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Virtually There in Boston

Gail Crowther, Lancaster University

with new photography by Peter K. Steinberg

—

Last night | found myself walking around the streets of Boston, Massachusetts. | strolled along
Atlantic Avenue and looked down the wharves to the sea. | strolled up Hanover Street and
looked in the windows of the Italian restaurants lining the road. | was able to stand at the gates to
the entrance of Boston Common, but could not enter the park, so | walked into the narrow streets
of Beacon Hill: Acorn Street, Willow Street, Louisburg Square, Pinckney Street. It was quite late
at night, almost midnight, yet those Boston streets | gazed upon were ablaze with blue skies and
sunshine, the Charles River Basin glittered and winked at me in the bright, white light of what
could easily have been midday. How could this be?

I have never been to America, my neighbouring country across the Atlantic from here in
England, yet I really have walked the streets of Boston. For Boston exists in a virtual space, its
buildings and roads there to be walked and strolled with one click of a button on Google Street
View.! Now, this you may say is cheating, but | was in Boston -- virtually there — in both senses
of the word.

How was it then, that | already knew the street names, and moreover why did | want to
wander the streets of Boston looking at buildings? With the publication of Karen V. Kukil's

! | am aware that there is a whole different debate about the ethics of Google Street View, issues relating to levels of
surveillance and privacy. While | do not mean to dismiss these debates, there is not room to explore them in this

paper.
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Unabridged Journals of Sylvia Plath in 2000 a whole textual map of the city unfolded for Plath
readers. For the first time, we could read where Plath walked, where she went out to dinner, how
she viewed those streets of Beacon Hill, the Common, how the weather affected her perceptions,
what she could see from her two bay windows in her tiny apartment in Suite 61, 9 Willow Street
where she lived for a year beginning September 1958.2 For the first time, due to Kukil's editing
and provision of notes, Plath's Boston opened up to us, and we could follow her ghostly footsteps
left imprinted around the city.

Google Street View, however, is a curious affair, full of paradoxes and contradictions. It
is not quite a photograph, for you can move through it. But it is not quite a moving image
because it is fixed. Equally it is both space that is there, while at the same time not really there.
So it is a place you can experience and see, yet with a certain kind of solipsism. It is a space not
constrained by time but a virtual space which, as David Holmes explains, is a computer-mediated
management of the body's senses (6). What, as a viewer you are responding to, are not really the
streets of Boston, but a series of computer generated electrical impulses and messages that allow
you to access them. These streets that Plath walked, physical places existing in time and space

(or as Holmes refers to it as a "Cartesian™

space) no longer have any borders, save ones created
by "socio-technical systems™ (Bauman 77).

So, as | stand outside of 9 Willow Street, | can tilt Google Street View. This means | can
look straight up the front of the building in which Plath lived, or turn 360 degrees to see the view
from every possible angle. Either way, | am simultaneously responding to the traces someone left
fifty two years ago right there, yet mediated through the screen of my computer.

This has quite interesting implications, and engages the paradox raised by virtual space,
because in many ways | become a virtual tourist; or rather, an invisible flaneur. For Walter
Benjamin, the whole point of a flaneur, that dreaming, idle stroller of the city streets, is one who
can walk at whim in an urban setting. The flaneur can meander, looking into shopping arcades
and cafe windows; losing themselves in a crowd, or perhaps more importantly, be seen. *

Certainly walking the virtual streets of Boston it is possible to become a flanuer of sorts and

2 For Plath's time in Boston see The Unabridged Journals of Sylvia Plath (2000) pp. 417-501. See also Appendices
10 (571) and 11(609).

® Referencing Descartes' notion of "real," solid physicality.

* For Benjamin, the flaneur originated in Paris and was created by the Parisians themselves, "For it is not the
foreigners but they themselves, the Parisians, who have made Paris the promised land of the flaneur — the 'landscape
built of sheer life™ (417). The flaneur could be characterised by the aimless wandering of city streets, daydreaming,
or as Edmund White humorously states "the loiterer” (34).
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carry out an idle, daydreaming type of flanerie — yet at the same time, a virtual flaneur is
invisible to others. And I can only look so far. If the light is quite wrong from a street image, it is
not possible to see into shop windows. If certain areas of the city have not been photographed
and mapped out (e.g. Boston Common) | cannot enter or wander around. Thus | am not so much
an invisible flaneur as perhaps a ghostly flaneur, and like the virtual streets of Boston, in a
curious way, both there and not there at the same time.

Perhaps what this ghostly flanerie really boils down to is how we theorize space. Holmes
has highlighted the possibility of polarising "real” or "Cartesian™ space against the more
ephemeral nature of virtual space. Is space something that exists and is simply there waiting to
be filled up with "things"? For Holmes, drawing on the ideas of De Certeau, it seems that what

we should be concentrating on is not what fills space but what occurs in space:

De Certeau's analysis of space opens up the realization that the most important features of
space, whether it be virtual or Cartesian, is how individuals interact with it, not whether it

becomes a place in which individuals interact with each other. (8)

In other words, the ghostly, solipsist flaneur can exist in space, even without interacting with
others, because during their flanerie, they are at the very least interacting with the space in which
they are in. Bauman refers to this notion of existing within virtual space as "de-physicalization" —
the mode of being somewhere without being there at all (19).

However, Mark Nunes questions just how useful this polarization of space into Cartesian
and virtual really is (58). He draws on the work of Henri Lefebvre who regards space not as a
thing, but rather as a set of relations between things. In other words, space gets "produced” and
needs the intersection of three areas — the material, the conceptual and the experiential. Nunes
argues that virtual space is not really non-corporeal or simply a mental space because in order for
it to be produced, it requires the presence of laptops, computer terminals and the cramped fingers
of the corporeal body working the keyboard. Hille Koskela agrees with this notion of the
"production of space™ but states, "I would still like to argue that it is useful to conceptualize
space as a container" (139).

So all of this pondering upon space and what it might be and how we can theorize it
brings us full circle. It seems convenient to conceptualise space as a container, yet at the same

time it seems inaccurate to regard space solely as a "thing" waiting to be filled (Koskela, 139). At
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the same time, it is not entirely helpful to view space as an imagined, mental entity. So my
virtual flanerie around Boston in Plath's footsteps really does seem to be imbued with paradoxes
and somewhat slippery notions of exactly what type of space | am experiencing.

Yet within all this maddening flux, there is stability. For while Boston itself, that
Cartesian city, moves and changes, is dynamic and unstable, my virtual Boston is fixed and
reliable. I know when 1 stroll up Blossom Street, that the same people will always be crossing the
road in the same brilliant sunlight. The car driving down Hanover Street will always be beneath
that same lamp post and the strollers along Atlantic Avenue will always be enjoying the sun and
the sea. What this reliable idling around Boston cannot offer me, is certain sensory experiences. |
can perhaps see the effects of, but not feel, the breeze drifting from the Charles River Basin; I
can imagine, but not hear, the scramble of downtown traffic; instead of conversations between
people in the streets, | hear the hum of my laptop; and neither can | feel the softness of grass on
Boston Common or smell the sea and salt of the wharves.

Despite these limitations, what virtual Boston does offer me is a cyber-opportunity to
trace Plath using her Unabridged Journals as a city guide. She may be ghostly, | may be ghostly,
yet | can haunt her traces in a cyber-world that is itself quite ephemeral.

| invite you to join me now in this flanerie. It is spectrality at its very best, like being
captured and frozen inside the frame of a photograph, becoming albeit invisibly, a very part of

the city landscape.

The journey begins — it always begins — standing outside
Plath's flat at 9 Willow Street on Beacon Hill. Rather than
having to read a map or find my way here from a bus or
railway station, | can enter a search and small red arrow
jumps straight on the Google map for me to click the
mouse and begin my walk. | can stand outside that door

~ through which Plath must have walked hundreds of times
over her year in the city. Traces. Comings and goings.
Standing in the street | can view the building straight
upwards (see left) and count the windows until the sixth
floor where Plath's two bay windows looked out across the




Crowther 84

city. She describes, so evocatively for us the "enormous™ view from these windows:

"...the Charles river, sailboats, reflected lights from MIT — the moving stream of
car lights on Riverside Drive — the hotels & neons — red, blue, green, yellow
above the city — the John Hancock building, weather tower — flashing — rooftops,
chimneypots, gables...." (417)°

The moving cityscape — boats, cars, lights, buildings. It is almost possible to imagine
those neons flickering against the sixth storey windows beneath Plath's gaze. "Street View"
cannot give us the height needed to see across the rooftops, instead, we are still anchored to the
ground. Nevertheless, we are there, looking up, and imagining Plath looking out and across.

From Willow Street we can head in any direction, but today | choose to wander, left,
towards Boston Common, taking me up Chestnut Street and past the house of Stephen and
Agatha Fassett who lived at number 24. It was here that Plath recorded some of her poems in
Fassett's studio and in her Unabridged Journals describes a social evening spent in the top floor
room of this house:

"Glimmer last night of pleasure, which slipped away:
Agatha’s top floor room, the grey snow-light of evening
coming, the tea, the enclosed feeling of peace, old carpets,
old sofa, old smoothed chairs.” (460)

She also describes the playfulness of the weather as she watches the rain falling patchily on her

own street, then on Chestnut Street and then on the Common:

"Rain last night drawing away visibly, street by street: it is raining everywhere,
pouring great whited lines, then not raining on Willow Street, but raining on

® Please note longer quotes from the Unabridged Journals have been edited to comply with copyright limitations.
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Chestnut Street and the park, then not raining on Chestnut Street, but raining on
the park...." (491)

Did Plath walk beneath the hanging black lantern in the center of the doorway? Was the top floor
room with old carpets and sofas behind those fourth floor windows, or the smaller humpy
looking windows right at the very top of the house peeking from behind the tree branches?

From Chestnut Street, | can walk the perimeter of Boston Common, but cannot enter the
park. | know beyond the gates on Beacon Street lies the pond in the Public Garden with the Swan
Boats that Plath writes so vividly about in her Unabridged Journals during a visit from a friend
(see pages 417-419).° But since | cannot enter, | take a short cut and click myself off Beacon
Street and straight back to Willow Street, so | can now turn right from Plath's apartment and
head towards Louisburg Square. Plath mentions this square twice in the Unabridged Journals

during her year in Boston.

® The Swan Boats also make an appearance in The Bell Jar.
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First on December 13 1958:

"Blue shadows of trees loped on the sunwhite snow of the park in Lousyberg [sic]
Square: the toga-Greek statue clutching his stone sheet in the frost. Clear air.
Bless Boston, my birthtown." (440)’

Second on May 25 1959:

"The leaves in Louisberg Square are so thick now I can only see the greek togaed
statue as a nobbled pale grey stone, with dapples of light and shadow." (486)

The toga statue still stands in the gardens of the Square, looking down towards Mount Vernon
Street. On a stone plinth, he somehow looks less Greek than Plath's description, although we can
see him still clutching his stone sheet, still standing among the "blue shadow of trees," almost,
but not quite in "dapples of light and shadow" (440, 486).

From Louisburg Square, I can turn left to stroll along Mount Vernon Street, looking at
the red brick houses with their black window shutters and the occasional bay window. It was in
this street at number 40 (below) where Plath ate supper with Frances Minturn Howard® in May

1959 and described the garden of the house as:

"A cool white-painted well. Spanish wrought iron flower-
pot holders. A brick flowerbed built up all around. Tall,
Dutch tulips, just past their prime. Ivy, a fountain with a
dolphin. A frog in the shrubbery. Solomon's seal. Bleeding
hearts." (489)

" The "toga-Greek statue” is of Aristides the Just . For an image of this statue from April 1958, please see Nick
DeWolfe's Photo Archive on Flickr: http://www.flickr.com/photos/dboo/3360538273. Accessed October 27, 2010.
® Frances Minturn Howard (1905-1990) was an American poet.



http://www.flickr.com/photos/dboo/3360538273
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However, if instead | walk through Louisburg Square, I enter Pinckney Street (left), once home
of George Starbuck who also attended Robert Lowell's poetry writing classes at Boston
University with Plath and Anne Sexton. It was here, perhaps given the hints in Plath's
Unabridged Journals, that the Sexton/Starbuck love affair first began:

"That memorable afternoon at G's monastic and miserly room
on Pinckney "You shouldn't have left us™: where is
responsibility to lie? | left, yet felt like a brown winged moth
around a rather meagre candle flame, drawn." (480)

As flaneurs, we continue to be drawn like moths to a significantly brighter candle flame
as we further follow Plath's footsteps into the city. If I turn right on Pinckney and walk the full
length of the street, I can turn right onto Joy Street and then rejoin Mount Vernon Street, turn the
corner into the hilly Hancock Street and see where Plath struggled with her heavy bags of
shopping: "overloading of groceries & staggering up the steep Hancock Street to the jeers of
passing policemen™ (423). If I turn into Derne Street and walk around the back of the State
House into Bowdoin Street, | can approach what used to be a much more vibrant Scollay Square.

Plath first ventured here one midnight in September:

"....we saw gypsies, madams, a paddy-wagon, a lit tattoo-shop, a fat man, facing
the window straddled on a chair, head propped on folder arms, braced, wincing,
as the tattooer ....took up a fresh electric needle." (419)
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Former location of Scollay Square area, now City Hall Plaza.

And it was only a few weeks later that she was already drawn back to the tattooist shop and

stood outside looking in until the tattooist invited her in to watch:

J1Yviy

"...I pointing to the panther
head, the peacocks, the serpents
on the wall ... Then the tattooist
came to the door in black
cowboy boots, a soiled cotton
shirt & tight black chino pants.
"You can't see good enough
from out there."® (422)

A tattoo shop, Scollay Square, 1950s [Image: Library of Congress Archives ]

® Plath wrote about her experiences observing the tattooist at work in her story "The Fifteen Dollar Eagle," first
published in the Sewanee Review, Autumn 1960: 603-18 and later published in Johnny Panic and the Bible of
Dreams.
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From Scollay Square, my flanerie becomes a little more fragmented. | jump between the
street view of Google and the ordinary city map, a grid of streets that I can pick and choose and
zoom in at whim. The first leap is not so far. | cyber jump across Beacon Street and Tremont
Street to the intersection of Court Street and Court Square. As with Boston Common, Google
Street View stops tantalisingly close, but not quite there. My goal is Cornhill, or rather what is
left of it.'° I have to satisfy myself with standing near The New England Shelter For Homeless
Veterans with a view down Franklin Avenue knowing that the road at the end is Cornhill, where
late one night after Plath was returning from a visit to Winthrop she witnessed a fire:

"Came back & followed fire engines down Cornhill where there had been a great
fire, which was still smouldering. The gutted brick building was blackened and
hollow, smoke fanning in spasmodic whiffs from the eaves." (473-474)

Cornhill, 1962 as Plath would have seen it

[Image: public domain US Federal Government]

1% Cornhill as Plath would have known it no longer exists and now houses the City Hall Plaza in a Government
Center. Since 1969 Cornhill is now only a 144 feet stretch of road running down the side of City Hall Plaza still
visible in the previous image of City Hall Plaza, now called Sears Crescent.


http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/a/a1/1962_Cornhill3_Boston_byCervinRobinson_HABS_MA787.jpg

Crowther 90

Stay with me now as | cyber-jump from the much altered Cornhill across the City Hall and over
busy highways into Hanover Street, a place full of Italian restaurants and shops which Plath

describes strolling down one night in May 1959:

"...by all the elaborate Italian florists, with their great paper bouquets of flowers,
heart-shaped and scalloped, and the innumerable pastry shops with seven-tiered
wedding cakes, came upon "Moon Street." A poem or story deserves that name."
(483)

This was not Plath's first foray into Hanover Street however, as she had already written about it

the previous September, not long after her move to Boston:

"Walked up Hanover Street: a
surprising Italiana — children
everywhere, on curbs, jumping through
those new round hoops....Crossing
under the great highway artery, past
"Mama Anna’s" where we went with
the Sweeney's." (418)

From buzzing Hanover Street where it is almost possible to still see and hear the children
playing, the shop windows filled with oozing cakes and pastries, it is possible to head to the sea
and stroll down Atlantic Avenue tracing Plath's steps. In her accounts she describes the classic

aimless wanderings of the flaneur, with no real purpose or destination in mind:

"We wandered disconsolate across the broad, truck-crowded railroad tracked
Atlantic Street to the wharves — T-Wharf with its sagging houses, rickety wooden
balconies ... At the third floor "Blue Ship Tea Room" overlooking the harbour, we
treated ourselves to delicious desserts.” (418)™

1 The Blue Ship Tea Room no longer exists and neither does T-Wharf, although you can view images of both by
following this link: http://www.flickr.com/photos/mit-libraries/3420699255/
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From here, I once again leap back across
the city to the West End and directly to
Blossom Street (left), which runs down the
side of Massachusetts General Hospital and
features in another of Plath's short stories
"The Daughters of Blossom Street.” It was
here in one of the red brick buildings that

Plath worked a temporary job in the

psychiatric unit typing up notes on patients'

dreams which resulted in another short

story, "Johnny Panic and the Bible of Dreams."

It is here that cyber-flanerie takes its sources from more than one place, for Plath writes
very little about these buildings in her Unabridged Journals, yet an intertextual reading of the
two, above stories allows us to imagine ourselves behind those red brick walls of the hospital in
the smoke filled cafeteria of "The Daughters of Blossom Street", the cupboards full of patient
files in "Johnny Panic" and listening to the click of heeled shoes down polished corridors...

It is at this point, my Boston fléanerie begins to draw to a close, but not before | have
made another cyber-leap across the Charles River Basin into Cambridge. Near Harvard Square is

The Brattle Theatre where in January 1959, Plath visited the cinema:

"A movie at the Brattle with the magnificent Giulietta
Massina, the Nights of Cabiria. Not the single power and
terror of La Strada, but excellence, humor, her beauty and
sudden raffish down-lippings." (462)

12 The patient notes that Plath typed during her work at Massachusetts General Hospital on Blossom Street can be
found in the Unabridged Journals in Appendix 14 pp.624-629.



Crowther 92

Then, a final short walk around the corner from Brattle Street
into busy Garden Street, where one evening in February
1959, Plath had dinner with Isabella Gardner,™ Stanley
Kunitz** and the Fassetts™ in the Hotel Commander (now the
Sheraton Commander). By all accounts, in 1959, it was a
place to be avoided: "Horrible", she stated (469)!'®

And so, from the wide space of Garden Street, | quickly click myself back to the narrow cobbles
of Beacon Hill and stand once more outside 9 Willow Street. If you have been following me thus
far, you will see how cyber-flanerie involves a combination of ebbs and flows; leaps and
fragmented jitterings around the virtual space of a city. Unlike the "real" streets of Boston, | can
never get lost in my virtual city. Each time | find myself disorientated, one click pulls me back to
an overall map of the city where | can easily relocate myself again. I am not restricted by space
or time. | can sit back and check Plath's routes. I can turn the city into a personalized space, a
space which according to Holmes grants the individual a flexibility and autonomy over how they
interact with their environment (16). | can go where | want, familiarize myself with streets and
houses, bridges and shops. Boston — Plath's Boston — opens up to me like a vast photographic
collage of vibrant images, each stamped with her invisible, haunting presence. Her Unabridged
Journals guide me across a cyberscape, where | can see with a virtual gaze what she saw more
than fifty years ago. Of course, time passes and changes are wrought, but she was there and | am
nearly there, so virtually there, in Boston.

13 |sabella Gardener (1915-1981) American poet.

! Stanley Kunitz (1905-2006) American poet.

1> Stephen and Agatha Fassett who owned the recording studio on Chestnut Street where Plath recorded some of her
poems.

16 Plath does not give us any explanation for her negative description of The Commander!
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