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Dr. Crase and Mr. Clair 

ANNETTE MICHELSON 

... If all things are devoid of matter 
and if this populous Buenos Aires 
comparable to an army in complexity 
is no more than a dream 
arrived at in magic by souls working together, 
there's a moment 
in which the city's existence is at the 

brink of danger and disorder 
and that is the trembling moment of dawn 
when those who are dreaming the world are few 
and only a handful of night owls preserve 
ashen and sketchy 
a vision of the streets 
which they will afterward define for others. 
The hour in which the persistent dream of life 
is in danger of breaking down, 
the hour in which God might easily destroy 

all his work! 

-Jorge Luis Borges 

In the spring of 1926, while visiting Brussels, Dziga Vertov saw the first 
feature-length film by a young Frenchman. This experience was, by Vertov's own 
account, both exhilarating and distressing. His diaries offer few entries devoted to 
the consideration of specific projects other than his own; one might therefore find 
it curious that this little film so aroused the particular interest of the acknowledged 
Soviet master of the documentary form that he was moved to record that interest. 

This content downloaded  on Wed, 16 Jan 2013 07:56:07 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


"i~ : 31Pt:~g~~g-B lr : -:i :--:':-::----- --- -:. ss- ~ii~R~_:::i~ii-i-i-iLiiii:i .. i:i-i-i.iiiiiiii ::::_ ... iii-? 
::---:-:i- -:'- ---- -:-ii ilii:i~: a C ~ ~ ~iiiiii'iii iiii~s~:iii~~:?iiiiiiiiii 

iiiiiiiiii~rii i~i~s~:iiiii~,~~iiiiiiii .'.:.-_ i B~L~s~8~d~i~ 
i -:::- 

-ii:i,-iB-,~iii :.: iii-i: i8~iii~iiii i:i:liiiii~ii iiliiiiii~j~k~i :. .. ...:, ~1 s~ .. 
?Is~ 4~8~1~ss IBP ? ~ i-i-i-i-i-ii~%B::i-i-i-i- .-. i:ij 

*? 
: iii:_-:i-__--iii i:i: i:'i i:; -~:ii-:ii~i iaii-i~_--i_:i~ -^.-__ii 

iii 
:':' iii~iiii:ii-~- : :':-:i- -'-i:~:ii ::.:.:.: ii-i :- :: i iii-i iii-ii -i-i-~:ii:gei .-.-.-.. -i:l: ~iii :i- :: . ~LP~iii:i-i-i-i i-i-i .::::_ ii:-lc:~:-iiii-ii ii~:-:ii~i~ii: -ilii'i: iii~i:iiii-i_:ii: :::::::::-:_,:::::-:::-: :iiiii -iii:iiii~p~i:~iii iii--; s~pi "::" iiiii's~:iii iiii iii ii-s'-ii .. iii :.: 

'L~3~8 --_-li::~~ap?? ~l~ggW~ 
i:i . ~i~~:aii-~:i_~:i~ii??i:i:iiiii-i:-:p~i: ~i:ii-ii:i: .: -?a~iii -.::.: i-i i:ii-i-iaplsap~ -~ :: -: i::: - '~:ii------ --- ::_~-s iiiiii-iii~ ~Er* -i:iiii-li~?iifiiiiiii ii'~i~ii~:iiiiiliiii`;,~.iiiiiiir ::::.: iiiiii-i-iiii .:. iiiii:i- ii iii~s~-:i~i- -i~:-i:~a~: i-:~:i:iii ::~sai_:- . - 1. I ::. 

::: iii iii: ~::~ii~i:ili:`i~s~~i:i i-i: -~iiii . -ii," ? ? ~lsr~iiiii 
:: 

-i :~i:Biij-~P~i-- -- i~F-- I 9YOi~i:i:i- 
:'-:--: iiiii~s~ii:~ ~B~?sp9~;iii~a~~iiiii i .iiiaiiLiiiiiiiiiiiiii:iiii iiii: .:.:.:.:.I_ iii :::-.- -~i ~~j~i~ii~-ii .. i~B I I iiiii 

_ II _ I~-~iiff~.~lg~i:iiiiii'B~i.:iiiii-iiii : ,rB".iiiiii iiiiiii~:li :-~:~~:-'i~ IIB - ~-~': ~iiii~ii:i i-g~i~8~~i ~i, ~iiiiiiii II B~Bb~6~h~ iliii~8~9%~iiLiiiii'~iiii ..... 
:.' ~iiiiijii~ r ~L~iiiiiii~ ~:l:i_:-:- --- ~- ~i:::--l-:il~ii~i i-~iiii~ -:a~?sys~:s:iiii-i___ iiCiii iii i~;~-:-?li~?ii~e~:::ai:i:ii: :. -iiii~iii -iii~i:~C~ii~?i:iii:_~iiii-iiii:ii -iii?iiiiiii:i:~i:iiii: a:_ :~3~-:i:: ::-~~:-:: :::P : ::li:~:~:i:: :::: ::: :: :BP'::::_::l::~'~~::I:i:-~ii~P~:: :::: 

I--- 'Is~a~ i:i:i-i-i:ii;:i:i,-i-i-ili~ - ~ k? 

a-iiii:~g~i~ci?~g~:i~:i~:i:iiiiiii~'i~i I~i~~ JP"'~:iii;iiiiiiii'ijii:ii, a?aes~?:~Pa~~:i?~~i:~i?~!l:~s~8slp?::'1: i:.... iii -i E~e~ ? ~ s~ii-~-ii:ii~jiii ii;~pl~"r~iii-iiiijiiiiiiiiiiiii:aiiiii iii:ii'iii9i:ii:ilii 
iiiiii-iii-i :iii :ii-ii~; lii~iii-iii:iiiii :i iiiii iii_ i~i~sssls~:iiiiiiiiiiiiiii:-i"i:i~ii~ii' :~b~6:iiii -,:~iiiijiiiii 
:ii::--_i:: :iiiiiiiiiitii~i"iiii;iiiiii .i:iiiiiiiiiii~i~i:~?i:i: I~i~i-~~iiiii~ii~.-i; ii~i~i~F~:i''ii.~Eii:'~gi- -iiiiiii iiiiiiiii 

:: 

iiiiiiiii~~F~:'iliiiiliiiii ::::::::::j::::i:i:i:-:i:i 
iiiiiiiiiiic 

~iiiiiiiiiiii~ ~:i~i~iiiiiiiii ..:"I 'i~~,giiii?iirii:iiiiiiiiii ~i;"~- Skb8~:iiiiiii~ ~~i~8~?1*8l~~ii ~ii:iiXiXii:iiiiiii:iiii LS~~~gs~i$l-i- .'..._ _i-i a ~'9i~:i~iii~ii? ::_" r-~aiiiiii-jii 
?~:?~i:~i'''ii:ii;iiilii'''''' ~iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii.iiiiiiiiiii--- I I~,'~?a~,~~iii-iiiiiiiiiiiii~~i~;~~.ii, :: i:i:i-iii~iiiii:iiiiiiiii Fiii'~'i'iiii:iii-iiii iiiiiij~i:iii-ii i/ii, i-ii iii - i -ili~ .i:~s~i~iiii i~"C IBBBB~~'?:?:? 

..'..._ :ii-~sn~~:i~i?i?ii:iiiiiiiiii -iii:i-i:i~iiii~:~ ~i;iiiiiiiii:iii 
'':~Blff.:H?I~'-~" ~d~~a4 iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii:aliii~,iiii lii"~~5~1~ 'Ic~s"~i?:':i~ii~iiiiiiiii~:iiiiii' iiiii-i:i~ii:i:ia 

: --:i~i-i- ii~P~':i:iiiii-i i:idiii:i: i -sskilp~:,.i:::~i.~ii-iiiii:iii:iii :. i''''i" "i:"i -~~'~'"'5'':'''''-:?~~iiiiiiii-iiiiiiii - ii?iii'ii;i:i;iiiiqi;"i~li:iiiiii iiiiiiiiii :.:- --i i-iiiiiiii~ iiiii-iii :::: iii~:-::i:i i:iii:i:i- -i:i .:: i-i:~:i"iii iii ::.._ i:i-ij*?~F~':~iiiiiiiii i:iiiiiii~Piii .. : 
.."iiii -i_- :: :.: --: i ri:j??:-ii;i:ii- ~lro~ii~'ii.iiiiiii~~_~ iiii~lii:i:i .. i:sii_ ili:ii:i-i-i:iii--iii-iii- i-~l:iiii:iast~iiiPi-ii:k:i I ~iiiiiiiiii iiiiiii;` ~;?iiiLi'ili?z~?i-?,i ?::::- .:.::.:. :.. i: aa..... ilIii ' "ii i-iii ii~:iiiiiii~E~iiiiiiii~iii.iii i~ ii~P~LP~ ~? Ir;iiiii:iii:iii i:ii iiii : ~`i;i'i??iii:i~i:iii~iiliiii'i'~'"i"i'i 

::-: :-:-:-:-:: :i:i-i:i-i-i:i: iiii -i:- -:i:- ---- i::- :i:iii~ii;iii LB I:::::' ~ii::-- ---- -::i- i :i.j%~liii-iii:i?~,ii_ ;~:g II~ ?&--l-C 1 ~:iiiiii-ii_-ii:iiii:ii:iiii:iii::ii: ii-: ir:_--:-::iii :.:. ii~3i-ii-i~~?f:::ili:~j:_:: i/i~~~ II ~i':::: C - ?g3q ~-.:/iiiiilji:ii/ijii:iiii:ii;j/ii: :::: L?~'ii'i?iiiii-i?iaii li:iiii i::: -:::::::::': 
~iiiiiiiiiiiiii~iii'i~-~:~:~:~~'-i i:i- i:i- i:-"ilii i:i""-iiii .. iii~iiiiiiiiiii-Jr*~e I ' I ~" ~iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii iiiiiiiiii iii-iii-i-i i-i-iii:t-- ~iiii-i-ii-i-ii-i 'd ~;ii~iii:iii:iiii_ i~:i:i''':i~`iiiiiiii: iii::' :.: -.-.-.:._ ? _ liii:i'i-ii-9ii9i-i-:i:i -i:i~iii-----~: -:: ::: ::~i-i~ ?r 'I iiiiiiiii-:aii_ _:_:~-iii iiii iii iii : 'i?I?i'?ii:i~i:iiiliiii -:--_:-~Piiii -::: ~::-~i::---::_ ,:: _ iiii iii .- -:- - - 

iii .. ::ir i-- i:i .. .. i-i i iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii? all.:i~zs~.~g~~;?-l-?:?i s~?-:i i ;?I iiiiii?iiiiiaiii:iiiiiiiiii iiii-iiiiili-ililili(iiiiiiiii iiiiiii:i:i iiii~iiii: -~:i iiii ~..------------------------------------- .iiiiiiiiiii~g~,,i'i:iii:ii-i:iil--i-i~i -i i-i i::i-- ,ii:iiiiiiii~aC~i~:'~BPiiiiiii~-iiiiiii~ :i-_:-i--iiii i-i iiii -::.- ii_ ii ~ ':r iiiiiiiiiiiiiills~-~~iLiiii~?~:iii~,i; -I ~a;:~:~.iii~~~~iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii:i:il 
'i'iiii'i:iiiiiiiiii:iiiiii;iiil:'~:~a~i 

~ir I ::::::::-:::_:::_:::i:':::i:i:::::i:i:i: iiiiii:i:_--i_:'' -iiiii::::i:iiiiiiiii~ii:i:iiiii-i:i: ::::-::,:::i::iiiiiiiiiiiiiii'i-i:i:i :::::::: ... iiiiii-~~:~s~~Liiiiiiiiiiii-iiiiiiiiiii: iiiiiiiiiiiiiii"~:.iiiiiii :.-::::-: iiiii';:iiiiiiiiiiiii`iiiliiiiiiiiiiiiii -iii8iipiii:?i:iiiiiiliiifiiiiiii.~??iii I-::` i:i:i:i:i:::i:::: i:::: :::: 
i-i:i- ~k~n~ii-r ~::iiiiiiiiiiia~ --,~ii~iiii~:~:~iiiiiiiii ::.: i" ;-,i?-?-i -ii,~a~,._.~~???i:? :iii:iii:lil:ii::.?????:I:j:?j???:???:? iiiisii~iiii'::iii:i~ii ~il.ii:i-i:i:i:~i:i I ~-i~CiLiXi~::liiiiiiiii:i:i:i:i:i-i:i i:i i:i:~ iii'i-i:iii~i---:-a~:. a -~s~ IP'?~?i~s~j~:li:iiiiij~i.~;?ai::i:-ii: 

--::--:-~sssaa~ss~e~~:-i:?~?-l:::_-i:- i:-_ _-~ ::::::... : 'iiiiiiiiiiiiiaiii_~ssspe~ a ~iiiiiiiii?~?r~:ii?~s~ii~iii-:ii~;i?:ii~ ijiiiiiiiiii:~l r II~ 

::_- ... : :::: :-:- -:-: :-:- -::-, 
iiliiii-iiii ::.::. -:iiiiiiiiiii:iiiiii :: .:-::- ~~'::-ii::? ii::l'iii-:---i : i-i_--i;: iiii -:::~l~:iiiiii-:i_-i;::?i- :? ii-iii : ii:ii;:ii-i-iiiiii iii_ :: :.., ::::iiii-ii:iiii:iiii : iii: 

i:i-i-ili:i-i:-i-ii-i- .:. ---*i ~s~ ,:::i:i-i;:iii-i:i:i : ..:.:..._ -i:---:: - . ... . ii:ii:i iiiii:iiiili:i-i:i-i-i-i:i:ii :ii -i-l -::_ 
ijijiji~:::~~~~:iii:Bi:iiiiip ~bs~~iiiiiiiiii 1~8~6~i~iiiiiiiii 

:i:iiiiiii.iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii-i:i i-iii :.. iii' iiiiiiiii:.iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii:i:iiiii-ii :: 
:iii::i:iiiiiii-:li:::iiii : -i:i- ~iii~iiliii-i~ili~isi~Ps~:~,iiiiiiii;i:i iii 

iiii:iiiiiiiiiii31~:i:iii:iiii:i;~~i~,ii a 
::::: iiiii-~iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiili:i: 

iiiiiiiiiiiii-i:i i-i~B~F~i~ 'I ~~:':)iiii-ii~iilii'iiiii'~'iiiiiiiiiiii :iii:iiiiiiiii ' i~a~i~iii iii : I i:iii:~i'iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii~~ii~~iiii :::::::::s:::::::::::i:i:_:i:il:i:-is ~ii'iii;:iiiiiiiiiiii--~~s~:iii'li-iiii i- 
I ~i~il iiiiiiiiiii:iiiiiiiiii:iiiiii 

i-i:i-iiii~s8~~~:"~~i;ilili :.:..:.:. .-.-..... .:.:.:.:. -i-i i:i- iiiiii:iii-i:iiiii:ii_ ii: iiiiii ::::':': iiii iii ii:ii-iiii:iiiii:::ii:::iiii: 
.:i:-::i:i:i:i:i:i:i:i:ii:l:,:::::i:i;:: ':':'-:':':-:':::-:':::-:-:'':-::::::::: i:ii;iiiiiiiiii:iiiiiiiiiiiiliii':iiiiii :'-:::::':':':':':':-::::::::":': .ii'iiiiiiiiii:iiiiiiiii:i:li -'-. :i:i :: .. iiiii i;: -il:- ~i-.i.i;" S I iiiii~ii-iiiii;lililiiji:.iiij:i:i:::i:i :::.:.:::::jiiii'iiii:'ij:i~i'ii'.j:iij ..: iii-aaaam~iii-il-:: :i:i:ii-ii-:i_:iii : iii i~iii~~l-iii iii-ls~ ~":iii:iii~iiiiiii ::.:' .:::::-.-:::- :::::l:::i:i:i:::i::::::::::::::li:,:i:i:i:;::i:i:i:i:i:i:l::::::j::-::: :::::-::. _ 

: :::::::::::::::j::::::i:i: :I:i:c-::i:li:i:i-:i:I:::i-':iiiiiiiiiii ini'iii~ ~i~:.iii:iii~~iii-i;i ii'.iaili~i'ii-iiiiiiiii-iiii~iiii;i:i ':::':':''''':''':"''-:':::':':':':' ':':':':'" iii:iii~iii-iiiiiiiiiii:iiiiiiiiiiiiiii iiiii-iiii-iil;i:ii`iiii:iiii:iliii'liii ii:- .iiliiiiiiii~iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii i'iii~iiiii-i:i:i:iii:i:-i:ic::i:i:ci::: : ii:i::::ii::iiiiaii;i-i?iiiiiiiia:iii::::::::::::::::i:i:i:i:: ::i:i:r _ -i-ii-i~ i-::~es~iii~:l :::~iii::i`~p~i-iiiii i:i~ii:ii .iiiiii' ---:i ii :: . i -: -:8:ii8:- . iiiiiiiiiii:iii~iilii.iiiiiiEii.iiii-~i iii~ii:i:i:ii:-~ii-ii i:i--~::-::i-i:i .: ... -i-: -ili-iii~ii:i-i:-:-::: - ,:.._ ::.:.: ... iii ii-i i-~i:ili-i::::-:::, i'i';fiiiiiiiiiiiiiii;iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii ...:.:_ iiii iii:: a:~i;~iii'ijiiiiiiii-i:- : 
~'''-'?':''":"'''?''':"i :"- '''' ''': 'i': ':i:::::-:i:i :: i::::::::,-::: .. .:.: -:I:s ~::ill:i-iiiiii .:.:..: : i-i- ii :i-i~iiiiiiiiiiiY ::ii iiiiii'iiiiiii;iii:i:iiiii :. ::_:::I_-I:: - . :- -::~iiiiii-:- :-: iiiiii~i'iii-i-iii-:i:il~:iilii'.iiiiii: :i i---l . -'ii:i-i-i-i- -:: ii:iiiciii' iiiiiiiiiiiiiiii;iiiiiii:iiiii:i:~iiiiii iiiiiiii:iiiii:i:ii:iii: iiiiii~ -: ...: iii~iiiii-i:ii~r~:i~~ii-likiii;iiiiiiiii .. ..:: :.. i:i -i: i :i ~iiiiiiiii ::-:riiiiiiii~iii -:::--:i ,:::::::::::::::..:-:~:::;:::::::::I:::- :::::::::::: ::-: :: ,-,-,i~:i:-:iri~~r~:i~::i~:~:i:i:i:::::i ~i-li:_:::::i-I iii:i-iiiiiiiiiii-i:i -i-i -:- : -i-ii-i i_ . . __:i_ iiiiiiiii-iii;-iiiiiiiiiciiiiiiiiiiiiiii ::':':':::':::::::::::::::-:-:-:-::::::: ::::i::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::: iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii'iiii'i':~; :,:i:.:i:i-:i:i:i:-:_-I:-:: -::---::::I:::::-::::I:l:i:::,:c:::i:i:i li:i:i:iii:iiiii:iiiiiiiiii:i:iiiliiil3: :-:::-:::::::::i:::: :::: ::: :::: _:-: - - - .. . . :: :i:i:;iiipii.-::i -i:_--::- 'i-i_-'-:- i:'- ---- --:- ---- -i- i-__ -:: -i: -' :ijijjij:j:i:iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii iiiii:iici:iiiiiiii::-;: ' ; iiiiiiiii iiiii iiii ..:... ii ~iiiiiii~ i:i:iiiil:i:i:i:i:::i:i:i:::i:i:::::i::: :::::ii:i:l:::i :::::-i:i-i-i-i::-i-i:::i:i-:::i:_::::: i:i:_:::i:::i:i::-i; iii~iii iiiiiiiiii iiii iiii iiii .' iii- --- -:-- -::- -:-- -(- --- - :: ii ::- :i:i:1:i:i':i:i:i:::::i:i:'i:ii:i:'iiiii 

:~i:? ~ ~sli~i~dC~li'i_- _:i iiiiiii -ii- i6 ::::::::::::::::::::::?:?:?:?:-:::-:::i:~iiFiiii'iiii:iiii~~ ~iieiii: :i:ii:i:i-i-i: :.:_ i-ii-i-i:ii_ _iiii:i-i .. ....:. ii: . .... .. . : - - :-:-- :::: :: : :: I: :: - :: :: ::: ~ii:iiii:::i-i-i: ii:i-i:iii-i:i-i:i-i- . .. ..: ii-i :-:i~- - : i-iii i:i i iiiiiiiiiiriiiaiii?iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii, ,..:: iii-ii: -ii-iii-i:ii:i-ii:i:ii-iii- .: :. :. i-i ii iii .. i-i-, iiiiiiiiiiiiiiii-iiii:iiiiiiiii :i:il:::i?:i:is::i:::::i:i:i-i:i ::i 

'i-i-i i:i-i~ii:i ii-i 

"~e:iii:i:i-i-i-i .:. :::::?:::::::: :: ::: 
'li`:iili:ii"ii;iil~ii-iiiii iii iiisiiiii-iiiiiijiji:jijijijiiiiiiiii ii~::i---:--:-i--l-i- -:-:- .. . -_:_ :::: :-::-. --: :-::::i iiii:iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii- iiiii-i:i- - :::::i:::::::i:(:::i:-:?:::: ::: :--:::: :: ..'... .. ... .. :i:i:;l:i:1-i~:i::::-::?-:::::::::i:-:i: .. . ':-'--':'---''': -'''':''':':' -':''''' -'''-'-'''-''-'- :-iiiiiiii i:iiiiii i i::'iii:ii~.~ii-i:iiiii :i-:i::i:--- iiiiii?iiiiiiii :.:.::: ::__ iiiii :_ ::: : ~,:ii:::i:::-i::-:::-: ::::::::::: :::: -:-:: -:-:::::::_:-:-:- i'il--::-- i-i-i~g;i i:i-i. ss--:-iii iiiiliiiiiiiiiiiiiiliiiiiiiii :: ::::- -:: : isiiii~i;:iii-i:i:i i:i:i-iii:i-i-i-i:ii -i:ii:ii'~~r~i:iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii ..:.:... iiii~ili'iiiiiiii:~i'i~;iii ~,:::::::::::::::::::::::: ::: ::::::::::: :::_ i:::: ::i:_:: 

i:i:i i-ia :-:::::::::::i:i:-i:::---: -: -.... _i:ii:i:i-i-i iii -ii- : ii iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii 
i~%??-`"::f ~~--?-~:-;~ ???: :- :: :: :: : ::""":'":":"':'':'::':"":~'~':: :: :: : : :: : - :: :::::::::: ::"""?:"'':'":'"'::':"~':"::::: :: : : :: :: - - - : ::::::::: .:.:.:.: ::::.:. :.:::._ iii-i iii iii -.- :.. iiii iii iii .... iiii i~-i-i -ii: ??'::i?liii-i?i?iiiiiiii:iii:ii'i?iiiii: 

:::'::::':'::: ::::::::::::::::: ::::::::. ::-:: ::::-?:::::::-:i:::::-:::i:: i:-:- :::: -i-`:i:ii:i: i-i-i-ii--i:i:i i-ii--:i:ii-: --:-~i-ii:i- i:iiii:ii---::-- iiii;' g~'i)iii'~$B~ii'i~~iiiili:i:~esB~;:i~B~i 

This content downloaded  on Wed, 16 Jan 2013 07:56:07 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


32 OCTOBER 

For the work in question, Rene Clair's slight comedy Paris qui dort (1924), 
approximately one hour long, appears more obviously indebted to the style and 
pace of Mack Sennett than to the efforts of the nascent European and Soviet avant- 
gardes. For Vertov, however, this viewing produced a shock of recognition, 
described in his diary entry for April 18: 

I saw Paris qui dort at the Ars Cinema. Two years ago I conceived a 
plan coinciding in every way with the technical form of this film. I 
repeatedly tried to get permission to make it, but that chance was 
denied me. And so now the film has been made abroad. Kino-Eye has 
lost one of its positions of attack; the delay between idea, project plan, 
and realization is too long. Unless we are allowed to carry out our 
innovations as they are produced, we risk spending our time on 
inventions that are never put into practice.- 

This occasion, with its attendant sense of waste and bitter loss, is but a single 
episode in the long succession of frustration and betrayal which developed as the 
narrative of Vertov's career. He was to become the excruciated chronicler of the 
progressive degeneration of the bureaucratized film industry of the Stalinist state. 
In 1926, however, he was the accomplished practitioner and theoretician of the 
Soviet documentary film. He had established in the film essays and newsreels of 
Kino-Nedelia and Kino-Pravda the ascendancy of a new, revolutionary genre. As 
the presiding figure of the Council of Three, he had proclaimed to the world the 
imminent liquidation of the corrupting heritage of theatrical and novelistic 
convention and the opening of a revolutionary offensive upon its posterity in the 
narrative film of the postrevolutionary period. Kino-Glaz (1924) and Forward, 
Soviet! (1926) were designed and produced as the opening chapters in the 
chronicling of the construction of socialism. More than that, however, they were 
conceived and executed as revolutionary assaults upon the old cinematic order. 
And Vertov's sharpest and most aggressive polemical attacks had been reserved for 
the "art film," that compromised product of aesthetic Menshevism represented 
most dangerously, in his view, by Eisenstein's work.2 Vertov had not spared Strike 
and Potemkin. Why, then, was he impressed by this modest comedy? Where was 
the point of coincidence between Clair's gentle irony and Vertov's Bolshevik 
militancy? In "technique" and in "form"? 

These questions, inscribed with special salience within the history of 
postwar and postrevolutionary cinematic developments of the 1920s, have been 
repressed by film-historical and film-theoretical discourse. Vertov's cry of envious 

1. Dziga Vertov, Stati, Dnevniki, Zamisli, ed. Sergei Dobrashenko, Moscow, Iskusstvo Editions, 
1966, p. 165. A preliminary discussion of this text appears in my essay, "'The Man With the Movie 
Camera': From Magician to Epistemologist," Artforum, vol. X, no. 7 (March 1972), 60-72. 
2. For documentation of Vertov's position, see Dziga Vertov, "The Factory of Facts and Other 
Writings," October, 7 (Winter 1978), 109-128. 
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dismay remains the sole gesture of homage offered to Rene Clair's first major work. 
The historical and critical literature offers no sense of confirmation of that vividly 
revelatory experience set down in Vertov's journal. And even Clair himself, 
brilliantly articulate on his own work, is silent about Paris qui dort.3 

It is, then, with a sense of reparation due a work curiously obscured for half a 
century that one asks these questions and prepares to frame answers. To do so is to 
advance a large claim for the comedy known in this country as The Crazy Ray: this 
film marks a threshold in cinematic history, thereby illuminating that threshold in 
our own history which is the invention of cinema. 

Here, briefly, is its scenario. 
Our hero has the "top job" in Paris; he is guardian of the Eiffel Tower and 

lives on its uppermost level. Descending one day for a stroll, he notices that Paris 
is still. Most of the great arteries and squares-the Madeleine, the Place de la 
Concorde among them-are empty. Here and there, in other, residential quarters 
of the right bank, he encounters figures in a state of trance: a man with suicide note 
in hand, poised for a leap into the Seine; a street cleaner asleep over his broom; a 
chauffeur bent over the wheel of his taxi; a drunk leaning against a wall; a 
policeman in suspended pursuit of a thief. All clocks say three twenty-five. The 
city sleeps, and the only persons exempt from the general torpor are an airplane 
pilot and his four passengers: Nesta, an attractive young adventuress; a business- 
man; and a felon chained to the detective who has him in custody. They explain 
that they arrived earlier that day to find themselves alone in this silent, static 
world. Our hero invites them to join him in the tower. 

Next morning they explore the city together and discover in that silence and 
stasis the conditions of freedom. Paris is theirs to enjoy as they will. Bathing in 
the fountains of Trocadero, entering where they please, rifling jewelry shops and 
museums, cracking safes with the help of the felon and the complicity of his 
guard, they enjoy their power to the full. Returning to the tower with their spoils 
(the Mona Lisa is tucked casually into a corner of their limousine), they pass the 
time playing games. The four men, growing somewhat restive, begin to compete 
for the favors of the handsome adventuress who is now, as the popular song of the 
period has it, "the only girl in the world." Just as conflict threatens, a cry of 
distress is heard over the radio. Descending together, they follow the signal. It 
leads to the cellar laboratory of Dr. Crase. 

It is Miss Crase, the professor's niece and assistant, who has, unknown to 
him, called for help. She now informs them that the professor has invented a 
machine whose rays can arrest the course of things. It is he who, following the 
equations worked out on his blackboard, has with one full turn of the machine's 
lever plunged all Paris into sleep. Only now, confronted with the success of his 

3. The collection of early texts by Rene Clair, republished with commentary as Cinema d'hier, 
cinema d'aujourd'hui (Paris, Editions Gallimard, 1970), contains no discussion of Paris qui dort. 
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paralyzing ray, does he realize he had forgotten to work out the formula for 
resuscitation! 

"How is it, then, that we have escaped the power of the ray?" is the question 
that immediately occurs to our little group, as to the viewer. "Ah, that is because 
as guardian of the tower and as air passengers, you happened to be, at three 
twenty-five, the moment of immobilization, at an altitude beyond its reach," 
explains Miss Crase. And her explanation is followed by a brief animated 
sequence offering graphic illustration of the ray's trajectory. 

The professor is now persuaded to work out the formula for releasing the 
city, and with another push of the lever all Paris stirs again. The figurants now 
proceed as if uninterrupted in their respective courses: the drunkard staggering on 
his way, the street cleaner resuming his sweeping, the (failed) suicide awakening 
to the folly of despair, the felon and gendarme resuming their chase. Our 
characters take leave of each other and depart upon their several ways: the 
businessman in search of his mistress, the aviator and adventuress off to unknown 
destinations, the felon and detective beginning a chase that will endure, in 
intercutting, to the film's end. 

Our hero is now alone with Miss Crase. Although disowned for her betrayal 
of her uncle's secret, she has decided to return home. Realizing that he does not 
want her to leave, our hero offers to accompany her, but realizes as well that he has 
no cash for a cab. In panic, and with the inspiration of despair, he decides that the 
solution lies in the machine: if time can be made to stop just once again, he can fill 
his pockets once and for all. Back, then, to Dr. Crase and his laboratory. 

Once there, they struggle in hand-to-hand combat with the recalcitrant 
inventor. As they battle, the machine's lever rides back and forth, suspending and 
releasing the city's life. Whole quarters are instantaneously paralyzed; the crowds 
and traffic on the Place de l'Opera and the grand boulevards are frozen on the spot, 
only to spring instantaneously into action" once again. Boats cruising on the Seine 
now freeze and then, upon release, speed on their way. Cars spin and careen 
through the twenty arrondissements with demonic speed. For not only does the 
ray's power arrest and release, it also speeds and slows the flow of action. Pace, 
tempo, rhythm are subjected to the machine's erratically controlled action, until a 
final accelerando precipitates the explosion which alone can restore things to a 
natural pace and order and, in so doing, end this Crase-i-ness. 

Somewhat later, while trying to explain matters at the commissariat, they 
realize that the sleep of Paris has been dreamless, as it were, that for the sleepers no 
second has been lost, and that they, offering this tale of a ray, are regarded as mad. 
Taken into custody, they encounter the rest of their group, who have been found 
wandering about spreading the same story. Upon recantation, they are released as 
harmless. Returning with Miss Crase to the tower, our hero begins to wonder if 
the dreamer was indeed, as the authorities insist, himself. A diamond sparkles 
from a crevice in the tower, assuring him that he has not slept. And it makes the 
perfect engagement ring for Miss Crase. 
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In this succinct, ingenious comedy, Clair proposes, with a cascade of subtle 
gags, the topography of a great city; he explores its scale and pace, that which 
sustains its life. Temporality, apprehended as movement in space, is the vital 
current of metropolis, the medium of "the course of affairs," of "the business of 
life." Their powerful and intricate implication is the film's generative core. 
Adopting the genre of science fiction-which is, as we know, one of cinema's 
oldest forms-Clair offers a fresh series of critical variations upon the thematic 
cluster-the city, the crowd, capital--which the art and the cinema of his day had 
begun to explore. There is in fact no single theme of Paris qui dort which 
expressionism, in an antithetical register, did not also explore. The accuracy and 
lucidity of Clair's enterprise were, however, products of a privileged position, a 
special preparation. 

IN: 
~----ism ii-, 

Rene Clair. Paris qui dort. 1924. 
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II. 

A la fin tu es las de ce monde ancien 
Bergere 6 tour Eiffel le troupeau des 

ponts bdle ce matin 
Tu en as assez de vivre dans l'antiquite 

grecque et romaine 

-Guillaume Apollinaire 

Coming to filmmaking from journalism, Rene Clair served his apprentice- 
ship under Louis Feuillade. In beginning to read the complex film text which is 
Paris qui dort, we must therefore remember that its maker worked under the 
supreme master of the serial film and of location shooting. Feuillade had, in fact, 
transformed Paris itself, its boulevards and faubourgs, into a vast film set. 
Fantomas, Judex, Les Vampires were shot in the crowded or deserted streets and 
alleys, the empty depots, the cafes and railway stations, the dark slums and sedate 
mansions of Paris and its suburbs. A cinematic space was synthesized in which 
every turn and corner of the street held promise of adventure. The men of Clair's 
class and generation, flaneurs in the entre-deux-guerres splendor of Europe's 
capital, followed the weekly installments of Feuillade's racombolesque intrigues 
with the sense that in them Paris had been reinvested with mystery and moment, 
reinvented as a landscape of the imagination. 

Central in that landscape was Eiffel's Tower, designed in celebration of the 
Revolution's centennial. Its construction was therefore still fresh within the city's 
memory, and its acceptance, indeed its canonization, as the icon of the modern city 
was still in progress in the art of Clair's contemporaries. Initially and widely 
sensed as a threatening intrusion within that landscape, however, it had been 
stoutly contested, passionately resisted, as evidenced by the protest printed in an 
issue of Le Temps in 1887 upon the publication of its design and the announce- 
ment of its construction: 

As writers, sculptors, architects, painters, and ardent lovers of the 
hitherto intact beauty of Paris, we protest, with all our strength and 
power of indignation, we register a protest in the name of French art 
and taste, and history, against the construction of the Eiffel Tower- 
that vain, monstrous object in the center of Paris. Is the city of Paris to 
submit, for the interests of commerce, to this project's hideous design? 
For the Eiffel Tower, which should and has, in fact, been rejected by 
even commercial-minded America, means the betrayal of Paris. Every- 
one knows, says, and feels this; everyone is deeply affected, and we 
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represent only a portion of the incensed public. Foreigners visiting our 
city will exclaim in amazement, "What? The French, so renowned for 
their taste, have erected this monstrously hideous monument?" And 
they will be right. They will deride and mock us, and rightly so, 
because the sublime Paris of the Gothic period is still the Paris of Jean 
Goujon. ... 

The list of signatures includes those of Meissonier, Tony Garnier, Alexan- 
dre Dumas fils, and Guy de Maupassant, who later remarked that he most 
particularly liked to dine in the tower's restaurant because it was the only place 
from which he could see Paris without having to contemplate the tower. This 
remark is somewhat more interesting and pertinent than it appears at first glance, 
and Ren6 Clair grasped and used its sense in full. For the tower combines 
subjectivity and objectivity in a powerfully concrete manner. It is not only plainly 
visible, it is an agent of visibility; one looks at it and from it, upon and around 
and into Paris. It provides, moreover, not merely a general, panoramic view of the 
landscape but, in a manner grasped and fully exploited by Clair, a machine for the 
generation of infinite compositional variations. This is the first important element 
in a consideration of Clair's formal strategies. 

4. For this text I have relied upon its reprinting in Roland Barthes, La Tour Eiffel, Paris, Editions 
Robert Delpire, 1964. 
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The action commences in the guard's room with a series of long shots in 
which the camera is stationary and the light evenly distributed in an unremark- 
able blandness characteristic of much lighting of the time. With the guardian's 
descent into the city, the tower itself is pressed into cinematic service. Mounted on 
its elevator, the camera produces a series of tilts and cranelike shots. Clair is at this 
point recapitulating a brief, forgotten chapter in the history of the early cinema, 
for very early on the Lumiere brothers had filmed Paris from this moving elevator. 
Clair now involves the tower as a whole, using it as a "viewfinder," constantly 
shifting position, reframing, varying angle and height and distance, making every 
shot and sequence of action dynamic through the powerful, changing asymmetry 
of its framing girders. The tower, then, is not only a complex, infinitely stimulat- 
ing set; it provides a range of low- and high-angle positions, a vocabulary of 
movement, a play of light and shadow, of solid and void, which generate visual 
tension, a range of kinetic responses. 

In rehearsing and extending the strategy of the Lumieres, however, Clair not 
only exploits the tower's mobile potential but also brings into play its subjective 
functions, its framing, focusing, viewfinding capacities. The tower had been d6cor 
and actor. By transforming it into a complex optical instrument, a filmic 
apparatus, Clair makes it a camera.5 

In 1924 Vertov and Kaufman began to make extensive use of the mobile 
components of Soviet industry, mounting their cameras on the tracks, cranes, 
carts, wagons, and assembly lines of factories, steelyards, railroads, and mines. 
The expansion and refinement of the technology of film production is thus 
inscribed in the chronicle of the industrialization process which forms the central 
axis of their mature work. 

That very year produced not only Clair's first film and Kino-Glaz, but 
another document whose implications are important for understanding Paris qui 
dort: it was, of course, in 1924 that the first Surrealist Manifesto was published. 
The strategy adopted by Breton is that of attack upon the circumstantiality of 
fictional representation through the intransigent rejection of one of its supreme 
instances. After a brief and imperious dismissal of a "positivist realism extending 
from Saint Thomas Acquinas through Anatole France," Breton singles out the 
unnamed author of one descriptive passage among many in an unspecified novel. 
The inventory of interior furnishings in this passage provokes Breton's dismissal 
of the "laziness, fatigue, banality" of the descriptive mode. Name and title are 
consigned, with a gesture of provocative contempt, to a mere footnote: Dostoevski, 

5. Rene Clair is also the author of a documentary film on the tower, released in 1928. His 
conversion of the tower to a camera in this earlier film, however, anticipates the manner in which Stan 
Brakhage, filming the Third Avenue Elevated line on commission from Joseph Cornell shortly before 
the destruction of that line, exploits the varied optical potential of the structure. For a discussion of 
this strategy, see my essay, "Camera Lucida, Camera Obscura," Artforum, vol. XI, no. 5 (January 
1973), 30-37. 
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Crime and Punishment. Continuing with a lament on the reign of logic and a call 
for valorization of the dream, whose importance "has been so justly emphasized by 
Professor Freud," Breton arrives at the core of his "argument": the premise of 
continuity between dream and the waking state, the call for "the sleep of logic and 
philosophy. ... I believe in the future resolution of these two states, apparently so 
contradictory, which are dream and reality; I believe in a sort of absolute reality, in 
surreality, so to speak. It is toward its conquest that I direct myself, in the certainty 
that I shall not attain it but too uncaring of my death to forego reckoning with the 
joys of its possession." 6 

This passionate will toward the impossible resolution defines most accu- 
rately the nature of the surrealist enterprise. Surrealism set out to resolve that crisis 
which was the legacy of a bourgeois humanism discredited by the experience of 
the First World War. The movement's tensions, shifts, fluctuations, and ambiva- 
lences, both political and philosophical (Hegel-Marx, Berkeley-Trotsky) provide 
the measure of that legacy's burden. As I have suggested in another context,7 
surrealism neither "bracketed," "froze," "suspended," "cured," nor "rejected" the 
classical contradictions or dilemmas of the European metaphysical tradition; the 
struggle for their resolution implied acceptance of their terms. Most simply stated, 
the linking of dream and waking states, of the "communicating vessels," presup- 
poses not only their prior discreteness, but also an opposition which may be 
bridged, mediated, but not abolished. A notion of the noumenal persists in the 
surrealist vision; that vision in depth, through, beneath, beyond, is haunted by a 
transcendence subjected periodically to rituals of exorcism, but never dispelled. 
Surrealist immanence is, in fact and unsurprisingly, transcendence in disguise. 

This is the source of surrealism's pathos; it is the pathos of contradiction. 
Committed to a negation of time, surrealism evolved necessarily within history. 
Surrealist ideology is permeated by that characteristic and recurrent idea proposed 
by Kojeve as basic to Hegelian speculation, "that of a kind of metaphysical sin 
responsible for the origin of time" in which "the philosopher is called upon to 
restore that state of felicitous unity which existed prior to the birth of History." 
Surrealism's endorsement of this demand is intensive. In a powerful sense, the 
movement's history is the acting out of this demand. "We want the Beyond now," 
Breton declares, adding, in almost the next breath, "We are in the service of the 
Revolution." The unity which surrealism aspired to restore between subject and 
object, appearance and reality, matter and mind, dream and the waking state was 
to be the decor of an absolute transparency in which freedom would be free to be. 
The dominant mode of surrealism's aspiration to a real presence is the ecstatic. 
And it was the deeply problematic nature of that aspiration, the manner in which 

6. Andre Breton, "Manifeste du surrealisme," Manifestes du surre'alisme, Paris, Editions Galli- 
mard, 1963, p. 23. 
7. In "Breton's Aesthetics: Peripeties of a Metaphor or a Journey through Impossibility," Art- 
forum, vol. V, no. 1 (September 1966) 72-77. 
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the surrealist position with respect to temporality epitomized the impasse pro- 
duced by its conflicting imperatives--historical and eschatological--which predis- 
posed it to the new medium of cinema. In its synthetic quality, its radical 
plasticity, cinema evoked a prompt response, a proprietary impulse from the 
movement; it touched a nerve within surrealism. Was it not the plasticity of 
cinematic time, the control of its flow, the power of suspension and retard that 
spoke to Breton and his friends? In photographic and cinematic arrest, delay, and 
reversal of movement, Lautreamont's generative, erotic metaphor, installed as 
central to the surrealist project, found its naturally and immediately ecstatic form. 

As we know, the surrealists haunted the city's movie theaters and film clubs. 
Breton, Desnos, Aragon, Soupault, tireless peripatetics that they were, discovered 
in the films of their time-in the serials, comedies, farces, and melodramas-the 
articulation of a discourse which disrupted the bourgeois order from which they 
had emerged. And their particular predilection for photographic and cinematic 
narrative was to produce the paracinematic forms of collage and the illustrated 
novel. Max Ernst's collage novels in particular are syntagmatic chains, serially 
organized, titled, presented as if frozen and spliced. Their extreme spatial plastic- 
ity suggests the synthetic spectacle articulated by special effects; a continuous 
shifting of scale within and between images suggests successive lens changes, 
conferring upon objects the relations obtained in wide-angle shots. A plate 
entitled "fortsetzung" evokes an instant of specific action suspended as in a freeze- 
frame, and in "zeig deinen koffer her, mein lieber," the fleeing figures emerge 
into and away from the borders-right and left, respectively-of the frame, 

Max Ernst. La femme 100 thtes. 1929. "fortsetzung." "zeig deinen koffer her, mein lieber." 
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confirming the sense of an action framed and thereby segmented. These devices 
evoke the sense of an insistent splicing within a filmic diegesis. 

It was, however, photography that was to bring surrealism closer to the uses 
of cinema. Boiffard's photographs in illustration of the promenades and expedi- 
tions of Nadja introduce us, through the arcades of the Palais Royal or the Place 
Maubert, into the theater of the surrealist encounter. This is the space of daily 
existence from which the stream of life has been evacuated, in which movement is 
canceled. The social arena has been transformed into the theater of the private 
encounter. 

This is also the space of Atget's Paris. To Walter Benjamin his photographs 
evoked, in their vacant stillness, the scene of a crime.8 Let us say, rather, that they 
project a sense of imminence, of occurrences past or still to come. In them time is 
suspended; we are between times. These streets, squares, boulevards, arcades are 
cleared for the emergence of "le merveilleux"; their emptiness is ecstatic. It is this 
suspension of time that we encounter in Paris qui dort. The stilled city in which 

8. Walter Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction," in Illumina- 
tions, ed. Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn, New York, Schocken Books, 1969, p. 226. 

Eugene Atget. Street Scene. 
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our band of wanderers roam in freedom is Atget's Paris, from which the tide of 
affairs has receded, leaving here and there a figurant poised in the attire and 
attitudes of his trade-policeman, street cleaner, chauffeur, drunk-like the 
subjects of the series known as "Les petits m&tiers." 

Projecting the temporal ambiguity of the deserted streets, Paris qui dort 
plays upon the relation of still to moving image. The Place de la Concorde, the 
Madeleine, the quais, the Passy streets, which we contemplate with our hero in his 
first surprising and exploratory stroll about the sleeping city-are these filmic 
images of a city stilled or still images, postcard views, of Atget's Paris? The 
flickering light of the projected strip is the sole trace of the temporal current whose 
level or site of inscription we cannot locate with any certainty. The constant 
relocation of that level or site animates this work, its characters. 

Seeing this, we also see that behind the cast of characters there is yet another 
cast which generates the narrative in which the little band of flaneurs is impli- 
cated. These figures--mechanisms all-are the tower, the wireless, the airplane, 
and that fourth machine, that crazy ray, which is the moving-picture camera. All 
intervene at the turn of the century to complete the passage of the metropolis into 

Rene Clair. Paris qui dort. 
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modernity, celebrated as it had been shortly before by Apollinaire. Dr. Crase, then, 
is the filmmaker. With his little engine he stills and quickens, projects life in and 
out of motion, speeds and slows the course of things. Setting a city careening 
headlong into the dizzying pace of modernity, he can at will arrest the flow of life 
in the ecstatic suspension of time itself. 

Rene Clair's celebration of modernity therefore turns upon that threshold in 
our history which was the invention of the motion picture. And in the sequences 
of arrest and release, of retard and acceleration, we experience the shock and thrill, 
the terror and delight which express the intoxicating sense generally shared in the 
first decades of the century, the fulfillment of une promesse de bonheur deeply 
inscribed within the hopes and fantasies of our culture: the control of temporality 
itself. In its play upon the relation of still and moving image, Paris qui dort 
restores the moment when the photographic image, after sixty years of existence, 
leaped into action on the screen of a boulevard theater, thus extending its 
spatiotemporality into the cinematic dimension.9 

9. While shooting Paris qui dort during a three-week period in the summer of 1923 (it was to be 
released in 1924), Rene Clair published the following text, quoted by Georges Sadoul in his entry for 

Eugene Atget. Street Vendor. 
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The film's last quarter, its sustained climax in which the city is subjected to 
the violence of the ray's erratic action, proposes an exultant deployment of 
cinema's quintessential resources. We are offered, in a set of variations upon the 
techniques of stop-motion, acceleration, deceleration, and animation, those 
aspects of the cinematic effect most stubbornly resistant to description and 
analysis-and to photographic illustration: those most deeply and specifically 
characteristic of the filmic process. The frozen crowds, the awakening figurants 
suspended until now in the slouch of sleep, the precipitation of stasis into a 
choreography of frenzy, the general revival by reinscription of the temporal flow 
within the dozing world, declare the demiurgic powers of the filmmaker. Scientist, 
magician, and demiurge coalesce in the features of Dr. Crase, now revealed, 
through the systematic deployment of filmic process, as those of Mr. Clair, whose 

the film in the Dictionnaire des films (Paris, Editions du Seuil, 1965, p. 188): "The main task for this 
generation should be the return of the cinema to its origins, and for this purpose, the elimination of all 
the false art which is stifling it. I thought it possible to make films like those of cinema's earliest times, 
films whose scenarios are written directly for the screen, using some of the resources proper to the 
camera." The stated aims of this program, though succinctly and cooly formulated, are those of 
Vertov's as presented in "Kino-Eye: Lecture II," in Harry Geduld, Film Makers on Film Making, 
Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 1967. 

Rene Clair. Paris qui dort. 
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tacit message to us is, "Sleepers, awake! " It is this power, this hold on temporality 
embedded within the apparatus, which produces a shock or thrill as, with each 
motion of the ray's "lever," we rehearse the discovery of 1895 that we are the 
privileged beneficiaries of modernity's gift, "the philosophical toy," that object of 
science fiction which ministers to our abiding infantile fantasy of omnipotence. 

Rene Clair. Paris qui dort. 

III. 

If all the watches in Berlin suddenly 
went wrong in different ways even only 
so much as an hour, its entire economic 
and commercial life would be derailed 
for some time. . ... The technique of 
metropolitan life in general is not 
conceivable without all of its activities 
and reciprocal relationships being 
organized and coordinated in the most 
punctual way into a firmly fixed 
framework of time which transcends all 
subjective elements. 

-Georg Simmel 
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Cinema's analytic propensities, so eagerly explored in the film theory and 
practice of the 1920s,'0 and most particularly by Epstein, Eisenstein, and LUger, 
thus find their most concentrated and elaborate expression in the work of Rene 
Clair and Dziga Vertov. Both adopted as the theater of their metacinematic 
paradigms the city in its structural complexity and restless flux. In so doing they 
were responding to the hopes of a generation of intellectuals, men such as 
Benjamin, Faure, and Einstein, who, speaking as early as 1920, voiced support for 
"a means of education that has so far been used only by way of trial in class- 
teaching.... The triumphal march of the cinematograph will be continued into 
pedagogic regions, and here it will have a chance to make good its wrongs in 
thousands of picture shows in showing absurd, immoral and melodramatic 
subjects." 

Einstein, continuing, offers a program for the medium's development which 
anticipates with remarkable precision Vertov's revolutionary project: 

By means of the school film, supplemented by a simple apparatus for 
projection, it would be possible firstly to infuse certain subjects, such as 
geography, which is at present wound off organ-like in the form of 
dead descriptions, with the pulsating life of a metropolis. And the lines 
on a map will gain an entirely new complexion in the eyes of the pupil, 
if he learns, as if during a voyage, what they actually include, and what 
is to be read between them. An abundance of information is imparted 
by the film, too, if it gives an accelerated or retarded view of such things 
as a plant growing, an animal's heart beating or the wing of an insect 
moving. The cinema seems to me to have a still more important 
function in giving pupils an insight into the most important branches 
of technical industry, a knowledge of which should be common 
property. Very few hours would suffice to impress permanently on the 
schoolboy's mind how a power-station, a locomotive, a newspaper, a 
book, or a colored illustration is produced, or what takes place in an 
electrical plant, a glass factory or a gasworks ... ."11 

The conjunction of the metacinematic project with the analysis of the 
structure and dynamics of the urban complex distinguishes the work of both Clair 
and Vertov from the considerable number of lively exercises which compose the 
genre of the city film, developed through the work of Ruttman, Cavalcanti, Vidor, 

10. For a discussion of this question, see my essay, "Reading Eisenstein Reading Capital," October, 
2 (Summer 1976), 27-38. 
11. Quoted in Alexander Moszkowski, Conversations with Einstein, trans. Henry L. Brose, New 
York, Horizon Press, 1970, pp. 69-70, italics added. Benjamin suggests in "The Work of Art in the Age 
of Mechanical Reproduction" that the "resources of [the camera's] lowerings and liftings, its 
interruptions and isolations, its extensions and accelerations, its enlargements and reductions . . . in- 
troduce us to unconscious optics as does psychoanalysis to unconscious impulses." (p. 237). 
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Renke Clair. Paris qui dort. 

among many others. By that conjunction they extended, in registers whose 
differences I shall presently consider, the analytic meditation on, the problematic 
nature of the metropolis which developed in response to its growth as the center of 
industrial and finance capitalism. 

In 1903 Simmel, in his investigation of "the specifically modern aspects of 
contemporary life," saw the metropolis as "creating the sensory foundations of 
mental life," a life whose form is, in contrast to that of the rural social unity, 
"essentially intellectualistic." The intimate interinvolvement of the money econ- 
omy and the domination of the intellect are examined in the seminal text, The 
Metropolis and Mental Life. 

The purely intellectualistic person is indifferent to all things personal 
because, out of them, relationships and reactions develop which are not 
to be completely understood by purely rational methods-just as the 
unique element in events never enters into the principle of mon- 
ey. ... The modern city is supplied almost exclusively by production 
for the market, that is, for entirely unknown purchasers who never 
appear in the actual field of vision of the producers themselves. 
Thereby, the interests of each party acquire a relentless matter-of- 
factness, and its rationally calculated economic egoism need not fear 
any divergence from its set path because of the imponderability of 
personal relationships.... The calculability of money has generated a 
precision and a degree of certainty in the definition of equalities and 
inequalities and an unambiguousness in agreements and arrange- 
ments, just as externally this precision has been brought about through 
the general diffusion of pocket watches. The relationships and concerns 
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of the typical metropolitan resident are so manifold and complex that 
especially as a result of the agglomeration of so many persons with 
such differentiated interests, their relationships and activities inter- 
twine with one another into a many-membered organism. In view of 
this fact, the lack of the most exact punctuality in promises would 
cause the whole to break down into an inextricable chaos. If all the 
watches in Berlin..."12 

Or in Buenos Aires.. . or in Paris... or... 
It is indeed "the fixed framework of time" which insures the dreamless sleep 

of Paris. Awakening, the sleepers proceed about their business, propelled into 
motion within the seamless continuity of the perfect, perfectly invisible splice; life 
proceeds as in the diegesis of complete representational transparency. In this 
Paris, the center of a money economy, the first and most immediate demands are 
those of payment (a rose for Miss Crase, a cab in which to see her home), of 
punishment exacted for theft (as in the detective's resumed pursuit of the felon, 
suspended, like the economy and its institutions, during the city's torpor). In time, 
"all things float with the same specific gravity of money." "Time," as the first 
American minister to the court of Versailles knew, "is money." Disruption of the 
social order predicated on the economy threatens the principle of reason itself. 
The ecstatic virtuality of our new hold upon causality is, then, demonic in its 
gratification of desire. 

It is this knowledge which sets Clair's film apart from the corpus of 
expressionist narrative, from the work of Lang, Murnau, Grune, May, Pabst, in 

12. Georg Simmel, On Individuality and Social Forms, ed. Donald N. Levine, Chicago and 
London, The University of Chicago Press, 1971, p. 328. 
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which the elements of Simmel's analysis of urban alienation were, throughout the 
1920s, to be elaborated. Its reflexivity determines the concrete intimacy and 
powerful irony of Clair's gloss upon a text whose pertinence transcends the limits 
of formal sociology. This was, in fact, the point at which Simmel's analytic 
enterprise encountered the core of the Marxist critique of alienation, producing a 
text which now demands a reading in the light of the Economic and Philosophi- 
cal Manuscripts. It was in the Third Manuscript that Marx argued the equivalence 
of money with the alienated self, claiming money as a reduction of human values 
to those which were merely quantitative, interchangeable, lacking in specificity. 

That which exists for me through the medium of money, that which I 
can pay for (i.e., which money can buy), that I am-the possessor of the 
money. My own power is as great as the power of money. The 
properties of money are my own, the possessor's properties and facul- 
ties. What I am and can do is, therefore, not at all determined by my 
individuality. I am ugly, but I can buy the most beautiful woman for 
myself. Consequently, I am not ugly, for the effect of ugliness, its power 
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to repel, is annulled by money. ... I who can have, through the power 
of money, everything for which the human heart longs, do I not possess 
all human abilities? Does not my money, therefore, transform all 
incapacities into their opposites? 

If money is the bond which binds me to human life, and society to 
me, and which links me with nature and man, is it not the bond of all 
bonds? Is it not, therefore, also the universal agent of separation? It is 
the real means of both separation and union, the galvano-chemical 
power of society." " 

Clair, offering the spectacle of the young hero "awakening" to his implication in 
the cash nexus, provides us with the comic reading of that text, initiating in this 
slight work the conjunction of a metacinematic discourse and a cinematic critique 
of capital, whose theater is the capital of Europe. 

13. Karl Marx, Early Writings, ed. and trans. T. B. Bottomore, New York, McGraw-Hill, 1964, 
p. 192. 
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IV. 

All praise to the inexhaustible 
Labyrinth of cause and effect 
Which, before unveiling to me 

the mirror 
Where I shall see no one or shall 

see some other self 
Has granted me this perfect contemplation 
Of a language at its dawn 

-Jorge Luis Borges 

Vertov seized upon cinema's demonic power, enrolling it in the service of an 
art conceived as vectorial in the revolutionary process. He extracted and developed 
its epistemological implications, fusing the deep gratification of temporal control 
with a cognitive project. The systematic use of reverse motion in the visual trope 
of hysteron proteron thus becomes the pivotal element in the elaboration of his 
Marxist propaedeutic. 

Beginning with Kino-Glaz, Vertov retraces the working process-the manu- 
facture of bread, the production of meat-linking consumption to production, 
reconstituting the unity of the social structure which they in turn produce 
through the analysis of its successive stages in reverse. The steaks and chops sold 
in the marketplace are thus returned to their transport units, then back to the 
slaughterhouse where, in the spectacular reassembling of "the negative of time," 
the bull is resuscitated, then herded once again into the train which will restore 
him to his breeding place. 

The "negative of time" is thus developed and refined into an instrument for 
"the communist decoding of the world." That world is the arena of industrial 
labor and its construction of socialism and, converging as it does upon the great 
synthetic city, is itself created on the editing table out of footage of both Moscow 
and Odessa. The hysteron proteron takes its place within the arsenal of devices 
and "anomalies" (freeze-frame, acceleration, slow motion, split screen, and the 
bravura of a hyperbolically assertive editing technique). In 1929 Vertov of- 
fered a summa of the silent cinema's resources and achievements and the vision 
of that city in which the conditions of alienation are to be annulled. Fades, 
superimpositions, cuts, visual rhymes, and intercutting articulate a unity, a 
continuum of labor and leisure, of country and city, of production and consump- 
tion, in which the resolution of antinomies is superseded by the resolution of class 
struggle. It is in that continuum that, like Butcher, Baker, and Magician, whose 
power of enchantment is inscribed on the faces of the children gathered around 
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him in the marketplace, The Man With the Movie Camera takes his place. As the 
features of Magician and Child are revealed as those of cameraman and spectator, 
film, like magic, is disclosed as the product of labor. Thus Clair's ironic gloss 
upon the dynamics of alienation finds its extension in Vertov's celebration of the 
realm of freedom. 

I shall now explain my invention to you. 

-Adolfo Bioy- Casares 
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