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Preface


Thinking about the elusive, spectral and sometimes fleeting nature of walking through cities at night is why this book is now in front of you. Therein lies an immediate issue which rather than push into the shadows we should bring into discussion. Capturing the essence of the nocturnal city could well be an oxymoron. Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s incantation serves well here: ‘Night, the beloved. Night, when words fade and things come alive. When the destructive analysis of day is done, and all that is truly important becomes whole and sound again’ (1986, 10). Yet the apparent redundancy of words to ascribe explanation to and of the nocturnal city is the essential reason to engage them. The nature of the urban night and its shifting qualities is the reason why I have been compelled to write about it. However, it is within attempting to describe this fluid character that the difficulty also becomes obvious. Cities are subject to change; they are constructions and agglomerations of myriad elements. But they are also reconstructions. Cities are created, shaped and remain as much in our imagination as in hard material facts. So how to best convey the flux and fleetingness, the rip and curl of the night across the urban landscape? This book has been a while coming. In fact its very brevity has been instrumental to its delay. Numerous people I spoke to about this book during its gestation period have been fascinated by the idea of it and what it might contain. I hope they and you will not be disappointed. The desire to share some of my experiences and reasons for exploring the urban night are what follows. The sketchy origins of this book are rooted in over twenty-five years of walking around cities at night. From the outer suburbs of Greater Manchester during my teenage years; exploring the coal-mined landscape, abandoned buildings, industrial detritus and decay; to more recent encounters with international cities around the world; investigating drastic differences and nuanced similarities, the nocturnal city has been a constant, if not always coherent, companion. There is so much to enjoy out there, I hope this book inspires you to do so.


Before we encounter more ideas, I would like to briefly divert the reader’s attention towards the format of this book and its contents. As an entity it serves a dual purpose as it seeks to provide a proposition: a call and response to its own concepts if you will. It is therefore arranged into a series of short essays that explore different dimensions to nightwalking in cities. The first may be thought of as an introduction, which presents the strange familiarity of the nocturnal city. There follow sections on: walking, sensing, connecting and thinking. Clearly, as in life, these are not delaminated layers of being and there is much overlap between them as they shape and converse with each other. Finally, a conclusion on what I have termed a manifesto for nightwalking in cities.


Interspersed between these more analytical and theoretical texts are descriptive accounts from some of my own walks around one city. Initially, I had considered whether each one of these should be from different cities I have walked around at night. In the interests of the overall work, I made a conscious decision to draw on a number of experiences from one city, Manchester. As well as being my home city and the one with which I am most familiar, there are two main reasons for this. Firstly, no two walks at night are ever the same and those described here intersect and trace over each other, which enables me to explain the distinct differences within the composite whole. Secondly, whilst walking in new, unfamiliar cities can be a rewarding and rich experience, I wish to direct attention to the familiar and the everyday in order to extol their virtues (and of course sometimes their downright strangeness) which I believe would not be possible in the same way if multiple locations were chosen. The adjacency, rather than complete integration, of the narratives with the essays in the different sections of the book is intentional, to reinforce the connection between theory and practice whilst retaining their distinctive qualities. I hope the reader will understand and forgive this digression. It is the first of many.





Strangely Familiar



All that is solid melds into where?


 




Unlike promises we make to each other, the promise of the city can never be broken. But unlike the promises we hold for each other, neither can it be fulfilled.


—Victor Burgin, Some Cities (1996, 7)





 


Welcome.


What we are about to explore together is the nocturnal city. This is a place and time within which escape from the calibrations and shackles of the daytime is possible. More specifically, it is a state of being. Increasingly faced with infinite options of pointless choices, our ability to actually do anything meaningful seems to be exponentially disappearing. Thanks to the complex absurdities of neoliberalism, creativity and freedom of expression are left to wander about like the protagonist in The Truman Show, ever watched, measured and exploited, though we seldom detect it. But most importantly, they are contained and rarely work convincingly outside of its carapace. The acceleration of cities as the space within which to operate is reflected in the kaleidoscopic wormhole of economics, politics and, for the most part sanitized, culture. Capitalism’s greatest achievement may reside in the urban landscapes that adorn our planet. In this sense, talking about specificity may no longer matter. We can, and some people do, discuss ‘cities’ and ‘the urban’ as if they are handheld objects; indeed this may be part of the problem. However, we also know this to be untrue. Thus, despite the increasing homogenization of different places, it is important to emphasize from the outset that cities are not neutral containers or aspatial. This may seem so obvious as to not be worth stating. But I just did, and for good reason. At a time when our encounters with the city are more mediated than ever before, it feels necessary. It is fundamental. This is because the essential qualities of our surroundings are disappearing. Urban landscapes have undergone significant transformation through their development as the context for civilization par excellence, a process that rapidly sped up through industrialization of cities and the subsequent predilections of neoliberal late capitalism for multivalent forms of business. The question is how and when to respond and break out of the dome.


In his seminal book, All That Is Solid Melts Into Air, Marshall Berman argues that:




To be modern is to live a life of paradox and contradiction… It is to be both revolutionary and conservative: alive to new possibilities for experience and adventure, frightened by the nihilistic depths to which so many modern adventures lead, longing to create and to hold on to something real even as everything melts. (1988, 13–14)





In this way, Berman identifies the perpetual tensions between development and decay; the personal and the social, whilst encouraging the wider embrace of being modernist as a means of contemporary living. He necessarily draws upon earlier periods of modernism, including the works of Goethe and Karl Marx, the latter providing his book’s title. However, it may be useful to query whether the same dialectic holds for us now. Although various claims for modernism’s demise, resuscitation and legacy continue to haunt cultural discourse, not least with respect to architecture, the idea that it has gone and been replaced appears erroneous. As with many cultural and stylistic developments that inform society, modernism has been consumed and remains partially digested in the belly of capital, awaiting occasional bouts of flatulence. Considered in this manner, it is possible to understand the contemporary situation as one of plurality and diversity, wherein we are not post- anything but merely triangulated by a dizzying, psychedelic array of previous cultural identities and movements. The difference lies in their restless ability to meld together. As such, we find ourselves consistently presented with the ‘new,’ but it is typically anything but, concocted as it is from earlier eras albeit in variegated forms. The tensions between the will toward physical and social transformation set against the desire for physical and social stability still exist. The significant change has been the liquidity of both aspects since the time of Berman’s writing. The endless flux of regurgitated ideas that appear novel is seductive. The process of assemblage has entranced us, belying its content, succoured in the knowledge that we have not seen something before yet comforted by its familiarity as it is born from the echoes of the past. This, then, raises an important question – can we step outside of this situation to garner some much-needed perspective? Further still, if it is possible to do so, how and when might this be?


With an overwhelming amount of information and options available to us, it is extremely difficult to make a choice about what to do that may provide respite from the coopted military-entertainment-complex. Faced with this dilemma myself, I found the force field of digital technologies unhelpful as my attention slowly yielded to their tractor beam. Similarly, attempts to subvert normative practices during the daytime were highly limited whilst total abandonment was neither desirable nor practical. At night, the jumbling of ideas and problems, the half-lives of previous projects and memories all stirred deeply within. Having exhausted various approaches to counter this restlessness I decided to take to the streets, which seemed sympathetic to this disquiet. More specifically, the nocturnal city was not simply a place and time that enabled me to explore my thoughts as I walked, but became a syncopated landscape, furthering and accentuating my own rhythms both physical and psychological.


Over the last few years especially, I have spent many, many hours walking through various cities at night. The history of walking through cities is as old as that of cities themselves, and as a practice subject to a multitude of different uses and interpretations. Walking at night, however, offers something different, having the capacity to alter our ingrained, seemingly natural predispositions towards the urban surroundings, and our perceptions along with it. This has an important dual function, as this book contends. It allows the architecture of the city to be sensed differently. Architecture, through its presence and function, is typically a reflection of the values of the society that built it. Yet no matter how permanent our buildings may appear, there are temporal relationships occurring inside and outside – weathering, occupying, adapting – that subtly alter the fabric of the city. By venturing into the urban night it is possible to experience the materiality of the city as distinct from its character in the daytime. It appears somehow more porous; the shadowplay across its edifices is rich, deep and gelatinous. In addition, and perhaps of greater significance, it fosters a different way of thinking. In an age of hyper-visibility, encountering anything genuinely new seems incredibly remote, weirdly distanced from us yet at the same time ever-present and depthless. As the feedback loops on all forms of culture tighten, we seem to have reached a terminal inertia of restless regurgitation. The need for a time-place to imagine alternatives becomes increasingly urgent. Oppositional strategies such as abject despondency or rejection through nonparticipation have their potentialities but also their limitations. The appearance of eschewal may be another way forward. For within this are myriad possibilities for recalcitrance and discovery, i.e. we can give our attention to things and ideas. The point here is not necessarily where this occurs but when.


Finding oneself in the nocturnal city can be a useful aphorism. Why might this be? Cities at night are distinct, constellations of light within shadow and tempos of spectacle that contrast with the daytime. Consider the city nearest to you. Perhaps you live or work there, go out to socialize, mingle with others or attend events etc. This city is not one but has a dual character. This is the crosshatch of two cities like China Mieville’s Besźel and Ul Qoma, conjoined and overlaid yet also offset from one another. We can invoke the daytime city here but much is ‘unseen,’ strangely familiar but also otherworldly. This uncanny character of the nighttime city squeezes and stretches place. Staccato rhythms of the day are more fluid in the nocturnal hours, the hum and drum of the urban tribe instead replaced by streams and seams of stimulation which as the hours accumulate from midnight become trickles and abandoned mines save for the semaphore of bottles, cans, fast-food wrappers and cigarette ends.


One of the first obstacles is with regard to the everyday. We can develop a tendency to think of the places we live as being the same, static or even boring. Just because something appears commonplace does not make it so. Surrounded by what largely look to be identical backdrops to our lives, it is easy to forget this is an environment. The psychologist James J. Gibson (1979) would describe this as a ‘niche,’ not to be confused with the habitat of a species – i.e. not where it lives, but rather how it lives. It is within this difference that it is easy to miss the point about how we relate to the urban landscape. There is also a further layering of the relationship. The city is not simply out there – a built construction separate from ourselves – but in the here of our bodies: its particles inhaled and exhaled; its materiality and textures informing our gait and steadily reshaping our footwear; its smells, sights and sounds comforting us or perhaps causing concern. And, of course, pertinently the here of our mind where we reconstruct the city many times over, forging new maps and narratives in response to its restlessness. It lives within us and us within it. The artificiality of the built environment is transformed at night, a loose third place between the natural world and the stark configuration of the daytime city. This is the nocturnal city.
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