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A Small Jaunt Down King: Spaces, Places and Their Nons

Virginia Woolf used to love to walk around London.  She would leave herself behind, in her house, and then walk through the streets enjoying the way the city moves and breathes and lives.  How it flows from place to space, from moment to moment until she found herself back at her house willing and able to take herself back into her arms and just become again.  In this modern world we do this frequently, except we are far less aware of it.  We exit our little caves, and abodes, and burrows and leave to walk about town, but we are far more interested in the final destination.  It’s the what we tend to aim for: I’m going to this store, to that restaurant, to that church, to that gym, to that school, to that class, to that house, to that whatever.  The path is forgotten, and the places, both real and non, are forgotten.


I walk, I walk to a subway station.  There are a few ways to distinguish it, it’s size, it’s name, St. Andrew Subway station.  There’s also a church there, St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church which was founded in 1830.  The presence of the past in the present that supercedes it but still lays claim to it.
  I’m sure they didn’t assume that God and transit would be linked since 1963, or that people would make connections linking the church to the subway station rather than the subway station to the church.  It just goes to show that it is what the person experiences first that matters, history be damned at times.
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So I want to write about me walking to this non-place, Saint Andrew Subway station.  I start at my home, my place.  Filled with all different sorts of personal detritus, my clothes, my backpack, my books, my family.  It is all related to me, they make up my identity, they are my history and my future all in the same piece of debris.
  I gather my things: a backpack, a pair of running shoes, a metropass, some books and myself.  I exit my room and I sense myself slipping away.  It’s not the direct slipping away that Virginia Woolf must have felt when she left her house, it’s far slower than that.  There is one layer that falls off when you step outside the first door to my apartment.  Another when I get to the second door, that one that leads to the stairwell.  Every single step of the way something sheds off of me until I take that final step outside and find myself a simple pedestrian.


As a pedestrian I begin in a non-place.  Really, the whole idea of a street, or road, or avenue, or boulevard, or the various things these sections of asphalt are called, is a series of non-places.  They are layered, there are the road way themselves, but they are separated into the shared non-place of the streetcars and the cars.  Small slats of metal imbedded within the asphalt that show where the streetcars can go.  Then comes the straight road, where only the cars are supposed to go.  Then comes the place where all the cars go to rest when people need to get out of them.  Three different layers of road for three different occasions.  Then comes the sidewalk, where the pedestrians go to walk.  They form another layer of non-place, another section of sameness that flows from one moment to the next, from one footstep to the next.  It’s all one non-place though, a dense network of means of transport – rail, wheel and foot – which are also inhabited spaces – by streetcar, car and pedestrian.


It is bordered by another mingling of place and non-place, the stores that line up against the sides of the roads.  Each with their own lit up signs that try to tell you what’s going on inside without actually having have you enter.  Which is weird because they all want you inside, spending money, but in order to do that they have put road signs that make their secret beauties explicit.
  It’s much like a bank loan in that respect, they have to entice you to the point where you feel that you’ve shopped there in order to get you to walk into the store and buy things.


I make my way, there is nothing to see here but small restaurants and large business chains.
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There is a second leg to this journey, quite possibly a third and a fourth leg to this as well.  This one occurs between Bathurst Street and Spadina Avenue.  There’s no real rhyme or reason as to why they have those names, they may mean something to someone else but to me, as I walk by, they are nothing but arbitrary.  There is nothing particularly special on this section of the trip.  Just the same experience that you get as a pedestrian on the road, no more and no less.  Distanced from all the worries and problems of the day before and the day to come I walk in this area, only a pedestrian.
  Though, there is one interesting spot on this part of my walk.  There is a mini retailer on King between Bathurst and Spadina.  A place that sells cars, small cars designed to fit in the non-places within cities, has an open window beckoning pedestrians to change their method of transportation.  Move to a different non-place when traveling through the city.  It’s interesting, but expensive so I move on.
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The third and final leg of this trip takes me from Spadina to University.  Here is a shift in the non-places that line the sides of the roads.  Before it was shopping places and businesses that didn’t always need you to walk in for them to be successful.   Some manage by just looks alone, impressing me as I walk by.  On this section of King has two types of place, the restaurant.  Each restaurant is imbued with the desire to be fulfilled as a place, wishing that the people who come in relate to the local, be a part of the history and the identity of the place.
  The second is the theatre, or many theatres.   You pass them as you walk, the lights and the signs and the posters all trying to get you to come in and experience the theatre, as well as the performance.  I want to walk in, I love the theatre, but I have a mission.  A goal, and as any good non-placed pedestrian I’m focused far more on where I’m going than what’s surrounding me, besides I get pleasure from the belief that seeing the posters is like seeing the play.  Besides, I don’t have the money to do that, or the time.  Mixed in this are parking lots, non-places where instruments of non-places go to wait that isn’t on the side of the road.  Interesting to note is that stopping in a non-place requires some kind of payment.  Things like parking lots and parking meters and signs that say for customers only.  Passing through means nothing except that stopping is not an option.


I make it to the subway station, it’s a small entrance into the ground, Aneid making his way down to get information.  Hopefully I don’t run into a Dido, I don’t think I could take it.  There’s been enough non-stuff for me on this trip.  Or maybe it’s a Sir Guyon, dealing with the cave of Mammon.  Traveling through hell on an invitation and ending up on the other side.  

Standing next to the entrance is that church, the one that shares its name with the subway stop.  A little piece of heaven underground and God looking out for those who go under it seeking knowledge, or travel.

� I don’t have the full MLA information, but that’s from Augé’s “From Places to Non-Places” page 73.


� Augé, “From Places to Non-Places,” 77.


� Augé, “From Places to Non-Places,” 78.


� Augé, “From Places to Non-Places,” 97.


� Augé, “From Place to Non Place,” 103.


� Augé, “From Places to Non-Places,” 77.





