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Destroying New York: The Historical Imagination of Urban Disaster
Max Page
Description of Proposed Study

“Unimaginable.” That is the word so many screamed, aloud and in their minds, in the months after September 11, 2001. It is the word we have heard survivors and witnesses say over and over.  It was simply unimaginable to see the World Trade Center towers attacked by two airplanes, and collapse into oblivion. 
But in fact, Americans have been imagining New York’s destruction for more than a century.   In  a project begun well before September 11, but given a new importance in the wake of it, this book-length study seeks to offer a critical historical perspective to our understanding of the recent disaster.  My goal is to look back, into New York’s cultural history, in order to understand how and why Americans have repeatedly imagined the city’s destruction.

In Joaquin Miller’s 1886 book, The Destruction of Gotham, a great fire engulfs the city as lower class mobs violently attack the homes and stores of the wealthy.  Only when Manhattan had “burned and burned and burned to the very bed-rock” was the apocalypse complete. Miller’s frightening vision was but one of many visions of New York violent demise at the end of the nineteenth century, when the influx of immigrants and regular episodes of working-class rebellion seemed to threaten social order.     

Miller was not alone. America’s writers and imagemakers have visualized New York’s annihilation in a range of ways that is nothing but stunning. At each stage of New York’s development over the past century, visions of how the city would be demolished, blown up, swallowed by the sea, or toppled by monsters have proliferated in films and science fiction novels, photography, painting, graphic arts, television advertisements, postcards, cartoons, and computer software.  Jacob Riis, in his 1890 How the Other Half Lives, invoked metaphors of deadly waves of immigrants taking over the city.  A few years later, in 1908,  H.G. Wells portrayed a German air attack in The War in the Air.  Throughout the late 1940s and 1950s, Chesley Bonestell painted images of atomic bomb attacks on Manhattan, which were reproduced on the covers of Fortune and Colliers; in 1960 James Merrill would lament New York’s destructive instinct in his 1960 poem, “Urban Convalescence.”  Movies such as Planet of the Apes, Escape from New York, and the more recent Independence Day, Godzilla and A.I. all pictured New York in various states of decay, infestation, and ruination.  Just three years before September 11, the hip-hop group Busta Rhyme put out an album, entitled E.L.E  (extinction level event), featuring a fireball exploding over lower Manhattan.  And until they changed the software, Microsoft’s Flight Simulator program allowed users to fly directly into the World Trade Center towers, to great visual and audio effect.   Imagining New York’s destruction has not been the purview only of artists and novelists, but also a standard narrative in the lives of New Yorkers, inscribed in their daily world of newspapers and televisions, computers and music albums.   The images are so pervasive and so disturbing, and as yet unstudied.  They deserve careful scholarly examination.

American culture has returned repeatedly to the theme of New York’s destruction.  The images resonate with some of the most longstanding themes in American history:  the ambivalence toward cities, the troubled reaction to immigrants and racial diversity, the fear of technology’s impact, and the apocalyptic strain in American religious life.   This book will trace the evolution of the New York destruction genre as it parallels the city’s economic, political, racial, and physical transformations.  The obsession with working class revolt in The Destruction of Gotham, for example, gave way in the early twentieth century to apocalyptic visions of invaders from beyond New York (in equal measure, from Europe and Asia, as well as from beyond the earth).   By the 1920s, nightmarish visions born of the fear of exploding skyscraper metropolis led to scores of pulp fiction novels that ended with those suspect skyscrapers toppled in a landscape of ruins.  This phase in turn was swept away by the pervasive fear of a nuclear attack in the 1940s and 1950s.  New York’s steep economic decline and social collapse in the late 1960s and 1970s coincided with popular movies and literature focused on New York as the place of last resort, a huge prison, or simply a crime-infested jungle.  Finally, well before September 11, American popular culture had recast the New York disaster narrative to portray a newly prosperous and powerful city swept away by forces of nature -- monsters or meteor-inspired waves -- only to be redeemed by a patriotic hero.

Following the Shaker proverb, “every force evolves a form,” I argue that cultural forms express, and often reproduce, social experience and relations. But I will spend an equal amount of time tracking the return trip, when cultural forms – movies and novels and magazine covers – become forces in their own right, shaping how Americans perceive New York and city life more generally.  I will argue that New Yorkers’ and Americans’ reaction to September 11 have been shaped powerfully by generations of disaster movies, apocalyptic novels and pervasive cultural images of the destruction of New York.  
The Study’s Significance

This study borrows from and extends three sets of histories.   First, this book will make an important contribution to urban history and New York history in particular.  In recent years, almost every conceivable aspect of New York’s development has received scholarly attention.  Especially since September 11, historians including Edwin Burrows, Eric Darton, and Edward O’Donnell have begun to explore the culture and politics of New York’s tumultuous physical and social upheaval.  My own book, The Creative Destruction of Manhattan, 1900-1940, which examined the “real” physical destruction and rebuilding of the city, pioneered this new exploration.  But what has remained absent from academic discourse is what is so prevalent in popular culture – the fictional visions, fantasies, and premonitions of New York’s demise.  No city has been more often destroyed on paper, film, or canvas, and no city’s destruction has been more often watched and read about than New York’s.  Why has American culture so often returned to the theme of New York’s destruction?    

Second, this project is inspired by a wealth of scholarship on the experience of disaster – natural and human-made – in American history.  Scholars in a diverse range of fields, such as Steven Biel, Carl Smith, Eric Klinenberg, have shown that disasters are crucibles in which class and racial politics, understandings of nature, and attitudes toward city life are revealed and crystallized, sometimes redirecting the trajectory of a city’s development. 

Finally, this project will illuminate an important theme in American cultural history – the fascination with catastrophic visions, in religious life and in popular culture. The defining work in this area, Paul Boyer’s When Time Shall Be No More (1992), showed the pervasiveness of “prophecy belief” in modern America.  Boyer implicitly suggests that in a nation as religious as the United States, it is perhaps not surprising to find so many examples of apocalyptic  catastrophes.  But few scholars have even noted the focus of so many of these imaginings on New York City. We will have missed a central element of New York City history and American popular culture if we ignore the narratives of this city’s demise.
Methodology, Sources and Timetable

A project of this sort – investigating how a broad range of cultural forms have reflected and refracted a particular narrative – requires research in a large array of archives and sources.  With the aid of several small competitive grants – from the New-York Historical Society, the Gilder Lehrman Institute for American History, and from my own university’s faculty research endowment – I have been able to travel to archives in New York and to hire a research assistant to assemble documents from several collections.  In the New-York Historical Society and the New York Public Library I have discovered hundreds of paintings, objects, and obscure novels that portray New York’s imaginary destruction.  I have also documented the nuclear disaster scenarios created by local and federal agencies in the 1950s.  Finally, I have collected dozens of film clips from movies dating back to the 1930s, advertisements from print and television, and more recently computer software programs.

A Guggenheim Fellowship would allow me to spend several months completing the research, especially on the late nineteenth century and during the city’s years of fiscal crisis.  The fellowship would also provide me with six to nine months in which to begin the process of writing the book.  I expect the book to appeal to a wide audience, in a variety of academic disciplines, and among a reading public.

One reason for the urgency of this project is that I am hoping to mount an exhibition on Destroying New York at the New-York Historical Society, in time for its 200th anniversary in 2004 – 2005.  The NYHS has expressed great interest in doing this exhibition during the bicentennial celebration.  Kenneth Jackson, the President of the NYHS, has endorsed my proposal for an exhibit and agreed to make their collections fully accessible to me.  

The Guggenheim Fellowship will make possible both the exhibit and the book.  I hope that both will contribute to a more reflective and historically-grounded scholarly literature, not only around the tragedy of September 11, but on the cultural meanings of New York’s destruction both real and imagined.

