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Abstract
The transformation of cities has often been expressed in fiction, in visual arts and other media in which narratives 

have been created to give expression to the city and allow us to imagine and attempt to define it. Few cities have had more 
forms of representation than New York, for it projects itself into the minds of people through its landmarks, transformations 
and willingness to absorb the new. In works such as Bartleby the Scrivener by Herman Melville, Washington Square by 
Henry James, The Age of Innocence by Edith Wharton, Breakfast at Tiffany’s by Truman Capote, The Thistles of Sweden 
by William Maxwell and Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close by Jonathan Safran Foer, one can follow a continuum of 
change, shifting reflections on the city and, at the same time, a remarkable resilience that has redefined it constantly, 
while still remaining in the horizon of the dreams of many. This article aims to trace these movements within the scope 
of the works mentioned, while at the same time referring to New York’s development into a global metropolis throughout 
time. It also focuses on how these changes affect our imaginary regarding the city.

Keywords: New York City, literature, representation.

The transformation of cities has been 
expressed in fi ction, visual arts, in the 
multivariate modes of expression of its 
people and communities. Through writ-
ten media, as well as storytelling and mu-
sic, or in personal networks that are es-
tablished, narratives have been created to 
describe the city and allow us to imagine 
its metamorphosis and character. As Alev 
Çinar and Thomas Bender state in Urban 
Imaginaries: Locating the Modern City, geo-
graphical marks often do not defi ne a city 
– it is how it is imagined that makes it 
at the same time indefi nite and singular. 
One can see the city as a fi eld of experi-
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ence, as the authors state, and understand how space is imagined and forms thus an 
urban culture. (Çinar and Bender, loc45) 

Evidently, there is litt le objectivity in this depiction, even if we consider adminis-
trations and their concrete att empts and plans to renovate (or not) the urban landscape 
and give impulse to the growth of the city’s boundaries. For what we, as urban dwell-
ers, imagine for the city is often a far cry from what is off ered and carried out in urban 
planning (if such planning exists). In like manner, though city dwellers do not neces-
sarily share a common history, culture or religion, these all come together at various 
points and establish connections, relations and narratives that defi ne what each dis-
cerns in the city and about others. The term that could sum up this connection or re-
latedness is referred to as a cognitive map, taking into account the multiplicity of the 
city, shared by many, or shared only partially.

Thus, though there is no real unity in an urban environment, despite maps and 
guides, signs and physical landmarks, it is an experience made up of several repre-
sentations, many of which are expressed in newspapers, travelogues, fi lm, art, trade, 
statues, communicative practices and, obviously, in literature that takes the city as its 
sett ing. In these forms, the actuality of the city lies in the representation of daily activ-
ity, in what neighborhoods are made of, and what can be retained in memory as well. 
Though these representations are somewhat ephemeral, they allow us, to a great ex-
tent, to pin down how and where we recast our visions. 

There have been projects for many great metropola and New York City is no excep-
tion. As early as 1811, a grid plan was laid out for the expansion of Manhatt an north-
wards which would, in the spirit of the century, wipe out many signifi cant natural 
features of the town were it not for the campaign of William Cullen Bryant, editor of 
the New York Evening Post. Bryant’s idea – grand and unrealistic to some – was to give 
the growing city 840 acres of landscape, vegetation, nooks and small bridges, the likes 
of which few had seen within a sprawling and up and coming town in America: this 
would become Central Park. Ceremonial, collective spaces where people could join 
to celebrate or merely enjoy leisure were sometimes overlooked in the larger cities of 
the US, for America had long become used to seeing itself associated to large business 
structures such as offi  ces, factories and housing projects for workers. Perhaps, to this 
day, there is a struggle in the projects of cities in America as to where to place spac-
es of public leisure amidst those areas directed to the main purpose of American life: 
growth, expansion and economic and personal improvement.

Nevertheless, the national population expanded and no other place reveals this 
more than New York. According to James Howard Kuntsler, the population in New 
York “ballooned from 696,115 in 1850 to 3,437,202 in 1900” (Kunstler, 36), thus causing a 
twofold movement: that of slums spreading northwards in Manhatt an and the wealthy 
att empting to move out of the way to escape contact. Gradually, the Thoreauvian ide-
al of transcendence through direct contact with nature contrasted and clashed with 
changes in the urban landscape. Not only was the city growing out of proportions to 
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anything seen before, but this growth distanced New Yorkers from contact with any 
redemptive wilderness as seen by Thoreau. Furthermore, zoning had not yet been in-
troduced (which would only happen in 1916), allowing factories to spring up almost 
anywhere, transforming the landscape even more into a chaotic scenario. Urbanism, 
in general, was not directed to arrangements that took into consideration the needs of 
the population, mushrooming as it did in any space possible, nor did it give heed to 
limits of scale or the long-term consumption of natural resources. 

Marshall Berman’s study on modernity, All That Is Solid Melts into Air (1982), is one 
of the most inspired works to address the changes that occurred in urban spaces. The 
book deals with an understanding of culture that allows us, in Berman’s words “to 
see all sorts of artistic, intellectual, religious and political activities as part of a dialec-
tical process and to develop creative interplay among them” (Berman, 5). The interre-
latedness of cultural manifestations is pivotal for those undertaking the task of com-
prehending the many facets of a living space, be it urban or otherwise. Paradoxically, 
any att empt to get a hold on a unifying picture of our surroundings, be it in concrete 
or abstract forms, is never fulfi lled, as Berman shows in his reference to Dostoevsky’s 
Underground Man:

Man loves to create roads, that is beyond dispute. But … may it not be … that he 
is instinctively afraid of att aining his goal and completing the edifi ce he is construct-
ing? How do you know, perhaps he only likes the edifi ce from a distance and not at 
all at a close range, perhaps he only likes to build it, and does not want to live in it. 
(Dostoevsky, apud Berman, 6) 

As we ponder on the vertical and horizontal growth of the city of New York, this 
paradox is undeniable: there is a relation of love and hate, stasis and escape, admiration 
and loathing, at times, towards the city. The contradiction is part and parcel with its 
modernization – as with any city – and with the movement of its inhabitants.

Thus, the early twentieth century saw the rise of well-known New York landmarks 
in the construction of skyscrapers such as the Flatiron Building (1902), the Woolworth 
(1913), the Chrysler (1930) and the Empire State (1931), all escalating from 20 stories 
to 50, 77 and 110, respectively. The urge to soar upwards – a sign of economic strength 
and power – would forever be a mark of the city, in one edifi ce after another. New York 
suff ered a severe blow with the att acks of 9/11 to the World Trade Center though this 
did not curb plans to erect another skyscraper in its place. As we speak, the Freedom 
Tower is now replacing, at the same site, the old Twin Towers, a signifi cant show of 
resilience in the face of destruction.

In all these transformations mentioned, literature has been a testimony to the con-
tradictions and aspirations of the people witnessing and experiencing changes to land-
scape and lifestyle. How literature spans the gap between local, urban experiences 
and those of a global nature is an important role of this art form. The daily activities 
of walking, shopping, working, socializing, riding train or bus are central in both de-
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fi ning what a city represents for each individual, regardless of it being New York or 
Istanbul. These activities also institutionalize a collective imagination in which we are 
able to see ourselves as citizens of a given urban scenario, while at the same time be-
longing elsewhere, in any given city. It is a shifting vision that allows us only frag-
ments of commitment, as if we were affi  liated in some aspects, but alienated in others.

In this article, six works published about New York life from the early nineteenth 
century to the early twenty-fi rst century will be analyzed in regards to their repre-
sentations of the city. Of the six works, four were writt en by authors born in New 
York: Herman Melville (Bartleby, the Scrivener), Henry James (Washington Square), Edith 
Wharton (The Age of Innocence) and Jonathan Safran Foer (Extremely Loud and Incredibly 
Close). Two authors, Truman Capote (Breakfast at Tiff any´s) and William Maxwell (The 
Thistles in Sweden) though not native New Yorkers, lived in the city and experienced 
its activities and changes fi rst-hand. In addition, the non-fi ctional works referred to 
aim at giving readers ample possibilities of refl ection on the role the city has taken on 
as a growing metropolis and fi nancial and cultural center of the world. Some, such 
as the works of Marshall Berman, Jane Jacobs, E.B. White and Christoph Lindner, ex-
pose not only the workings of New York life in its changes and growth, but also give 
us a wealth of interweaving patt erns on which to rely as we contemplate on how fi c-
tion and non-fi ction stand side by side. These works are complemented by Çinar and 
Bender’s broad view on the role of cities and their imaginative functions, as well as 
James Kunstler’s analysis of America´s cities in their fast-pace evolution.

Along these lines, through Walt Whitman’s vision of Manhatt an, as imagined and 
described in his poetry, we can visualize the chaos of people, movements and vehi-
cles today as he did in the nineteenth century. The movement Whitman envisions and 
the changeability of the city, read often in the form of lists, directs the reader to see-
ing portions of a whole that is never achieved nor fi nished. As many writers speak of 
New York, the city speaks to them through experiences in the streets, with sounds and 
sights, and how the past – of the writers who came before – is recalled and envisioned. 
In this sense, the nineteenth century, a period of growth for the U.S.A., can be seen as 
a bridge between the start of modernity and the upcoming twentieth century and all 
its transformation and renewal.

Along with Herman Melville’s fi rst person narrator’s description of Bartleby in 
Bartleby, the Scrivener, the reader sees nineteenth-century New York streets and build-
ings – proudly developing and expanding – in the light of today’s landscape. The con-
fl ict between the narrator and Bartleby has often been described as a fl aw in commu-
nication; however, the confl ict is greater than that. The world of the nineteenth cen-
tury is becoming, even early on, one of strain and new technologies that are changing 
not only the landscape of great cities, but human contact as well. Thus, corporate dis-
content and uneasiness are depicted in the story unfolding on Wall Street and can be 
spott ed in the characters through their att itudes. The tediousness and endless grind 
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of offi  ce work stands out starkly in the fi gure of Bartleby as he, more and more, dwin-
dles into nothingness, into a non-existence right before the eyes of the narrator and the 
reader. Bartleby’s dilemma is that of modern life: his previous job in the dead lett er of-
fi ce has become redundant, and his current one – that of a copyist – will soon enough 
turn out to be as well. Concomitantly, his solitude is refl ected in that of the narrator, 
a man who commands his offi  ce from the safe position of lawyer to the wealthy, as 
he att ends, alone, Trinity Church and walks – apparently sure of himself – along the 
fashionable Broadway. The story very briefl y reveals to us the somewhat limited social 
world of a city that is just beginning to grow into what it will later become, the bus-
tling, never-resting town of fortune and desires. To Bartleby, these desires and dreams 
are not within his horizon; on the contrary, he is affl  icted by stasis, an unwillingness 
beyond his control and incomprehensible to his employer. In other words, Bartleby has 
felt his redundancy, more so than any other person; he has understood deeply his dis-
advantage, the unnecessariness not only of this job, but also of any other in the pres-
ent or the future. His immobility leads him eventually to a refusal to remove himself 
from his workplace at the offi  ce – he sticks to the building as a ghost would haunt an 
edifi ce – simply because he can do nothing more. Moreover, the narrator also begins 
to feel that perhaps it is useless for him to go to church (this being one of his most val-
ued habits), for, as he says, “Somehow, the things I had seen disqualifi ed me for the 
time from churchgoing” (Melville, 22), in reference to his uncomfortable experiences 
with Bartleby. It is curious to see the current position of the aforementioned church 
in Lower Manhatt an: on Broadway and Wall Street, it is the most unlikely site for a 
church. But there it stands, crammed between high-rise buildings and witness to the 
movement around it, a testimony of another New York, one which remains in the lit-
erature of Melville and others. Not unlike Bartleby, the church has stationed itself and 
is (perhaps) unmovable. It is a beautifully subdued testament to the city’s past and, at 
the same time, to the city’s constant mutability.

The social and personal dilemmas of Catherine Sloper in Washington Square (1880) 
by New York author Henry James present innumerous aspects of the change the city 
went through as it fl ourished in the nineteenth century. James’ narrator reveals New 
York to us as it was some forty years before the narration and describes a more tran-
quil era. Peculiarly, the resilience of the heroine, as she is torn between the man who 
is wooing her and her father’s staunch resistance to seeing her as the object of any 
man’s interest beyond the monetary, is representative of the city itself. Unatt ractive, 
not particularly clever, Catherine is a bit of a disappointment to Dr. Sloper, a man of 
reason and shrewd observations as to the aff air being carried out by his daughter and 
her lover Townsend. The sett ing of the novella, in the fi rst half of the century, reveals 
a New York at a somewhat uncomplicated stage in terms of society. It is growing into 
a starkly commercial and – so far – unsophisticated town, but ever on the move, thriv-
ing amid the clutt er of trade and people. The combination of charm and money in Dr. 
Sloper’s marriage to Catherine’s mother years before had not removed him from his 



28 Rosalia NEUMANN GARCIA

practice which, as is indicated in the opening of the novel, reveals to the reader “a 
country in which, to play a social part, you must either earn your income or make be-
lieve that you earn it”. (James, 7) Thus, Dr. Sloper’s practice has placed him in a posi-
tion of special regard, as

“the healing art has appeared in a high degree to combine two recognized sources of 
credit. It belongs to the realm of the practical, which in the United States is a great rec-
ommendation; and it is touched by the light of science – a merit appreciated in a com-
munity in which the love of knowledge has not always been accompanied by leisure 
and opportunity.” (James, 7) 

In this context, we find a society in which mobility is paradoxically desired and 
shunned: Sloper’s past chance at promoting his career by wedding a rich young woman 
is not seen with the same tolerance when the mobility is the objective of the resolute 
Townsend, who sets his eyes on Catherine, dull and simple. Perhaps it is more a matter 
of Sloper secretly seeing himself in the younger man who does not hide his pretense 
when it comes to how he intends to earn his money. Furthermore, Catherine’s father 
only sees, very much in line with the pragmatism of this city of trade and fluctuation, 
the utter lack of reason, beyond the financial, for anyone’s interest in his daughter.

Nevertheless, the fl ow of the city is constantly determined by the growth of its 
trade and the wish, more and more, of those who lived off  it, whether directly or not, 
to move away from the “mighty uproar, which was music in the ears of all good cit-
izens interested in the commercial development, as they delighted to call it, of their 
fortunate isle”. (James, 15) Washington Square is described by the narrator as “the 
ideal of quiet and of genteel retirement” in 1835, a place of quiet repose, far from 
the madness and hustle of business downtown. The Irish who have moved into the 
Batt ery are mentioned only in passing in the story – they are mainly to be avoided by 
good society, as all of the old New York of 2nd Avenue, where Townsend’s bedrag-
gled sister lives with her fi ve children. It is 5thAvenue, Broadway and the likes that 
bestow distinction on the town, while there are still locales of repose in a rural area 
of 1840s New York.

As with Washington Square, The Age of Innocence (1920), Edith Wharton’s novel of 
New York society in the 1870s, was published many years after the story took place. 
Like James, Wharton, a native New Yorker, was more than familiar with the society 
she had been raised in. Wharton’s novel can be seen as a portrait of a still provincial-
like city before it fi nally transforms in the twentieth century. The drastic diff erence 
between the city of the Archers, Mingott s and Van der Lydens and the one it will be-
come as the century turns is made clear by the end of the novel as a new order of so-
cial relations arises, one in which family past is overlooked, and reforms and move-
ments are mounting.

The casual but tightly conventional life of the upper classes masks the actual move-
ment of money changing hands in what will soon no longer be Old New York: fash-
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ionable and, at the same time, so very unfashionable, it is a city dreading new people, 
fearing the encroaching crowds of immigrants and the new fortunes being made. The 
city Wharton speaks of is limited to an area between 3rd and 6th Avenues, Washington 
Square and surrounding areas, where the old aristocracy lives. It is ironic to think of 
the city of New York creating an aristocracy of its own, especially when one considers 
the contradictory feelings of the more fortunate in regards to Europe: after all, New 
Yorkers see the Old World with awe and suspicion. Paris, for one, is both a model and 
deplorable for its habits. Nevertheless, in the greater picture perceived on the devel-
opment of urban areas around the globe, there is a close association between thriving 
capitals, whether of the Old World or the New, in the nineteenth century. As we look 
back, we see they were all somehow att uned to a sense of modern life that encroached 
upon citizens, avenues and cultures.

Nonetheless, in The Age of Innocence, Ellen Olenska’s return to the city, after hav-
ing lived in Europe for years, is regarded with curiosity and apprehension by the tight 
social circle in which her relatives move. Though she wants nothing more than to be-
come an American again (albeit having been brought up in the bosom of the Mingott  
family, one is informed that her childhood was far from regular), she is unable to ful-
ly comprehend the codes of this society; thus, she walks with whom she pleases and 
does, basically, as she likes, to the consternation of the group. 

Furthermore, the boundaries within the city mentioned above are taken seriously: 
the East side is fashionable; the West side, where Ellen chooses to live, is the domain 
of vulgar, cheap hotels and houses, bohemian crowds of poor journalists and artists. 
Archer, quite broad mindedly (as he sees himself) sets one foot on either side, and has 
some elucidating debates with his journalist friend, Winsett , on the baseness of a career 
in politics, or, more precisely, a career in most anything not having to do with sports 
and culture. The inability of Archer’s social class to see the constant shift of fortunes 
and customs drives all to barricade themselves in order to survive, but does nothing 
to avoid the inevitable downfall of the “species”.

Wharton touches on the subject of this passing of money indirectly – fortunes 
change and shift from old families to the new. One example is the fi nancial entrepre-
neur Julius Beaufort who, despite his marriage to a woman of old New York stock, 
is seen with some suspicion, for the source of his money is speculation in the market. 
Thus, Beaufort is as much a “foreigner” as Ellen or any other individual who defi es the 
strict codes established. The irony is evident: though the origin of much of the “old” 
money was the activity of the ancestors of these families – individuals who were once 
new and adventurous merchants of Dutch and English extract – this is overlooked. As 
the city slowly grows northbound, there is a deep desire to be seen as having no part 
in the business of making money which is the heart of the city – and thus the brown-
stones and mansions built are the seat of gentility and comfort. Archer’s social circle 
has its back turned away from the Batt ery, and few care to see the gradual encroach-
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ment upon their “territory”. Even old Mrs. Mingott ’s “audacities” have a provincial 
air to them. Within the restrictions of Newland Archer’s circle, Mrs. Mingott  is a sort 
of example of eccentricity that they must accept, but barely:

[Archer] knew, of course, that whatever man dared (within Fifth Avenue’s limits) 
that old Mrs. Manson Mingott , the Matriarch of the line, would dare. He had always ad-
mired the high and mighty old lady, who, in spite of having been only Catherine Spicer 
of Staten Island, with a father mysteriously discredited, and neither money nor position 
enough to make people forget it, had allied herself with the head of the wealthy Mingott  
line, married two of her daughters to “foreigners” (an Italian marquis and an English 
banker), and put the crowning touch to her audacities by building a large house of pale 
cream-colored stone (when brown sandstone seemed as much the only wear as a frock-
coat in the afternoon) in an inaccessible wilderness near the Central Park. (James, 7) 

To live outside the limits set between 3rd and 6th Avenues is not for everyone – 
that the Matriarch can pull it off only reinforces the strict limits these people set for 
themselves – and others.

Nevertheless, the contradictions of the city’s social life are analogous with Newland 
Archer’s mixed feelings for both his fi ancée and Ellen. His studies in anthropology and 
philosophy throw light on his predicament: they gradually reveal his att achment to 
social mores and habits, to his own confusion. Paradoxically, though he is intellectu-
ally aware, and realizes more and more he is both master and servant in society, he is 
unable to step out and live according to his desires. In truth, Archer realizes he could 
choose to live with Ellen (and with the consequences of this choice), but the pull to-
wards stasis and the familiar is too great. Again, Berman’s reference to Dostoevsky’s 
parable of the Grand Inquisitor is relevant: 

‘Man prefers peace’ the Inquisitor says, ‘and even death, to freedom of choice in the 
knowledge of good and evil. There is nothing more seductive for man than his freedom 
of conscience, but nothing that is a greater cause of suff ering.’ (Berman, 10) 

A wonderfully representative moment is seen in the visit Archer and Ellen pay to 
the Metropolitan Museum, a site seldom visited and, therefore, safe from inquisitive 
eyes. The Cesnola antiques, recently acquired and one of the stepping stones to 
the future reputation of the museum, are examples of domestic utensils of a past 
civilization, once important to those who used them, now merely an enigma. In a 
certain way, it is a sign of the eventual disappearance of the Archers, Mingotts and 
Van Der Lydens as well, with all their social mores.The irony of the situation is not 
perceived by the couple, not even to Archer who has studied and analyzed customs, 
habits and thoughts – of others – so well.

As the nineteenth century closes and the twentieth century rises on the horizon of 
the city, the urgency of the machine-ruled world becomes more evident, more enticing 
and so much more distressing. The artistic and cultural movements of the early twen-
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tieth century either celebrate or despise the modernization that is inevitable. To be a 
modern man or woman requires, as some see it, a distancing from emotions and im-
pulses, a freeing of oneself from humanity. The direction of this feeling seems to lead 
straight to McLuhan’s statements, years ahead, on the wondrous force of the comput-
er to unify humans and lift them from their physical condition, to William Gibson’s 
futuristic novel Neuromancer (1984), where characters are human and machine at the 
same time, needing only to plug in to live a weightless adventure in virtual reality.

All in all, the city of New York seemed to embody very well the push to grow for-
ward, ever to the future, leaving the past behind without pause or regret. This seemed 
to have been the case in the early twentieth century, though today we feed on pic-
ture albums of a “lost New York”, sites like Ephemeral New York, and all nostalgical-
ly yearn for a glimpse into the remotest past once more, if only through photos and 
descriptions. And so, whatever has been done to salvage buildings and sites of his-
toric New York – especially those where the common citizen lived and worked – is 
the eff ort of more recent endeavors, for the prevalent idea in the early twentieth cen-
tury was to tear down, expand roads, enjoy traffi  c, as Le Corbusier describes in his 
1924 manifesto, L’Urbanisme. To the architect, one could not escape – and should not 
– the force that enabled one to push forward to a new era. Individuals needed to ad-
just and fi nd new faith in the ability to live with what the city had to off er – and to 
the twentieth-century city, traffi  c was one of the major forces – arising from machines 
and fuel – to handle.

It is impossible to speak of twentieth-century New York without mentioning the 
name Robert Moses. As Berman states, “everything big that got built in or around New 
York seemed somehow to be his work” (Berman, 291), or, in a more direct tone, ac-
cording to Kunstler, Moses’ “evil genius” helped reshape American cities as a whole, 
and New York specifi cally, in the transformation of Long Island, the creation of Jones 
Beach and the choice – always – for the elimination of public transportation and the 
building of highways and expressways. As Leo Koppelman, an aide to Moses affi  rms, 
“Moses was a product of the 1920s… His entire orientation was anti-mass transit be-
cause the early twentieth century was the age of the automobile as the nineteenth was 
the age of the rail.” (Kunstler, 100).

In the vision of twentieth-century urban planners, progress, faith in the future, nov-
elty and positive city life could be translated into both expansion upwards and the gen-
eral elimination of street life and public spaces that encouraged the bringing together 
of crowds. That the city of New York would never be beautiful in the classical sense 
of the word was already a stated fact. Nevertheless, it was seen as a paradise for the 
spirit of modernity, of progress as conceived by the likes of Le Corbusier. As the ar-
chitect states:

If we compare New York with Istanbul, we may say that the one is a cataclysm, and 
the other a terrestrial paradise.
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New York is exciting and upsett ing. So are the Alps; so is a tempest; so is a batt le. 
New York is not beautiful, and if it stimulates our practical activities, it wounds our 
sense of happiness… 

A city can overwhelm us with its broken lines; the sky is torn by its ragged outline. 
Where shall we fi nd repose? (Le Corbusier, apud Berman, 298) 

Thus the love for humanity and the hatred for actual people combine in the shaping 
of much of twentieth-century New York. Fortunately, the work of Jane Jacobs in The 
Death and Life of Great American Cities, in the 1960s, alerted people to this dire attack on 
city life, if it did little to directly stop the actual destruction. Still, thanks to the efforts 
of communities coming together in New York in the 1970s1, Moses’ projects did not 
completely succeed in destroying all of the street life that still exists in the city.

The representation of city life and the testimony of its power and beauty survive 
more than anywhere in the many expressions – literary, musical, and cinematic – that 
were produced throughout the twentieth century. As examples we have the novella 
Breakfast at Tiff any’s (1950), by Truman Capote, a tale set in the New York of the 1940s, 
and the short story the Thistles in Sweden (1965), by William Maxwell, set in the 1950s, 
both fi ne expressions of the city that breathed, dreamed and lived Jacobs’ vision of ev-
eryday life, one which actual people experienced.

The title of Capote’s work is both a tribute to the air of refi nement that can be found 
in New York and the never-ending quest for paradise that the main character, Holly 
Golightly, is after. The store, founded in 1837 in New York by Charles Tiff any and 
John B. Young, has been synonymous with sophistication and elegance, fi ne products 
and a yearning for everything under its name by those who pass by its doors on Fifth 
Avenue. And yet, one of the things you cannot do at the store is have breakfast. Therein 
lays the impossibility of Holly’s quest. To Holly, Tiff any represents the place where 
it all comes together, where she can be fi nally whole. It is, in her vision, a constant in 
the ever-changing landscape of the city. Being at Tiff any’s soothes her, as she explains:

“It’s like Tiff any’s… Not that I give a hoot about jewelry… that’s not why I’m mad 
about Tiff any’s. Listen. You know those days when you’ve got the mean reds? … You’re 
afraid and you sweat like hell, but you don’t know what you’re afraid of. Except some-
thing bad is going to happen, only you don’t know what it is… What I’ve found does 
the most good is just to get into a taxi and go to Tiff any’s… If I could fi nd a real life 

1 Marshall Berman cites the action of artists and their takeover of areas such as Soho and 
Tribeca in the 1960s and the recycling of old neighborhoods, such as Soho, in the 1970s: “This 
district of nineteenth century workshops, warehouses … between Houston and Canal streets 
… was widely writt en off  as obsolete, and the planners of the 1950s slated it for destruction”. 
(Berman, 337). Through the action of several groups who fought avidly for years, Moses’ 
project for the Lower Manhatt an Expressway was dropped, fortunately. Had Moses won in 
his plan, areas such as the South and West Village, Chinatown, Litt le Italy and the Lower 
East Side would have been destroyed.
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place that made feel like Tiff any’s, then I’d buy some furniture and give the cat a name.” 
(Capote, 40) 

More than a place, the symbolism behind Tiffany’s is that it represents stability and 
serenity. In the scheme of New York life, the place, more than anything else, is a grand 
ideal, a dream, whimsical and unreal, but certainly effective for Holly’s vision of her 
place in the world. It is, as I have referred to in a previous article, 

… as close to a home as possible – … it is the city in which she reinvents herself and 
where she visualizes her unatt ainable dream in the store of that name. Some of Capote’s 
best description… are in reference to New York, understandably so, for in The Paris 
Review, the writer affi  rms that ‘New York is the only real city-city.’ The subjectivity of 
his view can be seen as both romantic and charming, exactly what the city is to Holly 
and the narrator. On a ‘beautiful day with the buoyancy of a bird’ (p. 53) the two have 
time to enjoy the city’s best features. On Fifth Avenue, a parade is on its way, with ‘fl ags 
in the wind, the thump of military feet’… (Garcia, 272) 

Truman Capote’s assertion that New York is the only “real city” exudes a certain 
hubris and romanticism at the same time. The image of a bird allied to the flags in the 
wind bestow upon the scene exuberance and joy, capturing the imagination of the 
reader. It also allows one to explore the potential view of the city as fresh and uplifting, 
able to fill people’s imaginaries. The narrator’s description of the view of the city from 
the Brooklyn Bridge is a juncture of both movement and stasis, in the seaward passage 
of ships and in the apparently rooted skyline that he sees with Holly. The sight is 
taken in by both as if they were falling in love with the magnificence of the view. As 
Holly says, in reference to her own departure from the town and future return with 
the children she might have, “Years from now, years and years, one of those ships 
will bring me back … they must see this, these lights, the river – I love New York, even 
though it isn’t mine…” (Capote, 84) 

Holly’s projection into the future also makes us realize how much Capote’s New 
York has lost some of its treasured activity in the years after the sett ing of the novel-
la. Central Park, once more, is the site of change, already a long cry from the rural set-
ting it presented to the society depicted in The Age of Innocence, but still able to aff ord 
to its users horse-back riding, which Holly and the narrator experience on a particu-
larly wondrous autumn day, as they enter “a riding path dappled with leaves denud-
ing breezes danced about”. (Capote, 87). The expression of the city is enmeshed with 
what the narrator feels for Holly, so much a representation of the city itself:

“Suddenly, watching the tangled colors of Holly’s hair fl ash in the red-yellow leaf 
light, I loved her enough to forget myself, my self-pitying despairs, and be content that 
something she though happy was going to happen. Very gently the horses began to 
trot, waves of wind splashed us, spanked our faces, we plunged in and out of sun and 
shadow pools, and joy, a glad-to-be-alive exhilaration, jolted through me like a jigger 
of nitrogen.” (Capote, 87) 
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The release in 1961 of the movie of the same name (under the supervision of Capote 
himself) gave the characterization of the story new life, as well as having developed 
a breath of its own, an iconic view of New York that has fascinated viewers for years.

The life on the streets which is the theme of Jane Jacobs’ work has had an impact 
on how one can see the city and contrasts starkly with the practical, automobile-driv-
en vision of Moses, Le Corbusier and other modern planners. Against city decay and 
neglect, Jacobs poses an idea of the city which relies on everyday living, on what peo-
ple who dwell there do to make it come alive. It is not traffi  c, to Jacobs, what needs ad-
dressing, since for her, the automobile is more a symptom of messy city planning than 
the cause of chaos. Jacobs’ defense is that of city streets where one can get coff ee, talk 
to neighbors, walk to the park – in sum, where people can do everything that allows 
a breath of city life. To Berman, Jacobs’ description is fundamentally feminine, and so 
it must be, especially if one considers that in the 1960s women were still mostly stay-
at-home moms, suppliers of food and comfort and, consequently, much more att uned 
than men to the rhythm and fl ow of everyday life on the streets. This direct contact 
with the neighborhood and its activity is certainly the life of Margaret, the narrator’s 
wife in The Thistles in Sweden, by William Maxwell. The life led within a brownstone 
apartment on Murray Hill, in a New York neighborhood in the 1950s is described in 
the delicate narrative that exposes the common activities of dinner parties, shopping, 
arguing and dreaming of a family. 

The impressionistic tone of the story draws the reader into the lives of the couple 
through the fi rst person narrator’s nostalgic and somewhat romantic vision of a life 
long gone. The narrator refers to the apartment he and his wife live in with a memo-
ry he has of the past, as a child:

When I come home at night, I look forward to the moment when I turn the corner 
and raise my eyes to those three lighted windows. Since I was a child, no place has 
been quite so much home to me. The front windows look out on Thirty sixth Street, the 
back windows on an unpainted brick wall (the side of a house on Lexington Avenue) 
… (Maxwell, 215) 

The narrator confesses a certain selfishness in his enjoyment of city life and the 
pleasure in the apartment where they live: “Because I have not looked carefully enough 
at the expression in Margaret’s eyes, I go on thinking that she is happy too” (Maxwell, 
224). He associates the city and the apartment where he lives somewhat to perfection, 
the first giving him his livelihood, the second a sense of being home as no other place, 
for, as he states, “When I was a little boy and came home from school and called out 
‘Is anybody home?’ somebody nearly always was. I took it for granted that the same 
would be true when I married.” (Maxwell, 224).

The story reveals to us that the days are not all fi lled with pleasure to Margaret 
who longs for the country. Nevertheless, she keeps her dissatisfaction to herself, 
though the narrator, in fact, knows. As he says “This is a secret she manages to keep 
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from me so I can go on being happy” (Maxwell, 225). Some of Margaret’s day is re-
counted to the reader, including her contact with the boys who run the Italian mar-
ket “under the El at Third Avenue and Thirty-fourth Street”.The magic of the place 
allows Margaret to appear to be served in all her wishes for “whatever she asks for, 
it turns out they have. Their meat is never tough, their vegetables are not tarnished 
and limp, their sole is just as good as the fi sh market’s and nothing like as expensive.” 
(Maxwell, 226). To all knowledge, these boys are “in business for the pure pleasure of 
it” (ibid), carefree and happy just to be alive. Though a somewhat unrealistic view of 
business and perhaps even of the life on the streets, it is an expression of the wonder 
of having lived in such a state of grace. The imaginary of the dwellers of this particu-
lar neighborhood is fi lled with multiple feelings of being welcomed and embraced by 
the city. To the narrator, it is hard to say how many years were lived there, for “time 
was not progressive or in sequence, it was [a] horizontal surface divided into squares” 
(Maxwell, 233). To see time in this way is to have an impression of life in fragments 
of color, sound, smell and light. 

And because nothing remains the same, this life in New York, in the romantic 
brownstone apartment is also bound to change. With the prospect of having to move 
for several reasons, including the fact that the new landlord will divide the apartments 
in the building into smaller, tighter units, the narrator sees the home he has cherished 
close up to him. Now the apartment has sensed a betrayal, as if it were a living thing: 
“What will the fi replace and the stairway to the roof say when they discover that they 
are about to be shut off  forever from the front room?” (Maxwell, 238) The edifi ce which 
once could have been the home of one family in the nineteenth century, such as the 
Archers or Van der Lydens, has felt the eff ect of several changes throughout the years 
in a city of constant movement. For if there is one thing the city can count on is that 
nothing will remain the same.

Writing about New York City in the 1940s, E.B. White emphasized the paradox of 
the city as well. To the author, just as to Jane Jacobs, life in the city is a unique experi-
ence for the individual who allows himself to understand the pulsation of the streets, 
its buildings, its traffi  c and its acceptance of diff erence. In Here Is New York (1949), 
White reveals the excitement of participation that the city off ers while, at the same 
time, also allowing one to be insulated from events taking place. Absorbing almost ev-
erything that comes, as the author claims, he sees the city as poetry, a modernist, pro-
gressive, ever-forward moving hymn where all of life is contained in an island (once 
more, the city is mainly seen as the island of Manhatt an) with music and engines as 
background sound. White seems to join the modernist ideal to poetry and beauty: the 
exaltation of the city is in tune with the rapid growth being experienced by the mid-
twentieth century, with the expansion upwards, always in reach for the sky expressed 
in the vision the author gives of morning light striking steel as the sun hits the build-
ings, a sight of impulse and hope.
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One of the most striking images off ered by White, however, due to its unintended 
foreboding, is the destructibility that the city is victim to as it soars to greater heights 
and digs deeper into the ground:

… a single fl ight of planes no bigger than a wedge of geese can quickly end this is-
land fantasy, burn the towers, crumble the bridges, turn the underground tunnels/pas-
sages into lethal chambers, cremate the millions. The intimation of mortality is part of 
New York now: in the sound of jets overhead, in the black headlines of the latest edition. 
All dwellers of cities must live with the stubborn fact of annihilation; in New York the 
fact is somewhat more concentrated because of the concentration of the city itself, and 
because of all targets, New York has a certain clear priority… (White, loc 399) 

The vision is chilling in retrospect – as is a narrative that in any way mentions the 
vulnerability of the city before 9/11 – and gives us much to think about. Having died in 
1985, the journalist had no clue how prophetic his words would be, how accurately the 
specter of airplanes and the constant flow of different peoples would be later the cause 
of panic and paranoia not only in New York but in the world in general. For if New 
York was anything at this point, it was more than ever considered the capital of the 
world. In the aftermath of World War II, the UN building was erected in the city and 
became a symbol of international cooperation, no matter how difficult this would be. 
It seemed natural that international debate should be held in a city which had always 
been known for its tolerance and acceptance of foreigners. How much the city would 
be tested was still far off in the future.

The destruction White refers to had never been felt on American soil – never had 
the Americans suff ered any kind of att ack from external forces, never had they ex-
perienced the actual vulnerability which White refers to. And so, with the event of 
September 11, 2001, the city is hit, the nation is under att ack. The theme of 9/11 took 
a while to appear in the form of the novel – unrepresentable, diffi  cult to approach 
through the maze of political cooption that came up in the aftermath of the event, 
the att acks needed, nevertheless, a narrative that could express the trauma for New 
Yorkers and others alike. In 2005, Jonathan Safran Foer published Extremely Loud and 
Incredibly Close, not the fi rst novel to appear (curiously, the very fi rst long narrative 
was writt en by the French writer Frederic Beigbeder in 2004, with the title Window on 
the World), but an expressive narrative of the trauma through the experiences of three 
main characters, Oskar Shell, his grandfather and his grandmother.

The story reveals the suff ering of Oskar whose father perished in the att acks on 
the buildings and who feels compelled to fi nd an answer for his disappearance. 
Concomitantly, the trauma of the grandparents, who had been through the horror of 
the Dresden bombings at the end of the Second World War, places the 9/11 event in a 
larger context, one in which the victim of destruction is the focus. Thus, an emphasis 
on how much there is in common between those who suff er violence is key, a fact that 
defi es any att empt to defi ne good and evil in a simplifi ed way. To the grandparents, 
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the bombing of Dresden destroys their lives forever, impelling both to hold on to each 
other and cross the ocean to New York as a means to escape and try to forget. Once 
there, the apartment they live in becomes fi lled with “something places” and “nothing 
places”, in other words, spaces in which they are allowed to exist and those in which 
they are not, in a complex system of rules created in order to cope with loss and pain. 
This experience of life in New York contrasts sharply with the depiction seen in The 
Thistles of Sweden in which the couple, at least from the point of view of the narrator, 
create a space of comfort and aff ection for their lives. 

Thus, beyond binary representations, Foer creates an allegorical quest for his pro-
tagonist that will take him to most boroughs in the city as well as to imagine a 6th bor-
ough of fairy tale content. Oskar has a key which will open a lock revealing his father’s 
message to him, one that he did not have the chance to pass on to him before dying – 
and therein lays his search. Clues take him to the improbable visitation of all the peo-
ple in New York whose last name is Black. In Queens his quest takes him to a person 
who will not open his door to him, but subsequent visits are more fruitful and reveal 
a multitude of diff erent lives, though they do not give him direct information about 
his father. Oskar realizes that walking to Coney Island from Manhatt an is impossible 
– because of his fears, he is reluctant to take subway trains – a fact that informs him of 
how much greater the city is than the streets on which he usually circulates. The Bronx 
off ers him another part of the city he did not realize existed. He sees “a lot of build-
ings … [that] were empty, which I could tell because they didn’t have windows, and 
you could see right through them, even at high speeds”. (Foer, 194) There Oskar wit-
nesses a startling novelty to him in the conversation in Spanish between a building 
dweller and his companion, Mr. Black from his building. The Bronx populates a spe-
cifi c imaginary in the city of New York, with its cultural diversity and violence – as 
Berman states, he himself having grown up there, it 

has even become an international code word for our epoch’s accumulated urban 
nightmares: drugs, gangs, arson, murder, terror, thousands of buildings abandoned, 
neighborhoods transformed into garbage and brick-strewn wilderness. (Berman, 290) 

The effect, therefore, of Robert Moses’ project of the Bronx Expressway is felt in 
Oskar’s experience when visiting the borough. The massive road cuts right through 
the heart of the Bronx making driving on it “fast, deadly fast”. (Berman, 291) The 
boarded up buildings – leftovers of the dilapidation surrounding the expressway – 
apparently still haunt the borough in 2005 as much as in the 1980s when Berman 
described them. 

Staten Island is another point of visitation for Oskar, after having been convinced 
to get on the ferry that will take him there. If there is any borough which does not 
seem to be a part of the city, it is this one: not only is it not att ached to any other bor-
ough of New York; it is the home of wildlife, the site of land preservation in the form 
of forests, parks and other projects. Paradoxically, it was also the home of the largest 
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landfi ll in the world, closed in 2001 but soon reopened with the 9/11 att acks, an issue 
which I will return to below. 

One of the most touching and magical chapters of Foer’s novel goes under the title 
The Sixth Borough, a fairy tale that Oskar’s father tells him and is one of the many ex-
amples of their bond and aff ection. In Thomas Schell Jr.’s account, the Sixth Borough 
“was also an island, separated from Manhatt an by a thin body of water whose narrow-
est crossing happened to equal the world’s longest jump record” (Foer, 217), a jump 
in which the person doing so would not get his feet wet. The annual party held on the 
day of the jump is described in great detail and includes a number of items associated 
to the cultural diversity of the city: “Bagels were strung from island to island on special 
spaghett i, samosas were bowled at baguett es, Greek salads were thrown as confett i”. 
(ibid.) The jumper made “every New Yorker capable of fl ight”, forebodingly not very 
diff erent from the visions Oskar deals with later, after the att acks on the World Trade 
Center, of the many who jumped to their deaths from the buildings. 

However, changes begin to occur. Jumpers gradually feel their movement is made 
more diffi  cult every year and their feet begin to skim the water: the Sixth Borough 
is moving away. The reaction of the people of the borough is to resist the idea that 
it is they who are slipping away – to them, it is the rest of the world that is mov-
ing and their refusal to change does not allow them to stay connected to New York. 
Nevertheless, the city decides to keep Central Park, right in the middle of the sixth bor-
ough, for themselves:

Enormous hooks were driven through the easternmost grounds, and the park was 
pulled by the people of New York, like a rug across a fl oor, from the sixth Borough into 
Manhatt an.

Children were allowed to lie down on the park as it was being moved … The 
biggest fi reworks show in history lit the skies of New York City that night, and the 
Philharmonic played its heart out.

The children of New York lay on their backs, body to body, fi lling every inch of the 
park, as if it had been designed for them and that moment. The fi reworks sprinkled 
down, dissolving in the air just before they reached the ground, and the children were 
pulled, one millimeter and one second at a time, into Manhatt an and adulthood. By the 
time the park found its current resting place, every single one of the children had fall-
en asleep, and the park was a mosaic of their dreams… (Foer, 221) 

The tale reminds Oskar of his father’s disposition to be positive, hopeful and believe 
in the future. It also tells him that irrefutable truth does not necessarily leave one more 
tranquil. However, the tale of how the park was uprooted and placed in its current 
locale is an allegory of the triumph of imagination over reality. When William Bryant 
campaigned for the park’s inception, his insistence stemmed mostly from the idea 
of creating a refuge for the citizen of New York before it was too late. The city was 
encroaching upon rural scenery that too soon would disappear from view and the 
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prospect of losing the natural beauties of the area motivated Bryant to act. Bryant’s 
vision, at the time, was a bit of idealism that needed to be enforced and is now a 
concrete territory of leisure.

The landscaping of an area thought to be destitute, occupied by much of what a 
city normally does not see (in the case of the Central Park area, shacks and their dwell-
ers, mostly people who were overlooked, were slowly taking up the space that is now 
the park) has been the object of the Lifescape project, under construction since 2008. 
The transformation imagined is signifi cant as it focuses on a huge area that was once 
a landfi ll in Staten Island and is now the resting ground of the detritus of the World 
Trade Center towers.

The story behind this project is interesting within the emphasis given to the trans-
formative power of a city. From perhaps largest landfi ll in the world, called Fresh Kills, 
a testimony to the waste of the city, it became “burial ground” to much of the shat-
tered pieces (and lives) resulting from the att acks. The remains of civilization (bro-
ken crockery, household material and other waste found in a landfi ll) mirrors Archer 
and Ellen’s visit to the Metropolitan Museum with its precious Cesnola antiques, also 
made up of broken pieces that are a possible means of understanding the past. Here 
at Fresh Kills, however, there is a projection towards the future: no longer a landfi ll 
containing the detritus of all of New York, it is a project that will enable trauma and 
memory to conjoin. After the sifting through the wreckage of Ground Zero was over, 
an idea formed to transform the landfi ll into a park allowing all to have some form of 
collective mourning.

The importance of this project reveals several ties between the role of New York 
City within a global context and the signifi cance of the violence of the 9/11 att acks. It 
especially redefi nes the city through “an intervention in the spatial reorganization of 
the global city that deliberately resists the divisive trend of contemporary urban de-
velopment by reclaiming an inhospitable, toxic site for new, sustainable public use”. 
(Lindner, 2) Lindner refers to Stephen Graham’s refl ections in Cities, War and Terrorism 
as to how pluralistic cities around the world are often the major objects of fundamen-
talist wars (Jihads), citing the case of New York and Istanbul. In the specifi c case of 
New York, it became clear that the place it occupies internationally defi ned it as a tar-
get for terror att acks. Ironically, that which makes the city what it is – its drive towards 
heterogeneity, diversity, acceptance of cultural and ethnic diff erence – also opened 
way to a tragedy that has left a specter in the city’s skyline.

The waste and the remains of the World Trade Center found in the Fresh Kills 
Landfi ll mounds will be covered and sealed. There will be the erection of a monu-
ment as well which will “create direct visual and symbolic connections with the New 
York skyline, encouraging visitors to gaze at the city…” (Lindner, 7) and thus visu-
alize the outline of the buildings no longer there. Remembering and putt ing experi-
ence into words, fi lling in the gap left by the existence of no bodily remains, is also the 
task Oskar must go through. As in the space of the Twin Towers there is the Liberty 
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Building, Thomas Schell Jr.’s empty casket must also be fi lled as a tribute to his pass-
ing, as Oskar eventually realizes. In this way, neither the Twin Towers nor Oskar’s fa-
ther totally disappears from view.

The resilience of city life defi es most dystopian narratives of decay and annihilation. 
The persistence of the city, says Anthony King in Çinar and Bender’s work, is derived 
from its social production, above all. (Çinar and Bender, loc 73) City writers, moreover, 
have att empted to fi nd forms of describing the metropolis for centuries. New York 
has been the body and soul of numerous imaginings in which its streets, skyline, peo-
ple and activities are essential, however fl eeting these may be. Though the past seems 
elusive, our need to comprehend the present and future lie in bringing together these 
fragments of time. I believe Marshall Berman’s words are a fi tt ing conclusion here:

… our past, whatever it was, was a past in the process of disintegration; we yearn 
to grasp it, but it is baseless and elusive; we look back for something solid to lean on, 
only to fi nd ourselves embracing ghosts. (Berman, 333) 

We may consider how the works mentioned here are in so many ways specters of a 
life long gone, but one we lean on to understand and define ourelves. The aspirations, 
longings and adversities expressed by the characters bear upon our experiences and 
defy projections of destruction and increasing alienation. The city of New York has 
been the object not only of fiction, but of those whose intentions are to study, analyze, 
take it in and make it, elusive though this may be, recognizable to all. Even city 
planners, whose objectives were not always clear and acceptable, had a crucial role in 
determining the future of the city, either in a positive or negative way. Once we place 
the city as it once was seen alongside what it was transformed into, we are brought 
face to face with our own role in defining city life.

Therefore, though we embrace ghosts, as Berman states, these are fi lled with im-
ages and inspiration; and though very litt le remains forever solid, we are enabled to 
look forward wondering, as we project remnants of what has passed, how the future 
will be confi gured.
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