
EXPLORE HANDOUT: THE AMBULATORY EXPERIENCE 
 
Valeria Luiselli, Sidewalks: ‘Apologists for walking have elevated ambulation to the height of an 
activity with literary overtones.. the leisurely stroll has been conceived as the poetics of thought.’ 
[But the ability to] ‘walk around deep in thought… has little relevance to the inhabitants of most 
cities nowadays’. ‘[It is] the cyclist, on the other hand [who] is sufficiently invisible to achieve what 
the pedestrian cannot: travelling in solitude and abandoning himself to the sweet flow of his 
thoughts’. 

 
1.The City: William Blake, London  
I wander thro' each charter'd street,  
Near where the charter'd Thames does flow.  
And mark in every face I meet  
Marks of weakness, marks of woe.  
 
In every cry of every Man,  
In every Infants cry of fear,  
In every voice: in every ban,  
The mind-forg'd manacles I hear  
 
How the Chimney-sweepers cry  
Every blackning Church appalls,  
And the hapless Soldiers sigh  
Runs in blood down Palace walls  
 
But most thro' midnight streets I hear  
How the youthful Harlots curse  
Blasts the new-born Infants tear  
And blights with plagues the Marriage hearse  
 
Dickens, Little Dorrit, ch XIV 
... So diminutive she looked, so fragile and defenceless against the bleak damp weather, flitting 
along in the shuffling shadow of her charge, that he felt, in his compassion, and in his habit of 
considering her a child apart from the rest of the rough world, as if he would have been glad to 
take her up in his arms and carry her to her journey's end 

In course of time she came into the leading thoroughfare where the Marshalsea was, and then 
he saw them slacken their pace, and soon turn down a by-street. He stopped, felt that he had no 
right to go further, and slowly left them. He had no suspicion that they ran any risk of being 
houseless until morning; had no idea of the truth until long, long afterwards. 
      But, said Little Dorrit, when they stopped at a poor dwelling all in darkness, and heard no 
sound on listening at the door, 'Now, this is a good lodging for you, Maggy, and we must not give 
offence. Consequently, we will only knock twice, and not very loud; and if we cannot wake them 
so, we must walk about till day.'   Once, Little Dorrit knocked with a careful hand, and listened. 
Twice, Little Dorrit knocked with a careful hand, and listened. All was close and still. 'Maggy, we 
must do the best we can, my dear. We must be patient, and wait for day.' 
      It was a chill dark night, with a damp wind blowing, when they came out into the leading street 
again, and heard the clocks strike half-past one. 'In only five hours and a half,' said Little Dorrit, 
'we shall be able to go home.' To speak of home, and to go and look at it, it being so near, was 
a natural sequence. They went to the closed gate, and peeped through into the court-yard.  'I 
hope he is sound asleep,' said Little Dorrit, kissing one of the bars, 'and does not miss me.' 
      The gate was so familiar, and so like a companion, that they put down Maggy's basket in a 
corner to serve for a seat, and keeping close together, rested there for some time. While the 
street was empty and silent, Little Dorrit was not afraid; but when she heard a footstep at a 
distance, or saw a moving shadow among the streetlamps, she was startled, and whispered, 
Maggy, I see someone. Come away!' Maggy would then wake up more or less fretfully, and they 



would wander about a little, and come back again…  And thus she sat at the gate, as it were 
alone; looking up at the stars, and seeing the clouds pass over them in their wild flight--which 
was the dance at LittleDorrit's party. 
      Maggy was querulous again, and wanted to get up and walk. Three o'clock, and half-past 
three, and they had passed over London Bridge. They had heard the rush of the tide against 
obstacles; and looked down, awed, through the dark vapour on the river; had seen 
little spots of lighted water where the bridge lamps were reflected, shining like demon eyes, with 
a terrible fascination in them for guilt and misery. They had shrunk past homeless people, lying 
coiled up in nooks. They had run from drunkards. They had started from slinking men, whistling 
and signing to one another at bye corners, or running away at full speed. Though everywhere the 
leader and the guide, Little Dorrit, happy for once in her youthful appearance, feigned to cling to 
and rely upon Maggy. And more than once some voice, from among a knot of brawling or prowling 
figures in their path, had called out to the rest to 'let the woman and the child go by!' [they meet 
a prostitute] 
      No day yet in the sky, but there was day in the resounding stones of the streets; in the 
waggons, carts, and coaches; in the workers going to various occupations; in the opening of early 
shops; in the traffic at markets; in the stir of the riverside. There was coming 
day in the flaring lights, with a feebler colour in them than they would have had at another time; 
coming day in the increased sharpness of the air, and the ghastly dying of the night. 
      They went back again to the gate, intending to wait there now until it should be opened; but 
the air was so raw and cold that Little Dorrit, leading Maggy about in her sleep, kept in motion. 
Going round by the Church, she saw lights there, and the door open; and 
went up the steps and looked in. [the verger lets them sleep with the burial volume as a pillow]. 
      This was Little Dorrit's party. The shame, desertion, wretchedness, and exposure of the great 
capital; the wet, the cold, the slow hours, and the swift clouds of the dismal night. This was the 
party from which Little Dorrit went home, jaded, in the first grey mist of a rainy morning. 
 
[End of the novel] 

 They paused for a moment on the steps of the portico, looking at the fresh perspective of 
the street in the autumn morning sun's bright rays, and then went down. Went down into a 
modest life of usefulness and happiness. Went down to give a mother's care, in the fulness 
of time, to Fanny's neglected children no less than to their own, and to leave that lady going 
into Society for ever and a day. Went down to give a tender nurse and friend to Tip for some 
few years, who was never vexed by the great exactions he made of her in return for the 
riches he might have given her if he had ever had them, and who lovingly closed his eyes 
upon the Marshalsea and all its blighted fruits. They went quietly down into the roaring 
streets, inseparable and blessed; and as they passed along in sunshine and shade, the 
noisy and the eager, and the arrogant and the forward and the vain, fretted and chafed, and 
made their usual uproar. 
  

3.Alison Lurie, Foreign Affairs 
       The main problem is, he thinks, that visitors to a foreign country are allowed the full use 
of only two of their five senses. Sight is permitted – hence the term “sightseeing”. The sense 
of taste is also encouraged, and even takes on a weird, almost sexual importance: 
consumption of the native food and drink becomes a highly charged event, a proof that you 
were “really there”. 

But hearing in the full sense is blocked. Intelligible foreign sounds are limited to the 
voices of waiters, shopkeepers, professional guides, and hotel clerks – plus snatches of 
dubiously “native” music. Even in Britain… tourists do not recognize many of the noises they 
hear, and they speak most to functionaries. The sense of smell still operates; but it is likely 
to be baffled or disgusted by many foreign odours. Above all, the sense of touch is frustrated: 
visible or invisible Keep Off signs appear on almost everything and everyone.  Two 
senses aren’t enough for contact with the world.’ 

 



2. The country:  
‘A haven for walkers and wildlife’ – Lake District tourist advertising.  
 
Emily Bronte, ‘Often rebuked’ 
Often rebuked, yet always back returning 
 To those first feelings that were born with me, 
And leaving busy chase of wealth and learning 
For idle dreams of things which cannot be: 
 
To-day, I will seek not the shadowy region; 
 Its unsustaining vastness waxes drear; 
And visions rising, legion after legion, 
 Bring the unreal world too strangely near. 
 
I’ll walk, but not in old heroic traces, 
And not in paths of high morality, 
And not among the half-distinguished faces, 
The clouded forms of long-past history. 
 
I’ll walk where my own nature would be leading: 
It vexes me to choose another guide: 
Where the gray flocks in ferny glens are feeding; 
Where the wild wind blows on the mountain side. 
 
What have those lonely mountains worth revealing? 
More glory and more grief than I can tell: 
The earth that wakes one human heart to feeling 
Can centre both the worlds of Heaven and Hell.  
 
3. Philosophy of walking 
 Petrarch: climbing Mt Ventoux, 1336: 
After being frequently misled in this way, I finally sat down in a valley and transferred my winged 
thoughts from things corporeal to the immaterial, addressing myself as follows: - "What thou hast 
repeatedly experienced to-day in the ascent of this mountain, happens to thee, as to many, in 
the journey toward the blessed life. But this is not so readily perceived by men, since the motions 
of the body are obvious and external while those of the soul are invisible and hidden. Yes, the 
life which we call blessed is to be sought for on a high eminence, and strait is the way that leads 
to it... At the top is at once the end of our struggles and the goal for which we are bound. All wish 
to reach this goal, but, as Ovid says, 'To wish is little; we must long with the utmost eagerness to 
gain our end.' Thou certainly dost ardently desire, as well as simply wish, unless thou deceivest 
thyself in this matter, as in so many others. What, then, doth hold thee back? Nothing, assuredly, 
except that thou wouldst take a path which seems, at first thought, more easy, leading through 
low and worldly pleasures. But nevertheless in the end, after long wanderings, thou must perforce 
either climb the steeper path, under the burden of tasks foolishly deferred, to its blessed 
culmination, or lie down in the valley of thy sins, and (I shudder to think of it!), if the shadow of 
death overtake thee, spend an eternal night amid constant torments." These thoughts stimulated 
both body and mind in a wonderful degree for facing the difficulties which yet remained. Oh, that 
I might traverse in spirit that other road for which I long day and night, even as to-day I overcame 
material obstacles by my bodily exertions! And I know not why it should not be far easier, since 
the swift immortal soul can reach its goal in the twinkling of an eye, without passing through 
space, while my progress to-day was necessarily show, dependent as I was upon a failing body 
weighed down by heavy members.  


