out in the flow, ventriloquised by London’s neuroses. Soft City was the account we needed in 1974, a companion piece to Richard Mabey’s The Unofficial Countryside (1973). Raban slipstreamed Sixties bohemia, referencing Henry Mayhew’s Victorian interrogations of workers and invisibles in parallel with the emerging celebrity-cult gangsters of the East End. He explored territories opening up to adventurous incomers, pioneer gentrifiers: Kentish Town, Notting Hill, Archway. Hipster Dalston, Raban registered, eleven years after The Lowlife, Alexander Baron’s Hackney novel, as a spill zone inhabited ‘by crooked car dealers with pencil moustaches and gold-filled teeth’. The outer limits of Soft City were defined by the parts where Mabey started to take an interest: airport corridors, overgrown canals, landfill dumps with nature reserves. ‘I mark my boundaries,’ Raban wrote, ‘with graveyards, terminal transportation points and wildernesses. Beyond them, nothing is to be trusted and anything might happen.’ Out on the perimeter, where the impatient future cracks weed-infested tarmac and worries at the fabric of brownfield pollution, Raban clears the way for the dystopian fables of J. G. Ballard. High-Rise, that prescient trailer for Docklands, arrived in 1975 – four years before Margaret Thatcher was elected to punch through the wet envelope of the soft city, to put steel in our hearts, and to abolish the concept of society.


The fault lines are clearly visible in Raban’s book. He belongs inside a genealogy of dissent and disaffection. By 1994, the form had shifted to film-essay. Patrick Keiller’s London is fastidious about paying its respects to Poe and ‘Man of the Crowd’. But the fictional narrator, voiced in a strangulated choke by Paul Scofield, navigates a labyrinth directly inherited from Raban; the shifting, malleable city with its centre under attack, soon to be occupied by ghosts, with its theoretical borders everywhere.


*


So what is this conceit, the soft city? London teaches us to mistrust our primitive instincts, to disbelieve the evidence of our eyes. And to accept the CGI promotions, the lies of the boosters and fixers. The wellbeing of the citizen involves wearing away the skin that separates him (or her) from the complex metropolitan organism. To become part of the dream. ‘The city as we imagine it, the soft city of illusion, myth, aspiration, nightmare, is as real, maybe more real, than the hard city one can locate on maps, in statistics, in monographs on urban sociology and demography and architecture,’ Raban wrote. The soft city takes whatever form you devise to establish a workable identity. It shape-shifts. London melts into a terrain sculpted from Salvador Dali cheese. A post-traumatic site of violent encounters and mute alienation. A theatre of solitude played out in comfortable flats that have become cells.


In this ‘unique plasticity’ Raban locates the treacherous illusion of privacy as freedom. The choke of softness was a technique of the hallucinogenic era. There was the autistic plasticity of Andy Warhol: be-whatever-you-want celebrity, mask of Marilyn or Mao or a dead Kennedy. And that visible plasticity of plastic itself as style: hard PVC surfaces, geometrical haircuts, Mary Quant, silver balloons. Behind the frivolity, as ever, lurked a sinister magus, reader of signs and symbols: William Burroughs. His cut-up/fold-in assemblage, The Soft Machine, was first published in Paris by the Olympia Press in 1961. Here again is a return to the Poe model: the urban mystery unsolved by walking. An outsider waiting for hours in a Hopper diner. ‘In Joe’s Lunch Room drinking coffee with a napkin under the cup which is said to be the mark of someone who does a lot of sitting in cafeterias . . . waiting on the Man.’ The soft city of the addict is sick, yellow at the edges, dying like an old photograph. Burroughs calls the sickness a virus: ‘Invade. Damage. Occupy.’ The film jumps in the gate. The sickness has an ugly side-effect: nostalgia. Attempts to call up privileged versions of the past etched on laminated notices around terminal projects.


But Raban highlights another kind of nostalgia, the way that incomers – all of us – nourish ‘the culture of the home-country in the unlikely soil of a cold-water flat in a tenement block’. So Yeats excavates ‘the Lake Isle of Innisfree out of the autochthonous rumble of Charing Cross.’ John Clare sees the broad Thames as a feeble replica of his lost Whittlesey Mere. ‘They press the soft city into the rural model of a nostalgic dream life.’


Compensatory fantasies take the edge off blight and disillusion. The great problem of the city is not to be solved, simply described: that is the burden of the writer. Raban, sensitized by his solitary peregrinations, the knots of words, sees future atomization, the fracture between occupiers and excluded. ‘The pioneers, the new Brahmins, are there to stay: their money firmly invested, their place assured . . . The square is not – will not be – as “real” as it was . . . If the frontier spirit with which it was colonised is fading, it is being replaced by a sense of imminent history.’


The investigator of the soft city has been confirmed in his isolation, his rootlessness. He witnesses, but he does not belong. Raban, with his establishment upbringing and clergyman father, is a double man from the le Carré stable. He would slip very easily into the bleak terrain of Our Game (1995). Empires are breaking up. London is available to oligarchs, corporate entities and money-launderers of every stripe. The urban explorer, like a damaged cold-war warrior, finds a deeper solitude now on what Wallace Stevens calls ‘the high interiors of the sea’. Coasting (1986) is a measured and digressive circumnavigation of the ragged fringes of Britain. The meditation darkens. Coming ashore, returning like a ghost to his abandoned chamber in the soft city, Raban endures one of the most chilling London seizures. You can’t go back.


‘Then there it was. It was a low, bubbling cry of fright, repeated twice . . . This was a London nightmare, transmitted like a virus from sleeping stranger to sleeping stranger, working its way slowly round and down from the northern heights of Hampstead and Highgate, through Brondesbury, Kilburn, Kensal Rise, sidling off to Westbourne Park and drifting along Ladbroke Grove to Notting Hill. Each screamer was handing the dream on intact to the next victim – and the dream was of London itself, a surreal city in which you tried to run, fell, called for help, and woke to hear the strangled sounds of all the other people who were trying to shout their way out of the labyrinth.’


Edgar Allan Poe approves. The Man of the Crowd, exhausted by his furious expedition, stalking the truth, has sweated into fitful sleep, where the true nightmare begins.


IAIN SINCLAIR




For Robert and Caroline Lowell
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ONE


The Soft City


I come out of a formica kebab-house alone after lunch, my head prickly with retsina. The air outside is a sunny swirl of exhaust fumes; that faint, smoky-turquoise big city colour. I stand on the pavement waiting to cross at the lights. Suddenly I know that I don’t know the direction of the traffic. Do cars here drive on the left or the right hand side of the road? A cluster of Italian au pair girls, their voices mellow and labial, like a chorus escaped from an opera, pass me; I hear, in the crowd, an adenoidal Nebraskan contralto, twangy as a jew’s-harp. Turned to a dizzied tourist myself, forgetful and jet-shocked, I have to hunt in my head for the language spoken here.


But this is where you live; it’s your city – London, or New York, or wherever – and its language is the language you’ve always known, the language from which being you, being me, are inseparable. In those dazed moments at stop-lights, it’s possible to be a stranger to yourself, to be so doubtful as to who you are that you have to check on things like the placards round the news-vendors’ kiosks or the uniforms of the traffic policemen. You’re a balloonist adrift, and you need anchors to tether you down.


A sociologist, I suppose, would see these as classic symptoms of alienation, more evidence to add to the already fat dossier on the evils of urban life. I feel more hospitable towards them. For at moments like this, the city goes soft; it awaits the imprint of an identity. For better or worse, it invites you to remake it, to consolidate it into a shape you can live in. You, too. Decide who you are, and the city will again assume a fixed form round you. Decide what it is, and your own identity will be revealed, like a position on a map fixed by triangulation. Cities, unlike villages and small towns, are plastic by nature. We mould them in our images: they, in their turn, shape us by the resistance they offer when we try to impose our own personal form on them. In this sense, it seems to me that living in cities is an art, and we need the vocabulary of art, of style, to describe the peculiar relationship between man and material that exists in the continual creative play of urban living. The city as we imagine it, the soft city of illusion, myth, aspiration, nightmare, is as real, maybe more real, than the hard city one can locate on maps in statistics, in monographs on urban sociology and demography and architecture.


Yet the hard facts of cities tend to be large, clear and brutal. A hundred years ago they were the facts of appalling poverty, grimly documented by outside observers like Henry Mayhew, Charles Booth, and, a little later in America, Jacob Riis. Today the overwhelming fact of life in New York, if not in London is the violence brewing in its streets. Indeed, poverty and violence are clearly related: both are primarily dependent on the attitudes people hold towards strangers. The indifference that generates the one, and the hatred that animates the other, stem from the same root feeling. If a city can estrange you from yourself, how much more powerfully can it detach you from the lives of other people, and how deeply immersed you may become in the inaccessibly private community of your own head.


In October 1972 when the evenings had begun to darken early in London, a nineteen-year-old boy stepped out of Nash House on the Mall, Decimus Burton’s splendidly laid-out approach to Buckingham Palace. The boy had been watching a movie at the Institute for Contemporary Arts, was bored, and wanted a cigarette. Just outside the ICA is a wide flight of steps, scantily lit and shaded by trees. The boy came out here for his smoke. It was a warm, Indian-summery night, and the Mall was buzzing with strolling couples and tourists out after dinner from their hotels. When the movie ended, the crowd emerging from the ICA mistook the boy’s body for a zonked junkie or a pavement drunk. It’s the sort of thing you see often enough on Piccadilly; here it was misplaced, an incongruous touch of squalor on this much swept and tended triumphal avenue.


The boy will live, but he will be permanently paralysed. Two men, he has said, came at him from the side of the steps: one gagged him with his hand, the other got his arm round his neck and severed his spinal cord with a 2½ inch blade of a penknife. The whole encounter had a ghastly surgical precision. Nothing was stolen; the men were total strangers.


There are rumours of a gang called the Envies. Their brutal, seemingly motiveless assaults on strangers go largely unreported by the press, apparently for fear of ‘carbon copy’ crimes. Who might not fall victim to the Envies? You have a car, a girl, a new suit, a cigarette, even a smile on your face, and they may come at you out of the dark. They choose the most elegant and unruffled parts of the city for their attacks. They act on appearances: on what looks like prosperity, or good luck, or happiness. Unlike most muggers, desperate for the price of a fix, they say nothing, take nothing except your right to live. Like a soldier in a war, you die or are maimed because you were wearing the wrong uniform. What was the boy’s mistake? His clothes? His expression? His mere attendance at a rather snooty resort of the cultured middle classes? In the last few years, it’s become plain that you are at your most vulnerable to the mugger in the ‘play and entertainment’ areas of the city. In New York, Broadway and the Plaza are notorious danger spots; in London, the district around Waterloo, enclosing both the South Bank arts complex and the Old Vic, has the highest record of unprovoked violent assault. The assumption is usually made that these are areas where people carry stuffed wallets and, softened on food and wine and theatre, are easy game for the thief. But another, more frightening explanation presents itself: that the victims were chosen simply because they seemed to be enjoying themselves, having a good time, and that envy is perhaps an even stronger motive for violence than greed. We have so separated ourselves, person from person and group from group, in the city, that we have made hatred a dreadfully easy emotion. It comes to us as lightly and insidiously as the symptoms of an unconsciously harboured disease.


Coming out of the London Underground at Oxford Circus one afternoon, I saw a man go berserk in the crowd on the stairs. ‘You fucking . . . fucking bastards!’ he shouted, and his words rolled round and round the lavatorial porcelain tube as we ploughed through. He was in a neat city suit, with a neat city paper neatly folded in a pink hand. His fingernails were clipped to the quick. What was surprising was that nobody showed surprise: a slight speeding-up in the pace of the crowd, a turned head or two, a quick grimace, but that was all. I think we all knew, could feel on our own pulses, the claustrophobia and the hostility that was eating away at the man who was cursing us. Inside, we were all cursing each other. Who feels love for his fellow-man at rush hour? Not me. I suspect that the best insurance against urban violence is the fact that most of us shrink from contact with strangers; we don’t want to touch one another or feel that close to the stink of someone else’s life. The muggers and the men who feel up girls on crowded subway trains are exceptions. But if our unexpressed loathing for strangers in a crowd were to break that barrier of physical inhibition, who knows what hell might be let loose on the streets and underground.


As I write, the Liquid Theatre is in performance under the arches of Charing Cross Station; a ‘participatory’ theatre of touch-and-feel, where the members of the audience are led through games in which they explore each other’s bodies. It is a pleasurable, gentle, moderately inexpensive therapy for urban people, yet on the surface it seems a strange one. We spend so much of our time, after all, in crowds: our bodies are always colliding and rubbing, our hands brushing; our areas of privacy, in a society where land and space are constantly and dangerously rising in value, are being eroded. The modern city, of small apartments and densely occupied communications routes – trains, pavements, lifts, supermarket walkways – makes us live hugger-mugger, cheek to cheek. We need, apparently, to relearn how to touch each other amicably, and are prepared to spend money and a night out (pushing past more people on subways en route to Charing Cross) on that rather simple human exercise. Touch without violence or revulsion – and without sexual passion, too – has turned into a faculty threatened with extinction, preserved, at least for the urban middle class, in the hothouse conditions of encounter groups and experimental drama shows. To do it at all, we have to put on masks, act it out, be wheedled into it by psychiatric gurus or bare-chested, Afro-headed actor-managers.


In cities, we have good reason to shrink from strangers. High rates of murder and assault are not in themselves symptoms of urban congestion. A remote, low-density rural area like Cardiganshire in West Wales can more than hold its own against London in its per capita murder figures. But in rural areas the majority of the victims of violent crime know their assailants (indeed, are probably married to them); in cities, the killer and the mugger come out of the anonymous dark, their faces unrecognised, their motives obscure. In a city, you can be known, envied, hated by strangers. In your turn, you can feel the exaggerated, operatic emotions that the city arouses in its inhabitants. The urban terrorist, the footpad, the Envy, the Angry Brigader, the Weatherman, is the final, ugly performer in greasepaint and grandiloquent gesture, of a drama which is for most of us, thankfully, a mental affair, a script in the head which few of us are sufficiently mad or desperate to act out.


The house I live in in London is five storeys of solid, lavish, battlements. It was built when the Victorian middle-class family was the strongest institution in the world, and when its houses reflected the imperial wealth and grandeur (not to mention the divine ordination) of its status. Space was used with throwaway generosity: high ceilings, vast halls and stairways, marble-pillared porches which could themselves comfortably accommodate a modern self-contained flat. The house was once a working community. There were front-door callers, and tradesmen who tugged on the side-road bellpull that goes down to the basement. Like a model of Empire, the family lived on the labours of the servants who toiled and slept in the warren of rooms ‘below stairs’. But the twentieth century, with its smaller families, its reduced opportunities for massive individual wealth, its increased premium on the value of space, and its vastly more expensive labour costs, has destroyed the house as an organic structure. It has been sliced, horizontally and vertically, into a higgledy-piggledy pile of chunks of living space, some of many rooms, some of only a bit of floor big enough to make a bed. None of us live to scale; we are all dwarfed by the baroque proportions of the halls and passageways. There are strangers, not on the street, or across the square, but in the very next room. (There may even be strangers in your own room.) The house is constructed around a well – a deep rectangular column of light and air which was supposed to work like a lung through which the building breathed its own enclosed atmosphere. Now all it does is to bring strangers into eerie juxtaposition with each other. It transmits unasked-for intimacies, private sights, private sounds, which fuel suspicion and embarrassment and resentment.


I am woken in the small hours by the sound of a girl achieving her climax; a deep shriek of pleasure that has nothing to do with me. I can hear her man sigh as close as if he and I were under the same sheet. On another night, a TV blares through an open window with a late-late show. On another, a woman is crying, a miserable train of broken hiccups. A man – I can hear his feet crackling on the bare boards – says: ‘Shut up. Why don’t you bloody well shut up?’ Then there are nights of joke-hashing: someone mutters like a priest going quickly through a private office, followed by bursts of yelling adenoidal laughter. The routine is repeated, and repeated; I fall asleep, alone, with Australians in my ears.


The flat across the well is occupied by a gaggle of people, and most of them are passing through; they flit when it suits them. I can’t fit their faces – let alone their names – to these night noises. Letters come for them, and go soggy and stale in the mailbox. We share a front door, nothing more. Could that girl there, with the dough-pudding features and the shabby twinset, be the same girl who was so rapturously fulfilled last night? Perhaps. For unlikeliness is the key here: you play heads-bodies-and-legs with incongruous fragments of other people’s lives. It’s only with consistent behaviour, where all the details fit, that strangers become knowable, that their lives take on a pattern you can sympathise with and understand. As long as they remain like this, inchoate and unplotted, they are spooks: the easiest thing to do with them is to knit them into a paranoid fantasy. So lonely old people – and not just in cities – conceive of the active, fragmentary life around them as a concerted plot, full of sinister coincidences.


To live in a city is to live in a community of people who are strangers to each other. You have to act on hints and fancies, for they are all that the mobile and cellular nature of city life will allow you. You expose yourself in, and are exposed to by others, fragments, isolated signals, bare disconnected gestures, jungle cries and whispers that resist all your attempts to unravel their meaning, their consistency. As urban dwellers, we live in a world marked by the people at the next table (‘Such a brute, that man. She went to the Seychelles,’ comes the sudden loud phrase, breaking out of the confidential murmur), the man glimpsed in the street with a bowler hat and a hacksaw and never seen again, the girl engrossed in her orgasm across the air-well. So much takes place in the head, so little is known and fixed. Signals, styles, systems of rapid, highly-conventionalised communication, are the lifeblood of the big city. It is when these systems break down – when we lose our grasp on the grammar of urban life – that the Envies take over. The city, our great modern form, is soft, amenable to a dazzling and libidinous variety of lives, dreams, interpretations. But the very plastic qualities which make the city the great liberator of human identity also cause it to be especially vulnerable to psychosis and totalitarian nightmare. If it can, in the Platonic ideal, be the highest expression of man’s reason and sense of his own community with other men, the city can also be a violent, sub-realist, expression of his panic, his envy, his hatred of strangers, his callousness. It’s easy to ‘drop’ people in the city, where size and anonymity and the absence of clear communal sanctions license the kind of behaviour that any village would stamp out at birth. Just as the city is the place where you can choose your society, so it is also the place where you can ‘drop’ discarded friends, old lovers, the duller members of your family: you can, too, ‘drop’ the poor, the minorities, the immigrants, everyone, in fact, who isn’t to your taste or of your class. The mugger can step out of the shadows to drop a victim who has been singled out by the dimly seen cut of his clothes. In the city we can change our identities at will, as Dickens triumphantly proved over and over again in his fiction; its discontinuity favours both instant-villains and instant-heroes impartially. The gaudy, theatrical nature of city life tends constantly to melodrama. My own aim here is to investigate the plot, and its implications for the nature of character, of the modern city, in the hope that we may better understand what it is that cities do to us, and how they change our styles of living and thinking and feeling.




TWO


The City as Melodrama




What did these vain and presumptuous men intend? How did they expect to raise this lofty mass against God, when they had built it above all the mountains and clouds of the earth’s atmosphere?


Saint Augustine on Babylon, City of God, Bk XV




The city has always been an embodiment of hope and a source of festering guilt: a dream pursued, and found vain, wanting, and destructive. Our current mood of revulsion against cities is not new; we have grown used to looking for Utopia only to discover that we have created Hell. We are accustomed to gazing at America to make out our future, and in America the city is widely regarded as the sack of excrement which the country has to carry on its back to atone for its sins. Radio, television, magazines, colleges mount ritual talk-ins in which the word ‘urban’, pronounced in the hushed and contrite tone of a mea culpa, is monotonously followed by the two predicates, ‘problems’ and ‘renewal’. On these joyless occasions, it is made clear that the problems have no real solutions, and that the notion of rehabilitation is a piece of empty piety, a necessary fiction in which no one really believes. When Mayor Lindsay of New York made his abortive bid for the Democratic Presidential nomination in 1972, the only tangible result of his campaign was a flood of sick jokes about the garbage in his streets, animal, vegetable, and mineral. It further became apparent that nobody in the United States wanted a big-city president: better to look to Maine, Alabama, South Dakota, California, whose native sons would not be polluted by the stench of those cities where most of America’s domestic troubles are located.


A middle-sized American city at 7 p.m., after the commuters have taken to their cars and the too-bright sodium lights show through the quickening dusk (I am thinking of Worcester, Hartford, Springfield Mass.), feels like a burnt-out dream. No-one is about, bar a dusting of blacks, Puerto Ricans, Chicanos, and they have the furtive air of people habituated to being always suspected of being up to something. The white-domed Statehouse, memorial of a grandiose colonial conception of civic order, looks a tartarous yellow. A hundred years ago, people put up portly brown-stone houses along wide wooded avenues. Their architecture is proud, but one can almost smell the rot in the stone, rank and soggy with inattention. In the hallways, you catch a whiff of bacon-fat and Lysol. Each apartment door has a winking spyhole cut into the wood, and people live behind chains and double-locks, with mailorder .38 revolvers tucked handily into a drawer along with the napery. The humans most in evidence are the policemen. Their car headlights rake housefronts for junkies, and you can hear their klaxons screaming, always a block or two away, like invisibly ominous owls. After midnight, in the neon-blaze of the Dunkin’ Donut shop you can see them, a line of broad bums stretched over red plastic stools, their pistols hanging out on straps like monstrous genital accessories.


Or there is the dismal story of Bixby Hill on the outskirts of Los Angeles. There nice people have erected their $150,000 homes inside a fortified stockade, eight feet high, patrolled by heavily armed security guards, with an electronic communication system installed in every house. In a TV programme about this armour-plated ghetto, a shrill housewife, surrounded by hardware and alarm-buttons, said, ‘We are trying to preserve values and morals here that are decaying on the outside.’ And her husband, a comfortable Babbitty figure, told the reporter: ‘When I pass by the guard in the evening, I’m safe, I’m home, it’s just a lovely feeling, it really is.’ When they talked of the city beyond the walls, they conjured a vision of Gomorrah where the respectable and the innocent are clubbed, butchered, burglarised, where every patch of shadow has its resident badman with a knife, a gleam in his eye, and a line of punctures up his forearm.


Perhaps the original dream of the American city, with its plazas, squares, avenues, and Washingtonian circles, was too optimistic and elevated for reality. On Chestnut Street and Elm Street, the trees languished. But the present disreputable state of civitas in the United States is the product of an exaggeratedly Calvinist sense of sin. Finding the city irredeemable is only the other side of the coin to expecting it to be Paradise: utopias and dystopias go, of necessity, hand in hand. Disillusion is a vital part of the process of dreaming – and may, one suspects, prove almost as enjoyable. When New Yorkers tell one about the dangers of their city, the muggings, the dinner parties to which no one turns up for fear of being attacked on the way, the traffic snarl-ups, the bland indifference of the city cops, they are unmistakably bragging. Living in Greenwich Village is almost as exciting as war-service, and beneath the veneer of concerned moralism it is not hard to detect a vein of scoutlike enthusiasm for adventure. The New Yorker, echoing Whitman, is a proud participant in the decadence which has made his city even more world-famous than it was before: he is the man, he suffers, he is there.


His nightmare city is simply an ideal city in reverse, just as the great ideal cities in history, from Plato’s Republic to Le Corbusier’s Radiant City, have been constructed in protest against the uninspiring conditions of cities as they actually were and are. The failures and imperfections of Athens, Rome, London, New York, Paris have given rise to towns in books which in their architecture, their social and political life, would express man’s highest aspirations to perfectibility. The very existence of the city, with its peculiar personal freedoms and possibilities, has acted as a licence for sermons and dreams. Here society might be arranged for man’s greatest good; here, all too often, it has seemed a sink of vice and failure. Nor has this melodramatic moralistic view of city life been the exclusive province of philosophers and theologians; political bosses, architects, town planners, even those professionally tweedy sceptics, sociologists, have happily connived at the idea of the city as a controllable option between heaven and hell. Bits and pieces of ideal cities have been incorporated into real ones; traffic projects and rehousing schemes are habitually introduced by their sponsors as at least preliminary steps to paradise. The ideal city gives us the authority to castigate the real one; while the sore itch of real cities goads us into creating ideal ones.


Saint Augustine wrote The City of God in a state of sorrowful contemplation of a succession of earthly cities. A modern ecologist looking at the effects of megalopolis could hardly have more cause for despair than Augustine staring at the mark of Cain on every city in history. Babylon, Troy, Athens, Rome, Syracuse had all fallen; Carthage itself was sacked on the morning of Augustine’s death. There was a good reason for Cain, the first murderer, to found the first city. Ancient cities were, before all else, fortifications against hostile strangers; their architecture, like that of Bixby Hill, began not with the life of the community inside the walls but with defence against the marauders outside. So slaughter, pestilence, siege, sacking, plunder, and burning – to use Augustine’s own words – were the city’s inevitable fate. If, by some accident, the city survived sacking by foreigners, there were many precedents for the citizens to occasion their own ruin by shiftless self-indulgence. Byzantium failed to maintain its huge population (at its height, it had 500,000 inhabitants). There are desolate accounts of sheep grazing within the city walls, nibbling among the stumps of deserted dwellings. The medieval city, under constant threat of under-population, feared paganism and homosexuality for practical as well as moral reasons. The Christian cult of the family was the cornerstone of the expanding and prosperous city.


The economics of city life have always enabled an entertainment industry to take root in a large town. The citizen has more money and more leisure than his country cousin, more opportunities to spoil himself at the circus, the theatre, the whore-house. Augustine, grimly observing these antics, addressed himself to the crowd as they swarmed into the ‘scenic games, exhibitions of folly and licence’:




O infatuated man, what is this blindness, or rather madness, which possesses you? How is it that while, as we hear, even the eastern nations are bewailing your ruin, and while powerful states in the most remote parts of the earth are mourning your fall as a public calamity, ye yourselves should be crowding to the theatres, should be pouring into them and filling them, and, in short, be playing a madder part now than ever before? This was the foul plague-spot, this the wreck of virtue and honour that Scipio sought to preserve you from when he prohibited the construction of theatres; this was his reason for desiring that you might still have an enemy to fear, seeing as he did how easily prosperity would corrupt and destroy you. He did not consider that republic flourishing whose walls stand, but whose morals are in ruins.




It is the very success of the city as an economic unit which causes its downfall as a spiritual republic, and that paradox is the hardest of all truths for Augustine to bear. The city of man ought to be a harmonious reflection of the city of God; in actuality, it is vulgar, lazy and corrupt, a place so brutish that it lacks even the dignity of the Satanic. Better the besieged city than the corpulent city, better poverty than wealth; for whatever nourishes the city chokes it too.


This is a diatribe that has gone soft with repeated use. William Cobbett saw London as ‘the great Wen’ and demanded that it be ‘dismantled’ in order that civilisation might have a second chance. William Booth wrote of it as ‘The Slough of Despond’; for Jack London it was ‘the abyss’, for George Gissing, ‘the nether world’. Behind all of these dystopian metaphors lies an anguished charge of disappointment, a sense of what the city might have been, if only . . . The theatres, strip-joints, brothels, slums, traffic jams are not simply bad in themselves; they are reminders that once we dreamed of something so much greater, a paradise on earth, and it has come to this. The man nearest in spirit to Saint Augustine today, Lewis Mumford, has devoted most of his life to a tireless explication of where we went wrong, how we might set it right. His histories, plans, critiques never falter from that vision of human perfectibility. In the idea of the new town, pioneered by Patrick Geddes and Ebenezer Howard, the real city was entirely abandoned to the corrupted troglodytes and all hope vested in what Howard called ‘the garden cities of tomorrow’. They are with us today: Crawley and Welwyn, and they are hardly any nearer to Paradise than Wardour Street and Shaftesbury Avenue.


But Mumford, Geddes and Howard, though perhaps inspired by a measure of the same moral feeling as Saint Augustine, broke with him in one major and calamitous respect. They shifted the emphasis from the inner to the outer man, from the spiritual to the technical; Augustine’s Vision of the twin cities of God and Man was wonderfully and delicately balanced; his writing exhibits a constant wonder at the sheer inventive fecundity of human civilisation, from the divine gift of reason to such obscure talents as that of the man who could fart in time to music. The tragedy of the secular city, as far as Augustine was concerned, was its failure to embody the good in man, its inherent susceptibility to the cruelty and violence of Cain. It was in the spirit of man, the capacity for good in the individual consciousness, that the salvation of the human city lay. But for Geddes and Mumford, the answer was to be found in techniques; and they coined a quasi-evolutionist vocabulary for technology . . . ‘eotechnic’, ‘paleotechnic’, ‘neotechnic’. Individual reason and love had failed the city, so they resorted to a home-made stew of science, sociology, and bureaucratic administration. It was called, innocuously enough, town-planning; and it sought to revive the old dream of an ideal city, a Jerusalem The Golden, by means of faith, not in man himself, but in his structures.


They had some inauspicious precedents. Thomas Campanella was a Hermetic theologian and fashionable magus who was flung into prison and tortured by the Spanish Inquisition. In jail Campanella dreamed of a City of the Sun, whose nobility and enlightenment would shame the corrupt and fallen civics of Rome, Naples (where he spent his sentence), and Madrid. His Civitas Solis (1623) is lifeless: a representation of worthy hopes which is sadly innocent of imagination. But its broad outline is interesting, and both its aspirations and its failures of vision are not unconnected, I think, with those of much twentieth-century town-planning.


Campanella starts with architecture, and to begin with he shows us a city without people, or, at least, with only the wispiest of sketch-figures, of the kind that architects like to put (merely as indications of relative scale) walking outside projected factories and town halls. It consists of seven concentric fortified circles, named after the planets, and four streets following the points of the compass. At the centre is the Temple of Knowledge and Metaphysics, an awesome and uncomfortable place which sounds darkly like the Royal Festival Hall. Each of the seven city walls is painted with representations of various aspects of human knowledge – maths, geometry, botany, physics, folklore, geology, medicine, engineering, and so on – so that living in the city would be like inhabiting a symmetrical three-dimensional encyclopedia. Like the timid sculptures and murals which the Greater London Council dots about its prizewinning housing estates, these educational decorations were supposed to keep you in a continuous state of uplift and learning. It does not sound very joyful.


When Campanella eventually reaches the laws and customs of the citizens, he sketches the life of a puritanical, ecologically sound kibbutz. The community is run by observing the laws of nature and share and share alike. Prohibition is effective; speakeasies wouldn’t have occurred to Campanella. Work means either agriculture or cottage craft-industries like weaving, ornament-making, and carpentry. Gold and silver have no special value beyond their intrinsic prettiness. Women wear make-up and high-heeled shoes on pain of death.


It all has a drearily familiar ring to it. We need to be reminded that rural nostalgia is not by any means a post-nineteenth-century phenomenon. The trade economy of the city, with its merchants and entrepreneurs, its delegations of labour and responsibility, has always been treated by those who dislike cities as an unnatural practice, a perversion of the ‘natural’ life of an agricultural economy. An ‘ideal city’ would live to the simple, seasonal rhythms of a rural village. But, as Jane Jacobs showed brilliantly in The Economy of Cities (1969), the myth of agricultural primacy has no foundation in either archaeology or economics. Cities do not necessarily grow out of the excess production of their pre-existing rural hinterlands; as often as not, it is the city which enables the spread of farming on its outskirts. Yet the myth has been used repeatedly to browbeat the city, and it is wielded with no more prescience by Lewis Mumford than it was by Campanella.


The City of the Sun, like so many ideal cities, wasn’t a city at all. It lacked an urban social and economic structure, just as it lacked a genuinely urban architecture. The only thing which distinguished it from a village was its dogged high-mindedness, its air of being at two removes from real life. It was an anti-city; a reflection perhaps, of Campanella’s resentment of cities as they were, as well as of a romantic innocence about the life of the country which he sought to use as a salve for the diseases of urban society. He was not so far from the architects and renewers of today, who love green space, rapid exit routes, convenience shopping areas which cut down on in-city movement and street life. They achieve a terrible parody of rural simplicity by bulldozing down the old, intricate structures and replacing them with massive slabs of pale concrete. Somewhere at the bottom of every planner’s mind must be a dream like Campanella’s: a dream of glass and grass and concrete, where a handful of watercolour humans, tapering from the shoulders down, flit their spidery way through an architecture so simple and gigantic that they cannot corrupt it.


So Le Corbusier laid down his fourteen cardinal principles in La Ville Radieuse (1935):




The Plan: totalitarian


The death of the street


Classification of simple speeds and complex speeds


Arrangements made to come to an agreement on imminent LAWS of machine civilisation, laws which can halt the menace of modern times


The mobilisation of the soil, in both cities and rural areas


Housing considered as an extension of the public services


The green city


The civilisation of the road replacing the civilisation of the railway


Landscaping the countryside


The radiant city


The radiant country


The twilight of money


The essential joys, satisfaction of psycho-physiological needs, collective participation, and individual liberty


The renaissance of the human body




This document deserves a close scrutiny, for it enshrines some of the most hallowed modern principles on which planners in London and New York are still acting to change our lives. It is both as conservative and as thinly idealistic as Campanella’s totalitarian plan, as if the only thing which divided the twentieth century from the seventeenth was the invention of the motor car. Again the myth of agricultural primacy is presented as axiomatic: La Ville Radieuse is founded on ‘the release of the soil’ – courgettes and petits pois sprouting greenly between tower-blocks. There is the same undercurrent of hatred for the money economy of the city. The ‘essential joys’ are named and listed in such a way as to make us instantly wish not to have them. ‘Les temps modernes’ are linked to ‘la menace’ as surely as winter follows autumn, and architectural dictatorship, those grimly capitalised LAWS, must be immediately granted by society if the menace is to be fought off. As happens so often in the manifestoes of modernism what looks, at first sight, a brave and energetic release from slavery of old habits of thought reveals itself to be in fact a shrilly puritanical backlash.


Corbusier clearly thought that the people were getting away with something, and must be stopped. His second principle, ‘la mort de la rue’, is the most radical and frightening of all. Take away the street, and one cuts out the heart of cities as they are actually used and lived in. Corbusier wanted a city of high-rise tower-blocks, and it is in that proposal that his profound conservatism is most evident. One can see why by looking at the very fair stab at a Radiant City which was made by Southampton City Council in the late nineteen-fifties and early ’sixties.


Four miles to the west of Southampton city centre, they built a housing estate called Millbrook, a vast, cheap storage unit for nearly 20,000 people. Laid out on a sloping plain, it has fifty acres of grassland at its centre, a great, useless, balding greenspace of sickly turf and purely symbolic value. What one sees first are the tower-blocks, twenty-four storeys high, of pre-stressed concrete and glass, known, I am told, as ‘slab block/scissors-type’, should anyone order more. The roads are service roads; they loop purposelessly around the estate in broad curves that conform to no contours. There is no street life on them: an occasional pram pushed by a windblown mother, a motorbiking yobbo or two, a dismal row of parked Ford Anglias, an ice cream van playing ‘Greensleeves’ at half-tempo, a mongrel snapping at its tail. The acres of greensward sweep monotonously between the blocks, patrolled by gangs of sub-teenage youths and the occasional indecent-exposure freak. Church halls have been allocated by proportional representation, and a mathematical genius has worked out diametrical sites for the shopping plazas, with vandalised launderettes and ‘Joyce: Ladies Hairdresser’ offering cheap perms to pensioners on Thursdays.
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