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Last Trams

I

That street washed with violet
Writes like a tablet

Of living here; that pavement
Is the metal embodiment

Of living here; those terraces
Filled with dumb presences
Lobbed over mattresses,

Lusts and repentances,
Ardours and solaces,

Passions and hatreds

And love in brass bedsteads . . .
Lost now in emptiness
Nothing but nakedness,

Rails like a ribbon

And sickness of carbon

Dying in distances.

I

Then, from the skeletons of trams,
Gazing at lighted rooms, you’ll find
The black and Rontgen diagrams
Of window-plants across the blind

That print their knuckleduster sticks,
Their buds of gum, against the light
Like negatives of candlesticks

Whose wicks are lit by fluorite;

And shapes look out, or bodies pass,
Between the darkness and the flare,
Between the curtain and the glass,
Of men and women moving there.

So through the moment’s needle-eye,
Like phantoms in the window-chink,
Their faces brush you as they fly,
Fixed in the shutters of a blink;

But whose they are, intent on what,
Who knows? They rattle into void,
Stars of a film without a plot,
Snippings of idiot celluloid.

Kenneth Slessor (1988)



SERTES EDITOR'S FOREWORD

‘The subtlest change in New York is something people don’t speak much
about but that is in everyone’s mind. The city, for the first time in its long
history, is destructible.” These words were written by E.B. White in his essay
‘Here is New York’, published in April 1949. He continues: ‘A single flight
of planes no bigger than a wedge of geese can quickly end this island fantasy,
burn the towers, crumble the bridges, turn the underground passages into
lethal chambers, cremate the millions. The intimation of mortality is part of
New York now: in the sounds of jets overhead, in the black headlines of the
latest edition.” Evidently White had spent part of the previous summer
reacquainting himself with the city, reminiscing about his life there as a
younger person, and thinking about how the atomic bomb had changed
much of what he had come to take for granted.

These words assume a new resonance today. Their prophetic quality has
been much remarked upon by those who have returned to them after 11
September 2001. Several media commentaries have invoked them to chill-
ing effect, contrasting the images they call to mind with the realities of that
day’s tragic loss of life. The deliberate crashing of the passenger airliners
has ended once and for all the ‘island fantasy’, to use White’s evocative
phrase, that such catastrophes do not happen in places like the United
States. Central to Deborah Stevenson’s Cities and Urban Cultures are press-
ing questions about the cultural imaginings of cities as lived spaces. In the
case of New York on that fateful Tuesday, she offers the important insight
that the destruction of the World Trade Center towers ‘was considerably
more than a personal or local tragedy. It was imbued with a range of
national, global, cultural, urban and symbolic significances. Indeed, it went
to the core of what it meant to be “modern™.’
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Cities and Urban Cultures is a timely and richly perceptive exploration of
a fascinating subject. Deborah Stevenson begins the discussion by highlight-
ing the historical and intellectual foundations of the study of cities and
urban culture. An array of approaches to understanding contemporary
urban experiences, both lived and imagined, are evaluated with care. Her
description of life in the emerging industrial city of the nineteenth century
succeeds in pinpointing the formative basis of its current mythology, not
least with regard to the tensions between urban and rural cultures. Similarly
thrown into sharp relief are the structural factors which underpin the
political economy of today’s cities, where hierarchical relations of class,
gender and ethnicity are of particular significance. She proceeds to show
how people’s everyday experiences of urban life can be deeply contradictory,
being simultaneously sources of exhilaration, fear and apprehension. Under
close scrutiny here is the articulation of these experiences in the cultural
representation of cities — from the norms and values embedded in urban
landscapes, buildings and monuments, to their inscription in art, literature
and film, among other types of texts. Such representations, Stevenson
argues, are pivotal in shaping the ways in which we know and imagine the
city, framing its past but also the prospects for its future renewal. The city
of tangible surfaces, she adds, is inseparable from the city of popular culture,
anecdote and memory.

The Issues in Cultural and Media Studies series aims to facilitate a diverse
range of critical investigations into pressing questions considered to be cen-
tral to current thinking and research. In light of the remarkable speed at
which the conceptual agendas of cultural and media studies are changing,
the authors are committed to contributing to what is an ongoing process of
re-evaluation and critique. Each of the books is intended to provide a lively,
innovative and comprehensive introduction to a specific topical issue from a
fresh perspective. The reader is offered a thorough grounding in the most
salient debates indicative of the book’s subject, as well as important insights
into how new modes of enquiry may be established for future explorations.
Taken as a whole, then, the series is designed to cover the core components
of cultural and media studies courses in an imaginatively distinctive and
engaging manner.

Stuart Allan
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