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It’s more than 
just deserted sub-
ways seats and 
stairwells in Boston 
Below, a photo-
graphic book and 
journey through 
the oldest Ameri-
can subway system 
by Joseph Votano 
and Karen Hosk-
ing. In many of 
images people are 
shown to be alone, 
yet they seem to 
be immersed in 
another world. One 
of the first black 
and white shots is 
of a man sitting by 
himself on one side of a bench in a subway station. The man’s cane is rest-
ing beside him, and he is writing something on a newspaper. Even though 
no one is with this man, loneliness is not depicted in this image. The way 
the cane is propped next to the man looks like it is connected to the news-
paper and pointing towards the empty seats on the bench. This setup 
indicates that the newspaper is sufficient enough company for him. In 
addition, similar to the shot of the man on the bench, there is a black and 
white shot of three people leaning up against their own poles in the sub-
way station, but they are all separate from each other. Even though each of 
these people is not with someone else, they still have company. This image 
shows that these three different people all have something in common; 
they have a place to go.

The image that I thought to be the most powerful is of a little boy and 
girl looking out the window of the subway. The shot is in black and white 
and the little girl is blurred. Also, the boy and girl are squished up against 
each other and only the backs of them are shown. In this image the light-
ing makes it look as though the children were painted with watercolors. It 
is this painted look that emphasizes the innocence of the children watch-
ing the world go by. The fact that the girl is blurred makes it seem like she 
is in many places at once. Not only is she with the boy, but she is also with 
the people she sees out the window, and in all of the next panels of her 
journey. 

Looking at people from an outsider’s perspective helps us to see how 



Wilderness House Literary Review 9/1

— 2 —

we are all connected to each other and to our surroundings. This feeling is 
more accessible with just black and white because it makes everyone seem 
like they are coming from the same place. Though, the shots that do have 
color still hold a lot of power, especially since the bright red and oranges 
reflect the liveliness of the trains themselves. The vibrant surroundings of 
these subways in some of the images show that not only does the subway 
bring life to the people, but the people bring life to the subway. Also, Vo-
tano’s and Hosking’s images of hands grasping the poles to stay steady on 
the train are very symbolic to how we all need something to hold onto and 
how we are all connected somehow. It is very important to recognize that 
everyone shares the same journey, but we all just get off at different stops.
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