—

8 THE VIEW FROM THE TRy,
Pﬂ“ﬁff’:j ﬂi}d ﬁﬂ“ﬂn}if; iy developing the transf, me W
potential of images of landscape.’ Thir “five . Oy / 2
out with what was essentially the 59.2:: mn}-_*lta; ci.rizr:r,lhad ; W Vi &-." :
differently. » CXpresseq aj,ghﬂ]{ '»FY;"M T Tvoan
(to1y
February 29,5 Ny VB, (19g; 1

The Poetic Experience
of Townscape and Landscape

The desire to transform the world is not uncommon, and there are
a number of ways of fulfilling it. One of these is by adopting a
certain subjectivity, aggressive or passive, deliberately sought or
simply the result of a mood, which alters experience of the world,
and so transforms it.

There is nothing particularly new or unusual about this. The
subjectivity involved is that of the wandering daydreamer — Edgar
Allan Poe’s in “The Man of the Crowd’; Baudelaire’s flinesrs and
dandies; Apollinaire’s Baron d’Ormesan, the inventor of amphion-
ism; Louis Aragon and his contemporaries in e Paysan de Paris. The
thrill they all seek is the frisson Aragon termed ‘a feeling for nature’,
their realm is the street, and the common object of their specula-
tion the phenomenon of place.

I began to pursue the ‘fecling for nature’ several years ago. My
starting point was that of an architect, and my motivation the
desire to find, already existing, the buildings that I wanted to build
but for a number of reasons was unable to,

The more I looked the more | found, and the more I found the
more I looked, but gradually my interest shifted from the instant




‘0 THE VIEW FROM THE TRAIN

e

Coal hopper, Nine Elms Lane, London SWE, 1979

transformation of a building (object), to the discovery of a deeper
El?ﬂ:ial‘.i{.‘-l'l of place (space) akin to the stimemrieng that Nietzsche
discovered during his last euphoria in Turin, and that so affected de
Chirico,

The present-day flémesr carries a camera and travels not so
much on foot as in a car or on a train. There are several reasons
for th_ka. mostly connected with the decline of public life and
'l-.ltbﬁﬂllsn'l (another kind of flimenr lives on in fiction — the private
Eﬁug“m"“ though his secrets are well hidden behind the street
i :tiﬂl:uitna;&:; lhccal:me there is something about a pl?ﬂtugﬁiph
Atagon identific dm;ﬁ - ?"““ﬂ}’ Eﬂrftsplunfis to th:.: fnssunl Th:u
he wrote: ‘Likf.:Wis; nnl::r-}r sl Bt_lﬂ his first published writing,

¢ screen objects that were a few moments

igﬂ' sﬁtkﬁ of .

formed 1o m:fupm.lm“ or books of cloakroom tickets are trans-
lnt - El '

meanings ™ Where they take on menacing or enigmatic
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common aspect of these interpretations was a kind of analogy that
saw the places 1 ‘discovered’ and photographed in terms of other -
places that I knew, or knew of, and it also occurred to me that oo
much of this experience of other places was gained from looking e
at photographs and films. The image of a place on the screen is =, R
transformed in exactly the same way as the objects to which Aragon 5
refers — by the photography itself, by the images that precede and o

follow it, and by the narrative, :

To a certain extent, [ began to look at places as potential photo- e g
graphs, or better stll, film images, and even the still photographs g
took on the character of film stills.

This visual material deliberately depicts places that are nearly
or altogether devoid of human presence and activity, but which
because of this absence are suggestive of what could happen, or e
what might have happened. They are places in which events g o
might fake place, and the events are seen rather as possible - i
contemporary myths. But the myths have a history — maybe they | o
are history — and this history can be constructed as a narrative —a T
reconstruction of a past daydream or the construction of a new
one — which links still images or provides a setting for the film,
in the same way as the locations provide a setting for the action
in other films. The aim is to depict the place as some sort of
historical palimpsest, and/or the corollary of this, an exposition
of a state of mind.

Such is a summary of the development of this actvity up to
now. What follows is an attempt to map out the tradition that has
supported this development. There are different aspects to this: the
literature of the wandering daydreamer, whom 1 perhaps inaccu-
rately term the flanenr, the visual arts tradinion of the reinterpretation
of everyday objects and landscapes, which might be termed Surre-
alist realism, though it probably has more to do with photography
as a way of seeing than any particular mode of thought; and a way
of depicting places in literature and film where they are inextricably
bound up with the state of mind of the characters who inhabit or
observe them.
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The Flaneur

The flanenr as a literary motif appears in two modes, or rather cq
be seen as signifying two types of experience. The first of rhf_-;
is that of a wanderer, perhaps a dandy, who takes the city as his
salon, strolling from café to bar in search of Amusement and
perhaps romance. His chance encounters are largely with people;
his haunts chosen for the company they provide, rather than an ;
melancholy architectural quality, and the oneiric quality of hii
experience is largely the result of his surrender to the random.
ness of urban life.

The other type of flineur drifts through the city as if it were the
substance of a dream, marvelling at the transformations that this
brings about. He may meet others, he may fall passionately in love,
but this is not his motive, it merely enhances his experience by
enabling it to be shared. |

Th::m isl also the lonely life of the street photographer, who acts
the ﬁ#ﬂrm the hope of recording little glimpses of the marvel-
lous with hm camera. His is a difficult task, for poetic insights so
rarely survive their capture on the emulsion. But I digress.

Edgar Allan Poe wrote, in 1840, a short story, “The Man of the

CL::CP- The m}mtur, a convalescent, sits in a coffee house in
= 'Z;l’lﬂhﬁemngﬂ'l: thronging pedestrians passing the window:
ﬁmmﬂ:mnn ln&:n granted to those recently recovered
o o 18 enjoying finding distinct types among the passers-

| no aim other than to be constantly in a
mﬁmm:ﬁ: “}'ﬂﬁﬂg. and the evening t:::light.
trying to discover what the uig still the narrator follows fascinated,
following day he gives Msmlstthuut.ﬂnﬂmcmﬁngnf the
<ol ““This old man 1 g ot knowing that it will never
of deep crime. He at length, “is the type and the genius

Mﬁmmbcihm.Hiﬁmm@memEm
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While Poe’s attitude to the old man is far from any sympathetic
identification, here I believe for the first time we see some recur-
ring themes in ‘urban dream’ writing: the narrator’s convalescent
state, a heightened state of awareness: ‘one of those happy moods
which are so precisely the converse of emmwi — moods of the keen-
est appetency, when the film from the mental vision departs™ — and
his resultant rather alienated observation through the window of
what came to be called ‘modern life’; his subsequent pursuit of an
enigma; the description of the streets through which they pass, the
low-life — they enter a gin-palace at dawn — and above all the emerg-
ing sensitivity to the erotic implications of crowds.

Poe’s reputation in Europe was considerably enhanced by
Baudelaire, who praised and translated his works. He quotes “The
Man of the Crowd’ in “The Painter of Modern Life’. Baudelaire’s
writing is full of awareness of ‘the poetry of modern life’, the life
of the streets and boulevards and other public places, but specific
references to townscape are rare. His encounters are with people, -
or spirits, but not places. In the letter to Arséne Houssaye, which
serves as the preface to Pans Spleen, he writes of his desire to
create the poetic prose of which the book is composed: ‘It was,
above all, out of my exploration of huge cities, out of the medley
of their innumerable interrelations, that this hauntng ideal was
born.™

Apollinaire produced the most demonstrative of flamenr writings.
In The Wandering Jew the story is not unlike “The Man of the Crowd’,
but here the enigma guides the narrator through Prague undl it
transpires that he is several centuries old.

The most prophetic of Apollinaire’s stories here is “The False
Amphion’, one of the Stories and Adventures of Baron d'Ormesan.* The
Baron is an old acquaintance of the narrator, who thinks he is a
tourist guide, but the Baron, on the contrary, has invented a new art
form, amphionism:

“The instrument of this art, and its subject matter, 15 a town of
which one explores a part in such a way as to excite in the soul of
the amphion, or neophyte, sentiments that inspire in them a sense
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of the sublime and

the beauuful, in the same way as myuc;
¥ 15
andsoon ... i CAcHy

‘But,” 1 said laughingly, ‘I practice amphionism every g
have to do is go fora walk ., Y day. Al 1
‘Monsieur Jourdain,” cried Baron d’Ormesan ok

3 o "OU say
perfectly true! You practice amphionism without knowi 8% g

ng it
Now this is all very ironic, but the irony is directed not
of poetic wandering, but at the Baron’s insistence that th

consists of composing the journeys, rather than on the one E K
building the buildings, or on the other concretising the poetic :,-xﬂnfl
rience of wandering among them — in other words, that the ar_
depended on the sensibility of the artist, not what he did with i:r
The Baron’s adventures are full of similar misunderstandings, su.;hl

as the film-makers who, for the sake of realism in their film, pay a
man to actually murder a couple.

at the jdeq

The point about subjective transformations of townscape is that
thc}f do depend on a certain state of mind, which can be adopted
deliberately (this is why I write of ‘aggressive” subjectivity), but not

by an audience (and probably best not at all, for it is best to take
one’s reveries as they come),

Tourism

s was certainly the case on 14 Aprl 1921, the date of the fir
i d.im::em: Organised b}' André Breton, it was to consist solely
T mrm“?::e ﬂ.f the city. The Surrealists had already explored
fheiadai cretinous subur‘t_}s’ as well as the flea market, but
* i{l'_"m dmmtratid their discoveries to the public.
city with the unc::}r Wwould ‘put in unison the unconscious of the
g il d:-;;nus of men’, and was to take in St juﬁt‘.ﬂ-ll‘:’
C‘“ﬂdcl’{jumq_-rh ‘;“H'Cha“_“:‘ﬂﬂt, the Gare St Lazare and the
" Slluﬁtn-lc.pmw: fstexpedition, advertised throughout Paris,
w18 turned up, ang l:h:r: A complete failure, It rained and no tour-
tof the tours were cancelled.?
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It was more than thirty years before anyone tried anything like
this again. Once more in Paris, in the early 1950s, the Lettrist
group developed the techniques of ‘drifting’ and *psychogeogra-
phy’. Drifting was a free-association in space. Drifters would
follow the streets, go down alleys, through doors, over walls, up
trees — anywhere that they found desirable. Later ‘mass drifts’
involved teams linked by walkie-talkie radio. Psychogeography
was the correlation of the material obtained by drifting, Tt was
used in making ‘emotional maps’ of parts of the city, and in other
ways.

In 1958, the Lettrists evolved into the Situationist Interna-
tional, and in 1968 their polemic was influential in /s érénements.
Drifting was still a preoccupation. In Ten Days That Shook the
University, an account of the election and subsequent propagan-
dist exploits of a Situationist-inspired group who in 1966 gained
a short-lived control of the students’ union of Strasbourg Univer-

sity, there is a strip cartoon of two cowboys riding through a
landscape:

What's your scene man?®’ asks one.
‘Reification,’ the other replies.

“Yeah? I guess that means pretty hard work with big books and
piles of paper on a big table”
‘Nope. 1 drift. Mostly [ just drift.”

Drifting, it seems, has reconstituted itself as a myth.

Le Paysan de Paris

Louis Aragon began writing Le Paysan de Paris in 1924, three years
after the ill-fated touristic event. It is constructed about descrip-
tions of two places: the Passage de 'Opera, in whose bars he and
his contemporaries drank and talked, and the Parc des Buttes-
Chaumont, which they held in high esteem as an oneiric location,
and which was to have been the subject of one of the touristic
ventures. Between the two descriptions, he outlines the genesis of

‘a feeling for nature”
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| felt the great power that Certain p].’lt.'t‘:-'-., Certain sl

over me, without discovering the principle

¥ lri{';t]
not so much manife
as constitute that very idea. Thus it extended

¢ E ] il"-.l‘.lr_'ﬂ
nor the character of the symb o, 1t did stan ig
- . r Ik L-:I
deeply into the world's
mass . .. I acquired the habit of constantly referring the whol
: ) "
matter to the judgement of a kind of frisson which Buaranteed the
. soundness of this tricky operation,

| have already compared this frisson to that preceding the click of 4
camera, but Aragon's account of his discovery outline
looking at things that runs through the whole histc iy of
century art, and twentieth-century attitudes to pre-twentie

5 4 way of
twentieth
th-century
art. On the next page he looks at petrol pumps: ‘“The nameless
sculptors who erected these metallic phantoms were incapable
conforming to a living tradition like that which traced the
torm shapes of churches. These modern idols share
that makes them doubly redoubtable.

of
Cruci-
| ]’::l ri:nl'.lgt

Petrol pumps like these turn up in the paintings of Edward
Hopper — Gas (1940) and Fowr 1.ane Road (1956) — and in the
1'r|1:-.mj-:r;iph-j of Robert Frank — The .Americans (1958). Similar
p-rrn-wi:mf-; of T:‘r::r}'r.lsljl.' nhitn‘.l:‘- occur in P”i“'i"H‘ “"'l]““w'
p photography and film in arcas as diverse as metaphysical painting,
filsw woir or ‘conceptual’ are, never mind
Hon may be seen both as a3 re
miraculous and as a hy

pop art. The transforma-
alisation of the ontologically
sterical alienation from banality. What is
rematkable about Aragon's transformation is not just that he

managed w perform it without benefit of nostalgia, which so
;l_ i 1 . ] . = 5 i x

Wtomatically provides g poetic cloak for any object (those petrol
| Pamps, or their heads,

{ mEAE
< = - . ‘--.-_Il.-.- :- . :
& | also turn up highly priced in antique : s
LS . " r -/ : 5 I TN L 1T E N |
2P, po that he Managed to direct it at whole districts of the =it L L L L L TLELLEE
c“'l!"' -'!Il-n'jf':' Hl'l;'tu“

'-'-'-'ﬂ.ld of l].tn"[‘ Ve
ary role that
The localitie

e - !
-‘ulllllllllll"l:llll! ; iigsnnandh
- = I ' 1 18 o '.
recall the extriordip }Jl ¥ 4 .

ars after their break: ‘1 sull TTTTIL
ll'l'l.'uugh P'H-I"IS.

Aragon played in our daily strolls

i Bskas Ihrl:LlF:h b Jacques-André Boiffard: ‘My point of departure will be the Hotel des Grands
Hommes . . ! from Nadjia (1928). The statue, melted down during the occupation, was

of Jean-Jacques Rousseau.
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company, even the most colonirless ones [my emphas; s]
transformed by a spellbinding romantic in1.r'-:*:n|;i1|,-;_:1-“E =

Breton, for whom the street was ‘the fountain of ajl&
ence’, wrote another classic text of Surrealist Paris, th 'TUE exper.
relationship with the enigmatic, Innocent, t:-tpeﬁtnccfjﬁ;:rf" Of his
account of Surrealist love (shared revelation rather th v An
passion), their affair takes place in the streets, in cﬂfé:m i:'h!r'sllcn]
Some of these locations are illustrated by a number of r ﬂ i
prosaic photographs. = ably

_Th-: cfuticism portrayed is as much that of their relationsh;
uml:h their surroundings as with each other, Geotges B :th-illp
writes: 'Erc:lrl.ic activity, by dissolving the separate Bﬂ}ﬂgs :I]-. ;
participate 1n it, reveals their fundamental continuity, like tlj:t
waves of a stormy sea." ' ;

Love is the conquest of the discontinuity between indiy
'Ihcm:t the erotic dimension to losing oneself in
indeed losing oneself in the city, habitually so alienating, reconsti-
tuted instead as a dream. It is in such an appmpri:a.tic:n such a
repossession of townscape — or landscape — that the pnssi]:-ilit}' of

:;u;i:::]r: relationship between people and public space is to be
There are other Surrealist townscape te

Liberté on ' Amogr! (1927) and s il sdoss 1o
s and th e }
Marseilles (1 928), ose of Walter Benjamin, notably

: =0), In which he converts the then new cathedral into
a railway station,

transformations enabled by the dr:;:: s (1928), which enjoys the

Benjamin recounts the
Photographed the deserte

iduals:
the crowd’, or

remark made of Eugéne Atget that he
scene of 2 cqm 1d Paris streets ‘like scenes of crime”: “The
S 100, is deserted; it is photographed for the

Purpose of establishing ey :
standard evidence f::gﬁ"‘d““m With Atget, photographs become

Political significqnq storical Occurrences, and acquire a hidden
. Etrmard Tschumi
architecty
(this is Pﬂrl?b:::t?u;ht Scene of the ey
depic |

“pictions of public afalgar Square). Atget’s
nd Paris captured, in the
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most modest way (this is surely his strength), the sense ﬂ'fﬂt
‘anything could happen’ that the Surrealists were later to write
about, as well as being evidence of all the terrible things that
already had happened. They reveal an ambiguity, a potential for
transformations both subjective and actual, in ordinary loca-
tions. The crime that Bataille and Benjamin allude to is an
ambiguous affair, but its major resonance is that of the rarity, in
everyday experience and in actuality, of such transformations.
They come about only, if ever, in reveries, revolutions, or the
more poignant moments of war,

Atget’s photographs were of the streets; Surrealist photogra-
phers went to more exotic locations. Eli Lotar’s photographs of
the abattoirs at La Villette illustrate Bataille’s entry “abattoir’ in the
section ‘Chronique: Dictionnaire” in Docwments.”” Bataille concerns
himself with outlining the significance of abattoirs, that they are
the modern counterpart of sacrificial temples in which animals
were killed for both religious and alimentary purposes, the cursed
status of abattoirs in modern times resulting from the denial ot
their religions function. Lotar’s photographs demonstrate this
world within the one we think we know, as they demonstrate the
camera’s ability to unmask it. It is almost as if the machine was built
for this purpose, as we now know only too well, for indiscriminate
transformations of the ordinary into the miraculous now form one
of the mainstays of advertising,

Anguish

At the same time, the discovery of the ability to perceive the
marvellous leads to the discovery that things have a habit of not
staying that way:

Although I can always see how beautiful anything could be if only
I could change it, in practically every case there is nothing 1 can
really do. Everything is changed into something else in my imagina-

tion, then the dead weight of things changes it back into what it was
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in the first place. A bridge between imaginat; .
buile." Ly reality myg; be

In Poe's writing, taken as a whole, two things see
most remarkable: his descriptions of nffm:r:;nr:f;m;d B
consciousness, and of rooms, buildings and landscapes Iﬁ,;tﬂ .
his works consist of litte else: “The Philosophy of Furmirtn }rvﬂr
treatise on decor; “The Domain of Arnheim’ and its ipcn;t.::
‘Landor’s Cottage’, which describe respectively the creation C:_nt
superlative landscape garden by an individual of exemplary Endm:
ments, and an idyllic cottage inhabited by an idyllic couple in ar;
idyllic setting, There is no other purpose to these works than these
descriptions. In “The Pit and the Pendulum’, the greater part of rli.;-
writing is description of the narrator’s delirium as he hovers on the
edge of consciousness, and most of the rest details his gradual
awareness of the awful particularities of the dungeon into which
he has been cast. In “The Fall of the House of Usher’, the place
and the state of mind of its residents are even more inextricably
Frnund up, though not this time in the first person, for the narrator
's @ guest: ' know not how it was — but, with the first glimpse of
the building, a sense of insufferable gloom pervaded my spirit. |
say insufferable; for the feeling was unrelieved by any of that half-
Pl@fuﬂhlﬂ, because poetic, sentiment, with which the mind usually
m‘?ﬁ even the sternest natural images of the desolate or terrible.
ith this observation, Poe distances the narrator from the

‘;:if:;t‘ﬂf‘:l:ﬁ“ﬂnnnt h?lp Imagine some ‘poetic’ gloom precisely
1 -:ml}'l €XISt in his imagination. Poe is pinpointing a

tention or not, as in war report-

before me | with mmmr £0¢s on: °1 looked upon the scene
0 N0 earthly sensqr: utter depression of soul which I can compare
the reveller upoy up,‘“'f‘“ ek Properly than to the after-dream of
hideous dropping off of the vmll'}]?::r lapse into everyday life — the

el
Particular seare of mind with that following
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the loss of another, again a kind of paradox. But this is typical, for
Poe is at his best when describing not just the heightened states of
mind of his characters, but the anguish which their (and presuma-
bly his) sensibilities bring about in their everyday lives. Thus, of
Roderick Usher:

He suffered much from a morbid acuteness of the senses; the most
insipid food was alone endurable; he could wear only garments of
certain texture; the odours of all flowers were oppressive; his eyes
were tortured by even a faint light; and there were but peculiar

sounds, and these from stringed instruments, which did not inspire
him with horror."™

Throughout Poe’s work, there is an implication that those who
have access to heightened states of awareness are bound to suffer.
Delirium is the result of illness or injury ("The Pit and the
Pendulum’, “The Owval Portrait”), persons of extreme sensibility
suffer (‘Usher”), are haunted by irrational fears ("The Premarure
Burial™), or turn to drink and murder ("The Black Cat”), and those
who cultivate the senses in the face of suffering and adversity invite
destruction nonetheless ("The Masque of the Red Death”). He
seems especially familiar, like the narrator in ‘Usher’, with the
depression encountered when any heightened state departs,

This is a recurring theme in Baudelaire, In “The Double Room’,
one of the prose poems of Paris Apleen, the room 1s an il.l}'llic space;
the light, the furnishings and the company are sublime, but then
little memories of current circumstances alter this perception: *And
that perfume out of another world which in my state of exquisite
sensibility was so intoxicating? Alas, another odour has taken its
place, of stale tobacco mixed with nauscating mustiness. The
rancid smell of desolation"” There is a political dimension to this:

Each subjectivity is different from every other one, but all obey the
same will to self-realisation. The problem is one of sctting their
variety in a common direction, of creating a united front of subjec-
tivity. Any attempt to build a new life is subject to two conditions:
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arstly, that the realisanon of each individua) «
take place in a collective form ¢
secondly, that “To rell
what they love. Fighu
(Samt-Just).™

[hr‘mll:h. the only reason anyone figh, ; qu-fd'
ng tor evervone else s only the mn!;t.q::,:_.:f
.
Tr.msft"nmu.tinns f:.-tj everyday space are subjective, but the.
delusions, simply glimpses of what could happen,‘nnd inﬁi ﬂin. o
happen at moments of mtense collec tvity, ::Iuring dcmnns:nui:s
together with thg, of rh::

desire to flee from the

EECEI.[H‘:

that set up a dialectic that can

Atmosphere, Palimpsest and
Other Interpretations of Landscape

[ don’t suppose I can have missed a single episode in the first year
of Z Cars, but 1 can’t remember any of them. In fact I don’t think
1 can remember in detail anything that 1 ever saw on television

apart from a few oft-repeated items, and 1 suspect that such lack of
retention is general.

This is a pity, for apparently only two episodes of Z Cars survive
from the first six months of the series. I mention this having seen
them (again?) at the NFT last September, this time on the cinema
screen, where they were revealed as examples of a hitherto
unknown and rather timeless genre. (Although there were elements
of nostalgia: the cars, for instance — there were always an awful lot
of Fords. Perhaps the BBC had done a deal.)

“They fight crime on wheels in a new series beginning tonight’,
said the Radio Times on 28 December 1961. Fighting crime on
wheels has got itself a bad name in the period since, but in those
days the lads in the cars were cast as more or less sophisticated
social workers, imbued albeit with the extra moral authority of the
law, who cruised from domestic disturbance to truant shoplifter
distributing a positive understanding over the public-sector subur-
ban desolation of (Kirkby) Newtown. It is this desolation that
hasn’t dated: it’s all still there, and it still appears on television, in the
work of Alan Bleasdale et al. The difference is that in 1961 things

-----
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