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Introduction 

 

To begin, let me briefly explain the title: 

It is the Spring of 1917, on a Saturday afternoon; during 
the First World War. We find ourselves in London, New York or 
Chicago— at a bughouse square. These were downtown parks 
where street entertainments were permitted by the police. The 
drifting crowds who came to watch were known as the Floating 
Class. I am borrowing this catch-phrase mostly from the history of 
the American West. It was used after 1860 to describe itinerants 
crossing the frontier by river, like semi-employed sailors and 
loggers; then railroad crews, immigrants and migrants alike. 
 I often walked through Chicago’s bughouse square from 
1967 to 1975. It was in a schizophrenic location, across from the 
Newberry Library, that held vast collections of Renaissance maps 
and court documents from the age of Louis XIV. The Newberry was 
built in 1893, during the year of the Great Columbian Exposition 
in Chicago. It remained a cornerstone of the Chicago literary 
renaissance as well. Its granite neo-Romanesque presence 
symbolized the Gilded Age (in its austerity more than its 
flamboyance), within the district of Chicago that dominated its 
elite culture for decades; until the neighborhoods around it fell on 
hard times during the Great Depression and afterward.  
 The circa 1917 rhythm of ludic play in cities had mostly 
disappeared by then. Now, Chicago’s Bughouse Square was a lonely 
Needle Park for the drug trade. But for seventy years, dissenters 
used to give speeches there every week, while pickpockets worked 
the crowd.  In 1917, bughouse squares often featured spiritualists, 
jugglers, chalk artists, female actors, clowns, union organizers, anti-
war activists, suffragettes, vegetarians, even Nazarines (men 
dressing up as Christ dragging the Cross); and of course, beggars of 
every variety; ragpickers (from their homeless camps) standing 
alongside college students.     
 The crowds were generally from the itinerant fringes: those 
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who were employed only part-time, or part of the year; during the 
agonizing transitions brought on by the railroad economy after 
1865. In Chicago, these included German immigrants, recently 
freed African slaves; and farm workers traveling the cities for work. 
 In European cities, the term floating class also appears, as 
“the gatherings of men and women who had no abiding place” 
(1884). The Irish novelist Charles James Lever warns of “the large 
floating class… to be found… in every city, with tastes 
disproportionate to their fortunes, and who will at any time 
postpone their principles to (feed) their palate” (1860, but often 
reprinted after 1880).     
 Imagery of the Floating Class was a standard feature in 
weekly illustrated magazines. Gustave Doré was undoubtedly 
considered the fantaisiste of the Floating Class, for French and 
British readers. His popular wood engravings were mobbed with 
faces.  Using a Dantesque filigree, he was able to fill a single wood 
engraving with literally ten thousand faces.  To achieve that, Doré 
rarely let facts stand in the way of his fictions. He visually 
memorized fifty human types, mostly from his childhood in Alsace. 
Then, he dressed them up in burnooses or revolutionary sans-
culottes—and released them like flies inside the Khedive of Egypt; 
or London’s East End at rush hour; as foot soldiers during the 
Second Crusade; settlers among the aborigines in the Australian 
Outback; and especially as men panning for gold in California. 
They were energetic clones-- lumpen itinerants-- occupying worlds 
that Doré (an obsessive Parisian) never visited— as armchair 
tourism across the globe, across history.   
 This cast of characters— and their picaresque journeys-- 
was mostly transformed by 1970.  A new species of “Floating Class” 
had begun. I was certainly among them until the mid-seventies. 
They included migratory laborers and permanent students at the 
start of globalization-- who were not simply “dropping out.” By 
1972, avoiding the draft, and living on the road, had become an   
art form, as part of a larger process. Hundreds of thousands of 
itinerants drifted through colleges, or performed at music clubs in 
various dinky towns. For a time in Chicago, among twelve different 
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residences within five years, I lived in an apartment without walls. 
Cockroaches as big as meatballs visited from the basement. But the 
place was only one block off the lake, and heavily discounted; just 
$85 a month. The manager hired to finish the dry wall couldn’t get 
untracked. He wasted his days printing unreadable pamphlets in his 
kitchen. At auction, he bought gigantic turn-of-the-century presses.  
Next door to me, I became friends with a bi-polar outpatient who 
was endlessly inking postcards with magic marker. Down the 
street, there was a tree posting the latest drug arrests. Across from 
there, amidst newly painted houses, were bourgeois urban pioneers. 
They covered their daughters’ faces with shopping bags, then 
hustled them away in Volvos; so the floating class wouldn’t get the 
wrong idea.  But some of these families had odd biographies too. 
One man (a graphic designer) was repenting (almost in sackcloth) 
for accidentally crashing into a yellow school bus, and killing two 
children.      
 Then I moved to Los Angeles in 1974, and lived in 
floating-class slums there. They were dominated by the post-1965 
wave of immigration, especially from Mexico. Many of these 
neighborhoods are now glossy, hipsterish and expensive. After 
1980, along with books in progress, I began to publish essays in art 
catalogues, which went mostly unread. Along with articles for 
journals and newspapers, there must be seventy-five essays at least. 
In sum, they are about the contagion of speech through the filters of 
technology-- across cities, across the boundaries between history 
and fiction; in the arts; as cultural history; and dealing with 
collective memory distortion. Together, they also track the 
emergence of globalization and neo-feudalism since 1980. They are 
a journey across new iterations of floating class, as the growth of 
inequality has continued unabated. The contagions in our culture, 
the parasitical effect of digital capitalism, of fake money derivatives 
and tax havens— the piracies of our age— tell a story that will keep 
people laughing for the next three hundred years.  Our politics are a 
caricature hiding a deep panic. Indeed, the floating class has grown 
to hundreds of millions of people across the world.  
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-The essays and fictions in this collection have been 
revised. One reason was to further intensify the moment when 
they were written. Another was to sharpen how memory plays 
tricks on the present.  
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wondered how the children escaping from Nazis felt while hiding 
under a desk.    

Inside the Consumer-Built City: Sixty Years of 
Apocalyptic Imagery 
 
 1991, published January 1992 
 
 
 

Many great cities have folklores about their own demise; 
and in these fables, we find secrets about how they were built, or 
taken apart. Los Angeles is no exception, quite the contrary. 
According to novels and films since 1930, L.A. is supposed to die 
by fire, earthquake, suffocation, amnesia, in the dark, in a movie 
theater, or in some way as seen from a distance, perhaps through the 
window of a car. The distance often suggests a kind of tourism 
rather than social realism. Long before the blade-runner nightmares, 
L.A. seemed to inspire stories about enraged tourists taking their 
revenge, the most famous being Nathanael West’s novel The Day of 
the Locust (1939). 

What follows is a voyeur’s history of consumer apocalypse, 
in three stages: first, from the thirties into the sixties (the 
destruction of downtown); then, after 1965 (the domination of the 
freeway); and finally, in the nineties (the blade-runner fantasy). 
Above all, the nightmare is inspired by the experience of consumer-
built spaces, a tourist's guide to hell, in a world built by promotion 
and set loose like a gyro. It is the Los Angeles of crime fiction and 
film noir. Its sources begin in the nineteenth century, and find 
fruition after 1930. 
 
Background 
 

Throughout the nineteenth century, many painters and 
writers described the European city as a consumer Babylon, built 
for the self-gratification of the shopper. In a short story written in 
1844, Balzac described a Paris newly redesigned for shopping, “the 
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Babylonish luxury of galleries where shopkeepers acquire a 
monopoly of the trade in various articles.” He wrote: 
 

To know how to sell, to be able to sell, and to sell. People 
generally do not suspect how much of the stateliness of 
Paris is due to these three aspects of the same problem. The 
display of shops as rich as the salons of noblesse before 
1789; the splendors of cafés which eclipse, and easily 
eclipse the Versailles of our day; the shop-window illusions, 
new every morning, nightly destroyed. 
 
[Parisian shoppers need] illuminations costing a hundred 
thousand francs, and many-colored glass palaces a couple of 
miles long and sixty feet high; they must have a fairyland 
at some fourteen theaters every night, and a succession of 
panoramas and exhibitions of the triumphs of art.1 

 
This is a sinister vision. Similarly, the English architectural 

fantasist, John Martin, painted imaginary Babylons that suggested 
London in the throes of pleasure industries, as in Balthazar’s Feast 
(1820). Gustave Doré’s wood engraving of smoky London (1872) 
were filled with convulsive images of goods being delivered for the 
pleasure of Babylon amid a mad mix of stores, warehouses, and 
colonnades. Chicago and New York were called industrial Babels, 
again inspiring a sense of the prurient implications of consumerism, 
where classes and races mix. The term Babylon became a symptom 
of the emerging urban chaos as the population in major cities 
exploded during the second half of the nineteenth century.2 The 
dense shopping districts and crush of traffic often symbolized the 
apocalyptic nightmare, as the sites for what Kipling called “the 
grotesque ferocity” of urban promotion.3 L.A., of course, was in the 
consumer business very squarely by the mid-1970s, engaged in 
tourism and campaigns to entice railroad interests and real-estate 
development, but the city leaders had their own notions of how to 
handle the moral dilemma of consumer Babylon. 
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development, but the city leaders had their own notions of how to 
handle the moral dilemma of consumer Babylon. 

L.A. was designed, rather systematically, to not operate like 
those overcrowded cities back east, and yet at the same time, to 
simulate them. It was supposed to be more of a Protestant 
businessman’s fantasy of Martin’s pleasure dome– very family 
oriented– a Babylon in its way, but one that also resembled a proper 
garden city, even a farm town. In its mapping of streets and roads, 
it was supposed to look like a flower on a creeping vine, very 
modern, but not built in a concentric way like industrial cities, and 
not so grimy and miscegenous. It had to be better lit than Chicago 
as you entered it. Even though most roads were unpaved, city 
leaders made certain that key streets downtown were put under 
electric arc lights by 1882, like a premonition of a movie set about 
the city of the future. The crucial image they worked on was how 
L.A. appeared at the moment the outsider entered by train: it had 
to look absolutely monitored, the space where the raucous American 
West ended. Imagine the midwestern tourist arriving by rail to 
L.A. at the turn of the century. The train makes a slow, wide turn at 
Alameda. From across the street, out of “cribs” in a red-light 
district, prostitutes would make eye contact with prospective 
customers. 

The tourist consumer was supposed to be well armed 
against such blasphemies. Even on the train, brochures had been 
handed out. They were paid for by the L.A. Chamber of Commerce, 
the Santa Fe Railroad, the Pacific Electric streetcar company, even 
by realtors. From Chicago to Saint Louis and points west, ads in 
newspapers and magazines had directed tourists toward the 
Protestant Eden. They were designed to turn the eye away from the 
seedier elements, although so many were easy to find, even hard to 
miss. 

From local streetcar maps, by 1910 certainly, it is patently 
obvious that every new town in L.A. was laid out in response to the 
extensive new streetcar system, either in inter-city Red Cars, or the 
local Yellow Cars. And the companies that built the system, 
privately held and heavily into real-estate speculation, were linked 
directly to promotion. In the brochures, even the maps, there are 
addresses of realtors to walk to after the disembarking from the 
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Freud in Coney Island and Other Tales (excerpt) 
 
 2005 
   
 
 
 The facts are simple enough: In September, 1909, a 
relatively unknown Freud spent a week in New York City, en route 
to a lecture series upstate at Clark University. The air ranged from 
muggy to stifling. The museum exhibition on antiquities, the one 
he had high hopes for, proved substandard.. The crowds on the 
street smelled of industrial fluids and sweat. Even friendly faces 
made him squirm. The conductor on a tram tried to be empathetic: 
he ordered the crowd to make room for “the old man.” But Freud 
did not see himself as old, not yet. He pulled back his shoulders and 
glared, then felt idiotic.   
 Back in the hotel, his stomach was churning from 
American food. His mouth tasted like rancid milk. His neck felt 
numb. I’m truly a mass of symptoms, he told himself. I’m a 
neurasthenic woman. I’ll wake up paralyzed on my left side. I need 
a day by the sea. He rummaged through his trunk for a lighter suit. 
In the morning, before the sewer vapors hit the sidewalks once 
again, he took a ferry to Coney Island. Of course increasingly, as we 
know now, he kept these anxieties-- his own case study-- in separate 
leather notebooks, a psychiatric form of double book-keeping.. 

As the boat chugged along, smoke from Manhattan 
evaporated into blue mist. Finally, the ferry anchored at Dreamland 
Pier (what someone called Old Iron Pier). A friendly gust of sea air 
greeted him, but the view made him wince, like architectural 
gastritis. A lunatic tower dominated, built like a hodgepodge-- 
vaguely Moorish on top, wedding-cake Venetian in the middle, a 
wigwam at the bottom. Clustered around it were buildings so 
tentative, so flimsy, they could have been built with egg shells; they 
were sketches in pasteboard. Then, toward the horizon, he saw 
streets that looked like the day after mardi gras, like a gigantic 
drunken operetta.  
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were sketches in pasteboard. Then, toward the horizon, he saw 
streets that looked like the day after mardi gras, like a gigantic 
drunken operetta.  

Luckily it was still early in the morning. Even the mist had 
not burned off yet. The main streets, Surf Avenue and the Bowery, 
looked sleepy. But then the turmoil began. Within an hour,  they 
were already jammed with confusion. Armies seemed to be 
scattering in retreat. Freud tried to hide on the beach, but after a 
few hours, decided to enter the “irresponsible gaiety.” He started 
taking notes in one of those leather journals that would remain 
hidden, even from many friends and admirers, for ninety years. 
 At the entrance to Luna Park, he noticed two monkeys on a 
chain, mother and child. The mother was baring her teeth and 
hissing, while a crowd poked at her little boy, some with umbrellas, 
canes, some with their index fingers. The monkey child’s 
movements utterly reminded him of children he had treated, a 
monkey Little Hans. If this were an infant, a shock this fierce would 
undoubtedly lead to phobic behavior. What if monkeys stored this 
shock in an early mental place, a primal sod? And what if this 
atavistic place survived, while the species evolved--  like gills or tail 
bones inside the fetus? It would lie hidden below more intricate 
formations. And yet, it would still operate as a mechanism, perhaps 
fainter in humans than monkeys; or even more convoluted, like 
folds on the brain. Surely there would be no therapeutic way to find 
a psychic spot so ancient.  

The monkey child under attack stared agonistically, almost 
christlike. Freud tried to interpret its sublunar gaze, but its eyes 
were a deep onyx. He managed to capture this thought in only a 
single sentence, beneath complaints about the boiled sausage he had 
just eaten. 
 There is reason to believe that Freud walked into 
Dreamland, the last and most bourgeois of the three amusement 
parks in Coney Island. To enter, one had to pass through 
“Creation,” a music-hall version of Genesis. Creation began at the 
mouth of a huge tunnel, featuring  the massive thighs and vagina of 
a plaster nude thirty feet high. Her breasts were larger than 
haystacks. She sparked at least two sentences. A phrase from one 
survives, in the recently uncovered Freud Ephemera: “… or do 
Americans prefer genitalia large enough to crush a man, or at least 
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ruin his hat?” As many scholars have noted since the Freud Ephemera 
turned up in London (1999), biblical fantasy was highly eroticized 
in Coney Island, or turned into a circus freak show, with little boys 
as mephistopheles selling bags of peanuts, and dwarves with their 
own freak town. 
 We are also reasonably certain that Freud went to Hell, not 
only the Hell Gate in Dreamland; but also Darkness and Dawn 
(with Hell as Darkness) in Luna Park. He enjoyed watching the 
Chicago Fire (with women jumping from flaming windows). 
Nearby, he claimed his hair was nearly singed when the riverboat 
Prairie Belle burst into flames along the Mississippi. He even 
yawned his way down “Stygian chambers,” to the River Styx; and 
saw the Flood at the Crack of Dawn.  

Hell Gate at Dreamland caught his attention most of all, 
particularly its shoddy construction, and miserable ventilation. The 
fires of the damned were made of crepe paper. The walls of Hell 
were papier maché. A reasonable Flood from God could have 
dissolved it all in five minutes. But the mood in Hell had a 
“strangeness and irresponsible gaiety” that Freud assumed was an 
American problem. Americans like cheerful torture, he decided. 
Fairy-tale rape Jung would probably call it (Jung would have a field 
day with all this).  “Americans will take a long trolley ride just to 
pretend to be buried alive. They think being molested by circus 
freaks is the most uncanny (unheimlich) thing of all.”  

 A pretty red-haired girl caught Freud’s eye, as she 
wandered into Hell Gate. A girl of twenty, she adjusted her new 
bonnet, posed cheerfully in the mirror. Suddenly, demons in cheap 
tights grabbed her. With a look of supreme boredom, they lifted 
her by her armpits. The more she kicked and cursed, the harder 
they laughed. Then they dumped her like a dead cat down a long 
trough. Her taffeta undergarment rustled while she skidded out of 
sight. Afterward, the demons turned and cackled mindlessly for the 
crowd. An exhausted, obviously gin-soaked Satan snickered his 
approval. This stale laughter was supposed to be infectious.  

Meanwhile, the young lady’s screams faded away. In like 
manner, her sliding body seemed to hit bottom. Freud heard a faint 
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