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Coming in 

Mark Wamble digs through 
John Fairey's Garden. 

Joel Warren Barna checks into 
2000 hotels. 

And Michael Berryhill 
takes the pulse of the 
Medical Center. 

THE CITY IN 
LITERATURE 

Ranking the top ten examples of the urban word 

9 
III Oh 

Il l VI in 

fl 

When Samuel Johnson said, at 
the end of the IHrh century, 
that anyone who is tired of 

London is tired of life, he was suggesting 
that modem humanity's deepest resources 
are not to he found in llu- timeless ideals 
of nature, hut in the urban orders wc 
have made for ourselves. 

Modern literature has been celling this 
story ever since. The novel grew up with 
urban culture; the city's power and the 
novel's success created an urban form of 
poeti i \\w\ modi in iiitohiograph) II.L^ 
been an inevitable response of the indi-
vidual to the pressure of the crowd. 

As the year 2000 approaches, we 
have been assessing the accomplishments 
ol the current millennium by making lists 
of our best novels, movies, and TV 
shows. A list of the best writ ing about the 
city, therefore, seemed like a good idea: 
to review not only the ways our urban 
environment has affected our literature, 
but the ways our literature has also 
explained our cities. 

A good lisi should provide some sur-
prises, and I have surprised m w ' l l wirh 
some ol the books tli.u didn't make it to 
mine - Mrs. Dalloway and Mr. Sammier's 
Planet, for instance, books that I teach all 
the time. So I offer this as a very person-
al, highly elastic top ten, aware alreack 
that it is not yiutr list, and therefore 
deeph flawed. 

*Bleak House - The first sentence of 
Charles Dickens' novel is "London." The 
other sentences run to 9 IS pages in the 
Penguin edition and contain, apparently, 
the city's entire population. Bleak House 
has everything: characters high and low, 
rich and poor, weak and strong; two nar-
rators; "a young man of the name of 
( i i ippy" ; outrageous coincidences; and 
the most famous legal case in literature. 
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When Jamdycc v. Jarndyce is finally set 
lied in Chancery Court, the estate's assets 
have all been exhausted by the legal 
process. This is Dickens' metaphor tor 
the British social system, and his general 
narrator is a scalding critic ot its sclt-con-
sumption. The other narrator is an 
orphan, Esther Summeison, who records 
the city in her autobiography as the scene 
of her sentimental education. B> contrast-
ing these two narrators against each 
other, Dickens is measuring the signifi-
cance a single individual's lite can have 
against the city's whole - which is still the 
question of every individual life in any 
city. Between these two narrators, asking 
different questions, is another quintessen-
tial figure of city literature, the detective, 
Inspector Bucket. London is huge, dark, 
pestilential. Signs and wonders abound. 
Its center is a cemetery. 

•Sang of Myself- Most ol us proba-
bly don't think of Walt Whitman as An 
urban poet because a song of myscll 
could be sung almost anywhere. But he 
is, and he calls himself "a kosmos, of 
Manhattan the sun," Whitman «.is ,i 
newspaperman who cruised New York 
City as Dickens roamed the wilds ot 
London. Only in such a densely populous 
environment could Whitman find the full 
range of human diversity he wanted to 
envelop in his democratic embrace, and 
only there could he experiment with all 
the fluent possibilities of the self that he 
virtually invented lor modern lift.-, l ie teas 
large, and he did contain multitudes. And 
in New York t itv the opera was available 
all the time. Whitman's poem may he 
"epic," bur this long emotional line is 
operatic. And he is a lot sexier than 
Dickens. "Who goes there?" Whitman 
asks, "hankering, gross, mystical, nude?" 
Not Esther Summerson. 

•I'aris Sfileen - Charles Baudelaire is 



the very essence of the f laneur, u rban 
life's inspector general , s t ro l l ing the c i ty 
and tak ing its tone. A n d in Paris Spleen, 
Baudelaire defines so much that is central 
to 19th-century l i terature and urban 
experience: the harsh impact o f the c r o w d 
on ind iv idua l ident i ty, the fa i lure o f 
Romant ic ideal ism in the face o l the city's 
poverty and random violence, the dis-
placement of sp i r i t in a mater ial ist sys-
tem, the bo redom that comes f r o m the 
energy tl i. i t has no p i . i n ' 01 purpos i 
which is spleen itself. It my Trench were 
better, 1 m igh t prefer these indispensable 
prose poems to Wh i tman ' s Song, O n the 
other hand , Buadcl, l ire's decadence and 
d iabol ism seem dated n o w - or t oo 
downtown, I prefer Whitman's affirma 
tive exuberance, but this is a tough ca l l . 
and together W h i t m a n ' s l ine and 
Baudelaire's despair give us /'/;<• Waste 
Land of T. S, Id io t , wh ich is the great 
urban poem o f the 20 t h century. 

'Ulysses - Un t i l now, Ulysses has 
a lw .n s been hrsi on . im hsi | \ i ever 
made, and I 'm p ick ing it over N e w York 
in the W o r l d Series. James Joyce boasted 
his render ing nt Dub l i n was so complete 
that the ci ty cou ld he reconstructed f r o m 
the derails in Ulysses' text . 1 lis hero. 
B loom, does cover a lot of g r o u n d . We 
see h im at the butcher's and the post 
of f ice, the pharmacy and the booksel ler 's, 
in the graveyard and at the matern i ty 
hospi ta l , w o r k i n g at the newspaper .\ud 
play ing on the beach, v is i t ing the muse-
u m , three pubs, and a bro the l . Chapter 
seven, set in a newspaper of f ice, is f i l led 
w i t h al l the unauthored language that 
marks pub l ic space w i t h headlines, ads, 
and notices; chapter eight is a long t rack-
ing slioi ,]u<.\ a s t ructura l is t theor j o l 
urban deve lopment ; chapter ten gives us a 
bird's-eye v iew of the c i ty as a g r i d ; chap-
ter 15 is the ci ty apoca lypt ic . If iileak 
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House is D ickens ' England, Ulysses is the 
who le w o r l d as l i terary history. Freud 
once referred to consciousness itself as 
the Eternal C i ty , and this metaphor is an 
ep i tome o f wha t Joyce has given us in 
his nove l . 

•The Autobiography of Malcolm X -
Th is is my favor i te example of the arche-
typal story of the Young M a n f rom the 
Provinces, a phrase Stendhal f irst uses of 
Ju i icn Sorel in Red ami Mack. Balzac 
wrote at least t w o versions o f the Young 
Man 's story in Old Goriot and Lost 
Illusions; Great Expectations, Grime and 
Punishment, Use Great Gatsby, and Jazz 
are also stories o f urban izat ion and its dis-
contents. O f them a l l , I prefer Ma lco lm 's 
nonf ic t ion version. As he moves f rom 
rura l M ich igan to black Boston and then 
to I la r lem, the signs of style he acquires -
a conk , a /.not sui t , the language of ja/.z 
musicians - are al l signs of the f reedom to 
change yourself that the city always 
bestows. Moreover , the prov inc ia l young 
men of the 19th century are all pale and 
feckless fai lures, and M a l c o l m is none o f 
these. I le embraces al l the possibil i t ies o f 
his life w i t h heroic intensity, and his f inal 
urban t rans format ion takes place in the 
holy c i ty o f Mecca, where he becomes a 
player on the w o r l d stage. 

•The Ambassadors - In i lenry James' 
nove l , Lamber t Strether returns to Paris 
in late middle-age and realizes h o w much 
he has lost by spending his l ite in the 
ne ighborhood of V ic to r ian Boston, f o r 
Strether and for James, Paris was w h a t 
Walter Benjamin called it: the capi ta l of 
the 19th century, the epi tome of every-
t h i ng that was great in Kuropean cu l tu re . 
This is the Paris Proust wri tes o l in 
Remembrance of Things Vast d u r i n g the 
Belle I poque before the cataclysm of 
W o r l d War I. Af ter the war, in 
I lemingway 's The Sim Also Rises, Paris 
has none of its earl ier magic. N o t every-
one feels this way, but Jake Barnes" 
despondency, bis eagerness to leave the 
ci ty and go f ishing in Spain, marks a big 
change in the modern novel's a t t i tude 
t o w a r d the city's promise. 

'Petersburg - Vladimir Nabokov 
thought Andre i IV ly the equal o l |oyce, 
Proust, .uu\ k a l k a . A n d l ike Ulysses, 
Bely's Petersburg ts an encyclopedia o f its 
l i terary t rad i t i on . Pushkin, C o g o l , 
Dostocvsky, Turgcncv, and Ib ls toy, at 
least, are unmis takab ly present in this 
story o f a hal f -hearted y o u n g radical w h o 
is t rapped in to b l o w i n g up his father, an 
impor tan t bureaucrat . "The ci ty o f St. 
Petersburg itself, w i t h al l its rat ional is t 

recr i l inear i ty and endur ing symbo l i sm , is 
as unmis takab ly there as Dickens's 
L o n d o n , but in prose that is much more 
d i f f i cu l t . If good fences can make good 
ne ighbors, great cities can make hard 
books. A n d the greatest, l ike Petersburg, 
are of ten l i terary exper iments o f consider-
able a m b i t i o n . The c i ty as an idea is as 
complex as consciousness itself. 

• Palace Walk - I b i s is the first vo l -
ume o f Nagu ib Mah fouz ' s C a i r o t r i logy. 
N o one does the differences between 
impr i son ing domestic inter iors and the 
f reedom of the streets so we l l - no t even 
Kdi th W h a r t o n w r i t i n g about O l d N e w 
Y o r k . A n d C a i r o is exo t ic , w i t h o u t any o f 
the impo r ted Or ien ta l i sm of Lawrence 
Durre l l 's Alexandria Quartet. Salman 
Rushdie's Bombay is also exo t i c , but it is 
so h ip tha t it is in another category al to-
gether. Palace Walk is no t h ip . It's sober 
and spe l lb ind ing. 

•Invisible Cities - In I ta lo C.aKiiio's 
exemplary postmodernist nove l , M a r c o 
Polo and Kubla K h a n , t w o utter strangers, 
learn to ta lk to each other and go on to 
discuss the cities Polo has seen on his trav-
a i l , the city's ideals, and ideal cities that 
they construct out of the language they 
n o w share. Even in t rans la t ion , this is a 
very beaut i fu l , very elegant book that no 
Amer ican wr i te r cou ld ever have w r i t t en . 
America s imply does not have hundreds 
o f thousand-year-old cities l ike A i x , 
Parma, or Resole. Ami ( alvino's message 
seems suitably t rad i t i ona l , despite his 
pos tmodern ism: the cul ture of the city, he 
suggests, is a long conversat ion that 
makes many foreign things famil iar. 

•The Ladies' Paradise - Lmi le Z o l a 
belongs on any list o f c i ty wr i te rs , and 
this is his most en joyable book . It is a 
perfect counterpar t to V i c to r Hugo 's 
Nolre-Dame of Paris, wh i ch was wr i t t en 
50 years earlier, because it places at the 
center o f the c i ty no t a great cathedra l 
but a department store, / .o la 's heroine is 
a Young W o m a n f rom the I 'mu i i ccs , but 
more i m p o r t a n t , she is the on ly th ing in 
the store that can't be bought . She stands 
sent imental ly i nco r rup t ib le as a round her 
Paris is being complete ly rebui l t by 
Napo leon III and bis p r ime mover, the 
Baron I laussmann, w h o under a trans-
parent pseudonym makes a cameo 
appearance as himself. The c i ty has 
always been about change, Zo la impl ies, 
and in modern l i fe, change is a lways 
related to money. Tha t was w o r t h know-
ing as we entered the 20rh century, and it 
remains w o r t h k n o w i n g as we welcome 
the 2 K t . • 
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