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New York at the Turn of the Century:
The Representation of Skyscrapers in American Literature

Noriko Sunagawa
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The outline of the city became frantic in its
effort to explain something that defied
meaning. Power seemed to have outgrown its
servitude and to have asserted its freedom.
The cylinder had exploded, and thrown great
masses of stone and steam against the sky.
The city had the air and movement of hysteria,
and the citizens were crying, in every accent
of anger and alarm, that the new forces must
at any cost be brought under control.
Prosperity never before imagined, power
never yet wielded by man, speed never
reached by anything but a meteor, had made
the world
unreasonable and afraid. (The Education of
Henry Adams 377)
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All New York was demanding new men, and
all the

corporations, were demanding a new type of

new forces, condensed into
man, — a man with ten times the endurance,
energy, will and mind of the old type, — for
whom they were ready to pay millions at sight.
As one jolted over the pavements or read the
last week’s newspapers, the new man seemed
close at hand, for the old one had plainly

reached the end of his strength, and his

o 7

failure had become catastrophic. (7he

Education of Henry Adams 377)
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They were by no means uncivilized, however,
but cultivated various arts and even sciences
after a fashion of their own. It is related of
them that they were acute in many respects,
but were oddly afflicted with monomania for
building what, in the ancient Amriccan, was
denominated "churches"- a kind of pagoda
instituted for the worship of two idols that
went by the names of Wealth and Fashion. In
the end, it is said, the island became, nine
tenths of it, church. (“Mellonta Tauta” 362)
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it [the spire] typified the aspirations of man at
the moment when man’s aspirations were
highest. (62)

You may, if you like, figure in it a mathematic
formula of infinity, — the broken arch, our
finite idea of space; the spire, pointing, with
its converging lines, to Unity beyond space;
the sleepless, restless thrust of the vaults,
telling the

overstrained effort of man to rival the energy,

unsatisfied, incomplete,

intelligence and purpose of God. (103)
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Perhaps the best proof of it is their apparent
instability. Of all the elaborate symbolism
which has been suggested for the Gothic
cathedral, the most vital and most perfect
may be that the slender nervure, the
springing motion of the broken arch, the leap
downwards of the flying buttress,—the visible
effort to throw off a visible strain,—never let
us forget that Faith alone supports it, and
that, if Faith fails, Heaven is lost. ... The
delight of its aspirations is flung up to the sky.
The pathos of its self-distrust and anguish of
doubt is buried in the earth as its last secret.
(359)
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But the real appeal, unmistakably, is in the
note of vehemence in the local life of which I
have spoken, for it is the appeal of a particular
type of dauntless power. The aspect the power
wears then is indescribable; it is the power of
the most extravagant of cities, (The

American Scene 72)

the air as of a great intricate frenzied dance,
half merry, half desperate, or at least half
defiant, ... (73)

One has the sense that the monster grows and
grows, flinging abroad its loose limbs even
as some unmannered young giant at his
“larks,” ... (73)
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the multitudinous sky-scrapers standing up

o 7

to the view, from the water, like extravagant

pins in a cushion already verplanted, ... (74)

they are impudently new and still more
impudently “novel” — this in common with so
many other terrible things in America — ...
(74)

Crowned not only with no history, but with no
credible possibility of time for history, and
consecrated by no uses save the commercial at

any cost, ... (75)

they [skyscrapers] represent, for our time, the
only claim to any consideration other than
established by the
resounding growth of New York. The attempt

merely statistical
to take the aesthetic view 1is invariably
blighted sooner or later by their most salient
characteristic, thefeature that speaks loudest

for the economic idea. (92)
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Beauty indeed was the aim of the creator of
the Trinity Church, so cruelly overtopped and
so barely distinguishable, from your train-
bearing barge, as you stand off, in its abject
helpless humility; ... (75)
the vast money-making structure quite
horribly, quite romantically justified itself,
looming through the weather with an insolent

cliff-like sublimity. (81)

Yet was it after all that those monsters of the
mere market, as I have called them, had more
to say, on the question of “effect,” than I had
at first allowed? (77)
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