Hotel Room Twelfth Floor- Critical Essay 
“ Hotel Room, Twelfth Floor” by Norman MacCaig is thought provoking piece of poetry in which the poet makes a personal attack on what every American strives for- to live the American Dream. Sitting in his luxury hotel room, MacCaig observe the crime, violence and pain which is taking place daily on the streets below him. This violence and pain which MacCaig witnesses, contributes to the main theme of the poem - suffering. In this essay I intend to discuss how the literary and linguistic techniques employed by the poet  help to convey the themes of the poem.

The choice of setting is meaningful as New York is renowned for being one of the most affluent cities in the world which epitomises what every American strives for- the best and biggest of everything.

The first sentence of stanza one is used to create a sense of time and place:


“This morning I watched from here


  a helicopter skirting like a damaged insect

   
the Empire State Building…” 
The poet’s reference to the “Empire State Building” lets the reader know that the poem is set in New York as it is the most famous building in the city. We also gather that it is morning when the poet is looking out of the window. The stanza begins by the use of an effective simile, “a helicopter skirting like a damaged insect”. This is an effective use of simile as it suggests that the helicopter looks, moves and sounds like an insect. MacCaig suggests that the helicopter is mirroring the image of a fly that has been sprayed by insecticide and as a result has become confused in its actions. The overall image portrayed by the poet is one of suffering and on the next line of the poem the poet emphasises the theme further:

“that jumbo sized dentist’s drill”

MacCaig’s effective use of a metaphor not only demonstrates the sheer vastness of the Empire State Building, but its comparison to a dentist’s drill summons negative connotations of a trip to the dentist which most consider a dreadful ordeal. Despite New York being represented as the heart of cosmopolitan culture, MacCaig leads us into believing that it is not a place you want to spend any time in. 
However, it is not until the later lines of the stanza that we gain a slight insight into why MacCaig is actually writing the poem:

“But now midnight has come in


 from foreign places. Its uncivilised darkness


 is shot at by a million lit windows, all


 ups and acrosses.”

Firstly, we can see the change that has occurred- morning to night- and this change alters the way in which people in the street act. The poet uses imagery to promote the theme of suffering by comparing the clash of light and dark to a battle between good and evil. The image of the windows as “ups and acrosses” gives connotations of Christ suffering on the cross. This is an good comparison as it states that the darkness is so powerful that not even the power of God can overcome it.

In the second stanza, the poet is lying in bed between a television set and radio while in the streets below him the gang culture of seemingly normal people is putting the polices’ jobs to the test and innocent peoples’ lives at risk . However, no matter how hard he tries to block out the noise coming from the streets, it cannot be stopped from reaching his ears. Even when he turns on his television and radio he cannot not elude what is going on below him, as it is a main talking point on the news.  

“I lie in bed, between


 a radio and a television set, and hear

    
 the wildest of war whoops continually ululating…”
the radio and television set are not acting as the distraction that the poet hopes they would have, as over the sound of them he can hear the constant chilling sound of ambulance and police sirens echoing throughout the city. He describes the sound of the sirens as “warwhoops” evoking instant connotations of the terrifying cries of the Red Indians of the Wild West. This idea of New York being as lawless as the Wild West is continued on the next line when he refers to:

“the glittering canyons and gulches”

This metaphor is used to imply that the streets of New York are just as dangerous to walk on as they were back in the nineteenth century. Despite there being laws and regulations in today’s society that we must abide by, we seem to be as uncivilised as people were in the Wild West by breaking these laws by carrying firearms and knives to use against people. MacCaig condemns the violence which occurs daily and makes a personal attack on the authorities whose job it is to prevent this violence:


“Police cars and ambulances racing


 to the broken bones, the harsh-screaming

            
 from coldwater flats, the blood 


 glazed on the side walk”

An effective technique is used by MacCaig here called synecdoche. It is a figure of speech which is used to depersonalise the victims of the society of hatred that he holds so much contempt for. “Broken bones” and “ blood glazed” are both examples of synecdoche where when the ambulance crews come to remove them, they see only the “broken bones” and “blood glazed on the sidewalk” without taking any real interest in the human beings who have suffered the violence. Furthermore, when MacCaig talks of the “harsh-screaming from the coldwater flats”, he is suggesting that people are too poor to afford the luxury of hot water. He also highlights the isolation of people living in the city- amidst the wealth and grandeur (symbolised by the Empire State Building) poor people fight and kill each other on the streets.

The final stanza functions as a powerful and effective conclusion to the whole poem:


“the frontier is never


 somewhere else. And no stockades 


 can keep the midnight out.”

The extended metaphor regarding New York being like the Wild West continues through the use of the words “frontier” and “stockades”, but what MacCaig is trying to say is that evil is within us and we are no more civilised now than the Cowboys and Indians were in the 19th century. Nothing that we can do can prevent evil from thriving despite our modern and sophisticated society being so well equipped, we, the people are the evil- evil is inherent in man.
In conclusion, in “Hotel Room, Twelfth Floor” Norman MacCaig uses an extensive range of literary techniques to reveal his feelings about the major problem of street crime in New York, and indeed, all over the world. He provokes the reader into opening their eyes to the untold violence which goes on almost unnoticed in the world every day. The poem gave me a lasting impression on the modern society in which people live. It demonstrated to me that there are more problems in the world than we are aware of, it gave me the idea that you can walk away from violence and crime, but you will find that the place you end up will be just as distressing.
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