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Preface

There is an island surrounded by rivers, and about it the tide scurries fast
and deep. It is a beautiful island, long, narrow, magnificently populated,
and with such a wealth of life and interest as no island in the whole world
before has ever possessed.!

Perhaps it was my very own experience as a modern immigrant
working on the lofty floors of a banking institution just off Fifth
Avenue in midtown Manhattan that got me started on my theme.
I cannot exactly recall how I finally settled on this particular topic,
but I do remember that walking to work every morning through
city streets provided me with images, impressions, thoughts,
ideas and questions that could not be quenched or suppressed
once I entered the gleaming lobby and rode the elevator up to the
40t floor to address a by no means stimulating banking job.

On sunny days, the view up there was fabulous. Pretending
that I had to run an errand, I would often circle the entire floor in
order to steal a peek at the city’s views in all directions. Admiring
Manhattan island from high above was awe-inspiring every sin-
gle time; looking down and into the distance from my banking
tower let me be a part of the city while being an isolated and pri-
vileged spectator nevertheless.

Aside from me, the only other person who was probably as
taken by the city and its views was Sonja, the old German-Jewish
receptionist who - fleeing the Holocaust with her sister - had first
come to New York City as a young child. Every morning, Sonja
would come in with a big smile on her carefully made-up face,
take off her coat and scarf and hang them up neatly in the ward-
robe by the receptionist’s desk. Then, flattening her carefully
ironed blouse and skirt with her hands and with a look on her
face that asked for confirmation from anyone in earshot, she
would utter without fail: “Isn’t it invigorating?!”

1 Theodore Dreiser, “The Rivers of the Nameless Dead,” The Color of a Great
City (1923; reprint, Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1996), 284.



This is what New York City has always been to me, too, and it
continues to be a place that remains endlessly fascinating, end-
lessly inspiring because of its physical architecture and its social
culture, but also due to its abundant and diverse literary represen-
tations. As an immigrant - a “resident alien” (a term that couldn’t
be stranger in its oxymoronic combination) - I have walked the
city many times, stunned by its magnitude but also impressed by
the simple expressions of small and ordinary things. I have
walked along the shores of the Hudson River, have crossed mag-
nificent Central Park and have enjoyed, too, the slightly salty
smells of the East River. I have navigated the little old streets and
shops on the Lower East Side, visiting a tenement building similar
to Anzia Yezierska's home as I have admired Fifth Avenue man-
sions and Edith Wharton’s home “The Mount” in the Berkshires. I
have entered the city by foot, bicycle, car, bus, boat and airplane,
through tunnels and across every single bridge, I have been in its
underbelly and have observed it from high above. I have expe-
rienced New York City at any time of day or night, in heat waves,
snow storms, black-outs and terrorist attacks. And I, too, have
finally left the city after having called it my home for many years.

Having myself been a foreigner in New York City, though
certainly a privileged one, an immigrant and a “resident alien”
just like Yezierska had been many years earlier, perhaps has made
me more aware of an outsider’s perspective from the urban mar-
gin. Gradually, by becoming less of an “alien” and more of a “res-
ident” through social interaction, work, city skills and knowledge,
I moved from an immigrant’s city margin to participation in the
social center. Consequently, I might also have gained a better un-
derstanding of Wharton’s traditional world of class constraints
and conventions because, surprisingly, some things in New York
society just haven’t changed to this day.

Having been able to experience New York City in various
stages of belonging has definitely caused my interest in this par-
ticular urban space and its captivating and animated representa-
tion in literature. Wherever I have gone since, alluring New York
City has always stayed with me, shaping my views and expe-
riences, remaining indelibly ingrained in my very being.
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