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P R O L O G U E

Archiveology refers to the reuse, recycling, appropriation, and 
borrowing of archival material that filmmakers have been  doing for de cades. 
It is not a genre of filmmaking as much as a practice that appears in many 
formats, styles, and modes. The goal of this book is to explore the practice 
of archiveology as it traverses experimental, documentary, and new media 
platforms. The film archive is no longer simply a place where films are pre-
served and stored but has been transformed, expanded, and rethought as an 
“image bank” from which collective memories can be retrieved. The archive 
as a mode of transmission offers a unique means of displaying and accessing 
historical memory, with significant implications for the ways that we imagine 
cultural history.

The films discussed in this book are examples of archiveology as a media 
art practice. In fact, the networking and remediation of audiovisual materi-
als extends well beyond experimental works and includes the proliferation of 
pedagogical and poetic video essays. It also includes the hundreds and thou-
sands of YouTube homages, supercuts, and remixes made by amateurs, along-
side  those made by film scholars, and mainstream film industry– sponsored 
trailers, tributes, and other montages made in recognition of film historical 
knowledge. The potential of film history in its cut-up form remains an open 
possibility, as well as a wounding and trauma to the integrity of narrative cin-
ema. Walter Benjamin’s cultural theory is significantly oriented  toward the 
avant- garde as the corollary to the implicit dangers of the society of the spec-
tacle, and the vari ous compilation films, essay films, and experimental media 
that I discuss in this book are chosen precisely  because they highlight the du-
alism and necessary ambiguity of archiveology as a language of media culture.

In “The Author as Producer,” Benjamin demanded that writers take up 
photography, but not simply to document.1 He calls on the activist intellectual 
to work on “the means of production,” which is to say, the technologies of 
production, in order to turn spectators into collaborators. In the revolution-
ary language of a Marxist- inflected activism, Benjamin describes the writer 
as an “engineer” who adapts the apparatus, even if it is only a “mediating” 
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role in the revolutionary strug gle against capitalism —  which in 1934 he fully 
aligns with fascism and its “spiritual” qualities.2 If Benjamin’s rhe toric seems 
overblown, he nevertheless provides a more engaged model than that of Guy 
Debord, even if he shares with Debord an insistence on dismantling the soci-
ety of the spectacle.

The emphasis on Walter Benjamin is admittedly a choice to sideline other 
media theorists who also have much to contribute to the significance and dy-
namics of archiveology. In this book I indeed draw on many key thinkers, 
including Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida, Jacques Rancière, Giorgio 
Agamben, and Vilém Flusser, not to mention many cogent Benjamin scholars 
such as Miriam Hansen, Susan Buck- Morss, Margaret Cohen, and Christine 
Buci- Glucksmann, and many other film and media scholars as well. How-
ever, Walter Benjamin remains the central figure  because a second aim of this 
proj ect is to argue that archiveology as a cultural practice is a crucial point of 
convergence of many of Benjamin’s central ideas, and that it makes his contri-
bution to media theory “attain to legibility.”

Benjamin is a challenging theorist,  because he himself  adopted the style 
of surrealist poetics at a certain point in his  career. He felt that the surreal-
ists had missed an opportunity for a revolutionary practice that he aimed to 
rectify with his own experimental study of Paris, The Arcades Proj ect. Archi-
veology is not a term derived from Benjamin, whose wordplay did not include 
neologisms. He did, however, develop an archive- based critical method, and 
thought a  great deal about archaeology as a meta phor for the transience and 
sedimentation of cultural memory. As Samuel Weber explains, Benjamin 
tended to form nouns from verbs so as to give them “abilities,” and to make 
them potent, constructive, and dynamic: “Benjamin’s writing practice advo-
cates the reinscribing of established terms so that they part com pany with 
themselves —  which is to say, with their previous identities. It is by virtue 
of such a movement of parting- with that words recover the ability to name, 
which is never reducible to any identifiable semantic content, least of all to 
that of a proper noun.”3 The term legibility is an example of this tendency 
in Benjamin; likewise, the pliable conception of language implicit in Weber’s 
description underscores the mutability of archiveology as a language of the 
audiovisual archive.

Although his famous essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technical 
Reproducibility” has been a cornerstone of film studies scholarship since the 
1960s, it has only been since the 1990s that Benjamin’s larger corpus of writ-
ing has been translated into En glish, providing more historical context for 
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that essay and more access to his diverse program of theory and criticism. 
Benjamin was deeply caught up in the po liti cal and aesthetic turbulence of 
Eu rope between the wars, and his concept of “experience” came from a life 
that was lived fully, and lived in a state of perpetual dislocation. His own death 
looms over his vast corpus of writing —  much of it unpublished during his 
lifetime — as testimony to the catastrophe of history and the failed promise of 
modernity that motivated much of his work.

Critics, scholars, and filmmakers frequently cite Benjamin in the context 
of found- footage filmmaking  because so many of his key concepts, such as 
allegory, quotation, “refuse,” dialectical images, ruins, and the optical un-
conscious, seem particularly appropriate to the practice. In this book I hope 
to bring  these ideas into something more than a collection of sound bites. 
 Benjamin is eminently quotable, but film scholars have rarely stopped to try 
to bring it all together. By drawing on his early work on language and German 
tragic drama, as well as One- Way Street, The Arcades Proj ect, and many of the 
essays on film and culture, my aim is to make Benjamin’s diverse comments 
on images and history converge in light of archival film practices. As he him-
self argues about images, “they attain to legibility only at a par tic u lar moment 
in time.”4 This is the time when image culture is in transition, when analog 
image technologies are taking on the aura of something vanishing, and when 
we might be able to see “some beauty” in that vanishing.

Given the vast spectrum of activities and cultural practices that could poten-
tially be subsumed  under the rubric of archiveology, it may be necessary to jus-
tify the role of artists’ moving image practices. The question of art is actually one 
of the key problematics at the heart of Benjamin’s proj ect. His implicit answer to 
the question of art in the age of its “technical reproducibility” (a.k.a. “mechani-
cal reproduction”) is that art needs to be engaged and, moreover, that criticism 
is obliged to “lift the mask of ‘pure art’ and show that  there is no neutral ground 
for art.”5 Benjamin’s own critical writing on Franz Kafka, Marcel Proust, Charles 
Baudelaire, and many other writers is consistently reflexive, engaged with the 
texts in such a way that their work is “illuminated” as a meeting of reader and 
author. Benjamin was less concerned with the judgment of works or the origi-
nality of authorship than with the ways that texts accumulated extra baggage 
in their afterlives: “the exegeses, the ideas, the admiration and enthusiasm of 
previous generations have become indissolubly part of the works themselves.”6 
He described an obsessive focus on “the new and topical” as “lethal.”7

In 1930 Benjamin advocated for a mode of criticism that would “consist 
entirely of quotations,”8 which is where we are  today with the burgeoning 
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form of the video essay, in which critics construct their analy sis of films using 
extracts from the films themselves. Art and criticism are closely allied in 
 Benjamin’s thought as instruments of social and cultural critique. He cared not 
to evaluate work or to praise it but to situate work within the shifting tides of 
modernity. Artists are particularly well situated to negotiate the treacherous am-
biguities of Benjamin’s conception of culture in which the ideological and the 
utopian are intricately connected. His rhe toric of “blasting open,” of “awaken-
ing,” of the “monodological” and the dialectical is premised on a recognition 
that the only way to subvert or challenge the world of images that we inhabit 
is from within that world. Thus the tropes of porosity and the techniques of 
montage and collecting belong to an art of remix, recycling, and revisiting 
the past from the very par tic u lar vantage point of the pres ent. For Benjamin, 
“now time” is a dynamic conception of the pres ent moment as a break from 
the past, but a moment that might correspond to the image of a  future as yet 
unrealized.

If the magical and utopian ele ments of Benjamin’s messianic philosophy 
have proved troublesome to some, many artists and scholars have been drawn 
to his work precisely  because of its imperative challenge to reason. Archiveol-
ogy as a creative practice is a means of harnessing the energy of Benjamin’s 
critical method in the context of an ever- expanding image bank. Moreover, 
the conception of a language at the heart of this practice is based in critical 
method rather than a “scientific method” such as semiotics. Benjamin’s no-
tion of allegory is argued by way of examples drawn from literary sources, 
and likewise the method of this book is to draw from examples of moving 
image culture.

By way of introduction, it may also be necessary to set aside several false 
expectations that readers may have of this book. It is not, for example, a book 
about the history of found- footage filmmaking, although archiveology is defi-
nitely an outgrowth of that practice. A more experimental practice of found- 
footage filmmaking continues to thrive in which media artists work with 
more “manipulative” strategies on more personal levels, and often draw on 
personal as well as public archives.9 Archiveology has not entirely subsumed 
found footage or displaced it but offers another way of thinking about that 
practice as a critical cultural form. Nor is this a book about archival prac-
tices, or the ongoing challenges of preserving media history, or the missions 
and mandates of archivists. Archiveology is a creative engagement with the 
institutions, individuals, and materials of the media archive, but my focus is 
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on the images themselves, which are what are actually at stake in the growing 
discourse around media archives.

The convergence of research and repre sen ta tion, searching and exhibiting 
that are all part of archiveology tends to align it with both curating and criti-
cism. Many of the works discussed in this book might be described as video 
essays, but that is not the focus  either. Instead, this corpus is best consid-
ered within the context of the avant- garde —  which is not exactly the same 
avant- garde as that which existed in Benjamin’s day. In the era of the art star 
and the gallery film, media artists can no longer always remain outside the 
realm of capital, and the balance of ideology and utopianism is increasingly 
destabilized.

If the artwork is not autonomous but embedded in an image world of 
which it is a part, whose resources it destroys and constructs again, then it is 
not entirely surprising that some artists are making money from it. However, 
we need to keep in mind that the radical potential of film, for Benjamin, lay in 
its status as a collective practice. Thus, this book returns repeatedly to Holly-
wood, classical cinema, and the movie stars with their cultish auras. Video 
projections in destination museums often borrow the spectacular qualities 
of classical cinema not only to détourne mainstream cinema but to attract 
audiences.10 That is just how power ful classical cinema, even in fragmentary 
form, can be. Nevertheless, it is also true that a committed avant- garde also 
exists, and archiveology continues to provide valuable tools for many forms of 
media practice, not all of which can be adequately accounted for in this book.

Film and media archives of many diff er ent va ri e ties exist globally, many of 
them accessible in bootleg form and many still to be discovered. Many more 
remain hidden, and are always in danger of becoming permanently invis-
ible due to overexuberant gatekeepers, lack of resources, neglect, or physical 
decay. Archiveology is above all a means of returning to the images of the past 
that  were produced to entertain, or produced for more serious purposes of 
documentary recording, and reviewing them for new ways of making history 
come alive in new forms. Archiveology as defined  here is not about personal 
memories but collective memories, the images produced to tell stories or to 
rec ord public events. Another road not taken, but equally impor tant, is that 
of the personal archive and the work made from home movies. Countless ex-
amples exist in which traces of identity are collected from image cultures both 
private and public and reconstructed into new work in which the maker finds 
herself within the fissures and contradictions between and among images.



6 Prologue

Celebrity biographies of personalities such as Amy Wine house, Marlon 
Brando, Ingrid Bergman, and Kurt Cobain can be constructed entirely from 
photographic materials.  These are  people who grew up in front of cameras 
and  were often undone by them as well. But this is not a history of archiveol-
ogy or the essay film. If it  were, it would have to include key figures such as 
Chris Marker and Harun Farocki, who make only brief appearances. Marker 
and Farocki have their own strong methods of essayistic archiveology that 
certainly converge with Benjamin’s cultural theory but, at the same time, seem 
to run parallel to it. Their relative absence from this proj ect is due to a desire 
to resist auteurism and focus on somewhat lesser- known figures whose work 
collectively outlines the features of archiveology —  a focus on works that tread 
a more precarious path through the dangers of image culture to reclaim its 
secrets.

As an art of editing, searching, compiling, and organ izing, archiveology 
highlights the affinities of filmmaking with  women’s work. Esfir Shub is un-
questionably the first archiveologist, and  there are undoubtedly many more 
 women whose work remains invisible.11 Although Benjamin himself cannot 
be considered a feminist, his work has been instrumental to feminist film 
scholarship for a variety of reasons. His commitment to the politics of the 
everyday, to the flexibility of counterreadings and afterlives of texts and im-
ages, and to the ideals of social transformation and social justice have all been 
taken up by feminist filmmakers and film scholars. Barbara Hammer, Abigail 
Child, Leslie Thornton, Peggy Ahwesh, Sue Friedrich, and many  others have 
developed impressive oeuvres of found- footage filmmaking. In the final chap-
ter I  will take up the topic of “awakening” from the gendered corpus of film 
history by means of archiveology. Although the book contains analyses of 
films of only two  women, Nicole Védrès and Rania Stephan, the emphasis on 
gesture and on detail in archiveology necessarily shifts the focus of experimen-
tal media from masculinist oversight and vision to filmmaking as craft.

Although this book is concerned with many films made before 2000, the 
theorization of archiveology has only become pos si ble  after the millennium. 
Shortly  after the completion of my book Experimental Ethnography in the late 
1990s, I wrote a short half- page “definition” of archiveology for a “Lexicon 
20th  Century A.D.” for the journal Public. I began by defining archiveology 
as “the technique of storing and accessing the vaults of cultural memory. Not 
to be confused with remembering.”12 Since then, many  things have become 
more clear, including the fact that archiveology belongs to a lexicon of the 
twenty- first  century, and that it is a mode of creative practice that draws on 
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the techniques of storing and accessing, but it is also much more. This book 
is an attempt to define the term again and give it more substance. Archiveol-
ogy is a mode of moving image art, one that is particularly well suited to a 
reviewing and reimagining of the twentieth  century. I also wrote in 2000 that 
“remembering” is “the recovery of fragments of the past that have become 
dismembered from the body of the pres ent,” which remains more pertinent 
than another somewhat naïve claim: my conception of history as being like 
a computer memory. Walter Benjamin’s thought can be glimpsed even in my 
initial foray into archiveology, and I am even more convinced that his theori-
zation of nonlinear historiography remains the most pertinent to this inquiry 
precisely  because his passionate practice of thinking through images seems to 
be increasingly relevant to the appropriation arts of the twenty- first  century.

In Experimental Ethnography, I wrote about found- footage filmmaking in 
terms of apocalypse culture. In 1999 it seemed as if this mode of film practice 
was preoccupied with “the end of history,” and the promise that Benjamin 
held out for cinema had failed to be realized. Nearly two decades  later, as ar-
chival film practices have become more prevalent in mainstream culture and 
in experimental media, I am more optimistic about the cultural role of audio-
visual appropriation. One key change has been a shift in theory and practice 
to the recognition of the research function implicit in archival film practices. 
“Found footage” links the mode to surrealist practices of accident and re-
contextualization but negates the extensive searching that often sustains the 
practice. Recognition of the search function highlights the role of the moving 
image archive and its transformation in digital culture.

Given the dearth of non- Western media in this book, I would like to con-
clude this preface with a single film that draws on the archives of global media 
and serves as a good opening example of archiveology. Kamal Aljafari’s Re c-
ollection (2015) is made from Israeli and American feature films shot in Jaffa 
from the 1960s to the 1990s. Using digital effects, Aljafari has removed the 
principal actors from the locations, leaving  behind only the streets and build-
ings, many of them ruined by years of conflict. He lingers on the figures on the 
periphery, zooming into close- ups of Palestinian extras that he fi nally, at the 
end of the film, suggests may be relatives and acquaintances. The images are 
rendered inauthentic due to his magic tricks but are then given a new real ity 
through his retrospective assignation of names and characters. Recollection is 
a film haunted by ghosts, memories, and a history of vio lence and occupation. 
The ruined city echoes with an emptiness that the viewer is compelled to fill 
with imagination and a recognition that the city is much older than the past 
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 century. Aljafari proj ects himself onto the archival materials in a destructive, 
poetic, and very personal way. Digital tools have only amplified the means 
by which images can be “played” with and yet a film like Recollection points 
 toward the potential even of destroyed and ruined archives to be remade 
as new ways of knowing the world.

If, for Benjamin, Eugène Atget photographed Paris as if it  were the scene 
of a crime,13 Aljafari’s depiction of Jaffa renders the entire city a site of a po-
liti cal, historical, and humanitarian crime. His method is precisely a  matter of 
“possessing the object in close-up” and “illuminating the detail,” as Benjamin 
describes Atget’s practice.14 The “new way of seeing” that Benjamin identifies 
in Atget’s photography of the early twentieth  century has been renewed once 
again by Aljafari, whose pro cess starts with refilming the Israeli films with 
a digital camera from the screen; his pans and zooms traverse and examine 
the cityscapes as media. His exploration of historical displacement is a literal 
recovery of the city as a space of domiciliation, memory, and imagination.

Archiveology is a practice of collecting images and compiling them in new 
and surprising ways, performed by artists and in de pen dent filmmakers, 
working in a variety of audiovisual media. It is an essayistic form, insofar 
as filmmakers are taking up previously used material as the basis of a film 
language. Appropriation filmmaking is an engaged practice, in which author-
ship is separated from vision, and yet a poetics of collage and a creative use of 
sound make this very much an art practice. The author is not only a producer; she 
is also a builder and a destroyer, constructing new work out of old and mak-
ing new ways of knowing out of the traces of past experiences. Images and 
sounds are recordings that engage the senses, documents that are mysterious 
and secretive  until their energies are released in flashes of recognition. Mov-
ing image artists are  those who create  these sparks, which only occur in the 
presence of the viewer.
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1
I N T R O D U C T I O N  T O  A R C H I V E O L O G Y

Language has unmistakenly made plain that  
memory is not an instrument for exploring the past,  
but rather a medium.

 Walter Benjamin, “Excavation and Memory,”  

in Selected Writings, vol. 2

In con temporary media culture, fragments of filmed history are 
constantly being reassembled into new films and videos to create new audio-
visual constructions of historical memory. Building on traditions of found 
footage and compilation films, digital media has made this practice prolif-
erate. New technologies have also transformed the status of archives from 
closed institutions to open access, with significant implications for the aes-
thetics and politics of archival practices. Archiveology is a critical method 
derived from Walter Benjamin’s cultural theory that provides valuable tools 
for grasping the implications of the practice of remixing, recycling, and re-
configuring the image bank. At the same time, con temporary archival film 
practices arguably make Benjamin’s legacy more legible. Is this a new mode 
of film language? What is it saying, and how can we read it critically and pro-
ductively?  These are the questions posed by archiveology and with which this 
book is preoccupied.

The term archiveology was originally coined by Joel Katz in 1991, partly in 
response to the release of From the Pole to the Equator (1990) by Yervant Gian-
ikian and Angela Ricci Lucchi, one of the first experimental films to explic itly 
work with material from a film archive.1 Katz used the term to refer to the 
ways that filmmakers  were making the archive useful and engaging with it 
on its own terms. By the early 1990s, Rick Prelinger’s archive of ephemeral 
film was already pointing to the way that audiovisual kitsch provided a rich 
resource for rethinking and remaking American cultural history. Both the Ital-
ian team and Prelinger have continued to expand their archival film practices, 
along with a plenitude of other film and video artists, exploring the potential 
of audiovisual fragments to construct new ways of accessing and framing 
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histories that might other wise have been forgotten and neglected —  and to 
make  these histories relevant to con temporary concerns.

Etymologically, archiveology might mean the study of archives, but the 
Greek suffix “- ology” actually refers to someone who speaks in a certain man-
ner. When applied to film practice, it refers to the use of the image archive as 
a language. Moreover, the connotations of archaeology point to the cultural 
history that is inevitably inscribed in resurrected film fragments. The tech-
nologies of film stocks, video grain, and other signs of media history are often 
recorded within the imagery of archival film practices, inscribing a material-
ity into this practice; just as often, though, digital effects can alter the image 
and obfuscate both the original “support” material as well as its indexical 
link to an original real ity. Nevertheless, film and media artists are transform-
ing cinema into an archival language, helping us to rethink film history as a 
source of rich insight into historical experience. As Thomas Elsaesser notes, 
when postproduction becomes “the default value,” it “changes cinema’s inner 
logic and ontology.” He compares the new mode of image- making to “the ex-
traction of natu ral resources,” among other  things. His caveat that “the ethics 
of appropriation  will take on a  whole other dimension” is a theme for which 
Benjamin’s cultural politics may provide valuable guidance.2

The term archiveology may also be used to refer to the study of archives, 
and the term has been used to refer to the work of Derrida and Foucault, who 
have of course contributed im mensely to our understanding of the archive as 
a social practice.3 Derrida’s “archive fever” is manifest in the way that archival 
film practices work against the archive itself by fragmenting, destroying, and 
ruining the narrativity of the source material. The death drive is always at 
work in films that are built on the ruins of historical pleasures and experi-
ences, subjecting them to the repetitions of remediation. The term archiveol-
ogy surfaces occasionally in discussions of Foucault, for whom the archive 
functions as an archaeology of knowledge and is the basis of all discursive 
practice.4 His sense of the archive as constituting a “border of time” is key to 
the effects of media archiveology and its discontinuous effects of historicity.

In the early twenty-first  century, the architecture, social role, and politics 
of the archive have been radically changed from their origins in institutional 
“domiciliation.” Film and media archivists are tasked with making film his-
tory accessible and transmissible; in “restoring” and preserving film, they 
are frequently transforming it into new media by using digital techniques, 
thereby challenging norms of authenticity, media specificity, and origins that 
have traditionally been attached to the archive.5 The gatekeeping function 
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of the traditional “archon” no doubt persists and has taken on new personas 
such as that of the copyright holder and the paywall; but many gates are easily 
breached with the aid of digital tools. This book is not about the new chal-
lenges, platforms, and activities of film and media archives but  will necessarily 
invoke some of the ways that archiving has changed and has in many ways 
blended into creative art practices. If we are all archiving all the time in an 
effort to manage our own computer files, then the public/private distinction 
between archive and collection is also arguably dissolving. The digital turn is, 
however, only one more phase of a pro cess that Sven Spieker claims to be endemic 
to modernity. From the perspective of the avant- garde, the archive is a transfor-
mational pro cess, with the power of turning garbage into culture. However, 
the flip side of this claim is also true —  that “when an archive has to collect 
every thing,  because  every object may become useful in the  future, it  will soon 
succumb to entropy and chaos.”6

Spieker’s analy sis of the multiple art practices that have pitched themselves 
against the institutions and codes of bureaucracy is echoed in Paula Amad’s 
account of the counterarchive, which makes similar arguments in connection 
to the film archive as it emerged in the early twentieth  century.7 The dream of 
complete knowledge in the totalizing capacity of the photographic rec ord and 
the incorporation of “the everyday” into the historical rec ord (the trash) con-
stituted a real challenge to historiographic method. With the cinema, archives 
are no longer about origins. Documents are repre sen ta tions that have their 
own networks of secrets, which  will always be in excess of their ostensible 
meaning as evidence. As Foucault has taught us, the archive should not be 
taken for knowledge itself, but should be recognized as a key site of the power 
and social relations that provide the conditions for knowledge.

The archive as a construction site was at the basis of Benjamin’s under-
standing of it. In keeping with Henri Bergson and Siegfried Kracauer, the 
archive for Benjamin is always about memory and the condition of forgetting. 
The camera fundamentally altered the function of  human memory, precisely 
by transforming it into a kind of archive. Benjamin himself never uses a ne-
ologism such as archiveology but he certainly evokes it in a fragment of writ-
ing from 1932 called “Excavation and Memory.” In this fragment, Benjamin 
suggests that memory might itself be a medium. He compares memory to 
an archaeological pro cess in which the “richest prize” is the correspondence 
between pres ent and past. “A good archaeological report,” he argues, “gives an 
account of the strata which first had to be broken through.” He also says that 
the “ matter itself,” which “yields its long- lost secrets,” produces images that, 
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“severed from all earlier associations, reside as trea sures in the sober rooms of 
our  later insights.”8 Memory, for Benjamin, is only a “medium” insofar as it is 
experienced; and it is precisely this reawakening of experience that the mov-
ing image is able to evoke.

In keeping with Benjamin’s historiography, I am quite deliberately pro-
jecting con temporary cultural concerns onto the fragment “Excavation and 
Memory” to make it useful, and relevant, in the pres ent. Many of his key con-
cepts come into play in discussion of archival film practices, including the 
dialectical image and the optical unconscious; and many of the figures of The 
Arcades Proj ect return as well, including the collector and the ragpicker. In 
the following pages, many dimensions of Benjamin’s cultural theory  will be 
“illuminated,” including his theory of language and allegory, in terms of con-
temporary themes of audiovisual recombination and media archaeology.

T H E  L I V I N G  A R C H I V E

Benjamin’s theory of the allegorical image has been widely under-
stood in terms of a modern Baroque, but it is evident from con temporary 
archival film practices that the language of appropriated images is not a dead 
language. While the archive certainly lends itself frequently to a melancholic 
sensibility, works such as The Maelstrom: A  Family Chronicle (Péter Forgács, 
1997) awaken us to new meanings and new histories that can be produced 
from the ruins of the past. Forgács is a moving image artist who is also a 
collector and archivist of home movies made in Eu rope during the  middle 
de cades of the twentieth  century; his work provides astonishing insights into 
the “everyday” of families living in totalitarian regimes.9 This is precisely how 
Jan Verwoert has described the new arts of appropriation. He suggests that the 
post– Cold War period has entailed an emergence of multiple histories that had 
been previously made invisible by dominant historical narratives. In the late 
1970s, he notes, “the frozen lumps of dead historical time . . .  became the ob-
jects of artistic appropriation.”10 Modern history appeared to be at a standstill, 
and indeed this was the overwhelming implication of the apocalyptic sense 
conveyed by found- footage filmmakers such as Bruce Conner in the 1960s.

Verwoert argues that since the 1990s the appropriated image can no longer 
be considered dead but speaks to the living. He argues that  there has been a 
momentum in critical discourse “away from the arbitrary and constructed 
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character of the linguistic sign  towards a desire to understand the performa-
tivity of language.”11 Citing Derrida, Verwoert argues that the appropriated 
object or language can and  will speak back, resisting the desire of the collector 
seeking to repossess it. The unresolved histories and modernities lingering in 
the image bank are, in this sense, awaiting prac ti tion ers to bring them to life 
and allow them to speak. Although Verwoert is discussing archival art prac-
tices in general, this seems especially true of moving images. The  causes of 
this shift may have less to do with the end of the Cold War (which may not be 
over, in any case) than with the rise of new media and digital culture, which 
has exponentially increased the global traffic in images.

Under lying much of the rethinking of archive- based arts  after postmod-
ernism is a recognition that images are constitutive of historical experience 
and not merely a repre sen ta tion of it. For example, Emma Cocker argues 
that archival film practices can produce “empathetic —  even resistant or 
dissenting  —  forms of memory, a progressive politics.”12 She describes “ethical 
possession” as a mode of borrowing from archives for discourses of recupera-
tion and re sis tance.  Unless one ascribes to the prescription of copyright 

The Maelstrom: A  Family Chronicle (Péter Forgács, 1997)
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law, appropriation needs to be understood as a form of borrowing that can 
open up new practices of writing history and conceptualizing the  future.13 
Cocker’s “paradigm shift” pertains to the possibilities of artists’ film and video 
specifically, but it is a definite trend across the art world. Hal Foster’s “archival 
impulse” dates back to 2004, when it had become a prevalent theme in the 
visual arts. He recognizes the “paranoid” component of the practice and de-
scribes it as the “other side” of the utopian ambition of the archival impulse as 
a theme of modern administrative and bureaucratic museology. Foster argues 
that the move from “excavation sites” to “construction sites” is also a move 
away from a melancholic culture that “views the historical as  little more than 
the traumatic.”14

For Benjamin also, the link between excavation and construction is crucial, 
if the traumas of the past (the history of barbarism) can be the foundation 
of historical thought. He describes his method in The Arcades Proj ect as one 
of “carry ing the princi ple of montage into history . . .  to grasp the construc-
tion of history as such.”15 Precisely  because images are mediated, or “second 
nature,” they offer unique insights into the past. Okwui Enwezor explains that 
the 2009 exhibition Archive Fever “opens up new pictorial and historiographic 
experiences against the exactitude of the photographic trace.”16 In other words, 
the historical value and implications of appropriation art are grounded not in 
the indexical authority of the document but in the life of the document- as- 
image, and the image- as- document.

Marc Glöde has also observed that something substantial changed in 
found- footage filmmaking  after 1990. This was the year of Matthias Müller’s 
Home Stories, a compilation of scenes from Hollywood melodramas that Mül-
ler captured on German tv. Glöde describes the experience of watching this 
film as “somewhere between hysterical laughter, the most intense empathy 
and a surgical way of watching a film at the same time.”17 Along with artists 
such as Stan Douglas, Christian Marclay, Monica Bonvincini, and Douglas 
Gordon (among many  others), Müller uses found footage to help us better 
understand the cinema as a language of gesture, sensation, emotion, and ex-
perience. Much of the con temporary work has the effect of rendering the cin-
ema itself archival, revealing the secrets that  were hidden in plain sight.

Death, ruin, and loss remain prominent tropes in archiveology, especially 
with re spect to the recovery of celluloid and other time- ravaged media. And 
yet the experiential, sensual dimensions of reanimated footage, sounds, and 
images can be visual, dynamic, and very much pres ent. It is not coincidental 
that the emergence and prevalence of archiveology has occurred in tandem 
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with the “death” of cinema, its centenary, and the digital turn. While this 
seems eminently obvious, we have yet to fully grasp the potential of archiveol-
ogy as a media art. At the same time as questions of film preservation and film 
archives have come to the forefront of film studies discourse, a parallel discus-
sion of media archaeology, attending to the technologies of media production 
and exhibition, has emerged.

The filmmakers discussed in this book frequently highlight and work with 
the traces of celluloid degradation, pixilation, and other signs of the media 
from which imagery is borrowed, speaking back to the technologies of pro-
duction at the same time as they speak back to the image archive. Many film-
makers refer to their work as archaeological, and their films are evidence 
that media archaeology cannot simply be about technologies and hardware 
but needs to account for images and sounds, viewers and makers. Walter 
 Benjamin’s contribution to media archaeology  will be developed further in 
chapter 3 in conjunction with collecting practices. Benjamin’s theory of his-
tory is inspired by the reconceptualization of time and memory that was in-
troduced with photography, and he understood how changes in technologies 
of repre sen ta tion have had  ripple effects with significant po liti cal and social 
ramifications.

At the same time as filmmakers are recycling sounds and images in new 
ways, museums and film archives are also undergoing significant changes in 
the digital era. In 2012 the eye Museum in Amsterdam launched a series of 
innovative strategies for integrating film practice and production with film 
restoration and heritage.18 Filmmakers such as Gustav Deutsch and Peter 
Delpeut have been invited to use film fragments from the Netherlands Film 
Archive for new work; and through online digital platforms, the general pub-
lic has also been encouraged and enabled to rework material from the film 
archive. Archivists are reaching out to filmmakers to make the film archive 
accessible and to bring it to life. Meanwhile, media artists such as Christian 
Marclay in The Clock (2010) and Video Quartet (2006) and Rania Stephan 
in The Three Disappearances of Soad Hosni (2011) are sampling the archives of 
popu lar culture, challenging the conventions of curation and provenance 
that have historically governed museum practices.  These new relationships 
between filmmakers and museums and galleries point to a new role of the 
moving image in the refiguration of filmed history and the history of film.

In the last twenty years, the postmodern critique of appropriation has lost 
its traction in the digital era, and pastiche has taken on new sensory and af-
fective valence.19 The lack of distance that is produced through the borrowing 
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of previously used material can have impor tant effects of seduction that can 
bring us closer to experiences of the past, mobilizing sensory perceptions of 
cultural histories. This is where the audiovisual archive is fundamentally dif-
fer ent from any other archival practice. It produces an excess of temporalities 
and an excess of meaning and affect that the filmmaker as archiveologist can 
harness and explore for new effects of history. Thinking  these issues through 
Walter Benjamin’s critical historiography reveals how image culture tends to 
shut down historical thought but also contains the tools for its own undoing. 
Film and media artists are uniquely positioned to find and use  these tools to 
produce critical histories and trigger historical awakenings.

F O U N D  F O O T A G E ,  C O M P I L A T I O N ,  C O L L E C T I O N

Found- footage filmmaking originated as a genre of experimental 
film, but in the last twenty years it has evolved into an impor tant type of doc-
umentary film and a key component of gallery practice. Compilation film-
making originated as a form of newsreel,20 combining pictures from vari ous 
sources, but neither of  these terms, compilation or found- footage, seem par-
ticularly appropriate to work that engages critically with the archive. First, few 
filmmakers are finding their source material in accidental or random ways, 
but they are actively searching for it in material and digital archives, which is 
to say that their films are researched. The film fragments that are recycled are 
not found in the garbage or the flea market (or not only found  there) but also 
come from eBay and from official state- funded archives.

Second, filmmakers are dealing less with footage than with digital files, 
which may have originated as film but are now mea sured in bytes and pixels 
that are eminently searchable by digital means. Sounds and images are col-
lected and recombined in ways that produce new insights into the past. All of 
this work is always, already, about film history, the history of filmmakers film-
ing  people, places, and  things. Moreover, that history is revealed to be a rich 
vein of collective memory, experience, and imagination. For example, Bill 
Morrison’s film The  Great Flood (2012), consisting of footage of the Mississippi 
disaster of 1927, is edited without narration, allowing the archival images to 
come alive with their own effects, augmented by a subtle jazz guitar soundtrack 
by Bill Frissell. Compared to the documentary collages of American base-
ball, jazz, and American national parks authored by Ken Burns,  Morrison’s 
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 collage is essayistic in its openness and its refusal to pin down meaning. He 
offers new images, rarely before seen, to create a history of national disaster 
that is deeply implicated in the racial fabric of the American South. This kind 
of work may even be described as a form of sensory ethnography, given its 
lyrical evocation of  human be hav ior tied to specific places and times.21

In William Wees’s 1993 book Recycled Images, he makes a very neat dis-
tinction between compilation, collage, and appropriation. In his analy sis, the 
compilation film is grounded in a realist conception of the image as historical 
document, whereas the appropriation film is completely cut off from history 
and treats the image as a superficial simulacrum. For Wees, the collage mode 
exemplified by Bruce Conner is the only genre of found footage that inter-
rogates the media sources of the images. Collage techniques of montage, he 
argues, are reflexive and invest found footage with new meanings and can 
thus challenge the power of the media. He aligns the appropriation mode 
with postmodernism, using Michael Jackson’s  music video “Man in the Mir-
ror” as his chief example. Wees makes a convincing argument for the appro-
priation of the avant- garde by mainstream media, but twenty years  later, the 
“simulacrum” is not necessarily an empty signifier. It can be recognized as a 

The  Great Flood (Bill Morrison, 2012)
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performative image loaded with potentiality. Wees’s critique does not hold 
as a blanket critique of appropriation, which can also function as homage, 
borrowing, recycling, and archival retrieval, even preservation. For example, 
in Tribulation 99 (1992) Craig Baldwin arguably uses appropriation for his 
pastiche of American movies that supposedly “illustrate” U.S. involvement in 
Central Amer i ca from the 1950s to the 1990s. Jaimie Baron, in fact, adopts the 
term appropriation films to refer to a large spectrum of films formerly known 
as “found footage.”22

Wees’s critique of the compilation mode uses Atomic Café (Jayne Loader, 
Kevin Rafferty, and Pierce Rafferty, 1982) as his main example. He claims that 
the filmmakers do not challenge “the repre sen ta tional nature of the images 
themselves.”23 In fact, I would argue that many of the clips in Atomic Café, 
such as the educational films that the filmmakers include, are highly performa-
tive. Rather than a realist mandate, Atomic Café is about how nuclear anxiety 
was represented in popu lar culture and educational media. Moreover, many 
archive- based compilation films, such as The Clock, have explic itly drawn 
their source material from fiction films and make no claims whatsoever to 
realism. Wees’s distinction between the compilation mode and the appropria-
tion mode has more to do with the exhibition contexts of the films than the 
formal components of the films themselves. The work of a filmmaker such as 
Adam Curtis in  Century of the Self (2002), which is constructed out of scenes 
culled from feature films and tv broadcasts, may be described as appropria-
tion, but are his excerpts  really stolen, or merely borrowed? The term com-
pilation refers to a collection and has been applied, for example, to  albums 
of  music, and thus the compilation film is best described as a collection of 
borrowed sounds and images.

In the digital era, archives have been reconfigured, redesigned, and signifi-
cantly remade. At the same time, the status of “the media” as a power ful ideo-
logical force needs to be revised. In the democ ratization of media, corporate 
and state power still exists, to be sure, but as more media makers proliferate, not 
only is more media available for recycling and remixing, but it has become 
more and more part of everyday life. The distinction between historical real-
ity and its mediation is less of a critical issue than the recognition that media 
history is a real ity. The “society of the spectacle” is no longer as homogeneous 
as it once was,24 and the multiple forms of interactivity around us mean that it 
can be broken into pieces and remade; moreover, media practices themselves 
are historically diverse, and in being recovered can be potentially reused and 
reanimated with con temporary concerns.
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Patrik Sjöberg has pointed out that compilation films resist any generic or 
categorical distinctions, as they tend to straddle the lines between documen-
tary and experimental film. He also points out that the compilation mode 
originated as a form of newsreel and was used extensively for propaganda 
purposes throughout World War II.25 In twenty- first- century media culture, 
the compilation mode has flourished in advertising and tele vi sion news pro-
paganda, and archival analy sis has formed the backbone of tv news and sat-
ire programs such as The Daily Show. Films as diverse as The Autobiography 
of Nicolae Ceauşescu (Andrei Ujica, 2010) and Le Grand Détournement: La 
Classe américaine (Michel Hazanavicius and Dominique Mézerette, 1993) can 
be described as compilation films, as well as being examples of archiveology.

The terms compilation, appropriation, and collage are inadequate to account 
for the variety of films being made  today from archival sources, as we are 
clearly dealing with a convergence of all three methods. The practices of remix 
and recycling begin with a pro cess of collecting sounds and images, and using 
vari ous search tools, which may be manual, automated, or algorithmic. The 
films discussed in this book clearly lean  toward compilation but they do so 
by appropriating previously filmed materials, and their assembly exploits the 
potential of collage as a method of juxtaposition. Fan- based work posted on 
social media featuring movie stars is exemplary of the way that compilation 
film practices have proliferated in the digital age, but it is also true that the 
lines between amateurs, artists, and scholars are increasingly blurred in the 
age of the cinephiliac video essay. When clips are borrowed from fiction film 
and recontextualized within a star study or a mashup, the effect is a punctur-
ing of the fiction and a spread of fiction into all recorded events. Film images 
become documents of their former fictional context and also documents of 
the profilmic real ity that was in front of the camera. In all cases, they become 
units of a new language that can be constructed critically, or creatively, or not; 
but this “language” is not the privilege of the avant- garde alone.

The term database films is sometimes used to describe work based on digi-
tal search techniques. Examples of database films include the many YouTube 
mashups and supercuts in which a specific phrase or actor is repeated in mul-
tiple variations, such as “I’m too old for this shit.”26 Lev Manovich defines “da-
tabase logic” as being antinarrative, replacing the cause and effect structure of 
storytelling with a system of lists derived from algorithmic searches. In semi-
otic terms, he claims that syntagmatic relations are “given material existence” 
in the form of the database.27 Manovich’s theory may well apply to computer 
games, web- based documentaries, mashups, and supercuts; and the materiality of 
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the archive indicates precisely the historical effects of archiveology. However, 
 because we are dealing with a montage- based form in which new relations are 
being created between images, and between sound and image, archiveology 
is not necessarily nonnarrative. It may be nonlinear, but unlike database film-
making,  these works have shapes and stories to tell. In fact, archiveology often 
adopts the narrative form of the essay. The distinction between database film-
making and archiveology is impor tant  because although archiveology refers 
to films made without cameras, they do not lack authorial “vision,” as creativ-
ity and imagination are essential for effective montage practice. Moreover, 
while the works are authored, they are nevertheless engaged with cultural and 
collective memory. They may not tell conventionally  shaped stories, but, like 
Benjamin’s storyteller, they deal with “short- lived reminiscences,” glimpses 
and fragments of the past, and they deal with “many diffuse occurrences.”28 
The archiveologist is in this sense a craftsperson, whose work takes place pri-
marily at the editing  table or computer, fashioning the “raw material of expe-
rience” into a “ruin that stands on the site of an old story.”29

A R C H I V E O L O G Y  A N D  T H E  E S S AY  F I L M

Archiveology is a mode of film practice that draws on archival 
material to produce knowledge about how history has been represented and 
how repre sen ta tions are not false images but are actually historical in them-
selves and have anthropological value. Often, this pro cess of layering and 
remediation falls into the category of the essay film. Although  there is  little 
consensus on what it is exactly, most critics would agree that the essay film 
involves a conjunction of experimental and documentary practice, and also 
that it is a mode of address that is often subjective.30 The essayistic value of 
archiveology lies in the way that the filmmakers allow the images to speak in 
their own language. One of the key features of archiveology is that it produces 
a critical form of recognition. The viewer is able to read the images, even if 
their origin is not always exactly clear.

Timothy Corrigan cites Benjamin in terms of what he calls “essayistic 
agency.” Benjamin predicted the interactivity of archiveology when he ob-
served that with mechanical reproduction, “at any moment, the reader is 
ready to become a writer.”31 Moreover, as Corrigan points out, “within Ben-
jamin’s larger philosophical scheme, thinking in history becomes a tempo-
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rally fragile and thus risky recognition that recovers or rescues the meaning 
of events from a ‘homogeneous empty time.’ ”32 While Benjamin’s theory of 
the dialectical image is notoriously ambiguous, for Corrigan, the “now of rec-
ognisability,” the flash of awakening in which time is crystalized, is precisely 
the kind of stance that the film essayist takes  toward history. I would refine 
Corrigan’s argument even further to argue that it is specifically the reuse of 
archival material that can produce this mode of recognition. Moreover, in its 
increasing prevalence within the con temporary mediascape, it needs to be 
recognized as a new and urgent form of knowledge.

Jaimie Baron describes the archive effect as a perceptual experience on 
the part of the viewer. Rather than parsing definitions between that which 
is “found” and that which is “archival,” she argues that through juxtaposition 
and recontextualization, found footage takes on the historical import of the 
archival document.33 She goes on to argue for the role of irony in the produc-
tion of the archive effect, “which is based on the viewer’s awareness of mul-
tiple meanings and contexts surfacing within a given appropriation film.”34 
Michael Zryd has similarly argued that Tribulation 99 constitutes a “discursive 
metahistory” of Cold War–era U.S. intervention in Central Amer i ca. While I 
have criticized Tribulation 99 as being “outside history” and having no contact 
with the real, Zryd correctly points out that the film references “the discursive 
forces  behind historical events; the rhe toric of history rather than the repre-
sen ta tion of history.”35 Both Baron and Zryd use linguistic terminology to de-
scribe the many ways that archival, found, and fragmented imagery takes on 
new meanings in archive- based film practices.

According to Baron, “Like irony, the archive effect is defined by the recog-
nition or influence of an ‘other’ meaning —  stemming from an ‘other’ context, 
temporal and intentional, in which a given document meant (or was intended 
to mean) something  else.”36 For Benjamin, allegory was a mode of writing in 
which image and signification are split apart and meaning is built on the ruins 
of historical detail providing an elegant conceptual framework for recycled 
film images in which the profilmic event stands alone. Traces of the original 
context take the form of historical styles of filmmaking alongside historical 
styles of per for mance, costume, and other markers of the past. That many of 
the images in archiveology are commodities in their first lives as feature film 
images makes Benjamin’s theory of allegory all the more relevant to archiveol-
ogy.37 Criticism, for Benjamin, entails the “mortification of the works,” and in 
this sense archiveology has a critical function, and even an urgent one if the 
“allegorical is to unfold in new and surprising ways.”38
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In keeping with  these reconsiderations of found footage as historical dis-
course, I am proposing that archiveology is in fact a language of the audio-
visual archive. William Wees cites Benjamin frequently in his taxonomy of 
found- footage films, but he misses an impor tant dimension of Benjamin’s 
writing, which is that Benjamin saw film as exemplary of a second order of 
technology in which an “interplay between  human and nature” is prioritized. 
As Miriam Hansen has elaborated, one of the key terms in this formulation 
is “play.”39  Here again, it seems as if the proliferation of archival film practices 
fi nally makes Benjamin’s theory more clearly useful as critical practice. For 
Benjamin, “room- for- play” indicates the extent to which a mediated world 
contains its own fissures and points of re sis tance. Far from a power struc-
ture, the apparatus conceals “productive forces” that can be redirected and 
restaged. This, I would argue, is the space that archival film practices now 
occupy and  will continue to expand. In other words, insofar as we live in the 
society of the spectacle with no way out, we need to reuse the remnants of past 
image cultures in order to better conceptualize the  future.

Compilation, appropriation, and collage are collapsed together in the 
essay film, which is first and foremost a documentary mode that demands 
the viewer to pass judgment. Collage is a key component of this bleeding to-
gether, as productive tensions and nonlinear narrativity as well as surprising 
correspondences and repetitions are part of the pro cess, if it is to have any 
critical effect. Voice- over narration is not, in my view, a necessary component 
of the essay film, as “meaning” can often be created through musical cues as 
well as the dynamics of the images themselves. For Nora Alter, the essay film 
is also distinguished by its ability to disturb the empiricism attached to vis-
ibility, to stir up the “po liti cal in/visible and in/audible that moves stealthily 
beneath, within, and around vision, visuality, and visibility.”40 In her discussion 
of Harun Farocki’s Images of the World and the Inscription of War (1988), she 
argues that the essay film “questions the subject positions of the filmmaker 
and audience as well as the audiovisual medium itself.”41 Archiveology like-
wise challenges the viewer to imagine the limits of visibility insofar as all im-
ages are incomplete, mere pieces of larger views that are missing. As Emma 
Cocker argues, borrowing images from the archive is a “practice of re- writing 
history . . .  a pro cess of inventory and se lection of what has gone before in 
order to provoke new critical forms of subjectivity through which to appre-
hend an uncertain  future.”42

Wees’s observations about the critical function of montage in collage forms 
are still highly relevant, but montage effects are not incompatible with the doc-
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umentary impetus of compilation practices. Once compilation is aligned with 
collecting, sorting, and re-representing, archiveology can be seen as a mode 
of curating and exhibition. In archiveology, images from diverse sources are 
juxtaposed, and they are also or ga nized and structured so as to produce new 
knowledge about cultural history, including how that history was filmed and 
what films it produced. In this sense, archiveology converges with the essayistic. 
The objective is to produce new modes of thinking about the past, which, in 
keeping with Benjamin, is also about  futures that did not happen, or previous 
 futures we may still encounter.

C I N E P H I L I A

The preoccupation with film history in archiveology is also, in 
many cases, such as Jean- Luc Godard’s Histoire(s) du cinéma (1998), a form 
of cinephilia. The rich vaults of commercial and art cinema are split open and 
recombined into new forms, including experiments with star images such as 
Meeting Two Queens (Cecilia Barriga, 1991) and the vari ous works of Candice 
Breitz. The archives of Hollywood and other classical cinemas constitute a 
heterogeneous archive that mixes low and high film cultures, media arts, and 
platforms. The emergence of the video essay is symptomatic of what Girish 
Shambu describes as the “new cinephilia” that has moved well beyond the 
cultish iconoclasm of art cinema to a mode of knowledge about a collective, 
mediated memory.43 In chapter 5 I  will explore the relation of cinephilia and 
archiveology further to argue that some forms of cinephilia construct new 
ways of knowing cultural history and can have an anthropological function 
quite separate from the subjective forms of cinephilia described by Shambu 
and Christian Keathley.44 Beyond video essays, archiveology plays a role in 
films that might be more typically thought of as documentaries that provide 
new insights into film history. Sophie Fiennes’s A Pervert’s Guide to Cinema 
(2009), featuring Slavoj Žižek’s psychoanalysis of American cinema, and 
Maximilian Schell’s film about Marlene Dietrich, Marlene (1984), in which 
Dietrich dismisses all her  great prewar films as pure kitsch, are  great exam-
ples of how archive- based filmmaking can produce impor tant and insightful 
knowledge about film history itself.

Once classical cinema is itself recognized as an archival cinema, in the sense 
that it is searchable and that  there is much in it to be found and reconsidered, 



26 Chapter 1

rethought and redeemed, it becomes much more than a cata log of stars and 
directors; it can be explored on multiple levels. Details of gesture, sets and 
 costumes, locations and color palettes take on greater significance, and thematic 
patterns can be pulled out of a diversity of materials. Tracey Moffatt, in col-
laboration with Gary Hillberg, has made a series of films on themes pulled 
from the Hollywood archive: Lip (1999) about black maids, Artist (2000) 
about artists, and Love (2003) about the climactic Hollywood kiss. Although 
most of the work  under consideration in this book is grounded in Ameri-
can film history, in chapter 6 I  will discuss The Three Disappearances of Soad 
Hosni, in which Stephan has recycled clips from classical Egyptian cinema. 
Indeed, the theme of classical cinema, particularly in the form of melodrama, 
is a major component of my sense of archiveology and its affinities with Walter 
Benjamin’s conception of allegory and the theater of culture. The proximity of 
the avant- garde to the mainstream and its détournement of popu lar cinema 
bring us close to the deep ambiguity and ambivalence at the heart of Benja-
min’s cultural theory.

In keeping with a general trend of experimental media, the makers of ar-
chiveology have tended to shift their sites of exhibition from the theater to the 
gallery. As cinema is rendered obsolete, it seems to have moved into the gal-
lery as a form of “old media” from which artists are constructing new works. 
Erika Balsom suggests that cinema in recycled form evokes the collectivist 
impulse of its origins as a “mass art.” In contrast to con temporary specta-
torship, which is increasingly atomized and individualized, “old cinema” was 
consumed collectively.45 In this context, Balsom evokes Walter Benjamin, for 
whom a large part of the promise of cinema was its collective consumption. 
She argues that “the return to classical Hollywood in art since 1990 provides a 
way of excavating an experience of collectivity stemming from a shared recep-
tion of media.”46

The appropriation of classical film brings with it an appropriation of the 
sensual effects of popu lar genre cinema, including the emotional charge of 
melodrama and the aesthetic spectacle created by industrial techniques. For 
Benjamin, this was very much part of the potential of film as an instrument 
of social change: its ability to move  people. In “One- Way Street,” for ex-
ample, he endorses commercial advertising  because it provides the “most 
real, mercantile gaze into the heart of  things.” Advertising is “superior to 
criticism”  because it is “not what the moving red neon sign says —  but the 
fiery pool reflecting it in the asphalt.”47
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M E M O R Y  A N D  D O C U M E N T

In archiveology, film clips are compiled and ordered according 
to a system and arrangement other than that for which they  were originally 
made. In this sense, the collection serves as a new archive; many films are 
composed according to the model of “files” or “tapes.” As Foster has pointed 
out, archival art often assumes a “quasi- archival logic,” in a “quasi- archival ar-
chitecture,” with an intrinsic sense of incompletion.48 Film Ist (Gustav Deutsch, 
1998–2009),49 which consists of thirteen episodes to date and remains unfin-
ished, and Rick Prelinger’s “Lost Landscape” films of Detroit and San Francisco 
are not only interminably incomplete proj ects that could continue in def-
initely; they also blur the lines between the personal collection and the public 
archive as they assem ble materials into epic serial forms.

Filmmakers such as Bill Morrison, Gustav Deutsch, and Yervant Giani-
kian and Angela Ricci Lucchi are making archival material accessible, bring-
ing it out of the darkness of the vault and into the light of public memory. 
Other filmmakers, such as Matthias Müller, Rania Stephan, Tracey Moffatt, 
and Christian Marclay, proceed by rendering the familiar landscape of 
popu lar culture and fiction film archival, precisely by breaking it up into 
pieces that then take on new meanings in new contexts. The two tendencies 
have in common a recognition of their archival sources. They frequently 
cite  either the film titles or the archives from which the material was found. 
Filmmakers are reflexively engaging with historical documents, which are 
neither anonymous nor random but carefully chosen for more than their 
formal and aesthetic properties. Shifts in experimental and documentary 
film practice are of course consistent with, and run parallel to, dramatic 
shifts in the form and function of the archive itself, which has moved from a 
closely guarded site of curated documents to the vari ous open access sites of 
digital archives both “official” and “unofficial.” Archival film practices need 
to be recognized as creative engagements with this new social role of media 
storage.

By rethinking found footage as archiveology, I hope to emphasize the doc-
umentary value of collecting and compiling fragments of previously filmed 
material. How and when does an image become a document? I would argue 
that it does so as soon as it is excised from its narrative origins, or from its 
original “documentary” form, if that is where it comes from. In “One- Way 
Street,” Benjamin distinguished between the artwork and the document in a 
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section called “13  Theses against Snobs.” Among his pithy pronouncements on 
the document, he says,

•  The more one loses oneself in a document, the denser the subject 
 matter grows.

• A document overpowers only through surprise.
• The document’s innocence gives it cover.50

Digital tools have made archiveology accessible and available as a critical 
practice to amateurs and artists alike. We need to distinguish between  those 
practices that push back against historical transparency and  those that access 
the archive to construct seamless histories of linear causality. Benjamin’s his-
toriography is based on a nonlinear conception of correspondences between 
past and  future and on the shock or crystallization of the moment produced 
through juxtaposition and montage. His aesthetics of awakening and recog-
nition are techniques of interruption of the “flow” of images on which con-
ventional historicism relies. The death of “film” and the rise of digital media 
has effectively enabled and produced a new critical language that we are only 
 really learning to speak. As video essays begin to proliferate as a mode of criti-
cal discourse, we need to retain the techniques of collage within compilation 
modes, and this depends in part on a recognition of detail and density; it also 
depends on surprise and on the kind of inversion of background and fore-
ground that archiveology can produce. If fragments of fiction film become 
documents of fashion and architecture, fragments of documentary become 
recognizable as per for mances.

Remarks on film are scattered through The Arcades Proj ect, as if Benjamin’s 
method was itself informed by cinema: “Only film can detonate the explosive 
stuff which the nineteenth  century has accumulated in that strange and per-
haps formerly unknown material which is kitsch.”51 Benjamin was writing at a 
crucial moment in Eu ro pean history, and he was undoubtedly inspired by the 
specific conjunction of technology, propaganda, capitalism, and fascism. As 
we swerve around the digital turn, with a hard left to the archival turn, in the 
early twenty- first  century, Benjamin’s thought illuminates the politics of the 
image archive that has become the lingua franca of digital culture.

Once we recognize that images, media, and moving pictures are part of history 
and the “real world,”  there can be no discontinuity between images and real ity. 
Archiveology takes us into the interior of a dreamworld that has put itself on 
display for viewers in the  future. The archival excess enables us to look beyond 
the “evidence” of the past to the failed promise of technological modernity. 
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Regardless of how we might want to categorize films as documentaries, ex-
perimental films, or essay films, when they are based on collections —  which 
are in turn drawn from archives of vari ous kinds —  and compiled into new 
texts, they have a  great potential for gaining historical insight into a history 
made up of many recorded memories.

The interactivity of digital media has made it pos si ble for anyone and 
every one to rewrite history, and this, of course, has its dangers as well as its 
potential. Archiveology teaches us that history does not need to be written or 
to tell stories. It can also be constructed, cut and pasted together, which is to 
say that the archive lends itself to practices of searching and collecting, and 
the materialist historian is one who re spects that piecemeal construction of 
historical experience. If history breaks down into images,52 archiveology is a 
means of engaging and indulging  those images to construct collective memo-
ries from which new  futures can be known.

A good example of archiveology is Gustav Deutsch’s experimental compi-
lation Film Ist, made up of thirteen sections of borrowed imagery, most of it 
from the Netherlands Film Museum. For Deutsch, “film is” every thing that 
has ever been filmed, and the proj ect is interminably incomplete. He has cre-
ated files or “convolutes” —  not unlike Benjamin’s in The Arcades Proj ect — of 
fragments of film that he makes speak to each other. In a section called “Mem-
ory and Document,” he uses the motif of the returned gaze to link a series 
of disparate images from early cinema. The conjunction of powerful- looking 
 people with a cameraman and African  children playing with tripods relies on 
surrealist techniques of juxtaposition. Deutsch shows us how cameras affect 
per for mance, evoke responses, and create networks of gazes. Filmed history 
is a history of engagement between  people. Deutsch’s collage approach reveals 
how the document is produced and also points to the limits and unreliability 
of memory. Walter Benjamin thought that the cinema could reveal the “opti-
cal unconscious” of industrial society, and this kind of film practice is ideally 
positioned to realize this potential.

Another section of Film Ist is called “Material.”  Here Deutsch has collected 
discarded footage, purchased at a flea market, from a Brazilian soap opera. The 
damage on the filmstrip was caused by its being used as a floor mop, literally 
drenched in soap.53 In this sense he is recycling the recycled film, and still we 
see the men and  women acting serious in 1970s domestic interiors. The “mate-
rial” is thus doubled as the celluloid and the image, both of which have histori-
cal registers. As Tom Gunning has said of Film Ist, Deutsch’s collage techniques 
“awaken energies slumbering in old material.”54 Indeed, the sense of energy 



Film Ist (Gustav Deutsch, 2004)

Film Ist (Gustav Deutsch, 2004)



Film Ist (Gustav Deutsch, 2004)



32 Chapter 1

created by moving images enables a sensuous contact with the past. By in-
corporating layers of material decay and destruction, the archival fragment 
is perceived as archaeological: it is a fossil with its own temporal inscription.

Deutsch’s archival research does not discriminate between documentary 
and fiction. As experimental film practice, it is indicative of the direction that 
a  great deal of new media is taking, returning to film history as an archive of 
imagery rich in style and form, provocative and sensual. All is fiction; all is 
fact. History is all about forgetting what was true,  because all memories are 
valid memories  whether they are torn from “the movies” or torn from the 
world in front of the camera. In the archaeological rec ord, the fragmented 
history is the only one we can see and hear, the evidence of a past that can 
be reassembled in the pres ent so that we can try to reorder the  future differ-
ently. Digital tools certainly facilitate the researching, the reordering, and the 
reconstructing of the past; and in this sense the past is opened to reconstruc-
tion by bringing into the foreground details that  were previously obscured by 
dominant narratives of history. Archiveology thus offers endless opportuni-
ties to rethink the diversity of histories and stories that can come  under the 
rubric “memory and document.”

C O N V O L U T E S

The translators of The Arcades Proj ect chose to use the term con-
volute for Benjamin’s use of the term Konvolut in German to designate the 
sections of the proj ect, which at the time of his death  were contained in files 
and which may never have been intended to become a book per se. They con-
sidered the terms file folder and sheaf but found them to be inappropriate 
for Benjamin’s collections of notes and materials, including the many quota-
tions that he meticulously copied out.55 He assembled them  under the vari ous 
headings of “Fashion,” “Mirrors,” “The Flâneur,” and so on. Like the examples 
of media archiveology that I am concerned with  here, for Benjamin, the re-
search itself became a “transmissible” form of communication. This book is 
structured more conventionally in the form of chapters, and yet each chap-
ter is in a sense a collection of film analyses and critical concepts borrowed 
from Benjamin and other scholars. While I hope to avoid “convolution,” I 
aim to re spect Benjamin’s essayistic approach to the compilation of notes and 
materials.
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The following chapters demonstrate how archiveology plays out on diff er-
ent fronts, using selected films to show the creative engagement with moving 
image archives of many va ri e ties. Before getting to  these examples of films 
and videos, in chapter 2 I focus specifically on Walter Benjamin.  Because his 
cultural theory has been subject to so many interpretations and is incredibly 
vast and interdisciplinary, I tease out the specific strands that can be woven 
into a theory of archiveology as a critical method. Benjamin has been a con-
stant figure in film theory, but his relevance and contribution continues to 
change with new translations, new media, and new interdisciplinary perspec-
tives. Chapter 2 concludes with a discussion of Histoire(s) du cinéma (1998), 
Godard’s epic example of archiveology that was arguably inspired by Benjamin’s 
Arcades Proj ect.

In chapter 3 I take up the theme of the city, and the long- standing affilia-
tion between city films and montage. Benjamin’s cultural theory is in itself 
deeply invested in the kaleidoscopic form of the cityscape and its layers of 
ever- renewing history. Working through analyses of Paris 1900 (Nicole Vé-
drès, 1947) and Los Angeles Plays Itself (Thom Andersen, 2003), I explore a 
number of Benjamin’s concepts from The Arcades Proj ect, including fashion, 
magic, the dream city, and architecture. The chapter concludes with a discussion 
of The Exiles (Kent MacKenzie, 1961), a “lost film” that was “found” through 
the production of Los Angeles Plays Itself. Archiveology is a kind of untimely 
cinema in its ability to engage with the afterlives of texts in critical and pro-
ductive ways.

Chapter 4, on collecting, is also about the anthropological and ethnographic 
dimensions of archiveology. The three films that are discussed in this chapter, 
() a.k.a. Parentheses (Morgan Fisher, 2003), Hoax Canular (Dominic Gagnon, 
2013), and World Mirror Cinema (Gustav Deutsch, 2005), could not be more 
dissimilar in terms of content, cultural context, and exhibition history. Never-
theless, in each case, the filmmakers create unique cultural pa noramas of spe-
cific ethnographic “chronotopes” based in media forms. Among the themes 
covered in this chapter are media archaeology, physiognomy, and Aby War-
burg, all of which have impor tant links to Benjamin and his constellation of 
ideas about language, memory, and technologies of repre sen ta tion.

The comparison between phantasmagoria and classical cinema in chap-
ter 5 is more of a superimposition of one concept onto the other, a super-
imposition that is also a destruction and fragmentation of the two kinds of 
dreamworlds. Through my analyses of The Clock (Christian Marclay, 2010), 
Kristall (Christoph Girardet and Matthias Müller, 2006), and Phoenix Tapes 
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(Christoph Girardet and Matthias Müller, 1999), the parallels between  these 
two image spheres should emerge in critical form. In this chapter I also argue 
for a critical mode of cinephilia by means of thinking through a further anal-
ogy between melodrama and baroque drama, as Benjamin theorized the latter 
in The Origin of German Tragic Drama. Melodrama emerges as an impor tant 
category of film criticism for archiveology in its reliance on gesture, emotion, 
and “double articulation.” The melodramatic image corresponds closely with 
Benjamin’s understanding of film as “kitsch” and as “warming.” At the same 
time, melodramatic images are highly performative, staging their gestures of 
melancholy and desire on the stage of media history.

Chapter  6 returns to a canonical example of found- footage filmmaking, 
Joseph Cornell’s Rose Hobart (1936), to reconsider it in terms of archiveol-
ogy and the aura of a star of the archive. The question of gender emerges 
directly from the previous chapter on the phantasmagoria, and the question 
of awakening from the archive and détourning its gender politics is especially 
pressing in the context of classical cinema. Following Laura Mulvey, Domietta 
Torlasco, and Agnès Varda, this chapter argues for a heretical archival practice 
in which the female spectator and the  women who populate film history, even 
in the form of ghosts, can be given the critical tools of awakening. Benjamin’s 
concept of anthropological materialism  will be developed  here as a concept he 
borrowed in order to talk about  women in a revolutionary history of Paris. Fi-
nally, The Three Disappearances of Soad Hosni  will be discussed as an instance of 
archiveology in which another archival star, the actress Soad Hosni, is awak-
ened into a new mode of interactive spectatorship.
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W A LT E R  B E N J A M I N  A N D  T H E  L A N G U A G E 

O F   T H E  M O V I N G  I M A G E  A R C H I V E

The realization of dream ele ments in the course of waking 
up is the canon of dialectics. It is paradigmatic for the 
thinker and binding for the historian.

In order for part of the past to be touched by the pres ent 
instant,  there must be no continuity between them.

 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Proj ect

Walter Benjamin’s name is frequently cited in English- language 
film studies scholarship, and he has been a mainstay of the theoretical corpus 
since “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” was included 
in Mast and Cohen’s canonical Film Theory and Criticism, first published in 
1974.1 Benjamin’s cryptic essay appeared  there without its copious footnotes, 
and with  little contextualization.  Until 1996, only a handful of his essays and 
books had been translated into En glish, and even now that most of his writing 
is widely translated and accessible, it has become clear that he did not write 
very much specifically about film. The “artwork essay,” as it has come to be 
known, remains his single essay devoted exclusively to the cinema, although 
film remained central to his thinking on many levels and is frequently referred 
to in letters, reviews, and essays on a wide variety of topics. In some ways, the 
artwork essay may have been something of a red herring for film studies. With 
the publication of The Arcades Proj ect in En glish in 1999, it is clear that the 
artwork essay offered only a small and somewhat confusing part of the story. 
Although The Arcades Proj ect is ostensibly about nineteenth- century Paris, its 
historical methodology is deeply indebted to cinema, and it is clearly written 
from the perspective of the 1930s.

A small cottage industry has developed around Benjamin’s corpus, pro-
ducing an ongoing stream of interpretations, applications, and contextuali-
zations. A host of diff er ent “Benjamins” have arisen, depending on the  great 
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variety of analytical frameworks and disciplinary concerns. Benjamin’s dif-
ficult life in interwar Eu rope as a nomadic character on the fringes of so many 
cultural circles is very much part of his philosophy and cannot be entirely 
separated from his critical theory. Benjamin worked on the edge of a po liti cal 
precipice and adapted methodologies from a wide range of cultural currents, 
expressing himself eloquently in French and German, providing a significant 
challenge to his En glish translators. His work  will never stand up to the rigors 
of a “scientific” challenge, but in my view, it needs to be evaluated on the basis 
of its value as a methodological tool. What he called “profane illumination” is 
the degree to which the ordinary, the everyday, and the banal can be under-
stood as dynamically historical, pointing the way out of the reification of 
commodity capitalism. He challenges the film critic and media analyst to craft 
new ave nues of interpretation in order to recognize the utopian within the 
ideological, and to illuminate the lost promises of technological modernity.

Film studies  gambles with Benjamin  every time he is cited  because, like 
Benjamin’s gambler,  every time we seem to start afresh.2 The same cryptic 
phrases are quoted repeatedly, in the hopes that he  will lend scholarly work a 
critical edge, a kind of spirit of re sis tance within a mediasphere that repeat-
edly seems to eat its own young, co- opting one exit  after another. As “film” 
comes to encompass precisely the social, technological, and architectural 
sphere of moving image practices that Benjamin always considered to be 
part of “film,” I believe that his theory is actually becoming more relevant 
than ever. In working through his relation to archival film practices, I hope to 
channel the energy that is contained in his surprising interruptions. He un-
derstood the urgency of his own critical practice as a response to a history in 
which image culture was closely tied to po liti cal currents and was undergoing 
rapid change with new technologies.

Benjamin’s dialectical and nonlinear concept of history is particularly ap-
propriate to archiveology as a critical mode of image recycling  because his 
theory of the image links technologies of reproduction to a concept of histori-
cal imagination. It lies at the heart of a philosophical program that situated 
aesthetics and criticism within a dynamic theory of historical materialism. 
Unpacking Benjamin’s writing is always a challenge  because he expressed 
himself in the language of criticism. Especially in translation, his ideas can 
often be opaque, and they are frequently submerged or entangled with his 
critical objects —  writers such as Baudelaire, Proust, Johann Wolfgang von 
Goethe, and Kafka. Living in Eu rope through the first half of the twentieth 
 century, Benjamin was furthermore influenced by the shifts of intellectual 
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and po liti cal history, as well as his own challenges as a German Jew in exile, 
without university accreditation. Within the rising and falling tides of po liti-
cal promise of the 1920s and the disillusionment that forced him fi nally to 
take his own life in 1940, Benjamin’s views on art, modernity, and the image 
underwent significant change. As a freelance writer, he lacked security and 
was frequently answerable to his editors and colleagues, with whom he main-
tained a fierce correspondence. On the other hand, lacking academic restric-
tions, he was able to situate himself as an activist and as an engaged critic and 
historian.

In light of the biographical implications of Benjamin’s scholarship, and the 
many internal contradictions and switchbacks that characterize his work, the 
secondary lit er a ture on him becomes particularly impor tant as a means of as-
sessing his ideas and their relevance to media history. Throughout this book 
I  will draw on many of the commentators on Benjamin whose interpreta-
tions have necessarily influenced my own reading of him. It is true that his 
ideas frequently converge with many of his contemporaries —  such as Ber-
tolt Brecht, Kracauer, Theodor Adorno, György Lukács, and  others —  and 
have been influential in sometimes subtle ways for theorists such as Roland 
Barthes, Gilles Deleuze, Derrida, and Agamben. However, for the most part 
 these convergences  will be left aside for the purposes of this par tic u lar proj ect, 
with the hopes that they  will be picked up  later by myself or  others.

Perhaps the deepest contradiction in Benjamin’s larger oeuvre is his con-
flicting views on “aura” and its relationship to modernity and technology. In 
the version of the artwork essay that was originally published in En glish in Illu-
minations and in the Mast and Cohen reader, aura is surpassed and overcome 
by technological reproduction.3 Film is opposed to aura and aligned with the 
progressive values of Dadaism and distracted spectatorship. Benjamin’s role in 
1970s “screen theory” was to bring Brechtian strategies to the movies.4 And 
yet, around the same time as he was working on the artwork essay, Benjamin 
wrote “The Storyteller,” an essay in which “a new beauty” could be glimpsed in 
that which was vanishing, specifically the experiential mode of oral storytell-
ing with all the ritual and cult values that Benjamin seemed to be casting aside 
in the artwork essay in  favor of a politicized aesthetic.5

With the En glish publication of Benjamin’s Selected Writings by Harvard 
University Press, including all three versions of the artwork essay, and with 
Miriam Hansen’s comprehensive analy sis of Benjamin’s thoughts about film,6 
it is evident that his theory of aura is in fact far more complex than was first 
thought by film scholars. In the second version of the artwork essay, which 
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Hansen calls the “ur- text,” he argues that “the first technology  really sought to 
master nature, whereas the second aims rather at an interplay between nature 
and humanity.”7 This concept of second technology did not make it into the 
third version of the essay (the one that appeared in Illuminations), but as Han-
sen points out, it is key to Benjamin’s hope for auratic experience to survive in 
technological modernity. The second technology manifests itself in play, and 
its “results” are always provisional, subject to experimentation and testing. 
Hansen also elaborates on the concept of play in Benjamin’s writing, which is 
closely linked to gambling, and to surrealist methodologies of the dreamwork. 
Repetition, for Benjamin, is emblematic of his ambivalent historiography in 
which catastrophe is always accompanied by possibility; the ever- same by the 
flash of memory. Hansen argues: “In Benjaminian terms, repetition in the 
mode of the ‘yet- once- again’ (it might work this time) is linked to the mes-
sianic idea of repairing a history gone to pieces. . . .  [Benjamin] invested the 
cinema with the hope that it could yet heal the wounds inflicted on  human 
bodies and senses predicated on the mastery of nature; the hope that film, as 
a sensory- reflexive medium of second technology, offers a second —  though 
perhaps last —  chance for reversing sensory alienation, the numbing of the 
 human sensorium in defense against shock.”8

In other words, Benjamin still held out the hope for aura to be perceptible 
within the “fallen world” of second technology, and film was a privileged me-
dium for this to happen. However, it would not happen within film itself, and 
he offers no easy  recipes for critical analy sis. Key to Benjamin’s legacy is the 
nonautonomy of the artwork, as Hansen indicates. He is concerned, above all, 
with the effects of film on audiences; and his allegorical theory of the image 
opens up a space for reflexive, critical spectating. Artists, spectators, and crit-
ics are thoroughly historical, so any redemptive practice is the responsibility 
of the critic as historian. The inversion of values that is found in the diff er ent 
versions of the artwork essay, in which aura seems to be at once found and 
then lost again, is symptomatic of Benjamin’s reflexive critical practice.

As an essayist, Benjamin composed the third version of the artwork essay at 
a critical moment in Eu ro pean history, and his ambivalence regarding the aura of 
cinema can be directly attributed to that context. The appropriation of Disney 
by fascist aesthetics dealt a serious blow to Benjamin and led to his revision 
of the artwork essay in which fascism and revolution are polarized, with the 
ambivalent promise of aura excised completely. Benjamin was persuaded to 
drop the “Mickey Mouse” section of the artwork essay by Adorno and Max 
Horkheimer, who rejected outright Benjamin’s interpretation of the therapeutic 



effects of collective laughter.9 Benjamin himself realized by 1936 that a “full 
analy sis” of Mickey Mouse’s kinetic imbrication of technology and nature 
“must not repress their  counter meaning.”10 The convergence of horror and 
comedy in Mickey Mouse cartoons became deeply linked to the terror and 
vio lence of everyday life in the Nazification of German culture.11

In her monumental study, Cinema and Experience, Hansen traces the 
Mickey Mouse references through Benjamin’s diverse writings, pointing out 
how he himself wrestled with the monstrous vio lence of the cartoon character. 
Through the figure of Mickey Mouse, Hansen argues, Benjamin makes a case 
that film, “in the form of play, could reanimate, prematurely detonate, and 
neutralize — on a mass basis —  the psychopathological effects of the failed ad-
aptation of technology.”12 Hansen concludes that by the late 1930s, “Benjamin 
had maneuvered himself into an aporia,” in which Mickey Mouse dis appeared 
from the third version of the artwork essay.13 Nevertheless, both Esther Leslie 
and Hansen point to the ways that Benjamin anticipated the digital aesthetics 
of posthumanist repre sen ta tion that evolved from prewar animation.14 Han-
sen concludes the section of her book on Benjamin by saying that she hopes 
“to have complicated” Benjamin’s posthumous relevance in relation to fascist 
aesthetics and digital culture, “along with the assumption that his positions on 
 these  matters can be easily pinpointed.”15 In other words, although Hansen’s 
book is the most comprehensive account of Benjamin’s film theory to date, 
even she reneges from drawing any final conclusions about what he  really 
means for film studies.

Benjamin’s thinking underwent significant change during his lifetime, as 
he shifted from a theological understanding of art practices to a materialist 
one. The concept of aura is associated in his earliest writings with the truth 
values of a par tic u lar theory of language. The transposition of this theory of 
language to a materialist philosophy of modernity was accomplished through 
the model of photographic reproduction, which Benjamin was interested in 
not only as a symptom of modernity but as a form of knowledge in itself. He 
may never have developed a systematic philosophical system, but as Rainer 
 Rochlitz argues, Benjamin did maintain a consistent set of princi ples through-
out his diverse and disparate texts.16 Working backward from the archiveology 
of twenty- first- century media practices, we can track this theme of language 
back to Benjamin’s earliest writings on language, allegory, and mimesis.

In his essays on language, Benjamin sought a mode of revelation that corre-
sponded to lost practices, before the “fall” of language to instrumental “bour-
geois” systems of thought. In 1916 he  imagined a “pure language” in which 
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 things have their own way of communicating. A crucial division that would 
continue to inform his view of language and,  later, history exists between 
“language as such” and “the language of man.” Before man  there was the more 
immediate relation between  things and God. However, he also  imagined a 
“language of sculpture, of painting, of poetry . . .  languages issuing from 
 matter.”17 Mankind is merely an intermediary between nature and God, pro-
viding names for  things, but a more pure language can be detected on occa-
sion in the practice of translation. In the movement from one language to 
another, the truth of language can be perceived, almost as a kind of leakage 
or excess. “Translatability” is an essential quality of certain works, which for 
Benjamin is evidence of a “specific significance inherent in the original,”18 a 
quality of direct communication without need of codes or systems.

Benjamin’s preoccupation with origins can be disorienting for film theory 
and criticism  unless we are willing to grant the film image itself the status of 
a  thing in the world. This is key to the thinking of archiveology as a language, 
especially as a language that is a language of  things that have become writ-
ing. Benjamin’s theory of allegory, developed in The Origin of German Tragic 
Drama (a.k.a. the Trauerspiel), takes up this idiosyncratic theory of language 
into the realm of repre sen ta tion. The image is conceived in the Trauerspiel 
specifically as a ruin, a fallen form of language but a language nevertheless. 
“ Every image is only a form of writing . . .  only a signature, only the mono-
gram of essence, not the essence itself in a mask.”19

In the Trauerspiel, Benjamin remarks further that “that which lies  here in 
ruins, the highly significant fragment, the remnant, is, in fact, the finest ma-
terial in baroque creation.”20 When he adds that in Baroque lit er a ture, frag-
ments pile up “ceaselessly, without any strict idea of a goal,” the relation to the 
montage and collage practices of his own time (circa 1924) becomes evident. 
Although he was writing about a seventeenth- century dramatic form, Benjamin 
was clearly aware of the dynamics of modernity in composing this text, which 
challenged many of the norms of romantic aesthetics —  particularly the au-
tonomy of the artwork. For Benjamin, it was always implicitly historical. For 
Christine Buci- Glucksmann, Benjamin’s allegorical mode is a “game of the 
illusion of real ity as illusion, where the world is at once valued and devalued.” 
The world expresses itself as theater, or more specifically “theatre that knows 
itself to be theatre.”21 Even within the dynamics of mortification that domi-
nate the Trauerspiel, Benjamin nevertheless recognizes in language a means of 
thinking through the logic of transience and decay. Language is reinvented in 



Baroque tragic drama as a means of looking backward, of producing meaning 
from within the detritus of de cadent culture.

In the late 1920s, Benjamin then rethinks his theory of language  under the 
sign of commodity capitalism and advertising. As Rochlitz points out, in the 
Trauerspiel Benjamin has no theory of reception beyond the theological.22 
Baroque allegory was redemptive in its appeal to pagan gods that oversaw 
the originary space of naming and pure language. Turning his attention to 
modernity,  under the sign of historical materialism, the commodity becomes 
the symptomatic allegory. In One- Way Street, influenced by surrealism and 
by the symbolist Stéphane Mallarmé, Benjamin developed his own method of 
“picture writing” or aphoristic writing. Juxtaposing anecdotal images drawn 
from the urban blizzard of “changing, colourful, conflicting letters,” Benjamin 
also began to incorporate the apparatuses of writing and research, including 
archival technique, into his own reflexive method: “The card index marks the 
conquest of three- dimensional writing, and so pres ents an astonishing coun-
terpoint to the three- dimensionality of script in its original form as rune or 
knot notation.”23

As Benjamin’s view shifted more  toward the urban landscape so thoroughly 
infiltrated by technology and language, the utopian theme of the aura took on 
new forms and became the under lying theme of The Arcades Proj ect, the work 
that most comprehensively foreshadows the archival film practices that pro-
liferate in the early twenty- first  century. The figures of the child, the flaneur, 
and the collector, Benjamin’s own avatars in the Paris arcades, are also figures 
of urban enchantment with lingering magical properties. Rochlitz points out 
that in One- Way Street, “a new form of myth begins to forge a path.”  These 
figures, who emerge in Benjamin’s work, are “exposed to the terrors of myth” 
but are “the only ones who still recognize the miraculous.”24

Through his writings on Baudelaire, Benjamin strug gled to articulate his 
politics of the image, which remained consistently torn between a critique 
of ideology and a cele bration of the phantasmagoria. The aura in decay is 
better than no aura at all, and Baudelaire seems to embody this duality that 
for Benjamin is always a dialectic of the promise of modernity and the many 
losses that it harbors. Rochlitz argues that for Benjamin, Baudelaire was both 
a symptom of the arcades and a heroic artist who captured precisely the decay 
of aura that Benjamin himself observed in modernity. He goes so far as to 
point out that Benjamin’s inability to reconcile the aesthetic values of Baude-
laire’s poetry with his symptomatic status within the arcades accounts not 
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only for the way that the two proj ects became so deeply intertwined but also 
for Benjamin’s inability to completely overturn the concept of art in the age 
of mechanical reproduction.25 The shift from a theological theory of language 
to a critical historiography that takes place in Benjamin’s last de cade is also 
a shift in his own self- identity as a critic to being a historian. In fact, it is the 
crystallization of the critic in the historian that lies at the heart of the “awak-
ening” that he consistently calls for.

The historian, who takes over the role previously filled by the critic, pro-
ceeds by a pro cess of recognition. The historian is always responsible  toward 
the past; in not being indifferent, she is invested. Insofar as the past is con-
ceived as a fluid, incomplete proj ect, with no teleological, necessary out-
comes, the historian’s discontinuity is modeled on photography and film. For 
Benjamin,  these “new media” had the capacity to evoke auratic experience in 
the form of a correspondence between past and pres ent. His own method in The 
Arcades Proj ect is specifically “a dissolution of ‘my thol ogy’ into the space of 
history.” That can only happen, he says, “through the awakening of a not- yet- 
conscious knowledge of what has been.”26 He quotes André Monglod’s photo-
graphic meta phor: “The past left images of itself . . .  comparable to  those left 
on a photosensitive plate. The  future alone possesses developers active enough 
to scan such surfaces perfectly.”27

As Miriam Hansen has summarized, for Benjamin, photographic media do 
not reproduce real ity, but they “store and reveal similarities that are ‘nonsen-
suous,’ not other wise vis i ble to the  human eye.”28 Benjamin uses the term non-
sensuous to refer to language of the “second technology,” which he describes as 
“an archive of nonsensuous similarities, of nonsensuous correspondences.”29 
Michael Taussig explains the mimetic faculty as “the nature that culture uses 
to create second nature,”30 and it is very specifically a  human capacity that, for 
Benjamin, is in constant flux, in tandem with the shifting sands of modernity 
and technology. In other words, nonsensuous correspondences are produced 
by  humans, not by gods or nature, so etymologically the “non-” refers to the 
fallen state of  human perception and communication. However, technologies 
of visual culture have embraced the capacity for mimicry to the point where 
experiential modes of knowledge can kick in, involving the entire bodily sen-
sorium. For Hansen, “innervation” is key to Benjamin’s program and is es-
sentially “a structural equivalent to auratic experience that can open up to a 
mimetic connection with the afterlife of  things.”31

Yet another version of the auratic within the technological is Benjamin’s 
concept of the optical unconscious, for which he overtly borrows a Freudian 



paradigm of layering that also informs his understanding of memory. In his 
imprecise but provocative distinction between voluntary and involuntary 
memory, the auratic is that which somehow escapes the technological deter-
minism of the camera but nevertheless is produced in its shadow, not unlike 
Barthes’s punctum. Hansen warns the reader that Benjamin’s theory of the 
optical unconscious is “not a philosophical concept but rather an experimen-
tal meta phor, and like all complex tropes, has multiple and shifting mean-
ings.”32 In the digital era in which the indexical truth of the image can no 
longer be counted on, the canon of nonsensuous correspondences has surely 
only multipl ied exponentially. Thus, Benjamin’s  gamble remains alive, and 
even more pressing in an age in which the state of emergency has been equally 
amplified beyond geopo liti cal crises to encompass environmental catastrophe 
as well. Rochlitz poses the question of Benjamin’s politics in terms of the col-
lective unconscious. In the face of the radical forgetting of technological mo-
dernity, “is it pos si ble to speak of ‘involuntary memory’ at the social level?”33

In keeping with Benjamin’s own historiography, I am quite deliberately 
projecting con temporary cultural concerns onto him to make his theory use-
ful, and legible, in the pres ent. Critics of found- footage filmmaking like to cite 
enigmatic phrases from Benjamin’s work, such as “nothing that has ever hap-
pened should be regarded as lost to history”; “history decays into images, not 
into stories”; and Benjamin’s stated method of The Arcades Proj ect, “Literary 
montage: I  needn’t say anything. Merely show.”34 Indeed, the prevalence of ar-
chival film practice makes Benjamin’s own thinking about image culture leg-
ible and many of his most significant insights into historiography and media 
less cryptic than they  were during his own lifetime.

For Hansen, if Benjamin seems to have been wrong about the  great promise 
he saw in film as critically positioned to activate the social dynamics of tech-
nological modernity, new technologies and new media may yet prove him 
to be exceptionally farsighted. She points specifically to the way that digital 
media enables spectators to be more active as users and agents in “simulated 
situations.” Her own analy sis of the artwork essay explains in detail how no-
tions of play and semblance are deeply entwined as a productive tension and 
polarity,35 and it is only one more step from  there to inquire into experimental 
media practices that play with the language of the film archive. Archiveol-
ogy as an experimental practice embraces film images shorn of their original 
instrumental use in what ever documentary, narrative, or institutional mode 
they  were originally put. They may be put to new purposes, but at its best, 
archiveology allows the nonsensuous correspondence to come forward as a 
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residue of a means of knowing the world that we  will never actually know. If, 
for Benjamin, this fallen state referred to a “primeval, primitive” mode of lan-
guage, in archiveology it refers back to the sensational experiences attached 
to media such as classical cinema, colonial cinema, home movies, tv history, 
and the authoritarianism of instructional film, all of which are riddled with 
tropes of vio lence and plea sure.

C O L P O R T A G E  A N D  C O L L E C T I N G

In The Arcades Proj ect, Benjamin investigates the architecture, 
the lit er a ture, the philosophy, and the politics of display culture as it peaked 
in the World’s Fairs of the nineteenth  century. His own system of collecting 
fragments of discourse is highly reflexive, inspired by surrealist practice, 
in the hope of realizing what they failed to do: wake up the collective from 
their dreamworld of commodity fetishism. The “hyperlinks” in The Arcades 
 Proj ect —  tag- like code words that frequently appear at the end of a citation or 
following Benjamin’s own phrases —  anticipate cross- references that he was 
never able to actually use in a digital age he never saw. Within this sprawling, 
incomplete work, we find many cues that anticipate the archiveology of  later 
de cades, foreshadowing the technologies that would render the archive trans-
missible, accessible, and pliable.

One of the tags that runs through The Arcades Proj ect is “colportage,” which 
means something akin to mobile book peddlers but by which Benjamin re-
fers to the circulation of texts, and of cultural styles, and the historical re-
making and transit of historical materials and styles over time. The ragpicker 
collected the city’s discarded materials in order to trade, recycle, and reuse 
them, and Benjamin likewise focuses on what he calls the “The Refuse of 
 History” —  including the ragpicker himself, alongside the trivia of fashion, 
interior design, and numerous writers and thinkers whose words had fallen 
by the wayside.36 Archival film practices are likewise composed of film foot-
age that can be bought cheaply or that has been orphaned, neglected, and 
forgotten. Bruce Conner and Joseph Cornell both bought footage in bulk, re-
maindered by Hollywood film studios; con temporary prac ti tion ers use digital 
marketplaces such as eBay and YouTube to collect moving image materials.

Another key figure in The Arcades Proj ect is the collector, who not only lets 
old works speak but enables them to speak a new kind of language. Collect-



ing, for Benjamin, is a practice inundated with dreams and magic, through 
which the collector detaches the object from its use value and places it within 
a new order. In the strug gle against dispersion, though, the collection is never 
complete: “For the collector, the world is pres ent, and indeed ordered, in each 
of his objects.”37 Collecting, for Benjamin, “is a form of practical memory” in 
that “the smallest act of po liti cal reflection makes for an epoch in the antiques 
business,” which leads to one of the more potent aphorisms in the book: “We 
construct  here an alarm clock that rouses the kitsch of the previous  century 
to ‘assembly.’ ”38

Benjamin also identifies a kind of magical property in the collection and 
suggests that the collector might even live a piece of dream life. Benjamin 
examines the Paris arcades “as though they  were properties in the hand of a 
collector.” The collector is like the dreamer in that the “rhythm of perception 
and experience is altered in such a way that every thing . . .  concerns us.”39 In 
the archival film, perception and experience are likewise reconfigured so as 
to address the spectator in the pres ent historical moment. Influenced by the 
random juxtapositions of surrealist method, Benjamin provides an exemplary 
model for the potential of archival cinema to disrupt the expanding landscape 
of archival imagery.

The collector strips  things from their use value, and their exchange value, 
to allow them to enter new relations that remain unfixed, ungoverned, and in-
complete.40 In his critical essay on Eduard Fuchs, a con temporary of Benjamin’s 
in the 1930s, Benjamin makes a crucial link between collecting and historical 
materialism. Fuchs collected items of mass culture and popu lar arts, provoking 
Benjamin to recognize the par tic u lar configuration of historical thought en-
tailed in the collection: the “constructive ele ment” replaces the “epic ele ment.” 
Detached from its original context, the collected item harbors its own relations 
of production.41 The past is incomplete and can take on new meanings in the 
context of its afterlife. Objects and artworks do not need “appreciation” but can 
be valued for their material character, and for their dialectics of history, insofar 
as they carry the traces of entire cultural networks into the pres ent.

Likewise, in The Arcades Proj ect, Benjamin says that through the method 
of montage, rags and refuse “come into their own” by being shown, not inven-
toried. He need not “say anything.”42 This is very much true of many of the 
media works discussed in this book that proceed without narration. Many ne-
glect to credit their sources in any detail, citing archives rather than producers 
or actors. They have no need for inventories as all is shown and revealed, and 
their access to the archive is according to patterns of movement, location, 
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gesture, sounds, and other nondiscursive ele ments of the moving image ar-
chive.  These films, I believe, exemplify Benjamin’s quest to “carry the montage 
princi ple into history,” which for him entailed linking “a heightened graphic-
ness to the realization of the Marxist method.”43

Benjamin saw Fuchs’s practice as a fundamental challenge to the disciplinar-
ity of the humanities, pointing out that “cultural history pres ents its contents by 
throwing them into relief, setting them off. Yet, for the historical materialist, this 
relief is illusory and is conjured up by false consciousness.”44 This leads Benjamin 
to his famous pronouncement that “ there is no document of culture which 
is not at the same time a document of barbarism.”45 The collected fragments 
of material history  will always have a lineage within a history of production 
relations, just as film clips necessarily speak about conditions of media pro-
duction. Fuchs’s collection offers a dialectical passage out of this conundrum 
insofar as his objects, excerpted from the continuum of history, lack any signs 
of genius, appreciation, or “aura.” Cultural history is, for Fuchs, “the inventory 
which humanity has preserved in the pres ent day.”46

M O R T I F I C A T I O N  A N D  T H E  D R E A M W O R K

As Susan Buck- Morss argues, the notion of temporal transience 
in Baroque allegory becomes central to Benjamin’s critique of commodity 
culture: “The other side of mass culture’s hellish repetition of ‘the new’ is the 
mortification of  matter which is fash ion able no longer.”47 Benjamin’s view of 
history as contingent, messianic, and materialist is eminently embodied in 
the signs of decay and transience that are inscribed in the ruin. The imper-
manence of history ensures the utopian possibility of social transformation 
promised but not delivered by modernity. In archiveology, the fictional frag-
ment is “mortified” as documentary and the newsreel fragment is “mortified” 
as spectacle; they thus become allegories of their former mystique.

Moreover, the absences, gaps, and incompletion that become evident in 
this pro cess of mortification lend themselves to irony. If in Baroque allegory, 
“death digs most deeply the jagged line of demarcation between physical na-
ture and significance,”48 in archiveology, this “death” is precisely the unfixing 
of meaning, the loss of certainty and truth. But, at the same time, the image 
contains a trace of “physical nature” in its profilmic materiality, a trace of time 
inscribed in the language of cultural styles, and in some instances, the visage 



of a celebrity, a cityscape, or a historical scene. If the “significance” is up for 
grabs, archiveology is a film practice that enables the image to retain its alle-
gorical  doubleness as at once meaningless and meaningful. As pastiche, it may 
elicit “a specific emotional or affective response,”49 including laughter, or even 
doubt as to the evidentiary basis of the image. In digital culture, all images can 
be falsified, so their “meaningfulness” tends to be more and more detached 
from indexical claims. Images are performative, enacting meaning from their 
location in discourse.

Even more importantly, Benjamin refined his critical notion of the phan-
tasmagoria, or the image sphere of nineteenth- century modernity, through 
surrealist tropes of the unconscious dreamworld. “Profane illumination” 
is his term for the surrealist experience —  a materialistic, anthropological 
 inspiration —  although he also found that the surrealists  were not quite equal 
to the job they set out to do. The Arcades Proj ect is intended, through a more 
rigorous form of inquiry, to open “the long- sought image space.” If surreal-
ism is the “death of the nineteenth  century in comedy,”50 The Arcades Proj ect 
proposes an awakening through dialectical recycling.

Benjamin’s historiography is oriented  toward a “not- yet- conscious knowl-
edge of what has been,” which is in turn an excellent premise for the reuse of 
archival footage that enables us to see the past on its own terms, torn from 
the mystifying contexts in which it lies dormant. Ernie Gehr’s wonderful film 
Eureka (1974) transforms a “phantom” streetcar  ride in San Francisco circa 1906 
into a trip through another world where traffic, pedestrians, and  horses take us 
deeply into the urban experience of the era.51 We are immersed not in informa-
tion but in sensation, movement, and space. Jeffrey Skoller says the film “affirms 
Benjamin’s supposition that ‘evidently a diff er ent nature opens itself to the cam-
era than opens to the naked eye — if only  because an unconsciously penetrated 
space is substituted for a space consciously explored by man.’ ”52 In archiveology, 
images may attain a legibility tied to a historical index that constitutes a “critical 
point in the movement at their interior”53 precisely by marking a moment in 
time and rendering it meaningful within a new audiovisual context. Benjamin’s 
notion of an afterlife of cultural artifacts ruptures the linearity of teleological 
history and nostalgia. The dialectics of now and then are integral to archiveol-
ogy, giving rise to works that are frequently infinitely incomplete, and always in 
flux, according to the historical conditions of reception.

Film studies in the early twenty- first  century has seen the “death of cinema” 
segue into the rise of digital media, which is not necessarily a rupture but a 
shift in perspective. While digital media lacks the imprimatur of authenticity, 
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indexicality in analog photographic methods never guaranteed access to truth 
in any case;54 the film document and the digital document are equally un-
trustworthy on their own terms. New technologies offer new forms of histori-
cal imagination, and indeed, coincident with the transformation of moving 
image media, new modes of salvage and access have transformed the archival 
landscape. Techniques of copying, downloading, fragmenting, collecting, and 
recombining have demo cratized the archival function, in which the arts of ap-
propriation are responding not only to materials borrowed from the past but 
to the history of the  future, or what Domietta Torlasco refers to as the “ future 
anterior” —  the  future that was, and that may be revisited.55

As celluloid dissolves into dust, images of the past have an increasing value, 
not only as visual evidence of history but as documents of the recording of 
history itself. This is perhaps why From the Pole to the Equator (1987) has had 
such an impor tant role to play in the history of archival film practices. Yervant 
Gianikian and Angela Ricci Lucchi reassembled the footage from a specific ar-
chive, shot by a specific filmmaker, Luca Comerio. The pro cess of salvage is be-
coming a challenge for the film archive, as digitization is arguably a conversion 
of film to a new medium, and restoration often entails a loss of medium speci-
ficity.56 Archival film practices are feeding off this transition and often speak 
back to it in works like Decasia (Bill Morrison, 2002), blurring the lines between 
preservation and ruination.

Walter Benjamin’s own archive has been collected, displayed, exhibited, and 
published, indicating how he meticulously inventoried his own work in all its 
vari ous stages and fragments. His fear of losing bits and pieces of his  labor was 
real, arising directly from his itinerant homelessness as an exile in interwar 
Eu rope. But as the editors of the En glish translation of his archive point out, 
his collecting and archiving was always intended to be “used productively and 
grounded in the pres ent.”57 Thus, a con temporary reading of Benjamin is neces-
sarily guided by the transformation of archival image culture in the digital age.

Miriam Hansen points out that Benjamin’s conception of nonsensuous 
similarity encompassed two diff er ent forms of “sameness” —  both the stan-
dardization of consumer culture and the distorted perception of hashish. She 
suggests that “if the world itself is distorted . . .  the only adequate mode of 
repre sen ta tion is one that displaces and destroys the obvious: a ‘distortion of 
a distortion.’ ”58 Moreover, she argues that photographic repre sen ta tion be-
comes, for Benjamin, the ultimate form of nonsensuous similarity. She says 
that in an increasingly instrumentalized culture of statistics, Benjamin aban-
doned his proj ect “to reconceptualize the conditions of possibility for experi-



ence in modernity” and turned his attention away from the question of indi-
vidual experience  toward the question of collective experience, coming back to 
the cinema as a mass art.59 In The Arcades Proj ect,  these conditions of possibil-
ity for experience are examined in retrospect, among the ruins of modernity, 
precisely in the context of the archive, revisited and scrambled, and broken 
into imagistic, fragmentary pieces. Against “eternal truths,” Benjamin advo-
cates for a constant remaking of history as it comes in and out of legibility.60

A key argument of this book is that the dreamworld of the arcades, the 
phantasmagoria that Benjamin analyzes with such fascination, is a forerun-
ner of the classical film archive. As Rainer Rochlitz has argued, in The Arcades 
Proj ect, Benjamin undertakes to decipher the dream images of the collective 
unconscious “according to their dual status, ideological and utopian.”61 The 
image bank of commodity culture, when ruined, takes on new and potentially 
critical and counterarchival meanings. Films such as The Clock and Los Ange-
les Plays Itself dismantle the commercial cinema only to exploit its tropes of 
comedy, celebrity, and spectacle.  These cinephiliac films bring us close to an 
understanding of Benjamin’s phantasmagoria as a dream sleep from which we 
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need to awaken. They might even be exemplary of Benjamin’s dialectical im-
ages: they are renewed in their new contexts so that they become newly rec-
ognizable. Images in  these films “become legible” in Benjamin’s sense  because 
they can be read as the language of history and memory but also  because they 
can still excite us with some kind of intangible magic that was —  and is still in 
impor tant ways —  Hollywood’s bread and butter.

Benjamin’s key insight, that “it is another nature which speaks to the camera 
as compared to the eye,”62 is exemplified in archiveology. The compilation of clips 
from fiction films can often resemble the false consciousness of historicism, and 
yet the phantasmagoria is only the surface of a roiling sea, an excess of images, 
and is always constructed from the flotsam and jetsam of a haphazard archive. 
Benjamin describes his own method in The Arcades Proj ect as one of carry ing 
over “the proj ect of montage into history.”63 He also develops a nascent theory of 
the dialectical image as a point where the past and the “now” form a constellation 
in the form of an image that flashes up quite suddenly. Archiveology is precisely a 
means of shocking the past into attention, awakening its latent technologies from 
their preoccupation with the allegorical novelty of commodity fetishism.

In archival film practices, the image bank in its fundamental contingency 
and instability becomes a means by which history can speak back to the pres-
ent. The dialectics of the film image, and the optical unconscious, are mobi-
lized for the ongoing rewriting and reconstruction of history as a materialist 
practice. Once we recognize that images, media, and moving pictures are part 
of history and the “real world,”  there can be no discontinuity between images 
and real ity. Archiveology takes us into the interior of a dreamworld that has 
put itself on display for viewers in the  future, which is precisely the effect of 
con temporary compilation media. In films such as Kristall and Film Ist, every-
one seems to live within the dream life of cinema. The archival excess enables 
us to look beyond the “evidence” of the failure of the past to a  future in which 
“memory” is thoroughly saturated with technologies of reproduction and is 
thus perceptible as public construction materials.

G O D A R D ,  B E N J A M I N ,  A N D  T H E  D I A L E C T I C A L  I M A G E

Jean- Luc Godard’s Histoire(s) du cinéma (1998) is not only one 
of the most well- known examples of archival filmmaking, and certainly the 
most monumental and epic; it is also arguably inspired by Walter Benjamin. 



Both Kaja Silverman and Monica Dall’Asta have made this argument and have 
quite convincingly outlined the key points of convergence between the two 
proj ects, which are well worth examining  here. Silverman describes Benja-
min as the “resident spirit” of Histoire(s) du cinéma, while Dall’Asta claims 
that a direct reference to the Angel of History —  the Paul Klee painting that 
Benjamin adopts as an emblem for his philosophy of history —  was included 
in an earlier version of part 1B of Godard’s opus.64 In the final version, only a 
few letters of the word “l’ange” remain, although “the reference to the Angela 
Novus continues to haunt the  whole extension of 1B through the traces of its 
own effacement.”65

No doubt Godard was familiar with Benjamin’s writing, as many other 
filmmakers are as well.66 Godard’s proj ect arguably has a scope and epic 
perspective comparable to Benjamin’s in The Arcades Proj ect. Dall’Asta even 
suggests that Godard wanted to do for the twentieth  century what Benja-
min did for the nineteenth.67 For Benjamin, “the  century was incapable of 
responding to the new technological possibilities with a new social order.”68 
For Godard, the twentieth  century did no better, prolonging and exaggerat-
ing the themes of sovereignty and brutality; he even suggests that it is only a 
recapitulation of the nineteenth  century, bringing us no closer to the prom-
ise of technological modernity that Benjamin glimpsed in the de cadence of 
the Paris arcades.

Godard’s cinephilia enables us to better understand the parallels be-
tween Benjamin’s phantasmagoria and the archiveology of classical cinema. 
Histoire(s) du cinéma is composed of a diversity of material, including many 
excerpts from Godard’s own films, American and Eu ro pean film, documen-
tary and newsreel footage, paintings, photo graphs, and excerpts from musical 
compositions. But his proj ect is nevertheless dominated by an image of Holly-
wood cinema as masterminded by the early moguls Irving Thalberg and 
Howard Hughes, who emerge as the veritable Joseph Stalin and Adolf Hitler 
of the cinema. Thus “the cinema” is the narrative fiction commodity form of 
the spectacle, which Godard proceeds to dismantle and reconstruct in his ele-
giac compilation released at the cusp of the new  century.

Godard’s love of the cinema leads him into techniques not of salvage or 
critique but of reawakening. Compared, for example, to Guy Debord’s semi-
nal collage films of the 1960s and ’70s,69 in which all commercially produced 
images are cast as ideologically corrupt, Godard deploys a series of strategies 
in an overt attempt to “wake up” from the dream of the twentieth  century. 
 Silverman and Dall’Asta have both shown how  these strategies very closely 
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echo Benjamin’s own historiographic methodology. For example, while Ben-
jamin’s theory of the dialectical image is notoriously vague and imprecise 
( because he cites no examples from any kind of cultural practice), Silverman 
argues without hesitation that it is exemplified in Godard’s multiple forms of 
collage, including his mix of video and film, or re- mediation of cinema. She 
notes the range of juxtaposition and palimpsest in Godard’s proj ect, including 
film and photography;  music, text, voice- over, and original soundtracks; and 
historical and geo graph i cal diversity.

Silverman argues that the dialectics involved in Godard’s collage evoke and 
exemplify Benjamin’s theory  because they operate as a language. For Benja-
min, “only dialectical images are genuine images . . .  and the place where one 
encounters them is language.”70 Benjamin gives no concrete examples of dia-
lectical images, but he certainly privileges them as critical tools essential for 
the princi ple of awakening from the phantasmagorical dream sleep of image 
culture. In The Arcades Proj ect, dialectical images are linked to the “monad” 
and the constellation, and are “filled to the bursting point with time.” Or, in 
yet another variation on this theme, “images are dialectics at a standstill.”71 
Most provocatively, for a theory of the moving image, Benjamin writes: “For 
while the relation of the pres ent to the past is purely temporal, the relation 
of what- has- been to the now is dialectical; not temporal in nature but figural 
<bildich>. Only dialectical images are genuinely historical —  that is, not ar-
chaic —  images. The image that is read —  which is to say, the image in the now 
of its recognizability —  bears to the highest degree the imprint of the peril-
ous critical moment on which all reading is founded.”72 And in yet another 
formulation, dialectical images have a historical index that attains legibility 
“only at a par tic u lar time . . .  according to a specific critical point at their 
interior.”73

The theory of the dialectical image is open to a variety of interpretations, 
especially when conjoined with other remarks Benjamin makes in other 
places about shock, montage, and quotation. Dall’Asta argues that the images 
in Histoire(s) du cinéma are like “vertiginous monads” akin to Benjamin’s con-
stellations. She points specifically to Godard’s use of freeze- frames and black 
leader that create the very literal “flashing up” effect mentioned by Benjamin. 
She describes the mode of collision in Godard’s montage as “inorganic,” with 
no control over the spectator. While I would agree that all  these techniques 
are consistent with the dialectical image, Silverman’s analy sis comes just a 
bit closer to how one might “apply” the theory of the dialectical image to 
archiveology.



Silverman’s account of the proximity of Benjamin and Godard hinges on 
the interpenetration of “real ity” and “fiction,” and thus the responsibility of 
cinema  toward history and vice versa. She explains that “the relation between 
a film and what it depicts should be fraternal —  a kind of brotherly ‘give and 
take.’ The filmmaker makes this relation pos si ble when he puts real ity into his 
work and then uses the work itself to realize the real. . . .  It implies that actual-
ity can only become ‘itself ’ by means of a repre sen ta tional intervention.”74 
In other words, the techniques of quotation and montage employed in the 
construction of films from other films enables the dialectics of documentary 
and fiction to be recognized. The flashing, the constellations, the legibility, and 
the standstill —  the effects of Benjamin’s dialectical image —  might be brought 
about when the “actuality,” the profilmic, or the documentary origins (which 
in my view all refer more or less to the same  thing) are allowed to emerge in 
equal force as their fictive forms. And of course, the reverse must also be pos-
si ble: the performative, fictive, and “staged” qualities of documentary material 
must also be vis i ble.

Without making Histoire(s) du cinéma the exemplary model of archiveol-
ogy, I would like nevertheless to retain this reading of the dialectical image 
for archiveology. Not only does it correspond to a view of image recycling as a 
kind of language; it is specifically a “materialist” theory of language, proceeding 

Histoire(s) du cinéma (Jean- Luc Godard, 1998)
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from “an operation of découpage in time.”75 If Godard is concerned above all 
with the cinema that might have been, and the cinema that may still be pos-
si ble, archiveology is likewise a mode of media practice with identical effects 
and objectives.

Recycling, remixing, and remaking is not only a strategy of salvage and 
review; it is historical in Benjamin’s sense, with a strong sense of the pres ent 
and the  future embedded in the crystallization of temporality. Silverman ulti-
mately challenges Godard’s discussion and repre sen ta tion of gender, suggest-
ing that the only way we can awake from the dream of the nineteenth  century 
is to properly recognize the “other” as “you.” He may fi nally succeed in this 
re spect, and yet it is also true that Godard places himself very centrally in his 
dream sleep of cinema. His images of the happy heterosexual  couple may fi-
nally bring his dialectics to a standstill through his recognition of his partner, 
Anne- Marie Miéville,76 which for Silverman constitutes a self- critique of “the 
many images of Godard at work alone,” but Godard’s opus remains a personal 
“visionary” proj ect. In archiveology, this stance is more typically sublimated 
to the materiality of the images and the bodies and voices of  those who in-
habit the images.

Histoire(s) du cinéma (Jean- Luc Godard, 1998)
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T H E  C I T Y S C A P E  I N  P I E C E S

Our bars and city streets, our offices and furnished rooms, 
our railroad stations and our factories seemed to close 
relentlessly around us. Then came film and exploded this 
prison- world with the dynamite of the split second, so that 
now we can set off calmly on journeys of adventure among 
its far- flung debris.

 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age  

of Its Technological Reproducibility”

Benjamin’s explosive description of film and the city is one of the 
most frequently cited passages from the artwork essay  because it underlines 
the utopian thrust of his thinking precisely at the conjunction of cinema and 
the built environment. Miriam Hansen has suggested that  there is an “imagi-
nary city film” evoked in the artwork essay,1 and I would add that  there is 
a kind of imaginary city film pulsing through The Arcades Proj ect as well. 
Benjamin links film to technologies, to kitsch, and to surrealism, and at one 
point he cites Georges Méliès and Walt Disney as pos si ble exemplars of sur-
realist film, while he also claims that J. J. Grandville, a prolific illustrator in 
nineteenth- century Paris, is a forerunner of surrealist film.2 Benjamin’s re-
fusal of a historicism that pres ents history “as it was,” and his insistence on 
reconstructing history from its ruins and traces, is a conception of fragmenta-
tion and decay that is in turn modeled on film and photography.

It is no coincidence that Benjamin wrote some of his first studies of urban 
life in the late 1920s and early ’30s, at the peak of the montage- based city- film 
cycle that included L’Entracte (René Clair, 1924), Man with a Movie Camera 
(Dziga Vertov, 1929), and À propos de Nice (Jean Vigo, 1930). Film played an 
indirect role in his portraits of Naples and Moscow, which are constructed as 
series of images, with a journalistic attention to detail and movement as he 
puts the immediacy of his own experience into words. His memoir A Berlin 
Childhood was in many ways an experimental model for The Arcades Proj ect. 
In all  these essayistic studies, Benjamin chose the fragmented, epigrammatic 
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style of collage construction for his writing, as if inspired by the photo essay 
and the collage film. By carry ing the “montage princi ple into history,”3 Benja-
min constructs texts from the fragments of cities in pieces.

The references to film throughout Benjamin’s study of nineteenth- century 
Paris are prominent clues to his historical method. As an inscription of a tech-
nology newer than his object of study, Benjamin underscores his own histori-
cal moment in the form of imaging. For example, in Convolute C, ostensibly 
about “Ancient Paris, Catacombs, De mo li tion, Decline of Paris,” he writes: 
“ Couldn’t an exciting film be made from the map of Paris? From the unfold-
ing of its vari ous aspects in temporal succession? From the compression of a 
centuries- long movement of streets, boulevards, arcades, and squares into the 
space of half an hour? And does the flâneur do anything diff er ent?”4

The flaneur is certainly Benjamin’s most well- known legacy regarding cin-
ema and the city, especially in the feminist reconsideration of the flaneuse as 
a model of female spectatorship in early cinema.5 The flaneur in many ways 
evokes the vérité filmmakers who took journalism to the streets of many cit-
ies  after the war, although in Benjamin’s own time the cameraman was more 
of a spectacle than the flaneur who is virtually incognito as he blends into 
the crowd. In Man with a Movie Camera, the cameraman is a hero; in Ber-
lin: Symphony of a  Great City (Walter Ruttman, 1927) he is hidden. Thus, the 
idea of flânerie has had the most traction as a theory of spectatorship, rather 
than film practice. In fact, through his cross- referencing of convolutes in The 
Arcades Proj ect, Benjamin suggests that the flaneur is  doing much more than 
wandering the streets of Paris observing the phantasmagoria. The “exciting film” 
he associates with the flaneur collapses time and space, juxtaposing “vari ous 
aspects” with “centuries- long movement” of urban geography. In Convolute 
C, he is concerned with the archaeology of the city and associates film with 
the layering of temporalities.

Benjamin’s essays on Naples and Moscow are highly imagistic. In A Berlin 
Childhood, the images are moreover refracted through a discourse on mem-
ory and childhood as he recollects site- specific moments and scenes. Graeme 
Gilloch describes Benjamin’s city writing as having six interlocking rubrics: 
physiology, phenomenology, my thol ogy, history, politics, and text.6 Even that 
series of themes misses the autobiographical ele ment that lies within so many 
of his essays. Gilloch stresses throughout his own study that Benjamin’s love 
of cities was always countered by critique. He saw the strug gle of modernity 
being waged across the urban landscape, and for  every hidden secret pas-
sageway to the past  there was also a beggar and a swindler, not to mention 
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the architectural display of commodity capitalism that dominates the arcades. 
In his idiosyncratic dialectical program, Benjamin does not dismiss the myth 
of pro gress that is displayed in the city but critically redeems it through his 
writing. As Gilloch says, myth is not delusion for Benjamin but a form of 
hope and possibility that can still be glimpsed within the metropolitan scene.7 
Benjamin’s historiography is grounded in an archaeological model in which 
traces of the past harbor unfulfilled aspirations. Regarding Benjamin’s textual 
affinity with the city, Gilloch writes: “Benjamin seeks to produce texts which 
not only give an account of the city, but have metropolitan experiences fun-
damentally embedded within them: form and content coalesce. The domi-
nance of the visual, the predilection for the fragmented and the concern with 
the immediate and with ‘shock’ are both definitive characteristics of modern 
life and central formal properties of Benjamin’s texts. As a modernist, Benja-
min regards the city as a space of intoxication, of excitement and distraction. 
As a historical materialist, he rejects it as the site of bourgeois domination.”8

Benjamin’s first surrealist- inspired work, One- Way Street (1928), is not 
about any par tic u lar city but evokes the decentered, labyrinthine form of the 
metropolitan landscape as its model and as its fragmented object of analy sis. 
The snapshots are also his first real foray into the conjunction of Marxism 
and surrealism that underpins his  later work. The theme of the underground 
appears  here also: “Underground Works: In a dream I saw barren terrain. It 
was the marketplace at Weimar. Excavations  were in pro gress. I, too, scraped 
about in the sand. Then the tip of a church steeple came to light. Delighted, 
I thought to myself: a Mexican shrine from the time of pre- animism, from 
the Anaquivitzli. I awoke laughing (Ana = ává; vi=vie; witz [joke] = Mexican 
church [!]).”9 As Peter Osborne has noted of this fragment, Benjamin is awak-
ening from the joke, in contradistinction to the surrealists whom he laments 
in other places not to have awakened at all. The colonial inversion implicit in 
his dream is also a joke on the church, and is thus in keeping with surrealist 
tropes. As Osborne notes, the text needs to be recognized as an avant- garde 
literary work.10 Given this context, one can also clearly see the cinematic po-
tential of this  little fragment: the emergence of a steeple from an empty lot 
in the city. The terrain is a marketplace that might have once been a church 
but emerges as a Mexican shrine. The city seems to have an unconscious, and 
while Benjamin situates himself  here as the dreamer, in The Arcades Proj ect he 
takes on the role of dream interpretation.

The city films that are embedded in Benjamin’s writing are becoming in-
creasingly legible as the collage- based city film experiences a re nais sance 
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in the early twenty- first  century. Films such as My Winnipeg (Guy Maddin, 
2007) and Time and the City (Terrence Davies, 2008) conjoin autobiographical 
reminiscence with creative assemblies of archival sounds and images. Where 
Guy Maddin indulges in fakery, testing our belief in the archive and our 
memories, Terrence Davies cannot refrain from a lingering love of the pomp 
and circumstance of empire. Beyond the dozens of city films that continue to 
be produced as essayistic, poetic, experimental documentaries, using archi-
val and original footage, the subject also lends itself to interactive web- based 
documentaries such as Highrise, PinePoint, and Fort McMoney.11  These proj-
ects embrace the film archive as precisely the in- process, forever incomplete 
tendency of archiveology, transforming all images into archival images. They 
also embrace the labyrinthine structure of Benjamin’s city essays that wan-
der through the streets of discarded  things, shards of memory, and barely 
glimpsed shocks of recognition.

Time and the City and My Winnipeg are both constructed as homages to the 
filmmakers’ hometowns, the cities where they  were born. They share an au-
tobiographical narration and are grounded in extensive footage shot in their 
respective cities over many de cades, evoking both the fragmentation and the 
layering of Benjamin’s cityscapes. Maddin even delves into an archaeological 
fantasy of the deep structure of the city, in which the  union of three rivers is 
merged with the lowest level of a three- story underground public pool where 
vari ous childhood desires and terrors are remembered. In Time and the City, 
Davies is less duplicitous than Maddin, and sticks more closely to historical 
truths, but he too has a complicated relationship to his city of Liverpool. Both 
directors use the archive to build up a richly diverse weave of temporalities 
in which their own childhoods intersect with the histories and myths of their 
respective cities. Like Benjamin, they indulge in the myths of the city; and yet 
 there is also a strong critique of the ways that urban planning and develop-
ment have negatively affected the citizenry.

In this chapter I  will discuss two city- based examples of archiveology that 
are more so cio log i cal than autobiographical: Paris 1900 (1947) by Nicole 
Védrès and Los Angeles Plays Itself (2003) by Thom Andersen. Over half a 
 century separates  these two films, and yet they both convey Benjamin’s con-
flicted sense of urban life in the form of the essay film. Like Maddin and Da-
vies, Védrès and Andersen tend to incorporate a commentary on the image 
into their compilations. Indeed,  these films bring Benjamin’s hidden city into 
a kind of focus as they drive home the point that cities are places where films 
are often made. Not to dismiss rural filmmaking, or suburban studio backlots, 
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but ever since the Lumière  brothers’ first exhibits in Paris, and the relocation 
of the American industry from New Jersey to Los Angeles in the second de-
cade of the twentieth  century, filmmakers on all points of the commercial 
spectrum have been drawn to the city as location and as subject.

In Rick Prelinger’s 2008 manifesto on open access, he says that “the public 
domain is the coolest neighbourhood in town.”12 Indeed, the city is tradi-
tionally the site of flea markets, garage sales, and remainder stores. It is the 
place where  things and  people are in constant circulation, and in many ways 
the city is a model for the Internet itself, as Friedrich Kittler has indicated, 
through the terminology of ports, gates, traffic, sites, and homes that are 
used to navigate the web.13 As  Will Straw says, “the sedimented thickness of 
urban life is not just a function of the city’s density and multi- levelled ac-
cumulation; it is a result as well of the city’s circuitousness, of the innumer-
able destinations and itineraries it offers to the object as it ages.”14 Among 
the “objects” in circulation are images of the city itself. Prelinger has tapped 
into such rich resources of city films made by the industry, amateurs, and 
nontheatrical producers that he has been able to make continual remakes 
and installments of his film pre sen ta tions Landscapes of Detroit and Land-
scapes of San Francisco. Rather than finish  these films, Prelinger prefers to 
screen them theatrically, inviting the audience to collectively add the nar-
ration live.

Like the city, the archive is a living, breathing entity as “documents” are 
continually added and, more importantly, continually “rediscovered.” The 
surface of the archive is now; its depths are passages to the past. Thus it is 
always instructive to return to archive- based films, such as Paris 1900, to be 
able to discover again what was rediscovered in the past. Los Angeles Plays 
Itself abruptly ends around 2000, and  will thus gain historical significance as 
we come to know the Los Angeles of its  future, and the archival entropy of 
the film becomes associated with its director’s heroic accomplishment. Thom 
Andersen contributes a first- person narration to his film, which is like Mad-
din’s and Davies’s in that it conveys a conflicted relationship to the city. Each 
of  these directors gains a persona who is evocative of Benjamin’s apprecia-
tion of Baudelaire as an urban poet whose “heroism” is deeply ironic, gained 
only through the ongoing  battle with the crowd — or what Kracauer called 
the “blizzard” of images. All  these films exemplify the practice of archiveology 
as a pro cess of excavation and remembering precisely by an embrace of the 
urban kaleidoscope that has also created the destabilizing amnesia of techno-
logical modernity.
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P A R I S  1 9 0 0 :   A F T E R  T H E  N E W S R E E L

If this book  really expounds something scientifically, then 
it’s the death of the Paris arcades, the decay of a type of 
architecture. The book’s atmosphere is saturated with the 
poisons of this pro cess: its  people drop like flies.

 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Proj ect

Paris 1900 has been largely overlooked by film historians, perhaps 
 because its director, Nicole Védrès, made too few films and was the wrong 
gender to become recognized as an impor tant French auteur. It may also have 
been overlooked  because in 1947 it challenged the usual paradigms of film 
classification. Jay Leyda recognized it in his book Films Beget Films as the 
first impor tant compilation film made  after the war, and he situated it within 
a history of such filmmaking that drew primarily on newsreels.15 However, 
Védrès takes the compilation format a substantial step forward by combining 
clips of fiction film footage with photo graphs, newsreel, and actualité foot-
age, and by the scope of her archival research. She repurposed imagery from 
not only film libraries but also personal collections, flea markets, and other 
sources, including garrets, block houses, cellars, garbage bins, and even a rab-
bit hutch.16 In other words, Paris 1900 expands the concept of the archive and 
“official” history to include many other histories that  were recorded on film 
and subsequently abandoned as inconsequential.

Paris 1900 consists of excerpts from over seven hundred films, with origi-
nal  music by Guy Bernard, to represent the period often known as the Belle 
Epoque, from 1900 to 1914, as a mythical period of peace in which social 
optimism and the arts flourished in France. The film could be described as 
“superficial” in that it depicts Paris as a kind of image culture (and this is 
precisely how Bosley Crowther described it in 1950),17 and yet  there is a lin-
gering undercurrent of impending disaster that is fi nally realized with the 
commencement of the  Great War in 1914. The omnipresent camera under-
scores the role of technology in this excitable culture, and the archival excess 
seems indirectly responsible for the impending collapse. As Védrès herself 
puts it, she felt she had completed a “novel that ended tragically —  although 
no one can tell, even now,  whether it was by crime, accident or suicide — in 
August 1914.”18 Despite the light- hearted commentary and the playfulness of 
Pa ri sian fashions, entertainments, and diversions, this postwar city film is 
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significantly less celebratory than the famous prewar antecedents of Dziga 
Vertov and Walter Ruttman, which celebrated their own modernity, rather 
than a former one. Paris 1900 is less a “symphony” than a kind of sugar- coated 
eulogy. Instead of nostalgia, it exhibits an undercurrent of failure and false 
promise.

Indebted to the newsreel tradition, the voice- over commentary of Paris 1900 
may strike con temporary audiences as somewhat heavy- handed, although it 
is far less authoritarian than the norm of the time. The voice- over in both 
French and En glish (the French version is read by Claude Dauphin) is witty 
and sardonic, but like the newsreel format, it is somewhat relentless, pausing 
only occasionally in its commentary, spoken in the voice of the “pres ent tense” 
of the late 1940s. This is one of only two films Védrès made before her death 
in 1965. A public intellectual, novelist, and journalist, she was very much part 
of the Left Bank scene, with a background as a researcher at the Sorbonne.19 
Despite the key role of narration in the film, Védrès understood her proj ect 
as one in which  silent pictures  were an invitation and opportunity to talk, “to 
give voice to  things, facts and  faces.”20 Védrès is one of the first filmmakers to 
double as an archivist, and like the generations of found- footage and com-
pilation filmmakers who followed, she turns the archive into an expressive, 
experiential language of history.

The Belle Epoque is depicted in Paris 1900 as a vibrant period of amuse-
ments and artistic expression; the city of Paris is a living, breathing entity in 
which floods, slums, and criminals may be briefly glimpsed but are quickly 
swept up in a self- congratulatory pride. At the same time, the narration is coy 
and ever- so- slightly ironic, as if the sudden and surprising outbreak of war in 
1914 should not have been so sudden and surprising. The mystique of the pe-
riod is undercut precisely by the cinema that seems to intervene everywhere 
between history and its repre sen ta tion. Védrès has also included fashion de-
signers, along with notorious dancers and models, representing the period 
as one in which  women  were very much pres ent in public life, even if it was 
principally “to be seen.” The film’s reflexivity emerges from the display culture 
of the period, which Védrès’s collage structure highlights and then undercuts 
with the final buildup to the outbreak of war.

Dozens of artists, writers, musicians, paint ers, poets, and socialites appear 
in the film, including Claude Monet, Enrico Caruso, Pierre- Auguste Renoir, 
André Gide, Paul Valéry, Cecile Sorel, Mis tin guett, Gabrielle Réjane, Sarah 
Bernhardt, Maurice Chevalier, Colette, André Bleriot, Mary Gardens, and 
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Buffalo Bill.21 Many French politicians are also featured, along with ironic 
commentary on their contribution to the social fabric. The president, M. Fal-
lieres, is repeatedly said to be “content,”  until fi nally, he is no longer content, 
and is succeeded by M. Poincaré, who is seen traveling on a series of diplo-
matic missions that unspool into a series of events across Eu rope leading up 
to the assassination of the Austrian archduke of Sarajevo.

Most strikingly, the film is punctuated at the three- quarter mark by the 
so- called birdman, Franz Reichelt, leaping to his death from the Eiffel Tower 
in 1912, witnessed by Pathé newsreel cameras. The sequence begins with the 
birdman preparing himself at the top of the tower, balancing on the rail, 
while the musical score  trembles softly. The narrator is momentarily  silent 
before the leap into the air. The suspenseful pause before the birdman’s jump is 
perhaps the film’s longest, making us very briefly aware of the passing of time. 
Says the narrator, “He hesitates. Fi nally he jumps.” Cut to a second camera on 
ground level to capture the fall. The narrator describes the six- inch hole at the 
bottom of the tower and explains, “They carry away the remains of this premature 
birdman. But  others have been luckier in conquering the skies.” Without miss-
ing a beat, the compilation moves on to Louis Bleriot’s successful 1909 flight 
across the En glish Channel. The sequence is typical of the film’s style in the way 
the narrator and the  music are intermingled on the soundtrack, and in the way 
that the narration facilitates a flow from one incident to another. The images of 
Bleriot’s successful flight across the En glish Channel begin before the narrator 
has completely finished the story of the premature birdman, obscuring the fact 
that Reichelt’s fall actually took place three years  after Bleriot’s flight.

Both André Bazin and Siegfried Kracauer commented on the film when it 
was first released, noting its implicit discourse on historical time. The film in-
dicated for Bazin that “cinema is a machine to recover time, only better to lose 
it. Paris 1900 marks a tragedy that is peculiar to cinema: that of time twice lost,” 
while Kracauer describes it as marking “a border region between the pres ent 
and the past. Beyond it the realm of history begins.”22 Bazin also comments 
on Paris 1900 in his essay on The Bullfight (La course de taureaux, 1951), di-
rected by Pierre Braunberger and “Myriam” (a.k.a. Myriam Boroutsky) —  the 
producer and editor, respectively, of Paris 1900. In “Death  Every After noon,” 
Bazin claims that the filming of death is cinema’s  great obscenity, and em-
blematic of its specificity  because it marks the finitude of the singular moment 
in time.23 This observation is also a place where Bazin’s views on cinema link 
up well with Benjamin’s, insofar as Bazin’s notion of the cinema as a technique 
that “embalms time” implies that the cinema is “a new social practice that 
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completely transforms the phenomenology of memory,” in Monica Dall’Asta’s 
words.24 Benjamin recognized the privileged relationship of cinema to modern 
time in its ability to extract and freeze a moment from the continuum: “The 
camera gave the moment a posthumous shock.”25 Like Baudelaire’s conception 
of spleen, cinema has the potential to “expose the passing moment in all its 
nakedness.”26

Kracauer’s comments on Paris 1900 stress the doubleness of images drawn 
from the past that are at once familiar and unfamiliar.27 Archiveology is in-
deed an uncanny discourse, as old images are given new meanings in new 
contexts. For Benjamin, the act of collecting, which lies at the heart of archi-
veology, is a practice of allegorization in which objects are detached from their 
use value and exchange value and given new meaning within the terms of a 
private archive. This effectively means that they are “dead” but have a  future 
nevertheless. For Benjamin, the rags and refuse of the Paris arcades are richly 
allegorical as ruins of the past. For the collector, “the world is pres ent, and 
indeed ordered, in each of his objects.”28 Védrès’s act of collecting fragments 
from the “dust- bin” of history in the 1940s was an innovative and radical act 
that challenged more conventional views of history, exposing its gaps and its 

Paris 1900 (Nicole Védrès, 1947)
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forgetting alongside what Paula Amad describes as the “historicist illusion of 
total recall” created by newsreels.29

In Paris 1990 the optical unconscious of the cinema is on display in the form 
of fiction films, trick films, and other “attractions” of the era. These clips ef-
fectively render the newsreel imagery as playful, dialectical documents that are 
fictive in their own right. The compilation style —  rushed, flowing, light, and 
breezy, interrupted only by the catastrophic death of the birdman — is in keep-
ing with a false consciousness of historicism, and yet the phantasmagoria is 
only the surface of a roiling sea, an excess of images, and is clearly constructed 
from the flotsam and jetsam of a haphazard archive. In Benjamin’s enthusiastic 
endorsement of the satirist Karl Kraus, he points to the way Kraus makes even 
newspapers quotable. He writes that “the empty phrase is suddenly forced to 
recognize that . . .  it is not safe from the voice that swoops on the wings of the 
word to drag it from its darkness.”30 Védrès likewise renders the most banal 
newsreel images into a lament. By juxtaposing trick films with newsreel films, 
Védrès may even be loosening the knot with which Kraus, according to Ben-
jamin, bound technology to the empty phrase.31 Like Kraus’s, her method is an 
anarchic play with language, although for Védrès, it is a language of images.

Several reviewers at the time described Paris 1900 as a “re- creation” of Paris 
between 1900 and 1914,32 but Bosley Crowther complained that “the pictures 
by themselves do not say anything except that  people looked funny, by our 
standards, in  those days.”33 De cades  later, the images can be readily perceived 
as allegories and ruins of their original moments of production, containing 
traces of the technologies of reproduction along with their dynamic traces of 
 human be hav ior. For viewers in the early twenty- first  century, the film points 
to the potential of film fragments to create alternative cultural histories based 
in moving images.34 Védrès’s par tic u lar use of special effects from the cinema 
of attractions and her preoccupation with fashion and  women make the film 
especially provocative as the construction of a memory of a forgotten  future. 
It is more than evident from the perspective of archiveology in the digital era 
that the film is less a “re- creation” of Paris than a remaking of its self- image 
and an appropriation of its energies and hope for a  future that ultimately 
failed it.

In “On the Concept of History,” Benjamin describes the materialist histo-
rian as “brushing history against the grain.”35 History is a question of recog-
nizing the past not “the way it  really was” but as it flashes up in a moment of 
danger.36 He also notes that “the only historian capable of fanning the spark of 
hope in the past is the one who is firmly convinced that even the dead  will not 
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be safe from the  enemy if he is victorious.”37 The  enemy in this passage is the 
danger of conformism and cap i tal ist exploitation.

To return to the birdman, who is made to look somewhat ridicu lous in his 
failed and deadly experiment, his role in Paris 1900 is precisely to underline 
the vulnerability of the past to teleological narratives of success in which an 
aviator such as Bleriot is a hero and poor old Reichelt is forgotten. If Védrès 
manages to redeem him as a hero of an earlier age of the spectacle, her film 
is arguably consistent with Benjamin’s utopian hope for a flash of something 
transformative to emerge from the ruins of the past. Benjamin specifically 
insists that this spark can only be detected within a “constructed” history that 
articulates not empty time but time filled by Jetzeit or “now time.”38

The omnipresent film camera contributes to the tone of “newness” that per-
vades Paris 1900, as newsreel footage itself is attracted to the latest, greatest, 
newsworthy events. The Belle Epoque is depicted as many Pa ri sians apparently 
saw themselves, at the cutting edge of modernity. New technologies, new fash-
ions, and  great shifts in the arts,  music, lit er a ture, and the sciences seemed 
to be on the horizon. Védrès’s compilation enables us to see the promise of 
modernity in the forms of the past. The film recycles images of history in 
such a way as to produce new knowledge about history that evokes a deeper, 
more sensual, and experiential understanding of the past. The blend of fact 
and fiction is at times overt, in the inclusion of “trick films” of the period, but 
also duplicitous, insofar as footage from an Éclair fictionalized reenactment is 
used to stand in for a police showdown with the Bonnot criminal gang, while 
the narrator says, tongue- in- cheek, “a cameraman just happened to be pres ent.”39 
The film says  little directly about the role of cinema in the Belle Epoque, and 
yet implicit in the compilation is the fact that cameras  were everywhere, cap-
turing  every major public figure, along with many minor, marginal events 
and characters. The camera is the demo cratic everyman; the archiveologist 
therefore digs through the strata of amnesia to better learn about the possibil-
ity and potential of everyday life in modernity.

History Breaks Down into Images:  
The Origins of the Essay Film

Paris 1900 is arguably an early incarnation of the essay film, in-
dicating how the status of the archival image subtly shifts in the immediate 
postwar period from being unquestionably authoritative to being rhetorical. 
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Paula Amad points out that Paris 1900 registers the status of the midcentury 
film archive as being heterogeneous, uncata logued, and haphazard.40 Even 
the Cinémathèque Française,  under the jurisdiction of long- time impresario 
Henri Langlois, had no systematized classification system at the time. It was 
more of a collection than an archive. The juxtaposition of diverse modes of 
film practice in Paris 1900 speaks back to the materiality of film collecting, 
and its intuitive and creative montage strategies become an essayistic reflec-
tion on the “counterarchival” cinematic repre sen ta tion of the past.41

Timothy Corrigan claims that the essay film emerged as a form in post-
war France, and he highlights the films of Alain Resnais, Chris Marker, and 
Agnès Varda in the 1950s, but the first film he mentions is Resnais’s Van Gogh 
(1948),42 which was produced by Pierre Braunberger and narrated by Claude 
Dauphin, all three of whom had also worked on Paris 1900 two years ear-
lier. The density and complexity of the found footage in Védrès’s compila-
tion, furthermore, anticipates Guy Debord’s subsequent work in France in 
the 1950s; but where Debord enacted a systematic critique of image culture, 
Védrès indulges in the phantasmagoria —  the world of images —  and in many 
ways anticipates the more archival modes of found- footage and essayistic film 
practices of the early twenty- first  century.

In a 1950 review, Arthur Knight gives some indication of how the essayistic 
address was perceived by the film’s first English- language audiences. He is 
impressed by the casting of Monty Woolley, noting that “his reading during 
the closing sequences is eloquent, spoken not by an actor but by a  human 
being who seems himself to have known and felt the impact of the events 
he is describing.”43 Knight indicates how the narration implies a first- person 
subjective viewpoint, like that of the travelogue, in contrast to the objective 
tone typical of newsreel narration of the period. This impression of subjectiv-
ity is conveyed in part by the gendered point of view; Védrès defers to the 
dominant male patterns of visual culture of the time but also to the stream- 
of- consciousness ramble of associative logic by which the vari ous ele ments of 
the compilation are sewn together.

The tone of the narration, in both French and En glish, remains slightly dis-
tanced from the images, as if the narrator  were watching them unspool along 
with the viewer. The French narrator, Claude Dauphin, is especially dramatic 
and expressive, and both narrators note at a certain point “follies, more follies.” 
Given the kind of research that went into the film and its incomplete, slightly 
off- kilter approach to truth, Paris 1900 unquestionably embraces the essayistic 
mode. As archiveology, it indicates how the historical evidence available to 
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the filmmaker is unique in its capacity to produce historical knowledge that 
includes the trivia of everyday life alongside global politics. One reviewer was 
particularly critical of the film’s crude use of humor, and points out that while 
the narration “mentions the socialist politician Jean Juarès, it completely fails 
to mention his final words: ‘I blame Germany. I blame France. I blame Rus-
sia. I blame  England. I blame Austria. All are to blame and all  will suffer.’ ”44 
In fact, Védrès simply lacked the footage of the Juarès assassination, which, 
for many, marked a traumatic turn of events, and she turned to the birdman 
footage for something that might stand in for it, marking the gradual descent 
into war.45

The film seemed to some critics to lack depth, as its historical analy sis was 
replaced with what another critic in 1987 described as an excess of vitality 
“that simply leaps from the screen.”46 It now seems to be a haunted film, as 
its excess masks a failure of modernity to make good on the promise of its 
technological novelties. For Bazin, the film marks a second level of tragedy, 
which is “the impersonal gaze man now directs  towards his history.”47 The 
death of the birdman points to the role of public memory embedded in the 
compilation film, as if the camera had no soul. Kracauer notes how the film 
separates the self from history, marking a discontinuity of the past thrown up 
in objective, detached form. The habitual fashions of the past suddenly seem 
ridicu lous, and it is laughter that summons a more acute sense of the pres ent 
as historical time.48 Indeed, the shock of the birdman’s death, caught by an 
anticipating camera, is black comedy, pointing up the way that Paris 1900 is 
self- conscious about its own superficial ironies.

Paris 1900 uncannily invokes Benjamin’s view of history as nonlinear, im-
agistic, dialectical, and always undergoing construction, reconstruction, and 
retrieval in the interests of an ever- changing  future. The film begins a few 
de cades  after The Arcades Proj ect ends, and it ends a de cade or so before 
Benjamin began living in Paris and writing about the city, filling in the gap 
between the two eras. The nineteenth- century phantasmagoria that he was 
so fascinated by has, by the early twentieth  century, become a full- fledged 
dreamworld.  After World War II, the nightmare concealed within this dream 
becomes recognizable as a function of the dream itself. The architectural 
marvel of the Eiffel Tower, a landmark to which Védrès repeatedly returns, is 
the climactic monument to the iron construction that  housed the shopping 
concourses of the arcades. Some of Benjamin’s twentieth- century heroes ap-
pear in person, such as Paul Valéry and Guillaume Apollinaire, exemplary 
poets of the so- called Belle Epoque. Moreover, the film arguably dramatizes 
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the dialectics of the phantasmagoria that Benjamin addresses in his sprawl-
ing opus.

Benjamin’s fascination with the nineteenth- century phantasmagoria recog-
nized the way in which it presented an illusion predicated on its own ruin-
ation, and he found keys for its undoing —  the potential of awakening —  within 
its very fabric. The essayistic flow of Paris 1900 creates a seamless sense of 
historical time, as if it  were a kind of monument to the period, and in this 
sense, it exhibits all the traits of historicism that Benjamin denounced. At 
the same time, its archival composition, its fragmentariness and contingency, 
its montage of disparate sources and styles, along with its implicit sense of 
mortality, show the cracks in the edifice of history. The tone of the narration 
and its slightly impersonal flavor render history as a dream time. But most 
importantly, every one and every thing subsists in the “second nature” of cin-
ema.  There is no everyday life, and  there is no “realism.” The men outside a 
urinal on a busy street, for example, are no longer men but are produced by 
the cinema, which has essentially rendered them as ele ments of the city. The 
celebrity artists are highly self- conscious about performing themselves for 
the camera. A few of them, including Sarah Bernhardt, are accompanied by 
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voice recordings from the period, awkwardly synched to their images. In this 
form, subsumed entirely by mechanical reproduction, they seem even further 
removed from experience, from humanity, and from life.

Every one in this film is definitely dead, especially the birdman. Bazin sug-
gests that if the cameras had not been  there, “a sensible cowardice might have 
prevailed.”49 The stakes  were raised by the camera’s presence, and the aston-
ishing footage constitutes one of the earliest snuff films. By including this 
“modern Icarus” within her compilation, Védrès allows its critical effects to 
undermine the film’s other wise whimsical cele bration of the era. In keeping 
with Benjamin’s theory of allegory as a pro cess of mortification and loss, the 
birdman’s death proclaims the failure of the Belle Epoque to save itself, and 
the world, from devastation. Made just  after the liberation of Paris from Nazi 
occupation, Paris 1900 speaks of the de cadence under lying the flourishing 
of the arts. The phantasmagoria Védrès depicts is not one of consumer cul-
ture but of a national, urban culture that integrated cinema into itself so thor-
oughly that the image came to stand in for real ity. This is particularly evident 
in the section on  women’s fashion.

Fashion: The Tiger’s Leap into the Past

For Benjamin, fashion was a key feature of nineteenth- century 
Paris, a fundamental sign of the historicity of modernity. As the perpetuation 
of novelty, fashion constitutes the inscription of the  future; and yet fashion is 
always already in a state of decay. In fashion, the  human body has most evi-
dently submitted to the reign of the commodity, but Benjamin understands its 
proximity to the revolutionary energies lying dormant in the city. As the par-
ody of the motley cadaver, Benjamin links fashion to revolution, and to love, 
in his epigrammatic Arcades fragments. Ulrich Lehmann argues that fashion 
constitutes Benjamin’s primary example of the dialectical image, threaded as 
it is, throughout The Arcades Proj ect.50

In his 1935 exposé, or introduction, for The Arcades Proj ect, Benjamin 
writes that “fashion prescribes the ritual activity to which the commodity fe-
tish demands to be worshipped.”51 In the fashion convolute of this proj ect, he 
describes fashion as the “predecessor — no, the eternal deputy of surrealism”; 
and in “On the Concept of History,” fashion is “the tiger’s leap into the past.”52 
Benjamin noted in par tic u lar how fashion continually recycles bygone styles 
to make them fresh again, even if it remains within the logic of commodity 
fetishism. “The open air of history” can thus be cleared by the ever- renewing 
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cycles of fashion; but it does so only through its invocation of the corpse, 
given the way it commodifies the body itself: “To the living, fashion defends 
the rights of the corpse. The fetishism that succumbs to the sex appeal of the 
inorganic is its vital nerve.”53

The privileged role of fashion in Paris 1900 makes it seem almost as if 
Védrès had read Benjamin and borrowed some of his surrealist logic, as it 
is an impor tant means by which the display culture is linked to progressive 
values and to the gendered fabric of the city. Early in the film, the new style 
of Art Nouveau is illustrated with a bronze female nude. The narrator says, 
“She symbolizes modernism. The salon leads us to manners, indeed to eth-
ics.” The film thus makes a transition from the new architectural style of the 
metro to a parlor scene in which ladies greet each other in the latest fashion. 
The sequence then rambles on through a patronizing litany of fashion de-
tails, including hats, hairdos, handbags, and jewels; and on to haute couture 
designers and the new fabrics imposed on the “slaves of fashion”; but then 
we move on to sportswomen, trousers, the liberation from the corset, and 
suffragettes.

Fashion is unequivocally linked to the  woman’s suffrage movement, al-
though even that po liti cal reference is undermined by the narrator, who 
singles out the leader as not wearing a pretty hat. From  women’s liberation, 
the narrator and the visuals move on to images of some of the period’s more 
libertine dancers and actresses, including several dance sequences. And then 
the narrator abruptly switches to the plays of Monsieur Willy, husband of Col-
lette (who is pictured with her cats), and the topic of adultery is illustrated by 
a melodrama of the period. Vari ous scenes from this film are then roughly 
edited together with the narrator commenting on their significance vis- à- vis 
typical be hav iors of the era. A man and a  woman  ride bicycles into a park 
and sneak into the bushes together; then the  woman in her bed pretends her 
lover is her doctor when her husband returns, which leads to a discussion of 
hypnosis, a fad of the period. The  woman dreams of revenge, as a man puts 
a gun to his head; then we cut to an excerpt from Méliès’s film The Brahmin 
and the Butterfly, in which a  woman turns a magician into a caterpillar. From 
 here, the film moves on to a scene in which a man has his wife photographed 
while sleeping, followed by a shot of a painting, over which the narrator says, 
“Another fact:  women have themselves vaccinated in public.” And from  here 
it moves on to Turkish baths and a list of famous authors who presumably 
might be found  there —  “safe from intruding females.” The ladies, we are told, 
no longer only want to see; “they want to be seen.”
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In its associative logic, the film very clearly articulates the gendered  fabric 
of the Belle Epoque. The  woman’s body is the support for a plethora of dis-
courses on the arts, lit er a ture, film, fashion, liberation, hypnosis, and the 
phantasmagoria of everyday life —  but it is also linked explic itly to social rev-
olution. What strikes me about Védrès’s Benjaminian consideration of  women 
in the city is the way that gender also implicitly underscores the blending 
of popu lar culture and social fact in Paris 1900.  Women’s genres, along with 
 women working and rabble- rousing, are part of the social fabric; fashion seals 
their participation in commodity culture, and yet they clearly resist its deathly 
grasp with dynamic movement, sexuality, and the threat of their looks.

Benjamin intimates that fashion may be a predictor of revolution, but he 
himself seemed unable to read its “secret signals of  things to come.” Only the 
“feminine collective” was in the know.54 And yet, as Peter Wollen points out, 
Benjamin “understood that the sensuous and poetic aspects, the aesthetic and 
psychological aspects of costume, should not and cannot be discounted.”55 
If revolutionary energies are perceptible in commodity culture, Benjamin is 
most explicit about the role of fashion in undoing the grasp of the past on the 
pres ent, and in shifting perspectives for an awakening from the dreamworld 
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of image culture. The role of ladies’ fashion in Paris 1900 links fashion and film 
as techniques for revisiting the past dialectically.

Sequences from the explic itly gendered terrain of fiction films, including 
hysterical melodramas and comic chase films, are used to illustrate histori-
cal facts. For example, when a few moments of a Méliès film are inserted as 
the dream of a  woman in another film, which is used in turn to illustrate 
the new science of hypnotism, Védrès very literally explores the dream life 
of the epoch.  Because all va ri e ties of film are presented in the form of docu-
ments, rather than entertainment, popu lar culture is deeply incorporated into 
the narrative of the times. Although masculine genres such as chase films are 
also included, fashion provides a key pivot from newsreel to fiction, blurring 
the distinction between documentary and staged per for mance. The extensive 
imagery of fashion and celebrity is reminiscent of Victorian- era scrapbooks, 
suggesting that Védrès’s practice may have been inspired by a variety of prac-
tices of collecting and montage, including  those performed by  women.

The impor tant role of fashion in Paris 1900 underscores the historical con-
vergence of early cinema and fashion modeling in Paris during the early years 
of the  century. As Caroline Evans has pointed out, the two industries shared 
a common discourse of display in which the  woman’s body became a site of 
transformation. Fashion shows  were among the many attractions of the era, 
featuring in newsreels primarily, through the teens and twenties. Evans points 
out that, like Méliès’s trick films, fashion shows deployed vari ous techniques 
of staging to show  women “appearing, disappearing, and reappearing in dif-
fer ent costumes, sometimes replicated confusingly in the mirrored interiors 
of salons.”56 The convergence of fashion and film, implicit in Védrès’s com-
pilation, is arguably symptomatic of the intermedial display culture of the 
city. This is precisely why Benjamin features it so prominently in The Arcades 
Proj ect. Fashion as a “tiger’s leap” into the past is a key to the temporal pas-
sage that he identifies in nineteenth- century Paris.

As Giuliana Bruno has interpreted Benjamin’s provocative argument, “a 
sartorial, material philosophy is born that can ultimately convey in the folds 
of its fabric the capacity to fabricate the texture of cultural memory.”57 Védrès’s 
leap, in turn, into the Paris of fifty years before indicates how cinema itself in 
postwar Eu rope had assumed the dialectical properties of fashion. Her re-
cycling of historical film fragments is so very diff er ent from a nostalgic mode 
of remembering and instead harnesses the cinema’s properties of mortifica-
tion alongside its complicity with the eternal recurrence of novelty implicit in 
the cycles of fashion.
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Magic: The Special Effect of the Archive

In Paris 1900, presidential appearances, society ladies, parades, 
and circuses are interspersed with trick films from the period in which special 
effects are smoothly integrated into the flow of everyday life. This casual under-
mining of the realism of the cinematic document aligns the film closely with 
the surrealists’ distortions of real ity. Benjamin’s interest in Paris was explic itly 
inspired by the surrealists, and Margaret Cohen has argued that his unortho-
dox Marxism was informed by André Breton’s surrealist analy sis of Paris. She 
describes Benjamin’s “gothic Marxism” as an analy sis of how the “expressive 
character” of the Pa ri sian environment shapes Karl Marx’s thought, along-
side Baudelaire’s: “Benjamin constructs the expressive character of the Pa ri-
sian environment with appeal to aesthetic products, certainly, but also with 
appeal to repre sen ta tions across the ideological spectrum cutting through the 
bound aries of institutionally separated genres.”58 The parallels between Paris 
1900 and The Arcades Proj ect include practices of collage and juxtaposition in 
which strange bedfellows are brought into conversation with one another, and 
in the pro cess, materialist history is threaded with poetic “magical” eruptions 
made pos si ble by technologies of repre sen ta tion.

In his 1929 essay on surrealism, Benjamin notes that Breton “was the first 
person to perceive revolutionary energies of the outmoded.”59 The “marvel-
ous disorientation” provoked by random cinema  going described by Breton, 
dropping in and out of movie theaters,60 is an impor tant precursor to the 
shifting perspectives provoked by archival film practices such as Paris 1900. 
For Benjamin, the surrealists’ Paris was “ ‘a  little universe.’ That is to say, in 
the larger one, the cosmos,  things look no diff er ent.  There, too, are crossroads 
where ghostly signals flash from the traffic, and inconceivable analogies and 
connections between events are the order of the day.”61

If, for Benjamin, “image” was a meta phor for the visuality and display cul-
ture of nineteenth- century Paris, for Védrès it is very literally the ruins of that 
culture. As Cohen describes it, Benjamin was interested in “how social facts 
manifest themselves primarily in the world of forms, in a world of forms that 
is not aesthetic but rather the realm of social fact.”62 Recorded on film,  these 
“social facts” become expressive fragments of memory, ripe for discursive play 
in their recycled form. Védrès accesses film not only for its images and repre-
sen ta tions but also for its status as a social practice and pro cess that is never 
fixed or static but always incomplete, transformative, and transitory. Through 
techniques of collection and collage, moreover, she has arguably “blasted the 
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epoch out of the reified continuity of history,” as Benjamin puts it, precisely by 
“interspersing it with ruins —  that is, with the pres ent.”63 Most significantly, by 
borrowing the magical properties of the cinema of attractions, the documen-
tary status of Paris 1900 is rendered radically unstable and unfixed.

In the opening sequence of Paris 1900, documentary and fiction are thor-
oughly blended in a segue from a series of generic shots of the city, including 
Montmartre and the Place de la République, into a chase film set on the streets 
of Paris. The narrator says, “Out of the morning mists, some questionable 
characters emerge. If they are thieves, the gendarmes  will be in hot pursuit,” 
and the soundtrack  music abruptly shifts from an orchestral cele bration to 
the familiar piano  music accompaniment of  silent film, preceded by a po-
lice whistle. A scene from a Keystone Cops– style chase film unfolds, com-
plete with stop- motion comic special effects. A rogue criminal leaps up out of 
frame and,  after a second, falls on the cops, scattering them so he can make his 
escape —  a classic stop- motion effect of early chase and comedy films.

By including sequences from trick films such as this in the compilation, 
Védrès borrows a specific style of editing from the period. As Tom Gunning 
has argued, the stop- motion effects used by Méliès and other cineastes of the 
era  were adapted from nineteenth- century popu lar entertainments staged in 
magic theaters, often using screens, such as magic lantern shows and phan-
tasmagorias.64 The special effects of the cinema of attractions privilege a con-
tinuity of framing over spatiotemporal unity, producing discontinuities that 
are superhuman and a “thrill of display.” The attraction is always, in part, the 
technology itself, which produces such magical results as the metamorphosis 
that takes place in the clip from The Brahmin and the Butterfly. The magical 
effect of early film tricks is produced by vari ous forms of collage,  either in the 
frame or between frames. For example, ladies’ smiling  faces appear in min-
iature matte shots of a display of singing jewelry in yet another example of a 
cinema- of- attractions special effect appropriated by Védrès. The banal excess 
of a lady’s jewelry box is suddenly energized by the comic style of popu lar cul-
ture.  These juxtapositions of kitsch and technological won der are precisely the 
material with which Védrès herself is working, effectively situating cinema and 
its disruptive role within the phantasmagoria.

The most sustained example of a trick film in Paris 1900 is Védrès’s inclu-
sion of the entirety of Ferdinand Zecca’s short film The Moon Lover (1905). 
It is the only fragment to be introduced specifically as a film, complete with 
accreditation and attribution; “its admirers call it innovative,” we are told, and 
indeed the film features a drunkard flying through the stars to land back in his 
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room with dancing  bottles. This trick film, which follows a sequence of  music 
hall entertainers and café- concerts, takes us deep into the dreamworld of the 
Belle Epoque and its chaotic diversions. The camera enters the frame of the film 
by zooming in over the audience and the orchestra. The falling man is the third 
such descent in the film, including the birdman and the falling criminal.

Benjamin’s complex notion of the phantasmagoria was based on the shadow 
plays of nineteenth- century Paris in ven ted by Étienne- Gaspard Robert (stage 
name Robertson), which Benjamin recognized as being both manipulative and 
sensual.65 In his 1939 revision of the 1935 exposé for The Arcades Proj ect, Ben-
jamin replaced the terminology of the dream that he borrowed from the sur-
realists with that of the phantasmagoria, to better implicate the Marxist notion 
of the ideological veil in the proj ect.66 His notion of the phantasmagoria is also 
developed from Baudelaire’s poetic interpretation of Marx, using the vocabu-
lary of magic and the super natural. As Cohen explains, “The magic is that of 
commodity fetishism, a situation in which social relations between men take 
on the phantasmagorical form of relations between  things.”67 The two notions of 
dream and phantasmagoria nevertheless remain deeply entwined throughout 
The Arcades Proj ect, as the recurring refrain of “awakening” through dialectical 
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method echoes throughout the proj ect. The phantasmagoria thus refers to the 
magical entertainments of the nineteenth  century, to the Marxist theory of ide-
ology, and to the surrealist dreamscape of the unconscious.

We can understand more clearly from Paris 1900 how surrealism emerged 
from the Belle Epoque. We can also understand perhaps how Benjamin’s sur-
realist view of nineteenth- century Paris was so closely informed by cinema, a 
medium that emerged only in its aftermath, the period depicted in Paris 1900. 
Cinema may be deeply ambiguous with re spect to temporal and documentary 
accuracy, and yet that very instability gives it a transformative power over every-
day life. Cinema takes its place in Paris 1900 alongside Claude Debussy, Édouard 
Manet, and Apollinaire. As the Académie Française gives way to the impres-
sionists and  women start wearing trousers, cinema is incorporated into culture 
not as an art form but as a causal ele ment of the dynamic phantasmagoria.

Dream City/Documented City

The integration of fiction and documentary, newsreels, and the 
vari ous styles that we associate with the cinema of attractions do not com-
promise the documentary value of Paris 1900 but instead establish a level 
playing field for the status of film as document. The narration plays freely 
with  these documents, making them work with what ever story the narrator 
chooses to tell. The slippages of meaning are especially playful in the charting of 
time. Although the film covers a period of fourteen years, it is also structured 
somewhat like a prewar city film, such as Man with a Movie Camera or Berlin: 
Symphony of a  Great City, with the city rising as a living, breathing organism. 
At the end, just before the War Notice is posted, the narrator says, “The sun 
sets for the last time on a peaceful Paris” over a shot of the Seine at dusk.

Despite the structure of a day in the life of the city, Paris 1900 is explic itly 
compiled from footage covering fourteen years. The flooding of the Seine is 
clearly historical in the sense of marking a fairly specific moment in history, 
linking the epoch to a date, and the birdman’s demise underscores this speci-
ficity; but shots of the Eiffel Tower, like shots of the Seine at dusk and many 
of the activities and shots of celebrities, are impossible to periodize with any 
accuracy. The challenge of film to the archive is precisely this instability and 
incoherence. Once it is removed from its can —  its archival prop —  the film 
clip can mean anything one wants it to mean. As Védrès herself explains, “One 
must go . . .  through the first appearance of the selected shot to feel and, 
without insistence, make felt that strange and unexpected ‘second meaning’ 
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that always hides  behind the plain and superficial subject.”68 In the context of 
historical compilation,  these second meanings go well beyond denotative and 
connotative significations to register the typical, the habitual, the everyday, 
and also the once- only event, which anchors the image in history. The bird-
man’s death shudders through the film to remind us of this duplicity, and thus 
the  whole evidentiary system is ever so subtly compromised.

In Paris 1900 the sensual, affective aspects of the culture of the period are 
incorporated into the city film in such a way as to bring us closer to its trans-
formative potential and its failures. The discourse on fashion and display 
culture draws us into the dream life of the period, but  there are also moments, 
such as the Méliès and Zecca films, the talking jewelry and the stop- motion 
effects in the chase film, that suggest how the cinema participated in the 
transformative effects of modernity. It may even have led the charge. Hardly 
anything has not been staged in some way for the camera. If the cut in the 
birdman’s fall signals the failures of the era and the lost promise of modernity 
that Benjamin wrote about so eloquently in The Arcades Proj ect, its failure is 
all the more melancholy  because of its alliance with the magical properties of 
cinema demonstrated elsewhere in the compilation.

In the last twenty minutes of the eighty- one- minute film, the collection of im-
agery begins to spiral out to include aerial shots of mass protests as  labor  unions 
are formed. A group of city councilors visits “a part of Paris that tourists never 
see” —  the slums — to which their response is to build a new morgue and to have 
garden parties for starving  children. The deeper we go into the po liti cal history 
of the era, the more cynical the narration becomes, as the details of weaponry 
are assembled and troops are paraded on city streets across Eu rope. Fi nally, “the 
happy times are over,” and the socialist Juarès, who defended Alfred Dreyfus, is 
assassinated. By creating a series of events from such a wide assortment of fig-
ures, places, imagery,  angles, and information, discrete historical facts are made 
to speak to each other and against each other, on the multiple levels that Benja-
min describes as the “fore- history” and “after- history” of collected works.69

No amount of self- serving cultural cele bration can offset the subsequent 
history of two devastating world wars, the second of which handed Paris over 
to the worst “barbarism” imaginable. And yet the unconscious ele ments of the 
dream city, as they are glimpsed in fragmentary form, are documents of pos-
sibility and potential. As Hansen has noted, Benjamin’s sense of the inherent 
affinity between film and the city is based in the photographic pro cess that 
breaks up empirical real ity into pieces. The city film then plays with  those 
pieces of the urban scene to “destroy it in effigy, and to make its scattered 
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fragments available for transformative play.”70 Maybe Paris 1900 is the imagi-
nary city film of the artwork essay.

Benjamin’s research was challenged —  and formed — by the “innumerable 
sources” generated by the mass- circulation press,71 and Védrès likewise worked 
from the vast archives and private collections of postwar France. The excess 
of information, of images and sounds, available to the collector- filmmaker is 
growing ever more excessive in the digital era. It may be this excess of informa-
tion that provokes a correspondence between con temporary archiveology and 
Paris 1900, rendering it vis i ble as a key moment in the emergence of the essay 
film, precisely when “compilation” had lost its credibility as a mode of docu-
mentary film. The excess of the Belle Epoque may also be recognizable in new 
ways, in light of the con temporary Gilded Age of vast global in equality.72

Paris 1900 provides an instructive point of reference between Benjamin’s 
moment and our own,  because Védrès was working with an image bank that 
was remarkably close to Benjamin’s own historical study of nineteenth- century 
Paris. The viewer becomes a historian such as Benjamin describes, a historian 
who “takes up, with regard to [the image], the task of dream interpretation.”73 
The history in this film, like the history in The Arcades Proj ect, challenges all 
disciplinary bounds and re spects no scientific laws. Moreover, the techniques 
of cutting, extracting, and fragmenting evoke the destructive edge of technol-
ogy that fi nally brought the city to its knees, just as the absence of an auteur 
 behind the camera evokes the terrifying role of the war machines on the ho-
rizon. The film exemplifies Benjamin’s observation that “overcoming the con-
cept of ‘pro gress’ and overcoming the concept of ‘period of decline’ are two 
sides of one and the same  thing.”74

L O S  A N G E L E S  P L AY S  I T S E L F :  T R A N S C E N D E N T  K I T S C H

In real ity, we live in the past. That is, the world that 
surrounds us is not new. The  things in it —  our  houses, 
the places we work, even our clothes and our cars —  aren’t 
created anew  every day. . . .  Any par tic u lar period is an 
amalgam of many earlier times.

 Thom Andersen, Los Angeles Plays Itself

Thom Andersen’s 2003 film Los Angeles Plays Itself is an attempt to 
separate the virtual city of images from the “real” city of history, an attempt 
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that is ultimately doomed to failure. Andersen’s essayistic narration is a cri-
tique of Hollywood and the ways that the film industry has appropriated Los 
Angeles for its vari ous nefarious, fantastic, and duplicitous ends; but it is also 
a melancholy ode to a city that has had to continually remake its own history 
in the face of its simulacral servitude to the dream factory.75 Los Angeles is a 
comparatively young city, burdened with its own lack of historicity. The deep 
irony of Los Angeles Plays Itself is that Andersen betrays his own obsessive 
cinephilia with his vast knowledge of film history, displayed in a brilliant 
montage of excerpts from genre cinema, auteur cinema, art cinema, and in de-
pen dent cinema.

Amid the dozens of clips of Hollywood movies, Andersen lingers occa-
sionally during the 169 minutes to offer more extended interpretations of a 
number of key titles, including Double Indemnity (1943), Chinatown (1974), 
L.A. Confidential (1997), and Dragnet (1951 and 1967).  These sections function 
as video essays embedded in a compilation film. Andersen’s commentary is 
full of insight and analy sis. His montage is expertly paced, and the film of-
fers a unique perspective on the relation of film to urban space in general, 
as well as the specific aspects of the L.A. setting. Los Angeles Plays Itself is far 
from comprehensive —  especially since the focus is almost exclusively on the 
postwar city —  and yet it is an excellent example of film criticism in the form 
of archiveology. Moreover, it has had a direct impact on film history, in its 
recovery and redemption of The Exiles (1961), which had been more or less 
“lost”  until Andersen “found” it and included it in his film.

Thom Andersen’s narration in Los Angeles Plays Itself borrows some of 
the postmodern critique of image culture but complicates it with a recog-
nition of the untimeliness of historical disjunction and displacement. He 
points out that  because Los Angeles is a city where  there are few historical 
landmarks outside  those that designate former movie locations, the real ity 
of lived history in the city is overlaid with fictional repre sen ta tions of life 
in the city, including the full repertoire of car chases, explosions, thrillers, 
romances, teen pics, and horror films. By organ izing his cinematic collec-
tion around the use and reuse of specific L.A. locations, Andersen evokes 
a key princi ple of archival film practices. He explains, “If we can appreci-
ate documentaries for their dramatic qualities, perhaps we can appreci-
ate fiction films for their documentary revelations.” Extracting a sense of 
place from the multitude of films set in Los Angeles, Andersen reveals 
cultural significance precisely by transforming Hollywood films into archival 
fragments.
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Some of the highlights of Los Angeles Plays Itself are the sequences about 
specific buildings such as the Bradbury Building in downtown Los Angeles, 
Frank Lloyd Wright’s Ennis House, Union Station, Richard Neutra’s Lovell 
House, and other architectural sites in the city. Against the recognition of fa-
miliar fiction films, Andersen reveals the built environment that underlies 
their fiction and that has in turn become transformed, in many instances, by 
its cinematic double. In fact, the city is inseparable from the city on many lev-
els. Despite Andersen’s melancholic critique of the way the film industry has 
hijacked the city from its inhabitants, the film is lovingly constructed from 
the trivia and detritus of a cinephiliac collection. Los Angeles Plays Itself uses 
archival fragments of fiction films to reveal the documentary of Los Angeles 
that is concealed within Hollywood film history.

The indexicality of the imagery renders the films as traces of what Emma 
Cocker calls a “charged space of contestation and reinvention.” Cocker’s posi-
tion is that archival film practices develop what she calls “empathetic forms” 
of making meaning and cultural memory.76 Andersen’s film is a good example 
of this, and it furthermore exploits the doubleness of the archival film frag-
ment once it is detached from the phantasmagoria. It becomes allegorical in 
Benjamin’s sense of the term, but it is far from dead. Each fragment retains 
some of the sensory aesthetics, formal properties, and dynamic movement 
of Hollywood cinema, while situating  these forms at the cusp of a lost city, 
a city that has always been disappearing  behind its own preoccupation with 
repre sen ta tion.

In his 1939 exposé for The Arcades Proj ect, Benjamin quotes the dissident 
Louis- Auguste Blanqui as saying, “Humanity  will be prey to a mythic anguish 
so long as phantasmagoria occupies a place in it,”77 and yet he also finds that a 
practice of appropriation is already part of the same social formation that pro-
duces the modern phantasmagoria. The collector is nominated as one of the 
unique figures in urban modernity who can divest  things of their commodity 
character, by creating his own “phantasmagoria of the interior.”78 In his con-
ception of the collector, Benjamin strug gles to recognize and reconfigure the 
utopian impulse within the modern phantasmagoria, and to rescue it from its 
deadening ser vice to commodity capitalism.

Thom Andersen is not only a Benjaminian collector; the vocabulary of his 
narration frequently echoes that of Benjamin. His analy sis of Los Angeles and 
its cinema might be considered as a version of The Arcades Proj ect for the 
early twenty- first  century, especially since he situates himself within the urban 
landscape as both inhabitant and critic. He espouses his affection for Los 
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Angeles and even for many of the movies made  there. Only a cinephile could 
have found the clips that Andersen found, such as Gene Kelly roller- skating 
in Xanadu (1980), shot in the abandoned Pan American auditorium, “our 
Streamline Moderne palace, once the city’s most famous landmark,” which 
burned down nine years  later. Like Benjamin, he is drawn to the commercial 
display culture, but he also brings into play the avant- garde and in de pen-
dent cinema. Andersen closes the film with references to a few key titles, 
including The Exiles (Kent MacKenzie, 1961), Bless Their  Little Hearts (Billy 
Woodbury, 1984), Killer of Sheep (Charles Burnett, 1978), and Bush Mama 
(Haile Gerima, 1979). He also makes note of Meshes of the After noon (Maya 
Deren and Alexander Hammid, 1943) and titles by Edward James Olmos and 
John Cassavetes, but at the same time he confesses his attraction to kitsch, 
even the “transcendent kitsch” of local architecture in The Loved One by Tony 
Richardson (1965).

Remarks such as “the back lot is an enchanted village of surrealism” under-
score Anderson’s affinities with Benjamin. In the  middle of a lengthy analy-
sis of Dragnet’s authoritarian rigor, heavy- handed irony, and depiction of Los 
Angelinos as chronically weird, Andersen says, “Actually, I love Dragnet.” He is 
the postmodern ironist version of the Benjaminian/Baudelairean hero of the 
city. His love/hate relationship takes the form of a critique that refuses to take 
refuge in nostalgia but insists on grasping the dialectics of the urban land-
scape. Benjamin says of Baudelaire, for example: “Shock is a poetic princi ple 

Los Angeles Plays Itself (Thom Andersen, 2003)
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in Baudelaire: the urban scene traced out by the fantasy escrime [fantastical 
swordplay] of ‘Tableaux parisiens’ is no longer a homeland. It is a spectacle, 
a foreign place. . . .  How well can the image of the big city turn out when the 
inventory of its physical dangers is as incomplete as it is in Baudelaire?”79

Andersen is drawn to the spectacle of Los Angeles, including its disaster 
movies; his essay film also tries to get at the real corruption in the city’s history 
(as compared to the movie versions of that corruption in films such as Chi-
natown and L.A. Confidential). And yet he is also able to indulge himself in 
the glorious destruction of the city. For him, the “best car chase movie” made 
in Los Angeles, Gone in 60 Seconds (1974), is a realization of “Dziga Vertov’s 
dream: an anti- humanist cinema of bodies and machines in motion.” Ander-
sen’s montage of disaster movies is a wonderful sequence of fiery, explosive 
images of de mo li tion and destruction; but even  here, he points to his own 
investment in the imagery by saying, “and whenever  there’s a disaster movie, 
 there’s George Kennedy.” Clearly this is a collection of images drawn from 
an infinitely extensive archive. B movies tend to predominate over more 
well- known titles. His sequence of rogue, dirty, neurotic, and unstable cops 
ends with a wonderful scene from Short Cuts (1993) of Tim Robbins dog-
napping in a tight- fitting police uniform, and Arnold Schwarzenegger’s 
violent destruction of a police station in The Terminator (1984). In all  these 
sequences, Andersen is borrowing the emotional charge of comedy, cine-
matography, per for mance, and energy that is constitutive of the movie indus-

Los Angeles Plays Itself (Thom Andersen, 2003)
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try that he supposedly loathes. His inventory is also an exploitation, rendering 
his essay film a highly enjoyable viewing experience.

Andersen also shares with Benjamin a critique of “history written by the 
victors,” which he intends to challenge by way of his collage- based film. Over 
a series of images of the Hollywood stars implanted in the sidewalk, Ander-
sen says, “ There are stars for the enforcers and the informers, but none for 
 those they informed on,” and pauses on the name Edward Dmytryk, one of 
the Hollywood Ten of the House Un- American Activities Committee (huac) 
years. Andersen’s liberal stance is in many ways a familiar left- wing position 
and could be described as a version of what Benjamin described as “left- wing 
melancholy,” an “attitude to which  there is no longer, in general, any corre-
sponding po liti cal action.” For Benjamin, “the metamorphosis of po liti cal 
strug gle from a compulsory decision into an object of plea sure, from a means 
of production into an article of consumption —  that is lit er a ture’s latest hit.”80 
Although Andersen is not immune to this critique, much has changed since 
1931 when Benjamin identified this form of po liti cal melancholy. The rela-
tions between activism, intellectuals, and creative intervention have arguably 
shifted along with the rise of an image culture that has become a tool of both 
politics and art.

In contrast to Benjamin’s “heavy- hearted” poet Erich Kästner, Andersen 
has arguably taken up the tools of production in the creation of new knowl-
edge and po liti cal critique, along the lines of what Benjamin advocates in “the 
author as producer,” precisely by making a new movie out of the commodity 
culture he is concerned to critique. The “city of walkers” in Los Angeles Plays 
Itself refers not to flaneurs but to  those who cannot afford cars, by which Ander-
sen makes a clear distinction between his proj ect and Benjamin’s somewhat 
romantic notion of the bourgeois flaneur, while maintaining his dialectical 
engagement with the phantasmagoria. And yet his attempts to access the real 
history  behind the images are inevitably less persuasive than the movies he 
attempts to debunk.

Andersen’s assessment of Chinatown and L.A. Confidential includes a cri-
tique of their ineffectual politics: “Chinatown teaches that good intentions 
are futile.” Despite the fact that the film twists the history rather badly, it has 
become an originary myth of the city. Andersen’s “correction” of Chinatown 
is made by the inclusion of documentary footage of Hollis Mulwray in un-
dated newsreel clips, prob ably from 1928, and pages from the Hearst Press 
from 1905. But if Noah Cross (John Huston’s character in Chinatown) is “too 
power ful,” so is the movie version of California’s history of corrupt  water 
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proj ects. Andersen’s corrections lack the vitality and evidentiary force of the 
Hollywood version featuring Jack Nicholson in his finest form. Likewise, L.A. 
Confidential suggests another “secret history of the city,” but Andersen argues 
that the filmmakers got this story wrong as well, missing out on the “real scan-
dal” of the early 1950s over public housing. In fact, he says, “the L.A.P.D.  didn’t 
control the rackets in the fifties; it controlled the city.” Even so, “cynicism has 
become the dominant myth of our times, and L.A. Confidential proves it.”

We need to ask if Andersen’s proj ect is any less cynical, and any less fu-
tile, than the star- studded histories of the city that he dismantles, given that 
his dismantling is also a recycling and reprise of key scenes from the films. 
Like Benjamin, his critique remains couched in the language of the dream-
world, and he is too much of a cinephile to dismiss the movies altogether. 
Andersen’s film ends with a shot from Bless Their  Little Hearts of an Afri-
can American man driving past the ruins of the Goodyear Factory on South 
Central Ave nue. The ruins, photographed in black and white, are the only 
ruins featured in the film, graphically illustrating the failed proj ect of Ameri-
can modernity. Without the cinema, though, would we still be able to see 
them? Andersen’s narration notes that the factory once provided jobs for 
the black working class; visitors could once take tours “just as  today they 
can take a studio tour and see how movies are made.” In fact, Los Angeles 
Plays Itself cannot penetrate the veil of image culture, but Andersen’s “dream 
interpretation” arguably enacts the mode of allegory that Benjamin describes 
as “a form of expression” and a form of writing.81 Andersen conforms to the 
melancholic, for whom the only plea sure is that of allegory.82 The ruined 
factory, shot from a moving car, completes the film on a note of movement, 
pointing to the interminable incompletion of the archival proj ect and the 
open- ended  future of the city.

Andersen’s melancholic historiography also evokes Benjamin’s claim that 
allegory is said to reveal a “crossing of the borders of a diff er ent mode.”83 He 
describes his proj ect as a “city symphony in reverse,” in order to underline his 
critical perspective, but in the pro cess of inversion, he has transformed the 
Hollywood archives into something much more than the leftovers of the en-
tertainment industry. He has in fact used them to document a history of the 
city. The “other mode” that is produced through his melancholic, allegorical 
language is not only an essay; it is transformative, creating a kind of memory 
that is always on the verge of being forgotten as the industry continues to 
churn out new variations on the dream of a better urban  future.
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Architecture and Urban Space

The car, in Los Angeles Plays Itself, is first introduced as the new 
form of private space in the postmodern city. It is the new space of dwelling, 
the shell that insulates the individual from the collective. Andersen notes the 
paucity of public space in Los Angeles and returns to this theme from a num-
ber of diff er ent  angles, many of which echo Benjamin’s commentary on archi-
tecture in significant ways. For example, in one of the longer video- essay- like 
passages on Double Indemnity (1944), Andersen lingers on the interior of the 
domestic Spanish- revival architecture of the Dietrichson home. He compares 
footage from the film with the still- standing  house, noting the minor changes 
that Billy Wilder made to shoot the interiors in the studio: “For Wilder, a 
consistent modernist, the phony historicism of the architecture and interior 
reflects the honesty of the lives contained within.” The “banal evil” of the 
petty- bourgeois taste in Double Indemnity is reminiscent of Benjamin’s damn-
ing critique of the nineteenth- century bourgeois interior. This is a theme that 
runs through his Berlin Diary, One- Way Street, and The Arcades Proj ect. The 

Los Angeles Plays Itself (Thom Andersen, 2003)
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domestic interior, with its inward- looking collections of knick- knacks, up-
holstery, and drapery, was “an addiction” of the nineteenth  century, a kind of 
shell that protected the individual from any sense of collectivity.84 The arcades 
represented an imposition of the space of dwelling onto the street but at the 
same time offered a potential porosity, a blurring of inside and outside.85

Architecture is a key component of Benjamin’s theory, and The Arcades 
Proj ect is often said to be more of an “architecture” itself than a book: a fore-
shadowing of the interactive, archival structure of web- based media. He was 
especially attracted to the use of glass in architecture, not only in the arcades 
but in the modern architecture of his own times. He saw it as an overthrowing 
of the dwelling and the  house: “Dwelling has diminished.”86 But with Benja-
min,  there is always another side to the equation. He remarked that “streets 
are the dwelling place of the collective . . .  [among which] the arcade was the 
drawing room. More than anywhere, the street reveals itself in the arcade as 
the furnished and familiar interior of the masses.”87 As Tyrus Miller has noted, 
for Benjamin, “architectural modernism is . . .  to be celebrated precisely for 
its negative, nihilistic, aspect. . . .  It is a means to abolish the already residual 
existence of dwelling in the twentieth  century.”88

In Los Angeles Plays Itself, Andersen draws par tic u lar attention to the way 
that the movies have tended to demonize modern architecture, frequently as-
sociating it with villains and corruption. Scenes from The Big Lebowski (1998), 
L.A. Confidential, and The Limey (1999) seem to illustrate this point well, and 
Andersen selects clips in which the characters comment on the architecture, 
usually in a way that underscores their lack of appreciation of it. Like Benja-
min, Andersen recognizes the utopian socialist aspirations of the designers 
and blames “the movies” for imposing their own ideology of commodification 
onto the lavish homes, which may be somewhat disingenuous, although the 
proximity to nature that L.A. designers  imagined does tend to be consistently 
neglected by Hollywood scriptwriters.

Recognizing specific buildings and locations in movies is described by 
Andersen as a  matter of using one’s “involuntary attention” rather than one’s 
voluntary attention,  because “movies bury their traces.” While this conceptual 
apparatus may not match up exactly with Benjamin’s, the vocabulary certainly 
does. Involuntary memory, for Benjamin, is a technique of recalling experi-
ence lost in modernity. It is spontaneous, elusive, and linked to the shock 
experiences of modernity that can open up surprising access to the past. It 
is a crucial ele ment of his historiography and the dialectical image: “Is not 
the involuntary recollection, Proust’s mémoire involontaire, much closer to 
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forgetting than what is usually called memory? And is not this work of spon-
taneous recollection, in which remembrance is the woof and forgetting the 
warf, a counterpart to Penelope’s work, rather than its likeness?”89 Benjamin 
describes “Penelope’s work” as one of weaving, and its counterpart is work that 
indulges exclusively in remembering, in the way that Proust sought ways to 
exclude the stuff of pres ent experience, by shutting himself off from the world.

The mémoire involuntaire is also closely linked to the dialectical image and 
the monodological theory of historical time, in which pres ent and past collide 
in the flash of a constellation.  Here, Gilloch’s interpretation of  these notori-
ously vexed concepts is useful: “The dialectical image, as a moment of remem-
brance, is the redemption of lost time to accompany that of despised  things. 
Benjamin states: ‘the dialectical image is to be defined as the mémoire involon-
taire of a redeemed humanity.’ . . .  Benjamin’s archaeological monadology 
and his attempt to make historical materialism imagistic are fundamentally 
concerned with the redemption of forgotten past moments, of the utopian 
impulses and stunted aspirations of dead generations, of the traces of  those 
whom ‘historicism’ has consigned to silence.”90

For Benjamin, the mémoire involontaire is linked to the unconscious and 
its irruption within the shock- like rhythms of everyday life in the city. Ander-
sen’s use of the terms voluntary/involuntary is arguably an inversion of Benja-
min’s insofar as he invites us to use our “voluntary attention” in order to evade 
the kind of attention that movies demand. Instead of following the stories 
(involuntarily), he asks us to appreciate the documentary revelations through 
an exercise of our voluntary attention. However,  these revelations are in turn 
linked to involuntary memory in the sense of a recognition of architectural 
and geographic locations, especially for  those viewers who share Andersen’s 
intimate knowledge of the city of Los Angeles. Moreover, in his analyses of 
the my thol ogy of  water corruption inspired by Chinatown, Andersen notes that 
“although Los Angeles is a city with no history, nostalgia has always been the 
dominant note in the city’s image of itself.” In contrast, Andersen’s own strat-
egy is more akin to melancholy than to nostalgia. Given the distinction that 
Celeste Olalquiaga makes between Benjamin’s theory of memory, split be-
tween conscious “reminiscence” that leads to nostalgia and unconscious “re-
membrance” that leads to melancholy, the kind of “attention” that Andersen 
demands is closer to Benjamin’s understanding of remembrance.91 His melan-
cholia is a dense weave of forgetting and remembering, given that his inven-
tory of Hollywood films is interminably incomplete. By mourning a lost city, by 
way of a forgotten cinema, he strug gles to redeem them both.
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Andersen’s strategy is, moreover, grounded in the language of repre sen ta-
tion, appropriating the monadology or dialectical images embedded in the 
cinema. He transforms this lost cinema into a new language of history for a 
city that lacks a history. Several sequences in Los Angeles Plays Itself show how 
Los Angeles locations have “played” other cities, and other countries, includ-
ing Switzerland, China, Chicago, and “anytown USA.” The ability to imitate 
other places through the “magic” of the Hollywood illusion is precisely, and 
ironically, exemplary of Benjamin’s mimetic faculty. This is one of the  things 
that he loved about the movies: their transformative ability to perfectly pre-
tend to be somewhere  else. It is “the blue flower” in the land of technology, the 
aura that is made pos si ble through second technology, that provides access to 
the experience liquidated in the fall of modernity. Despite Andersen’s cyni-
cism and critical demeanor, his “heavy- heartedness,” I would argue that he is 
able to point to the lost potential of this “magic” at several points of Los Ange-
les Plays Itself. This would include the car chases and explosions, star turns by 
well- known actors speaking well- written lines, and other engaging moments 
that evoke the “innervation” made pos si ble by the movies.

In addition, certain images inscribe a mortification into this magic. During 
a sequence of clips of Union Station (1950) shot in the eponymous train sta-
tion in Los Angeles, the action shifts inexplicably to Westchester, New York, 
and Chicago as a man flees his killer. Fi nally, he is stampeded by  cattle in the 
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stockyards, and the camera lingers on the flattened corpse before the com-
pilation moves on and the narrator won ders why  there are palm trees in the 
background of the Chicago stockyards. “Silly geography makes silly movies,” 
says Andersen’s narration, but  there is nevertheless something not so silly 
about the scene of brutal vio lence. At another point,  after a  couple of clips 
from Cassavetes films that Andersen endorses for the director’s “eye and ear 
for ordinary madness,” we see a blurry shot of Cassavetes  behind glass. An-
dersen says, “For Cassavetes, happiness is the only truth. So he drank himself 
to death.”  These moments of stillness are brief interruptions in the flow of the 
film, pointing obliquely to the flaws in the surface, moving past the “on- going 
catastrophe” of vio lence, explosions, and car chases by which every one  else 
dies in the movie.

The Bradbury Building is one of the most versatile and enduring film lo-
cations that Andersen illustrates with examples from seven diff er ent movies 
shot  there between 1943 and 1995. The building features a glass roof like an ar-
cade, and wrought- iron balustrades. It was built in 1893, making it an impor-
tant architectural link between Benjamin’s proj ect and Andersen’s. Blade 
Runner (1982), which was shot in this former “dream  house,” is described by 
Andersen as expressing “a nostalgia for a dystopian vision of the  future that 
has become outdated,” a lost sense of the  future, which is precisely one of the 
dangers that Benjamin observed in modernity in the repetitions of the ever- 
new. While the Bradbury Building still stands, many buildings featured in Los 
Angeles movies no longer exist. The theme of obsolescence is remarked on by 
Andersen, regarding everyday places like drive-in restaurants and drive-in 
movies, which are repeatedly torn down and replaced. Only the movies have 
documented their evolution when they  were of no more importance than a 
movie location.

Andersen quotes extensively in Los Angeles Plays Itself, and not only from 
movies. He cites a slew of writers and historians, including Mike Davis, whose 
City of Quartz was an impor tant inspiration for the proj ect. The title itself is 
borrowed from a canonical porn movie, which also features in the film among 
a series of titles that Andersen claims are responsible for shortening the name 
of the city to the breezy L.A. And yet, despite Andersen’s argument that Holly-
wood has appropriated the city from its inhabitants, he nevertheless indulges 
in the my thol ogy endemic to Hollywood, in which magic is pos si ble, kitsch 
can be transcendent, and architecture is porous and transparent. The most 
multilayered argument about obsolescence in the film is made concerning 
Bunker Hill, a neighborhood in the heart of the city. Andersen “rediscovered” 
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The Exiles, a “lost film” shot in Bunker Hill, while making his compilation, 
leading to its restoration by the ucla Film Archive and rerelease on dvd by 
Milestone. It is a rare but telling example of how an archival film can have a 
real effect on the archive itself.

Andersen and Benjamin clearly share a view of the city that is deeply con-
tradictory. They each in their own way seek the mythic strata of lost pos-
sibility that can still be gleaned from the commodification of space, in cities 
that have given themselves over to the rule of the image. For both, it is from 
within image culture, or the phantasmagoria, that dialectical inversions may 
become vis i ble. For Benjamin, that visibility may be merely a glance or a flash 
of recognition. Andersen is able to linger and to excavate the hidden layers 
of image culture that have accrued over the last  century. And yet he, too, ap-
proaches the prob lem of my thol ogy and utopian aspiration through an analy-
sis of the image. Despite his claim that The Exiles “proves that  there once was 
a city  here, before they tore it down and built a simulacrum,” the beauty of 
The Exiles is precisely the phantasmagoria of the night- time urban spectacle 
associated with film noir.

The Exiles: Untimely Cinema

One of the key concepts of The Arcades Proj ect is that the “after-
life” of cultural phenomena can be understood by challenging conventions 
of historical pro gress and decline, or the  grand narratives of history.92 Ben-
jamin’s historiography can thus be considered as a theory of untimeliness, 
and the exemplary archival phantasmagoria of The Exiles demonstrates how 
archiveology can be a constructive method of film historiography. From its 
curious history of apparent failure, followed by a virtual disappearance and 
subsequent rediscovery, it would seem that it is only as an archival film that 
The Exiles becomes legible.

The accomplishment of The Exiles, a film about American Indians living in 
the Bunker Hill neighborhood of Los Angeles in the late 1950s, is precisely its 
depiction of the expressive phantasmagoria of “everyday” in the city at night. 
Director Kent MacKenzie and his cinematographers, Erik Daarstad, Robert 
Kaufman, and John Morrill,  were all trained at usc to shoot and edit according 
to the Hollywood model. Against all odds, they managed to light the scenes 
and shoot them with truckloads of equipment and elaborate set- ups. Even if they 
 were aiming to re- create a “natu ral” feel, the result is extremely underlit, and 
 because it was mainly shot at night, the source lights of neon signs, shop win-
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dows, and car lights give the film its distinctive noir feel. Many of the daylight 
shots have a softness to them, perhaps  because they  were shot in the early 
morning hours. The  whole film is bathed in a kind of glow of the city, which 
gives the film its transcendent quality.

The “revolutionary” character of The Exiles is not due to its originary status, 
 because it did not start a movement or even belong to one. Its revolutionary 
character is due to its status as a historical marker of unrealized possibility, the 
way that it rec ords the untimely dynamism of the might- have- been. It is not 
only a portrait of a par tic u lar group of  people at a par tic u lar moment in time; 
its sheer novelty as a “document” made it virtually invisible and yet also po-
tentially explosive. The film is exemplary of Benjamin’s dictum that “historical 
‘understanding’ is to be grasped, in princi ple, as the afterlife of that which is 
understood.”93

When Andersen includes an excerpt of the gas station scene of The Exiles 
in Los Angeles Plays Itself, alongside gas stations in Kiss Me Deadly (1955) and 
Messiah of Evil (1973), he says in his voice- over narration: “Of course,  there 
are certain types of buildings that  aren’t designed to last. They must be rebuilt 
 every five or ten years so they can adapt to changing patterns of consump-
tion. So the image of an obsolete gas station or grocery store can evoke the 
same kind of nostalgia we feel for any commodity whose day has passed. Old 
movies allow us to rediscover  these icons, even to construct a documentary 
history of their evolution.”

Concerning Mike Hammer’s reel- to- reel answering machine in Kiss Me 
Deadly, Andersen notes, “What was new then is still with us.” This sequence 
of Los Angeles Plays Itself culminates in a scene from The Disorderly Orderly 
(1964) featuring the spectacular implosion of stacks of cans in a supermarket. 
In other words, the “antiquity” of the 1950s is an antiquity of novelty. Commod-
ity capitalism has to continually reinvent itself, a pro cess that, in retrospect, can 
constitute a kind of awakening or demystification of “pro gress.”

The Exiles incorporates Indians into the language of modernity, into the 
glow of the city and the energy of its novelties, challenging the conventions 
of both narrative and documentary cinema, as well as the not- yet- constituted 
princi ples of observational cinema. Despite Andersen’s attempt to frame it 
as neorealist, the film radically eschews any kind of Bazinian aesthetics of 
long- take, deep- focus realism, indulging instead in dramatic editing and pac-
ing, with close- ups of the princi ple actors guiding the narrative. While her 
husband parties all night, Yvonne goes to the movies and wanders home past 
well- lit stores. Fast cars and lonely nights, memories and desires, as well as a 
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desperate embrace of the moment charged with the “now- time” of the pres-
ent:  these coextensive experiences of time are also evidence of the failures of 
modernity to accommodate the Indians and their aspirations.

Critics of the time did not take kindly to the depiction of Indians drinking 
and misbehaving, and the film was deemed “too negative” at the prestigious 
Flaherty Seminar in Puerto Rico in 1961.94 MacKenzie’s elaborate attempt to 
portray Indians as urban citizens with urban experiences and challenges was 
appreciated only at Eu ro pean film festivals —  Venice and Mannheim —  where 
the film was very well received. The rereleased version, which is “presented” 
by Sherman Alexie and Charles Burnett, has been endorsed by con temporary 
critics of in de pen dent, alternative cinema. It was included in lists of the best 
films of the year in both Film Quarterly and Film Comment in 2008 when 
it was theatrically released.95 The restoration itself accounts for some of the 
praise, as the new print has the rare glitter and glow of a freshly minted black- 
and- white gem from the period.

Once we consider Los Angeles Plays Itself as an archival film, it is appar-
ent that it creates the conditions for understanding The Exiles, precisely by 
creating the categories and classifications necessary for knowledge. For Fou-

The Exiles (Kent MacKenzie, 1961)
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cault, the archive “is that which, at the very root of the statement- event, and 
in that which embodies it, defines at the very outset the system of its enun-
ciability.” The archive does not collect “the dust of statements that have be-
come inert once more. . . .  It is that which defines the mode of occurrence 
of the statement- thing: it is the system of its functioning.”96 Andersen effec-
tively places MacKenzie’s film within a language of the city, architecture, film 
history, and cultural history; by placing it side- by- side with Kiss Me Deadly, 
he is grasping the image from within, from its discursive formation and not 
from its humanitarian objectives or anthropological fumblings. In keeping 
with Foucault’s notion of the archive, Los Angeles Plays Itself “deprives us of 
our continuities” and “breaks the thread of transcendental teleologies.”97 And 
it does so precisely by grasping the image from a movement in its interior, 
which is how Benjamin describes the “historical index” of the image —  what 
distinguishes it from the essences of phenomenology.98

Although Andersen also links The Exiles to Killer of Sheep (1978) by Charles 
Burnett, Burnett did not know about The Exiles when he made his film 
about an African American working- class neighborhood in Los Angeles.99 
The “prob lem” of The Exiles is that it exists outside any spheres of influence. 
MacKenzie was not aware of Lionel Rogosin or Jean Rouch; likewise, nei-
ther John Cassavetes nor Burnett, not to mention David and Albert Maysles 
or Fredrick Wiseman, knew about him. Cinema was being “reinvented” all over 
the world during the 1950s in disparate ways, and The Exiles is anomalous in 
its glamorous reenactment of classical film techniques in the ser vice of eth-
nography; its “dirty realism,” as Sherman Alexie calls it,100 is not  really as dirty 
as On the Bowery (Lionel Rogosin, 1956) or Moi, un noir (Jean Rouch, 1959), 
or even Salesman (Albert and David Maysles, 1968), for that  matter. It there-
fore arguably remained invisible  until it was placed side- by- side with Kiss Me 
Deadly as a film about a city.

The emergence of the new generation of Indians, challenging the norms 
and protocols of their parents’ generation, is set against the radical transfor-
mation of urban renewal in The Exiles. The redevelopment of Bunker Hill in 
the 1960s is described by Greg Kimball as “the largest urban renewal proj ect 
in history,”101 and indeed the po liti cal background to the proj ect is an ugly 
story of capital investment displacing public housing on an exaggerated scale. 
Residents  were relocated with a pittance of support, and the century- old 
homes  were razed to a naked hump of a hill. The reconstructed Bunker Hill 
now hosts such cultural monuments as the Museum of Con temporary Art, 
Frank Gehry’s Walt Disney Concert Hall, and the Bonaventure  Hotel, and 
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Anderson cites it as the location of a series of postapocalyptic fantasy movies 
such as Omega Man (1971), Night of the Comet (1984), and Virtuosity (1995). 
Other nearby neighborhoods and landscapes, including Hill X,  were similarly 
razed during the 1960s and ’70s as Los Angeles sold itself to international cap-
ital to claim a place in the global marketplace. Most of the displaced  people 
 were Mexican and Asian immigrants, se niors, and Indians —  people already 
displaced from their original homelands.102

John C. Portman’s Bonaventure  Hotel, constructed in 1975, was famously 
described by Fredric Jameson as the emblematic “postmodern hyperspace,”103 
and the Bunker Hill redevelopment can be compared on some levels with Baron 
Haussmann’s reconfiguration of Paris in the nineteenth  century. For Walter 
Benjamin, Haussmann’s urban renewal proj ect created the conditions for 
flânerie and the display culture of the arcades. But the Bonaventure  Hotel 
clearly shuts down  these possibilities, radically cutting off the “private space” 
of the  hotel from the public space of the now- deserted streets. The faux- public 
spaces of the  hotel’s interiors, including a nostalgic re- creation of Los Angeles as 
a garden, is radically separated from the city, as Mike Davis has pointed out.104

Davis has challenged Jameson’s embrace of the Bonaventure  Hotel as 
a postmodern utopia. The parallels between the Bunker Hill gentrification 
proj ect and Benjamin’s analy sis of the Paris arcades have to include the dis-
placement of urban populations that made way for two diff er ent kinds of 
display cultures. For Davis, the Bonaventure  Hotel symbolizes a profoundly 
anti- urban impulse, “hardly a pos si ble entry way to the new forms of collec-
tive social practice  towards which Jameson’s essay ultimately beckons us.”105 
Jameson concludes his essay with a question about “ whether postmodernism 
can resist the logic of consumer capitalism.” A film like The Exiles points in 
this direction, and perhaps it is best read as an untimely postmodern film 
(avant la lettre). The “truth” of the Indian experience is apprehended through 
the transformation of their everyday life into the phantasmagoria of image 
culture; but this is the truth of their hopes and dreams, their sorrows and their 
disappointments. It is a language of affect and melodrama, even if the drama 
is downplayed and distended. Thom Andersen may position the film as an 
antidote to the simulacrum of the city; and yet the techniques of reenactment 
in which  every shot is staged are precisely  those of the postmodern simulacra. 
In their profound inauthenticity, the “exiled” Indians perform their own im-
pending displacement by corporate capitalism.

And yet  there is a larger drama being played out in the untimeliness of this 
idiosyncratic film. The obliteration of the Bunker Hill neighborhood, like the 
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obliteration of the Indians’ ancestral cultural practices, finds archival form in 
the early twenty- first  century in a new form of memory. Films such as Los Angeles 
Plays Itself point to the ways that the cinema has spawned a new medium of 
archival cinema. Traces of the past, culled from the vast repertoire of twentieth- 
century culture, can be recombined to write a new history of the twentieth 
 century. The Exiles in this sense depicts a culture of alcoholism, poverty, and 
sexual politics; but it also inscribes its characters into a larger firmament of 
popu lar culture. They are no longer outside looking in but comprise a full part 
of the generational energy that surged through American culture in the 1950s.

The archive in the early twenty- first  century has become a dy-
namic site of reconstruction, reordering, and reanimation of the past. The 
walls are crumbling and the memories of unheard voices are rushing in. 
When Benjamin says that “the concept of pro gress must be grounded in the 
idea of catastrophe,” he points to the radical potential of a film such as The 
 Exiles to interrupt the story of cinema, Bunker Hill, ethnographic film, and 
the noir mystique. “Phenomena,” he says, are rescued from “their ‘enshrinement 

The Exiles (Kent MacKenzie, 1961)
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as heritage.’ —  They are saved through the exhibition of the fissure within 
them. —  There is a tradition that is catastrophe.”106

The archive is always predicated on loss and on the division between that 
which is inside and that which is outside. If  there is an archival drive, as Der-
rida describes it, in the archival cinema discussed  here, that drive is clearly 
linked to the desires embedded in narrative cinema. Both Paris 1900 and Los 
Angeles Plays Itself draw on the rich resources of films shot in their respec-
tive cities of Paris and Los Angeles to construct their essay films. Védrès’s 
use of fiction films alongside newsreels gives her compilation the sensuous 
feel of magic and melodrama, and all the sensation of the cinema of the Belle 
Epoque. Andersen’s use of fiction gives his film the dynamic vocabulary of 
Hollywood spectacle, including some of its secrets alongside its comedy and 
its celebrities.  These archival city films take us deep inside the dramas and 
desires that fuel their respective cities, even while launching a critique of the 
urban inequities and mythologies upon which the cities are built.

In archiveology, the fashions and styles of the city are transformed into a 
language of history. Past, pres ent, and  future are layered in a palimpsest of 
glimpses and images that are at once photographic documents and playful 
dream images. They are collective memories belonging to a collective imagi-
nation. Once the urban scene is broken down into the ruins of the collec-
tive dream, the archival city film reassembles  those ruins into the “second 
nature” of a built environment that is indeed an image sphere inhabited by 
experience, memory, and desires. If the original city was the construction of 
commodity capitalism, in its ruined state, the traces of the built environment 
caught on film are fully loaded with the potential of exploding into the  future.

In the twenty- first  century, the city has become the site of explosive catastro-
phe for all the wrong reasons. City  after city has become the scene of violent 
chaos and destruction in an era of terrorism and unrestrained anger. Cities 
everywhere are in ruins due to economic disaster (Detroit) or interminable 
civil war (Baghdad). The image archive may become in turn increasingly valu-
able as a means of remembering the promise that infused each city with its 
own heterotopian promise. As Rick Prelinger has shown with his Landscapes 
series, in which he has compiled home movies into interactive screenings for 
Detroit, San Francisco, Oakland, and Los Angeles, archiveology may provide 
the tools for engaging the collective imagination with urban history as a key 
to  future public spaces.
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C O L L E C T I N G  I M A G E S

One may start from the fact that the true collector 
detaches the object from its functional relations. But that 
is hardly an exhaustive description of this remarkable 
mode of be hav ior.

 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Proj ect

Benjamin’s remarks on collecting in The Arcades Proj ect and in 
his essay on Eduard Fuchs are notably inconclusive. He champions Fuchs as 
a collector of mass arts and of images but also decries his failure to appreciate 
the Baroque, or to completely shed the cloak of the bourgeois antiquarian.1 
Fuchs’s princi ple accomplishment may have been to foreshadow Benjamin’s 
own practical solution to the aporias of theory: collecting is a practice that 
has the potential to challenge the “history of culture” and its attachment to 
causality, masterworks, and genius. A nonlinear historical materialism is 
constructed in the collection as a “new and critical” mode of historical un-
derstanding. For Benjamin, the method of montage in The Arcades Proj ect 
is a means of showing, or “actualizing” images and documents, and thus a 
solution to the challenge of reconciling contradictory discursive formations.

The collector is one of the key figures or avatars in The Arcades Proj ect who 
exemplifies this method insofar as his rags and refuse are not inventoried but 
are “allowed to come into their own.”2 As discussed in chapter 2, Benjamin’s 
endorsement of Eduard Fuchs is grounded in a critique of the disciplinarity of 
the humanities, and a recognition of the social setting and anonymous  labor 
that accompanies and offsets the masterpieces of a “history of culture.” Benja-
min’s image of the collector is inspired by surrealism and embraces the princi-
ple of chance that can inhabit a group of objects brought together by a spirit 
of innovation and even subjectivity, which is why the collector remains, even 
for Fuchs, a slightly romantic figure on the verge of modernity. The collected 
fragments of material history are, for Benjamin, passages to the past that can 
be experienced in the pres ent. Their cultural value is predicated on their role 
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in a collection, while their exchange and use values are undercut in  favor of 
new “functions” that are practical, constructive, and historical.

This chapter is about the filmmaker as archiveologist, who is in turn an ex-
ample of the collector, putting together diverse fragments of past experience 
that bear with them the traces of their original conditions of production. Ben-
jamin’s collector cuts through the auratic qualities of images and safeguards 
them as souvenirs not only of their referents but of the constellations of social 
relations from which they  were produced. As “documents,” the images col-
lected in archiveological films acquire meaning through their usefulness and 
their ability to awaken, stimulate, or attune the viewer’s belief in their indexi-
cality. They are not to be taken for granted but to be recognized as passages 
into the past.

The three films discussed in this chapter pres ent extremely diff er ent views 
of cultural history and radically diff er ent modes of presenting and exhibiting 
that history. As instances of archiveology, they each test the limits of the image 
as something that is collectible. The “archive” that Morgan Fisher works with 
in () a.k.a. Parentheses (2003) consists of 16mm versions of unknown 35mm 
fiction movies that he bought on eBay. The “archive” that Dominic  Gagnon 
works with in Hoax Canular (2013) is YouTube —  although many of the vid-
eos he sampled are no longer available on that platform. The archives that 
Gustav Deutsch uses in World Mirror Cinema (2005) are  actual institutions: 
Eu ro pean film archives that are named and credited at the end of the film. All 
three filmmakers have collected images that might other wise have dis appeared 
and remained unknown. Their diff er ent techniques of collage are strategies of 
transformation, rendering the vari ous historical documents “legible” and not 
simply sal vaged. The moving image extracts take on an ethnographic char-
acter and supply clues to the  future anterior, which is to say, the imaginary 
 futures of the past.

This chapter includes a discussion of media archaeology and develops 
further Benjamin’s contribution to this dimension of media studies. Archi-
veology could in itself be considered a practice of media archaeology, in 
its curatorial exhibitionist mode. When the collection of images consists of 
images of  people, in the mode of talking heads, for example, archiveology 
also impinges on physiognomy, a somewhat outdated but nevertheless con-
stitutive ele ment of Benjamin’s phenomenological method, in which  people 
consist principally of their appearances. Moreover, the display of the col-
lection, which aligns archiveology with the museum, also opens a passage 
into the mysterious confluence between Benjamin and Aby Warburg, who 
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 were most definitely familiar with each other’s work on collecting and the 
production of cultural knowledge.

The practice of collecting is a cornerstone of both archaeology and anthro-
pology. Thus the recognition of collecting as central to archival film practices 
is a means of articulating the relationship of media to  human sciences pre-
mised on the collection of  things. Hans Belting has argued that an anthro-
pological perspective is necessary if images are not reduced to “artifacts of 
technology.” Belting insists that images are mediated by bodies as well as their 
repre sen ta tional supports, so while images are “nomadic,” moving between 
diff er ent media, they are always dependent on a viewer. He says that “im-
ages behave according to the rule of appearances, but inasmuch as they are 
embodied in media they exist also in the world of being, of bodies, and there-
fore occupy a place in social space.”3 The intersections between anthropology, 
media archaeology, and archiveology are further complicated by the role of 
the avant- garde, critical practice, and aesthetics. Benjamin’s understanding 
of collecting as a potentially redemptive force is intimately tied to the play 
with images that is the regime of the avant- garde. Benjamin recognized that 
collecting and looking  were deeply conjoined in modern technologies of re-
production and that collecting was becoming part of everyday life. Once the 
image is accessible and collectible, it is a  thing in the world and something to 
be experienced.

Stanley Cavell notes that Benjamin harbors “a fantasy of a  future which 
promises a path —  through collecting — to new life, a new practicality with, 
or use for, objects.”4 Archiveology, the ability to collect images and reassemble 
them in essayistic form, is Benjamin’s  future world. In Cavell’s reading of 
Benjamin, collecting is a means of closing the distance between  people and 
objects within the impoverishment of experience that characterizes moder-
nity. The “nearness” to objects that the collector displays is, however, a some-
what impersonal form of experience. For Cavell, collecting is an impor tant 
mode of thinking in which juxtapositions, gaps, and correspondences are 
produced in order to be filled by thought.

For Benjamin, the collector is closely related to the allegorist, although 
while the collector “takes up the strug gle against dispersion,” the allegorist 
is resigned to it. For him, “objects represent only keywords in a secret dic-
tionary,” and may accumulate without cease, in a “patchwork” of productive 
disorder. At the end of his convolute on the collector, Benjamin invokes a 
princi ple of archival classification, the “registry,” to account for the disappear-
ance of experience  behind the “classificatory” system of mémoire volontaire. 



100 Chapter 4

This is opposed to the canon of the collector —  aligned with the mémoire in-
volontaire —  which resists such archival systematization. In fact, an allegorist 
resides within  every collector and vice versa, and Benjamin ultimately leaves 
the section resolutely unfinished, acknowledging that it needs “further study.”5

In the context of archiveology, this imbrication of allegory and collecting 
can take several forms. On one level, recycled images are allegories of their 
original media and often bear traces of pixilation, celluloid damage, or other 
traces of their “ruined” materials. Insofar as  these inscriptions are a function 
of repre sen ta tion and can be easily faked using digital technologies, they are 
not reliable signifiers. In the context of a collection, however, they may be 
restored to their allegorical status and retain a historical index, in Benjamin’s 
words “at their interior.” Second, Michael Steinberg has described Benjamin’s 
collector as a “cipher of an economy of memory.”6 Images find new uses in a 
collection, precisely  because they inscribe a discontinuous break with the past 
and are thus open to new readings in the pres ent. Fi nally, collected images are 
also allegories of their  human sources, including camera- people and other 
means of production.

The doubleness of Benjamin’s notion of memory clearly aligns it with mod-
ernism and with psychoanalysis. Benjamin’s approach is echoed elsewhere, 
most notably by Derrida and Sven Spieker, who both argue, in somewhat 
diff er ent terms, that Sigmund Freud at once undermined the archival princi-
ple and transformed it into a modernist medium. Benjamin’s larger body of 
work on the topic helps to further underscore how it was the cultural diffu-
sion of film and photography, in conjunction with psychoanalytic discourse, 
that reformed, revised, and reinvented the archive in the first de cades of the 
twentieth  century.

In Derrida’s reading of Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi’s reading of Freud’s reading 
of the Old Testament, Derrida argues that the archive  after Freud is located 
at the breakdown of memory. As the threshold between inside and outside, 
the private and the public, the archival economy is predicated on a princi ple 
of loss. Archive fever is Derrida’s term for an archival desire that is closely 
bound to the infinite possibility of forgetting. If the archaic definition of the 
archival is one of consignation, of entrusting to a kind of  house arrest, in 
its modern form, the practice of archiving has become un housed and desta-
bilized, precisely  because memory, recollection, and recall have themselves 
become challenges to the law of the institution. Derrida’s remarks on Freud’s 
attempt to write history have ramifications for the modern form of the archive 
more generally. He says, “The limits, the borders, and the distinctions have 
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been shaken by an earthquake from which no classificational concept and no 
implementation of the archive can be sheltered. Order is no longer assured.”7

Spieker has fleshed out some of  these theoretical ideas formulated by Ben-
jamin, Derrida, and Freud in terms of the avant- garde’s preoccupation with 
the archive manifest since the 1920s. He points out that the doubleness of the 
archive invokes a coextensive princi ple of order and chaos, and that on the 
other side of the bureaucratic systems of classification that enable the instru-
mentality of the archive lies a productive disorder.8 In fact, this is also what 
makes an archive so useful. Objects and documents are collected  under one 
princi ple of classification, but they become legible according to other princi-
ples once they are removed from their original contexts and displaced into 
the archival setting.

The surrealist inquiry into the archive, which was also the impetus  behind 
Benjamin’s archival method, involved an inversion of this princi ple. By col-
lecting and inventorying that which was previously unarchiveable —  cultural 
trash aligned with the unconscious and preconscious —  the archive becomes 
a medium of revelation. Spieker’s account foregrounds the spatial geography 
and temporal structure of the archive, noting how “in the modernist archive 
we encounter  things we never expected to find; yet the archive is also the con-
dition  under which the unexpected, the sudden, the contingent can be sud-
den, unexpected and contingent.”9 He also shows how the archival princi ple 
became linked to montage. The fragmentary and serial forms that objects and 
documents tend to take up once collected are coextensive with the decen-
tered gaze of modernist art practices.10 Although he does not address archival 
film practices per se, Spieker provides a valuable framework for considering 
 those practices within a larger cultural reconfiguration of the archive that 
took place over the course of the last  century. Spieker underscores the role of 
chance in the surrealist embrace of the archive, noting that “the artist in Ben-
jamin’s account occupies a place si mul ta neously inside and outside of contin-
gency, finding a rhythm in or through the waywardness of chance.”11

As a technique of collecting, fragmenting, and reassembling, archiveol-
ogy involves a recognition of the thingness of images, and for Benjamin this 
gives them a secret dialectical power of revelation. Jacques Rancière has also 
pointed to the way that when images take on the autonomy of objects, they 
achieve a doubleness that reveals the “purity” and “power” inherent in the cin-
ematic image —  which is to say, its “connecting and disconnecting” power.12 
Rancière has declared that in the “new aesthetic regime” of fragmented, re-
cycled filmmaking, images are no longer signs but need to be recognized as 
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“ things.” Responding to the section of Histoire(s) du cinéma dedicated to Al-
fred Hitchcock’s method, Rancière dissects Godard’s method and the effects of 
his extraction of objects from Hitchcock’s narratives. Hitchcock’s film making 
certainly lends itself well to such dissection, as proven most exceptionally by 
Christoph Girardet and Matthias Müller in Phoenix Tapes (1999), which I 
discuss in chapter 5. Regarding Godard’s treatment of the objects that litter 
Hitchcock’s films —  such as the glass of milk in Suspicion (1941) —  Rancière 
claims that the objects already have the status of “pure, autonomous” images 
before Godard extracts them. Objects in Hitchcock’s films tend to move the 
story along and also to pause it. Rancière is not the first to recognize the way that 
Hitchcock bridges modern and classical cinemas by hybridizing the repre sen-
ta tional function of the image in narrative and the aestheticizing function 
of the image within an “avant- gardist” tradition. However, he notes that this 
doubleness is especially highlighted in Godard’s fragmentation of Hitchcock.

For Rancière, the new relation between images and  things entails a  whole 
new role of collage. Echoing Benjamin’s remark that “history decays into im-
ages, not into stories,” Rancière notes that “disconnecting images from stories, 
Godard assumes, is connecting them so as to make History.”13 Indeed, new 
forms of connection emerge as associative, and symbolic links take pre ce-
dence over dialectics  because it is not only the “clash” of images but also the 
overlap and coincidence of images that are produced through collage. Ac-
cording to Rancière, “This means that the practice of collage since the 1960s 
and 1970s has been thoroughly overturned. Collage is no longer a means of 
unveiling secrets: it has become a way of establishing a mystery.”14 Although 
in some ways, Rancière is inverting Benjamin’s emphasis on discontinuity 
and dialectics, he indicates how collage practices have become a kind of lan-
guage. He stresses “the continuum of co- presence” that is produced in the 
re- presentation of images from the past, in a magical collapse of the space- 
time continuum whereby “all experiences are held in store and can function 
as the meta phor for one another.”15 Like Belting, he includes the presence of a 
viewer, or a body, in the production of images, radically curtailing the “con-
trol of the Universe” that Godard ascribes to Hitchcock’s method.16

Images in archiveology themselves are pro cesses and practices that are 
beautiful, shocking, surprising, and affective on multiple levels, evoking 
a proximity to history on the level of experience. Benjamin’s textual quot-
ing in The Arcades Proj ect is itself a mode of collecting, and the unfinished 
state of that proj ect suggests that it was always more of a collection than any-
thing  else. He shares his aphoristic method with other phi los o phers, such as 
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Ludwig  Wittgenstein and Adorno, but Benjamin takes it one step further by 
integrating his theory of quotation and dialectical imaging into the pro cess 
of writing. This theory implicitly links the context of his thought —  the Paris 
 arcades —  and its culture of display with his method. In my view, the dialecti-
cal image can be a means of thinking through the documentary status of the 
film image in its fundamental contingency and commodity status, as an ob-
ject or a  thing in the world and not merely a repre sen ta tion. Digital media has 
only amplified the nomadic character of images across media and between 
bodies that has been  there since  people began collecting images in the nine-
teenth  century.

The transition of digital culture has many implications, one of which is the 
transformation of the archive into an accessible database, searchable by algo-
rithms, textual tags, and even, to a limited extent, nonlinguistic indexes. As 
Jussi Parikka points out, “The archive is no longer simply a passive storage 
space but becomes generative itself in algorithmically ruled pro cessuality.”17 
His notion of “archivology” [sic], drawn from Wolfgang Ernst, is less about 
culture and more about “the technoarchive itself.”18 And yet, if we are con-
cerned about culture and historiography, including the histories and cultures 
of technologies —  such as  those of early cinema —  Benjamin’s method is par-
ticularly useful. In fact, the digital archive is in many ways a remediation of 
the film archive, for which it has provided valuable new platforms for expan-
sion, so that “the cinema” is not only growing more accessible; it is also grow-
ing deeper and wider.19 In digital culture, the compilation model has taken on 
new dimensions and has increasingly enabled the construction of histories 
from fragments of other histories. As a form of archiveology, the research 
function of compilation media is paramount, even if this research is increas-
ingly performed by search tools that find images in the form of data that can 
be compiled systematically. Images are found and compiled specifically as im-
ages, with specific dimensions and “sizes” and not as  people or places. The 
correspondence with the “real world” is to a real world of documents and files 
from which images are assembled from a limitless image bank. Archiveology 
names the pro cess by which the image bank in its fundamental contingency 
and instability becomes a means by which history can speak back to the pres-
ent. The dialectics of the film image, the optical unconscious, is mobilized for 
the ongoing rewriting and reconstruction of history as a materialist practice. 
Once we recognize that images, media, and moving pictures are part of his-
tory and the “real world,”  there can be no discontinuity between images and 
real ity.
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M O R G A N  F I S H E R ’ S  ( )  A S  M E D I A  A R C H A E O L O G Y

Film: unfolding of all the forms of perception, the tempos 
and rhythms, which lie performed in  today’s machines, 
such that all prob lems of con temporary art find their 
definitive formulation only in the context of film.

Development of the “Interior Chapter”:  
entry of the prop into film.

  Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Proj ect

Morgan Fisher is an experimental filmmaker who has been mak-
ing films since the 1970s and is counted among the canonical American 
avant- garde filmmakers who  were active in the seminal years of the movement. 
Many of his early films feature components of film production and exhibition 
processes —  pieces of the apparatus —  including photography, sound record-
ing, cameras, and projectors. Fisher’s reflexive method throughout the 1960s 
and ’70s was turned inward, to the film’s own mechanics of construction and 
exhibition. In keeping with the minimalist aesthetics of the period,  these films 
are somewhat austere, although nevertheless witty in their self- conscious 
playfulness.20 Paul Arthur has described Fisher’s film Standard Gauge (1984) 
as an avant- garde essay film. This work is made from archival footage pulled 
from the filmmaker’s own collection with a voice- over narration in which the 
filmmaker talks about his experiences as a marginal worker —  editor, extra, 
lab technician — in the film industry.21

In Standard Gauge, Fisher drags the 35mm filmstrips, many of which are 
outtakes and reel- ends from the shoots he participated in over the years, 
over a lightbox. In one long take, the filmstrips are presented to the 16mm 
camera as Fisher narrates. Like his early films, the title refers to the media 
technology, although which “gauge” — 16 or 35 — is the “standard” remains 
an open question, as in the 1980s, 16mm was still the standard for experi-
mental prac ti tion ers (although now it is virtually obsolete). Standard Gauge 
includes examples of stock footage, as one of Fisher’s many jobs was work-
ing for a stock footage com pany, and he confesses in his commentary to an 
obsession with collecting film shards. In comparison with his early films, 
the filmic material competes with the apparatuses for attention, staging a 
multilayered conversation between images and their means of production 
and display.
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Fisher’s next film, () a.k.a. Parentheses (2003), was made nineteen years 
 later, and for the first time, it is not ostensibly about the technology at all. It 
is constructed entirely from archival material, and yet it indicates how this 
material —  images from narrative films, none of which are clearly recogniz-
able or familiar — is in fact part of the “machine” of classical cinema. The film 
is composed entirely of what Fisher calls “inserts”: close- ups of  things that 
are typically linked to a character’s point of view in narrative film. Each shot 
is held for one to five seconds before cutting to another object from another 
film, occasionally returning unpredictably to a similar shot but not always. 
The images tend to be loaded with drama, insofar as they include guns, clocks, 
notes and messages, keys, knives, maps, body parts, and a surprising number 
of machines. Knobs, levers, dials, and switches occur repeatedly in the mon-
tage. Fisher also includes many shots of dice and other games, rec ord players, 
money, animals, cigarettes and food, door knobs, and musical instruments in 
the mix.  These clips constitute a series of objects isolated from their narrative 
contexts, establishing a consistent relationship between image and “ thing.” 
Often a hand is included in the shot, but  these hands are never connected to 
bodies. The omnipresence of hands invokes Robert Bresson and Fritz Lang, 

() a.k.a. Parentheses (Morgan Fisher, 2003)
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but  there is a banality generated by repetition that associates the images more 
with a kind of “generic” form of classical cinema —  unremarkable in itself but 
familiar in its iconography.

() is a  silent film, about twenty minutes long, made up of clips of films that 
Fisher found on eBay, which might be described as a digital flea market. The 
films from which the excerpts have been taken are 16mm versions of narra-
tive feature films, mostly in colors that have faded over time. The originals are 
“reduction prints” of 35mm features that  were made to be screened in institu-
tions such as prisons, schools, and film socie ties.22 The stock of details derives 
from a generic mode of filmmaking that belongs to an indeterminate past. 
Fisher describes  these insert shots as “instrumental,” as the most lowly in the 
hierarchy of narrative information  because they need only convey informa-
tion. He describes his proj ect as one of “liberating inserts from their stories 
[to] raise them from the realm of Necessity to that of Freedom.”23 To do so, he 
insisted on a refusal to edit according to any kind of compositional princi ple. 
Instead, he devised a “rule,” which he refuses to divulge, according to which 
the shots would be cut together. As he puts it, “The rule can be stated, and 
its being stateable locates the origin of the work outside the artist. The artist 
 didn’t make the work, the rule did.”24 Thom Andersen has described the work 
as revealing the “unexpected beauty of the strictly instrumental.” Andersen 
adds that both Standard Gauge and () “produce knowledge about cinema,” 
implicitly recognizing their essay- film qualities.25

One of the influences on Fisher’s rule- based aesthetics is Raymond Roussel, 
a Paris- based writer in the early twentieth  century who was much admired by 
the surrealists. By establishing formal constraints on the work, the rule en-
ables chance operations to occur. In (), one shot follows another, and while the 
sequence may appear “intentional,” the connections between shots are gener-
ated only in the viewer’s mind.26 The film thus provides a sophisticated com-
mentary on the language of images that have acquired the status of objects 
in a collection. In a perceptive analy sis of the film, Joana Pimenta says, “The 
objects found in () do not originally have the status of cinematographic mem-
orabilia; they are normally seen in passing, used as information that aides the 
construction of narrative and then is discarded. Transferred to the space of 
 these brackets they are devoid of their nature as props, and their operation 
becomes an assertion of their materiality, their activation as  things.”27

Film language in () is broken down into archival fragments and then re-
combined in such a way that the cinematic image attains the status of a col-
lectible artifact, but  these are images in motion, and the excerpts often include 
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small camera movements to reframe the “action” so  there is no mistaking 
this for a photomontage. The rhythm of montage in () is regular enough to 
mimic the flow of narrative but irregular enough to produce surprising colli-
sions and clashes. Moreover, the presence of hands —  grasping weapons, hold-
ing photos and notes, pouring poison into a teacup —  incorporates a rhythm 
of gesture and  human presence that renders the object images transitive and 
performative.

Fisher’s method is a strategy by which the artist can pose as a machine, des-
ignating an algorithmic pro cess by which the film appears to have made itself. 
And yet this conceit is rather thin, given that Fisher collected the material him-
self by searching specific archives, looking for specific kinds of images. The pro-
liferation of machines and gambling dice are reflexive signals of the film’s own 
method, and the film makes no pretentions to be an accurate accounting of all 
kinds of inserts in all narrative films. Nevertheless, the way that the film plays 
with the mechanics of narrative form provides some unusual and unexpected 
insights into film history. Moreover, () provides an analy sis of the mechanics of 
classical narrative within the specific vocabulary of the image, and in this sense, 
it offers a unique access to the optical unconscious of genre cinema.

The optical unconscious is a term that Benjamin uses in a variety of ways in 
diff er ent essays. Miriam Hansen describes it as an “experimental meta phor” 
rather than a concept and points out that, like so many of Benjamin’s con-
cepts, it links  human activity and the body to the image world: “The optical 
unconscious refers as much to the psychic projection and involuntary mem-
ory triggered in the beholder as it assumes something encrypted in the image 
that nobody was aware of at the time of exposure.”28 In the artwork essay, it 
refers to  things that appear only to the camera, “another nature,”29 but the 
meta phor of the unconscious also allows Benjamin to link the documentary 
quality of the image to the viewer’s memory. In Hansen’s reading, the “elusive 
‘flashing up’ of a contingent moment long past” could be read “in terms of 
photographic indexicality narrowly understood,” but she says that Benjamin 
wanted to understand the photographic image as “bridging the gap between 
inscription and reception,” or between then and now.30 The optical uncon-
scious is not unlike Barthes’s punctum, but it embraces a historical dialectic 
within its structure of recognition.

The optical unconscious is thus a link between technology and “magic,” but 
it also operates as a function of the collective unconscious, an inverted form of 
the phantasmagoria insofar as the past that is recalled is not a private past but 
a collective, archival past. In “Excavation and Memory,” Benjamin employs a 
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Freudian model of the strata that the archaeologist breaks through. Moreover, 
he advises that the search for a buried past be one of repetition, returning 
again and again to the “same  matter,” which eventually  will yield “long- lost 
secrets” to the man digging.31 Benjamin’s models of memory as medium and 
archaeology as a repository of historical correspondences are paradigms that 
are roughly based on a Freudian model of repression. Indeed, The Arcades 
Proj ect is explic itly modeled on the method of dream analy sis.

If () evokes the optical unconscious of genre cinema, it is  because the image 
 things that are activated in it have a kind of fetish quality that is nonetheless 
undermined by their own performativity. As Thom Andersen has noted about 
the film, it “fetishizes” its archival material.32 The fragments of fiction films are 
dream images that are somehow active and dialectical, anchored in the histo-
ricity of the celluloid material and also in the historicity of the obsolete props. 
Among the images are many notes, cards, signs, and plaques inscribed with 
provocative messages such as “ Women’s Prison” and “So long, I  couldn’t have 
spoken without playing the crybaby.”  These shots clearly inscribe a linguistic 
quality to the images and enhance the sense of storytelling that is other wise 
missing, making the film into a “second revision” in Freudian terms, or a “sec-
ond nature” in Marx’s. The film encroaches on a dream logic while foreground-
ing the artifactual material qualities of the ruined, obsolete celluloid. Benjamin’s 
idiosyncratic blend of Freudian and Marxist concepts, which did not always 
endear him to his colleagues but which come together in such “experimental 
meta phors” as the optical unconscious, might be in fact the best conceptual ap-
paratus for the idiosyncrasy of Fisher’s surrealism for the twenty- first  century.

The fragments are also “dated” by their styles of dress, decor, and media 
(typewriter, rec ord player, and handwriting). While the classical mode of 
filmmaking may still be very much with us, the fragments in () nevertheless 
refer to a style of filmmaking that was associated with prestige directors such 
as Lang and Hitchcock, in which the insert was indeed instrumental. In other 
words, the insert shot has not dis appeared, and Fisher’s “lesson” is still valid, 
but the dynamic power of this “evidence” is based in its obsolescence. As a key 
component of classical narrative form, the insert shot is deeply implicated in 
the gender politics of that modality.

Fisher’s se lection of inserts includes several shots of car interiors, with 
hands on the wheel or the stick shift, but in several instances a man places 
his hand on a  woman’s knee. The threat of vio lence that haunts the film is not 
without its predictable sexual component, as this is indeed part of the engine 
of dramatic narrative as it was developed in the twentieth  century. A photo-
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graph of a  woman is the only real facial close-up in the film, presented as if 
she  were an object —  a missing person, for example. If the theme of the insert 
refers, above all, to the objects that are scattered through narrative film,  these 
few signs of gender tend to confirm the conclusions of feminist apparatus the-
ory. Removed from their narrative home,  these signs of gender are revealed 
and recognized as key components of the mechanics of narrative film.

Benjamin’s theory of the image is not only based in a Freudian understanding 
of memory; it is also born of a critique of commodity culture.  Here, too, the 
genre cinema that Fisher has excavated in () may be understood as a ver-
sion of the phantasmagoria of twentieth- century media culture. By breaking 
it down into the mechanistic ele ments of guns and keys, newspaper headlines 
and explosions, Fisher has assembled a unique collection of image fragments. 
While Benjamin’s theory of the dialectical image is notoriously opaque, Max 
Pensky has provided a particularly insightful analy sis that underlines its em-
phasis on the image as commodity. He argues that Benjamin’s dialectical im-
ages “ were intended to save the concrete par tic u lar historical object from 
the abstractive tendencies of both idealist and positivist historiography.”33 
The dialectical image necessarily entails a “distinctive loss or occlusion of the 
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commodity itself as fetish,” and the materialist critic “masters the temporality 
of the image- fragment at the expense of the commodity itself, which remains 
unfathomed and unrepresentable.”34

The 16mm films that Fisher found his inserts in  were already poor imita-
tions of their 35mm originals. Their coloring is a distinctive sepia tone that is 
a sign of degraded celluloid. In their faded state, they have lost their luster. 
Provocative as  these glimpses are, the fragments fail to entice us to desire the 
original films. Unlike the film clips that comprise other archival films such as 
Kristall or The Clock (both of which I discuss in chapter 5), the clips in () are cu-
riously abject, stripped of their commodity appeal —  although I would agree 
with Paul Arthur that “the narrative or genre affect originally pumped into 
the inserts . . .  retains a spectral presence. That is . . .  we can sense an imma-
nent anger or elation, heated onslaughts of betrayal, murder, insanity, lurking 
just outside the frame.”35 The film significantly lacks any discourse of looking, 
such as we find in both Kristall and The Clock; with no reverse shots and no 
master shots, only an arbitrary unknown rule, the insert shots gain the au-
tonomy of the objects they feature, becoming surprisingly close to them as 
objects in the world.

The machine aesthetic of () is certainly not typical of archival film prac-
tices, but neither is Fisher’s medium- specific choice of images. () was very 
specifically designed as a 16mm film made from 16mm film fragments, and 
yet Fisher used digital tools to collect his material through the Internet, and I 
have been able to excerpt it as frame grabs using other digital tools. The 16mm 
celluloid becomes precisely the ironic museum that Wolfgang Ernst identifies 
as the “master trope of cultural historiography,” corresponding to “an aware-
ness of the medium at work with the message.”36 However, if we consider this 
medium of obsolete genre cinema in Benjamin’s terms rather than Marshall 
McLuhan’s, we can better grasp the  human component within it not as voice 
or vision but as what Benjamin calls “innervation.”37

As Miriam Hansen has explicated it, “innervation” for Benjamin was a “po-
rous interface between the organism and the world that would allow for a 
greater mobility and circulation of psychic energies.”38 The sensorial invest-
ment that () solicits constitutes an experience of media history in which the 
mechanics of the apparatus are nakedly exposed. As dialectical images, they 
trigger both the commodity form of genre cinema and the collective, shared 
experience of that cinema inscribed in the precise form of genre cinema. The 
film, therefore, functions as a  great example of media archaeology, with the em-
phasis on the inventory of images produced by an obsolete media practice.
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Media Archaeology

The refuse-  and decay- phenomena [are] precursors, in 
some degree mirages, of the  great syntheses that follow. 
 These worlds . . .  of static realities are to be looked for 
everywhere. Film, their center.  Historical Materialism 

 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Proj ect

Thomas Elsaesser has proposed that Freudian theory may be a 
valuable pre ce dent for media archaeology, citing Benjamin’s theory of the op-
tical unconscious as a key link between media and the psyche. Freud’s contri-
bution, in Elsaesser’s view, is to differentiate the transmission function from 
the storage function of the archival apparatus of cinema. By “transmission,” 
he means the mirror function of classical narrative and its production of sub-
jectivity, while “storage” refers to the memory traces that remain open for 
“new impressions.”39 The temporal discontinuity between the two functions is 
precisely the historical break that Benjamin describes as archaeological strata, 
and that a film such as () embraces in the recycling of film fragments from the 
“classical” era, transmitted without any mirror function. The viewer is put in 
the role of archaeologist, anthropologist, and materialist historian. The return 
to the vast paraphernalia of overlooked detail in Fisher’s insert shots provokes 
jolts of recognition and memory that might be said to flash, not as recollec-
tions of specific films but of the experience of watching such films.

Walter Benjamin’s name is frequently cited by theorists of media archaeol-
ogy wishing to construct a retroactive lineage for a field that has only recently 
emerged. Jussi Parikka and Erkki Huhtamo position him as a key forerunner, 
alongside Foucault, describing The Arcades Proj ect as an exemplary form of 
media archaeology, insofar as it is composed of discursive layers of culture, re-
constructing Paris from its traces in a wide variety of media.40 Benjamin certainly 
has much to offer this new field, given his recognition of the sensorial effects of 
new media technologies and the allegorical status of the ruins of material culture.

Although Wolfgang Ernst cites Benjamin in numerous places in his book 
Digital Memory and the Archive, he also curiously cites “Excavation and Mem-
ory” in a curt dismissal of him as misunderstanding Foucault’s archaeology of 
knowledge.41 Benjamin, writing thirty- seven years before Foucault, deployed 
a model of archaeology to theorize memory as a medium that could repro-
duce images linking the experience of the past to that of the pres ent.42 If, for 
Foucault, the archive is the condition of knowledge, for Benjamin, it functions 
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as a mode of transmission, activating history in the form of traces that may 
need to be repeatedly returned to  until they “yield their secrets.” Benjamin’s 
contribution to media archaeology is precisely in his recognition of the role 
of images in the layered construction of media history. I would argue that his 
par tic u lar contribution to media archaeology constitutes an incorporation of 
the image archive into the discussion of media histories.

For Ernst, cultural history and media archaeology run in parallel lines. If 
Benjamin is to be mobilized for a theory of media archaeology,  these lines 
 will necessarily converge and intersect. The question of “the politics” of media 
archaeology is inseparable in my view from the question of cultural history 
and the role of the archive as a mode of transmission. In keeping with Ben-
jamin’s allegiance with the avant- garde, it is also clear from films such as () 
that archive- based film and media works can be impor tant forms of media 
archaeology, insofar as they constitute collections of the traces of media left 
 behind in repre sen ta tion. Ernst claims that media archaeology is a parallel 
discourse to cultural history  because he takes the work of Stephen Bann, a his-
torian committed to  great works,  great men, and a discursive narrative mode 
of historiography, as his model of cultural history. According to Ernst, despite 
Bann’s reflexivity and his recognition of the role of media in the archival pre-
requisite for knowledge, he ultimately asserts the primacy of aesthetics over 
technological form.43 For Ernst, the “cold gaze” of media archaeology is, in 
contrast, “on the side of the indexical and the archival.” While Bann’s historio-
graphy, he says, is symbolic, photography belongs to the (physically) real. 
Above all, Ernst wants to position media archaeology in opposition to the 
humanism of a historian like Bann. He says, “Media archaeology concentrates 
on the nondiscursive ele ments in dealing with the past: not on speakers but 
rather on the agency of the machine.”44

Nevertheless, the dichotomy that Ernst develops betrays a narrow and argu-
ably dated conception of cultural history. If we  were to recognize archival art 
practices such as found- footage filmmaking as exemplary instances of cultural 
history, then Ernst’s parallel lines might be seen to converge. For de cades now, 
filmmakers such as Chris Marker, Jean- Luc Godard, Harun Farocki, Leslie 
Thornton, Péter Forgács, Gustav Deutsch, and Rania Stephan (to mention only 
a few names out of hundreds if not thousands) have assembled fragments of 
film found in vari ous collections, archives, and other sources to rethink and 
reframe history as cultural construction. In keeping with Ernst’s definition of 
media archaeology as being “on the side of the indexical and the archival,”45 
 these filmmakers work with documents that contain traces of what Ernst calls 
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the (physically) real. They eschew symbolism for the register of the document, 
and in this sense, while made by artists, this work nevertheless embraces the 
“agency of the machine” precisely  because the image of history is limited to 
that which was filmed and that which survived, even if that survival is often a 
 matter of remediation.

Archive- based filmmakers extract images from their narrative homes and 
displace them (or détourne them) to create new meanings. At the same time, 
the images are also metonymically linked to their origins in other media, and 
are thus arguably always allegorical — or in Benjamin’s terms, ruins of their 
former media sources. Footage is still “found” but it now speaks back more 
often to its origins in media history. The 16mm “reduction print” footage that 
Fisher collected for () includes several “squashed” images made for an ana-
morphic lens and a wide variety of black- and- white and color tonalities with 
diff er ent degrees of fading and emulsions. The  great variety of temporal and 
material “traces” within the montage, including the predictable scratches and 
flaws of old celluloid,  were impor tant qualities for Fisher, for whom they point 
to “diff er ent places in time.”46

In archival film practices, images of the past come into legibility, as Ben-
jamin says of the photosensitive plate, which he takes as his model of his-
toriography. The images of props or the collection of “image- things” in () 
are good examples of images that not only “belong to a par tic u lar time,” 
as Benjamin would say, but whose legibility at a  later time is intimately 
connected to a “movement at their interior.” Their “historical index” lies 
precisely in the dialectics of temporal correspondence.47 Granted, the ar-
chive may be mobilized in many ways, but Benjamin’s argument insists 
on montage as a technique that renders the image critical, which is to say, 
détourned, allegorized, and rendered dialectical. () seems to produce pre-
cisely the kind of power that Rancière identifies in Histoire(s) du cinéma. 
The image is an agent of condensation, almost abstract in its formal com-
position; and at the same time it is an agent of dispersion, able to connect 
to any other image whatsoever. In this binding/unbinding dual function, 
the images are able to reveal their “pure sensory power” or “presence” but 
only in the form of “the testimony of  children about their parents,”48 which 
in Benjaminian terms might mean images as allegories of their original 
stories. The difference is that where Rancière has to dismiss Godard’s larger 
critique of Hollywood, no such overwhelming narrative is evident in (). The 
vari ous props and detritus cast off from narrative films have been carefully 
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collected and allowed to speak for themselves. Fisher’s cinephilia is coy but 
not denied.

Jussi Parikka notes that “an archivology [sic] of media does not simply ana-
lyze the cultural archive but actively opens new kinds of archival action.”49 
For Parikka, following Ernst, this action seems to be specifically tied to data 
banks, algorithms, and other technical pro cesses. The archive is no longer 
passive but is made to generate “new insights” and “unexpected statements 
and perspectives.”50 Benjamin’s conception of the image, in conjunction with 
his insights into media, historiography, and the avant- garde, provides a means 
of thinking of archiveology as a creative practice produced by  humans, not 
machines. Archiveology, in this sense, involves the interface of  human and 
machine, or as Hansen has argued in her parsing of Benjamin, a  gamble with 
technology. The stakes of such a  gamble are precisely that of the survival of the 
 human senses within the domain of technology.51

The images of  women, guns, cars, and keys are among many of the most 
predictable  things one might expect to find in an inventory of “inserts” ex-
tracted from narrative film. Not so predictable are the images of dice, cards, 
and roulette wheels, most of which appear to have come from one or more 
Western movies. The theme of gambling is impor tant to Benjamin, as the 
gambler is another one of his own avatars in modernity. The gambler embod-
ies the “shock” of modernity in his experience of time, which is at once lost 
and continuously disrupted as each game begins anew. The gambler’s waiting 
game is “outside of time” and is frequently enhanced by intoxication (another 
theme in Benjamin’s repertoire of themes), but he is also always alert to that 
“flash” of contingent awakening by which his fate  will suddenly be changed.

For Benjamin, the gambler preserves some kind of residue of fate and obso-
lete belief systems within the experience of modernity. The equations of money 
with time and time with work are momentarily denied by the gambler, who 
casually evades the cap i tal ist regulation of time, as does the flaneur, the collec-
tor, and the ragpicker. The gambler is engaged with technology but makes it 
work for him, in tandem with the rules of chance. For Benjamin, the gambler is 
a kind of hero of modernity, as is the poet Baudelaire. However, the poet “does 
not participate in the game. . . .  He rejects the narcotics with which the gam-
blers seek to submerge consciousness.”52 With this commentary on gambling, 
it may be evident how a filmmaker like Fisher can  engage with the phantasma-
goria on such an intimate level. The reflexive trope of gambling in () underlines 
his own  gamble with the archive and with the instrumentality of the apparatus.
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As media archaeology, () is perhaps more playful than some texts, but 
it is also more stimulating, alerting the viewer to the power inherent in cin-
ematic images. In Fisher’s extracts, the cinematic image is synonymous with 
 things —  things that appear more often in movies than in everyday life. The film 
underscores the reason why archival film practices should not be excluded 
from the study of media archaeology. The forms of knowledge that emerge 
from experiments such as Fisher’s and  those of many other filmmakers incor-
porate a discourse of the image into obsolete media practice. As Benjamin has 
claimed and proven in his own extensive work on media histories, “To write 
history means to cite history. It belongs to the concept of citation, however, 
that the historical object in each case is torn from its context.”53 If we are  going 
to take Benjamin seriously as a founder of media archaeology, the dynam-
ics of Marxian and Freudian theory in his work remain valuable methods 
for analy sis of the role of the image in the archaeology of twentieth- century 
media. The imagistic “ matter” that is excavated by Benjamin’s archaeologist, 
 under scrutiny, may yield “ those images that, severed from all earlier associa-
tions, reside as trea sures in the sober rooms of our  later insights —  like torsos 
in a collector’s gallery.”54 Archiveology is a practice that embraces the ruins of 
images to produce allegories of former, collective experiences of media.

H O A X  C A N U L A R :  I N T E R N E T  2 . 0  

A S  E T H N O G R A P H I C  C H R O N O T O P E

What are phenomena rescued from? Not only, and not 
in the main, from the discredit and neglect into which 
they have fallen, but from the catastrophe represented 
very often by a certain strain in their dissemination, their 
“enshrinement as heritage.” —  They are saved through the 
exhibition of a fissure within them. —  There is a tradition 
that is catastrophe.

 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Proj ect

A boy wearing aviator shades leans into his webcam with a Con-
federate flag pinned to the wall  behind him. “This is Jeff the Confederate, up 
 here on the Internet, perhaps for the very last time.” His profanity- laden rant 
continues for about sixty seconds as he describes his preparedness for the end 
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of the world with “so many guns I sometimes scare myself,” concluding that 
he  will “emerge into the new world and unite the righ teous survivors in the 
new utopia. Fuck the apocalypse and God bless Amer i ca.” Cut to a missile 
firing into a city street, prob ably lifted from a video game. Cut to a girl in a 
head scarf tightly framed with abstract wall paper  behind her. She offers a two- 
minute commentary on the rumors circulating about the end of the world. 
The misconception, she believes, is due to the seduction of images in movies 
and tv shows. According to the Koran, she says, when the world ends  there 
 will be nowhere to hide. “ There’s a reason it’s called the end of the world,” 
she continues, and we should prepare by  doing the  things that need to be 
done now, and live like  we’re  dying tomorrow. The girl’s testimony is inter-
rupted twice by apocalyptic imagery of cities being destroyed and followed by 
American tv weather reports of impending hurricanes.

 These are two of the monologues collected by Dominic Gagnon in Hoax 
Canular (2013). Borrowing imagery from social media and weaving in bits 
and pieces of  music, tv footage, film clips, and video game extracts, Gagnon 
has compiled a fascinating documentary of teen agers’ angst as framed by their 
own media production. Not all speakers are as articulate as the Confederate 
and the Muslim. Some prepare for the zombie attack;  others enact the apoca-
lypse in their school;  others cry and make play lists. The film is a  great example 
of the performative capacity of archiveology, especially in its use of the digital 
archive as a new mode of what Benjamin called “physiognomy.” The theme of 

Hoax Canular (Dominic Gagnon, 2013)
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apocalypse is a long- standing trope of found- footage filmmaking, and  here 
it is treated as a media event that actually enables new networked modes of 
communication. Beyond the ironies of impending doom, Gagnon has created 
a unique portraiture montage that arguably has ethnographic significance.

The digital archive has been hailed as a democ ratization of so- called heritage; 
freed from institutional regimes, interactive platforms have opened up the 
accessibility of archived materials. Moreover, given that millions of videos 
are uploaded  every day, and billions are in turn streamed, as Rick Prelinger 
points out, “much of what we might construe as archival access occurs com-
pletely outside the realm of ‘established’ physical archives and their embry-
onic online proj ects.”55 Digital media and the interactivity of Internet 2.0 have 
not only altered the accessibility and se lection of archived materials; they have 
altered the very conception of the archive. As Trond Lundemo has argued, 
“Digital technologies shift the emphasis from storage to transmission, which 
in turn sets the entire concept of the archive in motion.”56

Lundemo also notes that the distinction between archive and collection 
“has only become more problematic in the digital age,”  because so many 
platforms, such as YouTube, are based on somewhat random, personalized 
features of inclusion and exclusion. And yet it is a  mistake to assume a com-
pletely egalitarian,  free flow of archival materials on the Internet. Against the 
“democ ratization” argument, data mining and other techniques associated 
with corporate- owned platforms compromise privacy and effectively consti-
tute forms of surveillance. Censorship and copyright laws are rigorously at 
play, even in the so- called  free world, compromising the ostensible freedoms 
of the Internet. Lundemo further points to the proprietary algorithms used 
by search engines that further confine and regulate the everyday use of the 
Internet as an archival platform.57

Within this vexed terrain of Internet culture, any progressive theorization 
needs to be balanced by a recognition of the limitations of technologies that 
are for the most part deeply implicated in commodity capitalism, so Benja-
min’s dialectical methods may be particularly applicable and useful. For Lun-
demo, the “paradigm shift” of digital culture is in many ways only a second 
phase of the shift that took place at the turn of the twentieth  century with 
the “intermedial archive” that began to incorporate photography and film 
alongside textual documents. Paula Amad has described this shift as the emer-
gence of a counterarchive that introduced gaps and fissures in the production 
of knowledge due to the failures of photographic media to conform to the 
nineteenth- century princi ples of historiographic knowledge.58 Even now, the 
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image archive remains searchable mainly by text- based  metadata —  although 
facial- recognition software is beginning to be implemented by law enforce-
ment practices. The lack of referential security of the digital image —  its 
 susceptibility to fakery — is itself nothing new. Special effects and trickery, 
including the effects of montage and collage, predate even the cinema.59 The 
phantasmagoria, as Benjamin understands it, depends precisely on the illu-
sory capacity of media technologies for mimetic effects that can and should 
then be inverted into ruins of the utopian imagination, which is always his-
torically circumscribed by its own media. The strategies of awakening from 
the dream state  will in turn change with  those technologies.

While the politics of the Internet are debatable, its ethnographic value is 
indubitable. The acts of “self- fashioning” and auto- ethnography have become 
part of everyday life for millions of  people in possession of cell phones and 
computers; and the maintenance of public diaries is widely practiced by 
young  people as well as scholars and journalists. The collector of ephemera 
need only design a search algorithm to make order out of disorder, which 
is precisely the technique used by Dominic Gagnon to make Hoax Canular. 
The title suggests that it is a hoax of a hoax, and the viewer is thus warned 
to “believe” very  little of what is collected. And yet Gagnon’s collection 
of teens performing for their webcams is terribly believable, not to men-
tion funny, moving, and alarming. The excerpts are documents of teens 
interacting with digital imaging technologies at the “end of the world.” The 
common denominator in this collection is the impending apocalypse of 
December  21, 2012, predicted in the Mayan calendar and pop u lar ized in 
the Hollywood film 2012 (Roland Emmerich, 2009), from which Gagnon 
extracted several clips.

Gagnon describes his pro cess as a combination of capture software and 
search engines to find material tagged as “apocalypse,” “end of times,” “dooms-
day,” and “rapture.”60 He then edited two hundred hours down to a ninety- 
minute montage of material that includes creative animations and collages by 
the kids themselves, along with a wide range of performative acts and mono-
logues. Many of the young  people speak to a coterie of fans and followers, and 
 after pronouncing the end of the world, they remind viewers to “like,” “share,” 
and “leave your comments.” Gagnon thanks “the proj ect’s objective collabora-
tors” at the end of the film but does not name them. Most clips run for  under 
a minute, and the longer ones have been interspersed and overdubbed with 
other clips. Sound overlays help create a flow between extracts, which are also 
linked somewhat by thematic continuity or by juxtaposition.
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Gagnon has pointed out that, as an archival practice, he has in many cases 
sal vaged material that has subsequently been taken down from YouTube. Two 
of his earlier films constructed around similar princi ples featured aggressive 
rednecks and survivalists, and the original clips  were frequently censored for 
language and vio lence and removed from the Internet.61 The compilations 
 were hard to watch  because of the unrelenting kookiness, whereas the young 
 people are far more empathetic. Many of the kids’ videos  were also censored 
for language and vio lence but  were also removed  because “so many videos 
had the same titles in such a short time that even the video sharing platform 
had a hard time differentiating them.”62 Hoax Canular functions as an archive 
in itself then, preserving and making available documents of a very specific 
moment in time, many of which can be found nowhere  else. Gagnon himself 
has made his work widely available for streaming on YouTube and is a firm 
believer in open access.63 The film confirms Lundemo’s observations concern-
ing the digital archive and also indicates how “the media” can no longer be 
confused with Debord’s “Society of the Spectacle.” Gagnon has collected self- 
portraits of young  people who may all have been seduced by the same ideol-
ogy of apocalypse but are nevertheless able to engage with media and make 
it their own, even (or especially) in the context of an impending apocalypse. 
Their seduction by the media takes the form of a game in which they are all 
players.

 Because Hoax Canular includes no credits, the “contributors” or “subjects” — or 
“objective collaborators” —  are identified only by signs, such as the Confeder-
ate flag and the head scarf. A few speak in diff er ent languages, including Japa-
nese and Rus sian; a few are Asian; one of them is from Canada, where “ people 
are pretty sane . . .  nothing terrible is  going to happen  here”; and some have 
British, Australian, and New Zealand accents. Gagnon’s methodology cap-
tured mainly American teens, but even among them, a  great variety of  faces, 
attitudes, per for mance styles, and voices can be found. The Carpenters song 
“The End of the World” is performed three times, including once by an Asian 
boy, and Gagnon layers it over other clips, providing the film with a kind of 
theme song. Against this melancholia are a variety of survivalists, as well as 
dramatic gunplay punctuated with animated special effects, and a fair amount 
of clowning around.

The YouTube videos function somewhat like home videos, except that in 
most of them the camera is fixed on a talking head in a teenager’s bedroom, 
decorated with posters, stuffed animals, and other domestic kitsch. Except 
when per for mances with friends are being staged, the speakers are very alone. 
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Hoax Canular (Dominic Gagnon, 2013)

Hoax Canular (Dominic Gagnon, 2013)

Like the arcades, the Internet turns the inside out, providing a new “trans-
parency” of the interior. Unlike home movies, which traditionally document 
 family life,  there are no families  here; instead,  these video clips document a 
certain loneliness, an urge to connect, to be part of something larger than the 
closed space of the teenage bedroom. The fear of apocalypse tends to stand in 
for the real fear of growing up; thus the desire for a life- changing event seems 
to have taken the allegorical form of a terrifying prediction of the end of the 
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world. This is precisely the kind of mythic belief that Benjamin sought in the 
urban landscape. It is thus not surprising to find it in social media, but it re-
quired a collector- ethnographer- filmmaker to render it legible.

In The Predicament of Culture, James Clifford described an ethnographic 
chronotope of Claude Lévi- Strauss in New York in the early 1940s. This is the 
time that Benjamin should have, would have, been in the city himself, and 
Lévi- Strauss was equally influenced by surrealist techniques and methods. 
Clifford describes Lévi- Strauss  there as an anthropological flaneur, collecting 
artifacts and sights of ethnographic diversity, “primitivism,” and modernism 
all bumping up against each other. Clifford notes that in this chronotope, “the 
world’s cultures appear as shreds of humanity, degraded commodities, . . .  or 
vanishing ‘loopholes’ or ‘escapes’ from a one- dimensional fate. . . .  In New York 
a  jumble of humanity has washed up in one vertiginous place and time, to be 
grasped si mul ta neously in all its precious diversity and emerging uniformity.”64

Could this not serve as a description of social media? Certainly the slice 
served up by Gagnon functions as a chronotope of a “global allegory of frag-
mentation and ruin.”65 For Lévi- Strauss, modernity entailed a kind of colli-
sion of temporalities and is consistently haunted by the loss of purities within 
the commodification of archival relics in modern and tourist art, museums, 
and monuments. Clifford’s “art- culture system” is likewise built around crite-
ria of authenticity: a Greimasian square with “masterpiece” and “science” as 
one axis and “au then tic” and “inauthentic” as the crossing axis.66 He is inter-
ested in how objects move through this system when they are collected and 
displaced. Most artworks would fall in Zone 1 between “masterpiece” and “au-
thenticity,” but documentaries might fall into any of the other zones, depend-
ing on their “scientific” character. Archiveology would fall into Zone 3, where 
Clifford places “ready- mades,” between inauthenticity and masterpiece.

Clifford notes that his system is by no means fixed, and it  will continue 
to change as collectible artifacts take on new values;67 clearly the notion of 
what is in fact collectible also changes in archiveology. If we can consider 
Hoax Canular as experimental ethnography, something clearly has changed 
in the nature of the collectible artifact and its authenticity. Insofar as Clifford’s 
schema applies to Benjamin’s own negotiation of cultural modernism, the au-
ratic cannot be aligned with the au then tic, which is the common  mistake that 
was often made in interpreting the artwork essay. Instead, it must be sought 
out precisely at the apex of the inauthentic, where “not- art” and “not- culture” 
converge. Hoax Canular may be precisely such a chronotope, and it is  here 
where the mythic belief in fate appears to subsist.
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The teen agers in Gagnon’s excerpts are clearly performing for the cam-
era, but their per for mances are nevertheless their own. As ethnography, the 
piece might also be compared to the mondo films of the 1960s, as “collabo-
ration” can also be a twenty- first- century version of exploitation.68 Gagnon’s 
ethnographic hand is played with an extract of a young man who begins his 
monologue by asking, “Are you making fun of  these subjects, or are you using 
humor to bring attention to  these subjects?” The speaker is “disguised” as a 
forty- five- year-old man and might be a stand-in for the director, except that 
 after saying yes, he is using comedy to draw attention, he asks viewers to “sub-
scribe to survive,” and we never  really know what he is talking about. This 
reflexive ethical gesture is incidentally backed up by Gagnon, who has said 
that he tried to follow up with his “objective collaborators” for permission 
to use their material, and while some obliged, many did not respond or had 
vanished from the Internet by the time Gagnon had edited his film.69

Physiognomy and Talking Heads

The  great physiognomists —  and collectors are the 
physiognomists of the world of  things —  turn into 
interpreters of fate.

 Walter Benjamin, “Unpacking My Library,” 

 in Selected Writings, vol. 2

Hoax Canular is an example of portraiture in the digital era, 
and as such, might be compared to the discourse of physiognomy, which 
was one of Benjamin’s preoccupations. The physiognomist is another kind 
of collector. Physiognomy, or the reading of character in a person’s face, is 
among the more challenging of Benjamin’s conceptual methodologies and 
is especially difficult to follow into the sphere of digital and social media, 
where the role of sound and voice play such key roles. The notion of a physi-
ognomy of  things applies more clearly to a film such as () a.k.a. Parentheses, 
where objects reveal themselves directly to the viewer, framed by neither 
sound nor narrative. Physiognomy was an epistemological method that was 
popu lar among many left- leaning intellectuals in Weimar Germany. The 
idea that you could “read” a person’s character from a photo graph, and that 
appearances could be considered testimony of individuality, took hold dur-
ing a period in which the question of the individual within class society was 
deeply politicized.
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In “ Little History of Photography,” Benjamin praises the “anonymous 
physiognomy” of August Sander’s portraits, which he compares to the  people 
in Rus sian films. For “ people who had no use for their photo graphs . . .  the 
 human face appeared on film with new and immea sur able significance. But 
it was no longer a portrait.” Of Sander, he says, “Sudden shifts of power such 
as are now overdue in our society can make the ability to read facial types a 
 matter of vital importance.  Whether one is of the Left or the Right, one  will 
have to get used to being looked at in terms of one’s provenance. And one 
 will have to look at  others the same way. Sander’s work is more than a picture 
book. It is a training manual.”70 Sander himself positioned his work as a pro-
gressive attempt to rec ord social and cultural conditions of the time as they 
are evident in  people’s  faces. Benjamin likewise enthusiastically endorsed the 
“typage” of Sergei Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin (1925), which he saw as a 
physiognomic practice. He defended the film against Oscar Schmitz’s critique 
of stereotyping by pointing to the “individualism” of photography that had an 
evidentiary power equivalent to statistics.71 The positivist thrust of physiog-
nomy, which tended  toward a transparency of the image, also lent itself well, 
of course, to fascist practices of eugenics and other authoritarian practices of 
social control and surveillance.

For Sander, photography was a “picture language,” but physiognomy went 
“beyond language” to a modernist epistemology. Alan Sekula notes that de-
spite the “deafening” ring of nineteenth- century scientism, Sander stood to 
the liberal side of positivism  because he or ga nized his pictures according 
to social rather than racial typologies. For Benjamin, Sander, Alfred Döblin 
(Döblin wrote the preface to Sander’s Face of Our Time), and  others, pho-
tography provided an empirical means of representing the differentiations of 
individuals within a class, countering the homogenizing effects of mass media 
and social- democratic po liti cal ideologies. As Sekula notes in his article “The 
Traffic in Photo graphs,” the debate and contradictions surrounding physiog-
nomy in Weimar Germany are inseparable from larger questions concern-
ing the “continuities between fascist liberal cap i tal ist, social demo cratic and 
bureaucratic socialist governments as modes of administration that subject 
social life to the authority of an institutionalized scientific expertise.”72

For Benjamin, physiognomy functioned as a dynamic strategy of critical 
reading, a technique of interaction between the critic and the work. If he 
treads closely to the uglier side of the technique, he does so in order to harness 
the power of the image. Graeme Gilloch describes Benjamin’s physiognomy as 
“an act of critical unmasking.” Applied not only to portraits but to architecture 
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and cityscapes, the physiognomist can pierce surface appearances to reveal 
hidden horrors and beauties within: “What is required is not distance but prox-
imity, a closeness to  things, and enlargement. . . .  The physiognomical gaze is 
not merely microscopic or micrological, it is also destructive. . . .   There must 
be a stripping away or crumbling of the exterior, an act of de mo li tion. . . .  It 
is a way of seeing which involves the ruination of a  thing so as to look deeply 
within it. The act of reading is pos si ble only at the point of the death of the 
object. The physiognomist’s gaze is a look of ‘love at last sight.’ ”73

The  faces of young  people in Hoax Canular, pressed up close to their web-
cams, can be perceived as physiognomical once they are extracted from their 
social media context and recombined as archiveology. In that space, they lend 
themselves to the physiognomical gaze, for which the images are “ruins” of 
individuals who have now become diff er ent  people. The video clips are pro-
duced as ephemeral, fleeting contributions to a media- induced illusion of the 
end of the world; they are also cries in the media wilderness. The voices, how-
ever scripted and performative, are nevertheless grounded in bodies that are 
virtually tethered to machines (many wear headphones).  These bodies are 
“vanishing” into adulthood and into a time beyond the apocalypse, which 
evidently has not happened. For the physiognomist, their vari ous hairstyles, 
makeup, physique, language, dress, and other markers of difference render 
them individuals, each with their own idiosyncratic interest, or professed dis-
interest, in the end of the world. In their attempt to draw attention to them-
selves, they might attract the data- mining practices of corporate media but 
also the gaze of the physiognomist.

As archiveology, Hoax Canular deals with a very recent past, but even mo-
ments  after the predicted apocalypse failed to appear, the portraits  were al-
ready “historical,” belonging to a certain moment in time. In this sense, the 
film confirms another one of Benjamin’s cryptic dictums: “That  things are 
status quo is the catastrophe.” If “the concept of pro gress must be grounded 
in catastrophe,” Benjamin insists that we recognize the catastrophe that exists 
in the everyday: “Hell is not something that awaits us, but this life  here and 
now.”74 For Benjamin, the techniques of modern life, especially film, provide 
the means of temporal fragmentation necessary to challenge the continuum of 
a modernity predicated on technological pro gress. The cutting-up of montage 
creates “objects of history,” transforming images into  things in the world to 
which we can be brought close.  These objects are “blasted” out of the contin-
uum of historical succession,  because their monodological structure demands 
it, and “this structure first comes to light in the extracted object itself. ” 75
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The theme of apocalypse tends to recur in archiveology precisely  because 
of the way it marks a definitive moment in time, a moment that defies the 
durée, the continuum, the repetitions of the status quo. Indeed, several kids 
in Gagnon’s montage comment on their boredom. They count down to the 
end of the world to cut the tedium. One of the most notorious “fake docu-
mentaries” that is also a  great example of archiveology is Peter Greenaway’s 
The Falls (1980), which at 195 minutes tests the viewer’s capacity for repeti-
tion. The Falls details the vari ous trivial events that follow a vue (violent 
 unexplained event). Greenaway’s parodies of British bureaucracy and ad-
ministrative structures are deeply enmeshed with his documentary pastiche 
of precisely the kind of positivist science implied in Weimar- era physiog-
nomy. His postmodernist critique marked the “fall” of documentary author-
ity. A film such as Hoax Canular points to a new mode of apocalyptic my-
thol ogy that actually yields genuine insights into the role of social media. 
As an archival practice, it is clearly positioned on the cusp of a surveillance 
culture, while providing valuable passages, networks, and links between in-
dividuals within its web.

In Experimental Ethnography, I describe the apocalyptic tendency in found 
footage as an eclipse of history. My analy sis of A Movie (Bruce Conner, 1958), 
Atomic Café (Jayne Loader, Kevin Rafferty, and Pierce Rafferty, 1982), and 
Tribulation 99 (Craig Baldwin, 1992) concludes that although found footage 
has the potential to break through the myth of the end of history,  these films 

Hoax Canular (Dominic Gagnon, 2013)
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fail to penetrate the surface of repre sen ta tion. I suggest that Handsworth Songs 
(John Akomfrah, 1986) provides a more radical and progressive use of found 
footage in its activist use of newsreel imagery, but in 1999  there  were few such 
examples at hand. I wrote at that time that in found- footage filmmaking, “the 
body of the ‘social actor’ takes on what Roland Barthes calls an obtuse mean-
ing, a supplementality that exceeds its role in the production of meaning. This 
is the potential of the form, but it is only realized on the cusp of an eclipse of 
‘the real’ in repre sen ta tion.”76 I think that with Hoax Canular, we can under-
stand how the “performativity of cinematic language” can include precisely 
the contingency of the real that renders physiognomy as a critical practice; the 
speaking subjects become “collaborators” in the practice of archiveology, and 
the potential of the form as I described it in 1999 is closer to being realized: 
“As a form of recovery, found footage does not render culture a lost property, 
but as an image- sphere in which the real is found in a new form. Once the 
salvage paradigm is allegorized and rendered uncanny, the Other is relocated 
in a history that is not vanishing, but exceeds and transcends repre sen ta tion, 
resisting its pro cesses of reification.”77

W O R L D  M I R R O R  C I N E M A  A N D  T H E  M U S E A L  G A Z E

The whispering of gazes fills the arcades.  There is no 
 thing  here that does not, where one least expects it, open 
a fugitive eye, blinking it shut again: but if you look more 
closely, it is gone. To the whispering of  these gazes, the 
space lends its echo.

 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Proj ect

Gustav Deutsch emerged in the 2010s as one of the most prolific, 
respected, and established filmmakers working with archival and found foot-
age. Since 1989 he has produced films “without a camera” —  and many with 
a camera as well —  and has become the subject of extensive critical attention. 
His epic compilation Film Ist began in 1998 and remains perpetually incom-
plete, although  there have been no new installments since the thirteenth seg-
ment, Film Ist: A Girl and a Gun (2009). Deutsch’s films are generated from 
pieces of film found in the garbage and other such casual, contingent, and 
accidental places; they are also frequently based on archival research. World 
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Mirror Cinema (2005) is one film that was developed entirely in collaboration 
with archives and archivists.

Deutsch says that he cannot rely on conventional search methods in the 
archive, looking for authors, dates, or titles. Instead, he looks for specific im-
ages that have specific movements or compositions: “What I’m looking for 
is special scenes and par tic u lar actions: somebody closing a door, somebody 
climbing a staircase, somebody reading a letter.”78 For this reason, archivists 
who are familiar with materials in their collection are more helpful than in-
dices. Together with his research collaborator, Hanna Schimek, Deutsch 
watches hundreds of hours of footage, much of it “orphaned” without pedi-
gree or provenance, to compile films that very literally “awaken” the archive 
and its hidden trea sures. His editing in World Mirror Cinema is accompanied 
by original soundscapes, including samples of indigenous  music and the work 
of four composers. Deutsch edits sound and  music together, using a digital 
“library” of sounds compiled by his musical associates,79 so his methodology 
is a combination of analog and digital techniques.

Tom Gunning uses the term awakening in his discussion of Deutsch’s edit-
ing. For Gunning, the Austrian filmmaker “cares less about simply making 
new connections than about awakening energies slumbering in old material. 
This energy comes from a chain reaction.”80 Gunning compares Deutsch to 
Lev Kuleshov, whose montage experiments of actor’s  faces juxtaposed with 
affective images  were among the first uses of found footage in film history. For 
Gunning, “Kuleshov vectorized editing, but Deutsch seems rather to make it 
twine and untwine in a helix pattern.”81 Discussing Film Ist, Gunning also says 
that Deutsch pushes the dual temporality of film in his montage; the films 
retain a sense of a historical past alongside “a strong pres ent tense.”82  These 
themes of awakening, temporal duality, and editing according to an inner 
movement of the images are repeated by other critics. Nico de Klerk, one of 
the archivists with whom Deutsch has collaborated, describes his editing as 
“cognitive,” insofar as it privileges neither continuity nor contrast but is “sug-
gestive, tracing thought pro cesses.”83

World Mirror Cinema foregrounds Deutsch’s idiosyncratic editing and en-
ables a close analy sis of his technique as approximate to Benjamin’s notion of 
allegorical language and Aby Warburg’s art- historical method of assemblage. 
This film is not only a  great example of archiveology as a Benjaminian practice 
of collecting; it is also a  great example of a city film. Deutsch’s techniques of 
awakening are deeply embedded within a labyrinthine structure of passages 
into and out of urban space, the dynamics of the crowd, the layering of memory 
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intrinsic to urban space, and, fi nally, the role of the cinema within the spectacle 
of the modern city. World Mirror Cinema consists of three episodes in three 
diff er ent cities at diff er ent points in time: Vienna in 1912; Surabaya, Indonesia, 
in 1929; and Porto, Portugal, in 1930. Each episode features a pan over a movie 
theater on a metropolitan street from a slightly elevated  angle, but beyond that 
shared feature, the episodes represent three distinct chronotopes, compiled 
from archives in Austria, the Netherlands, Portugal, and Denmark.

 Because of its specificity of places and times, World Mirror Cinema has a 
strong ethnographic feel to it. The “bits and pieces” of film clips provide a 
strong description for each chronotope, even if it is highly selective. The Aus-
trian footage features families,  children, and parks; the Indonesian footage 
features traditional “exotic” dances and per for mances as well as city traffic; 
the Portuguese footage features scenes of work in factories and fields. As his-
torical knowledge, it is clearly sketchy and indeterminate (although Deutsch 
has filled in some detail in interviews),84 and yet as archiveology, it is rich in 
detail and affect. Its mirroring conceit of the returned gaze, moreover, makes 
it exemplary of Benjamin’s methodology, enabling a dialectical return to a 
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past that is not “prelapsarian” but nevertheless holds a lost promise of the 
 future. For Deutsch, each of  these moments marked a point of transition, and 
yet  every moment in history is transitional. The conjunction of fantasy and 
historical real ity embedded in the cinematic image is discovered in the first 
de cades of the twentieth  century at the very heart of the spectacle of moder-
nity, in part  because the spectacle of modernity is in turn depicted as an ele-
ment of everyday life.

Deutsch, who began his  career as an architect, describes the structure of 
World Mirror Cinema as being like a search engine: “ Every person in an image 
can be linked to another image, and from  there to an object and to another 
person and so on.”85 Many of  these links are initiated by graphic matches: 
a zoom into one figure in the crowd dissolves into another image fragment 
that matches graphically and, occasionally, conceptually as well. A man on a 
street fades into a soldier; a  little girl fades into another  little girl in another 
film fragment, matching on the figures’ posture and scale in the frame.  These 
figures are usually described as “characters,”86 although none are named and 
none of them speak, and the term can only be the projection of a viewer hun-
gry for a narrative that is not  there. In between the diversions to extraneous 
archival footage, Deutsch cuts back to the street outside the movie theater. 
The “passages” following individuated figures are imaginative suggestions 
of pos si ble  futures or pos si ble flashbacks, but their connections are based 
entirely on details of appearance —  clothing, gesture, gait, or posture —  and 
not anything deeper than that.

Deutsch’s montage aspires to a language of images; at the same time, the fact 
that his choice of chronotopes is governed by the presence of a movie theater 
suggests that this language is not simply imposed on the  people in the film 
but might be theirs as well. In each case, he includes fragments from the films 
advertised on the walls of the theaters, taking us inside to see what the  people 
on the street might have seen  there themselves. In both Vienna and Portugal, 
moreover, the  people in the crowds appeal to the camera’s gaze, anxious to be 
included within the spectacle that has spilled out from the theater onto the 
street. Exhibitors of early cinema frequently staged such scenes to attract local 
audiences to see themselves on the big screen, alongside other crowd and 
street scenes from other countries. This is one of the ways in which cinema pro-
duced a global cosmopolitan modernity in its earliest incarnations, through 
the production and circulation of “actualité” footage across the globe.

In World Mirror Cinema, Deutsch has captured the network of gazes that 
characterized the first de cades of cinema. Moreover, by compiling archival 



131 Collecting Images

fragments of this pro cess into a new film for new audiences, spectators in the 
pres ent can proj ect themselves into this network of gazes in which temporal 
and spatial distances are briefly crossed. Michael Loebenstein describes the 
Vienna Kino in the film as “the hub of the universe,”87 and indeed the descrip-
tion applies equally to the theaters in Porto and Surabaya. As Benjamin notes 
in his section on mirrors in The Arcades Proj ect, an abundance of mirrors 
makes orientation difficult and is deeply ambiguous and double- edged: “The 
space that transforms itself does so in the bosom of nothingness.”88  These are 
false mirrors,  after all, and the impressions of connection, characterization, 
and identification are all constructed within the logic of the image itself. Any 
awakening that takes place in this film takes place precisely within the void of 
the mirrored space and is thus all the more surprising and sudden.

Paula Amad has noted the extensive use of the returned gaze in World Mir-
ror Cinema and suggests that Deutsch has “invested” in the trope of visual 
reciprocity, as indicated in the title of the film itself. The mirroring effect, she 
argues, is fi nally questioned with the final shot of the film, in which a boy runs 
away from the camera into the depth of field of the image. She claims that 
the trope of “visual riposte” carries with it a reflexive critique of the colonial 
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gaze, which may be true in many instances. In World Mirror Cinema, it is more 
complex than that, as the montage appears to actively respond to the returned 
gaze and to proj ect onto the figures certain attributes that can, in some cases, 
be read as “characteristics.” The crowds cheering at the camera are effectively 
rewarded for their desire for attention as they are able to be seen, still cheer-
ing, a hundred years  later. It is true that Deutsch deploys techniques of mag-
nification and slow motion to amplify his tactics of connection, but  there is no 
pretense  here of “re sis tance” instilled in the returned gaze. It does, as Amad 
argues, “hermeneutically imagine the challenge posed by looks at the camera 
as urgent and necessary fictions,”89 but they are precisely that: per for mances 
for a camera that is itself a spectacle for  those historical actors.

Amad also notes that Benjamin’s concept of aura was defined as “the expecta-
tion of a returned gaze from a  human or nonhuman, inanimate other.”90 In “On 
Some Motifs in Baudelaire,” Benjamin suggests that photography is implicated 
in the decline of aura  because it creates a unique distance within the structure 
of the gaze; but he also reserves the possibility of an “ability” corresponding to 
the mémoire involontaire: “To experience the aura of an object means to invest 
it with the ability to look back at us.”91 Of course, the  people in old films are not 
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looking back at us; they are looking at a camera and a camera operator. They 
themselves are objects —  strips of film that can be manipulated and frequently 
dissolve completely  under magnification. In other words, insofar as the mate-
riality of the celluloid and the historicity of the encounter with the camera are 
privileged, it is the film and not the person that might be said to return the gaze. 
Benjamin adds  here that the “data” thus conceived are unique: “They are lost to 
the memory that seeks to retain them. Thus they lend support to a concept of 
the aura that involves the ‘unique apparition of a distance.’ This formulation has 
the advantage of clarifying the ritual character of the phenomenon.”92

Benjamin cross- references this definition of aura with the third version of 
the artwork essay, even though the polarity of the concept seems to be in-
verted in that version. If the “ritual” ele ment is perceived at a distance, we can 
begin to understand Deutsch’s film practice as museological. His exhibition 
of ruins and relics of modernity is an exhibit that takes place in time; thus 
the vari ous forms of visual riposte that we find in World Mirror Cinema are 
fleeting and momentary. They are always lost and found again,  until the mo-
ment is caught by a frame capture and becomes a photo graph. The “ritual 
ele ment” of the film fragments collected from archives consists in their repeti-
tion. The  people  will perform  those same gestures over and over again,  every 
time someone screens the film.

In a quite diff er ent analy sis of World Mirror Cinema, Michele Pierson de-
scribes Deutsch’s technique as “re- enactment.” She argues that the emphasis on 
facial close- ups as links or access to the past promotes forms of identification 
familiar from fiction film: “In World Mirror Cinema the past attains presence 
for the spectators through their own recognition of an identification with the 
agency of historical actors.”93 Pierson also notes that we have restricted ways 
of expressing the intersections between feeling and thinking that occur in ex-
perimental films, but that affective and emotional dimensions of film viewing 
are valuable to an understanding of history. While I would agree with the idea 
that World Mirror Cinema creates an affective relation to the historical past, I 
hesitate to describe it as reenactment. That term is best reserved, in my view, 
for live per for mances that simulate historical actions; applied to World Mir-
ror Cinema, it disavows the documentary status of the materials mobilized by 
Deutsch. The figures in the films are often (but not always) performing for the 
camera; however, their per for mances have an originary chronotope that be-
comes linked to the pres ent through repetition but is not therefore reenacted.

The role of  faces may help to pull the spectator into the film fragments, 
but the relations between the images are actually quite variable and complex. 
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A shot through the front win dow of a moving car on a street in Surabaya 
zooms into a detail of a man walking in the background of the shot; this is 
dissolved into a shot of two men in turbans sitting at a low  table who appear 
to be designing shadow puppets (one man clearly in charge of the other, who 
executes his  orders); that shot dissolves into two similar ones, as if part of 
the work pro cess had been skipped (in fact, Deutsch says he did edit some 
of the scenes collected for the film);94 and fi nally a shot of the shadow pup-
pets in action against a white background; and one more of the puppeteer in 
full light playing with a dragon puppet. This last shot dissolves back into the 
same street scene where it started, matching the puppet figure roughly with a 
pedestrian. Many of the transitions occur with “forced” graphic matches like 
this one and have  little to do with character but manage smooth transitions 
between disparate subject  matter.

The achievement of World Mirror Cinema in my view is Deutsch’s use of 
the city street as the meeting place and intersection of gazes, figures, histories, 
and correspondences. His collection of film fragments coheres and coalesces 
outside of the three film theaters. Moreover, the three cities each feature a 
distinctive cultural chronotope that is developed in the vignettes and in the 
on- screen drama in the theater. In Vienna, the bourgeois crowd is associated 
with a detective film from Denmark (The Black Cap, Augustinus, 1911); in the 
Surabaya theater, Fritz Lang’s Siegfried (1924) episode from Die Nibelungen; 
and in Porto, a film about a peasant revolt and a national hero called Jose de 
Telhado (Rino Lupo, 1929). Clips from  these films are integrated without any 
identification beyond the “diegetic” posters on the walls of the theaters, and 
they help to fill in the cultural fabric of their respective cities, filling in the 
dream  houses within the dream  house that is World Mirror Cinema.

At the center of the film, in the  middle of the second episode in Surabaya, 
is a slightly diff er ent kind of edit, as Deutsch cuts from the dragon scene 
in Siegfried to a scene of a local dragon ritual in the Indonesian footage. 
Deutsch says this scene initiated the  whole proj ect with the question “How 
was the myth of the dragon perceived by  people engaged in an in de pen dence 
movement?”95 But the film cannot answer that question, beyond pointing to 
the presence of dragons in both Germany and Indonesia. Rather than pur-
sue deep explanations for the meaningfulness of the theatrical films, I would 
prefer to note the differences and similarities they strike with the actualité 
footage, with re spect to the  human figure. In the fiction films, the gaze is not 
returned, and the action is more stylized, rehearsed, and “dramatic.” The im-
ages are thus differentiated, but at the same time, through their fragmenta-
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tion and the use of dissolves, the images are also continuous with the other 
pieces in the collection.

Tom Gunning has commented on the play of meaning in World Mirror Cin-
ema and the viewer’s desire for meaning to be made: “The film makes sense 
to us, but slowly this sense itself seems to dissolve into seemingly endless play 
of similarity and reflection, recognition and enigma. Walter Benjamin in a 
fascinating but obscure passage referred to the ‘dream  house of the collective,’ 
the theaters and pa noramas, as ‘houses without win dows.’ Using this strange 
terminology he seems to reference Leibniz’ description of the ele ments of 
real ity, which he termed monads. The monad, Leibniz claimed, has ‘no win-
dow through which anything could come in or go out.’ ”96 The dream  house 
for Benjamin was the phantasmagoria, and it is significant  here that in the 
“colonial” section of World Mirror Cinema, the phantasmagoria is not only a 
Western preoccupation but has diff er ent histories, including the shadow plays 
of Southeast Asia. Other dream  houses for Benjamin include “arcades, winter 
gardens, pa noramas, factories, war museums, casinos, railroad stations.”97 His 
interest in the space of the dreaming collective was in the ability to awaken 
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from the dream, using the technologies that produce the dream itself: “The 
new, dialectical method of  doing history pres ents itself as the art of experienc-
ing the pres ent as waking world, a world to which that dream we name the 
past refers in truth.”98 Deutsch may be said to have constructed a dream  house 
of the twentieth  century that looks inward  toward its own histories to seek out 
the monodological cues to awakening.

Benjamin and Aby Warburg

[Warburg] understood that symptoms are not “signs” . . .  
and that their temporalities, their clusters of instants and 
durations, their mysterious survivals, presuppose something 
like an unconscious memory.

 Georges Didi- Huberman, “Knowledge: Movement  

(The Man Who Spoke to Butterflies)”

Deutsch’s montage is not only evocative of Benjamin’s concept of 
the monad; it is grounded in a reading of the image as a form or shape. In this 
sense, his method of montage also veers  toward that of Aby Warburg, who 
developed an innovative and influential system of “ doing” art history in his 
Mnemosyne- Atlas proj ect of 1929 by “showing” rather than “telling.” Warburg 
is cited by Benjamin not in The Arcades Proj ect, however, but in The Origin 
of German Tragic Drama, in conjunction with allegory and Baroque theater.

Allegory, for Benjamin, is not a fixed relation but a fluid relation between 
“the profane world” of  things and the meanings that become attached to it. 
Thus, the image of Siegfried slaying the dragon in Die Nibelungen is not nec-
essarily an image of David and Goliath, or a meta phor for an in de pen dence 
movement, or a Wagnerian image that appealed to Hitler, but simply an image 
of a man slaying a dragon: a piece of Weimar Expressionist cinema. For Ben-
jamin, the image is allegorical when it is emptied of meaning, when it is ren-
dered strictly figural, as in the relation of the corpse to the person. When 
Deutsch dissolves archival images into each other, reducing them to their most 
abstract shapes and compositions, including pixels and film grain, the image 
is emptied and effectively ruined. The transition to a subsequent “matching” 
image, of another dragon, in an Indonesian festival of some kind,99 is created 
by dissolving the eye of one dragon into the eye of the other. Both cultures, 
German and Indonesian, feature fantastical, elaborately constructed dragons, 
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pointing to a mythological connection between two disparate global settings, 
made by and through the cinematic image.

Benjamin’s  later conception of allegory in modernity is less clear than his 
treatise on Baroque allegory, although the two are definitely linked. In “Central 
Park,” a series of notes related to his Baudelaire proj ect, he says explic itly, in 
several diff er ent formulations, that “allegorical emblems return as commodi-
ties.”100  Because the price of commodities is determined by the market and 
not by any intrinsic property within them, “the allegorist is in his ele ment 
with commercial wares. . . .  The modes of meaning fluctuate almost as rap-
idly as the price of commodities.”101 Furthermore, this allegorical perspective 
on modernity is fundamentally tied to the method of montage, which is an 
aesthetic practice specifically tied to a culture of melancholy: “The brooder’s 
memory ranges over the indiscriminate mass of dead lore.  Human knowl-
edge, within this memory, is something piecemeal — in an especially preg-
nant sense: it is like the  jumble of arbitrarily cut pieces from which a puzzle 
is assembled. An epoch fundamentally averse to brooding has nonetheless 
preserved its outward gesture in the puzzle. It is the gesture, in par tic u lar, of 
the allegorist.”102 In fact, Benjamin’s conception of allegory waffled somewhat, 
as he conceived it to be a key technique of the avant- garde in its opposition 
to mythic, reified forms. In other words, his theory of allegory is grounded in 
premodern forms, but at the same time, it was instrumental in the contours 
of aesthetic modernity. As Rainer Rochlitz puts it, “This aesthetic modernity 
seeks precisely to conquer, in the medium of language, the empty abstraction 
that results from the historical pro cess constitutive of social modernity, of 
desacralization and rationalization.”103

Rochlitz also reminds us that, particularly with re spect to allegory, “the les-
son of Benjamin’s writings is . . .  that one must be wary of any general model 
and must adjust theory to phenomena.”104 In the context of archiveology, we are 
dealing with image objects that cannot always be identified as commodities. 
When they are “orphaned” fragments such as Deutsch is using, the images may 
be more closely related to the Baroque allegory of dead  things. Their obsoles-
cence consists in their lack of identity, and they have become more thinglike in 
the greater emphasis on gesture, composition, figure, and ground. This arguably 
aligns them more closely to the world of the Baroque, of which Benjamin has fa-
mously said, “Allegories are, in the realm of thoughts, what ruins are in the realm 
of  things.”105 This is especially true when they are in the hands of a collector, 
“for whom the world is pres ent, and indeed ordered, in each of his objects.”106
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Both Deutsch and Benjamin are familiar with the incomplete work of Aby 
Warburg, whose Mnemosyne- Atlas is constructed around similar patterns of 
graphic matching that bring together disparate cultural artifacts. Warburg’s 
collection of images —  photo graphs of artworks, sculptures, and architectural 
details —  were mounted on panels with black backgrounds that he conceived 
in terms of intervals. He did not engage directly with moving images but was 
undoubtedly influenced by the con temporary avant- garde of the early twen-
tieth  century. For Philippe- Alain Michaud, the effect of Warburg’s method of 
collecting and collage was to put images in motion by means of juxtaposition. 
Warburg collected images from diverse sources, making unpre ce dented con-
nections between Re nais sance paintings, Roman antiquities, and Hopi Indians 
from the American Southwest. Like Benjamin, he was also interested in tragic 
drama of the seventeenth  century and its discourse of tableaux, gesture, and 
spectacle —  and it is in that context that he is cited by Benjamin.107

Michaud notes that Warburg may have made few allusions to cinema, but 
his work is closely related to the experiments of Eadweard Muybridge and 
Étienne- Jules Marey and to the emergent cinema of attractions. He created pan-
els of images of images, in order to do art history without a text. For Michaud, this 
mode of reproduction is “based on a cinematic mode of thought, one that, by 
using figures, aims not at articulating meanings but at producing effects.”108 
Michaud ultimately compares Warburg’s method to Godard’s in Histoire(s) 
du cinéma insofar as both proj ects go “beyond the limits between the produc-
tion and the interpretation of works, between language and metalanguage, 
drawing the meaning of an actualization of images from reciprocal relations 
pos si ble only through montage.”109 Warburg’s conception of Pathosformel 
refers to the analy sis of expressive gestures that open up paths to figures of 
the past. This notion seems particularly applicable to Deutsch’s technique in 
World Mirror Cinema, in which  silent film fragments are made to speak for 
themselves and create fluid connections between discrete images drawn from 
the archive.

World Mirror Cinema can be seen as a museal gaze that awakens its materials 
from the slumbers of the past, precisely by motivating them from within. Like 
Warburg’s panels, we are dealing  here only with a photographed history, the ruins 
of what Benjamin might have described as the voluntary memory of mod-
ern technologies. And yet the practice of collection, display, and assemblage 
brings out  those details that lurk in the background, or appear only to the 
perceptive viewer, the materialist historian, or the allegorist. Archival resur-
rection depends on the ability of the viewer, historian, and critic to recognize 
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the past in the pres ent. If the pleasures of the Baroque lay in mourning and 
loss, Benjamin’s conception of allegory aimed for an inversion of this struc-
ture, which at one point in the Trauerspiel he describes as melancholy im-
mersion: “And this is the essence of melancholy immersion: that its ultimate 
objects, in which it believes it can most fully secure for itself that which is 
vile, turn into allegories, and that  these allegories fill out and deny the void 
in which they are represented, just as, ultimately, the intention does not faith-
fully rest in the contemplation of bones, but faithlessly leaps forward to the 
idea of resurrection.”110

The confluence of Warburg and Benjamin is multifaceted and deeply em-
bedded in the negotiation of modernity. Warburg used photography as a 
mode of quotation, and both critics  were avid collectors of images and ob-
jects. One  century  later, their understanding of visual montage as a mode of 
thought is made pos si ble by works such as World Mirror Cinema. The con-
junction of ethnographic detail, movement, and montage releases “secret psy-
chic impulses” that are not necessarily magical or mythic but affective points 
of reference and empathy that function not as ideals but as passing moments 
that can be experienced in the pres ent by the twenty- first- century spectator.

Warburg and Benjamin differed most crucially in their conception of the 
critical value of  these “secret psychic impulses.” Howard Caygill has pointed 
out that for Warburg, culture was a site of psychological and social healing, 
and art served to reconcile the “real and psychological tensions that attack 
the fabric of a given society.”111 For Benjamin, on the other hand, “the work 
of art pres ents the shattered emblems of allegory for contemplation, but not 
for healing or completion.”112 Benjamin and Warburg certainly developed 
concurrent theories of critical historiography that became manifest in the 
“interstitial” cinema of a proj ect such as Histoire(s) du Cinéma, as Dimitrios 
Latsis has argued,113 but Benjamin’s insistence on dialectical historiography 
is significantly more critical. The “destructive ele ment” of Benjamin’s critical 
practice points to the incompleteness of the past, and it is that failure embed-
ded in the fragment and the detail that produces the possibility of recognizing 
the fragmentation and incompleteness of the pres ent.

Both Warburg and Benjamin  were familiar with the psychoanalytic theory 
of their con temporary Carl Jung. Although Warburg never cited Jung di-
rectly, he shared some key ideas regarding the “collective unconscious” that 
is characterized by the reappearance of forms and figures over the course of 
history. And yet Warburg was interested not in archetypes as the substrata 
of the psyche but in the cultural artifacts that are loaded with an emotional 
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charge that repeated itself in a formal configuration over time.114 For his part, 
Benjamin cites Jung several times in The Arcades Proj ect as evidence of a col-
lective unconscious, but at the same time, he was critical of the primitiveness 
or “archaic form of primal history” implied in the Jungian archetype.115 The 
values of synchronicity, correspondences, and coincidence that underlie both 
Warburg’s and Benjamin’s proj ects speak to the traces of mystical thought 
that linger within the “fallen” world of industrial modernity. For Benjamin, 
it is the critic as allegorist who is best prepared to recognize  these residues 
within the sphere of the image. Displaced into an assemblage, the figuration is 
detached from any “natu ral” home and from any psychic vision.

The awakening in World Mirror Cinema is tied not to ideology but to 
repre sen ta tion. Although the film includes numerous scenes of empire and 
colony, of po liti cal hierarchies and unrest, poverty, and heroism (Siegfried), 
its “revolutionary” character takes place on the level of the image, teasing it 
apart to release a new historical knowledge about the specific chronotopes 
of Vienna, Surabaya, and Porto, cities that  were each the hub of the universe 
at the times they  were filmed. In this sense, the film acts upon the twentieth 
 century as Benjamin says his method does for the nineteenth: “The critique 
[is] not of its mechanism and cult of machinery but of its narcotic histori-
cism, its passion for masks, in which nevertheless lurks a signal of true his-
torical existence, one which the Surrealists  were first to pick up.”116

In archiveology we can fi nally move on from the surrealists, whose proj ect 
for Benjamin also remained incomplete. The conceptual apparatus of the col-
lective unconscious and the dream  house may have lost some traction in the 
twenty- first  century, and yet the archival method of collecting the “leavings” 
of visual culture promises new insights into the socie ties of spectacles past. As 
anthropology or archaeology, it should be considered a form of sensory an-
thropology, an experiential method of producing new knowledge about lived 
media cultures.
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At any given time, the living see themselves in the midday 
of history. They are obliged to prepare a banquet for the 
past. The historian is the herald who invites the dead to 
the  table.

 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Proj ect

If Walter Benjamin taught us anything, it is that social relations 
have not kept up with changes in technologies. The promise of the new brings 
only repetition and melancholia. Seventy- five years  after Benjamin’s death, 
this observation has been confirmed on multiple levels, and it is furthermore 
evident that nature no longer exists as something before or outside technolo-
gies, or that technology can remain separate from nature. Maybe we remem-
ber when  things  were other wise, but we only have other  people’s words for 
this other time, if it ever existed. We may have an image of another way of 
being, but it is constantly changing, twisting, and showing other  faces.

In the digital era, the question arises of what kind of social relations can 
follow from this latest technological revolution. Benjamin’s answer might be, 
implicitly, that new, improved social relations could be formed within the 
practice of criticism. What is it that we do when we write about art? Benjamin 
thought he could find the hidden dialectics of commodity capitalism revealed 
in the poetry of Baudelaire. He did not write literary criticism to praise or to 
condemn, although he could be harsh when he chose to be. The critic is yet 
another avatar of the allegorist and the materialist historian. For Benjamin, 
the experience of art is continuous with everyday life and not excluded from 
it. Therefore, the critical experience is an ability to engage with the work sen-
sorily and intellectually in the context of the pres ent, and in the heightened 
knowledge and recognition of the pres ent —  especially when “the pres ent” is 
understood historically.

Within the scattered remarks that Benjamin made about criticism, he de-
scribes the critic as a “strategist,” for whom the artwork is a “shining sword in the 
 battle of minds.”1 In other words, he advocated a form of critical activism that 
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was not afraid to destroy. In fact, the critic is not unrelated to the “destructive 
character,” as Benjamin defined this figure in 1931: “The destructive charac-
ter stands in the front line of traditionalists. Some  people pass  things down 
to posterity, by making them untouchable and thus conserving them;  others 
pass on situations, by making them practicable and thus liquidating them. 
The latter are called the destructive. . . .  What exists he [the destructive char-
acter] reduces to rubble —  not for the sake of the rubble, but for that of the 
way leading through it.”2 And in yet another variation on the theme of critical 
practice, Benjamin aligns it with the dreamwork. The “aura” of a book can be 
sensed by forgetting it and having it return in a dream. The unconscious turns 
impressions into extracts that are recognizable in dreams.3 I emphasize the 
word extracts to foreground the implicit link between quotation and destruc-
tive memory.

In light of Benjamin’s understanding of criticism as at once activist, de-
structive, and dreamlike, I would like to develop the connections between the 
phantasmagoria and cinephilia as a critical practice. Benjamin did not specifi-
cally associate the illusionism of narrative cinema with the phantasmagoria, 
and yet film critics have long posited that the avant- garde countercinema 
associated with Brecht, the surrealists, and the Dadaists constitutes a dis-
mantling of the phantasmagoria. Benjamin’s name is frequently aligned with 
the avant- garde, but the concept of countercinema does not go far enough 
in postmodern digital culture. What happens when the avant- garde cozies up 
to mainstream cinema? What happens when the avant- garde appropriates its 
affective properties along with its images? Joseph Cornell did this as early as 
1936 with Rose Hobart, and this chapter  will explore that legacy and its resur-
gence in the digital era.

Works such as The Clock (Christian Marclay, 2010), Kristall (Christoph Gi-
rardet and Matthias Müller, 2006), and Phoenix Tapes (Christoph Girardet 
and Matthias Müller, 1999) are examples of a mode of archiveology that 
is dedicated to the lure of the film image and the desires embedded in main-
stream narrative cinema.  These are works that are born of a certain kind of 
cinephilia, or an affinity for cinema that involves not only “love” but a recog-
nition of the social relations embedded in the cinema experience. By align-
ing that cinephilia with Benjamin’s phantasmagoria, I hope to demonstrate 
how cinephilia can be considered a form of critical cultural anthropology. My 
argument hinges on a recognition of melodrama as the dominant genre of 
the classical era —  a “genre machine,” as Christine Gledhill puts it.4 An inves-
tigation into the deep parallels between Benjamin’s theorization of Baroque 
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theater, or German Tragic Drama, and melodrama  will help to underscore the 
relations between phantasmagoria and cinephilia and  will moreover link this 
relation in turn to critical practice, fragmentation, and collage.

As I argued in the previous chapter, archiveology involves the conception 
of images as  things in the world. Torn out of their narrative homelands, they 
become cultural documents, allegories of their own production, and poten-
tially “resurrected” to speak on their own terms. While  these images retain 
an autonomy that leads out of the phantasmagoria, images of movie stars and 
scenes from familiar movies —  the moments that attract the cinephile —  lead 
back into the phantasmagoria and appropriate not only the image  thing but 
its sensory memory.

Margaret Cohen has provided the most sustained discussion of Benjamin’s 
theory of the phantasmagoria, based on the magic lantern shows of Étienne- 
Gaspard Robertson and developed as a conjunction of Marxist ideology and 
Freudian dreamscapes. The phantasmagoria became the general term for 
an array of visual devices,  because it best describes the way that ideological 
experience is expressed.5 It is not reflective but an expression that is “medi-
ated through imaginative subjective pro cesses.” Cohen argues that Benjamin 
privileges the term in The Arcades Proj ect  because it is taken from the “time 
and place” of his study, nineteenth- century Paris. Ideological transposition, or 
the pro cess by which the subject is caught up in ideology, is a demonic pro-
cess, for which the iconography and pro cession of ghosts and the living dead 
is most appropriate. Cohen describes the phantasmagoria as the demonic 
doppelganger of allegory.6 The concept is sufficiently polyvalent, she says, 
to designate “(1) the nineteenth- century Pa ri sian cultural products working 
[creating] ideological transposition, (2) Benjamin’s princi ple theoretical ap-
paratus in analyzing this transposition, (3) the psychological content of the 
experience of ideological transposition, (4) the social  causes of such transpo-
sition, and (5) the relation of Benjamin’s Pa ri sian production cycle to his work 
on the German baroque.”7

Cohen is led to inquire, at this point, how allegory fits into this schema and 
concludes that  because it describes the commodity form, “it cannot grasp the 
palpable way in which the commodity form appears.”8 The critical method 
that Benjamin assigns to profane illumination and the dialectical image could 
not yet be performed from within the phantasmagoria itself. However, he 
repeatedly points to the cinema as a technological figure for critical knowl-
edge. For Cohen, “the last phantasmagoria turns the world as it exists outside 
the camera obscura to artificial show. Unable to seek access to the sun- filled 
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real, the critic remedies enclosure in the cave of ideology by producing tech-
nological spectacles herself.”9 If the nineteenth- century phantasmagoria is an 
impor tant pre de ces sor of narrative illusionism (and Jean Baudrillard’s simu-
lacra in turn), then critical cinephilia may be the archiveological method of 
demystification that neither Cohen nor Benjamin was able to recognize.

Paul Willemen noted in 1994 that cinephilia has never been a coherent 
discourse, and in my view, not much has changed since then.10 For Willemen, 
cinephilia designates “something which resists, which escapes existing net-
works.”11 The conventional view of cinephilia points  toward a love of cinema 
that is somehow beyond reason, somewhat involuntary, and deeply subjec-
tive. And yet, despite its affinities with the collector and the trivia hound, the 
fetishist and the helplessly addicted, I believe that it might provide the tools 
for the production of knowledge. Cinephilia need not be associated simply 
with the subjective state of the critic, his or her personal affinities with the 
text, the passion of writing about film, or the conversations between cine-
philes.12 It might also lead to a greater understanding of cultural history and 
the sensory, emotive, and affective worlds of the past.

In his essay on cinephilia, Thomas Elsaesser suggests that cinema might be 
thought of as “one of the  great fairy- tale machines or ‘mythologies’ that the 
late 19th  century bequeathed to the 20th, and that Amer i ca, originally inher-
iting it from Eu rope, has in turn passed to the rest of the world.”13 The genre 
system of popu lar cinema, overlaid with the sensuality of modern experience, 
is arguably crystallized in cinephilia, which in turn becomes a kind of prism 
of the dream life of global modernity. Elsaesser may not be alluding directly 
to Benjamin in his use of the term fairy tale, but the term is often used 
by Benjamin to refer to the ur- form of popu lar narrative associated with 
Mickey Mouse. But as Miriam Hansen notes, the fairy tale can also be a dan-
gerous ideological tool, which Benjamin recognized in the Disneyfictation of 
the kinetic cartoon character: “The fear that Mickey ‘sets out to learn’ in Ben-
jamin’s technological fairy tale is that of the reactions that it might catalyze in 
the mass audience, the ‘inhuman laughter’ that may be therapeutic discharge 
or prelude to a pogrom.”14

The potential of cinephilia as a mode of cultural anthropology is implicit in 
the destructive practice of film criticism in which the cinematic phantasmago-
ria is dismantled into its documentary fragments. The cinematic phantasma-
goria is a good term for the duality of the cinematic spectacle, as on the one 
hand a closed world of artifice and fantasy; and on the other, a document of 
social practices, rituals, and audiovisual culture. By examining more closely 
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the role of “ things” in the films, and the role of the bodies of actors as  people 
(rather than characters), “the cinematic” can also be thought of as a mode of 
cultural knowledge. Elsaesser points out that the wealth of the digital archive 
enables a “dialogical engagement with the object and its meaning,” which 
might be simply a new way of thinking about a reading strategy that we once 
considered oppositional and resistant. Instead of re sis tance, cinephilia entails 
engagement.

Paul Willemen speculates that cinephilia concerns revelation and the pro-
duction of insight that he cannot quite articulate in a long and provocative 
discussion of the topic. He comes close to defining the term when he identifies 
“films that ‘inhabit’ . . .  their own cultural situation.” He  favors directors who 
“inhabit their cultures in very complex manners and that complexity is trans-
lated into a repre sen ta tional practice that goes beyond the narrative.” Link-
ing cinephilia to Third Cinema, Willemen suggests that “we are talking about 
the articulation between repre sen ta tion and history in cinema. The concrete, 
local, historical detail shines through.”15 Critical cinephilia, as practiced in 
writing, through the video essay, or in archiveology, would thus be able to 
reveal  these details in such a way that cultural history is experienced rather 
than simply described.

Both Willemen and Elsaesser grapple with the ways that film theory in 
its psychoanalytic- semiotic phase of ideological critique felt obliged to deny 
the pleasures associated with film viewing. As Elsaesser puts it, “The love of 
cinema was now called by a diff er ent name: voyeurism, fetishism, and sco-
pophilia.”16 However, we should recall that Christian Metz himself was fully 
aware of the deep ambivalence of his own critical method: “To be a theoreti-
cian of the cinema,” he writes in The Imaginary Signifier, “one should ideally 
no longer love the cinema and yet still love it.” The person who loves the cin-
ema but also writes about it is like a child who breaks his toy.17 He describes 
the acrobatic balancing act as a challenge to the “scientific” princi ple of any 
rational social theory, but he nevertheless points out parallels in other fields. 
Metz particularly aligns cinematic studies with the “subjective possibility of 
the ethnologist’s work.”18 Cinephilia, in other words, should theoretically 
enable us to restore the dimensions of affect, enchantment, plea sure, and 
emotional investment to film studies, without abandoning the theoretical 
goals of cultural critique that informed the discourse of  apparatus theory. 
Instead of a deterministic, mechanical model of plea sure, perhaps we can 
find a more selective and subjective means of connecting with narrative 
cinema.
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The collector, as I have noted, collects images as  things that have an auton-
omy, with the capacity to engage the spectator on an experiential level, out-
side narrative content or allegorical “meaningfulness.” Leslie Stern introduces 
an essay on the notion of “the cinematic” with a question about the Maltese 
falcon: “Does the bird desire me?” Can a film desire its spectator? For Stern, 
this question hinges on the “mutability of  things,” or the capacity of cinema to 
combine the materialist dimensions of everyday life with the ephemerality of 
cinematic time.19  Things in cinema are at once objects familiar from the real 
world and displaced from real ity into the realm of thoughts and feelings. For 
example, the plethora of “ things” that appear in Morgan Fisher’s () may be 
divorced from narrative, but they are nevertheless cinematic by virtue of their 
lighting, framing, and connection to  human gesture.

Leslie Stern’s par tic u lar twist on the question of cinematic repre sen ta tion is to 
propose a taxonomy of “cinematic  things” —  objects that tend  toward inflated, 
histrionic expression. The  things she chooses to write about include raindrops 
and tears, fo liage in the wind,  kettles, and cigarettes. While  these  things tend 
 toward ephemerality, her taxonomy is hardly exhaustive, as she also argues 
that gestures can “move” the quotidian to the histrionic. She cites examples 
of detailed mundane activities such as coffee- making scenes in Umberto D 
(Vittorio De Sica, 1952) and Jeanne Dielman (Chantal Akerman, 1975), and 
she also quotes Robert Bresson: “Cinematography, that new writing, becomes 
at the same time a method of discovery.”20  Things in cinema that evoke the 
senses of touch and sensuality achieve a level of affect that, in their excess, 
“elude the voracious grasp of the moment (and the narrative), to reverberate 
beyond the frame, to generate ideas within a cultural landscape not circum-
scribed by the diegesis.”21

Lest we think of this as another version of Barthes’s “third meaning,” Stern’s 
taxonomy of cinematic  things insists on a materialism of “the cinematic.” 
Smoking in cinema, for example, is not only visually sensuous; it is also linked 
to the quotidian in a cir cuit of gesturality: “Gestures migrate between every-
day life and the movies, but where the gestural often goes unnoticed in the 
everyday, in the cinema . . .  it moves into visibility.”22 Cinematic  things do 
not transcend history or real ity; they transform the everyday into a phan-
tasmagoria, which may well create insights into the affective dimensions of 
history. It is precisely the idea of a cultural landscape to which Stern’s notion 
of “the cinematic” leads —  a landscape in which the everyday (the profane) is 
illuminated as being a crucial nexus of forces, flows, social interaction, and 
exchange.
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Once we are engaged, or entranced, we are able to experience history as 
a cinematic text folding in on itself. The history of the twentieth  century is 
in many re spects also a history of the cinematic phantasmagoria that has ef-
fectively transformed  things and places into images; “the cinematic” becomes 
a means of reclaiming the sensual, experiential world of audiovisual culture 
from within its commodification. Archiveology is a key method for making 
this happen, precisely  because it entails the production of a new text for new 
spectators and, at the same time, transforms the phantasmagoria into an ar-
chive, one that is both accessible and transformative.

The “films” discussed in this chapter are video works that have been pro-
jected and displayed in galleries, although they each retain a “theatrical” 
sensibility insofar as their narrativity tends to hold a spectator in place. The 
practices of archiveology that I am interested in  here are  those concerned 
with celebrity culture, Hollywood cinema, and “mainstream cinema.” In fact, 
Los Angeles Plays Itself is a good example of this type of archiveology, even if 
it had a good theatrical run and has had a dvd release. The Clock, Kristall, 
and Phoenix Tapes, however, are not available on dvd and exist only as gal-
lery works with art- market price tags.23 Their engagement with the “kitsch” of 
mainstream cinema is not only a  matter of recycling and homage but involves 
a reconsideration of the archive of commercial cinema more broadly, and its 
appropriation as gallery art.

Erika Balsom has discussed the “ruins” of analog cinema that can now be 
found in museums and galleries in vari ous forms. She argues that artists such 
as Tacita Dean, Stan Douglas, and Matthew Buckingham (to name only a few 
of the many artists she deals with) are interested in the “affective complex” of 
cinema’s obsolescence —  a complex that includes the materiality of celluloid 
and the dispositif of collective viewing. In their work, cinema assumes a new 
aura that points the way out of the phantasmagoria: “Recognizing the extent 
to which Hollywood functions as dream factory, as myth factory, as history 
factory, many of the artists producing derivative works turn to cinema as a 
site that crystallizes the pleasures and horrors of cap i tal ist socie ties of control, 
finding in it a synecdoche for a spectacle that is inescapable.”24 For Balsom, 
the recycling of old films does not guarantee a critique or an inversion but 
might open up new pathways and ave nues of investigation. It may even lay the 
groundwork for another kind of cinema.

Not surprisingly, Balsom cites Benjamin extensively in her account of what 
she calls the “remaking” of cinema in the gallery space. She notes that “if for 
Benjamin, the cinema could take what was second nature and deliver it over 
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to a space of eventfulness, unforseeability, and the generation of new atti-
tudes, the practice of remaking cinema shifts this activity into a second- order 
system.”25 In other words, by rendering the cinema archival and recycling it in 
fragmentary form, the alternative public sphere associated with the classical 
mode is potentially resurrected in the postcinema era. Cinephilia in this sense 
operates as a critical form of nostalgia (which is arguably “melancholy” in 
Benjamin’s lexicon) that lays the groundwork for a new cinema of the  future 
in which social relations can be transformed as radically as the technologies 
of reproduction.

C I N E M A  A S  T I M E P I E C E :  T H E  C L O C K

In spleen, time is reified; the minutes cover a man 
like snowflakes.

 Walter Benjamin, “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire”

Since 2010, when it opened in London, The Clock has traveled 
to dozens of diff er ent museums and galleries around the world. Christian 
Marclay’s work engages tropes of found- footage film and video in a gallery 
installation to create a monumental form of digital cinema, challenging many 
conventions of film practice and spectatorship. The work exists in the form of 
a hard drive and a tandem computer program that synchronizes the projection 
to the real time of the audience, such that the work itself literally “tells time” 
over a twenty- four- hour period using close to a hundred thousand extracts 
from feature films. The clocks and watches in the clips always correspond to 
the clock time of the spectator. The installation also includes a specific seat-
ing arrangement of white sofas placed in a darkened room, evoking a home 
theater in the public space of the gallery.

Although one critic has suggested that “this  whole assembly could have been 
made by a computer program,”26 in fact it was a huge expenditure of manual 
 labor. Marclay’s six assistants collected the material from thousands of films 
over a course of three years, while Marclay edited the segments together. The 
soundtrack, for which Marclay collaborated with Quentin Chiappetta, is a 
tour de force of mixing, remastering, and counterpoint. What ever one may 
think of its blockbuster appeal, The Clock is a technically and formally accom-
plished work of picture and sound editing.27 The montage is at many points 
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highly expressive, while at  others it is subtly invisible, and Marclay fully ex-
ploits devices of suspense, comedy, and contrast. On  these levels, the piece 
sustains a rhythmic pace that varies, constantly, with irregular timings and 
shifts in mood and tempo.  There is no question that it has a seductive appeal, 
due in part to the extensive use of suspense effects and the proliferation of 
movie stars.

 People in The Clock are frequently seen waiting, sleeping, eating, smoking, or 
even watching a movie or a per for mance. By including this order of image, 
Marclay creates a rhythm of temporalities that implies that just about anything 
might have been included, but  these are not “empty” scenes or random im-
ages, as they are always populated by  people (actors) “spending” time. The inclu-
sion of  these shots contributes to the sense of duration that the piece invokes 
and aligns it with the realist aesthetics of Wim Wenders, Andrei Tarkovsky, 
Michelangelo Antonioni, Yasujirō Ozu, and Chantal Akerman. It should be 
stressed that  there are no empty landscapes or cityscapes: almost  every shot 
features  either a clock face or a person’s face, including a series of clips from 
Claude Chabrol’s This Man Must Die (1969) featuring a smoldering cigarette 
in an ashtray perched before a  table clock. In fact, the waiting and sleeping 
clips come from all manner of sources, but it is another way in which The 

Installation view, Christian Marclay, The Clock, Paula Cooper Gallery, New York, 
2011. © Christian Marclay. Courtesy Paula Cooper Gallery, New York.
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Clock incorporates a form of clock time that is as inactive as the time spent 
watching The Clock.

Any discussion of The Clock has to take into account its institutional con-
text. As Erika Balsom argues, the work has been promoted in many cities 
as an event or a phenomenon, with a huge public profile. In this sense, it 
is consistent with the tendency  toward accessibility and plea sure that muse-
ums around the world have embraced. Balsom suggests that the use of pro-
jected video since the late 1980s fi nally coincides, in Marclay’s work, with the 
blockbuster museum shows that draw long lineups in major cities around the 
world.28  Needless to say, the entertainment value of The Clock has made it a 
somewhat controversial piece for film and art critics. The rarified auspices of 
the art world have furthermore enabled Marclay to use the material  under fair 
use guidelines, whereas most in de pen dent filmmakers are restricted in their 
use of borrowed copyrighted material. The Clock highlights a certain “main-
streaming” of experimental film, but by reaching a larger public than would 
typically experience archiveology, it raises some significant issues, particu-
larly around the role of time in archiveology.

The synchronicity of The Clock, in which viewing time and screen time 
coincide, is in one sense an instrumentalization of time, situating the viewer 
within a repetitive, cyclical, regimented structure of clock time.  There is no 
denying this. At the same time, though, the piece charges  every second of 
clock time with sensory affect, arguably creating a “now time” of present- 

The Clock (Christian Marclay, 2010)
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tense experience. It is at once continuous in its twenty- four- hour cycle that 
flows without cease and discontinuous in its fragmentary status as found foot-
age. The doubleness of this experience is allegorical and ironic, even comic at 
times, and yet as pastiche it is nevertheless thoughtful and provocative, and 
arguably recapitulates Benjamin’s understanding of time in modernity within 
the sphere of digital image culture and archiveology.

For Benjamin, the now time (Jetziet) of the correspondence of past and 
pres ent, potentially embedded in the dialectical image, has a utopian poten-
tial that he associated with both the Marxist revolution and Messianic revela-
tion. The synchronicity of The Clock has been described by Rosalind Krauss 
as an instantiation of the “now effect” theorized by Edmund Husserl and cri-
tiqued by Jacques Derrida. At issue for  these theorists is the “self- presence” 
or self- consciousness contained in the ability to conceive of the pres ent as 
a once- only event. Marclay, according to Krauss, has discovered something 
new about medium specificity that  counters Derrida’s suspicions about the 
capacity of repre sen ta tion to realize the “now effect” of self- presence.29 When 
Krauss writes that a “specific medium” is explored in The Clock, we need to 
pause and ask to which medium she is referring. Is this cinema? In fact, I 
would argue that it is not cinema but multimedia, combining installation art 
with digital cinema. What is at stake in The Clock is an experience, and it is 
one that produces a strong sense of “the moment” as an experience of being in 
the pres ent.  Whether it has revolutionary potential prob ably depends on the 
viewer and their level of engagement with the text as it unfolds.

The Clock is exemplary of Benjamin’s notion of the “second technology” 
created in technological modernity by the image sphere in which we find our-
selves immersed. The degree to which the work triggers memories  will vary 
according to the viewer’s cinephiliac inclinations, but for all spectators it cre-
ates a sense of correspondence between the fictions to which we have devoted 
so much of our time as spectators and the  actual, real time of the pres ent 
moment. In this sense, the piece evokes a third form of temporal experience, 
linked to memory, recollection, and obsolescence.

The inclusion of overlooked genre films and tv extracts is crucial, as 
they carry intimations of “wasted time,” the durée of modernity. If we once 
watched movies to “escape time,” The Clock rubs that escape in one’s face. 
For Benjamin, the durée is an experience of time from which death has been 
excluded; it is repetitive without being ritualistic: “tradition is excluded from 
it.” The durée, he says, “is the quintessence of an isolated experience [erlebnis] 
that struts about in the borrowed garb of long experience. Spleen, on the other 
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hand, exposes the isolated experience in all its nakedness.”30 (In Harry Zohn’s 
original translation, he used the words passing moment instead of isolated ex-
perience, suggesting how close the sense of time is to Benjamin’s theory of 
experience.)31 We might say that The Clock puts on display precisely that 
“disintegration of aura” that Benjamin champions in Baudelaire. Moreover, it 
happens in The Clock on an experiential level, in which the “shocks” of mecha-
nized time are felt and absorbed intensely: “In spleen the perception of time 
is supernaturally keen.  Every second finds consciousness ready to intercept 
its shock.”32

In spleen the subject tends to feel time in the body, as a ticking, mechanized 
system, but in The Clock this is in turn offset by the capacity for memory and 
recollection of previous viewing experiences that  were less closely tied to the 
mechanical structure of The Clock. For Benjamin, kitsch was a key surrealist 
concept and figure of melancholy, especially when it takes the form of a sou-
venir, a fragment of memory that intensifies a moment other wise lost to the 
past. The Clock, in this sense, constitutes a collection in which each piece of 
fiction is a document of another moment in time. The lack of hierarchies be-
tween art cinema and popu lar cinema renders each fragment a document of 
its own time, the time it was made, producing correspondences between the 
time of viewing and that other time when it was made or viewed in the past.

Celeste Olalquiaga has interpreted Benjamin’s conception of kitsch most 
eloquently. She distinguishes between the fossilized time of nostalgic kitsch 
(linked to Benjamin’s mémoire volontaire) and the souvenirs of unconscious 
remembrance and melancholy (linked to the mémoire involontaire). She says, 
“The yearning of reminiscence is nostalgic and never  really leaves the past, 
while that of remembrance must be anchored in the pres ent to experience the 
loss for which it melancholically languishes.”33 The thousands of film clips that 
are collected in The Clock are exemplary, in my view, of kitsch as unconscious 
remembrance, souvenirs of memories we did not know we had. Torn from 
genre films primarily (but not exclusively), the torrent of images reacquaint us 
with long- lost stars and movies that, like kitschy commodities, are products 
of industrial commerce and reproductive technologies. They are affective and 
sensual, and yet we still need to ask: Where is the détournement? How is this 
not another incarnation of the “society of the spectacle” that Guy Debord so 
critically dismantled in his own found- footage rage against the image ma-
chine of commodity capitalism? My own answer is simply the ability to leave 
at any time. The Clock addresses the viewer as the hypnotized, entranced spec-
tator of narrative fiction but equally as the mobile spectator of installation gal-
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lery art. We are  free to go at any time, and  people do come and go constantly 
from the theater space. This may not be a persuasive form of critique, but it 
aligns the work with the situationist derive, while stressing the experiential 
dimension of the piece that never lets us forget our own routine that is being 
interrupted as long as we remain seated in the darkened theater.

The cinephiliac trance created by The Clock —  its lure — is offset by its dis-
continuous, heterogeneous style of collage, and in its predication on “now 
time” or continuous pres ent tense. We cannot  really lose ourselves if we always 
know what time it is in the real world. For Peter Osborne, the dialectics of du-
ration and distraction are in fact characteristic of film and video in the gallery. 
The gallery, in his view, constitutes the new “training ground” of distracted 
reception, which Benjamin identified with film in the 1930s. Osborne points 
out that the philosophy of time has become a mine of conceptual resources for 
con temporary art, within which the notion of duration has been revised and 
rethought. The Bergsonian notion of temporal duration or durée, as a dy-
namic now time, implies an in de pen dence from spatial coordinates, and thus 
seems to apply especially well to the darkened theater of the cinema. As Os-
borne points out, the “marked spatiality” of the modes of display in museum 
spaces “undercuts the false absolutism of time to which cinema is prone. Fur-
thermore, it highlights the constructed character of temporal continuity.”34 
In The Clock, this physicality of sensory experience is further enhanced by 
the spleen- like experience of passing time.35 In Baudelaire, it is opposed to 
an ideal, which in the early twenty- first  century may be the “mass culture” or 
collectivity of classical cinema. In other words, the phantasmagoria may once 
have been dangerous and ideologically suspect, but its destruction potentially 
renders it a space in which to recognize difference.

The Clock is definitely not a “curated” work in the sense of a collection of 
key films that reference time, but it engages provocatively with a key tendency 
of art practices since the 1920s to recast the archive as a series or collection 
lacking a princi ple of provenance. Sven Spieker argues that  after the surreal-
ists, chance has invaded the archive, “where it now wreaks havoc with the 
archive’s ambition to produce an ordered rec ord of time.”36 The chaos and 
entropy of archival art practices, according to Spieker, come about as a chal-
lenge to the archival order of “the princi ple of provenance” that governed the 
nineteenth- century archive. In The Clock we quite remarkably have a recon-
structed chronology from within the contingency of the archive, and it de-
pends to some extent on our willingness not to identify the sources of the clips 
but to take them on their own terms. If “provenance” encompasses authorship 
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and authenticity, the clips in The Clock are only as au then tic as their profilmic 
materials, the most obvious of which is the bodies of actors. Like the collage of 
fashion and architecture, the aging actors embody a multiplicity of histories, 
of which the film titles and directors are relegated to afterthoughts.

Spieker describes late twentieth- century art practices of artists such as 
Walid Raad and Gerhard Richter as follows: “Frequently resembling data-
bases more than archives based in the princi ple of provenance,  these archives 
focus on the signifier over its mythical or monumental signified, and they sug-
gest that the relationship between signifiers in an archive is not determined by 
chronology alone. . . .  It is not the linear sequence of moments . . .  that takes 
center stage but the possibility of their combination and concatenation.”37 
The Clock may be somewhat aligned with  these proj ects, as it tends to trans-
form the film archive into a database, even if it is one that requires manual 
searching; but it opens up a difficult return to chronology. Historical chro-
nology remains fragmented and nonlinear, and yet a chronological princi ple 
has taken center stage, returning the work to the regimes of bureaucracy and 
administration that the avant- garde had other wise jettisoned.38 Marclay can 
be said to find order within contingency by bringing clock  faces from the 
background into the foreground of the mise- en- scène, and  there is a way in 
which the familiarity of his sources arguably returns us to archival princi ples 
of provenance. Why  else would  there be so much distaste and discomfort with 
his use of kitsch and genre films?39

In cinephiliac circles, The Clock was somewhat controversial.  Whether one 
understands the piece as a good object or a bad object, it foregrounds a cru-
cial tension in film aesthetics between “mainstream” genre cinema and the 
avant- garde and art cinemas. As a cult phenomenon, The Clock evokes the 
aura of the pre- cinematic artwork, and yet its strategies of sampling clearly 
embrace the reproducibility of the cinematic image that Benjamin endorsed 
for its potential engagement with progressive social politics. The Clock evokes 
the deeply ambivalent politics of repre sen ta tion that Benjamin ascribes to 
the phantasmagoria of the Paris arcades. It does so by effectively rendering 
film history into an archival language and then creating a discourse in that 
language that is at once entrancing and unsettling, and speaks back to the 
dispositif of classical cinema.

If we can analyze The Clock as a dispositif, which is to say, a cinema ma-
chine or ga nized by its own internal set of rules that includes the social space 
of reception,40 it is one based specifically on the expressive aesthetics of nar-
rative cinema and the critical categories of mise- en- scène. The Clock invokes 
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the apparatus, including its theatrical seating arrangement, while also resist-
ing it insofar as the viewer remains self- conscious about the time of day, and 
insofar as the diegetic narrative space is so heterogeneous and without any 
fixed subjectivity. Point- of- view editing and other princi ples of continuity are 
systematically used throughout the work to link shots from diff er ent movies. 
Sometimes the results are jarringly obvious, as when someone in a black- and- 
white film from the 1940s dials a phone and someone in a color film from the 
1970s appears to answer it. Marclay exploits this princi ple with a  great sense of 
humor, as when crashes or explosions appear to be caused or triggered by ac-
tions in diff er ent films.  There is a beautiful moment when a black- and- white 
car crash is followed by a  gently falling pink petal. Often, though, the discrep-
ancies are not as evident, as when a glance is followed by a tight close-up of a 
watch or clock that loosely matches the style of the previous shot.  Music, too, 
is often used to seamlessly blend together disparate material.

 Music and sound effects are Marclay’s original métier, and his montage prac-
tice is more or less based on  music sampling. It is through the sound edit-
ing that The Clock achieves its trancelike effect, engaging and seducing the 
viewer into spending time, passing time, and losing track of time, even while 
always insisting on the precise time of day. We are entranced but also not 
entranced. Is  there any room for revelation in this kind of cinephilia? Has 
Marclay beaten us to  every punch with his jokes and his beautiful juxtapo-
sitions? In his collection of clips, he has included an ongoing commentary 
on cinematic time and even the practice of quotation, which tend to elicit 
knowing laughter from audiences sitting  there watching time go by. Phrases 
such as “your obsession with time” or “you often pick words for their sound 
rather than their meaning” are reflexive gestures that are as funny as Peter Sell-
ers trying to repeatedly synchronize his watch with Leonard Rossiter in A Shot 
in the Dark (Blake Edwards, 1964). Marclay’s extensive use of comedy on both 
levels is responsible for the work’s high entertainment value, which is in turn 
responsible for its successful museum run and perhaps what lies  behind the 
casual scorn of some cinephiles. But the comedy is key to the work, which is 
devoted to genre cinema and not, in the end, to art cinema.

The piece has a  grand narrative of rising, eating breakfast, working, eating 
again, being entertained in the eve ning, sleeping, and waking, forming a nar-
rative that mimics the viewer’s own routine. In this sense, The Clock invokes 
the rituals of everyday life that are familiar from the city film. And yet, while 
the viewer may share certain rituals of everyday life with the characters on-
screen, we do not normally hold up banks, try to beat ticking time bombs, 
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rendezvous  under station clocks, appear dramatically late for appointments, 
or hang on to the hands of huge tower clocks like Big Ben.  These are  things 
that  people in movies do. We do not typically smash our clocks  either, which 
happens a lot in The Clock.

The experiential dimension of The Clock is exemplary of what Walter Ben-
jamin describes as innervation: that property of cinema that harnesses the 
body through the senses, bringing the mechanical and the  human into a very 
close encounter. In addition to his reliance on continuity editing and sound 
dissolves, Marclay exploits techniques of suspense and comedy as tropes of 
genre cinema to create this effect. For Benjamin, innervation was both the 
danger and the potential of cinema, which is one of the reasons why I find 
The Clock to be so Benjaminian. It is exploitive in its unabashed appropriation 
of the entertainment value of commercial cinema, and at the same time, the 
work offers critical keys to the undoing of the phantasmagoric through tech-
niques of quotation and montage.

The phantasmagoria on display in The Clock is a very specific one. It can 
almost be described as a documentary on London in the first de cade of the 
twenty- first  century, as the sources for the film clips came from the local video 
stores, and  there is a surprisingly high quotient of British cinema. This is defi-
nitely not “the cinema” in any universal sense. The emphasis on American 
film, followed by British film, West Eu ro pean film, and a thin smattering of 
Asian cinema, is not only limited geo graph i cally and linguistically but is fur-
ther weighted heavi ly  toward postwar cinema and even post-1970s film  after 
that. Although some art cinema is included, the emphasis on narrative feature 

The Clock (Christian Marclay, 2010)
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films puts the emphasis on “low- brow,” genre cinema with a few U.S. tv shows 
such as Mission Impossible (1966–73), er (1994–2009), and The X- Files (1993–
2002) thrown in, prob ably  because that is what was found in the video store.

To criticize the work’s lack of inclusivity is, however, to miss the point. As 
an essay on cinephilia, The Clock represents the phantasmagoria in ruins. The 
film archive, as produced by London video stores circa 2007 to 2010, is culled 
for content rather than its pedigree or representativeness. Visual style comes 
to stand in for historicity, ethnicity, and geography, with sound and montage 
functioning as the glue. In keeping with the mode of found- footage filmmak-
ing, the images are wrested away from their narrative origins and stripped of 
aura, authorship, and narrative significance. On this level, the film opens itself 
up to the kind of mise- en- scène criticism that Adrian Martin claims returns 
with the form of the dispositif. He argues that a new mise- en- scène critical 
method is made pos si ble in which “the integrated arrangement of form and 
content at all levels” is considered. For Martin, this is the failed promise of 
traditional mise- en- scène criticism.41

The Clock in many ways takes us back to the text of Hollywood, but it is a 
broken text, torn from its alibi as a story- telling medium. What this means 
for me is a reading of the work as a pro cession of movie stars subsisting 
within a world of  things. We are returned to the profilmic documentary that 
lurks within  every fiction film. Actors such as Nicolas Cage, John Malko-
vich, and Meryl Streep appear at vari ous stages in their  careers, producing a 
thematic thread of aging. The many names of clocks and watches —  Bulova, 
Rolex, Casio, Gruen, Tisoo, and Caravelle automatic —  are not merely prod-
uct placements but underline the role of commodities in the phantasmagoria 
of Hollywood. When such details move into the foreground and out of the 
background of the image, they become the ruins of the original work, brought 
into legibility in a distant historical moment.

The stylistic variety of timepieces is in fact astonishing and is deeply inte-
grated into the way that The Clock represents time. Within the strict chronology 
of the time of day lies a nonlinear, heterogeneous temporality of historically 
specific design, not only of commodities and material culture but of film style 
itself. The cuts from black and white to color are only the most obvious jux-
taposition of styles of dress, architecture, set design, and be hav ior. The illu-
sion of continuity is constantly, if subtly, undermined by shifts in stock, color 
palettes, and lighting design; the game for the cinephile is to identify not only 
film titles and actors but also time periods.
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The recognition of such historical detail potentially renders the viewer of 
The Clock as a materialist historian, in Benjamin’s sense of the term, which 
is close to what we might now call a cultural anthropologist. Marclay in this 
sense is a ragpicker rather than a curator, and the randomness that seems to 
inform the se lection of source material makes what Benjamin describes as 
“science out of magic.” In “One- Way Street,” he describes the child looking for 
Easter eggs as an engineer disenchanting the gloomy parental apartment.42 
Fragments of narrative are stripped of their mystique in The Clock and ren-
dered as cogs in a machine, which are in turn pieces of historical time. The 
energy and momentum of narrative cinema, along with its rhythms of emo-
tional ups and downs, are laid bare as a succession of temporal increments. 
In “Dream Kitsch: Gloss on Surrealism,” Benjamin argues that kitsch “catches 
hold of objects at their most threadbare and timeworn point.”43

The Clock may evoke the sense of a phantasmagoria in decay, but Marclay 
has eliminated the look of decay by eve ning out and homogenizing the image 
quality and aspect ratios of his clips. Where Andersen in Los Angeles Plays 
Itself (2003) reproduced the grain of poor vhs copies when he first released 
the film, Marclay has almost completely erased such signs of image degrada-
tion (as has Andersen in his Blu- Ray dvd edition).  There is very  little “dust,” 
in other words, on his collection of cinematic artifacts, which renders them 
even more kitsch- like, as souvenirs of the past. Even so, the images are never-
theless “threadbare” and “timeworn” in their revelation of stylistic time. Each 
clip marks a certain point in film history, which also turns out to be cultural 
history —  insofar as fashion, hairstyles, and even modes of be hav ior and ges-
ture signal a moment in time and are read as indexes and traces of the past. 
If, as Benjamin suggests, history decays into images, not stories,44 The Clock 
helps us to better grasp the role of cinema in this pro cess by immersing us in 
a nonlinear cycle of the accumulated debris of the film industry.

Benjamin had nothing to say about cinephilia, of course, given that he 
seems not to have seen many movies. And yet his concept of profane illumi-
nation is a useful means of grasping the critical potential of cinephilia as a 
category of cultural critique. I agree with Willemen that cinephilia must be “a 
question of something being revealed in a social relationship,  because the cin-
ema is a social relationship. Something is being activated and revealed in that 
relationship.”45 In The Clock, the “social” consists of the collective memory 
embedded in film history but also the intensified experience of the pres ent. 
Thus, in the dispositif of The Clock, we need to note the omnipresence of the 
white Ikea sofas and the impossibility of transferring the work to a con ve nient 
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format like the dvd that one could watch at home. The return to the theater, 
or its simulacrum in the gallery, is integral to the work. But as I have already 
noted, the viewing experience is nevertheless doubled and divided between 
one’s own body, routine, and schedule, and the unrelenting momentum of 
the projection, a division that relates in turn to Benjamin’s distinction be-
tween  human experience and the more regulated experience of modernity.46 
Benjamin understood film as a privileged medium where  these two forms of 
experience potentially collide; it could thereby function as a therapeutic tool 
for the poverty of experience endemic to industrial modernity.

As Miriam Hansen has noted, Benjamin’s famous artwork essay under-
went several revisions in which he fi nally ended up placing cinema on the 
side of “experiential poverty.” And yet it is clear that in the second version 
of that essay, he held out some hope for film as a space for “room for play,” 
“for trying out an alternative innervation of technology.”47 In conjunction 
with his conception of the archive, the collector, and the allegorist, it may be 
that such a space remains pos si ble, especially in the dispositif of expanded 
 cinema —  such as an installation like The Clock — as a kind of game. Marclay’s 
proj ect displays an ambivalence regarding the medium that runs parallel to 
Benjamin’s  because it is a popu lar cinema and a mass aesthetic that is being 
both exploited and ruined.

Christian Marclay, still from The Clock, 2010, single channel video with stereo sound, 
twenty- four hours, looped. © Christian Marclay. Courtesy Paula Cooper Gallery, 
New York.
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Among the many remarkable features of The Clock is the way that it creates 
a trance- like sense of continuity, holding the viewer hostage in an unrelent-
ing unfolding of time.  Unless the gallery closes and you get kicked out by 
the guards, the only way to “end” The Clock is to get up and leave. We may 
recall that for Roland Barthes, leaving the movie theater was akin to awak-
ening from a hypnosis, which provoked him to inquire how one could “pry 
oneself away from the mirror?” He advocates  going to the cinema in a state of 
detachment, to be hypnotized by “a distance, and this distance is not an intel-
lectual one. It is, so to speak, an amorous distance.”48 He wants to be “twice 
fascinated” by the image and by its surroundings, including the darkness and 
“the obscure mass of other bodies.” Barthes’s version of cinephilia embraces 
the hypnotic effect of the ideological veil, but he also sees the social, public 
space and the architecture of the theater. Watching The Clock, we are always 
leaving the movie theater, or not.  People constantly coming and  going cre-
ates an atmosphere of “mobile” viewing alongside the fixed gaze of cinematic 
spectatorship; both forms of viewing coexist.

C R Y S T A L  G A Z I N G :  K R I S T A L L

“To dwell” as a transitive verb — as in the notion of 
“indwelt spaces”; herewith an indication of the frenetic 
topicality concealed in habitual be hav ior. It has to do with 
fashioning a shell for ourselves.

 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Proj ect

Christian Marclay was not the first filmmaker to make a film 
about clocks. Christophe Girardet’s one- minute film 60 Seconds (2003) pre-
dates it by seven years. According to Eli Horwatt, it “assem bles shots of clocks 
in an attempt to represent  every second of a minute from across sixty films.”49 
For Horwatt, this constitutes an ironic statement on the superficiality of The 
Clock, which in his view embodies an instrumentalized mode of temporal-
ity, lacking inherent “content.” An even more extreme minimalist version 
of a clock film is Morgan Fisher’s Phi Phenomenon (1968), in which a single 
clock is shown for eleven minutes with no second hand, and all that happens 
is that the minute hand moves eleven minutes. Clearly, we have a spectrum 
of approaches in which the awareness of time is exaggerated at one extreme 
and minimized at the other. The ironic treatment displayed by Girardet, fall-
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ing somewhere between Fisher’s asceticism and Marclay’s excess, is carried 
through all his work with found footage, particularly his collaborations with 
Matthias Müller.

In Home Stories (1990), Müller’s groundbreaking collage of fragments from 
Hollywood  women’s films, the archive of narrative cinema began to yield un-
foreseen trea sures. This film has been recognized as marking a real shift in 
found- footage filmmaking.50 I believe that it is also one of the first video es-
says insofar as Müller used tv extracts from Hollywood melodramas to pres ent 
a close analy sis of the repetitions of gestures, facial expressions, and framings 
that repeatedly occur in 1950s American  women’s films and melodramas. The 
result is a collage that is both instructive and emotionally moving. In Kristall 
and Phoenix Tapes, Müller collaborated with Girardet to make a more “spec-
tacular” digital collage along the same lines as Home Stories, and the two films 
enable us to pursue further the relation between archiveology and critical 
cinephilia.

In the con temporary media sphere, the mash-up and the scratch video have 
exploited the potential of the phantasmagoria in ruins for a variety of uses, 
including the vj “wall paper” appropriations and the more academic- inclined 
audiovisual essays that appear in online journals such as [In]Transition, nec-
sus, and Vectors. Moreover, one finds dozens of homages to movies and stars 
made by fans and cinephiles that are routinely posted to YouTube and rou-
tinely removed for copyright violation. Audiovisual essays manage to avoid 
the need for permissions by publishing  under fair use guidelines. Such es-
says are usually accompanied by written texts and/or explanations by curators 
for their merits and academic value. The form is so new that [In]Transition 
also publishes peer- reviewed commentaries in order to develop the discourse 
around the new forms of knowledge embedded in this work.

Walter Benjamin’s name is frequently cited in the paratextual commentary 
surrounding video essays. To take just one example, in the introduction to a 
program of audiovisual essays at the Frankfurt Filmmuseum in 2013, Vinzenz 
Hediger described Benjamin’s conception of criticism as “a kind of experi-
ment performed on the work of art which awakens the art work’s inherent 
potential for reflection, through which the work acquires a consciousness of 
itself.”51 It is impor tant to contextualize this notion of criticism, which Benja-
min did not simply “develop” from German Romanticism but theorized from 
a specifically post- Romanticist critical view. His own exemplary contribution 
to the critical proj ect was his essay on Goethe’s Elective Affinities.52 His critical 
experiment consists in a kind of vio lence against the work in which he seeks 



162 Chapter 5

to escape the aestheticism of the Romantics. Rochlitz describes Benjamin’s 
approach as follows: “Goethe’s novel is interpreted both as the testimony of a 
culture that remained prey to the obscurity of pagan myths and as a sublime 
attempt to wrench  free of it, and thus as a privileged moment in the break with 
‘destiny.’ Before the messianic end of history, art alone is capable of making 
this break, and it is incumbent upon criticism to pres ent the break in order to 
bring us closer to that end.”53

In Benjamin’s writings of this period (the early 1920s, around the same time 
he was writing about language and translation), he used the vocabulary of 
romantic aesthetics, including the concepts of truth and beauty. The latter 
he treats in terms of the concept of “semblance” and equates more or less with 
the fallen state of language; but he nevertheless pursues the notion of truth 
through the critical act, designed as an intervention aimed at recognizing 
a truth value that the artist may not him or herself be able to recognize. His-
torical distance certainly helps in this activity, and even  here, Benjamin spec-
ifies that it is the “afterlife” of the artwork that he is most interested in. The 
question for con temporary modes of criticism, such as the audiovisual essay 
and archiveology more broadly, is how does this post- Romanticism manifest 
itself in con temporary media culture?

One way of answering this question is offered by the film Kristall (2006) by 
Girardet and Müller. This piece was included in the Frankfurt festival of au-
diovisual essays from which the Hediger essay comes.54 It was included along-
side such diverse works as Rose Hobart (Joseph Cornell, 1936), Club Video 
(Philip Brophy, 1985), Alone, Life Wastes Andy Hardy (Martin Arnold, 1998), 
and Ozu//Passageways (Kogonada, 2012). The programmers of this series, 
Adrian Martin and Christina Álverez López, mixed a range of experimental 
films and video essays, all of which are based in clips from narrative cinema, 
mainly “classical cinema” within a global perspective. In other words, they are 
films that are speaking back to the phantasmagoria.

Kristall is an especially in ter est ing example of this practice,  because it is 
working specifically with ele ments of melodrama, which might be considered 
a twentieth- century descendent of the romanticism that informed Benjamin’s 
thinking. In one of the most influential theories of melodrama, Peter Brooks 
describes the mode as “an aesthetics of astonishment” and a “text of mute-
ness,” and identifies its “center of interest” in the “ ‘moral occult,’ the domain 
of operative spiritual values.” He compares this hidden domain to the Freud-
ian unconscious and its pro cesses of revelation and meaning- making to the 
domain of the signified, submerged or latent within the surface expressions of 
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signifiers that are terminally incomplete. Melodrama constitutes a form spe-
cific to the secular world of bourgeois values: a “repository of the fragmentary 
and desacralized remnants of sacred myth.”55

As an expressionist form, melodrama serves a valuable role in media cul-
ture as a narrativization of conflicting values, victimization, power, gender, 
sexuality, and race —  deeply rooted prob lems that are never neatly or fi nally 
resolved but continue to emerge in new forms at  every historical juncture. 
As Linda Williams puts it, melodrama “has most powerfully articulated the 
moral structures of feeling that animates the goals of justice” in American 
demo cratic culture.56 The modality of melodrama, in other words, is an ex-
cellent means of bringing together the themes of phantasmagoria, criticism, 
and allegorical ruins that inform archiveology. In Benjamin’s writing,  these 
ideas are intrinsically linked together, even if he did not specifically articu-
late their relationships. The fragmentation of melodrama renders it allegorical 
and conforms with Benjamin’s advocacy of a critical practice that is at once 
destructive but also respectful of  those deeply buried truths that may have 
been hidden from original authors and artists. As an audiovisual essay —  and 
as an experimental film —  Kristall performs a critical operation on classical 
forms of film melodrama. As archiveology, it performs a dialectical operation 
on the phantasmagoria of narrative cinema in its most sensual, affective, and 
emotional form.

Kristall is exemplary of how found- footage filmmaking constitutes in itself 
a form of research. Girardet and Müller have excelled (in this and many other 
works) in working through the Hollywood archive to collect and compile se-
ries of gestures, expressions, poses, compositions, and spaces that enable a 
return to the clichés of classical cinema with new eyes and ears. In Kristall, 
they have selected moments in mirrored bedrooms where men and  women 
see themselves and see each other.  These wordless encounters are loaded with 
anx i eties and tensions, suspicion, fear, and vague forms of pensive apprehen-
sion. The pleasures of narcissism are infused with the paraphernalia of the 
bourgeois boudoir: jewels, makeup, luxurious hair, and Baroque furnishings. 
The filmmakers have pulled out the empty moments, times of waiting, expec-
tation, solitude, and boredom, the moments just before and just  after the “big 
moments,” which are themselves limited to shots of mirrors being smashed.

The figures in Kristall are in some cases familiar friends, including both 
American and Eu ro pean stars, from Ingrid Bergman and Elizabeth Taylor to 
Jeanne Moreau, Sophia Loren, Kirk Douglas, Anthony Perkins, and many 
 others whose names are elusive, triggering memories that are just out of reach 



164 Chapter 5

of films we may or may not have actually seen.  These  people live in the lan-
guage of cinema, within the frames of reduplicated mirror images, within the 
spaces of win dows and doors, the sounds of tinkling, crashing, and omi-
nous soundtrack  music. Girardet and Müller have not only compiled  these 
fragments with virtuoso editing techniques; they have slightly distorted the 
rephotographed montage so that the images are slightly destabilized. Their 
small distortions accentuate the melancholic dreamy atmosphere in which 
 these men and  women subsist.

The short film climaxes with a series of forty- three quick shots of  women 
turning away from their mirrors, turning with anticipation, as if something 
has caught their eye or their ear.  These brief movements are followed by a 
series of shots of pensive men, and then the men start appearing  behind the 
 women, reflected in their mirrors as they enter the space of the bedroom. A 
final sequence of shattered mirrors, punched in anger by both men and 
 women, further fragments the image into shards of vio lence. The film ends 
with a three- sided full- length mirror miraculously reconstructed in reverse 
motion from its shattered pieces, reflecting an empty, shadowed bedroom.

This remarkable film has the effect of abstracting a set of gestures from 
the image bank of “industrial cinema” and returning them to a collective 
subjectivity. It speaks to many conventions of gendered be hav ior, commod-
ity capitalism, ideals of beauty, and literary tropes of loss and desire, not to 
mention the melodramatic dynamics of hysteria, repression, and home. The 

Joan Fontaine in Kristall (Christoph Girardet and Matthias Müller, 2006)
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filmmakers first saw Hollywood films on German tele vi sion as kids, and Mül-
ler suggests that as a gay artist he was first drawn to this material  because of 
its depiction of the American home as a claustrophobic “ women’s prison.”57 
Regarding Home Stories, he says, “I also envy  these female characters their 
privilege of being able to live out their emotions uninhibitedly on the domes-
tic stage, through their large, expansive gestures.”58

Indeed, Girardet and Müller’s film practice is in keeping with a larger 
 development in experimental and in de pen dent cinema that Roger Hallas de-
scribes as “gay cinephilia.” He identifies a number of works that “approach the 
visual archive of popu lar culture as a rich source of affect, rather than merely 
as site for ideological analy sis.”59 He claims that the aids crisis has provoked 
the tendency  toward loss and melancholia alongside a tendency to “queer” the 
archive through creative misreadings. Kristall may have come out of this con-
stellation of cultural politics and aesthetics, but I also think it points beyond 
identity politics to a broader conception of the “dreaming collective.” The rep-
etition of surprisingly similar gestures underlines the commodity character of 
genre cinema, and when they are reconfigured as ritual, they produce some-
thing close to that messianic, theological, or spiritual sense of recognition that 
Benjamin associates with revolutionary energies.

Giorgio Agamben has said that the  human face is the sole location of truth 
 because “what  human beings truly are is nothing other than this dissimulation 
and this disquietude within the appearance.” He claims that “the task of politics 

Barbara Stanwyck in Kristall (Christoph Girardet and Matthias Müller, 2006)
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is to return appearance itself to appearance, to cause appearance itself to ap-
pear.”60 This, I would argue, is the achievement of Kristall. Benjamin’s phantas-
magoria is expertly reassembled as an invitation to the viewer to discover an-
other form of experience within the public sphere of the “culture industry.” We 
enter into a trance- like state, induced by the iconic aura of movie stars and the 
glitter of their de cadent world, but we are invited to find something  else  there, 
in the interstices of hysteria and narcissism.  Whether we name this something 
 else as “affect,” as gesture with neither means nor ends —  pure mediality, in 
Agamben’s words — or as Erlebnis (experience) in Benjamin’s, the film has the 
effect of an awakening. Returning at the end to the empty, waiting, mirrored 
image, deeply shadowed and multiply fragmented, Girardet and Müller defer 
the revolutionary moment. And yet the strategies and aesthetics of this power-
ful film serve as a model for a film criticism that has likewise returned to the 
archive of film history in the spirit of critical reflection.

As a form of archiveology, Kristall may help to indicate how Benjamin’s 
theory of the dialectical image can produce historical insight. Returning to 
the archive of the collective unconscious can be a critical means of his-
toriographic activism, a means of excavating the dreamworld of commodity 
capitalism for a renewed humanism. The thoroughly mediated experiences 
that can be found  there provide templates for the utopian promises of moder-
nity that subsist within the catastrophe and perpetual emergency of the early 
twenty- first  century.

The techniques that Benjamin proposes for an “awakening” from the 
dreamworlds of commodity culture are never far from reach. An awareness 
of the dialectical —  the Copernican turn of remembrance — is embedded in 
the fundamentally collective nature of the phantasmagoria. “The dreaming 
collective,” he argues, “communes with its own insides” through the arcades, 
as the sleeper communes with their inner organs. Further, “we must follow in 
its wake so as to expound the nineteenth  century — in fashion and advertis-
ing, in buildings and politics — as the outcome of its dream vision.”61 As criti-
cal theory, Benjamin’s program is predicated on the nightmare as well as the 
utopian dreamscape, finding them always firmly enmeshed and embedded 
within each other’s imagery.

We know from the artwork essay how the fine line between the right and 
the left with re spect to the modernity of the cinema is emblematically noted 
by Walter Benjamin: “The violation of the masses, whom fascism, with its 
Fuhrer cult, forces to their knees, has its counterpart in the violation of an 
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apparatus which is pressed into serving the production of ritual values.”62 If 
we are able to recognize American classical melodrama as a kind of kitsch, we 
may be better prepared to identify the utopian within the ideological. Benja-
min describes kitsch as an “explosive” property of film. He explains, “For de-
veloping, living forms, what  matters is that they have within them something 
stirring, useful, ultimately heartening —  that they take ‘kitsch’ dialectically up 
into themselves, and hence bring themselves near to the masses while yet sur-
mounting the kitsch.”63

The phrase “brushing history against the grain” evokes the symptomatic 
reading of melodrama as a modernist form (Brooks, Geoffrey Nowell- Smith, 
Elsaesser, Mulvey), but it is also a phrase used by Walter Benjamin in his essay 
“On the Concept of History.” In fact, it is fundamental to Benjamin’s notion 
of cultural history, which he elaborates in more methodological detail in his 
1937 essay on Eduard Fuchs. In Fuchs, Benjamin recognizes the appreciation 
of “anonymous artists” and the mass arts that refute the cult of the leader 
embodied in the fetish of “the master’s name.”64 Writing in 1937, Benjamin 
imputed a certain urgency to a critical methodology that would “blast apart” 
the historicist’s method of studying cultural history as an “inventory which 
humanity has preserved to the pres ent day.”65

M E L O D R A M A ,  A L L E G O R Y,  A N D  T H E  F R A G M E N T

Just as tragedy marks the transition from historical 
to dramatic time, the mourning play represents the 
transition from dramatic time to musical time.

 Walter Benjamin, “Trauerspiel and Tragedy,”  

in Selected Writings, vol. 1

Both Kristall and Home Stories are inventories, on one level, of 
the gestures and be hav iors typical of melodrama. As collections of scenes and 
shots, they underline the formulaic repetitions of genre cinema; at the same 
time, something of the affective register of  these gestures is nevertheless pre-
served, precisely in the signs of mediation that interfere with the “directness” 
of conventional melodramatic language. In Home Stories, Müller has retained 
the video “noise” and pixilation of the material borrowed from broadcast tv. 
Despite his use of full- blown movie  music enhancing the themes of suspense, 
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melancholy, and despair, we are still seeing through a veil of technological media. 
In Kristall, the mediations are created through the digital effects that enhance 
the fragility of the image as the soundtrack tinkles with delicate sounds of 
crystals and jewels that almost seem to be produced by the shiny surfaces of 
mirrors and  women’s jewelry. Both films are thus not only about the imagery 
of melodrama —  women in their bedrooms, men and  women expressing fear, 
desire, anxiety, and melancholy —  they also play with the repre sen ta tional 
strategies of the genre, including reflections,  music, and repetition.

In Kristall, the appropriated images are crystal clear in their reproduc-
tive glory, with high- contrast shadows, glowing colors, and deeply con-
structed spaces, but the digital effects make them appear tangible, fragile, and 
unstable —  surfaces vulnerable to breakage and dissolution.  These signs of media-
tion operate as an overlay, preserving the melodramatic language of gesture 
as being on the verge of disappearance; the images are ruins of their former 
selves, as if they  were transient. Thus, even though this is not celluloid, Girar-
det and Müller endow the images with the sense that they are being rescued, 
and temporarily sal vaged, from amnesia. Moreover, the film suggests strongly 
that this effect of loss, melancholia, and redemption is an effect of the melo-
dramatic mode itself.

In Peter Brooks’s influential account of the “classical melodrama” of the 
early nineteenth  century, he describes it as a play of “pure, exteriorized 
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signs.”66 For him, melodrama “ handles its feelings and ideas virtually as plas-
tic entities, visual and tactile models held out for all to see and  handle.”67 It 
partakes of a form of excess for the sake of a directness of expression that is 
not available by other means: “Desire cries aloud its language in identifica-
tion with full states of being. . . .  Desire triumphs over the world of substitute- 
formations and detours, it achieves plenitude of meaning.”68 He goes so far 
as to say that the language of gesture in melodrama cannot be accounted for 
by semiotics: the signifier and signified are overlayed. Melodrama is, fi nally, 
a language without a code, or at least for Brooks, it points to the possibility of 
such a “naturalized” mode of expression, even if  there remains a gap, a break 
in meaningfulness that, as a modernist mode, remains incomplete: “In the 
gap of the language code, the grandiose, melodramatic gesture is a gesturing 
 toward a tenor both grandiose and ineffable. Consequently, it is inaccurate to 
speak of decoding such a gesture; we must rather decipher it, follow its direc-
tions, rename its indications in our translation.”69

The 1950s film melodramas sampled by Girardet and Müller are in many 
ways a diff er ent form than the theater productions discussed by Brooks, espe-
cially in their reconfiguration of Manichean polarities. Moral oppositions are 
far less clear- cut, and virtue is often recognized too late or not at all. Melodrama 
of the 1950s is more often about the failures of liberal idealism. As Thomas El-
saesser explains, “The best American melodramas of the fifties [are] not only 
critical social documents but genuine tragedies, despite, or rather  because of, 
the ‘happy ending’: they rec ord some of the agonies that have accompanied 
the demise of the ‘affirmative culture.’ ”70 By the time melodrama became rec-
ognized as an American art cinema, and directors such as Douglas Sirk and 
Vincente Minnelli  were championed as auteurs, some decoding had clearly 
been  going on. Melodrama was redeemed, in other words, when it was read 
“against the grain” and became ironic. As Linda Williams has noted, the ca-
pacity of melodrama to generate emotion in audiences was somewhat over-
looked in  favor of its formal tropes of excess and its critical ironies71 —  thus 
Elsaesser’s use of the term best to distinguish good melodramas from bad. In 
fact, melodrama is a place where both pathos and critique can be located, and 
as a modality (rather than a genre), it has key effects of doubling and critical 
distance precisely  because of its play with visual, nonlinguistic language that 
gives it an openness and directness drawing on the powers of desire and psy-
chological expression.

By breaking melodrama down into its component parts of direct expres-
sion, amplified through ritualistic repetition, Kristall enables a recognition of 
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the strug gle that lies at the heart of melodramatic language. It is a strug gle for 
ethical and moral recognition that is almost by definition blocked by repres-
sive forms of cultural institutions —  and its critical potential lies precisely in 
the illumination of  those forces of repression. In the fragmentation of melo-
drama, I would like to suggest, it becomes an allegorical modality that we can 
further link to strategies of pastiche, irony, and critique. At the same time, the 
experiential values of kitsch and innervation that Benjamin associates with 
film are still operative. In fact, as an allegorical form, the inherent parallels 
between Benjamin’s theory of allegory, as he developed it in his book The Ori-
gin of German Tragic Drama (Trauerspiel), and film melodrama are arguably 
brought to light.

In the Trauerspiel, Benjamin was writing about German Baroque drama, 
produced in the seventeenth  century, one hundred years before the French 
melodramas analyzed by Peter Brooks. However, both writers describe their 
respective theatrical styles as dissolving or evolving eventually into opera in 
the  later part of the nineteenth  century.72 Trauerspiel and classical stage melo-
drama are perceived as fallen forms of mythic tragedy in which myth and 
heroism have given way to more secular forms grounded in history. Both are 
described as modes of writing that express truth and knowledge that are un-
available to spoken and written language. Benjamin and Brooks render their 
respective theatrical styles as already modern, or perhaps as having deep af-
finities with modern styles that are only perceptible in their afterlives, from 
the perspective of modernity.

Although both are dealing with modes of tragic drama in which heroism 
is displaced by secular issues of morality and ethics, a key difference is that 
Brooks’s melodrama is considerably more sunny, with the triumph of vir-
tue emerging from the machinations of evil and the resulting confirmation 
restoring the balance of civil society. Benjamin’s version of tragic drama is 
more bleak, although he certainly recognized the key role of the “allegory of 
resurrection” by which Chris tian ity appropriated the allegorical mode. He is 
interested in the under lying signification of death and damnation within the 
drama of salvation and redemption, which he argues is the privileged realm 
of allegory. In the “about turn” of the resurrection, allegory loses its melancholy 
immersion, its indulgence in the world of  things, including the bones and ruins 
of bodies and buildings.73 George Steiner points to the influence of the Warburg 
Institute on Benjamin’s theorization of Trauerspiel as a fragmentary form.74 
Brooks’s melodrama is not a fragmentary form but it is highly technological, 
exploiting all the latest dramaturgical effects of lighting and staging mecha-
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nisms to produce sensational effects. The transition of melodrama from stage 
to screen in the  silent era also took advantage of the full repertoire of film 
technologies, including montage (especially cross- cutting) and lighting for 
sensational dramatic effects, highlighting ethical conflicts and moral quan-
daries.75 Postwar film melodrama in the hands of directors such as Sirk and 
Minnelli, however, begins to be less and less “resolved” and more and more 
“excessive,” giving rise to a complex modality that critics have long judged to 
be “Brechtian,” while the spectacular effects have kept the mode more or less 
mainstream.76

For Benjamin, the Trauerspiel becomes a form of writing for the allegorist; it 
lends itself to allegory, even while it can also lend itself to salvation and redemp-
tion, the happy ending of the resurrection. Trauerspiel is inherently double, and 
is thus the basis of Benjamin’s theory of criticism as a mode of mortification: 
“Allegories become dated,  because it is part of their nature to shock. If the ob-
ject becomes allegorical  under the gaze of melancholy, if melancholy  causes 
life to flow out of it and it remains  behind dead, but eternally secure, then it 
is exposed to the allegorist; it is unconditionally in his power. That is to say, it 
is now quite incapable of issuing any meaning or significance of its own; such 
significance it has, it acquires from the allegorist.”77 Benjamin’s theory of alle-
gory is subsequently developed into the concepts of shock and montage in his 
analy sis of modernity, but in the seventeenth  century, the discontinuities per-
tain to the production of meaning. Christine Buci- Glucksmann also describes 
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Benjamin’s Trauerspiel as a meta phor of the world as theater, noting that in the 
“specific temporality of the baroque . . .  the gulf between real ity and illusion 
cannot be bridged: theatre now knows itself to be theatre.”78

For Benjamin, the German mourning play shared something with the Jew-
ish lamentation and offered a space where he could perform an analy sis of the 
role of historical materialism in language. In an early essay, he says that the 
mourning play (the Trauerspiel) is “ennobled by the distance which every-
where separates image and mirror- image, the signifier and the signified.”79 
The distance, or splitting, that he refers to is specifically temporal, historical, 
and mortal: “The mourning play is in  every re spect a hybrid form. The univer-
sality of its time is spectral, not mythic.” But it is nevertheless a form based on 
feeling, sensation, and the immediacy of  music: “The mourning play is built 
not on the foundation of  actual language but on the consciousness of the unity 
that language achieves through feeling, a unity that unfolds in words.”80 The 
Origin of German Tragic Drama is not only a critique of Romanticism; it is a 
development of Benjamin’s theory of language on the horizon of modernity. 
Thus, as Rochlitz puts it: “The allegorical turns out to be a poetic response to 
the degradation that language undergoes in the instrumental conception that 
modernity gives to it.”81 In other words, Benjamin sketches the contours of 
a language of sensory expression that is unfixed in codified language, a lan-
guage that can articulate truths that are unavailable or inexpressible in spoken 
language. This language has more recently been taken up by vari ous theorists 
as a language of gesture.

The parallels with Brooks’s theory of nineteenth- century melodrama pertain 
to the ways in which the language of gesture evolved into late twentieth- century 
cinema. The tropes of the “text of muteness,” “the aesthetics of astonishment,” 
and “the melodramatic imagination” have clearly been translated into new 
technologies of repre sen ta tion, often through strategies of remaking, revis-
iting, and reworking melodramatic conventions: Luchino Visconti’s appro-
priation of opera in Senso (1954), Derek Jarman’s appropriation of Caravaggio 
in Caravaggio (1986), Martin Scorsese’s appropriation of nineteenth- century 
painting in The Age of Innocence (1993), and Todd Haynes’s appropriation of 
Sirk in Far from Heaven (2002), not to mention Rainer Werner Fassbinder’s 
seminal appropriation of Sirk in Ali: Fear Eats the Soul (1974).  These texts ex-
emplify the mortifying effects of melodrama as a critical form of allegory —  and 
many more examples could be offered as well.

Both Benjamin’s allegory and postwar film melodrama are fallen forms, 
pointing to historical failures and disappointments within a language of 
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nonverbal signs, including gesture,  music, and tableau. The unspoken “nou-
menal” realm of meaning that is Brooks’s “moral occult” is in many ways 
a cipher for Benjamin’s aura that is produced in the shocks of dialectical 
montage —  which is to suggest, on the one hand, that Benjamin’s theory is 
itself melodramatic; and, on the other, that Brooks’s aesthetics may point to 
the linguistic character of archiveology. The return to the classical period on 
the part of so many filmmakers has effectively transformed the Hollywood 
archive into an inventory of fragments and ruins that can speak to the many 
failures and disappointments of the past. In keeping with Benjamin’s histori-
ography,  these allegories of hell may enable us to conceive of a diff er ent kind 
of cinema of the  future.

Christine Gledhill has suggested that melodrama is best conceived as an 
“umbrella genre” for the classical cinema that enables us to recognize its cen-
tral role in negotiating social and cultural conflicts and differences, and is 
thus more of a mode than a genre: “The notion of modality, like register in 
socio- linguistics, defines a specific mode of aesthetic articulation adaptable 
across a range of genres, across de cades, and across national cultures.”82 For 
her, “genre cinema personifies social forces as psychic energies,” which give 
rise to a pro cess by which melodrama, as a modality, is necessarily double. 
On one level, “ideologies provide material for symbolic actions” —  which is to 
say that the films are ideologically constructed. On another level, though, “the 
aesthetic pro cess hands back to the social affective experience and moral per-
ceptions.” In other words, melodrama lends itself to misreadings and it can be 
frequently remade, reconstructed, and reread differently by “audiences, schol-
ars, students, and critics.”83

To bring this discussion back to the video essay as archiveology, it should 
be evident that Benjamin’s theory of allegory is not simply a concept of the 
fragment. It is about expressive fragments that may be assembled into a theat-
rical language that is detached and “fallen” but is nevertheless a language and 
a mode of writing. It is not “dramatic” as tragedy is but spectacular, with sig-
nificantly diff er ent implications for spectatorship: “The spectator of tragedy is 
summoned, and is justified, by the tragedy itself; the Trauerspiel, in contrast, 
has to be understood from the point of view of the onlooker.”84 As a form of 
expression, it embodies a temporality of mortification in which the more dead 
it is, the more meaningful it becomes, and of course, vice versa. Gledhill’s 
concept of double articulation is a means of perceiving the film fragment as 
belonging to another point in time, while gaining significance in its new con-
texts of production and reception.
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P H O E N I X  T A P E S :  T H E  P H A N T A S M A G O R I A  I N  R U I N S

Cinema leads images back to the homeland of gesture.

 Giorgio Agamben, Means without End

Benjamin’s concept of destructive criticism is particularly rel-
evant to Girardet and Müller’s video essay Phoenix Tapes (1999), a six- part 
analy sis of forty films of Alfred Hitchcock. While on one level the video is 
clearly about patterns and themes specific to Hitchcock, even the psy chol ogy 
of the auteur himself, it may also be read as an analy sis of the cinematic phan-
tasmagoria more generally. Hitchcock was the seminal figure in the elabora-
tion of psycho- semiotic film theory for good reasons, and the “ruination” or 
dissection of his practice in Phoenix Tapes arguably has significant implica-
tions for the archiveology of the classical mode in general.

In the six diff er ent sections of Phoenix Tapes, the  human body is caught up 
within the cinematic apparatus in contrasting ways. Each episode or “tape” of 
the work, which originated as a six- channel installation, features what Ben-
jamin would describe as an interplay between technology and humanity. As 
Federico Windhausen has aptly put it, Girardet and Müller effectively reorder 
the jigsaw pieces of Hitchcock’s extremely precise shooting style through a 
“formal intricacy” that is “indicative of an incisive understanding of the ways in 
which the viewer’s attention can be guided.” Phoenix Tapes, he argues, “builds 
up the connotational richness of Hitchcock’s sounds and images in individual 
units.”85 The collection of puzzle pieces drawn from Hitchcock’s oeuvre are 
fragments of film language that not only feature images and sounds but con-
vey the experiences of anticipation, duration, and anxiety that are characteris-
tic of the cinematic spectatorship constructed in the classical mode.

Phoenix Tapes is thus an example of critical cinephilia in the precision of its 
analy sis and its destruction of the phantasmagoria. Moreover, insofar as the 
filmmakers have included some of the less well- known and less well- regarded 
of Hitchcock’s films, including quite a number of titles from the 1930s and 
 later films such as Topaz (1969) and Torn Curtain (1966), the video indulges 
in the kitschier end of the oeuvre. As a study of film language and as an exem-
plary video essay, Phoenix Tapes underscores the role of gesture in the human- 
apparatus interface of the phantasmagoria in ruins. For Benjamin, the actor 
serves as a kind of canary in the coalmine of technology, testing the limits of 
humanity within the apparatus, providing spectators with an opportunity to 
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confront their own self- alienation within technical modernity.86 The audience 
may be able to control the body in the machine by reassembling the pieces of 
the per for mance, but the advantages of this control  will only be apparent once 
film has “liberated itself from the fetters of cap i tal ist exploitation.”87 Violation 
of copyright and the appropriation of industrial products by the avant- garde 
may be precisely the opening that is required. Phoenix Tapes was in fact com-
missioned by Modern Art Oxford as part of a Hitchcock exhibit (with cred-
its for the film titles at the end), and, like Marclay, presumably bypassed the 
copyright issue by virtue of the gallery context.

The first episode of Phoenix Tapes, “Rutland,” consists of long shots and 
establishing shots, figures in “grounds” such as Cary Grant in the cornfield 
and Paul Newman crossing the ornate floor of the Alte Nationalgalerie in 
Berlin in Torn Curtain (both of  these shots are repeated several times). A 
sparse soundtrack and black- out inserts add an eerie atmosphere to this epi-
sode, with footsteps echoing in empty rooms accentuating the emptiness of 
the spaces. Shots of directional arrows only add to the disorientation of the 
viewer, who is not drawn into the spaces but offered a series of differentiated 
architectural, geographic, and urban spaces through which vari ous characters 
(or actors) in vari ous films move. The gesture performed in “Rutland” is the 
gesture of the body in space; the affinities between architecture and cinema 
are foregrounded in the ways that disparate shots repeatedly fail to draw the 
viewer into a diegetic space. We fail to follow the actors but they are neverthe-
less swallowed up into their respective spaces by virtue of camera movements 
and  angles.

In “The Burden of Proof,” Girardet and Müller use sound more functionally 
than in the first episode.  Here we move into close-up as each shot features an 
object, a body part, or a  thing. The repertoire of thinglike shots is similar to 
that of () a.k.a. Parentheses with the addition of sound — an addition that ren-
ders the shots more sensory and experiential so that they are not only a collec-
tion of objects but also a collection of effects. We hear fragments of voices and 
the sounds of texture and the weight of objects as well as bits of soundtrack 
 music that are frequently familiar. Many shots include the hands of charac-
ters in action, packing suitcases, opening doors, writing notes, driving, or 
 handling objects of vari ous kinds. The inventory of  things —  including notes, 
cards, and lists —  that circulate in Hitchcock’s oeuvre is remarkably similar 
to Morgan Fisher’s inventory in (). The sequence once again underlines the 
thinglike status of a shot in archive- based cinema. But it also takes the align-
ment further, to underscore the role of gesture.
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When Agamben writes that “cinema leads images back to the homeland 
of gesture,” he is inspired by Benjamin’s notion of the dialectical image. 
Gesture is the means by which the image reaches beyond itself “to a  whole 
of which it is a part” —  but only in the form of an antinomy, the other half 
of which corresponds to the “recollection seized by voluntary memory.”88 
The image as gesture is at once “isolated” or marked by its pastness and 
at the same time infused with the magic of a potential awakening to new 
meaning.89 For Agamben, gesture not only intercedes between means and 
ends; it also constitutes a mode of communication: a “communication of a 
communicability.” The gesture, he says, “has nothing to say  because what it 
shows is the being- in- language of  human beings as pure mediality.”90 The 
“pure mediality” of cinematic gesture is, moreover, derived by Agamben 
from Benjamin’s theory of language that is not reducible to any par tic u lar 
grammar.91

Hitchcock’s mobilization of the cinematic image for a mode of power ful 
seduction is deconstructed in part 3 of Phoenix Tapes —  “Derailed.” This sec-
tion is entirely in black and white, including segments from films originally 
in color such as Vertigo and Marnie, and is accompanied by a continuous 
soundtrack of sampled sounds from the movies, with screeching train wheels 
featured prominently. Returning repeatedly to a looped segment from Spell-
bound in which Gregory Peck is sleeping, dreaming, and waking, the episode 
has a dreamlike, trance- like effect, despite the disparate images. The power of 
cinema is evoked by the speeding trains, the falling bodies, and the zombielike 
crowds staring back at the camera. The episode strongly evokes Benjamin’s 
concept of “innervation” in its surreal conjunction of trance, suspense, fear, 
and thrills. At the same time, the mechanisms of such an appeal are laid bare 
and aligned with industrial modernity. The elimination of color tends to as-
sign this sequence to prewar cinema (or pre-1950s cinema) and the interwar 
period in which Benjamin himself was immersed.

“Gesture” in this sequence corresponds not only to bodies interacting with 
the apparatus but spectators as well, drawn into and repelled by the river of 
images that includes men falling from trains (The Lady Vanishes), from high 
buildings (Vertigo), and into the bottomless abyss of the dreamwork (Spell-
bound). The episode also includes shots of anonymous expressionless  faces 
and multiple close- ups of actors/characters. For Agamben, the face is a special 
kind of gesture, as the mask that strategically mediates between truth and 
simulation. It is a key mode of revelation of language itself and the means by 
which language appropriates nature.92
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Agamben’s theorization of gesture, in which he draws not only on Benjamin 
but also Debord and Warburg, two other proponents of the collage mode, is 
directed  toward a utopian form of communication in which  human experi-
ence would flourish without sovereignty or po liti cal straitjackets: “Politics 
is the sphere neither of an end in itself nor of means subordinated to an end; 
rather, it is the sphere of a pure mediality without end intended as the field of 
 human action and of  human thought.”93 An audiovisual work such as Phoe-
nix Tapes is not  going to single- handedly introduce the kind of language that 
Agamben imagines, but it might be a place where we can “encounter our own 
linguistic nature inverted.”94

Thomas Elsaesser has described Phoenix Tapes as the “optical unconscious” 
of genre cinema. This dimension of the video emerges in episodes 4 and 5, “Why 
 Don’t You Love Me?” and “The Bedroom,” where the gender dynamics of Hitch-
cock’s cinema are brought to the fore. As Elsaesser notes, the “compulsive rep-
etitions of identical gestures, identical turns of phrase and facial expressions,” 
are not only common to the work of a single auteur but point to deeper anx i-
eties and desires within the larger corpus of genre cinema. While the monstrous 
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 mothers that appear in episode 4 are perhaps more symptomatic of Hitchcock 
than of any other director, the Oedipal drama is endemic to American cinema.

“Why  Don’t You Love Me?” features the repetitive “nursery rhyme” from 
the end of Marnie: “ Mother,  mother, I am ill” is played over the many Hitch-
cockian protagonists with domineering  mothers. The misogyny with which 
this episode concludes underlines the intrinsic relations between vio lence and 
sexual anxiety that underscore Hitchcock’s cinema and, arguably, the thriller 
genre more generally. Joseph Cotton in Shadow of a Doubt is juxtaposed with 
the skeletal  mother from Psycho,  after which hysterical laughter and circus 
 music carry over a series of male protagonists, each of whom we may recall 
as being slightly psychotic, ending with a man in blackface, as if to under-
score the perversity that underlies this form of entertainment. And yet the 
critical perspective that this video opens up can also lead to the showcas-
ing and recognition of some of the outstanding character actors who played 
Hitchcock’s monstrous  mothers, including Jessie Royce Landis (North by 
Northwest), Leopoldine Konstantin (Notorious), Marion Lorne (Strangers on 
a Train), and Louise Latham (Marnie).  These are  women whose per for mances 
have been historically overlooked, and the video has created a critical cultural 
space whereby they can be named, recognized, and “revealed.” In archival 
film practices, when we recognize  faces they are more often of actors than 
characters — or we may be led to inquire who the actor is, rather than who the 
character is. Familiarity tends to trump fiction, supporting Agamben’s obser-
vation that the face offers a kind of opening into communication.

In episode 5, “Bedroom,” the  women are more often recognizable stars (Tippi 
Hedren, Grace Kelly, et al.) and so are the men, although  toward the end of the 
episode, bodies become more prominent than  faces. This section of Phoenix 
Tapes is another variation on the theme of Home Stories and Kristall —  women 
in the boudoir. This time, the series escalates slowly, as kissing scenes transition 
to  women looking extremely concerned over the shoulders of the men they are 
embracing. The soundtrack begins with silence and gradually builds up a grind-
ing, mechanical, threatening rhythm. (Dirk Schaefer, who scored Kristall, is 
credited for the soundtrack for this episode.) The anxiety culminates in a rapid 
finale of shots suggesting that  women are being strangled, raped, and killed, 
ending with a bangle- adorned arm falling limp with a brief jangle.

Is this a critique of the systemic sexual vio lence of Hitchcock’s cinema? Or 
is it an observation of it? Girardet and Müller are well versed in Hitchcock 
scholarship, including the psycho- semiotic critique that proliferated in the 
1980s,95 and so  there is no reason not to read the sequence as a critique. Rather 
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than construct a logical argument, the video is persuasive in its mobilization 
of evidence that speaks “directly” to the viewer, rather than through the den-
sity of theoretical or critical jargon like this.

The final episode of Phoenix Tapes, “Necrologue,” tends to confirm a femi-
nist reading and takes us back to the critical ambiguity of the phantasmagoria. 
A single shot of Ingrid Bergman in  Under Capricorn, lasting four minutes, is 
held in silence. She is lying down, shot in extreme close-up, with one eye in 
shadow and the other staring back at the camera, a tear slowly moving down 
her face. She blinks twice before her eye fi nally closes in a freeze- frame. The 
character Bergman plays in  Under Capricorn is dosed with laudanum, and 
that drugged state is exaggerated by the manipulation of the image. At the 
same time, she stares back from her prison world of somnolent screen time in 
an accusatory fashion, implicating the viewer in her predicament. Following 
from the vio lence of the previous episode, it operates as both a desperate plea 
for redemption and a gesture of helplessness and resignation.

Anaesthetics  were, for Benjamin, the obverse side of modernist aesthet-
ics. In Susan Buck- Morss’s cogent analy sis of Benjamin’s thought, including 
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his experiments with hashish, she points out that for Benjamin, both drugs 
and the phantasmagoria of modern display culture entail a mediation of the 
senses. They both create an illusory world without pain, and as the “intoxi-
cation of phantasmagoria” became the norm, “sensory addiction to a com-
pensatory real ity becomes a means of social control.”96 Art can combat this 
effect through techniques of destruction, fragmentation, and confrontation 
with pain. However, Buck- Morss further argues that modern techniques of 
fragmentation are easily and often reappropriated into the phantasmagoria of 
surface images (and the narrative cinema associated with Hitchcock is a per-
fect example of this). She offers an analy sis of Nazi propaganda to support her 
analy sis, underscoring Benjamin’s own historical catastrophe and prescient 
critique. She concludes with the thought that fascism is the “afterimage” of a 
social apparatus of anaesthetics in which experience has been shut out.

In the case of Bergman’s gentle yet disarming gaze from within the cin-
ematic trance and dreamlike appropriation of Hitchcock’s cinema, we are 
perhaps offered the opportunity to stare back and seize the connection to a 
history of cinema strewn with corpses and scenes of abuse. How the viewer 
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responds to this challenge depends entirely on their critical stance and their 
willingness to engage in the kind of destructive criticism that Girardet and 
Müller propose in Phoenix Tapes. The disorientation of the first two episodes 
is fi nally redressed as a challenge to the viewer to endure, to spend time, to 
be bored without any narrative bearings at all. The “playful innervation” that 
Benjamin recognized as the potential of a po liti cal cinema is furthermore laid 
out  here precisely as a mode of allegory. Bergman’s body, her eye, her dyed 
hair, and her dopey gaze are hers alone —  and they are  those of all the  women 
 violated in Hitchcock’s world. Can we see ourselves in Bergman’s passive gaze? 
As the paragon of the cinematic apparatus, Hitchcock’s domineering and con-
trolling gaze is overshadowed in this necrological epilogue by the gaze of one 
of his victims.

In her discussion of The Clock, Catherine Fowler describes Mar-
clay’s practice of “replaying” film images as being predicated on the mode 
of gesture, not only  because of the imagery of hands and bodies in motion 
but also  because of the craft of editing, which, like dj- ing, is done with the 
hands. She draws on the work of Vilém Flusser, for whom gesture pertains 
not only to “making” but to a range of activities, including searching, filming, 
writing, loving, and so on. Fowler argues that Flusser’s correlation between 
gesture and thought can help explain the relation to history that is produced 
in archive- based film practices such as  those of Girardet and Müller, Mar-
clay, and many  others: “Taking other  people’s movies into their own hands, 
 these artists grasp and seize gestures, observing how they mediate between 
the film’s past and the viewer’s pres ent. Replaying  these gestures,  these artists 
attempt to comprehend and apprehend the impact of gesture at a given time 
and the impact it has had through time.”97

Flusser’s theory of gesture is remarkably in tune with  those of Benjamin and 
Agamben, as a kind of interface of humanity and technology. Moreover, ges-
ture for Flusser is a kind of “transport” that is intimately related to the criti-
cal act in an era in which “truth” is less valid, less useful, and less apparent 
than affect. Gesture is never empty, but like the production of meaning in 
melodrama, it is predicated on a broken language of symbolism, an ironic 
modality in which metalanguage is the only language. For Flusser, the “criti-
cism of affect” “could become less subjective and one day —  certainly with 
 great effort —  arrive at an interpretation not only of kitsch but also of  those 
 great moments in which humanity confers meaning in its actions and suffer-
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ings.”98 The appropriation of classical Hollywood by the avant- garde might 
thus be a venue to this goal, or at least it represents a  great effort that might be 
read as such. Like Benjamin, Flusser advocates a “second technology” insofar 
as “beyond the apparatus,  there is nothing to do.”99 If gesture constitutes a 
mediation between pres ent and past, in archiveology, the actor offers a “trans-
port” that is deeply melodramatic, laden with the affect of a lost past. In ar-
chiveology, the romance of nostalgia can be replaced by a critical melancholia 
through the work of gesture: which is to say, an intervention designed to ruin 
the phantasmagoria and re- collect its failed aspirations, its sensory mode of 
experience, and its ethics of pain and suffering.



6
A W A K E N I N G  F R O M  T H E  G E N D E R E D  A R C H I V E

For fashion was never anything other than the parody 
of the motley cadaver, provocation of death through the 
 woman, and  bitter colloquy with decay whispered between 
shrill bursts of mechanical laughter. That is fashion. . . .  
Now, fi nally, she is on the point of quitting the field. But he 
erects on the banks of a new Lethe, which rolls its asphalt 
stream through arcades, the armature of the whores as a 
 battle memorial.  Revolution  Love 

 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Proj ect

Walter Benjamin’s urgent call for an awakening from the dream 
of the phantasmagoria has implications for many humanist wrongs to be 
righted, and in his worldview, the most pressing was that of class. He seemed 
more or less oblivious to racial, ethnic, and gender inequities (with the impor-
tant exception of Jewish identity), and yet he was perceptive to their presence 
within visual culture. From the perspective of the early twenty- first  century, 
we can certainly add a long list of humanist inequities that desperately need to 
be redressed through techniques of awakening, détournement, and remedia-
tion. However, given the deep- seated gendering of twentieth- century image 
culture and the systematicity of misogyny within its archive, the most urgent 
and immediate mode of awakening pertains perhaps to the détournement of 
 woman’s image. Such an awakening would aim at a restoration of  women’s 
subjectivity, agency, and  labor in the construction of the phantasmagoria. To 
think of awakening as a technique and not simply a theme or a meta phor, we 
need to perform a dialectical reading of the image through archiveology as a 
language of image history. In this chapter I explore the potential of such an 
awakening through the examples of Rose Hobart (Joseph Cornell, 1936) and 
The Three Disappearances of Soad Hosni (Rania Stephan, 2011), following a 
discussion of some key works by Chris Marker and Agnès Varda.

In a perceptive account of archival film practices by prominent artists such 
as Bill Morrison and Gustav Deutsch, Paul Flaig has pointed to the vari ous 
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ways that media archaeology has a tendency to perpetuate the gendered struc-
ture of the media archive itself. The erotic dynamics of a “masculine archivist 
and the feminine body of the archive,” he points out, are directly acknowledged 
in Derrida’s term patriarchive, through which Derrida designates the Oedi-
pal dynamics between loss and restoration that underscore archive fever. Flaig 
argues that “the medium of film has often been made to  matter through pa-
triarchal projection, an anxious yet utopian attachment to an antique cinema 
supposed as a lost feminine object.”1 Indeed, a  woman’s image is frequently 
found as a “support” for many filmmakers’ investigations of found footage. In 
addition to the films that Flaig discusses, The Film of Her (Bill Morrison, 1997) 
and Film Ist: A Girl and a Gun (Gustav Deutsch, 2009), one could also point to 
Marilyn Times Five (Bruce Conner, 1973) and Variations on a Cellophane Wrap-
per (David Rimmer, 1970) as examples of  woman standing in for “film.” The re-
curring quotation of scenes from Vertigo in films by Godard and Chris Marker 
and the iconicity of Janet Leigh in the shower scene from Psycho underscore 
the gendered organ ization of the archaeological investigation of film history.

In the archive- based films of Jean- Luc Godard and Guy Debord, we find 
a conflicted recognition of the primordial role of the male gaze in main-
stream cinema; both films launch a critique of its mechanism, and yet in both 
Histoire(s) du cinéma and Society of the Spectacle, the critique arguably fails to 
convince. Showing images of  women is not in itself a strategy of critique, even 
when it is labeled “Fatal Beauty,” as in section 4B of Histoire(s). Kaja Silver-
man argues that Godard strug gles in Histoire(s) to awaken from the dream 
of the nineteenth  century, but if he does so, the awakening is oblique, as he 
repeatedly fails to “extrapolate a nondialectical sociality from a generalized 
femininity.”2 Despite his strug gle to interrupt the dream factory in the many 
ways that Silverman itemizes, Godard’s own subjectivity ultimately obscures 
any awakening from the dream sleep of the image factory. His recognition 
of Anne- Marie Miéville as his interlocutor may, as Silverman argues, consti-
tute a recognition that his own subjectivity is subordinate to the “redemptive 
potential of the heterosexual  couple,” but it is hardly a rejoinder to the thor-
ough demonstration throughout his epic archival work that 50  percent of the 
 human race has been undone by cinema. Recognition of the fundamental 
I- you relation of sociality may indeed challenge the sovereignty of the auteur, 
but it remains a personalized intervention, as if Godard himself  were limited 
by his own investment in cinema.

In Debord’s case, over a montage of swimsuit models and other magazine 
images of  women in The Society of the Spectacle, he says, “The fetishism of 
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the commodity —  the domination of society by ‘intangible as well as tangible 
 things’ —  attains its ultimate fulfillment in the spectacle, where the real world 
is replaced by a se lection of images which are projected above it, yet which at 
the same time succeed in making themselves regarded as the epitome of real-
ity.” Although he claims that he is engaging in a détournement of  these images, 
in fact he seems almost to be blaming the  women themselves for their role in 
the alienation of  human relations. For more critical forms of détournement, 
we should turn to the impor tant work of many  women filmmakers work-
ing against this paradigm. In par tic u lar, Peggy Ahwesh’s The Color of Love 
(1994) and Sue Friedrich’s films The Ties That Bind (1985) and Sink or Swim 
(1990) are impor tant examples of archival film practices that challenge and 
actually reconfigure the gender norms of historical film practices, including 
both pornography and home movies.  These are works that extract feminine 
subjectivities and desires from the archive and work  toward affective aesthetic 
relations between spectator and image — as opposed to Debord’s technique 
that tends to exaggerate the alienation effects of the spectacle by transforming 
the archive into an aggressive assault on the spectator.

Chris Marker’s La Jetée (1962) is neither a found- footage film nor drawn 
from an archive, and yet its collage structure and themes of memory, muse-
ums, time travel, and photography align it closely to archival film practices. 
Its discourse of gender may help us follow the trail of a feminist aesthetic that 
is produced within the interrupted, “heretical archive” described by Domietta 
Torlasco. For Torlasco, the heretical archive is one where chance and purpose 
meet; it is fluid, without inside or outside; it is a kind of unraveling of enun-
ciation.3 Marker’s photomontage seems to be constructed from a collection of 
images, assembled into the story of a man lost in time, or lost to time. At the 
center of this film, a  woman awakes, her opening eyes the single movement in 
a film made other wise of still images. Victor Burgin has described this irrup-
tion in La Jetée as a screen memory. The  woman in the image, the  woman the 
man subsequently encounters, is indeed “ woman as image.”4 In the twisted 
logic of the film’s narrative, the  woman is prob ably dreamt by the man, and in 
the labyrinthine layers of this dream, she is both lover and  mother, witnessing 
the primal scene of the dreamer’s death. The narrator says, before the sleeping, 
waking sequence: “He never knows if he directs himself  towards her, if he is 
directed, if he invents her, or if he is dreaming.”

The gender dynamics in this film of subjective dreamer and object of desire, 
woman- as- image, are explic itly based on Hitchcock’s Vertigo, and Marker has 
done  little to question or upset  these dynamics, except for this fleeting gesture 
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of opening eyes. I would like to suggest that this interruption of the  woman’s 
presence in La Jetée, which is the only articulation of presence or pres ent time 
in the film, points to the heretical archive that La Jetée radically represses. 
The awakening constitutes a vio lence against the “house arrest” of the archive, 
overdetermined in La Jetée by the immobilized dreamer whose memory has 
been appropriated by some kind of military- industrial prison camp. The wak-
ing  woman is exemplary of what Torlasco describes as a subterranean or 
latent audiovisual modernity that is produced specifically within a “disorder 
of time” and a “disorder of media” —  even if in this instance the media in 
question are film and photography.

Burgin notes that La Jetée has proved to be a compact and power ful genera-
tor of inexhaustible meanings; and he questions the film’s own lesson: “ There is 
no escaping time.”5 In fact, the waking  woman does appear to be escaping time, 
especially when we cast a feminist gaze on this assemblage of all- too- familiar 
narrative conventions of gendered perception. If  there is a zone between psy-
chol ogy and phenomenology, as Torlasco suggests, it may be glimpsed  here in 
this fleeting moment in this canonical collage film when the  woman takes her 
own time within a museum of memories. The actress Hélène Chatelain may 
have been forgotten, but her look remains intact.

Agnès Varda’s films of the first de cade of the twenty- first  century provide 
one of the most sustained feminist interventions into archival film practices, 

La Jetée (Chris Marker, 1962)
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particularly The Gleaners and I (2000), The Gleaners and I: Two Years  Later 
(2002), and The Beaches of Agnès (2008).  These are far more personal than 
the collage films discussed in this book, and yet they are impor tant works 
in the way that they point to the stakes of awakening from the gendered 
archive. In the first film, Varda explores the practice of “gleaning” (i.e., gath-
ering or collecting) on many levels —  through encounters with vari ous col-
lectors and gleaners in France, through her own collections of thoughts and 
 memories —  and links  these practices to her own use of the digital camera as a 
tool for gleaning. Two years  later, returning to many of her subjects in the first 
film, The Gleaners and I becomes remediated in an archival reflection on Varda’s 
own work. This pro cess of revisioning and recollection is continued in The 
Beaches of Agnès, in which Varda constructs a kind of autobiography through 
the recycling of clips of her films in a  career that began in 1955, alongside vari ous 
installations and per for mances produced specifically for the 2008 film.

Varda’s archival film practice has been written about extensively and has 
been the subject of two especially perceptive commentaries by Domietta Tor-
lasco and Homay King. For both critics, Varda’s use of digital cinema points 

The Gleaners and I (Agnès Varda, 2000)
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to the potential of archival film practices to articulate a radically new cinema, 
which would invert the gendered conventions of the patriarchive.  Because 
Varda places herself centrally in  these films as a figure of mediation, whose 
memory is as ephemeral and contingent as her casual, aleatory approach to 
filming- as- gleaning, she tends to occupy the “border of time” that the archive 
itself conventionally delineates, thereby challenging its laws of inclusion and 
exclusion. Torlasco claims that Varda’s filmmaking “articulates a heterodox 
image archive not only through choice of topic but also by virtue of com-
positional patterns and an editing style that unravel the distinction between 
subject and object — of recording, classification, and interpretation.”6

Homay King’s analy sis of The Gleaners and I is focused more on the “ma-
terialism” of Varda’s method, including the way her aging body is a topic to 
which she repeatedly draws the viewer’s attention. Varda’s hands frequently 
enter the frame as “an agent of linking, a connector to  things of the earth.”7 
For King, Varda’s cinema challenges the ostensible immateriality of digital 
cinema, using it more as a tool of engagement with the world and with time: 
“Varda and her gleaners recover, save, and collect  things not in order to em-
balm them but to use them, in the sense of putting them into practice and 
circulation — be they comestibles, tools, or pictures. Gleaning involves a rec-
ognition of transience, not a denial of it.”8

Both Torlasco and King pause at Varda’s invocation of psychoanalysis by 
way of an encounter with Jean Laplanche. She first visits him in The Gleaners 
and I as a gleaner of grapes; she revisits him in Two Years  Later to talk about 
psychoanalysis, which Laplanche declares to be “a form of gleaning” as well. 
The psychoanalyst, like the gleaner, comes afterward, to pay attention to what 
could not be understood the first time around, “to what falls from discourse, 
what is dropped.”9 For Torlasco, this points to the way that Varda practices a 
“psychoanalysis of the outside, . . .  an exhortation to refind our psychic his-
tory outside, on the side of  things.”10 For King, it is related to Laplanche’s the-
ory of enigmatic signifiers that are like “psychical junk” or “base objects from 
which multiple versions of text may sprout,” or “signs that may be recycled 
many times without ever being ‘used up.’ ”11 In other words, Varda’s practice 
can be read as a template for the language of archiveology.

Torlasco’s analy sis of Varda’s digital film practice is a key component of her 
larger argument about the digital archive as a potentially heretical space of 
inversion. She argues that if the archive of both cinema and psychoanalysis 
has been conventionally modeled on an Oedipal configuration in which Anti-
gone and Anna Freud have been confined to the outside, the archives of the 
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digital age “can help us imagine a promiscuous, disorderly, polymorphous 
legacy, one in which the  women of modernist cinema unravel the enuncia-
tion that had initially deci ded their destiny.”12 Her analy sis, which also touches 
on Monica Bonvicini’s installation Destroy She Said! (1998) and the work of 
Sophie Calle, is an inspiring critique of the patriarchive. She inquires into 
the Freudian legacy that informs Derrida’s account of the archive in order to 
find the “Antigonnean” archive of the “ future anterior” —  a heretical counter-
archive of possibility and re sis tance.

King’s analy sis is an equally  adept review of digital cinema in which its 
capacity to be rooted and grounded in material culture is examined from a 
variety of perspectives. In her discussion of Varda, King analyzes Benjamin’s 
critique of Henri Bergson, whose concept of durée eliminated the concept of 
death.13 Following Benjamin and Varda, her proj ect is to show how the ap-
parent ephemerality of digital media is nevertheless a tool of memory, which 
in the pro cess is transformed into something rather close to Benjamin’s con-
ception of “memory as medium” in his fragment on excavation.14 She notes 
how Varda returns repeatedly to her own work, exploiting the variability and 
impermanence of digital media. Working  counter to aesthetic princi ples of 
permanence and completion, Varda continues to make and remake her work 
in a generative structure that returns repeatedly to variations on previous en-
counters and recycled footage in a pro cess of endless variability.15

We know that Benjamin’s own archival method with The Arcades Proj ect 
was terminally incomplete, and the notions of archaeology and collecting that 
are threaded through his work point repeatedly to the archive as a mode of 
transmission, an active site of critical recognition. And this is very much due 
to the harboring of death and loss, the spleen that inflects Baudelaire’s melan-
cholia. Shortly  after the passage in which he points out the absence of death in 
Bergson’s durée, Benjamin offers one of his many scattered definitions of aura: 
“If we think of the associations which, at home in the mémoire involontaire, 
seek to cluster around an object of perception, and if we call  those associa-
tions the aura of that object, then the aura attaching to the object of a percep-
tion corresponds precisely to the experience [Erfahrung] which, in the case of 
an object of use, inscribes itself as long practice.”16

Benjamin seems to anticipate Varda’s crafty use of the digital camera as 
not only handheld but inclusive of her own gesturing hand. Her strategies of 
inversion and heresy point further to the convergence of mémoire volontaire 
and mémoire involuntaire. Her version of film language is a full mobilization 
of the archive as a means of knowing the world. Varda and the critical work 
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on her late films point to the way in which an archival language may coincide 
with a feminist critique and a feminist film language. For King, this extends 
to Varda’s ability to relinquish total control and reveal her vulnerability to 
the contingencies of memory and practice.17 Once filmmaking is conceived 
as a pro cess of collecting, it may indeed become “vegetal” and organic, as 
Elsaesser has suggested —  a pro cess of extraction rather than “production.”18 
Varda is a unique example of archiveology, and she works considerably more 
with her original footage than any of the other films and filmmakers discussed 
in this book. As an active, engaged, and embodied filmmaker, she is an exem-
plary essayist, whose subjectivity and authorship are foregrounded in a way 
that appropriation arts tend more often to obfuscate within recycled materi-
als. Nevertheless, as a “heretical” archivist whose practice points to the af-
fective forms of materialism within digital cinema, Varda’s late films provide 
a valuable opening into questions of the gendered archive and its potential 
transformation through archiveology.

A N T H R O P O L O G I C A L  M A T E R I A L I S M  

A N D  F E M I N I S T  U T O P I A S

Although Walter Benjamin’s work has been of seminal importance 
to feminist film theory and underscores key works by Anne Friedberg, Pa-
trice Petro, and Giuliana Bruno,19 he himself was by no means an advocate for 
 women’s rights. As Susan Buck- Morss points out, “The image of the whore, 
the most significant female image in the Passagen- Werk, is the embodiment of 
objectivity, not subjectivity.”20 The prostitute is emblematic of the commodifi-
cation of experience in modernity and the alienation of  labor and erotic life in 
industrial capitalism. Benjamin does acknowledge that fashion, as the province 
principally of  woman, holds certain “secret signals” of  things to come, but 
at the same time, he notes that “the feminine collective” is an impenetrable 
source of knowledge, and he does not count himself among  those who could 
possibly interpret  those secret signals.21

The dialectical theater of fashion may lie at the heart of The Arcades Proj ect as 
the surrealist gesture within nineteenth- century Paris, but it is a late twentieth- 
century feminist phi los o pher who has been able to perform the most convinc-
ing dream interpretation of Benjamin’s account of the gendered terrain of the 
arcades. Christine Buci- Glucksmann argues that the “awakening” that Benjamin 
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repeatedly prophesizes is already inscribed in the feminist utopia that is ac-
knowledged within the many convolutes of his labyrinthine work. She answers 
Benjamin’s query about who can interpret  those secret signals with the follow-
ing list of themes that she has extracted from The Arcades Proj ect:

 Women’s power over images, the staging of female bodies in the 
imaginaries of allegory or the protest against modernity . . .  all  these new 
territories foreign to the “historicist” reason of pro gress, all  these 
“primal historical forms” recaptured by “dialectical images” which 
bridge the past and the now- time. . . .  The utopia of the feminine, in all 
its interpretive excess, might represent this intertwining of time, images 
and bodies in profane illumination. Benjamin “knew” this with an 
unconscious knowledge —  the knowledge of the labyrinth which guides 
his archaeological reconstruction of certain imaginaries of the modern 
and its feminine allegories.22

Buci- Glucksmann reaches this conclusion by following several paths through 
Benjamin’s work, one of which is “Convolute p” of The Arcades Proj ect, titled 
“Anthropological Materialism: History of Sects.” In this section he collects 
together a series of notes on nineteenth- century Christian cults and repro-
duces fragments of the writing of Claire Démar, a Saint- Simonian feminist, 
“rescuing them from oblivion,” and, as Buck- Morss concurs, gives Démar’s 
radical views regarding the termination of patriarchy “serious consider-
ation.”23 Buci- Glucksmann poses the question of the connection between 
Benjamin’s citations of feminist utopianism and the nominal framework of 
“anthropological materialism.” The term refers to an intellectual tradition of 
the early nineteenth  century that preceded Marxism, combining, “paradoxi-
cally, a romantic vision of  human beings with a scientific vision of material 
energies” —  a theory of modernity in which “physical forces of attraction and 
repulsion” apply to  human society as a collective.24 Benjamin’s gesture  toward 
this neglected discourse is made specifically from the surrealist perspective 
of interwar Eu rope. Within his network of “historical constellations,” Buci- 
Glucksmann argues that he places the feminist critique of marriage and Dé-
mar’s utopian vision centrally, and he brings the modern figure of the lesbian 
out of utopianism and feminism in order to advocate for a more “mysterious” 
relation between the sexes.

Miriam Hansen has linked Benjamin’s notion of “anthropological mate-
rialism” to his theory of innervation. Both refer to “the fate of the  human 
sensorium in an environment altered by technology and cap i tal ist commodity 
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production.”25 The term actually originates with Adorno as a description of 
Benjamin’s method, which he objected to: “It is as if for you the  human body 
represents the mea sure of all concreteness.”26 Indeed, the alignment of anthro-
pological materialism with the feminine in The Arcades Proj ect has every thing 
to do with the body, although for Hansen, the relevant body is not that of the 
 woman but of the “collective body,” which is potentially mobilized through 
technology, especially film and its mass audiences.

In the convolute on anthropological materialism, Benjamin returns briefly 
to Baudelaire’s idealization of androgyny as the form of the heroic in moder-
nity, but as Buci- Glucksmann notes, while Baudelaire “inscribes the image 
of the lesbian into modernity, Benjamin remains invested in ‘anthropology’ 
and therefore experience.”27 In her reading of the Trauerspiel (The Origin of 
German Tragic Drama), it is a dramatic anthropology that distinguishes the 
Baroque from the tragic, “a wager of passion on time, desire and death (sor-
row and mourning); which are now liberated from Greek fate and represented 
in historical terms.”28 Buci- Glucksmann’s reading of Benjamin is a pro cess of 
excavation, a pro cess of finding the “buried feminine [that] lies within ex-
perience. . . .  It is as if the feminine, with its power of images and imagina-
tion, mainly affected the status of writing and experience — or even historical 
praxis —  through its potential for otherness and transgression.”29

Buci- Glucksmann may be preoccupied with the afterlife of Benjamin’s texts, 
but given that he himself advocates such a method, it seems to me a fair game. 
One can find clues to the awakening potential of the feminine throughout 
The Arcades Proj ect. In “Convolute O: Prostitution, Gambling,” for example, 
Benjamin notes that “in Prostitution, one finds expressed the revolutionary 
side of technology.” What he describes as “the sexual revolt against love” con-
stitutes a demystification of the  family system and its rites of passage.30 
He suggests that prostitutes love the thresholds of new forms of experience 
in modernity —  “experience that surges over thresholds like the changing fig-
ures of the dream.”31 He brings together prostitution and gambling in Con-
volute O not only as preoccupations of the urban scene; they are also forms 
of play available to adults, in his view (which admittedly overlooks the social 
infrastructures of exploitation that subtend both prostitution and gambling). 
When he writes that “love for the prostitute is the apotheosis of empathy with 
the commodity,”32 he also points to the obverse, allegorical, transactional rela-
tions between men and  women implicit in prostitution. It “robs sexuality of its 
illusions” and transforms it into the energies required to realize the produc-
tive potential of technologies in modernity.
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Despite the impor tant critical tools that Benjamin has provided for an 
awakening of  women from the archive, no one is claiming that he himself was 
particularly enlightened about  women’s emancipation from sexualized social 
roles. His one documented account with an actress, Anna May Wong, has 
been taken up in an installation piece by Patty Chang called The Product Love 
in which Benjamin’s Orientalist paternalism  toward the Chinese American 
actress is depicted in a complex assemblage of archival pieces, including a 
looped scene from a 1928 film called Song (a.k.a. Show Life, dir. Richard Eich-
berg). In Yiman Wang’s view, the work “highlight[s] and problematize[s] the 
trans- cultural Orientalist erotic charge that underpins Benjamin’s befuddled 
experience of encountering Wong. In this pro cess, Wong’s film is reworked not 
to figure out what or who the real Wong was  under the guise of the image, but 
rather to enhance the image itself as an opaque, sometimes inert, construct.”33

Chang’s multichannel installation engages with Benjamin’s curious text on 
Anna May Wong to challenge his preoccupation with the woman- as- image, 
and tries to pry apart the historical figure of the actress from the weave of dia-
logue that Benjamin conceives critically in terms of the image: “I know that I 
 will see her again in a film that  will be similar to the weave of our dialogue, of 
which I say, with the composer Yu- Kai- li: ‘The fabric was donned divinely.’ ”34 
Despite Benjamin’s awkward meeting with Wong, one of the few actors he 
actually discusses in his corpus, he does include an impor tant commentary 
on film per for mance in the artwork essay, in which he argues that the actor 
“takes revenge” on behalf of the audience, against the apparatus with which 
she is tested. Film technology in this case is placed in the ser vice of the actor’s 
triumph. In other words, film acting is a key site in modernity in which the 
actor is tested, with the stakes of the challenge precisely the preservation of 
“one’s humanity in the face of the apparatus.”35

With  these brief observations in mind, I want to pursue the question of 
“awakening” from the archive in the rather specific terms of actresses and per-
for mance in archival film practices. As I have already indicated, archiveology 
can and should be recognized as a language of the archive that can enable us 
to think through the history of the twentieth  century differently. In keeping 
with Benjamin’s concepts of historical dialectics and the afterlives of texts, 
archiveology provides an opening to redress the gendered operations that in-
form the media archive.

In The Arcades Proj ect, Benjamin uses the term awakening in much the 
same way as he uses the term refuse of history, as a pendant or hyperlink fol-
lowing his epigrammatic collection of notes and quotes. For example, when 
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he counterpoises the mythic and the technological through memory, child-
hood, and dream, he finishes the passage with the epigrammatic “awaken-
ing”; he also uses it when he compares the “accelerated tempo of technology” 
with “the primal history of the pres ent.”36 Awakening from the dream of the 
nineteenth  century, Benjamin hoped that technological modernity might 
provide the dialectical tools to blast apart the phantasmagoria of commod-
ity culture. By pitching outmoded dreams and desires against con temporary 
forms of commodity capitalism, Benjamin  imagined a dialectical recognition 
of the failed promise and potential of technologies for social justice: “The mo-
ment of awakening would be identical with the now of recognizability in which 
 things put on their true —  surrealist —  face”;37 he goes on to quote Proust and 
Louis Aragon. I would like to suggest that such an awakening is produced in 
a feminist return to the archives of classical cinema, and that the confronta-
tion with a past history of movies that  were made  under the sign and law of 
patriarchy can take the form of precisely such an awakening from the archive. 
 Women’s work and  women’s bodies may fi nally be released from their  house 
arrest.

The motif of awakening in The Arcades Proj ect is conceptually linked to 
auratic experience through the concept of shock. In Benjamin’s large textual 
collage of nineteenth- century Paris, the shock of discontinuity is a kind of 
moment of recognition, of correspondence between pres ent and past that 
disrupts the received historical narrative. Aura is likewise defined by disjunc-
tive temporality that entails a “dislocation of the subject.” Hansen argues that 
shock for Benjamin “relates to the idea of an involuntary confrontation of the 
subject with an external, alien image of the self,” of which the actor’s screen 
test serves as a key example.38 Awakening and auratic experience are closely 
aligned, in other words, as forms of perception produced through techno-
logical modernity and not opposed to it. They both have a utopian, messianic 
impulse  behind them —  a po liti cal urgency that is very specifically located in 
the realm of images.

R O S E  H O B A R T  A S  S T A R  O F  T H E  A R C H I V E

Domietta Torlasco proposes that a heretical archival practice is 
one that operates as an intervention into the Oedipal structures of institu-
tional memory. Archiving as intervention functions as a “re- elaboration of 
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aesthetics and ideology.”39 Digital memory, she argues, can produce a mem-
ory of what did not happen, or the “ future anterior” —  a cinematic memory 
that is radically incomplete. Torlasco is interested in dismantling the Oedipal 
structure of Derrida’s analy sis of archival fever in order to recognize the un-
ruly and heterodox archives of Antigone.40 While digital media offers a range 
of new techniques and tools for this to happen, as we have already seen in the 
case of The Gleaners and I, in fact it is not simply a question of a new technol-
ogy but a shift of perspective that can and has taken multiple forms.

Torlasco’s radical methodology of reading against the grain of the archive 
might, for example, be retroactively applied to other archival film practices in 
which actresses challenge their narrative destinies, starting with Joseph Cor-
nell’s film Rose Hobart from 1936. Torlasco’s approach is from the digital turn, 
but I would argue that its scope may be larger than that and encompasses 
older works made on film. When she points to a “disorder of media” that coin-
cides with a “disorder of time” to outline a “subterranean or latent audiovisual 
modernity,” I would argue that such a practice has been  going on for de cades. 
In the digital era, with its renewed access to canonical films and its tools for 
remixing, the archive has provoked an awakening that Walter Benjamin argu-
ably foresaw around the same time as Cornell was making Rose Hobart in the 
mid-1930s. Torlasco’s concept of pos si ble  futures produced through the dia-
lectics of archival imagery is deeply evocative of Walter Benjamin’s historiog-
raphy, particularly in the way that she differentiates transformative repetition 
from endless cycles of repetition and return, thus pointing to the discontinui-
ties made pos si ble in nonlinear editing, shock effects, and awakening.

In Death 24x a Second, Laura Mulvey introduces the notion of the “pos-
sessive spectator,” which offers another tool for “awakening”  women from 
the  archive. She suggests that digital, archival media might challenge the gen-
dered structures of fetishization that she herself theorized in narrative film.41 
Rose Hobart is a good example of the sudden discovery of indexicality made 
pos si ble by the delayed spectatorship of digital media, even if it originated on 
(celluloid) film. It also illustrates how the uncanniness of the fiction film ar-
chive can produce a fragmented “feminized” aesthetic of cinema when the ac-
tress is liberated from her narrative constraints. The possibility of “awakening 
from the archive” is also, on one level, an interpretive strategy, a question of 
rereading classical narrative cinema in ways that might redeem and rescue the 
 women who subsist  there. For example, in Maximilian Schell’s experimental 
documentary Marlene on Marlene Dietrich, from 1984, the actress does not 
appear on camera, except in excerpts of her film per for mances. In interviews 
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played over the clips, she is critical and condescending  toward many of the 
roles she played, dismissing them as “kitsch.” Indeed,  women such as Dietrich 
and Hobart  were far more intelligent and worldly, free- thinking workers than 
most of their on- screen characters. In archiveology, the fragments and details 
of classical narrative films might constitute an awakening of  women from the 
long sleep of mid- twentieth- century cinema.

Mulvey argues that the pensive spectator of “delayed cinema” constitutes 
a diff er ent kind of voyeurism in which “details suddenly lose their marginal 
status.” As we have seen, this is an effect often produced in found- footage 
filmmaking, when  people and  things are ripped from their narrative contexts. 
Mulvey notes that stars are more often read as indexes of their own histo-
ries. She notes that an actor’s extradiegetic presence can intrude, giving the 
star an “unexpected vulnerability,” as if the character can suddenly be seen 
doubled with the actor playing her.42 The actors in The Clock, for example, 
seen at vari ous stages of their  careers, illustrate this vulnerability exposed by 
the compilation method. Mulvey also discusses the “pensive spectator” as one 
produced by new technologies of viewing in which the “now time” of narra-
tive fiction is always already a past time, producing “shifts of consciousness 
between temporalities.”43

Both the pensive and the possessive spectator are invoked by archiveol-
ogy as a mode that invites a viewing practice that is at once retrospective 
and imaginative. Filmmakers have done the initial work of delaying and 
possessing, but the spectator is key to the effects of punctured narratives, 
fragmented plots, and the surprising irruption of the indexical sign. The in-
teractive spectator enabled by new technologies is furthermore motivated by 
the “automaton” of the  woman caught in the narrative machine. She “returns 
in a double sense, first as the site of castration anxiety, this time threatening 
the ‘body’ of the film itself, and secondly as meta phor for a fragmented, even 
feminized aesthetic of cinema.”44 It is precisely this “possessive spectator” who 
may be able to recognize the “extradiegetic presence” of Hobart’s per for mance 
and glimpse the  woman before the camera, stripped of the accoutrements of 
character.

Joseph Cornell’s Rose Hobart is an early and influential example of found- 
footage filmmaking, and although his intention may have originally aligned 
somewhat uncomfortably with  those of a fetishist, I think the work is “open” 
enough to warrant alternative readings that can realign it with the “heretical 
archive” of archiveology. In his delayed, scrambled, discontinuous fragmen-
tation of the original narrative of the 1935 Hollywood film East of Borneo, 
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Cornell renders Hobart as a ghost in the machine, isolating fragments of her 
per for mance within a tinted landscape of exotic decor. Instead of being an ac-
tion heroine, rescuing her husband from the jungle and escaping the advances 
of a lecherous sultan, Hobart is reduced to a  woman caught in the frame, 
silenced, and incapacitated. (In fact, even in the original female- centered ac-
tion film, Hobart’s character Linda Randolph ends up reconciled with her 
drunken philandering husband, who  really did not deserve to be rescued 
from the many dangers of Borneo.) It is significant that Cornell’s treatment of 
Hobart features few close- ups and  favors medium and long shots in which 
her body is more or less intact and not broken down, as some of his surre-
alist contemporaries  were wont to do. The film shares an oneiric quality of 
the dreamwork of other surrealist arts, as well as a play with found objects. 
The source text itself already included stock footage that Cornell recycles 
once again,  because like most Hollywood jungle movies of the period, the ac-
tors never left the studio lot.

In 1936, when Hobart was a top star, East of Borneo was not a B movie at all. 
It was produced as a prestige picture by Universal Studios, one of the smaller 
Hollywood companies, and was billed on the top of a double bill, with F. W. 

Rose Hobart (Joseph Cornell, 1936)
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Murnau’s Tabu  running as the B picture. Guy Barefoot suggests that Cornell 
very likely purchased a print of East of Borneo as part of his sizable collection 
of 35mm prints that he collected and loaned out for screenings. It was not 
necessarily part of the remaindered footage that he bought from a New Jersey 
ware house.45 The distinction suggests that,  after all  these years of describing 
Rose Hobart as a found- footage film, it may be recognized as an example of 
archival film practice —  a critical engagement with the films of the past. For 
Cornell, it was the recent past, but in its afterlife, it has become a remarkable 
interruption and détournement of the  woman in the archive.

As a canonical example of experimental film, Rose Hobart has been an-
alyzed by multiple commentators, many of whom attempt to interpret the 
significance of the shots that Cornell has added to the fragments of East of 
Borneo.  These images include the opening shot of a crowd of  people gazing 
skyward through viewing devices —  prob ably watching an eclipse that is  later 
inserted into the montage. The film also features a series of disconnected shots 
of vari ous spheres falling into  water and floating in a glass, shots of the moon, 
and low- angle shots of palms swaying against the sky. Many of  these shots are 

Rose Hobart (Joseph Cornell, 1936)
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linked through editing to Hobart’s gaze. Indeed, a  great deal of the montage 
follows the direction of her look, implicitly invoking narrative structures of 
identification, even if the continuity is merely a formal device and the “struc-
ture” is radically discontinuous. Cornell also uses flash frames and irregular 
lengths of shots so that the film has an internal rhythm based in repetition, 
movement, and spectacle.

Adam Lowenstein has described Rose Hobart as an example of “collabora-
tive spectatorship” that he recognizes as a progenitor of digital star tributes 
on YouTube. However, he describes that collaboration as being with the art-
ist rather than the star, insofar as Cornell has “enlarged” the original text of 
East of Borneo. Lowenstein develops the concept of enlarged spectatorship 
from the surrealist discourse around film spectatorship in which a “collision 
between the film . . .  and the fantasies of its viewers [produces] an enlarged 
text.”46 He furthermore associates this effect of enlargement with Roland 
Barthes’s punctum and its relation to André Bazin’s appreciation of surreal-
ist cinema. We could also describe this pro cess of enlargement as one more 
technique of appropriation arts and, at the same time, another incarnation of 
Benjamin’s optical unconscious: “Clearly it is another nature which speaks to 
the camera as compared to the eye.”47 Cornell’s work of cutting up the nar-
rative arguably enables Hobart to emerge into the imagination of a feminist 
viewer as well as (or instead of) his own fantasies, what ever they may have 
been. The collaboration, in my view, is between spectator and actor, rather 
than spectator and auteur.

As a surrealist work, Rose Hobart is more “open” than many, and may not 
need to be decoded according to its symbols of “stars,” stargazing, and “earthly 
objects” versus “heavenly objects,” and the viewer may choose not to play that 
game but instead to play another. If we agree that the film constitutes an ex-
ample of surrealist “enlargement” sparked by the details of the unexpected, 
unpredictable gaze of the viewer, then perhaps we can see how Rose Hobart 
herself, in the role of Linda Randolph, exemplifies the “self- alienation” of the 
actor in the machine that is narrative cinema. For Benjamin, when the actor 
“stands before the apparatus, he [sic] knows that in the end he is confronting 
the masses. It is they who  will control him.” For Benjamin, the cult of the movie 
star reinforces the “cult of the audience” that he saw being corrupted by fas-
cism.48 How to undo this pro cess? Implicit in Benjamin’s analy sis is a critique 
of the actor’s  labor and his or her alienation from emotions, personality, and 
body. The  human being forgoes his or her own aura when acting in a movie.49
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Rose Hobart in the film named  after her is no longer Linda Randolph but 
a  woman who is caught in a variety of postures, often sharing the frame with 
 others (men,  woman, and animals). Her offscreen gaze, to the right, to the 
left, upward, and downward, helps to tie the discreet, spatially disconnected 
shots together, but the film also includes large action scenes involving many 
extras to which she seems tangential. The melodramatic ele ments of excess, 
romance, adventure, and exotic decor are all preserved, although they are 
slightly distanced by the mediation of a blue filter. Cornell’s choice of Brazil-
ian samba  music that repeats relentlessly lends the film a campy light- hearted 
tone that conflicts with the earnestness of Hobart’s per for mance, undermin-
ing the suspense that is implied in some of her looks, in her small handgun, 
the jealous gaze of the maid, and the crowds of brown bodies. In keeping with 
the genre of the Hollywood jungle movie, Hobart’s whiteness is highlighted 
and of course that is what makes her shine through the “fo liage” of the narra-
tive setting. Indeed, her spectral glow within the Southeast Asian setting may 
be what attracted Cornell in the first place.

Rose Hobart (Joseph Cornell, 1936)
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Catherine Fowler concurs that Hobart is “cut off from psy chol ogy and dra-
matic motivation” in Cornell’s cut-up collage. And yet, even though her ac-
tions “have no apparent cause or effect,” her gestures “seem more like life and 
less like art.”50 Fowler notes a par tic u lar tick of Hobart’s per for mance in which 
she rubs the back of her neck, which may connote stress but nevertheless seems 
“overly intimate” given the lack of narrative explanation for that stress. She 
finds this foregrounding of gesture to be exemplary of Flusser’s theory of ges-
ture as “transport from one place to another that we see through.”51 A gesture 
“takes time” and therefore evokes a sense of presence, which in the case of 
Rose Hobart is experienced within the timelessness of the nonlinear collage of 
the film. It provides a point of access for a viewer who is radically distanced 
from the original narrative.

Benjamin’s most succinct notes on gesture appear in his late commentary 
on Brecht in which he argues that a gesture in epic theater (i.e., Brechtian 
theater) must be quotable: “For the more frequently we interrupt someone 
engaged in acting, the more gestures result.”52 For Benjamin, gestures are 
“performative” insofar as they both produce action and represent it, and thus 

Rose Hobart (Joseph Cornell, 1936)
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they are potentially dialectical.53 As discussed in the previous chapter, gesture 
is key to the fragmentation of the phantasmagoria in archiveology. In Rose 
Hobart, gesture furthermore leads to the awakening of the  woman, Rose Ho-
bart, from the narrative in which she was “domiciled.” Her quotable gestures, 
particularly the repeated rubbing of her neck, become dialectical, revealing a 
 woman working.

Fowler’s remark that Hobart’s gestures are incomplete overlooks the way 
that her glance and her eye movements are connected to other shots in the 
film —  including Cornell’s inserted “extradiegetic” material. Lowenstein ar-
gues that the frequent use of eyeline matches and reverse shots in Rose Hobart 
suggests a “perceptual doubling between the star and the filmmaker,”54 and is 
thus a means by which Cornell is identifying with Hobart rather than simply 
desiring her. And yet the motivating use of the gaze also parallels that of the 
spectator and enables the viewer, too, to “identify” with Hobart’s look. In this 
instance, the gesture of looking is an impor tant means by which the viewer 
“collaborates” with the actor. Cornell,  after all, is not the eye  behind the cam-
era but the hand  behind the montage.

Cornell’s fascination with Hobart, like his similar fetishization of Lauren 
Bacall in his collage assembly boxes, is admittedly suspicious from a feminist 
perspective. Jodi Hauptman describes the gender dynamics at work in Cor-
nell’s worshipful tribute to an actress he adored: “Rose Hobart . . .  may be less 
about the actress (her pathologies or her role as a diva) and more about Cornell’s 
(and all filmmakers’) desire to capture, penetrate, and possess.”55 Lowenstein, on 
the other hand, argues that Cornell upsets the misogyny and homophobia of 
surrealist practices by covertly identifying with the actress. The film may even 
be a “valentine” to Marcel Duchamp and his alter ego Rrose Sélavy.56 Hobart’s 
many costumes in the film include a masculine safari suit, and some of her 
gestures and postures can arguably be read as androgynous.

The question that Rose Hobart the film poses to us in a digital age of ar-
chival film practice is  whether Rose Hobart the actress can be awakened 
from her endless night. What would it mean to sidestep Cornell’s auteurist 
desire and recognize the  labor of the  woman acting in East of Borneo in 1931? 
To some extent this may simply be a technique of interpretation or reading 
against the grain. Cornell’s film is now available on a beautifully reproduced 
dvd released by the National Film Preservation Foundation in their series 
of restored Trea sures from the American Film Archive. It is also available on 
YouTube. In digital form, Rose Hobart seems  little changed from the original 
16mm, except that now the viewer can stop and start the film and possess 
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Hobart’s image in turn. In fact, still frames of her face adorn the marketing 
materials for the “Trea sures” dvd series. Joseph Cornell’s film arguably made 
Rose Hobart’s name outlast her  career by making her a star of the archive.

The con temporary viewer can now repossess Cornell’s fetishistic portrait of 
the actress, delaying the film and interrupting it as what Mulvey has described 
as the “possessive spectator.” She argues that  because we are able to stop a 
film, slow it down, and even extract scenes and images, the dynamic structure 
of sexual desire that she herself famously analyzed in terms of scopophilia, 
fetishism, and voyeurism need no longer apply.57 Cornell has, in a sense, al-
ready done this, foreshadowing the popu lar practice of YouTube homages to 
stars. The possessive spectator of Rose Hobart, armed with new technologies 
of “wounding” the film, may be able to unlock the mechanisms that Cornell 
has already unstuck, to recognize the interactive spectatorship of a feminized 
aesthetic of cinema.

Mulvey’s theoretical move in Death 24x a Second is fi nally accomplished by 
turning to Benjamin’s notion of “play,” as Miriam Hansen has extracted this 
concept from Benjamin’s diverse writings.58 Benjamin’s cultural aesthetics in-
sist on a recognition of ambivalence in mainstream cultural production. The 
critical discourse of play becomes impor tant when critics repeatedly turn to 
the notion of aura to describe the effect of archival film practices on the star 
image. William Wees, for example, in a key essay on stars in found- footage 
films, describes the effect of films such as Rose Hobart as having an ambigu-
ous aura, noting how they seem to offer a counterdiscourse to Benjamin’s 
theory. Wees argues that Hobart is rescued from the narrative clichés of East 
of Borneo and achieves an aura equivalent to that of a star such as Bette Davis, 
thanks to Cornell’s “obsessive” re- editing.59 I concur with Wees’s reading, but 
it is impor tant to understand that this remaking of aura on the other side of its 
demystification is in fact very much in keeping with Benjamin’s theory, which 
is not just ambiguous but radically ambiguous. In fact, the aura of a star such 
as Rose Hobart, retrieved through the mechanics of archival film practices, 
comes very close to what Benjamin was getting at in his concept of aura, and 
it is quite distinct from the “cult” of the star.

By way of Cornell’s film, Rose Hobart can be recognized as a  human being —  a 
 woman who acted in Hollywood films. The comparison with Bette Davis is 
misleading given the comparable scales of the two  women’s  careers. Hobart 
was a theater actress whose  career lasted from 1930 to 1949, although she 
played the lead in only a handful of films from 1930 to 1932. She was black-
listed in 1948, mainly  because of her membership in the Actors’ Laboratory 
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Theatre, and she refused to cooperate with huac; thus her film  career came to 
an abrupt end with the exception of a handful of tv roles in the late 1960s. In 
her 1994 memoir, A Steady Digression to a Fixed Point, she says that her name 
had not yet been cleared. In that book, the Cornell film is mentioned only by 
Anthony Slide, in the opening words of his introduction.60 Hobart became a 
wife and  mother, and trained as a psychologist, returning, in her own words, 
to anonymity. The rescue that takes place, therefore, in Rose Hobart is the 
awakening of the  woman and an inscription of her everyday humanity into 
film history.

As I explained in chapter 2, Benjamin’s concept of aura is not opposed to 
technology, or outside it, but key to the new form of perception available in 
modernity. Miriam Hansen describes aura as a medium that is linked to the 
epistemic structure of profane illumination and the optical unconscious in 
Benjamin’s larger body of work.61 In the final version of the artwork essay, he 
had to jettison the radical potential of aura  because of the emergent threat of 
the fetishistic cult of aesthetics. Hansen argues that the artwork essay was a 
“desperate experiment” in which Benjamin had to mortify the term aura in 
order to make it useful.62 In her account, the concept included the idea of the 
halo, which for Benjamin extended to the indexical trace of the photo graph, 
and the romantic lyrical notion of unattainable beauty. The concept of aura 
also incorporated the Jewish mystical notion of collective forgetting and ap-
plied to the occult within the everyday.

Benjamin defined aura in the artwork essay as a strange conjunction of 
nearness and farness, which Hansen unpacks as a “theory of perception” 
in which “questions of the body, eroticism, and dream consciousness” are 
linked. If farness is aligned with images, and nearness with  things and objects, 
the aura points to the materiality of images —  their role in everyday life in 
 modernity —  and, at the same time, their immateriality as wish images. The 
aura of the actor in the archive is thus a critical point at which the “ future an-
terior” might be glimpsed within the past: the actor’s body, her  labor, and her 
humanity survive beyond her characters and roles. The ironic status of Rose 
Hobart the actress as being “known for being forgotten,” as Barefoot puts it, is 
symptomatic of what Derrida describes as archive fever. The archive destroys 
that which it preserves by putting it  under “house arrest,” but at the same time, 
quite clearly, Hobart is not forgotten at all, even if, as Cornell put it, she was 
“insufficiently famous.”63

Significantly for our purposes, Hansen concludes her discussion of Ben-
jamin’s theory of aura with the claim that his “critical appropriation” of the 
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loaded term aura “could only be accomplished through a form of apokatasta-
sis, a resurrection, as it  were, through [mortification] and dismemberment.”64 
The most basic form of dismemberment of a film is the stilling of movement, 
or the extraction of the film frame. Hansen uses a phrase similar to Tor-
lasco’s “ future anterior” to explain the significance of this pro cess within 
 Benjamin’s theory of technological modernity: the breakdown of film into 
still frames, revealing the photo graph within the film, points to “film’s for-
gotten  future,” that is, its ability to extract auratic experience from the tech-
nological everyday. The fragmentation of a film into film clips, or extracts, 
such as we find in archiveology, arguably conveys the experience of the actor 
more completely, in the capturing of a gesture or a glance, an action or an ut-
terance that is indeed performative.

T H E  D I S A P P E A R I N G   W O M A N

Soad Hosni (a.k.a. Soad Hosny or Suad Husni) was a  great star of 
Egyptian cinema, which during her  career was the backbone of Arab cinema 
more generally. Starring in eighty- two films from 1959 to 1991, her popular-
ity extended far beyond Egypt, and her decline coincided with what some 
describe as the “collapse” of Egyptian cinema in the early 1990s. Declining 
production and a shift to tv produced in many parts of the Arab world con-
tributed to the loss of Egyptian cinema’s dominance in the region. At the 
height of her  career, in the 1960s and early ’70s, Hosni was arguably an icon 
of the utopian ideals of a pan- Arab modernism in which  women’s liberation 
was closely aligned with in de pen dence and postcolonial nationalism. In 2011 
Lebanese filmmaker Rania Stephan made a collage- based video called The 
Three Disappearances of Soad Hosni consisting entirely of clips from Hosni’s 
films. The opening titles remind us (or inform us, as the case may be) that 
Hosni died  under mysterious circumstances in London in 2001.

Hosni was found dead on the street outside her apartment building, and 
although it has not been determined how or why she fell, it is well known 
that the last de cade of her life had been very difficult. She had been largely 
forgotten and abandoned by her fans, and had both health and financial trou-
bles. Hosni is sometimes referred to as the “Cinderella” of Arab cinema, in 
recognition of her having been overlooked for so many years.65 Stephan made 
her film from vhs tapes, many of which she found in street stalls in Cairo.66 
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Although the Egyptian Film Center (the National Archive) is grossly under-
funded, and  there is very  little support for film preservation, a good portion 
of Egyptian film history now belongs to tv stations in the Gulf region. Hosni’s 
films may be disappearing from official (national) film heritage, but they 
nevertheless continue to circulate in the form of vcds and on YouTube, in 
addition to broadcast tv.67 Stephan may have had trou ble finding the films 
on vhs when she began her research in 2000, but Hosni has definitely not 
dis appeared from Egyptian film culture.68 In one of the clips in Stephan’s film, 
Hosni sings, “I’m  going down to the square,” which Stephan says became a 
popu lar tag in the 2011 revolution.69

Hosni played many diff er ent roles over the course of her long  career, in-
cluding wives and  mothers, working girls and  house wives, prostitutes, mod-
els, and actresses. She worked with most of the major directors, in many 
genres, although melodramas and musicals predominate, which is typical of 
Egyptian cinema of this period. Watch Out for ZouZou (Khali Balak Min Zou 
Zou, Hassan Al Imam, 1972), a touchstone of the early 1970s, was a film in 
which Hosni’s character ZouZou is at the center of the conflicting and con-
tradictory forces at work in a rapidly changing society. Her image was closely 

The Three Disappearances of Soad Hosni (Rania Stephan, 2011)
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tied to a “Westernized,” secularized way of being, and yet she was nevertheless 
a central figure within the pan- Arab imaginary of the modern era. According 
to Joel Gordon, melodrama and movie stardom is a focal point for nostalgia 
in Egypt, “a black- and- white souvenir of public memory in a once optimis-
tic, but ever  after troubled post- revolutionary society.”70 Stephan’s collection 
of Hosni films, acquired outside the scope of official archives, is remarkably 
complete, including the titles of all fifty- nine films in the credits. Her edit-
ing of sound and image is rhythmic, multilayered, and fast paced. Traces of 
vhs “noise” are retained, and an extraordinary range of color palettes and 
production styles are juxtaposed, so on a formal level alone, The Three Dis-
appearances is an impor tant example of archiveology, insofar as it translates 
the medium of celluloid cinema, with the intermediary language of vhs, into 
digital cinema and effectively transforms archival cinema into a mode of ex-
pression and transmission. In other words, the nostalgia and cultishness of 
Hosni’s mystique are appropriated in the construction of a more radical form 
of critical memory.

To some extent, the compilation shares many formal techniques with Home 
Stories, Kristall, and The Clock. Stephan uses sound edits and continuity ef-

The Three Disappearances of Soad Hosni (Rania Stephan, 2011)
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fects much like Christian Marclay does, to link disparate material into a “flow” 
of looks, movements, gestures, and sounds. Like Kristall and Home Stories, the 
affective realm of melodrama is privileged, with multiple shots of emotional 
close- ups of anxiety, fear, love, and desire. For some audiences,  there is also 
a level of recognition, familiarity, and memory evoked by the return to long- 
forgotten movies. Stephan says that she re- edited many scenes, and yet  people 
claim to remember them “wrongly.” She describes her pro cess as cutting the 
Hollywood- style Egyptian films in a “New Wave style,” influenced by Godard. 
It is also impor tant to note that the proj ect actually started as a film studies 
dissertation at Paris XIII, and in many ways Three Disappearances is a  great 
example of a video essay, based in extensive research.71

For global audiences who are not familiar with Hosni’s  career or Egyptian 
film history but who might find the film on YouTube or in an art gallery, Three 
Disappearances offers a unique insight into this impor tant period of inter-
national film history. The detail of costumes, sets, and backgrounds, compiled 
into a heterogeneous journey through forty years of cinema, constitutes a re-
markable phenomenology of the phantasmagoria of Arab modernity. If, for 
Gordon, Hosni’s stardom is specifically tied to the black- and- white sixties, 
Stephan extends the Cinderella image into the  later years of her  career in order 
to complicate the mythic image. All the films are credited at the end with direc-
tors, dates, and other key credits. The titles themselves are revealing: Girls and 
Summer (1960), Husband Comes Tomorrow (1961), Cairo Year 30 (1966), Too 
Young for Love (1966), Beautiful and Naughty (1968), Love That Was (1973), and 
Love in a Prison Cell (1983). In fact, the trajectory of the fifty- nine films follows 
a downward spiral on multiple levels, as Hosni plays older  women who appear 
more and more troubled, and the selected scenes become more violent.

Three Disappearances is at once allegorical and indexical, psychological and 
phenomenological. The film is divided into three acts, with a prologue and an 
epilogue, but  there are vari ous ways of interpreting the three acts. As a nar-
rative progression, they run from memory, to dream, to delirium;72 and they 
roughly follow the chronology of Hosni’s  career as well, from the young fun- 
loving virgin, to in de pen dent  woman, to delirious victim of domestic vio lence 
and psychological trauma. For Stephan, they also correspond to impor tant 
dates in Egypt’s po liti cal history. The first act, covering the years from 1959 to 
1967, include the optimistic Nasser- era years, ending with the 1967 Six- Day War 
that significantly altered the geopolitics of the Arab world. The second act runs 
from 1967 to 1973, the year of the Arab- Israeli War (a.k.a. the Yom Kippur War); 
and the third act ends in 1991 amid the Gulf War.73  These po liti cal events are not 
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referenced directly in the film, but for Stephan they are impor tant markers of 
Egyptian cinema, and her emotionally charged choices of clips correspond to 
the po liti cal dramas of secular nationalism and the corresponding failures of 
 women’s rights over this period of time.

Historian Mériam Belli has written about postwar Egypt in a remarkable 
book called An Incurable Past: Nasser’s Egypt Then and Now, in which she 
incorporates personal testimonies from  people who lived through several 
de cades of decolonization, pan- Arabism, and several phases of nationalism. 
This is a period in which, as she says, a “contradictory spectrum of experi-
ences” needs to be accounted for.74 Three Disappearances is a parallel version 
of this history, in which excerpts of Hosni’s films serve as Bakhtinian “utter-
ances” that point to a collective memory, particularly regarding the “sexual 
and sartorial mores” and how they changed over three de cades of Egyptian 
modernism. Belli cites Pierre Nora, whose notion of lieux de mémoire is also 
an appropriate description of a film such as Three Disappearances. For Nora, 
memory and history have become deeply conjoined, not only in the mode 
of contested activities of official histories but also in terms of “psychologized 
histories.”75 Memory has become demo cratized, and yet history “besieges” 
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memory, as memory has been “contained” in the form of archives and other 
methods of inscription and commemoration.

Lieux de mémoires are produced through a certain tension between the 
“prosthetic memories” of culture and personal experiences. Nora describes 
them as “moments of history torn away from the movement of history, then 
returned; no longer quite life, not yet death, like shells on the shore when 
the sea of living memory has receded.”76 Like Benjamin, Nora’s analy sis is 
grounded in nineteenth- century France, where the “living heart of memory” 
can be perceived alongside the symbolic activities of official historicism. In 
keeping with Benjamin’s imagistic historiography, Nora notes that “contrary 
to historical objects . . .  lieux de mémoire have no referent in real ity; or, rather, 
they are their own referent: pure, exclusively self- referential signs.”77 Like the 
recycled archival image, the lieux de mémoires are double: “A site of excess 
closed in on itself, concentrated in its own name, but also, forever open to the 
full range of its pos si ble significations.”78

Archiveology is consistent with Nora’s conception of lieux de mémoire on a 
number of levels. The film excerpt is at once “immutable and mobile”; it is also 
both dead and living, reanimated by its new “place” in a new historical utter-
ance. The coincidence of  these two French theories of historical memory are 
especially relevant to the challenge of producing a  woman’s history from within 
Egyptian modernity. The melodramas and musicals in which Hosni starred are 
best described as vernacular versions of a melodramatic modality that draws 
from both global and Arab theatrical traditions, so while French critical theory 
may seem lightyears away from the cultural milieux of postwar Egypt, it is ar-
guably harkened by the conventions of popu lar culture and “classical cinema.”

For Benjamin, “the allegorization of the physis can only be carried through 
in all of its vigor in re spect of the corpse,”79 and  here it is Hosni’s death that en-
ables the actress to figure on so many levels of disappearance, even while she 
visibly ages over the course of the film. The mystery surrounding her death is 
a red herring of sorts,  because the structuring hermeneutic thread is not “how 
did she die?” but “how did she live?” Her mortification produces the language 
of allegory that Stephan has used to tell so many stories at the same time. Not 
only that, but Stephan has embraced Hosni’s fall as the central allegory of 
failure. Hosni is at once the fallen  woman, whose morals are questioned by 
a society that valued her only for her beauty; she is the failed  woman in that 
the utopian ideals that she once represented have dissipated into geopo liti cal 
chaos, and she is a fading star in that she has not and  will not actually go away 
in an era of digital media.
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For Benjamin, allegory is about surface and image, not depth; it is about 
particularity in all its “vitality,” “a form of expression” akin to speech and writ-
ing. In Three Disappearances, this form of expression is deeply embedded in 
the phantasmagoria, as Hosni’s life is “staged” by the vari ous characters that 
she played. The prologue is framed as a psychoanalytic session in which Hosni 
“tries to remember,” coached by a male voice, most likely from the Well of De-
privation (1969).80 On the couch, she shuts her eyes and the scene dissolves 
into a beautiful collage of her  running across multiple landscapes in vari ous 
styles of dress and film, cut on matching screen directions, with dissolves and 
hard cuts, while another male voice- over says, “Do you know that you dance 
like a goddess?” A collage of other voices shouts out a series of names —  Salwa, 
Nabila, Fatma, Soad, and so on — to underline her multiple identities. Fi nally, 
back on the couch, she says, “I feel so very tired, as if I’d been on a long journey.”

The prologue sets the tone for the film, at once tragic and slightly campy, 
partially  because of the pacing that gives momentum to the tragic irony of 
Hosni’s story. Male voices are frequently heard over the torrent of imagery, 
underlining the kind of patriarchal culture in which she was entrapped, and 
in which she held a certain sexual power. In act 1,  after a series of images 
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from her early films, including musicals and teenage romances, she is back on 
the psychoanalytic couch. The doctor asks, “What was bothering you?” and 
she answers, “The image was bothering me.” Cut to a café scene from another 
movie, in which she is looking at a newspaper (withheld from the viewer) with 
a man who says, “The image looks like you.” This is followed by a series of clips 
from movies in which Hosni plays actresses and models. In  these passages, 
her identification with the image is confirmed, suggesting that she is nothing 
but image, and yet even in that state she is nevertheless a subjective presence.

In several sections of the film, Stephan follows the pattern of so- called da-
tabase films insofar as she has assembled “collections” of gestures and action 
(such as the  running already mentioned) —  including telephones, references 
to  fathers, kissing scenes, and marriages. These tend to be enlightening in an 
ethnographic sense, but they are also frequently interrupted by more pensive 
and reflexive shots and scenes, such as the question about the image, which 
returns in the second act. The ongoing commentary on the image becomes 
embedded in the strug gle to remember. If Hosni could only get past the 
image —  her vari ous images that are composed of her constantly changing 
makeup, hairdos, costumes, and postures —  she may remember who she was.

The Three Disappearances of Soad Hosni (Rania Stephan, 2011)
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The third act “flies away,” in Stephan’s description. All the vio lence is un-
loosed, not unlike the penultimate chapter of Phoenix Tapes. Hosni’s dreams 
become nightmares of fires and screaming, slapping and fleeing. She is attacked 
and assaulted in multiple locations, but once again she becomes pensive and 
reflective, relaxing in an armchair.  After a sound montage of alarms, chimes, 
and doorbells, a  woman’s body appears in silhouette on the sidewalk, as if 
having fallen. Soad Hosni enters a morgue to view a body. Through Stephan’s 
deft editing, the body she see is hers (from another film). In a brief epilogue, 
a vhs cassette is inserted into a vcr, and a red- sequined shimmering Hosni 
appears on the screen. She has been effectively domesticated, trapped within 
the tv set in the home, which may well speak to the declining public pres-
ence of Arab  women.81 A male voice- over asks if we are “all  children of Naima 
the dancer [Naima Akef]? Yes,  children left  behind by a world that’s moving 
ahead. . . .  Try not to look  behind or sink into the pres ent, but to always look 
ahead.” Given the memory work of the preceding film, this might be a refer-
ence to the  future anterior of archiveology, a “message” from a man who has 
learned, fi nally, from a  woman who has fallen from the past into an allegory 
of awakening.

The Three Disappearances of Soad Hosni (Rania Stephan, 2011)
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In Three Disappearances, the actress tries desperately to awaken from the 
dream state that has become the rec ord —  the document — of her life. At one 
point, she “awakens”  after a scene on a rooftop and a view down through scaf-
folding to the street below, but she awakens dressed like a princess bedecked 
in jewels in some kind of period setting. The actress has truly dis appeared into 
her roles, and yet Stephan’s film has nevertheless opened up a critical space 
in which Soad Hosni can be recognized by new audiences in the Arab world 
and beyond. Her multiple disappearances serve as allegories for a cinephiliac 
historiography, not only for Arab cinema but for the role of the female image 
within that cinema.

Soad Hosni’s disappearance is emblematic of the  career trajectory of many 
 women actors, whose image is only of value for a limited period of time. The 
fading actress, like the falling star, is exemplary of the obsolescence intrinsic 
to commodity capitalism. Reviewing and recycling images of  women is not in 
itself a critique of that pro cess of disposal, and yet once  those images are en-
dowed with allegorical powers of expression, as they are in this case, the “star” 
may be perceived as a “ruin” —  revealing the critical edge of mortification. For 
Karen Beckman, the vanishing  women of cinema constitute a valuable rup-
ture of the parallel disavowal of  actual vio lence against  women. She enjoins 
the feminist critic to pay attention to the vanishing as a distraction and con-
cealment of the gendered under pinnings of the phantasmagoria.

“The fading star bespeaks the space of vanishing at  every utterance,” says 
Beckman. And  here she turns to Benjamin, for whom stars and their in-
terpretation constitute the ur- model of language and criticism. As Eduardo 
Cadava paraphrases Benjamin: “[The] emergence of the past within the pres-
ent, of what is most distant and closest at hand, suggests that, like the flash of 
similarity, starlight appears only in its withdrawal.”82 Beckman discusses Bette 
Davis as a star who “refused to fade,” indulging in the “genre” of the fallen star 
over the course of her  career. In her constant disappearing, Davis managed to 
appear and vanish in a constant oscillation in which presence is inseparable 
from absence and disappearance. As Beckman notes, if we “pay attention” to 
this refusal to vanish, it can produce a “critical viewing practice.” Moreover, 
she underlines the prevalent use of film clips on tv in What ever Happened 
to Baby Jane (Robert Aldrich, 1962) as a means by which this critical viewing 
practice is already incorporated into one of Davis’s own “fading star” films. 
Beckman’s theory of vanishing is “ambivalent” like Benjamin’s theory of cul-
ture. She points out that “magic provokes critical spectatorship through its 
self- acknowledged per for mances of undisclosed activity,” but this is precisely 
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the magic of technological modernity that Benjamin hoped could be trans-
formed into a critical practice. The vanishing  woman is “haunted by the spec-
ter of death,” in Beckman’s view, but, like Benjamin, she says, “this does not 
mean that we can do nothing with it.”83

Eduardo Cadava points out that for Benjamin, criticism itself is modeled 
on the idea of the star as a vanishing light, insofar as interpretation is also 
always an act of mortification.84 In the case of Three Disappearances, Hosni’s 
death is the key to a dizzying series of deaths in which her image opens up into 
an awakening. The utopian spirit of Arab modernity and decolonization may 
have been mystified in any number of ways (and the embrace of feminism 
in Egyptian cinema was never more than a token gesture),85 but its memory 
is arguably invaluable for the con temporary geopo liti cal imagination. Hosni 
herself may have appeared at the time to be on the periphery of social politics, 
but Stephan’s film illuminates her expressive power within the cultural history 
of the Arab region. Her disappearance, along with the films that she and many 
 others made during  those critical years, is critically incomplete. Stephan’s film 
underscores her refusal to actually dis appear forever.

The interactive spectator of Rose Hobart and Three Disappear-
ances finds herself divided triply, between the cinephiliac identification with 
and love of  these actresses’ per for mances, a recognition of their work in the 
industry, and a consequent repurposing of an archive of films largely made 
for and by men. The fragmented subject- effects of the possessive spectator 
are thus a provocative means of confronting oneself in technological moder-
nity and, arguably, a means of awakening from the gendered archive. Laura 
Mulvey’s “possessive spectator” of a delayed cinema is especially summoned 
by the star image  because the star is always also an “indexical icon,” shift-
ing interminably between registers of semiotic meaning, from the historical, 
transient body —  a ghostly trace of real ity —  and the fictions of per for mance 
and character. The double readings that enable us to see both the fiction and 
the working  woman are modes of allegory and irony, produced through the 
metadiscursive language of archiveology.

Buci- Glucksmann’s analy sis of Benjamin is described by Bryan S. Turner 
as a “theology of modernity.” In his introduction to Buci- Glucksmann’s 
 Baroque Reason, he argues that “the literary methods and devices of allegory, 
pastiche, parody, irony, and ambivalence” are derived “archaeologically from 
a Baroque period in which the library, the labyrinth and the ruin  were cen-
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tral themes.”86 According to Turner, Buci- Glucksmann situates  these devices, 
which are fundamentally techniques of language, as an “alternative history of 
capitalism.” The otherness of the feminine utopia is the key to the upsetting 
of “rational systems of bureaucracy and organ ization.”87 In archiveology, the 
techniques of allegory, pastiche, and irony are central to the critical détourne-
ment of “images of  women” in classical cinema.

Another well- known archival film, Meeting Two Queens (1991) by Cecilia 
Barriga, is a  great example of fan- based archiveology that extracts a kind of 
feminist utopia from classical cinema. Greta Garbo and Marlene Dietrich 
“meet” each other in a collage of scenes from their films, thematically linked 
by titles such as “Suitcase,” “The Library,” and “The Job.” A fantasy of desire is 
constructed from the melodramatic cues of a classical modality from which 
all the men have been cut out. Barriga’s treatment of the archive is once again 
deeply ironic, and her intervention and remixing produce a text that not only 
“queers”  these actresses and their per for mances but “opens a feminist space 
for reading.”88

Irony is a variation of allegory that Jaimie Baron argues “constitutes an eth-
ics of the archive effect.”89 Camp is a mode of ironic playfulness in which 
gender performativity is exaggerated for stylistic effect, but it is also a social 
practice in which pastiche is at once affective and moving. Archiveology is 
arguably a technique through which kitsch, melodrama, the female body, and 
 women’s work can be revisited and reclaimed for an inversion of the gendered 
archive of film history.

The campiness of Three Disappearances is in keeping with the cinephilia of 
Girardet and Müller and is indicative of the critical role of pastiche in archi-
veology. Far from the emptiness of so- called postmodern pastiche, Richard 
Dyer has argued that precisely  because pastiche brings us close to the ap-
propriated film or image, it is a form that is affective in historical terms: “The 
most valuable point of pastiche resides in its ability to move us even while 
allowing us to be conscious of where the means of our being moved comes 
from.”90 In both Rose Hobart and The Three Disappearances of Soad Hosni, 
we are indeed brought close to the eponymous stars, and at the same time 
distanced. The fetishism endemic to their original texts, and even perhaps 
to Cornell’s original appropriation, is laid bare, and yet the stars still shine in 
their vanishing.
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This is how the angel of history must look. His face 
is turned  toward the past. Where a chain of events 
appears before us, he sees one single catastrophe, which 
keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it at 
his feet. The angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, 
and make  whole what has been smashed. But a storm is 
blowing from  Paradise and has got caught in his wings; it 
is so strong that the angel can no longer close them.

 Walter Benjamin, “On the Concept of History,”  

in Selected Writings, vol. 4

If archiveology is a language of images, what kind of language 
is it? If this book can offer any way out of the reality- tv show that appears 
to have engulfed the po liti cal scene, it is by making this image language leg-
ible. Détournement is a more urgent critical practice than ever before, as the 
wreckage builds ever higher and “the media” has clearly become a conflict 
zone. The feminist gesture of awakening is itself more urgent than ever be-
fore in my lifetime, and the avant- garde is faced with a renewed challenge of 
breaking through the façade of commodity culture. The language of images 
that is archiveology may fi nally be illuminated through Benjamin’s theory of 
translation. Appropriation is, in fact, a  matter of translating from one me-
dium to another,  whether from film to video, analog to digital, narrative to 
nonnarrative, fiction to documentary, archival file to collage form, video to 
installation, and so on. In “The Task of the Translator,” Benjamin writes, “A 
real translation is transparent; it does not cover the original, does not block its 
light, but allows the pure language, as though reinforced by its own medium, 
to shine upon the original all the more fully.”1 By “pure language,” Benjamin 
may be evoking an idea of medium specificity, but I would prefer to think 
of it in terms of utterance, or speech act. Moving images are always shot by 
someone for some reason, and thus they set up a social relationship, a gesture 
of intersubjectivity.
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When Benjamin describes translation as a means of recognizing the kin-
ship of languages, he also claims that the “original” is itself a language. The 
concept of a “pure language” is produced through translation as a “release” or 
“liberation” of the language imprisoned in the work.2 Nora Alter has pointed 
out the confluence between Benjamin’s theory of translation and Hans Rich-
ter’s early theory of the essay film. For Richter, the “essay film is an in- between 
genre that is not grounded in real ity, but can be irrational, playful and fan-
tastic.”3 The implication for Alter is that abstract concepts could be given ab-
stract form, but I think it goes even further than that once we consider the 
role of archival images in this pure, liberated language,  because they bare the 
traces of technologies of reproduction and the encounter of the body with 
the machine.

For Benjamin, certain works contain within themselves a “special signifi-
cance” that is their “translatability,” returning us to his idiosyncratic method 
of making words into active agents. Like “legibility,” the idea of translatability 
pertains to the way a moving image may take on multiple meanings and ac-
cumulate them like a kind of palimpsest that one can recognize as a histori-
cal relationship. Of course, it takes talent, intuition, and research on the part 
of the filmmaker to bring about that flash of recognition, often through the 
combination and juxtaposition of multiple sources, not all of them archival 
and not all of them vis i ble. And it takes a viewer to experience the images 
and recognize them as a historical dialectic. In fact, the essay film frequently 
operates as a pathway between the vis i ble and the invisible.4 Outside  every 
frame of the archiveological fragment is a host of personnel, technologies, 
geographies, and histories.

The new works of appropriation as well as the old works that are revisited 
are essentially embryonic, fluid, social encounters in which both legibility and 
translatability are contingent on a viewer, an auditor, and a reader of the proj-
ect of recycling. Benjamin’s rhe toric of freedom and release echoes that of 
Morgan Fisher, who describes his film () as a liberation of insert shots from 
their narrative structures. But in the case of the awakened  women in films 
such as Rose Hobart and the Three Disappearances of Soad Hosni, “freedom” is 
not the  whole story, even if  these  women are arguably released from their nar-
rative homes. In fact, the ethics of archiveology, which this book has hardly 
touched on, depend on a recognition of the social networks constituted in and 
by archiveology.

As Jaimie Baron has pointed out, all appropriation is on one level a “misuse” 
of filmed and recorded material as well as de facto “inappropriate.”5 A  great 
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range of ethical effects can be created in archival film practices, from questions 
of copyright and owner ship of images, to questions of credits and sources, to 
questions of repre sen ta tion. Of the latter, Baron describes a double- layered 
structure that creates the perceived ethical stance of a film: “the stance of the 
original filmmaker  toward her material . . .  and that of the filmmaker who has 
appropriated this material.”6 Baron agrees that it is ultimately the viewer who 
is the “judge,” and for this reason, the ethics of archiveology are always  going 
to be somewhat in flux and, in many ways, at the heart of the historical knowl-
edge that is produced.

The question of copyright (or copyleft) are beyond the scope of this book. 
Issues of owner ship pertain to the commodity status of audiovisual recordings, 
and in this sense, the allegorical potential of archiveology, its doublespeak or 
double articulation, constitutes a challenge to the commodity form of the im-
ages, stripping them of use value and exchange value in order to make them 
meaningful again. Benjamin certainly recognized how technologies of re-
production produced image commodities, but he also understood how  these 
wish images contain the seeds of their own undoing, as ruins, fossils, and 
fetishes. Copyleft, or borrowing, is a more “appropriate” strategy of archiveol-
ogy than the enforcement of copyright law. In fact, Benjamin says as much 
when he states that “no document is  free of barbarism, so barbarism taints the 
manner in which it was transmitted from one hand to another. The historical 
materialist therefore dissociates himself from this pro cess of transmission as 
far as pos si ble. He regards it as his task to brush history against the grain.”7

Archiveology, which renders the archive transmissible, its contents legible 
in the pres ent, is above all a historical form, consistent, I have argued, with 
Benjamin’s conception of historical materialism. The historical “object” — or 
fragment of film footage — is confronted as a monad. In Benjamin’s rhe toric, 
this confrontation is depicted as a standing still, or an “arrest” of time in 
which tensions are crystallized in the now time of the pres ent: “In this struc-
ture [the historical materialist] recognizes the sign of a messianic arrest of 
happening . . .  a revolutionary chance in the fight for the oppressed past.”8 
And yet, how does this “standing still” happen in the time- based medium of 
archival film practices?

The shock of montage is always a cutting up, cutting off, an extraction of 
some kind, even if that “blasting apart” is frequently softened in the films dis-
cussed  here by the continuity effects of sound, including both musical effects 
and voice- over. In fact, from a formal perspective, the compilation mode of 
“collecting” images together appears to have prevailed over a more nonlinear 
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disjunctive mode of collage. Even the most discontinuous film, Rose Hobart, 
is accompanied by a musical score that creates an affective “flow” that cush-
ions the shocks of Cornell’s montage. In other words,  there may not be any 
dynamic stasis in the examples of archiveology discussed in this book, but 
 there is a dialectic of collecting and allegory  going on in which the pres ent 
moment is crystallized in the perception of the ruined image, or the image 
as ruin.

For Benjamin, translation is itself a “form.”9 Archival film practices “trans-
late” between diff er ent media, and so as an act of appropriation, archiveology 
tends inevitably to invoke the obsolescence of technologies of reproduction. As 
“collectors,” the filmmakers discussed  here “strug gle against dispersion” —  and 
in this sense, the films tend  toward a princi ple of classification that is borrowed 
from the systems of bureaucracy and discipline. Their “structures” are at times 
governed by architectures of files, tapes, convolutes, and other orga nizational 
rubrics (which tend to be displacing the older rubrics of structural film that 
pertained to medium specificity, such as fixed frame and duration — or some-
times coexisting with them in the case of Toponimia [Jonathan Perel, 2015]). 
Benjamin’s collector,  after all, is himself obsolescent in modernity: “Only in 
extinction is the collector comprehended.”10 The allegorist, on the other hand, 
is a reader of ruins. As Erika Balsom points out, with re spect to Tacita Dean’s 
work, “allegory allows for an understanding of the passage of objects through 
time, as well as historical and affective resonances that this entails.”11

Archival film practices bring together the collector’s urge to classify and or-
ga nize, to search and save, with the allegorist’s ability to break apart temporal 
continuity through mortification as an experience of time itself. The utopian 
urge for totality and systematicity is overshadowed by the recognition of fail-
ure and the dangers invested in such desires. Rosalind Krauss describes this 
convergence as “an object and its shadow, or a perception and its after- image. 
This is what links type to countertype, or, in the case of the commodity, pro-
duces what Benjamin called ‘the ambivalence between its utopian and cynical 
ele ments.’ ”12

In Krauss’s discussion of collecting and media obsolescence, she is con-
cerned to reinvent medium specificity through the “recursive” structures of 
media — to push  toward an autonomy of the artwork that might distinguish 
it from the commodity culture of kitsch. Balsom’s rejoinder to this critique 
(that tends to indict the exploitation of classical cinema in appropriation arts) 
is to point out that cinema always functions as an archive and a social history, 
and thus tends to resist any claims of autonomy and medium specificity.13 
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Indeed, as we have seen in so many of the films discussed  here, the archival 
ruins of “kitsch” are precisely the materials that enable the “tiger’s leap into the 
past” that Benjamin ascribes to fashion as a technique of historical material-
ism.14 The kitschiness of melodrama is also that which warms and touches and 
evokes the collective experience.

The shocks of montage, the alarms of awakening, and the stilled time of 
“firing on clock  faces”15 are tropes of “filled time,” as opposed to the homog-
enous empty time of repetition. It would be a  mistake to associate such a con-
ception of historical time with a formal device, but the tension between the 
collector and the allegorist serves to underscore the potential of temporal dis-
junction at work in archival film practices. Filmmakers and videomakers are 
not collecting objects but moving images, and this is ultimately what makes 
this practice distinctive among archival practices. Moving images take place 
in time and are responsible for complex forms of experience. The viewer is not 
simply a historian but a participant in historical construction.

Many of the films discussed in this book use gestures to link images, to mark 
movements, to “move” the spectator imperceptibly  toward the next image, 
which is never the expected image but a gesture of disruption. Is this the in-
nervation that Benjamin ascribed to film? For Giorgio Agamben, gesture is 
“the exhibition of mediality: it is the pro cess of making a means vis i ble,” and 
“it opens the ethical dimension for  human beings.”16 Drawing on Benjamin’s 
dialectic of voluntary and involuntary memory, Agamben argues that cinema 
is best characterized as “gesture rather than image,” and as such it “breaks with 
the false alternative between ends and means.”17 In another context, speaking 
of Auschwitz, Agamben argues that the term testimony is more appropriate 
than archive,  because “we give the name testimony to the system of relations 
between the inside and the outside of langue, between the sayable and the 
unsayable in  every language.”18 The remnant, or the archival fragment, as tes-
timony is a pro cess of subjectification and desubjectification: “What is truly 
historical is not what redeems time in the direction of  future or past; it is, 
rather, what fulfills time in the excess of a medium.”19

As a mode of artist’s cinema, archival film practices extract fragments of 
historical memory from the recorded past, transforming  those ruins and rem-
nants into a medium. This new medium has the potential to assume the guise 
of the phantasmagoria, luring the viewer into a sensory embrace. The critical 
edge of archiveology is, however, destructive. As technologies of reproduction 
continue to supersede each other, only a language in which media archaeol-
ogy is deeply embedded  will be able to actually articulate the critical terms 
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of obsolescence. As archives are by definition interminable and incomplete, 
so also is the sociopo liti cal role of archiveology. As an architecture that is at 
once affective and historical, a passage into collective memories and networks 
of social relations, institutions, and visual cultures, archiveology enables ar-
chives to come alive. It provides passages into the imaginary phantasmagorias 
of generations and cultures past and unlocks their secret desires for the  future. 
The aura of the  future lies deeply embedded in past images that are always 
being remade and recycled in the practices of excavation, retrieval, and reuse.
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