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IN VIKRAM SETH’S “THE GOLDEN GATE”
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1. THE CITY, THE FLANEUR, AND THE READER

A flaneur is the one who wanders and observes the different incidents of the city, the hustle and
bustle of the crowd, and the juxtaposition of the colors and greyness of the metropolitan
surroundings. The reader is the one who reads the texts and tries to form meaning out of it.
According to Roland Barthes, the reader becomes the writer of the text, as there is no such thing as
an autocratic author. The text comes alive through the readers' intervention. Similarly, all people are
nothing but readers, reading reality and the outer world. Vikram Seth’s “The Golden Gate” (1986) is
a verse novel that explores the problems and emotional suffering of metropolitan city dwellers. This
essay seeks to portray how the city (California) becomes the mindscape for the varied relationships
among the dwellers and how the readers become the flaneurs.

2. URBAN LIFE AND METROPOLITAN ALIENATION IN THE GOLDEN GATE

Vikram Seth’s “The Golden Gate” reflects the typical capitalist urban life of California, along with
its broad spectrum of modern lifestyles and value systems. Metropolitan individuals are prone to
becoming ambitious, lonely, success-driven, and competitive. They somehow fail to maintain the
human relationships with their fellow beings. John, the protagonist, is the city flaneur who wanders
through the streets of California and its surrounding ambiance in search of companionship. Through
John's eyes, readers of this verse novel ‘see’ the multilayered, interconnected perspectives of
different living souls and how everyone feels suffocated, skeptical, and disconnected by the lack of
proper communication and the outburst of memories of bygone days. The novel is a journey of
bodies seeking refuge from one person to another, the displacement of hearts and at the same time, it
is the travelogue of experiences. All the characters in the verse novel receive sensory impressions
from their outside world and try to unearth the horizon of California's cityscape. Thus, all the
characters become both gazers and readers.

3. THE CITY AS MINDSCAPE AND LIVING ENTITY

Here, the city becomes both a mental construct and a physical entity. The notion of the city John has
in mind differs from the ideas nurtured by Liz and Jane. Thus, the city becomes a living soul that
seeks to shelter its children. Vikram Seth’s way of seeing the city is put into the minds and mouths of
the characters; they see and perceive and then mould it according to their ways. Lastly, the readers of
the verse novel read it. Therefore, different readers read the city differently and the different readings
of the city create different tenets and structures of metanarratives that are supposed to be the trait of a
postmodernist fiction. The combination of verse style with the temperament of the novel acts as a
catalyst to shed light on the paradoxes, ambiguities and ambivalences predominant in the modern
city.

4. GENDERED SPACE AND EMOTIONAL PARADOXES OF THE CITY

The city is supposed to be a cold, sarcastic, masculine, and gendered space if the lofty buildings,
skyscrapers, are presumed to be the epitomes of male genitals. Therefore, the masculine city is also
seeking socially and culturally defined feminine sensibilities, such as love, warmth, friendship, and
shoulders to cry on. Seth’s verse novel starts with John’s story, then goes on to capture the upheavals
of loss, betrayal, and reconciliation, as well as the rearrangement of bonds with Liz, Janet, and
others.
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5. JOHN AS THE FLANEUR: SEARCH FOR LOVE AND ESCAPE

John, the protagonist of the verse novel, is looking for love and his perfect match. The more he tries
to build up his relationships with his friends, girlfriends, colleagues and people, the more he becomes
strangled and starts drowning into the void of nothingness, meaninglessness and abyss. He meets the
tragic ends or failures. To survive in this rat race, he looks for an escape. He starts going to the bars
in order to forget the harsh pangs of metropolitan reality where everyone is running after money and
fame. Everyone is alone. Most of them become sufferers of modern life. The constant conflict
between the individual and society, along with irony and meaning, prevails throughout the verse
novel. Simultaneously, it shows how city ruptures human attachments and forms various sorts of
crisis in life.

6. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: THE CONCEPT OF THE FLANEUR

The Flaneur is a figure that has emerged within a particular European setting. Later, it is used by
Charles Baudelaire, Walter Benjamin and others. This figure captures the movements and mobility
of the city along with its dwellers. Baudelaire, in his 1946 salon, compared the flaneur with the artist
who documents the city's events with their artistic sensibilities. This figure is associated with
idleness but the irony is that he records the hurriedness of the city along with its paradoxes and
ironies. The idea of recording the city loosely resembles the notion of Joseph Addison’s “The
Spectator”

7. BAUDELAIRE’S FLANEUR AND MODERNITY

Charles Baudelaire in his “The Painter of Modern Life” (1863) has elusively described the poetic
nature of the flaneur by saying “The crowd is his domain, just as the air is the bird’s and water that of
the fish. His passion and his profession is to merge with the crowd. For the perfect idler, for the
passionate observer, it becomes an immense source of enjoyment to establish his dwelling in the
throng, in the ebb and flow, the bustle, the fleeting and the infinite. To be away from and yet to feel
at home anywhere; to see the world, to be at the very centre of the world, and yet to be unseen of the
world, such are some of the minor pleasures of those independent, intense and impartial spirits, who
do not lend themselves easily to linguistic definitions. The observer is a prince enjoying his incognito
wherever he goes.” (Baudelaire 4)

According to him, Flaneur is the symbol of modernity, the man of the crowd of 19™ C, travelling
through the streets as a distant observer. Flaneur reads the city as his text and he becomes a reader.
Flaneur means stroller, lounger and a saunter.

8. READER, TEXT, AND POST-STRUCTURALIST PERSPECTIVES

In addition, the reader is usually the one who reads. Without the existence of the reader, no work of
art can survive. It is the reader who enlivens the work and produces meaning out of it. Post-
Structuralism, the socio-cultural-philosophical movement, tries to break away from the rigid,
structured, pre-existing meanings and conventions prevalent in the world. Roland Barthes is one of
the primary figures of this philosophical movement. He celebrates the emergence of the reader at the
cost of the author's authoritative ethos. On the other hand, Reader response theory puts a stress on the
readers’ positions and their art of ‘seeing’ and ‘reading’ the texts.

9. POSTCOLONIAL GAZE AND CULTURAL TRANSNATIONALISM

Thus, the act of reading by the readers creates the garlands of interpretations and connotations. The
reader is also shaped and influenced by his/her socio-cultural background. A postcolonial reader
usually reads a text written by the colonial masters from their counter- colonial perspectives. Here,
Vikram Seth is an Indian writer and he uses his ‘Indian Gaze’ to describe the surroundings of a
foreign country. Seth has tried to follow the ethos of ‘writes back’ (post-colonial writing) to the
established mode of the travel narrative. Due to the juxtaposition of different sentiments, images and
techniques, this work excels the boundaries of space, time and readership and creates a global,
transnational and multicultural atmosphere in it.
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10. SYMBOLISM OF THE TITLE: THE GOLDEN GATE

Moreover, the title is highly metaphorical. The Golden Gate is generally situated at San Francisco.
But, the ‘gate’ stands for a division between two areas as well as an ‘entrance’ to somewhere else.
The gate also acts as an entrance to the mind of the characters. Thus, the verse novel very minutely
tries to make a bridge between two cultures and nations.

11. NARRATIVE TECHNIQUE AND POETIC REPRESENTATION OF THE CITY

All the characters in this verse novel express their experiences as fully as they can. If the city is
imagined as a text, the readers read the city (text) and become the flaneur. Therefore, Seth’s vision of
the city is not the ultimate one but a way to formulate the city's aroma as an organic whole in readers'
minds. Seth has described the city as follows:

Patron of your beloved city,

O San Francisco, saint of love,
Co-sufferer in searing pity

Of all our grief’s, whom from above
Birds would alight on, singing, feeding
Within your hands...

(Seth 281)

The third-person narration of this verse novel is simple, conversational, as if all the happenings are
being reduced to words and statements. The description “The night John heard that Jan was dying,
/trembling, and dazed with grief, he drove/to the hospital where she was lying, sunk in a coma” (Seth
284) brings forth the impression of the incident through the poet’s eyes. “The Golden Gate” is a
cauldron of love, loss, memories, epiphanies and regrets- “The unforgiving realization/ of his own
now love now pierced his heart/ so savagely and wrenched apart/ his spirit with such desperation/ he
felt he never would regain/the fervor to outlive this pain.” (Seth 285)

The narrator captures John’s deep remorse in these lines: “It seemed to him that to forget/ her for a
minute, for an hour/to be without her, was a fate / more painful than this pain- a state, / besides, so
much beyond his power, / the thought seemed as dismissive of / his sanity, as of his love.” (Seth
286) Gradually, the city becomes a womb of lost memories when the narrator says- “By day the city
shines, and nightly/ glows with the stars. A month goes by/The crescent moon, slimly and whitely, /
rests in the lenient evening sky. / In Golden Gate Park, John is walking. Near him, he hears a couple
talking.” (Seth 288)

The crude reality of city life is vigorously depicted in the description of her death. The writer/poet
furnishes it with the word “alone.” John is left with her memory only “What did not last/ in life has
now possessed him wholly/ Nothing can mitigate the past.” (Seth 305)

12. CHARACTERIZATION, SOCIAL CRISIS, AND CULTURAL LIFE

John Brown is a computer executive in Silicon Valley. He has everything but he is lonely. His acute
alienation has been reflected through these lines- “I am young, employed, healthy, ambitious, sound,
solvent, self-made, self- possessed. But all my symptoms are pernicious. The Dow-Jones of my
heart’s depressed. The sunflower of my youth is wilting. The tower of my dreams is tilting. The
Zoom lens on my Zest is out of focus. The drama of my life’s absurd. What is the root of my
neurosis? | jog, eat brewer’s yeast each day, and yet I feel life slip away. I wait your sapient
diagnosis. I die! I faint! I fail! I sink!” (Seth 12) In reply to his words, his friend Jan says “You need
a lover, John, I think.” (Seth 12)

Apart from his loneliness, the poet also comments on the absurdity and dilemma of the American
society which is run by money, fetishized materials and the strains of capitalism. In Edward Albee’s
“The Zoo Story,” the characters are also suffering from the same kind of crisis that leads to Peter’s
suicide. While Liz is a lawyer; Janet has some artistic sensibilities and is an architect. On the other
hand, homosexuality, divorce and marital problems are poignantly depicted to show how the children
are affected by the separation of their parents in this modern city life. Elizabeth Dorati is a former
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Stanford Law School attorney. Her cat is Charlemagne. Phil is John’s old school friend. He was
married to Claire. Here, all the characters are building their relationships and trying to restore or
mend their intricate bonds with each other, which are under threat from metropolitan superficiality.
In the verse novel, the poet observes the flora, fauna of San Francisco and the readers are attempting
to feel the essence of it. This verse novel is based on Pushkin’s “Eugene Onegin.” In the chapter
five, the poet pays tribute to the source “(This homage merely pays a tithe of what in joy and
inspiration it gave me once and does not cease to give me) - Pushkin’s masterpiece In Johnson’s
luminous translation: Eugene Onegin- like Champagne its effervescence stirs my brain.” (Seth100)
He also uses the word ‘Reader’ in this chapter in order to make a distinction between his own
observation through the gazes of his characters and the readers’ approach towards it. Needless to say,
the bohemian hippie culture of American city life is also captured in this work. Therefore, the readers
also get to know the lifestyle of this high modern society and somehow create the semblance of this
city in their mind. Thus, the city becomes a mindscape, a mental construct as well as a physical
space.

13. CONCLUSION: CITY, FLANEUR, AND THE READING MIND

The flaneur stares at the objects and subjects of the world, and takes an impression on his mind.
Thus, the city transforms itself into a conglomeration of multiple possibilities and paints an
oxymoronic place of symphonies and cacophonies, words and silences, love and hatred, money and
moral ethics, desire and estrangement, scientific gadgets and old conventional way of letter writing,
cosmopolitan globalization and solitude, rock music and sublime poetry. Consequently, the list
becomes endless. That's why, all the characters become the readers and the readers become the
flaneurs. The city takes the shape of different characters according to the behaviours and mind of the
dwellers and the city itself becomes the mind of the beings.
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