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The Origin of American City Novel in the 19" Century
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A quasi-scientific mode of representation, developing from realism, that is detailed, detached
and objective and stresses biological or social determinism. In literature it is most closely
associated with a widespread movement of the late nineteenth century, particularly with the
French writers Emile Zola the Goncourt brothers (210)
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Eventually they entered into a dark region where, from a careening building, a dozen
gruesome doorways gave up loads of babies to the street and the gutter. A wind of early
autumn raised yellow dust from cobbles and swirled it against an hundred windows. Long
streamers of garments fluttered from fire-escapes. In all unhandy places there were buckets,
brooms, rags and bottles. In the street infants played or fought with other infants or sat
stupidly in the way of vehicles....

A small ragged girl dragged a red, bawling infant along the crowded ways. (7)
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She went into the blackness of the final block. The shutters of the tall buildings were
closed like grim lips. The structures seemed to have eyes that looked over her, beyond her,
at other things. Afar off the lights of the avenues glittered as if from an impossible distance.
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Street car bells jingled with a sound of merriment.

When almost to the river the girl saw great figure. On going forward she perceived it to be
a huge fat man in torn and greasy garments. His grey hair straggled down over his forehead.
His small bleared eyes, sparkling from amidst great rolls of red fat, swept eagerly over the
girl's upturned face. He laughed, his brown, disordered teeth gleaming under a grey, grizzled
moustache from which beer droops dripped. His whole body gently quivered and shook like
that of a dead jelly fish. Chuckling and leering, he followed the girl of the crimson legions.

At their feet the river appeared a deathly black hue. Some hidden factory sent up a yellow
glare, that lit for a moment the waters lapping oilily against timbers. The varied sounds of life,
made joyous by distance and seeming unapproachableness, came faintly and died away to a
silence. (77-78)
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He had been in quite a number of miscellaneous fights, and in some general barroom rows that
had become known to the police....

Nevertheless, he had, on a certain star-lit evening, said wonderingly and quite reverently:
“Deh moon looks like hell, don't it?” (21)
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Maggie perceived that here was the beau ideal of a man. Her dim thoughts were often
searching for far away lands where, as God says, the little hills sing together in the morning.
Under the trees of her dream-gardens there had always walked a lover. (25)
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Although scientific knowledge seemed to drain certain traditional religious myths of their
cogency and power, so that it no longer was quite possible to read Genesis as it once had been
read, the same knowledge enabled artists to invest the natural world with fresh mythopoetic
value. (96)
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Sister Carrie gazed out of the window. Her companion, affected by her wonder, so
contagious are all things, felt anew some interest in the city and pointed out its marvels.

“This is Northwest Chicago,” said Drouet. “This is the Chicago River,” and he pointed to
a little muddy creek, crowded with the huge masted wanderers from far-off waters nosing the
black posted banks. With a puff, a clang, and a clatter of rails it was gone. “Chicago is getting
to be a great town,” he went on. “It's a wonder. You'll find lots to see here.”

She did not hear this very well. Her heart was troubled by a kind of terror. The fact that
she was alone, away from home, rushing into a great sea of life and endeavour, began to tell.
She could not help but feel a little choked for breath—a little sick as her heart beat so fast. (7)
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Carrie, ignorant of his theft and his fears, enjoyed the entry in the latter city in the
morning. The round green hills sentinelling the broad, expansive bosom of the Hudson held
her attention by their beauty as the train followed the line of the stream. She had heard of the
Hudson River, the great city of New York, and now she looked out, filling her mind with the
wonder of it.....

After her experience with Chicago, she expected long lines of cars—a great highway of tracks
—and noted the difference. The sight of a few boats in the Harlem and more in the East River
tickled her young heart. It was the first sign of the great sea. (212-13)
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Their point of view was singularly unchanged, and their impressions of New York remained the
same that they had been fifteen years before: huge, noisy, ugly, kindly, it seemed to them now
as it seemed then. The main difference was that they saw it more now as a life, and they only
regarded it a spectacle; and March could not release himself from a sense of complicity with it,
no matter what whimsical, or alien, or critical, attitude he took. A sense of the striving and the
suffering deeply possessed him, and this grew the more intense as he gained some knowledge of
the forces at work—forces of pity, of destruction, of perdition, of salvation. (276-77)
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In the decades from 1880 to 1920, New York had become a huge magnet both to foreigners
and to Americans from other parts, creating a new kind of urban experiment. For the moment,
it was a city of strangers looking for a leg up. “He came to New York because he couldn’t
help it—Ilike the rest of us. I never know whether that's a compliment to New York or not,”
one character in the novel says. Mrs. March asks, “I wonder how long one could be a stranger
here.” “Oh, indefinitely,” replies March. At its worst, this city of strangers turns its back on
newcomers like the Dryfooses—the neighbors don’t help you mourn your dead—or robs and
mugs them. (Hazard xvii)
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