


artists, piercing palours, and restaurants. But the truth of the matter is, I would have
never set foot there if I had not been able to see all that from the train.

Two different cities, two different reactions. I could cite many reasons to explain
this disparity. I could tell you that I felt more comfortable wandering around Madrid
because they have stricter gun laws that make violent crime less likely, even at night, and
that their city is set up with more pedestrian friendly streets. Or I could claim that had I
lived longer in Chicago, surely I would have explored neighborhoods that don’t exist in the
shadow of the L. I could explain the impact of time, location, and cultural values on the
creation of these large urban areas, which would be exactI}; the point. Chicago and
Madrid are not just coincidentally different because of random fluctuations in time or
location. Madrid still transmits the values that contributed to its formation. The
numbers on the streets still all lead back to Plaza Mayor, the center square now located in
the south end of the city. The streets still encourage the intermingling of a population
once so closely connected with one another that they were able to expel all the outsiders
from the city proper. In contrast, Chicago is a modern city. Its founders built it on the
backs of industry, like the meat packing plants or the steamers coming in from the lake.
The more pervasive use of systematic mass transportation and the necessity of relying on
it out of safety show a society more interested in getting somewhere quickly and without
waste, rather than a society interested in the connections between its people on a large
scale. The differences between the two cities demonstrate more than just happenstance,
but rather represent a difference of cultural values built up in stone and concrete.

Urban critics often take a view of the city that supports this notion of the city as
a cultural container. In terms of the ‘container,’ the city is both the walls and structure

that provide the shape, and the focal point of the very ideas it is meant to contain. Lewis







this task on multiple levels. The physical form a city takes represents its ideals and
impulses as much as the institutions it supports and the quality of life it supplies for the
individuals that walk its streets. The physical artifact of the city represents those
aesthetic and physical effects the structures create.

The similarities and differences between cities produced by different culture are no
accident. The city carefully constructs these kinds of differences, allowing its physical
infrastructure to subconsciously affirm systematic and cultural identities. Thus the city
has not just one, but multiple interfaces with meaning. In his Practice of Everyday Life,
philosopher/ theorist, Michel De Certeau assesses the various levels, physical and
otherwise, that comprise the modern city. The city is more than just a physical artifact
of its existence, but rather within that physical context, “a migrational or metaphorical
city thus slips into the clear text of the planned and readable city” (de Certeau 93). If the
physical reality of the city constitutes a text as in writing, than the physical reality of the
city creates boundaries and circumscriptions on meaning, yet does not conclusively limit
meaning. What de Certeau refers to as ‘migrational or metaphorical’ are the values and
agendas that the city enforces through its very existence. As these values can change or
shift, their meaning is never completely assured, as the term ‘migrational’ implies. This
meanings generally have some slippage because of their imposition on the otherwise
physical structure of the city.

Understanding the city’s many levels and undertones actually creates an
ambiguous split. Introducing the implications of a textual system, as de Certeau does,
into the urban order allows for multiple levels of meaning, such as the physical, cultural
or political, to be considered at once. It also permits free play of both the positive and

negative aspects of these types of systems. Though the city represents a realm of




consider the human element. His description of a mechanized city system makes this
quite clear: “There is a special name for power when it is concentrated on such a scale; it
is called impotence” (The City in History 544). These critics are not reacting to some
bleak future that the city will provide, but the desperation among the human element
when the city insists on the rigidity of these structures.

While these values clearly help business thrive, they have serious consequences
for individual values and expression if the city inscribes them into its conception of itself
as a place. If the city’s values become fixed into this conception of place as they would
in a graphic representation, then the gridiron plan or the o;ferawing visage of the sky
scraper takes over. Its relationship to the city system is always assured, while an
individual cannot be taken into consideration in the overall scheme of things, lest the city
reveal its metaphorical tendencies. In this type of mechanized system, the individual
must be fully fixed and incorporated into the city to maintain the conception of place.
Not only does this type of city system become less effective at meeting individual needs,
it reduces the uniqueness of the individual in order that they might better fit into their
place.

Yet the city does contain alternative methods of ordering rather than this
insistence on place-ness. In fact, the city masquerades as a place: “the city itself an
immense social experience of lacking a place . . . compensated for by the relationships and
intersections . . . that intertwine and create an urban fabric, and placed under the sign of
what ought to be, ultimately, the place is but only a name, the City” (De Certeau 103).
While this might seem like a bleak outcome, space offers a myriad of possibilities that are
inaccessible when the city exerts itself as a place. The city can never be summed up

completely in the confines of the text, even one of its own making. Ironically, through
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Man 121). In Mumford’s estimation, this ‘essential task of the city’ amounts to
facilitating human interaction, not meeting financial goals. In the technical situation that
Mumford describes, it is easy to lose the idea of the human individual. Earlier poets have
used the skyscraper image to say things about modernity as well. In John Newcomb’s
article “The Footprint of the Twentieth Century,” he calls the skyscraper “the icon of
modernity most potent in American cityscape poetry . . . a structure of unprecedented
physical scale and grandeur that punctuated the burgeoning industrial metropolis . . .”
(The Footprint of the Twentieth Century 98). Newcomb primarily discusses poets of
the 1920s, when skyscrapers were still a novelty and the sign of newfound American
financial power. Skyscrapers undeniably draw attention by their symbolic constructions.
They establish power by representing a type of progress, but a progress that has its roots
in capitalism, the source of ‘financial abstractions.” Their inclusion in the poem evokes a
system ordered by the market, not by creative expression. By the time Ginsberg begins
writing, the skyscraper may have taken on more ominous significance because society
itself has begun to structure itself on the same rigid principles. The skyscraper as
Ginsberg uses it becomes an overwhelming and horrific image of the city itself more so
than the streets, the people, or the cultural institutions of a given urban area.

Ginsberg’s poetry deals with just these types of problems. In response to the
‘financial abstractions’ that Mumford characterizes, Ginsberg’s poetry has the speaker
get lost in his own abstractions, and describes the problem of the urban environment in
very similar terms to Mumford’s. In an interview with Playboy, Ginsberg speaks about
the realization of the coercive city space he evokes in ‘Howl’:

They externalize their abstractions in creations like that John Hancock
Building. Instead of using our space to create a human construction
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the narrator experiences in light of the hold the city possess over the individual. Although
‘sphinx of cement and aluminum’ refers to skyscrapers, the rest of the line applies to
those in its power. The skyscraper has not only limited other conceptions of order, but
at this point in the poem it has literally made them impossible, in that it ‘ate up their
brains and imagination,” thus eliminating the speaker’s available process for constructing
alternatives. Paradoxically, the chaotic imagery evokes the violence inherent in the city’s
strict and logical order. Due to the inconsistencies of this arrangement the speaker’s
imagination continues to name Moloch as the cause of the disorder within order:
“Moloch the incomprehensible prison! Moloch the crossbl)ne soulless jailhouse and
Congress of sorrows! Moloch whose buildings are judgment!” (82). Here the speaker’s
confinement plainly shows as he moves to conflate Moloch with literally limiting
buildings, the prison and the jailhouse, and then moves beyond those buildings to name
more explicitly the system that needs the prison and jailhouse, Congress itself, that body
of lawmakers. The inclusion of Congress damns not just skyscrapers and prisons, but the
entire system, all the way up to the law of the land. A skyscraper may not control the
individual, but when its values pervade the entire system, the crisis takes on mythical
significance: “Moloch whose skyscrapers stand in the long streets like endless Jehovahs”
(84). The system erected by Moloch now not only rivals that of the Judeo-Christian
tradition, but also begins to undermine that tradition by adopting it and placing within a
context where it loses its meaning. Moloch is not just a god; rather his image represents
the brutal implications of the urban milieu.

While Ginsberg clearly reacts against what he defines as a crisis, Eliot is not so
volatile. The city images that Eliot uses reflect inflexibility and impotence more than

violence. Jane Jacob’s description of decrepit monuments in the city system echoes the
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Waste Land Drafts 148). The note emphasizes the monumental function of Magnus
Martyr, one that is only worthwhile as a historical footnote, not as a point of focus.
Eliot’s notes did not figure into his original conception of the poem, so some might view
them ironically, in which case the comment on the monumental value of the church
implies even greater detachment from the church’s original purpose. Because the church
has ceased to fulfill its original purpose and is useful now only as a counterpoint ot
modern architecture, it has not only become a monument, but an embodiment of the death
that the new urban order can cause. The reader is encouraged to think of the building in
terms of Wren instead of the urban space, which has lar'geiy forgotten the church as a
point of intersection. Now known only for its interior of ‘inexplicable splendor’, the

church becomes a dead monument.

Eliot’s theory also reflects the same implications as his use of city imagery. When
describing the goals of the modernist movement that he so ardently participated in, Eliot
alludes to the past as a proper orientation in pursuing a definition of modern art. In his
essay, “Tradition and the Individual Talent” he describes Tradition inclusive of “not only
of the pastness of the past, but of its presence; the historical sense compels a man to
write not merely for his own generation in his bones, but with a feeling that the whole of
the literature of Europe from Homer and within it the whole of the literature of his own
country has a simultaneous existence and composes a simultaneous order” (99). Eliot’s
position in his poetry therefore, is always oriented towards the past, and necessarily
towards the specter of death. The emphasis on order echoes the city’s own. Eliot even
admits that the logical conclusion of his proposition places the artist beyond the concrete
world and says: “His [an artist’s] significance, his appreciation is the appreciation of his

relation to the dead poets and artists. You cannot value him alone; you must set him, for

24




existing order must be, if ever so slightly altered; and so the relations,
proportions, values of each work of art towards the whole are readjusted;
and this is conformity between the old and the new. (99)

Eliot’s language in suggesting ‘monuments’ as well as ‘order’ and ‘conformity’ are all key
terms to understanding the underlying mechanisms of the city as well. ‘Monument’ is an
especially loaded term as a ‘monument’ by Jacob’s definition has physical form and
demands attention of the present even as it calls attention to the past. Looking at Eliot’s
poem as a monument suggests an acceptance of concrete notions of order, even as the text
of the poem expresses dismay at some of the disconnection caused by manifestations of a
modern urban order.

Monuments and skyscrapers are moments of emphasis in the urban environment.
They serve as centers that supposedly draw people together. That the images of
monuments and skyscrapers that Eliot and Ginsberg provide cannot consistently do this
speaks to their mutual perception of failure. Even the city elements whose explicit
purpose is to facilitate connections are problematic in poetry. For example, the street in
the urban container provides means of connection. A street constitutes “the main public
places of a city . . . its most vital organs” (Jacobs 37). From providing zones of display
for armies or enforcing a conforming vision of city life, the street controls the urban space
by providing a means of both access and opportunity for coercion. However, neither
poet uses the street images as indicative of a ‘vital purpose.” Instead they evoke an image
of streets “broken down into loose sprawls, incoherent and vacuous for anyone afoot,” a
condition which Jacobs sees as characteristic of the mechanistic culture of automobiles
that has replaced the former culture of urban walkers (440). The street presents a

moment of tension as a poetic subject because in theory it should attempt to facilitate
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action in this scene is decidedly supernatural, which might suggest a literal reading of the
term unreal; however, when the invocation to the unreal city is repeated once more, the
vision of death has vanished and been replaced by capitalism. Instead of the dead, the
poem presents “Mr. Eugenides, the Smyrna merchant” who proffers invitations to “the
Cannon Street Hotel/ Followed by a weekend at the Metropole” (209, 213-4). The poem
draws attention to the nature of capitalism by referencing Mr. Eugenides’ trade and also
two large opulent manifestations of middle class success, the restaurant and the hotel.
This change in action might affirm the city’s openness and flexibility as a space, but these
two ideas are not in any way placed into dialogue. The sections are spaced far apart,
leaving little room for interchange as both are fixed. Also, the constant factor in both
sections remains the city, however “unreal.” If the city is constant, it must be a place, and
all the action of the individuals is the ephemeral failure to impress anything on that place.
Eliot sees the city as a place, not a space, but that does not mean that he does not
see that place as potentially destructive and bankrupt. After the second repetition of
‘unreal city’ the speaker makes a similar evocation: “O City city, I can sometimes hear/
Besides a public bar in Lower Thames Street, /The pleasant whining of a mandoline/ And
a clatter and a clatter fro within/ Where fishermen lunch at noon . . . ©“ (259-263).
Although this call is similar to the earlier ones in that the appeal to the city leads the
images of life, the unreal city has come undone. The very word ‘unreal’ has been replaced
by ‘O’, a negation or a vacancy in place of the very term unreal. The city may be a place,
but its power to shroud its goings-on in a mist of illusion is dissipating. The second use
of the word ‘city’ uses a lowercase letter to denote an object, not a proper name, as has
been used previously in the poem. The image that follows this call is remarkably more

realistic than the images that followed the previous format of ‘unreal city.” Instead of the

31










Land” is capable of: separate and divided, even when speaking on the same subject.

The multiple voices that control the ‘I’ in the poem appear trapped in their
separate sections. While some of the sections tell an entire anecdote, at other times, the
‘I’ appears associated with limbo or with not moving, not making progress against the
urban environment. Even with those voices that are fleshed out with an anecdote, the
sense of helplessness remains. For example during the episode about the hyacinth girl,
the speaker says, “I could not/ Speak, and my eyes failed, [ was neither/ Living nor dead,
and I knew nothing” (38-40). Even in the midst of the anecdote, the ‘I’ fails as a source of
power. The speaker cannot even locate herself literally; she is in limbo and completely
ungrounded. Later on in the poem, the connection between this kind of dissociated
attitude and the city is made more explicit: “’what shall I do now? What shall I do?’/ ‘1
shall rush out as I am, and walk the street/ ‘With my hair down, so. What shall we do
tomorrow?” (131-3). Again the speaker, embodied by the ‘I’ is having difficult deciding
much of anything. The only decision the speaker is able to make, albeit temporarily, is to
locate their ‘I’ in the city street. The speaker gives in and accepts the city’s ordering in
light of the lack of his or her own ability to order reality. However, this solution appears
impermanent, as this resolution is unable to carry on into other sections of the poem,
which continue to speak in different voices. The last of the voices to speak using an ‘I’
sounds like the Fisher King, who says, “I sat upon the shore/Fishing, with the arid plain
behind me/ Shall I at least set my lands in order?/ London Bridge is falling down failing
down falling down/ . . . These fragments I have shored against my ruin” (422-4,430).
That the Fisher King questions his own agency demonstrates the lack of power the ‘I’
has, even at the end of the poem. Here is an ‘I’ so completely disconnected from his

surroundings that all he can deal with in terms of spatial ordering is a question. London
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Rigidity is responsible for the notion of death that pervades the poem. The
speakers resist incorporation with each other, and lack agency or a means or re-ordering
the system. Death is the solution to the lack of interaction. Individually, many of the
speakers bring it up at least once. One of the few moments of connection in the poem
emphasizes death. Madame Sosostris’ prediction from the first section, “the drowned
Phoenician Sailor” takes over the entire fourth section of the poem, which deals with
“Phelebas the Phoenician, a fortnight dead” (47,312). While Phelebas clearly exists in a
non-urban environment, the water that he drowns in is completely formless. This is the
alternative to the rigid constructions of the city, although the experience of drowning only
offers an escape from that kind of ordering, not a change of experience. Phelebas “[enters]
the whirlpool” which bears remarkable similarity to the actions of the crowd that “flowed
over London Bridge” (319, 62). ‘London Bridge’ causes the crowd to flow like the water
that will eventually spell Phelebas’ doom. London Bridge appears again at the end of the
poem literally modeling both the city’s disintegration and its deathlike effect on identity.
Again, the city is demonstratively preoccupied by death, a stance its citizens tend to
accept.

The unconnected and isolated consciousness exhibited by Eliot’s speakers
resembles the problems inherent in modern notions of ordering expressed by the city.
“Howl” presents a contrast to this depiction of urban space. His speaker does not remain
isolated, but rather goes mad trying to force connections in the face of an awesome and
overpowering city system that fails to provide them. The speaker’s madness is most
apparent during section II of the poem when he maniacally associates the daemon Moloch
with many hallmarks of the urban order. The speaker’s intensity has reached a fever

pitch at this stage of the poem as he rages against the disorder ironically caused by a city
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and ability to even picture other people moving through the urban environment has
diminished. While the vision of Moloch himself still contains many recognizable physical
elements, the narrator has separated himself completely from his physical self and gotten
lost in his own mind. Even the lines which recount physical activities on the part of city
residents do so in homage to Moloch’s power: “They broke their backs lifting Moloch to
Heaven!” (89). The movement is visibly removed from the agency of the speaker through
the use of the pronoun ‘they.” The narrator’s lack of interest in movement might actually
stem from his own participation in ‘lifting Moloch to Heaven.” Although he sees the city
as devastating, he never indicates that any one escapes it, which assumes that he must
have helped with this act of deification that leaves him both physically and mentally
broken.

However, the relationship between Moloch and the speaker is less well defined
than it seems. Superficially, it appears as if the narrator does not escape from the
destructive power of Moloch. Upon closer examination, there is more creative power in
the narrative then meets the eye. The word “Moloch” functions as a structuring element
of the poem, but even so, it does not retain complete control of this section. Once the
speaker declares “Moloch whom I abandon!” he begins to undermine the power of
Moloch (87). Moloch’s name is no longer expounded or quantified. Instead the sentence
structure changes to one of association rather than naming. “Moloch! Moloch! Robot
apartments! invisible suburbs! skeleton treasuries! blind capitals! demonic industries!
spectral nations! . . .” (88). The speaker’s enthusiasm, in the form of the written
exclamation divides Moloch‘ from the images that the demigod supposedly controls. Yet
the images remain strong and controlling. Moloch, however, will only make one more

appearance in the poem as he is lifted to Heaven, and removed from the corporate world
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city’s tendency to force “abject dependence on the machines,” Mumford claims that “the
monstrous gods of the ancient world have all reappeared, hugely magnified, demanding
total human sacrifice. To appease their super-Moloch in the Nuclear temples, whole
nations stand ready, supinely to throw their children into the Fiery Furnace” (The City in
History 572). Ginsberg’s image of the city proves markedly resilient at entering the
dialogue cause by the urban container. Although the individual remains caught inside the
urban container, Ginsberg’s vision of madness has been successful in providing an
alternative way of envisioning the city.

Ginsberg and Eliot both manage to tap into an uneasiness about the structure of
the modern city, and the modern experience at large. Though Eliot began his urban
critique decades before Ginsberg began writing and on a different continent, their
disillusionment with the city provides a mutual point of interest. Their questions about
identity within a system still resonate today. Neither of them can safely conclude that
autonomous identity within a system is possible, and they often suggest that attempts to
make an identity outside of the system are dangerous in that they might lead to either
maddness or death. They also present an interesting contrast to one another in that while
Ginsberg’s protagonist very much wants to see the city as an open system, he still faces
the same kinds of threats as Eliot’s speakers who seem largely locked within the
fragments of the system. The speaker in their poems recoil or at least seem less human at
the sight of the cold buildings that mark their existence, or in the face of useless
monumnets that signal the decay all around. Even the street system, which is supposed
to create connections, fails in these blighted urban systems. While Ginsberg’s speaker’s
response to this set of problems suggests that attempting to understand the workings of

the city will only lead to madness, Eliot’s speakers cling so tightly to their ruined notions
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believes order itself cannot work without this type of consideration of the human
element. The dissonant voice in the essay belongs to an architect, someone connected
with the physical discourses that create city constructs. His professional concern with
the physical, not consciousness itself, suggests his skepticism toward the human, whom
he see as a means of potential disorder. “Maybe your client is a damn fool, maybe he
isn’t . . . They’ve got to live in them, the houses, poems, we make-but they don’t even
know they’re houses” (182-3). In the architect’s view, the user can never know the entire
order of things, and would present a danger by contributing. By making selections with
an eye to the human, Williams can create an intersection of the urban and the human.
However, he does not forgot his brother’s point about the possibility of the man being ‘a
damn fool,” and so when he pieces his fragments together, it serves to create an urban
consciousness, a great overawing mass, not a model individual personality. The city
selections in Williams’ poetry are structured to allow for inclusion and incorporation
because in Williams’ view, without the incorporation of the human element, in art or in
architecture, anything becomes weak and susceptible to an eventual breakdown.

Some of the contrasts that Williams presents throughout Paterson lay out a
rationale for the attitude he expresses to his brother. If there is not one overawing idea of
human consciousness, then the potential for mass misunderstandings becomes quite
threatening. The selections that Williams includes in Paterson expand the boundaries of
the city and its model of order. For example, in book two, section two, Williams includes
a fragment of a letter from Marcia Nardi, one of several in the poem, in which she says, “I
must let myself be entirely misunderstood and misjudged in all my economic and social
maladjustments, rather than attempt to communicate to anyone else what I wrote to you

about” (64). Immediately following the letter, the speaker says, “Look, there lies the
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However, unlike Williams, his emphasis is not on the mob or the unwashed masses, but
squarely on himself. Notably, he phrases his statement to say ‘wish I could effect’ not ‘I
do effect,” suggesting that he does not care if he conveys anything to the masses or not, as
long as he captures the effect of things on him. Also, he only ‘wishes’ during day dreams,
further distancing himself from any conception of mass appeal. Although, O’Hara, like
Williams, squarely grounds his sense of aesthetics in the human, he focuses on the
individual consciousness.

In his poetry, O’Hara constantly references the selthood of the speaker by
presenting a very specific context for his selections of the urban environment. Instead of
incorporating the nameless human element, as Williams does, O’Hara seeks to evoke the
speaker’s unique self. In his poem, “Steps,” O’Hara compares New York to “Ginger
Rogers in Swingtime” (2). Although on a surface level, the line says something about New
York, the reference to the movie does not let the reader focus for too long on the city.
Later on in “Steps,” O’Hara throws so many outside references at the reader that their
diversity and the looseness of construction that they represent becomes overshadowed
by their status as choices of the speaker, manifestations of his consciousness. For
example, “where’s Lana Turner/ she’s out eating/ and Garbo’s backstage at the Met” (16-
8). The speaker includes pop culture film references, but notably marginalizes the people
in them. Lana Turner is ‘out’ while Greta Garbo is ‘backstage.” The speaker himself is
onstage, and while he includes other references in the city scene, the emphasis is on him.
He does not stick to the leading ladies, but instead focuses on his vision of them, moving
immediately to his own observation: “. .. and the park’s full of dancers with their tights
and shoes/ in little bags™ (21-2). This is a personal view of the park as well, as not

everyone will see the park as full of half-dressed dancers. While O’Hara’s pop culture
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In dealing with structure, the poems must also take into account the users of that
structure. The poets describe illegitimate, though ideal, users of the city according to such
critics as Jane Jacobs. In her introduction to The Death and Life of Great American
Cities, Jacobs notes that her book has not always been accepted by the mainstream urban
critics, but goes on to say that that her book is always understood by the walkers of the
city and that she sought to “[give] legitimacy to what [foot people] already knew for
themselves” (xii). Here she suggests that the correct way to view a city is not through the
plans and schemes of architects or power brokers, but through less credited sources, the
individual walking the streets. As her book goes on to detail, what she calls foot people
have the most right to access the city space, as opposed to cars or the corporations who
would buy up entire blocks and make them completely unviable for walkers seeking
points of access. Therefore the selections of the foot people will create a paradoxical
depiction of the city that is both ideal and illegitimate in that it stems from no authority,
but creates unforeseen moments of usefulness out of diversity.

In O’Hara and Williams, the physical mechanics of the city are less important
than the ways in which the city allows for human movement and navigation. In order to
understand the meaning of movement, one must first examine the difficulties of movement
that the city creates. In de Certeau’s conception of the city with its metaphorical levels
or implications and its physical presence, a user only has access to what amounts to “an
optical artifact” through a mediated reality, “a projection that is a way of keeping aloof”
(92). This creates a moment of tension between the ‘artifact” and the physicality of the
user, that ultimately explains why users can never be completely privy or complicit in the
city’s plans, but also why the user might not always take those plans into account in

constructing their own plans. The city creates limits and boundaries to individual
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whereas Williams’ personification of the city necessarily generalizes. Use becomes
particularly important in their separate understanding of consciousness. Williams and
O’Hara both evoke Jacob’s and de Certeau’s ideas about the ideal city user through their
speaker’s construction of the city. De Certeau assumes two things about any kind of
order, urban or otherwise: “that the practices of space also correspond to manipulations
of the basic elements of a constructed order; 2) it is assumed that they are, like the tropes

in rhetoric, deviations relative to a sort of ‘literal meaning’ defined by the urbanistic

system” (100). The ‘basic elements of constructed order’ represent the full implications

becomes possible. The construction of a new order out of selections and ‘deviations’
from the ‘metaphorical city,” the combined reality of spatial practices and base elements,
grounds itself on the tendency of the city to allow for minor manipulations of meaning.
For example, a walker in the city, though not favored by the gridiron plan, is certainly not
compelled to move in completely straight lines. Despite the gridiron plan, the walker is
free to move at a diagonal or leave the grid by entering shops or insert himself into
systems where he does not belong, like rooftops or private alleys. De Certeau notes of
this that:

The long poem of walking manipulates spatial organizations, no matter
how panoptic they may be; it is neither foreign to them (it can take place
only within them) nor in conformity with them (it does not receive its
identity from them). It creates shadow and ambiguities within them. It
inserts its multitudinous references and citations into them (social models,
cultural mores, personal factors). (101)

Poetry like Williams or O’Hara’s constitute a poetics of walking, both when their
speakers literally walk down the street, but also in the obvious choices they make from

within the urban environment. These poets do not escape the spatial organizations of the

52






















passive control that ‘Mr. Paterson” who has already ‘gone away,” holds over the city
inhabitants. Without him, the thoughts ‘alight’ and ‘scatter’ suggesting that the city
provides coherence. The emphasis on the concrete, not the abstract, instead of fixing
thoughts in one particular way is once again allowing a more free interplay of ideas, and
presents an idea of urban consciousness.

All of these interactions are centered around the city of Paterson as a focal point.
The selections in the poem are made on the city’s behalf. The other individual moments
and letters combine to represent the sum total of the city’s experience as the sleeping
dreamer. Even though Williams works out of a conception of grounding the structure of
art in the unwashed masses, he still does not let the masses, or any of the individuals
represented through letters or anecdotes throughout the poem gain control of the selection
process. While humanizing the city space considerably, it also confirms the city’s power
in that even though passive and sleeping, the city’s right to make selections goes
completely unchallenged. Thus William’s view of the city represents the humanized city
that contains the possibilities suggested by human interaction and the city context that
often exerts control over those possibilities. William’s sense of urban identity is
privileged over that of the individual, yet his method of constructing that urban identity
through an emphasis on walking still allows the human component to enter in and create
unforeseen possibilities.

Even when presenting the act of walking literally, Williams still uses it to draw a
contrast between individual and urban consciousness, and to express his favor for the
latter. In the book two, section one of the poem, “Walking in the Park,” the speaker says:

Walking -

Thickets gather about groups of squat-sand pine,
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walking itself are contributions to a narrative of walking or negotiating urban space. It
also makes a comparison between an individual’s walking practices and the city’s
consciousness of these practices. In contrast to O’Hara, the city provides a stronger
model of consciousness because it can incorporate elements that are beyond its physical
manifestation, such as the scientific data about walking. Although the lines evoke the
physical act of walking, this cannot be an experience for Paterson, the man-city, who even
in human form is sleeping. Walking represents a foreign element that the city’s
consciousness has been able to absorb. Furthermore, the structure of the section suggests
an outside notion of order, not the order that O’Hara used to evoke footsteps in
“Walking.” Here the order does not reflect an individual. The section refuses the obvious
connections that can be made between a user and the environment in favor of a looser
organization that references the urban consciousness.

Even though the city questions the process of walking on behalf of individuals, the
way the city personified interacts with other elements mirrors the process of walking, and
emphasizes the selections and intersections available in the urban space. First of all,
Williams gives his metaphoric creation an other: “A man like a city and a woman like a
flower/ -who are in love. Two women. Three women. Innumerable women, each like a
flower./ But/ only one man like a city” (1:1:7). An ‘other’ suggests the possibility of
dialogue and intermingling and multiple selections. Because the speaker remains
ambivalent about the level of interaction possible, it implies that the order represented by
the man does not necessarily have to include any of the possible diversion represented by
the women. Although there is only ‘one’ city and ‘one man’ the speaker refuses to be
specific about the level of interaction the city will choose to experience. Instead of a fixed

one-on-one ratio, the speaker suggests multiple points of interaction by his inability to fix
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including humanistic notions of order. Walking provides a means of gathering these
selections for poetic use. The poets’ individual view of the material they take and what
they subsequently make out of these selections reflects the contrasts between their ideas
about a conscious method of ordering. Notably, the selections both poets are making
from the urban space are grounded in the concrete and specific. They have tangible
borders and resist certain abstractions. In fact, Williams’ conception of ‘No ideas but in
things’ can describe one criteria for the selection process for both poets. Williams
emphasizes his commitment to the concrete multiple times in Paterson. “-Say it, no ideas
but in things-" (6). The sentiment repeats itself multiple times throughout the poem, in
an effort to emphasize what kinds of materials the city has to offer. The concrete
boundaries suggested by ‘things,” as opposed to abstractions, make the sense of humanity
that Williams evokes all the more impressive and more indicative of movement within the
city space.

O’Hara’s strong sense of individuality and identity presents quite the contrast
with Williams’ vision of the personified city Paterson. While they both posit a means of
making concrete selections from the urban container by evoking the methods of the city
walker, they reach different conclusions. Williams’ interest lies in the complete picture,
the human within the city as a nameless mass or another feature on the same level as the
topography or the industry. Thus although his city makes selections, they speak more to
the overall composition of city consciousness, rather than an idea of the unique person
within the city. When O’Hara thinks about the human within the city, he focuses on the
other half of the equation, the individual’s conception of the urban order. Through his
selections and integration of material, O’Hara is able to accomplish what Williams

devalues and what Eliot and Ginsberg find impossible: he can create a sufficient human
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