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I Introduction

Upon reading JB. Priestley’ snove Angel Pavement (1930), Berlin novelist and
journdist Gabriele Tergit was struck by the smilarity between Priestley’s Lilian Matfidd and
the figure of Lotte Kohler in her own novel of 1931, K&sebier erobert den
Kurfiir stendamm (Cheesebeer Conquers the Kurfirstendamm).* In her autobiography,
Tergit stated that Kohler was Matfidld's ‘identical twin' and that they shared a ‘fate typica
of the age’ .2 She was particularly astonished by the parallel course of these characters
romantic relaionships, which culminate in their lovers: abrupt departure for different
continents. Instead of travelling away with their lovers as they had hoped, Kohler and
Matfield are |eft standing, the latter quite literally immobilein Victoria Station as the crowds
swirl around her.

Although the smilar conclusion of these romantic relaionships was the only
resemblance between the two novels noted by Tergit, these scenes are dso significant
because they bring to ajarring hat relationships otherwise characterised by mobility in the
metropolis. Kohler and Matfield meet their loversin taxis or out waking, on the move
through the urban public spaces. Furthermore, both young women experience their journeys
aone through the city asliberation from the circumscribed world of the bourgeois interior.

By contrast, the male characters Georg Miermann and Herbert Smeeth, who are a



generation older than Kohler and Matfield, exhibit an increasing apprehension whilst
travelling the urban space and seek refuge in the static private sphere or dmost rurd areas®
This raises the central question to be explored in this paper of why Tergit and
Priestley should divide these characters responses to travelling the urban space aong such
amilar generationd and gender linesin novels written virtualy contemporaneoudy and set in
Berlin and London respectively. Furthermore, the portrayd of the femae protagonists
comparatively positive urban experience is of especid interest, given what Katharina von
Ankum terms the * characteristic emphasis on the stressful rather than liberating aspects of
women's experience of the modern city’ & least in German writing from the mid-1920s
onwards.* Moreover, feminist cultural critics have often observed the very red dangers,
harassment and redtrictions which have impeded women from taking full advantege of the
emancipatory opportunities offered by traversing the urban space.® With thisin mind, | aso
consder to what extent the fates of Matfield and Kohler areindeed typica of the way

women'’ s experience in European cities was represented at thistime.

II. The Lifeless City

Miermann and Smeeth exhibit a powerful sense of digpossesson and anxiety whilst
traversing the urban public spaces. Both of these older mae characters perceive
modernising processes to be undermining the traditiond patriarchd structuresin the home, in
employment and in conventional gender roles. Asthey journey through the city, they project
these fears onto the urban landscape, which is adso being transformed by these modernising

processes. Therefore, the routes these characters choose to travel through the city and their



reaction to the changing city correspond to their anxieties about the repercussions of
modernity and the threst posed to their pogition of authority.

Georg Miermann, editor of the feuilleton at the fictitious Berliner Rundschau
newspaper in Tergit'snove, is apprehensive about the risks to his position posed by the
recent introduction of rationalisation measures. More serioudy, he feds so threatened by
young divorcée and archetypa New Woman Kéte Herzfeld' s refusd to accept him as the
dominant partner in their relationship that he rapes her. (K, p.232) These fears about the
disappearance of patriarchal socid structures are d <o reflected as he traverses Berlin, which
has become ‘the dead city’ in Miermann’s eyes® He ddliberately avoids the bustling
commercia areasin the West of the city, seeking out instead a public space untouched by
redevelopment in the Jidenhof [sic], where alarge tree shdlters the old houses. Thetime
required for atree to grow to such a sze implies permanence and endurance and, as Inge
Stephan has noted, the tree is the one sign of nature encountered by Miermann during his
journey through the city.” Significantly, the term * Jidenhof’ and the suggestion of asmall
sdf-contained community are aso reminiscent of the Eastern European shtetl, away of life
which the assmilated Miermann has firmly regected: when the feared rationalisation measures
finaly lead to his redundancy, Miermann diesin the city streets uttering a Jewish prayer for
thefirg timein 35 years. (K, p.250) Both the prayer and the seeking out of thisamost rurd
gpace indicate alonging to return to the community and values of ardigion he had
relinquished decades earlier.

Walking back through the old lanes, Miermann observes with regret that houses are
soon to be replaced by new office blocks. (K, pp.236-237) He therefore categorises

negdtively the increasng commercidisation of the city which encroaches upon the urban



gpace previoudy available for the private domestic sphere. He recdls the city’ s ppearance
before its explosve expangon, ‘when it still looked like atown, before house after house
had been torn down’ .2 His stroll through the city constitutes an attempt to reclaim the urban
territory as he maps his memory of the town before its metamorphosis into a metropolis onto
the space heistraveraing. Y et this enterprise fails in the face of the present use of urban
gpace and cannat prevent Miermann’s apocalyptic vison of having returned to the city after
athousand years to find a scene in which laughter and desire have been extinguished, in
which the urban space has been dehumanised. Miermann’s negative response to the
changing city reveds his fears about the detrimenta impact of increasng commercidisation
and the growing metropolis upon traditional community, values and socia structures.

Herbert Smeeth, head clerk a Twigg and Dersingham, wholesders of veneers and
inlays, amilarly expresses gpprehensgon whilst travelling the urban space through the image
of the lifdess city. Smeeth is proud of having risen to his position through the office
hierarchy, but redlises with dismayed incomprehengon that neither his younger colleagues
nor his children share his atitude to employment and loyaty to the firm. He wanders through
London following a series of disturbances to his usua routine and athreat to his employment
to vist asick acquaintance in hospital, only to discover disease and deeth lurking at the heart
of the aity, which he associates with consumption and mobility in the metropolis. The
hospita has ‘dl the bustle of a market-place’ and isfilled with ‘ mysterious sllent traffic'.
(AP, p.488) Later Smeeth cannot stave off this sense of dissolution and impermanence
whilst moving through the gtreets: * Barbican and Golden Lane[...] spoke to him only of
decay’. (AP, p.491) He encounters a graveyard he has scarcely noticed before and finds

himsdlf scrutinising not only the graves, but the detritus of the modern age, the flip-sde of



consumption as exhaustion, waste and destruction:® * It was as if the paper and cigarette
ends and the empty tin, therein the old cemetery, only marked in their shabby fashion the
passng of alater life, asif the twentieth century was burying itsdlf in there too, and not even
doing it decently.” (AP, p.492) Whilst the previous centuries have shaped the urban
landscape with the more enduring gravestones, the twentieth century’ s contribution is
trangent.

Smeeth’ s response to the increasing commercidisation of the city isto retredt, like
Miermann, from the busy public spaces of consumption and leisure. He takes refuge in the
datic, circumscribed world of the domegtic interior, and his overcrowded living room which
‘contained far too much furniture and too many knick-knacks (AP, pp.65-66) creates a
protective barrier between himself and the rushing mobile externa world: ‘[his] imagination,
heightened by fear, perhaps told him that outside beyond the firdlight and the snug walls
were stalking poverty, disgrace, shame, disease and desth’. (AP, p.66) According to
Christoph Asendorf, smilar motivations generated the artificid separation of the private and
public spheresin the nineteenth century: the nineteenth century man * cregted for himsdf the
fiction of a getic “property” in the form of immobile medieva furniture, which helped him
endure the tension between necessary capital mobility and his desire for persona
longevity’ . Y et this response, devised to evade movement and circulation in an earlier
phase of modernity, is inadequate in the face of amore advanced phase of modernity which
encroaches increasingly upon the private sphere: the new mass entertainment and leisure
industries prompt Smeeth’s children to question his patriarchal authority in the home. (AP,
pp.70-72) Nevertheless, when Smeeth is made redundant his world fails to collgpse around

him as he has dreaded throughout the novel and whereas Miermann loses the will to live,



Smeeth discovers anew capacity to cope. This more optimistic outcome can perhaps be
attributed to the less blesk political Stuation in Britain in comparison with contemporary
Germany.

Both of these middle-aged male characters retreat from the urban public spaces
through which they have dways moved fredly to the more fixed, circumscribed private
gphere or a semi-rural scene, aretrest which corresponds to their fears about
modernisation’s repercussions upon patriarcha socia structures. In sharp contrast, the same
modernising processes liberate the female characters from the static world of the home into
anew redm of posshilitiesin the city’s public spaces. Nevertheless, the authors dso

highlight the impediments to full mobility in the metropolis for Kohler and Matfield.

[I1. The Living City

One such hindrance to Matfidd's mohbility emphasised by Priestley isthe difficulty
of surviving in London as afemae white-collar worker. Thisis linked explicitly both by
Matfield and by the narrator to mae manipulation of economic power which places
obstacles in the way of young single women in the metropolis. Daughter of a country doctor,
Matfield relies on her father to supplement her low pay and sheisfully conscious of her
limited employment options. “What chance has a girl? The rot they talk about women
working! The men jolly well see where al the decent jobs go to.” (AP, p.389) Furthermore,
private rented accommodation is not readily available to Matfield, asit isto the male
shipping and railways clerk in her office, Harold Turgis, and shelivesin aresdentid hostel
aong with alarge number of single female office workers, who, as the narrator notes, are

‘compelled, by economic conditions il artfully adjusted to suit the mde, to live in London



as cheaply as possble. (AP, p.208) However, this housing opportunity, like the
supplementary income from Matfidd' s father, is only avalable to girls ‘from good middle-
class homesin the country’, (AP, p.208) revedling that class aswell as gender playsa
ggnificant rolein the individua’ s access to urban public spaces.

Matfied' slow income restricts her solitary journeys through the city mainly to the
unavoidable bus trip between the office and hostdl interiors. She didikes the highly crowded
and commercidised areas of London, particularly the landscape of ostentatious
consumerism and decorations during the run-up to Christmas. Encountering this side of the
city prompts Matfield to take inward flight to traditional gender rolesin two key ways.
Firgly, she dreams of a perfect Chrissmas in alarge country house with an adoring husband
and loving children, surrounded by traditiona objects of the bourgeois interior valued for
their longevity, such asthe slver and amahagony dining table. In this day-dream, the interior
represents to Matfield a secure haven from the demanding sphere of circulation and
movement in the metropolis, asit does to Smeeth and Miermann. The second means of
escape from the bus journey is reading travel books or novels set in exotic locations,
preferably the South Seas. The heroes of these novels - they aretypicaly male - play a
crucid role in determining Matfield’ sided partner, a‘ strong, adventurous, roving mae with
abackground of aien scenes, of little ships and fantastic drinking haunts . (AP, p.406)
Although she longs to journey to such places hersdf and envies afriend who is given the
opportunity to travel, Matfield never imagines travelling independently, but dreamsinstead of
indulging in such voyages vicarioudy through the experiences of afuture husband.

In James Golspie, Matfield discovers just such an adventurous type and in his

company, the city comes dive. Their relationship enables her to frequent the spaces of



leisure from which she otherwise feels excluded, as her responseto aninvitationto dine at a
particular restaurant reveals. ‘I’ ve never been there. It's more arestaurant for men, isn't it?
(AP, p.417) Both Golspie' sfinancid resources and his status as a masculine companion
provide Matfield with access to the urban public spaces of consumption closed to ayoung
sngle woman, to parties, music hals, the cinema and boxing matches Visgting him &t the
docks before he sets sall to trading partners in the Bdtic suddenly makes travelling the urban
gpace itsdf thrilling, as Matfield ventures unaccompanied into aress of London beyond her
ken, in thisinstance not on the bus, but in ataxi and on foot. In the harbour, the city acquires
an unexpectedly exhilarating edge and exatic lure through its commercia connections with
digtant locales: ‘London was really marvellous, and the wonder of it rushed up in her mind
and burst there like arocket, scattering a multi-coloured host of vague but rich associations .
(AP, pp.255-256) Internationa trade and commerce therefore spark Matfield' s enthusiastic
fascination with the urban space, in stark contrast to Smeeth and Miermann. However,
Matfidd svison of tradeisidedised and romantic, an attitude she shares, according to the
narrator, with ‘most members of the English middle classes' (AP, p.255), and the
associ ations evoked by the harbour are mostly connected to imperiaist activities and
exploration: ‘ Dick Whittington and galleons, Muscovy and Cathay, East Indiamen, the
doldrumsfar away’. (AP, p.256) Although the encounter with this part of the city proves
thrilling and liberating for Matfield, her perspective on the city is unmistakably determined by
both middle-class and imperidist values.

The experience of being abandoned at Victoria Station by Golspie shocks Matfield
out of her reliance upon amae companion and his money for mohility in the metropolis. A

new day-dream replaces that of the perfect Christmas, in which she works not as a stetic



secretary, but as atravelling sales representative with acar and alarge sary. Instead of
expecting to experience travel and adventure through a mde figure, Matfield envisages her
own financia independence and the power to determine where and when she traverses the
urban spacein her car. Moreover, dthough homes il figure in this dream, the extravagant
country house has been replaced by homes for asingle, mobile working woman: a smdll
town flat and tiny week-end cottage whose interiors are not described. (AP, p.579) Yet a
the very point where Matfield begins to embrace with enthusiastic excitement the idea of
independent movement through the city, her opportunities for surviving at dl in the
metropolis are drasticaly diminished. Golspi€' s departure leaves the company bankrupt and
the high levels of unemployment emphasised throughout the novel suggest that Matfidd's
prospects of finding work are hardly rosy.

Like Matfidd, Tergit's Fraulein Dr. Kohler has a privileged background, athough
the family’s 12 million Mark fortune has been devoured by the inflationary crisswhich
followed the First World War in Germany.™* As Miermann’s colleague at the prestigious
Berliner Rundschau, Kohler enjoys the kind of responsible, chalenging job and substantial
sdary of which Matfield can only dream. However, whereas Matfield receives support from
her father, Kohler has to support her mother, whose desire to preserve the remnants of the
bourgeois household binds them to a huge and correspondingly expensive gpartment. Rather
than offering arefuge to Kohler, the bourgeois interior is a deadweight which fetters her

movement and she longsto discard it:

But we can't get into difficulties for the sake of the linen and the Slver and the

porcelain. To say we need abig apartment just because of the cupboardsis



samply absurd! As a child, she thought, | dways used to mark out my favourite
curtains and table-linen in the catalogues of Herzog and Gerson and Grinfeld. |
have absolutely no feding for possessions any more! Oh, to be as mobile as

possible, free of burdensome objects! '

Kohler's degire for mobility and emancipation from the private, circumscribed
bourgeois interior is echoed as she traverses the urban public spaces in a chapter entitled ‘A
Girl Walks Through The City’.*® Thisjourney differs from Matfield' swalk through London
harbour to Golspie’s moored ship in three important respects. Firstly, Kohler does not
undergo the same progression to enjoyment of her mobility in the metropolis experienced by
Matfield, but appears to be utterly at home in the city. Secondly, athough Kohler hopesto
travel to France with the eusive Oskar Meyer, she does not depend upon his company to
wak through Berlin, but smply takes for granted her freedom to move done through the
urban public spaces. Thirdly, whereas Matfield's journey through London harbour has the
ultimate aim of taking down business letters, Kohler wanders the streets without any
particular purpose. She directs her attention towards the city’ s architecture, towards street
ggns, advertising, wals scarred by bullet holes and displays of commodities. The stimuli she
encounters provoke her to reconstruct the city’s past and to reflect upon its present; in other
words, to congder the modernity of the city. For instance, the sght of the Prussian
directorate for congtruction and finance triggers the recollection of the building’s function
during the First World War and a particularly powerful memory surfaces from August 1918
of a srong seventeen-year-old boy swinging his suitcase againgt the prison gate. This

building therefore prompts Kohler to construct a kind of persond urban topography. The



location has now changed: the building has been painted in soft shades of pink and, where
the boy once stood, there now hangs aripped poster protesting about hunger,
unemployment and mass poverty, ending ominoudly in the word ‘ Diktatur’ (*dictatorship’,
K, p.91). Crucidly, observing changes to the city’ s fabric does not dicit the same sense of
anxiety in Kohler asit doesin Miermann and Smeeth. She noticestiles arriving on barges
and imagines without apprehension their future use in the congtruction of new houses. New
factory buildings strike her asimpressvely solid, ‘splendidly vertical, red bricks,
pragmatically modern, hard' .*

Nevertheless, Kohler’svison of the impact of internationa commerce in urban areas
isnat, like Matfidd's, an idedlised, romanticised one, but one shot through with an
awareness of the harsh economic redlities of city life during the Depresson, as evinced by
her observationsin working-class digtricts. She perceives the cramped living and working
conditions of individuds in the dilapidated buildings and compares the price of groceries
displayed in the streets with the low wages of the working classes. In addition, she notices
the unemployed lingering in the Sreets or desperatdly trying to scratch aliving from the sde
of small items like braces or combs. Observations of flower boxes and dovecotes and of
children playing with marbles or spinning tops on the asphat may suggest adightly more
idyllic view of working-dlass life. Nevertheless, thisisimmediately undermined by the Sght
of older children dressed formaly for confirmation, which causes Kohler to wonder
anxioudy about their future prospects now that gpprenticeships are difficult to obtain.
Therefore, athough Kohler shares Matfield’' s sense of exhilaration in traversing the urban
spaces, her view of dty lifeis ultimately more redligtic and differentiated than thet of

Matfield.



Kohler' s activity as shejourneys through the city bears aremarkable smilarity to
that of the flaneur, making her something of an anomaly. Much recent criticism has pointed
quite rightly to the congpicuous absence of the female flaneur from the visud arts and
literature.™ Such critics have noted that women who indulged in the aimless loitering or
grolling required by flanerie were frequently misrecognized as prostitutes or accosted by
men when they ventured out into the public arena. Women traversing the urban public
gpaces were only deemed respectable by the prevailing bourgeois mordity if they were
perceived to have a specific objective such as shopping or the journey between work and
home, which undermines the aimlessness required by flanerie.™ Yet Kohler meanders
amlesdy through the city without displaying any consciousness that she is the object of
observation by men and without being accosted or harassed by men. As such, her travels
through the urban public spaces bear aremarkable resemblance to flanerie. However,
Kohler' sredligtic perspective differs sgnificantly from that of male flaneurs such as
Bauddaire s or Benjamin's, whose vision of impoverished urban figures tends to be
symbolic or idedlised.

Asin Matfied's case, the economic prerequisite for Kohler’s mobility in the
metropolisis undermined at the end of the novel. Rationdisation measures close down the
newspaper, whilst fraud destroys the remainder of the Kohler family’ sfortune. This
catastrophe finaly compels Kohler’s mother to contemplate sdlling the furniture and moving
to asmaler gpartment. Nevertheless, with worries about job security, Kohler does not greet
this event with the expected sense of freedom from the interior: instead she begins to worry
about whether they should keep the furniture to barter for basic living requirements with the

butcher and the baker. (K, p.266)



V. Conclusion

The journeys of the middie-aged mde charactersin Angel Pavement and Késebier
illustrate a negative response to transformations in the urban infrastructure which these
protagonists perceive as dienating and dehumanising. They project their fears about the
effects of modernisation upon patriarcha socid structures in employment and traditiona
gender roles, which undermine their sense of security, onto the urban landscape portrayed
aslifeless and increasingly impermanent and seek to escape from it. By contrast, these same
modernising processes offer hopes of emancipation from the bourgeois interior to the young
female characters who relish the opportunity to move through the urban public spaces,
athough the economic recesson ultimately halts this new-found mobility. The liberating
aspects of the metropolis for women are therefore shown to be precarious, even for these
middle-class women, who have a better chance of establishing themsdaves in the city than
most.'” The fates of Matfield and Kohler are in this sense typical of representations of
women's experience in the metropolis at the onset of the Depression. Y et Priestley does not
dlow Matfield to move beyond purposive forays through the city and her sense of
exhilaration and adventure is only shown by him to be possible through the company and
finances of Mr. Golspie. Tergit, however, offers a very rare glimpse of awoman who
wanders amlessy through the city on her own terms, taking for granted her right to move
through the urban public spaces and observe both the urban infrastructure and its
inhabitants. Viewed from this perspective, Kohler ceases to be Matfidd' sidentica twin, and

becomes the very unique cregtion of this femae noveis.
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