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Metrqpolis 
The city is the slippiest of mankind’s creations. It is the wellspring of democracy; the seat 
of government; the land of opportunity; the sinkhole of vice; the playground of the rich; 
and the refuge of the outcast. It is tempting to say that it is all things to all people, and it is 
little wonder that it has proved a powerful source of provocation (if not always inspiration) 
for generations of commentators. Indeed, as Raymond Williams notes, by the end of the 
nineteenth century ‘City experience was now becoming so widespread, and writers, 
disproportionately, were so deeply involved in it, that there seemed little reality in any 
other mode of life’. It was with the ‘reality’ of the city in mind that Moveable Type invited 
contributions to its ninth Issue – METRO|POLIS – this time last year.   

In the following issue academic and creative writers reinterpret the city. In our first article 
Quyen Nguyen analyses the artistry of James Joyce and the ‘hyper-realism’ of Dublin in 
Ulysses. The emphasis that Nguyen places on the importance of looking shifts to a focus on 
moving in our next article, in which Michael Docherty examines how changing trends in 
urban planning altered what was at stake in car ownership in mid-twentieth century 
America. In a far-ranging piece that sweeps from Robert Johnson and Blind Lemon 
Jefferson, all the way through to the recently departed and much missed Chuck Berry, 
Docherty traces the anxieties expressed about mobility in African-American song. 
Francesca Froy then brings an architectural perspective to what has been traditionally an 
exclusively literary event in her exploration of railway-arches in contemporary London. 
Through a series of case studies she guides us through an economy that flourishes on the 
underbelly of the Overground, manifesting itself in a series of shops, booths, micro-
industries and one-man-bands. In addition to these diverse studies of metropolitan life, 
Moveable Type is also pleased to publish poetry by Ralf Webb, Erik Noonan and Karen Joan 
Kohoutek. Together they offer up a series of reimagined cities that emphasise the power 
of the metropolis to both isolate the individual and to act as a remorseless conduit for  
(uncomfortably) close encounters.  

This issue is also the first double-blind peer-reviewed edition of Moveable Type. 
Whereas historically the journal has showcased the research of PhD and Early Career 
researchers working at UCL, this issue includes contributions from both our homegrown 
academics, and those at other universities in the UK and internationally. This change in 
direction has not only opened up the project to those working beyond the confines of 
Gower Street, but has also created opportunities for members of our Postgraduate 
community, who have peer-reviewed and edited this edition. Such an expansion and 
diversification of input has created, at times, an almost metropolitan atmosphere in our 
crowded meetings and cluttered inboxes: after all, ‘What is the city but the people?’ 
Sicinius asks, ‘True, the people are the city’, the people respond.  

  The Editors: Matthew Holman, Asha Hornsby, Alistair Robinson, Harvey Wiltshire.  
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‘Dublin what place was it’  

Making Sense qf the Textual City in Ulysses 

Quyen Nguyen 
 

 

n proposition 2.002 of his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (1921), Ludwig Wittgenstein notes 

that, ‘It is clear that however different from the real one an imagined world may be, it 

must have something – a form – in common with the real world’.1 Wittgenstein’s 

observations on the necessary similarities of worlds real and worlds imagined certainly apply 

to the fictional Dublin created by James Joyce throughout his career. Since leaving Ireland to 

lead the life of a voluntary exile, Joyce repeatedly enacted spiritual homecomings by way of 

imaginative reconstructions of urban Dublin. With the use of unprecedented hyper-realism, 

he was fixed on the idea of rebuilding Dublin with each new volume of his oeuvre. As a 

result, the major geographical readings of Joyce are mostly concerned with ‘factuality’ in the 

fictive city and treat each of his works, Ulysses (1922) especially, as the epitome of realist 

urban fictions. The revolutionary montage of “Dublins” portrayed through an ‘odyssey of 

style’ has taken a back seat in Joyce studies.2 This essay addresses the neglected underlying 

cityscape and proposes a reading of one of the multifarious facets of Dublin in the seventh 

episode of Ulysses, ‘Aeolus’. It will examine those outstanding features of the episode that call 

attention to themselves over the clamor of the content, eclipsing other, more recessive 

																																																													
1 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, trans. D. F. Pears and B. F. McGuinness (London: 
Routledge, 2001), p.7. 
2 The Joyce industry treats Dublin as a unique one-dimensional object in which the real places in Ulysses have 
too often been the hinges upon which scholars analyze how Joyce’s Dublin resembles the historical city. See 
Enda Duffy, ‘Setting: Dublin 1904/1922’ in The Cambridge Companion to Ulysses ed. by Sean Latham (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2014), pp. 81-94; Terence Killeen, ‘Lee Miller: Photographing Joycean Dublin 
(1946)’ in Voices on Joyce ed. by Anne Fogarty and Fran O'Rourke (Dublin: University College Dublin Press, 
2015), pp. 133-36; Michael Laffan, ‘Bloomsyear: Ireland in 1904’ in Voices on Joyce ed. by Anne Fogarty and Fran 
O'Rourke (Dublin: University College Dublin Press, 2015), pp. 25-35. 

I 
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features. On the one hand, with reference to Barthes, the essay will point out that the reality 

effect remains powerful throughout the narrative due to the collection of place names in the 

descriptions of the city centre. On the other hand, the ‘headlines’ that are inserted into 

‘Aeolus’ attempt to push the reality effect to the periphery and overwhelm the reader with 

ambiguity. Thanks to these headlines the episode becomes a mock version of the press, 

constraining the genre of Ulysses as a fiction. Their intrusion divides the text into columns 

consisting of two different kinds of narratives; the essay will demonstrate how Joyce’s Dublin 

exists between the interplay of these two discourses, becoming a textual artefact whose final 

meanings are constantly interrupted and denied.  

Reading Dublin ‘Archivally’: From The Little Review to the  
Ulysses of 1922  
 

efore tackling the representation of the city in ‘Aeolus,’ we might consider an archival 

reading from The Little Review to Ulysses in order to illustrate how the text has evolved. 

The reader’s initial encounter with Dublin when reading the seventh episode in the magazine 

in 1919 is vastly different from the one offered by the Ulysses of 1922. The Little Review 

attracts the reader’s attention with its two almost identical sentences in the seventh episode:  

GROSSBOOTED draymen rolled barrels dullhudding out of Prince’s stores and 
bumped them up on the brewery float. 

Grossbooted draymen rolled barrels dullthudding out of Prince’s stores and 
bumped them up oil the brewery float.3  

Contemporary readers must have been puzzled by this monthly installment of ‘Aelous’. As 

Amanda Sigler points out, ‘The printer of the Little Review seems to have repeated the 

sentence by mistake, though this time he corrects “dullhudding” to “dullthudding,” and 

																																																													
3 James Joyce, The Little Review Ulysses, ed. Mark Gaipa, Sean Latham, and Robert Scholes (New Haven, CT.: 
Yale University Press, 2016), p.101.  

B 



  MoveableType 9 (2017)  6 

prints “GROSSBOOTED” as “Grossbooted”’.4 Still, this remarkably unusual feature is 

insignificant when compared to the text of the Ulysses of 1922. A new unintelligibility 

overwhelms the reader; suddenly a capitalized, newspaper-like headline disrupts the page: 

IN THE HEART OF THE HIBERNIAN METROPOLIS.5  

This headline is followed by a portion of text about the Dublin Tram System which includes 

numerous place names. From the specific descriptions of the people of Dublin and its rolling 

barrels of Guinness, to an introduction about the city centre, the reader receives two separate 

images of Dublin. The text in the seventh episode starts with the city being materialized as a 

concrete reality where Dublin is not presented from any character’s point of view: the city 

itself becomes one of the characters. 

Joyce’s letters and Joycean genetic studies offer valuable insight into his writing 

process and help us understand the changes made to the first version of ‘Aeolus’ in the Little 

Review. In a letter to Harriet Shaw Weaver on 7 October 1921, Joyce wrote: ‘Eolus [sic] is 

recast. Hades and the Lotus-eaters much amplified and the other episodes retouched a good 

deal. Not much change has been made in the Telemachia’.6 It turns out that, according to 

Michael Groden in Ulysses in Progress (1977), the headlines of ‘Aeolus’ were not inserted into 

the text until August 1921.7 In his revision process, Joyce refashions all of ‘Aeolus’ by adding 

61 headlines and a considerable number of words. These headlines run from the beginning 

to the end of the episode in large capital letters. The newly reshaped text behaves like a 

newspaper with each headline accompanying a column.  

																																																													
4 Amanda Sigler, ‘Archival Errors: Ulysses in the Little Review’, Errears and Erroriboose: Joyce and Error, ed. Matthew 
Creasy (New York, NY: Rodopi, 2011), pp.73-88 (80) 
5 James Joyce, Ulysses: The 1922 Text, ed. Jeri Johnson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), p.112. All 
subsequent references are provided in parenthesis.  
6 James Joyce, Letters of James Joyce, ed. Stuart Gilbert, 3 vols, (New York, NY: Viking, 1957) I, p.172 
7 Michael Groden, Ulysses in Progress (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press 1977), p.80.  
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As a result of this revision, the city of Dublin undergoes a great transformation. The 

headline ‘In the Heart of the Hibernian Metropolis’ suggests both a new beginning for and 

emphasis on the city and its inhabitants.8 Whilst Dublin exists quietly in The Little Review 

version in the portrayal of the activities at the newspaper office, in the Ulysses 1922 the life of 

the urban metropolis flourishes with the inclusion of numerous details that reflect its 

modernity. As a result of the image of two women climbing Lord Nelson’s pillar in The 

Parable of the Plums, the introduction of the tram system, and the descriptions of the city’s 

sounds, we find Dublin fully depicted from multiple angles as a modern metropolis.9  

Headlines, Dublin, and the Non-Consciousness Narrative 
 

n order to grasp the difference the headlines can make to the textuality of this episode, I 

would like to offer a reading of the added passages without the headlines to examine 

their functions. At the beginning of the episode, a passage of 126 words is adjoined with 

place names to create an image of the tram system in Dublin, as well as the activity of the 

mail cars at the general post office:   

Before Nelson’s pillar trams slowed, shunted, changed trolley started for Blackrock, 
Kingstown and Dalkey, Clonskea, Rathgar and Terenure, Palmerston Park and 
upper Rathmines, Sandymount, Green Rathmines, Ringsend, and Sandymount 
Tower, Harold’s Cross. The hoarse Dublin United Tramway Company’s timekeeper 
bawled them off. […] 

- Rathgar and Terenure! 

- Come on, Sandymount Green! (112)  

The exact locations of the activities are indicated as ‘Before Nelson’s pillar’ and ‘Under the 

porch of the general post office,’ along with eighteen other place names referring to the real 

world of Dublin. The terminal announcements signaling the beginning of a tram journey 

																																																													
8 ibid., pp.66-7 
9 Stephen Dedalus’ story about two old Irish women climbing the Nelson’s Pillar and spitting the plum seeds 
over the railing from the top of it. 

I 
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create an animated and bustling atmosphere at the central station. The occurrence of three 

repeated place names in separate lines makes the scene livelier and the reader gets a realistic 

sense of various trams starting their journeys. At the end of the episode, the reader 

encounters places with names identical to the tram stops from the opening passage. Even 

though they are listed in a similar style, they bring about different effects: 

At various points along the eight lines tramcars with motionless trolleys stood in 
their tracks, bound for or from Rathmines, Rathfarnham, Blackrock, Kingstown 
and Dalkey, Sandymount Green, Ringsend and Sandymount Tower, Donnybrook, 
Palmerston Park and Upper Rathmines, all still, becalmed in short circuit. (142) 

In the sixty-seven word column, there are eleven place names – Rathmines, Rathfarnham, 

Blackrock–Kingstown and Dalkey, Sandymount Green, Ringsend, to name a few – and eight 

kinds of transportation jammed together. The accumulation of proper names produces visual 

density, creating a powerful impression of being stuck and crammed, not only in the fictional 

world of the narrative but also on the physical page of the novel. 

 The scenes of tramcars offer a realistic image of Dublin thanks to the collection of 

place-names. As Roland Barthes observes in ‘The Effect of Reality’ (1968), the real is 

‘supposed to be self-sufficient [...] strong enough to belie any notion of “function”’, and 

without any ‘need be integrated into a structure’ because the ‘having-been-there of things is a 

sufficient principle of speech’.10 Reality is inherent in meaningless, random events and 

objects where no one questions their functions, whereas fictionalized, or constructed life is 

always under pressure to be plausible, and the writer seems to be haunted by self-

interrogation: is it convincing enough? Does it reflect life as it is? One of the possible 

techniques by which the writer attempts to bridge the gap between the fictive and the real is 

the deployment of superfluous details. The deluge of exact proper names and concrete 

details in Ulysses manifests the desire to present life as it is, in all its chaos, its collections of 

																																																													
10 Roland Barthes,‘The Reality Effect’, in The Rustle of Language, trans. Richard Howard (Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press, 1989), pp.141-8 (147) 
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random objects. As Jonathan Culler points out, despite the lack of meaning, proper names 

do have a signifying function, ‘they signify “we are the real”’.11 The place names in Ulysses 

gesture towards the objectivity that realism strives to attain. They inform the reader of not 

only places in Dublin but also the city’s routes, districts, and landmarks. This referential code 

works perfectly in Joyce’s text to point to the topographical knowledge of the city of 

Dublin.12 In ‘Calypso,’ Joyce uses nine place names, in ‘Lotus Eaters’, there are twenty, in 

‘Hades’, thirty-four, and in ‘Aeolus’, fifty-six. The sheer number speaks volumes. The density 

of place names makes the reader profoundly alert to the fact that he is reading a text fully 

attached to Dublin. Thus, the treatment of the world of Dublin in general, and of the tram 

system at Nelson’s pillar in particular, as a product of mimetic writing, provides common 

ground in Joycean scholarship. For example, Julie McCormick Weng asserts that the 

tramcars scene is a realistic representation that can ‘allow readers to experience in Ulysses […] 

an accurate picture of Dublin’s successful acquisition of technological modernity’.13 This kind 

of reading, while exploring the technological aspect of the city, overlooks two notable factors 

challenging the objectivity of the discourse: the special effects of the headlines, and the 

playful devices that interrupt the linearity of the narrative.  

 The sudden emergence of the headlines problematizes the meaning of the whole 

episode in general and the representation of Dublin in particular. Now, the depiction of the 

tramcar system is given a headline, ‘IN THE HEART OF THE HIBERNIAN 

METROPOLIS’; the details about Dublin mail cars are labeled, ‘THE WEARER OF THE 

																																																													
11 Jonathan D Culler, ‘Barthes, Theorist’, The Yale Journal of Criticism, 14.2 (2011), pp.439-46 (440) 
12 In S/Z, Barthes provides a name for the excessive details that create this reality effect: cultural and referential 
code. This code belongs to a group of five codes that help the reader decipher the meanings of a nove. The 
other four codes are proairetic code, hermeneutic code, connotative code, and symbolic code. See Roland 
Barthes, S/Z trans. by Richard Miller (New York: Noonday P, 1974), p. 20. 
12 The initial style is a label Joyce himself casually uses. Michael Groden in Ulysses in Progress defines this style as 
‘what appears to be a relatively uncomplex “third-person, past-tense narration and direct first-person, present-
tense depiction of the characters” thoughts’. See Ulysses in Progress (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 
1977), p. 15. 
13 Julie McCormick Weng, ‘Dear Dirty Dublin to “Hibernian Metropolis”: A Vision of the City through the 
Tramways of Ulysses’, Joyce Studies Annual (2015), pp.28-54 (44) 
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CROWN’; and the description of the short circuits of the tram system is grouped, ‘HELLO 

THERE, CENTRAL!’. The neat and ordered world of Dublin is flung about, dissected into 

two structures as Wolfgang Iser terms them: the headlines serve as the macro-structure and 

the narrative beneath them the micro-structure.14 If the reader deletes or ignores the 

headlines from the text in the same manner as I did above, they will find that the narrative 

technique of the micro-structure is traditional, with an easily identifiable, omniscient narrator 

and a clear plot. For instance, Joyce describes the way the trams and mail cars start and finish 

their journeys as well as the noises of the beer barrels. With the advent of the macro- 

narrative, the whole meaning-production process is ruptured.  

A headline is supposed to be a short summary of the most important items of news, 

creating an intimate link between itself and the proceeding content in a newspaper column: 

they are dependable, compatible, and mutually supportive. In ‘Aeolus’, the headlines behave 

in a different way: in some columns, they are irrelevant to the ensuing content, while in other 

columns, they comment ironically on the content. For example, the irrelevance is underlined 

in the passage in which the short circuit of the tram system at the end of the episode is 

summarized in a headline about a distant telephone conversation with Central: 

HELLO THERE, CENTRAL! 

At various points along the eight lines tramcars with motionless trolleys stood in their 
tracks, bound for or from Rathmines, Rathfarnham, Kingstown, Blackrock and 
Dalkey, Sandymount Green, Ringsend and Sandymount tower Donnybrook, 
Palmerston Park and Upper Rathmines, all still, becalmed in short circuit. (142) 

																																																													
14 My reading of the headlines develops from Iser’s terms. See Wolfgang Iser, ‘Indeterminacy and the Reader’s 
Response in Prose Fiction’, Prospecting: From Reader Response to Literary Anthropology (Baltimore, MD: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1989), pp.3-30, as well as from Karen Lawrence’s analysis of this chapter’s style. Iser 
explains that: ‘The microstructural level consists of a large number of allusions which basically can be divided 
into three different groups: (1) those dealing with the immediate situation, Bloom’s effort to place an 
advertisement at the newspaper office and the events connected with it; (2) those referring to completely 
different episodes outside the chapter itself; (3) those passages that seem to slide into obscurity when one tries 
to work out exactly where they might be heading. […] The macrostructure of the chapter lends itself to this 
need for “grouping,” though in a peculiar way’, pp. 23-4. 
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The headline brings two separate events together. The text does not attempt to arrange a 

suitable function for a headline or pretend that it might commune subtly with its content; it 

flaunts its discordance readily.  

The headlines intrude into every corner of the text and shatter the harmony as well as 

the supposed ‘wholeness’ of the narrative. After six episodes featuring either Stephen or 

Bloom, ‘Aeolus’ is the first episode in which Joyce lets them perform together. The so-called 

‘initial style’ is still in play in the micro-narrative: the characters appear separately from the 

depictions of the omniscient narrator.15 Both of their interior monologues are voiced, and 

free indirect discourse is still ongoing. However, a significant change in style is implemented: 

the text no longer belongs to a ‘pure’ literary genre because it denies its status as a fiction and 

imitates the style of journalistic writing. The headlines do not signify new stories, rather, they 

interrupt the ‘linearity’ of the narrative. The incongruity between the headlines and the 

contents is exacerbated; while the ‘micro-narrative’ is still pretending that it tells a fictional 

story, indicating its belonging to a literary genre, the headlines pompously flaunt ‘We are the 

press’.  

Textual Dublin exists in a struggle between two competing discourses. The 

incongruity between them renders the city alienating as the micro-structure makes for a 

seemingly realistic story while the headlines gesture towards irrelevant narratives. Dublin is 

twisted into two different directions, one aligned with the gentlemen of the press in the heart 

of the metropolis, and the other a trivial story about the tram system and rolling beer barrels. 

The headlines disrupt the reader’s smooth interpretation of the Dublin world and 

																																																													
15 The initial style is a label Joyce himself casually uses. Michael Groden in Ulysses in Progress defines this style as 
“what appears to be a relatively uncomplex ‘third-person, past-tense narration and direct first-person, present-
tense depiction of the characters’ thoughts”. See Ulysses in Progress (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 
1977), p. 15. 
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problematize the process of reading. Once again, the effort to acquire a totalizing 

representation of Dublin is denied.  

Additionally, the headlines interrupt the representation of Dublin in the way that they 

challenge the reader to identify their authorship, subverting the epistemological status of the 

narrative. Dublin is represented neither collectively nor figuratively, but mechanically. As 

discussed above, just as the headlines and their accompanying columns are incompatible, it 

would be illogical to think that the readily-identifiable omniscient narrator of the micro-

narrative is also the narrator of the headlines. Even though the mingled voices in Bloom 

episodes and Stephen episodes challenge the wholeness of the narrative, the reader is still 

able to assign the voice to either Bloom or the omniscient narrator. In ‘Aeolus’, the headlines 

obliterate any identifiable consciousness in the text. David Hayman’s argument, in his highly 

influential Ulysses, The Mechanics of Meaning (1970), that the Arranger, who first appears in 

‘Aeolus’, is the persona behind this stylistic departure is not convincing enough because he 

conflates the two distinct narrators. Karen Lawrence challenges Hayman’s opinion by 

pointing out that his argument still admits the existence of a consciousness. She notes that 

the language of the headlines does not belong to any character, and they behave as if 

‘divorced from a single consciousness’.16 However, I do not agree that they can be dubbed 

into an anonymous, collective discourse of the press. In my reading, Ulysses does not bother 

to borrow the linguistic journalistic style but rather copies and ironically parodies the 

stylistics of headlines only. It does not attempt to become the press, but flaunts the fact it is a 

fake press. Specifically, the headlines run from one word, to a phrase, to a whole sentence, to 

several sentences with various linguistic games, comprising of ‘clipped message, [a] wealth of 

clichés, [instances of] forced alliteration, bad puns, and occasional pretentiousness’.17 For 

																																																													
16 David Hayman, Ulysses: The Mechanics of Meaning (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1982), p.64; 
Karen Lawrence, The Odyssey of Style in “Ulysses” (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1981), p.64.  
17 Brian Richardson, ‘Bad Joyce: Anti-Aesthetic Practices in “Ulysses”’, Hypermedia Joyce Studies, 7.1 (2006) 
<http://hjs.ff.cuni.cz/archives/v7/main/essays.php?essay=richardson> [Accessed 10 Jan 2016] 
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instance, the headlines, ‘SAD’ (120); ‘ONLY ONCE MORE THAT SOAP’ (118); ‘ERIN, 

GREEN GEM OF THE SILVER SEA’ (119); and ‘SOPHIST WALLOPS HAUGHTY 

HELEN SQUARE / ON PROBOSCIS. SPARTANS GNASH MOLARS. ITHACANS 

VOW PEN IS CHAMP’ (142) go beyond the press style with their exaggeration, and enter 

into an indistinct genre. In ‘Aeolus’, the act of imitating the journalistic genre to create the 

false impression of being a newspaper denies Dublin a definitive style and voice. Whose 

consciousness is it that comments at liberty on every single detail in the above-quoted 

headlines? 

Lawrence goes further in her argument to point out how the headlines are a product 

of writing that is also cut-off from the writer.18 Roland Barthes’ idea of the ‘death of the 

author’, in which the meanings of the text are independent of the intentions of the author, is 

elaborated in Jacques Derrida’s ‘Signature Event Context’ (1972). Derrida states that ‘[t]o 

write is to produce a mark that will constitute a sort of machine which is productive in 

turn’.19 In other words, the meanings of the texts are free from any intentions or sources. 

According to Derrida’s theory, Dublin in this episode is ‘cut off from all absolute respon-

sibility, from consciousness as the ultimate authority, orphaned and separated at birth from 

the assistance of its father’.20 The idea of Ulysses as a self-conscious text is here emphasized. 

The novel flaunts its own features while being aware of itself as a constructed textual object; 

it exhibits its ability to pose ironies, and comment critically on its genre and content; it is 

impossible to find a definite narrator for the macro-narrative. The representation of Dublin 

in ‘Aeolus’ is analogous to the process of writing and reading Ulysses; Dublin has divorced 

itself from the literary and press genres. It is both similar to each and yet not quite the same. 

																																																													
18 Lawrence, p.63 
19 Derrida, Jacques, ‘Signature Event Context’, Glyph, 1 (1977), pp.172-97 (180) 
20 Derrida, pp.180-1 
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It cuts itself off from an author or a voice; Dublin constructs itself in the micro-narrative and 

yet its construction is ironically commented on by the macro-narrative.  

Monumental Space of Dublin: Nelson’s Pillar and  
Indeterminate Meaning 
 

nother uncertain Dublin is represented in ‘Aeolus’. Towards the end of the episode, 

Dublin emerges as an undecidable space of meanings in Stephen Dedalus’ parable. 

The parable could be considered a kind of story within a story, where the narrative of Bloom 

and Stephen acts as the frame. There are two intertwined images of Dublin: the Dublin of 

the ‘frame-story’ and that of the parable. There are also two parallel walks. In the frame-

story, Stephen and others walk around the city centre; in Stephen’s parable, two old women 

traveled from Fumbally’s lane to Nelson’s Pillar. The text blends these two Dublins together 

perfectly; one is narrated by Stephen with the intrusion of all the happenings in the frame-

story; and the other partakes in a battle between micro and macro-narratives. In turn, the 

Dublin of the micro-narrative is narrated by an omniscient narrator, and fuses itself with 

Stephen’s interior monologue, and various conversations between Stephen, professor 

MacHugh, and others. The narrative of the parable is interrupted and disintegrated rather 

than linear: in order to follow the story, the reader has to gather many shards flung about in 

the frame-narrative to piece them together. It is continuously intruded upon by the multiple 

elements listed above: the commentaries of people who are hearing Stephen’s parable, his 

own thoughts and scenes of Dublin with newsboys and tramcars. Joyce deftly arranges these 

intersections side by side in his narrative. The process of gathering information in the parable 

is the process of reading, always deferred and always in progress. An example illustrates how 

Dublin is presented by several narrative techniques: 

DEAR DIRTY DUBLIN 

Dubliners. 

A 
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— Two Dublin vestals, Stephen said, elderly and pious, have lived fifty and 
fiftythree years in Fumbally’s lane. 

— Where is that? the professor asked. 

— Off Blackpitts. 

Damp night reeking of hungry dough. Against the wall. Face glistening tallow under her fustian 
shawl. Frantic hearts. Akasic records. Quicker, darlint! (139) 

In the passage above, the underlining denotes the beginning of the parable, the italic lines are 

Stephen’s interior monologue, the bold line is the headline, and the regular lines are 

omniscient narration including conversations and two descriptions of Dublin. The image of 

Dublin in the parable is founded on a matrix of signals where multiple possibilities of 

interpretation are offered. The parable begins with two elderly women who wanted to see the 

city from a high point, Nelson’s Pillar. They saved money, donned nice clothes, bought food, 

travelled to their destination, gave some pennies to a beggar, and slowly started climbing up 

the pillar. When reaching the top of the column, they settled down to eat plums, and spat the 

stones over the rails.  

 Being a story within a story, the parable produces many interpretations.21 I would like 

to discuss how the parable might be read as an ironic story about the Nelson’s Pillar, and 

how this reading is challenged by the intrusion of various stylistic features that create double 

layers of irony. With the number of place names employed by Joyce in the introduction of 

the episode, the reader has a reason to believe that this is the real world of Dublin. In 

Stephen’s parable, this style is still maintained via the continued use of matter-of-fact prose 

and real place names: the two women lived in Fumbally’s lane, they bought ‘four slices of 

panloaf at the north city diningrooms in Marlborough street’, and they climbed up the 

winding steps of the Nelson column.  

																																																													
21 See Michael H Begnal, ‘Stephen's Terrible Parable’, James Joyce Quarterly 23.3 (1986), pp.355-357 for an 
extensive list of discussions of the parable by various scholars. 
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Samuel A. Ossory Fitzpatrick wrote that the pillar ‘commands, on a clear day, a 

magnificent panorama of Dublin and its surroundings’.22 It becomes a symbolic figure in the 

city. It is the place from which Dubliners can view their own city, just as the parable’s 

journey depicts. This is the first time in Ulysses–and the second time in his oeuvre–that Joyce 

provides an image of Dublin from high up. The first time occurs in Dubliners in the story ‘A 

Painful Case’ in which Mr Duffy climbs the Magazine hill overlooking Dublin at the end of 

the story. The reader is offered a panoramic view of the city from the hilltop: the grey 

gleaming winding river, the red lights in the night. From his position, Dublin’s landscape 

seems to totally absorb his melancholy and is transfigured by his own language. There is a 

sharp contrast between his position and the luminous lights of Dublin, between the activities 

of the lovers around him, and his own alienated condition. At the top of the hill, the sound 

of the train echoing back to his ears is not an actual noise anymore but the engine’s hum 

reiterating the syllables of his dead lover’s name. Mr Duffy realizes the hollowness of his life 

as he looks at the city’s landscape from his high vantage-point.  

Contrasting to this symbolic reading in Dubliners is the failed panoramic view in 

Ulysses. The parable of two women climbing the pillar slowly builds high expectations and 

tensions in the text providing all the concrete details for the journey from the preparation of 

money, to the act of buying food, to the climbing of the pillar itself. The style vividly mimics 

how these two women mount the pillar, with a separate phrase for each activity which is 

arranged serially: ‘grunting, encouraging each other, afraid of the dark, panting’. Their speech 

is also mimetically recorded: ‘one asking the other have you the brawn, praising God and the 

Blessed Virgin, threatening to come down, peeping at the airslits. Glory be to God’, ‘Have 

you the brawn’, ‘Glory be to God’. The omniscient narration interwoven with free indirect 

discourse makes the journey seem like it is being told by the two old women themselves. At 

																																																													
22 Samuel A. Ossory Fizpatrick, Dublin, a Historical and Topographical Account of the City (New York, NY: E. P. 
Dutton and Company, 1907), pp.198-9 
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the end of the parable, the reader gets a sneak peek of Dublin’s surroundings through a 

listing of the churches: ‘Rathmines’ blue dome, Adam and Eve’s, saint Laurence O’Toole’s’. 

However the panoramic picture of the city ceases right there, just as the women become 

giddy. Ironically, the old women have acrophobia. The desire to look at the city from high 

above is betrayed by the body’s condition. Instead of a symbolic conquering of the city from 

up high, as with Balzac and Paris, the reader of Ulysses receives the failed act of looking 

down, as well as a secondary failure of ‘peering up at the statue of the onehandled adulterer’, 

an act which brings about ‘a crick in their necks’.23 The parable ends with the pair neither 

looking up nor down, but spitting the plum stones between the railings. Once again, the text 

plays with the reader’s expectations and the production of meaning: it prepares a 

conventional story in which the reader follows the plot and expects to see an overview of 

Dublin but provides nothing. The citizens are not overwhelmed or engulfed by the city; the 

journey results in neither a magnificent image of Dublin, nor a refreshed mind, but plum 

stones falling over the rails.  

The second layer of irony comes from the intersection of narratives: the commentary 

of Professor MacHugh, the headlines, Stephen’s interior monologue, and the omniscient 

narration. The parable is continuously interrupted from the beginning; when Stephen states 

the women’s home address, MacHugh cuts in asking, ‘Where is that?’, after which point 

Stephen’s memory about the whisper of ‘Quicker, darlint’ by a girl who was making love with 

her partner in the dark occupies the narrative. The storytelling resumes with the two ladies’ 

preparation for their journey, just to be quickly interrupted again by MacHugh who calls 

them ‘wise virgins’. Additionally, all these interruptions appear in a column accompanied by 

																																																													
23 A panoramic view of Paris portrayed from the top of a hill in the Père Lachaise Cemetery with Ragtignac in Old 
Goriot by Balzac is a typical treatment of the city in classic novels. That is a splendid and sparkly Paris, full of 
lights, indifferent to an ill-fated old man’s passing. Standing before this Paris, the hero utters his challenge: 
‘Now let us fight it out!’ This speech strengthens the definition of Paris as a jungle, an ocean, a labyrinth, 
through which the hero must find his way, to survive in it. 
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the headline: ‘DEAR DIRTY DUBLIN’. This sentimental, nostalgic referral to the city of 

Dublin creates a discrepancy between itself and Stephen’s parable. The intersections continue 

to interrupt the unity of the narrative until the end of the parable. The ending of the parable 

is preceded by another cryptic headline: 

DAMES DONATE DUBLIN’S CITS SPEEDPILLS VELOCITOUS 
AEROLITHS, BELIEF (142) 

The plum stones spat out by the women turn into ‘speedpills’ and ‘velocitous aeroliths.’ The 

exaggerated language of the headlines parodies the ‘newspaper style’. Furthermore, the 

women’s highly anticipated journey not only ends in their disappointment and the reader’s 

frustration, but also leads to another failure: the short circuit of the Dublin’s tramways. This 

paralyzed state of the city in a moment yields no sense to the reader whose process of 

reading has already been problematized by the parable. The ending of the parable entails a 

series of unanswered questions: what is the meaning of the two women’s journey? What is 

Dublin landscape like from the highest point of the city? What is the symbolic meaning of 

the plum seeds?  

‘Aeolus’ is an episode whose problems revolve around making sense of the textuality 

of the fictive Dublin. Although the accumulation of proper names engenders a realistic 

quality in the representation of Dublin, this process is challenged throughout the whole 

episode by the intrusion of the headlines which push these features to the periphery of the 

discourse. Even though the ‘linearity’ of the story is maintained in the micro-narratives, it is 

unsettled by the macro-narrative: the text imitates the style of newspapers with the insertion 

of headlines, splitting the narrative in two with Dublin as the midpoint between them. The 

city is produced mechanically, as if cut off from a consciousness. Even though the 

monumental space is presented in the parable, the reader is denied any definite reading of 

Dublin; it is the hollow place names, disappointments, and disruptions that overwhelm the 

text.  
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'Please let me qff this bus':  

Socio-Spatial Mobility in Mid-Century 
Automqtive Cities and African-American 
Popular Song  

Michael Dqcherty 

 

I'll get deep down in this connection 
Keep on tanglin' with your wires 
And when I mash down on your starter 
Your spark plug will give me fire. 

Robert Johnson, ‘Terraplane Blues’ (1937)1 

 

fter World War II a marked shift occurred in the way rhythm and blues music 

incorporated automotive imagery in its lyrical content, a shift that can be 

interpreted as a response to a rapidly changing urban landscape and its effects on 

African-Americans in this period. As the car became an economic and social necessity in 

many American cities, African-Americans faced far greater barriers to automobility and 

its benefits than did white Americans. I will argue that this development correlates 

significantly with the way in which musicians from the very communities it most 

injuriously affected began to figure the car less as a direct cipher for sex than in its more 

quotidian capacity as transportation tool and technological solution. The car continued to 

																																																													
1 All lyrics quoted have been transcribed from the original recordings by the author.  

A 
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be associated with eroticism and sexual exchange in post-war rhythm and blues, but no 

longer only symbolised sex in and of itself. Rather, any access the car granted to a sexual 

economy would be depicted as a secondary consequence of its essential function as the 

sole means of achieving spatial and economic mobility in the new American city.  

In 1922, only 135,000 homes in suburban areas of sixty U.S cities were 

inaccessible by public transportation; by 1940, it was 13 million.2 Between 1948 and 

1963, employment in the twenty-five largest American metropolitan areas grew fastest 

outside the central city, and in many cases both population and employment in central 

cities went into sustained decline.3 As early as 1940, the great urban planner Harland 

Bartholomew observed that 'the disintegration of the American city is taking place. […] 

Decentralization […] has now reached the point where the main central city is in great 

jeopardy'.4 

The relationship between the spreading, increasingly decentralized city, the 

growth of car usage and the demise of public transit is hard to parse with any certainty 

into straightforward causes and effects. The motoring boom of the twenties not only 

drew people away from public transport but in so doing also made public transport still 

less attractive by creating traffic-filled streets which impeded streetcars.5 As ridership and 

																																																													
2 Peter E.S. Freund and George T. Martin, The Ecology of the Automobile (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 1993), 
p.113. 
3 Scott L. Bottles, Los Angeles and the Automobile: The Making of the Modern City (Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press, 1987), p. 201; Robert A. Beauregard, Voices of Decline: The Postwar Fate of US Cities (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1993), p.153; Bottles, p.208. 
4 Harland Bartholomew, 'The American City: Disintegration is Taking Place', Vital Speeches, 1 (1940), p. 61. 
5 Bottles, p.107, 169. 
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revenue declined, mass transit networks without the requisite financial resources to meet 

the needs of their expanding cities, further drove more people to the private automobile 

over public transit. After World War II, car ownership surged, doubling nationwide in 

ten years, while the percentage of urban journeys made by car also skyrocketed and 

streetcar use continued to decline.6  

The buses that replaced the streetcars were smelly, dirty, slower than the 

streetcars, less frequent, and less reliable. Public transit ridership predictably declined still 

further, fuelling more car sales and car journeys. This happened earliest and most 

radically in Los Angeles, but similar patterns were repeated across the country.7 Between 

1932 and 1949, 100 streetcar-type systems in 45 US cities were scrapped.8 This already 

self-perpetuating force was turbocharged by the advent of the intra-urban freeway and 

other auto-centric amenities that had been created to facilitate longer journeys by more 

cars in geographically expanding cities. Such developments included Los Angeles' Arroyo 

Seco Parkway in 1940, Boston’s Beltway in 1947, inner-city parking garages in Baltimore, 

Pittsburgh, and Detroit in 1948, and the construction in the 1950s of Chicago’s Circle 

Interchange on the site where Daniel Burnham had in 1909 proposed a grand civic and 

cultural centre.9  

																																																													
6 Jane Holtz Kay, Asphalt Nation: How the Automobile Took Over America, and How We Can Take It Back 
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1998), p.226; Beauregard, p.139. 
7 Joe R. Feagin and Robert Parker, Building American Cities: The Urban Real Estate Game (Washington, DC: 
Beard Books, 2002), pp.157-158. 
8 Kay, p.213. 
9 Reyner Banham, Los Angeles: The Architecture of Four Ecologies (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 
2009), p.70; Freund and Martin, p.119; Kay, p.225; Harold M. Mayer, Glen E. Holt, and Richard C. Wade, 
Chicago: Growth of a Metropolis (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1969), p.442. 
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The Federal Aid Highway Act of 1956 took intra-urban highway-building to yet 

greater lengths.10 The rise of the urban freeway in the fifties and sixties made mass transit 

even less viable in many American cities, imposing boundaries and restricting movement, 

proscribing some routes while blocking others. '[W]hile mass transit as a whole declined', 

as Jane Holtz Kay writes, 'the ring road choked the heart of urban America'.11  

These trends in post-war American urban development had a vastly 

disproportionate effect on minority populations, not least African-Americans. New 

freeways were being built straight through central areas, further depressing the value of 

neighbourhoods where African-Americans, unable to access the suburbs for reasons 

either economic or more directly discriminatory, lived.12 By the 1960s, 50,000 people a 

year were being displaced by highway-building — disproportionately so in areas with 

high minority populations.13 Thus a key protest in the civil rights movement was 

summarised as 'white men's roads through black men's homes'.14 

Even for those not displaced, the advent of the urban freeways further depressed 

central districts and spurred still greater decentralization, making it more likely that 

African-Americans would face longer and more freeway-dependent journeys.15 

Moreover, African-Americans, who were already more restricted than white Americans 

																																																													
10 Bottles, p.234; Freund and Martin, p.117. 
11 Kay, p.239, 233. 
12 Bottles, pp.181-2; Kay, p.49. 
13 Freund and Martin, p.19, 47. 
14 Brian Ladd, Autophobia: Love and Hate in the Automotive Age (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 
2008), p.106. 
15 Freund and Martin, p.47, 117. 
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in the employment choices available to them, and thus had less freedom in where they 

could work, were also less likely to have a driver’s licence, or to own or have access to a 

car. The first U.S. Nationwide Personal Transportation Study (conducted in 1969-70) recorded 

that white people made 52% of their journeys as car drivers, while those in the 'Negro 

and other races' category made only 37% of their journeys as car drivers. Including 

journeys made as a passenger in private automobiles, car journeys accounted for 86% of 

white journeys, but only 69% in the 'Negro and other races' group. Equally, 16% of 

journeys by 'Negro and other races' were made using buses, elevated rail or subway 

systems. The equivalent figure for white journeys was only 3%.16 Another study 

conducted in 1968-9 makes these socioeconomic consequences even clearer. A group of 

African-American and Latino men enrolled in an employment-training programme, but 

the commute was impossible to make by public transport. They were compelled to 

purchase cars, but could only buy vehicles in such poor condition that they became more 

conspicuous to police in the unfamiliar neighbourhoods to which they commuted, with 

the ultimate effect that employment markedly increased arrest rates among the group.17  

It is clear that for African-Americans the impact of this decentralization, the 

dominance of urban freeways, and the consequent increasing necessity of car ownership 

																																																													
16 Helen Greenhalgh, Alice Randill, and Elizabeth Samson, Nationwide Personal Transportation Study: Mode of 
Transportation and Personal Characteristics of Tripmakers: Report No. 9 (U.S. Department of 
Transportation/Federal Highway Administration, 1973) <https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/ohim/1969/v.pdf> 
[accessed 8 March 2017], p.14, 18. Whilst this survey slightly postdates the period on which I focus in this 
paper, it unfortunately represents the earliest-available reliable, large-scale set of demographic figures of 
this nature for US automobile use. 
17 Harland Padfield and Roy Williams, Stay Where You Were: A Study of Unemployables in Industry (Philadelphia, 
PA: J.B. Lippincott, 1973), p.130. 
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was particularly great. When cities decentralise, when public transit has either atrophied 

or cannot adequately serve a road network dominated by limited-access freeways, and 

when adequate automotive transport is out of economic reach, these interlinked vectors 

of urban development come to entrap African-American populations spatially, socially, 

and economically. As Kay puts it, the disproportionately African-American 'urban poor' 

becomes 'a population immobilized by the car'.18 

It was thus in this period that the car, more than ever before and more so for 

African-Americans than for any other group, ceased to exist primarily in the realms of 

social and cultural capital, moving instead into that of economic capital, becoming 

something without which one cannot ‘get along’ in life — in a literal, spatial sense upon 

which the figurative is, in the automotive city, entirely conditional. This was reflected in 

post-war rhythm and blues songs, in an insistence therein on the car venerated in its 

finest details and most precise specifications; their references to sex and women and to 

the car's 'pulling power' are a thin disguise applied to give macho lustre to a mechanical 

main event that in truth is far less racy. In this sense, their engagement in the automotive 

discourse diverges significantly from that of pre-war blues. 

The automotive imagery of Robert Johnson's ‘Terraplane Blues’ is typical of the 

many references to cars that appear in pre-war popular song: a lyric purporting to be 

about an automobile in fact makes clear to its listenership (with more than a wink and a 

nudge) that its real subject is far more corporeal. Throughout the song, it is evident that 

																																																													
18 Kay, p.49. 
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the Johnson's real subject is biology rather than mechanics. Clear as the sexual metaphors 

are, they are also remarkably complex in their function. Freund and Martin have noted 

that '[t]he auto is more than a purely masculine symbol; it is unusual in its capacity to 

project both feminine and masculine imagery'.19 Johnson was certainly one of many 

songwriters who found particular potency in this sexual dualism. The car can stand for 

the phallic and penetrative, and/or as an entity that the male singer can penetrate by 

climbing inside to drive or ride. Thus in the first verse, exploiting the blues stanza 

convention of a second line that repeats or very slightly alters the first, Johnson is able to 

re-orient completely the gendered subjectivity of the song's metaphoric automobile: 'your 

lights' and 'your horn' become 'my lights' and 'this horn' [italics mine].20  

Whilst Johnson's ‘Terraplane Blues’ is a particularly nuanced example of the 

‘sexualised car’ blues form, there are numerous others, including Roosevelt Sykes’ ‘Henry 

Ford Blues’, Blind Boy Fuller’s ‘Worn Out Engine Blues’ (1940), Blind Lemon 

Jefferson’s ‘Booger Rooger Blues’ (1926), and his ‘D.B. Blues’ (1928).21 These, and many 

other examples of pre-war blues, articulate the car's value as a sexual symbol at both the 

linguistic level (i.e. as a spur for innuendo and metaphor), and, relatedly, at the social 

level (i.e. as a supposed arbiter of a man's eligibility or desirability to women). After 

World War II, as the automotive city became America’s dominant urban form, cars 

																																																													
19 Freund and Martin, p.91. 
20 Robert Johnson, ‘Terraplane Blues’ (Vocalion, 03416, 1937). 
21 Roosevelt Sykes, ‘Henry Ford Blues’ (Okeh OK 8742, 1929); Blind Boy Fuller, ‘Worn Out Engine Blues’ 
(Vocalion, 05575, 1940); Blind Lemon Jefferson, ‘Booger Rooger Blues’ (Paramount, 12425, 1926); ‘D.B. 
Blues’ (Paramount, 12712A, 1928). 
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became no less popular as subjects, nor did their association with sex disappear. 

However, the way cars function in later songs, including the role they play both socially 

and imagistically, undergoes a fundamental shift. 

In May 1948, Jimmy Liggins and his Drops of Joy released a song they had 

recorded on November 26, 1947, for Art Rupe's Specialty Records in Los Angeles. The 

song is called ‘Cadillac Boogie’. Significantly, whereas the pre-war car blues tradition was 

exemplified by songs about sex dressed up as songs about cars, ‘Cadillac Boogie’ verges 

upon the opposite. Liggins does advocate the Cadillac as a choice of car guaranteed to 

make its male driver a 'hep cat daddy' (a hit with the opposite sex) but almost as an 

afterthought. It's over half way into the song, in the penultimate verse following an 

instrumental break, that Liggins finally makes mention of a direct and explicit 

relationship between cars and women. 'Gals'll start jumping, your money'll be green', he 

sings, suggesting that the Cadillac-aphrodisiac functions indirectly, signifying the driver's 

wealth (the real source of his apparent attractiveness), rather than as a more explicitly 

physical manifestation of male sexual potential.  Perhaps the closest Liggins gets to the 

kind of innuendo that characterises the pre-war songs is when he sings that 'that cat's 

purring, got eight kittens crying'.22 This, however, could equally be taken at face value, 

without the double entendre and without losing any sense or cogency, read as merely a 

reference to the noise of the V8 engine. Indeed, I would argue that such an exclusively 

automotive interpretation of the metaphor, with no recourse to cultural associations 

																																																													
22 Jimmy Liggins, ‘Cadillac Boogie’ (Specialty, SP 521 A, 1948). 
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between the feline and female sexuality, is most in keeping with the context of the rest of 

Liggins' lyrics, which could almost be advertising copy in its rich detailing of the car’s 

features. 

He hails the joys of a car that is 'solid streamlined', with 'air foam cushions and 

modern design | V8 motor, body Fleetwood line', referring to the company responsible 

for the coachwork on this particular model. Liggins is so precise that listeners know 

exactly which model he is singing about, because only one car in the Cadillac range bore 

the name of Fleetwood in the model year of the song's composition — the Sixty Special. 

The amount of detail Liggins goes into when describing the features of his car, right 

down to the foam in the seats, appears comically at odds with his hipster slang — 'solid', 

'hep cat daddy', 'it's all reet'.23 Liggins’ primary aim is neither to sexualise the car as a 

woman nor to hail its aphrodisiac properties (though neither of these senses is entirely 

absent); his abiding concern is to fetishize the car as a commodity and a feat of 

engineering.  

When Liggins claims that his car will ensure that he is 'makin' time', his choice of 

phrase epitomises the way ‘Cadillac Boogie’ complicates the role of the automotive 

symbol within an economy of sexual exchange. To ‘make time’ has long had currency as 

a slang term meaning to ‘court or flirt with; to have or succeed in having sex with’, and 

certainly this sense is present in Liggins’ line.24 It would not be accurate to say, however, 

																																																													
23 Liggins. 
24 John Ayto and John Simpson, The Oxford Dictionary of Modern Slang (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2010) <dx.doi.org/10.1093/acref/9780199543700.001.0001>. 
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that this phrase was understood solely as a sexual euphemism during the period in which 

‘Cadillac Boogie’ was written and recorded; its literal meaning persisted alongside the 

innuendo. In James M. Cain’s Double Indemnity (1943), the author, who did not shy away 

from sexual innuendo in his notorious fiction, uses the phrase in a context completely 

bereft of sexual implications, as merely a straightforward reference to completing a 

journey ahead of schedule: ‘I got in the car and drove straight to Griffith Park. That time 

of night I could make time’.25  

‘Cadillac Boogie’ seems to play on precisely the dual valence of the phrase 

‘making time’: as crucial as the presence of the slang meaning is the fact that in 

contemporary parlance, the slang meaning had not entirely subsumed or occluded the 

phrase’s literal import. Double-entendres like those of Robert Johnson operate via the 

inextricability of an implied risqué meaning from its superficial, literal sense; they can 

subsist only on the illusion of semantic ambiguity, the tacit conspiracy with the listener 

that we understand that the more lubricious meaning is the ‘real’ one. Crucial to Liggins’ 

song, by contrast, in both his description of the engine’s cylinders and in his praise of the 

Cadillac’s assistance in ‘makin’ time’, is the deployment of genuine ambiguity, the song’s 

ability to retain its narrative and semantic unity regardless of whether the salacious or 

straightforward reading is apprehended by the listener.  

This lyrical dualism in Liggins’ boogie suggests that the car has a critical role in a 

sexual economy, but neither simply because of its valence as an erotic symbol nor 

																																																													
25 James M. Cain, Double Indemnity (London: Orion, 2005), p.111. 
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because of the private space it may afford two lovers. Rather, its most significant role is 

more prosaic, as a functional tool of personal mobility with which to negotiate the 

challenges of the urban landscape. Liggins’ car allows him to ‘make time’ (sexually) 

precisely because it first enables him to ‘make time’ (across town). The two senses of the 

phrase are able to articulate each other in this way precisely because they retain their 

individual semantic integrity, the twin meanings standing discretely alongside each other 

within the same utterance. It is therein implied that the relationship between automobility 

and sex is no longer primarily or solely one of euphemism but one of economic and 

socio-geographic access. For the 'travellin' man' of Liggins' song the Cadillac provides an 

assurance that he will always arrive on time, never missing opportunities for romance 

through lack of a rapid and reliable means of conveyance.26 Perhaps tellingly, Liggins 

lived, worked, and recorded this song in Los Angeles, the US city that has most 

insistently conferred upon its residents a reliance on the automobile. 

Equally important is the question of audience. Robert Johnson was evidently 

singing about, and at times to, a woman, real or imagined — but to whom is Liggins 

singing? He celebrates his own positive experience of Cadillac ownership, but is also 

passing on advice to another man or other men (the subject of his address is always 

gendered as male), imploring them to follow his example. That dynamic of an implied 

male listener intersects with Liggins' obsessive boasting about the minutiae of his car's 

specifications — an interest which, rightly or wrongly, is associated overwhelmingly in 

																																																													
26 Liggins. 
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the popular imagination with men. The song claims a context and projects a reception 

culture that is not heterosexually erotic but rather intensely homosocial. A song that 

purports to be about how cars will help men get closer to women turns out to be one 

from which women are strikingly absent. If there is a romantic goal in ‘Cadillac Boogie’, 

it is the car itself; any access it may grant to women is purely an added benefit, another 

extra chosen from the specification sheet. 

This dynamic recurs throughout the electric blues, jump blues, rhythm and blues, 

boogie-woogie and proto-rock and roll that represented African-American popular song 

in the post-war years. Precisely defining and demarcating the boundaries between these 

various genre labels is perhaps an impossible task, and to some extent a moot point, such 

is the fluidity between them. Bill Malone offered an accurate if undescriptive umbrella 

term when he referred simply to a 'composite of styles aimed almost exclusively at black 

audiences'.27 Although my primary focus is on lyrical content, it is worth emphasising in 

general terms just how far these songs also depart sonically from their pre-war 

predecessors in their sonic template. As opposed to Johnson’s introspective, acoustic 

sound, the hallmarks of the post-war songs are strident vocals (not for nothing were 

singers like Big Joe Turner referred to as ‘blues shouters’), horn sections derived from 

jazz and swing, a propulsive drumbeat, and in some cases the presence of early electric 

guitars.  

																																																													
27 Bill C. Malone, Southern Music / American Music (New Perspectives on the South) (Lexington, KY: Kentucky 
University Press, 1979), p.98. 
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All of these features are present in ‘50 Dyna-Flow', recorded in Chicago for the 

Master label by the now-forgotten Jack Cooley. Cooley devotes the vast majority of the 

vocal portions of the song to describing in schematic detail the prosaic business of 

purchasing a car: going to the dealer, money in hand, looking around in the showroom 

for the right salesman, making his selection, having the car rolled out of the dealership 

and onto the street ready to drive away, then handing over his cash.28 It is only in the 

final line that Cooley exclaims, 'come on baby, 'cause Daddy's bound to go’ — a 

surprising volta in a song that has thus far recounted a seemingly unaccompanied 

automotive shopping trip.29 Given the singer's excitement at buying his vehicle, this line 

might plausibly refer to the car itself, the driver addressing a word of affection to his new 

ride, gendering and sexualising it in the process, before speeding away. With the next 

line, however, Cooley launches into a mantra-like refrain: 'Come on baby let's ride, come 

on baby and ride in my Dyna-Flow'.30 So, 'baby' is confirmed to be a passenger; she 

cannot be the car, yet there has been no woman present in any of the carefully detailed 

scenes of car buying. It is as if in this very last line before his concluding vamp Cooley 

misdirects the listener from the car to a hurriedly remembered and inserted female figure. 

She seems suddenly to be projected at this moment to look upon the purchase with 

favourable judgment, and thus to justify retrospectively through sexual assent the man's 

much more extensively articulated infatuation with his automobile. 

																																																													
28 'Dyna-Flow' refers to brand-name for a popular early form automatic transmission; like Liggins, Cooley is 
concerned with technical detail. 
29 Jack Cooley, ‘50 Dyna-Flow’ (Master Record Co., UB50-476, 1950). 
30 Cooley. 



  MoveableType 9 (2017)  33 

A more complex articulation of the same quality occurs in ‘Every Woman I 

Know’, written and recorded by Billy 'The Kid' Emerson, released on Chicago's Vee-Jay 

label in 1956. At one level, Emerson’s song attests that the use of the car as sexual 

symbol, a vehicle for innuendo as well as passengers, does not disappear entirely in post-

war African-American pop. This is clear in his immortal observation that 'some like 

Cadillacs, some like Fords, and some like anything as long as it roars'. Some lines contain 

suggestive imagery that recalls pre-war car blues, with Emerson suggesting that a female 

passenger can 'shift your gears' while the radio and heater get 'turned on' before you 'start 

rolling just as fast as you can'.31 As in Liggins' ‘Cadillac Boogie’, however, Emerson is 

singing neither to, nor about, a woman whom he hopes to seduce either in, and/or with, 

his car. Rather, like Liggins, he is singing to an implied male, passing on his apparent 

knowledge of women's preference for men with automobiles and bemoaning his own 

lack of one. In doing so, he creates a paradox. The singer claims expert knowledge of 

women's automotive peccadilloes and the sexual pleasures that can be enjoyed in a car, 

all the while making clear that he has no access to such a vehicle and thus no access to 

women: 

Every woman he knows wants a man with a fancy car but as a result of his lack 
of the same he no longer knows that many women. One is already beginning to 
lose any sense of the singer proving an expert witness in support of his case.32 

 

																																																													
31 William Emerson, ‘Every Woman I Know’ (Vee-Jay, 219, 1956). 
32 Duncan Heining, 'Cars and Girls – The Car, Masculinity and Pop Music', in The Motor Car and Popular 
Culture in the Twentieth Century, ed. David Thoms, Len Holden, and Tim Claydon (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1998), 
pp.96–119 (96). 
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'They say riding and loving just can't be beat', we are told [italics mine].33 Slyly, the 

singer admits that his wisdom is second-hand at best. Again, a song that purports to 

schematise a triangle of man, woman and car proves to be one from which women are 

conspicuously absent. All knowledge of women's supposed love of cars, enjoyment of 

sex in cars, and judgement of men's automotive status, turns out to be hearsay or 

speculation, imagined or assumed. His testament to the effects cars have upon women 

contains the self-betraying implication that he has not had sufficient experience of 

women to know whereof he speaks. The song functions as a display not of the singer's 

knowledge of women but rather of the extent of his disconnection from any real knowledge 

of women's wants and desires. This suggests through the flimsiness of sexual knowledge 

and the projected quality of the female role in ‘Every Woman I Know’, that the song is, 

like ‘Cadillac Boogie’, less about a man's car as a means to satisfy women, than it is about 

a man's desire for a car for a car's own sake.  

The image of car-obsessed female sexuality, looking at and judging men by their 

motors, is, as in ‘50 Dyna-Flow’, projected by the male singer to rationalise his own 

preoccupation with owning a car, in the inverse of the pre-war songs. Emerson in 1956 

veils his desire to sing about cars beneath a crudely sketched sexuality, whereas his pre-

war predecessors cloaked discussion of sex in the lexicon of motoring. Moreover, in this 

context it must also be remembered that women in this period were even less likely to 
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have access to cars than men and black women still less so.34 Thus, whilst many of these 

songs certainly do retain some sense of the car as a tool with which to impress women, in 

the post-war era the car's desirability (and by extension the man's), need no longer be 

imputed to some symbolic connotations of virility or phallic imagery. The car's much 

more mundane, literal qualities of mobility, speed, and reliability, given their newfound 

importance in the successful navigation of socioeconomic geography, might be 

impressive enough in themselves.  

This possibility, with its inevitably attendant suggestion of male fears about 

independent female automobility, receives perhaps its ultimate expression in Chuck 

Berry’s ‘Nadine’. ‘Nadine’ was recorded in 1963 and released in 1964, by which time the 

new freeway programme was in full swing, public transit had been gutted in many places, 

and a new generation of white groups, like the Beach Boys, were beginning to write a 

different kind of car song for a different culture.35 I have thus far omitted Berry from my 

arguments despite his role in writing many of the archetypal post-war car songs, 

including ‘Maybellene’, ‘No Money Down’, ‘You Can't Catch Me’, ‘Jaguar and the 

Thunderbird’, and ‘No Particular Place to Go’ in order to address lesser-known and less 

singular figures.36 ‘Nadine’, however, bears particular analysis because it schematises an 

African-American man’s emasculating and alienating experience of not having access to 

																																																													
34 Michael Sivak, ‘Female Drivers in the United States, 1963–2010: From a Minority to a Majority?’, Traffic 
Injury Prevention, 14 (2013), 259–60 <https://doi.org/10.1080/15389588.2012.755736> [accessed 21 
November 2016] (259); Kay, p.42. 
35 Chuck Berry, ‘Nadine’ (Chess, 1883, 1964). 
36 Chuck Berry, ‘Maybellene’ (Chess, 1604, 1955); ‘No Money Down’ (Chess, 1615, 1955); ‘You Can't 
Catch Me’ (Chess, 1645, 1956); ‘Jaguar and the Thunderbird’ (Chess, 1767, 1960); ‘No Particular Place to 
Go’ (Chess, 1898, 1964). 
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his own car. Slipping between past and present tense throughout the song, Berry relates a 

tale of riding the city bus and catching sight of Nadine (or a girl he believes to be Nadine 

— her identity is never certain), on the sidewalk. Nadine has apparently rebuffed some 

previous advances. However, the bus, as we might expect in this car-centric city, isn't 

going the right way to follow her, so Berry must implore the driver to let him dismount. 

Then he must push through the city crowd, as sees her get into a car. It may belong to 

her or to another man; we never find out. Berry, still carless, flags down a taxi that 

already has passengers in, pays off their fares and sets off once more in search of 

Nadine.37  

‘Nadine’ was among the first songs Berry recorded in 1963 after he was released 

from prison, having served time for violating the Mann Act, which prohibited 

transporting a woman or girl across state lines for immoral purposes.38 After he was 

acquitted in one trial, he was found guilty by a white jury but won retrial due to racially 

prejudicial remarks made by the trial judge.39 He was nevertheless convicted and jailed at 

the retrial.40 The Mann Act has a long-held reputation of being deployed for political 

purposes.41 Ever since its spurious use against the boxer Jack Johnson in 1912, it has 

																																																													
37 Berry, ‘Nadine’. 
38 Bruce Pegg, Brown-Eyed Handsome Man: The Life and Hard Times of Chuck Berry: An Unauthorized Biography 
(New York, NY: Routledge, 2002), pp.164-5. 
39 John E. Mason., 'Chuck Berry', in African-American Lives, ed. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and Evelyn Brooks 
Higginbotham (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), pp.71–73 (p. 72); Pegg p.126, 143. 
40 Pegg, p.157. 
41 Christopher Lobanov-Rostovsky and Andrew J. Harris, ‘Reconciling Sexual Offender Management 
Policy, Research, and Practice’, in Sexual Offending, ed. Amy Phenix and Harry M. Hoberman (New York, 
NY: Springer, 2016), pp. 843–59 <http://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-1-4939-2416-5_37> 
[accessed 21 November 2016] (p. 844); David J. Langum, Crossing Over the Line: Legislating Morality and 
the Mann Act (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1994), p.254. 
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been seen as a law deployed to restrict the independent mobility of successful black men, 

and the perception that Berry's prosecution was racially-motivated remains widespread 

and well-supported.42  

It is significant, then, that Chuck Berry marked his release from prison with a 

song about an experience of a black man without a car, stripped of mobility, in early 

1960s America. The song's narrator cannot navigate the city; it is closed off to him and 

he is shorn of his independence and his agency is restricted. A writer whose earlier work 

exemplifies what Brian Ward has termed a 'fetishistic delight' not simply in cars (or, 

indeed, trains and planes) but in 'the thrill of sheer motion' is reduced in his lyrical 

persona to begging bus conductors for favours and pleading with taxi passengers to let 

him take their ride.43 That thrill of motion is here frustrated and denied; he no longer 

moves freely but rather is circumscribed by the city's networks and structures. Lost in the 

crowd, Berry barely even sees Nadine; he has only disconnected, disjunctive flashes. 'Is 

that you?', he asks, as she and he switch between one mode of navigating the automotive 

city to another. The question never receives an answer—this may not even be Nadine.44 

Nadine’s invisibility (despite inspiring the chase’s marathon effort she is never 

physically described by a writer whose descriptive powers were arguably the finest of all 

the rock and roll lyricists) creates a sense that, as with the other post-war songs I have 

																																																													
42 Langum, pp.181-3, 186. 
43 Brian Ward, Just My Soul Responding: Rhythm and Blues, Black Consciousness, and Race (Berkeley, C.A.: 
University of California Press, 1998), p.213. 
44 Berry, ‘Nadine’. 
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discussed, who Nadine is, and what she is — a woman — might not be as important as 

the singer claims. ‘Nadine’ ends with a tantalising fade out: the chase hasn't been 

successful, but nor has it failed; it merely continues, as if never to be resolved. It is a 

perpetual chase to nowhere, a hunt with an absence where its quarry should be. What 

Berry is really searching for, just like Billy Emerson, Jimmy Liggins, or Jack Cooley, 

despite their boasts and projections, is not a woman, not sexual conquest but his own 

elusive, frustrated mobility — as a black man, lost, without a car in the American city. 
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Railway Arches  

A Refuge for Lqndon Businesses in the Context 
of Rising Property Prices?  

Francesca Frqy 

 

ear to my home in Hackney, two adjacent railway arches host a hair salon, an 

exhibition space, a café, a photographic studio, a gym, a charity, and a dog walking 

business. Such pockets of diverse economic activity are often taken for granted. While we rightly 

prize the complexity of natural systems, such as rainforests, we often fail to appreciate the 

economic multiplicity that can be found in different corners of our cities, generated through 

webs of urban commerce. It deserves our attention, however, because London’s economic 

diversity is currently under threat, with rising property prices forcing local businesses out of 

operation. What is more, local authorities are increasingly converting commercial and industrial 

spaces for residential use. Generally, ‘lower value-added’ firms are priced out first, especially 

those involved in manufacturing. 

In a forthcoming article, Howard Davis and I argue that railway arches provide a life-

line for many different types of commercial activity in London in the light of rising property 

prices.1 We identify that urban economic diversity is often supported by spatial diversity, which 

																																																													
1 This short piece is mainly based on an article, co-written with Professor Howard Davis of the University 
of Oregon, which will appear shortly in the European Planning Studies journal. See Francesca Froy and 
Howard Davis, ‘Pragmatic Urbanism: London’s Railway Arches and Small-Scale Enterprise’, European 

 N 
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in turn involves the use of residual and informal city spaces, such as railway arches. Developed in 

the nineteenth century with the construction of the first London-bound tracks, the arches have 

long belonged to a ‘parallel rental market’, with rents being set by Network Rail and Transport 

for London. As few people like to live underneath an arch, rents have been kept relatively low. 

These spaces have, therefore, provided affordable and adaptable accommodation for many firms 

that would otherwise be priced out of the capital. 

The types of activity hosted by London’s railway arches are highly varied. These unique 

spaces accommodate bars, cafes, cinemas, theatres, gyms, car washes, music practice venues and 

tourist attractions, amongst other enterprises. In 2013, research on three sets of arches in Bethnal 

Green, Bermondsey and Hackney revealed that many of the businesses are small-scale; of the 50 

firms interviewed, roughly half identified that this was their only location2. The arches were also 

found to house a disproportionate amount of manufacturing and production: 23% of the firms in 

the arches were engaged in manufacturing or producing goods, while only 10% of London-based 

firms overall carried out such activities in 2013. 

While they are adaptable to many different types of business, railway arches often seem 

to attract clusters of similar and interrelated activities.  The arches in Three Colts Lane and 

Dunbridge Street in Bethnal Green, for example, mainly specialise in servicing taxis. Nineteen 

local firms directly rent out and repair taxis, or provide specialist parts, insurance, and advertising. 

Proximity to a main route (Bethnal Green Road) is likely to have influenced the location of this 

trade, but the cluster has since had a multiplier effect, attracting customers through critical mass. 

																																																													
Planning Studies Special Edition on Culture and innovation: Implications for SMEs and Micro Firms, ed. Hugo Pinto 
(2017 forthcoming).  
2 Francesca Froy, ‘Railway Arches: A Lifeline for Manufacturing in London?’ (unpublished master’s thesis, 
UCL, 2013). 
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In Bermondsey, likewise, the food and drink industry dominates, benefitting from spinoffs of 

Borough Market. The arches were once mainly used for storage, but are now used by businesses 

for the manufacturing, wholesale, and retail of their products. In addition, an enterprising 

architectural salvage firm, LASSCOs, has taken a long-term lease on the arches in Rope Walk, 

using them for storage during the week and renting them out to food market stall holders on 

Saturdays (see Figure 1). Over the past few years, this market has become increasingly popular.  

 

 
 

Figure 1: Railway arches in Maltby Street, Bermondsey. © the author 

 In addition to being relatively affordable, railway arches offer a number of other spatial 

advantages to their tenants. Their adaptable interiors and open structure invite business owners 

to experiment with the available space. Hence the inclusion of partitions and mezzanines (see 
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Figure 2). As they expand, it is possible for businesses to move easily into adjacent arches. This is 

evinced in Neal’s Yard Dairy, in Bermondsey, which uses two adjacent arches for their business 

(one for the maturing of cheeses and the other for managing distribution). London Field Brewery 

in Mentmore Terrace also uses several arches: as brewing facilities for thirteen different beers, an 

office (constructed as a mezzanine), a music venue, and a bar with both indoor, as well as 

outdoor, areas. 

   

Figure 2: The interiors of three railway arches at a) FieldWorks, March 23rd, 2017, b) Neal’s Yard 
Dairy, 2013 c) London Fields Brewery 2013. © the author 

Since arches often have continuous facades, they can function like ‘industrial high 

streets’, making them more accessible to the passing public3. What is more, this street-facing 

quality encourages arch tenants to supplement their production and wholesale activities with 

retail. Unlike industrial estates, which are usually segregated from their surrounding streets, 

arches are found within residential areas. By being embedded in the heart of the community arch-

																																																													
3 Froy and Davis. 
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based businesses are able to foster greater retail opportunities. This community-focused 

approach is also realized in the architectural design of the arch entrances; that is, large doorways 

make them inviting to customers and facilitate communication between businesses. Lee and 

Lipuma  refer to this openness as ‘cultures of circulation’, whereby movement of not only people, 

but ideas and commodities, occurs at an increased rate.4 In the 2013 study, arch tenants were 

found to be more likely to communicate with other businesses in neighbouring arches, rather 

than with surrounding businesses. Such communication networks may help small businesses to 

innovate and grow. This growth has been achieved by the market stalls that operate from the 

railway arches in Maltby Street. Here, they regularly share foodstuffs, allowing them to create 

innovative products for their customers. 

 

																																																													
4 Benjamin Lee and Edward Lipuma, ‘Cultures of Circulation: The Imaginations of Modernity’, Public 
Culture, 14 (2002), 191-214 (p.192). 
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Figure 3: A railway arch in Druid Street, Bermondsey, 2013. © the author 

Arches also offer their tenants a certain ‘symbolic value’.5  Owing to their history, arches 

would seem to offer notions of ‘authenticity’ and an 'experience of origins', both of which are 

particularly attractive to London’s bohemian movement.6 In Hackney, one successful sourdough 

bakery in an arch close to London Fields Station – the E5 Bakehouse – has recently been joined 

by several new cafes, restaurants and a cultural institute-cum-cinema, all of which attract a local 

bohemian clientele. During the summer, this is furthered by pop-up restaurants and bars taking 

over the yards behind the arches. The self-generating spirit of ‘authentic’ arch-based businesses in 

the above area fulfils Zukin’s analysis that the ‘drive for authenticity’ leads to the development of 

new spaces of ‘aspirational consumption’ in cities. She points out, however, that the rhetoric of 

authenticity can quickly become one of exclusion when it leads to the provision of expensive 

goods that are inaccessible to many.7 The wide variety of niche products being produced under 

London’s railway arches in Hackney and Bermondsey may come at the expense of social 

diversity, as these products are sold to a fairly homogenous group of middle-class Londoners. 

Thus, while the arches have long provided a refuge from commercial pressures, they themselves 

may now be helping to fuel the gentrification process in certain neighbourhoods. 

 The success of railway arches in certain locations in London is also coming at the cost 

of rising rents, as Network Rail tries to extract more value from the arches to plough back into 

																																																													
5 Juliana Martins, ‘The Extended Workplace in a Creative Cluster: Exploring Space(s) of Digital Work in 
Silicon Roundabout’, Journal of Urban Design, 20.1 (2015), 125-145 (p.132). 
6 Sharon Zukin, Naked City: The Death and Life of Authentic Urban Places, (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2010), p.3.  
7 Martins, p.4. 
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national railway infrastructure.  A number of owners in Mentmore Terrace arches have recently 

been asked for significant rent increases.8 Such spikes in rent have led to protests elsewhere in 

the capital. Plans to inflate prices in Brixton as part of an arch-redevelopment project came up 

against fierce public criticism, with one commentator suggesting the council had "voted to kill the 

backbone of Brixton’.9 Local people feared that new chain stores would come in to replace the 

local small-scale firms that had long thrived under the arches. It is important that Network Rail 

and Transport for London do not blindly increase rents to the extent that the arches become 

inaccessible to London’s small enterprises. Local authorities could also step in to take long leases 

on the arches in order to offer them to start-up enterprises at affordable rents. 

 Managed effectively, the arches will remain a refuge for economic diversity right in the 

heart of London, while offering great opportunities for new enterprises as well as experimental 

modes of production and distribution. 
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Disfigurement, In Three Parts 
Ralf Webb  

I  

Sit in the close room. Roll up your shirtsleeve.  
Your forearm is corded by blue veins. Eased��
to the surface by another heavy August day,��
in this, your new city of subways and white noise.  

II  

Your arm has an abrupt topography. Lashes  
put down by a metal object. Something came  
and gave you a sign: mark yourself thus,��
and you’ll again be able to eat in the company  
of others. Mark yourself and let your currency  
hemorrhage, let it pool in the strange basin.  
Swallow a cup of water. Wash yourself, walk.  

III  

Pass your fingertips over the scars. They are  
raised, parallel. Like the railroad sleepers in��
the backwoods of the back town, where tall trees  
in narrow silver suits let light perforate��
your ignorant face. Before cities. Before their  
incoherent premises, which echo and quake��
and cause the body to mutilate, then bloom. 
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Divergence 
Ralf Webb  

It is Sunday, and parts of your body  
struggle. The curb atrophies into road,  
your jugular greens. Neon crucifixes plot 
jewelled coordinates, which you fail  
to follow. Silhouettes whom you may��
or may not know appear under plane trees,  
and stare. Signals report; you can not 
 answer. Vehicles reel past. Your face��
gets disarranged, then rearranged,��
in their succession of anonymous glass.  
 
It is Sunday, and parts of your body  
struggle to relate to other parts��
of other bodies. The streets smell like  
sterilised carcass. Red leaves vortex.  
You have become a friend to your  
acquaintances, and an acquaintance 
to your friends, whom you fail; as  
the defunct street lights fail the empty  
lots of light. As the sprawling vines,  
choking the row houses, fail to unwind 
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Culture, Strata  
Ralf webb 

White rooms repeat themselves��
Across the former warehouse districts  
They proliferate as divisions proliferate  
Are your devices in order, current��
Is the line of your garment suitably clean  
Can you suggest affluence by omission  
 
White rooms contain singular audiences  
And mutely occlude confluences:��
The ecstatic intersections of the city exterior  
Are you immaculately iced, impervious  
Did you quit your hayseed accent��
And cut your blemishes off, whet your jaw  
 
Inside white rooms men repeat themselves  
Via gross presence, via platforms� 
(That man is a fraud, as that man is a fraud)  
Will you let them pillage your ethics  
For pure transit, dazzling ingress��
Out of the margins into aseptic white 
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Necropqlitan          For Jeffrey joe nelsqn 
 

                                                     Erik Nqonan 

 

Bright windows watch  
Abstracted 
as silhouettes pass��
in sober haste  
solitary or coupled��
between taillights��
and streetlamps��
and close at hand��
city dusk invades��
an interior��
streaked with lustrous color  
which spills across tables  
scattered over a floor  
where habitués  
and strangers  
stand sit��
come and go  
through semidark  
 
Interspersed underneath  
heavy music��
the ambient��
retorts  
alibis��
comeons��
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jibes��
and��
plaints��
whirling��
in starless air  
altogether��
roll out into��
a dissolute glory  
garnished with liquor  
and weed��
that at length��
half tames��
the irate��
junior management strategist  
nearby��
whose nostrils flare  
under sunken eyelids  
silently until  
he embarks upon��
a tangled relation��
of break room exploits  
which know��
no dénouement  
 
His interlocutor  
an alert��
and pensive��
if unsteady  
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listener  
who is in sales  
giggles��
adjusts a monogram  
printed silk  
scarf��
around her bodice  
sips at�rosé ��
teeters��
on kitten heels  
and tartly  
interjects��
here and there��
Uh huh? or I know!  
 
Reappearing��
in suave profile��
from behind  
several exhausted  
frantic denizens  
 hard at their kicks  
along the bar��
your companion  
makes his way back  
through all this  
prosopopoeia  
sets down three  
fresh pints  
brushes aside��
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a silver lock  
of fine hair��
from each temple  
smiles��
and loosening��
an irregular tie  
resumes  
 
Outside��
a wind sash��
unwraps��
from the joined waists  
of an��
anonymous encounter  
then whips��
away  
 
Afterwards��
you exit severally  
through the vestibule  
and night curtains  
draw shut 
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Masque: Chicago 
 Karen Joan Kohoutek  

1. Amtrak Prelude  
The train takes off in slo-mo— 
parallel with a cop down the block.  
Strange that the lights and the arms are for me. 
I've seen the river from every other angle.  
Now a black tangle, a bus parked on the gravel,  
glint of water visible, now hidden.  
 
Flat tar rooftops oily with rain,  
Mr. Paint, ��
the International Casket Co.  
In a track several cars deep,  
the metal sprouts into maze,  
coal trains shoulder to shoulder,  
blur of green.  
 
If a river could be a desert –  
soaking in radiation,  
rippled swamp.  
Sneaking up on the towns,  
we're the trolls under the bridge,  
"Class of 66" sprayed in red.  
 
Sheer rocks are striped gold--  
a prehistoric loch,  
shores wound into foggy braids, crunch rock.  
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A little white statue waves at us from a cemetery gate. ��
A town lies in a row, a furrow ploughed below the iron cliffs.  
 
It's looked like Wisconsin for a long time.  
I don't recognize my state.  
Nature's built fortresses over the town,  
walls spraypainted with rust.��
God's going to fall down that hill.  
   

 

2. High Rise  

Row of streetlight 16 stories below,  
a line of light radiates from the spike on my halo.  
I could set my cup on the coffee table of the roof next door,  
set between the vents. ��
Steam pours from the Academy, whiter at night, but thick even when clear.  
A green churn of light seems to balloon from a distant window,  
like the building is sticking out its tongue.  
I can't tell the ground from the roof. ��
Only height erases the sound from the street. 
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3. Green Moray  

Memories made of fish. ��
A beautiful silver coat, ��
another with scales of grey velvet snakeskin.  
Yellow and white stripes with marble blue eyes. ��
In fluorescent nature, coral blowing as if in a breeze,  
blue starfish glowing stuck to the glass. ��
The softshell turtle, the chocolate chip sea star,  
the no-bodied moon jelly, see-through blue.  
 
Sturgeons look like they've been stitched up the sides, 
cotton leaking through the scarred braided tissue. �
Orange plumose anemone, like a fluffy fiberoptic novelty lamp.  
Small banana fingers ripple in waves, blue fingertipped,  
a wallpaper of the bright purple lichen and amethyst moss. ��
Blue silk bulbs, pelts yellow and fuchsia, speckling, quivering scarlet thread-
tips.  
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4. Lake��

Outside ducks flirt on the lake,  
black pigeons twist their opal heads, ��
water aqua deepened to green slaps the concrete.  
 
The totem pole is a crucifix with wings.  
 
A soap-shaped pool in the soap dish.  
Someone said something about  
a fish and a pond. ��
The sky thins into paler layers,��
thin fronds of shark. ��
At this proximity I take the clouds personally ��
The roof looks lined with felt. ��
Ghost of a velvety stingray glides triangular out of the milky yellow horizon.  
The sun is gone but it's not dark,  
a penny candle of light flung up this high.  
 
The water darkens as the air grows brighter.  
At first they almost meet in pale.  
The color sharpens as it fades above  
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5. Arboretum  
 
Pheasant-striped butterflies, ��
bright, creamy, orangesicle butterfly moving like a hummingbird,��
an albino monarch, perfect snow-white instead of the orange of home,  
paperthin wings, nosing into the lantana,  
outerspace cluster of flowerbells,  
a shadow of nervous wing,  
indigo and pink.  
 
Taffeta plant, ��
Midnight ginger, leaves almost black,  
the Lipstick Palm, stem like bright red bamboo bursting into palm.  
 
Letters kink into sigils rather than words. ��
It's beautiful from here. Where does the world go wrong? The lake turns 
blue: as above, so below. ��
The Salvation Army covered with "No loitering" signs.  
 
A handprint of oil splash on the asphalt,  
everything for rent on Bittersweet Street.  
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6. Plaza Market  
 
In one ornate and one brown block, ��
a courtyard dropped from a great spike of height.  
Stone-encrusted benches like towers of birdseed.  
 
Where 1 = 1.  
 
Across the river, a building seems bent inward and melted.  
Height reflects in height, needlework outside.  
The el isn't all elevated. ��
The water not dirty but impenetrable green.  
 

 

7. Street  

 
A woman hollers at the bus stop that  
Jesus gave us a beautiful day.��
There'll be problems tomorrow,  
problems next week,  
but today is a beautiful day.  
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