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– As I walk, solitary, unattended,   
Around me I hear that eclat of the world

  Walt Whitman, ‘As I Walk
These Broad Majestic Days’
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Introduction

 

Lost and Unlost Steps

What are the politics of walking in the city? What are its poetics?

In Nadja (1928), André Breton’s great surrealist novel, his autobiographical narrator at one point describes bringing a pile of books to a bar where he has made an arrangement to meet Nadja herself, who is fast becoming the object of his strange, not to say obsessive libidinal and spiritual investments. This pile of books includes a copy of Les pas perdus (1924), The Lost Steps, Breton’s first collection of essays, which he no doubt brings, along with the first Manifesto of Surrealism (1924), in an attempt both to educate her and aggrandize himself. ‘Lost steps?’ Nadja exclaims on seeing its title. ‘But there’s no such thing!’1

There’s no such thing as lost steps! If one were to search for the principle that epitomizes what, in an echo of the title of a book by the late Marshall Berman, might be called ‘modernism in the streets’, one could probably find it in this exclamation.2 It informs the writings of all those authors whose various, sometimes countervailing commitments to walking as a socially and psychologically meaningful activity I examine or reconstruct in this book. Those authors, that is, who consistently sought to make the cities with which they were familiar seem new or strange by traversing them aimlessly, sometimes desperately, on foot, in a state of heightened susceptibility to the relentless stimuli of the streets. But it is also a doctrine that, almost a century later, still resonates in the cities of today.

Certainly, it is the article of faith according to which, as a committed, even devout pedestrian, I like to live. No walk, as far as I am concerned, is ever wasted. In contrast, for example, to a car journey. In a city – especially one dominated by cars, by individualistic rather than collective, private rather than public modes of transport – it is walking that habitually makes me feel alive. It makes me feel both vitally connected to the city’s ceaseless circuits of energy and, at the same time, delicately detached from them. Stimulant, then, and narcotic.

In the twenty-first century, in cities that are the site of acutely disorienting cycles of creative destruction, where pedestrians are increasingly inured to the environment they more and more mechanically inhabit, not least because of their dependence on the technology of smartphones and other hand-held devices, we need another modernism of the streets. And we need to celebrate some of those embattled individuals for whom, in the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth centuries, at the high tide of industrial modernity, this activity was a sort of spiritual imperative; a vocation.

There’s no such thing as lost steps … Nadja does a lot of loitering on the streets of Paris, so her reaction to the title of Breton’s book, which I take to be spontaneously triumphant rather than merely defensive, is understandable. If you wander around the city, or hang about at street corners, things happen.

Of course, people might think as a result that you’re a pimp or a prostitute or some other undesirable, and if you’re a woman you’ll be especially exposed to demeaning assumptions of this sort; but things still happen. With any luck, in fact, you might encounter a Surrealist, as Nadja does. Or, thirty or forty years later, a situationist. These avant-gardists are committed to the idea that it is the street, above all other venues, that provides what Breton, in the essay that opens Les pas perdus, calls the ‘surprising detours’ that shape a life in the conditions of capitalist modernity.3

‘The street, with its cares and its glances, was my true element,’ Breton declares: ‘there I could test like nowhere else the winds of possibility.’4 The street, site of the most routine practicalities, such as shopping, is also a social laboratory in which all sorts of utopian potentialities can be tested. The street is the domain of the trivial; but – as the etymological origin of this word suggests, derived from the Latin for a place at which three roads meet, typically at the volatile margins of the city where immigrants of all kinds congregate and circulate – it is also a site of dynamic social experiment. It is a point of intersection, criss-crossed with restless feet, bristling with creative possibilities for collective life.

Breton, it can safely be assumed, agrees with Nadja that there are no lost steps. For her, as he formulates it in a sentence that Walter Benjamin later cited as the epigraph to his essay on ‘Marseilles’ (1929), the streets are ‘the only region of valid experience’ (‘la rue, pour elle seul champ d’expérience valable’).5 And walking, implicitly, is the only valid means of traversing this region or, better, ‘field’ of experience (it is surely important, paradoxically, not to erase the ancient pastoral associations of this phrase). More specifically, that errant, meandering form of walking that is often classified as wandering is the only valid means of traversing this field of experience.

Like other Surrealists, and indeed like other modernists of every stripe, Breton believed that the footstep, as Michael Sheringham puts it in a phrase to which I will return, is the ‘emblem of the free everyday’.6 The footstep is an opportunity to escape the logic of abstraction, the logic of exchange-value constitutive of those modes of transport with which, in the industrial metropolis, the walker must compete, from automobiles to buses to trains. Every footfall, then, in contrast to the revolution of a set of wheels that travels along roads or tracks, is an adventure. A flight. It is open to ‘surprising detours’. And it is, at the same time, a faint imprint, on the pavements and other surfaces of the city, of these necessarily individual escapades.

It is in this sense that the lost steps shaping the essays in Breton’s Les pas perdus are not in fact lost steps at all. They are affirmations of the surrealist’s freedom simply to drift through the streets and through the corridors of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century French literature, opening himself up to the everyday excitements of chance experience. The polemics, reviews, and sketches of comrades associated with Dadaism and Surrealism that comprise Les pas perdus don’t go anywhere immediately obvious. They are diversions, meaning both deviations from the predictable or prescribed route and distractions. Recreational distractions that, as deviations from normative expectations, are in some fundamental sense re-creational …

In so far as Breton’s collection, both its title and its surrealist spirit, was subsequently ‘modified in the guts of the living’, to echo Auden’s poem about Yeats, it certainly proved creative and regenerative: the Cuban novelist Alejo Carpentier’s Los pasos perdidos (1953), The Lost Steps, in some respects a post-colonial critique of Surrealism, brilliantly explores not only what it means to get lost in the jungle but also just how difficult it is both to move on foot in the streets of a city and to live according to the ‘laws of collective motion’ that prevail in them.7 As individual pedestrians, isn’t this what we are all trying to do in our everyday lives? Aren’t we fighting, in effect, to coordinate the city’s ‘laws of collective motion’? Like a conductor who arrives at their podium halfway through the fourth movement of the symphony?

Les pas perdus includes the account of an adventure Breton and Louis Aragon had on a Parisian street when, to absolutely no narrative consequence, they became intrigued by an enigmatic and oddly disorientated woman. This passante, the object of those ‘cares’ and ‘glances’ apparently legitimated, in a patriarchal society, by the sightlines and the sexual-political dynamics of the street, is a Baudelairean passer-by who unlike Nadja resists with considerable insouciance the Surrealists’ more or less predatory attempts to recruit her to their schemes. Refusing to audition for the part of Nadja the two men are effectively hoping to cast, this anonymous woman ignores or, still more gloriously, remains completely unconscious of them: ‘Louis Aragon and André Breton,’ the piece concludes, ‘unable to give up the idea of finding the key to the riddle, searched through part of the sixth arrondissement – but in vain.’8

But Breton’s article, titled ‘The New Spirit’ and first published in 1922 in the surrealist periodical Littérature, is itself proof that their search was not in vain. For the surrealists, all experiences on the streets take the form of experiments, and no experiments are unsuccessful. Furthermore, if the point of this sketch is that it goes nowhere, Breton himself was clearly confident that he was going somewhere. The essays and fragments collected in Les pas perdus, which announce an arrival and a departure, function as important preparatory exercises. After all, the Manifesto of Surrealism, representing a signal departure for the avant-garde, appeared in the same year. There are no lost steps.

In French, the phrase pas perdus, ‘lost steps,’ recalls the phrase salle des pas perdus – the common, peculiarly rich name for the waiting room of a railway station. At once drearily prosaic and poignantly poetic, it evokes the aimless, restless pacing of those who kill time before the departure of their train, tracing a circular, almost self-cancelling movement that collapses walking into waiting, the active into the passive. But, read with a different inflection, the phrase les pas perdus can also mean ‘the not lost’. It connotes the unlost (the poet Paul Celan once referred to himself, in a beautiful if painful formulation, as ‘unlost amid the losses’9).

Breton’s essay collection is, then, about an intellectual and spiritual elect: Apollinaire, Duchamp, Jarry, Lautréamont, Rimbaud, Vaché, etc. This elect, moreover, which is comprised of the not-lost, or the sort-of saved, is implicitly recruited from the ranks of those who aimlessly pace the streets in pursuit of adventure. Wanderers. Fugueurs. For Breton, and for friends such as Aragon and Philippe Soupault, themselves the authors of fine surrealist novels driven by the logic of what the situationists will subsequently call the dérive, or psychogeographic ‘drift’, people who loiter or pace or wander are precisely not lost.10 On the contrary, they are preoccupied, consciously or unconsciously, with finding themselves.

And they do find themselves – in contrast, for example, to the inhabitants of that infernal cylindrical salle des pas perdus at the centre of Samuel Beckett’s The Lost Ones (1970), where the tortured relationship between waiting and walking acquires both mathematical and mythical overtones. Beckett’s vision is shaped in part by Dante’s account of the dead massed on the banks of the Acheron in the third canto of the Inferno. Perhaps it is also a recollection of the night he spent in the waiting room of Nuremberg station in 1931, an incident that informed a scene in his novel Watt (1953). Certainly, it is a vision of the damned: ‘Abode where lost bodies roam each searching for its lost one.’11

Breton’s more redemptive vision is of the not-damned. Those who like him inhabit the immense salle des pas perdus that is the metropolitan city might look like lost bodies, lost souls, but they are secretly the chosen ones.12 For they discover the marvellous in the everyday, reveal enchantment in the disenchanted spaces of urban life, find redemption in everyday forms of perdition. No doubt there are lost soles in the city, just as there are discarded gloves such as the one Breton’s autobiographical narrator fetishizes in Nadja; but there are no lost souls. The street redeems everyone. Indeed, its least bourgeois inhabitants, the bohemians, bums and criminals, are for Breton and the other surrealists its saints and martyrs.

In the city, then, for the surrealists and other ‘modernists of the street’, every aimless step counts – precisely because it cannot be counted. The more aimless the better … The American novelist Henry Miller, who made the streets of Paris his home throughout the 1930s, offers an almost programmatic statement about the opportunities that open up to those who drift through the city on foot when, on the opening page of his novel Black Spring (1936), he announces that ‘to be born on the street’ – as he himself claims he was because of his origins in working-class Brooklyn – ‘means to wander all your life, to be free.’ ‘It means accident and incident, drama, movement,’ he elaborates. ‘It means above all dream. A harmony of irrelevant facts which gives to your wandering a metaphysical certitude.’13

Here is the early twentieth-century equivalent, in the conditions of the industrial and metropolitan city, of the picaresque hero – an individual for whom, in Miller’s words, ‘nothing of what is called “adventure” ever approaches the flavour of the street.’14 ‘It takes a heroic constitution to live modernity,’ Walter Benjamin writes in ‘The Paris of the Second Empire in Baudelaire’ (1938).15 Modernists of the street such as Benjamin and Miller live capitalist modernity heroically by committing to walking or wandering the precincts of the city as if this activity were nothing less than a spiritual vocation. Each accident or incident, relevant or irrelevant, affirms the creativity and freedom of what might, in Baudelairean phrase, be characterized as the walker’s kaleidoscopic consciousness.

It is the lost steps, then, that are not lost. For the modernists of the street, lost steps are, paradoxically, unlost, and only the steps that follow a specific, prescribed trajectory are lost. Those who commute on foot, for instance, marching in the morning from station to office and in the evening from office to station, trace lost steps through the city precisely because such steps do not commute these commuters, in the literal sense of that verb: they do not altogether change or transmute them. They confirm rather than transform these pedestrians’ alienated relations to the city.

The canonical image of these people as the damned, or the undead, is no doubt T. S. Eliot’s evocation of the crowd flowing over London Bridge, ‘so many, / I had not thought death had undone so many’, in The Waste Land (1922): ‘Sighs, short and infrequent, were exhaled, / And each man fixed his eyes before his feet.’16 These lines, for all that they reflect Eliot’s elitism, his contempt for the mass of people, brilliantly encapsulate the contradictory state of concentration and distraction that typifies the commuter’s consciousness. Fixated on their feet, or on the piece of pavement in front of them, these commuters have closed themselves off from the ‘harmony of irrelevant facts’, in Miller’s phrase, that makes the act of walking both aimlessly and attentively through the streets into an everyday affirmation of individual, even of collective, freedom.

The modernists of the street, for their part, cultivate a combination of distraction and concentration that is the inverse of Eliot’s commuters’. The modernists of the street, too, are fixated on their feet, in the sense of being actively committed to the creative possibilities with which simply walking about the streets are replete; but this attitude entails seeing their feet, instead, as the fundamental means of opening up their embodied consciousness to what Berman, to cite the subtitle of another of his books, captures in terms of ‘the experience of modernity’.17 Their state of distraction, their refusal to focus on any one thing amongst the ‘harmony of irrelevant facts’, whether this be their feet or the destination to which they are thoughtfully or thoughtlessly travelling, is the precondition for a relationship of profound openness and receptiveness towards the city, one that effectively frees them (in Miller’s language again) to attend to the accidental and the incidental, to the dreams and dramas of the street. Their consciousness is in a state of distraction that, as in a dream, entails a certain fugitive form of concentration.

Here perhaps is an instance of what Benjamin, groping towards an understanding of the work of art in the age of technological reproducibility, and thinking in particular of the mentality inculcated by both cinema and urban architecture in the early twentieth century, calls ‘reception in distraction’.18 The modernists of the street promote a mode of attention that is neither that of the bourgeois spectator absorbed by the artefact before which he stands in contemplation, nor that of the mass of proletarian spectators seeking escape through the cinema screen. They distinguish ‘productive distraction’, as Howard Eiland characterizes it in an article on Benjamin, from ‘mere distraction’; ‘distraction as a spur to new ways of perceiving’ from ‘distraction as a skewing of attention, or as abandonment to diversion.’19 Walking is, precisely, an act of productive distraction. Or it should be.

In contrast to the masses condemned by Eliot in ‘Burnt Norton’ (1936), who are ‘distracted from distraction by distraction’, these heroes of modernity use their alertness to the intrusion of accidents or random incidents in the street to distract them from their distraction.20 Benjamin mentions that G. K. Chesterton, in his book on Dickens, ‘has masterfully captured the man who roams the big city lost in thought’. Benjamin’s point here is that the pedestrian who is ‘lost in thought’ is not for this reason necessarily immune to the city’s stimulations or provocations. On the contrary, he is utterly alive to them. Indeed, the most ‘revealing representations of the big city’, as Benjamin avers, have come from ‘those who have traversed the city absently, as it were, lost in thought or worry’.21 Concentration in distraction.

Distracted consciousness is of course a necessary, if not compulsory means of coping with the ceaselessly demanding, stimulating conditions of city life. It protects us more or less effectively from what the German sociologist Georg Simmel, in his seminal essay on ‘The Metropolis and Mental Life’ (1903), enumerates as ‘the rapid crowding of changing images, the sharp discontinuity in the grasp of a single glance, and the unexpectedness of onrushing impressions’ that constitute ‘the psychological conditions which the metropolis creates’. Simmel famously characterizes this psychic defence mechanism in terms of the ‘blasé attitude’ that – mirroring the levelling effects of exchange-value in the capitalist economy – renders everything ‘in an evenly flat and grey tone’ and thus safely neutralizes the images and impressions with which the city permanently bombards its inhabitants.22

In effect, Simmel is saying that if we don’t learn spontaneously to adopt this attitude, if we don’t walk about the metropolis in a state of distraction, insulated from the danger of what he nicely terms an attitude of ‘indiscriminate suggestibility’, we will collapse in the face of its monstrous colourfulness and multi-dimensionality.23 Constant attentiveness galvanizes us to the point at which, crackling like electricity, our nerve ends finally burn out. It takes a heroic constitution, it still needs to be insisted, to live modernity.

In this specific sense, then, distracted walking is imperative in the conditions of the modern city. The pedestrian must be ‘lost in thought,’ as Benjamin puts it, if they are to survive its onslaughts. This is why the phrase ‘unlost steps’, enclosing that uncancelled allusion to the lost, in contrast to cognate formulations like ‘found’ or ‘saved’ steps, should be retained if we are to understand the dynamics of walking intrinsic to those writers, including Dickens, Chesterton and Benjamin, who are modernists of the street.

In the twenty-first century, however, the phrase ‘distracted walking’ has acquired a rather different, frankly unsettling, significance. For today it denotes the widespread practice among pedestrians – sometimes dubbed ‘smombies’, smartphone zombies – of blundering through the streets and crossing roads while absorbed in their phones. This practice routinely causes fatal traffic accidents. The National Safety Council has for example indicated that in the United States nearly 6,000 pedestrians were struck and killed by motor vehicles in 2017, a number that seems to be rising each year at least in part because of people’s dependence on using smartphones in the street.24

As the industrial engineers Jun-Ming Lu and Yi-Chin Lo have proposed in a preliminary analysis of what they identify as the ‘gaze behavior’ of people using smartphones, it is the ‘need for multitasking’ that has driven this rise in ‘distracted walking’, a habit that results in ‘behavioral changes in body movements, gaze patterns, allocation of attention resource and reaction time to unexpected stimulus’. They further report that ‘the impaired situation awareness and the occurrence of inattentional blindness could be also some of the reasons of accidents’.25

But, as phrases such as ‘impaired situation awareness’ and ‘inattentional blindness’ indicate clearly enough, in spite of their clotted quality, ‘distracted walking’ has other, less material effects. Most importantly, it insulates the individual pedestrian from the sensorium of the city, impoverishing their everyday experience of its physical and social life by funnelling their attention through the screen. This screen, it might be claimed, serves as little more than a portal into the virtual space of what Guy Debord, in ways that seem startlingly relevant once again, described as ‘the spectacle’, a regime of commodity relations that he summarizes as ‘capital to such a degree of accumulation that it becomes an image’.26

The spectacular virtual space of the smartphone screen, whether it functions as the domain of work or leisure, of production or consumption, or whether it deconstructs precisely this distinction, is structured by the profit motive. The ‘addiction to distraction’ to which the Frankfurt School thinker Siegfried Kracauer alludes in The Mass Ornament, which ‘fills [the working masses’] day fully without making it fulfilling’, here reaches its apotheosis. ‘The form of free-time busy-ness,’ Kracauer continues, ‘necessarily corresponds to the form of business.’27 Pedestrians’ use of their hand-held devices to send emails or texts, even to purchase products online, conforms exactly to the commodified logic of the society of the spectacle in its latest phase of development. If the flâneur, according to Baudelaire, was a ‘kaleidoscope gifted with consciousness’, then the distracted walker is a smartphone endowed with consciousness.28

What are the consequences of this conditioning for the lives of individuals and collectives in cities today? For the city’s ‘laws of collective motion’, in Carpentier’s lovely formulation? The urbanist Adam Greenfield has recently argued that ‘when someone moves through the world while simultaneously engaged in some remote interaction,’ the two spatial experiences, one actual, one virtual, compete directly with each other. ‘Only one mode of spatial experience can be privileged at a given time,’ he explains; ‘and if it’s impossible to participate fully in both of these realms at once, one of them must lose out.’29 Inevitably, Greenfield insists, it is the actual that in these circumstances capitulates to the virtual.

The example Greenfield offers, though he doesn’t use the term, is that of ‘distracted walking’:


Watch what happens when a pedestrian first becomes conscious of receiving a call or a text message, the immediate disruption they cause in the flow of movement as they pause to respond to it. Whether the call is hands-free or otherwise doesn’t really seem to matter; the cognitive and emotional investment we make in it is what counts, and this investment is generally so much greater than that we make in our surroundings that street life clearly suffers as a result.30



Street life suffers … The community of people on the street, even if this amounts to little more than the sum of those individuals that happen provisionally to be present in its precincts at a particular time, is undermined by the introversion fostered by those virtual spatial experiences delivered by smartphones and other mobile devices. The collective life of the street is thus fatally vitiated.

Certainly, in distracting pedestrians, this technology renders the relatively benign, democratic sort of surveillance once advocated by Jane Jacobs in the interests of making cities safer, which was dependent on what she called the community’s ‘eyes on the street’, almost impossible.31 In the contemporary city, the eyes on screens often outnumber those on the street. And this redirection of attention makes our surroundings susceptible to malign, undemocratic forms of surveillance.

Staring at a phone, people fail to notice the increasingly authoritarian mechanisms through which the state and various private interests police their activities as citizens and monitor and manipulate them as consumers. They become the twenty-first-century equivalent of what nineteenth-century Parisiens knew as les badauds, those onlookers or ‘gawkers’ whose gormless attitude to events taking place in the streets was credulous and irredeemably passive.32 Except that, where les badauds were senselessly, unreflexively fixated on actual, physical events, and often spontaneously coalesced into crowds because of the spectacle, distracted walkers are senselessly, unreflexively fixated on virtual ones, and remain almost completely atomized. No doubt this makes today’s pedestrian monads – who only seem spontaneously to form collectives when, with sociopathic calm, they stop and use their phones to film some horrifying drama as it unfolds before them – even more susceptible to more or less covert forms of manipulation than their Victorian predecessors.

Greenfield usefully lists some of the ‘networked information-gathering devices’ that – in addition to CCTV, which is a comparatively, indeed deliberately, visible presence on the street – have already been implemented in public space:


cameras, load cells and other devices for sensing the presence of pedestrians and vehicles; automated gunshot-detection microphones and other audio-spectrum surveillance grids; advertisements and vending machines equipped with biometric sensors; and the indoor micropositioning systems known as ‘beacons,’ which transact directly with smartphones.



In these and other more or less surreptitious ways, the ‘contemporary streetscape’, like our homes and our bodies, has become ‘comprehensively instrumented’.33 To distracted walkers, no doubt, the intrusive devices listed above are more redolent of a vaguely distant dystopian future than of the hidden matrix of everyday life, commodified and instrumentalized as it is, in the present.

Pedestrians’ cognitive and emotional investment in the virtual domain thus has grave social and political, as well as aesthetic, implications. It desensitizes them to the latest modes of surveillance. Moreover, it also prevents them from perceiving the insidious ways in which, physically, legally and symbolically, their cityscapes are currently being altered and appropriated by capital. Distracted walkers insulate themselves – to potentially calamitous effect at both an individual and a collective level – not only from its politics but from its economics.

When we use our smartphones as we circumambulate the streets, perhaps simply in order to navigate them with a virtual map, we fail to notice the ways in which public space is covertly being colonized by corporate interests and reinvented as an archipelago of private spaces to which ordinary citizens have at best limited access. Recently, as the urban anthropologist Setha Low summarizes it, and to an accelerating extent, ‘the boundaries of what is private or public have become less clear, and increasingly incursions by privatization and other neoliberal practices have been transforming public space, placing it back in corporate or commercial hands.’34 There is a sense, then, in which the steps traced by distracted walkers in cities today, in so far as they are rendered automatic or semi-automatic by a persistent displacement of mental attention from the physical to the virtual, do entail a serious cost. These footsteps, to paraphrase Sheringham, are emblematic of the unfree everyday as opposed to the free everyday. Truly, they are lost steps.

The philosopher Michel de Certeau, in his famous chapter on ‘Walking in the City’ from The Practice of Everyday Life (1980), outlining a ‘rhetorics’ of pedestrian spatial practice, provides some of the terms in which, for all that it is a more recent phenomenon, ‘distracted walking’ might be both understood and, ultimately, combated. ‘Distracted walking’ is perhaps an extreme, malign instance of what de Certeau – in the course of his attempt to theorize the distinction between authoritarian, aerial perspectives on urban space, on the one hand, and demotic, pedestrian perspectives, on the other – calls at one point the ‘opaque and blind mobility characteristic of the bustling city’.

De Certeau conceptualizes the reinscription of the city that is enacted by footsteps, at the level of the pavement, as a horizontal alternative to the all-seeing or panoptic control of urban space embodied in those ‘geometrical’ and ‘geographical’ views of the streets that he associates with the vertical perspective of corporate buildings such as the World Trade Center. Naturally, de Certeau was not in a position to understand the extent to which, in the twenty-first century, the opaque and blind mobility of pedestrians, in so far as it corresponds to the ‘impaired situation awareness’ and ‘inattentional blindness’ of distracted walkers, reinforces rather than resists the disciplinary disposition of space. But his insistence on foregrounding the ‘migrational, or metaphorical, city’, which he identifies with walkers, as a means of disrupting ‘the clear text of the planned and readable city’, points to how a kind of ‘undistracted walking’ might be fostered.35

It comes down to cultivating an undistracted way of walking that mobilizes what de Certeau calls ‘surreptitious creativities’. This self-consciously undistracted walking, alert to the operations of capital and its surveillance mechanisms in the street, and committed if possible to subverting them, insinuates ‘a second, poetic geography on top of the geography of the literal, forbidden, or permitted meaning’ imposed by the ‘functionalist and historical order of movement’. It reinvents urban space not simply by treading it attentively, or in a state of ‘productive distraction’, but by recovering memories and stories of the public, collectively lived city that private interests seek systematically to eliminate. It also preserves and reinvents it, of course, by militantly defending these public spaces when they come directly under threat from private development. Undistracted walking, to appropriate de Certeau’s words once again, carves creative, subversive spaces, equivalent to ‘ellipses, drifts, and leaks of meaning’ in discourse, from ‘the accepted framework, the imposed order’.36

‘Haunted places are the only ones people can live in,’ de Certeau concludes, adding that, because they accommodate memories and secrets, these places invert ‘the schema of the Panopticon’. Instead of distracted walking, then, we need a kind of walking that creates and cultivates these haunted places. In a double sense, we need to haunt the streets of the city in order to preserve and protect and reinvent them. In order to make them accountable to those who inhabit them rather than those who seek to monetize them, we need both to frequent them as familiar places and, like spectres, to disturb them and make them seem unfamiliar. If they are to remain our homes – the word ‘haunt’, incidentally, is related to the Old English hām, meaning ‘home’ – the streets need to be rendered unhomely. We need to be committed to what Virginia Woolf, in a justly famous essay of that title from 1930, called ‘Street Haunting’.37

In the fight for the city’s future, we need to function like ghosts. In this way, through undistracted walking, we might be able to redeem all those lost steps we currently trace through the city while reasserting the value of those unlost steps that the modernists of the street promoted. Let’s haunt the streets …

It is from a conviction that the politics of walking, along with its aesthetics or poetics, have recently acquired a renewed sense of urgency and importance – principally because of the distracted forms it frequently seems to take – that this book returns to the pedestrian practices of, roughly, the second half of the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth centuries.

The Walker explores a series of texts, arranged for the most part chronologically, in which more or less canonical authors, from Poe and Dickens in the early 1840s to Ray Bradbury in the early 1950s, explore the significance of solitary walking, especially in a metropolitan setting. They offer what Susan Sontag, writing about Robert Walser, author of ‘The Walk’ (1917), refers to in a felicitous phrase as ‘portraits of consciousness walking about in the world’.38 The book’s premise, then, is that the different kinds of walking these writers represent in their prose fiction and non-fiction have a good deal to tell us about the experience of modernity, specifically capitalist modernity, that has shaped everyday lives over the last century and a half; and that continues to shape our everyday lives.

I regard all of these authors as modernists of the street (even though only Ford Madox Ford and Virginia Woolf are commonly classified as ‘modernists’). They are modernists of the street because, like Breton and Benjamin, they are committed to the idea that, in a society in which individuals who travel by foot seem increasingly outdated, the pedestrian’s experience is peculiarly symptomatic of certain social tensions. The walker, for these authors, is a sort of ‘indicator species’ – a term biologists use to designate an organism whose health reveals the qualitative conditions of life that prevail in a given environment. The pedestrian’s experience is for them of diagnostic value in their ongoing attempt to understand the ways in which capitalist modernity both alienates and oppresses people and, conversely, offers them unprecedented opportunities for escaping or transcending that alienation or oppression in creative, experimental forms.

This book – which takes as its starting point Raymond Williams’s claim that ‘perception of the new qualities of the modern city had been associated’, at least since the Romantics, ‘with a man walking, as if alone, in its streets’ – centres on the solitary male walker.39 This privileged individual, effectively the male writer as walker, is the dominant metropolitan archetype in the literature on the ‘experience of modernity’ that I discuss. But this is not to imply that the solitary male walker is the only archetype. In spite of its excessively casual tone, the important qualification Williams makes in the statement I have cited – ‘as if alone’ – evokes the spectral presence on the streets of all those others who silently accompany him, either because they walk with him or because their activities, their labours, constitute the material and social conditions of the city in which he walks.

In particular, Williams’s cryptic, perhaps euphemistic qualification, ‘as if alone,’ invokes the presence, or absence, of women walking in the streets. Their absent presence. Lauren Elkin has forcefully pointed out that ‘if we tunnel back, we find there always was a flâneuse passing Baudelaire in the street.’40 Certainly, there are numerous examples, in the later nineteenth and earlier twentieth centuries, of female writers and their heroines taking to the streets as observers of the urban scene, from Charlotte Brontë and Elizabeth Gaskell, via Amy Levy, to Djuna Barnes and Dorothy Richardson. And feminist critics, in reshaping our understanding of the metropolitan streetscape, have rightly insisted on shifting them from its background, where they have so often been relegated, to its foreground.41

But, as Erika Diane Rappaport reminds us, there is no denying that, as distinct from a man’s, ‘a woman’s freedom to “walk alone” in the city was constrained by physical inconveniences and dangers as well as by social conventions that deemed it entirely improper for a bourgeois lady to roam alone out-of-doors’. When the flâneuse ‘walked in and wrote about’ the streets in this period, ‘she stepped out of her prescribed role into male territory.’42 The flâneuse – as distinct from women who, for professional or social reasons, simply in order to travel from here to there, passed through the streets of the metropolis – is not a common phenomenon. But her painful, paradoxical sense of simultaneously being both too invisible and too visible in the city streets was characteristic of all women in these fundamental circumstances.

It must be added, though, that the male territory to which Rappaport refers is by no means homogeneous or socially uniform – except, no doubt, in so far as it marginalises female pedestrians. For, as the writers I discuss here testify, many male pedestrians of the period, far from feeling entitled in the streets, find them distinctly hostile, for a range of different reasons. From Dickens’s Master Humphrey to Woolf’s Septimus Smith, they are the city’s internal exiles, even if their sense of unbelonging is from the start far less fraught, far less freighted with histories of exploitation and oppression, than that of women, or of men and women of colour.

It is the male territory on which this book concentrates, then, even when, as in the chapter on Mrs Dalloway, I examine Woolf’s more or less systematic critique of the sexual politics of the Baudelairean archetype of a man walking, as if alone, in the city’s streets. It does so principally in order to reconstruct a series of relatively deviant kinds of walker, taken from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, who offer to displace the still persistent paradigm of the flâneur. In a sense, like Woolf in Mrs Dalloway when she portrays Peter Walsh on the streets of the capital, I offer an immanent critique of the flâneur; that is, operating on the familiar terrain of the male, middle-class walker, I seek to expose the points at which, surfacing or erupting in more or less psychopathological symptoms, its internal contradictions render this archetype unsustainable. My flâneur is in flight from the city to which he is fatally affiliated.

The flâneur glorified by Baudelaire was never the comfortable, complacent bourgeois stroller that had been so fashionable in the 1840s in those illustrations and journalistic sketches known as the Physiologies. As late as 1867, the French historian and journalist Victor Fournel was presenting flânerie, which he sketched in terms of ‘drifting along, with your nose in the wind, with both hands in your pockets, and with an umbrella under your arm, as befits any open-minded spirit’, in positively seraphic terms. In ‘The Painter of Modern Life’ (1863), however, Baudelaire was already emphasizing the flâneur’s restless, unsettled experience of both the life of the metropolitan street and his own skin.43

As Benjamin recognized, Baudelaire’s conception of this archetype was closer to that of his hero Edgar Allan Poe, for whom ‘the flâneur was, above all, someone who does not feel comfortable in his own company’, than to the one purveyed by the contemporary illustrated periodical press.44 This can be seen in a poem like ‘Le Soleil’, from the Tableaux Parisiens section of the second edition of Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du mal (1861), where the impoverished poet describes venturing out alone (‘Je vais m’exercer seul’) in search of the poetry of the city’s streets: ‘duelling in dark corners for a rhyme / and stumbling over words like cobblestones.’45 Like the French language, the French capital is in this poem a distinctly hostile environment. So is the poet’s own body. By this point, racked by debt, Baudelaire was addicted to laudanum; mentally and physically ill. Here, the writer as walker is haunted and hunted.

My book pursues a series of prose writers and their characters, many of them indebted to the example of Baudelaire, whose experiences of walking dramatize a relationship both to the metropolitan city and to themselves that is disturbed and troubled. It stages a sequence of crises for the pedestrian, and especially for the flâneur. In a sense, the book presents a series of profiles of certain types of pedestrian as they attempt to come to terms with the experience of modernity in the streets. Like Balzac’s Théorie de la démarche (1833), one of the first ‘theories’ of walking, it tries to capture some of the variations of the human gait, in the belief that they can communicate a good deal about the embattled conditions of everyday life under capitalist modernity since roughly the time the French novelist was writing.46

The walkers examined here all experience modernity in terms of what, in the final substantive chapter of this book, which is about the contemporary city, I characterize in terms of ‘not belonging’. They are some of modernity’s anti-heroes. They are pedestrians who drift, loiter or aimlessly wander in the city; who collapse in the face of its immensities or accidentally stumble in its streets; who malinger in it after long illness; who mysteriously disappear from its precincts or, more dramatically still, are forced abruptly to flee from those that administer or police it. The book’s conviction is that those most attuned to the contradictions of metropolitan modernity, those who live them at the level of the pavement, are best placed to grasp not only the city’s alienating but its liberating possibilities. This is what it means to be a modernist of the street.

‘And every single fellow had a different way of walking,’ James Joyce wrote in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916).47 If we attend carefully to some of these different ways of walking, I want to contend, and to the different ways in which, historically, they have been represented, in terms of narrative form as well as content, then we might be able to test both the different forms of alienation characteristic of capitalist modernity and the limits of this alienation, the possibilities of finding a certain freedom from it. In addition, we might come to understand what it means, in historical perspective, to walk distractedly and undistractedly. We might be able to ascertain which steps are lost and which are unlost.

How can we preserve the flâneur’s alertness and attentiveness to his environment, in our own efforts to cultivate a state of concentration-in-distraction on the streets, without reproducing the flâneur’s privilege and thus forgetting our sense of discomfort? It is doubtless the case, in the era of ‘distracted walking’, that we need to be both for and against the flâneur. We need to emulate the flâneur’s perceptiveness as someone who, like a skilled semiotician, patiently reads and interprets the city streets and the activities taking place there. Roland Barthes, who asserts that ‘when I walk through the streets, I apply … one and the same activity, which is that of a certain reading’, is exemplary in this respect.48 But we also need to recognize that, because of his prerogatives as a middle- or upper-middle-class white writer, he remains an outdated paradigm, and that it is therefore necessary to refuse his sense of entitlement. We need to decide what is living and what is dead in the tradition of flânerie.

‘Of the two hundred and fifty-four and a half persons whose gait I studied,’ Balzac declares (revealingly enough, he jokes that he has counted ‘a man without legs only as half a person’), ‘I have not found one who moved gracefully and naturally.’49 Perhaps, in capitalist society, we should not expect to find anyone who moves gracefully and ‘naturally’ (whatever that might mean). Obviously, there are today descendants of the early nineteenth-century flâneur who have the money, time and social entitlement to stroll along the more prosperous shopping streets of capital cities, with, as Fournel might put it, their nose in the wind and both hands in their pockets. But the mass of people are condemned by the economic and social pressures of capitalism, especially in a climate of precarity like the present one, either to rush from one place to another because they are compelled to do so by the time-discipline of the marketplace, or to saunter and wander simply because they cannot find full or fulfilling employment.

In such a city, built on barbaric social inequalities, most people’s bodies are in one way or another contorted by the labour they perform, whether they work in factories, fields or offices, and this makes it almost impossible for them to move ‘gracefully and naturally’. In this respect, it is of course moralistic to denounce the bent postures and blind motions, as well as the compulsion to check their smartphone screens, that is characteristic of distracted walkers. Everyone is to some extent the victim of a disciplinary regime that distorts their bodies, their selves, even when they perform the fundamental, indeed primal activity of walking.

Ultimately, then, we must look to some sort of post-capitalist society, however remote the prospect, to restore a graceful, ‘natural’ movement, through its liberating possibilities for everyday life, to the superficially simple activity of walking. Footsteps as the embodiment, not merely the emblem, of the free everyday … It was to this future, trivial though its emphasis might at first seem, that Benjamin’s friend, the philosopher Ernst Bloch pointed. Bloch insisted, in characteristically complicated prose, on ‘the recognition of the human right to “walk upright” [as] essential to the program of a socialist society and the humanity of its living praxis’.50

What Bloch called the ‘upright gait’ (aufrechter Gang), which he identified with the tradition of natural law, was for him the pre-eminent sign of a society committed to affording its citizens a dignity that is at the same time ‘respected in persons and guaranteed in their collective’. Bloch’s slogan, in outlining what might be called his orthopaedic politics, was ‘uprightness as a right’.51 It should be ours, too.

In the meantime, before we finally restore this right to ourselves as a collective, perhaps we should each individually strive to cultivate an upright gait, and an undistracted mode of walking, that are proleptic of this future. To trace unlost steps through the metropolitan city in the name of an unlost society.
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Convalescing

Edgar Allan Poe’s
‘The Man of the Crowd’

In his ‘Meditations of a Painter’, composed in 1912, the Italian painter Giorgio de Chirico narrated the mysterious but at the same time perfectly ordinary experience that had inspired his famous sequence of metaphysical cityscapes, commencing with the Enigma of an Autumn Afternoon (1910):


One clear autumnal morning I was sitting on a bench in the middle of the Piazza Santa Croce in Florence. It was of course not the first time that I had seen this square. I had just come out of a long and painful intestinal illness, and I was in a nearly morbid state of sensitivity. The whole world, down to the marble of the buildings and the fountains, seemed to me to be convalescent. In the middle of the square rises a statue of Dante draped in a long cloak, holding his works clasped against his body, his laurel-crowned head bent thoughtfully earthward. The statue is white marble, but time has given it a gray cast, very agreeable to the eye. The autumn sun, warm and unloving, lit the statue and the dark façade. Then I had the strange impression that I was looking at all these things for the first time, and the composition of my picture came to my mind’s eye.1



This is a classic modernist epiphany. Life itself, condemned to a state of deadening repetition, especially in the routine spaces of the city, is apprehended as if for the first time. Earlier in the ‘Meditations’, de Chirico cites Schopenhauer’s dictum that, in order to have ‘immortal’ ideas, ‘one has but to isolate oneself from the world for a few moments so completely that the most commonplace happenings appear to be new and unfamiliar, and in this way reveal their true essence’.2

In the incident in the Piazza Santa Croce, the everyday is redeemed by what de Chirico calls ‘the enigma of sudden revelation’.3 Several of his canvases from the 1910s revisit this ‘primal modern scene’, as Marshall Berman might put it.4 In The Mystery and Melancholy of a Street (1914), to take one example, a sudden silence seems to have descended on the city, softly flooding the most commonplace sights with some unidentifiable spiritual significance. The end of an ordinary day assumes the form of an ominous interruption. It is as if a mysterious curfew has been imposed on the city, less because of some specific threat of destruction than because of a generalized anxiety about death.

This city, as Walter Benjamin might have put it, ‘looks cleared out, like a lodging that has not yet found a new tenant’;5 or like one from which an old tenant has for nameless reasons been expelled. Its unsettling atmosphere is objectified in the sinister silhouette that falls across the piazza from the right-hand side of the composition, menacing the fragile, fairy-tale innocence of the child that scampers up the street with a hoop. With its blank colonnades and its baked, eerily featureless surfaces, the city is at once a desert and a labyrinth. The poet John Ashbery, an admirer of de Chirico, has suggestively referred to his ‘agoraphobia-inducing piazzas’.6

In The Mystery and Melancholy of a Street, as in other paintings by de Chirico at this time, the city has become the implausible setting for what Marx once referred to, at least according to Benjamin, as ‘socially empty space’.7 Looking at it, the spectator experiences a creeping sense of agoraphobic panic, one that perhaps mimics de Chirico’s fear of fainting in the street, which he documented in his memoirs, and his neurotic habit, as a consequence, of sticking close to walls as he gropes through the city. ‘In the noisy street,’ he reflects in the ‘Meditations’, ‘catastrophe goes by.’8 So too, it seems, in the silent street.


[image: img]

The Mystery and Melancholy of a Street 1914 (oil on canvas) by Giorgio de Chirico.



The dreamlike stasis of The Mystery and Melancholy of a Street evokes the faint, residual delirium of someone recovering from, say, an intestinal illness. The city de Chirico imagines in this composition is a physiological phenomenon, a physical extension of the painter’s embodied consciousness. Its colonnades, streets and open spaces, in contrast to contemporary cities celebrated for their arterial freedom, themselves seem susceptible to a kind of intestinal inhibition that impedes uncomplicated movement, notwithstanding the absence of human throng. The city itself is in a state of preternatural sensitivity.

So, the painting depicts what Benjamin called ‘the infirmity and decrepitude of this great city’.9 But it also depicts the city’s capacity to be regenerated or reborn through the contractions that gently convulse it.

Though often overlooked, the most striking aspect of de Chirico’s autobiographical anecdote in the ‘Meditations’ is the emphasis on his convalescent state, and on the concomitant fact that the ‘whole world’ feels to him as if it, too, is convalescent.

In addition to de Chirico’s personal experience of recovering from intestinal illness, it is surely possible to detect the celebrated influence of Nietzsche on his thinking in this respect. As a young man, de Chirico was a fanatical reader of Nietzsche, and he consciously applied to painting what he called the ‘Nietzschean method’, which involved ‘see[ing] everything, even man, in its quality of thing’.10 This is an aesthetic in which ‘metaphysical revelation’, to frame it in the art historian Ara Merjian’s terms, ‘sits within the limits of physical reality.’11 The convalescent – for whom ‘all things have a new taste’, as Nietzsche puts it in Twilight of the Idols (1889), and who waits in expectancy – is perhaps the ultimate embodiment of the Nietzschean method.12 For the convalescent, the enigmatic thingness of the things to which he relates is readily apparent.

It is reasonable to assume that, in affirming convalescence as a regime of the senses, de Chirico was recalling the regenerative role played by the convalescent in Nietzsche’s philosophy. In Human, All Too Human (1878), for example, Nietzsche details what he calls ‘another step onward in convalescence’; that is, the moment when ‘the free spirit again approaches life, slowly, of course, almost recalcitrantly, almost suspiciously.’ He opens himself up to ‘feeling and fellow-feeling’, and to the world around him:


He almost feels as if his eyes were only now open to what is near. He is amazed and sits motionless: where had he been, then? Those near and nearest things, how they seem to him transformed!13



Nietzsche’s description reads like a snapshot of de Chirico on that clear autumnal morning when he sat on a bench in the middle of the Piazza Santa Croce in Florence. Or, more precisely, de Chirico appears to be acting out Nietzsche’s prescription.

Perhaps the painter was also thinking of a crucial section on the concept of the ‘eternal return’ in Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1885), where Nietzsche devoted a section to ‘The Convalescent’. There, Zarathustra’s animals coax him from the cave where he has lain for ‘seven days, with heavy eyes’, telling him, in a beautiful formulation, that ‘all things want to be [his] physicians!’ When in the course of his conversation with the animals Zarathustra recalls his sickness, and his ‘disgust at man’, they interrupt him: ‘Speak no further, convalescent!’ they command, ‘but go out to where the world awaits you like a garden.’14 In the Piazza Santa Croce the city waits for de Chirico like a garden, even if in its fallen state it is at once a desert and a labyrinth.

In a later retrospective account of the factors that shaped his ‘Pittura Metafisica’, entitled ‘Some Perspectives on My Art’ (1935), de Chirico confirmed that the important canvases he painted in Paris between 1912 and 1915, which were shaped by a visit to Turin in 1911, ‘owe[d] a great deal to Friedrich Nietzsche, whom I read passionately at the time’. ‘His Ecce Homo [1888],’ de Chirico specified, ‘written in Turin shortly before he succumbed to madness, greatly helped me understand the city’s peculiar beauty.’ The peculiar beauty of Turin, he continued, resided in its autumnal quality:


Autumn, as it revealed Turin to me and as Turin revealed it to me, is joyful, although certainly not in a gaudy, dazzling way. It’s something huge, at once near and distant; a great peacefulness, great purity, rather closely related to the joy felt by a convalescent finally cured of a long and painful illness.15



De Chirico had previously identified convalescence with the melancholic atmosphere and muted affects of autumn – the season’s distinctive Stimmung – in his elusive novel Hebdomeros (1929). There he declares that ‘summer is a malady, it’s all fever and delirium and exhausting perspiration’, whereas ‘autumn is convalescence, after which life begins (winter)’.16 As his evocation of the ‘clear autumnal morning’ in the Piazza Santa Croce indicates, de Chirico’s paintings are autumnal in this precise sense. They consciously evoke the space and time of convalescence, a delicate state of suspension and transition between two opposed modes of being. Convalescence is a heightened condition of openness or receptiveness to the world, in which traces of fever dissolve in a consciousness characterized by a feeling of preternatural calm.

Either from fear or from a reckless happiness, the child in The Melancholy and Mystery of a Street dances a little desperately up the street with her hoop. She is a displaced, perhaps idealized image of the convalescent painter’s frail openness to re-experiencing the concussions and the percussive rhythms of the city. In ‘Some Perspectives on My Art’, de Chirico portrayed the artist’s experience of an ‘inspiration’ or ‘revelation’ as ‘like a child being handed a toy’: ‘The likeness between the joy of the artist touched by a revelation and that of the child surprised by a present depends, I believe, on the fact that both joys are pure.’17

In the literature on convalescence as an aesthetic, if I can put it like that, which dates back to the Romantics, and specifically to Coleridge in a rural context and Baudelaire in an urban one, the convalescent’s experience of his or her environment is often compared to that of the child. Such a delicate, almost helpless responsiveness or susceptiveness to life, and to its forgotten sensations, has something of the child’s brittle innocence: ‘I had the strange impression that I was looking at all these things for the first time,’ de Chirico comments on his convalescence.

The ‘nearly morbid state of sensitivity’ evoked by de Chirico in his ‘Meditations of a Painter’, associated as it is with the aftermath of a long illness, situates the artist within a tradition that I want to characterize, in a deliberately Baudelairean formulation, as that of the convalescent as hero of modernity. As de Chirico’s anecdote announces, the convalescent, and particularly the male convalescent, who is for social reasons less physically restricted than the female, less confined to the domestic domain, is in spite of his infirmity and decrepitude not necessarily confined to the sickroom.

I am especially interested in the moment when the urban convalescent, notwithstanding his frail nerves, takes his first, reckless steps in the city from which he has been temporarily exiled, and experiences a sense of freedom at once tentative and abrupt. The streets, which the convalescent approaches cautiously, still a little feverishly, at first perhaps as an observer who must half-protect himself from the impact of the city, are the site of his groping re-engagement with everyday life.

Occupying some indeterminate space between health and illness – even, in his residual feverishness, between reason and unreason – the convalescent is at once acutely sensitive to his environment and oddly insulated from it. ‘The body after long illness is languid, passive, receptive of sweetness, but too weak to contain it,’ wrote Virginia Woolf in Jacob’s Room (1922).18 The convalescent is both alive to the life that continues around him, and dead to it. He is at the same time calm and restless, contemplative and thoughtless.

In Sons and Lovers (1913), D. H. Lawrence also narrated an epiphanic moment in which the whole world seems convalescent. ‘In convalescence,’ the narrator comments, after describing an attack of bronchitis, ‘everything was wonderful.’19 The world has been renewed. As in de Chirico’s contemporaneous moment of revelation, the distinctive state of convalescence releases the young protagonist Paul Morel’s sense of the pictorial qualities of everyday sights, albeit in the country rather than the city. Seated in bed in his sickroom, he abstractedly concentrates on the wintry view through the window, where snowflakes cling to the pane for a moment and are gone.

In convalescence, as in the Baudelairean conception of spleen explored by Benjamin, ‘time is reified: the minutes cover a man like snowflakes.’20 From Paul’s convalescent perspective, the land suddenly comes to seem like a landscape; that is, detached from its instrumental functions, the countryside is spontaneously rendered aesthetic. In this scene, the architrave effectively functions as a picture-frame, and the deep snow outside acts as a blank canvas: ‘Away across the valley the little black train crawled doubtfully over the great whiteness.’21 In de Chirico’s paintings from this period, too, black trains that creep against the background are symbolic of an industriousness, indeed an industrialism, from which the convalescent feels gratefully exempt.

In the context of an urban convalescence, the aesthetics of the city and its anaesthetics are inseparable. The convalescent is thus an excellent instance of what Benjamin called ‘the law of the dialectic at a standstill’ – a social being whose immobility itself incarnates the characteristic ambiguities of everyday life in a metropolitan city.22 As someone cautiously emerging from the state of isolation associated with sickness, and experiencing in consequence a process of more or less reluctant re-socialization, he is a graphic instance of the metropolitan relationship between the individual and society, the private and the public.

As an aesthetic archetype, furthermore, the convalescent is precisely situated on the cusp of Romanticism and Modernism, both of which, I am assuming, are politico-cultural responses to capitalist modernity. Convalescence is one of the means by which, in an industrial society and in the increasingly uniform, utilitarian culture associated with it, the subject’s body obeys the injunction, characteristic of both Romanticism and Modernism, to ‘make it new’. In this respect it also represents a revolt, albeit a passive one, that is characteristic of the aesthetics of romantic anti-capitalism; in other words, it is a redemptive reaffirmation of ‘the repressed, manipulated and deformed subjectivity’ manufactured by capitalism.23

There are of course a number of other, superficially more plausible candidates, throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, for the Baudelairean role of hero of modernity. The most famous of these, and still the most popular, is the flâneur (whose affinities to the commodity, repeatedly emphasized by Benjamin, are all too often forgotten by those that celebrate him). As a social archetype, the convalescent has a certain amount in common with the flâneur: both of them, for example, tend to perambulate the city at a distinctly dilatory pace; and for both of them, as Benjamin puts it, ‘the joy of watching is triumphant’.24 Like his cousin the flâneur, the convalescent inhabits what Fredric Jameson has called ‘the bereft condition of the anti-hero who has no motivation at all’.25 The convalescent – who does not patrol the marketplace; who, in Benjaminian terms, looks about but does not seek a buyer – is the flâneur’s poor relation. More precisely, perhaps, he is his poorly relation.

The convalescent is significant because, above all in Baudelaire and Poe, he provides an alternative account of the relationship between the metropolis and mental life in the nineteenth century, one in which the immobility of the urban subject is as important as his mobility.

‘It is strange that while so much has been written for the invalid in the time of sickness, there are but few books which deal with the special needs of Convalescence.’26 So argued the Rev. S. C. Lowry in Convalescence: Its Blessings, Trials, Duties and Dangers: A Manual of Comfort and Help for Persons Recovering from Sickness (1845), a book that explores convalescence as a spiritual, no less than physical, condition.

The same statement holds true about contemporary scholarship on the culture of modernity, and this too has helped to make the convalescent almost invisible in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Sickness, and its role in nineteenth-century literature and culture, has been discussed ad nauseam, so to speak. Athena Vrettos, for example, who has devised a ‘poetics of illness’, asserts convincingly enough that ‘fictions of illness make their appearance in multiple and shifting areas of Victorian thought.’ Symptomatically, though, her narrative of these ‘somatic fictions’ abruptly shifts ‘from disease to health’, and in so doing completely effaces the importance of convalescence.27 There is at present no poetics of convalescence.

So how can convalescence be defined, if at all, in a technical sense? In the opening decades of the nineteenth century, when its impact on literature became apparent, a number of French medical students wrote dissertations on convalescence as part of their final examination.28 One of these, which I have chosen almost at random, can therefore function as a preliminary definition. In his thesis presented at the Faculty of Medicine in Paris on 3 August 1837, Hyacinthe Dubranle makes this statement:


Convalescence … is an intermediary state between the illness that it succeeds and the condition of health that it precedes. It begins at the stage when the symptoms that characterize the illness have disappeared, and it finishes at the stage when the free and regular exercise of the functions that constitute health is fully restored.29



This definition is manifestly problematic, because like all definitions of convalescence it cannot make sharp distinctions between this transitional phase and the phases that precede and succeed it.
OEBPS/Nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover Page


		Halftitle Page


		Title Page


		Copyright Page


		Dedication


		Contents


		Introduction: Lost and Unlost Steps


		1. Convalescing


		2. Going Astray


		3. Disappearing


		4. Fleeing


		5. Wandering


		6. Collapsing


		7. Striding, Staring


		8. Beginning


		9. Stumbling


		10. Not Belonging


		Afterword: Walking in London and Paris at Night


		Acknowledgements


		Notes


		Index








OEBPS/images/img_pub.jpg
\ 4

VERSO

London « New York





OEBPS/images/img_p25.jpg





OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg
The Walker

Matthew Beaumont





