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Many Odes to NYC, in One Giant Book

Poet Kenneth Goldsmith's new book, ‘Capital: New York, Capital of the 20th Century," is a
collection of musings from other writers

Experimental poet Kenneth Goldsmith inside Eisenberg's, a sandwich shop in New York City where he worked on his new
book. PHOTO: MARK ABRAMSON FOR THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

By ANDY BATTAGLIA
Updated Nov. 24, 2015 8:11 p.m. ET

Ordering up lunch at Eisenberg’s, a teeming sandwich shop on Fifth Avenue since 1929,
the writer Kenneth Goldsmith went with his usual: pastrami on rye, pickles, egg cream
and—his favorite part—a side of New York sass.

“The food is old-school,” Mr. Goldsmith said of one of his favorite spots, “and the
attitude is awesome.”

An experimental poet best known for works that collage or compile words from other
sources, Mr. Goldsmith frequented Eisenberg’s while toiling on his new New York
masterwork: “Capital: New York, Capital of the 20th Century,” a 900-page compendium
of musings on Manhattan by other writers culled from thousands of sources.
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The kaleidoscopic assemblage samples renowned city chroniclers such as E.B. White,
Joan Didion and Gay Talese, as well as others including Andy Warhol, Spike Lee, Jack
Kerouac, John Ashbery, Saul Bellow, Rem Koolhaas and Candace Bushnell.

To pull it all
together, he sat in

‘New York was always better before you got here, always.’ libraries for 10
years reading as
—Kenneth Goldsmith .
much city lore as he
could. Then he

would take batches

of quotations to Eisenberg’s to edit and arrange by theme.

“I would sit in the back, order a mediocre cup of coffee and they would let me stay for
hours,” said the author. “I needed to be some place that felt like New York.”

The spirit of a city constantly wrestled with and romanticized all out of proportion
suffuses “Capital.” It opens with Woody Allen’s opening soliloquy from his film
“Manhattan” and goes on to cite snippets of novels, poems, newspaper articles,
government documents, emails and more.

Among the many offerings are evocations of living, breathing street life and oddities
including a swimming pool in an old location of Madison Square Garden in 1921, an ill-
fated ’70s-era candy named Ayds and a report of a man spotted fishing out his high-rise
window for eels.

“There are so many history books about New York City, so I thought, “Why would I want
to do that again?’” Mr. Goldsmith said of his assemblage-intensive method, which was
inspired by Walter Benjamin’s fragmentary Paris study “The Arcades Project.” That
book, he said, serves as a chronicle of a city that is “an anti-history, with all the negative
spaces where history is.”

To that end, “Capital” was compiled with an eye for seemingly minor details as well as
broad-stroke events. Sections in the book fall under prosaic titles including “Crowds,”
“Nature,” “Sex,” “Sound” and “Smell,” as well as poetic ones such as “Loneliness,”
“Light,” “Air” and “Apocalypse.” The book’s fragmentary nature invites random
visitation, with digestible finds on any page.

“My favorite book growing up was ‘The Guinness Book of World Records,” ” Mr.
Goldsmith said. “I liked the idea that you could pick it up, drop into it and your mind
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