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1 Simultaneous Perception

Just walking through the vast main concourse of Grand Central
Terminal, in New York—something that over half a million peo-
ple do every working day—almost always triggers in me a spon-
taneous and quiet change in perception. It alters what 1 know
about my surroundings and about whatever is going on around
me, and at the same time modifies my sense of what all these
things mean to me. The change—one that is reasonably well
known to all of us, or is at least lodged somewhere in our mem-
ories—lets me gently refocus my attention and allows a more
general awareness of a great many different things at once:
sights, sounds, smells, and sensations of touch and balance, as
well as thoughts and feelings. When this general kind of aware-
ness occurs, I feel relaxed and alert at the same time. In addi-
tion, I notice a sort of unhurried feeling—a feeling that there’s
time enough to savor all the sights and sounds and other sensa-
tions coming in.

Our habitual style of thinking, it is often said, is a stream of
consciousness pouring and pushing its way through the present;
but this feeling, which I call simultaneous perception, seems
calmer, more like a clear, deep, reflective lake. Both the pin-
point focus of ordinary perception, which lets us shut ourselves
off from our surroundings, and the broad-band focus of simul-
taneous perception, which keeps us linked to our surroundings,
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are inherited skills built into each of us. People sometimes get
so good at blotting out the sights and sounds and smells around
them that simultaneous perception, when it resurfaces, can catch
them by surprise. But because this ability is always in operation,
it’s constantly available. And whenever we summon it, it’s richly
informative. Simultaneous perception helps us experience our
surroundings and our reactions to them, and not just our own
thoughts and desires.

The main concourse of Grand Central—an enormous room,
with fourteen entrances—is only one part of an intricate struc-
ture that was opened to the public in February of 1913 and is
justly famous as a crossroads, a noble building, an essential part
of midtown Manhattan, and an ingenious piece of engineering
that can handle large numbers of trains, cars, and people at
once. You can buy a ticket and get train information in the con-
course—and these days you can also buy a flower or a drink or
a meal—but the main purpose of the room is to move people
through it. It was designed to handle huge crowds and to impress
people with the immensity and the dignity of enclosed public
places in a modern city. From the accounts left by its builders,
however, it was not designed to provide the experience actually
available there today. That experience is one of the unplanned
treasures of New York.

The concourse is 470 feet long and 160 feet wide, and it is
150 feet—fifteen stories, perhaps—from the floor to the peak of
the vaulted ceiling. The room has arched windows 33 feet wide
and 60 feet high, which are deep enough to have corridors run-
ning through them—a series of walkways built between the outer
glass and the inner glass in each window—and it has constella-
tions painted on the ceiling, with sixty of the stars really glow-
ing, because they are small light bulbs. A balcony 30 feet wide
and 20 feet above the floor runs along every wall except the
south one. From the west balcony a marble staircase pours down
and then divides in two t0 flow around steps that lead from the

S TN AT copsa T

¥
&

5 Simultaneous Perception

concourse to a lower concourse for suburban trains. The main
concourse is bigger than the nave of Notre Dame, and it is some-
times called awe-inspiring Or referred to as an American cathe-
dral, but the experience it offers has to do with day-to-day urban
living: It’s a sort of introductory course (or, for old-timers, a
refresher course) in how to join the choreography of New York
City.

The experience of the concourse seems to have changed very
little in the last seventy-seven ycars. At least, what I find there
now is substantially true to the continuing experience I found
there forty-three years ago, when I was six and a newcomer t0
the city. Two major attention-grabbing additions to this huge
room since the late 1940s—a big illuminated clock and stock
ticker on the south wall and an oversize illuminated Kodak pho-
tograph on the east wall—have recently been removed, and the
gigantic windows have been washed. These days, though, there
are much sadder sights in the concourse than there used to be:
In the mid-1980s, Grand Central became a principal hangout for
large numbers of homeless people, as well as for some of those
who prey on the homeless.

One recent weekday afternoon around three-thirty, 1 entered
the concourse from the east, through one of the two long, nearly
straight passageways that lead in from Lexington Avenue. I came
out of the East Side IRT subway into the more southerly of the
two straightaways and immediately found myself part of a stream
of people, four and five abreast, all of them looking straight
ahead and moving at a fast New York clip toward the concourse
along the right-hand side of a tunnel only twice the width of the
stream itself. Toward me along the left-hand side of the corri-
dor—which is well lighted, has a low white ceiling and a beige
marble floor, and is lined with convenience stores—came a sec-
ond stream of people, just as wide, and moving at the same
speed and with the same look. Though I could hear my own
footsteps, nearby footfalls and normal tones of voice registered
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EXPERIENCING CITIES 26

cles in my ankles were telling me I was off balance. The sen-
sation was as if gravity had shifted slightly to one side. All
around, tables and chairs and overarching bamboo plants invited
people to stay, but the floor seemed to say, ‘‘Keep moving!™

Small, unnoticed changes in level play a larger organizing role
in our activities than we suspect: In Manhattan, the right-angle
street grid, which keeps people’s eyes focused straight ahead,
and the uniform paving of streets and sidewalks, together with
the solid blocks of buildings on both sides, tend to keep New York-
ers from noticing the natural contours—or what’s left of the natural
contours—beneath their feet. The nineteenth-century Manhattan
developers who covered midtown fields and meadows with
brownstones did such a good job of lopping off the tops of hills
and filling in valleys that a hundred years or so later, as Christo-
pher Gray, a New York historian and preservationist, has pointed
out, no one really knows what the original topography was.

Descriptive names still exist—Murray Hill, Lenox Hill, Car-
negie Hill, Mount Morris—but we don’t often associate them
with climbing or descending. Nevertheless, almost every block
has some rise or dip to it, and these hints of elevation do help
people define certain districts. The upper part of Fifth Avenue
as a shopping street, for instance, stretches from Forty-second
Street to Central Park, but the part of this expanse that people
tend to identify in their minds as the historic heart of this district
runs uptown from about Forty-sixth. If you look up the avenue
from Forty-second Street, say, you can se¢ that Forty-sixth is at
the bottom of a small hill that has St. Patrick’s Cathedral, at
Fiftieth Street, on its crest. The hill seems to have a certain
holding power, even today.

Because people can get many kinds of messages from each
place they encounter, any building or piece of land used or seen
by more than one person has a public-use component that always
needs to be managed in ways that take simultaneous perception
into account.

7 Connectedness

Simultaneous perception takes on another aspect when it be-
comes conscious. Some places, like Grand Central, seem to help
us become aware of our own experiencing. How do they do this?
Normal waking consciousness and our sense of separateness
from the world protect us from harm by allowing us to focus
instantly on any source of danger. And we’re alerted to sources
of danger by sudden and rapid movement or loud noises or strong
smells. So for simultaneous perception to emerge, we need a
place that seems safe, where the information presented to each
sense is complex but not overpowering. If louder signals appear,
they will tend to drive simultaneous perception underground.
That is why we lose touch with it when we leave Grand Central
and walk over to Fifth Avenue.

Grand Central not only is easy to experience but also offers a
special kind of experience—one that seems to amplify our per-
ceptive reach, allowing us to notice aspects of our mental activ-
ity that are normally veiled. Of all the ideas that may form part
of a late-twentieth-century understanding of simultaneous per-
ception, this one is probably the most startling—that particular
places around us, if we're wide open to perceive them, can
sometimes give us a mental lift. It’s one thing to find out that a
railroad station could be converted into a school and another
thing to realize that a mere room can function as a teacher.




