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Chapter I:

The Message of the Moving Sidewalks


1988; early  April, the month that will always belong to Paris. 6 PM: the peak of the  rush hour. Swirling impetuously,  as vortexing bath waters will (in the Northern Hemisphere ) churn clockwise down a drain, the crowds descended into all the Metro orifices  around the Place du Chatelet. In its central plaza, midst more impetuously swirling vortices of traffic, squat four angry Sphinxes. Above them and just below the monument to Napoleon's cloud-capped victories which they carry on their backs , stands  a plaque informing us that these harnessed beasts are situated at the geographical center of 13th century Paris. It was at this very place that barbarous executions of Templars were performed, in full view of hoards of spectators dropping like flies  from the Black Plague.


Today Chatelet is a domain of elegance and arena for the performing arts. Parks, theaters and concert halls, restaurants and cafes abound in all  the adjoining streets. Below the complex web of vehicular traffic,  ( previously described as impetuously swirling ),  sprawled over several descending levels like the cars of a derailed train, lies a speliologist's paradise of caves,  caverns, corridors, gloomy passageways, tenacious odors, mysterious branchings, street musicians, pickpockets , fiends and beggars, witless advertising and existentialist philosophers: an uncharted Cour des Miracles   of vast dimensions: Nowadays, station Chatelet   amalgamates several  branches of two independent  Metro systems in tentacular stratigraphy.


Herein the French have  accomplished a miracle of modern engineering, par for the course  from the nation that razed the Bastille, raised the Eiffel Tower, rectified the Transit of Venus, reaffirmed  existence through doubt, and restored the Pantheon.  In the preceding decades a new subway system had been immersed totally  within the musculature of the old. Called the  Reseau Express Regional   ( RER ) , it  brings the suburbs into the downtown in a matter of  minutes. What hope, indeed, can there be for a civilization that enables  its Third World street cleaners to leap, in only a few stops,  from the boiling hovels of Belleville to the crusty villas of the snobs of Neuilly?


Even as  the RER was assuming its present shape, Les Halles , the picturesque  "entrails of Paris", was being demolished. Its replacement is  a most modern atrocity, a miscarriaged miscegenation of a  megashoppingmall , a citadel constructed from  the collective concatenation of  random bulbous extrusions like the bumps on the head of a man who has fallen off the Butte Montmartre, architectural  tribute to the wake of confusion inexorably engendered by greed.


The official name for this sleazy Bedlam is the Forum Des Halles  : though one cannot doubt that  its architects worked through long nights to make it certain that it would not contain as much as a single square meter of space where any discussion, debate or dialogue, educational , religious,  political or otherwise, could even be imagined.



Beneath this duplicitous "Forum"  lies yet another  Metro complex pasting together the earlier station, Metro Les Halles  ,   with the RER . Together Chatelet  and Les Halles   are multiply- connected through capillaries, viaducts and tubercles over a superficie   of perhaps a square kilometer, to produce a monster of chaos seething with humanity as foam will settle on the lips of a hydrophobic bat, and that most horribly during rush hours.


One enters these corridors to experience the despair written above the entranceway to Dante's Inferno. Wily Parisians know that it often takes them more time to reach and climb aboard the train they seek than it will to reach their destination. They  have learned through hard experience that even their eventual return into the light of day is hedged about with diresome uncertainties . In the shifting landscape there are many things to arouse anxiety. Sinister beings lurk  in the darkness cast by long shadows, behind the pillars and the advertising and in the shops: criminals, spies, left-wing radicals, right-wing fanatics , and the ever omnipresent police.


Rigorous crowd control is exercised by a variety of means. Unvarying and  obnoxious music, and monotonous imagery issuing  from long rows of  TV monitors make passengers eager to get out of there at the first opportunity;  subliminal messages may also be implanted in them that incite the crowds to keep moving. In addition, the  Metros of this district retain a lingering ambiance of rotten eggs. It speeds  people up, those persons in particular who otherwise might wish to hang out for much of the day. Everything possible has been done to insure the prevention of the breakdown of law and order in this city of ten thousand subterfuges, a million stratagems and several quadrillion centimes.


Linking the ganglia  of the Chatelet/ Les Halles   network are sets of moving rubber sidewalks  , known in French as  trottoirs roulants  . These horizontal escalators  cart the  multitudes  through  long, garish and gloomy tunnels.   The longer of the two sets at this location  consists of a group of four  belts linking the RER station at Les Halles  with the ancient Mairie des Lilas   line at Chatelet. Two of them move in a direction which,  for the sake of convenience, one can label "forward", the other two moving in the reverse direction. The belts  extend the length of a city block , sloping downwards at the middle,  flattening out near the entrance to Les Halles. Along the walls one finds a  novel distraction:  40 or more huge advertising posters, all of them identical. Concrete aisles on  either side have been installed  designed for people  persons who don't wish for any incremental assistance to their innately generated momentum. Whenever the machinery  breaks down these are of course filled to overflowing.

