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This dissertation aims to explain, through formal analysis of twenty-two case 

studies, the way urban change has been depicted by non-fiction film since the late 

1970s. In all these works, the traditional objectivity and omniscience of the expository 

and observational modes have been replaced by the subjectivity and self-consciousness 

characteristic of participatory, reflexive and performative documentaries. This paradigm 

shift has led to the development of a gaze at urban space that is closer to citizens than to 

the institutions and corporations responsible for the main urban transformations in 

recent decades. The analysis of the strategies of representation and cultural discourses 

associated with the four aesthetic tendencies discussed below –documentary 

landscaping, urban self-portraits, the digital turn of observational and participatory 

documentaries, and the recent rise of metafilmic strategies– will certainly help to 

understand the social perception of urban change during the slow transition from post-

industrial city to postmetropolis. The films that adopt these four aesthetic tendencies 

must be ultimately regarded as agents of urban change because they usually expose the 

negative consequences of this process –the loss of urban identity, the privatisation of 

public spaces, the eviction of former residents from renewed areas and the destruction 

of places of memory– in order to challenge, question and even stop the most 

controversial urban policies of late-capitalism. 
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Resumen 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Esta tesis pretende explicar, a través del análisis formal de veintidós casos de 

estudio, la forma en la que el cine de no-ficción ha representado el cambio urbano desde 

finales de los años setenta. En todas estas películas, la subjetividad y autoconciencia 

propias de los modos participativo, reflexivo y performativo han sustituido a la 

tradicional objetividad y omnisciencia de los documentales expositivos y 

observacionales. Este cambio de paradigma ha llevado al desarrollo de una mirada hacia 

el espacio urbano que está más cerca de los ciudadanos que de las instituciones y 

empresas responsables de las principales transformaciones urbanas en las últimas 

décadas. El análisis de las estrategias de representación y los discursos culturales 

asociados con las cuatro tendencias estéticas abordadas en esta tesis –el paisajismo 

observacional, los autorretratos urbanos, el giro digital de los documentales 

observacionales y participativos, y el auge reciente de las estrategias 

metacinematográficas– ayudará a comprender la percepción social del cambio urbano 

durante la lenta transición de la ciudad post-industrial a la postmetrópolis. Las películas 

pertenecientes a estos cuatro dispositivos deben considerarse, en última instancia, como 

agentes del cambio urbano, puesto que suelen revelar las consecuencias negativas de 

este proceso –la pérdida de identidad de la ciudad, la privatización de sus espacios 
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públicos, la expulsión de los antiguos habitantes de sus barrios renovados y la 

destrucción de sus lugares de memoria– para así desafiar, cuestionar o incluso detener 

las políticas urbanas más controvertidas del capitalismo tardío. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 13

 

 

Introduction 

Places, Images and Meanings 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Short Spatial Autobiography 

 

As a child, I would spend a few weeks every summer at my grandparents’ home in 

Ferrol, north of Galicia. Most times, I travelled there by car with my whole family: my 

father drove through the meandering roads of the 1980s, my mother gave us conversation 

for most of the trip, and my sister and I simply got bored or, at worst, felt sick. An 

important part of this family ritual took place when we entered the town, after crossing As 

Pías Bridge. In that particular place, my mother would almost always make the same 

comment: “this area was full of fields before”. Then, I looked through the car window and 

invariably saw the same tower blocks to the left and the same warehouses to the right: 

everything pretty ugly, to be honest. I systematically tried to imagine those fields, but they 

clearly belonged to another town, a previous and missing town that I could never meet. 

Unconsciously, I have hitherto retained my mother’s words, and now, wherever I go, I 

cannot help but wonder what those places would have been like in the past.  

It did not take me too long to realise that space is constantly changing: a Saturday 

morning in the early 1990s, when I was about ten years old, I found a giant bulldozer 

clearing the empty plot that had been in front of my house for my whole life. In the course 
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of a decade, my childhood playground became first a construction site and then a 

residential area, which I never liked despite the architect’s efforts to create a friendly 

urban environment. At the time, that empty plot was an important part of my life, 

although it was nothing special: a hillside full of weeds and rubbish with a narrow path 

that climbed up to the top, which was already another neighbourhood. The place was not 

particularly beautiful, but it was there, it was my everyday horizon every time I left my 

house. Unwittingly, I grew fond of that wasteland, and I still remember it today, when it is 

long gone. To me, like the fields on the outskirts of Ferrol to my mother, that empty plot 

is a place of memory, and I would say that my fascination with changing cityscapes 

comes from the awareness that everything that stands today may disappear tomorrow. 

 

Places of Memory 

 

Subjective spatial history depends on the feelings, emotions and experiences that we 

associate with certain places, which may ultimately become our places of memory. This 

term was coined by French historian Pierre Nora, who defined a lieu de mémoire as 

“any significant entity, whether material or non-material in nature, which by dint of 

human will or the work of time has become a symbolic element of the memorial 

heritage of any community” (1996: XVII). Originally, Nora used this concept to refer to 

the places and objects in which French national memory is incarnated, meaning that 

places of memory should be regarded as a collective heritage. Nevertheless, the same 

term can also be applied to those places that have a personal significance by simply 

shifting perspective: once grand narratives have been overshadowed –for better or for 

worse– by local and short-term concerns, what was formerly understood as ‘individual’ 

and ‘subjective’ has recently acquired as much importance as what was formerly 

understood as ‘collective’ and ‘objective’, at least in its capacity to address existential 

issues. Therefore, our respective places of memory help us explain to ourselves who we 

are, where we come from and, sometimes, even where we are going. 

Everything can be a place of memory, because this status only depends on the 

affective meaning that we project on a given space. It is an unconscious activity: we are 

constantly imbuing our everyday environment and the places we have visited just once 

with positive or negative connotations. We may feel topophilia or topophobia for them, 

but we have to feel something, because otherwise they would not be our places of 

memory. We can even consider them as ‘sacred places’ for each of us, at least from a 
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Durkheimian perspective, inasmuch as they follow a similar dynamic to that observed 

by Jennifer Jordan in Berlin memorials: 

 

Many of these sites seem to have a sacred quality about them in the sense of their having been 

set apart from the mundane and infused with unusual powers of instruction and remembrance. 

The term sacred is perhaps problematic in this setting, but it captures the sense that these sites 

are literally out of the ordinary, infused with mourning and warning, with messages about 

right and wrong. Using the term in the Durkheimian sense also reminds us that “by sacred 

things one must not understand simply those personal beings which are called gods or spirits; 

a rack, a tree, a spring, a pebble, a piece of wood, a house, in a word, anything can be sacred” 

(Durkheim 1965: 52). Similarly, a parking lot, a vacant building, or a playground may also 

become invested with powerful meanings of mourning, atonement, and warning (2003: 44). 

 

Places of memory are thereby our anchors in time and space, the points of reference 

from which we can shape our personality, establish our identity and counteract the 

alienation resulting from contemporary processes of globalisation. They are as real as 

imaginary, because they are located in both landscape and mindscape: if they are long-

standing places, we can ritually visit them, but if not, which is usually more common, 

we have to remember or imagine them. Their volatile nature prevents our eternal return 

to these places, but there are a few tools that make our way back easier: a picture, a 

postcard, a film, a gift, a souvenir, a melody, a smell, a flavour… in short, anything that 

can trigger our memory. Since moving images occupy a prominent place on this list, we 

must wonder how they manage to shape, document, recreate and even reinterpret our 

places of memory, wherever they are. 

 

A Matter of Approach 

 

The relationship between cinema and the city has been one of the favourite subjects 

of film researchers in recent decades. I myself have been working on this issue for the 

last nine years, in which I have written papers about the representation of the city in the 

work of certain filmmakers and national cinemas, or simply about the representation of 

a given city (2006, 2008, 2009, 2010a, 2010b). As I progressed in my research, I 

realised that there already are dozens of books that deal with the same subject (Althabe 

and Comolli 1994, Barrios 1997, Clarke 1997, Shield and Fitzmaurice 2001, 2003, 

Barber 2002, Jousse and Paquot 2005, AlSayyad 2006, Mennell 2008, Webber and 
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Wilson 2008, Koeck and Roberts 2010, etc). This bibliography has explored the 

possibilities of auterist, national, transnational, geographical and even architectural 

approaches better than I could ever do, so I took my time to find out what else I could 

say about this subject. Another dissertation on the different ways a particular city has 

been depicted? No, because I would be neither the first nor the last scholar in 

undertaking a similar research (see Costa e Silva 1994, Sanders 2001, Brunsdon 2007, 

Wrigley 2008, Solomons 2011, etc). Should I extend the scope of my dissertation to all 

the cities in a given country and a given national cinema? Or even better, to all the cities 

in a whole continent and its respective national cinemas? Again, I think I am late to do 

that (see Niney 1994, Mazierska and Rascaroli 2003, Everett and Goodbody 2005, etc). 

Should I embrace a sociological approach to address a theoretical abstraction like the 

global city, the transnational city, the cosmopolitan city, or whatever else that sounds 

up-to-date? Well, sincerely, I have to admit that my research profile is not the most 

appropriate to undertake that job, which anyway has already been done too (see Krause 

and Petro 2003, Rodríguez Ortega 2012). 

If I have learnt something in the past few years is that the way we perceive the city 

in film has more to do with the evolution of cinema than with that of urbanism (see 

Sorlin 2005: 34-35). The meaning of an image of a place of memory will always be 

mediated by the formal device chosen by the filmmaker to show that particular spot. 

Accordingly, instead of directly interpreting the content of images, I have decided to 

search for their meaning in their formal features, that is, their dispositif, a key term that 

originated in French theory and has been defined by Australian critic Adrian Martin as 

“a way of filming according to certain pre-established rules and concepts” (2010: 382). 

That is to say that I will try to decode images through forms, focusing first on the ‘how’ 

in order to then explain the ‘what’ and ‘why’. How has the cinematic city been depicted 

on film? What modes of representation have been employed by filmmakers? And, 

above all, what do these devices mean? What are their connotations? 

These preliminary questions have obviously conditioned the structure of the 

dissertation. I might have organised my case studies in a geographical way, according to 

the depicted cities, but this is not a geography dissertation. The formal approach 

requires a structure based on style, but this will not be the only aspect analysed in the 

following pages. In fact, I would like to locate my research within several fields of 

study, namely, film studies, urban studies, history, aesthetics, geography, sociology and, 

last but not least, documentary studies. Since non-fiction film has a privileged 
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relationship with the real, I thought that it would be of special interest to know how 

documentary makers have depicted the city, because they create a cinematic space 

which, unlike fiction, never ceases to represent a real space. 

I am not the first researcher interested in this issue, of course. French critic and 

filmmaker Jean-Louis Comolli wrote an excellent article on the representation of the 

city in non-fiction film for the encyclopedia La ville au cinéma (2005: 137-147). In that 

entry, simply entitled “documentaire”, he analysed ten selected moments in film history 

associated with different periods of urban history. The following table seeks to 

summarise his main ideas and categories. 

 

Concept English Translation Main Examples 

La ville-temps The Time-City Actuality Films of the 1890s 

La ville érotisée / héroïsée The Eroticised / Heroised city Urban Symphonies of the 1920s 

La ville des masses The City of Masses Triumph des Willens 
(Leni Riefensthal, 1935) 

La ville ruinée The Ruined City Post-War Documentaries 

La ville coloniale The Colonial City Moi, un noir (Jean Rouch, 1958) 

La ville en lutte: mai 1968 The Struggling City: May 1968 Grands soirs & petit matins 
(William Klein, 1978) 

La ville quadrillée The Gridded City Faits divers (Raymond Depardon, 1983) 

La ville-souvenir The Memory-City Les vivants et les morts de Sarajevo 
(Radovan Tadic, 1993) 

La ville-cinéma The Film-City Berlin 10/90 (Robert Kramer, 1991) 

La ville jouée The Played City Site specific - Roma 04 
(Olivo Barbieri, 2004) 

Source: Comolli 2005: 137-147 

 

In each case, Comolli describes and interprets the formal features of certain 

documentaries, which he uses to link significant historical periods with a type of city 

and a type of film device. Sometimes, he chooses his examples from the milestones of 

non-fiction film, but his text is actually more attentive to historical events than to 

cinematic forms. On the contrary, I intend to develop an analysis that starts from formal 

issues to later reach historical concerns. It is right the opposite approach, but my aims 

are almost the same as Comolli’s: to examine those non-fiction practices that have 
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shaped the cinematic city in order to understand their influence on our perception of 

past and present cities, whether they are real or imaginary.  

So far, this job has already been fully developed regarding the urban symphonies of 

the 1920s (see Weihsmann 1997, Barrios 1997, Barber 2002, Strathausen 2003, 

Guaghan 2003, Jelavich 2003, AlSayyad 2006, Mennell 2008, etc), but there is still 

some room for manoeuvre to discuss later films, as suggested by Patrick Sjöberg:  

 

The re-evaluation and re-contextualization of the theory and history of the city film as they 

relate to new technologies, new stylistic modes of presentation and new touristic sensibilities 

of space is well on the way –when it comes to fiction film. The same, however, cannot be said 

when it comes to my own field –the study of documentary media and, in this case, how it 

relates to the depiction of the city. (…) The ambition of finding new ways of articulating how 

these contemporary city films work in relation to the social, cultural and technological 

conditions of our own time is hard to find (2011: 45-46). 

 

The lack of reference works devoted to exploring the representation of the current urban 

experience in non-fiction film opens a wide field of study in which I can finally feel at 

home, inasmuch as it allows me to fill a gap in academic criticism without leaving my 

main research interests: contemporary history, urban geography and non-fiction film. It 

is time, therefore, to accurately define the scope and topics of my dissertation. 

 

An Economic and Aesthetic Cycle 

 

The 20th century is too long to analyse all its documentary modes of representation, 

as scholars such as Eric Barnouw (1993) or Bill Nichols have done (1991, 2001). It 

seems more appropriate for beginners like me to focus on a specific period of time in 

order to establish a manageable corpus of films. Due to my age, I have always been 

interested in everything related to the 1970s and 1980s, from historical events and 

cultural productions to urban design and even fashion. For me, the 1970s are not a 

depressed and decadent time, but the beginning of many things, including the economic 

depression. Consequently, I have chosen the industrial and urban crisis that followed the 

1973 oil shock as starting point for the time frame of my research, which will last until 

the beginning of the current economic crisis in the late 2000s.  

Throughout this period, economic changes have left an irreversible imprint on the 

territory, first due to the depletion of the previous production model and then to the 
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fleeting success of the new paradigm: the first stage, which covered the 1970s and 

1980s, was characterised by urban decay and the subsequent abandonment of 

modernity’s project; while the second stage, which spanned from the late 1980s to the 

late 2000s, resorted to the creative destruction of the city by private developers in order 

to clean up rundown areas and replace obsolete infrastructures. Those renewal processes 

reshaped urban space from an economic perspective, causing at worst the privatisation 

of public spaces, the eviction of former residents from renewed areas, the destruction of 

their places of memory and, overall, the loss of urban identity. 

The transition from the industrial to the post-industrial city has become a historical 

narrative that lies behind many films. Cinema, however, does not only reflect this 

discourse, but also contributes to its development by providing images, settings and 

stories that have rendered this historical process visible and have spread the socio-

economic theories associated with it. The goal of this research is thus to identify those 

film devices able to explain the everyday experience of the post-industrial city, 

especially regarding the affective relationship established between its residents and their 

respective places of memory. However, the reading of these urban documentaries is 

never literal or transparent, because these films are part of a cultural discourse 

constructed in aesthetic terms that must be decoded. 

Comolli’s typology pointed out ten visual discourses on the city, from which I will 

focus on the two that best fit my time frame: the memory-city and the film-city. 

Nevertheless, I cannot ignore the current versions of the time-city and the eroticised / 

heroised city, because they correspond to two key moments in the development of non-

fiction film: the actuality films of the late 19th century and the urban symphonies of the 

1920s. My first case study will then be Koyaanisqatsi: Life Out of Balance (Godfrey 

Reggio, 1982), the best-known urban symphony of the last decades, although it would 

be more appropriate to call it post-symphony. This film, highly acclaimed at its time, 

did not open a new aesthetic path in non-fiction film –as it did in advertising– but rather 

closed a tradition based on the external gaze at the city. Over seven years of filming, 

American filmmaker Godfrey Reggio documented the collapse of the modern Fordist-

Keynesian metropolis through a modernist device that he simply updated. The post-

industrial discourse is everywhere, but the film is full of contradictions: it uses high 

technology to criticise the use of high technology, it apparently takes sides with 

humankind but it does not adopt the human gaze, it is visually modern but structurally 

post-modern, etc... Koyaanisqatsi is thereby located at the turning point between 
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modernity and post-modernity, the industrial and the post-industrial city, the external 

and the internal gaze at the city. This in-between position is ideal to open my corpus of 

films, because Reggio’s work inherits a series of features from a previous tradition that 

was about to be replaced by a different way of filming the city. Despite its formal 

virtuosity and its new age discourse, Koyaanisqatsi almost seems to belong to another 

historical time, in which the modes of representation of urban space still presented the 

totalising logic of the great narratives of modernity. Meanwhile, cinema in general and 

non-fiction film in particular were increasingly more interested in smaller narratives, 

such as the urban crisis or the disappearance of countless places of memory, which 

addressed abstract and global issues from a material and local perspective (see Ang 

1992: 28, Mazierska & Rascaroli 2003: 238). 

In order to develop a formal analysis of these local narratives, I decided to arrange 

my case studies in four groups, according to their film device. The first section will be 

devoted to documentary landscaping, a style that has updated the concept of time-city 

by means of three variations that I name observational, psychogeographical and 

autobiographical. The films analysed in this section share a minimalist mise-en-scène 

that establishes a distancing effect with regard to the filmed space, thereby conveying 

both the feeling and the meaning of being there. This device combines the objective 

observation of urban space with the simultaneous expression of its subjective 

experience, a dimension that will be further explored in the second part of the 

dissertation, which will focus on urban self-portraits. In these first two sections, the case 

studies are ordered according to their degree of subjectivity, from the more objective 

works –James Benning’s– to the more subjective ones –those self-portraits that are 

actually self-fictions. The third part, in turn, searches for traces of the same evolution in 

contemporary observational and participatory documentaries once the rules of these 

modes have shifted after the rise of digital filmmaking. Finally, the fourth and last 

section explores the subjective resonances of metafilmic strategies, responsible for the 

emergence of what Comolli named film-city.  

This explanation may seem a bit abstract, if not directly cryptic, because it leaves 

too many questions unanswered: What exactly are these four parts about? What are their 

case studies? Where were they filmed? What type of cities do they depict? A table may 

solve these doubts by providing a conceptual map of the formal, urban and geographic 

coordinates of the dissertation.  
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Film Device Case Study City Type of City 

Post-Symphony Koyaanisqatsi: Life Out of 
Balance (Godfrey Reggio, 1982) 

Several American Cities Post-Industrial 
Metropolis 

Observational 
Landscaping 

One Way Boogie Woogie  
/ 27 Years Later  

(James Benning, 2004) 

Milwaukee, Wisconsin Rust Belt City 

Observational 
Landscaping 

Los  
(James Benning, 2000) 

Los Angeles, California Global City 

Port City 

Post-Industrial City 

Multicultural City 

Observational 
Landscaping 

California Company Town  
(Lee Anne Schmitt, 2008) 

Several Company Towns 
in California 

Post-Industrial 
Region 

Psychogeographical 
Landscaping 

L.A.X.  
(Fabrice Ziolkowski, 1980) 

Los Angeles, California Multicultural City 

Psychogeographical 
Landscaping 

Thames Film  
(William Raban, 1986) 

London, UK Port City  

Post-Industrial City 

Psychogeographical 
Landscaping 

London  
(Patrick Keiller, 1994) 

London, UK Global City  

Multicultural City 

Post-Industrial City 

Psychogeographical 
Landscaping 

Die leere Mitte 
(The Empty Centre,  
Hito Steyerl, 1998) 

Berlin, Germany Global City  

Developing City 

Multicultural City 

Autobiographical 
Landscaping 

News from Home  
(Chantal Akerman, 1977) 

New York, NY Global City  

Port City  

Post-Industrial City 

Multicultural City 

Autobiographical 
Landscaping 

Lost Book Found  
(Jem Cohen, 1996) 

New York, NY Global City  

Multicultural City 

Urban Self-Portrait Lightning over Braddock  
(Tony Buba, 1988) 

Braddock, Pennsylvania Rust Belt Town 

Urban Self-Portrait Roger & Me  
(Michael Moore, 1989) 

Flint, Michigan Rust Belt City 

Urban Self-Portrait Les hommes du port  
(Alain Tanner, 1995) 

Genoa, Italy Port City 

Urban Self-Portrait Of Time and the City  
(Terence Davies, 2008) 

Liverpool, UK Port City  

Post-Industrial City 
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Film Device Case Study City Type of City 

Urban Self-Portrait Porto da Minha Infância  
(Porto of My Childhood,  

Manoel de Oliveira, 2001) 

Porto, Portugal Port City 

Urban Self-Portrait My Winnipeg  
(Guy Maddin, 2007) 

Winnipeg, Canada Post-Industrial City 

Observational 
Documentary 

No Quarto da Vanda  
(In Vanda’s Room,  
Pedro Costa, 2000) 

Lisbon, Portugal Multicultural Slum 

Observational 
Documentary 

铁  西  区 

(Tie Xi Qu: West of the Tracks, 
Wang Bing, 2003) 

Shenyang, China Post-Industrial City 

Participatory 
Ethnography 

Can Tunis (José González 
Morandi & Paco Toledo, 2007) 

Barcelona, Spain Port City  

Multicultural Slum 

Participatory 
Ethnography 

Foreign Parts (Véréna Paradel & 
J.P. Sniadecki, 2010) 

New York, NY Global City  

Post-Industrial City 

Multicultural Slum 

Metafilmic Strategies The Decay of Fiction  
(Pat O’Neill, 2002) 

Los Angeles, California Cinematic City 

Metafilmic Strategies Los Angeles Plays Itself  
(Thom Andersen, 2003) 

Los Angeles, California Global City  

Cinematic City 

Post-Industrial City 

Multicultural City 

 

The two main subjects of these films are the need to document endangered 

cityscapes before they vanish and the memory of those that have already disappeared. In 

both cases, filmmakers explore the urban surface in search of their places of memory, 

contrasting their current appearance with their own memories. This narrative usually 

takes place in two kinds of cities: those most affected by the socio-economic paradigm 

shift, especially industrial and port cities, such as Shenyang, Milwaukee, Winnipeg, 

Flint, Genoa, Liverpool, Lisbon, Porto or the tiny Braddock; and those most favoured 

by the rise of the service economy, such as global, multicultural and cinematic cities, 

which are here represented by New York, Los Angeles, London, Berlin and Barcelona. 

Any reader will note that these cities are scattered all over the Northern Hemisphere, 

spread across three continents and eight countries. If this were a dissertation focused on 

a particular city, country or national cinema, which it is not, these cities would be too 

far from each other to establish a direct comparison among them. However, the problem 
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with this selection is just the opposite: these cities are not enough to cover the whole 

world, which sincerely seems an overly ambitious task for a dissertation. 

 

A World-Systems Approach 

 

In 2007, American filmmaker Travis Wilkerson wrote a film manifesto entitled 

“Incomplete Notes on the Character of the New Cinema” in which he criticised what he 

called “a set of anachronistic conventions dictated by the agents of commerce” (2007). 

Among many other limitations that prevent a new cinema practice, he drew attention to 

the control role of national and generic borders: “The new cinema refuses to recognize 

national borders. It identifies itself neither as fiction nor as documentary. Likewise, it is 

unconcerned with genre, which is useful only to the agents of commerce” (Wilkerson 

2007). Beyond his obsession with ‘the agents of commerce’, Wilkerson’s manifesto 

reveals the mentality of many independent filmmakers who work outside the film 

industry and do not feel any attachment to national or genre traditions. These 

filmmakers, who are precisely those that will be studied below, often meet more fellow 

travellers in the international film festival circuit than in their own national cinema, as 

Laura Rascaroli has pointed out regarding the essay film: 

 

It is transnational, I claim, because it is the cinema of international filmmakers who 

programmatically experiment and explore new territories, not only spatial, but existential, 

affective, aesthetic, communicative, political. The absence of rules in this field means that 

essayistic directors are in conversation with one another, rather than with established national 

and generic practices (2009: 190). 

 

A possible solution to understand the main tendencies in contemporary non-fiction 

film beyond national borders may be to adopt what Dudley Andrew has termed “a 

‘world systems’ approach”, which is basically interested in mapping the transnational 

network of mutual influences in terms of approach, narrative and visual style that has 

always existed in filmmaking: “you can’t study a single film, nor even a national 

cinema”, Andrew says, “without understanding the interdependence of images, 

entertainment, and people all of which move with increasing regularity around the 

world” (2006: 22). From this notion, Deborah Shaw has recently argued that “every film 

made has been consciously or unconsciously shaped by pre-existing cultural products 

from all over the world” (2013: 58), meaning that every film made is part of a global 
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mediascape that can no longer be addressed solely from a national perspective. After all, 

Arjun Appadurai’s original definition of the term mediascape already drew attention to 

the increasingly rapid circulation of all kinds of images beyond geographical, national, 

cultural and linguistic borders: 

 

Mediascapes refer both to the distribution of the electronic capabilities to produce and 

disseminate information (newspapers, magazines, television stations, and film-production 

studios), which are now available to a growing number of private and public interests 

throughout the world, and to the images of the world created by these media. (…) What is 

most important about these mediascapes is that they provide (especially in their television, 

film, and cassette forms) large and complex repertoires of images, narratives, and ethnoscapes 

to viewers throughout the world, in which the world of commodities and the world of news 

and politics are profoundly mixed (1996: 35). 

 

By using a world-systems approach, my aim is to avoid those theoretical 

frameworks that lock researchers in a sole field of study. Why then analyse a British 

film together with a German one, a Portuguese with a Canadian, a Portuguese with a 

Chinese, or a Spanish with an American one? Because these international pairs show 

how the same device may be used similarly anywhere in the world, whether as a result 

of acknowledged influences or due to what Jonathan Rosenbaum has termed “global 

synchronicity”, that is, “the simultaneous appearance of the same apparent taste, styles 

and / or themes in separate parts of the world, without any signs of these common and 

synchronous traits having influenced one another” (2003: 61). Inasmuch as this 

dissertation is focused on style, it seems logical to analyse the evolution of a dispositif 

from one film to another, regardless of the national cinema they belong to. For practical 

reasons, however, most case studies in this dissertation come from North America and 

the United Kingdom, given that this research has been developed in an English 

department. Nevertheless, I will include a few –actually seven– non-English-speaking 

case studies in order to establish transnational comparisons whenever possible. 

 

Subjects for Further Research 

 

Twenty-two case studies –actually twenty-three, because One Way Boogie Woogie / 

27 Years Later is a diptych– do not seem too many films from a quantitative 

perspective, but they are too many for a qualitative analysis. I have to admit that I was 
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caught between the desire to include as many films as possible and the reality of 

needing a couple of weeks to write each analysis, a month for each chapter and three or 

four months for each part –when I met my own deadlines, which rarely happened. 

Throughout this writing process, I could not add all the case studies that I would have 

liked to, simply because it was too much work: if I had done so, I would never have 

finished this dissertation. Let me then close this introduction with a few notes on those 

films that could have been among my case studies in order to establish an agenda for 

further research. 

The chapter devoted to participatory ethnography could have doubled or even 

tripled its length if I had analysed all the available examples of this device. Titles such 

as Mur Murs (Agnès Varda, 1981), Santa Marta - Duas Semanas no Morro (Eduardo 

Coutinho, 1987), En el hoyo (In the Pit, Juan Carlos Rulfo, 2006) or The Garden (Scott 

Hamilton Kennedy, 2008) show different ways to develop the same mise-en-scène 

based on the encounter with the other. One of them, In the Pit, could also have been 

analysed in the section devoted to post-symphonies, because it combines the 

ethnographic approach with several features of this subgenre, such as the use of time-

lapse cinematography and enveloping soundscapes. This is not the only case that could 

fit in more than one section: A Ultima Vez Que Vi Macau (The Last Time I Saw Macao, 

João Pedro Rodrigues and João Rui Guerra da Mata, 2012) is simultaneously an abstract 

neo-noir and an urban documentary, which may be interpreted as a self-portrait or a 

travelogue. Finally, 海 上 传 奇 (I Wish I Knew, Jia Zhang-ke, 2010) incorporates some 

features of metafilm essays, as if Jia Zhang-ke had learned Thom Andersen’s lesson 

after having seen Los Angeles Plays Itself. 

There are also films that do not fit into any previous category because they deserve 

their own one. Travelogues, should undoubtedly be one of them: I would have liked to 

compare Wim Wenders’ search for traces of Yasujiro Ozu in Tokyo-Ga (Wim Wenders, 

1985) with João Rui Guerra da Mata’s search for his places of memory in The Last 

Time I Saw Macao or León Elías Siminiani’s parodic journey of self-discovery in Mapa 

(Map, 2012). Moreover, to my surprise, many recent musical documentaries are 

paying increasing attention to the hometowns of the depicted artists, such as Joy 

Division (Grant Gee, 2007), Oil City Confidential (Julien Temple, 2009) or Searching 

for Sugar Man (Malik Bendjelloul, 2012). Once the spatial turn in non-fiction film has 

reached musical docs, the next big thing seems to be ‘scratch documentaries’, an 

evolution of “the toxic film artifact” (see Sandusky 1992: 6) that takes metafilmic 
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strategies to their ultimate consequences: in films such as 现 实 是 过 去 的 未 来 (Disorder, 

Huang Weikai, 2009), Un mito antropologico televisivo (An Anthropological 

Television Myth, Maria Helene Bertino, Dario Castelli and Alessandro Gagliardo, 

2011) or Sé Villana. La Sevilla del diablo (María Cañas, 2013), filmmakers collect, 

edit and resignify excerpts from old films, junk television programs or the weirdest 

You Tube videos in order to depict the particular idiosyncrasy of their cities in all 

their shameful splendour. Again, a table may be helpful to clarify the main 

coordinates of the films that were left outside the dissertation: 

 

Film Device Case Study 
City 

Type of City 

Post-Symphony  

Participatory 
Ethnography 

In the Pit 
(Juan Carlos Rulfo, 2006) 

Mexico DF, Mexico Developing City 

Multicultural City 

Participatory 
Ethnography 

Mur Murs  
(Agnès Varda, 1981) 

Los Angeles, 
California 

Global City 

Multicultural City 

Participatory 
Ethnography 

Santa Marta – 
Duas Semanas no Morro  

(Eduardo Coutinho, 1987) 

Rio de Janeiro, Brazil Multicultural Slum 

Participatory 
Ethnography 

The Garden  
(Scott Hamilton Kennedy, 2008)

Los Angeles, 
California 

Global City 

Multicultural City 

Metafilmic Strategies I Wish I Knew  
(Jia Zhang-ke, 2010) 

Shanghai, China Global City 

Cinematic City 

Post-Industrial City 

Metafilmic Strategies 

Travelogue 

Tokyo-Ga  
(Wim Wenders, 1985) 

Tokyo, Japan Global City 

Cinematic City 

Urban Self-Portrait  

Travelogue 

The Last Time I Saw Macao 
(João Pedro Rodrigues & João 

Rui Guerra da Mata, 2012) 

Macao, China Post-Colonial City 

Travelogue Map  
(León Elías Siminiani, 2012) 

Delhi, Calcutta and 
Varanasi, India 

Post-Colonial Cities 

Musical 
Documentary 

Joy Division (Grant Gee, 2007) Manchester, UK Post-Industrial City 

Musical 
Documentary 

Oil City Confidential  
(Julien Temple, 2009) 

Canvey Island, UK Port City 

Post-Industrial City 

Musical 
Documentary 

Searching for Sugar Man  
(Malik Bendjelloul, 2012) 

Detroit, Michigan Post-Industrial City 
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Film Device Case Study 
City 

Type of City 

Scratch 
Documentary 

Disorder (Huang Weikai, 2009) Guangzhou, China Idiosyncratic City 

Scratch 
Documentary 

An Anthropological Television 
Myth (Maria Helene Bertino, 
Dario Castelli & Alessandro 

Gagliardo, 2011) 

Catania, Italy Idiosyncratic City 

Scratch 
Documentary 

Sé Villana. La Sevilla del diablo 
(María Cañas, 2013) 

Seville, Spain Idiosyncratic City 

 

All these documentaries might have contributed to expanding the scope of the 

dissertation, covering more cities and more national cinemas, but even so they would 

have not been enough to provide a quantitative report on the different devices available 

to represent recent urban transformations. Anyway, both the chosen and hypothetical 

case studies coincide in the creation of imaginary cities able to develop a critical 

perception of the real cityscape, as well as to recall those places whose current 

appearance no longer resembles our memories. We should therefore thank cinema for 

documenting, preserving and recreating these spaces, and especially for giving us the 

chance to return there over and over again. 
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Chapter One 

On City and Cinema 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From Post-Industrial City to Postmetropolis 

 

The concept of post-industrialism refers to the transition of western societies from 

an economy based on production and manufactured goods to another based on 

consumption and signs (see Touraine 1969, Bell 1973). The most profitable activities 

in this new paradigm no longer belong to the manufacturing sector but to the service 

one, and more specifically to the finance, insurance and real estate sectors. From the 

1980s, revolutions in transport and communications have made it possible to relocate 

both labour and production away from urban centres, which have been abandoned or 

renewed according to the economic success of their respective cities: old industrial 

and port cities have lost their former dominant position to become urban wastelands 

replete with derelict factories and useless docks, while so-called global cities have 

been able to create spectacular cityscapes –whether simulated or restored ones– in 

order to attract capital and people. 

The dichotomy between old and new spaces has affected every city in the world, 

although some have been more responsive than others, especially global cities. This 

term coined by Saskia Sassen (1991), along with others such as “the overexposed city” 

(Virilio 1984), “the informational city” (Castells 1989), “the generic city” (Koolhaas 
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and Mau 1995) or “the banal city” (Muñoz 2010), seek to synthesise the shifts in urban 

space at the end of the 20th century. All these concepts describe an increasingly 

fragmented and illusory cityscape in which the old social and urban fabric has been 

destroyed to make way for another type of city. Its main features, according to 

American architectural critic Michael Sorkin, would be as follows: 

 

The first is the dissipation of all stable relations to local physical and cultural geography, 

the loosening of ties to any specific space. (...) The new city replaces the anomaly and delight 

of such places with a universal particular, a generic urbanism inflected only by appliqué. (...) 

A second characteristic of this new city is its obsession with ‘security’, with rising levels 

of manipulation and surveillance over its citizenry and with a proliferation of new modes of 

segregation. (...) City planning has largely ceased its historic role as the integrator of 

communities in favor of managing selective development and enforcing distinction. (...) 

Finally this new realm is a city of simulations, television city, the city as theme park. This 

is nowhere more visible than in its architecture, in buildings that rely for their authority on 

images drawn from history, from a spuriously appropriated past that substitutes for a more 

exigent and examined present (1992: XIII-XIV). 

 

Sorkin’s themed city leaves no room for places of memory, which seem to have 

disappeared as a result of what Spanish geographer Francesc Muñoz has named 

urbanalisation process: “a system of landscape production that aims to generate 

simulated or cloned urban morphologies, atmospheres and environments without real 

temporality and spatiality” (2010: 50, my translation). By means of this concept, Muñoz 

specifically refers to the gradual replacement of local places shaped by a particular 

zeitgeist and genius loci with global spaces serially reproduced from a model which is 

not exactly an original but an idealised image of an original. Accordingly, cities no 

longer resemble each other: they rather look like an abstract ideal that exists only as an 

image. This means that post-modern urban planning also tends toward homogenisation: 

places may be different, but their appearance is increasingly similar.  

Another factor to consider is the growing cinematisation of social life, a tendency by 

which, according to French sociologists Gilles Lipovetsky and Jean Serroy, everything 

–including urban centres– seems to imitate the cinematic universe (2009: 322-324). 

Oksana Bulgakowa has found evidence that this effect dates back, at least, to the 1920s 

and 1930s, when cinema began to be consciously used to influence the motor behaviour 

of the audience (2013: 251-286). Lately, however, the cinematisation of social life has 

become part of a broader process in which the real is merging with its own 
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representation: nowadays, most cityscapes are both real and imaginary, as American 

geographer Edward Soja has pointed out regarding the postmetropolis, a “metaphysical 

reality” characterised by its regional scale and imaginary dimension (2000: 147). His 

own definition of this key term introduces it as “a distinctive variation on the themes of 

crisis-generated restructuring and geohistorically uneven development that have been 

shaping (and reshaping) cityscapes since the origins of urban-industrial capitalism” 

(Soja 2000: 148). For him, the postmetropolis is a new stage of urban evolution that 

arises as a consequence of the interplay between the combined processes of 

deterritorialization and reterritorialization:  

 

Deterritorialization involves the breaking down of Fordist worlds of production and related 

spatial divisions of labor, the long-standing political and discursive hegemony of the modern 

nation-state and traditional forms of nationalism and internationalism, and established patterns 

of real-and-imagined cultural and spatial identity at every scale from the local to the global. 

Reterritorialization is the critical response to globalization and postfordist restructuring, 

generating new efforts by individuals and collectivities, cities and regions, business firms and 

industrial sectors, cultures and nations, to reconstitute their territorial behavior, their 

fundamental spatiality and lived spaces, as a means of resisting and/or adapting to the 

contemporary condition (Soja 2000: 212). 

 

Within the postmetropolis, any lived space, understood as a place of memory, may 

be as important for its residents as the simulated cityscapes that have extended the 

boundaries of the city beyond its traditional sphere of influence, because it provides 

both individuals and collectivities with an emotional landmark that counteracts the loss 

of urban identity in an ever-changing environment. The transition from post-industrial 

city to postmetropolis is therefore a process marked by both objective changes and 

subjective perceptions, in which the physical disappearance of lived spaces and places 

of memory does not necessarily entail their immediate forgetting. In this regard, it is no 

coincidence that in recent decades social sciences and humanities have undergone a 

spatial turn that has put the spotlight on the role of places in shaping our worldview.  

 

The Social Production of Space 

 
The genealogy of the spatial turn began with a few groundbreaking works in the 

1970s, among which stands out Henri Lefebvre’s The Production of Space (1974), and 

later developed in the 1980s and 1990s through titles such as Michel de Certeau’s The 



 32

Practice of Everyday Life (1980), David Harvey’s The Condition of Postmodernity 

(1989), Edward Soja’s Postmodern Geographies: The Reassertion of Space in Critical 

Social Theory (1989), Mike Davis’ City of Quartz: Excavating the Future in Los 

Angeles (1990) or Fredric Jameson’s Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late 

Capitalism (1991). All these authors coincided in highlighting space and spatiality as 

socially constructed concepts that condition our individual and collective identities, our 

social and cultural practices, and, in short, our way of being in the world.  

More than a century ago, German sociologist Georg Simmel was probably the first 

scholar in realising that the social production of space was particularly advanced in 

urban environments: “the city is not a spatial entity which entails sociological 

characteristics”, he said, “but a sociological entity that is formed spatially” (1971: 324). 

Later on, throughout the second half of the 20th century, the perceiving subject 

gradually gained prominence in the process of creating space, and today we know that 

space is objectively and subjectively produced as a result of an endless chain of mutual 

influences: the territory determines the living conditions of its inhabitants, who in turn 

shape and reshape the territory, only to be influenced again by the forms and features 

that they have contributed to creating. This ontological interdependence between subject 

and territory was theorised by Henri Lefebvre in the 1970s by means of a ‘spatial triad’ 

that would later be used by Michel de Certeau (1980), Edward Soja (1996) or Marta 

Traquino (2010), among other scholars. The following excerpt contains Lefebvre’s 

original definition of the three elements that form this triad: 

 

1. Spatial practice. The spatial practice of a society secretes that society’s space; it 

propounds and presupposes it, in a dialectical interaction; it produces slowly and surely as it 

masters and appropriates it. From the analytic standpoint, the spatial practice of a society is 

revealed through the deciphering of its space. 

What is spatial practice under neocapitalism? It embodies a close association, within 

perceived space, between daily reality (daily routine) and urban reality (the routes and 

networks which link up the places set aside for work, ‘private’ life and leisure). This 

association is a paradoxical one, because it includes the most extreme separation between the 

places it links together. The specific spatial competence and performance of every society 

member can only be evaluated  empirically. ‘Modern’ spatial practice might thus be defined –

to take an extreme but significant case– by the daily life of a tenant in a government-

subsidized high-rise housing project. Which should not be taken to mean that motorways or 

the politics of air transport can be left out of the picture. A spatial practice must have a certain 
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cohesiveness, but this does not imply that it is coherent (in the sense of intellectually worked 

out or logically conceived) 

2. Representations of space: conceptualized space, the space of scientists, planners, 

urbanists, technocratic subdividers and social engineers, as of a certain type of artist with a 

scientific bent –all of whom identify what is lived and what is perceived with what is 

conceived. (…) This is the dominant space in any society (or mode of production). 

Conceptions of space tend, with certain exceptions to which I shall return, towards a system 

of verbal (and therefore intellectually worked out) signs. 

3. Representational spaces: space as directly lived through its associated images and 

symbols, and hence the space of ‘inhabitants’ and ‘users’, but also of some artists and perhaps 

of those, such as a few writers and philosophers, who describe and aspire to do no more than 

describe. This is the dominated –and hence passively experienced– space which the 

imagination seeks to change and appropriate. It overlays physical space, making symbolic use 

of its objects. Thus representational spaces may be said, though again with certain exceptions, 

to tend towards more or less coherent systems of non-verbal symbols and signs (1991: 38-39). 

 

The last of these three elements –which respectively correspond to the act of 

perceiving, conceiving and experiencing space– would be the main subject of this 

dissertation, because it is precisely in representational spaces that cityscapes and 

memoryscapes merge into a subjective mindscape that includes both the experience and 

the expression of any lived space. It is important to note that Lefebvre explicitly wrote 

that representational spaces must be experienced through images, symbols and signs, that 

is, through different visual means of expressing those mindscapes. In theory, cinema 

should be one of them, but nonetheless Lefebvre disparaged its ability to depict space: 

 

The claim is that space can be shown by means of space itself. Such a procedure (also known 

as tautology) uses and abuses a familiar technique that is indeed as easy to abuse as it is to use 

–namely, a shift from the part to the whole: metonymy. Take images, for example: 

photographs, advertisements, films. Can images of this kind really be expected to expose 

errors concerning space? Hardly. Where there is error or illusion the image is more likely to 

secrete it and reinforce it than to reveal it. No matter how ‘beautiful’ they may be, such 

images belong to an incriminated ‘medium’. Where the error consists in a segmentarion of 

space, moreover –and where the illusion consists in the failure to perceive this 

dismemberment– there is simply no possibility of any image rectifying the mistake. On the 

contrary, images fragment; they are themselves fragments of space. Cutting things up and 

rearranging them, découpage and montage – these are the alpha and omega of the art of 

image-making. As for error and illusion, they reside already in the artist’s eye and gaze, in the 

photographer’s lens, in the draftsman’s pencil and on his blank sheet of paper. Error 

insinuates itself into the very objects that the artist discerns, as into the sets of objects that he 
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selects. Wherever there is illusion, the optical and visual world plays an integral and 

integrative, active and passive, part in it. It fetishizes abstraction and imposes it as the norm. It 

detaches the pure form from its impure content –from lived time, everyday time, and from 

bodies with their opacity and solidity, their warmth, their life and their death. After its 

fashion, the image kills. In this it is like all signs. Occasionally, however, an artist’s 

tenderness or cruelty transgresses the limits of the image. Something else altogether may then 

emerge, a truth and a reality answering to criteria quite different from those of exactitude, 

clarity, readability and plasticity. If this is true of images, moreover, it must apply equally 

well to sounds, to words, to bricks and mortar, and indeed to signs in general (1991: 96-97). 

 

This passage has been widely discussed because it denies film the possibility of 

generating representational spaces. In order to overcome this contradiction, some film 

scholars have turned this argument around, whether developing another reasoning to 

state exactly the opposite, as Michael Chanan does, or using this critique to claim a film 

aesthetics more committed to the material spatialities of actual cities, as Richard Koeck 

and Les Roberts suggest: 

 

Just because the shot is indeed an abstraction, it becomes possible, through the 

recombinations of montage, to transgress and transcend its limits by conjoining images. Film 

thus becomes a way of reconstituting and reconstructing space (Chanan 2007: 79). 

 

Rather than reading this as a dismissal of film per se (where the valorization of lived space 

negates any possibility of a critical geography of film and urbanism), it is more instructive 

to look upon this critique in terms of its capacity to incite and problematize further the 

explicit nature of the relationship between the city and the moving image, as well as to 

explore the potential for an anti-spectacular aesthetic of the city in film: a strategy which, 

as argued above, demands a process of re-engagement with the constitutive and material 

spatialities from which these and other forms of urban projection are abstracted (Koeck and 

Roberts 2010: 3). 

 

Chanan and Koeck-Roberts politely disagree with Lefebvre because they do not 

want to refute his whole theory, but only dissent regarding the potential of cinema to 

produce representational spaces. Indeed, Koeck and Roberts imply that some aesthetics 

could be more appropriate than others to depict space. Nobody knows what kind of film 

Lefebvre had in mind when he wrote his controversial passage, but it had necessarily to 

be prior to the mid-1970s, that is, prior to the spatial turn and to the case studies of this 

dissertation. Accordingly, we can interpret his critique as a challenge and try to find 

those film devices that aspire to do more than simply describe space. 
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Space and Place 

 

Before going any further, it is necessary to clarify the difference between space and 

place from a theoretical point of view. To begin with, Michel de Certeau has provided 

us with an abstract definition inspired by geometry:  

 

A place is an instantaneous configuration of positions. It implies an indication of stability.  

A space exists when one takes into consideration vectors of direction, velocities, and time 

variables. Thus space is composed of intersections of mobile elements. It is in a sense 

actuated by the ensemble of movements deployed within it (1984: 117). 

 

De Certeau seems to say that a place is a fixed, defined and stable point in the 

territory, while a space is a wider area whose size may vary depending on which 

variables are considered. Nevertheless, this definition does not resolve all doubts: for 

example, how is it possible to configure the positions that give rise to a place? 

According to Marta Traquino, “a place emerges from space due to its inscribed 

experience and memory” (2010: 57, my translation). In her book A Construção do 

Lugar pela Arte Contemporânea (The Construction of Place in Contemporary Art), she 

later explains that “any inhabited place is associated with relationships and experiences 

that produce memories, which ultimately singularise that particular location when they 

are shared” (Traquino 2010: 65, my translation). Place is thereby distinguished from 

space by its meaning, as French anthropologist Marc Augé has pointed out: “place –

anthropological place– is a principle of meaning for the people who live in it, and also a 

principle of intelligibility for the person who observes it” (1995: 52). Thus, it is the 

perceiving subject, the anonymous individual, that creates meaning from his/her own 

everyday experience, as Soja has argued:  

 

This process of producing spatiality or ‘making geographies’ begins with the body, with the 

construction and performance of the self, the human subject, as a distinctively spatial entity 

involved in a complex relation with our surroundings. On the one hand, our actions and 

thoughts shape the spaces around us, but at the same time the larger collectively or socially 

produced spaces and places within which we live also shape our actions and thoughts in ways 

that we are only beginning to understand (2000: 6). 

 

The issue of how we relate to our everyday environment was first addressed by 

American urban planner Kevin Lynch in The Image of the City (1960), a work in which 
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he aimed to explain the way people give meaning to urban surroundings. In that book, 

Lynch coined the term “environmental image”, which would later become a key 

concept for behavioural geography: 

 

Environmental images are the result of a two-way process between the observer and his 

environment. The environment suggests distinctions and relations, and the observer –with 

great adaptability and in the light of his own purposes– selects, organizes, and endows with 

meaning what he sees. The image so developed now limits and emphasizes what is seen, 

while the image itself is being tested against the filtered perceptual input in a constant 

interacting process. Thus the image of a given reality may vary significantly between 

different observers (1960: 6). 

 

Lynch gave an active role to the observer, who is responsible for creating his/her own 

environmental images. This process, known as cognitive mapping, enables people to 

establish their everyday itineraries through the city by combining individual and social 

perceptions. It should be taken into account, however, that these environmental images 

are basically individual, inasmuch as there are as many of them as there are observers. 

What happens then when we try to share our subjective perceptions?  

Cinema can help to establish a common perception because it first expresses the 

filmmaker’s environmental images and then offers them to the audience, who may 

interpret them literally –as if they were the only possible way to represent a given 

place–, differently –changing their original meaning–, or complementarily –contrasting 

the filmmaker’s images with their own ones. This is the way cinema individualises 

space and creates place: if a particular spot was not a place of memory before having 

been filmed, it may become one if preserved as a moving image. In conclusion, while 

space changes over time, a place –any place– may remain in memory after having 

disappeared, especially when it has been recorded by a film camera. Once the 

differences between these two concepts have been clarified, the next step would be to 

know what film devices are more appropriate to simultaneously express the subjective 

and collective perception of places of memory. 

 

The City in Film 

 

Film studies has traditionally addressed the presence of the city in film in terms of 

representation: overall, the city is understood as an urban text inside a cinematic text 
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(see Shiel 2001: 3, Mazierska & Rascaroli 2003: 2). Beyond this approach, cinema has 

recently begun to be studied as “a technology of place”, that is, as a medium able to 

produce spatiality through the set of its creative tasks –namely, location filming, mise-

en-scène, framing, lightning and editing (Brunsdon 2010: 94). Edward Dimendberg, for 

instance, wrote a highly influential book entitled Film Noir and the Spaces of 

Modernity, in which he analysed the evolution of American urban planning from 1939 

to 1959 in parallel with the development of the film noir cycle (2004). This work, 

among others, has inspired a new method of reading films summarised by Richard 

Koeck and Les Roberts as follows: “one that moves towards seeing film not only as a 

genre-dependent text, but also as a rich map of socio-cultural, political, economic and, 

of course, architectural discourses” (2010: 10). 

The map metaphor has led Teresa Castro to compare “cinema’s exploration of urban 

space” with a “form of visual mapping” (2010: 144). According to her, “the coupling of 

eye and instrument that distinguishes cartography’s observation of space is not so 

distant from the one that determines cinema’s careful coding and scaling of the world” 

(2010: 145). She has distinguished three different formal strategies through which urban 

space may be mapped:  

 

The first is linked to a certain topographic fascination, if not a real topophilia, in the sense of 

‘love of place’. In this sense, the notion of mapping refers less to a disciplinary instrument of 

visual domination than to a means of self-discovery. (…) Such a topographic appeal often 

goes hand in hand with a second formal procedure, concerning the seemingly descriptive 

motivation of the images in question, made evident by such camera movements as the 

panning shot or the travelling shot. In this second case, the notion of mapping evoked is 

certainly more conventional, since mapping as a cultural technology often worked as a way of 

cataloguing the important lectures of the earth’s surface. (…) Finally, a third formal strategy 

would be surveying, either by means of walking –a pre-eminent spatial practice– or by 

looking from above (Castro 2010: 145). 

 

Each of these strategies is first and foremost “an act of discourse production”, as 

Colin McArthur has said, because they ultimately express the filmmaker’s position 

regarding the filmed space (1997: 40). Consequently, the resulting images may have an 

historical, identity or simply expressive value according to the filmmaker’s agenda. 

Since the meaning of a city usually shifts from one film to another –and from an 

observer to another– the meaning of a film device will always depend on the context in 

which it is used and, above all, on the purposes it serves.  
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The Historical Value of Film 

 

When considering the historiographical value of fiction and documentary film, 

several theorists have denied the ontological differences between them. Bill Nichols, 

for example, has stated that “even the most whimsical of fictions gives evidence of the 

culture that produced it and reproduces the likenesses of the people who perform 

within it” (2001: 1). For this reason, he distinguishes between “documentaries of 

wish-fulfillment”, which would be what everyone calls fiction, and “documentaries of 

social representation”, which would correspond to non-fiction (Nichols 2001: 1-2). 

Drawing on the permeability between both domains, a few historians began to 

interpret film works as signs of the collective representations and manipulations 

through which societies imagine and stage themselves (see Sorlin 1980, 1991, Lagny 

1992, Hueso 1998, Sand 2002, Bulgakowa 2013). Among them was Marc Ferro, who 

in the late 1970s explicitly suggested studying film as “source and agent of history” in 

order to undertake “the historical reading of a film and the cinematographic reading of 

history” (1988: 14, 19). His main aim was to develop “a counteranalysis of society” 

that challenged “the assertions of rulers”, “the schemas of theorists” and “the analysis 

of the [political] opposition” (1988: 28-29). He invited researchers to “go back to the 

images” and pay attention to “the choice of themes, the tastes of an era, production 

necessities, the strength of the writing, and the creator’s omissions”, because he 

thought that the true historical reality of a film can be found in that kind of detail 

(1988: 29, 47-48). He thereby reminded us that films whose action is 

contemporaneous with their filming process are able to record, preserve and reproduce 

“the real image of the past” (1988: 48). 

If we apply this historical approach to urban documentaries, we will have an 

extensive archive of old spaces and spatialities, that is, a repository of authentic visual 

traces of the past and of their contemporary perception. It must be taken into account 

that any image, as Nichols has said, is “a document of what once stood before the 

camera as well as of how the camera represented them” (2001: 36), which means that 

cinema is able to simultaneously preserve an objective and a subjective record of urban 

spaces. The device chosen to film a given place can therefore indicate the way it was 

perceived in the past, what its collective or subjective meaning was, and what the 

filmmaker wanted to express by filming it through that specific device. 
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Among the historians who have further developed these ideas, Robert Rosenstone 

stands out by having claimed the filmmakers’ right to write history through images: 

“History need not be done on the page. It can be a mode of thinking that utilizes 

elements other than the written word: sound, vision, feeling, montage” (1995: 11). 

Contrary to Ferro, Rosenstone was not as interested in films set in the present as in 

those that offer a creative reworking of the past:  

 

The limitations of the standard film became obvious as I encountered a far more interesting 

kind of historical work, one which uses the medium to revision, even reinvent History. This is 

what I call the postmodern history film, a work that, refusing the pretense that the screen can 

be an unmediated window onto the past, foregrounds itself as a construction. Standing 

somewhere between dramatic history and documentary, traditional history and personal essay, 

the postmodern film utilizes the unique capabilities of the media to create multiple meanings. 

Such works do not, like the dramatic feature or the documentary, attempt to recreate the past 

realistically. Instead they point to it and play with it, raising questions about the very evidence 

on which our knowledge of the past depends, creatively interacting with its traces (1995: 12). 

 

Symptomatically, many of the postmodern history films mentioned by Rosenstone 

belong to the non-fiction field, such as Sans soleil (Sunless, Chris Marker, 1982), Far 

from Poland (Jill Godmilow, 1984), Shoah (Claude Lanzmann, 1985), Surname Viet 

Given Name Nam (Trinh T. Minh-ha, 1989) or History and Memory: For Akiko and 

Takashige (Rea Tajiri, 1991). The most remarkable feature of these works is that their 

directors share a subjective impulse to take part in the process of writing history as 

witnesses, narrators and even demiurges: they do not believe in the existence of a 

single official account and a single mise-en-scène to tell it, so they are willing to 

explore the formal possibilities of film to search and reflect on historical truth. Again, 

if we export this attitude to urban documentaries, we will realise that many 

filmmakers not only intend to document contemporary cityscapes or recover those that 

have already disappeared, but also aim to produce them as images in order to 

understand their historical significance. The audience, meanwhile, can also use its 

own subjectivity to appropriate, extend and even transform the meaning of these 

cinematic cityscapes to the point of turning them into symbolic places within the 

historical imaginary. In this regard, the act of visually documenting a space is not so 

far from the act of producing spatiality. 
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The Identity Value of Film 

 

Many urban documentaries also address the creation of place and spatiality through 

the combined action of memory and identity. In these films, places are filmed for what 

they mean to a specific community, and that will to meaning is itself historical for what 

it expresses about our time. Gilles Lipovetsky and Jean Serroy have pointed out that, 

despite being dominated by a presentist logic, our time is mainly characterised by the 

revitalization of the past and the claim of identities based on collective memory: “within 

societies in which futuristic systems are no longer credible”, they say, “roots, poles of 

particularist identification and those community links that serve to counteract the 

dispersion, confusion and isolation of individuals have gained priority” (2009: 179, my 

translation). Two decades before, David Harvey had already explained that this 

“preoccupation with identity, with personal and collective roots” was related to the 

“widespread insecurity in labour markets, technological mixes [and] credit systems” of 

the 1980s (1989: 87). Arguably, then, the social answer to the speeding of economic and 

technological shifts was the search for an anchor in time and space that gave some 

certainty to the subject. 

Identity is usually rooted in class, gender, ethnic, cultural, national, linguistic or 

religious criteria. However, as Stuart Hall has warned, cultural identities are not 

“eternally fixed in some essentialized past”, because “they are subject to the 

continuous ‘play’ of history, culture and power” (1989: 70). This lack of historical 

stability forces people to adapt their identity to the evolution of the zeitgeist in an 

endless process in which memory, whether collective or individual, helps to take a 

stand regarding dominant social criteria: on the one hand, it serves to recover the 

knowledge gained in past experiences, and on the other hand, it offers a wide range of 

previous models that we can follow or reject. Memory itself, moreover, can be 

spatialised in places of memory, in which the visible signs of historical becoming are 

combined with the subjective perception of the passage of time. The latter can be 

visually expressed by simultaneously depicting a place as it is and as it has been, 

merging its current appearance with its former avatars. In these cases, cinema 

documents both the place and its historical heritage, which can be subsequently used 

for identity purposes. A place is thereby much more than what it is or what it has 

been, because it can symbolise something –whatever– that refers to the identity-

building process of a given individual or community. 
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The Expressive Value of Film 

 

In the first half of the twentieth century, most urban documentaries depicted the 

industrial city from the outside, beginning with those titles that turned trains entering 

urban space into an icon of modernity, from L’arrivée d’un train à La Ciotat (Arrival of 

a Train at La Ciotat, Auguste and Louis Lumière, 1896) to Berlin: Die Sinfonie der 

Grosstadt (Berlin, Symphony of a Great City, Walter Ruttmann, 1927). This mode of 

representation ceased to be dominant in the second half of the century, when modernist 

filmmakers chose to show the city from the inside, as Eulàlia Iglesias has explained:  

 

It is in modern contemporary cinema, however, that many directors convert a city, their city, 

into a protagonist that is not only objective or artistic but above all emotional, the space 

where they can build fictions with autobiographical echoes. Tsai Ming-liang – Taipei, 

Woody Allen – New York, Federico Fellini – Rimini and Roma, Yasujiro Ozu – Tokyo, and 

almost all the nouvelle vague with Paris create indissoluble alliances between life, emotions 

and the urban domain (2008: 280). 

 

Despite being the dominant trend, there is a slight lag between the subjective turn in 

fiction and in non-fiction film: while the former began in the 1950s and 1960s, once the 

classical and neorealist paradigms were exhausted; the latter could not develop until the 

1980s, because the neorealist paradigm could only be fully achieved in documentary 

film after the emergence of lighter cameras and synchronised tape recorders in the early 

1960s. Accordingly, the representation of the city as a subjective, lived space, in which 

the experience of place is physical, tactile and almost corporeal, is relatively recent in 

non-fiction film. Nowadays, urban documentary makers usually introduce themselves as 

residents, visitors, tourists or travellers in order to emphasise their personal ties to the 

depicted space, whether they are more or less intense. The resulting works are thus 

marked by the filmmaker’s position regarding the cityscape, inasmuch as they express a 

series of environmental images and the feelings associated with them. 

The subjective turn in non-fiction film has been fuelled by the growing interest in 

subjectivity among social scholars since the early 1980s. At that time, Michel Foucault 

coined the concept of “technologies of the self”, which encompasses a wide range of 

practices that “permit individuals to effect by their own means or with the help of others 

a certain number of operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and 

way of being, so as to transform themselves in order to attain a certain state of 
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happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or immortality” (1988: 18). “The care of the self” 

became the main topic of Foucault’s latest works, in which he dated back to the ancient 

Greece and the origins of Christianity in the search for historical examples of these 

technologies, from Stoic correspondence to Christian confession (1984, 1988). These 

practices have been adopted by many filmmakers in their autobiographical works, 

giving rise to non-fiction subgenres such as the film correspondence, the video 

confession or the self-portrait film. This interest in the filmmaker’s privacy was also 

fuelled by “the culture of narcissism”, a new stage of individualism that American 

historian Christopher Lasch regarded as a negative effect of the social evolution of the 

United States (1979). Despite the opposition between his interpretation and Foucault’s, 

which praised the care of the self as a human being’s achievement, both actually 

addressed similar phenomena that emerged from the same historical turning point: the 

breakdown of the master narratives of modernity. 

Already in 1983 the French philosopher Gilles Lipovetsky had noticed that the rise 

of narcissism entailed a series of features that were then also spreading in documentary 

film: “the predominance of the individual over the universal, the psychological over the 

ideological, communication over politicisation, diversity over homogeneity [and] 

permissiveness over coercion” (1986: 115, my translation). In his book L’ère du vide. 

Essais sur l’individualisme contemporain (The Age of Emptiness: Essays on 

Contemporary Individualism), he described post-modern western societies as “hungry 

for identity, difference, conservation, peace [and] personal fulfilment” because “the 

trust and faith in the future are dissolved” and, consequently, “people want to live right 

away, here and now, and stay young instead of forging a new man” (1986: 9, my 

translation). The crisis of the old systems of meaning based on egalitarianism and 

confidence in progress involved, according to him, “a massive abandonment of the res 

publica and particularly of political ideologies”, which finally resulted in the current 

hegemony of individualist discourses (1986: 217, my translation). This eclipse of the 

collective project of modernity was later explained by Polish sociologist Zygmunt 

Bauman through the metaphor of “the melting of solids”: 

 

The task of constructing a new and better order to replace the old and defective one is not 

presently on the agenda –at least not on the agenda of that realm where political action is 

supposed to reside. The ‘melting of solids’, the permanent feature of modernity, has therefore 

acquired a new meaning, and above all has been redirected to a new target –one of the 

paramount effects of that redirection being the dissolution of forces which could keep the 
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question of order and system on the political agenda. The solids whose turn has come to be 

thrown into the melting pot and which are in the process of being melted at the present time, 

the time of fluid modernity, are the bonds which interlock individual choices in collective 

projects and actions (2000: 5-6).  

 

In this context, the subjective turn of documentary film can be considered an 

adaptation of contemporary non-fiction filmmakers to the post-modern zeitgeist. Laura 

Rascaroli, for instance, has interpreted it as “a reflection and a consequence of the 

increased fragmentation of the human experience in the post-modern, globalised world, 

and of our need and desire to find ways to represent such fragmentation, and to cope 

with it” (2009: 4). Beyond these concerns, however, filmmakers continue to be 

interested in exploring new ways of achieving authenticity, as well as in taking part in 

public debates, two aims that have significantly benefited from the spread of the 

autobiographical approach. Thus, since the 1980s, subjectivity has become a guarantee 

of accuracy because it seems more credible than any attempt at objectivity: “once the 

other side of the camera is exposed and the filmmaker implicated”, Jim Lane has 

written, “the documentary can more truthfully depict reality” (2002: 35). This means 

that “faithfulness to the facts in the camera images” has been replaced by “honesty 

about what happens behind the camera”, as stated by Josep María Catalá and Josetxo 

Cerdán (2007-2008: 25). The categorical statements of expository documentaries, 

embodied by what Bill Nichols called the “Voice-of-God” or “voice-of-authority” 

(2001: 105), have given way to “an awareness that one cannot encapsulate everything, 

and that the little that can be said should be done from the humility (in some cases) of 

someone who knows his/her limitations” (De Pedro 2010a: 402). Hence post-modern 

cinematic representations of the historical world primarily focus on our perception of it, 

that is, on the subject and not on the object, or more exactly on the object –the historical 

world– through the subject –the filmmaker.  

 

Voyeurs, Walkers and Drivers 

 

Of all the possible roles adopted by urban documentary makers, there are three that 

will be of special interest for this dissertation: the voyeur, the walker and the driver. 

Their respective gazes at the city entail a series of socio-cultural connotations that 

automatically condition the meaning of any image taken from their point of view, that 
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is, from above, from below and from a moving car. As these concepts are a bit slippery, 

it seems appropriate to end this first chapter with Michel de Certeau’s and Pablo 

Ocampo Failla’s analysis of their main features. 

De Certeau places the voyeur in an elevated position relative to street level, from 

which it “makes the complexity of the city readable, and immobilizes its opaque 

mobility in a transparent text” (1984: 92). Up there, and despite being physically away 

from the city, the voyeur has the feeling of seeing it in its entirety and being able to read 

on its surface. On the contrary, the walker remains at street level, in a position that is 

“below the thresholds at which visibility begins” (1984: 93). This means that those who 

walk are unable to see the spaces they inhabit and to read the text they write with their 

everyday itineraries. Nevertheless, walkers have a knowledge of the city based on 

experience that complements and counteracts that of the voyeur. In fact, their physical 

immersion in the urban fabric allows them to transform “each spatial signifier into 

something else” (1984: 98). Such an opposition between voyeurs and walkers is even 

political, because the former clearly hold a position of power: they can rule the city 

from the distance, without actually experiencing it, while walkers can only claim their 

right to the city by temporarily appropriating the places through which they walk every 

day. For this reason, the walker’s gaze is usually associated with democratic values, 

while the voyeur’s gaze rather suggests the authoritarian mentality of demiurges and 

dictators. Furthermore, these two perspectives also refer to the concepts of ‘hard city’ 

and ‘soft city’, which respectively correspond to Lefevbre’s representations of space 

and representational spaces: as explained by François Penz and Andong Lu, “aerial 

shots of cities offer a God’s eye perspective belonging to the ‘hard city’ (…), associated 

with a world of urban planning, density and statistics. By contrast, the on-the-ground 

shots allow for the ‘soft city’ to reveal the city of illusions and nightmares” (2011: 15). 

For its part, the driver’s gaze shares some features with the walker’s and the 

voyeur’s, although it actually produces a completely different urban experience: on the 

one hand, drivers, like walkers, are located at street level, where they also create a 

moving text; but on the other hand, drivers are as far away from the city as voyeurs, 

because they are isolated inside their vehicle. From that position, drivers develop an 

unconscious indifference to the urban environment that ultimately causes their gradual 

distancing from the city, as Ocampo Failla has described: firstly, drivers experience a 

decrease in their ability to look at their surroundings; secondly, they lose their tactile 
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perception; and finally, they become unable to recognise identities because they end up 

perceiving everything as a two-dimensional image (in Traquino 2010: 18-19).1  

At first sight, there seems to be a kind of gradation between the voyeur’s, the 

driver’s and the walker’s gazes: the first should be the more abstract, objective and 

manipulative, while the last should be the more specific, subjective and reliable, but this 

dichotomy is a fallacy. Urban documentary makers have indistinctly adopted these three 

roles with a wide variety of results, although it is true that the driver’s and the walker’s 

gazes have been more frequently used in the last decades, because both allow cinema to 

depict the city from the inside –indeed, the walker’s gaze is the one that best conveys 

the physical, tactile and corporeal experience of the contemporary city. Anyway, these 

three viewpoints have been freely combined by non-fiction filmmakers to document the 

transition from post-industrial city to postmetropolis, taking advantage of their implicit 

meanings to produce a visual discourse about the effects of new spatialities on places of 

memory. As we shall see below, the way film devices incorporate these viewpoints can 

strengthen the historical, identity and/or expressive value of images, thereby offering a 

more complex insight of urban change in the last four decades. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Ocampo Failla’s analysis was originally published in his book Periferias: La Heterotopia del No-
Lugar (2002). 
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Chapter Two 

Documentary Film at the Turn of the Century 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One of the most surprising and unexpected film tendencies at the beginning of the 

21st century was the return of documentaries to movie theatres after a couple of decades 

dominated by hyperbolic fiction. A quick look at the list of the 100 highest grossing 

documentaries in the US between 1982 and 2013 reveals that more than half belong to 

the 21st century, including the first blockbuster documentary in history, Fahrenheit 9/11 

(Michael Moore, 2004), whose box-office profits surpassed the symbolic barrier of 

$100,000,000.2 The other titles on the list grossed between one and ten million dollars, 

which is not too much for a fiction film, but it is certainly much more than a filmmaker 

expects to earn with a project of this kind. In fact, before the 1990s, documentaries 

hardly made so much money in movie theatres, basically because their distribution 

seemed restricted to television. Let us take the five most watched documentaries in the 

1980s: they were an oddity in movie listings, Koyaanisqatsi: Life Out of Balance 

(Godfrey Reggio, 1982); two biographies of celebrities, Vincent: The Life and Death of 

Vincent van Gogh (Paul Cox, 1987) and Imagine: John Lennon (Andrew Solt, 1988); 

and two documentaries that became film events due to their unusual profits, That’s 

Dancing (Jack Haley Jr., 1985) and Roger & Me (Michael Moore, 1989). Since then, 

                                                 
2 The lifetime gross income of this documentary was exactly $119,194,771. These data, as well as the whole 
list, are in http://www.boxofficemojo.com/genres/chart/?id=documentary.htm. Accessed on March 8, 2014. 
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there have been other milestones in the recent economic history of documentary film in 

the US –Paris is Burning (Jennie Livingston, 1990), Madonna: Truth or Dare (Alek 

Keshishian, 1991), Hoop Dreams (Steve James, Frederick Marx & Peter Gilbert, 1994), 

Bowling for Columbine (Michael Moore, 2002), La marche de l'empereur (March of the 

Penguins, Luc Jacquet, 2005), etc– but these box office successes are just the tip of the 

iceberg, a brief sample of the global increase of non-fiction in the big screen. 

 

100 Highest Grossing Documentaries in the US (1982-2013)  

Distribution by Decade 

Decade Number of Films Percent Increase 

1980s 5 - 

1990s 16 320% 

2000s 47 294% 

2010-2013 32 - 

Source: Box Office Mojo, March 8, 2014. 
 

100 Highest Grossing Documentaries in the US (1982-2013) 
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The return of documentary film to movie theatres is, according to Michael Chanan, 

a reaction to “the inadequacies of mainstream cinema”, “the inanities of television”, and 

the lowering of production costs after the emergence of digital video (2007: 7). This 



 49

first explanation has been extended by Lipovetsky and Serroy, who have related the rise 

of documentary to the disappearance of “major collective references” and “the main 

visions of historical future” (2009: 147, my translation). In this context, according to 

them, non-fiction film would serve to demystify the power discourse and to satisfy our 

need to feel free in –and be critical of– a system that forces us to consume everything 

(2009: 150). For this reason, documentary arguably fulfils a social function within the 

contemporary mediascape, as Chanan has highlighted: it “speaks to the viewer as 

citizen, as a member of the social collective, [and] as putative participant in the public 

sphere” (2007: 16). It seems therefore that documentary film is here to stay as long as 

there are movie theatres, although these could disappear overnight without anyone 

noticing it, like silent cinema, drive-in theatres or videotapes before them. Anyway, let 

us leave this issue to researchers specialised in the exhibition sector and focus instead 

on contemporary documentary theory. 

 

Aesthetic Functions and Modes of Representation 

 

Just as the cinematic city has traditionally been understood as a simple 

representation of its real counterpart (see page 36), non-fiction film has also been 

regarded as a reflection of reality. This approach, however, has shifted in the last 

decades to the extent that nowadays most film theorists address documentary as a 

discourse on the real, a line of argument constructed from visual materials that 

ultimately expresses a point of view on the historical world (see Nichols 1991: 111, 

Plantinga 1997: 83-86, Weinrichter 2004: 21-22, 2010: 270-271). In this sense, 

documentary film has developed several ways to fulfil its social function, as Bill 

Nichols has pointed out: 

 

Some documentaries set out to explain aspects of the world to us. They analyze problems and 

propose solutions. They try to account for aspects of the historical world by means of their 

representations. They seek to mobilize our support for one position instead of another. Other 

documentaries invite us to understand aspects of the world more fully. They observe, 

describe, or poetically evoke situations and interactions. They try to enrich our understanding 

of aspects of the historical world by means of their representations. They complicate our 

adherence to positions by undercutting certainty with complexity or doubt (2001: 165). 
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This passage indirectly echoes the four tendencies or aesthetic functions attributed 

to documentary film by Michael Renov: “to record, reveal or preserve”, “to persuade or 

promote”, “to analyze or interrogate”, and “to express” (1993: 21, 2004: 74). With the 

sole exception of the second one, the other three lead to what has been named the 

historical, identity and expressive value of film (see pages 38-43). In principle, the 

correspondence between the first tendency –to record, reveal or preserve– and the 

historical value is quite clear, as well as between the fourth one –to express– and the 

expressive value: regarding the former, Renov has explained that “the emphasis here is 

on the replication of the historical real, the creation of a second-order reality cut to the 

measure of our desire –to cheat death, stop time, restore loss”; while regarding the 

latter, he has stressed the importance of “the ability to evoke emotional response or 

induce pleasure in the spectator by formal means” to establish any argument about the 

historical world (1993: 25, 35). On the contrary, the relation between the third aesthetic 

function –to analyse or interrogate– and the identity value is a bit more complicated: 

Renov understands analysis “as the cerebral reflex of the record/reveal/preserve 

modality”, which suggests that documentary film usually invites viewers to think and 

create meaning beyond what it shows (1993: 30). From this perspective, a place, an 

object, an event or even a manner of speaking may have an identity value in certain 

contexts, depending on the filmmaker’s aims and the audience’s sensibility. 

These four aesthetic functions are not exclusive of a single type of documentary, and 

indeed they usually overlap each other. Nevertheless, some modes of representation are 

more appropriate than others to develop them: for instance, observational documentaries 

appear particularly suited to record live events, expository documentaries to persuade 

the audience, reflexive documentaries to analyse representational issues, and 

performative documentaries to express the filmmaker’s subjectivity. These pairings are 

actually an attempt to link Renov’s four aesthetic functions with Nichols’ six 

documentary modes of representation, which have become the best-known typology of 

non-fiction film since they were first defined more than two decades ago. 

Initially, Nichols only distinguished four documentary modes: the expository, the 

observational, the interactive and the reflexive (1991: 32-75). Later on, however, he had 

to increase those four modes to six in order to identify more precisely the new 

subjective strategies that emerged at the end of the 20th century: while the expository 

and observational modes remained the same, the interactive changed its name to 

participatory, the reflexive was divided into two different categories –the poetic and the 
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reflexive– and finally the performative mode was added to the list (2001: 99-138). Both 

the original typology and its renewed version established a historical succession of 

modes in which the new coexist with the old without replacing them, as Nichols has 

always said (1991: 23, 2001: 33-34). His own table is still today the best way to 

summarise this evolution: 

 

Documentary Modes 

Chief Characteristics 

–Deficiencies 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Hollywood fiction [1910s]: fictional narratives of imaginary worlds 

–absence of “reality” 

Poetic documentary [1920s]: reassemble fragments of the world poetically 

–lack of specificity, too abstract 

Expository documentary [1920s]: directly address issues in the historical world 

–overly didactic 

Observational documentary [1960s]: eschew commentary and 

reenactment; observe things as they happen. 

–lack of history, context 

Participatory documentary [1960s]: interview or interact with 

subjects; use archival film to retrieve history 

–excessive faith in witnesses, naïve history, too intrusive 

Reflexive documentary [1980s]: question documentary 

form, defamiliarize the other modes 

–too abstract, lose sight of actual issues 

Performative documentary [1980s]: stress subjective aspects of a classically objective discourse 

–loss of emphasis on objectivity may relegate such films to the avant-garde; 

“excessive” use of style 

(Nichols 2001: 138) 

 

This typology has somehow inspired this dissertation’s division in four parts: just as 

these documentary modes represent “different concepts of historical representation” 

(Nichols 1991: 23), the formal devices discussed below represent, in turn, different 

ways of addressing a given historical process, the aforementioned transition from post-

industrial city to postmetropolis (see pages 29-31). This time, there is no point in 

making a table to show the ascription of each case study to a documentary mode or 

another, because this information is not essential to understand the way these film 

devices depict urban space and create spatiality. Furthermore, almost no case study fits 



 52

into one single category. The only exceptions would be Koyaanisqatsi, which is a 

textbook example of poetic documentary; Los (James Benning, 2000), whose mise-in-

scène is clearly observational; and Can Tunis (Paco Toledo & José González Morandi, 

2007) and Foreign Parts (Véréna Paravel & J. P. Sniadecki, 2010), which are, as 

indicated by the title of the chapter in which they appear, participatory documentaries. 

In contrast, the rest of case studies belong to several modes of representation at the same 

time: London (Patrick Keiller, 1994) combines expository, observational and reflexive 

strategies, News from Home (Chantal Akerman, 1977) and Lost Book Found (Jem 

Cohen, 1996) are simultaneously observational and performative works, Roger & Me 

has been regarded as an expository, participatory, reflexive and even performative 

documentary (see page 178), Porto da Minha Infância (Porto of My Childhood, Manoel 

de Oliveira, 2001) and My Winnipeg (Guy Maddin, 2007) are themselves hybrids of 

documentary and fiction, 铁 西 区 (Tie Xi Qu: West of the Tracks, Wang Bing, 2003) 

imperceptibly slips from the observational mode to the participatory one, and so on, to 

name but a few examples. Knowing to which documentary mode a film belongs is 

certainly useful to analyse it, but there is a more important reason to take into account 

Nichols’ typology in this dissertation: the evolution from expository to performative 

mode entails a shift from objectivity to subjectivity that also appears in the sequence 

formed by documentary landscaping, participatory ethnography, urban self-portraits and 

metafilm essays. In fact, the inherent tensions between objectivity and subjectivity have 

left a deep imprint on most case studies, which have been heavily influenced by the 

objectivity crisis and the subsequent subjective turn that non-fiction film has undergone 

over the last few decades. 

 

The Objectivity Crisis 

 

The idea of truth in documentary film has recently evolved beyond the concept of 

visible evidence, to the point that the strict authenticity of images no longer ensures 

the consistency of non-fiction discourse. Nowadays, the audience knows that 

truthfulness can be formally constructed through old rhetorical tricks: nobody believes 

that the omniscient voice of the classical expository mode is fully impartial and 

reliable, not even that the observational mise-en-scène is completely transparent. 

Since the 1970s, no expert or authority can guarantee anything anymore, because now 

any statement must come from personal, subjective experience. This is the reason why 
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the concepts to which documentary film has historically been related –“fullness and 

completion, knowledge and fact, explanations of the social world and its motivating 

mechanisms”– have been replaced by their opposites –“incompleteness and 

uncertainty, recollection and impression, images of personal worlds and their 

subjective construction” (Nichols 1993: 174).  

The so-called objectivity crisis has caused a sea change in the way contemporary 

documentary makers strive to produce a truthful discourse. Overall, they have resorted 

to three main strategies: the on-camera presence of the film apparatus, the use of the 

first-person singular, and the systematic subjectification of discourse. The first strategy 

is directly related to the ethics of the gaze, which is currently based on the honesty and 

transparency with which filmmakers show the encounter between the real, the film 

apparatus and themselves (see Andreu 2009: 146). The second, in turn, involves a 

change of narrative position: “the filmmaker comes to the fore”, Laura Rascaroli says, 

“uses the pronoun ‘I’, admits to his or her partiality and purposefully weakens her or his 

authority by embracing a contingent, personal viewpoint” (2009: 5). Finally, the third 

strategy establishes a new argumentative logic: the more subjective a statement is, the 

more reliable it seems, because it is the truth according to the speaker; and the more the 

audience knows about the speaker, the easier it is to know if the speaker is trustworthy. 

This reasoning may border on tautology and even fallacy, but at least it warns that truth 

is never universal, but rather biased. Consequently, “subjectivity itself compels belief”, 

as Nichols has argued: “instead of an aura of detached truthfulness we have the honest 

admission of a partial but highly significant, situated but impassioned view” (2001: 51). 

By dispensing with its pretensions of objectivity, documentary film has 

simultaneously evolved into avant-garde and fiction, becoming a hybrid domain in 

which a wide range of devices coexist. The social perception of terminology itself 

reflects this expansive tendency: both the nominal and adjectival forms of the terms 

‘documentary’ and ‘non-fiction’ have hitherto been used as synonyms, but 

‘documentary’ is actually a much more specific genre, which traditionally entails some 

kind of narrative and an illusion of transparency, of realness, while ‘non-fiction’ is a 

much broader category open to non-narrative practices and all kinds of manipulations. 

One of the side effects of the objectivity crisis has been the confusion of both terms, 

because post-modern documentaries have thoroughly explored the legacy of 

ethnography, autobiography, self-portrait, self-fiction, diary films, essay films, 

travelogues, actualities, rockumentaries, mockumentaries, metafilmic practices and the 
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entire experimental film and video tradition, including found footage film and video art 

among many other subgenres of non-fiction. This evolution is partly due to a change in 

the theoretical background of many documentary makers, who have studied in film and 

art schools instead of journalism ones: in their effort to differentiate documentary film 

from audiovisual report, they have borrowed some features from other non-fiction 

genres previously considered beyond the boundaries of documentary film. At this point, 

the more innovative works have developed a new relationship with the historical world, 

as suggested by Spanish theorist Josep María Catalá: “the proposals of contemporary 

non-fiction film go beyond the aesthetics of post-modernity, since they are not satisfied 

with the simple aesthetic expression of an idea on the world, as post-modern art usually 

does, but rather use aesthetics as a hermeneutic tool” (2010: 290-291). Therefore, the 

post-modern challenge to the concept of truth has made way for a new process of sense-

making in documentary film in which creativity and subjectivity play a major role. 

 

Subjectivity in Documentary Film 

 

The expression of subjectivity has been historically repressed in documentary film, 

but its exploration, according to Renov, has never contradicted “the elemental 

documentary impulse, the will to preservation” (2004: 81). From the origins of cinema, 

the camera has always recorded images that are objective and subjective at the same time, 

because the act of filming involves two overlapping operations, as explained by Nichols: 

 

To speak about the camera’s gaze is (…) to mingle two distinct operations: the literal, 

mechanical operation of a device to reproduce images and the metaphorical, human process 

of gazing upon the world. As a machine the camera produces an indexical record of what 

falls within its visual field. As an anthropomorphic extension of the human sensorium the 

camera reveals not only the world but its operator’s preoccupations, subjectivity, and values. 

The photographic (and aural) record provides an imprint of its user’s ethical, political, and 

ideological stance as well as an imprint of the visible surface of things (1991: 79). 

 

Post-modern documentaries have strengthened the subjective dimension of images, 

inverting the social perception of which component is considered more important: thus, 

after decades of debate on the scientific value of documentary film (see Winston 1993: 

37-57), the current paradigm suggests that the filmmaker’s subjective gaze usually 

precedes the camera’s objective gaze, at least in terms of sense-making. That is to say that 
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the reasons to record an image always influence both the content and sense of that 

particular image, inasmuch as every camera –even surveillance cameras– operate 

according to a purpose previously established by a human being. The lowest level of 

subjectivity would then arise from the decision to film or not to film, to place the camera 

here or there, to cut the shot now or later, and so on up to replacing the third person with 

the first one. Once this step has been taken, the desire to preserve and to analyse remain 

the same, but the will to persuade is less common than the will to express “the 

filmmaker’s own personal perspective and unique view of things” (Nichols 2001: 14). 

In the last quarter of the 20th century, subjectivity came to the fore in a series of 

minority cinemas made by women and men of diverse cultural backgrounds –mainly 

feminists, gays and lesbians, members of a particular ethnic minority and Third World 

citizens (see Nichols 2001: 133, 153; Renov 2004: XVII; Chanan 2007: 7). For all these 

people, subjectivity was, above all, a means to claim their otherness and counteract their 

usual misrepresentations in mainstream cinema: in their films, the filmmaker’s explicit 

presence was a basic strategy to deal with the historical world from a gender, ethnic or 

national perspective. Later on, many other documentary makers have embraced this 

approach –even white heterosexual men living in a First World country– because 

subjectivity has become “the filter through which the real enters discourse”, as Renov 

has said (2004: 176). As a result, everything has been subjectivised, including space 

itself, which is currently perceived and depicted according to filmmakers’ and filmed 

subjects’ personal ties with film locations. 

 

Space in Documentary Film 

 

After the commercial release of London, British filmmaker Patrick Keiller stated 

in an article published in Sight & Sound that “filmmaking on location offers the 

possibility of the transformation of the world we live in” (1994: 35). In this regard, 

François Penz and Andong Lu have praised the ability of cinema to turn “even the 

most anonymous and banal city location” into “a consciously recorded space that 

becomes an expressive space” (2011: 9). Nevertheless, the relationship between the 

audience and profilmic space –the space that is shown on the screen– varies from 

fiction to documentary film. The space of fiction, according to Michael Chanan, is 

always beyond our reach, even if it is a real place, given that “we cannot physically 

enter it and any connection with it is imaginary” (2007: 79). In fiction, film locations 
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may play themselves, stand for other places or simply symbolise certain kinds of 

places. We can visit them, but even so we will never be in their cinematic doubles, 

because they do not exist outside fiction. On the contrary, the space of documentary is 

“isomorphic with the physical reality in which we live our everyday lives”, that is, it 

does belong to the afilmic reality –“the world that exists independently of the 

camera”– and consequently we can enter it whenever possible, because we are already 

within it (Chanan 2007: 79, 13).  

Let us take as example the Dietrichson House in Double Indemnity (Billy Wilder, 

1944), which also appears in Los Angeles Plays Itself [Images 2.1 & 2.2]. In the first 

film, the façade was filmed on location and the interiors on studio sets, although their 

design remained fairly close to that of the original house. By juxtaposing both spaces, 

Billy Wilder created a place that only exists on screen insofar as he shows it: the real 

house looks different indoors and the studio set lacks a real façade. In the second film, 

however, the house has lost its name –it must be remembered that the Dietrichsons were 

fictional characters– to simply become the house located at 6301 Quebec Drive, Los 

Angeles. Thom Andersen shows it through a few architectural shots that recall the 

surveillance strategy described by Teresa Castro (see page 37), thereby offering a 

synecdoche of the real place that invites the audience to visit it. This time, anyone can 

go there, adopt Andersen’s gaze and check that the off-screen space actually exists, 

because the house belongs to the same reality as the audience. 

 

 
Images 2.1 & 2.2: The Dietrichson House in Double Indemnity (left)  

and its street view at the beginning of the twenty-first century (right) 

 

When filming buildings, Spanish architect Jorge Gorostiza has distinguished two 

main attitudes that insist on the differences between the space of fiction and the space of 
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documentary: “the first attitude uses the cinematic apparatus in order to create new 

architectures or transform existing ones, usually as a space for developing fictions; 

while the second one places the filmmaker as a mere spectator who only describes the 

buildings without intervening in them, almost always through a documentary style” 

(2011: XVIII, my translation). These two ways of filming architecture can be extended 

to the whole urban space, giving rise to “creative geographies” or, conversely, 

maintaining a “topographical coherence” (see Penz & Lu 2011: 14). In the former case, 

the usual result is what I will term a ‘city-character’; while in the latter, the cinematic 

city remains faithful to a ‘city-referent’. These categories are not necessary anchored in 

the concepts of fiction and documentary, because they may indistinctly refer to both: on 

the one hand, a fiction film can depict the city-referent as faithfully as a documentary, 

even though its profilmic space remains a cinematic double of the original referent; on 

the other hand, many documentaries usually resort to the city-character in order to 

convey a particular perception of urban space and thus create spatiality. 

The city-referent basically appears in those films whose profilmic space explicitly 

establishes a relation of continuity with real environments, regardless of whether the 

audience may enter it or not. Their images document urban space in past and present, 

preserving a visual record of its external appearance. The city-character, in turn, has 

more to do with both the city-text –“the product of countless and intermingled instances 

of representation”– and the lived city –“the experience of urban life and of its 

representations that an inhabitant or a visitor may have”– because it presents urban 

space as a subjective projection of the filmmaker’s or characters’ mood (see Mazierska 

& Rascaroli 2003: 237). These two categories are therefore complementary: the city-

referent describes a place and the city-character interprets it. Considering that “cities in 

discourse have no absolute and fixed meaning”, as Colin McArthur has warned (1997: 

20), their combined presence in the same work allows filmmakers to develop a 

subjective discourse on urban space –that is, to give it a particular meaning– without 

ever losing the sense of place. In the case of documentary film, in which profilmic space 

extends into afilmic reality, the union of the city-referent and the city-character is even 

more desirable than in fiction, because it provides the audience with a window to the 

historical world that is simultaneously an entrance to its inhabitants’ mind. This would 

be precisely the major virtue of most documentaries discussed below: they take us to a 

given time and place and make us understand its contemporary perception and socio-

cultural connotations. 
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Chapter Three 

Symphonies and Post-Symphonies 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One of the first meeting points between avant-garde and documentary film are the 

urban symphonies of the 1920s. The films that make up this thematic and stylistic cycle 

show the daily functioning of the great industrial metropolises of the time, contrasting 

their productive and leisure activities, and following a temporal structure based on the 

passage of day to night. These representations depict urban space as an expression of 

modernity and progress, emphasising “its acceleration and mechanisation, the 

automatism of everyday life, its rendering of privacy and anonymity [and] its opposition 

of crowd and individual, freedoms and constraints” (Chanan 2007: 81-82). Manhatta 

(Charles Sheeler & Paul Strand, 1921) has been considered the forerunner of this 

subgenre because it was “a panorama film with cubist self-consciousness”, as Juan A. 

Suárez has defined it (2007: 66). It replaced the logic of the travelogue with that of the 

avant-garde by reproducing the city as “a fractured space”, “a decomposition or 

dissemination of its landscape” (2007: 66, 67). Later on, films such as Rien que les 

heures (Nothing But Time, Alberto Cavalcanti, 1925), Twenty-Four-Dollar Island 

(Robert J. Flaherty, 1926), Berlin: Die Sinfonie der Grosstadt (Berlin: Symphony of a 

Great City, Walter Ruttmann, 1927), Человек с киноаппаратом (Man with a Movie 

Camera, Dziga Vertov, 1929), São Paulo, Sinfonia da Metropole (São Paulo, a 
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Metropolitan Symphony, Adalberto Kemeny & Rudolf Rex Lustig, 1929) or Regen 

(Rain, Joris Ivens & Mannus Franken, 1929) portrayed the modern city as a living 

machine, even when they were exclusively devoted to leisure time, like À propos de 

Nice (Jean Vigo, 1929), or to the world of work, as in the case of Douro, faina fluvial 

(Working on the Douro River, Manoel de Oliveira, 1931) or Энтузиазм (Симфония 

Донбаса) (Enthusiasm. The Dombass Symphony, Dziga Vertov, 1931). 

The blend of avant-garde forms and documentary content in all these titles gave rise 

to what Bill Nichols has termed the poetic mode of documentary filmmaking, which is 

characterized by “representing reality in terms of a series of fragments, subjective 

impressions, incoherent acts, and loose associations” (2001: 103). Dziga Vertov’s 

metafilmic reflection in Man with a Movie Camera also opened the reflexive mode, 

which “calls attention to the assumptions and conventions that govern documentary 

filmmaking” and “increases our awareness of the constructedness of the film’s 

representation of reality” (Nichols 2001: 34). The main features of this film, along with 

those of Berlin: Symphony of a Great City, have historically been used to point out the 

conventions of urban symphonies, whose cycle came to an end with the emergence of 

sound film and further development of the expository mode, a new kind of documentary 

that replaced visual exuberance and poetic associations with voiceover commentary and 

argumentative logic. Accordingly, the strategies for the representation of the industrial 

city in non-fiction film also changed from the 1930s, when most filmmakers adopted a 

more didactic and less avant-garde style, although urban symphonies did not completely 

disappear: titles such as Människor i stad (Symphony of a City, Arne Sucksdorff, 1947), 

N.Y., N.Y. (Francis Thompson, 1957) and even a feature film like the French comedy 

Playtime (Jacques Tati, 1967) kept the subgenre alive once its heyday had long gone. 

Since the 1920s, the industrial societies depicted by urban symphonies had to face 

first the Great Depression and then World War II before beginning a new growth period 

that spanned three decades, until the 1970s recession. At the time, the energy and steel 

crises caused a change in the production model that led to the closure of many factories, 

a paradigm shift that left an ominous ruinscape behind, interpreted by Venezuelan 

architect Guillermo Barrios in the following terms: 

 

The emptiness and subsequent reoccupation of the building infrastructure of a manufacturing 

industry on the run acquired a double meaning regarding the contexture of the city at the end 

of the century: on the one hand, they expressed the obsolescence of modernity’s conventional 
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project, that is, unchecked material progress displayed in a large glass case; and on the other 

hand, these particular buildings became real estate opportunities to relocate other economic 

activities and social groups in central areas of the city, taking advantage of the spatial nature 

of old factories (1997: 94, my translation). 

 

American fiction film has depicted this cityscape through popular genres such as the 

crime film and the dystopian science-fiction, as well as by means of a series of 

independent features filmed in a neorealist style. Most of these works have been set in 

the two main cities of the country, New York and Los Angeles, which became epitomes 

of the urban crisis, even ahead of Detroit, the hardest-hit city of the Rust Belt. Thus, 

New York thrillers such as The French Connection (William Friedkin, 1971), Mean 

Streets (Martin Scorsese, 1973), Death Wish (Michael Winner, 1974), Dog Day 

Afternoon (Sidney Lumet, 1975), Taxi Driver (Martin Scorsese, 1976), Gloria (John 

Cassavetes, 1980) or Prince of the City (Sidney Lumet, 1981) captured the zeitgeist of 

the urban crisis through their decadent atmospheres and crepuscular tone, just as their 

Angelino counterparts did at the same time, from Point Blank (John Boorman, 1967) to 

The Driver (Walter Hill, 1978) through Un homme est mort (The Outside Man, Jacques 

Deray, 1972), The Long Goodbye (Robert Altman, 1973) or Assault on Precinct 13 

(John Carpenter, 1976). A few years later, the dystopian science-fiction of the 1980s 

turned these post-industrial cityscapes into “a desolate battleground traversed by human 

monsters on the very margins of sanity” (McArthur 1997: 31), as can be seen in Escape 

from New York (John Carpenter, 1981), Blade Runner (Ridley Scott, 1982), RoboCop 

(Paul Verhoven, 1987) or Batman (Tim Burton, 1989), which were respectively set in 

New York, Los Angeles, Detroit and the imaginary Gotham City. Finally, the neorealist 

films directed by African American filmmakers of the L.A. Rebellion film movement, 

such as Killer of Sheep (Charles Burnett, 1977), Bush Mama (Haile Gerima, 1979) or 

Bless their Little Hearts (Billy Woodberry, 1984), offered a starker view of the urban 

crisis by addressing the job insecurity and existential disorientation of the people from 

Watts, the largest African American ghetto in Los Angeles. 

Meanwhile, documentary film dealt with the same issues through its own formal 

devices, among which stands out the return to the aesthetics of urban symphonies. The 

films that updated this subgenre have been named “post-symphonies” by Barrios in 

order to link them with the original symphonies, although they actually present more 

differences than similarities regarding their models:  
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Post-symphonies stroll again through the cityscape after having adopted an 

environmentalist vision in full force. Thus, instead of celebrating the metropolis as the 

epitome of modern progress, they denounce it as the final materialisation of irrationality. The 

post-industrial metropolis is no longer presented as an isolated organism, with its particular 

name and geographical location, with its own specificity. On the contrary, it reappears as an 

immaterial fluid that has been incorporated to a continuous energetic dynamic. 

In their attempt to relocate and dematerialise the phenomenon, post-symphonies 

synthesise the city as an amalgam of generic and universal effects, which are not exclusive 

from Paris or São Paulo, inasmuch as they belong to the metropolitan phenomenon at large. 

Place is not drawn from physical coordinates, but it is presented as a dynamic tissue and 

placed as part of an indivisible whole (1997: 100-101, my translation). 

 

Barrios’ main examples of post-symphonies are the trilogy formed by 

Koyaanisqatsi: Life Out of Balance, Powaqqatsi: Life in Transformation and 

Naqoyqatsi: Life as War (Godfrey Reggio, 1982, 1988, 2002), and also the 

documentary Baraka (Ron Fricke, 1992), a variation on the aesthetic and discourse of 

the trilogy directed by the first film’s cinematographer, Ron Fricke. In addition to these 

titles, other representative post-symphonies would be Water and Power (Pat O’Neill, 

1989), an avant-garde reflection on the origins, identity and perception of Los Angeles 

(see pages 333-334); Get Out of the Car (Thom Andersen, 2010), a musical exploration 

of the same city exclusively composed of street signs and billboards; and NYman with a 

movie camera (Michael Nyman, 2010), a digital rewriting of Man with a Movie Camera 

that combines scattered images filmed by British composer Michael Nyman around the 

world with the score that he wrote for Vertov’s film in 2002. Among all these post-

symphonies, as Koyaanisqatsi is the one that most explicitly addresses the urban crisis, 

it has been chosen as the first case study in this dissertation. 

 

Koyaanisqatsi: The Creative Destruction of the Modern Paradigm 

 

Godfrey Reggio filmed Koyaanisqatsi between 1975 and 1982, the hardest years of 

the urban crisis in the United States. This temporal frame conditioned the discursive 

structure of the film, which is based, according to Scott MacDonald, on “a provocative 

contrast between the natural world, as epitomized by the American Southwest, and 

modern technological society, as epitomized by the contemporary American city” 

(1992: 378). From the classical urban symphonies, Reggio borrowed their emphasis on 

montage and formalist mise-en-scène, specifically using “time-lapse photography to 
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reveal the patterns of city life” (MacDonald 1992: 379). However, Koyaanisqatsi differs 

from its models in terms of perspective and discourse, as Barry Keith Grant has 

explained: first, it adopts “a new global perspective that reverses the form’s traditional 

celebration of technological progress and the harmony of man and machine”, and then, 

it basically shows “how modern technology is destroying the beauty of the natural 

world as well as humanity’s soul” (2009: 110).  

The very title of the film already marks a rupture with the classical urban 

symphonies: ‘koyaanisqatsi’ is a word from the Hopi language that can be roughly 

translated as “crazy life”, “life in turmoil”, “life out of balance”, “life disintegrating” or 

“a state of life that calls for another way of living”, as indicated at the end of the 

footage. The negative connotations of these meanings, as well as the choice of a 

minoritised language from a pre-industrial nation to express this concept, entail a 

critical reading of the preceding images. Consequently, the ecological and spiritual 

discourse of Koyaanisqatsi can be interpreted as a symptom of the crisis-generated 

restructuring processes that began with the 1973 oil crisis, as well as a postmodern 

reaction to the depletion of the Fordist-Keynesian economic model. 

The main topics of the film are the contrast and interplay between natural and built 

environment, the contemporary forms of socio-economic development and the 

everyday experience of urban areas resulting from post-war planning. Unfortunately, 

Reggio’s discourse does not go much beyond the negative valuation of late capitalist 

society, given that he pays more attention to the consequences of the post-industrial 

crisis than to its causes. Indeed, his power of conviction does not lie in an intellectual 

analysis of the topics discussed, as he himself has admitted (in MacDonald 1992: 381-

82), but in the emotional impact and visual fascination that the images may cause in 

the audience. The outcome thereby presents a series of features –such as extreme 

fragmentation, the predominance of the visible, or the absence of historical 

perspective– that express the schizophrenic mentality of postmodern society, which to 

Catherine Russell also affects the film: 

 

Reggio’s films [Koyaanisqatsi and Powaqqatsi] convey an unambiguous moral message: that 

industrial technology has threatened Third World people’s mode of existence and has 

alienated humanity from itself. But because this message is packaged in a display of virtuoso 

audiovisual technology, the two films nevertheless participate in the very tendency they seek 

to critique (1999: 63). 
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Prior to Koyaanisqatsi, Reggio had no filmmaking experience, but his immersion in 

technology allowed him to create the images that he had previously conceived: “What I 

had clear from the beginning”, he has explained, “was a pre-visualization of what I was 

concerned with. It was more than a concept; it was a feeling, and what I could Feel, I 

could see” (in MacDonald 1992: 383). Reggio’s visual techniques to convey those 

feelings were the rapid succession of time-lapse and slow motion sequences, the 

simultaneous combination of zooming out and panning in the same shot, the use of 

associative editing –which can be based on the cause-effect relationship between two 

images, on their similarity or contrast– and finally the systematic changes in the 

rhythmic pattern of the film, which usually correspond to the closing and opening of 

different thematic sections. These sections are like a symphony’s movements that would 

depict “the ordinary from an extraordinary perspective”, as Reggio himself has stated 

(in MacDonald 1992: 388).  

This strategy has much to do with defamiliarisation, an artistic technique quite 

common among Russian Formalists and French Surrealists, the two major aesthetic 

influences on the classical urban symphonies. Actually, the desire to turn the everyday 

into a visual spectacle dates back to early cinema, particularly to what film historian 

Tom Gunning has termed “the cinema of attractions” (1986). These films, according to 

Bill Nichols, could be both “sensational sketches of the exotic” and “lingering 

depictions of the everyday”, that is, anything that “could both whet the curiosity and 

satisfy the passion of early cinematographers and audiences alike for images that 

represented aspects of the world around them” (2001: 86). This conception of cinema 

also lies behind Reggio’s trilogy, especially in Powaqqatsi, a sensationalist travelogue 

through several Third World countries. 

Instead of the four usual movements of classical symphonies, Koyaanisqatsi 

presents eight different sections in visual terms: the first one is exclusively devoted to 

the natural environment, the second and third show the increasingly aggressive human 

footprint on the landscape, and the fourth, the most interesting for this dissertation, 

explicitly focuses on urban crisis. This section opens with an overview of Manhattan 

taken from the top of the World Trade Center [Image 3.1], the same image used by 

Michel de Certeau to define the voyeur’s perspective in The Practice of Everyday Life 

(1984: 91). The shot conveys a dominant position over the city, which will later be 

reinforced by more images of skyscrapers. Shortly afterwards, however, this cityscape is 

contrasted with two symbols of urban decay: the South Bronx ruinscape and the Pruitt-
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Igoe public housing project in St. Louis, Missouri [Images 3.2, 3.3 & 3.4]. This 

architectural iconography is not arbitrary, inasmuch as the audience can easily recognise 

all these places and buildings. In this regard, Reggio invites the audience to make a 

symbolic interpretation of the film by contrasting several landmarks of modernity, such 

as the Rockefeller Center or the Pruitt-Igoe, with the first monuments of postmodernity, 

basically the Bonaventure Hotel and the Los Angeles’ urban motorway network. 

Undoubtedly, he was aware of the socio-architectural meanings of these structures when 

he chose them, especially in the case of the Pruitt-Igoe. 

 

 

Image 3.1: Koyaanisqatsi, overview of Manhattan from the top of the World Trade Center 

 

 

Image 3.2: Koyaanisqatsi, the South Bronx ruinscape  
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Image 3.3: Koyaanisqatsi, the Pruitt-Igoe public housing project in St. Louis, Missouri 

 

 

Image 3.4: Koyaanisqatsi, demolition of the Pruitt-Igoe. July 15, 1972 

 

This housing project was designed in 1951 by Minoru Yamasaki, also architect of 

the Twin Towers at the World Trade Center, and consisted of thirty-three eleven-story 

rectangular buildings containing a total of 2,870 apartments, whose occupation was 

never completed. Its dwindling population, mainly African American, was forced to 

endure the lack of collective services and maintenance for almost two decades, a 

situation that caused the gradual abandonment of the complex. These problems, along 

with the rise of crime and insecurity, led the last tenants to ask for the demolition of the 

whole scheme, as Tom Wolfe described in his From Bauhaus to Our House (1981: 80-

82). At that point, the negative perception of the Pruitt-Igoe was so widespread that 
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Charles Jencks even came to interpret its socio-architectural failure as the death 

certificate of modern architecture: 

 

Happily, we can date the death of modern architecture to a precise moment in time. (…) 

Modern Architecture died in St. Louis, Missouri on July 15, 1972 at 3.32 pm (or 

thereabouts) when the infamous Pruitt-Igoe scheme, or rather several of its slab blocks, 

were given the final coup de grâce by dynamite (Jencks 1977: 9). 

 

In the 1970s, the Pruitt-Igoe case was widely used by anti-modernist criticism to 

bury the architectural project of modernity. That was the time of the first postmodern 

theories, when Reyner Banham realised that “the building and the symbol are one and 

the same thing” in Los Angeles (1971: 94), and Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown 

and Steven Izenour stated that architecture had become “symbol in space rather than 

form in space” in Las Vegas (1977: 13). In their book Learning from Las Vegas: The 

Forgotten Symbolism of Architectural Form, they held that “this is not the time and ours 

is not the environment for heroic communication through pure architecture” (1977: 

130), a statement that broke with the agenda of modernity, according to which urban 

planning was an effective means to solve social problems. 

The conception of urban planning as social medicine was later considered a “false 

premise” by British geographer David Harvey (in Del Olmo & Rendueles 2004: 26, my 

translation). Previously, he had already warned that “it is completely wrong (...) to lay 

all the blame for the urban ills of postwar development at the modern movement’s door, 

without regard to the political-economic tune to which postwar urbanization was 

dancing” (Harvey 1989: 71). From this perspective, Jencks’ comment on the death of 

modern architecture is a fallacy, because he blames the theoretical principles that guided 

the construction of the Pruitt-Igoe complex for its decay, as if the buildings could 

improve or worsen the living condition of their residents by themselves, without taking 

into account the socio-economic context. Actually, what went into crisis was the very 

concept of planning based on “large-scale, metropolitan-wide, technologically rational 

and efficient urban plans, backed by absolutely no-frills architecture”, which was then 

replaced by “a conception of the urban fabric as necessarily fragmented, a ‘palimpsest’ 

of past forms superimposed upon each other, and a ‘collage’ of current uses, many of 

which may be ephemeral” (Harvey 1989: 66). Overall, the opposition between 

modernist and postmodernist urban planning basically came from their different spatial 

conceptions, as Harvey has summarised: 
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Whereas the modernists see space as something to be shaped for social purposes and therefore 

always subservient to the construction of a social project, the postmodernists see space as 

something independent and autonomous, to be shaped according to aesthetic aims and principles 

which have nothing necessarily to do with any overarching social objective (1989: 66). 

 

Choosing the Pruitt-Igoe images certainly places Koyaanisqatsi’s discourse within 

the anti-modernist tendency represented by Jencks, although the whole sequence 

devoted to the demolition of structures goes beyond the false association between 

modernist planning and urban decay. It is first and foremost a literal and metaphorical 

representation of the ‘creative destruction’ practices that took place in the late 1970s 

and early 1980s all over the world. This concept was originally coined by German 

sociologist Werner Sombart and later developed by Austrian American economist 

Joseph Schumpeter in Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, where it was used to 

define the dismantling of the productive activities associated with an economic 

paradigm in crisis (1942). Today, according to Spanish architect Carlos García 

Vázquez, the combination of economic growth and creative destruction is no longer 

restricted to periods of crisis, since it has become a timeless constant that has moved its 

logic into the city (2011: 27). Consequently, the sequence of demolitions in 

Koyaanisqatsi was documenting both the systematic destruction of large areas inside 

old, industrial American cities and its contemporary perception towards the end of the 

1970s, a time when these demolitions were not only the outcome of a crisis-generated 

restructuring process, but also a symptom of the ongoing paradigm shift. 

The fifth and sixth sections of Koyaanisqatsi represent, in turn, the acceleration of 

consumer dynamics in American society during this paradigm shift. Their images offer 

a critical interpretation of production flexibility and consumption growth, but Reggio 

seems to have nothing to say about the increase in capital mobility and job insecurity. 

Again, his will to generalise moves the political reading of Koyaanisqatsi away from 

the agenda that it supposedly seeks to defend. Thus, despite the fact that there is no 

room for doubt or dissent in the film, the filmmaker’s formal choices introduce a slight 

distortion in the message by representing the patterns of urban life through a paradox, as 

MacDonald has pointed out: “Reggio’s use of time lapse discovers, again and again, the 

remarkable degree to which the city-machine does function (…) but at the same time, 

the primary product of the machine seems to be the destruction of individuality and 

serenity” (1992: 379). This contradiction reaches its peak when representing the 



 69

operations of capitalist economy as a loop in which images from industrial production 

are linked to images of consumption and mobility. It is the acceleration of these shots 

that causes the paradox indicated by MacDonald, since it allows us to interpret these 

sections as both a celebration of the proper functioning of late capitalism and a warning 

of its imminent collapse.  

Regarding the representation of production, Reggio shows images from activities 

that belong to consolidated sectors, such as the food and automotive industries, and also 

to booming business, from electronic components factories to videogames, movies and 

television. Both groups alternate in the editing, establishing a continuity that suggests 

their seamless integration as part of the same dynamic, even though they respectively 

represent the old and the new economic paradigm. Meanwhile, images of consumption 

are included in these sections through associative editing: the clearest example is the 

rapid succession of food factories and people eating at fast food restaurants in shopping 

centres that appear towards the end of the sixth section. The spaces where these 

activities take place are also linked through associative editing: the main space of 

production is the factory, the spaces of consumption are shopping centres and 

supermarkets, and the spaces of mobility are transportation networks, which symbolise 

the perpetual movement imposed by the paradigm of flexibility.  

 

 

Image 3.5: Koyaanisqatsi, the space of mobility – motorways 

 

Some phantom rides, especially one filmed through the lower level of an urban 

motorway [Image 3.5], are quite similar to the opening sequence of Berlin: Symphony of 
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a Great City, in which a train approached the city centre from the suburbs at the 

beginning of the working day. In Koyaanisqatsi, however, this kind of journey no 

longer enters the city centre, because the spatial hierarchies of the post-industrial city 

had been reshaped to the point that the new production and consumption centres could 

be anywhere, provided that they were well connected to the main transportation 

networks. This is the reason why the flow of people and vehicles in Koyaanisqatsi has 

no origin or destination: they just go from one place to another because their movement 

is essential to keep the production and consumption dynamics in operation. 

The spatial triad formed by factories, shopping centres and transportation networks 

becomes a quartet with the hyperreal space of the television screen: throughout half a 

minute, its images –a blend of commercials and infotainment– replace any other 

representation of what we used to consider the real world. This sequence echoes Guy 

Debord’s and Jean Baudrillard’s ideas on the impact of the media in everyday life: the 

former theorised the complete occupation of leisure time by all kinds of spectacles 

turned into commodities (Debord 1967), while the latter announced the replacement of 

the real by a simulation that could even precede the referent (Baudrillard 1981). Reggio 

seems to agree with Debord when the French philosopher says that “real life is 

materially invaded by the contemplation of the spectacle”, which “aims at nothing other 

than itself” (2002: 2-3). In this sense, he even imitates the circularity of the spectacle by 

representing the production and consumption dynamics as a loop, a formal choice that 

unwittingly mirrors the logic of spectacle.  

The acceleration of television images also symbolises the phenomenon of time-

space compression, which has been considered characteristic of postmodernity by 

Harvey: according to him, the postmodern viewer experiences “a rush of images from 

different spaces almost simultaneously, collapsing the world’s spaces into a series of 

images on a television screen” (1989: 293). Once again, Koyaanisqatsi was supposed  to 

denounce the negative consequences of this phenomenon, but Reggio’s formal choices 

rather produce the opposite effect: the collage of different urban spaces included in the 

film erases any trace of local identity, giving the impression that all cities are the same 

[Images 3.6 & 3.7]. In case there was any doubt about this point, Reggio himself has 

stated that “had I had the money, I would have shot Koyaanisqatsi in Europe and Japan, 

as well as in the States, because I feel that what was lensed here is equally true for any 

industrial zone” (in MacDonald 1992: 393). 
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Image 3.6: Koyaanisqatsi, the cinematic city – Rockefeller Center, New York City 

 

 

Image 3.7: Koyaanisqatsi, the cinematic city – Downtown Los Angeles 

 

The idea of creating a cinematic city from different geographical locations is not 

new: Dziga Vertov already did it in Man with a Movie Camera by mixing images of 

Moscow, Kiev and Odessa. The Soviet filmmaker explored the possibilities of the 

camera to depict urban space from a subjective and emotional perspective, a project 

opposed to any attempt to standardise the urban experience. In order to achieve this 

goal, he strove to stimulate the optical unconscious, that is, the ability of the camera to 

record those details that a person cannot consciously perceive despite being present at 

the time of filming.3 For him, who was a convinced revolutionary, the modern city 

                                                 
3 It is important to note that the optical unconscious is a polysemic concept that may refer to more 
meanings than this (see Benjamin 1936, Krauss 1993). 
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should be a place in which the individual could free its creativity to later transform its 

lifestyle. On the contrary, the cinematic city of Koyaanisqatsi, which is made up from 

images of New York, Los Angeles, San Francisco and St. Louis, shows in turn the 

homogenisation of lifestyles caused by the vicious circle of production-mobility-and-

consumption. This change in the perception of urban space reveals the influence of anti-

modernist criticism, which has determined the implicit reasoning of the film: if all post-

industrial cities have the same lifestyles, productive dynamics and social problems, 

there is no difference between living in one or another, because the resulting urban 

experience will always be the same. Therefore, the only alternative to this life in turmoil 

is, according to Reggio, the return to the natural environment, a thesis that is clearly 

anti-modernist if not directly anti-urban.  

Towards the end of the sixth section, the editing pace is so fast that it produces a 

tunnel effect in the subjective shots of night driving. In these images, Reggio’s 

cinematic city loses its figurative status to become a liquid abstraction that visually 

expresses the jump to a hyperreal dimension. The climax of this acceleration is reached 

through this tunnel effect, after which the seventh section begins with a leap into the 

void: an aerial view of Downtown Los Angeles filmed with a wide-angle lens that 

simultaneously conveys a feeling of suspension and agoraphobia emphasised by silence 

on the soundtrack [Image 3.8]. A sequence follows that compares satellite views of Los 

Angeles’ urban fabric with enlarged images of electronic circuits, an association that 

presents the urban sprawl as a machine that devours the territory [Images 3.9 & 3.10]. 

Fourteen years later, a similar comparison was used by Marie-Christine Boyer in order 

to describe cyberspace: “the new informational network on computer matrix called 

cyberspace looks like Los Angeles seen from five thousand feet up in the air” (1996: 

14). Actually, Boyer was misquoting William Gibson’s Neuromancer, a cyberpunk 

novel that defined cyberspace as “lines of light ranged in the nonspace of the mind, 

clusters and constellations of data. Like city lights, receding”, with no mention to Los 

Angeles (1984: 51). This mistake –exposed by Maarten Delbeke (1999: 410)– suggests 

that Boyer might have read Neuromancer with Reggio’s images in mind, inasmuch as 

Koyaanisqatsi already anticipated this comparison. 

From this point, the eight and final section of the film uses the opposite technique 

from time-lapse, slow motion, to insist on the issue of alienation. For the first time, the 

camera’s gaze stops at a series of isolated individuals within the crowd that represent 

the most disadvantaged groups, such as elderly poor, ghetto neighbours, beggars and 
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homeless. A shot of a patient’s weakened hand in a hospital makes explicit what the 

soundtrack simultaneously conveys: the idea that industrial society was dying in the late 

1970s. Reggio conceived this final section as a requiem for the post-war Fordist-

Keynesian metropolis, in which he also included a warning against the new economic 

paradigm: two shots of the New York Stock Exchange in which brokers seem to move 

like translucent ghosts thanks to a visual trick that blurs the outline of their figures. 

These images express Reggio’s mistrust that the finance sector might help to recover 

spirituality, even though it could improve macroeconomic figures.  

 

 

Image 3.8: Koyaanisqatsi, an aerial view of Downtown Los Angeles filmed with a wide-angle lens 

 

  

Image 3.9 (left): Koyaanisqatsi, enlarged images of electronic circuits 

Images 3.10 (right): Koyaanisqatsi, satellite views of  Los Angeles’s urban fabric 

 

The end of Koyaanisqatsi returns to its first images in order to provide the audience 

with a conclusion: in the penultimate shot, the footage’s longest, the launch, explosion 

and subsequent fall of a rocket becomes an obvious metaphor for the excesses of late 

capitalism, after which the film closes with the image of an Indian painting before 

fading out and revealing the five meanings of the term ‘koyaanisqatsi’. Reggio thereby 
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claims a more natural and spiritual way of life, although his aesthetic solutions have 

nothing to do with primitivism. Indeed, the documentary’s visual exuberance has led 

architect Graham Cairns to state that “these unromantic images paradoxically become a 

beautiful cinematic experience by the way they have been filmed” (2007: 86, my 

translation). This inner contradiction is even more serious due to the lack of any 

metafilmic reflection on what Reggio has termed “the beauty of the beast” (in 

MacDonald 1992: 389), a shortcoming that definitely sabotages the message of the film. 

Its explicit anti-modernist discourse contrasts with the rest of case studies in this 

dissertation, which depict the same process of urban change through other devices that 

are, in turn, associated with other discourses. In short, Koyaanisqatsi’s real paradox is 

the use of a modernist device to critique the modernist agenda, especially considering 

that a few years later several documentary makers, ideologically or aesthetically akin to 

modernity, would develop postmodern devices to reflect on the problems arising from 

the widespread abandonment of the project of modernity. 
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Part One 

Landscaping 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The term ‘landscaping’ usually refers to any activity that modifies the visible 

features of the territory, but also identifies a genre of painting, photography or film 

devoted to the representation of landscape. In fact, landscape film is an aesthetic 

tradition that depicts the natural or built environment through attentive observation. Its 

mise-en-scène depends on three basic choices: finding the most appropriate camera 

position to show a given landscape; deciding the mobility of the camera, which can 

remain still, pan to left or right, or move in a tracking shot; and establishing the exact 

length of each shot.  

Landscape film prefers long and static shots because they are able to stimulate the 

optical unconscious: images that are lengthier than necessary according to the narrative 

conventions of mainstream storytelling actually invite the audience to look at those 

details that might pass unnoticed at first sight. Moreover, the length of a shot is a key 

feature to distinguish landscape film from landscape photography, because the 

communicative possibilities of the moving image can change, expand or clarify the 

meaning of a freeze frame. In these cases, the inevitable question is ‘why and for what 

reason does this image last that long?’, and the answer, when this device succeeds, is 
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that lengthy shots can give new or different meanings to the landscape in political, 

economic, social, cultural or ideological terms.  

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, according to Elena Oroz and Iván G. 

Ambruñeiras, American landscape film set out “a kind of critical geography of the 

political and cultural significance of places (and non-places), tracing the footsteps of the 

past and following them to the present” (2010: 334). In these films, the signs of the 

passage of time are interpreted as presences or absences, or even as the subsequent 

overlap of both, producing a palimpsest in which the accumulation of socio-historical 

meanings and subjective experiences establishes a link between collective stories and 

personal memory. This is to say that landscape itself has become a repository of events 

and emotions, and consequently plays “a social role”, as explained by American urban 

planner Kevin Lynch in The Image of the City:  

 

The named environment, familiar to all, furnishes material for common memories and 

symbols which bind the group together and allow them to communicate with one another. 

The landscape serves as a vast mnemonic system for the retention of group history and 

ideals (1960: 126). 

 

Lynch studied the perception of urban space by its own inhabitants, because he 

considered that understanding the relationship between human being and built 

environment was essential to improve this environment. According to him, urban 

renewal did not have to change “the physical shape itself but the quality of an image in 

the mind”, inasmuch as cognitive mapping is organised through a set of environmental 

images that come from both the external characteristics of a place and the subjective 

gaze of an observer (1960: 117, 158). Therefore, if landscape can be condensed into a 

mental image, landscape films could be a record and a product of those images, or more 

exactly, of the filmmaker’s environmental images. Considering that this record would 

also include the socio-historical meanings and subjective experiences associated with a 

given landscape, the subsequent analysis of these films will retrieve the cognitive 

mappings of the past in order to explain the relationship of individuals and communities 

with built environment over time. Indeed, landscape films offer, at best, the possibility 

of time travelling through space, “as if the gaze of the camera were able to penetrate 

opaque landscapes, digging them as if they were archaeological sites, delving into their 

forgotten memories”, as suggested by Teresa Castro (2010: 151). 
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Depending on the degree of subjectivity, it is possible to distinguish three different 

types of landscaping. The most objective one would be ‘observational landscaping’, 

whose minimalist mise-en-scène is exclusively limited to looking at and listening to 

landscape. The filmmaker who has best used this device is probably James Benning, the 

director of One Way Boogie Woogie / 27 Years Later (1977 / 2004) –a diptych that 

depicts the impact of urban crisis on Milwaukee– and the California Trilogy –a triptych 

formed by El Valley Centro, Los and Sogobi (1999, 2000, 2001) that establishes a 

circular dialectic between the rural, urban and natural landscape. From all the 

filmmakers who have been influenced by Benning’s work, Lee Anne Schmitt stands out 

for her aesthetic, thematic and even geographical proximity: her documentary 

California Company Town (2008) would be another example of this first type of 

landscaping, although it also presents some features in common with the other two. 

The second type entails a greater degree of subjectivity on the part of the filmmaker, 

who intends to relate the current look of landscape to its former incarnations, whether 

the buildings or structures that formerly stood in the same spot, or the events that took 

place right there years or centuries ago. I term this device ‘psychogeographical 

landscaping’ because it refers to works that simultaneously depict landscape as a 

historical location and a lived space, paying particular attention to the emotional effects 

of the territory in the subject, who may be both the viewer and the filmmaker. A few 

examples of this device would be L.A.X. (Fabrice Ziolkowski, 1980), Thames Film 

(William Raban, 1986), Die leere Mitte (The Empty Centre, Hito Steyerl, 1998) or 

Patrick Keiller’s Robinson Trilogy, which is formed by London, Robinson in Space and 

Robinson in Ruins (1994, 1997, 2010). All of them combine the objective record of 

landscape with its historical and sociological interpretation, thereby offering a series of 

counter-narratives of urban change in cities such as Los Angeles, London or Berlin. 

Finally, the third type of landscaping is the most subjective one, because it develops a 

personal reading of the territory based on the filmmaker’s own experiences of it. In 

principle, there are not too many differences in the way of filming space between this 

strategy and the previous two, but the images are this time accompanied by a first-person 

commentary that makes explicit the link between the filmmaker and the landscape. For 

this reason, as this commentary usually has a clear autobiographical component, I have 

decided to name this strategy ‘autobiographical landscaping’. In these films, such as News 

from Home (Chantal Akerman, 1977) or Lost Book Found (Jem Cohen, 1996), the 

depicted space is always a lived space, whose current appearance allows filmmakers to 
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return to the cities they knew at a particular time of their life. The ultimate purpose of this 

type of landscaping is the same as that of urban self-portraits, the device discussed in the 

second part of this dissertation, but its main formal strategy is still the direct record of the 

cityscape. Accordingly, autobiographical landscape films never include re-enactments, 

archival footage or the filmmaker’s on-camera presence, because their main subject is 

space itself rather than urban change, the passage of time or the filmmaker’s memory.  

Overall, landscaping is concerned with the shape of space, its historical evolution, 

its current appearance and especially its visual perception, because any cinematic space 

is always perceived doubly: first by the filmmaker and then by the audience. The next 

three chapters will describe and discuss the formal features and possible meanings of 

these three variations, from the most objective to the most subjective one in a 

prearranged sequence that shows the gradual evolution of observational documentaries 

towards the performative mode. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 79

 

 

Chapter Four 

Observational Landscaping 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The zero degree of mise-en-scène consists in establishing camera position and shot 

length, that is all, a simple matter of framing and duration. As early film pioneers 

were the first filmmakers to deal with these issues, all those works whose mise-en-

scène choices are limited to these variables are usually described as ‘primitivist’. The 

origins of this aesthetic have been theorised by Noël Burch, who has developed the 

concept of “Primitive Mode of Representation” in order to group a set of early film 

styles characterised by “the autarchy of the tableau (…), horizontal and frontal camera 

placement, maintenance of long shot and ‘centrifugality’” (1990: 188). Burch 

identifies these features with the ideal of ‘pure cinema’, a perception so widespread 

that all those film movements and formal devices attempting to recover the essence of 

cinema return one way or another to the conventions of early film. In this regard, 

observational landscaping is no exception to the rule, although its main influences are 

actually more recent: the avant-garde tradition of structural film and the modernist 

aesthetics of disappearance. 

Structural film emerged in the US in the 1960s and was later developed in the UK. 

Its main representatives were American filmmakers Michael Snow, Hollis Frampton, 

Paul Sharits, Joyce Wieland, Tony Conrad, George Landow and Ernie Gehr, as well as 
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British filmmaker-theoreticians Peter Gidal and Malcolm Le Grice. They all were 

primarily concerned with formal issues, to the point that the content of their works had 

to be “minimal and subsidiary to the outline”, as stated by P. Adams Sitney (2000: 327). 

According to this critic, the four main characteristics of structural film were “fixed 

camera position (fixed from the viewer’s perspective), the flicker effect, loop printing 

and rephotography off the screen”, but they seldom appeared together in a single film 

(2000: 327). The temporal logic of these works sought to achieve a real-time aesthetic, 

in which the screen time should be equal to the time of shooting, a formal choice that 

would later influence James Benning’s and Chantal Akerman’s works. 

The aesthetics of disappearance, in turn, began with Michelangelo Antonioni’s early 

1960s films, especially L’Avventura (1960), in which a character leaves the frame to 

never re-enter, and L’Eclisse (1962), in which the story itself dissolves into the 

cityscape. In this title, the closing sequence shows a few places where the two main 

characters had previously been and should have met again, but neither of them finally 

appears. Their absence is emphasised by a series of inanimate objects –a roller shutter, a 

hose, a zebra crossing, a house under construction or a small piece of wood floating in a 

bucket of water– which actually depict the eclipse of their feelings. According to 

Domènec Font, this way of filming the landscape establishes “a contiguity between 

characters and environments” that relies on the correspondence between “cinematic, 

architectural and inner psychic space” (2002: 311, my translation). Thus, in L’Eclisse, a 

house under construction on the outskirts of Rome symbolises both the new suburban 

landscape and the emotional emptiness of Italian bourgeoisie.  

Antonioni’s aesthetics of disappearance has been taken up by a large number of 

filmmakers, including Wim Wenders, Théo Angelopoulos, Béla Tarr, Tsai Ming-liang, 

Nuri Bilge Ceylan or Apitchapong Weerasethakul, among many others. The last one has 

even rewritten the closing sequence of L’Eclisse in แสง ศตวรรษ (Syndromes and a 

Century, Apitchapong Weerasethakul, 2006), just as Richard Linklater and Lee Chang-

dong had previously done in Before Sunrise (1995) and 시 (Poetry, 2010) to show the 

absence or disappearance of the characters. Weerasethakul, however, quotes Antonioni 

to express an ontological emptiness that has recently been explored by Slow Cinema, 

which has been described by Jonathan Romney as “a cinema that downplays event in 

favour of mood, evocativeness and an intensified sense of temporality” (2010: 43). In 

titles such as Sátántangó (Béla Tarr, 1994), La libertad (Freedom, Lisandro Alonso, 

2001), Gerry (Gus Van Sant, 2002), 不 散 (Goodbye Dragon Inn, Tsai Ming-liang, 2003) 
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or El cant dels ocells (Birdsongs, Albert Serra, 2008), the aesthetics of disappearance 

has evolved into an aesthetics of emptiness in which there is no longer a story, but 

traces of a story. The narrative structure has been deprived of what we previously 

understood as beginning and end to focus instead on the middle, from which we have to 

deduce everything. Under these circumstances, the landscape often plays a key role as 

character, symbol or aesthetic motive, to the point that many of these films, despite 

being fictions, are also landscape films. 

The ability of Slow Cinema –and by extension of observational landscaping– to 

depict the present time has been challenged by many critics who find these works a bit 

outdated. For example, Horacio Muñoz Fernández has said that “many landscape films 

are aesthetically romantic, topically anti-modern and theoretically wrong” (2013, my 

translation). Previously, Antonio Weinrichter had already wondered what the point was 

of representing our experience in a world oversaturated with images by “replacing the 

zapping paradigm with pan or fixed shots at geological pace” (2007: 72, my 

translation). Slowness, however, usually pursues an ideological agenda: to counteract 

the logic of spectacle, even at the risk of literally sending most contemporary viewers to 

sleep. For all those able to stay awake, the laconic mise-en-scène of observational 

landscaping can document a place, convey its subjective experience and draw attention 

to the uses and abuses of the territory where it is located.  

In these films, the frame is always the mediator between landscape, filmmaker and 

audience: its composition determines the audience’s experience of the landscape and 

also echoes the filmmaker’s experience while filming it. Hence, observational 

landscaping offers a blend of explicit objectivity –because the audience directly looks at 

the landscape– and implicit subjectivity –because the audience is placed in the 

filmmaker’s position. This double reading of landscape films ultimately explains why 

many white male structural filmmakers began to seek themselves in the landscape after 

the subjective turn in documentary film, as David E. James has explained: 

 

[The self-exploration and self-production of multicultural collectivities] precipitated a crisis 

that was specifically acute for one group of filmmakers: white, heterosexual males. 

Excluded by definition from minority cinemas and damagingly associated with the putative 

hyperrationalism of structural film, for them neither the psyche of the individual protagonist 

nor its social projection as an expansive political movement was available as the basis of a 

counter-cinema. Since the story of heterosexual white men appeared to have been already 

told over and over again in the mainstream media –in fact, other groups agreed that it was 
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the only story that patriarchal capitalist culture had ever told– they no longer had a socially 

viable counterstory to tell. Bereft of a history or recourse to a functional subjectivity, white 

heterosexual men typically turned from the inside to the outside and from time to space; if 

they found themselves, it was often in geography and films about landscape (2005: 413). 

 

James Benning is one of these filmmakers who have rediscovered themselves as “a 

perceptive being in space”, as Nils Plath has pointed out (2007: 201). In the 1970s, his 

main aesthetic referents were basically Andy Warhol, Michael Snow and Hollis 

Frampton (Benning in Yáñez Murillo 2009: 81 and in Bradshaw 2013: 46), although his 

work later evolved into a mise-en-paysage highly influenced by Land Art.4 Like most 

landscape films, Benning’s work is based on the choice of the proper frame, within 

which he introduces “elements of plot intrigue, through marginal actions, and especially 

through soundtrack overlays” (Martin 2010: 386). The resulting shots establish a 

constant play with offscreen space while showing a recurring iconography composed of 

“groups of cows, passing trains, emitting smokestacks, farmland being plowed, 

billboards, gunshots, oil wells [and] highways” (Ault 2007: 106). Wherever Benning 

has been, he manages to convey the sense of place by extending the length of each shot: 

according to him, “place is always a function of time so one has to sit and look and 

listen over a period of time to get the feel of that place and see how that place can be 

represented” (in Ault 2007: 91-92). Duration is then the key factor “to give you time to 

think about the image while you’re watching it, [because] the way you think about the 

image will change over the course of its duration” (Benning in Ault 2007: 88). In fact, 

knowing how to look at and listen to Benning’s films, they can be read in both personal 

and historical terms, as Julie Ault has suggested: 

 

Benning’s work is as much a record of his consciousness in time and place, and therefore 

memory and how he incorporates time and place within himself, as it is concerned with 

society, industry, race, history, landscape, the Midwest, the American West, and America at 

large (2007: 111-112). 

 

This polysemy has to do with the open nature of the best landscape films, which can 

be as boring or significant as the audience wants. In Benning’s case, his habit of 

frequently filming his places of memory creates a cinematic geography endowed with 

                                                 
4 Benning even made a film on Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty, an earthwork sculpture constructed on the 
north-eastern shore of the Great Salt Lake in Utah. It is entitled Casting a Glance (2007) and shows how 
Smithson’s work changes over time. 
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multiple meanings: for instance, the Milwaukee neighbourhood where he was born and 

grew up has been depicted as “story, location, memory, history, imagery and metaphor” 

in five different films: Grand Opera: An Historical Romance (1978), Him and Me 

(1982), Four Corners (1997) and One Way Boogie Woogie / 27 Years Later (1977 / 

2004) (Ault 2007: 108). The last two –which are actually the same, as we will see– 

chronicle the impact of the urban crisis on Milwaukee and also express Benning’s 

affection for the depicted people and locations. Consequently, they are a prime example 

of how observational landscaping can simultaneously document place and mood, 

architecture and feeling, and, ultimately, urban change and passing time.  

 

One Way Boogie Woogie / 27 Years Later: Documenting Time and Space 

 

Milwaukee was once one of the great industrial metropolises in the United States, 

when it ranked the 11th most populous city in the mid-20th century. According to the 

1960 Census, there were 741,324 people living in its urban area, but this figure has kept 

falling since then: 717,099 in 1970, 636,212 in 1980, 628,088 in 1990, 596,974 in 2000, 

and finally 594,833 in 2010. The 1970s seem to have been the worst time, when the 

population experienced a decline of 11,3% due to the industrial crisis and the white flight, 

the same reasons that also affected other Rust Belt cities.5 This is precisely the period 

depicted in One Way Boogie Woogie (1977), in which Benning documented “a specific 

social space at a specific moment in time”, as Barbara Pichler has highlighted (2007: 34). 

This film was shot in Milwaukee’s industrial valley, an area where the filmmaker 

used to play as a kid, “hopping freight trains and fishing in the Menomenee River” 

(Pichler and Slanar 2007: 248). By the late 1970s, however, the valley had been hit by 

the crisis, becoming a ruinscape that Benning decided to film: thus, in March 1977, he 

recorded images of factories, workshops, smokestacks, warehouses, quarries, 

storefronts, streets, roads and several street signs –especially the one-way sign– in order 

to capture and convey the sense of the place. These locations belong to work space 

instead of residential or leisure space, but they are deliberately filmed as haunted places: 

Benning shot them on Sunday mornings, “when no one was there”, because he did not 

want to idealise what was actually a romantic place for him (in MacDonald 1992: 235). 

                                                 
5 For a comparison between the population figures of Milwaukee, Flint and Braddock, the three Rust Belt 
cities addressed in this dissertation, see page 191. 
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Essentially, One Way Boogie Woogie consists of sixty one-minute fixed shots that 

show sixty self-conclusive sequences without any clear narrative link between them. 

Some are purely contemplative, but most have a kind of internal micro-action that 

increases or decreases the tension generated by the shot’s length. The dynamics is 

very simple, as Scott MacDonald has described: “the film allows us to become 

accustomed to a particular composition, then supplies an event that forces us to see the 

composition in a new way” (1992: 221). Sometimes, these micro-narratives have an 

explanatory function, as when Benning’s daughter –filmmaker Sadie Benning, who 

was then a four years old girl– rapidly crosses the frame from right to left while 

tapping on a metal fence with a wooden stick, thereby justifying the noise that has 

been heard since the beginning of the shot. Other times, certain objects suddenly enter 

the frame, such as a bottle, a stone or even a human foot. One way or another, there is 

always a play between foreground and background, image and sound, what is shown 

and what is implied: for example, the soundtrack includes extradiegetic sounds like 

radio recordings, peals of thunder over a shot of a blue sky or an approaching train 

that never enters the frame [Image 4.3, see page 88]. These sound effects contrast with 

and comment on the images, suggesting mysteries to the audience through the 

interplay between the most basic elements of cinematic storytelling: framing, 

perspective, colour, lighting and sound.  

Benning was aware of the anomalous nature of this film, so he decided to “make it a 

little more accessible by making it more like a game” (in MacDonald 1992: 235-236). 

The micro-narratives are thus simple actions that convey complex meanings through 

scale distortions, unusual repetitions, strange image-sound combinations or stark 

contrasts between fixed frames and fluctuating sounds, a set of tricks that still draw the 

audience’s attention today, as the filmmaker himself has admitted: 

 

When I look at (…) One Way Boogie Woogie, those tricks, and the little narratives I 

develop, are the least interesting parts of [the] film. What’s become more interesting to me 

(…) is how [it] matter-of-factly documented a particular social space; behind all my play 

with off-screen space, there is actually a documentation of that time and place, which has 

grown more interesting as those places have changed, even disappeared. 

But when I show One Way Boogie Woogie at retrospectives, and say, ‘I’m a little 

embarrassed by the little jokes’, I’m surprised at how much interest there is in that youthful 

play (Benning in MacDonald 2006: 243). 
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The passage of time has favoured the film’s interpretation as an objective and 

subjective record of the urban crisis. The formal games do not distract the audience 

from this issue, but they actually reinforce it by abstracting the cityscape beyond its 

particular geographical location. In this regard, according to Pichler, “the images of 

Milwaukee (…) constitute a kind of meta-narrative about the development of the West’s 

urban industrial zone” (2007: 34), a reading that opens the possibility of decoding the 

film as a commentary on this historical process. Let us take the final segment as 

example: shot 52 shows a car that cannot start, 54 a road where several phantom 

vehicles pass by, 55 a hidden drunk that suddenly reveals his presence, 59 a blue sky 

that contrasts with the noise of a nonexistent storm, and finally shot 60 a simulated car 

accident [Image 4.11, see page 89]. Each of these shots refers to the urban crisis 

separately, but all together seem to express a warning message: the car that does not 

start could symbolise the inability of the industry to revive the economy, the phantom 

vehicles suggest the gradual disappearance of life in Milwaukee’s industrial valley, the 

drunk makes visible the social exclusion of a growing segment of the population, the 

contrast between the blue sky and the nonexistent storm could refer to the official 

discourse that denies the crisis, and finally the car accident closes the film with a 

metaphor for the plight of the Rust Belt. These meanings, however, are not in the 

images, but it is the images that make them possible. Benning encourages reflection by 

avoiding closed or literal meanings, leading some critics to misinterpret the film, as 

happened with shots 36 and 37 [Images 4.7 & 4.9, see page 89]: 

 

The image of the woman tied up has been criticized as sexist. The scene before that is the baby 

carriage rolling down the street, a reference to Eisenstein and the Odessa Steps sequence –a 

silly film joke– and in the background somebody with an accent is speaking about capitalism 

and the working class. The next shot is the woman who’s tied up and gagged, which I meant as 

a reference to the working class (Benning in MacDonald 1992: 236). 

 

Considering this context, the baby carriage would then refer to the downward trend 

of the economy –especially because this micro-narrative takes place in front of a 

building owned by the American Paper Company– and the woman tied up would 

obviously represent the working-class, which struggles for release. Nevertheless, when 

these two images were re-enacted in 27 Years Later (2004), their meaning changed as a 

result of their adaptation to a new historical moment. The resulting film was not exactly 
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a second part of One Way Boogie Woogie, but rather its remake, a post-modern 

rewriting that updates its content and expands its discourse. Indeed, both works are 

currently shown together as a single one in a juxtaposition that establishes new 

connections between “memory, history, longevity, and discontinuance”, as Ault has 

pointed out (2007: 111).6 

Benning has explained that he decided to re-film each individual shot in One Way 

Boogie Woogie as a vehicle “to revisit [his] past and to meet old friends again” (in 

Slanar 2007: 176). Accordingly, in the new footage, the camera is roughly placed in the 

same spots, usually in front of the same people, although the exact replica is always 

impossible: many buildings had been demolished, some people had died, and even the 

physical appearance of the two twins who drink and smoke to the beat of a siren and a 

phone was no longer as identical as in 1977 [Images 4.1 & 4.2, see page 88]. These 

differences cause, according to Adrian Martin, “a massive material and conceptual 

displacement” of the entire project, which has developed “completely different 

concerns” regarding its original meaning (2010: 387). Thus, since 2004, the main 

subject of One Way Boogie Woogie / 27 Years Later has shifted from urban decay to 

“memory and aging”, as stated by Benning himself (in Pichler and Slanar 2007: 253). 

The formal games in the original film have been replaced in its remake by the 

awareness of the passage of time, which is activated by the explicit comparison of 

equivalent images: for instance, shot 22, in which the filmmaker and a woman 

extended a thread across the railroad tracks, is repeated in the same place in the 

footage and in the same spot in the city, but the thread has been replaced by a 

measuring tape and the building in the background has disappeared [Images 4.3 & 4.4, 

see page 88]. Nevertheless, the main difference between the original shot and its 

rewriting is the absence of suspense: the first time the audience sees this shot, most 

people believe that the approaching train heard on the soundtrack is going to enter the 

frame and cut the thread, but the second time everybody knows that the train will 

never appear, so its sound just recalls the previous suspense. Nostalgia and 

melancholia are therefore the dominant feelings, because the new footage basically 

shows that this cityscape has barely improved between 1977 and 2004. The 

atmosphere of decay is the same or even worse as in the 1970s, especially taking into 

                                                 
6 There is also a digital rewriting of One Way Boogie Woogie, which is simply entitled One Way Boogie 
Woogie 2012 (James Benning, 2012). Unfortunately, it was not possible to get a copy of this new version 
at the time of writing this chapter, in November 2013. 



 87

account the disturbing signs of decline listed by Ault: “formerly active places turned 

dormant, absence, distinctive old buildings replaced by nondescript modern ones, and 

more barbed wire fences” (2007: 110). 

Melancholy is emphasised by overlapping the soundtrack of One Way Boogie 

Woogie and the images of 27 Years Later. The former had already been post-synched 

(see Bening in MacDonald 1992: 236), but the latter is directly out of synch due to the 

difficulty of adapting images to sounds instead of sounds to images. Consequently, 

many original elements remain in the soundtrack despite having disappeared in the 

images, like the crashed car in the last shot of the film [Images 4.11 & 4.12, see page 

89]. For this reason, the horn noise that closed One Way Boogie Woogie is no longer a 

warning message in 27 Years Later, but a reminder of the material and human absences 

in the new footage. The possibility of reusing the whole soundtrack of a pre-existing 

film was already explored by Benning in UTOPIA (1998), a film about the agricultural 

landscapes of Southern California in which he literally stole the English soundtrack of 

Ernesto Che Guevara, le journal de Bolivie (Ernesto Che Guevara, the Bolivian Diary, 

Richard Dindo, 1994). In that film, Benning “wanted to bring revolution to Southern 

California” (in MacDonald 2006: 241), but this intertextuality has another purpose in 

One Way Boogie Woogie / 27 Years Later:  

 

By using the same soundtrack twice I was able to provide the audience with a tool to map the 

second film back onto the first. This of course was necessary since many things had changed 

in the past twenty-seven years and not always did I reconstruct the narratives in the same 

exact way (Benning in Ault 2007: 110). 

 

The changes from one version to another can be accidental or deliberate, which 

allows the audience to reinterpret each shot. Let us examine a few examples: first, the 

chimney fire in the shot 28 of One Way Boogie Woogie becomes extinct in 27 Years 

Later, perhaps referring to the exhaustion of the industrial economic model; second, the 

factory in the shot 50 is replaced by a McDonald’s restaurant, probably representing the 

decline of the industrial sector in favour of the service one; and finally, the forklift truck 

in the shot 24 no longer carries a scrapped car but a shopping cart, an inspired joke on 

the passage from a production-based economy to a consumption-based one [Images 4.5 

& 4.6, see page 88].  
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Images 4.1 & 4.2: One Way Boogie Woogie / 27 Years Later, shot 19 

 

 

  

Images 4.3 & 4.4: One Way Boogie Woogie / 27 Years Later, shot 22 

 

 

  

Images 4.5 & 4.6: One Way Boogie Woogie / 27 Years Later, shot 24 
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Images 4.7 & 4.8: One Way Boogie Woogie / 27 Years Later, shot 36 

 

 

  
Images 4.9 & 4.10: One Way Boogie Woogie / 27 Years Later, shot 37 

 

 

  

Images 4.11 & 4.12: One Way Boogie Woogie / 27 Years Later, shot 60 
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All these variations document urban change while commenting on the recent 

political-economic evolution, as in the aforementioned shots 36 and 37. The first one 

shows a baby carriage pushed by a man in a suit that crosses the frame from right to left, 

going up instead of down the street, whose appearance seem to have slightly improved 

since the 1970s –the pavement looks better, the grass is well kept and there is even a 

little tree, although the American Paper Company building has disappeared [Image 4.8, 

see page 89]. Since the voice on the soundtrack says the same about capital and labour, 

shot 36 might be suggesting that some things have changed for the better, despite the 

vanishing of industrial activity. This interpretation is reinforced by the rewriting of shot 

37, which makes explicit its reference to the working class: the bound and gagged 

woman stands in front of the camera, holding a sickle and a hammer with drooping 

arms [Image 4.10, see page 89]. The new message is as parodic as contradictory: the 

working class has certainly been released, although it seems to have given up the active 

struggle, at least judging by the drooping arms.  

The meaning of each shot is always open to interpretation, but there is no doubt 

about the aesthetic functions of this diptych: the first one would be, borrowing Michael 

Renov’s terms, “to record, reveal or preserve” a particular cityscape, and the second one 

“to analyse or interrogate” its historical and emotional evolution (1993: 21, 2004: 74). 

In other words, Benning’s primary concerns were to document a given place –his 

hometown– and to reflect on its perception over time, therefore depicting Milwaukee as 

both a place of memory and a synecdoche of the whole Rust Belt. 

 

The California Trilogy: Mapping a Tortured Landscape  

 

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, Benning continued to film Midwest landscapes, 

but his geographical interest turned to the Southwest when he moved to Val Verde, 

California, to teach at the California Institute for the Arts in 1988. The first film in this 

new period was North on Evers (James Benning, 1991), a road movie that chronicles 

two motorcycle trips from Val Verde to New York and back to Val Verde, first taking 

the southern route and then the northern one. In these journeys, Benning crossed Utah, 

where he later filmed Deseret (1995) –“his first western”, as David E. James has dubbed 

it (2005: 422)– and also part of Four Corners (1997) –a work that explored the 

quadruple border between Utah, Colorado, New Mexico and Arizona. A year later, this 
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westward shift was completed with UTOPIA (1998), in which the filmmaker finally 

focused on the landscape of Southern California. 

The geographical links between these titles are, according to Benning, the result of 

the influence that every film of his has on the following one (in MacDonald 2006: 242 

and Ault 2007: 105-106). In this sense, the California Trilogy emerged from a similar 

dynamic: first, El Valley Centro (1999) grew directly out of UTOPIA as a way of 

delving into the issue of land use; then, Los (2000) was conceived as its urban 

companion; and finally, Sogobi (2001) showed its opposite, wilderness, which is also 

understood as the origin of agricultural landscape. This transition from rural to urban 

and back to the natural environment has been interpreted by James as “a circular 

dialectic”, according to which “the industrial urbanity” –if we start with Los– “generates 

its antithesis, the natural, which in turn generates the agricultural Central Valley as the 

synthesis between them –though it is itself being transformed more and more into the 

extended urbanity of Los Angeles, of Los” (2005: 423).  

The unity of the trilogy is achieved at three levels: first the geographical one, 

because the set of these films “aspires to represent the state as a whole” (James 2005: 

426); secondly the thematic, given that the entire trilogy deals with different forms of 

land occupation and exploitation; and thirdly the formal level, inasmuch as each part 

consists of thirty-five two-and-one-half-minute fixed shots followed by a detailed list of 

film locations, in which each shot is identified by its action, location and ownership. 

Thus, according to James, “the trilogy (…) [suggests] the class divisions in the social 

systems that structure California geography” by showing how “labor is divided and 

controlled by the wealthy and by corporations” (2005: 427-428). In El Valley Centro, 

for example, the main landowners appear to be transnational companies engaged in the 

oil industry –Shell Oil Company, Chevron Corporation, Getty Oil, Texaco– or in freight 

transport –Southern Pacific Transportation Company, Union Pacific Railroad. The 

landscape is clearly “permeated by capital and labor”, as Claudia Slanar has noted, 

because every place has an owner and every natural resource has become a commodity, 

beginning with fresh water (2007: 171). Benning’s interest in water politics was already 

present in UTOPIA, but he fully developed this subject throughout the entire trilogy: 

 

In the Central Valley, corporate farms take advantage of two irrigation systems that 

were built with public money, one with federal money, one with state money. The 

corporations paid for none of the construction, but they take full advantage of it: 85 percent 
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of the water in California is used for farming; only 15 percent is used for manufacturing 

and public consumption. And, of course, Los Angeles was expanded by stealing water 

from the Owens Valley. 

When I made El Valley Centro, I was very aware of the water politics, and I thought, 

“Well, when I make this urban companion, I’ll have to make a reference to how those politics 

continue from one place to another”. So Los begins with water flowing into LA in the 

original aqueduct from the Owens Valley. And then, in Sogobi, I tried to show where the 

water comes from (Benning in MacDonald 2006: 250). 

 

Images of water infrastructures establish a visual and geographical continuity between 

the end of each part and the beginning of the next one: El Valley Centro opens with a shot 

of a spillway in Lake Berryesa [Image 4.13] and closes with an image of a pumping 

station in the California Aqueduct; Los begins with the Los Angeles Aqueduct and ends in 

the Malibu beaches, facing the ocean; and finally Sogobi starts with a rocky cliff in the 

California Sea Otter Refuge to then return to the spillway in Lake Berryesa [Image 4.14]. 

This loop closure allows the trilogy to be endlessly reproduced like a video installation 

which viewers can enter at any point, a formal decision determined by the structural 

rigidity of these works that actually serves to increase their meaning. 

 

  

Images 4.13 & 4.14: El Valley Centro, first shot (left) and Sogobi, last shot (right) 

Spillway in Lake Berryesa 

 

Benning is aware that the current perception of the California landscape is mediated 

by its multiple representations, whether as a non-humanised land reservation or a space 

of conflicting interests: the first perspective considers that wilderness must be preserved 

and protected from human erosion, while the second is rather concerned with its 

economic potential as a source of raw materials, developable areas, tourist attractions or 
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even film locations. According to Benning’s opinion, the California landscape has been 

shaped by human activity for centuries, to the point that it has become “a tortured 

landscape” (in Ault 2007: 92). Indeed, wherever he went while filming the trilogy, he 

always found the effects of the same process: man endeavours to tame nature, and 

nature responds by encroaching upon human space. From this perspective, El Valley 

Centro shows the transformation of wilderness into rural landscape; Los, the presence of 

nature in urban areas; and Sogobi, the inability to find pure, unspoiled nature.  

The way space has been produced in California, and especially in Los Angeles, has 

been discussed by a long tradition of boosters and critics, among which Mike Davis 

stands out. In Dead Cities and Other Tales, he summarised the main problems of the 

Sun Belt development model by talking about Las Vegas as a clone of Los Angeles: 

 

Las Vegas has (1) abdicated a responsible water ethic; (2) fragmented local government and 

subordinated it to private corporate planning; (3) produced a negligible amount of usable 

public space; (4) abjured the use of ‘hazard zoning’ to mitigate natural disaster and conserve 

landscape; (5) dispersed land-use over an enormous, unnecessary area; (6) embraced the 

resulting dictatorship of the automobile; and (7) tolerated extreme social and, especially, 

racial inequality (2002: 92). 

 

In this excerpt, Davis related the expansion of this territorial model to the worsening 

living conditions of the underprivileged, an idea previously developed by Edward Soja in 

Postmetropolis: Critical Studies of Cities and Regions: “the new urbanization processes 

have built into their impact the magnification of the economic and extra-economic (racial, 

gender, ethnic) inequalities along with destructive consequences for both the built and 

natural environment” (2000: 410). In the particular case of Los Angeles, the city’s 

adaptation to the new economic paradigm in the 1970s and 1980s came at the cost of 

sacrificing the social and territorial cohesion of its different communities: thus, while the 

closure of factories in the industrial corridor between South Central and Long Beach 

destroyed thousands of jobs in the African American community, other activities based on 

fast, cheap and intensive work attracted hundreds of thousands of Latin American 

immigrants to the region. Under these circumstances, the imbalance between the 

economic status and the population ratio of the four main communities in the city led 

Davis to parody its workforce’s racial distribution as follows: “a white professional-

managerial elite, a Black public sector workforce, an Asian petty-bourgeoisie, and an 

immigrant Latino proletariat” (2002: 252-253). 
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These four communities do not have the same perception of the cityscape because 

their geographical distribution is neither uniform nor proportional to their number. 

Nevertheless, a particular community –high-income whites from the Westside– has 

taken advantage of its privileged socio-economic status to control the spatial 

representations of the city and thereby impose its cognitive map to the rest of the 

population: according to them, Los Angeles is a glamorous city of beaches and palm 

trees where white people can feel at home, instead of a multicultural postmetropolis 

with its own strengths and weaknesses. In order to counteract this media mirage, 

Benning depicted a completely different city in Los –the most interesting film of the 

trilogy for this dissertation– by focusing on those landscapes that best define the 

territorial model of Southern California: sprawlscapes, middle landscapes, non-places 

and banalscapes. 

The first of these concepts, sprawlscape, refers to the landscape produced by “urban 

growth spilling out of the edges of towns” (Ingersoll 2006: 3). Since the 1950s, 

especially in North America, many cities have doubled or even tripled their traditional 

extension through a process of mass suburbanisation, giving rise to a non-hierarchical 

succession of juxtaposed single-family houses, shopping centres and empty spaces 

organised according to their access to transportation networks. Soja has warned that this 

process “may be more advanced in Southern California than anywhere else in the 

United States”, to the point that it has actually become “a mass regional urbanization” 

(2000: 141). The resulting cities have been praised by scholars like Reyner Banham 

because “all its parts are equal and equally accessible from all other parts at once” 

(1971: 18), but this supposed spatial democracy may also cause problems of perception, 

as Kevin Lynch found out in the late 1950s:  

 

When asked to describe or symbolize the city as a whole, the subjects used certain standard 

words: ‘spread-out’, ‘spacious’, ‘formless’, ‘without centers’. Los Angeles seemed to be hard 

to envision or conceptualize as a whole. An endless spread, which may carry pleasant 

connotations of space around the dwellings, or overtones of weariness and disorientation, 

was the common image (1960: 40). 

 

The sprawl has generated an increase in the middle landscapes within the city, a 

series of intermediate spaces between the built and natural environment that Lars 

Lerup has described as “unfinished, incomplete, waiting somewhere between 
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development and squalor” (2000: 158).7 In such kind of territory, which is neither 

urban nor rural, the main hubs are non-places such as airports, motorways, hotels or 

shopping centres, that is, those “spaces which are not themselves anthropological 

places and which (…) do not integrate the earlier places”, as defined by French 

anthropologist Marc Augé (1995: 78). The urban fabric surrounding them usually 

lacks a distinct identity, because it has been shaped from standardised models that can 

be reproduced anywhere. The ultimate expression of these interchangeable spaces has 

been termed banalscapes by Francesc Muñoz, a concept that identifies those “urban 

morphologies that are relatively autistic regarding the territory” (2010: 190, my 

translation). This type of cityscape results from the recent thematisation and 

brandification of central and peripheral areas of the city, a process that seeks to 

transform each city into a competitive brand in the world market: 

 

[Banalscapes] are a specific kind of cityscape that, despite being offered to city dwellers, 

has been produced to serve the interests, needs and requirements of the global economy. It 

is a hybrid cityscape that, on the one hand, has local character, because it retains some 

elements of the physical and social space, but on the other hand its appearance allows its 

standardised consumption by global audiences. This is the device whereby the final 

outcome of urban renewal looks similar everywhere (Muñoz 2010: 195, my translation). 

 

In Los, Benning portrays Los Angeles as a set of scattered locations that generally 

fit into one of these four categories, as seen in Table 4.1: the presence of a few 

sprawlscapes recalls the voracious expansion of the city at the expense of nature, the 

abundance of middle landscapes links the film with the rest of the trilogy, the 

numerous non-places confirm their ubiquity in the current urban fabric, and the 

inclusion of half a dozen banalscapes points out the emergence of new spaces of 

socio-economic power in West Hollywood, Bunker Hill, Orange County, the Financial 

District, Koreatown and even Chavez Ravine. A few images –marked in italics 

below– may be included in two different categories, and only ten from thirty-five 

shots –less than a third of the footage– do not correspond to any type of landscape 

since they are mostly devoted to productive activities. 

 

                                                 
7 The concept of middle landscape was originally coined by American historian Leo Marx in The 
Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America (1964). 
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Table 4.1: Los, distribution of shots by type of landscape 

Type of Landscape Number of Shots Shots 

Sprawlscapes 5 L3, L5, L17, L19, L20 

Middle Landscapes 9 L1, L3, L12, L14, L23, L26, L31, L32, L35 

Non-Places 9 L4, L7, L10, L15, L19, L21, L24, L30, L34 

Banalscapes 6 L2, L8, L9, L16, L21, L24 

Productive Activities 8 L6, L11, L13, L18, L25, L27, L28, L33 

NOTE: Shots L22 and L29 do not appear in this table because they respectively show a police 

squad and a cemetery. The full list of shots is available in Appendix I, where they are identified by a 

letter and a number indicating the film to which they belong and their position in the footage. 

 

Table 4.2: Los, distribution of shots by geographical location 

Geographical Location Number of Shots Shots 

1. Los Angeles County 

   - Los Angeles Plains 

      · Downtown 

      · Westside 

 
      · South 

      · Santa Monica Hills 

      · Mid-City 

   - San Fernando Valley 

   - Santa Clarita Valley 

   - Long Beach 

   - Malibu 

31 

16 

5 

5 

 
3 

2 

1 

8 

4  

3 

1 

 

 

L7, L8, L16, L22, L34 

West Hollywood (L2), Westwood (L29), Santa Monica 
(L5), LAX (L10), Baldwin Hills (L23) 

South Central (L31), Vernon (L28), Maywood (L12) 

Griffith Park (L17), Chavez Ravine Hill (L24) 

Koreatown (L21) 

L1, L4, L11, L14, L20, L25, L27, L30 

L3, L4, L19, L33 

L6, L15, L18 

L35 

2. Orange County 3 L9, L13, L26 

3. Riverside County 1 L32 

NOTE: Shot L4 was filmed in the Newhall Pass, the natural boundary between the San Fernando and 

Santa Clarita Valleys, so it has been counted twice. 

 

The combination of these four landscapes mirrors the high level of entropy that 

characterised Sun Belt cities: the less organised the territory is, the less defined its 

identity will be, as suggested by Albert Pope in Ladders (1996). In particular, the mass 

regional urbanisation in Southern California has led the Greater Los Angeles Area to 

expand into five different counties: Los Angeles, Orange, San Bernardino, Riverside 
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and Ventura. Los was almost entirely filmed in the first one, whose large land area –

4,083 square miles or 10,570 square kilometres– allowed Benning to document a wide 

variety of places and landscapes, as seen in Table 4.2 and Map 4.1. It is important to 

note here that Benning’s vertex in the region is always Val Verde, his place of 

residence, which is located northwest of Los Angeles in the upper left corner of the 

map: that is the place from which he perceives the territory, whether the Greater Los 

Angeles Area, the Central Valley or the entire state of California. From there, he has to 

drive up and down the Interstate 5 to get anywhere, a perpetual movement that 

indirectly documents the car dependence in Sun Belt cities. Hence Benning’s landscape 

films can also be considered travelogues or even road movies. 

 

 

Map 4.1. Film Locations in Los. Map available in Appendix I and http://g.co/maps/ct97j 

 

The overrepresentation of higher-income areas in mainstream film –namely, the 

Westside and Orange County– is counteracted in Los by highlighting the demographic 

and territorial importance of the suburbs in the San Fernando and Santa Clarita Valleys, 

whose images correspond to almost a third of the footage –11 shots. In comparison, 

there are more images from these areas than from Westside and Orange County together 

–8 shots– or from the pairing of Westside and Downtown –10 shots– in an explicit 

attempt to balance their real and symbolic presence in the everyday experience of the 

city for someone, like Benning, who lives in the northern suburbs. For this reason, 
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Downtown is only represented by its two ends: on the one hand, businessmen and 

skyscrapers [shots L7 & L16, Image 4.15], on the other, homeless and prison [shots L8 

& L34, Image 4.16]. The suture point between these two worlds, the Broadway-Spring 

corridor, does not appear in the film, perhaps to emphasise the spatial polarisation of the 

area, which has been described by Soja as follows:  

 

With regard to jobs and housing in particular, this enclaved downtown is the site of two 

striking agglomerations representing the extremes of presence and absence. In the western 

half, consisting of the Civic Center complex of city, county, state and federal offices, and 

the corporate towers of the Central Business District and its southern extension around the 

Convention Center, is the densest single cluster of jobs in the polycentric postmetropolis. 

In the middle of the tiered enclaves that comprise the eastern half is Skid Row, on any 

given night the largest concentration of homeless people in the region if not the entire 

USA. With cruel irony, the homeless, with neither good jobs nor housing, probably 

outnumber the housed and employed residential population in the downtown core, despite 

concerted public efforts to introduce middle-class residents to live in the area and to 

control if not erase Skid Row (2000: 252-253). 

 

  

Images 4.15 & 4.16: Los, Arco Plaza (left) and Skid Row (right) 

 

Benning consciously avoided most landmarks of the city because his main purpose 

was to restore the screen presence of the working class: faced with those discourses that 

stated its disappearance as a consequence of the industrial crisis, Los reveals a cityscape 

dominated by all kinds of workplaces where workers are metonymically represented. As 

seen in Table 4.3, two thirds of the footage are devoted to productive land uses, among 

which tertiary sector activities stand out, from international trade to waste management. 

Some primary sector activities, such as farming and mining, still remain within the city, 

while industry appears to have undergone a slight decline: four shots of a total of thirty-

five are not too many, but they at least show operating facilities in stark contrast with 
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the ruinscape depicted in One Way Boogie Woogie / 27 Years Later.8 The six shots of 

transport and water infrastructures have also been counted as productive land uses, 

because they are essential for the circulation of raw materials and commodities, as water 

itself. Recreational land uses, in turn, correspond to those places where nature pervades 

the city, such as parks, beaches, cemeteries or playing fields, as well as meeting places 

like the Crystal Cathedral in Garden Grove, Orange County. Finally, only two shots 

represent residential land uses, but they perfectly summarise the dynamics of the sprawl 

from the first to the last stage [Images 4.17 & 4.18]. 

 

Table 4.3: Los, distribution of shots by land use and economic activity 

Land Use Number of Shots Shots by Economic Activity 

1. Productive Use 

   - Primary Sector 

   - Secondary Sector 

   - Tertiary Sector 

 

   - Infrastructures 

24 

3 

4 

11 

 

6 

 

Farming (L31), Mining (L23, L33) 

Industry (L11, L18, L28), Construction (L27) 

Trade (L6, L15, L21), Real-Estate Market (L3, L8), 
Repressive Institutions (L7, L22), Waste Management 
(L13, L25), Finance (L16), Advertising (L2) 

Transportation Network (L4, L10, L15, L30), Water 
Infrastructures (L1, L12) 

2. Recreational Use 9 Open Spaces (L5, L17, L26, L29, L32, L35), Sports (L14, 
L24), Meeting Places (L9) 

3. Residential Use 2 L3, L20 

NOTE: Shot 34 does not appear in this table because it shows homelessness in Skid Row. 

 

  

Images 4.17 & 4.18: Los, housing lots in Stevenson Ranch (left)  

and a private residence in Encino (right) 

                                                 
8 Los Angeles never experienced deindustrialisation to the degree of the Rust Belt cities, given that the 
city also underwent a simultaneous reindustrialisation process that, according to Soja, “reconstituted 
Fordism along significantly different lines” (2000: 172). 
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The image of the housing lots in Stevenson Ranch documents a landscape under 

construction that has just been taken from nature: it is the kind of middle landscape that 

precedes the explosion of the sprawlscape. Benning filmed this shot near his home in 

Val Verde, just on the edge of the urban frontier, where a new suburb was about to be 

built. These outlying communities bring the American myth of the frontier to the 

postmetropolitan context, consuming large amounts of land and consequently shaping 

spaces characterised by their deep unsustainability in functional, environmental, social 

and cultural terms, as Muñoz has warned (2010: 172). By showing the interregnum 

between natural and built environment, Benning did nothing but remind us that Los 

Angeles was, according to Davis, “the creature of real-estate capitalism: the culminating 

speculation (…) of the generations of boosters and promoters who had subdivided and 

sold the West from the Cumberland Gap to the Pacific” (1990: 25). 

The places depicted in Los are actually pieces of a historical narrative that accounts 

for the sustained growth of Los Angeles since the early 20th century. Beginning with 

real-estate capitalism [shots L3, L8 & L20], its development was only possible thanks to 

the construction of a large network of water infrastructures [shots L1 & L12] and 

several regional transportation networks [shots L4 & L30]. The local economy was 

fuelled by the creation of an artificial harbour in 1907 [shot L6], the establishment of 

the film industry in the 1910s [shot L2], the discovery of new oil fields in the 1920s 

[shots L18 & L23], the emergence of the aeronautical industry after World War II [shot 

L10] and the recent integration of the city into global capital networks [shots L8, L16 & 

L21]. This account of continued economic progress also hides a counter-history of 

political scandals, social protests and violent uprisings, in which the resort to repressive 

institutions has been the usual way to maintain social peace [shots L7 & L22]. 

All these places and activities are represented in Los with a deep class-

consciousness, thereby suggesting that social space has historically been produced in 

Los Angeles according to class, race and gender criteria (James 2005: 427). The film is 

quite clear on this point: the spaces of power –Westside, Orange County, the Downtown 

Financial District and the San Fernando Valley– are white territories [shots L5, L9, L16 

& L20], but most people who appear in the footage are actually Latinos, as already 

happened in El Valley Centro [shots L7, L14, L17, L19, L20 & L31]. Moreover, the 

choice of certain locations indirectly recalls a class- and race-specific history, as in the 

case of Bunker Hill [shot L8] and Chavez Ravine [shot L24], two former working-class 
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neighbourhoods –the second one mainly populated by Mexican-Americans– that were 

razed to the ground in the 1950s to make way for, respectively, a new financial district 

and the Dodgers Stadium. Benning never makes explicit these historical accounts, 

because he is usually more interested in the present than the past of the cityscape. 

Nevertheless, this does not mean that he is not aware of the memorial value of his 

images. On the contrary, he films the present in order to document all that might 

disappear in the future, like the South Central Community Garden [shot 31, Image 

4.19], which is currently an empty plot of land.9  

 
 

 

Image 4.19: Los, South Central Community Garden 

 

Within each one of these shots, Benning establishes a series of inner tensions to 

emphasise their condition as moving landscapes. His usual micro-narratives appear to 

have been choreographed, but this time he has explained that “it [was] only a matter of 

waiting for the right moment” (in Slanar 2007: 169). The resulting effects may be the 

hypnosis induced by cyclic sequences or continuous flows, the surprise at unusual 

events, or the uncertainty of not knowing whether an action will be completed within 

the length of the shot. For two and one half minutes, the audience can explore the 

landscape with their eyes instead of their feet, as if they were on location with Benning 

himself. Accordingly, what is supposed to be an objective record of the cityscape 

                                                 
9 This place was turned into an urban farm by a group of South Central residents –mostly Latinos– from 
1994 to 2006, the year when it was destroyed at the request of its nominal owner. The film The Garden 
(Scott Hamilton Kennedy, 2008) documented the farmer’s struggle to preserve the agricultural land use.  
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actually becomes a subjective journey that links observational and autobiographical 

landscaping: the thirty-five shots of Los are actually thirty-five performances in which 

the filmmaker visits different parts of the Greater Los Angeles Area in order to record 

“how [he] felt at those places at those moments” (in MacDonald 2006: 245). From this 

perspective, each film location in the entire trilogy is also a lived space that Benning 

wants to share with the audience: 

 

I gravitate more and more toward (...) experiencing things by myself and perhaps make 

films about it because I also think that there is something marvellous about (...) sharing it 

with somebody. But if I would be making these films with somebody else along I couldn’t 

do it. I have to have that experience by myself to record it somehow –to actually see it (in 

Ault 2007: 90). 

  

By being as observational as performative, the California Trilogy shows a landscape 

that is simultaneously objective and subjective, material and emotional, epic and lyric: it 

can be understood as a set of “sedimentary layers of historical events” (Slanar 2007: 

178), “a map of political denunciation” (Muñoz Fernández 2011, my translation), or a 

geographical projection of the filmmaker’s self. That is to say that even the most 

detached filming device can convey a personal view of the depicted space, inasmuch as 

the way someone looks at landscape implicitly reveals a way of being in the world and 

relating to it. Therefore, James Benning’s California Trilogy can be regarded as a film 

mapping of the territory’s ongoing transformations as well as a private diary of the 

filmmaker’s journeys and experiences through it. Since the images allow both readings, 

it is up to the audience to decide which film they want to see. 

 

California Company Town: The Forgotten Memory of the Territory 

 

The tendency of American society to abandon places and buildings once they have 

become outdated is one of the main concerns of recent observational landscaping. Titles 

such as An Injury to One (Travis Wilkerson, 2002), Chain (Jem Cohen, 2004), Profit 

Motive and the Whispering Wind (John Gianvito, 2007), California Company Town 

(Lee Anne Schmitt, 2008) or Blue Meridian (Sofie Benoot, 2010) use the aesthetics of 

disappearance to depict a depopulated nation that, according to Adrian Martin, has 

entered “a seemingly ‘spectral’ phase of late capitalism” (2008: 8). These films have 

been interpreted by Elena Oroz and Iván G. Ambruñeiras as variations on Benning’s 
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mapping project, although they do not share “[its] methodical formal construction” and 

instead present “a much more explicit political dimension by celebrating the memory of 

the US working class” (2010: 335). California Company Town, in particular, focuses on 

former company towns that were abandoned after the closure or bankruptcy of their 

primary employer. Its director, Lee Anne Schmitt, spent five years filming this kind of 

places in search of their genius loci, which might be, according to her images, in all 

those remnants that recall that there was once life there, such as abandoned homes, old 

murals, torn wallpapers or anachronistic posters and leaflets.  

The film provides the audience with historical information on these places while 

showing their current appearance. Schmitt understands these ruins as a material 

testimony of the permanent tension between capital and labour, respectively 

represented by the company that owns the town and by its employees and tenants. 

The choice of these locations serves to establish a three-act narrative based on the 

succession of business cycles, which can be roughly summarised as follows: the older 

company towns belonged to extractive industries, post-war suburbs were associated 

with the military-industrial complex, and the most recent developments are the 

outcome of high-tech industry, as can be seen in Table 4.4: 

 

Table 4.4: California Company Town, distribution of towns by economic activity 

Town Type Number of Shots Towns 

Logging Towns 5 Chester (CCT1), Scottia (CCT2), Kaweah (CCT3), 
McCloud (CCT7), Westwood (CCT8) 

Mining Towns 5 Calico (CCT4), Darwin (CCT5), McKittrick (CCT6), 
Boron (CCT14), Eagle Mountain (CCT15) 

Industrial Towns 4 Corcoran (CCT9), Trona (CCT13), Boron (CCT14), 
Richmond (CCT22) 

Military Towns 3 Boron (CCT14), Adelanto (CCT16), Palmdale (CCT18) 

Agricultural Towns 2 Arvin (CCT10), Keene (CCT11) 

Resort Towns 2 Salton City (CCT19), Silver Lakes (CCT20) 

Carceral Towns 2 Manzanar (CCT17), California City (CCT21) 

Service Area 1 Buttonwillow (CCT12) 

Technopolis 1 Silicon Valley (CCT23) 
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The first half of California Company Town is therefore devoted to the logging and 

mining towns in Northern California and the Sierra Nevada Mountains, while the 

second half moves to the industrial, military, resort and carceral towns of the Mojave 

and Colorado deserts, using the service areas and agricultural towns in the Central 

Valley as transition between the two sections. The reasons for their abandonment and 

subsequent dematerialisation usually have to do with a paradigm shift in the economy: 

some times, their main natural resources ceased to be profitable, as in the case of 

logging towns, or were simply exhausted, as happened to many mining towns; other 

times, the parent company went bankrupt or was acquired by larger corporations, as in 

the case of industrial towns; and finally, the more recent company towns usually failed 

due to miscalculations in their growth expectations, beginning with those military towns 

that were not able to survive the end of the Cold War. Overall, those paternalistic 

companies that provided their employees with housing and social benefits have become 

obsolete in late capitalism, but the film does not intend to praise their legacy. On the 

contrary, Schmitt harshly criticises their totalitarian control over houses, shops, schools 

and even union offices, as well as the systematic employer violence against any attempt 

to change the relations of production. 

 

  

Images 4.20 & 4.21: Freight trains in Sogobi (left) and California Company Town (right) 

 

All this information is provided by a first-person commentary that is closer to the 

psychogeographical landscaping than to the observational one. However, California 

Company Town has so many elements in common with Benning’s California Trilogy 

that it is possible to find several examples of intertextuality between both works: first, 

they share several visual leitmotifs, such as oil wells, freight trains, woodpiles or 

prisons [Images 4.20 & 4.21]; second, both Schmitt and Benning have explored the 
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same places in the Central Valley at least on three occasions, while filming in Arvin 

[V5 vs. CCT10], McKittrik [V22 vs. CCT6] and Buttonwillow [V32 vs. CCT12]; and 

finally, California Company Town is primarily based on Benning’s philosophy of 

looking and listening. Schmitt’s narrative, however, does not arise from the interior of 

each shot, as Ambruñeiras has noted (2009), but from the relationship between her 

images and the foreign materials that bring the past to the present, such as mural 

paintings, old pictures, archival footage or radio inserts: a few examples would be the 

propaganda documentaries Japanese Relocation (Milton S. Eisenhower, 1942) and 

Heritage of Splendor (Alfred Higgins, 1963), or the audio excerpts from César 

Chávez’s and Eldridge Cleaver’s discourses.10 

Schmitt’s first-person commentary complements the images by explaining what these 

company towns mean and how their past can be read on their current surface. Through her 

work to recover the memory of these places, the filmmaker seeks to overcome the 

damnatio memoriae that has been imposed over them due to their nature as alternative, 

failed or directly ominous locations that might contradict the official historical discourse. 

In fact, there is a great difference between seeing an anonymous ruin and knowing that it 

was formerly the headquarters of the United Farm Workers Union [Keene, CCT11], the 

location of repressed strikes [Westwood, CCT8], the scene of racial struggles [Richmond, 

CCT22], a socialist commune [Kaweah, CCT3; Palmdale, CCT18] or a concentration 

camp for Japanese-Americans [Manzanar, CCT17]. All these places tell a completely 

different story about the socio-economic evolution of California that is not precisely the 

one that the power discourse holds. In this sense, the reason why these places have been 

forgotten is precisely the same why Schmitt became interested in them. 

The film also criticises the transformation of ghost towns into theme parks in search 

of profit, as happens in Calico [CCT4], where the iconography of the western is re-

enacted by following the logic of spectacle: there, Schmitt acts like one more tourist 

who films cowboys and indians with a clear lack of enthusiasm, because she is unable 

to link this simulacrum to the real history of the place. The other cases of former 

company towns that have found a new economic role in the post-industrial context are 

equally sad and disturbing. California City [CCT21], for instance, was designed by 

sociology professor Nat Mendelsohn in 1957 with the aim of building the next big city 

                                                 
10 César Chávez was a labour leader who co-founded the National Farm Workers Association along with 
Dolores Huerta, while Eldridge Cleaver was a political activist who became an early leader of the Black 
Panthers Party in the late 1960s. 
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in Southern California, but its current economy mostly depends on the revenue 

generated by the largest private prison in the state: the California City Correctional 

Center. Eagle Mountain [CCT15], in turn, was once a thriving community that suddenly 

became a modern-day ghost town after the closure of its iron mine in the 1980s. Since 

then, the place has been proposed as possible location for a high-tech sanitary landfill, 

but the project has been indefinitely delayed due to several pending lawsuits regarding 

its environmental effects. 

Despite this unpromising future, California Company Town attempts to honour the 

memory of these places by searching and collecting their last vestiges, whether 

architectural ruins, remnants of everyday life or even moving images. These elements 

link past and present, giving rise to superimposed temporalities that collide in certain 

sequences, such as the one devoted to Eagle Mountain: its soundtrack comes from a 

recording of the last high school concert held in town, probably circa 1983, when 

everyone already knew that the town was doomed to disappear. The combination of this 

gloomy music from the past with a series of images that seem frozen in time –an 

impression reinforced by the use of the 16 mm format– creates a new cinematic 

temporality in which the audience can wander the ruins of Eagle Mountain guided by its 

former residents [Image 4.23]. 

 

 

Image 4.23: California Company Town, empty streets in Eagle Mountain, California 
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A similar effect is achieved in the penultimate sequence, which depicts Richmond’s 

urban decay. This city is included in the film due to the presence within its municipal 

boundaries of a major oil refinery owned by Chevron Corporation, although Schmitt is 

clearly much more interested in its African American ghetto, where the Black Panthers 

Party exerted a strong influence in the late 1960s. This time, the emotional reading of 

the place comes from the contrast between the refinery’s corporate genealogy, which is 

explained in the commentary, and Eldridge Cleaver’s discourse of resistance, which 

emerges from archival footage. Through this opposition, the film invites the audience to 

take sides with the ghetto residents and consequently perceive the neighbourhood from 

their perspective, depicting the refinery as a symbol of the economic other.  

In the last sequence, however, Schmitt’s detached sympathy towards most company 

towns disappears while filming Silicon Valley as an idyllic succession of sprawlscapes, 

middle landscapes and banalscapes [Image 4.24]. There, Schmitt does not find any 

alternative narrative to the economic success of its high-tech companies, but only the 

calm before the storm, a silence in the territory that is emphasised by a reciprocal 

silence in the commentary. In this sequence, the aesthetics of ruins is replaced by a 

pastoral stillness that indirectly suggests the possibility that in a hypothetical future this 

successful technopolis may suffer the same fate as the previous twenty-two company 

towns. The absence, here, is not a human absence, but a lack of meaning. 

 

 

Image 4.24: California Company Town, pastoral stillness in Silicon Valley, California 
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This change of strategy closes California Company Town with a final return to the 

observational mise-en-scène, after having timidly experimented with some features of 

psychogeographical and autobiographical landscaping. The blend of non-fiction 

genres and devices allows Lee Anne Schmitt to look for her own voice as filmmaker, 

going back to the past in order to discuss the present and future forms of land 

occupation. Accordingly, by claiming a historical and emotional reading of abandoned 

places, this documentary –as well as observational landscaping at large– warns about 

the systematic destruction of the territory due to the volatility of certain economic 

projects associated with a single product or idea. In this particular case, the simple act 

of framing the landscape seems to be sufficient to draw attention to its most 

significant changes, but this formal strategy will become much more complex as the 

degree of subjectivity increases.  
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Chapter Five 

Psychogeographical Landscaping 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Psychogeography has always been a broad and ambiguous concept, indistinctly used 

in order to refer to “a literary movement, a political strategy, a series of new age ideas 

or a set of avant-garde practices”, as Merlin Coverley has pointed out (2010: 9-10). Its 

official definition, established by Guy Debord in the 1950s, identifies the sense of this 

term and its derivates as follows: 

 

Psychogeography sets for itself the study of the precise laws and specific effects of the 

geographical environment, whether consciously organised or not, on the emotions and 

behaviour of individuals. The charmingly vague adjective psychogeographical can be applied 

to the findings arrived at by this type of investigation, to their influence on human feelings, 

and more generally to any situation or conduct that seems to reflect the same spirit of 

discovery (1981a: 5). 

 

Following these guidelines, different kinds of films may be regarded as 

psychogeographical documentaries, including those directed by Debord himself, such as 

La société du spectacle (The Society of the Spectacle, 1973) or In girum imus nocte et 

consumimur igni (1978). In order to avoid any confusion, the label ‘psychogeographical 

landscaping’ is here applied to those documentaries that express the emotional effects of 

the territory on the subject –who may be the viewer, the filmmaker or a character– 
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through a combination of an observational mise-en-scène with an expository, reflexive 

or performative commentary. The aim of these films would ultimately be the subjective 

reading of the landscape beyond its objective record, usually depicting it as a lived 

space or a historical site. Therefore, the main difference between observational and 

psychogeographical landscaping is the explicit presence of historical references in the 

latter as a way to emphasise the constructed nature of landscape. 

The narrative of these films is usually structured around the search for the genius 

loci, a concept defined by Coverley as “[the] spirit of place, through which landscape, 

whether urban or rural, can be imbued with a sense of the histories of previous 

inhabitants and the events that have been played out against them” (2010: 33). 

According to this author, the usual strategies to find the genius loci have been the search 

for new ways of experiencing familiar surroundings, the encouragement of unexpected 

insights and juxtapositions created by aimless drifting and, overall, the imaginative 

reworking of the city (2010: 31). Many of them have been adapted to film by means of 

old techniques, such as the reinterpretation of images through a spoken commentary, the 

contrast between old and new footage, or the use of ‘phantom rides’, a type of shot in 

which the camera is placed on the front of a moving vehicle –depending on the type of 

vehicle, the resulting shot may be a carscape, a trainscape or a boatscape, to name just 

the most common possibilities. Furthermore, psychogeographical documentaries have 

also developed specific devices to capture the genius loci, among which the visual 

palimpsest stands out: in this type of dissolve, two images taken from the same camera 

position at different times remain superimposed for a few seconds, thereby creating a 

third image that reveals the main changes in a given place over time. Finally, even 

fictional reenactments may have a psychogeographical purpose, as happens in a short 

sequence of São Paulo, Sinfonia da Metropole (São Paulo, a Metropolitan Symphony, 

Adalberto Kemeny & Rudolf Rex Lustig, 1929): an image of São Paulo’s Independence 

Park in is followed by a tableaux vivant that recalls the Brazilian declaration of 

independence, the ‘Cry of Ipiranga’, which supposedly took place right there in 1822. 

This shot roughly reproduces the composition of Pedro Américo’s painting 

Independence or Death! (1888), an example of how the dialogue between different 

forms of artistic expression helps to recover the past of the territory. 

The political dimension of psychogeography was originally developed in Paris first 

by Surrealists and then by Situationists, who understood it as a tool to transform urban 

life. In this tradition, according to Coverley, “psychogeography seeks to reveal the true 



 111

nature that lies beneath the urban surface to overcome the processes of ‘banalisation’ by 

which the everyday experience of our surroundings becomes one of drab monotony” 

(2010: 13). This approach, however, contrasts with that of the London tradition, which 

rather considers that the genius loci is immutable. This concept of psychogeography has 

more to do with local history than with any transformative project, but this does not 

mean that the political dimension has disappeared from contemporary 

psychogeographical practices. In this regard, the four films discussed in this chapter –

L.A.X. (Fabrice Ziolkowski, 1980), Thames Film (William Raban, 1986), London 

(Patrick Keiller, 1994) and Die leere Mitte (The Empty Centre, Hito Steyerl, 1998)– use 

the observational record of the cityscape and its subsequent historical interpretation to 

provide the audience with a critical perception of urban change. As we shall see below, 

these films expose the conflicting interests that have shaped the cityscape of Los 

Angeles, London or Berlin, challenging all those official accounts that skip, hide or 

forget the negative effects of controversial political decisions on the urban fabric.  

 

L.A.X.: Hidden Stories and Foreign Gaze 

 

 

Image 5.1: L.A.X., aerial view of Downtown Los Angeles in the early 1980s 

 

The opening shot of L.A.X. (Fabrice Ziolkowski, 1980) is a ten-minute take filmed 

from an airplane that shows the Los Angeles cityscape from above [Image 5.1]. Viewers 

who already know the city can easily distinguish many of its landmarks, such as 



 112

Wilshire Boulevard, McArthur Park, the Hollywood Hills, the Santa Monica Freeway or 

the Silver Lake Reservoir. This sprawlscape, and especially the aerial view of 

Downtown Los Angeles, usually appears as a location or transition shot in mainstream 

cinema, as in Un homme est mort (The Outside Man, Jacques Deray, 1972), Repo Man 

(Alex Cox, 1984), Collateral (Michael Mann, 2004) or Drive (Nicolas Winding Refn, 

2010). Aware of this tradition, French filmmaker Fabrice Ziolkowski adopted this point 

of view to depict the city as a unit, borrowing this idea from Reyner Banham: 

 

An even greater urban vision than the view of Los Angeles from Griffith Park Observatory 

is the view of Los Angeles on a clear day from a high-flying aircraft. Within its vast extent 

can be seen its diverse ecologies of sea-coast, plain, and hill; within the diversity can be 

seen the mechanisms, natural and human, that have made those ecologies support a way of 

life (1971: 217). 

 

The sprawl has currently become the most recognisable Los Angeles icon, given 

that architecture has historically been unable to symbolise a city whose main 

landmarks are geographical, like hills, freeways, reservoirs and even skyscrapers, if 

we see them as erections of the territory instead of in the territory, as Spanish 

anthropologist Manuel Delgado has suggested (2007: 127). The problem with the 

sprawlscape, however, is its lack of meaning, at least judging from a European 

perspective, as Jean Baudrillard has warned: 

 

No elevator or subway in Los Angeles. No verticality or underground, no intimacy or 

collectivity, no streets or facades, no centre or monuments: a fantastic space, a spectral and 

discontinuous succession of all the various functions, of all signs with no hierarchical 

ordering –an extravaganza of indifference, extravaganza of undifferentiated surfaces– the 

power of pure open space, the kind you find in the deserts. The power of the desert form: it is 

the erasure of traces in the desert, of the signified of signs in the cities, of any psychology in 

bodies (1988: 120-121). 

 

By depicting the city from above at the beginning of L.A.X., Ziolkowski was 

basically reproducing the shock of arrival in Los Angeles for a European observer like 

him, for whom the sprawlscape is, at first sight, meaningless. The voyeur’s perspective 

serves here to establish a foreign gaze before descending into the city to explore its 

urban fabric at street level, in an attempt to expose its hidden history without ever 

leaving the position of a detached observer. 
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Once on land, and due to the impossibility of getting around the city on foot, 

Ziolkowski decided to include three carscapes in the footage: one travelling the 

freeways, another following Wilshire Boulevard westward in the Miracle Mile area and 

a third moving west on Fifth Street through Downtown. This kind of shots had 

previously been used by other European filmmakers to express a feeling of 

estrangement towards the American city in films such as Zabriskie Point (Michelangelo 

Antonioni, 1970), Alice in den Städten (Alice in the Cities, Wim Wenders, 1974), News 

from Home (Chantal Akerman, 1977) or Mon oncle d’Amerique (My American Uncle, 

Alain Resnais, 1980). The first one, Zabriskie Point, even established a highly 

influential model to depict Los Angeles as “a collage of images, noises and events, a 

confused overload of activity and an overwhelming amount of advertising images”, that 

is, “a blend of chaos and consumerism”, as described by British architect Graham 

Cairns (2007: 133, my translation). Ziolkowski’s carscapes, however, follow Chantal 

Akerman’s aesthetic model, in which the camera is placed in the driver’s or passenger’s 

seat and records their corresponding perception of the city in a long single take. The 

outcome of this choice is a continuously changing view that conveys the sprawl 

experience otherwise: by showing a moving cityscape that always looks the same. 

Let us briefly analyse the longer of these carscapes, in which the camera crosses 

Downtown Los Angeles from east to west: the shot begins in the Warehouse District, 

then passes through Skid Road, the old Historic Core, Pershing Square and the new 

Financial District –where the site of the U.S. Bank Tower is still empty– and finally 

enters the sprawl across the Harbor Freeway. Contrary to James Benning in Los (2001), 

Ziolkowski does show the geographical link between all these places, which are actually 

much closer than Angelinos think, but he does not record their real soundscape. The 

music that accompanies these images sets a gloomy atmosphere that emphasises the 

decline of Downtown in the early 1980s, when Banham’s famous curse was closer to 

reality: “most of what is contained within the rough central parallelogram of the Santa 

Monica, Harbor, Santa Ana, and San Bernardino freeways could disappear overnight 

and the bulk of the citizenry would never even notice” (1971: 190). By going from 

nowhere to nowhere, this carscape portraits Downtown as an area besieged by the 

sprawl. Its genius loci was then marked by the transience of the urban experience, which 

made Los Angeles an unstable and intangible city without permanence or consistency, 

borrowing Carlos García Vázquez’s terms to describe the urban planning in the Sun 

Belt (2011: 10-40, 94-122). 
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The comparison between L.A.X. and Los was first established by David E. James, 

who stated that the former anticipated many of the images and formal strategies of the 

latter. Their main difference, however, is the same that distinguishes observational 

from psychogeographical landscaping: “where Los simply leaves the cityscape to 

speak for itself, Ziolkowski’s verbal texts specify the histories of exploitation and 

corruption that have produced it” (2005: 522). The film’s discourse thereby arises 

from the contrast between images of certain symbolic places and eight literary texts 

that directly or indirectly address their hidden history,11 a formal strategy that, 

according to James, recalls the films of Jean-Marie Straub and Danièle Huillet for two 

reasons: its “detached yet intensive scrutiny of the environment” and “its implications 

that history is somehow sedimented in landscape and can be recovered from it by 

means of verbal texts” (2005: 419-420). 

A first example of this dynamic is the combination of a shot of the three mammoth 

sculptures in La Brea Tar Pits and a text that reflects on the shortage of history that 

characterises American society. Considering the context, the sculptures could symbolise 

the historical layering of the place, where dozens of prehistoric fossils have been found, 

as well as the production of history as a simulation, because the sculptures can hardly 

re-enact the past in a city where there are very few buildings over a century old: they 

look too new and too crappy. In this particular shot, the connection between the image 

and the text remains on a metaphorical level, but most times it is much more explicit, 

especially when the commentary refers to events that took place in the film locations: 

for example, the images of the Venice Beach canals are accompanied by the account of 

how the neighbourhood was gradually moving away from its promoter’s dream to 

become a seaside slum; then, the story of the rise of the studio system is told over a shot 

of the Vista Theatre at the intersection of Hollywood and Sunset boulevards, the place 

where the huge Babylonian set of Intolerance (David W. Griffith, 1916) was built; and 

finally, most mentions to interethnic conflicts and insecurity problems go with images 

of low-income areas inhabited by Latino or African American residents like East Los 

Angeles –represented by a Latino mural– or Watts –represented by the Watts Towers, 

the only landmark in a neighbourhood infamously known for having become a 

                                                 
11 These eight texts are, in order of appearance, John and LaRee Caughey’s Los Angeles – Biography of a 
City (1977), Stephen Longstreet’s All Star Cast – An Anecdotal History of Los Angeles (1977), Carey 
McWilliams’ Southern California. An Island on the Land (1946), David Gebhard and Robert Winter’s 
The Guide to Architecture in Los Angeles and Southern California (1977), David Halberstam’s The 
Powers that Be (1975), Raymond Chandler’s The Little Sisters (1949), Tristan Tzara’s Seven Dada 
Manifestos (1924) and Jean-Luc Godard’s 2 or 3 Things I Know About Her (1967). 
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‘gangland’ in the 1970s and 1980s. The last case reveals Ziolkowski’s interest in the 

darkest episodes of local history, especially those referring to institutional violence 

against non-white citizens, from the lynching of Chinese immigrants in the 1871 riots to 

the internment of Japanese Americans in concentration camps during World War II, the 

former recalled over a shot of Union Station –the original location of the first 

Chinatown in Los Angeles– and the latter over a night shot of Little Tokyo. This kind of 

narrative reveals that the practice of damnatio memoriae is as usual in Los Angeles as in 

the rest of California, its prime example being the controversial construction of the Los 

Angeles Aqueduct at the expense of Owens Valley’s water resources. 

L.A.X. is generally organised in a linear fashion regarding time and space, because it 

reproduces the structure of ‘a day in the city’ and traces a specific path through the 

urban grid, going from the Los Angeles International Airport at dawn to Hollywood 

Boulevard at night. The last section of the footage is composed of a series of images of 

movie theatres over which Ziolkowski edits Jean-Luc Godard’s reflections on the 

relationship between film and dreams in 2 or 3 Things I Know About Her (2 ou 3 choses 

que je sais d’elle, 1967). This sequence depicts an unglamorous cityscape that was 

about to be turned into a theme park in which “the gaze of the moviegoer, the shopper, 

and the tourist become interchangeable” (Stenger 2001: 70). Far from being what the 

tourist expects, Hollywood, as Carey McWilliams said in the 1940s, “exists only as a 

state of mind, not as a geographical entity” (1995: 330), an impression that Ziolkowski 

emphasises by contrasting the fantasy worlds offered inside movie theatres with the 

hostile environment surrounding them. In this context, the closing shot –a night view of 

Hollywood Boulevard dominated by the neon light of a porno theatre– gives a new 

meaning to the title of the film, which becomes a pun between “the LAX of the Los 

Angeles International Airport” and “the LAX of the X-rated Los Angeles”, as suggested 

by James (2005: 420). 

There are many other themes in this documentary, such as the promotion of 

Southern California as a residential destination during the interwar period or the 

numerous corruption scandals related to the Chandler family, including the 

construction of the aqueduct, several media campaigns for or against specific political 

candidates or its reprehensible tendency towards land speculation.12 All these stories 

                                                 
12 The Chandler family kept control of the Los Angeles Times for almost a century, from 1882, when 
Harrison Gray Otis became the paper’s editor, to 1980, when his great-grandson Otis Chandler retired 
from the position of publisher. 
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are told in an incisive but dispassionate manner, putting into practice the teachings of 

Bertolt Brecht in order to encourage the audience’s reflection. The distancing effect 

increases the feeling of estrangement and, above all, points to the filmmaker’s alien 

status. As initially he has neither emotional bonds nor personal memories associated 

with Los Angeles, his search for the genius loci has to be guided by others, using the 

camera to mediate between divergent subjectivities: his own one as a foreigner, but 

also those of the quoted authors, local viewers and foreign audiences. Depending on 

the observer, the depicted places may have different meanings, but Ziolkowski 

manages to join all these possible perceptions together thanks to the layering of 

subjectivities. Thus, his foreign gaze finally finds a way into the city, which ultimately 

allows him to tell a large number of (hi)stories at once. 

 

Thames Film: The River of Time 
 

 

Image 5.2: Thames Film, London from the point of view of the river 

 

The St Lawrence is water, the Mississippi is muddy water,  

but the Thames is liquid history. John Burns, MP, 1929. 

 

The River Thames has acquired a mythological status in English culture thanks to its 

role as a perennial witness to the historical, political and economic evolution of London. 

In feature films such as Pool of London (Basil Dearden, 1951), Alfie (Lewis Gilbert, 
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1966), Bronco Bullfrog (Barney Platts-Mills, 1970), Frenzy (Alfred Hitchcock, 1972), 

The Long Good Friday (John Mackenzie, 1980) or Eastern Promises (David 

Cronenberg, 2007), its mere presence serves to precipitate the development of the plot, 

taking advantage of its liminal nature to locate important sequences on its banks, as Jez 

Conolly has explained: 

 

A river can possess a liminal quality; it is an ambiguous, unclassifiable, transitory space, a 

marginal state between states, distinctly different from terra firma, which by its very nature 

can allow individuals to exist temporarily in a situation where social conventions are 

loosened, thereby allowing for more permissive and open behaviour. There is also something 

in the character of a river that can provide natural narrative thread, running through a film and 

precipitating events, often disgorging important plot points onto its banks where the threshold 

between liquid and solid states are emphasized (2011: 130). 

 

By the mid-1980s, this power of suggestion led experimental filmmaker William 

Raban to make a film about London from the point of view of the Thames. In the short 

documentary The Frame – William Raban (Filmmaker Unknown, 2003), he mentions 

that “the obvious way I have seen of doing that was to drift all the river in a small boat 

as close to the water surface as possible and record what happened on the banks” 

[Image 5.2]. The outcome, Thames Film (1986), understands the riverscape as a 

geographical and cultural territory fraught with places of memory, whose historical 

density is depicted through visual materials from different times: first, the present is 

captured by the footage filmed in 1984; second, the recent past is recovered through old 

films and pictures; and finally, the distant past is recalled by means of pre-filmic 

documents, such as paintings, maps, illustrations, engravings or travel literature. The set 

of all these materials establishes a historical reading of the watercourse in which the 

decaying riverscape functions as a metaphor for the economic recession of the early 

1980s. The Thames, according to Charlotte Brundson, has historically been “the 

privileged locus for stories of industrial and imperial decline” (2007: 15), a tradition 

that Raban updates by showing a panorama of empty wharves, rotting piers, sunken 

ships and abandoned forts that look like “relics of some abandoned civilisation”, as 

Peter Ackroyd has described them (2004). In fact, wherever the filmmaker went, mist 

and fog threatened to make invisible the silhouettes of blackened warehouses and other 

post-industrial ruins, helping to create the impression of drifting over time.  
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From the beginning, the idea of temporal simultaneity is introduced by a quote from 

T. S. Eliot’s poem ‘Burnt Norton’, read by the poet himself: “Time present and time 

past / are both perhaps present in time future, / and time future contained in time past” 

(1935). Such fusion of historical times is achieved in Thames Film by means of the 

preference for long and static shots and the juxtaposition of past and present images. 

The soundtrack, meanwhile, emphasises the river’s timeless perspective through the 

combination of the ubiquitous sound of water and the echoes of distant activities. But 

what definitely symbolises the temporal overlapping is the river’s longevity, an idea 

directly expressed in the following excerpt of the commentary: “The river journey 

unwinds a distant memory. Each moment has a particular meaning and relation to the 

past. Another time, different values, but the river transcends these changes”.  

The narrative structure of the film seeks to reflect the river’s geological time by 

following the tidal cycles in a loop. The opening sequence, for example, goes upstream 

from the estuary to the city, where Raban changes direction to go to the mouth again. 

The second journey pays much more attention to the waterfront and tells the historical 

vicissitudes of riverside areas such as Millwall, Greenwich, Blackwall, Long Reach, 

Gravesend or Canvey Island. Once the camera reaches the starting point of the first trip, 

Raban reinforces the tidal narrative by repeating the opening sequence shot by shot up 

to the Victoria Embankment, where the film ends with the only image filmed from 

outside the watercourse: a shot of people walking on Waterloo Bridge. 

Throughout the second journey, the most frequently quoted source for links between 

past and present is Thomas Pennant’s A Journey from London to the Isle of Wight 

(1801). John Hurt, the film’s narrator, recites several excerpts of this travel book in the 

commentary, while Raban includes images of the original manuscript in the editing. 

Indeed, the first and second journey are separated by a series of shots of the spine, the 

cover and the first pages of the book [Image 5.3], after which Hurt reads the beginning 

in order to highlight the spatial synchronisation of Pennant’s and Raban’s journeys: 

 

«On Monday May 7th 1787, I took boat at the Temple stairs to make the voyage to the lower 

part of the Thames». Monday 7th May 1984. High water, 6:09. Crossing the time and place of 

your departure. Your voyage following the ebb tide downstream to the sea. Your search on the 

ebb flow. Looking for the signs of increase, production, exploration and empire. 

 

Raban chronicles the vanishing of these signs as result of the post-industrial crisis, 

but Pennant’s stories increase the haunting atmosphere of the film by describing the 
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waterfront as a succession of power symbols and repressive spaces: the reference to the 

execution docks in Long Reach, where “hanging bodies were left there to be covered by 

three full tides before sentence was completed”, functions as a bad omen for the future, 

which was then threatened by dystopian visions inspired by George Orwell’s Nineteen 

Eighty-Four (1949). In this context, the dry and constant noise of a pile driver can be 

interpreted as a sound metaphor for the executions and burials on the riverside, because 

it somehow recalls the sound of driving nails into a coffin.  

 

 

Image 5.3: Thames Film, Thomas Pennant’s A Journey from London to the Isle of Wight 

 

There are so many quotes to Pennant’s book in Thames Film that it could be 

considered its film adaptation. Nevertheless, Raban also contrasts contemporary footage 

with other visual materials, such as a few pictures from 1937, four films found in the 

Port of London Authority Collection, the painting The Triumph of the Death (Pieter 

Bruegel the Elder, 1562), and the engraving ‘The Idle 'Prentice turn'd away, and sent to 

Sea’, which is the fifth plate of the series Industry and Idleness (William Hogarth, 

1747). The films, which are Port of London (Filmmaker Unknown, 1921), City of Ships 

(Filmmaker Unknown, 1940), Via London (Filmmaker Unknown, 1948) and Waters of 

Time (Bill Launder & Basil Wright, 1951), date back to the good old times of the 

empire, when the Docklands were a place of bustling activity and an example of 

paternalist capitalism. They show the repair of ships and the work of longshoremen with 
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an optimistic and even euphoric tone that Raban opposes to the dying stillness of the 

1980s: thus, whenever possible, he compares old and new images of the same places in 

order to increase the impression of sudden decay. 

 

 

Image 5.4: Pieter Bruegel’s The Triumph of the Death (1562) 
 

 

Image 5.5: William Hogarth’s ‘The Idle 'Prentice turn'd away, and sent to Sea’ (1747) 
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The decline of the Docklands, according to Francesc Muñoz, began in the mid-

1960s, when large multinational corporations took control of their productive capacity 

and moved their main activities to Tilbury, at the river’s mouth (2010: 98). Later on, in 

the 1980s, the area was at its worst, which justifies Raban’s recurrent comparison 

between the rundown waterfront and the frightening battlefield painted by Bruegel: The 

Triumph of the Death appears up to five times in the film, usually in relation to 

Pennant’s comments about hangings and graveyards on the foreshore, as well as when 

Raban finds sunken ships and abandoned forts in the estuary [Image 5.4]. Its violent 

scenes bring to the 1980s the classical topics of memento mori –‘remember you will 

die’– and tempus fugit –‘times flies’– in an attempt to announce the definitive burial of 

industrial England under Thatcher’s rule. 

Hogarth’s engraving, in turn, only appears once to confirm Pennant’s stories about 

Millwall’s double nature as workspace and execution dock, two functions respectively 

represented by four wind mills and a hanged body [Image 5.5]. This area would become 

the new business district of London in the 1990s, a project highly supported by the 

conservative government, but when Raban made Thames Film there was no sign of 

redevelopment in the Isle of Dogs. The absence of One Canada Square –the tallest 

building in the United Kingdom from 1990 to 2010– increases the historical value of 

Thames Film, given that Raban recorded a fleeting avatar of the riverscape in the 

interregnum between the end of port activity and the construction of the new business 

district, Canary Wharf.  

One Canada Square does appear in Raban’s later films, especially in the shorts that 

form the Under the Tower Trilogy. The first one, Sundial (1992), consists of seventy 

one shots in one single minute in which the building is always centred in the frame, 

although the camera changes position from one shot to another in order to explore the 

visual impact of the tower in the landscape [Image 5.6]. The second film, A13 (1994), is 

a post-symphony that contrasts the construction of a new road scheme in the area –the 

Limehouse Road Link– with scenes of its everyday life, among which several political 

demonstrations stand out. Finally, the third film, Island Race (1996), documents the 

political aftermath of the 1993 Millwall by-election, in which the far-right British 

National Party won its first local council seat. The ubiquitous presence of One Canada 

Square in all these films reveals the progression of banalscapes in the Isle of Dogs 

throughout the 1990s, following the pattern described by Muñoz: 
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Port areas have finally returned to the city as smooth and flat surfaces in which the 

standardised uses that make up the restricted menu of urban developments are located: a 

metropolitan aquarium, a sea museum, a multiplex movie theatre with an IMAX screen and a 

shopping area with its corresponding public spaces, which are inspired by the economy of 

global franchises and decorated according to the old image of the city, whatever city, from 

London to Genoa, and from Rijeka to Rotterdam. 

These plans, far from generating inclusive dynamics and synergies between the renovated 

port and the existing city, have been characterised by prioritising the functional specialisation 

of land uses and the visual impact in the short term. They are linear and predictable from an 

architectural perspective and too limited from the point of view of urban planning, because 

they are unable to generate new relations between different areas of the city. Their simplicity 

and univocity therefore result in the increase of port areas shaped as commonplaces (2010: 

207, my translation). 

 

 
Image 5.6: One Canada Square in Sundial 

 

The arrival of Tony Blair’s Labour government after two decades of conservative 

rule did not change the urban policy in the Docklands: the short film MM (William 

Raban, 2002) chronicles the construction of the Millennium Dome east of the Isle of 

Dogs, another work of architecture-spectacle that led to the creative destruction of its 

surrounding area [Image 5.7]. This kind of project tends to produce a generic city that 

replaces the historical identity of the places where it stands with a consumer-friendly 
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simulacrum that attenuates the local characteristics that may hinder its consumption. 

The very term “generic city” was coined by Rem Koolhaas and Bruce Mau in the mid-

1990s, a time when there were many similar redevelopment projects to Canary Wharf 

all over the world: 

 

The Generic City is the city liberated from the captivity of center, from the straitjacket of 

identity. The Generic City breaks with this destructive cycle of dependency: it is nothing 

but a reflection of present need and present ability. It is the city without history. It is big 

enough for everybody. It is easy. It does not need maintenance. If it gets too small it just 

expands. If it gets old it just self-destructs and renews. It is equally exciting –or unexciting– 

everywhere. It is ‘superficial’ – like a Hollywood studio lot, it can produce a new identity 

every Monday morning (1995: 1249-1250). 

 

 

Image 5.7: Millennium Dome in MM 

 

Faced with this trend, Raban’s whole work seeks to recover the historical identity of 

the Docklands through different formal devices. Thames Film, in particular, chooses 

psychogeographical landscaping to capture the genius loci of the area, adopting not only 

the river’s perspective but also its sense of time. Consequently, the film depicts the 

riverscape from inside out and from the present to the past, setting a clear precedent for 

the following case study. 
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London: The Absence of the City 

 

 

Image 5.8: London, the Narrator’s arrival at the city 

 

The first part of the Robinson Trilogy begins with the same image that closed 

Thames Film: a ship arriving at the city by the river [Image 5.8]. This time, the camera’s 

perspective has changed, inasmuch as it frames the river from the city instead of the city 

from the river. Aboard the ship, the nameless narrator of London (Patrick Keiller, 1994) 

and the next film in the trilogy, Robinson in Space (Patrick Keiller, 1997), returns to the 

country after an absence of seven years, during which he had been working as the ship’s 

photographer. He has decided to quit his job to join an old friend and lover called 

Robinson in a mysterious psychogeographical research. Despite their former intimacy, 

the Narrator introduces this character in a detached way, describing his socio-economic 

status and living conditions even before his personality: 

 

Robinson lives in the way that people were said to live in the cities of the Soviet Union. His 

income is small, but he saves most of it. (…) He isn’t poor because he lacks money, but 

because everything he wants is unobtainable. He lives on what he earns in one or two days 

a week teaching in the school of fine art and architecture of the University of Barking.  
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Image 5.9: London, Robinson’s home in Vauxhall 

 

These lines are heard over a shot of a housing project in Vauxhall [Image 5.9], which 

would supposedly be Robinson’s home. Nevertheless, there is no human figure that could 

be identified as Robinson or the Narrator in these images or in the entire trilogy, because 

they only exist as narrative entities in the commentary: the Narrator’s voice guides the 

audience during Robinson’s journeys through the territory while the images show what he 

and his travelling companion find in the landscape without ever showing their physical 

presence there. The Narrator is therefore a chronicler who accompanies the hero in his 

wanderings, while Robinson embodies a totemic figure in the psychogeographical 

tradition: he is ‘the man of the crowd’, a traveller, a visionary, a romantic, a modernist, a 

misfit, a bohemian, an outcast and even a damned, but above all a walker who explores 

the territory in search of signs that allow him to study ‘the problem of London’ in the first 

part of the trilogy, ‘the problem of England’ in the second, and the possibility of life’s 

survival on the planet in the third, Robinson in Ruins (Patrick Keiller, 2010). 

From a narrative point of view, Robinson is also Patrick Keiller’s fictional disguise. 

The character was initially identified with an autobiographical figure, because Keiller 

himself is a researcher who teaches architecture and fine arts (Yates 1994: 55), but 

Stella Bruzzi has warned that the ambiguity of the narrative device prevents considering 

Robinson or the Narrator as Keiller’s alter ego: 
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The relationship of this narration to either Robinson or Keiller is ambiguous (is Robinson, the 

collator of images, really the Narrator –or is the Narrator, a ship’s photographer, Robinson? 

Are either Keiller’s alter ego?). The Narrator, however loquacious, is not given a ‘character’ 

as such, but is a site where ideas, observations and fact collation congregate. There are some 

similarities between him and Keiller (…), but to interpret him as a self-portrait would be 

wrong (2006: 110-111). 

  

Chris Darke seems to have found a solution to this controversy by saying that 

“Robinson is Patrick Keiller’s method of deferred narration” (2010: 74). According to 

him, this name, character or concept serves to express Keiller’s gaze at the world, a gaze 

that captures both the zeitgeist and the genius loci of a specific time and place: 

 

Each of the Robinson films has been sensitive to what Marxists would call its moment of 

historical conjuncture. London captured the fag end of Tory rule in its portrait of a 

shattered, shuttered city. Robinson in Space, a grand tour of Britain’s new neoliberal non-

places, was released in the year of the New Labour landslide. Robinson in Ruins is equally 

self-conscious about the current conjuncture. The camera lingers at length, ‘in the manner 

of Turner’, on landscape views of Oxfordshire and Berkshire as the narrator repeatedly 

details the near collapse of the international banking system in 2008 (2010: 74). 

 

Keiller’s landscaping is characterised by a constant interaction between the fictional 

nature of the narrative and the documentary substrate of the images, which were usually 

recorded without location sound –except in Robinson in Ruins– and almost without 

camera movements –there are only a few brief pan shots in Robinson in Space. This 

formal strategy has been described by Paul Dave as a combination between “elements 

of the performative documentary” and “a more expository method” (2006: 128-129), 

while Patrick Russell has compared it with “the most primitive of travelogues, postcard 

views on the screen” (2007: 116). The structure of film diaries has also influenced the 

trilogy, because each of its parts includes a rigorous temporal dating of most of its shots. 

Finally, Keiller’s work has many elements in common with the essay film, beginning 

with the way of addressing an immense amount of objective data from an always 

subjective perspective. It must be taken into account that the images of these films can 

be interpreted in an objective or subjective manner within their respective fictional 

stories, because they always show real landscapes from the character’s point of view: 

“the camera”, according to Yates, “works as the eyes of the flâneurs, of Robinson and 

of the narrator, and drifts with them” (1994: 55).  
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London, the most urban film of the trilogy, has been defined by Bruzzi as “a 

reflexive journey documentary (...), part of [a] growing tradition that takes the attributes 

and ethos of observational cinema (its interest in contemporary life, detail, personalities, 

mannerisms) as the basis for reflexive films that simultaneously debate these 

observational foundations” (2006: 109-110). In this documentary, Robinson’s journeys 

are developed in three overlapping dimensions: the first is space, since most of the 

footage is devoted to three psychogeographical expeditions through London’s 

geography; the second is the time of the story, which expands for a whole year, from 

January 11 to December 9, 1992; and the third is historical time, which is present almost 

everywhere through monuments, references, traces or memories. These journeys, 

however, are motionless and imaginary, because its stages are developed between the 

shots: the editing neither includes images that can suggest the character’s movement nor 

archival footage or other visual materials representing the historical events mentioned in 

the commentary. Each shot only shows a specific point in the path, whether an 

intermediate stop, an unexpected detour or its final destination, that is, places associated 

with findings or distractions, which can be surprising or disappointing. As “no image is 

prioritised over any other”, as Bruzzi has said (2006: 112), their narrative meaning 

entirely depends on the commentary.  

The city, meanwhile, is depicted as a juxtaposition of buildings, streets, parks, 

commons and streams in which the constant references to history bring to life the 

fixed frames to recover the successive lost identities of the cityscape. Hence Keiller’s 

reflections can be understood on two levels: on the one hand, regarding 

representation, which is constructed by means of the interplay between fictional 

narrative and documentary images; on the other hand, regarding the historical and 

political meaning of these representations, which is more suggested than revealed by 

the narrator’s remarks.  

Within the fictional plot, Robinson’s journeys aim to address ‘the problem of 

London’, an expression referring to the historical hostility of the city to European 

modernity. This attitude, according to Keiller, was represented at the time by the anti-

urban policy of Margaret Thatcher’s and John Major’s governments, whose most 

controversial measures are explicitly criticised in the film: 

 

London (…) is a city under siege from a suburban government which uses homelessness, 

pollution, crime and the most expensive and rundown public transport system of any 
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metropolitan city in Europe as weapons against Londoner’s lingering desire for the 

freedoms of city life. 

 

The idea of ‘a city under siege’ is emphasised by the 1992 IRA bombing campaign 

in London. These terrorist attacks symbolise the material destruction of the city, as well 

as the growing unrest against the conservative government that poisoned the social 

climate of the time. In this regard, Mark Fisher has recalled that London was made in 

the wake of a political non-event, the general election of 1992, when the end of Tory 

rule was widely expected –even by the Conservative Party itself– but John Major was 

finally re-elected (2010: 23). That day, April 9th 1992, the Conservatives maintained a 

parliamentary majority of 21 seats in the House of Commons that allowed them to 

govern for five more years, until 1997.13 

This electoral victory meant the continuation of an urban policy based on the 

downsizing of local government and the systematic production of banalscapes to attract 

investors to the city. Regarding the first issue, London includes several comments on the 

abolition of the Greater London Council (GLC) by the Local Government Act 1985, 

which in practice limited the city’s capacity for self-government by dividing the GLC 

powers among thirty-three boroughs. The lack of a single administrative body for the 

whole city between 1986 and 2000 –the year Tony Blair’s government established the 

Greater London Authority (GLA)– led to the sale of a large number of plots in the 

international land market, an operation that Muñoz has regarded as the prelude to their 

subsequent redevelopment as banalscapes (2010: 96).  

Another consequence of this policy was the gradual disinvestment in those services 

that the government wanted to privatise, such as railways and public housing. In this 

context, the modernist paradigm of urban planning was definitely abandoned, as 

Robinson regrets on his way through Elephant and Castle, an area of concrete tower 

blocks built in the post-war years that needed urgent restoration in the early 1990s. 

Overall, according to Ewa Mazierska and Laura Rascaroli, Thatcherite politics 

“strengthened the position of London as the richest city in Britain and as the political, 

economic and cultural centre of the country”, but they also increased the gap between 

its rich and poor areas, as well as social fragmentation (2003: 164). Under these 

circumstances, the city explored by Keiller was characterised by “the elimination of the 

                                                 
13 The composition of the House of the Commons after the general election of 1992 was as follows: 
Conservative 336 seats (41,9% votes), Labour 271 seats (34,4% votes) and Liberal 20 seats (17,8% votes). 
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local places in between the landmarks (…) in favour of an architecture of spectacle”, as 

Charlotte Brundson has said, “a material montage of shiny surfaces and ‘no-place’ 

spaces like lobbies and atria” (2007: 218).  

Faced with the hostility of these new spaces, Keiller uses psychogeographical 

landscaping to overcome what Ian Robinson –a real scholar with no relation to the 

character– has described as “a crisis in the articulation of local collective memory and 

global political economy” (2010: 120). Throughout the film, the filmmaker gives many 

examples of how the historical meaning of the cityscape was being blurred and 

banalised as result of the implementation of neoliberal economics, beginning with the 

house where Michel de Montaigne had lived in London: at that particular spot, his very 

name no longer refers to the French writer, but to a school of English named after him. 

This finding announces the interpretative possibilities of the characters’ 

psychogeographical drifts, first in small scale, in Vauxhall, and then in three long 

expeditions that put into practice Guy Debord’s definition of ‘dérive’: 

 

A technique of rapid passage through varied ambiences. Dérives involve playful-

constructive behavior and awareness of psychogeographical effects; and are thus different 

from the classic notions of journey or stroll (1981b: 50). 

 

The last sentence of this definition reveals Debord’s effort to distinguish the Situationist 

dérive from the Dada visit or the Surrealist deambulation. For him and his travelling 

companions, urban space was “an objective passionate terrain rather than merely 

subjective-unconscious” (Careri 2002: 90), meaning that their dérive did not 

demonstrate “the pure submission to unconscious desire that characterised the surrealist 

wanderings or the journeys of the strolling flâneur” (Coverley 2010: 96). On the 

contrary, they drifted to conduct a psychogeographical research whose main purposes 

were, according to Sadie Plant, “to notice the way in which certain areas, streets, or 

buildings resonate with states of mind, inclinations, and desires, and to seek out reasons 

for movement other than those for which an environment was designed” (1992: 59). 

This research has to do with Debord’s assumption that “cities have psychogeographical 

contours, with constant currents, fixed points and vortexes that strongly discourage 

entry into or exit from certain zones” (1981b: 50). This last idea ultimately led him to 

state “the existence of psychogeographical pivotal points”, which could be those places 
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where the genius loci would be more present in the cityscape, even though they have 

been completely transformed over time (1981b: 53).  

But how to represent the Situationist dérive in moving images? Which would an 

appropriated mise-en-scène be? Debord tried to draw up maps of influences in his own 

films –especially in the case of In girum imus nocte et consumimur igni– through old 

maps and aerial views, which have been considered “the cinematic counterpart of the 

dérive” by Teresa Castro, because they establish “a dialectics between the act of seeing 

and surveying the earth from above –intensified by the camera movements across the 

image– and that of experiencing it by walking” (2010: 153). This dialectics, Castro 

continues, is part of “a scaling strategy” that recalls cartographic methods: “surveying 

the earth from above, with the eyes, and scanning it and measuring it by field walking, 

with the body” (2010: 153).14 However, there are also simpler ways of adapting the 

Situationist dérive to film based on two properties that differentiate this medium from 

everyday experience, as Amanda Wasielewski has suggested: “its ability to be edited 

and rearranged and its mediation of space via the camera” (2009: 2).  

Keiller only uses framing and editing to depict Robinson’s and the Narrator’s 

journeys throughout the entire trilogy. In the first part, these characters assume a 

subversive position by exploring London by foot, inasmuch as this activity opposes “the 

spirit of the modern city with its promotion of swift circulation”, as explained by 

Coverley: “the street-level gaze that walking requires allows one to challenge the 

official representation of the city by cutting across established routes and exploring 

those marginal and forgotten areas often overlooked by the city’s inhabitants” (2010: 

12). This insistence on avoiding means of transport is especially striking in a city as 

hostile to pedestrians as London, which, unlike Paris, Vienna or Rome, has seldom been 

depicted as a city of strollers, as Mazierska and Rascaroli have pointed out: 

 

We rarely see people in films walking the streets of London and when they do, it usually 

ends badly for them –they are raped, mugged or killed, and their bodies are disposed of in 

the Thames. (…) This suburban and anti-flâneurian character is reminiscent of many other 

cities in the English-speaking world, particularly the USA, and manifests itself in the lack 

of a distinctive, well-defined centre and of clear pedestrian routes, even if it can be argued 

that London has several ‘centres’ around which Londoners stroll and to which they relate 

(2003: 169-170). 

                                                 
14 Both perspectives would later be theorised by Michel de Certeau, who identified them with the 
voyeur’s and walker’s gaze, as we have seen in chapter one (pages 43-45). 
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London questions why the European sensibility towards street life represented by 

certain modernist writers was unable to take root and flourish in England, but also 

continues the London psychogeographical tradition by borrowing the narrative structure 

of Daniel Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year (1722).15 The simultaneous reference to 

Debord and Defoe locates London halfway between the English and French concept of 

psychogeography, which were respectively interested in finding out the genius loci and 

in reworking the urban environment in a creative way. In order to reinforce this dual 

affiliation, Keiller mentions artists and writers that belong to one or another tradition, 

such as William Hogarth, Lawrence Sterne and J. M. W. Turner on the British side, and 

Charles Baudelaire, Paul Verlaine, Arthur Rimbaud and Guillaume Apollinaire on the 

French one. Anyway, despite all these influences, Keiller also has his own idea of what 

psychogeography is about: the ultimate aim of Robinson’s expeditions is to “travel 

through time”, as the Narrator says more than once. Indeed, at the beginning of London, 

he explains that “Robinson believed that if he looks at it hard enough he could cause the 

surface of the city to reveal to him the molecular basis of historical events. And in this 

way, he hoped to see into the future”. This idea of using space to travel through time 

had already appeared in Thames Film, but this time the act of walking to every 

destination entails a more material relationship with film locations. Thus, the spatial 

practices developed by the characters are a first step to re-appropriate the city in an 

attempt to overcome the fragmentation imposed by Thatcherite mismanagement.  

These practices can be classified into three different groups: the first consists of 

short pilgrimages to places of memory, the second is the journalistic coverage of 

political events throughout 1992, and the third refers to three ‘official’ dérives. 

Regarding the short pilgrimages, the first place of memory visited by the characters is 

the statue of King Charles I at the intersection of Whitehall and Trafalgar Square, where 

groups of Anglo-Catholics and other ultra-monarchists lay wreaths every year to 

commemorate his execution by the revolutionary government of 1649. This ceremony 

inspires the first of Robinson’s many critical comments on history and politics 

contained in the footage –this time on the failure of the English revolution– thereby 

                                                 
15 Coverley considers that Defoe’s book was the first example of psychogeographical practices in the 
London visionary tradition, because it foreshadowed “[the] figure of an urban wanderer, who moves 
aimlessly across the city before reporting back with his observations” (2010: 16). Other milestones in this 
tradition would be, according to him, William Blake’s poems, Thomas de Quincey’s Confessions of an 
English Opium Eater (1821), Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde 
(1886), Arthur Machen’s The London Adventure or the Art of Wandering (1924) and Alfred Watkins’ The 
Old Straight Track (1925) (2010: 31-56). 
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establishing the discursive dynamic of the film: wherever the characters go, they will 

always find something in the cityscape that Robinson can interpret as a symptom or a 

consequence of ‘the problem of London’.  

More examples of this dynamic would be the view from the suite of the Savoy Hotel 

in which Claude Monet lived and worked for several months –the same view that he 

painted, the same specific frame– whose contemplation leads to a denunciation of the 

abolition of the Greater London Council [Image 5.10]; or a visit to the Brixton Market 

in search of Apollinaire’s trail that includes a brief reflection on the harsh living 

conditions of Afro-Caribbean immigrants in the post-war years. In both cases, the 

elements that have given rise to these comments are part of the cityscape: on the one 

hand, the former seat of the Greater London Council, the County Hall, can be seen from 

Monet’s room at the Savoy –it is to the left of the frame–; and on the other hand, the 

presence of many Afro-Caribbean customers in the Brixton Market establishes the link 

with the recent history of this community. 

 

 

Image 5.10: London, view from Claude Monet’s room at the Savoy Hotel 

 

The same dynamic is repeated in the journalist coverage of a large variety of events 

that reflect the zeitgeist of 1992, such as the general election, many terrorist attacks, 

some political demonstrations and a few royal ceremonies. Some of them speak by 
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themselves, like the bombing of the Baltic Exchange, represented by a long shot of St. 

Helen’s destroyed skyscraper without comments [Image 5.11], but the Narrator also 

echoes the signs of discontent that he witnesses, such as the presence in the City of a 

deranged man identified as ‘the man of the crowd’ after the bombing [Image 5.12] or 

the unexpected insults against the Royal Family during the reopening of Leicester 

Square and an homage to Bomber Harris16 –in the first event, someone shouted to 

Queen Elizabeth II “pay your taxes, you scum!”, while during the second the Queen 

Mother was called “mass murderer”. These situations lead the Narrator to express his 

own antipathy against monarchy and its anachronistic rituals: when he attends the 

Trooping the Colour ceremony, he says that he is amazed at the contrast between the 

precision and splendour of that kind of display and the squalor of the suburbs that he 

has recently visited. The journalistic approach, therefore, allows Keiller to combine 

several voices within the same narrative device, given that the Narrator gathers the 

public opinion as heard on the streets and read in the press. 

 

  

Image 5.11 (right): London, St. Helen’s skyscraper after the bombing of the Baltic Exchange 

Image 5.12 (left): London, ‘The Man of the Crowd’ 

 

Current issues also appear one way or another in the three official dérives: for 

example, the departure of the first expedition has to be postponed due to an IRA 

bombing in Wandsworth Common; then, the itinerary of the second dérive goes through 

places that were being transformed at the time, such as Spitalfields or Stoke Newington; 

and finally, the third journey documents the taking of the suburbs by large companies 

like Tesco or Ikea. Throughout these psychogeographical expeditions, Robinson and the 

                                                 
16 Sir Arthur Harris, commonly known as Bomber Harris, was one of the military men responsible for the 
bombing of Cologne in World War II. 
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Narrator find out the contemporary avatars of the city, most of them unusual and 

unexpected, despite the fact that they are apparently much more interested in looking for 

the traces of modernist writers in the cityscape. 

 

 

Map 5.1: Itineraries of Robinson’s dérives in London.  

Legend: Red (1st expedition), Green (2nd expedition) and Blue (3rd expedition) 

 

These expeditions usually take place in the southern and western suburbs of the city. 

The first one, marked with a red line in Map 5.1, begins with a pilgrimage to Horace 

Walpole’s house in Strawberry Hill, Twickenham, southwest of London –the place 

where he wrote The Castle of Otranto (1764)– after which the characters return to 

Vauxhall through Richmond, Mortlake, Hammersmith and Battersea. The second 

expedition, represented by a green line in the map, also uses literary references as points 

of departure and arrival: this time, the characters go to Clapham North, again in the 

southwest, where Apollinaire was once in search of a former lover, and then head north 

through Stockwell, Oval, Elephant and Castle, London Bridge, the City, Spitalfields and 

Shoreditch, to reach Stoke Newington, where they intend to visit Edgar Allan Poe’s 

school but only find the house where Daniel Defoe wrote Robinson Crusoe (1719). The 

literary references decrease in the third dérive –the blue line in the map– in which the 

characters track the River Brent downstream from Wembley to Brentford. Their original 

purpose was to look for contemporary cultural practices in the western suburbs of the 

city, but once there, they realise that the growing presence of non-places does not seem 

to inspire any kind of artistic or literary activity.  
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None of these expeditions is linear in time and space, because the characters 

continuously stop to eat in modern supermarkets or sleep in traditional inns. Sometimes, 

they even return home to rest or attend public events before taking up their itinerary 

again. These interrupted dérives are, essentially, the backbone of Robinson’s research, 

his fieldwork, through which Keiller gradually addresses a series of recurrent topics: 

nostalgia for a future that will never happen, the perception of London as a historical 

palimpsest, and the slow vanishing of its identity due to its social and administrative 

fragmentation. Considering the political climate of the time, it is not surprising that 

Robinson arrives at a negative conclusion at the end of the film: 

 

For Londoners, London is obscured. Too thinly spread, too private for anyone to know. Its 

social life invisible, its government abolished. Its institutions at the discretion of either 

monarchy or state. Or the City, where at the historic centre there is nothing but a civic void 

which fills and empties daily with armies of clerks and dealers, mostly citizens of other towns. 

The true identity of London (…) is in its absence. As a city, it no longer exists. In this alone, it 

is truly modern: London was the first metropolis to disappear. 

 

This final remark suggests that absence is the key concept to explain the problem of 

London. Merlin Coverley has associated it with the lack of effective government, 

visible economic output, public space, community and even society (2010: 133), while 

Ian Robinson –the scholar, not the character– has interpreted it as the decline of the city 

as “a place of encounter, sociability, creativity, unpredictability and history” (2010: 

123). Even Koolhaas and Mau agreed with this interpretation when they wrote that 

“London –its only identity a lack of clear identity– is perpetually becoming even less 

London, more open, less static” (1995: 1248). In Keiller’s documentary, this absence is 

more evident in the non-places inherited from Thatcherism, such as financial 

skyscrapers, shopping centres, new road schemas or construction sites, a set of 

transitory spaces in which “the sociality of the collective”, according to Ian Robinson, 

“is reduced to suspicion and surveillance” (2010: 118). Such perception is reinforced by 

Keiller’s way of framing symbolic landmarks, like One Canada Square, which is 

depicted as a disturbing sentinel that controls and masters the city from a position of 

superiority [Image 5.13]. This building and its surrounding area are a prime example of 

what Marie-Christine Boyer has called ‘city tableaux’: a simulated cityscape that 

combines the fantastic with the real to compensate the everyday failures of the city 

(1992: 200). “These tableaux”, according to Boyer, “are the true non-places, hollowed 
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out urban remnants, without connection to the rest of the city or the past, waiting to be 

filled with contemporary fantasies, colonized by wishful projections, and turned into 

spectacles of consumption” (1992: 191). One Canada Square is arguably Robinson’s 

nemesis, and not only because it has been built for voyeurs instead of for walkers, but 

above all because it symbolises the contempt for and oblivion of the genius loci. 

 

 

Image 5.13: London, One Canada Square 

 

Faced with the shallowness of city tableaux, psychogeography allows both 

characters and audience to rebuild an imaginary city from the material remains of all 

those futures that never came true. In fact, Robinson’s interest in English writers of the 

eighteen century and the French poets who followed Baudelaire was actually, according 

to the narrator, “an attempt to rebuild the city as if the 19th century had never 

happened”. This agenda accounts for his nostalgia for the modernist approach to city 

planning associated with the former London City Council (LCC), the first metropolitan 

authority to be directly elected.17 Robinson praises its legacy twice in the film, first as 

he passes through Elephant and Castle and then when he stops at Arnold Circus, in 

Shoreditch, to contemplate the Boundary Estate for hours. Over a beautiful image of 

                                                 
17 The London City Council was created in 1889 and later replaced by the Greater London Council in 
1965. Previously, the main instrument of London-wide government was the Metropolitan Board of 
Works, which was an appointed rather than elected body. 
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two children playing in the street, the Narrator explains that this place is a fragment of a 

golden age or a utopia to Robinson, because it is one of the earliest social housing 

schemes built by the LCC [Image 5.14]. Keiller holds the shot for a few seconds, 

turning it into a tribute to the city that could have been if the modernist approach to city 

planning had prevailed on the suburban approach. This nostalgia insists on the failure of 

London as a modernist city, a discourse that Paul Dave has related to Perry Anderson’s 

theses on the development of English capitalism: 

 

The examination of public space in London (…) is influenced by the idea that the energies of 

the bourgeoisie have historically been contained by an aristocratic hegemony. These energies 

conventionally include the values of modern urbanism that the narrator remarks are absent in 

London, places are “either void or the stage sets for spectacles of nineteenth century reaction 

endlessly re-enacted for television”. Examples provided of this archaic ‘heritage’ spectacle in 

the film, such as the Lord Mayor’s and Trooping the Colour, are linked to the ancien régime –

here Corporation of London and the Monarchy respectively. For Perry Anderson, (…) the 

historical explanation for the perceived failings of the national culture lies in the fact that the 

English Revolution was the “least pure bourgeois revolution of any European country” (1992: 

17). In other words, because the aristocracy was not ultimately displaced the revolution failed 

to modernise the social structure and the political system (2000: 342). 

 

 

Image 5.14: London, Arnold Circus 
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In the 1980s, Thatcherism replaced the last attempts at modernity with a post-

modern approach to city planning that hid urban decay behind the production of city 

tableaux. Since then, most of the heritage spectacles mentioned by Dave have taken 

place in the historical, political and financial centre of London, between Westminster 

and the City, an area that only appears in the journalist sequences of the film. 

Meanwhile, the psychogeographical dèrives explore the suburban working-class 

neighbourhoods in which most of the population lives, such as Vauxhall, Brixton, 

Clapham, Shoreditch, Notting Hill or Wembley. Many of these places are located south 

of the Thames, a traditionally underrepresented area in mainstream cinema that Keiller 

depicts as the new battleground between citizenship and capital. 

Both the journalistic and psychogeographical expeditions share the same concern 

with the negative effects of the government’s measures on the social and urban fabric, 

regardless of their scale: Robinson is thus worried about the worsening living conditions 

in the whole city, but most especially in his own neighbourhood, Vauxhall. The best 

example of how Keiller uses Robinson’s individual situation to address the collective 

dimension is the long list of exaggerated social and personal problems that the Narrator 

enumerates over images of the celebration of the fourth consecutive Conservative 

victory in Downing Street [Image 5.15]: 

 

 

Image 5.15: London, John Major addressing the press after winning the 1992 general election 
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Robinson began to consider what the result would mean for him. His flat would continue 

to deteriorate, and its rent increase. He would be intimidated by vandalism and petty crime. 

The bus service would get worse. There would be more traffic and noise pollution and an 

increased risk of getting knocked down crossing the road. There would be more drunks 

pissing in the street when he looked out of the window and more children taking drugs on the 

stairs when he came home at night. His job would be at risk and subjected to interference. His 

income would decrease. He would drink more and less well. He would be ill more often. He 

would die sooner. 

For the old, or anyone with children, it would be much worse. For London as a whole, 

there would now be no new elected metropolitan authority. The public transport system would 

degenerate into chaos as it was deregulated and privatised. There would be more road 

schemes. Hospitals would close. As the social security system was dismantled there would be 

increased homelessness and crime with the police more often carrying guns. The population 

would continue to decline as those who could moved away and employers followed. 

 

This passage repeats the same topics in its two parts: problems with the 

transportation system, social security, public safety and the job market that may 

jeopardise the very survival of the city and its residents. Considering that the filmmaker 

has explained that he wanted to turn Robinson’s deprivation into a sort of shared 

experience (in Dave 2006: 135), it could be said that this character embodies the 

experience of all the people left behind by Thatcherism. This is the reason why the film 

does not end with Robinson’s final remarks but with the characters’ return to Vauxhall, 

where the last sequence documents the visible consequences of Conservative anti-urban 

policies: after a spate of vandalism caused by a group of teenagers, most business, 

beginning with the Portuguese driving school that is right in front of Robinson’s house, 

had to protect their shop windows with roller shutters [Image 5.16]. Moreover, the 

Narrator says that Robinson’s street had just been designated a red route, a device 

intended to speed the flow of commuters from the suburbs to the centre. These details 

confirm some of Robinson’s predictions –those referred to the increase of traffic and the 

decrease of public safety– and close the film in an everyday environment, insisting on 

the subjective perception of London as a lived place.  

Contrary to what may seem, the subjectivity at stake here is not individual but 

collective: it is a set of historical and everyday experiences that emerges from the 

cityscape itself as a response to the power discourse. Hence Robinson does not stand for 

Keiller, but rather Keiller makes up Robinson as a way of taking the pulse of public 

opinion at different turning points, from the last years of Tory rule in London and 
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Robinson in Space to the outbreak of the financial crisis in Robinson in Ruins. 

Consequently, in London the filmmaker attempts to counteract the city’s lack of identity 

with a psychogeographical report that links past and present, looking for the spirit of 

time –the zeitgeist– in the spirit of place –the genius loci.  

 

 
Image 5.16: London, roller shutters in Vauxhall 

 

The Empty Centre: Urban Borders After the Fall of the Wall 

 

Hito Steyerl is a Japanese-German video artist who understands documentary 

filmmaking as an extension of her artistic practice. She herself has theorised the recent 

interplay between documentary strategies and contemporary art as follows:   

 

Since the early 1990s there has been a succession of various waves of an adaptation of 

documentary techniques in art, which have also been integrated in the mainstream with 

documenta X and XI.18 Especially in the context of institution-critical practices, a revival 

of forms arose in the 1990s, which were developed primarily in the 1970s and based on 

practices such as research and journalistic techniques. At the same time, although there has 

                                                 
18 documenta –with lower case d– is one of the world’s most important exhibitions of contemporary art, 
which takes place every five years in Kassel, Germany. In this excerpt, Steyerl refers to its 1997 and 2002 
editions. Obviously, this footnote did not appear in the original text. 
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so far been little theoretical treatment of it, a zone emerged of an overlapping of video art, 

cinema, reportage, photo essay and other forms, in which various existing genres and 

formats intersect and constantly change their stylistic devices in the form of audiovisual, 

film, video and installation works. Didactic and realistic works alternate with reflexive 

documentary productions, with visual machines, which reflect on the organization of 

documents and organize the subjectivities thus produced (2010: 416). 

 

A prime example of this tendency would be Steyerl’s film Die leere Mitte (The Empty 

Centre, 1998), which documents the changing cityscape of Berlin after the fall of the 

Wall. This work deals with the experience of the border inside the city itself, paying 

particular attention to the external and internal boundaries that still separated Berliners in 

the 1990s. The title refers to the area where the Wall stood, the ‘death strip’, a no man’s 

land located right in its former political centre. There, Steyerl filmed the redevelopment of 

symbolic places and landmarks in which several layers of historical meaning overlap one 

another. Postdamer Platz, for example, recalls the Weimar Republic, the Third Reich, the 

Cold War and even the future, four periods that are respectively related to the Haus 

Vaterland,19 the New Reich Chancellery, the Wall and the Daimler complex. All these 

buildings, with the sole exception of the last one, have currently disappeared, which 

suggests that the urban surface of Berlin has become a palimpsest where “borders and 

boundaries shift constantly”, as Steyerl says in the commentary.  

This idea inspired the main formal strategy of the film, the visual palimpsest, a 

technique consisting in combining two images taken from the same camera position 

through a slow dissolve, in which the first image –filmed in 1990, when the Wall still 

stood– fades out while the second one –filmed in 1997, when the Wall had already been 

demolished– simultaneously fades in [Images 5.17 & 5.18]. As the frame remains the 

same, both images overlap for a few seconds before revealing the most evident changes 

in the cityscape, beginning with the significant replacement of the wall woodpeckers by 

construction workers in the 1997 footage. This technique has currently become a 

common transition in digital cinema, but Steyerl pioneered its analogical form by 

filming The Empty Centre in 16 mm. Before this documentary, William Raban had 

already achieved a similar effect in Thames Film when comparing his boatscape with 

old representations of the London waterfront, although he related these images by 

                                                 
19 This building housed a 2,500-seat café, a 1,400-seat movie theatre, a large ballroom and several theme 
restaurants, including an American bar, an Italian osteria, a Turkish cafe, a Japanese teahouse and a 
Spanish winery. Built in 1928 to replace the Haus Potsdam –a similar but smaller place– the Haus 
Vaterland remained open until 1943, when it was partially destroyed by fire. 
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means of a match cut instead of a dissolve. Steyerl, on the contrary, rewrites her own 

shots a dozen times to create a visual metaphor for the interregnum between the fall of 

the Wall and the German reunification, a short period during which the communist and 

capitalist systems coexisted for a few months. 

 

  

Images 5.17 & 5.18: The Empty Centre, visual palimpsest –the death strip in 1990 (left) and 1997 (right) 

 

The real winner of the Cold War was first and foremost transnational capital, which 

took advantage of the disintegration of the Soviet bloc to enter new markets. At the 

beginning of the 1990s, when Steyerl began to work on this film, Berlin was becoming 

a testing ground for the internationalisation of land markets due to the systematic 

privatisation of public properties in East Berlin. There, urban developers attempted to 

delete the architectural traces of both the Third Reich and the German Democratic 

Republic by choosing the Prussian architecture of the early 19th century as aesthetic 

model, a tradition that had determined the form and image of the city until World War 

II. Consequently, the former death strip was redeveloped as a series of city tableaux in 

which, according to Boyer, “the reiteration and recycling of already-known symbolic 

codes and historic forms (…) contain a schema or program that generates a narrative 

pattern, a kind of memory device that draws associations and establishes relations 

between images and places, resemblances and meaning” (1992: 188). The resulting 

cityscape, however, was partly a fake, because it hid those episodes that the new urban 

owners preferred not to remember. In fact, city tableaux are actually built to forget 

rather than to remember, as Manuel Delgado has stated: 

 

Major monumentalisation policies usually pursue a clear goal: to superimpose institutionally 

appropriate symbolic productions to those that real life continuously generates by filling 
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urban space with countless memories. These monumentalisation policies are actually of and 

for a fib memory, a great makeup operation in which memory becomes a parody based on 

replica and simulacrum, an evocation of non-existent spaces that contrasts with the 

proliferation of de-memorised spaces, a massive loss of meaning on behalf of a reified and 

fraudulent pseudo-memory. Overall, such policies of memory undertaken by the authorities 

are usually policies of and for oblivion (2007: 106, my translation). 

 

  

Images 5.19 & 5.20: The Empty Centre, squatter camp (left) versus construction site (right) 

 

In the particular case of Berlin, the local government strived to restore the old urban 

fabric, but the end result of its urban renewal was ultimately determined by private 

interests, as Muñoz has explained: “urban developers make spaces available to the 

community that, without being in private ownership, are subject to regulations 

established by those who bear their cost of construction and maintenance” (2010: 89, 

my translation). This means, in practice, that public space was privatised, as happened, 

for instance, with the Sony Centre in Potsdamer Platz. In view of this tendency, Steyerl 

gives voice to the people opposed to the sale of the death strip to large corporations, 

beginning with a group of squatters camped there who claimed their right “to decide 

what is going to be built”. The most meaningful part of their interview is when Steyerl 

asks the squatters “how do you think Berlin will look in nine years, in 1999?”, to which 

they immediately answer “you won’t find us here”. After this sentence, in another 

example of visual palimpsest, the image of the squatter camp is replaced by a shot of the 

same spot in 1997, when it had become a construction site, thereby suggesting that 

public opinion was not taken into account at the time of reshaping the area [Images 5.19 

& 5.20]. In this sense, the title of the film can be interpreted in both literal and 

metaphorical terms, whether referring to the impact of the death strip on the urban 

fabric or to the lack of public participation in the city’s affairs: the centre of Berlin, 
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therefore, would no longer be a civic space in which citizens can express their political 

will, but a source of income for local authorities and large transnational companies. 

Similarly to Ziolkowski, Raban and Keiller, Steyerl also considers that film images 

can reveal the genius loci. This is the reason why The Empty Centre not only shows the 

evolution of Berlin’s cityscape from 1990 to 1997, but also recovers several forgotten 

episodes of its urban history. The Wall, according to Steyerl, was just another avatar in 

a long tradition of internal borders and xenophobic attitudes that still continued in force 

in the 1990s, when she filmed many racist incidents near the death strip. For example, 

in 1997, while she was recording a demonstration against special visa for children, she 

found a German woman saying to a Turkish man “shut up, you’ll get kicked in the arse 

and thrown out”. In the same year, she also witnessed a Nazi rally and a demonstration 

of the Construction Workers’ Union that ended with an attack against a group of 

immigrants employed in the restoration of the Reichstag. These journalistic sequences 

follows a similar logic to those filmed by Keiller in London, because both seek to 

capture the social atmosphere of the time through its effects on public space. 

Everyday racism is also related to landmark episodes of colonialism and 

antisemitism that took place near the Wall, in places such as the Reichstag, the Haus 

Vaterland or Felix Mendelssohn’s house. Regarding the first, the film reminds us that 

the Berlin Conference of 1884, in which African borders were decided by European 

politicians, was held in this building. The history of the Haus Vaterland, in turn, recalls 

the xenophobic atmosphere of the Weimar Republic that led to the Third Reich. Finally, 

the reference to Felix Mendelssohn’s house, which was located close to the Reichstag, 

serves to introduce the story of the social exclusion of his family: in 1743, according to 

the commentary, philosopher Moses Mendelssohn could not enter the city through a 

gate located almost in the same spot as his grandson’s future home –he was turned away 

because he was Jewish– and then, in 1819, Felix Mendelssohn was spat on right there 

during an antisemitic riot. Considering the spatial proximity of these places and events, 

the genius loci of the centre of Berlin seems to be marked by the systematic exclusion 

of foreigners, as well as by the subsequent rejection of ‘the other’, whoever it is. 

Right after telling Mendelssohn’s story, Steyerl shows a communist souvenir shop 

that stood near the composer’s former house for a few months in 1990. There, she 

interviews its owner –who knows nothing about Mendelssohn’s house, but can indicate 

the exact location of a former checkpoint between East and West Berlin– and also his 

sole employee, a Jamaican woman who explains her problems as a temporary resident 
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in Germany. This sequence, which only lasts about three minutes, addresses up to four 

different historical periods without leaving the same place: first, the mid-18th century, 

when Moses Mendelssohn arrived in Berlin; second, the early 19th, when Felix 

Mendelssohn lived there; third, the Cold War, when the Wall divided the city; and 

finally the interregnum before reunification, when the filmmaker records the images. 

The impression of travelling though time is achieved here by using simpler techniques 

than the visual palimpsest: the first two periods are referred to in the commentary and 

visualised through old drawings, the third is recalled in the first interview, and the 

fourth is documented in the contemporary images. 

The fall of the Wall could have been a turning point in the social relations of 

contemporary Berlin, especially at a time when multiculturalism was generally praised, 

but The Empty Centre rather exposes the entrenched racism of German society, in which 

“a morally pink skin is decisive”. Steyerl interviewed both locals and foreigners about 

this issue and discovered a social atmosphere poisoned by fear on both sides. On the 

one hand, German workers feared that immigrants took away ‘their jobs’, and were 

consequently ready to resort to violence, as a trade unionist admits during a 

demonstration: “Nobody wants the violence, but it’s the only way, that’s the bad thing”. 

On the other hand, foreigners were so frightened by this violence that they even missed 

the Wall, as an Asian man traumatised after having been attacked plainly states: “for us 

foreigners it would be better if the Wall still was there”.  

Towards the end of the film, Steyerl makes a controversial comparison between the 

people who died attempting to cross the Wall and the immigrants who lost their lives at 

the borders of the European Union. Over a shot of the memorial to the victims of the 

Wall [Image 5.21], she says: “They drown in the Rhine, in the Seine, in the Danube, in 

the Mediterranean and in the North Sea. They suffocate in containers, buses and trains, 

they crash, are run over, freeze to death, die of thirst, or are thrown out of boats into 

the open sea. Like the refugees of the Wall, they seek a better life”. This scene shows 

Steyerl’s identification with immigrants due to her in-between position: she is not 

exactly a foreigner, because she has become a Berlin-based artist; but she is neither a 

local, because she was born in Munich. Furthermore, as her Japanese origins distinguish 

her from most Germans, her gaze at Berlin can be considered an immigrant gaze, 

inasmuch as it combines detached strategies, such as the visual palimpsest or the 

journalistic approach, with other resources that reveal her off-screen presence, 

beginning with her subjective commentary.  
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Image 5.21: The Empty Centre, memorial to the victims of the Wall 

 

Steyerl officially adopts the role of a mediator between the city and the audience, 

but her involvement with immigrants becomes a way of speaking about herself 

through the experiences of others. After all, she is an example of those filmmakers 

who have changed the usual way of addressing the audience in non-fiction film from 

“I speak about them to you” to “I or We speak about us to you”, as explained by 

Nichols (2001: 13, 18). Thus, while Ziolkowski, Raban and, to a lesser extent, also 

Keiller use psychogeographical landscaping as a distancing device to reflect on urban 

change, Steyerl adds an explicit emotional dimension that puts this tradition in relation 

to the autobiographical approach, thereby offering a first link between landscaping 

and urban self-portraits. For her, as for the aforementioned filmmakers, the 

psychogeographical gaze at the city transcends the here and now, because it 

understands recent urban transformations as part of larger processes, whether the 

historical evolution of a place –a journey through time– or global tendencies in 

contemporary urban planning –a journey through space.  
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Chapter Six 

Autobiographical Landscaping 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One of the main differences between observational and psychogeographical 

landscaping is the filmmaker’s degree of intervention: Benning’s careful choice of 

framings is much less explicit than Keiller’s fictional narratives or Steyerl’s voice-over 

commentary, but all these elements reveal a gradual involvement of filmmakers in 

urban space. Autobiographical landscaping develops further this link between subject 

and object –or sender and message, in the usual terms of information theory– by 

combining the distancing effect of structural films with the subjective dimension of 

first-person accounts. In these documentaries, the autobiographical content becomes a 

key element to decode the meaning of the urban surface, despite the differences 

established by the way in which the first-person is used. 

Prior to the 1980s, cinema was not perceived as a suitable medium for 

autobiography. Literary scholar Elizabeth Bruss asserted that “there is no real cinematic 

equivalent for autobiography” because filmmakers could not embody the filmed subject 

while they were behind the camera or, conversely, they could not film themselves if 

they were in front of the camera (1980: 296). She criticised early examples of this film 

practice such as Fireworks (Kenneth Anger, 1947), Joyce at 34 (Joyce Chopra and 

Claudia Weill, 1974), Les quatre cents coups (The 400 Blows, Fraçois Truffaut, 1959), 
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8 ½ (Federico Fellini, 1963) or Annie Hall (Woody Allen, 1977) for their lack of “truth-

value”, “act-value” and “identity-value”, three criteria that have been summarised by 

Jim Lane as follows:  

 

Truth-value is associated with reference and autobiography’s empiricist claim “to be 

consistent with other evidence”. Act-value is associated with performance, “an action that 

exemplifies the character of the agent responsible for that action and how it is performed”. 

Identity-value is associated with the conflation of the roles of author, narrator, and protagonist 

in autobiography and “the same individual occupying a position both in the context, the 

associated ‘scene of writing’, and within the text itself” (2002: 29). 

 

Since Bruss wrote her article, non-fiction film has undergone a subjective turn that 

led many film theorists to defend the opposite idea: the existence of mise-en-scène and 

editing resources capable of overcoming these problems. Philippe Lejeune, for example, 

pointed out the ability of home movies, film diaries, still photographs and voiceover 

narration to address the past in a cinematic way (2008: 19); Jim Lane added formal 

interviews and interactive modes of filming to those resources (2002: 94); Michael 

Renov reminded us that the filming subject could easily be before and behind the 

camera at the same time “thanks in no small measure to (…) the mirror and the tripod” 

(2004: 232); and finally Gregorio Martín Gutiérrez enumerated up to five markers of 

subjectivity: “the inclusion of the filmmaker’s own voice, (…) the presence of his body, 

his gaze bound to the camera’s perspective, [the presence of] documents or objects with 

his own name, or the indicative nature of certain images, such as recording his own 

shadow” (2010: 372). One way or another, all these resources fit in with the three levels 

on which filmmakers can inscribe themselves, as defined by Catherine Russell: first-

person voice-over, the origin of the gaze and their body image, to which she added 

editing choices as an indirect form of identity (1999: 277).  

As these categories go beyond what Lejeune termed “the autobiographical pact” –in 

which author, narrator and character are always the same subject (1989: 3-30)– it is 

necessary to make a distinction between purely autobiographical filmmakers and those 

first-person filmmakers who construct a socio-political discourse from their identity. On 

the one hand, autobiographical filmmakers would be those who strictly fulfil the 

autobiographical pact, such as Jonas Mekas, Ed Pincus, Ross McElwee, Alan Berliner, 

Joseph Morder, Alain Cavalier, David Perlov or Avi Mograbi. On the other hand, 

directors such as Jean Rouch, Chris Marker, Jean-Luc Godard, Agnès Varda, Werner 
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Herzog, Harun Farocki, Hito Steyerl, Joaquim Jordá, Michael Moore, Judith Helfand, 

Nick Broomfield or Terence Davies should be considered first-person filmmakers, 

because they “speak from a first person position in the role of witness, and sometimes 

participant observer, without being centred on the autobiographical self”, as Michael 

Chanan has explained (2012: 24). There is even a third type of filmmakers, such as 

Nanni Moretti, Manoel de Oliveira or Guy Maddin, who practise self-fiction, a hybrid 

genre in which “the identity of the filmmaker is maintained, but the events referred to 

may be imaginary” (Martín Gutiérrez 2010: 372). Self-fictions can be as fictional as 

fakes or mockumentaries, but their distance from the discourses of sobriety turns them 

into “a useful tool to explore what is beyond the appearance of reality” (Catalá & 

Cerdán 2007-2008: 17, my translation). Thus, in spite of distorting what is usually 

understood as reality, these fantasies can be interpreted as a subjective truth that 

challenges official accounts, because they convey the way filmmakers perceive their 

place in the world. 

The boundaries between these three groups –autobiographical, first-person and self-

fiction filmmakers– tend to be ambiguous, because they can change their style from one 

film to another, but they all are interested in showing the historical world through their 

own subjectivity. “The documentary maker”, Antonio Weinrichter has written, “sets 

himself up as a character, as well as an active enunciator, resorts to tactics of 

identification (…) and filters our perception of the events that are presented” (2010: 

276). This subjective turn involves a double movement: first inwards, to the 

filmmaker’s personality and identity, and then outwards, to his or her historical context, 

due to the identification between the first person singular and the first person plural 

proposed by French philosopher Jean Luc Nancy (2000). This idea, according to which 

there is no individual existence without co-existence with another, has been applied to 

the non-fiction field by Alisa Lebow, establishing a bridge between the individual and 

the collective dimension of first-person filmmaking: 

 

The ‘I’ is always social, always already in relation, and when it speaks, as these filmmakers do, 

in the first person, it may appear to be in the first person singular ‘I’ but ontologically speaking, 

it is always in effect, the first person plural ‘we’. The grammatical reference reminds us that 

language itself, though spoken by an individual, is never entirely our own invention, nor anyone 

else’s. Despite the fact that we believe it to express our individuality, it nonetheless also 

expresses our commonality, our plurality, our interrelatedness with a group, a mass, a sociality, 

if not a society. This is as true about the expression of individuality and subjectivity in first 



 150

person films as it is in language itself. And that is precisely what I find most arresting and 

fascinating about first person films. They are quite the opposite, in most cases, of the singular 

‘I’; and can even be understood to be a ‘cinema of we’ rather than a ‘cinema of me’” (2012: 3). 

 

Autobiographical landscaping echoes this double movement inwards and outwards 

by depicting the city as a lived space, using the filmmaker’s personal history in order to 

represent a collective experience. In these documentaries, directors embody all those 

residents who negotiate their relation with the places they inhabit every day through an 

account –their account– that might be interchangeable with someone else’s. In this 

sense, the two films analysed below, News from Home (Chantal Akerman, 1977) and 

Lost Book Found (Jem Cohen, 1996), combine an observational attitude towards 

everyday street scenes with a first-person commentary that provides a subjective 

reading of the images, thereby offering a portrait of life in the city from a collective and 

autobiographical perspective at the same time. In fact, both documentaries share a 

similar interest in exploring unusual variations of the first-person commentary: in News 

from Home, Akerman reads up to twenty letters written by her mother and addressed to 

her during her 1972 stay in New York; while in Lost Book Found, the narrator, who is 

not Cohen, tells a fictional story slightly inspired in the filmmaker’s first job when he 

settled in New York in the 1980s. Therefore, the commentary gives rise to an indirect 

autobiography in News from Home –because Akerman uses her own voice but not her 

own words– and a third-person autobiography in Lost Book Found –in which Cohen’s 

story is told by someone else’s voice.  

 

News from Home: Urban Crisis from the Walker’s Perspective 

 

Chantal Akerman filmed News from Home in the summer of 1976 under the 

confessed influence of the American avant-garde film (Grant & Hillier 2009: 154-155, 

Koresky 2009: 1). A year before the New York City blackout of 1977 –the event that 

would later symbolise the city’s urban crisis– she depicted a cityscape of dilapidated 

buildings, closed stores, dirty alleys, obsolete infrastructures and graffiti on subway cars 

[Image 6.1]. The film can then be interpreted as an objective portrait of New York in the 

mid-1970s, but it is also something else: a hidden family portrait in which the 

dispassionate reading of the filmmaker’s correspondence creates a distancing effect that 

turns the cityscape into a state of mind. The contrast between the observational record 
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of street scenes and the personal implications of such a commentary produces a 

subjective reading of urban space that reveals the emotional gap between the filmmaker 

and her mother, thereby giving an autobiographical meaning to the film.  

 

 
Image 6.1: News from Home, opening shot – an alley in New York City 

 

The urban crisis had a highly negative impact on public space in the 1970s: streets, 

parks and even public transportation became dangerous places in which people –

especially women– tried to spend the least possible time. Despite the open hostility of 

the city, Akerman decided to keep a “ground-level observational strategy” that Jennifer 

M. Barker has related to Michel de Certeau’s walker’s perspective (1999: 41). This 

choice has a feminist background, since the voyeur –the opposite figure to the walker– 

has historically been identified with a dominant male figure: its natural habitat –

skyscrapers, penthouses, observation decks, etc– are usually occupied by male 

characters, while the places identified with women –family residences, laundries or 

schools– remain at street level (Barker 1999: 53, 56). In order to counteract this gender 

division, Akerman paid particular attention to those spatial practices through which 

underrepresented subjects, such as women, children and African Americans, 

appropriated public space: a good example of this logic would be a thirty-second shot of 

an Afro-American woman who stares at the camera while sitting on a chair outside her 
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home, an image that claims both women’s visibility and the right to the city of low-

income communities [Image 6.2]. The decision to emphasise this kind of non-events 

through duration is what Ivone Margulies has called Akerman’s ‘hyperrealist everyday’, 

a way of filming focused on those empty moments usually elided in commercial films: 

 

The label ‘Nothing happens’, often applied to Akerman’s work, is key in defining that 

work’s specificity – its equation of extension and intensity, of description and drama. 

The inscription of subject matter neglected in traditional film tends to involve a 

corrective thrust, a setting straight of the image bank: if conventional cinema contains too few 

positive images of women and ethnic or other minority groups, it becomes the realist 

filmmaker’s task to represent these groups. The inclusion of such ‘images between images’ 

begets a spatio-temporal, as well as moral expansion of cinema. 

This interest in extending the representation of reality reflects a desire to restore a 

phenomenological integrity to reality (1996: 22). 

 

 
Image 6.2: News from Home, women’s appropriation of public space 

 

Women filmmakers are often interested in the representation of the everyday as a 

way to render women’s activities visible, especially those that are socially characterised 

as banal, mundane or ordinary. Akerman herself achieved worldwide recognition thanks 

to Jeanne Dielman, 23 Quai du Commerce, 1080 Bruxelles (1975), a film made just 

before News from Home in which she represented a single mother’s domestic routines 
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through fixed frames and long shots. Such minimalist mise-en-scene serves in News 

from Home to draw the audience’s attention to transit spaces that are below the 

threshold of visibility, such as empty alleys, crowded intersections, parking lots or 

subway stations. There, Akerman attempted to embody all those invisible women who 

move across the city every day, representing their experience in both objective and 

subjective terms: at fist sight, her images seem anonymous, because they show “what 

you see every day when you live there” (Akerman in Grant & Hillier 2009: 154), but 

they also express her own self as a foreign woman filmmaker, given that they contain 

information about her attitude towards the filmed space. In this regard, “the construction 

of the self”, as Barker has suggested, “becomes a spatial issue”: 

 

Through forms of architecture and urban planning, and through forms of being in architecture 

and urban spaces, subjects of the city write and are themselves written in spatial, corporeal 

terms. (…) The deep resonance between body and city, between corporeality and ‘city-ness’ 

(…) allows Akerman to cast her autobiography as a ‘tour’ of this city. By tracing the spaces 

of the city in which she now lives, for which she has left her family and home town, she seeks 

herself as a subject (1999: 46, 48). 

 

Akerman’s corporeal relationship with New York takes the form of a travelogue in 

which her body and her own words are absent both on the screen and in the 

commentary. Her voice, on the contrary, is heard from the third shot as she reads aloud 

her mother’s letters, whose text is usually trivial, repetitive and redundant. They all 

essentially tell the same story –conventional family accounts about work, money, 

holidays, illnesses and moods, besides motherly advice and comments on the weather– 

to the point that their most remarkable feature is the phatic function: the mother 

constantly asks about the daughter’s new jobs and addresses in New York, claims for 

news from her and complains about the delay of her letters, simple requests that actually 

mean, according to Janet Bergstrom, “I love you, I miss you, so please, answer me” 

(2004: 181, my translation). Akerman’s fast, cold and detached reading conveys the 

growing distance between her and her mother, and ultimately erases the original 

signature of the letters, thereby creating a strange superimposition of roles that 

Margulies has interpreted as a response to the mother’s complaints (1996: 151).  

Taking into account that the mother’s words end up being drowned by the sounds 

of the city, Akerman’s answer has to be necessarily in the cityscape. Her confusion, 

loneliness and alienation as a foreigner in New York can be found in the images that 
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reveal her alien status there: in one of the sequences shot inside a subway car, two 

men react with clear discomfort when they realise that they are being filmed by a 

stranger –the first one gets off at his stop and the second blatantly escapes from the 

camera by changing to another car [Images 6.3 & 6.4]. Their returned gazes 

emphasise the distance between the filmmaker and the city, to which she does not 

belong and in which she cannot be recognised by anybody. Accordingly, Akerman’s 

gaze at New York can be compared with Ziolkowski’s foreign gaze at Los Angeles 

and Steyerl’s immigrant gaze at Berlin, in which the explicit gap between the 

perceiving subject –the filmmaker– and the perceived object –the city– establishes a 

strong sense of defamiliarisation towards the filmed space. 

 

  
Images 6.3 & 6.4: News from Home, returned gazes inside a subway car 

 
Inside the crowd, however, the filmmaker acts like a female flâneur fascinated by 

the comings and goings of people, a character that is quite different from its male 

counterpart, as Maria Walsh has highlighted: “unlike that masculinist discourse, where 

the flâneur’s vision is both possessed by and possesses the city, here the gazer becomes 

more and more absorbed by the image of the city” (2004: 193). This is the reason why 

Akerman focuses on those places where anyone can go unnoticed, that is, “the ‘lived’ 

spaces of everyday life, with which the city’s residents would be more intimately 

familiar”, as Barker has described them (1999: 42). For example, there is a sequence 

made of twelve similar shots of people crossing the street at the geographic centre of 

Manhattan: the intersection of Fifth Avenue and 46th Street. There, Akerman moves her 

camera around the four corners of the intersection three times over the course of a day 

and a night, filming in both the crowded rush hours and the empty night time [Images 

6.5 & 6.6]. Such an interest in the act of crossing a street recalls psychogeographical 
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practices like the static dérive, in which the observer had to spend an entire day without 

leaving a given place (see Debord 1956: 52). Likewise, Akerman just settled down in 

that particular intersection in order to let her camera record what happens when people 

believe that nothing happens, as she also does in subway cars and stations. 

 

  
Images 6.5 & 6.6: News from Home, the intersection of Fifth Avenue and 46th Street  

 

 

Images 6.7: News from Home, micro-narratives in a subway station 

 

One of the longest shots of the film simply shows people waiting in a subway 

station to get on the trains [Image 6.7]. Passengers cross the platform at different paces, 

hurrying up or killing time, getting on and off trains that suddenly arrive, stop for a few 

seconds and then they go again, leaving behind a completely different scene. The 



 156

unusual length of this shot –nine minutes– captures the real experience of waiting: how 

many trains and minutes have to pass before a change of view? Gilles Deleuze defined 

this kind of take as “time-image”, because they entail a more direct representation of 

time than the “movement-image”, the visual regime commonly associated with 

mainstream film (1985). The main differences between these two conceptions of cinema 

have been summarised by Walsh as follows: 

 

In the cinema of the direct time-image, the coordinates of the sensory motor schema of the 

movement-image are abandoned. Instead of characters being able to extend their perceptions 

into action, their internal mental states pervade the image, often immobilizing it or causing 

images to succeed one another by means of false continuity shots, thereby creating what 

Deleuze calls aberrant movement. (…) In a cinema of the time-image an intensive, infinitely 

expanding duration or interval suspends action, whereas in the movement-image the interval 

no longer assures continuity in space and succession in time (2004: 200). 

 

The temporal logic of time-image is used above all in the shots filmed from means 

of transport, such as private cars, suburban trains and even a boat in the last sequence. 

The first carscape, for example, is a ten-minute tracking shot in which the camera 

remains static inside a vehicle moving up 10th Avenue. From that perspective, the West 

Side is depicted as a volatile cityscape: streets and buildings follow one another 

throughout 21 blocks of shop and garage fronts, parking lots, urban voids, parked cars 

and passers-by [Images 6.8, 6.9, 6.10 & 6.11]. There is only enough perspective in the 

cross streets to make out some blurred skyscrapers, but the camera avoids landmarks to 

focus on the experience of driving through the city. The carscape can then be interpreted 

as a ‘cut’ in the urban fabric similar to Gordon Matta-Clark’s building cuts, a series of 

artworks in abandoned buildings in which he removed sections of floors, ceilings and 

walls in order to reflect on urban decline. These interventions, according to Marta 

Traquino, demonstrate that “understanding the meaning of inhabiting depends on the 

observation and relation with the surrounding environment, as well as on recalling the 

possibility of transforming the space by showing new openings on old surfaces” (2010: 

55, my translation). This idea can be applied to News from Home since its 

representational strategy also seeks to transform everyday spaces through new ways of 

seeing them. Furthermore, considering that Matta-Clark made most of his works in the 

years prior to the making of this film, the cityscape filmed by Akerman was practically 

the same on which he worked. 
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Images 6.8, 6.9. 6.10 & 6.11: News from Home, four instants of the first carscape 

 

The iconic dimension of New York, meanwhile, only emerges in the final 

boatscape, another ten-minute tracking shot in which the camera is placed aboard the 

Staten Island ferry. This sequence begins with a confused jumble of buildings that 

gradually fall behind as the boat moves away from the city. After a few minutes, the 

well-known Manhattan skyline can be finally made out in the distance, although it 

immediately begins to fade in the mist like an impressionist painting [Image 6.12]. By 

leaving the city, Akerman seems to adopt the voyeur’s perspective, but this frame also 

coincides with the immigrant’s perspective: it is the first panorama that Europeans who 

migrated to New York between the late 19th century and the 1930s could see on arrival. 

News from Home ends with this view, but the filmmaker rewrites it in the reverse 

direction: instead of approaching the city, she moves away from it. This choice 

expresses her status as a misplaced immigrant in a hostile city, as well as her emotional 

distance with respect to her native country. The Upper New York Bay thus becomes a 

no man’s land that dissolves the lived city into an abstract mood related to the 

transnational experience of living simultaneously here and there, a mindscape in which 

the new home and the old one are superimposed.  
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Images 6.12: News from Home, final boatscape 

 

News from Home is therefore a cinematic mapping of Akerman’s wanderings 

through New York City that not only shows where she was but also how she felt there. 

Such performative dimension comes first and foremost from the different roles that she 

plays through the images, each one associated with a particular emotion: walker / 

curiosity, passenger / routine, flâneur / fascination, filmmaker / creativity, foreigner / 

loneliness and, above all, daughter / weariness and affection at the same time. Akerman 

pretends to be tired of her mother, but she still shares a close intimacy with her: why 

else would she choose her letters as commentary for the film? As in a sketchbook or a 

diary film, the filmmaker’s subjectivity is behind every image, and consequently the 

film depicts the New York cityscape as an emotional experience, always unpredictable, 

instead of as a series of soulless views of iconic motifs. 

 

Lost Book Found: The Subconscious of the City 

 

Jem Cohen is a filmmaker who simultaneously comes from the New York tradition 

of street photography and the artistic and political spirit of the avant-garde. He identifies 

himself with “certain truly independent independents, often formally adventurous and 
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deeply engaged politically, working outside of traditional social issue documentary but 

also not so easily placed within the so-called avant-garde” (in Cerdán & de Pedro 2009: 

76). This kind of filmmakers, such as Jonas Mekas, Robert Frank, Peter Hutton, James 

Benning or Chantal Akerman, usually feel at home in non-fiction territory for its 

openness to different formats and styles, a key feature to explain the way they work, as 

Cohen has written in a text about the essay film:  

 

This is a realm that simply makes sense for those who need to do most of it on their own; 

collagists and collectors, drawn to build from fragments of actuality (which are cheaper, after 

all); filmmakers who relish untethered histories, juxtaposed scraps, who make work 

indisposed to focus groups, pitch sessions, funder control, and even clear definition. The work 

then has always been an uncomfortable mix of documentary, narrative, and experimental 

approaches, something you can hardly claim to have pioneered, and which has certainly 

become more common in recent years. That said, the mixture of genres and approaches is not 

really the point; it is not so much about documentary techniques as about documentary 

openness; being open to the world as it unfolds, being open to the film as it makes itself from 

that world (2009: 18). 

 

Talking about his travelogues –Buried in Light (1994), Amber City (1999) and 

Blood Orange Sky  (1999)– Cohen has defined his works as “sketchbooks in film, 

sometimes shaped into essays” (in Cerdán & de Pedro 2009: 45). Their final form is 

always conditioned by his method: he usually spends much time walking the city with 

his camera in hand as a post-modern flâneur and capturing raw images of unexpected 

events and unusual details of street life as “someone else might jot down ideas or quick 

sketches in a notebook”, a never-ending process during which he also edits and writes 

the voice-over texts (Halter 2009: 228, Cerdán & de Pedro 2009: 62). This system has 

led him to create a huge image archive that threatens to exceed his working capacity due 

to its wide variety of formats: Super 8, 16mm, ¾” Umatic, beta SP, open reel 1”, D2, 

digibeta, dv, dvcam, audio cassettes, mini-discs and lately many hard drives (Cerdán & 

de Pedro 2009: 72-73). The use of the archive, as well as the overlapping of two or even 

more long-term projects, entails a clear tendency to the aesthetic of the fragment, which 

has a prime example in Lost Book Found (Jem Cohen, 1996). This film, according to Ed 

Halter, summarises much of Cohen’s work, because it explicitly theorises his method 

and philosophy of filmmaking (2009: 234).  

 



 160

 
Image 6.13: Lost Book Found, street vendor  

 

 
Image 6.13: Lost Book Found, urban fisherman 

 

Its meagre plot tells the story of a pushcart vendor in New York’s West Side who 

receives a mysterious book from a man who fishes for objects through the underground 

ventilation system grilles [Images 6.13 & 6.14]. The book is full of hand-written lists 

and enumerations of “places, objects, incidents, all having something to do with the 

city”, as the unseen narrator says; and suggests to him a new way of looking at urban 
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space. This story is and is not autobiographical, because it is roughly inspired by 

Cohen’s first job in New York as a pushcart vendor, but many details are fictional and, 

what is most important, the first-person narrator’s voice is not Cohen’s but Todd 

Colby’s. For all these reasons, the film can be considered an example of third-person 

autobiography, as the filmmaker himself has hinted: 

 

I wanted it to be somewhat autobiographical, but I still wasn’t interested in it being about me. 

Many of the details are true and come directly from my experience, but that just wasn’t the 

point. The film is about attempts to make sense of the city, about ways of looking, and about 

the way the city operates in its hidden layer. But the details of the narrative and of the narrator 

as a particular person aren’t so important in themselves. So, the voice is somewhat like mine, 

but it isn’t mine. I preferred to stand back a little (in Cerdán & de Pedro 2009: 64). 

 

Similarly to the Robinson Trilogy, Lost Book Found documents the places where the 

filmmaker has been and the things that have caught his attention there. The film also 

echoes News from Home for several reasons beyond its autobiographical content: both are 

interested in street scenes and everyday environments, which are almost always showed 

from the walker’s perspective, and curiously they share a similar cinematic geography. In 

Cohen’s film, the narrator says that “on most days, I rode the cart from a parking garage 

to the same spot on 9th Avenue, near the mouth of the Lincoln Tunnel”, a place located 

just one block east of where Akerman shot her longer carscape. Therefore, there is a 

spatio-temporal continuity between News from Home and Lost Book Found, because 

together they cover two decades in the city’s history, from the urban crisis of the 1970s to 

the beginning of Rudolph Giuliani’s first term as Mayor of New York City.  

Cohen’s experience as a pushcart vendor allows him to discover the gift of 

invisibility and extend his perception of the city: “I discovered that simply by standing 

behind the cart and selling, I had put up both a wall and window, from which I could 

watch what happened on the street (…) And as I became invisible, I began to see 

things that had once been invisible to me”. Sonia García López has related this 

awareness of urban life’s smallest details of to Cohen’s apprenticeship as a filmmaker, 

given that he has applied the idea of becoming invisible to most of his films since This 

is a History of New York (1987) (2009: 94-95).20 In that short, the filmmaker tried to 

                                                 
20 Cohen firmly believes in the possibility of becoming invisible: in an interview, he stated that “you can 
become someone invisible, like a phone box, if you stay enough time in the street with a tripod” (in 
Reviriego & Yáñez 2008: 18, my translation). 
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merge past and present in the same space by imagining “a flattened history (…) in 

which different eras exist simultaneously” (Halter 2009: 232), a fantasy that somehow 

reappears in Lost Book Found. 

 

 

Image 6.14: Lost Book Found, Times Square 

 

Cohen usually records his images in a few seconds, by chance, which identifies 

him with the character of the urban fisherman: both collect their materials from the 

depths and fringes of the city, they ‘glean’ them from the debris of late-capitalism, as 

Agnès Varda does in her documentary Les glaneurs et la glaneuse (The Gleaners and 

I, 2000). Again, Lost Book Found skips the landmarks of the city –the only one that 

briefly appears is Times Square through a steamed up windshield [Image 6.14]– and 

focuses instead on fleeting impressions of what the pushcart vendor might have seen 

and heard: “bits of paper and plastic swirling ghostlike in eddies of wind, weathered 

storefronts surviving from decades past, cheap and forlorn shop-window displays, 

notes on walls, passing conversations and the sounds of machines at work” (Halter 

2009: 225). These images are organised in descriptive series which go beyond the 

objective record of reality to become metaphors for contemporary society: the shot in 

which a man disappears through a trapdoor in the sidewalk, for instance, suggests the 

existence of a hidden city beneath its surface, and the fisherman’s book might be the 

key to enter it [Images 6.15 & 6.16]. 
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Images 6.15 & 6.16: Lost Book Found, the hidden city beneath the surface 

 

The narrator remains hypnotised by the content of the book, to the point that some 

of its lists and enumerations “come back in flashes”. Suddenly, everything in the city 

can be interpreted as part of “a text waiting to be uncovered, read and deciphered”, as 

Halter has said, from the hand-scrawled broadsheets taped everywhere to the spatial 

practices of commuters and homeless (2009: 226). Cohen’s ability to discover “signs 

hidden behind other signs” allows him to capture “the subconscious of the city” (Luc 

Santé quoted in Cerdán, de Pedro & Herrera 2009: 120), an idea that seems to have been 

inspired by Walter Benjamin’s The Arcades Project (1927-40).21 This work consists of 

hundreds of quotations from all kind of sources –from high to low culture– through 

which the German writer attempted to build an account of Paris’s cultural history in the 

19th century. Accordingly, by structuring the film as a collage of non-hierarchical 

stories and testimonies, Cohen was actually updating Benjamin’s notion of the city as a 

repository of anachronistic objects, as Halter has explained: 

 

Cohen’s way of seeing the city is (…) textual, archival, and archaeological. It is reminiscent 

of Benjamin’s concept of literary montage, an act of picking through ‘the rags, the refuse’ of 

past and present society, reading the city as a palimpsest, roughly layered with accretions of 

time, the cast-off objects of many generations lying together like accelerated geological strata 

that have crumbled into one another with the speed of their never-ending creation. Rather than 

the epitome of modernity’s newness, the city becomes an essential instance of the ‘wreckage 

upon wreckage’ and ‘piles of debris’ of collapsed time (2009: 232). 

 

                                                 
21 There are many clues that point to Benjamin’s influence in Lost Book Found, from its very title –which 
may refer to both the fisherman’s book and Benjamin’s, due to the latter’s status as an unfinished work– 
to the final dedication: “For Walter Benjamin / Who Knew / And Ben Katchor / Who Knows”. Ben 
Katchor, in turn, is a cartoonist best known for his comic strip Julius Knipl, Real Estate Photographer 
(1988-), in which he depicts the fading small-business community of New York. 
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The places depicted in Lost Book Found were far from their heyday when Cohen 

filmed them, as he has remarked: “when Benjamin’s talking about the arcades, they’re 

already passé, they’re already like [New York’s] 14th Street used to be a few years 

ago” (in Halter 2009: 229). This fascination with retail stores, however, is precisely 

what reinforces the identification between narrator and filmmaker: while the first falls 

silent before the spectacle of consumption, the second records it in order to save it 

from oblivion [Image 6.17]. This attitude, on the one hand, fuels the documentary 

nature of Cohen’s work, as he has stated: “I believe that it is the work and 

responsibility of artists to create such a record, so that we can better understand, and 

future generations can know, how we lived, what we build, what changes and what 

disappears” (2009: 105). On the other hand, Cohen’s need to film the smallest detail 

allows him to develop a critical cinematic cartography through what Les Roberts has 

termed “an archaeology of the city in film”: 

 

This takes as its guiding metaphor the layering of urban cinematic geographies: that is, the 

city’s landscapes conceived in terms of a spatial palimpsest; constantly inscribed and 

reinscribed by multiple, imbricated forms of urban spatial practice (architectural, socio-

political, cultural and aesthetic, psychoanalytical, environmental, planning and 

developmental, etc.) (2010: 198). 

 

 

Image 6.17: Lost Book Found, the spectacle of consumption 
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To the current viewer, these stores seem to belong to another time, but this 

impression is achieved, above all, by technical choices: regarding the film format, 

Cohen shot most images of Lost Book Found in Super-8 –except for one of the last 

sequences, which was filmed in 16 mm– and later edited them in video, adding some 

visual and colour effects, such as slow motion. Super-8 images convey the imminent 

obsolescence that threatens the 14th Street stores, because this format was already 

obsolete in the 1990s: it was launched in 1965 and became popular in the 1970s and 

1980s, so its grainy texture unconsciously transports the audience to that time. Sound, 

in turn, is another key element to give an anachronistic appearance to the cityscape: 

Cohen usually concocts the soundtrack of his films apart from the images, creating 

“ghost versions of real places”, because most of the time he films without recording 

sound (in Cerdán & de Pedro 2009: 58). The New York cityscape is then depicted as 

if it had been perceived by a sleepwalker, someone who had really been there but who 

could only remember it as a dream. After all, Cohen is not so much interested in 

capturing the present as in revealing the permanence of the past in the present. From 

this perspective, all those places, objects and characters that were about to pass into 

non-existence in the 1990s recall a bygone era and bring the past to the present, as the 

narrator says towards the end of the film: 

 

What is a city made of? Sometimes it seems as if the city is the rubble of stories and 

memories, layers and layers, and that objects, all of the layers of things, are like the city’s 

skin. Many of these objects, these leavings, are the relics of commerce, of the simple exchange 

of goods and services. Most people spend most of their lives earning a living. One man’s loss 

is another man’s gain. Time is money. 

 

The last lines of this excerpt raise the issue of the objects’ economic nature, which the 

film attempts to replace with an archaeological meaning: if capitalism operates through a 

totalising allegory in which “all events and objects must ultimately correspond to 

commodities”, as Halter has written, “then Lost Book Found and its titular, mythical 

notebook provide a counter-allegory, an alternative way of ordering and understanding 

the artifacts of the city as an ever-expanding archive: a critical way of seeing” (2009: 

234). What if the real value of these objects is not in their price but in their symbolic 

component? Most of them embodied an earlier stage in the development of capitalism in 

which the spectacle of consumption was still in the streets, before being enclosed in 

shopping centres. Contrary to the latter, which are “drained of all history and regional 



 166

character”, retail stores helped to define the identity of a place by encouraging the spatial 

practices of many types of people –vendors, suppliers, customers, flâneurs, etc– that 

ultimately created a sense of belonging to that place, something hard to achieve in non-

places and banalscapes because they exist “everywhere, repetitive, commonplace and 

anaesthetized” (Cohen in Cerdán & de Pedro 2009: 38). 

The narrator of Lost Book Found is an inhabitant of these commercial spaces, an 

insider, regardless of whether it is a vendor, a flâneur or a filmmaker. These three 

characters are equally subject to the hostility of public space –the narrator complains 

that “there are very few public bathrooms in the city and very few places that would 

even give you a free drink of water”– a situation that has worsened in the 21st century, 

in both the streets and non-places, as Cohen’s later films show: Chain (2004) describes 

the behavioural impact of non-places on two female characters –Tamiko, a Japanese 

woman embarked on an endless business trip, and Amanda, a girl who has run away 

from her family home– while the act of filming itself takes centre stage in NYC Weights 

and Measures (2005) and One Bright Day (2009) as part of a strategy to claim the right 

to film in public spaces after the announcement of the Patriot Act in October 2001.22  

In conclusion, Lost Book Found offers another view from below that becomes an 

experience of engaged observation, in which the filmmaker embraces the usual markers 

of subjectivity in the essay film: the first-person commentary, an aesthetic of the 

fragment, a tendency towards reflection rather than narration, and a focus on 

atmospheres instead of events. Similarly to Benning or Akerman, “the distance between 

the subject who observes and the object represented gets narrower until it disappears”, 

as García López has written (2009: 103), although Cohen’s camera work is much more 

expressive than Benning’s or Akerman’s, as he himself has described it: 

 

There are two main poles to my camera work. On one hand, I use the camera as a kind of 

extension of the body that can be handled roughly and instinctively. On the other hand my 

camera work can be very spare and simple –usually using a tripod and often with no camera 

movement. In the latter case there is the possibility for a kind of remove, a coldness even, 

                                                 
22 The complete name of the Patriot Act is Uniting and Strengthening America by Providing Appropriate 
Tools Required to Intercept and Obstruct Terrorism Act. It reinforced the systems to watch over and 
control citizens and even banned filming in certain places such as airports, supermarkets, subway stations 
and buses for a few years (García López 2009: 94). In the late 2000s, Cohen was one of the leaders of the 
protests against such ban: he sent out a couple of open letters and co-founded a group, Picture New York, 
which gathered over 35.000 signatures against the restrictions. After a year of struggle, the protests finally 
achieved their goal: “the City changed course and instigated improved rules which actually safeguard the 
right to film and photograph in the city” (Cohen 2009: 107). 
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where my own presence, the physical sense of self, is in some ways erased. One could say 

that I tend towards extremes of both subjectivity and objectivity, depending on the film, or 

even on the moment within one film (in Cerdán and de Pedro 2009: 37). 

 

Thanks to this hybrid style, Cohen may simultaneously be considered a chronicler 

and a poet. His images, in addition to being a testimony of a particular time and place, 

teach the audience how to explore the imaginary worlds that exist within this world, 

either in New York or anywhere else. This approach makes the co-existence of the old 

and the new easier, documenting the city both in and through time, that is, as it was in 

the 1990s and as it could have been before, in an undated past closer to mythology 

than to history. The most remarkable feature of Lost Book Found is therefore its 

ability to feed the social imaginary of New Yorkers, establishing a set of guidelines to 

decode the urban surface that would then be applied by Guy Maddin to Winnipeg. 

Thus, autobiographical landscaping provides both filmmakers and audiences with a 

link between cityscape and mindscape, using images from the real city to actually 

depict an inner geography. 
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Part Two 

Urban Self-Portraits 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Self-portrait, both written and filmed, is an autobiographical subgenre that places 

the author at the centre of the discourse without necessarily following a narrative logic. 

One of the first critics interested in its film translation was Raymond Bellour, who 

explained its specific features as follows: 

 

The self-portrait clings to the analogical, the metaphorical, the poetic, far more than to the 

narrative. Its coherence lies in a system of remembrances, afterthoughts, superimpositions, 

correspondences. It thus takes on the appearance of discontinuity, of anachronistic 

juxtaposition, of montage. Where autobiography closes in on the life it recounts, the self-

portrait opens itself up to a limitless totality (1989: 8-9). 

 

A few examples of self-portrait films would be Speaking Directly: Some American 

Notes (Jon Jost, 1973), Film Portrait (Jerome Hill, 1973), Self Portrait (Jonas Mekas, 

1990), JLG/JLG – autoportrait de décembre (JLG/JLG: Self-Portrait in December, 

Jean-Luc Godard, 1994) or Cinéma, de notre temps: Chantal Akerman par Chantal 

Akerman (Chantal Akerman, 1997). Similarly to other forms of autobiography, the 

self-portrait developed its film version as consequence of the global tendency towards 

subjectivity that arises from the rift between oneself and the world, as suggested by 
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Marta Andreu (2009: 151). This subjective turn was simultaneously developed in 

Europe and America thanks to the mutual influence of their respective findings: on the 

one hand, Chris Marker’s and Jean-Luc Godard’s essay films opened the possibility of 

a first-person cinema, while on the other hand Jonas Mekas’ and Ed Pincus’s film 

diaries offered an alternative to the orthodoxy of direct cinema. Regarding the 

American case, Jim Lane has related the origins of this autobiographical impulse to 

the following four historical factors: 

 

First, the autobiographical avant-garde film of the sixties paved the way for self-inscription in 

documentary. Second, autobiographical documentarists rejected the realist conventions of the 

popular American direct cinema of the same period. Third, the reflexive turn in international 

cinema strongly influenced experimentation with autobiography in documentary. Fourth, the 

rise of autobiographical documentary coincided with a larger turn to the politics of selfhood in 

the United States (2002: 8). 

 

In a broader sense, the subjective turn has to do with the linguistic and cultural turns 

that the social sciences and the humanities underwent after the collapse of the rational-

structuralist paradigm. In fact, the emergence of the reflexive and performative modes 

in the 1980s may be interpreted as their film counterparts: the reflexive mode would be 

the outcome of the linguistic turn, while the performative one rather seems a specific 

sign of the cultural turn. This link between the evolution of academic discourses and 

documentary film can be extended to many other fields, from politics and economics –

in which Keynesian solutions were replaced by neoliberal policies– to urban planning 

and social tendencies –among which stood out the separation between public and 

private spheres or the rise of individualism and narcissism. This is the reason why the 

paradigm shift of the 1970s affected up to five interrelated levels: first, the political and 

economic decisions to face the post-industrial crisis; second, their social consequences; 

third, the physical space in which they took place; fourth, the academic discourses that 

tried to explain them; and fifth, the cultural practices that echoed the new zeitgeist. 

Personal issues have always been political, as claimed by the feminist movement. In 

a recent volume entitled Documentarism in the 21st Century, Antonio Weinrichter 

mentions that self-reflexive practices are, above all, “part of the ideological project of 

the film, which does not stop being political simply because it allows the intervention of 

the narrator” (2010: 276). In the same book, the resurgence of documentary forms in the 

2000s is directly considered by Catalá as “an act of resistance to the flattering of reality 
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instigated by the neoliberal neoculture”, in which aesthetic concerns work as “a way of 

recovering power over reality, usurped by the media and the propaganda apparatuses of 

a military-industrial imagery” (2010: 281). Inside this hostile mediascape, the 

autobiographical approach has given voice –and visibility– to the people willing to 

challenge dominant discourses, especially those filmmakers who come from 

underrepresented or misrepresented groups such as women, gays and lesbians, ethnic 

minorities or Third World nations (see page 55).  

The emergence of autobiographical documentaries has been linked with the 

displacement of the politics of social movements by the politics of identity in the United 

States (Nichols 2001: 153, Lane 2002: 21, Renov 2004: 176-177). The inability of the 

American New Left to defeat the Establishment in the short-term led its activists to 

focus on the specific demands of their communities, replacing collective struggle with 

identity issues. The feminist movement pioneered this attitude change by realising that 

gendered hierarchies persisted in the counterculture, and was also the first group to 

understand the potential of autobiographical documentaries for community building. 

Following their example, and regardless of their gender or race, many contemporary 

filmmakers have used their personal experience in order to express the problems, 

standpoints and worldviews of their respective communities, thereby counteracting the 

ideologies that attempted to hide their particular history and culture behind the myths of 

national unity and universal identities. The new formulation of performative 

documentaries –‘we speak about ourselves to them’, or even ‘we speak about ourselves 

to us’– has provided them with a useful tool to convey their political messages to 

society, as summarised by Nichols: 

 

[Performative documentaries] contribute to the social construction of a common identity 

among members of a given community. They give social visibility to experiences once treated 

as exclusively or primarily personal; they attest to a commonality of experience and to the 

forms of struggle necessary to overcome stereotyping, discrimination, and bigotry. The 

political voice of these documentaries embodies the perspectives and visions of communities 

that share a history of exclusion and a goal of social transformation (2001: 160). 

 

According to this author, the performative mode offers a meeting point for several 

opposite pairs, such as the general and the particular, the individual and the collective or 

the political and the personal (Nichols 2001: 133). In his ‘official’ definition, Nichols 

explains that this mode “emphasizes the subjective or expressive aspect of the 
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filmmaker’s own engagement with the subject and an audience’s responsiveness to this 

engagement”, and in addition rejects “notions of objectivity in favor of evocation and 

affect” (2001: 34). This move away from “a realist representation of the historical 

world” has encouraged filmmakers to explore “more unconventional narrative structures 

and more subjective forms of representation”, to the point that sometimes these 

documentaries may lean towards fake, combining “the actual and the imagined” in order 

to include the filmmaker’s fantasies as another element of the historical world (Nichols 

2001: 131-132). In short, all these features make this mode the most suitable for 

autobiography, since it usually gives an added value to “the subjective qualities of 

experience and memory that depart from factual recounting” (Nichols 2001: 131). 

The development of the self-portrait film as a documentary subgenre is a 

consequence of this rise of performativity in the non-fiction field. Nowadays, the 

ethnographic film has become “autoethnography” or “domestic ethnography” (Russell 

1999: 275-314, Renov 2004: 216-229), the conventions of direct cinema have evolved 

into “an aesthetics of failure” (Arthur 1993: 126-134), and even institutional 

documentaries have lately been commissioned to filmmakers willing to tell their life 

story, as in the case of Manoel de Oliveira’s Porto da Minha Infância (Porto of My 

Childhood, 2001) or Terence Davies’ Of Time and the City (2008).23 Urban self-

portraits would then be those performative documentaries in which the filmmaker’s self 

is constructed in relation to his or her hometown, as well as any urban documentary that 

depicts a city through the filmmaker’s personal experiences, especially when he or she 

has left his or her places of memory there. According to this definition, documentaries 

such as News from Home and Lost Book Found could also be urban self-portraits, but 

this does not mean that all urban self-portraits necessarily adopt the mise-en-scène of 

autobiographical landscaping. 

The first examples of this subgenre were made after the post-industrial crisis, when 

many cities were transformed by factory closures and the subsequent urban decay. In 

the 1980s, the interest in endangered cityscapes was initially associated with a nostalgic 

reaction before the end of a long growing period, a feeling that was first analysed by 

British cultural historian Robert Hewison in his book The Heritage Industry: Britain in 

a Climate of Decline:  

 

                                                 
23 Both Porto of My Childhood  and Of Time and the City were the official films of different editions of 
the same event: the European Capital of Culture. 
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The impulse to preserve the past is part of the impulse to preserve the self. Without 

knowing where we have been, it is difficult to know where we are going. The past is the 

foundation of individual and collective identity, objects from the past are the source of 

significance as cultural symbols. Continuity between past and present creates a sense of 

sequence out of aleatory chaos and, since change is inevitable, a stable system of ordered 

meanings enables us to cope with both innovation and decay. The nostalgic impulse is an 

important agency in adjustment to crisis, it is a social emollient and reinforces national 

identity when confidence is weakened or threatened (1987: 47).  

 

Within the field of urban planning, this nostalgia involved a fetishisation of the past 

that led to the construction of city tableaux and banalscapes in central locations and 

gentrified areas, but not to an extensive program of restoration in those neighbourhoods 

inhabited by low-income citizens. Rem Koolhaas and Bruce Mau have described this 

situation with their peculiar sense of humour: “In spite of its absence, history is the 

major preoccupation, even industry, of the Generic City. On the liberated grounds, 

around the restored hovels, still more hotels are constructed to receive additional 

tourists in direct proportion to the erasure of the past” (1995: 1256). Like this type of 

urban planning, the urban self-portraits of the 1980s and 1990s recalled missing 

cityscapes as part of an idyllic past, but they simultaneously denounced the gradual 

disappearance of endangered places. However, as industrial cityscapes were 

disappearing, this nostalgia gave way to a more lyrical approach that included a pinch of 

irony as antidote against idealisation. Thus, instead of depicting the filmmakers’ places 

of memory through a series of recollections frozen in the past, the urban self-portraits of 

the 2000s rather showed their evolution over time.  

The six case studies in this section –Lightning over Braddock (Tony Buba, 1988), 

Roger & Me (Michael Moore, 1989), Les hommes du port (Alain Tanner, 1995), Porto 

of My Childhood, My Winnipeg (Guy Maddin, 2007) and Of Time and the City– 

summarise the evolution of urban self-portraits from the 1980s to the 2000s. In these 

films, their directors, most of them born and raised in industrial cities between the 

1940s and the 1950s,24 develop a similar elegiac discourse about the loss of their 

childhood’s cityscape. They all combine their creative work behind the camera with an 

awareness of the successive gazes with which their hometowns have been depicted 

                                                 
24 Tony Buba was born in Braddock, Pennsylvania, in 1944; Terence Davies in Liverpool, England, in 1945; 
Michael Moore in Flint, Michigan, in 1954; and finally Guy Maddin in Winnipeg, Canada, in 1956. Only 
Manoel de Oliveira (Porto, Portugal, 1908) and Alain Tanner (Geneva, Switzerland, 1929) were born before 
World War II, although the latter also returns to the post-war economic boom in his urban self-portrait. 
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throughout film history. Indeed, Braddock, Flint, Porto, Winnipeg and Liverpool have 

always been present one way or another in their works, to the point that they have 

become metracritics of the film representation of their hometowns –only Genoa, the city 

portrayed in Les hommes du port, does not regularly appear in Alain Tanner’s films, due 

to the latter’s condition as travelling filmmaker.  

All these urban self-portraits directly address the emotional relationship between 

these filmmakers and their places of memory, thereby providing a critical account of 

the decline and subsequent renewal of their hometowns or host cities. Since these 

films can be compared in terms of similarities –their autobiographical approach– or 

differences –their political commitment–, they will be analysed in pairs according to 

their belonging to three different documentary traditions: first, Lightning over 

Braddock and Roger & Me stand for the subjective turn of the American socio-

political documentary in the 1980s; then, Les hommes du port and Of Time and the 

City are urban self-portraits highly influenced by the European essay film; and finally, 

Porto of My Childhood and My Winnipeg are representative examples of a recent trend 

within the fake documentary: self-fiction. 
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Chapter Seven 

Self-Portrait as Socio-Political Documentary 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After the 1973 crisis, the transition from an industrial economy to a service one 

caused a deep change in the socio-economic structures of western countries: many 

factories closed and were relocated to other regions, dispensing with millions of skilled 

industrial workers who had to look for a new place for themselves in the service 

economy. Class-consciousness and intra-class solidarity were undermined by Ronald 

Reagan’s and Margaret Thatcher’s governments, whose neoliberal policies aimed to 

dismantle the welfare state in the United States and the United Kingdom respectively. 

Their aggressive opposition to free public services was interpreted by Gilles Lipovetsky 

as part of “the post-modern tendency to favour freedom instead of uniform 

egalitarianism, but also to hold individuals and companies responsible for themselves” 

(1986: 134, my translation), a breach of the post-war social contract between 

corporations, unions and states termed “The Great U-Turn” by Bennett Harrison (1988). 

These policies, according to Edward Soja, turned “what was initially described as a 

process of deindustrialization” into “a polarizing of America that was intensifying 

poverty, decimating the blue-collar workforce, ruining once-thriving communities, and 

significantly pinching middle-class households as corporations sought new pathways to 

profitability” (2000: 168). This gradual disintegration of the social fabric, along with the 
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falling apart of effective agencies of collective action, have been considered by 

Zygmunt Bauman as “the unanticipated ‘side effect’ of the new lightness and fluidity of 

the increasingly mobile, slippery, shifty, evasive and fugitive power” (2000: 14). 

Inspired by French economist Daniel Cohen (1998), Bauman argued that the breaking 

down of the invisible chain that tied the workers to their working places was “the 

decisive, watershed-like change in life experience associated with the decline and 

accelerated demise of the Fordist model” (2000: 58). 

The workers’ change of position in the productive system involved the decay of 

their towns and neighbourhoods. In the luckiest cases, these places still preserved their 

architectural heritage after having been gentrified, but most were razed to the ground in 

order to make way for new developments, especially in the United States, where “the 

vindication of social and urban heritage did not go hand in hand” (García Vázquez 

2004: 70, my translation). Anyway, the original identity of these areas disappeared with 

their historical residents in those industrial and port cities that lost part of their 

population and former functions as regional centres in favour of global cities (Sassen 

2007: 111-112). In this context, two urban self-portraits such as Lightning over 

Braddock (Tony Buba, 1988) and Roger & Me (Michael Moore, 1989) described the 

decline of the American Rust Belt cities in the 1980s through first-person narratives in 

which the directors themselves appeared onscreen: initially, Tony Buba and Michael 

Moore played the role of investigative reporters in what was supposed to be journalistic 

documentaries about the plight of their hometowns, but they soon became characters as 

important as the depicted cities by using their own body and subjectivity in order to 

convey the main concerns of their community. Such a way of addressing urban 

transformations in the American Rust Belt says more about the social perception of the 

process than about the process itself. Consequently, instead of providing the audience 

with an objective chronology of the events, these films basically show the emotional 

impact of the post-industrial crisis among the residents of these cities. 

 

Roger & Me: The Industrial Town in Global Times 

 

Michael Moore’s critical and commercial success has turned him, according to Paul 

Arthur, into “the public face of contemporary non-fiction cinema” (2010: 106). Having 

won an Oscar and a Golden Palm in the 2000s –the first for Bowling for Columbine 

(2002) and the second for Fahrenheit 9/11 (2004)– his best mise-en-scène and editing 
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ideas actually come from his first documentary feature, Roger & Me (1989), in which he 

already explored the quest structure, the practice of ambush interviews and the 

détournement of found footage. In this film, his well-known character –dubbed “a 

schlump in a ball cap” by Sergio Rizzo (2010: 32) [Image 7.1]– appeared for the first 

time as “a combination of common citizen, investigative reporter, simple-minded 

buffoon and guerrilla performer” (Oroz & Ambruñeiras 2010: 330). His close 

relationship with Flint, his hometown, is an important part of the character, since it 

allows him to introduce himself as part of the working-class rather than as a part of the 

elite (see Studlar 2010: 54). Indeed, Moore has regularly returned to Flint in later 

documentaries in order to reaffirm his film persona as an ordinary citizen concerned 

about his community.  

 

Image 7.1: Roger & Me, Michael Moore as ‘the schlump in a ball cap’ 

 

Despite his constant allusions to his working-class origins, Moore has never been an 

autobiographical filmmaker but a first-person one: in his films, the expression of 

subjectivity is just a way to develop what Douglas Kellner has called “a unique genre of 

filmmaking, the personal witnessing, questing and agit-prop interventionist film that 

explores issues, takes strong critical point of view, and targets villains and evils in US 

society” (2010: 100). This genre, according to Elena Oroz and Iván G. Ambruñeiras, 

has established “a bridge between the social documentary based on the principles of 

minimum interference adopted by American direct cinema (…) and the 
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autobiographical and journal approach that had begun in the United States in the early 

1970s” (2010: 331), a combination so unusual for its time that the critics have had many 

difficulty in locating Roger & Me in Nichols’ schema of documentary modes: Miles 

Orvell has declared it “an hybrid of interactive and reflexive modes”, Matthew 

Bernstein has analysed its expository elements, and finally María Luisa Ortega has 

drawn attention to its performative strategies (Orvell 2010: 128, Bernstein 1998: 397-

415, Ortega 2007: 36-37). Contrary to what might seem, there is no contradiction in 

these three approaches, given that all of them point to what may be Moore’s main 

contribution to documentary film: his particular use of first-person narratives and ironic 

editing for updating the tradition of the socio-political documentary. 

The best example of this device is the opening sequence of Roger & Me: the 

autobiographical approach is established by introducing the filmmaker himself as a 

character, summarising his origins, personality, wishes and current situation through a 

vertiginous editing of all kinds of materials, from industrial films to home movies. This 

beginning is already an accelerated self-portrait that serves to create a contrast between 

Moore and his antagonist, Roger Smith, the chairman of General Motors (GM) from 

1981 to 1990. In this opposition, Moore embodies the everyman, that is, someone 

completely irrelevant, while Roger Smith is described as one of those people who run 

the world from the hidden controlling centre of which Guy Debord talked about at the 

time (1990: 9). The sequence also introduces the space where the confrontation will take 

place, Flint, which is depicted through a naïve account of its heroic past as a wonderful 

place to live, a discourse that seemed to be still in force in the 1980s.  

In order to be perceived as part of the affected community by the audience, Moore 

proudly exhibits his working-class credentials: his father worked on the assembly line at 

the AC Spark Plug factory and his uncle took part in the historic GM Flint Sit-down 

Strike of 1936 –the biggest milestone of the workers’ struggle in Flint. No matter that 

he himself has never directly worked for GM: his status as outraged citizen from Flint 

automatically gives him moral authority to level criticism at the company. The 

construction of his film character thus relies on the loss of his emotional referents, 

which are sometimes identified with places of memory, to the point that the description 

of Flint’s social situation and his own self-portrait go hand in hand. 

Regarding the narrative structure, Roger & Me follows Moore’s political discourse 

and not a chronological order, sacrificing “historical accuracy in order to achieve the 

unity of satiric fiction” (Orvell 2010: 135). The manipulation of facts and figures, as 



 179

well as the way the filmmaker handles the power relationships in his interviews, have 

stirred up much controversy, starting with a famous conversation in which critic Harlan 

Jacobson accused Moore of tampering with the chronological sequence of events (see 

1989: 16-26). In that interview, Moore defended Roger & Me by saying that “it’s not 

fiction, but what if we say it’s a documentary told with a narrative style?” (in Jacobson 

1989: 23), but even so he could not alleviate the harshest attack on the film: the 

following year, Pauline Kael described his discourse as “gonzo demagoguery”, 

denouncing that the film used “its leftism as a superior attitude” and thereby encouraged 

the audience to “laugh at ordinary working people and still feel they’re taking a 

politically correct position” (1990: 91-92). Gary Crowdus, in turn, took advantage of the 

title’s opposition to criticise the film, writing that “Roger & Me might have acquired a 

little more political bite if it had focused a little more on ‘Roger’ and somewhat less on 

‘Me’” (1990: 30). This statement, however, simultaneously recognised and missed the 

point of the film, as noted by Arthur, who was one of its first advocates (see 1993: 128-

131). A few years later, once the initial criticism turned into a growing appreciation, 

Orvell also hailed the film for its ability to deliver “the oblique truth of satire” instead of 

“the straight truth of documentary” (2010: 136). 

Overall, Roger & Me has been criticised for three main reasons: its lack of structure, 

its manipulation of chronology and its failure to create a coherent socio-political 

analysis (Studlar 2010: 53). Nevertheless, beyond the debate on authenticity and 

accuracy, this documentary did manage to convey the local perception of Flint’s urban 

decay, equating Moore’s failure to interview Roger Smith with the feeling of 

powerlessness experienced by many laid-off workers at the time (see Orvell 2010: 138, 

Ortega 2007: 36).25 Although the credibility of Roger & Me has been seriously damaged 

since the documentary Manufacturing Dissent (Rick Caine & Debbie Melnyk, 2007) 

revealed that Moore actually did get an interview with Smith but finally chose not to 

include it in the final editing (Bernstein 2010: 7), the metaphorical meaning of the chase 

after Smith does not change, because it is based on the political impotence of individual 

subjects to face corporate power [Image 7.2]. In this sense, the solitude and isolation of 

                                                 
25 American Dream (Barbara Kopple, Cathy Kaplan, Thomas Haneke and Lawrence Silk, 1990), another 
well-known documentary of the time, also recorded the same feeling among the striking workers of a 
meat packing company based in south-eastern Minnesota: Hormel Food. Its directors, however, depicted 
the workers’ defeat through a completely different device from Moore’s because they remained faithful to 
the conventions of the observational mode. Orvell’s article is precisely devoted to comparing Roger & Me 
with American Dream (see 2010: 127-140). 
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the autobiographical self becomes a symptom of the social fragmentation characteristic 

of post-industrial capitalism, as Jim Lane has explained: 

 

[Moore’s] own representation as the autobiographical narrator in search of answers of Roger 

becomes a disabled self, armed with the critical apparatus to understand what is going on in 

his hometown but incapable of effecting change as much as the working people whom [he] 

indicts. The film becomes a self-portrait of political impotence and futility within the larger 

frame of social and economic conditions with which the subject maintains a perplexing 

autobiographical connection and moral detachment (2002: 138). 

 

 

Image 7.2: Roger & Me, Moore’s final confrontation with Roger Smith 

–Centre: Smith’s face. Right: Moore’s back– 

 

When Roger & Me was theatrically released, Reaganomics had completely 

transformed the US labour market, shattering the idea of a life-long job in a secure 

company. Later on, Bauman warned that “in the world of structural unemployment no 

one can feel truly secure”, because there are no “skills and experiences which, once 

acquired, would guarantee that the job will be offered, and once offered, will prove 

lasting” (2000: 161). The new labour paradigm imposed uncertainty through flexibility, 

replacing “secure jobs in secure companies” by “the advent of work on short-term 

contracts, rolling contracts or no contracts, positions with no in-built security but with 

the ‘until further notice’ clause” (Bauman 2000: 161, 147). Under these circumstances, 
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the individual has to cope with “a life without protection, without class culture, without 

a collective framework [and] without a political project to transform the world”, as 

Gilles Lipovetsky and Jean Serroy have highlighted (2009: 192, my translation). 

Such situation, according to Bauman, was caused by a sea change in “the 

managerial science” of capitalism: initially, the system focused on “keeping the 

‘manpower’ in and forcing or bribing it to stay put and to work on schedule”, but after 

the post-industrial crisis it was rather concerned with “letting ‘humanpower’ out and 

better still forcing it to go” (2000: 122). Moore denounced these practices in Roger & 

Me without aiming at the macroeconomic system yet, as Capitalism, a Love Story 

(2009) would do two decades later. On the contrary, by focusing on Flint’s situation as 

an example of what was happening in the Rust Belt, he captured the deep disorientation 

of his own community: the film thereby emphasises the workers’ lack of historical 

consciousness and perspective in the face of the bitter defeat that they were suffering, 

showing their alienation with junk television products and pop culture sponsored by 

GM, such as the Newlywed Game –a TV program hosted by an anchorman born 

precisely in Flint, Bob Eubanks– or Pat Boone’s and Anita Bryant’s concerts.  

 

 

Image 7.3: Roger & Me, ambush interview with Kaye Lani Rae Rafko, Miss Michigan 1987 

 

These kind of celebrities –including Miss Michigan 1987 [Image 7.3]– were the 

people who went to Flint to lift the spirits of the unemployed. Their interventions show 
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how the public debate on the crisis was completely banalised: most of them simply 

repeat that the best way to overcome the recession is to take initiative and stay positive, 

a naïve discourse that ignored the serious impoverishment of the working-class. By 

letting them speak, Moore ridicules the ‘bread and circus’ policy that GM offered to 

Flint as only compensation after eight decades of active service, also warning that the 

promises made during the post-war economic boom can no longer be fulfilled within the 

neoliberal paradigm. In fact, throughout his entire film career, Moore has denounced 

that the alliance between large corporations and Republican administrations has 

betrayed the ideals of the American Dream, such as a decent job for life, a public health 

care system or a home of one’s own, the issues respectively addressed in Roger & Me, 

Sicko (2007) and Capitalism, A Love Story. For this reason, his identification with the 

working-class has been interpreted by Gaylyn Studlar as “a nostalgic desire for a return 

to the past” (2010: 62).  

Moore, however, also loves the same cultural debris that he criticises, at least as 

source materials: among a wide variety of footage related to Flint, Roger & Me includes 

home movies, newsreels, TV news clips, automotive TV commercials, clips from 

industrial training films and excerpts from studio-era Hollywood. All this visual waste 

is mobilised, according to Arthur, “for purposes of editorial comment as well as 

illustration of factual statements”, thereby producing not only “humorous asides” but 

also decentring “effects of a unified enunciative presence” (2010: 112). The outcome 

seems a film adaptation of the Situationist détournement, a practice that consists in “the 

integration of present or past artistic production into a superior construction of a milieu” 

(Knabb 1981: 45). Moore’s main influence was probably The Atomic Cafe (Jayne 

Loader, Kevin Rafferty and Pierce Rafferty, 1982), a compilation film that used humour 

and irony to distort the original meaning of the footage.26 Both documentaries would be 

what Sharon Sandusky has called a “toxic film artifact”: a work that exposes the 

dangerous engineering and manipulation that the original material already had in its 

original context (1992: 6). This kind of compilation films usually recycle footage from 

the 1950s, a period in which “America”, as Catherine Russell has written, “was 

constructed in the media as a culturally specific domain of family values, democracy, 

and free enterprise with the small town and suburban nuclear family as its focal point” 

(1999: 242). Moore, in particular, goes back to that Golden Age in search of images that 

                                                 
26 The presence of Kevin Rafferty in the film crew of The Atomic Cafe and Roger & Me is the most evident 
link between these documentaries: he co-directed the former and was the cinematographer of the latter. 
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recall its unfulfilled promises: he applies the same demystified logic to both old and 

contemporary materials in order to subvert his opponent’s message while promoting his 

own, as Situationists did by means of détournement (see Coverley 2010: 96).  

 

 

Image 7.4: Roger & Me, urban decay in Flint 

 

Humour consequently pervades the film, producing ironic dichotomies that further 

Moore’s political argument: in one of the most significant sequences of Roger & Me, he 

uses the musical score as counterpoint to images, playing The Beach Boys’ song 

‘Wouldn’t It Be Nice’ over several tracking shots that depict the worst effects of urban 

decay –business closures, loss of population, dilapidated buildings, empty houses and a 

worrying increase in the rat population [Image 7.4]. The choice of this particular song is 

not arbitrary, but it was suggested by a friend of Moore’s who suffered an anxiety attack 

as result of his fear to be fired for the umpteenth time. Thus, while images provide 

visible evidence of the effects of the crisis on the cityscape, the upbeat lyrics of 

‘Wouldn’t It Be Nice’ contrast with the friend’s depression and also parody all those 

positive messages unable to improve Flint’s situation. This type of détournement –

placing a song out of its original context as ironic commentary– entails the expression 

of two different discourses, one based on well intentioned statements and another on 

their factual verification, allowing the audience to build a new meaning through their 

comparison. Like documentary landscaping, this device provides a critical tool to 
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challenge the official discourse on urban change, given its implicit suggestion that this 

process might have developed otherwise.  

The lack of prospects in Flint led its residents to demobilisation, as revealed by the 

statements of politicians and trade unionists included in the film: during the parade that 

commemorates the Great Flint Sit Down Strike, the president of the UAW –United 

Auto Workers– admits that “we have to accept the reality that [the plants] are not going 

to remain open”. Despite the rejuvenation attempts undertaken by local authorities, 

which are also parodied in the film, the industrial city where Moore grew up was 

disappearing in the 1980s, at least as he remembered it: according to US census figures, 

the population of Flint dropped from 159,611 residents in 1980 to 140,761 in 1990, an 

11.8% decrease. To make matters worse, this downward trend had already started in 

previous decades and has spanned until today, causing the loss of almost half of its 

population: from 196,940 residents in 1960 to the current 102,434 registered by the US 

census in 2010. Like other Rust Belt cities, Flint should have been ‘nice’, but the post-

industrial crisis spoiled it, to the point that Money magazine chose it as the worst of 

three hundred urban areas to live in the United States for “its high crime rates, weak 

economies and relatively few arts and leisure activities”, an affront to the local self-

esteem also included in the film. 

 

 

Image 7.5: Roger & Me, the last truck made in Flint 
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This depressive zeitgeist is depicted by recording Flint’s endangered cityscape and 

constructing a nostalgic discourse on its loss –the loss of a place of memory, but also 

the loss of what it symbolised. For example, by filming the last truck made in the Flint 

factory, Moore and his crew also captured the workers’ contradictory attitude towards 

their redundancy: most employees clapped their hands, perhaps to present their last 

respects to the factory and their old jobs, or simply to encourage themselves, but there is 

a man who verbalises the collective concern: “What's everybody so happy about?”, he 

complains, “we just lost our jobs!” [Image 7.5]. Unfortunately, their alternatives of a 

new job, as suggested in the film, were not exactly very promising: the first was 

migrating to the Sun Belt, which threatened community survival; the second, self-

employment, which rarely had the desired success; and the third, retraining, which 

almost always entailed a deterioration in working conditions.  

The tendency to frequently move from one region to another has to do, according to 

Kevin Lynch and Michael Southworth, with the American way of life and “the 

expression of our free spirit” (1990: 95). These authors warned that “regional shifts may 

be accounted favorable only when costs are paid by the migrant enterprises that benefit, 

when the old and the poor are not unwillingly left behind, and when social and 

psychological ties are not unnecessarily broken or traditions lost” (1990: 169). The 

massive migration from the Rust Belt to the Sun Belt in the 1980s, however, did not 

always follow this advice, especially in those cases in which it was actively encouraged 

by the Reagan administration as the only solution to economic stagnation: “The 1980 

President’s Commision for a National Agenda proposed that national policy should 

encourage this mobility, rather than seeking to check it. (…) Present subsidies to 

declining places, in their opinion only trap the poor, since they tempt them to stay and 

survive, when they might move and prosper” (Lynch & Southworth 1990: 95). Faced 

with this logic, Roger & Me shows the other side of this policy: as so many people 

voluntarily left Flint in the mid-1980s, the truck rental companies did not have enough 

vehicles to provide their services to the most needy, beginning with evicted families. 

Moore’s interest in this particular side effect of the internal migration policy is coherent 

with his personal decision to return to Flint after the failure of his own move to San 

Francisco, because he wants to tell the story of the people who have no choice but to 

stay in Flint despite the evident lack of prospects. 

Regarding attempts at self-employment, the film highlights the absurd of many 

situations in order to discredit the neoliberal praise of entrepreneurial attitude: among 
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other individual cases, Moore follows the stories of Rhonda Britton, a woman who sells 

rabbits as pets or meat [Image 7.6], and Janet K. Rauch, a former feminist turned 

distributor for Amway –a direct-selling company specialised in health, beauty, and home 

care products. Considering Moore’s love for unsubtle metaphors, Rhonda’s rabbits seem 

to symbolise the awful fate of the working-class –becoming pets/slaves or dying to feed 

your owner/employer–, while Janet’s obsession with winter or summer colours is shown 

as proof of feminism’s defeat by the conservative backlash of the 1980s.  

 

 

Image 7.6: Roger & Me, Rhonda Britton, the girl who sells rabbits as ‘pets or meat’ 

 

The retraining stories are not much better either: Moore tells us how ex-auto 

workers were hired as prison guards in jails that held former colleagues turned criminals 

by unemployment, while others found jobs in the fast food sector, just to immediately 

lose them due to their inability to keep the hectic pace of the kitchen. According to a 

Taco Bell manager, “many [workers] say that this is a lot of hard work because 

assembly work is easy. (…) [Instead], fast food demands a fast pace because we want to 

present a food item within so many seconds, if we can do it. (…) Some of them just 

couldn't develop that speed”. This comment bespeaks the social stagnation of industrial 

workers, unable to adapt to the requirements of the service industry in the 1980s. In 

light of this situation, the only man with “a secure job” that Moore could find in Flint 
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did not precisely work for community building, but just the opposite: the main activity 

of sheriff’s deputy Fred Ross was to evict those who could no longer pay the rent. 

The desperation of the unemployed contrasts with the upper classes’ lack of social 

conscience: Moore asks affluent people about their opinion on the crisis, and their 

answers reveal that they sincerely believe that the economic recession can be overcome 

with assertiveness. By editing their most unfortunate statements, Moore puts on display 

the class privilege, racism and sexism of those who are apparently not affected by the 

crisis, as has been noted by Kellner (2010: 84), thereby revealing their “steadfastly held 

sense of superiority over and indifference to the suffering of their fellow citizens” 

(Studlar 2010: 61). The ruling class, however, has also been conditioned by neoliberal 

policies since the 1980s, to the point that any contemporary government, no matter its 

ideology, has to adapt its decisions to the demands of corporate power, even when they 

are not appropriate for their particular situation, as Bauman has explained: 

 

A government dedicated to the well-being of its constituency has little choice but to implore 

and cajole, rather than force, capital to fly in, and once inside, to build sky-scraping offices 

instead of staying in rented-per-night hotel rooms. And this can be done or can be attempted 

to be done by (to use the common political jargon of the free-trade era) ‘creating better 

conditions for free enterprise’, which means adjusting the political game to the ‘free 

enterprise’ rules –that is, using all the regulating power at the government’s disposal in the 

service of deregulation, of dismantling and scrapping the extant ‘enterprise constraining’ 

laws and statutes, so that the government’s vow that its regulating powers will not be used to 

restrain capital’s liberties become credible and convincing (2000: 150). 

 

In the case of Flint, the best example of how corporate power kidnapped the local 

government was the promotional campaign to attract tourists and investors in the mid-

1980s, a project that included the building of a luxury hotel, a shopping centre and a 

theme park dedicated to the automotive industry, AutoWorld, as well as the spread of 

institutional advertising on how to welcome visitors. The main idea, according to 

Orvell, was “the creation of an economy of the ‘simulacrum’”, in which the production 

of consumer goods was replaced by “a story about the production of consumer goods” 

(2010: 139). This episode is addressed in the film through another détournement in 

which Moore juxtaposes footage of this promotional campaign with its poor results: as 

tourists never came, the hotel was sold, the shopping centre remained half empty and 

AutoWorld closed in January 1985, only six months after its opening in July 1984. 
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Meanwhile, the only business that seemed to succeed in Flint was a company that made 

lint-rollers, Helmac Co, which is mentioned by GM lobbyst Tom Kay as an example of 

the business opportunities that there were still in Flint. Thereupon, Moore inserts a 

couple of shots of lint rollers and compares this product with the auto industry, 

reminding the huge scale differences between both activities. By ridiculing his 

opponents’ messages again, Moore turns Kay’s suggestion into a fallacy before the 

audience, who takes sides with the filmmaker not only because he may sometimes be 

right, but mainly because his arguments are more fun. 

To sum up, Moore’s personal involvement with the community remains the key 

factor in conveying the bitter experience of industrial decline. The choice of self-portrait 

as supporting subgenre for socio-political documentary reinforces his arguments, 

inasmuch as it creates an emotional link between subject and object. This does not 

mean, however, that ‘Moore is Flint’ and ‘Flint is Moore’, paraphrasing Rudolph Hess’ 

ominous speech about Hitler and Germany in Triumph des Willens (Triumph of the Will, 

Leni Riefenstahl, 1935). On the contrary, Moore introduces himself as an ordinary 

citizen who wants to explain the problems of his community to a wider audience, 

talking from below and not from above, that is, from the residents’ perspective instead 

of from a position of power. Accordingly, Roger & Me documents the time when the 

people from Flint realised that ‘GM was not Flint’ and therefore ‘Flint was not GM 

either’, despite having been its birthplace in 1908. Moore certainly represents “a private 

interest”, as the worker’s spokeswoman says when she refuses to make any statement to 

the camera, but at least it is his own one: that of a first-person filmmaker who attempts 

to expose an awful truth –GM no longer cares about Flint– while simultaneously 

exposing his own self –who does care. 

 

Lightning over Braddock: A Rustbowl Fantasy. The Big Fish in a Little Pond 

 

Tony Buba might have inspired Jim Lane’s definition of “autobiographical 

documentarist”: he is “a filmmaker working in anonymity, at a very local level, under 

low-budget constraints” (2002: 4). Contrary to Michael Moore, Buba is rarely known 

outside the United States, and he can only be considered a celebrity in the Pittsburgh 

area, where his hometown, Braddock, is located. His urban self-portrait, Lightning over 

Braddock: A Rustbowl Fantasy (1988), anticipated some of the features popularised by 

Moore, such as the aesthetics of failure, personal politics or ironic selfhood, although its 
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main novelty was probably the inclusion of fictional fantasies within the non-fiction 

context (Lane 2002: 139). In this film, Buba assumes a wide variety of roles, “from 

recorder to social actor to scripted fictional character to commentator”, as Arthur has 

pointed out, but all of them can be summarised in the following two: on the one hand, 

Buba is Braddock’s official chronicler, its ‘bard’, as John Anderson has called him 

(2012); while on the other hand he is the main subject of this documentary, at least as 

much as Braddock itself (Arthur 1993: 131) [Image 7.7].  

 

 

Image 7.7: Tony Buba, posing with Carrie Furnace in a publicity still of Lightning over Braddock 

 

Both roles are established from the very beginning of the film. Its opening shot is an 

image of a postcard sent by Buba to his brother Pasquale, which reads as follows: “Dear 

Pat, Carrie Furnace is now closed. The Homestead Mill might be next. I’m glad Dad 

retired when he did. Starting a new film on mill closings, might need your help. Take 

care. Your brother”.27 Like the beginning of Roger & Me, these lines introduce the 

filmmaker as the main character of the film, reveal the setting –his hometown– and the 

subject –its decline–, and consequently locate Lightning over Braddock between the 

traditions of socio-political documentary and domestic ethnography. Nevertheless, the 

                                                 
27 At the time, Pasquale Buba lived in Los Angeles, where he worked as film editor in Hollywood 
features such as Day of the Dead or Monkey Shines (George A. Romero, 1985, 1988). 
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blend of collective and individual issues is deeper here than in Roger & Me, to the point 

that it is never clear if the self-portrait is simply a device for depicting the post-

industrial crisis, as it was in Moore’s documentary, or if the crisis is rather a backdrop 

against which to develop the self-portrait. 

The combination of a macro and micro approach continues in the following 

sequence, in which Buba alternates landscape shots of the Pittsburgh area with 

Braddock street scenes while providing information about the crisis. Here is the 

transcription of the introductory commentary: 

 

The Pittsburgh renaissance of the 1980s was deceptive. High technology was the corporate 

buzzword. High technology means Carnegie Mellon University, computers, software 

contracts. To corporate leaders, high technology meant the chance to build new factories in 

El Salvador, South Korea, the Dominican Republic. Anywhere where there was a friendly, 

repressive government and the promise of no unions and low wages. Office buildings rose, 

factories were razed. Towns went bankrupt. Water became undrinkable. Infant mortality rates 

among blacks were higher than in Third World countries. Once-proud communities were 

reduced to playing the state lottery in the hopes of keeping their towns alive. Over a hundred 

thousand people moved out of the area. Homes were lost. Suicides increased. All of the mill 

towns were hit hard. One of the towns hardest hit was my hometown, Braddock. Braddock is 

a small mill town six miles from Pittsburgh. In Braddock, the unemployment rate was thirty-

seven percent. The per capita income was less than five thousand dollars. Loans were taken 

out to meet the town’s payroll. These were hard times. There was a lot of poverty, a lot of 

anger, and a lot of daydreaming. 

 

These lines could also refer to Flint, but Braddock’s situation was even worse: in June 

15th 1988, it was declared a ‘distressed municipality’, that is, a town in bankruptcy, a 

status from which it has not recovered yet (Stewart 2012). A quick overview on the 

historical evolution of its demographic statistics reveals an advanced level of urban 

decay: in the three decades before the commercial release of Lightning over Braddock, 

the town lost 62% of its population, going from 12,337 residents in 1960 to 4,682 in 

1990 –currently, according to the 2010 Census, Braddock only has 2,159 inhabitants. 

The following table may help to see the big picture of American Rust Belt cities’  

depopulation after the 1960s, taking as examples the three cases referred to in this 

dissertation: Milwaukee, Flint and Braddock, each one representative of a particular 

film –One Way Boogie Woogie / 27 Years Later (James Benning, 1977 / 2004), Roger 
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& Me and Lightning over Braddock– and of a particular type of city –the centre of a 

metropolitan area, a medium-sized city and a small mill town. 

 

Milwaukee, WI Flint, MI Braddock, PA Year 

Population Variation Population Variation Population Variation 

1960 741,324  196,940  12,337  

1970 717,099 –3,3% 193,317 –1,8% 8,682 –29,6% 

1980 636,212 –11,3% 159,611 –17,4% 5,634 –35,1% 

1990 628,088 –1,3% 140,761 –11,8% 4,682 –16,9% 

2000 596,974 –5% 124,943 –11,2% 2,912 –37,8% 

2010 594,833 –0,4% 102,434 –18% 2,159 –25,9% 

Total Decrease –20,2%  –48%  –82,5% 

Source: US Census Bureau. 
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The previous graphic shows that the worst population decline occurred in the 1970s, 

when Benning shot One Way Boogie Woogie. In the 1980s, the percentages eased, but 

the same negative trend remained, creating a feeling of irreversible deadlock when 

Moore and Buba made their films. With the sole exception of Milwaukee, the situation 

does not seem to have improved in the 1990s and 2000s, especially in the case of 

Braddock, which lost even more population in percentage terms in the 1990s than in the 



 192

1970s. In order to present the particular case of Braddock within a national context, 

Buba sometimes echoes macroeconomic figures in his film, as when he comments that 

“90% of the baby-boom generation has a lower standard of living than their parents” or 

when he films the following statistics in a local bulletin board: 

 

For every 1000 manufacturing jobs lost, we lose: 1000 service jobs, 17 doctors, 17 eating 

places, 13 food stores, (…) 11 gas stations, 6 clothing stores, 5 dentists, (…) 3 auto dealerships, 

2 hardware stores, 2 drug stores, (…) 2 auto accessory stores, 1 jewellery store, 1 sports store 

[and] unknown number of teachers and government workers. These statistics are from the US 

Department of Commerce and the Federal Office of Budget and Management. 

 

All this information awakes the nostalgic desire to return to better times, whether 

in terms of quality of life or social commitment. As the 1970s were not precisely a 

time to remember, Braddock residents had to go back to previous decades to find 

something to be proud of: towards the end of Lightning over Braddock, an old man 

recalls the successes of the workers’ struggle in the 1930s and encourages young 

people to “take to the streets” again. This discourse is assumed by Buba himself, who 

ironically pretends to be a modern political filmmaker instead of a post-modern one: 

“with statistics like this”, he says over images of the Saint Patrick’s Day parade, 

“you’ll think there’ll be mass demonstrations: people taking to the streets. But there 

didn’t seem to be much interest in saving manufacturing jobs. I thought this is a 

perfect time for a political filmmaker. I can make the film that will raise 

consciousness! People will take to the streets”. 

There is a good deal of political rallies and demonstrations in the film, but even so 

Buba is far from fulfilling his stated intentions: before raising the consciousness of the 

audience, Lightning over Braddock awakes his own one, compelling him to face his 

feeling of guilt for taking advantage of the situation. “The ironic thing”, he admits in the 

commentary, “is [that] as Braddock and the Monongahela Valley declined, my fortune 

increased”. This confession, according to Lane, questions those filmmakers “who use 

the plight of others to promote their own careers”, that is, anyone who crosses the 

boundary between social documentary and porno-misery (2002: 142). Thus, when it is 

assumed that the film should go deeper into Braddock’s case, it instead exposes the 

contradictions of the filmmaker by including the footage of one of Buba’s appearances 

on television: a television portrait within a film self-portrait.  
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Considering that Buba was –then and now– a complete unknown, this footage 

allowed him to summarise his film career, from his first short documentary, J. Roy: New 

and Used Furniture (Tony Buba, 1974), to his modest success, Sweet Sal (Tony Buba, 

1979), both included in the collection The Braddock Chronicles (Tony Buba, 1972-

1985).28 His commentary, however, does not sound as proud as it could: “My exposure 

on TV was directly proportional to the number of layoffs” he says, “The one question I 

was always asked was ‘do you ever think about moving?’. Of course, the one answer I 

never give is that ‘no, I like being a big fish in a little city’”. This is Buba’s drama: he 

would like to be famous around the world, but he is actually satisfied with being famous 

in Braddock. Therefore, what seemed a shameless act of self-promotion turns into a 

sample of the possibilities that first-person filmmaking opens for a secondary revision 

of our memories (see Renov 2004: 114). Indeed, Buba’s critical remarks on his media 

persona are a prime example of post-modernity’s narcissistic humour, as Lipovetsky has 

described by talking about Woody Allen’s films: 

 

The self becomes the prime target of humour, an object of derision and self-predation. The 

comedy character no longer uses the burlesque, as Buster Keaton, Charles Chaplin or the 

Marx Brothers did. Its humour does not come from the failure to adapt to the logic nor from 

its subversion, but from self-reflection: a narcissistic, libidinal and corporeal hyper-awareness 

[of its own self]. The burlesque character was unaware of the image that it offered to the 

others, it made people laugh despite itself, without observing itself or seeing its performance. 

The absurd situations that it caused triggered the comedy according to an irremediable 

mechanism. On the contrary, Woody Allen makes people laugh by means of narcissistic 

humour, endlessly analysing himself, dissecting his own ridicule, introducing his devalued 

self mirror to himself and the audience (1986: 144-145, my translation). 

 

In this quotation, where Lipovetsky wrote Woody Allen it is possible to read many 

other names, such as Tony Buba, Ross McElwee, Nanni Moretti or Guy Maddin, to 

name but first-person filmmakers. Through this narcissistic humour, Buba sabotaged his 

position of power as a way of remaining close to his neighbours, admitting one sin after 

another in a recurrent joke about his Catholic background: “I started to feel guilty”, he 

                                                 
28 The Braddock Chronicles includes the following short films: To My Family (1972), J. Roy: New and 
Used Furniture (1974), Shutdown (1975), Betty’s Corner Café (1976), Sweet Sal (1979), Washing Walls 
with Mrs G. (1980), Home Movies (1980), Homage to a Mill Town (1980), Mill Hunk Herald (1981), 
Peabody 7 Friends (1983), Braddock Food Bank (1985) and Birthday Party (1985). In addition to these 
works, Buba had filmed another short documentary entitled Voices from a Steeltown (1983) before 
undertaking the project of Lightning over Braddock. A complete list of his works, including the most 
recent ones, is available at www.braddockfilms.com. 
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says right after his televisual incarnation states the opposite, because “my success 

seemed dependent on the failure of others”. Those ‘others’ are basically his own friends 

and actors: Jimmy Roy, Stephen Pellegrino, Natalka Voslakov, Ernie Spisak and 

especially Sal Caru, the local street hustler who starred in Sweet Sal [Image 7.8].29 

Lightning Over Braddock should have been another film about Sal, but apparently his 

unstable personality spoiled this possibility. In another example of the aesthetics of 

failure, the documentary focuses instead on the troubled relationship between Tony and 

Sal, who respectively embodied the friend who succeeds and the friend who fails to 

succeed, as well as the filmmaker and his star. In these sequences, it is never clear what 

was real and what was staged because their characters replace their real identities, 

leading the film towards the field of self-fiction. 

 

  

Image 7.8 (left): Sweet Sal, Sal Caru 

Image 7.9 (right): Mill Hunk Herald, Stephen Pellegrino playing ‘Jumping Jack Flash’ 

 

Sal’s failure to become an actor is just one of the many personal stories that symbolise 

Braddock’s decline. According to Buba, the local entrepreneur Jimmy Roy also failed in 

business twelve times despite his blind faith in the American Dream: “You are born to 

succeed”, he states in a sequence of J. Roy: New and Used Furniture, “and if you don’t 

succeed it’s your own fault because you didn’t take control on what you think. What you 

think is gonna decide what you do, and what you do is gonna decide what you get”. Such 

a speech somehow echoes business theories about self-confidence, but Roy’s failure in 

achieving his purpose turns him into a Don Quixote, the opposite myth from the self-

made man. Buba, meanwhile, also fails in his project –to make “the film that will raise 

                                                 
29 Sal Caru is the screen name that identifies Sal in Lightning Over Braddock, but his real family name is 
Carollo. The multiple spellings of this surname, which sometimes appears as Carulli or Carullo, suggest 
Sal’s changing personality. 
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consciousness”– and becomes another Don Quixote: as the grant money was running 

out,30 his doubts about how to make the film apparently prevented him from finishing it, 

or at least from making it as he would have like. For instance, he could not even show his 

old short films as they really were, as happened with Stephen Pellegrino’s musical 

performance in Mill Hunk Herald [Image 7.9], a sequence in which Buba replaced the 

original soundtrack with an explanation about why he had to remove it: 

 

In this part of the film, Steve Pellegrino plays ‘Jumping Jack Flash’ on the accordion ... but 

you won’t get to hear him play. I called about acquiring the rights to the song, but they 

wanted $15,000 for it. I told them, “I don’t want Mick Jagger to come to Braddock to sing it. 

I have a friend who plays it on the accordion”. They still wanted $15,000. $15,000 is three 

times the per capita income of a Braddock resident. I didn’t think it would be a politically 

correct move to pay that kind of money for a song. In fact, it’s crazy. This isn’t the Hollywood 

feature we’re making here. I know some of you are going to think this sounds real Catholic, 

but when I die and get to heaven, what if instead of St. Peter being at the gate, it’s Sacco and 

Vanzetti, and they say to me, “You paid $15,000 for a song instead of spending that money for 

political organizing?” I wouldn't get in. So talk to the person sitting next to you and try to 

remember how the song goes, and then sing along with Steve. 

 

Arthur considers that this aesthetics of failure is the film counterpart of all those 

stories about frustration and defeat embodied by Buba’s friends. The filmmaker, his 

project, his friends and his hometown are thereby bound in “a concordance of 

nonfulfillment” that ultimately guarantees “authenticity and documentary truth” (1993: 

132). By means of a mise en abyme similar to that used by Federico Fellini in 8 ½ 

(1963), the account of the impossibility of making a film finally becomes that film, 

although the final reunion of the characters in Lightning over Braddock is not a happy 

party but a campy sequence in which Jimmy Roy sings a theme song entitled ‘Braddock 

City of Magic’, the one that had already opened the film [Image 7.10]. Despite the 

intentional excess of Buba’s mise-en-scène and Roy’s performance –described as “Las 

Vegas nightclub-style” by Pat Aufderheide (1989)–, the sequence is a sincere wail for a 

dying place of memory that uses ironic detachment to express primary emotions. The 

song’s chorus leaves no doubt about Buba’s feelings: “Braddock… city of magic. 

Braddock… city of light. Braddock… where have you gone?”. 

 

                                                 
30 Lightning over Braddock was financed by fellowships from the National Endowment for the Arts, the 
Pennsylvania Council on the Arts and the John Siman Guggenheim Foundation. 
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Image 7.10: Lightning over Braddock: Jimmy Roy singing ‘Braddock City of Magic’ 

 

This kind of staged sequence depicts the aforementioned tendency of Braddock 

residents to daydream. Throughout the film, Buba unleashes his fantasy and parodies 

Hollywood popular genres such as the musical, the gangster film or the action film. 

Thanks to his troupe of amateur actors, he shoots his own versions of the film icons of 

the time, reflecting on and also criticising “the seduction of mainstream cinema” (Lane 

2002: 139). Thus, along with the opening and closing sequence, Lightning over 

Braddock includes up to four fictional set pieces that freely combine genres and 

characters: a local staging of Gandhi’s assassination that rather resembles John 

Fitzgerald Kennedy’s [Image 7.11]; an ‘ethnic detective story’ filled with Italian 

stereotypes and inspired by The Godfather (Francis Ford Coppola, 1972) [Image 7.12]; 

an action sequence in which Sal, characterised as Rambo, takes revenge on Buba’s 

snubs and shoots him to death [Image 7.13], and a techno-pop musical composed by 

Steve Pellegrino and entitled ‘Death of the Iron Age Café’, in which the dancers are 

industrial workers whose choreography bears a reasonable likeness to the movements of 

the living dead –whether because it is a metaphor for industrial decline or perhaps 

because the dancers’ only previous acting experience was in a horror movie directed by 

George A. Romero, another Pittsburgh-based filmmaker [Image 7.14].  
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Image 7.11 (left): Lightning over Braddock, local staging of Gandhi’s assassination –Sal plays Gandhi 

Image 7.12 (right): Lightning over Braddock, ‘ethnic detective story’ –Sal plays ‘the godfather’ 

 

  

Image 7.13 (left): Lightning over Braddock, action sequence –Sal shoots Buba 

Image 7.14 (right): Lightning over Braddock, musical sequence –Stephen sings ‘Death of the Iron Café’ 

 

All these daydreams are also part of the historical world, given that they 

documented the filmmaker’s imaginary, which is itself a reflection of his time and 

place. Officially, Buba mixed fiction and documentary because “I wanted the viewers to 

be in doubt about what was real and what wasn’t, instead of just sitting there and being 

a good consumer” (in Aufderheide 1989), although that combination can also be 

interpreted as a cover letter to Hollywood, an “advertisement” of the filmmaker’s skills, 

as Arthur has pointed out (1993: 132). Hollywood escapism is the exact reverse of what 

a social documentary should be, but the temptation of selling out to mainstream cinema 

is so strong that the filmmaker apparently surrendered to it: “Father, I no longer want to 

make social documentaries”, he says to a priest, in a parody of his own confession, “I 

want to make a Hollywood musical!”.31 In this sense, the images of Buba visiting the 

                                                 
31 The desire to make a musical film also appears in Nanni Moretti’s urban self-portrait, ‘In Vespa’, the 
first section of Caro Diario (Dear Diary, 1993): in that film, in order to enter those houses that he likes, 
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Chinese Theatre in Los Angeles –where he pretends to leave his fingerprints on the 

pavement– serve as incriminating evidence of his sin as committed documentary maker. 

These grandiose delusions contrast with his everyday life in Braddock: like Sal, who 

summarised his days as “wake up, walk around, same garbage”, part of Buba’s self-

portrait consists of sequences in which he is alone at home watching television and 

wondering how to make his film. Like everyone else, he also wants “money, power and 

fame”, the usual promises of the American Dream according to its Hollywood version. 

The acknowledgement of his self-centredness, however, frees him from guilt because it 

places him closer to people than to artists, counteracting any haughty pose. 

Consequently, by showing “the precarious link between individual and community in an 

America captivated by media images and fame” (Aufderheide 1989), Buba actually 

constructs “an authentic individuality that also speaks for [his] community”, as Lane has 

stated (2002: 143-144). 

Lightning over Braddock thereby challenges the authority of journalistic 

documentaries to depict what was going on in the Rust Belt. In fact, during a protest 

against a plant closing in Duquesne,32 Buba openly criticises their supposed objectivity 

by means of a staged interview with a television critic [Image 7.15]: 
 

 

Image 7.15: Lightning over Braddock, staged interview 

                                                                                                                                               
Moretti tells their owners that he is looking for locations for his next film, a musical about a Trotskyist 
pastry chef in the Italy of the 1950s. Later on, Moretti ended his following self-fiction, Aprile (April, 
1998), by pretending to film that musical. 
32 Duquesne is another mill town located across the Monongahela river from Braddock. 



 199

Margie Strosser [TV Critic]: Finally, sophisticated media who know how to tell a story 

are getting involved. (…) Local people (…) fail to see the big picture, and also contribute to 

misappropriations of political struggle. 

Woman reporter: My father worked for the mills for forty years. You mean to tell me that 

someone from out of town can tell the story better than I could? 

Margie Strosser: Yes, that’s precisely what I’m saying, because you can’t be objective. 

And your subjectivity may be poetic and well-intentioned but is probably provincial. 

 

This interview was scripted from a conversation that Buba overhead at a cocktail party, 

and it raises the question of his own ability to depict the plight of his hometown 

(Aufderheide 1989, Lane 2002: 143). Was he –or any other local filmmaker in whatever 

city– qualified to do so? The film clearly states that yes, he was. A decade before the 

outbreak of digital technology, Buba was already fulfilling Francis Ford Coppola’s 

prophecy about the future of filmmaking announced at the end of Hearts of Darkness: A 

Filmmaker's Apocalypse (Fax Bahr, George Hickenlooper and Eleanor Coppola, 1991): 

 

To me, the great hope is that now these little 8mm video recorders and stuff have come out, 

and some... just people who normally wouldn’t make movies are going to be making them. 

And you know, suddenly, one day some little fat girl in Ohio is going to be the new Mozart, 

you know, and make a beautiful film with her little father’s camera recorder. And for once, 

the so-called professionalism about movies will be destroyed, forever. And it will really 

become an art form. That's my opinion. 

 

  

Image 7.16 (left): Sweet Sal, Sal and Buba walking down Braddock’s main street 

Image 7.17 (right): TV footage, Buba and a reporter walking down the same street a few years later 

 

In stark contrast with the professionalism of mainstream media, Tony Buba claims 

his right to be the accredited voice of Braddock after having documented its decline for 

the fifteen years that precede the making of this film. That activity allows him to show 
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the changes in the cityscape through his own footage, comparing images framed from 

the same camera position in the 1970s and 1980s, the same device that William Raban 

had already used in Thames Film (1986) (see pages 119-120) [Images 7.16 & 7.17]. 

Lightning over Braddock thereby offers an insightful portrait of the post-industrial crisis 

that works on two levels: on the one hand, it is a digest of Buba’s guilty pleasures that 

summarises and expands his amateur film career; on the other, it ultimately becomes the 

social documentary that he strove so hard to make. In short, by combining an ironic 

self-portrait based on the aesthetics of failure with committed activism and guerrilla 

practices, both Tony Buba and Michael Moore widen the discursive possibilities of the 

socio-political documentary film, joining the defence of their respective communities 

with the expression of their own subjectivity. 
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Chapter Eight 

Self-Portrait as Essay Film 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The development of urban self-portraits in Europe has been highly influenced by the 

essayistic tradition, to the extent that among critics it is often regarded as a specific form 

of the essay film. This, however, is not exactly a closed genre but an open domain that 

includes a wide variety of practices: Laura Rascaroli has devoted several chapters of her 

book The Personal Camera to the diary, the travelogue, the notebook and the self-portrait 

film (2009: 106-189), while Timothy Corrigan has done the same in The Essay Film: 

From Montaigne, After Marker, in which he discusses the travelogue, the editorial 

approach and metafilmic practices, among other topics (2011: 79-204). All these 

essayistic modes, as Corrigan has called them, share a similar authorial voice that, 

according to Rascaroli, “approaches the subject matter not in order to present an 

ostensibly factual report (…), but to offer an overtly personal, in-depth, thought-

provoking reflection” (2009: 33). Consequently, she considers the essay film “a cinema in 

the first person, a cinema of thought, of investigation, of intellectual searching and of self-

reflection” (2009: 189), a description that echoes old definitions of its literary counterpart, 

by for instance philosophers Eduardo Nicol –“a theatre of ideas in which the rehearsal and 

the final performance are combined” (quoted in Renov 2004: 186)– or Max Bense, who 

had already drawn attention to the experimental nature of this type of writing:  
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The person who writes essayistically is the one who composes as he experiments, who turns 

his object around, questions it, feels it, tests it, reflects on it, who attacks it from different 

sides and assembles what he sees in his mind’s eye and puts into words what the object allows 

one to see under the conditions created in the course of writing (quoted in Renov 2004: 186). 

 

The essay film has therefore become, according to Paul Arthur, “the leading 

nonfiction form for both intellectual and artistic innovation”, as well as “a meeting 

ground for documentary, avant-garde, and art film impulses” (2003: 58, 62). The 

filmmakers who have entered this hybrid domain organise all kinds of visual material 

guided by their subjectivity, speaking from themselves, as Antonio Weinrichter has 

written, but not necessarily about themselves (2010: 266). This subjectivity has affected 

both form and content, to the extent that social and political issues currently coexist 

with an emphasis on self-documentation and the private sphere: hence the recent blend 

of collective and individual accounts, historical and personal sources or archival footage 

and home movies, a series of binomials that have lately caused the pairing of 

representation and reflection (Weinrichter 2010: 266). By shaping real elements through 

an explicit authorial voice, the essay film extracts “the truth and reality of those real 

elements”, Josep Maria Catalá has said, “a truth and reality that are not outside the 

dispositif, but inside it, because they are the outcome of the hermeneutic process 

launched by the dispositif itself” (2005: 144, my translation). 

The origin of this film form dates back to the French documentary tradition, within 

which titles such as Nuit et brouillard (Night and Fog, Alain Resnais, 1955), Les 

maîtres fous (The Mad Masters, Jean Rouch, 1955), Lettre de Sibérie (Letter from 

Siberia, Chris Marker, 1958), Le Joli Mai (Chris Marker & Pierre Lhomme, 1963) or 2 

ou 3 choses que je sais d’elle (2 or 3 Things I Know About Her, Jean-Luc Godard, 

1967) are usually mentioned as “crucial milestones” in its genealogy (Arthur 2003: 59). 

Its development was also nurtured by other national film traditions, especially the 

German, the American and the British ones: Weinrichter has pointed out the role of 

filmmakers such as Helmut Bitomsky, Harun Farocki, Alexander Kluge or Hans-Jürgen 

Syberberg within the first; the importance of Ralph Arlyck, Craig Baldwin, Alan 

Berliner, Su Friedrich, Trinh T. Minh-ha and Mark Rappaport for the second, and the 

work of Patrick Keiller, Peter Greenaway, Chris Petit and Steve Hewley within the third 

(2004: 98). Michael Moore is sometimes added to this list, by Arthur and Renov for 

example, but his documentaries nonetheless lack two key features of the essay film, as 



 203

Rascaroli has explained: on the one hand, they do not “problematize his authorship, 

which is not subjected to self-searching scrutiny”, and on the other hand, they do not 

“present [either] their subject matter as a subjective reflection on a problem, but as an 

objective investigation of factual events” (2009: 41). Accordingly, Roger & Me 

(Michael Moore, 1989) would be outside the essayistic domain since its main line of 

argument is not primarily constructed from the filmmaker’s subjectivity but from 

gathering journalistic information.  

Some European urban self-portraits have resorted to the essayistic tradition because 

its layering of different time frames allows their directors to recall old places of memory 

from a present in which they no longer exist. These documentaries do not only represent 

missing cityscapes, but also the way filmmakers attempt to recover them: they are 

“fragmentary, full of gaps, associative, abbreviated, disorderly, and [have] no respect 

for chronology”, a description that summarises what Michael Chanan considers “the 

general rule of memory” (2012: 29). These films usually get lost in “the chasm between 

our desire to recapture the past and the impossibility of a pristine return”, a 

contradiction that Michael Renov has found, for example, in Jonas Mekas’ diary films 

(2004: 77, 114). Nevertheless, rather than simply record the present or visualise the 

past, they mainly focus on the act of remembering itself: even when there is a present 

from which the past is recalled, this second type of urban self-portrait usually goes 

beyond the dichotomy of ‘then and now’ by revealing the emotional ties that bind 

people and places together over time. 

The endless revision of old footage is a usual way of addressing issues related to 

memory, especially when images and commentary belong to different times and tenses. 

In those cases, the lack of agreement between what we see and what we hear allows the 

superimposition of past and present, also emphasising “historical gaps or tonal clashes 

inherent in the visual-linguistic interface”, as Arthur has said (2003: 60). According to 

Catherine Russell, the intertextuality of archival footage provides the audience with “an 

allegory of history (…) by which the filmmaker engages with the past through recall, 

retrieval, and recycling” (1999: 238). This means that travelling through time in these 

essayistic self-portraits is also travelling through images, whether recovered –those that 

have been preserved– or absent ones –those that only exist as a memory or an emotion. 

Today, as Àngel Quintana explains, any image may have a great memorial value 

because the transition from modernity to post-modernity has deleted the distinction 

between archival footage and waste material: 
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A few years ago, filmmakers thought that the useful historical archive was kept at film 

libraries, on 35 mm films, and that its value was clearly informative or sociological. This 

notion, however, has changed since orthodox documents of the past are no longer the only 

archive-worthy footage, but also old amateur films, home movies, commercials and all types 

of ignoble materials (2010: 70, my translation). 

 

This extended archive has become “a second reality”, as Catalá has termed it, which 

“defamiliarises the real and reveals those haunting elements that the coetaneous gaze 

did not know how to detect or was unable to” (2010: 283-284, my translation). The 

replacement of reality by its image has been so intensive in recent years that it has also 

affected our personal memories: we do not always remember our past experiences 

directly, but rather through sentimental items or cultural productions ranging from 

postcards and souvenirs to popular songs or archival footage. In order to describe the 

mental associations between mediascapes and memoryscapes, Alison Landsberg has 

developed the concept of “prosthetic memory” (2004), suggesting that the continuous 

encounters with popular forms have conditioned our memory to the point that “it 

becomes increasingly difficult to differentiate personal experience from the mediating 

technologies that have (re)constructed both personal and collective experience of past 

times” (Hallam 2010a: 72). This is to say that media images are currently so 

intermingled with our direct experiences that cinema itself has become “a repository of 

memory”, as Rascaroli has stated (2009: 64). 

The two case studies in this chapter, Les hommes du port (Alain Tanner, 1995) and 

Of Time and the City (Terence Davies, 2008), use the essayistic approach to explore 

what happens when port cities are threatened with the loss of their local identity. It is 

necessary to take into account, as Francesc Muñoz has pointed out, that the film 

iconography of waterfronts has historically symbolised much of what a city is 

supposed to be: mobility, exchange, intensity, diversity, chance, danger, conflict, etc 

(2010: 204). However, if these areas lost their original purpose, to what extent do they 

preserve their old social meanings? In these two documentaries, Alain Tanner and 

Terence Davies return to Genoa and Liverpool respectively after an absence of several 

decades, during which the two cities’ architectural and social heritage was completely 

transformed. As they could no longer find their places of memory in the cityscape, 

they had to look for their traces in oral testimonies and archival footage, contrasting 

their own memories with old images. Their first-person narratives convey feelings 

ranging from topophilia to homesickness, although the explicit nostalgia of previous 
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urban self-portraits gradually gives way to a bitter melancholy of loss. Therefore, Les 

hommes du port and Of Time and the City are not exactly documentaries about the 

longing of missing cityscapes, but rather about the emotional quest for those 

significant memories that took place there. 

 

Les hommes du port: Self-Portrait in First-Person Plural 

 

Alain Tanner is arguably the best-known Swiss filmmaker thanks largely to feature 

films such as La salamandre (The Salamander, 1971) or Jonas qui aura 25 ans en l’an 

2000 (Jonah Who Will Be 25 in the Year 2000, 1975). Nevertheless, his lack of 

attachment to his country and his position outside the industry has led him to become a 

travelling filmmaker: his first documentary, Nice Time (Alain Tanner & Claude Goretta, 

1957), was filmed in London within the Free Cinema movement, and since then he has 

worked in more than half a dozen countries, including France, India, Ireland, Italy, 

Portugal and Spain, besides Switzerland itself.33 Contrary to Tony Buba, Tanner 

preferred exploring the world to staying in his hometown, Geneva, as he has admitted: 

 

Switzerland is too small, too civilised, and not particularly ‘erotic’. Furthermore, cinema is a 

large consumer of territories: grass grows very slowly when a movie has gone through a small 

area. In this sense, I do not mind being a foreigner. I feel good and bad at the same time 

everywhere, so I can move without too many problems. I have partners in different countries 

where I can easily find funding, but I also face the problems of co-productions and language 

(in Dimitriu 1993: 266, my translation). 

 

In addition to feature films, Tanner also made thirty documentaries in the 1960s, 

most of which were socio-political reports for SBC –the Swiss Broadcasting 

Corporation. After the success of Charles mort ou vif (Charles, Dead or Alive, 1969), 

he left this format convinced that “the creative period within television [had] already 

gone”, since its supposed claim at objectivity was “the opposite end of any form of 

personal expression” (in Dimitriu 1993: 204, my translation). With the only exception 

of Temps mort (1978),34 Tanner did not accept any other proposal from television until 

                                                 
33 There are many examples of his itinerancy, especially from the 1980s: Light Years Away (1981) was 
filmed in Ireland; Dans la ville blanche (In the White City, 1983) and Requiem (1998) in Portugal; and 
many sequences of L’homme qui a perdu son ombre (The Man Who Lost His Shadow, 1991) and Le 
journal de Lady M (The Diary of Lady M, 1993) in Spain. 
34 Temps mort is a SBC program in which Tanner reflects about cinema and television during a round trip 
between Geneva and Bern. 
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the French-German channel ARTE invited him to take part in a documentary series 

about port cities (Julie Z. 2012). Despite the fact that the project was never completed, 

Tanner filmed his episode in Genoa about the slow decline of the dockers’ local union, 

the CULMV –‘Compagnia Unica fra i Lavoratori di Merce Varie’.  

At first sight, Les hommes du port (1995) may seem another talking heads 

documentary, but its interviews are punctuated by a first-person commentary, made by 

the filmmaker himself, that introduces several autobiographical references and 

essayistic digressions in the film. In fact, the audience soon realises that Genoa is not an 

unknown city for Tanner: his own voice tells how he visited it for the first time in 1947, 

when he was eighteen years old, because he was so impressed by Italian Neorealism 

that he wanted to verify his impressions on location. Later on, in 1952, he was hired by 

a shipping company based on Genoa as a clerk, a job that he left the next year in order 

to work as a purser in a cargo ship. From these experiences, he established an emotional 

bond with the stevedores in Les hommes du port, many of whom belong to his own 

generation. Thus, by means of an essayistic voice, he introduces himself as a mediator 

between past and present who wants to chronicle the story of the CULMV, a fulfilled 

utopia threatened by the economic and ideological shifts that followed the 1973 crisis 

and the fall of the Berlin Wall.  

This company was founded after World War II, when Genoese dock workers joined 

forces to reconstruct the port. Without employers or shareholders, the cooperative 

allowed them to own their means of production and ultimately released them from 

dependence on ship owners. Guided by the principles of self-management and direct 

democracy, they organised themselves through meetings in which they elected two 

representatives, known as ‘consuls’, for a non-renewable term of two years. Thanks to 

this system, they kept control of their job until the 1990s, when the company was forced 

to change its internal organisation due to the privatisation of docks undertaken by Silvio 

Berlusconi’s first government. In this context, Les hommes du port became, at best, a 

praise of their way of life, and at worst, a hagiography of the company. This approach is 

quite different from American documentaries of the time that dealt with similar issues, 

such as the aforementioned Roger & Me and American Dream (Barbara Kopple, Cathy 

Kaplan, Thomas Haneke and Lawrence Silk, 1990), in which the defeat of GM and 

Hormel employees was depicted as a dramatic and irreversible process.  
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Image 8.1: Les homes du port, Italian philosopher Giairo Daghini (left) plays  

the role of investigative reporter at the CULMV headquarters 
 

Similarly to Barbara Kopple in American Dream, Tanner puts his camera at the 

workers’ service and remains on the sidelines in the interviews, which are usually 

conducted by Italian philosopher Giairo Daghini [Image 8.1]. His casting solved the 

problem of the language barrier between the filmmaker and the filmed subjects, but also 

reproduced the television hierarchy that Tanner had previously rejected:  

 

[Television executives] distrusted filmmakers because our framing and editing choices could 

ignore objectivity. In order to avoid this kind of manipulation, power soon passed from 

filmmakers to journalists, who were best-trained in the codes of practice since they came from 

the mainstream media (in Dimitriu 1993: 204, my translation). 

 

The formal contradiction between the journalistic gathering of testimonies and the 

essayistic elements of the commentary reveals that Les hommes du port is located 

halfway between the breakdown of the objective paradigm and its replacement by a 

subjective one. At the beginning of the film, Tanner reserves a few sequences for 

himself and tells us about his youth in Genoa, but most of the footage is devoted to the 

interviews with the characters. The narrative split of these two stories, one individual 

and another collective, echoes the social gap that distanced the filmmaker from dock 

workers forty years ago: “There was the society and there was the world”, Tanner says 

in the commentary, “and at the time, I chose the world”. This separation had a spatial 

dimension that reappears in Les hommes du port: the cargo ships anchored in the 
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harbour and the offices in the Palazzo della Meridiana are the filmmaker’s places of 

memory, whereas the waterfront and the chiamata –the area where stevedores go every 

day in search of a job– are the workers’ territory. The CULMV headquarters are 

precisely located in the chiamata, as well as many bars and restaurants in which dock 

workers used to meet, socialise and, overall, spend most of their lives. For this reason, 

this place is a key spot in the emotional geography proposed by Tanner: most interviews 

were shot there or in nearby areas, except for the consul’s, which was made aboard a 

boat while sailing in the harbour, perhaps as an unintended sign of his position of power 

within the company [Image 8.2]. 

 

 
Image 8.2: Les homes du port, Giairo Daghini (right) interviews  

CULMV consul Paride Batini (left) aboard a boat in the Genoa harbour 
 

Tanner’s places of memory, in turn, are usually represented through evocative 

images that attempt to capture, or at least to convey, the genius loci of Genoa: a few 

examples are the pan shots taken inside his favourite café, the ubiquitous presence of 

cargo ships –a fetish image that already appeared in his previous films Les 100 jours 

d’Ongania (1966), Les trois Belgiques (1968) and In the White City– and, above all, the 

footage filmed inside the Palazzo della Meridiana, his old workplace. The only 

inscription of his body in the film is included in this sequence: it is a brief shot in which 

he is seen from behind while entering the building to visit the exact corner where his 

desk was located [Images 8.3 & 8.4]. Thus, like psychogeographical documentaries, Les 

hommes du port explores the urban surface in search of any trace of the past in the old 

café or the dockers’ gestures. 
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Images 8.3 & 8.4: Les hommes du port, Tanner enters the Palazzo della Meridiana (left) 
in order to visit his old workplace (right) 

 

 

Image 8.5: Les hommes du port, a stevedore directs the movements of port cranes 

 

This body language symbolises the association between intelligence and work 

culture: both at the beginning and the end of the film, Tanner shows several close-ups of 

these gestures accompanied by classical music, implicitly establishing a comparison 

between the task of directing the movements of port cranes and the work of an orchestra 

conductor [Image 8.5]. This communication system, however, was endangered in the 

1990s due to the transformations of dock work itself: as the commentary says, the 

widespread acceptance of containers as standard format in maritime trade speeded up 

the process of loading/unloading and fragmented work crews, which replaced old 

gestures with walkie-talkies. This paradigm shift is visually expressed in Les hommes 

du port through the contrast between the black-and-white footage of dock work 

recorded by stevedores themselves in the early 1970s and the colour images shot by the 
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filmmaker more than twenty years later, some of them significantly taken from a 

modern port crane [Images 8.6 & 8.7]. 

 

 

Image 8.6: Les hommes du port, archival footage of dock work in the early 1970s 

 

 

 

Image 8.7: Les hommes du port, uploading of a container ship in the mid 1990s 

 

This is the first of the two occasions on which Tanner uses archival footage: later 

on, there is a sequence that dates back to June 30th 1960, when dock workers led a 

political demonstration against the attempt to held a conference of the Italian neo-fascist 

party in Genoa. That protest ended in violent clashes with the police and ultimately 
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caused the fall of Fernando Tambroni’s government. In those days, dock workers 

played a key role in local politics, but their influence gradually faded as their number 

decreased: in the mid 1990s, the CULMV had lost 90 percent of its workforce, going 

from 9,000 to 900 employees in thirty years. The archival sequences work therefore as 

testimony of the company’s heyday and as illustration of old practices, but without 

going beyond the dialectic between then and now: given that Tanner undertook his 

search for traces of the past when many were still visible in the cityscape, he usually 

keeps his essayistic digressions for contemporary images, limiting himself to describing 

and identifying the content of the archival footage. In reference to the privatisation of 

the Genoa port and the transformation of the CULMV into a private firm, he states that 

“it's the end of an era and the beginning of another”, a commentary that explicitly 

locates the film within the interregnum between the end of collective utopias and its 

replacement by the ideal of good management.  

Since Les hommes du port does not adopt all the features of the essay film, it must 

be interpreted as a transition between the urban self-portraits about endangered 

cityscapes, such as Roger & Me and Lightning over Braddock (Tony Buba, 1988), and 

others about missing cityscapes, such as Of Time and the City and My Winnipeg (Guy 

Maddin, 2007). Indeed, unlike the latter, Les hommes du port is still a nostalgic film: to 

dispel any doubt, Tanner includes a song entitled ‘Nostalgia’ at the beginning, followed 

by an interview with his composer in which he reflects about this feeling. This retired 

worker argues that the city itself as it was has disappeared along with its old social 

routines. “There is no more Genoa”, he says, “it no longer exists”. Such idea is further 

developed in the commentary over a series of carscapes filmed from the ‘Sopraelevata 

Aldo Moro’, an elevated highway that crosses Genoa from east to southwest through its 

waterfront [Image 8.8]: 

 

The highway is a physical barrier: the first façade of the city over the port can only be seen by 

those who drive at fifty miles an hour. It is an American solution at the heart of a medieval 

city. The old town, its houses and arcades faded into the background. They no longer face the 

coast, forming a whole with the old port, but bump against a viaduct. The barrier is not only 

physical, but also made of noise and pollution. The historic core of the city steps backwards, 

disappears into the shadows and becomes a marginalised ghetto; a sad and dark labyrinth for 

drug addicts and prostitutes. All that thereby enters the shadows is an important part of the 

historical memory of the city. 
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Image 8.8: Les hommes du port, carscape through the elevated highway 

 

The Sopraelevata was built in 1965 as part of a circulation plan that attempted to 

improve vehicular traffic within Genoa’s historic city centre. Although a well-

intentioned project, this structure nonetheless embodies the usual flaws of Brutalist 

architecture: it lacks aesthetic dimension, needs constant maintenance and in the long 

term has had a negative impact on the city since it has broken its historical link with the 

sea. Consequently, the Sopraelevata has turned the Genoa waterfront into what Rem 

Koolhaas termed junk-space: 

 

Junk-Space is the residue mankind leaves on the planet. The built (more about that later) 

product of modernization is not modern architecture but Junkspace. Junkspace is what 

remains after modernization has run its course, or, more precisely, what coagulates while 

modernization is in progress, its fallout (2002: 175). 

 

After these carscapes, the film enters the historic city in order to show its 

contemporary appearance: a two-minute tracking shot goes around a section of Via di 

Prè [Image 8.9], a popular street that used to be crowded with sailors and stevedores in 

the 1950s, but that forty years ago looks half-empty, especially after the stores’ closing 

time. This tracking shot is repeated a few sequences later by night, when the street is 

practically deserted: in forty-five seconds, the camera only meets a man and a cat in a 

scene characteristic of a ghost city [Image 8.10].  
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Images 8.9 & 8.10: Les hommes du port, a shot reverse shot of the same spot in Via di Prè 
seen by day (up) and by night (down) 

 

In both cases, Via di Prè is dark and dirty, but it does not look especially decayed, at 

least not yet. This footage is quite similar to some sequences of In the White City, a film 

in which Tanner surrendered to the charms of picturesque aesthetics: in most sequences, 

he depicted the wild beauty of Alfama –a popular neighbourhood located on a hill over 

the Lisbon waterfront– without realising that he sometimes confused its genius loci with 

the effects of urban decay. In Genoa, on the contrary, this atmosphere upset him, 

because he was not a foreigner there. After all, In the White City describes the 

exploration of an unknown cityscape, but Les hommes du port deals with the return to a 

beloved place. Accordingly, the mood of the latter depends on the distance between 
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Tanner’s memories of the 1950s and what he actually found in the 1990s: another city, 

another waterfront and, above all, another emotion. 

Les hommes du port was made a few years before the launch of the ‘Operating Plan 

for Genoa’s Historic City Centre’ (see Galdini 2005: 19-25). At the time, sailors and 

stevedores had already been replaced by the first tourists, whose presence announced 

the imminent gentrification of the area, whereas traditional residents had given way to 

immigrants who were not always welcomed: in the summer of 1993, a series of attacks 

against foreign residents ended in a violent clash with police, an incident that warned 

about the deterioration of living conditions in the neighbourhood. Dock workers were 

aware of the importance of urban renewal for the future of the city, but Tanner was not 

as interested in this issue as they were: the only interview that addresses this topic in the 

film only serves to highlight the stevedores’ involvement in local politics.  

Contemporary global trends in urban planning usually seek to recover and increase 

the property value of depressed or neglected areas, such as historic centres and 

waterfronts, which are ultimately understood as spaces of consumption (see Muñoz 

2010: 203-207). In view of redevelopments like the Canary Wharf in London (see pages 

121-122), Tanner probably feared that the Genoa waterfront might also become a 

banalscape or just remain as a junkspace. In both cases, the past is understood as a 

commodity, as something that can be marketed as an idea, an image or an experience in 

order to make a profit from investors and tourists. Since its traces are simply regarded 

as economic assets for the city, their preservation usually entails some type of forgery: 

at best, their original appearance is softened by removing any annoying detail or 

controversial meaning; but at worse, they are not restored or destroyed, but simply 

preserved ‘just in case’. At the turn of the century, when most western cities, including 

Genoa, were undergoing similar processes of urban renewal, Koolhaas drew attention to 

the deep disorientation of local governments regarding what to do with their 

architectural heritage, an idea that appears in both his well-known text ‘The Generic 

City’ (Koolhaas & Mau 1995) and the later article ‘Junkspace’ (2002):  

 

The Generic City had a past, once. In its drive for prominence, large sections of it somehow 

disappeared, first unlamented –the past apparently was surprisingly unsanitary, even 

dangerous– then, without warning, relief turned into regret. Certain prophets –long white hair, 

gray socks, sandals– had always been warning that the past was necessary –a resource. 

Slowly, the destruction machine grinds to a halt; some random hovels on the laundered 

Euclidean plane are saved, restored to a splendor they never had... (1995: 1256). 
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Junkspace happens spontaneously through natural corporate exuberance –the unfettered play 

of the market– or is generated through the combined actions of temporary ‘czars’ with long 

records of three-dimensional philanthropy, bureaucrats (often former leftists) that 

optimistically sell off vast tracts of waterfront, former hippodromes, military bases and 

abandoned airfields to developers or real-estate moguls who can accommodate any deficit in 

futuristic balances, or through Default Preservation™ (the maintenance of historical 

complexes that nobody wants but that the Zeitgeist has declared sacrosanct) (2002: 184). 

 

These urban change agents’ perception of the past has nothing to do with Tanner’s: 

his deep admiration for dock workers leads him to praise their legacy, which he 

considers a source of knowledge for younger generations. “I thought that it was 

important to convey their unique experience and their truth at a time in which the lie 

abounds”, he concludes before closing the film with a shot of a cargo ship sailing away. 

Stevedores are thus depicted as agents of social cohesion, people who gave an 

emotional meaning to those areas that were successively affected by the post-industrial 

crisis, the subsequent abandonment, the loss of functions and population, and a partial 

renewal that was not always respectful with their historical identity. The set of their 

testimonies constructs a collective narrative about the disappearance of their way of life, 

but also chronicles the transformation of the waterfront into junkspace. Tanner’s 

autobiographical account apparently remains in the background, but it is more than an 

anchor for the story. Indeed, it is the same story, but told from a different perspective, a 

variation that widens the scope of the film by merging micro and macro approaches: 

from individual to collective, from generational to historical and from social to spatial. 

In short, Les hommes du port is an urban self-portrait narrated in the first-person plural, 

because whenever an interviewee speaks, Tanner implicitly endorses his words; and 

whenever someone recalls a memory, including the filmmaker himself, any Genoese 

could feel it as his or her own. 

 

Of Time and the City: Memories from the Dirty Old Town 

 

“We love the place we hate / then hate the place we love. / We leave the place we 

love / then spend a lifetime trying to regain it”. These lines, recited by Terence Davies 

at the beginning of his documentary Of Time and the City (2008), summarise his 

contradictory relationship with Liverpool, his hometown: while he lived there, from his 

birth in 1945 until he left in 1972, he could not stand it; but later, after settling in 



 216

London in the late 1970s, he has not stopped returning to those years throughout his 

film career. His autobiographical cycle, composed of the shorts Children (1976), 

Madonna and Child (1980) and Death and Transfiguration (1983), as well as the 

feature films Distant Voices, Still Lives (1988) and The Long Day Closes (1992), 

explore the traumatic memories of his childhood, to the extent of developing a series of 

recurrent obsessions: the love of a devoted mother, the death of a violent father, a 

hypocritical and emasculating Catholicism and a troublesome homosexuality closer to 

sin than to pleasure.  

The three shorts were later reunited in a feature film entitled The Terence Davies 

Trilogy (1983), which tells the life story of Robert Tucker –Davies’ alter ego– in a 

three-act narrative: the first, Children, introduces the character as a young man who 

remembers his traumatic childhood; the second, Madonna and Child, focuses on his 

dependency relationship with his mother and shows his frustrations as a gay man; and 

the third, Death and Transfiguration, directly imagines his lonely death. A few years 

later, Distant Voices, Still Lives re-enacted the filmmaker’s family life from his 

mother’s and siblings’ memories of the time when his father was still alive;35 and finally 

The Long Day Closes recalled the short and happy period between his father’s death and 

his discovery of homosexuality in adolescence by means of another alter ego, this time 

called Bud. All these works describe a mindscape located at a particular time and place 

–Liverpool in the post-war years–, but they are not intended at all to faithfully depict its 

cityscape (Everett 2004: 42, 46, 52). 

Davies considers that “cinema is the only art form that can show the passage of time 

visually” (in Yáñez Murillo 2008: 228), to which he has added that “cinema recalls 

memory better than any other art because its effect is instantaneous” (in Reviriego 2008: 

81, my translation). Hence the Liverpool portrayed in his films does not match the real 

city, but an imaginary place that only exists in the filmmaker’s memories: an intimate 

geography that unfolds on the screen without a linear narrative, always following an 

emotional order instead of a chronological one. The best example of this complex 

storytelling is the temporal structure of Distant Voices, Still Lives, whose logic Davies 

has explained through the metaphor of a pebble dropped in a pool: 

 

The idea was that because the film is about memory, and memory moves in and out of time 

all the while, I had to find a way of saying, you’re not going to see ‘what happens next’. 

                                                 
35 Davies’ father died of cancer when the future director was only six-and-a-half years old (Everett 2004: 9). 
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And once you’ve set it up, people will know instinctively. They may not say, this is a non-

linear narrative, but they’ll just know. It seems to me that 7/10ths of the film is in that first 

scene: it’s the day of her wedding, she remembers her dad. That’s the pebble dropped in the 

pool, and then there are those ripples of memory, which is what the film is all about (in 

Floyd 1988: 295). 

 

In this film, most sequences are actually located outside the flow of time, that is, 

they do not come from a specific present but from the act of remembering itself. The 

evocation of the past, as Antonio Weinrichter says, is usually triggered by insignificant 

objects that symbolise previous life periods, like Marcel Proust’s famous Madeleine 

cake (2008: 258). This idea already appeared in a sample study of North Chicago 

residents made by Eugene Rochberg-Halton in 1977, according to which the most 

valued objects in the home were those artefacts that embodied “ties to loved ones and 

kin, (…) and memories of significant life events and people” (1986: 173). Distant 

Voices, Still Lives therefore works, according to Weinrichter, as an emotional zapping 

of temporal leaps in which “echoes, associations, embellishments, forgeries and other 

instances of self-fiction (…) [produce] a montage of souvenirs” (2008: 258). Social 

ceremonies, such as weddings, christenings or burials, as well as everyday routines, 

mainly represented by the morning awakening, seem to be endlessly repeated in the 

film, because they are not conventional flashbacks, in the sense that someone 

remembers something in particular, but interrelated scenes that coexist in a kind of 

eternal return, as Quim Casas has pointed out (2008: 186).36  

Davies’ favourite element to bind them together is music, especially the popular 

songs from the 1940s and 1950s that “gave ordinary people a voice for their feelings” 

(in Everett 2004: 206). He chooses these songs for “their ability to convey a certain 

mood along with the images, and as a representation of collective feeling”, as Ricardo 

Aldarondo has written, “but never to create an easy association of ideas between what 

the song says and what is narrated in the scene” (2008: 201-202). This is to say that the 

resulting contrast between the image track and the musical score allows the filmmaker 

“to de-privatise his own feelings”, an expression borrowed from Gonzalo de Lucas that 

refers to the way he turns his personal memories into collective experience (2008: 85, 

my translation). Thus, as argued by Wendy Everett, the use of popular songs fulfils a 

                                                 
36 Casas argues that this device pioneered narrative experiments later popularised by films such as 
Reservoir Dogs (Quentin Tarantino, 1992), Irreversible (Gaspar Noé, 2002) and 21 Grams (Alejandro 
González Iñárritu, 2003) (2008: 186-187).  
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triple function in Davies’ autobiographical cycle: “to recreate a remembered past but 

also, simultaneously, to interrogate and deconstruct that past” (2004: 167). 

This strategy reappeared again, along with Davies’ recurrent obsessions, in The 

Neon Bible (1995), a transitional work between his Liverpool films and subsequent 

literary adaptations like The House of Mirth (2000) and The Deep Blue Sea (2011).37 In 

view of this new direction in Davies’ film career, it seemed that he would never make 

another film about his hometown, but he actually did, under certain circumstances: Of 

Time and the City was produced as an essay film about the city where he grew up within 

the context of the Liverpool European Capital of Culture 2008, an event that promoted 

many works and projects related to the city, its identity and its evolution through time. 

In this documentary, as Julia Hallam has noticed, Davies finally showed “the exterior 

spaces and places of his childhood and adolescence that were evoked but never seen in 

[his] earlier films” (2010a: 69): for the first time, the domestic topography of his 

autobiographical cycle was extended to the public space beyond “home, school, the 

movies and God”, the places in which the filmmaker spent most time of his childhood, 

as he states in the commentary of the film. The reason for this novelty is the temporal 

structure itself: contrary to Distant Voices, Still Lives or The Long Day Closes, Of Time 

and the City does have a specific present from which the post-war cityscape is recalled: 

2008. Consequently, Davies establishes a dialogue between past and present that 

suggests an emotional reading of Liverpool’s urban change, as Matthew Gandy outlines 

in the introductory text to the DVD edition of the film: 

 

At the heart of this meditation on the city lies a tension, between urban change as a process 

that is brutal and unremitting, and the persistence of memory as something that is delicate 

and filamentary. We weave our memories into a palimpsest of dreams where time and place 

melt into each other. Memories become maps through places to which we can never return in 

a world that is changing all about us (2009: 1). 

 

The main topic of this documentary is thus “the process of aging”, whether for the 

city, the filmmaker or cinema itself (Davies in Yáñez Murillo 2008: 222). In order to 

find the traces of old social rituals that disappeared along with popular neighbourhoods, 

Of Time and the City examines archival footage filmed in Liverpool between the 1940s 

                                                 
37 The Neon Bible and The House of Mirth respectively adapt John Kennedy Toole’s first work (1989) and 
Edith Wharton’s homonymous novel (1905), while The Deep Blue Sea is the second film version of Terence 
Rattingan’s play (1952) that had previously been brought to the screen by Anatole Litvak in 1955. 
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and the early 1970s. This time, instead of re-enacting the past, Davies appropriates real 

images in which time had been recorded “as it was being lived” (Bruno 2002: 259): 

according to Hallam, the film is composed of 85 percent archival footage, mostly taken 

from professional films such as A Day in Liverpool (Anton Dyer, 1929), Morning in the 

Streets (Denis Mitchell, 1959), Liverpool Sounding (Ken Pople, 1967), Who Cares? 

(Nick Broomfield, 1971) or Behind the Rent Strike (Nick Broomfield, 1974) (2010a: 69-

70).38 Almost all these materials come from public archives, except for a few sequences 

that also include amateur footage obtained thanks to local collectors, among which 

Hallam mentions Clive Garner and Angus Tilston (2010b: 284).39  

Despite professional films currently being part of the ‘official’ record of the 

cityscape, Davies uses them as if they belonged to his own collection of home movies, 

an impression emphasised by his first-person commentary. The combination of these 

three elements –professional documentaries, amateur films and Davies’ memoryscape– 

creates an urban self-portrait that “[brings] to the foreground contested spaces and 

[reveals] emotional attachments and attitudes to place”, as Hallam has said (2010a: 79). 

In a broader sense, paraphrasing Michael Zyrd’s definition of found-footage 

filmmaking, this device ultimately serves to comment on the cultural discourses and 

narrative patterns behind history, giving a metahistorical meaning to pre-existing 

images (2003: 42). This new reading is constructed through essayistic elements, such as 

the poetic tone of the commentary, the rhetorical questions addressed to the audience or 

the juxtaposition of archival footage and a present-tense commentary. The latter echoes 

Davies’s working method, which has been described by producers Roy Boulter and Sol 

Papadopoulos as a process of “reflection and viewing, contemplation and reviewing, 

selecting the archive footage for its evocation of very specific emotions and memories” 

(Hallam 2010a: 69). Accordingly, the essayistic component of the film is not only a 

formal choice, but mainly the outcome of its creative process. 

Hallam thematically relates Of Time and the City with “the celebration of northern 

working-class identity found in the black and white realism of the films of the British 

New Wave” (2010a: 72). Those works established a pattern of representation that has 

later conditioned most films set in northern cities of Great Britain. In the entry devoted 

                                                 
38 Both A Day in Liverpool and Liverpool Sounding were commissioned by the city’s public relation 
office, whereas the rest were produced by public institutions like the BBC –Morning in the Streets–, the 
BFI –Who Cares?– or the NFTS –Behind the Rent Strike.  
39 Tilston, in particular, has made a series of compilation films from footage taken by local filmmakers, 
such as Liverpool, Echoes of the 1940s and 1950s and Liverpool: The Swinging Sixties (1994), to name 
but those referred to the same period addressed by Davies in Of Time and the City.  
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to Glasgow, Liverpool and Manchester of the encyclopaedia La Ville au Cinema, 

Stefano Baschiera and Laura Rascaroli pointed out the main features of this approach: 

 

The common historical evolution of Glasgow, Manchester and Liverpool explains their 

similar representations on the screen within stories focused on working life and the 

miserable living conditions in urban slums and poor suburbs. The house, the favourite place 

in these films, opens to a middle ground: the courtyard opened to all eyes. The films deal 

with working-class communities, their belonging to a neighbourhood and their conflicts 

with rival communities. The three cities are usually shown as a mosaic of fragmented 

spaces, collections of disjointed neighbourhoods characterised by their unequal living 

conditions: beautiful gardens or rubbish dumps, rows of little houses or tower blocks, parks 

or dirt roads, churches or derelict factories, old monuments or skyscrapers. These spaces 

perfectly reflect the unemployed characters, the outcast or the petty criminals that inhabit 

them. Within this cityscape, the recurring theme is the escape from the city in search of a 

more promising place, a desire that contrasts with the threat and insecurity of the urban 

environment (2005: 390, my translation). 

 

Davies’ autobiographical cycle follows this pattern of representation, but Liverpool is 

no longer the post-industrial wasteland that it used to be: its current identity has more to 

do with a business, shopping or tourist city than with its old role of industrial and port 

city, as also happened to Genoa right after the making of Les hommes du port. 

Curiously, film production has played a key role in the regeneration of Liverpool, as 

Hallam and her colleagues in the research project ‘A City in Film: Liverpool’s Urban 

Landscape and the Moving Image’ have extensively analysed:40 

 

Liverpool City Council’s determination to attract film production to the city as part of its 

regeneration strategy in the late 1980s was a defining moment in acknowledging the role that 

the creative industries (and film production in particular) could play in reversing the economic 

fortunes of the city during a decade in which public images of civil strife, social unrest and 

industrial disruption were perceived to be major factors in the decline of inward investment in 

the city. It was not however the prospect of projecting an image of the city, positive or 

otherwise, that was a primary concern at this time; basing their strategy on post-industrial 

cities such as Philadelphia in the USA, the city council sought to attract major film production 

companies to use derelict industrial sites as film locations to create freelance opportunities for 

                                                 
40 This project was based at the University of Liverpool and funded by the Arts and Humanities Research 
Council from 2006 to 2010. Its main researchers were Julia Hallam, Richard Koeck, Robert Kronenburg, 
Les Roberts and Ryan Shand. 
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local film and media workers and develop supporting industries such as catering and 

hospitality, a strategy that has proven to be very successful (Hallan 2010b: 290).41 

 

  

Image 8.11 (left): Of Time and the City, a phantom ride taken from the now demolished overhead 
railway with the Royal Liver Building in the background 

 
Image 8.12 (right): The Royal Liver Building in the 2000s 

 

Given that the old pattern of representation is no longer appropriate to depict the 

contemporary Liverpool, Davies decided to begin his urban self-portrait with a 

distancing device that marked the temporal gap between the old image of the city and 

the new one: in the opening sequence of the film, a screen emerges from the floor and 

opens its curtains in order to show old street scenes, suggesting that this cityscape can 

only exist as a projection of archival footage. Among these first analogical images, a 

phantom ride taken from the now demolished overhead railway stands as a film quote to 

one of the first icons of the cinematic city: the arrival of a train to the city, a usual image 

among the silent pioneers since L’arrivée d’un train à La Ciotat (Arrival of a Train at 

La Ciotat, Auguste and Louis Lumière, 1896) that was later canonised by both avant-

garde and mainstream traditions, from Berlin: Die Sinfonie der Grosstadt (Berlin, 

Symphony of a Great City, Walter Ruttmann, 1927) to La bête humaine (The Human 

Beast, Jean Renoir, 1938). This shot includes a glimpse of the Royal Liver Building, 

one of the ‘Three Graces of the Pier Head’ –the other two are the Port of Liverpool 

Building and the Cunard Building– that symbolise the waterfront, the city centre and 

even public space [Images 8.11 & 8.12]. The presence of these and other recognisable 

landmarks in the film, such as Saint George’s Hall, the Liverpool Metropolitan 

                                                 
41 Nowadays, Liverpool is the most filmed city in the United Kingdom only after London, a status that 
confirms its condition of cinematic city in spite of the fact that it rarely plays itself: according to Hallam 
and Roberts, Liverpool has served as a stand-in for cities as different as Amsterdam, Cannes, Chicago, 
Dublin, Moscow, New York, Paris, Rome, St. Petersburg, Vienna, war-time Germany and also, of course, 
London (Hallam 2010b: 291, Roberts 2010: 190). 
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Cathedral or the Albert Dock, emphasises the stark contrast between the representations 

of the imperial, economic or religious power and the streetscape where people hustle 

and bustle in their everyday life.  

This spatial opposition has been defined by Everett regarding The Terence Davies 

Trilogy as the clash between “the wide-open, masculine confidence of the public 

spaces at [the] centre” and “the close intimacy of the women’s spaces, hidden behind 

the net curtained windows of the terraced streets on the periphery of the town” (2004: 

45). Davies clearly feels more comfortable in the latter, as his editing choices confirm: 

he usually shows architectural landmarks from the outside, as symbols or visual 

surfaces, while focusing his attention on customs and rituals already disappeared: 

from leisure time –soccer, movies, wrestling, etc– to domestic routines –lighting the 

fire, cleaning the house, doing the washing– without forgetting the scenes of industrial 

and port work. This life was probably as mediocre, boring and lacking in prospects as 

“a long Sunday afternoon: nothing to do, nowhere to go”, as he says in the 

commentary, but the experiences of that time, like those of any other, left a deep 

emotional trace in Liverpudlians. This idea is expressed in the following passage, in 

which Davies invites the entire audience to remember with him, even those who were 

too young to have lived that period:  

 

Do you remember, you who are no longer young, and you who still are? Do you 

remember the months of November and December? Wet shoes and leaking galoshes, and 

for the first time... chilblains, with Christmas in the air. God was in his heaven, and oh, 

how l believed! Oh, how fervent l was! And on Christmas Eve, pork roasting in the oven, 

the parlour cleaned, with fruit along the sideboard. A pound of apples, tangerines in 

tissue paper, a bowl of nuts and our annual exotic pomegranate. Do you remember? Do 

you? Will you ever forget? 

 

These words recall a particular time and place, but they can also be interpreted as a 

general evocation of childhood memories, regardless of the time to which they belong. 

The temporal distance turns them into “happy days”, as a recorded voice suggests right 

after Davies’ speech, even though they were actually not happy. Thus, although the 

filmmaker refers once again to his particular memoryscape, his words urge to remember 

any past that may have a similar mood.  

The insistence on the act of remembering implicitly expresses the topics of tempus 

fugit and especially memento mori, which William Raban had already invoked in 
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Thames Film (see page 121). In particular, over an image of people walking down the 

street in the 1970s, Davies recites a quote taken from James Joyce’s Ulysses: “as you 

are now, we once were” (1922).42 These words actually come from the medieval story 

of ‘The Three Living and Three Dead’, a narrative that tells the meeting of three living 

men, usually kings or knights, and three corpses or skeletons who warn them “as you 

are now, we once were / as we are now, you may become” (see Rotzler 1961, Sandeno 

1997, González Zymla 2011). By reproducing the first part of this sentence, the 

filmmaker assumes the role of the three dead, reminding the audience that any city and 

any person has a past doomed to disappear and, for this reason, worthy of being 

remembered. Later on, after a sequence about summer afternoons in New Brighton,43 he 

insists on the idea of tempus fugit by means of another literary quote, this time from 

Anton Chekhov: “The golden moments pass and leave no trace”. Certainly, the material 

traces of the past cannot be found in the cityscape, since much of Liverpool’s urban 

fabric was razed to the ground between the 1940s and the 1970s, but the emotional 

traces will survive as memories as long as there are people who may recall them. 

The aftermath of World War II created the appropriate circumstances for urban 

renewal in most cities of the United Kingdom. On the one hand, as John R. Gold and 

Stephen V. Ward have pointed out, urban policies had receded into the background 

due to the war effort: house-building stopped, the slum clearance programme was 

suspended and there was practically no investment in transport and services (1997: 

60). On the other hand, the war-time experience of mass production and planning 

served to launch a nationwide programme of reconstruction and reorganisation 

described by David Harvey in these terms: 

 

Britain (…) adopted quite stringent town and country planning legislation. The effect was to 

restrict suburbanization and to substitute planned new-town development (on the Ebenezer 

Howard model) or high-density infilling or renewal (on the Le Corbusier model) in its stead. 

Under the watchful eye and sometimes strong hand of the state, procedures were devised to 

eliminate slums, build modular housing, schools, hospitals, factories, etc., through the 

adoption of the industrialized construction systems and rational planning procedures that 

                                                 
42 This quote belongs to chapter 6, ‘Hades’, when Leopold Bloom attends Paddy Dignam’s funeral at 
Glasnevin Cemetery. This is Joyce’s exact wording: “How many! All these here once walked round 
Dublin. Faithful departed. As you are now so once were we” (1967: 95). 
43 New Brighton is a seaside resort located at the north-eastern tip of the Wirral peninsula, across the 
Mersey estuary from Liverpool. “In its heyday”, according to Les Roberts, “New Brighton [was] a 
bustling and lively playground for day-tripping Liverpudlians, who in the summer months would arrive in 
their thousands by ferry from Pier Head on the other side of the River Mersey” (2010: 197). 
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modernist architects had long proposed. And all this was framed by a deep concern, expressed 

again and again in legislation, for the rationalization of spatial patterns and of circulation 

systems so as to promote equality (at least of opportunity), social welfare, and economic 

growth (1989: 69). 

 

In the case of Liverpool, the city council took advantage of war damage to 

completely reshape the historic centre: the area between the Pier Head and Lime Street 

station was practically demolished in full in order to make way for “an inner-city 

motorway network and modernist ‘concrete and glass’ offices with integrated shopping 

precincts and amenities” (Hallam 2010a: 76-77). Such a project took so much time that 

vast tracts of the city remained derelict and empty for years, creating an alienating 

ruinscape from which Davies wanted to escape in the 1970s and to which he attempts to 

return in Of Time and the City. His mixed feelings towards this avatar of his hometown 

protect him from nostalgia, because he has not precisely good memories of that time, 

but even so he cannot help but miss it. The best tool to convey this emotional state is 

music, as usual in his films, thanks above all to its ability to arouse memory. The 

unconscious association between a melody and the time at which we heard it for the 

first time has been perfectly explained by Iain Chambers:  

 

Music serves as a multi-dimensional map, it is simultaneously connected to fashion (repetition 

of the new) and to memory (moments lost in time). It permits us to maintain a fragile bridge 

between consciousness and oblivion. It introduces the history of the event into the fluctuating, 

atemporal regime of memory by permitting us to mark time and recall it, admitting the past to 

the present, and allowing us to trace in its echo other dreams, further futures (1997: 234-235). 

 

Davies always relates his works to musical forms, especially the symphony, to the 

point that this genre has inspired the emotional structure of most of his films, including 

Of Time and the City (Everett 2004: 168-169). In this sense, its main theme is the 

passage of time in the city, while its variations revolve around the filmmaker’s usual 

topics: working-class life, homosexuality, Catholicism and cinema. Davies’s primary 

reference to organise these materials was the musical documentary Listen to Britain 

(Humphrey Jennings & Stewart McAllister, 1942),44 but the tone and meaning of both 

films is quite different: while Jennings and McAllister’s work celebrated British 

national unity in wartime, Of Time and the City is instead ‘a love song and a eulogy’ for 

                                                 
44 The filmmaker himself has established this connection (in Yáñez Murillo 2008: 244). 
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the defunct industrial city of the working-class, as its subtitle indicates. Again, the 

soundtrack includes several popular songs, such as ‘Dirty Old Town’, ‘He Ain’t Heavy, 

He’s My Brother’, ‘The Folks Who Live on the Hill’ or ‘The Hippy Hippy Shake’, as 

well as a long list of classical pieces, among which there are two that work as 

counterpoint to the images of urban renewal: Salvador Bacarisse’s Concertino for 

Guitar and Orchestra in A Minor Op. 72 (1957) and Gustav Mahler’s Symphony No. 2 

in C minor, ‘Resurrection’ (1895). This soundscape reinforces the haunting nature of 

archival footage, maximising what Michel Chion calls “the added value of music”: 

 

The expressive and informative value with which a sound enriches a given image so as to 

create the definitive impression, in the immediate or remembered experience one has of it, 

that this information or expression ‘naturally’ comes from what is seen, and is already 

contained in the image itself (1994: 5). 

 

‘The Folks Who Live on the Hill’, for example, provided Davies with the 

foundational image of the documentary: “When I imagined Peggy Lee singing this song 

over images of Liverpool’s public housing estates in the late 1950s, I knew that this was 

what we had to do” (in Reviriego 2008: 81, my translation).45 This sequence 

summarises the evolution of the cityscape from terraced houses to concrete tower blocks 

through a similar device to that used by Michael Moore in Roger & Me, in which the 

visual narrative collides with the upbeat lyrics of the song (see page 183): while Peggy 

Lee sings about a bright future that never became true for working-class Liverpudlians, 

the footage juxtaposes scenes of family life in Arcadian neighbourhoods, images of 

their subsequent decay and demolition, and finally a series of shots in which people 

looked trapped in their new habitat –men and women standing isolated on their 

balconies, a tiny man walking beside a huge building, an old lady removing a used can 

from the lift, etc [Images 8.13 & 8.14]. All these images, as well as the deliberate 

contrast between old and new spaces, come from Who Cares?, but Davies re-edits them 

to the rhythm of the song. The outcome extends the meaning of the original footage by 

expressing the filmmaker’s personal discomfort regarding post-war urban renewal: he 

explicitly criticises the replacement of “a citizen-friendly town planning approach that 

fostered communication among people” by “another, overcrowded [one] based on 

                                                 
45 Davies had already included this song in Distant Voices, Still Lives. Its original version was performed 
by Irene Dunne in the musical western High, Wide and Handsome (Rouben Mamoulian, 1937). 
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concrete tower blocks, graffiti and neglect”, that is, a misapplication of Le Corbusier’s 

modernist principles (Aldarondo 2008: 204).  

 

 

 

Images 8.13 & 8.14: Of Time and the City, everyday scenes in the old and new habitat matched with 
Peggy Lee’s song ‘The Folks Who Live on the Hill’ 

 

The only image in this sequence that was not filmed by Broomfield is a photograph 

entitled ‘The Long Walk’ in which a lonely man walks down Everton Brow amid ruins 

and rubble [Image 8.15]. This panorama is part of ‘Liverpool: The Long Way Home’, a 

series of pictures that photographer Bernard Fallon made between 1966 and 1975, when 

he was living in Crosby, a suburb located six miles north of the city, and almost every 

day took the bus to the Liverpool College of Art. At the time, according to Fallon, 

“buildings were bulldozed everywhere in an orgy of destruction. It was said, ‘What the 

Luftwaffe failed to do, the city corporation finished off’. And it was truly a fascinating 
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place to photograph” (2009: 6). ‘The Long Walk’, in particular, conveys the depressing 

atmosphere of the interregnum between demolition and reconstruction: it is an image so 

powerful and poignant that it is usually considered an icon of urban decay. Being aware 

of this meaning, Davies uses it to split his remix of Who Cares? in two halves, the first 

devoted to old popular neighbourhoods and the second to modernist new spaces, 

thereby identifying the point of no return of urban renewal.  

 

 

Image 8.15: Of Time and the City, Bernard Fallon’s picture ‘The Long Walk’  
 

The traumatic nature of this process is addressed in all its harshness in the musical 

sequences that resort to classical compositions: in the case of Bacarisse’s Concertino, 

the guitar solo of its second movement is associated with terraced houses, whereas its 

immediate repetition by the full orchestra accompanies images of neglected tower 

blocks where people, especially children, strive to live with dignity [Image 8.16]. The 

resulting effect suggests that Brutalist architecture created a hostile environment to 

community life that Davies politely describes as “the anus mundi”. The most 

overwhelming images are nonetheless reserved to the penultimate musical sequence, in 

which a particularly gloomy passage of Mahler’s symphony emphasises the awful 

experience of living through urban rejuvenation: children, young couples, immigrants 

and elders look like castaways left to their fate in a post-industrial nightmare, while old 

buildings are depicted as lifeless bodies rather than useless structures [Image 8.17]. This 

ruinscape is vaguely reminiscent of those included in Koyaanisqatsi (Godfrey Reggio, 
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1982) or News from Home (Chantal Akerman, 1977) because they were all filmed by 

means of a similar apparatus: the grainy texture and colour temperature of the images 

correspond to the visual standards of the 1970s, the decade of the post-industrial crisis 

and also the last years that Davies spent in his hometown. Accordingly, this musical 

sequence works as a farewell to the dirty old town that he left behind, putting an end to 

his memoryscape before returning to the present. 

 

 

Image 8.16: Of Time and the City, images of children in a decayed cityscape matched with  
Salvador Bacarisse’s Concertino for Guitar and Orchestra in A Minor Op. 72 

 

 

Image 8.17: Of Time and the City, images of urban decay and renewal matched with  
Gustav Mahler’s Symphony No. 2 in C minor, ‘Resurrection’ 

 

Unfortunately, the recent reunion between Davies and Liverpool was anything but 

happy, as he himself has said: 
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Almost everything had been pulled down in the area where I grew up. It’s really the dregs 

what’s left of it. Of the sixteen cinemas that were in Liverpool there’s only one remaining. It 

was upsetting because you suddenly realised that fifty years had gone by and that was left of 

it. At the end of the fifties we moved house into these new places. It was the new ‘Jerusalem’, 

but it really wasn’t. It was even worse than our old houses. And, not because I want to be 

Catholic again –I don’t– but our parish church seated about two thousand people and on 

occasions it was filled. Six people were there now. They’ll eventually pull it down, but it’s a 

good example of Gothic Catholic revival built in the 1880s. It’s just sad to see everything tatty 

and ruined at the edges. I’m a stranger there now. I’m an alien (in Yáñez Murillo 2008: 245). 

 

Being a foreigner in his own land did not prevent Davies from realising that life 

went on beyond his frozen memories: as the narrative of the film relies on “the friction 

between the artist anchored in the past, and the World that continues turning” (Gilbey 

2008: 45), it was essential to show to what extent Liverpool had changed. His solution 

was to appropriate a long-established metaphor in the British documentary tradition: the 

image of children playing in the open street as a symbol of the city’s future (Lebas 

2007: 46-47, Shand 2010: 66). These children look at the city as something new, with 

the same curiosity that Davies felt at their age, but they will not miss the old industrial 

city at all: in fact, if they are lucky, their places of memory should be much more 

pleasant and beautiful than the filmmaker’s. Their gazes certify that Liverpool had re-

emerged from its ashes in the late 2000s, a real ‘resurrection’ confirmed by the epic 

fragment of Mahler’s symphony that closes the film  [Image 8.18]. 

 

 

Image 8.18: Of Time and the City, children’s gazes as a symbol of the city’s future 
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Image 8.19: Of Time and the City, closing shot. Fireworks over the city’s waterfront 

 

The final image of the fireworks over the city’s waterfront may seem a happy 

ending [Image 8.19], but it is actually as grandiose as ironic: Davies is aware that 

Liverpool’s resurrection was achieved only after having sacrificed its old cityscape in 

the process, removing most traces of the past from its urban surface. In the late 1980s, 

David Harvey already warned that the fabric of traditional working-class communities 

was being taken over by a lobby formed from the alliance of real state developers and 

local politicians who surreptitiously exchanged the concepts of restoration and imitation 

(1989: 303). Following the usual practices of post-modern urbanism, these urban 

change agents certainly did their best to rehabilitate many degraded areas, but they were 

only superficially interested in preserving the historical identity of places. Nowadays, 

for instance, the Albert Dock looks much better than in the 1970s, but its genius loci has 

gone along with the human landscape that inhabited it. This case exemplifies the 

inherent contradiction of many urban renewals, as exposed by Richard Koeck: 

 

While it is perhaps possible to imitate a cultural past in architectural terms, it is an impossible 

task to bring back the socio-economic tissue that defined the character of those various 

historical building types, such as dock warehouses and other site-specific buildings. 

Paradoxically, such urban planning strategies counteract the natural evolution of a place and 

its identity, which is not a static agent, but a force that is in constant flux and dialogue with 

the present (2010: 215). 

 

Cityscapes, understood as a network of social and cultural relations, cannot be 

created or recovered by urban planning, not unless they have been simplified as images 
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(Muñoz 2010: 50-51). This process usually develops through two strategies, both based 

on the manipulation of history, that ultimately lead to the production of banalscapes: the 

first one, termed “brandified cosmopolitanism” by Muñoz, consists in selecting and 

reproducing elements and typologies of vernacular architecture in order to simulate 

certain urban atmospheres; while the second, identified as “consumer romanticism” by 

the same author, borrows local stereotypes, most of them inspired by the idiosyncrasies 

of the former residents in the area, to recreate a fictional version of disappeared 

communities (2010: 191, my translation). Much to their regret, Genoa’s and Liverpool’s 

dock workers are clear examples of the latter: once they were expelled from historic 

waterfronts, their iconography was recycled by urban change agents to decorate city 

tableaux, making profit from their symbolic capital without offering them much more 

than a nostalgic tribute in return.  

Liverpool’s waterfront is currently a simulacrum as artificial as South Street Seaport 

in New York or the Docklands in London, a banalscape in which Davies is so out of 

place that he had to dive into archival footage to find his way back to the city that 

shaped his personality. Nevertheless, if there is any hint of nostalgia in Of Time and the 

City, it is not for a better past or for a place in particular, but for a way of living that no 

longer exists. Like Michael Moore and Alain Tanner, Davies identifies the old cityscape 

with that lifestyle, but contrary to them, he never idealises it since he is convinced that 

post-war years were not precisely the best time to live in Liverpool. He was basically 

unhappy then, but even so he enjoys recalling his past pleasures as much as anyone, no 

matter how mediocre they were. Thus, while Moore’s and Tanner’s approach may 

sometimes be a bit ingenuous, Davies’ is much more ambiguous thanks to his sincerity. 

By trying to be honest to himself, he rather lines up with Tony Buba, since they both 

bear a love-and-hate relationship to their respective hometowns. Consequently, Of Time 

and the City simultaneously works at several levels, ranging from the personal to the 

social: depending on who sees the film, it may be interpreted as a process of self-

healing, a repository of scenes of everyday life or a chronicle of Liverpool’s urban 

change over half a century. Without ever losing the beat, Davies synchronises his 

personal memories with archival footage, merging history and story, past and present, 

facts and feelings in an ambitions combination that manages to bring back the old 

cityscape to the screen. 
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Chapter Nine 

Self-Portrait as Self-Fiction 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The border between fiction and non-fiction has evolved for decades by means of the 

continuous emergence of new techniques and technologies, each one considered more 

appropriate than its predecessors to represent reality. This vertiginous succession has 

followed the dynamics of a paradigm shift, replacing old styles with new ones in an 

apparently endless process: Grierson’s reenactments, for example, ceased to be truthful 

when direct cinema developed its observational mise-en-scène, while this was in turn 

challenged and replaced by the participatory approach of cinéma vérité.  

Throughout the last century, documentary film was filled with all kinds of codes of 

authenticity to guarantee its scientific truthfulness, resulting in “the elaboration of a 

whole aesthetic of objectivity and the development of comprehensive technologies of 

truth capable of promoting what is right and what is wrong in the world, and by 

extension, what is ‘honest’ and what is ‘manipulative’ in documentary”, as post-modern 

theorist and filmmaker Trinh T. Minh-ha has criticised (1993: 94). In view of the 

codifying of documentary film as a genre or style, she argued that “it no longer 

constitutes a mode of production or an attitude toward life, but proves to be only an 

element of aesthetics (or anti-aesthetics)” (Trinh 1993: 99). Therefore, if documentary 

film is simply a matter of conventions, its visual features can be easily imitated, as 

many fake documentaries have demonstrated, from The War Game (Peter Watkins, 
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1966) to The Blair Witch Project (Daniel Myrick & Eduardo Sánchez, 1999) through 

David Holzman’s Diary (Jim McBride, 1967), Vérités et mensonges (F for Fake, Orson 

Welles, 1973), No Lies (Mitchell Block, 1973), Daughter Rite (Michele Citron, 1979) or 

This Is Spinal Tap (Rob Reiner, 1984) to name just a few examples. 

Fiction has always been present in one way or another within documentary film. 

Michael Renov talks about “fictive elements” to refer to “instances of style, structure, 

and expositional strategy that draw on preexistent (fictional) constructs or schemata to 

establish meanings and effects for audiences” (2004: 22). His short-list of these 

elements includes “the construction of character as ideal type; the use of poetic 

language, narration, or musical accompaniment to heighten emotional impact or create 

suspense; the deployment of embedded narratives or dramatic arcs; and the 

exaggeration of camera angles, camera distance, or editing rhythms” (Renov 2004: 22). 

The degree of development of these borrowings from fiction determines the position of 

any documentary in the non-fiction spectrum, which has been defined by Craig Hight as 

“a continuum of fact-fiction forms that cross over generic boundaries” (2008: 208). That 

is to say that, contrary to what the discourse of sobriety usually maintains, there is no 

strict opposition between the two poles of this spectrum, but rather a subtle gradation 

which admits multiple combinations. 

The use of fiction techniques in documentary film has increased exponentially after 

post-modern theorists argued that modernist attempts to find a truthful representation of 

reality were just an aesthetic choice among many others. Nowadays, found footage has 

become a useful tool to reflect on the film construction of reality, and reenactments are 

again considered a valid strategy to represent what the camera, for whatever reason, 

could not record. This return to Griersonian old practices does not meant a step back 

regarding the modernist search for the real, but rather a broadening of the available 

resources to continue with “the search for the real within the fictional”, as Catherine 

Russell has written (1999: 254). According to Antonio Weinrichter, the main goal of 

these practices is not exactly to bring a hidden reality to light, but to reveal its deep 

meaning through real elements that acquire a strong metaphorical sense (2010: 272). 

Consequently, defining the documentary at the end of the last century required, in Brian 

Winston’s words, “turning back to considerations of how materials could be subjected 

to ‘creative treatment’ and yet not totally fictionalized” (1993: 56-57). 

Regarding the limitations imposed by the discourse of sobriety, Renov has clearly 

argued that “the documentary image functions in relation to both knowledge and desire, 
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evidence and lure, with neither term exerting exclusive control” (2004: 101). 

Accordingly, the documentary gaze is “constitutively multiform, embroiled with 

conscious motives and unconscious desires, driven by curiosity no more than by terror 

and fascination” (Renov 2004: 96). This claim to subjectivity indirectly supports the use 

of fiction techniques, provided that they serve to convey unconscious elements. In fact, 

avant-garde film had already paved the way for them by developing abstract forms that 

“metaphorically represent states of mind and emotional estates” (Lane 2002: 13). These 

films renounced photographic realism to achieve what Bill Nichols has termed 

“emotional realism”, in which the audience still recognises a realistic dimension to the 

depicted experience because “it is like other emotional experiences we have had: the 

emotion itself is familiar and genuinely felt” (2001: 93-94).  

In the last decades, the search for emotional realism has taken advantage of fiction 

techniques to explore intangible realities such as memories, feelings, perceptions and 

even fantasies, looking for a truthful way to represent both collective and individual 

imaginaries beyond the hazy line that separates fiction from non-fiction. Many 

autobiographical films, in particular, locate themselves on both sides of that line in 

order to “seek a self which is often hidden behind a mask, disintegrated or recomposed”, 

as Gregorio Martín Gutiérrez has pointed out (2010: 373). These hybrid works swing 

between “the ‘life story’, the search for a direction, an itinerary, one’s roots, and a 

continuous fragmentation in which the self seems to flee or dissolve” (Martín Gutiérrez 

2010: 373). They are not fully faithful to the facts –when including facts– but rather to 

the feelings and emotions that lie behind them. Their main concern is thereby the 

inscription of the filmmaker’s subjectivity in the film, even through a blatant blend of 

real events and personal fabrications that ultimately leads autobiographical approach 

into the domain of self-fiction. 

The two case studies in this chapter, Porto da Minha Infância (Porto of My 

Childhood (Manoel de Oliveira, 2001) and My Winnipeg (Guy Maddin, 2007), are two 

urban self-portraits made from explicit self-fictions: on the one hand, Portuguese 

filmmaker Manoel de Oliveira mobilises all kind of means of representation to recall his 

childhood and youth memories in his hometown, Porto, from fictional sequences to 

archival footage; while on the other hand, Canadian director Guy Maddin reaches the 

point of appropriating real found footage to fake it in reenactments shot by himself, 

turning his fantasies into an alternative history of Winnipeg. These films, however, are 

still documentaries because they depict, above all, the filmmakers’ relation to their 
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hometowns from the fictional logic of memory, exploring what should be named ‘the 

creative fake of reality’. Thus, both Oliveira and Maddin use their imagination to 

document their memories, portraying not only what they actually remember –missing 

cityscapes, past events, fleeting emotions, etc– but also the way they recall these 

memoryscapes as artists and inhabitants of those cities. 

 

Porto of My Childhood: A Portrait of the Artist as an Old Man 

 

Manoel de Oliveira’s extraordinary longevity –at the time of writing these lines, in 

May 2014, he is one hundred and five years old and counting– has allowed him to 

develop a film career that spans from the silent era to the digital age: his lifetime has 

elapsed for almost the whole twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first 

one, although his mentality can be traced back to the nineteenth century since he was 

born in 1908 in a conservative Catholic family of wealthy industrialists and agricultural 

landowners. Considering these life circumstances, Galician critic Xurxo González 

argues that Oliveira’s film style has established a link between different periods of film 

history, from certain movements related to modernity, such as the avant-gardes, 

neorealism or the new waves, to the post-modern reinterpretations of older genres, such 

as costume drama or the historical film (2004: 35, 72).  

His first work, the short documentary Douro, Faina Fluvial (Working on the Douro 

River, 1931), is a late urban symphony that presents many similarities to Berlin: Die 

Sinfonie der Grosstadt (Berlin: Symphony of a Great City, Walter Ruttmann, 1927) and 

Энтузиазм (Симфония Донбаса) (Enthusiasm. The Dombass Symphony, Dziga 

Vertov, 1931). From the former, it takes the structure of ‘a day in the city’ and the 

interest in the inner rhythms of the modern metropolis; while it shares with the latter the 

idea of depicting an urban community through its daily work activities: coal mining in 

Vertov’s documentary and dock work in Oliveira’s. A decade later, Oliveira’s first 

feature film, Aniki Bóbó (1942), anticipated many proposals of Italian Neorealism, such 

as location shooting, the use of non-professional actors or interest in underrepresented 

social groups, among which children especially stand out. Unfortunately, the film was 

not very successful at the time, despite the fact that the 1940s were the only period in 

which Portuguese cinema had a wide audience able to finance its own film industry. Its 

commercial failure forced Oliveira to remain inactive as filmmaker for almost fifty 

years, until the making of O Pintor e a Cidade (The Artist and the City, 1956), another 
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short documentary about Porto that completes his modernist trilogy about everyday life 

on the banks of the Douro River. Given that these three films –Working on the Douro 

River, Aniki Bóbó and The Artist and the City– are all quoted in Porto of My Childhood, 

it seems opportune to briefly comment on their similarities and differences, paying 

particular attention to the last one.  

The Artist and the City combines several ideas taken from Working on the Douro 

River with certain formal novelties –mainly, its experiments with colour– and a higher 

awareness regarding issues of representation. Its main leitmotivs are the movement of 

people in public spaces, everyday scenes and city landmarks, such as the Clérigos 

Church and Tower, the Porto City Hall or the Luís I Bridge, which had already been 

similarly filmed in Working on the Douro River [Images 9.1 & 9.2]. This iconography 

actually comes from previous representations of the city, mostly nineteenth-century 

paintings, which Oliveira includes in the film in order to acknowledge his debt to this 

visual tradition. 

 

  

Images 9.1 & 9.2: Dom Luís Bridge in Working on the Douro River (left)  

and The Artist and the City (right) 

 

Once again, Oliveira uses the temporal structure of ‘a day in the city’ by following 

painter António Cruz through a full working day, in which urban life is depicted as the 

product of the triad formed by work, transportation and leisure time, while the residents 

of Porto are represented as an anonymous mass. Nevertheless, the painter’s presence as 

implied narrator of the film establishes an individualised gaze at urban space that 

reveals the presence of certain people who stand out in the crowd, such as an elderly 

beggar and several policemen, brief glimpses of the poor and repressed Portuguese 

society under Salazar’s dictatorship. Another difference regarding Working on the 

Douro River is that the film image of the city is mediated by its pictorial representation: 
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Oliveira films the same places, views and frames painted by Cruz, thereby contributing 

to their production and consolidation as landmarks. Both artists strive to capture the 

real, but Oliveira also reveals the artifice of representation, as González has pointed out: 

 

He wants to establish a contrapuntal comparison between reality, understood as a motif, and 

artistic creation. This documentary was a first step (…) to present images framed within an 

aesthetic ritual, analysing the reality of the shadows, making clear the nature of the artifice 

and gathering information about the configuration of delusion and the peculiarities of 

perception (2004: 57, my translation). 

 

  

  

Images 9.3, 9.4, 9.5 & 9.6: The Artist and the City, the riverscape filmed by Oliveira and painted by Cruz 

 

By showing the creative process behind António Cruz’s paintings, The Artist and 

the City makes explicit its condition as reproduction of reality: in the final sequence, 

Oliveira edits a shot of the waterfront followed by increasingly more abstract 

watercolours that depict the same view [Images 9.3, 9.4, 9.5 & 9.6]. The film is thus 

consciously located within the tradition of reflexive documentary, even though it does 

not include any shot of the cinematic apparatus. Arguably, it even anticipated the 

reflection on the failure of both cinema and painting to achieve a faithful representation 

of reality that El sol del membrillo (Dream of Light, 1992) would further develop four 
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decades later. The director of this film, Víctor Erice, has reminded in a text on 

Oliveira’s work that “all we see is presented as theatre, which means that cinema, by 

assuming the idea of modernity, is faced with two alternatives: whether to film the 

spectacle of life or the spectacle of the stage” (2004: 30, my translation). Considering 

that Aniki Bóbó was Oliveira’s clearest attempt to film the spectacle of life, The Artist 

and the City would be in turn his first film interested in the spectacle of theatre, that is, 

in the methods and devices devoted to depict –or rather reenact– reality. 

Surprisingly, Oliveira found more opportunities to make movies at the end of his 

life, when it was assumed that he would retire from filmmaking (González 2004: 67). In 

the early 1970s, he obtained funding to make “a ‘last’ film” (Sales 2011: 111, my 

translation), which actually opened a series of four literary adaptations later known as 

the Tetralogy of Frustrated Loves: O Passado e o Presente (Past and Present, 1972), 

Benilde ou a Virgem Mãe (Benilde or the Virgin Mother, 1975), Amor de Perdição 

(Doomed Love, 1979) and Francisca (1981). Since then, Oliveira has worked at a 

furious pace, especially for his age, practically making a film a year. This period, which 

can be described as deeply post-modern, combines historical films about the discourses 

and narratives that underpin Portugal –Non, ou a Vã Glória de Mandar (No, or the Vain 

Glory of Command, 1990), Palavra e Utopia (Word and Utopia, 2000), O Quinto 

Império – Ontem Como Hoje (The Fifth Empire, 2005), etc– with titles that deal with 

more recent problems, such as the plight of the urban poor or the aged rural population 

–A Caixa (The Box, 1994) or Viagem ao Princípio do Mundo (Voyage to the Beginning 

of the World, 1997). The most remarkable feature of these films, as González explains, 

is their tendency to integrate autobiographical accounts and personal statements within 

their narratives in order to leave proof of the filmmaker’s existence for eternity: 

 

Oliveira gives value to the word, staging conversations that cover ellipsis and allow him to 

integrate his observations about the world. Like a wise old man, the proximity of death 

enables him to tell exemplary stories and make utopian glosses about the fate of the world. 

His combative spirit was already relegated to the past: he is currently tired and faces life with 

detachment, theorising, questioning the relativity of things. His extremely long-lived 

condition serves him to act as a medium between life and afterlife. (…) The filmmaker 

expresses his nonconformity with the state of the world and the recent evolution of humanity 

by means of these disenchanted comments, with which he aims to fulfil a double duty: on the 

one hand, to be exemplary for the audience; and on the other hand, to redeem his own ‘sins’ 

in view of the proximity of the ultimate trance (González 2012, my translation). 
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This desire for transcendence has led Portuguese filmmaker João Mário Grilo to 

state that “Oliveira currently films for God” (2006: 129, my translation). Regardless of 

whether or not Oliveira feels like “a divine instrument”, as González suggests (2012, 

my translation), he is, at least, ontologically involved in his later works: since each new 

film he directs might be the last one, the temptation of expressing his last will is always 

present.46 Memory has become one of the main subjects of his post-modern works, but 

he does not understand it as a stable collection of experiences that may be faithfully 

recovered. On the contrary, he uses it as an uncontrolled source of inspiration for 

exploring his self, his past and the historical imaginary of his country, reaching the 

point of faking it when necessary. 

All these post-modern films share, according to González, the same elegiac look at 

people, customs and things that have been left behind by the passage of time (2012). 

Their mood has to do with what Portuguese call saudade, a complex emotional state, 

similar to the Turkish hüzün or the Romanian dor, which is not exactly the same as 

nostalgia, longing, melancholy or loneliness, but rather their deep awareness. The 

dictionary from the Royal Galician Academy, for instance, defines this term as “an 

intimate feeling and mood caused by the longing for something absent that is being 

missed and that can take different aspects, from specific realities (a loved one, a friend, 

the motherland, the homeland...) to the absolute and mysterious transcendence” (García 

& González 1997: 1090, my translation). A clear example of saudade within Oliveira’s 

work would be the following dialogue of Voyage to the Beginning of the World, 

pronounced by the filmmaker’s fictional alter ego: “You’ve embraced your aunt, body 

and soul”, he says to a travelling companion who has just visited his father’s home 

village, “Me, even my childhood friends, my brother Casimiro and all my friends of that 

time, they are all gone. A long life is a gift from God, but it has its price”. In this case, 

the real expression of saudade is the last sentence, because it goes beyond the nostalgia 

for the loved ones by referring to the intimate perception of this absence. Similarly, the 

initial statement of intent of Porto of My Childhood addresses the act of remembering 

from a ‘saudosist’ approach: “To recall moments from a distant past is to travel out of 

time. Only each person’s memory can do this. It is what I shall try to do”. That is to say 

that Oliveira’s intention, officially, is to recall, but he implicitly admits, with saudade, 

                                                 
46 His most recent films, however, do not even seem to have testamentary intentions: it is the case of 
Singularidades de uma Rapariga Loura (Eccentricities of a Blonde-haired Girl, 2009), O Extranho Caso 
de Angélica (The Strange Case of Angelica, 2010) and O Gebo e a Sombra (Gebo and the Shadow, 2012). 
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that he will probably not always succeed. Memory, therefore, is regarded as the raw 

material that fuelled his creativity, because all that he can no longer remember must be 

imagined through self-fiction. For Oliveira, this is not a problem when making an 

autobiographical documentary, since any film is always full of ghosts, as he has stated:  

 

Images on the screen are a spell of the camera, they are no more than ghosts of a reality that 

hides other ghosts, which accompany them in actual life. (…) Even when images look very 

realist, they are simply appearance, they are just cinema, whether they are part of a fiction or 

come from actual life. They are immaterial. They are still and always ghosts of something that 

there is no longer or that never was (in Zunzunegui 2004: 87, my translation).  

 

In order to summon the ghost of his past, Oliveira resorts to different techniques 

and devices that ultimately give rise to a film palimpsest in which several visual 

materials coexist: archival footage from the first third of the twentieth century, images 

from Working on the Douro River, Aniki Bóbó and The Artist and the City, current 

views of Porto at the turn of the century, and finally fictional reenactments of 

meaningful episodes. Moreover, the soundtrack alternates a first-person commentary 

read by the filmmaker himself with passages of classical music and popular songs that 

strengthen the emotional dimension of the images, as in Of Time and the City 

(Terence Davies, 2008). The set of all these strategies aims to represent the logic of 

memory, assuming that neither images nor stories are enough in themselves to recall 

the filmmaker’s memoryscapes in their full complexity.  

On the narrative level, Porto of My Childhood dates back to the 1920s and 1930s, 

when Oliveira was a young man in a city that faced a particularly unstable historical 

period: two years after Oliveira’s birth, in 1910, the Portuguese monarchy was 

overthrown by a military coup d’état; then, from 1910 to 1926, the First Portuguese 

Republic was undermined by the internal division of the Republican Party and the 

pressures exerted by several strikes and uprisings; and finally, in 1926, another military 

coup d’état led to António Salazar’s corporatist-authoritarian dictatorship, which lasted 

forty-eight years, until the Carnation Revolution. In this period, Oliveira completed his 

high school education in a sort of exile in A Guarda, a town located right across the 

northwest border between Portugal and Galicia, where the Portuguese Jesuits settled 

temporarily after having been expelled from the country –in the first half of Voyage to 

the Beginning of the World, Oliveira’s alter ego precisely recalls these years. 

Thereupon, in 1924, he decided not to go to college: in view of the well-off economic 



 242

position of his family, he preferred to devote himself to his passions, which at the time 

were theatre, sports and bohemian life. In these circumstances, he soon became a 

moviegoer, and one day he had the chance to see Berlin: Symphony of a Great City. 

“That film touched me”, he has repeated on several occasions, “it was a proposal for 

which I felt qualified” (Oliveira in Andrade 2002: 25, my translation). Cinema soon 

became his main interest, “a passion that stole me from sport, just as the latter stole me 

from the bohemian life”, as he says in the commentary of Porto of My Childhood.  

Like the previous case studies, this film also addresses the relation between the 

filmmaker and the city by associating memories and places: on the one hand, 

Oliveira’s past emerges from current urban space; while on the other hand, his stories 

recreate a missing city. Indeed, Porto of My Childhood stands as a precursor for Of 

Time and the City: in addition to their most obvious similarities, such as being first-

person autobiographical narratives or having been produced within the context of the 

European Capital of Culture, both films contrast old and contemporary cityscapes in 

order to criticise their transformations, using music to highlight the emotional 

perception of the process as well as to stimulate memories. Urban self-portraits, as 

already said above, are not as interested in recalling the past as in establishing a 

dialogue with it by means of the act of remembering, through which filmmakers 

simultaneously depict the past and present of their hometowns and, above all, their 

own self over time. The feedback between place and self is thus reciprocal: memories 

allow the film to time travel to the past of the place, while each new visit to these 

places grants access to increasingly deep layers of the self.  

The main difference between Porto of My Childhood and Of Time and the City lies 

in the degree of transparency with which this mental mechanism is showed: Oliveira is 

much more explicit than Davies because he does not hesitate to distrust his own ability 

to remember. For this reason, Porto of My Childhood continuously tends towards self-

fiction, staging Oliveira’s memories through fictional reenactments played by 

professional actors, something that Davies already did at the beginning of his career: the 

English filmmaker separated self-fiction and documentary, devoting different films to 

each one, while the Portuguese director has combined them in several works, whether 

feature films –Voyage to the Beginning of the World– or documentaries –Porto of My 

Childhood. In the latter case, reenactments and archival footage have the same 

documentary value as evidences of the functioning of Oliveira’s memory, a feature that 

recalls Tony Buba’s fantasies in Lightning over Braddock (1988): in both self-portraits, 
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the staged sequences are not outside reality but part of it, always considering that the 

product of our mental activity also belongs to reality.  

These reenactments do not seek to reproduce the real appearance of Porto in the 

past, but just Oliveira’s memoryscape. At times, and this is the most astonishing quality 

of these sequences, the characters help the filmmaker recall forgotten details of his own 

memories, as when his fictional doubles whisper certain words before he says them. 

This idea suggests that memories do not pass from the creator to his creations, but 

conversely: fiction seems to be what guides the filmmaker’s account, instead of his past 

experiences giving rise to fiction. Furthermore, the actors who embody Oliveira in the 

documentary are precisely his grandsons, Jorge and Ricardo Trêpa, a casting choice 

based on their physical resemblance that indirectly reinforces the mastery of the present 

–fiction– over the past –memory.  

 

 

Image 9.7: Porto of My Childhood, Oliveira himself playing the role of an actor on the stage 

 

  

Image 9.8 (left): Porto of My Childhood, Jorge Trêpa –the man with binoculars– playing the role of 

young Oliveira. Image 9.9 (right): A similar shot from Anxiety 
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From the documentary point of view, as Laura Rascaroli has explained, Porto of My 

Childhood cannot be considered a self-portrait of the artist as a young man because that 

character is only present in absence, whether described by the voice-over or replaced by 

doubles (2009: 175). Having no indexical evidence of its existence, the audience has to 

trust the narrator’s words, which are actually one of the two indexical evidences of the 

existence of another different character: the artist as an old man. The other evidence is 

the personal appearance of Oliveira himself in the sequence that reenacts one of his 

frequent visits to the theatre at the time. This visual inscription is like a game of mirrors: 

old Oliveira –the real Oliveira– plays the role of an actor who embodies a thief on the 

stage, while his young double –Jorge Trêpa– is seeing the play from a box seat [Images 

9.7 & 9.8]. The latter image is practically identical to a shot from Inquietude (Anxiety, 

Manoel de Oliveira, 1998), in which the camera frames another box seat from a very 

similar position [Image 9.9]. Accordingly, if reenactments are inspired by previous 

feature films, the past automatically becomes a fiction of the present, in which Oliveira 

portrays himself as an old filmmaker who tries to remember his past through staged 

sequences. After all, much of the truthfulness of Porto of My Childhood relies on his 

director’s testimony, and any testimony, as Bill Nichols has warned, always gives less 

priority to what happened in the past in a strict sense than to “what we now think 

happened and what this might mean for us” (1993: 177). 

This dialogue between past and present is developed in both temporal and spatial 

terms. For example, a usual strategy to insert the filmmaker’s memories within 

historical time is the editing of fictional reenactments as reverse shots for authentic 

documents: in the sequence in which a man climbs to the top of the Clérigos Tower, the 

real footage of the event is punctuated by several high-angle shots of Oliveira’s double 

looking up, giving the impression that the image of the man climbing the tower comes 

from the filmmaker’s gaze [Images 9.10 & 9.11]. Other times, certain scenes of old 

bourgeois life are showed twice, like the after-dinner stroll in the Avenida das Tilias, 

which is first seen through archival footage and then reenacted in the same location. 

This detail reveals that Oliveira is always careful to match his memories with the real 

settings where they took place, as when he juxtaposes old images of his places of 

memory with shots of their current avatars on the urban surface: his favourite cake-

shop, the Confeitaria Oliveira, was a clothing store in 2001; the Café Central, where he 

met his bohemian friends in the 1930s, had become a banking office; and the first movie 

theatre built in Porto, the Cinema High-Life, was transformed into the Cinema Batalha 
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in 1947, a venue that unfortunately closed at the turn of the century [Images 9.12 & 

9.13]. In all these psychogeographical comparisons, Oliveira’s laconic voice usually 

states “this is it today”. 

 

  

Images 9.10 & 9.11: Porto of My Childhood, real footage of a man climbing the Clérigos Tower (left) 

punctuated by shots of Oliveira’s fictional double (right) 

 

  

Images 9.12 & 9.13: Porto of My Childhood, Confeitaria Oliveira then and now 

 

The only exception to this dynamic is the Café Majestic, which still remains open 

thanks to the beauty of its art deco interiors: in 1983, it was declared Building of Public 

Interest and then, in the 1990s, it was restored and reopened as a relic of the Belle 

Époque. There, Oliveira films the exact corner where he wrote the shooting plan for 

Gigantes do Douro [Douro Giants], a film that he could not make at the time because of 

censorship. This idea of returning to the crime scene already appeared in Les hommes 

du port (1995), although in that film Alain Tanner went back to an empty office that 

bore almost no resemblance to the one he had known. On the contrary, Oliveira finds 

everything in place in the Majestic, but he does not seem particularly pleased about that. 

In this sequence, his voice keeps the same ‘saudosist’ tone as in the rest of the film, 

perhaps because the success in preserving this space makes more evident his own 

process of aging. For this reason, he emotionally feels more attached to missing places, 

like the old nightclubs, than to those that still stand. 
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The psychogeographical comparison that offers the key to the film is the rewriting 

of the first Portuguese moving picture: Saída do Pessoal Operário da Fábrica 

Confiança (Workers Leaving the Confiança Factory, Aurélio Paz dos Reis, 1896). 

Porto of My Childhood includes its whole footage –almost a minute– as well as its 

contemporary version, in which Oliveira recreates the original scene [Images 9.14 & 

9.15]. The old shirt factory located at No. 181 Rua de Santa Catarina curiously became 

the headquarters of Oporto 2001, European Capital of Culture at the turn of the century, 

one of the production companies of this documentary along with Madragoa Filmes, 

Gemini Films and the RTP, the Portuguese public television. Thus, by replacing the 

seamstresses who left their workplace in 1896 by other workers in 2001, including an 

actor who embodies the pioneer Aurélio Paz dos Reis, Oliveira combines up to four 

reading levels in the same shot: first, it documents the Rua de Santa Catarina in 2001; 

second, it reproduces a previous document of the same place; third, it partly reenacts its 

filming process; and finally, it makes real his own fantasies.  

 

  

Image 9.14 (left): Workers Leaving the Confiança Factory, the fist Portuguese moving picture 

Image 9.15 (right): Porto of My Childhood, rewriting of Workers Leaving the Confiança Factory 

 

This tribute to Paz dos Reis suggests that cinema is an essential element to preserve 

the memory of the city and recall the filmmaker’s memoryscape. The direct quotations 

from Working on the Douro River, Aniki Bóbó and The Artist and the City also 

contribute to giving the impression that Oliveira remembers the past of his hometown 

through the films that he shot there, a strategy that relates his urban self-portrait to the 

metafilm documentaries discussed in chapter twelve. The sum of these four works set in 

Porto –Working on the Douro River, Aniki Bóbó, The Artist and the City and Porto of 

My Childhood– constitutes a tetralogy that shows the evolution of the cityscape and its 

representations through time, establishing a visual history of the city from images 

belonging to different film periods and styles. This praise of cinema’s ability to 
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stimulate memory is nevertheless far from naïve, because the filmmaker admits the 

limitations of this device in the commentary. His frustration about the impossibility of 

remembering everything is, again, an expression of saudade: 

 

Thanks to the cinema, we can see these bits over and over again. But only each person’s 

memory can recall things that only we did live through. And is doing so not the best way of 

showing who we are? But many of my memories, in going back into the past, have been lost 

and today are entombed. 

 

Oliveira has assumed that cinema can only preserve tiny fragments of memory, 

which does not prevent him from filming to create new memories. In this sense, he has 

arrived at the same conclusion as Nicholas Ray in Lightning over Water (Nicholas Ray 

& Wim Wenders, 1980), in which the American filmmaker stated, in a lecture at Vassar, 

that “the closer one comes to an ending, the closer one moves to a rewriting that is a 

beginning” (transcribed in Scheibler 1993: 137). Reenactments in Porto of My 

Childhood are not only an attempt to recover past memories, but also a way of creating 

new ones for the future: the memory of making another film, and even the memory of 

the act of remembering, because we do not always remember our experiences directly, 

but rather through their later account. 

 

  

Images 9.16 & 9.17: Porto of My Childhood, the carscape which becomes a boatscape 

 

The film ends with a carscape that resembles those recorded by Tanner from 

Genoa’s elevated highway in Les hommes du port. This time, the camera is placed on a 

car that slowly traverses the Viaduto do Cais das Pedras, a small bypass over the Douro 

that runs about two hundred metres in parallel to the waterfront. Thanks to the curve of 

the bridge, the city is seen from the river for a few seconds, as if it were a boatscape 

instead of a carscape [Images 9.16 & 9.17]. Oliveira adopts this perspective to 

reproduce the view of the city that the old Portuguese navigators had before departing 
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into the unknown. The end of this shot reinforces this idea by zooming into a tiled mural 

that represents a portrait of Prince Henry the Navigator, the patron who encouraged 

Portuguese exploration in Africa [Image 9.18].47  

 

 

Image 9.19: Tiled mural with a portrait of Henry the Navigator on the right 

 

The conclusion of Porto of My Childhood metaphorically relates, on the one hand, 

the mouth of the river with the end of Oliveira’s autobiographical account, and on the 

other hand, overseas discoveries with his discovery of life through film: the closing shot 

precisely shows a lighthouse in the midst of the evening, a symbolic image that matches 

the infinite spaciousness of the horizon with the infinite possibilities of the film screen. 

This lighthouse in particular is the Farolim de Felgueiras, which had already appeared 

in the opening and closing shots of Working on the Douro River. Therefore, by looking 

for an ending to his urban self-portrait, Oliveira encounters the foundational image of 

his film career and rewrites it, establishing a cinematic eternal return that allows him to 

fulfil his purpose of travelling out of time: “the city is being renewed”, he says, “but no 

matter how much it is changed, it will always be the Porto of my childhood with a gold 

stream running at its feet”.48 Thanks to cinema, Oliveira’s return to his beginnings 

implicitly entails a new beginning, which actually simply follows the example of his 

hometown: to update certain features in order to remain the same as ever, even when it 

is no longer possible to remain exactly the same. 

                                                 
47 This mural is on the façade of the Mother Church of Massarelos. 
48 In Portuguese, the name of the Douro sounds like ‘rio d’ouro’, which literally means ‘gold river’. 
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My Winnipeg: The City as a Text to Be Decoded 

 

Guy Maddin’s urban self-portrait resorts to self-fiction to convey his subjective 

perception of the slow decline of Winnipeg, historically one of the main industrial 

centres in Canada. This ‘docu-fantasy’ –a term coined by Maddin himself– lacks the 

political commitment of Roger & Me or the social conscience of Les hommes du port 

and Of Time and the City, but it shares with Lightning over Braddock and Porto of My 

Childhood their ability to explore imaginary cityscapes in order to depict the emotional 

experience of urban space. This choice seems quite appropriate to address the love-and-

hate relationship that anyone establishes with their hometown, because it exposes the 

irrational ties that bind us to it. In the case of Winnipeg, this relationship also includes a 

supernatural dimension that certainly comes from Maddin’s tendency towards fantasy, a 

clear transgression of the discourse of sobriety that nevertheless serves to provide the 

city with a whole urban mythology. 

The Canadian filmmaker is best known for his insistence on recovering the 

aesthetics of silent film in post-modern times. Barry Keith Grant has summarised the 

contradictions of his style by describing it as “so avant-garde that his movies look like 

they were made almost a hundred years ago” (Grant & Hillier 2009: 143). Maddin has 

no problem to imitate, copy, quote or simply plagiarise a wide range of styles, many of 

them already buried, including German Expressionism, Soviet editing, French 

surrealism, film noir, excessive melodramas, classical horror movies, trash cinema and 

even early musicals (Beard 2010: 7).49 Such a blend of referents usually leads him to 

pastiche, but it has also allowed him to develop an unmistakable aesthetics based on 

excess, saturation and, above all, an impressive wealth of visual resources. Like other 

post-modern filmmakers, from Quentin Tarantino to Todd Haynes, Maddin understands 

the history of cinema as an inexhaustible source of inspiration from which he can take 

out any technique or device to reuse it in a completely different context: thus, despite 

not having been trained in filmmaking,50 he has been able to create a work that emerges 

                                                 
49 William Beard notes that “his taste for entertaining aesthetic failure” is also compatible with “a deep 
admiration for genuine masters of the cinematic medium”, such as Friedrich Wilhelm Murnau, Eric Von 
Stroheim, Josef Von Sternberg, Carl Theodor Dreyer, Luis Buñuel, Jean Renoir, Jean Vigo, Max Ophüls 
or Alfred Hitchcock, besides certain animation filmmakers close to Surrealism such as Jan Svankmajer or 
Stephen and Timothy Quay (2010: 7-8). 
50 Maddin usually introduces himself as “a ‘garage-band’ filmmaker”, that is, “somebody who doesn’t 
really have a technical ability to be a professional artist but might have something authentic and personal 
to say anyway” (Beard 2010: 5). 
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from the cannibalisation of all the references that he has accumulated throughout his 

long and omnivorous career as a passionate moviegoer.  

The isolation imposed by Winnipeg’s geographical location and its severe climate 

– the city is located hundreds of miles away from any other major city, and it has 

below-zero temperatures for five months a year– has indirectly fuelled Maddin’s film 

activity: he has explained that “unlike big cities, where there are lots of things to do 

and warmer weather, we don’t talk our best ideas out into the cafe night air. You’re 

stuck inside, and there’s nothing to do but actually doing your stuff” (in Darr 2008: 1). 

Thanks to these restrictions, Maddin has managed to shoot eight feature films and 

over twenty short films before making his urban self-portrait, including a couple of 

self-fictions: Cowards Bend the Knee, which is also known as The Blue Hands (2003), 

and Brand upon the Brain! (2006). These two films, along with My Winnipeg (2007), 

make up an autobiographical cycle called the ‘Me Trilogy’ that contains several 

repeated elements (Halfyard 2007).  

Firstly, the three films are silent parodies of family dramas starring a fictional 

double of the author, also named Guy Maddin, although he is played by different actors 

–Darcy Fehr in Cowards Bend the Knee and My Winnipeg, and Sullivan Brown and 

Erik Stephen Maahs in Brand upon the Brain! Secondly, the trilogy presents the same 

types of parental figures: a domineering mother and an absent father. Indeed, Cowards 

Bend the Knee and My Winnipeg blend fact and fiction by reproducing the same 

dichotomy between female space, associated with the beauty salon owned by Maddin’s 

real mother, and male space, identified with the place where Maddin’s real father used 

to work as a volunteer for the local hockey team, the Winnipeg Arena. Lastly, these 

films always include references to traumatic events and sexual intrigues that date back 

to the childhood or adolescence of the characters. The set of all these features calls into 

question the autobiographical dimension of the ‘Me Trilogy’, since the content of these 

films does not rely on actual facts, but on Maddin’s mindscapes. Consequently, My 

Winnipeg resorts to self-fiction in order to depict the filmmaker’s inner world with the 

greatest possible depth. 

The original idea of making a documentary on Winnipeg came from the president 

of The Documentary Channel in Canada, Michael Burns, who commissioned Maddin 

to direct it (Beard 2010: 313). The main subject should have been the city itself, but 

the filmmaker quickly realised that, in order to show his Winnipeg, he needed to show 

himself first (Halfyard 2007). For this reason, his urban self-portrait explores three 
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superimposed layers: Winnipeg’s local history, Maddin’s family portrait and a series 

of surreal episodes that belong to the realm of imagination (Lahera 2008). 

Accordingly, the narrative of the film constantly combines opposing elements: 

objectivity and subjectivity, reality and imagination, history and fake, memories and 

fantasies, etc, an endless list of binary oppositions in which we cannot distinguish 

what is true from what is invented.  

Dave Saunders, however, maintains that My Winnipeg is “more immersed in the 

‘truth’ of the city and its psychological effects than any by-the-book chronicle” (2010: 

153), an idea that Grant had previously defended by stating that the film “is probably 

closer to the way most people relate their environment than the urban celebrations 

depicted in city symphony films” (2009: 144). Fake thereby works as a way to achieve 

an abstract or at least subjective truth, as explained by the filmmaker: “The truth lies in 

the exaggeration. (…) I can better control the truth when I know that nothing is literally 

true. I can be sure that something is true if I control the necessary device to represent a 

copy of the truth” (Maddin in Kovacsics 2011: 81, my translation). Thus, by means of 

this creative fake of reality, My Winnipeg suggests a model of relationship with our 

everyday environment in which subjective perception and personal inventions are valid 

tools to develop a cognitive map beyond pre-established representations. 

Maddin’s fabrications aspire to be plausible within the internal logic of the film, 

which tries to imitate the disjointed logic of memory. In order to achieve this purpose, 

the documentary deploys up to six different narrative devices: voiceover commentary, 

archival footage, Winnipeg’s current images, Maddin’s mental images, animation 

sequences and title cards. The first of these elements, the filmmaker’s commentary, uses 

a poetic and repetitious tone to recall both memories and impressions of the past from 

an omniscient position, as well as to control the transitions from one story to another. 

Archival footage, in turn, corresponds to the images of the past, which usually show 

people having fun, especially outdoors: much of this footage are scenes of winter 

activities that recall actuality films such as Ice-Yachting on the St. Lawrence (Joseph 

Rosenthal, 1903) or Skating for the World’s Championship at Montreal (Joseph 

Rosenthal, 1903). Maddin has ensured that this footage is authentic, although it is so 

short that he decided to increase it by filming fictional reenactments as if they were old 

actuality films (Brooke 2008: 12, Darr 2008). Since it is not possible to distinguish 

which images are real and which are not at first sight, the audience has to choose 

between trusting their authenticity or assuming that any image of the past might be a 
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fake. Any of these two possibilities challenges the conventional perception of archival 

footage, according to which we must decode old images as “authentic signs of their 

times” unless the film gives us any reason to think otherwise (Nichols 1993: 177). In 

this case, we have every reason to distrust, but the presence of some authentic images 

forces us to wonder to what extent this device is able to convey that subjective truth. 

Meanwhile, Winnipeg’s current images document the real cityscape, sometimes 

including traces of the filmmaker’s inscription within the film, such as his shadow or 

his footprints. These images are the closest ones to the autobiographical approach: for 

example, in the sequence in which the filmmaker walks his dog Spanky at night, he 

himself holds the camera to personally capture the feeling of walking over snow. On 

the contrary, the mental images are always reenactments performed by actors and 

filmed in studio settings: the bulk of the sequences devoted to his family life clearly 

fit into this category. The most implausible events, such as the death of racehorses in 

the frozen river or the destruction of an amusement park due to a bison stampede, are 

visualised through Andy Smetanka’s animation sequences, whose primitive style has 

been compared to Lotte Reiniger’s since they both use the technique of silhouette 

animation (Darr 2008, Beard 2010: 314). Finally, the title cards serve to introduce 

new sequences and, above all, to emphasise certain ideas that are already present both 

in the images and the commentary. 

These narrative devices are not always associated with a single style in particular, 

given that they all share a hybrid visual texture that comes from the juxtaposition of 

eleven recording formats: Super-8mm film, 16mm film, Super-16mm film, analogue 

video, mini-DV video, HD video, cell phone, animation shot on video, animation shot 

on Super-8, several archival footage formats, and finally rear projections that were 

originally shot on video and later reshot on film (Halfyard 2007, Beard 2010: 313). 

Such a variety of media helps to hide the texture differences between archival footage 

and staged sequences, resulting in an anachronistic aesthetic that seems to be out of 

time, to the point that Maddin’s Winnipeg looks like a Central European city in the 

interwar period: the real cityscape thereby becomes an imaginary place composed of 

parts of other cities, other films and other representations, that is, an urban palimpsest 

shaped according to the filmmaker’s visual referents. 

This imaginary city is built through the counterfactual logic of ‘what if?’: Maddin 

explores all those denied futures that Winnipeg never developed, beginning with his 

own escape from there, a scene defined by William Beard as “the film’s narrative locus, 
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to which it returns with great regularity throughout its entirety” (2010: 315). In that 

sequence, the main character –Maddin’s fictional double– attempts again and again to 

leave Winnipeg by train, but he is trapped in a labyrinth –his memory– from which he 

will only get out once the narrator –Maddin himself– relives all his past experiences 

there [Image 9.20]. This endless journey through the urban surface symbolises the act of 

remembering, as the commentary clearly implies: “I just have to make my way through 

town, through everything I’ve ever seen and lived, everything I’ve loved and forgotten”. 

Later on, as this purpose is not easy to fulfil, the narrator explicitly suggests filming his 

way out of Winnipeg, a self-conscious statement of intent that directly reveals the inner 

workings of the film. 

 

 

Image 9.20: My Winnipeg, the attempted escape by train 

 

The metaphor of the journey through time and space serves to delve into Winnipeg’s 

local history and collective memory in search of those places and stories that better 

express its contradictory identity. The main criteria for choosing them has to do with 

their ability to summarise its idiosyncrasy, which, according to Beard, seems to consist 

of everything that “symptomatizes the place’s sickness, forgottenness, isolation, 

inauthenticity, decay, pathology, (…) just what makes it home, just what makes it 

lovable” (2010: 335). This negative perception of Winnipeg had already appeared in 

The Saddest Music in the World (Guy Maddin, 2003), ant it may be a consequence of 
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the excessive expectations placed on the city when it was the staging point for the 

colonisation of western Canada (Beard 2010: 336). In the last decades, Winnipeg’s 

economy seems to have stalled in comparison with the prosperity of other western 

provinces of the country, such as British Columbia, Alberta or even the neighbouring 

Saskatchewan, whose gross domestic product currently surpasses Manitoba’s.51 These 

data have led Winnipeggers to develop an inferiority complex towards their neighbours 

that has adversely affected their self-esteem. 

The search for meaningful places and stories imitates the local tradition of ‘buried 

treasures’, an annual contest organised by the Canadian Pacific Railway in which, 

according to the filmmaker’s account, Winnipeggers wandered around their city in 

search of hidden treasures. The prize for the winner was a one-way ticket on the next 

train out of town, but the idea of the contest was right the opposite: to strengthen the 

link between the city and its residents by encouraging their sense of belonging to the 

place, supposing that, as the commentary states, “once someone had spent a full day 

looking this closely at his own hometown, he would never want to leave”. This story 

provides another metaphor for the narrative device of the film: like his fellow citizens, 

Maddin also explores the cityscape in search of ‘buried stories’ that expose a mythical 

city hidden beneath the surface. Through this process, he rescues from oblivion quite a 

number of urban legends that ultimately restore Winnipeg’s right to have its own 

mythology, a claim that appears in several interviews: 

 

Canadians (…) are a bit shy about mythologizing themselves and they feel the need to make 

their historical figures and historical events smaller than life rather than bigger than life. So I 

just thought, every other culture in the world, including the Inuit in Canada, are great at 

mythologizing, so lets just give Winnipeg its fair shake (Maddin in Halfyard 2007). 

 

In order to render visible certain episodes forgotten by official history, Maddin 

undertook the task of conducting an archaeological survey in public and private film 

archives. Nevertheless, the lack of enough stock footage compelled him to produce his 

own historical documents, a solution that had previously been successfully used in the 

documentary History and Memory: For Akiko and Takashige (Rea Tajiri, 1992). From 

this perspective, My Winnipeg is almost a work of experimental archaeology, because it 

                                                 
51 In 2012, Alberta’s GDP amounted to 288,548 million Canadian dollars, British Columbia’s to 208,961 
million, Saskatchewan’s to 58,581 million, and finally Manitoba’s to 54,633 million. Source: Statistics 
Canada. Table 384-0038. Accessed on February 24, 2014:  
< http://www5.statcan.gc.ca/cansim/a26?lang=eng&id=3840038 > 
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strives to create replicas of historical images through techniques similar to those used in 

the past. Moreover, the film understands the city as a set of layers of meaning that need 

to be decoded: the commentary explicitly describes Winnipeg as “a city of palimpsest, 

of skins, of skins beneath skins”, a place, in short, whose identity is successively 

inscribed and reinscribed by the spatial practices of its inhabitants. This archaeological-

semiotics approach expresses the alleged local clairvoyance, according to which 

“Winnipeggers have always been skilled in reading past the surface and into the hidden 

depths of their city”. This faculty allows the filmmaker to interpret the slightest detail as 

a euphemism for a much more sordid truth, establishing a permanent confusion between 

everyday anecdotes and historical events. For instance, he juxtaposes The Scandal of the 

Wolseley’s Elm, a neighbourhood protest to avoid the felling of a tree in 1957, with the 

Winnipeg Revolutionary Strike of 1919, the first labour riot in America after the 

Russian Revolution. For the discourse of sobriety, this comparison would be 

unacceptable, to say the least; but it actually makes sense within the logic of memory, in 

which everyday anecdotes and historical events share the same mental level. 

The film systematically twists and trivialises any story about the city’s past: the 

sequence about the Revolutionary Strike, to continue with the same example, ends by 

focusing on the very unlikely clash between armed nuns and lustful Bolsheviks, who 

supposedly would have fought to protect or rape the female students of Saint Mary’s 

School. In this case, real data –the spot where the major clashes of the uprising took 

place– degenerate into an implausible episode –the sexual menace against the daughters 

of the local bourgeoisie. The same dynamic is repeated throughout the film: the male 

beauty contests held in the Paddle Wheel Club were the iceberg tip of a shameful 

political corruption scandal, the remains of the amusement park destroyed by the bison 

stampede served to build invisible shantytowns on the rooftops of downtown Winnipeg, 

and the tragic death of a group of racehorses during the first snap of cold in 1926 gave 

rise to a macabre landscape that soon became a pleasant place for local couples [Image 

9.21]. Despite their exaggerated tendency to fabulation, most of these sequences are 

inspired by true stories –without going any further, the story of the frozen racehorses 

comes from local archives (Kovacsics 2011: 81)– although their truth value is much less 

important than their metaphorical ability to draw attention to the most controversial 

aspects of the city: thus, the shantytowns on the rooftops would be a consequence of “a 

law which keeps homeless out of sight”, while the transformation of the horse cemetery 
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into a locus amoenus would symbolise the local gloomy character. “We grow used to 

sadness”, the narrator says in this sequence, “simply, [we] incorporate it into our days”. 

 

 

Image 9.21: My Winnipeg, a macabre landscape turned into a pleasant place for local couples 

 

The only time Maddin lies blatantly is when he seems to tell the truth: right after 

deciding to film his way out of Winnipeg, he announces that he is going to stage his 

childhood memories at his old family home, for which he admits having hired 

professional actors. According to this assertion, his closest relatives would be fictional 

doubles with the sole exception of his mother, who would play herself. The latter is 

utterly false, because the mother is none other than Ann Savage, the femme fatale of 

Detour (Edgar G. Ulmer, 1945), a professional actress without any kinship with the 

filmmaker. Furthermore, it is not clear either that these reenactments were filmed on 

location rather than in a studio set. The reasoning suggested by the editing to convince 

the audience is so simple –and effective– that it might well be a fallacy: first, we are 

provided with authentic documents of the filmmaker’s past, such as family pictures and 

home movies, that demonstrate that he did live at 800 Ellis Avenue [Image 9.22]; and 

thereupon we are told that he rented the house for one month in order to film the 

reenactments there. As there is no way to verify this information, we must take it for 

granted, but nothing guarantees its truthfulness, not even the fact that the house still 

stands today.  
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Image 9.22: My Winnipeg, the Maddin family –the filmmaker is the youngest boy 

 

 
Image 9.23: My Winnipeg, Ann Savage in the opening sequence of the film 

 

These red herrings about the construction of the film seek to erase the distinction 

between documentary footage and fictional reenactment. Such mise en abyme begins at 

the prologue, in which Anne Savage rehearses a scene that will be shown later: 
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Maddin’s voice prompts her lines from off-screen and the actress repeats them 

immediately afterwards, creating the effect of “a reverse echo”, as described by Denis 

Seguin (2008: 1) [Image 9.23]. These images must be considered documentary footage, 

because they are a record of the actual shooting of the film, while the scene that is being 

rehearsed belongs in turn to the domain of fiction, because it loosely recreates a 

traumatic memory with a very high level of parody and affectation. Hence My Winnipeg 

arguably borrows certain features from the reflexive mode –the persistent references to 

the creative process– and especially from the performative one –the obsession with 

staging new versions of the past. 

The first of these reenactments is the family reunion around the television set to 

watch their favourite program, ‘Ledge Man’, a local soap opera which tells the same 

story every day since the filmmaker’s birth year, 1956: an oversensitive man –played by 

Darcy Fehr– threatens to jump from a ledge and only his mother –played by Ann 

Savage– can convince him not to do it. Every day, the man goes out to the ledge, and 

every day the mother prevents him from jumping. Her eternal intervention as a saviour, 

as well as Savage’s and Fehr’s casting for the roles of mother and child, has been 

interpreted by Saunders as an allegory of the anchor, the chain or even the umbilical 

cord that retains Maddin in Winnipeg: 

 

The parallels with Maddin’s struggle to escape the clutches of his hometown, and his 

mother’s apron strings, are abundant: Ledge Man’s leap into the unknown world, the world 

outside Winnipeg, is constantly prevented by his mother’s hectoring and infantilising; the 

Maddin surrogate (…) is unable to get away, or to fulfil even the death drive for fear of 

matriarchal reprimand. (…) ‘Archetypal episodes’ from the psychoanalytic id become literal 

episodes of a still ongoing daily drama, the struggle and ultimate failure of its protagonist 

acted out on television for all to see and maybe to mock (2010: 160).  

 

Other reenactments refer to the tedious task of straightening the hall runner or to the 

mother’s two main phobias: fear of birds and, above all, fear of being dishevelled. 

These scenes reveal the existence of family tensions and traumas hidden beneath the 

banality of the everyday, meaning that Maddin pursues the same goal both in his family 

portrait and his urban self-portrait: to discover what lies below the surface. The 

sequence that Ann Savage rehearses in the film’s prologue –a violent argument between 

mother and daughter due to a traffic accident– explains by itself the interpretative 

dynamics of the film: one night, the daughter came home late after having hit and killed 
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a deer with her car, but the mother identifies the traces of blood and fur on the bumper 

as the unquestionable evidence of a sexual encounter [Image 9.24]. “No innocent girl 

stays out past ten with blood on her fender”, she concludes after having mercilessly 

insulted her daughter. According to her interpretation, which is the filmmaker’s, a car 

accident in Winnipeg has to mean something else, it has to be a euphemism for 

something darker, something that we are not always willing to admit because it may 

disclose the real reasons for our actions. That is to say that euphemisms provide access 

to thoughts, opinions, desires, experiences and even memories that belong to the realm 

of the unconscious, whether individual or collective. Therefore, by similarly addressing 

the secrets of his family and his hometown, Maddin balances both narratives and, what 

is more important, turns them into interdependent accounts. 

 

 

Image 9.24: My Winnipeg, a car accident as euphemism for something darker 

 

At the beginning of the film, a brief review of Winnipeg’s founding myth 

establishes a first connection between local history and the filmmaker’s mindscape: 

according to the official chronicle, the city was born from a fur trading post built on the 

confluence of the Assiniboine and the Red River of the North, a place located at the 

crossroads of many commercial routes that soon boomed as meeting point. Maddin 

visually compares this spot with a female pubis while he rhythmically recites the words 

“the forks, the lap, the fur”, each one matched with its respective illustration [Images 
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9.25 & 9.26]. Their insistent repetition as if they were a spell suggests two mental 

associations: on the one hand, the city is related to the filmmaker’s family through the 

connection between the river confluence and his mother’s lap, which justifies the 

autobiographical approach of the film; and on the other hand, the city is associated with 

fantasy since it is introduced as a mythical crossroads, which explains, in turn, 

Maddin’s choice of fake and self-fiction as narrative devices. The latter connection is 

based on a native legend about a second subterranean confluence located right 

underneath the two rivers, from which supernatural powers would emanate. If we 

believe the story of ‘the Forks beneath the Forks’, as the filmmaker does, Winnipeg’s 

magical nature should be at the very foundation of any attempt to describe its identity 

and idiosyncrasy. From this viewpoint, Maddin’s fabrications would then be a reflection 

of the collective unconscious of the city, which has been shaped by beliefs, traditions 

and myths similar to this legend. 

 

  

Images 9.25 & 9.26: My Winnipeg, the forks and the lap 

 

The emphasis on this imaginary dimension inevitably overshadows the actual 

cityscape, leading to the replacement of the city-referent by a city-character. At first 

sight, Winnipeg’s visual identity does not differ from the generic image of Midwestern 

cities: its skyline consists of a few pretentious skyscrapers that stand over a small 

downtown surrounded by an undifferentiated mass of identical neighbourhoods. Given 

this lack of personality, Maddin avoids most of Winnipeg’s usual landmarks and 

historic sites to focus instead on what he calls a ‘heartsick architecture’, a term referring 

to those buildings, constructions and places that have not been able to fulfil their 

original purpose. The first example of this local peculiarity is the story of the Arlington 

Street Bridge, an iron viaduct that crosses the huge train yards of the city: according to 
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the myth, this structure was manufactured by the Vulcan Iron Works of London at the 

beginning of the twentieth century in order to be subsequently brought to Egypt, where 

it was supposed to span the Nile. Unfortunately, “a mistake in specs made the fit with 

that river impossible, and the bridge was sold at a bargain price to bargain-crazy 

Winnipeg”. Again, this story is not entirely true, but it is not easy to know which data 

have been tampered with by the filmmaker. The following quotes try to solve the 

mystery, but even so they disagree regarding the origin of the bridge: 

 

The bridge was in fact built by the Cleveland Bridge Works. It was commissioned for Egypt, 

but there was nothing wrong with the specs; rather, no one took delivery. But it was indeed 

purchased at auction by the City of Winnipeg for considerably less than it would have cost 

new (Seguin 2008). 

 

It has long been rumoured that the Arlington St. Bridge was originally built to cross the Nile 

in Egypt and how it later ended up in Winnipeg. It was indeed designed for Winnipeg as its 

width would not have spanned the much wider Nile. That it was built in Birmingham, 

England, by the Cleveland Iron Works, which also did bridges for places around the world, 

probably lead to this speculation (Siamandas 2007). 

 

Despite its lack of historical accuracy, Maddin’s version succeeds in conveying the 

oppressive atmosphere of the place by humanising the bridge through a prosopopoeia: 

the narrator interprets the dilation of its iron structure in the cold winter nights as a 

disconsolate moan, an expression of sorrow that would arise from the longing for what 

should be its promised land, the Nile valley. Accordingly, the reference to Egypt is 

essential to define the genius loci of this junkspace, even though it has nothing to do 

with its true story. Far from being just a witty joke, the idea of a heartsick architecture 

provides Winnipeg landmarks with an emotional biography, which sometimes also 

serves to denounce ‘architectural tragedies’ such as the replacement of Eaton’s by the 

MTS Centre or the demolition of the old Winnipeg Arena [Images 9.27 & 9.28]. 

Regarding the first, Eaton’s was the largest department store retailer in Canada for 

decades, and its Winnipeg store –a red brick building that occupied an entire city block 

on Portage Avenue at Donald Street– was once considered the most profitable 

department store in the world. However, the company’s bankruptcy in 1999 led to the 

closure of the store and the sale of its plot, which was finally bought by True North 

Sports & Entertainment in 2001. After a few brief episodes of token resistance, the 

building was demolished in 2002 to make way for a new entertainment and sports 
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venue: the ominous MTS Centre, an indoor arena built to bring a NHL team back to the 

city after the traumatic relocation of the original Winnipeg Jets to Phoenix in 1996.52 

 

  

Images 9.27 & 9.28: My Winnipeg, Eaton’s (left) and the Winnipeg Arena (right) at their heyday 

 

  

Images 9.29 & 9.30: My Winnipeg, Eaton’s demolition (left) and MTS Centre (right) 

 

In order to summarise the process of replacing a building with another, Maddin 

juxtaposes a few images of Eaton’s demolition with a contemporary view of the MTS 

Centre, all framed from the same camera position [Images 9.29 & 9.30]. For a few 

seconds, he even alters the visual style of the film by replacing its outdated black-and-

white textures by flat digital colours, an aesthetic choice that helps to emphasise the 

estrangement effect caused by the new building in the cityscape. To make matters 

worse, the arena was initially too small for the NHL standards and it could not fulfil its 

purpose until 2011, when True North Sports & Entertainment bought the Atlanta 

Thrashers and moved them to Winnipeg.53 Nevertheless, before that were to happen, 

Maddin found a malicious pun in the cityscape that expressed his contempt for the 

                                                 
52 The National Hockey League (NHL) is the major ice hockey competition in North America.  
53 The franchise was renamed as the Winnipeg Jets, borrowing the name of the city’s former NHL team. 
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building better than any other poisonous joke: due to a temporary failure, the ‘S’ in the 

neon sign of the MTS Centre did not work when he filmed its façade, so the name of the 

arena could then be read as ‘empty centre’. 

The construction of this venue was used as a pretext for the demolition of the 

Winnipeg Arena, the local ‘cathedral’ of ice hockey during the second half of the 

twentieth century: it was built in 1955, a year before the filmmaker’s birth, and pulled 

down nearly half a century later, in 2004, only three years before the making of My 

Winnipeg. Maddin’s affection for this building, which had already appeared in Cowards 

Bend the Knee, comes from its familiar connotations, since his father used to work there 

when he was a child, as said above. In another prosopopoeia, the filmmaker states that 

“this building was my male parent”, and he subsequently projects the image of his 

father’s face upon its ice rink. The arena is thereby identified as a source of male 

influence that counters and complements the female influence of his mother’s beauty 

salon. Of course, this autobiographical reference immediately opens the door to self-

fiction: the narrator claims to have been born and grown up in the locker room, where 

he would even have been breastfed. Consequently, he associates his childhood 

memories with the smell of breast milk, sweet and urine, “a holy trinity of odors”, as he 

calls it, which inspires his personal farewell to the arena: he goes to its urinals and 

documents his ‘last pee’ there, an act of self-expression described by Beard as “infantile 

(reacting to negative stimulus with an excretory event), (…) animal-like (marking the 

territory that is about to be destroyed), [and] memorial (ritually repeating an act already 

performed ‘a million times before’)” (2010: 342).  

 

  

Images 9.31 & 9.32: My Winnipeg, failed demolition of the Winnipeg Arena 
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This tribute to the Winnipeg Arena is again developed in terms of fantasy and 

testimony: first, Maddin resorts to the logic of ‘what if’ to dream of a hockey team called 

the Black Tuesdays, which would be formed by Manitoba’s best players of all times; and 

then, he ends the sequence with an amazing shot of the failed demolition of the building 

in which a group of nostalgic supporters shouts ‘go, Jets, go!’ off-screen [Images 9.31 & 

9.32]. Being aware of the historical value of this image, the filmmaker repeats it up to 

three times to emphasise the heroic resistance of the Winnipeg Arena to be removed from 

the cityscape. One more time, the supernatural atmosphere of the film is reinforced by an 

unusual event which apparently fits the imaginary city better than the real one.  

 

 

Image 9.33: My Winnipeg, Citizen Girl 

 

The end of My Winnipeg borrows a similar gimmick to that which closed 8 ½ 

(Federico Fellini, 1963): Maddin summons all the ghosts of the city, or at least all those 

who appear in the film, by means of a character called ‘Citizen Girl’ [Image 9.33]. This 

superheroine would be the imaginary pin-up girl of The Winnipeg Citizen, a collective 

newspaper published at the time of the Winnipeg Revolutionary Strike of 1919. 

According to the narrator, this “concerned comrade” would be the only one able to 

“undo all the damage done during Winnipeg’s first trip through time”: with a simple 

wave of her hand, she might restore Eaton’s and the Winnipeg Arena, bring the Jets 

back to the city, plant a new elm on Wolseley Avenue or refill the Paddle Wheel Club, 
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among many other incredible feats. At best, Citizen Girl would become a new lap for 

Winnipeg, allowing Maddin to leave it at last because “she would look after this city, my 

city, my Winnipeg”. Her intervention is a shameless deux ex machina in which citizen 

awareness meets the filmmaker’s wet dreams, one last example of the close alliance 

between politics and sex –or Marx and Freud– that shapes My Winnipeg. 

Maddin’s concern for the transformations of his hometown places the film in the 

wake of many other urban self-portraits: like Les hommes du port, Porto of My 

Childhood and Of Time and the City, My Winnipeg is another visual eulogy for a 

missing city, whose architectural tragedies symbolise “the long, gradual slide downhill 

of a city that had not so many decades earlier been so bustling and full of promise” 

(Beard 2010: 336). The Canadian filmmaker attempts to protect his places of memory 

by filming them, especially those threatened by obsolescence, because he is aware of 

their great memorial value. This is the reason why he portrays himself as the guardian 

of Winnipeg’s ghosts and hidden stories, someone able to put the city back on the map 

again through films and fantasies, many of which, it must be said, only bear a slight 

resemblance to reality. In conclusion, both Manoel de Oliveira and Guy Maddin 

understand cinema in general and self-fiction in particular as a means to construct and 

express their respective identities and worldviews, in which there seems to be no 

separation between memory and imagination. Porto of My Childhood and My Winnipeg 

are thus closer to fiction than to documentary because they depict a cityscape that has 

definitely become a mindscape, as already happened in the case of autobiographical 

landscaping. Therefore, in this third type of urban self-portrait, the representation of the 

lived city requires the creation of its fictional double, which can only exist as a city-

character on the screen. 
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Part Three 

Observation and Participation 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The theoretical debates on the similarities and differences between observation and 

participation in documentary film date back to the 1960s clash between the American 

direct cinema and the French and Québécois cinéma vérité. These two film movements 

were an aesthetic response to the technical developments after World War II, especially 

“the introduction of a new generation of 16mm cameras light enough to rest on the 

operator’s shoulder”, such as the Arriflex and the Auricon, which were “capable of 

shooting in synchronisation with portable tape recorders” (Chanan 2011). These new 

tools reduced the size of the film crews to a few people, but they were used in a 

completely different way by direct cinema and cinéma vérité filmmakers, as Erik 

Barnouw summarised in Documentary: A History of the Non-Fiction Film: 

 

The direct cinema documentarist took his camera to a situation of tension and waited 

hopefully for a crisis; the [Jean] Rouch version of cinéma vérité tried to precipitate one. The 

direct cinema artist aspired to invisibility; the Rouch cinéma vérité artist was often an avowed 

participant. The direct cinema artist played the role of uninvolved bystander; the cinéma 

vérité artist espoused that of provocateur. 

Direct cinema found its truth in events available to the camera. Cinéma verité was 

committed to a paradox: that artificial circumstances could bring hidden truth to the surface 

(1993: 254-255). 
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The controversy between both movements came from their opposite understanding 

of the effect that the camera’s presence had on the filmed subjects: while American 

filmmakers believed that they could record “what happened as it happened” (Nichols 

2001: 109), their French and Québécois colleagues instead thought that “the relation of 

the camera to the subject is never neutral” because “the subject was always aware of the 

camera’s presence” (Chanan 2011). These different attitudes regarding camera work 

became the basis of two of Bill Nichols’ documentary modes: the direct cinema gave 

rise to the observational mode, which “emphasizes a direct engagement with the 

everyday life of subjects as observed by an unobtrusive camera”; while cinéma vérité 

led to the participatory mode, which involves “the interaction between filmmaker and 

subject” (2001: 34). Both modes provided filmmakers with new patterns to represent 

reality beyond the conventions of expository documentaries, although the observational 

mode soon showed its own weaknesses: its mise-en-scène was never as transparent as 

direct cinema filmmakers would like it to be, because it was ultimately a constructed 

device based on a series of authenticity marks. In this regard, the grainy texture, 

handheld camera, reframing shots or sudden out-of-focus shots are simply formal 

conventions that can be imitated in fiction films and advertising. 

The crisis of objectivity associated with the rise of post-modern thought forced the 

observational mode to abandon its naivety and evolve in new directions: less than a 

decade after titles such as Titicut Follies (Frederick Wiseman, 1967), Don’t Look Back 

(D.A. Pennebaker, 1967) or Salesman (Albert Maysles, David Maysles and Charlotte 

Zwerin, 1968), the illusion of non-intervention was definitely broken in Grey Gardens 

(Albert and David Maysles, Ellen Hovde and Muffie Meyer, 1975), a documentary in 

which the continuous and unstoppable interaction of main characters with filmmakers 

prevented them from hiding behind the camera. Accordingly, since the late 1970s, the 

post-modern ideal of transparency has required the inclusion of traces of the filmmaking 

process within the film, beginning with the filmmaker’s appearance on camera or on the 

soundtrack. This paradigm shift did not mean the replacement of a set of conventions by 

another, but rather the addition of a subjective dimension to the observational device, as 

already discussed in previous chapters.  

The gradual evolution of the observational approach towards participatory and 

performative strategies has certainly influenced the representation of urban change. The 

four case studies in this section –No Quarto da Vanda (In Vanda’s Room, Pedro Costa, 

2000), 铁 西 区 (Tie Xi Qu: West of the Tracks, Wang Bing, 2003), Can Tunis (Paco 
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Toledo & José González Morandi, 2007) and Foreign Parts (Véréna Paravel & J. P. 

Sniadecki, 2010)– update both the observational and participatory mode by means of 

digital filmmaking, a technology that allows documentary makers to establish a new 

type of relationship with the filmed subjects. Thus, the first pair of films, In Vanda’s 

Room and Tie Xi Qu: West of the Tracks, would represent what Luis Miranda has called 

“the digital turn of direct cinema” (2010: 366), while the second pair, Can Tunis and 

Foreign Parts, would have further developed Jean Rouch’s participatory ethnography, 

turning it into what is currently known as sensory ethnography. 
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Chapter Ten 

The Digital Turn of Observational Documentary 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The brief and intense history of digital filmmaking has been summarised by French 

critic Cyril Neyrat in an article in which he referred to the year 2000 as “the year of 

DV” (2008a: 78).54 According to him, the titles that popularised this format were, 

among others, Festen (The Celebration, Thomas Vinterberg, 1998), Idioterne (The 

Idiots, Lars von Trier, 1998), Buena Vista Social Club (Wim Wenders, 1999) and Les 

glaneurs et la glaneuse (The Gleaners and I, Agnès Varda, 2000), whose commercial 

success definitely confirmed the enormous impact of this technology on independent 

and non-fiction film (2008a: 77-79). Agnès Varda came to record how she learnt to use 

her new digital camera and then included the footage in The Gleaners and I as a self-

conscious reflection on technological change. In this documentary, digital filmmaking 

allowed her to glean images from the real just as the characters collect food and 

discarded objects from the leftovers of consumer society, thereby documenting a social 

practice as old as gleaning by means of a tool as new as a digital camera. 

Such combination of the old and the new appears in other digital documentaries, 

such as No Quarto da Vanda (In Vanda’s Room, Pedro Costa, 2000), En construcción 

(José Luis Guerín, 2001) or 铁 西 区 (Tie Xi Qu: West of the Tracks, Wang Bing, 2003), 

                                                 
54 The DV (Digital Video) was launched in 1995 after the agreement of more than fifty companies 
specialised in electronic products headed by Sony and JVC (Neyrat 2008/1: 77). 
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which took advantage of digital technology to record the everyday life of three marginal 

communities doomed to disappear: Fontainhas, a Cape-Verdean immigrant ghetto in 

Lisbon; El Raval, the poorest area of Barcelona’s historic centre; and Tiexi, an old 

industrial district in Shenyang. The residents of this kind of neighbourhoods have 

traditionally been criminalised in western cities, whose local governments usually 

justify slum clearance as “an indispensable means of fighting crime” (Davis 2007: 151). 

Chinese cities, in turn, have recently begun to demolish their old hutongs and siheyuans 

–the streets and courtyards of traditional neighbourhoods– although in this case the 

reason is not crime but the modernisation of the urban fabric. These developments 

usually entail a policy of forgetting based on the concealment and erasure of those 

aspects that may be inconvenient or useless to produce the desired meanings in the 

cityscape, as Manuel Delgado has warned (2007: 103). Consequently, documentaries 

like In Vanda’s Room, En construcción and Tie Xi Qu challenge the institutionalisation 

of oblivion by revealing the way the residents of these neighbourhoods used and 

experienced them as both built environments and places of memory. 

The relationship between filmmakers and filmed subjects is quite similar in these 

three films, but there is a clear difference between the use that Costa and Wang make of 

digital technology and Guerín’s. According to Gonzalo de Pedro and Elena Oroz, the 

Catalan filmmaker just updated the docudrama tradition, taking the mythical figure of 

Robert J. Flaherty and the film El sol del membrillo (Dream of Light, Víctor Erice, 

1991) as confessed models: thus, he filmed social actors playing themselves, imposed 

different micronarratives on them and used the technique of mise-in-situation to keep 

the shooting under control without ever going beyond Flaherty’s or Erice’s 

achievements (2010: 69).55 The real reason to film En construcción with digital 

technology was simply that it was cheaper, lighter and faster in post-production than 

analogical devices, but Guerín’s attitude towards the profilmic events was essentially 

the same as Flaherty’s and Erice’s. On the contrary, Costa and Wang took advantage of 

the specific features of this technology to develop a new cinematic temporality, in 

which their long takes were not as interested in emphasising the real duration of the 

depicted events as in dissolving them into the Deleuzian time-image.  

In order to spend more time with the filmed subjects, Costa and Wang respectively 

moved to Fontainhas and Tiexi, where they settled for more than a year. This is not 

                                                 
55 The technique of mise-in-situation consists in giving some instructions to non-professional actors to 
create a situation that is subsequently recorded by paying particular attention to its unexpected variations. 
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exactly a novelty in documentary film, because there are many other cases of 

filmmakers who integrated into the communities that they were portraying, from Robert 

Flaherty in Nanook of the North (1922) and Jean Rouch in Moi, un noir (I, a Negro, 

1958) to Jennie Livingston in Paris is Burning (1990) and Johan van der Keuken in 

Amsterdam, Global Village (1996). Nevertheless, Costa and Wang established a 

particular type of intimacy with the filmed subjects thanks to their long shooting 

sessions, which usually exceeded the standard duration of previous experiences, given 

that digital cameras can film for an uninterrupted hour. Under these circumstances, they 

were able to record unexpected revelations and fleeting moments of beauty hidden in 

the everyday, thereby conveying the feeling of living in these neighbourhoods instead of 

the feeling of being there, as direct cinema did. Arguably, then, digital filmmaking 

allows filmmakers and viewers to develop a certain familiarity with characters and 

places, as if they belonged to these communities. In this sense, the audience’s 

uncertainty about how long a sequence will last or what will happen next somehow 

mirrors the characters’ anxious wait for the announced destruction of their homes.  

At first sight, In Vanda’s Room and Tie Xi Qu seem to respect most rules of the 

observational mode –“no voice-over commentary, no supplementary music or sound 

effects, no intertitles, no historical re-enactments, no behaviour repeated for the camera, 

and not even any interviews” (Nichols 2001: 110)– but they also borrow certain 

participatory and performative strategies. Without going any further, most sequences of 

In Vanda’s Room are the outcome of several repetitions that work as re-enactments or 

rewritings of the original conversations. Moreover, the filmed subjects never pretend to 

be unaware of the camera’s presence, especially in Tie Xi Qu, in which they sometimes 

talk to the filmmaker –who never appears in the images– or refer to his presence behind 

the camera. This is to say that despite the observational appearance of the mise-en-

scène, In Vanda’s Room and Tie Xi Qu can no longer be pure observational 

documentaries, because they ultimately show the dematerialisation of Fontainhas and 

Tiexi from a subjective approach rather than from an objective one as a result of the 

filmmakers’ identification with the depicted communities. 

 

In Vanda’s Room: The Finding of a New Documentary Fiction 
 

Pedro Costa is probably the best-known Portuguese filmmaker of his generation 

thanks to the worldwide attention received by his films. That generation, according to 



 274

Fran Benavente and Glòria Salvadó Corretger, is also formed by Teresa Villaverde, 

João Pedro Rodrigues, Serge Treffaut, Edgar Pêra and Rita Azevedo Gomes (2007: 

134), a group of filmmakers who practice “a cinema of resistance” in order to give 

visibility to “marginal territories and hollow-eyed figures of aimless movement and 

uncertain future” (Salvadó Corretger 2008: 1, my translation). In this context, Costa’s 

work can be regarded as a Cape Verdean saga which began with his first trip to Cape 

Verde to shoot his second feature film there, Casa de Lava (Down to Earth, 1994). 

Shortly afterwards, he made the Fontainhas Trilogy, a cycle composed of a 

documentary fiction –No Quarto da Vanda (In Vanda’s Room, 2000)– and two fiction 

films –Ossos (Bones, 1997) and Juventude em Marcha (Colossal Youth, 2006)– devoted 

to portray both this neighbourhood and its residents. Nowadays, the saga is still 

expanding by means of short films such as Tarrafal (2007), A Caça ao Coelho com Pau 

(The Rabbit Hunters, 2007), O Nosso Homem (2010) and Sweet Exorcist (2012), which 

are segments of different omnibus films commissioned by film festivals and cultural 

foundations.56 The main topic of all these works would be, according to French 

philosopher Jacques Rancière, the troubled relationship between postcolonial 

immigrants and their old metropolis: 

 

 [Costa’s] films focus on one of the crucial political issues in our present: the fate of the 

exploited, of those who came from afar, from the former African colonies, to work on 

Portuguese construction sites; those who lost their family, their health and sometimes even 

their life in those places, those who crowded together in suburban slums yesterday, before 

being expelled to brighter and more modern housing estates that are not necessarily more 

habitable (2010: 53, my translation). 

 

Immigrant ghettos like Fontainhas do not usually appear in film or TV due to their 

marginal position regarding the main urban flows. Their residents have historically been 

deprived of representation because they do not fit in the ordinary profile of western 

citizens. However, their perspective has recently become essential to represent “the 

historical and cultural experience of the western metropolis”, as Homi Bhabha has argued, 

because these places “cannot now be fictionalized without the marginal, oblique gaze of 

its postcolonial migrant populations” (1990: 16). Cape Verdeans in Lisbon, as well as 

                                                 
56 Tarrafal belongs to O Estado do Mundo (State of the World, Ayisha Abraham, Chantal Akerman, 
Pedro Costa, Vicente Ferraz, Wang Bing and Apichatpong Weerasethakul, 2007), The Rabbit Hunters to 
Memories (Harun Farocki, Pedro Costa and Eugène Green, 2007), and Sweet Exorcist to Centro Histórico 
(Historic Centre, Aki Kaurismäki, Pedro Costa, Victor Erice and Manoel de Oliveira, 2012). 
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Latinos in Los Angeles, Afro-Caribbeans in London or Asians in Berlin, embody the 

cultural other in western bourgeois culture, although they also belong to western societies, 

as Catherine Russell has reminded: they are actually within ourselves, our families, our 

communities and our nations (1999: 24). Being aware of this situation, Costa took sides 

with the immigrants and junkies from Fontainhas in order to give them voice and 

visibility, preserving the real image of their neighbourhood in Bones and In Vanda’s 

Room, and later documenting their move to Casal da Boba –the public housing estates 

where they were rehoused after the destruction of Fontainhas– in Colossal Youth. 

 

  

Images 10.1 & 10.2: Bones, geographical border of Fontainhas 

 

 

Image 10.3: Bones, high angle shot. Portuguese actress Isabel Ruth in Fontainhas 

 

In Bones, Fontainhas is still depicted from the outside, as indicated by the fact that it 

appears under a screen name, Estrela d’Africa [African Star]. The most memorable 

sequence in this film is a tracking shot that follows one of the main characters as he 
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walks down the street that links Fontainhas to Lisbon, thereby showing the geographical 

border of the neighbourhood [Images 10.1 & 10.2]. The alleys that end there mark a 

physical and sociological threshold that Costa was then unable to cross: his mise-en-

scène choices reveal that he was still a stranger in Fontainhas, from the high-angle shots 

that emphasise the lack of space inside the slum –once again, images taken from the 

voyeur’s perspective– to the intrusion of professional performers in this space [Image 

10.3]. Consequently, Bones was a failure as truthful representation of Fontainhas, 

because the neighbourhood did not play itself, but a fictional place.  

Despite the flaws of this first contact, Costa’s involvement with Fontainhas 

continued to increase in the following years, when he gave up professional filmmaking 

and moved to the slum with a digital camera –a Panasonic DVX 100– in order to film 

on his own. This commitment to a self-produced cinema has led many critics to dub him 

“a punk filmmaker” (Iglesias 2004: 17) or even “a post-punk filmmaker” (Peranson 

2010: 290), since the do-it-yourself philosophy allowed him to place himself on equal 

terms regarding the filmed subjects, as revealed by the changes in the camera position: 

the high-angle shots of Bones were replaced by eye level shots in In Vanda’s Room, and 

even by low-angle shots in Colossal Youth [Images 10.4 & 10.5].  

 

 

Image 10.4: In Vanda’s Room, eye level shot. Pedro and Vanda in Fontainhas 
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Image 10.5: Colossal Youth, low angle shot. Ventura in Casal da Boba 

 

In Vanda’s Room was basically a reaction against the rules and limitations of 

conventional filmmaking. It can be described as a documentary fiction, a genre 

characterised by the use of a documentary mise-en-scène to record real events in real 

time as part of a fictional narrative, which is usually performed by people who play 

themselves (Rancière 2001, Comolli 2004, Rhodes and Springer 2006). A few recent 

examples of this kind of films would be Entre les murs (The Class, Laurent Cantet, 

2008), Alamar (To the Sea, Pedro González-Rubio, 2009), Le quattro volte (Four 

Times, Michelangelo Frammartino, 2010), Todos vós sodes capitáns (You Are All 

Captains, Óliver Laxe, 2010) or Nana (Valérie Massadian, 2011), although Portuguese 

cinema has its own tradition of documentary fictions, from Acto de Primavera (Rite of 

Spring, Manoel de Oliveira, 1963) and Trás-os-Montes (António Reis & Margarida 

Cordeiro, 1976) to Aquele Querido Mês de Agosto (Our Beloved Month of August, 

Miguel Gomes, 2008) and A Ultima Vez Que Vi Macau (The Last Time I Saw Macao, 

João Pedro Rodrigues & João Rui Guerra da Mata, 2012). It is no wonder, therefore, 

that Costa usually tells the origin of In Vanda’s Room by means of a self-fiction: 

 

It may be a fiction made up by me, but I think it is a beautiful fiction because, despite 

everything, it has some truth. After the famous sequence of laughter and tears [at the end of 

Bones], I was finished, dead, lying on the floor while everybody was going, the trucks, 
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everything, and then she [Vanda Duarte] came to me and said: “Hey, this is too hard, this is 

not even a job, it is an athletic competition. What you call art is a strange endurance test. Is 

there no other less stressful way of making movies? I mean, something quieter, more 

modest, more patient?” [...] 

This is my personal fiction: I say to myself that In Vanda’s Room began with an 

invitation on Vanda’s side. Even though she never said it like that, it was something like 

“come to my room to make movies. I’m a girl, you’re a boy, and you obviously like my 

sister and I a lot. We are two girls in a room and you can come to spend time with us 

making something you love: cinema”. This invitation is the dream of every filmmaker –at 

least of a heterosexual one. Furthermore, at the origin of In Vanda’s Room, there was also a 

desire to face an actual reality, a truly documentary impulse. Fed by this fiction, I had to 

accept this documentary invitation. A documentary that does not begin with a fiction like 

this does not exist. They invite me somewhere, I like them, they like me: that is what makes 

a movie (in Neyrat 2008b: 45, 47, my translation). 

 

Vanda Pires Duarte was a resident of Fontainhas who played one of the leading 

roles in Bones. After her invitation, Costa went to the neighbourhood almost every day 

for a year and a half, most of the time to film her in her room, as well as her family, 

friends and neighbours in their respective homes. Vanda’s room was a tiny fragment of 

Fontainhas, but Costa found there what he had not been able to film before: a raw 

account of life in the neighbourhood told by its residents, with their own words and 

from their own perspective, without any other narrative beyond the patient wait for its 

demolition. Inside these rooms, the filmed subjects recite their dialogues or monologues 

while carrying out their everyday activities, from cleaning these spaces to preparing 

their daily heroin dose. Their testimonies, which are never addressed directly to the 

camera, express the collective memory of the neighbourhood in a continuous game 

between past and present, because it is not always clear if they are talking about old 

stories or recent events. These stories were brought to the film set by the filmed subjects 

themselves in order to rehearse them before the camera. Thus, take after take, they were 

exploring different versions of the same story and making changes until finding the 

right tone and wording, as the filmmaker has explained: 

 

For In Vanda’s room, I first began by listening. Then, I selected the moments and stories that 

I found interesting and asked Vanda to tell them again. The second time, the tone was a bit 

more detached, more distant. Vanda herself reworked the sentences, saying some things 

differently. There was some editing, a selection of memory, a gradual concentration of the 

text that was only possible after many takes (in Chauvin 2008, my translation). 
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One of the key elements of this device is the uncertainty about what will happen 

before the camera, because there is not a wide variety of situations that may be 

developed in a junkie’s room: Vanda sleeps, wakes up from a nightmare, checks if her 

lighters still have gas, prepares drug for herself, smokes it, talks with a friend, argues 

with another... Within this dynamic, people seem to ramble aimlessly until they 

suddenly address their main concerns: the everyday struggle for survival in a dangerous 

environment, the fear of withdrawal symptoms, their family problems or their rootless 

condition. Towards the end of the film, for instance, Vanda is talking to one of her 

friends, Nhurro, and makes a controversial assertion about their way of life: “This is the 

life we want, a drug life”. After a short silence, Nhurro expresses his disagreement: “No, 

it’s not the life we want. It seems to be the life we’re forced to live” [Image 10.6]. This 

kind of conversations based on the volatility of the junkie speech is what turns a fully 

closed situation –always the same people in the same place– into a fully open one, as 

pointed out by Emmanuel Burdeau (1999: 61). 

 

 

Image 10.6: In Vanda’s Room, Nhurro and Vanda 

 

The film is organised through two different oppositions: the first is a matter of 

sound, the roar of the demolition against the characters’ words; while the second is a 

matter of place, the girls’ room faced with the boys’ one. The former simply consists of 
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a bed in which Vanda and her sister Zita spent most of their time talking and preparing 

drug in an anxious immobility. In the film, they rarely get out of bed except when they 

sell vegetables in the neighbourhood –Vanda’s job– or help their mother with the 

housework, given that they still live in the family home. This situation made it difficult 

to lock in their room to take drugs –Vanda is told off by a Cape Verdean neighbour for 

doing that– but it also had a clear advantage: they still had a home, which is represented 

by its spacious living room, a cosy place where private and community life are closely 

intertwined [Image 10.7]. 

 

 

Image 10.7: In Vanda’s Room, Vanda’s living room 

 

Meanwhile, the boys’ room is just a temporary shelter for a group of young drug 

addicts –Nhurro, Nando, Ruço [‘Blondie’] and Paulo ‘O Muletas’ [Paulo ‘Crutches’]– 

whose bad family relationships have led them to squat in empty shanties. Nhurro, in 

particular, has a troubled relationship with his alcoholic mother and has to endure a 

nomadic life: at the beginning of the film he is kicked out of his shanty by bulldozers, 

then finds a new home in another shanty, and finally loses it in the same circumstances. 

Andy Rector has noted that Nhurro begins and ends the film expelled from everywhere: 

he describes a cycle in which the search for a home is revealed as an impossible task 

(2010: 219). However, life goes on: after having been expelled from the first shanty, 



 281

Nhurro tidies up his new home without paying attention to the constant noise of 

bulldozers. He sweeps the floor, places the furniture, removes the rubbish and finally 

disappears through a window at the back of the frame [Image 10.8]. Despite its 

naturalness, this sequence was not a spontaneous take but the outcome of a careful 

mise-en-scène, as Costa has admitted:  

 

Some shot reverse shot are very elaborate. I’m very proud of it, because everybody takes 

them for pure documentary. [Some sequences] seem to easily change axis, but we shot them 

slowly, for days. [The boys] accurately rehearsed each gesture, as when cleaning the house 

(in Neyrat, 2008b: 56, my translation). 

 

 

Image 10.8: In Vanda’s Room, Nhurro cleaning the boys’ room 

 

The boys’ room exemplifies that places of memory are not limited to heritage 

buildings, historical museums, old battlefields and all kinds of public monuments. 

Nhurro’s first conversation with Nando in their new home is about its former occupant, 

a girl who dumped her baby in the rubbish. This story is a strange case of 

intertextuality, because it is relatively similar to the plot of Bones: is it a real story or 

just a self-quote? Anyway, it refers to the traces left behind by previous inhabitants, 

thereby suggesting a reversible relation between place and memory: on the one hand, as 

places preserve memory, memories can be recovered from places; on the other hand, 
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considering that memory has a spatial dimension, missing places –or the old appearance 

of existent places– can be retrieved through memory. Thus, by recording the oral 

memory of Fontainhas, In Vanda’s Room created a visual document in which the 

neighbourhood is “more felt than shown” (Costa in Lemière 2010: 106, my translation), 

allowing the audience to see and recall it as an image and also as an account.  

 

 

Image 10.9: In Vanda’s Room, Ruço scraping the table 

 

Despite the poverty of the room, the boys seem to appreciate it: when they are 

almost ready to leave it, Ruço insists on scraping the old table with his knife while 

describing their new shanty to Nhurro with proud and enthusiasm [Image 10.9]. This 

attitude reveals an affection for the place that may be considered as an example of 

“topophilia”, a concept coined by French philosopher Gaston Bachelard in The Poetics 

of Space (1958) and later defined by Chinese-US geographer Yi-Fu Tuan as “all of the 

human being’s affective ties with the material environment” (1974: 93). Like most 

filmed subjects, Costa also feels topophilia for Fontainhas despite its obvious problems, 

which are not hidden in the film: many conversations deal with the three places where 

people go when they leave the neighbourhood –the prison, the hospital and the 

cemetery– and there is one in particular in which Ruço and Paulo exchange frightening 

stories about aggressions and robberies. This unfriendly reality is counteracted by the 
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characters’ strong sense of belonging to the slum, expressed by Vanda and Zita in one 

of the few happy sequences in the film: Zita says “you know, we had a cool childhood 

here in this neighbourhood”, and Vanda immediately adds “and now leaving it is sad” 

[Image 10.10]. The preference of Fontainhas over Casal da Boba may seem “a mad 

discourse” (Krivochein 2007, my translation), but it just follows the emotional impulse 

to love one’s places of memory. That is the reason why Vanda and Zita do not 

remember drugs during their childhood: they simply give priority to the good memories 

over the bad ones.  

 

 

Image 10.10: In Vanda’s Room, Zita and Vanda 

 

The destruction of Fontainhas carried away the memory of two generations: the 

founders of the neighbourhood –those who arrived from northern Portugal or from Cape 

Verde to Lisbon in the 1970s– and their children –those who got trapped inside the 

downward spiral of drugs and marginalisation in the 1990s. Confessional sequences 

work as a window into the past from an eternal present in which the dematerialisation 

process goes on endlessly. The last half hour of In Vanda’s Room gets the camera out of 

the rooms and shows the demolition from outside, from the spaces opened by bulldozers 

in the slum fabric. Many houses are marked by a yellow cross, announcing their 

forthcoming demolition: there is one in particular which is seen a couple of times, first 
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when it is abandoned by its residents and then when it is destroyed. That shanty 

represents the architectural complement of Nhurro’s failed search for a home, given that 

when people lose their place, places also lose their inhabitants [Images 10.11 & 10.12]. 

 

 

 

 

Images 10.11 & 10.12: In Vanda’s Room, demolition of Fontainhas 
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Overall, by applying his documentary findings to fiction filmmaking, Costa 

developed a system of representation more appropriate to describe the experience of 

living in slums than that of other contemporary fiction films such as Le Gone du 

chaâba (The Kid from Chaâba, Christophe Ruggia, 1998), Cidade de Deus (City of 

God, Fernando Meirelles, 2002), Tsotsi (Gavin Hood, 2005), Slumdog Millionaire 

(Danny Boyle & Loveleen Tandan, 2008) or Elefante Blanco (White Elephant, Pablo 

Trapero, 2012). These titles are trapped in an ideological contradiction between form 

and content, because the exhibition of their production values usually becomes more 

important than their commitment to the depicted reality. Furthermore, their 

representation of the cultural other is continuously at risk of degenerating into porno-

misery, a practice in which filmmakers take advantage of their position of power to 

highlight the worst aspects of poverty and squalor without delving into their causes.57 

On the contrary, by offering the people from Fontainhas the possibility of taking part 

in the process of mise-en-scène, Costa broke with “the tradition of the victim” 

established by the Griersonian documentary, in which the filmed subjects were not 

allowed to control their own representation (Winston 1988). He actually used digital 

filmmaking to update the legacy of Third Cinema and Poor Cinema, two Latin 

American film movements of the 1960s and 1970s that sought to address socio-

political issues through an alternative aesthetic to both Hollywood escapism and 

Socialist realism.58 Thus, the emotional detachment with which the characters tell 

their stories makes possible the merging of past and present, as well as of individual 

and collective memory, thereby conveying a strong awareness of the meaning of slum 

life without aestheticising its worst problems and hardships. 

 

Tie Xi Qu: West of the Tracks. The Shock of the Old 

 

In the autumn of 1999, shortly after Fontainhas’ destruction, Chinese filmmaker 

Wang Bing settled in the Tiexi industrial district, west of Shenyang, in order to film the 

last working days of its factories. Initially, his plan was to record from 30 to 50 hours in 

                                                 
57 The term ‘porno-misery’ was popularised by Colombian filmmakers Carlos Mayolo and Luis Ospina 
through their mockumentary Agarrando pueblo (The Vampires of Poverty, 1979), in which they parodied 
the haughty attitude and superficial approach of those filmmakers who focused on the miseries of people 
to make money and gain international recognition. 
58 Third Cinema was theorised by Argentinean filmmakers Fernando E. Solanas and Octavio Getino in 
the late 1960s, while Poor Cinema usually refers to Glauber Rocha’s aesthetic of hunger and Julio García 
Espinosa’s imperfect cinema (Solanas and Getino 1969, Philip and Abbas 2008). 
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three months with a borrowed digital camera, but a year and a half later he had filmed 

over 300 hours (Burdeau 2004: 34, Martí Freixas 2007). Such an excess of raw footage 

became a nine-hour documentary entitled 铁 西 区 (Tie Xi Qu: West of the Tracks, 2003), 

which was divided into three parts: the first and longer, Rust, focuses on the closure of 

factories; the second, Remnants, shows the demolition of a hutong; and the third, Rails, 

portrays the difficult relationship between a father and his son, who illegally work in the 

railways. The entire film captures the traces of an anachronistic past into a volatile 

present, as Lost Book Found (Jem Cohen, 1996) had already done, although Wang’s 

formal strategies are completely different from Cohen’s. 

The emergence of West of the Tracks signalled, according to Lu Xinyu, “a coming 

to maturity for the New Chinese Documentary Movement”, which had begun thirteen 

years earlier with 流浪北京    (Bumming in Beijing: The Last Dreamers, Wu Wenguang, 

1990) (2009: 3). Prior to this film, all Chinese documentaries had adopted the form of a 

pre-scripted illustrated lecture, but Wu Wenguang developed a new way of filming 

known as jishizhuyi [literally, “on-the-spot realism”], which was based on “unscripted 

spontaneity” and accentuated by “hand-held camera work and technical lapses and 

flaws characteristic of uncontrolled situations”, as Chris Berry has pointed out (2002: 

124). This style echoes different observational approaches –Berry mentions the films of 

Frederick Wiseman and Ogawa Shinsuke as its main influences (2002: 121, 126-128)– 

although it is not exactly their continuation, but rather a particular manifestation of the 

so-called xianchang aesthetic, which has been defined by Zhang Zhen as follows: 

 

Xianchang represents a cinematic operation in the ‘present tense’ by virtue of ‘being present 

on the scene’. The essence of xianchang is embedded in the sensitivity toward the 

relationship between subject and object, and in a conscious reflection on the aesthetic 

treatment of this relationship. It is a cinematic practice and theory about space and 

temporality, which is charged with a sense of urgency and social responsibility (2002: 116). 

 

The spread of digital technology has done nothing but popularise both this style –

jishizhuyi– and this aesthetic –xianchang– to the point that they have become the 

hallmark of the films directed by Sixth Generation filmmakers, such as Jia Zhang-ke, 

Wang Xiaoshuai, Lou Ye, Li Yang and Wang Bing himself.59 Contrary to their 

predecessors from the Fifth Generation, who are known worldwide for their rural and 

                                                 
59 The evolution of Chinese cinema is usually marked by the transition from one generation to another, so 
directors who began to film in the 1990s belong, in strict order of succession, to the Sixth Generation. 



 287

historical dramas, these younger filmmakers have chosen to depict those places that 

are currently undergoing a sudden transformation, from marginal areas of big cities 

and small provincial towns to industrial factories and coal mines. There, they 

empathise with “a motley crew of plebeian but nonetheless troubled people (…) 

ranging from aimless bohemians and petty thieves to taxi drivers, KTV bar hostesses, 

disabled people, migrant workers, and other marginalized subjects at the bottom of the 

society” (Zhang 2002: 113). Their concern for urban issues has given rise to a specific 

subgenre devoted to documenting the process of chaiqian, that is, the demolition of 

old hutongs and the subsequent relocation of their inhabitants. Tie Xi Qu clearly 

belongs to this subgenre, along with other documentaries such as 煤市街   (Meishi Street, 

Ou Ning, 2006), 二 十 四 城 记     (24 City, Jia Zhang-ke, 2008), 拆 迁 (Demolition, J. P. 

Sniadecki, 2008), 前 门 前   / Dans les décombres (A Disappearance Foretold, Olivier 

Meys & Zhang Yaxuan, 2008) or 博奕  (Game Theory, Wang Qingren, 2010). In all 

these titles, the process of chaiqian symbolises the interregnum between the old 

China, which no longer exists, and the new one, which has not yet consolidated, a 

liminal state recurrently emphasised by means of different visual metaphors. 

 

 

Image 10.13: Tie Xi Qu: West of the Tracks. Rust, the latest arrivals of trains at Tiexi factories 
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A prime example would be the main leitmotiv of Tie Xi Qu: the endless and 

hypnotic phantom rides filmed from the front of locomotives [Image 10.13]. For 

decades, freight trains carried raw materials and fuel from one factory to another, 

picking up their production and thus organising the activity in the district. However, 

most factories closed down in 2000, a circumstance that gave a high memorial value to 

Wang’s images: he had actually filmed the last arrivals of trains at the factories, a fact 

that will not be repeated ever again. As Tiexi people were aware of the dying situation 

of the district, they encouraged Wang to record any trace of activity there –including the 

lack of activity– before its final collapse. “Film this place”, a worker explicitly asks the 

filmmaker towards the middle of Rust, “soon here nothing will remain”.  

 

 

Image 10.14: Tie Xi Qu: West of the Tracks. Rust, empty spaces after the closure of factories 

 

Rust reveals the stark contrast between the ritual activity of the last working days in 

the factories and the emptiness following their closure. By the third hour of the film, the 

camera pans the same places that had been shown earlier –the laminated copper factory, 

the lead blast furnaces, the zinc foundry, etc– conveying the melancholy of absence and 

echoing both the closing sequence of L’Eclisse (Michelangelo Antonioni, 1962) and the 

diptych One Way Boogie Woogie / 24 Years Later (James Benning 1977 / 2004) [Image 
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10.14. See pages 80 and 88-89]. These spaces, according to James Brooke-Smith,  may 

provoke what David Edgerton has called the “shock of the old” among most 

contemporary viewers from the developed world, given that these factories are remnants 

of the first industrial revolution in a historical time that actually belongs to the third 

revolution (Edgerton 2006, Brooke-Smith 2009: 35). Arguably, Tie Xi Qu closes an 

entire cycle of proletarian cinema that had its heroic stage at the time of Энтузиазм 

(Симфония Донбаса) (Enthusiasm. The Dombass Symphony, Dziga Vertov, 1931) and 

Песнь о героях (Komsomol. Song of Heroes, Joris Ivens, 1933). Contrary to these 

celebrations of industrial power, Wang’s documentary deals with its posthumous phase, 

the eastern parallel of the process that had already been depicted in Lightning over 

Braddock (Tony Buba, 1988) and Roger & Me (Michael Moore, 1989). Consequently, 

despite belonging to different historical times and places, Tie Xi Qu recalls previous 

landscapes of industrial decay, as Luc Sante has noted:  

 

The abandonment of Detroit, the fall of the aerospace industry in Southern California, the 

defeat of the British miners’ union, the vast factories of the Ruhr turned into parks, the 

hazardous sport of exploring empty shells of plants worldwide, the numerous looming 

wrecks everywhere that are too expensive or dangerous to demolish, with their real estate too 

poisoned for rebuilding (2009: 7). 

 

These obsolete spaces are filmed by means of a radical application of the jishizhuyi 

style: the observational premise of non-intervention approaches here the fantasy of the 

invisible filmmaker, inasmuch as people move and talk before the camera without 

caring about its presence. By playing with “the lowest writing and intervention levels”, 

Wang would have created the illusion of “a new camera-eye that records without taking 

part”, hiding “complex systems of construction, position and awareness” under that 

apparent neutrality (De Pedro 2010b: 34, my translation). However, Tie Xi Qu is not a 

naive film: its images also include the filmmaker’s off-screen presence through his 

voice, shadow and steps. Indeed, some people do look at the camera and speak directly 

to it, although they are actually talking to Wang Bing, that is, to the person, not the 

filmmaker. His presence in the factories became so common those days that the workers 

allowed him to record them in all kinds of situations, even when they were naked, 

sometimes ignoring him and sometimes integrating him into their group [Image 10.15]. 

Once achieved this insider position, Wang’s main strategy of mise-en-scene was simply 

to wait for relevant events or significant statements as long as necessary, extending the 
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Deleuzean time-image to the point of blurring the differences between real life and its 

representation. Accordingly, Tie Xi Qu established a change of attitude towards the 

filmed events, as Luis Miranda has described: 

 

In the face of the urgency of the unexpected event that fuelled the pioneers of direct cinema 

in the 60s, the program of West of the Tracks is based on the patient persistence of looking, 

not to capture the epiphany of the event, but rather its emergence as non-event, as if by 

condensation (2010: 366). 

 

 

Image 10.15: Tie Xi Qu: West of the Tracks. Rust, naked workers ignoring the camera 

 

The film does not explain the reasons for the closure of factories nor follow the 

chronological sequence of events: each part addresses the same situation from different 

spaces –the factories in Rust, a hutong in Remnants and the rail network in Rails– going 

back and forth in time in order to include different reactions to the decay of the district. 

However, instead of showing the bureaucrats who make decisions or the wealthiest 

areas in Shenyang, Wang takes sides with the workers and shares their standpoint: they 

themselves explain that the companies were so indebted that the only thing they still 

own was their workforce, a mass of superfluous workers educated in Maoist society 

with nothing to offer in a competitive society. “In less than a decade”, Andrew Ross has 
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written, “they will have gone from being model citizens at the feted centre of the 

socialist economy to unwanted cast-offs at the physical margin of cities they can no 

longer afford” (2009: 42). In view of such a future, the workers talk with the resignation 

of those who know that they are expendable, a defeatist attitude that actually helps them 

to gradually address their deepest concerns. Thus, when the audience believes that 

nothing more is going to happen, the workers suddenly begin to complain about the 

degradation of their labour conditions, the lack of security measures, their health 

problems, their educational disadvantages, their loss of purchasing power or their fear of 

dismissal, unemployment and unregulated work. The following quote provides a good 

example of their gloomy and sarcastic complaints: 

 

They said we had a job for life. Pensions, health care, a safety net. Doesn’t seem likely now. 

They don’t care if you get sick, much less if you die –and forget about a pension. Next thing 

you know, the CCP [Chinese Communist Party] will be renaming itself the Republican Party. 

 

In a single generation, Chinese society has completed a traumatic transition from 

“an age of industrialization and mass conformity to an age of individualism and 

consumerism” (Naremore 2009: 23). Until the 1990s, life was developed in the confined 

space of the work unit, which usually offered collective housing and social services, but 

nowadays this lifestyle is giving way to a landscape overrun by symbols of wealth, such 

as cars or private homes. By being excluded from the profits of capitalist economy, the 

Chinese working class seems destined to become mingong, migrant workers always on 

the move from one job to another and from one city to another. In several films of the 

Sixth Generation, beginning with 三 峡 好 人 (Still Life, Jia Zhang-ke, 2006), these 

characters embody the disorientation experienced by a large segment of the Chinese 

population. This feeling also appears in Tie Xi Qu as the workers realise their new social 

status: towards the end of Rust, most of them keep going to the factories despite their 

closure, looking for any job, because they do not know what to do. Unfortunately, their 

future does not look very promising, as a character warns: “When the factory closes, 

many of us will go wrong. We will not find another job. We will have nothing to do all 

day. Except for stealing, maybe”. The volatility of their lifestyle is symbolically 

reflected in one of the most discussed sequences in the film: a shot of a worker who 

literally vanishes inside the frame, hidden by steam and smoke, after having been 

followed by the camera through different spaces of the factory [Images 10.16 & 10.17]. 
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Images 10.16 & 10.17: Tie Xi Qu: West of the Tracks. Rust, a worker vanishes inside the frame 

 

 

Image 10.18: Tie Xi Qu: West of the Tracks. Remnants, teenagers spending their time at a local shop 

 

The binary structure of Rust, which is based on the presence and absence of old 

spaces, is also repeated in Remnants. At the beginning of this second part, Wang 

introduces a group of teenagers who spend their time wandering around a local shop 

[Image 10.18]. For one hour, the film becomes a timeless portrait of daily life in a 

hutong, but again, when the audience no longer expects anything else, the story 

explodes by surprise: in October 2000, after the closure of most factories in the district, 

the Rainbow Row hutong was officially doomed to demolition. Thereafter, its residents 

only had two years to vacate their homes and take away everything they wanted. As the 

economic compensation for leaving the hutong would be paid within three years, most 



 293

residents decided to carry out the demolition by themselves in an attempt to rescue all 

the reusable materials from their houses. In the vertigo of such destruction, the 

teenagers’ sequences make sense as a farewell to the place as it was. 

The subsequent process of dematerialisation was not only traumatic, but also 

violent: different groups of frightened residents mention that there are gangs in charge 

of evicting people by force. Moreover, as the electricity and water supplies were cut off 

by authorities, the families who refused to leave had to spend their last nights in the 

hutong without these services. Violence even appears explicitly in some shots in which 

Wang recorded fights between neighbours apparently caused by small things. In a few 

months, the whole community fell apart before the camera: large families of three 

generations living under the same roof were forced to separate due to the impossibility 

to pay the rent for a new apartment with enough rooms for all. The sadness for this loss 

is made explicit in one of the most striking sequences of the second part, in which an 

elderly man destroys his own roof by jumping on it. Up there, at the top of his roof, he 

expresses his fear and frustration with the following words: “Progress doesn’t stop, but 

I have no desire to leave. We don’t know how the new houses will be. The rent is free 

because this is owned by the factory. Everything goes wrong: the layoffs, the unpaid 

wages and now the transfer...” [Image 10.19]. 

 

 
Image 10.20: Tie Xi Qu: West of the Tracks. Remnants, an elderly man destroys his own roof 



 294

By the end of Remnants, Wang offers the opposite image from the splendour of 

the 2008 Beijing Olympics and the 2010 Shanghai World Expo: a wasteland where the 

former residents of Rainbow Row survive as scavengers in their own ruins, gleaning 

their lost possessions from the rubble [Images 10.21]. In the 2000s, wastelands were 

as valid icons as skyscrapers to symbolise China’s process of modernisation, 

inasmuch as they rendered visible “what manufactures, joint-venture firms, real-estate 

developers and mass media so eagerly wished to cover up” (De Kloet 2009: 11). Thus, 

like In Vanda’s Room, Tie Xi Qu ultimately exposes the fate of the places and people 

expelled from the official image of late-capitalism: the Cape Verdean ghettos and 

immigrants in Costa’s film, and the Chinese hutongs and industrial workers in Wang’s 

documentary. In both cases, the filmmakers abandon their position of superiority as 

witness-narrators and become members of the depicted communities, identifying 

themselves with the plight of the filmed subjects and conveying a shared subjectivity 

by means of a new cinematic temporality achieved thanks to digital filmmaking. In 

this sense, Costa and Wang’s main achievement has been the development of a new 

form of visual empathy in which the gap between the creative subject and the cultural 

other is temporarily bridged.  

 

 
Image 10.21: Tie Xi Qu: West of the Tracks. Remnants, Rainbow Row after its demolition 
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Chapter Eleven 

Participatory Ethnography 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ethnographic film is a highly codified non-fiction genre that has historically tried to 

record “a truthful reality (…) distinct from that of the viewer and filmmaker”, as 

Catherine Russell has explained (1999: 12). For the first two thirds of the twentieth 

century, its aspirations to achieve an objective portrait of cultural otherness were based 

on a strict set of rules and conventions, such as the prohibition of looking at the camera 

or the assumption that re-enacted rituals were actually spontaneous performances. 

However, this system of representation stopped working after the paradigm shift from 

modernity to post-modernity and from colonialism to post-colonialism: once western 

societies understood that the cultural other was within them, postcolonial ethnography 

had to revise its terms of representation in order to remain realist or, at least, adequate to 

the depicted community (Russell 1999: 6). In this context, the emergence of 

participatory, reflexive and performative strategies in ethnographic film have become 

what Russell considers a new “signature of realism”, given that they achieve “another 

level of truth” (1999: 12). 

David McDougall has warned that “no ethnographic film is merely a record of 

another society: it is always a record of the meeting between a filmmaker and that 

society” (1985: 282). According to him, “ethnographic films (…) must propose to deal 
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with that encounter”, an aim to which they first have to acknowledged that “an 

encounter has taken place” (1985: 282). The best way to do this is to reveal the 

filmmaker’s position regarding the filmed subjects, especially at a time in which 

“postmodernist ethnographic forms”, as noted by Steven Webster, “seek to integrate 

with, rather than represent, the social practices that are their object” (1993: 293). From 

this perspective, Can Tunis (Paco Toledo & José González Morandi, 2007) and Foreign 

Parts (Véréna Paravel & J. P. Sniadecki, 2010), the two films discussed in this chapter, 

can be considered postmodern ethnographic documentaries, because their directors take 

sides with the filmed subjects and get involved with their respective communities.  

These films deal with the same topic as No Quarto da Vanda (In Vanda’s Room, 

Pedro Costa, 2000) and 铁 西 区 (Tie Xi Qu: West of the Tracks, Wang Bing, 2003): the 

disappearance of obsolete and degraded urban areas inhabited by communities who are 

forced to leave their places of memory there. Nevertheless, instead of following the 

pattern of direct cinema, Can Tunis and Foreign Parts seem to be rather inspired by 

cinéma-vérité: their directors practice what Jean Rouch called participatory or shared 

ethnography, which is not far away from Catherine Russell’s concept of “experimental 

ethnography”, given that these films attempt “to overcome the binary oppositions of us 

and them, self and other, along with the tension between the profilmic and the textual 

operations of aesthetic form” (1999: 19). Consequently, Can Tunis and Foreign Parts 

allow us to see and experience the everyday life of marginal places from within, from 

the residents’ perspective instead of from a visitor’s, although the filmmakers always 

make explicit their external point of view.  

In the participatory mode, the real insiders are always the characters, not the 

filmmakers, who never hide their condition as mediators: Bill Nichols has explained 

that “we see how the filmmaker and subject negotiate a relationship, how they act 

toward one another, what forms of power and control come into play, and what levels of 

revelation or rapport stem from this specific form of encounter” (2001: 118). The 

continuous interplay at both sides of the camera is therefore an important part of these 

films, especially in those sequences that expose the personal relationships between 

filmmakers and subjects, as when the directors’ voices are heard offscreen or when 

Véréna Paravel –the co-director of Foreign Parts– briefly appears before the camera. 

By means of these interferences, both Can Tunis and Foreign Parts develop a clear self-

awareness regarding the film device that ultimately serves to establish a distinction 

between the aestheticisation of otherness and a politics of representation based on the 
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shared intimacy and mutual respect between filmmakers and characters. Arguably, then, 

this kind of participatory strategies are changing the usual perception of marginal places 

by giving them alternative meanings to those imposed by the power discourse: thus, in 

Can Tunis, the biggest drug selling point in Barcelona during the early 2000s becomes a 

beloved place of memory for some of its residents; while in Foreign Parts an unhealthy 

junkyard threatened by gentrification in Queens, New York, is depicted as a profitable 

and supportive community. 

 

Can Tunis: The Camera as Accomplice 

 

Can Tunis (Paco Toledo & José González Morandi, 2007) is part of a documentary 

film movement that emerged in Barcelona at the turn of the century, the ‘New’ or 

‘Second Barcelona School’, which was characterised by its rejection of the expository 

mode to explore instead the multiple possibilities of participatory, reflexive and 

performative documentaries.60 According to Spanish critic Casimiro Torreiro, the 

reasons for its development were the easy adaptation of Catalan production companies 

to the process of documentary making, the continuous support of the Catalan television 

to these companies through regular orders, the benefits of digital filmmaking regarding 

the production process, and the crucial boost to non-fiction film given by two academic 

institutions, the Pompeu Fabra University and the Autonomous University of Barcelona, 

whose respective master’s degrees in documentary-making have produced a large 

number of titles since the 1998-1999 academic year (2010: 7-8).  

One of the first works produced as part of the Pompeu Fabra’s training program 

was the aforementioned En construcción (José Luis Guerín, 2001), in which several 

students worked as technicians and assistants. The same modus operandi was repeated 

in titles such as Mones com la Becky (Monkeys Like Becky, Joaquim Jordá & Nùria 

Villazán, 1999), De nens (Joaquim Jordá, 2003), El cielo gira (The Sky Turns, 

Mercedes Álvarez, 2004), Vint anys no és res (Joaquim Jordá, 2004), Tierra negra 

(Ricardo Íscar, 2005), Dies d’agost (August Days, Marc Recha, 2006) or La leyenda 

del tiempo (The Legend of Time, Isaki Lacuesta, 2006), to name only the best known 

                                                 
60 The first Barcelona School was a 1960s group of Catalan filmmakers who made a series of 
experimental films in contrast to the social realist aesthetics associated with the New Spanish Cinema. 
Some of their common features were the disruption of daily life by the unexpected, the influence of pop 
art and their cosmopolitan attitude. Its main representatives were Jacinto Esteva, Joaquim Jordá, Pere 
Portabella, José María Nunes and Vicente Aranda, among others. 
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works produced with the support of this university (see Balló 2010: 105-121).61 These 

titles, according to Àngel Quintana, updated the Spanish documentary tradition from 

three main referents: “early 1990s non-fiction cinema, documentaries from the 

Spanish transition to democracy and the aesthetics of the [First] Barcelona School” 

(2010: 294). However, two different tendencies have stood out since the beginning of 

the master’s degree: the first, represented by Guerin, Álvarez and Íscar’s films, has 

remained more or less within the limits of the observational mode, while it is the 

second, represented by Jordá, Recha and Lacuesta’s works, that has extended the 

scope of the Second Barcelona School with participatory, reflexive and performative 

strategies. Isaki Lacuesta himself has suggested that the most innovative aspect of this 

film movement has precisely been the co-autorship relationships established between 

filmmakers and characters, inasmuch as they are based on “reciprocal processes of 

discovery and learning that are often inscribed in the footage itself” (2009: 39, my 

translation). In this context, Can Tunis, which was shot without any academic support, 

clearly belongs to the second tendency, partly because one of its directors, José 

González Morandi, was one of Joaquim Jordá’s students: they worked together in Vint 

anys no és res and Més enllá del mirall (Joaquim Jordá, 2006).62 

Urban change has been one of the main topics of the Second Barcelona School. In 

addition to En construcción and De nens, both focused on the gentrification of El Raval, 

many other films address the recent transformations of other neighbourhoods threatened 

by real estate speculation, such as La Mina (Hannah Collins, 2001), El forat (Jose María 

V. Peña, 2004), A través del Carmel (Claudio Zulian, 2006), La lluita per l'espai urba 

(Jacobo Sucari, 2006), Estira i arronsa (Pau Fenollosa, 2007), Barcelona Kapital 

(Óscar Sánchez, 2007) or Destruir i construir, història d’una fàbrica (Jacobo Sucari, 

2011). Indeed, Can Tunis, the Gypsy slum that named Paco Toledo and José González 

Morandi’s film, had already been depicted in three previous documentaries: Xavó / Xaví 

(Óscar Pérez, 2002), Al marge (Óscar Pérez, 2002) and Troll (José González Morandi & 

Eva Serrats, 2005).63 These titles not only share the same topic and location, but also a 

similar complicity with the filmed subjects, who were then being affected by an urban 

                                                 
61 The Autonomous University of Barcelona has also developed its own system of production, but most of 
its works are short documentaries made for television (see Viveros & Catalá 2010: 123-141). 
62 The credits of the Pompeu Fabra’s documentaries are full of similar collaborations: Mercedes Álvarez 
was the editor of En construcción, Ricardo Íscar worked as camera operator both in Monkeys Like Becky 
and En construcción, Isaki Lacuesta was also camera operator in Monkeys Like Becky, etc. 
63 Troll was shot at the same time as Can Tunis by González Morandi himself. It portrays the everyday 
life of a drug addict dubbed ‘Troll’, who also appears in several sequences of Can Tunis. 
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policy that had lost its inclusive character. In all these films, “the directors”, according 

to Elena Oroz “make it clear which side they are on, becoming meta-participants, that 

is, someone involved in the development of an argument and a perspective on the 

victim’s struggle” (2010: 150, my translation). 

Real estate speculation, urban renewal and gentrification have been closely related 

for the last decades in Barcelona. In the 1980s, the local government, led by Socialist 

mayors Narcís Serra and Pasqual Maragall,64 undertook a series of large-scale urban 

operations in order to improve the quality of the public space, beginning with the 

rehabilitation of the historic centre and the redevelopment of the suburbs (Muñoz 2010: 

151, 153). The process of “Reconstruction of Barcelona”, as has been termed by its 

main creator, the architect and urban planner Oriol Bohigas (1986), was inspired by 

Italian architect Aldo Rossi’s theories about the rediscovery of the traditional European 

city (1966), and soon coincided in time with the preparations for the 1992 Olympic 

Games. This event speeded up urban renewal and helped to create a Barcelona brand 

that turned the city into one of the main tourist destinations in Spain and Europe. In the 

following years, the local government tried to keep the Olympic effect by organising 

new events to attract tourists and investors to the city, applying what Marco Venturi has 

termed “the festivalisation of urban policy” (1994, my translation).  

The 2004 Universal Forum of Cultures, for example, was a huge urban festival that 

combined conferences, exhibitions, performances and shows about cultural diversity, 

sustainable development and world peace. Such an event, however, was used in order to 

redevelop and gentrify the last free section of the city’s coastline, currently called 

Diagonal Mar; but this time, instead of following Aldo Rossi’s historicist model, the 

main referent was the post-modern architecture of resort towns like Miami (Muñoz 

2010: 162, 168). The end result was the production of an elitist banalscape located just 

beside one of the poorest neighbourhoods in Barcelona, La Mina. Since the 

redevelopment of Diagonal Mar did not create any synergy between both areas, many 

criticised the Forum of Cultures as a lost opportunity from a social point of view: 

according to Francesc Muñoz, the success of the Barcelona brand would have led to the 

                                                 
64 Narcís Serra was elected Mayor of Barcelona in the first democratic local elections held after Francisco 
Franco’s death. He was in office from 1979 to 1982, when he resigned in order to be part of Felipe 
González’s governments in Madrid, first as Minister of Defence (1982-1991) and then as vice president 
(1991-1995). Pasqual Maragall replaced Serra in office, and was later re-elected as Mayor of Barcelona 
for four consecutive terms until 1997. 
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abandonment of the inclusive city model (2010: 168-169), which reveals a change of 

priorities in Barcelona’s urban policy during the 2000s, as denounced by Elena Oroz: 

 

Culture and the praise of abstract values like peace, diversity or coexistence became an obscene 

alibi to change the morphology of the city in favour of its marketing. Since the Forum, the 

revaluation and clean-up of key areas have been the common denominator of an urban policy 

that has bowed to the economic interests of the tourist industry and technology companies 

instead of meeting local and social demands, such as public housing, urban facilities or respect 

for the history and identity of the neighbourhoods (2010: 149, my translation). 

 

Right before the opening of the Forum of Cultures, at the other end of the city, the 

last buildings of Can Tunis were demolished by the Port of Barcelona in order to make 

way for its new facilities. The last residents, fifty Gypsy families, had arrived there from 

La Mina in the 1970s, after the previous relocation of its former occupiers to Sant Boi 

de Llobregat. Despite the replacement of old shanties by concrete buildings in 1979, the 

slum remained neglected for twenty-five years, hidden for the city behind the Montjuïc 

hill and trapped between the port, a motorway and the cemetery [Image 11.1]. To make 

matters worse, from the mid-1990s on Can Tunis became the busiest drug selling point 

in Barcelona, a place where over a thousand drug addicts came daily to buy their dose.  

 

 

Image 11.1: Can Tunis, a Barcelona slum trapped between port, motorway and cemetery 

 

 For its marginal location, neglected housing, drug problems and the presence of an 

ethnic minority, this settlement may be considered Barcelona’s equivalent to 
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Fontainhas, especially because both slums have been depicted through the same three 

act narrative: like Pedro Costa’s films, Can Tunis begins by describing everyday life in 

the neighbourhood from an insider’s perspective, then shows its demolition and finally 

follows its residents to their new homes. In order to tell this story, Paco Toledo and José 

González Morandi filmed on location from January 2002 to July 2004 without any 

financial support that might condition their agenda. Contrary to many journalists who 

also visited the slum to document its poor living conditions in a shamelessly 

sensationalistic way, they decided to put their camera at the residents’ service: 

 

We entered the neighbourhood through a local contact. Once there, we suggested the idea of 

making a documentary and met the residents to know their opinion about that. We came to the 

meeting with a domestic camera and sat around a bonfire. At first, they lied because they were 

wary of us: due to our appearance, they thought that we were policemen. But we insisted on 

gaining their trust, making them pictures and some wedding videos. The key was to establish 

a good relationship with women, who were actually the ones that made most decisions 

(González Morandi & Toledo in Hatzmann 2009: 166, my translation). 

 

The deal between filmmakers and residents was based on a reciprocal commitment: 

the directors were allowed to film in the neighbourhood in exchange for recording its 

social rituals and events, such as a couple’s wedding engagement, a New Year’s family 

dinner and, above all, the residents’ demonstrations in the nearby motorway, in which 

they demanded new homes from the city council. Unfortunately, the housing issue has 

been long neglected in Barcelona, at least since the local authorities gave up the 

inclusive city model, as Manuel Delgado has warned: 

 

Any initiative in massive social housing is questioned and quickly branded as a ghetto 

developer. (...) The alternative to the old politics of social construction has not been new 

politics of social construction, but the renunciation of understanding housing as a public 

service. The question of its inaccessibility for much of the population has stopped being raised 

almost completely (2007: 172, my translation). 

 

The filmmakers challenge this situation by embracing the residents’ cause: the 

opening sequence of Can Tunis shows the people of the neighbourhood –mostly women 

and children– demonstrating in the motorway under the slogan “we want housing”. The 

first shot of the film focuses on a man, who will later become one of the leading 

characters, telling some policemen to ask someone from the city council to come and 
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talk to them: “there was a deal, right?”, he says, “well, we kept our side but they 

haven’t kept theirs” [Image 11.2]. A few minutes later, this man, whose name is 

Manolo, plays the role of official narrator by summarising the reasons for their struggle 

in a formal interview shot on location: “The Port bought this part. These gentlemen 

want their part, which they bought. That’s fair enough. They offered us money but we 

don’t want it. We want housing. New housing”. As the interview goes on, Manolo 

gradually changes his role and becomes a native guide, replacing political demand with 

the story of the neighbourhood, which is inevitably intermingled with his personal life. 

This change of attitude before the camera entails an equivalent change of approach in 

the film: first, when Manolo uses an authority voice to explain the conflict, the 

filmmakers are witness of his struggle; but then, as he guides them into the slum and 

tells his personal story, they become his confidants. The position of the camera 

regarding the filmed subjects is therefore continuously changing, moving from witness 

to accomplice, as Elena Oroz has suggested (2010: 152). This type of relationship 

between filmmakers and characters was already at the basis of Jean Rouch’s cinéma 

vérite, in which the camera was considered “a kind of psychoanalytic stimulant”: 

 

Yes, the camera deforms, but not from the moment that it becomes an accomplice. At that 

point it has the possibility of doing something I couldn't do if the camera wasn’t there: it 

becomes a kind of psychoanalytic stimulant which lets people do things they wouldn’t 

otherwise do (Rouch in Renov 2004: 178). 

 

 

Image 11.2: Can Tunis, Manolo as spokesperson in a demonstration 
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The arrival at the neighbourhood, edited twice from two different perspectives, 

indicates the coexistence of different levels of involvement within the film. First, the 

filmmakers show the drug addicts’ trip to Can Tunis by public transportation in order to 

describe the usual relation between the city and the slum, which were only connected by 

a single bus line. Its last stop marked the threshold of the neighbourhood, which is 

initially depicted as a wild place beyond the limits of civilization through images of 

loose pigs in the streets, junkies shooting up almost anywhere and a police car watching 

this no man’s land [Image 11.3]. Such a sensationalistic representation reproduces the 

negative perception that the city had of Can Tunis, but these stereotypes disappear in a 

second arrival on board of Manolo’s car. This time, the camera crosses the entry 

threshold to go to Manolo’s house, where the audience discovers that he is completely 

overwhelmed by his family circumstances: his wife, Teresa, was then serving a ten-year 

sentence in prison for drug possession –her release is included later in the film– while 

his nine children are practically out of his control, especially one of them, Juan, who 

was becoming a potential juvenile delinquent. From this second arrival, the film’s point 

of view will not stop changing from one character to another –usually from adults to 

teenagers– but always without leaving the neighbourhood. 

 

 

Image 11.3: Can Tunis, the bus stop as the threshold of the slum 

 

Many sequences make explicit the construction of the film as an encounter between 

“someone who holds a camera and someone who does not”, as Oroz has said (2010: 

151), the latter being a cultural other, either a Gypsy or a junkie. For example, when the 

demonstration of the opening sequence is showed again, the editing includes a brief and 
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significant exchange of words at both sides of the camera: a policeman directly looks at 

the lens and asks “are you filming”, to which Paco Toledo answers “I’m a friend of his”, 

referring to Manolo, who immediately confirms that the camera’s presence “is okay 

with me”.65 This dialogue not only reminds us that the camera is on the side of the 

demonstrators, but also that it is at their service, at least at that time. The initial 

observational device is thereby broken, because the camera is anything but an impartial 

witness. In this sense, the sequences devoted to the teenagers insist on the camera’s 

complicit nature, inasmuch as they show everything that should not be done: driving 

stolen cars, breaking windows in abandoned houses or simulating a robbery at a 

imaginary shop. Juan even suggests to a friend that they might steal handbags on the 

street like El Torete and El Vaquilla, two well-known characters from the Spanish 

quinqui film.66 The fact that the kids have this kind of teen idols emphasises their 

marginal worldview: their games echo the harsh life conditions of the neighbourhood in 

a grotesque way, perhaps because they were so aware of the camera’s presence that they 

exaggerated their bad boy attitudes for it. In fact, when Juan pretends to mug a junkie, it 

is never clear to what extent he does it seriously: Is he actually playing for the camera? 

Is the junkie a friend of his? [Image 11.4] Anyway, the complicity between filmmakers 

and teenagers is reciprocal: the kids perform for the camera and the camera, in turn, 

becomes their toy, although the real reason to focus on their malicious games is because 

they are raw representations of everyday life in the slum. 

Another sign of complicity is the occasional inclusion of the filmmakers’ questions 

in the kids’ answers, as when an eleven-year-old boy reflects on his life prospects: 

“What will I be when I grow up?”, he repeats. “I won’t know until I grow up. I know 

how I am now, but when I grow up I don’t know if I’ll be a drunk, an alcoholic, I don’t 

know what I’ll do. Maybe a footballer or a rider who rides horses. Who knows? A 

lawyer, who knows?”. The different future scenarios that the kid imagines for himself 

give some clues about his real chances: he is already aware of the danger of becoming 

an alcoholic –not to imagine anything worse– but he can still dream of being a 

footballer or, even better, a lawyer, perhaps the most highly regarded profession in a 
                                                 
65 According to the credits, Paco Toledo did all the camerawork in Can Tunis, while José González 
Morandi was in charge of sound recording. Therefore, the voice behind the camera should be Toledo’s. 
66 ‘El Vaquilla’ [‘The Heifer’] was a famous Barcelona criminal of the 1970s and 1980s whose story 
inspired several films –Perros Callejeros (Street Warriors, José Antonio de la Loma, 1977), Perros 
Callejeros II (Street Warriors II, José Antonio de la Loma, 1979), Los últimos golpes de ‘El Torete’ (José 
Antonio de la Loma, 1980) and Yo, ‘El Vaquilla’ (José Antonio de la Loma, 1985). His real name was 
Juan José Moreno Cuenca and his film alter ego was called ‘El Torete’ [‘The Little Bull’]. For more 
information about the quinqui film genre, see Montero 2009: 123-138. 
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place where problems with police and justice were common. The most impressive detail 

of this interview is that it was made on board a stolen car that the kid drives through the 

neighbourhood in a kind of guided tour that shows how the drug trade works. The level 

of complicity is so high that the kid even says goodbye to Paco Toledo at the end of the 

interview with a spontaneous “see you around”, an informal farewell that later became 

the hallmark of the reality show Callejeros (2005-), a popular Spanish TV program 

specialised in sensationalist reporting [Image 11.5]. 

 

 

Image 11.4: Can Tunis, Juan (right) pretends to mug a drug addict 

 

 

Image 11.5: Can Tunis, returned gaze towards the filmmaker  

 

Some participatory strategies are more transparent than others, of course. Without 

going any further, Toledo’s voice is heard several times behind the camera: the first 
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during the demonstration; the second, when he is filming Juan driving another stolen car 

from the passenger seat and asks him to stop; and the third, when the kid is accused by 

one of his sisters of stealing money from her. That sequence –the last one of the film– 

takes place in the living room of Juan’s new family home, around the dining table, at 

which Toledo was sitting like another family member. By holding the camera on his 

lap, he recorded the family argument through low-angle shots, a framing that conveys a 

clearly involved position, which is later reinforced by his direct question to Juan: “why 

don’t you try to behave yourself, to be good?”. Then, the kid stares at the camera and, 

after a short silence, he simply answers “because I won’t!” [Image 11.6]. The film 

therefore closes with a sequence in which the blend of participatory strategies –internal 

focalisation, the filmmaker’s intervention, etc– and performative elements –Juan’s 

returned gaze– challenges the commonplaces of social documentary and ethnographic 

film: just as Juan rebels against the normative discourses that attempt to shape his 

behaviour, the filmmakers also reject the documentary orthodoxy in an attempt to find 

an appropriate register to depict a reality that does not conform to social conventions. 

 

 

Image 11.6: Can Tunis, Juan’s returned gaze at the closing sequence of the film 

 

As the film progresses, this fascination with teenagers distracts the filmmakers 

from the adults’ struggle for new homes: except for three demonstrations on the 

motorway, there are no more sequences about this matter. All the negotiations with 

the authorities were held off-screen, probably because they took place away from the 

neighbourhood, and consequently were beyond the filmmakers’ aims and scope. For 

this reason, Oroz has complained that Toledo and González Morandi wasted their 
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chance to offer an argument about issues such as “the huge amount of money moved 

in Can Tunis, the inhumane conditions of its residents –especially the junkies–, the 

lack of services, the occasional prostitution, and even the foreseeable problems of the 

families’ relocation and the heroin addicts’ spread” (2010: 153, my translation). This 

political gap is not compensated by the ethnographic content of the film, inasmuch as 

Can Tunis repeats some clichés about Gypsy settlements: the footage includes images 

of junkies shooting up, conversations about hold-ups, police presence, cockfighting 

and even an awful sequence in which a pig is suffocated to death. All these images are 

real, of course, but they do not add any novelty to the usual sensationalistic 

representation of slums on mainstream media. On the contrary, the self-aware 

sequences do offer new insights: after the first demonstration on the motorway, the 

filmmakers show a Gypsy family watching the protest on the TV news. Their story is 

only given a minute and a half, and it includes two interviews with neighbours of Can 

Tunis. When the second interviewee states “we don’t all sell drugs around here”, the 

family watching the news immediately begin to criticise her by saying “she has 

already put her foot in it!”, because they know that they need to improve their media 

image beyond negative clichés to win their struggle.  

Another self-aware sequence is that of the teenagers’ trip to the city centre. While 

they are out of the slum, a song by the flamenco group Mártires del Compás is heard on 

the soundtrack, whose lyrics define the kids in the following terms: “We are the rubble / 

of the Twin Towers / and of the flamencos. / We are the sewer / we are eyes in the yard / 

we are trash”.67 In addition to conveying the defiant attitude that they would like to 

have, the song expresses their awareness of exclusion and turns it into an identity mark: 

what should be a negative characterisation is proudly assumed by the kids and used 

against those who have created it. This effect is repeated in those sequences in which, 

according to Hanna Hatzmann, “style adapts to the way people perceive themselves” 

(2009: 169, my translation). This is quite clear every time ‘Troll’ appears on the screen, 

a young drug addict who appropriates the film device to the point of telling Toledo 

where and what he has to record. In her sequences, the camera practically films what 

she wants: she dances, shows one of her breasts, leads Toledo to her home –a squatted 

container where she lives with her boyfriend– and, above all, tells him her life –

according to her, she would have been “the first prisoner in prison history who was 

                                                 
67 The original lyrics of the song are as follows: “Somos / somos los escombros / de las Torres Gemelas / 
y de los flamencos. / Somos / somos alcantarillas / somos los ojos del barrio / somos basurilla”. 
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unhappy to leave”, among other stunning stories [Image 11.7]. Before the camera, she 

becomes the star of her own show, although she also admits that her behaviour is mostly 

a social representation: “I’m not really what I seem”, she says, “It’s like a shield I put up 

in front of people. When I’m with friends, I’m sweeter, more affectionate, but out there I 

pretend to be aggressive, a punk, a destroyer”. The film’s discourse is thereby 

constructed from the characters and not about the characters, as Marta Andreu has 

pointed out, in order to show a world inhabited and created by them, given that they 

play a leading role in both story and storytelling (2009: 147). 

 

 

Image 11.7: Can Tunis, ‘Troll’ 

 

By explaining her family tree to the camera, Troll assumes up to four possible 

varieties of cultural otherness: ethnic –her grandmother was Gypsy–, racial –her father 

was African–, social –her mother was a Galician immigrant in Catalonia– and even 

national within the Spanish context, as she finally defines herself as a “black Catalan” 

and not as a black Spaniard. Accordingly, as she is an outcast among outcasts, she feels 

“at home” in Can Tunis, giving an emotional value to the slum despite its “bad vibes”. 

This contradictory topophilia is also shared by Juan, who makes a similar statement to 

Vanda’s in Costa’s film: “We’ll miss this place an awful lot”. Juan’s melancholic tone is 

suddenly broken when another kid, who was listening to his words, appears in the 

background and says “Can Tunis sucks and you know it”. This disagreement reveals a 

schizophrenic perception of the neighbourhood by its own residents, caught up between 

their sense of belonging to the place and awareness of its irreversible decline. 
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Once Can Tunis is completely demolished and its last residents violently evicted by 

the police [Image 11.8], the epilogue accompanies Manolo’s family to their new home, 

a modern flat that solves their housing problems but also raises new ones. Gypsy 

relocation from shantytowns to flats in Barcelona has always involved adaptation 

problems for Gypsies and coexistence problems for their neighbours (see San Roman 

1976, 1986). As Manolo walks along his new corridor, he expresses his concern: “I 

can’t live here. I’m not made for this. I’ll sell this place, as quickly as I can”. The film 

does not really address these problems, but at least it includes a brief summary of their 

main cause, as expressed by Teresa: “We’ve always grown up in ground-floor places 

and we can’t get used to being in flats. People don’t understand that”. The teenagers’ 

last sequence also warns about the risk of community disintegration, when the kids 

argue because one of them has made new non-Gypsy friends: what should be a good 

thing –social integration– is regarded as a personal offence by the group. This 

contemptuous attitude will not help them to integrate into their new habitat, but what is 

worse is that it symbolises a break with their old bonds of solidarity. 

 

 
Image 11.8: Can Tunis, the neighbourhood after its demolition 

 

The dematerialisation of Can Tunis meant the removal of an unhealthy slum from 

the urban fabric, but it also entailed the dismantling of a community that had 

successfully challenged the local government: its struggle was another episode in a 

tradition of clashes between residents of poor neighbourhoods and authorities of the 

bourgeois city that dates back to the ninetieth century. According to Manuel Delgado, 



 310

the tendency to relocate members of problematic communities in socially heterogeneous 

neighbourhoods does not seek to avoid their spatial marginalisation, but “the possibility 

that those offended human beings can group together, realise that they share interests 

and goals, and become aware of their strength and ability to deploy it” (2007: 162, my 

translation). In view of the unbalanced power relations between the residents of Can 

Tunis and the Barcelona government, Paco Toledo and José González Morandi 

supported the former by documenting what Michel Foucault called “the little tactics of 

the habitat” with their complicit camera (1980: 149). Thus, while the filmed subjects 

rebelled against the poor living conditions imposed on them by local authorities, the 

filmmakers simultaneously defied the usual representation of slums on the media by 

developing participatory and performative strategies capable of subverting the ethical 

and aesthetic flaws of porno-misery. 

 

Foreign Parts: Before and Behind the Camera 

 

Willets Point, the neighbourhood depicted in Foreign Parts (Véréna Paravel & J. 

P. Sniadecki, 2010), is a set of junkyards, auto-repair shops and auto-parts shops 

located between the Citi Field baseball stadium and the Van Wyck overpass in 

Queens, New York. Around the corner of 39th Avenue and Willets Point Boulevard, 

hundreds of Latino immigrants strive to make a living by recycling the flagship 

product of industrial capitalism: cars. The whole area is like a reverse assembly line, 

in which the workers are experts at scrapping cars and storing their parts. This place 

had already appeared in a fiction film, Chop Shop (Ramin Bahrani, 2007), and much 

earlier, in the 1920s, when it was known as the Corona Ash Dumps, it served as 

inspiration for the valley of ashes near which F. Scott Fitzgerald located George B. 

Wilson’s garage in The Great Gatsby (1925).68 According to US journalist Phil 

Patton, “the area was full of garages even then” (2011), but nowadays it does not seem 

to be at its best: in 2010, Willets Point had no sewers or pavements, there were 

puddles and mud everywhere, its warehouses threatened to collapse under the weight 

of snow in winter, and the permanent roar of planes landing in the nearby LaGuardia 

airport drowned the noisiest sounds in the junkyard.  

                                                 
68 Fitzgerald’s description presents the area as “a fantastic farm where ashes grow like wheat into ridges 
and hills and grotesque gardens; where ashes take the forms of houses and chimneys and rising smoke 
and, finally, with a transcendent effort, of men who move dimly and already crumbling through the 
powdery air” (2012: 25). 
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In view of such a cityscape, the New York government has devised ways to 

redevelop the neighbourhood since the 1960s: among many failed plans, Willets Point 

might have been the site for the Olympic Stadium and press centre if New York had 

been chosen to host the 2012 Summer Olympics instead of London. The most recent 

project was announced by Mayor Michael Bloomberg on May 1, 2007, and it included 

5.500 residential units, 1,7 million square feet of retail space, nearly one million square 

feet of office space, a convention centre, a hotel, a school, a park and, of course, the 

installation of sewers. The main business and land owners in the area fought against this 

plan for years, but their efforts were finally unsuccessful: the Willets Point 

redevelopment plan was definitely approved by the City Council on October 9, 2013. In 

the next years, if everything goes as planned, the place will become the umpteenth 

banalscape that replaces a former industrial area, following the logic of what Delgado 

has termed “the capitalist reappropriation of the city” (2007: 219, my translation).  

A key element of this process is the so-called gentrification, which has been defined 

by urban planner Peter Marcuse as follows: 

 

Gentrification occurs when new residents –who disproportionately are young, white, 

professional, technical, and managerial workers with higher education and income levels– 

replace older residents –who disproportionately are low-income, working-class and poor, 

minority and ethnic group members, and elderly– from older and previously deteriorated inner-

city housing in a spatially concentrated manner, that is, to a degree differing substantially from 

the general level of change in the community or region as a whole (1985: 198-199). 

 

In the case of New York, Marcuse established a parallelism between the economic and 

social shifts undergone by the city in the 1980s: according to him, as the manufacturing 

industry declined, the FIRE sectors –finances, insurances and real estate– brought 

qualified professionals back to the city, who could pay much higher rents than blue-

collar workers (1985: 200). Consequently, the terrain of the inner city became valuable 

again, causing what Scottish geographer Neil Smith has described as “a geographical, 

economic, and cultural reversal of post-war urban decline and abandonment” (1992: 

64). The only problem was that urban decline did not disappear: on the contrary, as 

Marcuse has written, abandonment and gentrification are “reflections of a single long-

term process” that have been changing places for decades in a vicious circle “in which 

the poor are continuously under pressure of displacement and the wealthy continuously 

seek to wall themselves within gentrified neighbourhoods” (1985: 200, 196). The usual 
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pattern establishes that a process of abandonment is followed by a process of 

gentrification, which ultimately guarantees the destruction of endangered communities: 

the residents who stayed in a neighbourhood despite its abandonment will probably not 

survive to its later gentrification. This tendency explains why the characters of Foreign 

Parts are so worried with the Willets Point redevelopment plan: once Manhattan has 

been almost completely gentrified, they already know what awaits their neighbourhood. 

Véréna Paravel, one of the directors of Foreign Parts, found the junkyard by chance 

while she was filming 7 Queens (2009), a short documentary about the areas traversed 

by the elevated subway line that connects Times Square with Flushing Main Street 

through the north side of Queens. As she then worked as a lecturer at the Harvard 

University Sensory Ethnography Lab (SEL), the film mainly dealt with the 

representation of the cultural other: its characters are Asians, African-Americans and, 

above all, Latinos, an ethnoscape that renders visible the demographic statistics –

according to the 2010 US Census, 22.8% of Queen’s population was Asian, 17.7% non-

Hispanic Black and 27.5% Latina. Paravel’s short film is made of brief encounters with 

these people, although the real cultural other in the area was herself, inasmuch as only 

27.6% of the Queens’s population was non-Hispanic White in 2010. In this sense, 7 

Queens can be regarded as a white woman’s travelogue through a multicultural 

neighbourhood in which the continuous interplay at both sides of the camera puts the 

filmmaker at the same level that filmed subjects. Nevertheless, once she found Willets 

Points, she immediately realised that there was another film there, so she invited her 

colleague J. P. Sniadecki to make Foreign Parts together. 

Sniadecki is a graduate student at SEL who had already directed a few documentary 

features in China before discovering the junkyard. One of them, 拆 迁 (Demolition, 2008), 

is precisely focused on mingong and urban space, the same issues addressed by Wang 

Bing in Tie Xi Qu: West of the Tracks and Jia Zhang-ke in 三 峡 好 人 (Still Life, 2006) [see 

pages 285-294]. This link reveals a feedback between Chinese and American 

documentaries that this time goes from East to West: Paravel and Sniadecki adapted the 

usual narratives and techniques of chaiqian films to the western tradition of visual 

anthropology in order to depict a process of gentrification, replacing hutongs with a 

junkyard but preserving the same conflict between old and new spaces. In this context, 

the scrapped cars become a metaphor for the dismantling of the American Dream: 

several critics have compared the opening sequence of Foreign Parts, in which a forklift 

truck noisily destroys a minivan [Image 11.9], with the ritual slaughter of a sacrificial 
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animal or with a grisly surgery operation (Maza 2010, Scott 2011), suggesting that what 

happens to the cars will soon also happen to Willets Point (Giménez 2011). 

 

 

Image 11.9: Foreign Parts, opening shot –a forklift truck destroys a minivan 

 

For the first ten or fifteen minutes, Foreign Parts remains within the limits of the 

observational mode, after which the camera begins to interact with certain characters: 

Julia, a mentally disabled homeless woman who lives in the junkyard; Joe, a man in his 

seventies and the single legal resident of Willets Point; and the couple formed by Sarah 

and Luis, who also live there in an abandoned van. These four people embody the 

ethnical mixing of the neighbourhood: Julia is African-American, Joe is white –and 

perhaps of Italian origin, judging by his surname, Ardizzone–, Luis is Latino and Sarah 

is “the only white girl in the junkyard”, as she calls herself. Although English is the 

most heard language in the film, there are a couple of sequences talked in Hebrew and 

many others in Spanish: for example, in a especially beautiful sequence, two Puerto 

Rican men, one white and another black, sing together Frankie Ruiz’s song ‘Puerto 

Rico’ over the noise of planes. Nevertheless, Paravel and Sniadecki have been criticised 

for their Anglo-Saxon approach: Edward Champion considered that their clear 

preference to talk to people who speak English instead of those who speak Spanish 

seems “a glaring and elitist omission for a community in which 80% of the people don’t 

speak a word of English” (2010). Obviously, as none of the filmmakers speaks Spanish, 

the language barrier conditioned their possibilities of meeting the cultural other, but 

they developed other abilities: according to Paravel, “the skill you have to have if you 
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want to be part of them is not holding a camera. It’s holding a bottle of Corona. (…) We 

spent a lot of time in the diner drinking a lot” (in Rapold 2010). 

 

 

Image 11.10: Foreign Parts, the camera ‘dances’ with Julia in the local diner 

 

The intimacy between filmmakers and filmed subjects is reflected in the continuous 

transgression of the observational device, as when the camera literally dances with Julia 

in the local diner [Image 11.10]. Talking about these participatory strategies, in a 

question-and-answer session at the New York Film Festival, Sniadecki expressed “[his] 

unwillingness to pretend that there is not a person behind the camera, saying that in 

some instances directors have to interact on-screen with their subjects”, as gathered by 

Ariana Costakes (2010). In a later interview, he defined the act of shooting as an 

“intuitive and instinctual response” to the dynamics established between filmmakers 

and filmed subjects at the time of shooting, the camera being “this activator and 

provoker of different kinds of social reality” (in Cayuela, G. Ambrunheiras & Gómez 

Viñas 2013). To give an example, Sarah’s confessional sequence inside her home-van 

while Luis is imprisoned is filmed with a low-angle shot, in which the camera is placed 

in Paravel’s lap, away from the eye-contact between both women, in order not to spoil 

the moment’s climate of empathy [Image 11.11]. In other sequences, the camera even 

records some performances, as when a touter –a middleman who helps customers to 

find the place where their particular model of car can be serviced– dances to the 

hypnotic music of an ice cream van like a rider on his horse, and later says “thank you” 

when he walks past the camera [Image 11.12].  
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Image 11.11: Foreign Parts, Sarah’s confessional sequence 

 

 

Image 11.12: Foreign Parts, a man dances to the music of an ice cream van 

 

According to another chronicle of the New York Film Festival, Paravel and 

Sniadecki noted in their press conference that “the instances in which a documentary 

subject becomes aware of the camera and begins to play to it, can be as valid and 

worthy of capture as the totally natural moments”, especially because they reveal “the 

subject’s development of a (…) self-reflexive awareness” (Vázquez 2010). In these 

cases, Willets Point’s workers take advantage of Paravel’s and Sniadecki’s complicity 

to create different versions of themselves, becoming singers or dancers for the occasion. 

This kind of performances, as Catherine Russell has suggested, can be read as “forms of 

cultural resistance” able to subvert the stereotypes imposed by media on primitive or 
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marginal communities (1999: 99). In fact, just like Can Tunis, Foreign Parts also 

includes a poisoned example of television representation: the directors record a TV 

reporter talking about the plight of the junkyard on location, although the journalist’s 

working conditions do not seem the best either. She is talking to a camera that is not 

seen at first, but when she finishes her speech and the filmmakers modify the framing 

the audience realises that there is nobody behind her camera: she has to record herself 

without the help of a camera operator [Image 11.13]. 

 

 

Image 11.13: Foreign Parts, a journalist talks about the plight of the junkyard on location 

 

The highest betrayal of the old paradigm of documentary objectivity is the 

filmmaker’s on-screen appearance: the conventions of direct cinema banned it 

completely, although it has gradually become a common feature of performative 

documentaries since Edgar Morin’s and Jean Rouch’s inaugural transgression in 

Chronique d’un été (Chronicle of a Summer, 1961). In the most moving sequence of 

Foreign Parts, when Sarah is waiting for Luis after his release from prison, Paravel is 

seen twice on the screen. The first time, she receives a call from Luis on her mobile 

phone and gives it to Sarah, who asks for help when the call suddenly drops: then, 

Sniadecki, who was filming the sequence, pans to follow the phone and accidentally 

captures Paravel on the frame. The second time is also spontaneous, but much more 

transparent: when Luis finally arrives, he first embraces Sarah, then shakes hands with 

Sniadecki –who is still behind the camera– and finally hugs Paravel, who comes out 

from behind some parked cars to welcome him [Images 11.14 & 11.15].  
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Images 11.14 & 11.15: Foreign Parts, the filmmakers’ involvement with the filmed subjects 

Top: Luis greets J. P. Sniadecki. Above: Véréna Paravel (left) welcomes Luis 

 

Throughout the sequence, the filmmakers do not behave as impartial observers, but 

as friends: they are in and out the film device at the same time, even when they are not 

on screen. Indeed, the sequence ends with a conversation between the two couples in 

which the film hierarchy is only apparently respected: Luis and Sarah are before the 

camera, as filmed subjects, and Paravel and Sniadecki are behind, as filmmakers, but 

they all talk on equal terms, without adopting rigid roles that condition their turns to 

speak. This conversation could probably have taken place without the camera, but not 

without the filmmakers: thus, by including themselves in the film through participatory 

strategies, they achieve the basic goal of the observational mode –“what we see is what 

would have occurred were the camera not there to observe it” (Nichols 2001: 113). 
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Arguably, contemporary ethnographic documentaries demand the filmmaker’s 

subjective involvement in order to be perceived as truthful films, as Jim Lane already 

said regarding David Holzman’s Diary (Jim McBride, 1967): “the new mode of 

filmmaking purports that once the other side of the camera is exposed and the 

filmmaker implicated, the documentary can more truthfully depict reality” (2002: 35). 

The political background of the film, meanwhile, emerges as a contradiction in most 

sequences. On the one hand, Willets Point embodies the American Dream, because 

there “you gotta go out every day and make what you can”, as a touter says –Sniadecki 

has gone even further by describing the junkyard as “a wonderful example of free 

market capitalism” (in Rapold 2010). On the other hand, the immigrant workers lack the 

most basic comfort associated with that dream, at least in terms of public facilities, and 

if that were not enough, they will certainly lose their jobs when the redevelopment of 

the area begins. In 2010, the only person able to struggle against the city council was 

Joe, whose on-screen appearances usually include some kind of vindicatory speech: the 

most furious one begins at the end of Sarah’s confessional sequence, when the camera is 

still inside her van. At first, Paravel frames Joe through the van window as he argues 

loudly with two other men, and after a match cut she is already filming the argument in 

front of the group [Images 11.16 & 11.17]. As soon as the two men notice the camera’s 

presence, they get out of the frame and leave Joe speaking alone. This instinctive 

reaction emphasises Joe’s solitude against the City, because he loses his audience when 

explaining the most obvious flaws of the project: he continuously insists that the 

politicians voted the redevelopment project without knowing what it entailed, and as 

example offers their ignorance about how to fit the future rail line, which will link the 

JFK and LaGuardia airports through Jamaica and Willets Point, in the new urban plan 

of the area. All along his crusty speech, it is not completely clear if he is actually talking 

to the two men or performing an imaginary conversation with the politicians: 

 

Where you’ve put that [the future Willets Point station]? It’s been founded already! You don’t 

even heard about that? What kind of plan do you have? You have nothing. And how is gonna 

everybody make a decision on nothing? There is no decision to be made. No way. No how. 

 

Once again, the level of complicity between filmmakers and filmed subjects becomes 

clear in this sequence: while speaking, Joe holds a tripod in his hands that probably 

belongs to the filmmakers, as he does not look like a techno geek at all –some 
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sequences before, he has admitted that, contrary to the future residents of the area, he 

has no computer at home. Accordingly, the film apparatus becomes part of the depicted 

reality just as the filmmakers became part of the Willets Point community.  

 

 
 

 

Images 11.16 & 11.17: Foreign Parts, Joe argues about the Willets Point redevelopment plan 

 

Paravel and Sniadecki’s political criticism reaches its peak in the penultimate shot of 

the film, a high angle overview of the area taken at the crossroads of 37th Avenue, 

127th Street and Willets Point Boulevard with the American flag framed in the centre 

[Image 11.18]. The view from there looks like “the surface of the moon” due to the 

puddles-like-craters that are seen everywhere, as Robert Koehler has pointed out, while 

the premeditated presence of the flag “expands a city block’s problems into a national 

dilemma”, in which “Willets Point’s issues are America’s issues” (2010). For once, this 
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image does not show the newly opened Citi Field, a baseball park built between 2006 

and 2009 as a replacement for the adjacent Shea Stadium. The way the directors usually 

frame its façade as a challenging threat against the junkyard recalls “an exact duplicate 

of the landowners’ ancient palaces looking down on the serfs”, quoting Koehler again, 

given that its single presence reminds the power of corporate capitalism to reshape 

cityscapes (2010). The contrast between the humble signs of the auto shops and the 

stadium’s giant neon signs advertising brands such as Budweiser or Pepsi-Cola 

establishes a dialectical relation between making a living and making profit, as well as 

between local and global places [Image 11.19].  

 

 

Image 11.18: Foreign Parts, overview of the crossroads of 37th Av, 127th St and Willets Point Blvd 

 

 

Image 11.19: Foreign Parts, contrast between the Citi Field baseball park  

and the streets of the junkyard 
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There are many other neglected areas like Willets Point all over the world. In the 

1980s, for example, Kevin Lynch and Michael Southworth described a similar junkyard 

near Boston –Linwood Street, in Sommerville– as “an ugly, polluted, yet tolerant place, 

where the workers seem at ease (a remnant left by a carelessly planned highway)” 

(1990: 113-114). According to them, “these urban remnants are also freer places, where 

one is momentarily relieved of the pressures of status, power, explicit purpose, and 

strict control” (1990: 114). Contrary to the teleological narrative of capitalism, in which 

the old always has to make way for the new, Foreign Parts explores the delights of 

these shabby backsides, implicitly suggesting a utopian counter-narrative: what if the 

City improved Willets Point’s infrastructures instead of turning it into a banalscape? 

Might the local prevail over the global? This approach has appeared in most 

ethnographic documentaries since the colonial period, when western filmmakers 

developed a naïve nostalgia for the filmed subjects’ primitivism, but Paravel and 

Sniadecki are subtle enough to resist “the temptation to editorialize too much”, as Adam 

Nauman has written (2010). In fact, the details of the redevelopment plan only appear in 

a couple of brief intertitles at the end of the film. This choice, however, has not satisfied 

all critics, beginning with Edward Champion, who misses “the full picture of 

Bloomberg’s avaricious intent” and considers that “a documentary that concerns itself 

with the outskirts of life has the obligation to make more concrete connections to its 

privileged audience” (2010).  

Overall, participatory ethnography avoids both the omniscient perspective of 

expository documentaries and the witness camera of direct cinema in order to include 

the filmmaker’s standpoint in the film: thus, by placing filmmakers and filmed subjects 

in the same political arena, the tradition of the victim, as well as porno-misery, are 

deactivated, even when a filmmaker exploits his or her vantage position, like Michael 

Moore or Nick Broomfield usually do. In these cases, the filmmakers are as exposed as 

the filmed subjects before the audience, who has to decide if their interventions are fair 

or not in moral or political terms. Paravel and Sniadecki never hide their fondness for 

Willets Point in Foreign Parts, but they give the filmed subjects the right to defend the 

area as both a profitable community and a place of memory. For instance, at the end of 

the day a worker explains that the synergies among the different shops in the junkyard 

allow its smooth operation, because customers can fix any problem of their cars in just a 

few blocks. Similarly, Joe not only appears showing his anger against politicians, but 

also enjoying the small pleasures of the neighbourhood, as when he walks by the 
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deposits of auto parts as if he were inside a cathedral (Paravel in Patton 2010) or when 

he marvels at the migratory dynamics of a flock of swallows that nest every year in the 

nearby trees. Finally, Julia does not need too many words to express her sense of 

belonging to Willets Point: “There’s water, mud every day”, she says. “I don’t mind it 

though. This is my people”. These flashes of topophilia give an emotional dimension to 

the junkyard that might have been expressed directly by the filmmakers themselves, 

although in that case the film would have exceeded the boundaries of participatory 

ethnography. This strategy arises from a specific context marked by the impermanence 

of those places threatened by their imminent disappearance, in which the critical 

discourse about urban renewal must be constructed from intersubjectivity. In this 

liminal state, the author’s self, despite being present, steps back to embrace the cultural 

other’s perspective, thereby combining an external and internal point of view in a 

conscious show of respect and empathy. 
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Part Four 

Metafilmic Strategies 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Film history can be regarded as a field of study open to researchers of different 

disciplines, but it is also an account, a historical narrative usually divided in four 

periods: silent (1890s-1920s), classical (1930s-1950s), modern (1960s-1970s) and post-

modern (1980s-2010s). French sociologists Gilles Lipovetsky and Jean Serroy have 

renamed these stages as “primitive modernity”, “classical modernity”, “emancipatory 

modernity” and “hypermodernity” because they consider that cinema has always been a 

modern art, an expression of modernity (2009: 16-21). Furthermore, Lipovetsky has 

been fighting against the term postmodernity for more than thirty years, repeating book 

after book that it would be more suitable to talk about hypermodernity (2009: 68). 

Leaving this terminological debate aside, Lipovetsky and Serroys’s description of 

hypermodern cinema provides three useful categories to define its main features: 

“excess-image”, “multiplex-image” and “distance-image” (2009: 68-70). “Distance-

image” specifically addresses the rise of self-reference in film from the 1980s, a 

growing tendency in the last decades whereby filmmakers systematically quote, honour, 

parody, rewrite, reinterpret or simply recycle previous works: 

 

Cinema has become a classic ‘continent’ with its legendary history, models, references and 

founding works which may be unexpectedly revisited over and over again, following the 
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example of other artistic fields. (…) Far from reflecting a creative void, recycling the past 

places cinema in a situation that allows its continuous reinvention: it is not a repetition or a 

retrogression, but a neo-modern logic that takes advantage of old resources in order to 

create new works (Lipovetsky & Serroy 2009: 129, my translation). 

 

The tradition of the compilation film, like that of collage or photomontage, is 

precisely based on the creative appropriation of previous materials. Many 

documentaries have been made from excerpts of other films since Падение династии 

Романовых (The Fall of the Romanov Dynasty, Esfir Shub, 1927), but it did not 

become a common practice in fiction films until the time of hypermodernity. Some of 

its forerunners were early attempts at détournement, such as What’s up, Tiger Lily 

(Woody Allen & Senkichi Taniguchi, 1966) or La dialectique peut-elle casser des 

briques? (Can Dialectics Break Bricks?, René Viénet & Kuang-chi Tu, 1973), in which 

western directors borrowed the whole footage of eastern films and dubbed them into 

English or French with a comic or political intention.69 Later on, at the beginning of the 

1980s, Alain Resnais went further by including brief excerpts from classical films in 

Mon oncle d’Amerique (My American Uncle, Alain Resnais, 1980) in order to comment 

on the story from outside the diegesis. The success of this device, which also appears 

differently in Crimes and Misdemeanours (Woody Allen, 1989), depends on the 

audience’s complicity, inasmuch as the idea is that viewers recognise both the quote and 

its cultural meaning. Thus, Resnais and Allen invite the audience to decode these 

excerpts twice: first, as part of their films, and then as part of collective memory. 

Most contemporary moviegoers have grown up with a TV set at home, especially in 

Western countries, a circumstance that determines our relation with the current 

mediascape: we are used to reading moving images from an early age, and we are so 

immersed in visual culture that we do not even notice their ubiquity wherever we go. 

This dominance of the visual has led many documentary makers to wonder about the 

meaning of images, regardless of their origin: an excerpt from a film may deserve as 

detailed analysis as the best-known historical document because both are ultimately 

vehicles of ideology. For this reason, current compilation films, to mention the most 

obvious case, have understood that “thinking history”, as Antonio Weinrichter says, 

“involves rethinking the representation of history” (2010: 277). In this context, 

                                                 
69 What’s up, Tiger Lily is made from a Japanese spy film, International Secret Police: Key of Keys (国  際  

秘  密  警  察  シ  リ  ー ズ, Senkichi Taniguchi, 1965), while Can Dialectics Break Bricks? appropriates a 
Chinese martial arts film, The Crush (唐 手 跆 拳 道         , Kuang-chi Tu, 1972). 
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Catherine Russell, among others, has reminded us that “all images become documentary 

images once their original contexts are stripped away” (1999: 271), an idea that has 

encouraged researchers and filmmakers from around the world to re-read any waste of 

visual culture as a product of a given society.  

The first outcome of this global interest in reviewing film heritage has been the 

emergence of non-fiction works that cannibalise previous images and icons in order to 

interrogate them from an essayistic perspective. These documentaries have been 

labelled by Timothy Corrigan as “refractive essay films”, a term that establishes a 

linguistic link with the reflexive mode, although it actually refers to titles that go 

beyond its usual features and purposes: 

 

Refractive essay films concentrate the representational regime of the essayistic on the 

cinematic itself in order to distill and intensify the essayistic by directing it not, for 

instance, at portraits of human subjectivity or the spaces of public life but at the aesthetics 

or, more exactly, the anti-aesthetics of representation that always hover about essay films as 

a filmic thinking of the world.  

Refractive suggests a kind of ‘unmaking’ of the work of art or the film or, as we will 

see, its failure or ‘abjection’. Like the beam of light sent through a glass cube, refractive 

cinema breaks up and disperses the art or object it engages, splinters or deflects it in ways 

that leave the original work scattered and drifting across a world outside. Rather than the 

mimetic idea of a mirror reflecting a world, these films set up a chain of mirrors (…) that 

disperses the image through a social space. Whether the object is other artistic media or 

other films, these films interrogate first and, most important, their own representational 

regime not so much to call attention to themselves in a more or less binary relationship but 

to call attention to the world as a multidimensional field where film must ultimately be 

thought (…) At the heart of many of these films –especially essay films about film– is then 

a critical reenactment of the cinematic representation itself as a way of reconceptualizing 

that process as an open-ended encounter with the world, as an act of criticism rather than 

commentary (2011: 191). 

 

Corrigan distinguishes two main categories within refractive cinema: the first would 

be composed of those films that “reflect on art, literature, or other artistic practices as 

oblique engagements with cinematic practice”, such as Van Gogh (Alain Resnais, 

1948), Vérités et mensonges (F for Fake, Orson Welles, 1973), L'hypothèse du tableau 

volé (Hypothesis on a Stolen Painting, Raúl Ruiz, 1979), Русский ковчег (Russian Ark, 

Alexander Sokurov, 2002) or Exit through the Gift Shop (Banksy, 2010) (2011: 182). 

The second category, in turn, specifically includes “those films that engage in a more 
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ostensibly direct relationship with another film or filmmaker”, whether “the traditional 

films about the making of a film” –Burden of Dreams (Les Blank, 1982), Hearts of 

Darkness: A Filmmaker's Apocalypse (Fax Bahr, George Hickenlooper & Eleanor 

Coppola, 1991), Lost in La Mancha (Keith Fulton & Louis Pepe, 2002), etc– or those 

films that aspire to enter theoretical or historiographical debates –Tokyo-Ga (Wim 

Wenders, 1985), Histoire(s) du Cinema (Jean-Luc Godard, 1988-1998), Une journée de 

Andrei Arsenevitch (One Day in the Life of Andrei Arsenevich, Chris Marker, 1999), De 

fem benspænd (The Five Obstructions, Lars von Trier & Jørgen Leth, 2003) or The 

Pervert's Guide to Cinema (Sophie Fiennes & Slavoj Zizek, 2006) (2011: 182). In the 

last case, filmmakers assume an in-between position which is simultaneously critical 

and creative: on the one hand, they locate themselves outside their object of study to 

interpret it from a personal perspective; while on the other hand –and unlike most film 

critics, historians and theorists– their discourse uses the same language that they are 

analysing. Accordingly, these filmmakers are actually inside their object of study too, 

because they develop their argument through techniques and devices that somehow 

mirror those of their case studies.  

A metafilm essay would then be a documentary on other films, filmmakers, genres 

or styles that expresses its main ideas visually, going beyond textual analysis to 

construct its discourse through audiovisual elements. These films consider that images 

are not simply reproductions or duplicates of the real, but new realities, partly because 

they are responsible for the configuration of our cognitive mapping: a key feature of 

hypermodern times is precisely the ability of images to condition and determine the 

perception of our everyday environment, as well as the perception of those places where 

we have never been. It does not even matter who has produced those images: they may 

belong to a feature film, a documentary, a TV program, a commercial, a photographic 

report, an institutional campaign, a website or a YouTube video. In practice, they are 

interchangeable and almost anonymous, including ours, but never neutral: they always 

have an ideological substrate that influences our worldview. Rather than giving rise to a 

parallel reality, the current omnipotence and omnipresence of images have established a 

set of mindscapes that have become an increasingly important part of our reality, as 

Arjun Appadurai and Michael Storper argued in the 1990s: 

 

The image, the imagined, the imaginary – these are all terms that direct us to something 

critical and new in global cultural processes: the imagination as a social practice. No 
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longer mere fantasy (opium for the masses whose real work is elsewhere), no longer simple 

escape (from a world defined principally by more concrete purposes and structures), no 

longer elite pastime (thus not relevant to the lives of ordinary people), and no longer mere 

contemplation (irrelevant for new forms of desire and subjectivity), the imagination has 

become an organized field of social practices, a form of work (in the sense of both labor 

and culturally organized practice), and a form of negotiation between sites of agency 

(individuals) and globally defined fields of possibility. (…) The imagination is now central 

to all forms of agency, is itself a social fact, and is the key component of the new global 

order (Appadurai 1996: 31). 

 

Interpretations and constructed images of reality are now just as important as any ‘real’ 

material reality, because these interpretations and images are diffused and accepted and 

become the bases on which people act: they become real (Storper 1997: 29). 

 

In the same decade, these ideas were applied to urban studies by Edward Soja 

(1996), and its quick spread led Rob Lapsley to warn that “it has become a cliché of 

contemporary writing that the city is constructed as much by images and representations 

as by the built environment, demographic shifts and patterns of capital investment” 

(1997: 187). Lapsley wrote this sentence in an article included in the influential volume 

The Cinematic City, in which a few pages later James Hay defined this concept as “a 

formation whose value to cities lies in the production of the past” (1997: 226). In 

addition to this primary function, cinematic cities are also replacing real ones as social 

constructs for their usual residents and occasional visitors, creating an aura of realness 

that goes beyond what real cities can actually offer, especially when their heyday has 

already gone. Both past and present are overshadowed by a timeless idea of what a city 

should be: for this reason, people who go to Hollywood Boulevard in search of film 

icons must stay within a few blocks, because if they walk too far east, they will find 

themselves in Thai Town. Wherever we go, nothing will be exactly as it is in films, but 

we have unconsciously assumed that mental image. Lipovetsky and Serroy consider that 

this process of replacement of real cities by cinematic clones is so advanced that “many 

spheres of social life have ended up by imitating the film universe” (2009: 322, my 

translation). Metafilm essays would therefore be one more product derived from this 

triumph of the cinematic, although their in-between position, partly critical and partly 

creative, allows them to question this phenomenon. 

Exploring the way in which the cinematic city has been created may seem a task for 

film fans, usually too obsessed with the accumulation of data, or film theorists, whose 
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professional deformation forces them to seek some meaning in the data. Most 

filmmakers, however, combine these two approaches in their metafilm essays because 

they are, first and foremost, moviegoers who have their own subjective relationship 

with film history: for example, in A Personal Journey with Martin Scorsese Through 

American Movies (1995) and Il mio viaggio in Italia (My Voyage to Italy, 2001), Martin 

Scorsese speaks as much about cinema as about himself and his film tastes. Indeed, the 

choice of a film quote rather than another may often have more to do with personal 

issues than with the discourse needs. In this sense, the most abstract and intellectual 

metafilm essay –let us say, for instance, Histoire(s) du Cinema– always exposes the 

filmmaker’s self regarding the issue –or the city– addressed in the film. 

The final section of this dissertation will analyse, in particular, the metafilmic 

strategies of two titles focused on the way Hollywood has historically represented the 

city of Los Angeles: the first, The Decay of Fiction (Pat O’Neill, 2002), is an avant-

garde work that documents the last days of a symbolic place, the Ambassador Hotel, by 

means of a series of fictional reenactments inspired by film noir; while the second one, 

Los Angeles Plays Itself (Thom Andersen, 2003), is a metafilm essay composed of more 

than two hundred excerpts from other films that reflects on mainstream cinema’s 

politics of representation. Both works explore the commonplaces of what Rafael Pizarro 

has termed “the Hollywood Urban Imaginarium” (2005), challenging its visual 

monopoly from the margins of film industry. As we shall see below, the outcome of 

these two experiments is an ambiguous celebration of the cinematic city that cleverly 

warns against its systematic tendency towards fake and oblivion. 
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Chapter Twelve 

Inside Hollywood Film 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Academic prose sometimes gives unexpected surprises to the reader, especially 

when its refined wording offers a glimpse of the writer’s humanity. In this regard, the 

most remarkable feature of America, Jean Baudrillard’s travelogue across the United 

States, is its shameless arrogance: 

 

Where the others spend their time in libraries, I spend mine in the deserts and on the 

roads. Where they draw their material from the history of ideas, I draw mine from what is 

happening now, from the life of the streets, the beauty of nature. This country is naive, so you 

have to be naive. Everything here still bears the marks of a primitive society: technologies, the 

media, total simulation (bio-, socio-, stereo-, video-) are developing in a wild state, in their 

original state. Insignificance exists on a grand scale and the desert remains the primal scene, 

even in the big cities. Inordinate space, a simplicity of language and character. . . 

My hunting grounds are the deserts, the mountains, Los Angeles, the freeways, the 

Safeways, the ghost towns, or the downtowns, not lectures at the university. I know the 

deserts, their deserts, better than they do, since they turn their backs on their own space as the 

Greeks turned their backs on the sea, and I get to know more about the concrete, social life of 

America from the desert than I ever would from official or intellectual gatherings (1988: 63). 

 

Judging by these impressions, Baudrillard certainly had a good time during his 

American holidays. Such an exhibition of superiority does not seem the best way to 
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understand a foreign country, but it must be recognised that Baudrillard managed quite 

well to synthesise the most obvious features of hyperreal America in a handful of 

aphorisms. Regarding urban experience, for example, he wrote one of the most quoted 

passages about the cinematic city:  

 

The American city seems to have stepped right out of the movies. To grasp its secret, you 

should not, then, begin with the city and move inwards to the screen; you should begin with 

the screen and move outwards to the city. It is there that cinema does not assume an 

exceptional form, but simply invests the streets and the entire town with a mythical 

atmosphere (1988: 56). 

 

This idea has inspired almost as many researchers as city planners in the last twenty-

five years. Nowadays, the model for reshaping urban space does not come from 

architectural theory anymore, but from film practice: the current political agenda is less 

concerned about the integral transformation of the built environment than about the 

aesthetic renewal of strategic locations. In fact, since the crisis of modernist approaches 

in urban planning, the city is no longer conceived as the sum of its parts, because it is 

much more profitable to break its unity and concentrate efforts and investments in 

isolated and limited spaces, downsizing the scope of action to the level of the film set. 

The city is thereby divided in increasingly smaller parts that gradually lose their 

connections to the point of becoming a scattered archipelago in which the old 

continuum is replaced by a sequential experience. This process seems to be especially 

advanced in Los Angeles due to its long tradition of urban ghettoisation, which operates 

at both ends of the socio-economic ladder, but also to the gradual appropriation of the 

cityscape by the film industry. For better or worse, the local government has definitely 

assumed the historical identification between Los Angeles and Hollywood, causing a 

reversal in their usual relationship: for decades, the image of the city was created inside 

studio lots, but since the 1980s, according to Tony Fitzmaurice, several parts of the city 

have begun to consciously mimic “images from Hollywood’s past in the name of urban 

renewal, (…) reshaping the physical fabric of the city itself into the simulation of a 

simulation” (2001: 21).  

This is not exactly a novelty, given that the architectural heritage of Los Angeles 

has always been characterised by its eclecticism. In the 1920s, Grauman’s Egyptian 

and Chinese Theatres were originally designed as fakes in which the ornamental 

elements of their façades did not correspond to their time and place. Half a century 
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later, however, the same buildings reached the status of cultural monuments thanks to 

their condition as mythical venues for moviegoers and, above all, because they 

remained in place in a city with very few old buildings. In the 1960s, Kevin Lynch 

had already noticed that “the fluidity of the environment [in Los Angeles] and the 

absence of physical elements which anchor to the past are exciting and disturbing” 

(1960: 45), a perception that led him to diagnose a “widespread, almost pathological, 

attachment to anything that had survived the upheaval” among the Angelinos (1960: 

42). Grauman’s Egyptian and Chinese Theatres have benefited from these 

circumstances, insofar as they have passed from blatant simulations of exotic settings 

to authentic examples of the 1920s’ fantastic architectures.  

Following this logic, the post-modern revival of this style –the simulation of a 

simulation– should also be ‘authentic’ as a product of our time, in which the excess of 

hyper-awareness and the systematic abuse of quotes, tributes, plagiarism, remixes and 

mash-ups threaten to exhaust our creativity. A typical product of this kind of urban 

planning is the Hollywood and Highland Center, which has been described by Josh 

Stenger as “a space wherein the gaze of the moviegoer, the shopper, and the tourist 

become interchangeable, where the spectacular overwhelms the mundane and where 

Hollywood-the-place can be rendered in stucco façades of Hollywood-the-cultural-

myth” (2001: 69-70). In spots like this, Los Angeles becomes a city-spectacle as 

influenced by Hollywood as by Disneyland, a fantasy restricted to a few blocks where 

“everything is tactile and visible, but it has been emptied of any deep meaning”, as 

Carlos García Vázquez has said (2004: 79, my translation). Consequently, urban space 

undergoes a process of theming in which the spatialities and temporalities characteristic 

of leisure complexes have created a distorted perception of the city. 

Once this point is reached, Baudrillard’s theory about the precession of simulacra, 

based on the Borgesian metaphor of the map and the territory, finds its best 

expression: “the territory no longer precedes the map, nor does it survive it. It is 

nevertheless the map that precedes the territory –precession of simulacra– that 

engenders the territory” (1994: 1). In Southern California, without going any further, 

the relation between the city and the territory is completely mediated by the cinematic, 

which would be the map that covers the territory, or rather the model that shapes what 

is supposed to be reality. Nevertheless, there have always been as many realities as 

observers, as the two films discussed below seem to suggest: first, The Decay of 

Fiction (Pat O’Neill, 2002) contrasts the material reality of the Ambassador Hotel 
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ruins with the mental reality of its cinematic avatars; and then, Los Angeles Plays 

Itself (Thom Andersen, 2003), looks for documentary revelations –that is, the real– in 

more than two hundred feature films –that is, the imaginary.  

 

The Decay of Fiction: Ghosts of Film Noir 

 

Pat O’Neill’s creative personality is split into two different facets: on the one hand, 

he is an avant-garde filmmaker interested in exploring the filmic surface of multiplanar 

images; on the other hand, he is also an expert technician specialised in optical 

printing.70 His career combines the production of more than twenty experimental works 

with the management of a successful special effects company, Lookout Mountain Films, 

whose services have been required in mainstream films such as Piranha (Joe Dante, 

1978), Star Wars Episode V: The Empire Strikes Back (Irvin Kershner, 1980), Star 

Wars Episode VI: Return of the Jedi (Richard Marquand, 1983), Superman IV: The 

Quest for Peace (Sidney J. Furie, 1987) or The Game (David Fincher, 1997). This blend 

of independent filmmaking and technical proficiency has earned him the nickname of 

“two-faced” (De Bruyn 2004), although it is unclear who is Dr. Jekyll and who is Mr. 

Hyde: for decades, he has applied the findings of his experimental works to Hollywood 

features, using the income received from these jobs to finance new films and thus 

further his formal investigations. 

David E. James has located O’Neill’s artistic roots in four different traditions: 

Expressionism, Surrealism, abstract animation and structural film (2005: 439). His 

work, as Paul Arthur argues, “operates in the gap between the hermetic and the demotic, 

between image-fragments whose significance remains obscure and iconography familiar 

enough be lodged in our cultural memorial banks” (2004: 67). Accordingly, his 

tendency to play with the usual narratives and archetypes of popular genres is quite 

remarkable: “O’Neill early films”, Arthur says, “display the strongest affinities for sci-

fi, the next group leans toward the Western, while his latest projects explore formal and 

cultural resonances attached to film noir” (2004: 73). The Western and film noir have 

shaped the imaginary of Los Angeles throughout the entire twentieth century, creating a 

cinematic city that is explicitly recalled in O’Neill’s three feature films: Water and 

                                                 
70 According to Paul Arthur, “the range of printing options recruited by O’Neill include stationary and 
traveling mattes, bi-packing, color modulation, looping, image enlargement and reduction, even 
subtitling” (2004: 69). 
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Power (1989), Trouble in the Image (1996) and The Decay of Fiction (2002). All of 

them, as James has pointed out, simultaneously address “the medium of film, the history 

of the movies, and the geography in which the former became incarnate as the latter”, 

exploring both the image and the landscape in search of clues that explain their 

historical interdependence in Southern California (2005: 439). 

 

 

Image 12.1: Water and Power, two superimposed images in a long dissolve 

 

Water and Power, O’Neill best-known work, has already been briefly mentioned in 

chapter three as an example of post-symphony, because it represents the urban 

experience through a kaleidoscopic editing of disjointed images. The film deals with the 

negative effects that Los Angeles’s water policy has caused in the surrounding 

countryside, which has been exposed to accelerated desertification due to its systematic 

overexploitation for decades. Certain passages seem to have been inspired by the story 

of the Owens Valley –one of the main scenes of the California Water Wars in the 1910s 

and 1920s– but the narrative framework is so cryptic that it prevents any attempt at 

establishing a closed interpretation. Anyway, what is clear is that O’Neill reflects on the 

complementary nature of the California wilderness –the landscapes of the Western– and 

the hidden places of the city –the usual setting of film-noir. His way to visually match 

these spaces is to superimpose them in long dissolves that suggest their geological 

continuity [Image 12.1], creating the impression that the city and the territory are 

actually embedded into one another. A similar effect is achieved thanks to the use of “a 

specially designed computerized motion-control device that permitted O'Neill”, as 
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James has explained, “to make very exact tracking and panning shots and to duplicate 

those motions exactly”, thereby creating a visual palimpsest in which rural and urban 

landscapes are simultaneously shown through the same camera choreography (2005: 

432). By means of these techniques, Water and Power raises the issue of the confusion 

between the map and the territory, or between the city and its representations, reaching 

the point of reducing Los Angeles to a series of Western and film noir commonplaces. 

For this reason, the excerpts of The Docks of New York (Josef von Sternberg, 1928), The 

Last Command (Josef von Sternberg, 1928), Detour (Edgar G. Ulmer, 1945) or The 

Lady Confesses (Sam Newfield, 1945) included in the film do not only serve to set a 

noir atmosphere, but rather to locate the audience in the domain of the simulacra.  

 

 

Image 12.2: The Ambassador Hotel in The Decay of Fiction 

 

The Decay of Fiction shares some features with Water and Power, such as its sense 

of place, the use of superimposed images and the abundance of film references. Its main 

novelties, however, are the spatial unity of the plot and the decision to organise most 

sequences around a few narrative strands. The setting of the film, the old Ambassador 

Hotel in Los Angeles [Image 12.2], is its main subject and character, basically due to its 

nature as place of memory at a time in which it had already lost its functionality. In the 

following quote, Marsha Kinder offers a good summary of the accumulation of 

significant events that took place in the hotel during the seven decades that it remained 

open, from 1921 to 1989: 
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Built in 1920 on LA’s ‘Wishire Corridor’, the hotel helped redirect the city’s urban sprawl 

from east to west, from downtown to the sea. Its glamorous Coconut Grove nightclub was the 

place where downtown power brokers first mingled with Hollywood stars, where Joan 

Crawford was discovered in a dance contest and Marilyn Monroe in a bathing-suit 

competition, and where many celebrities won their Oscar and Golden Globes. The hotel had 

permanent residents, like newscaster Walter Winchell, while others, like FBI chief J. Edgar 

Hoover visited every year. The hotel is now remembered primarily as the place where Robert 

Kennedy was assassinated while campaigning for the Democratic presidential nomination –a 

traumatic event that transformed the hotel’s cultural capital and changed the course of 

American history (2003: 356). 

 

Paul Arthur has compared the hotel with “the desert’s urban double”, because it is 

“an oasis for the gathering of mythic as well as social significance” (2004: 75). Each 

guest has left there a tiny part of him or herself, contributing to both the physical 

erosion of the place and its preservation in the social imaginary. Hollywood, in turn, has 

used the Ambassador Hotel as location for many features, television programs and 

music videos, such as The Graduate (Mike Nichols, 1967), Pretty Woman (Garry 

Marshall, 1990), True Romance (Tony Scott, 1993), Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas 

(Terry Guilliam, 1998), Catch Me If You Can (Steven Spielberg, 2002) or Bobby 

(Emilio Estevez, 2006), to name but half a dozen. These titles have already documented 

the place –both the real and imaginary place, as Edward Soja would say– but The Decay 

of Fiction seeks to go further: this time, O’Neill looks for the genius loci of the hotel in 

both its physical ruins and the echoes of the narratives that took place there. 

The first shot of the film is a time-lapse image of an empty and derelict room: the 

paint has flaked off, the windows are broken and the wind slowly moves the curtains. In 

a few seconds, the light changes from dawn to dusk, establishing the guiding metaphor 

for the film: the decline of the Ambassador Hotel is preferentially depicted at twilight, 

because that hour symbolises a liminal state between day and night, decay and 

dematerialisation, presence and absence, existence and non-existence. That is the time 

in which “the ghosts of long-departed guests”, as James has called them, can return to 

the hotel, which become the ‘crime scene’ for some and a place of memory for most 

(2005: 436). This memorial dimension has been highlighted by the filmmaker himself in 

his statements about the film: 

 

The film takes place in a building about to be destroyed, whose walls contain (by dint of 

association) a huge burden of memory: cultural and personal, conscious and unconscious. To 
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make the film was to trap a few of its characters and some of their dialogue, casting them 

together within the confines of the site. The structure and its stories are decaying together, 

and each seems to be a metaphor for the other (O’Neill in Rosenbaum 2003). 

 

 

Image 12.3: The Decay of Fiction, the translucent guests of the Ambassador Hotel 

 

By means of his optical printer, O’Neill explores the formal possibilities of the 

visual palimpsest to bring life back to the building: first, he documented the appearance 

of its ruins at the turn of the century, filming them in colour, and then on these spaces 

he superimposed black-and-white images of a series of translucent figures that seem to 

have been endlessly repeating the same kind of dialogues and situations for half a 

century [Image 12.3]. These characters, played by contemporary actors, represent the 

former inhabitants of the place, who come to life thanks to fictional stories that imitate 

the film noir narratives of the mid-to-late 1940s and early 1950s. The film, however, 

does not develop a linear plot, but several unfinished micro-narratives that form a 

collage of film references. In principle, everything seems familiar to the audience in 

spite of its artificial nature, although most sequences do not refer to any particular title, 

except for those that visually or aurally refer to Detour, Possessed (Curtis Bernhardt, 

1947), His Kind of Woman (John Farrow, 1951), Sudden Fear (David Miller, 1952) or 

The Big Combo (Joseph H. Lewis, 1955), among other noirs. The main source materials 

for The Decay of Fiction are then snatches of “half-remembered” and “half-imagined” 

films, as James has described them (2005: 436), a particular mindscape evoked from the 

very title, as the filmmaker has revealed: 
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I scribbled the words ‘The Decay of Fiction’ on the back of a notebook almost 40 years ago, 

tore it off and framed it 15 years later, and have wanted ever since to make a film to fit its 

ready-made description. To me it refers to the common condition of stories partly 

remembered, films partly seen, texts at the margins of memory, disappearing like a book left 

outside on the ground to decompose back into the earth (O’Neill in Rosenbaum 2003). 

 

Inside this mindscape, the characters are always in trouble: both guests and staff are 

involved one way or another in suspicious activities, from coercion and betrayal to 

arguments and, who knows, perhaps murders. All of them are imbued with an aura of 

mystery and secrecy, and some have “names, backstories, tangled relationships [and] 

even individual nightmares”, as Arthur has noted (2004: 75). The dramatis personae 

includes the manager of the hotel, Jack, who seems the main character; a few guests 

who have their own narratives, like a couple of honeymooners or an elderly woman who 

lives in the hotel under the care of a nurse; the maids, waitresses, cooks, bellboys and 

the rest of the staff, who often serve as witness-narrators; the entertainers, torch singers 

and other performers of the Coconut Grove nightclub; some people who run their 

business in the hotel, such as a psychoanalyst or several prostitutes; and finally, as it 

could not be otherwise, the main couple of film noir, the crooks and the cops. These 

archetypes repeat situations seen a thousand times in classical films: a chase along a 

corridor, the search of a membership list, the removal of a body found in a room, etc. 

They embody the film imaginary associated with the place, an idea that had already 

appeared in other urban documentaries, such as A Cidade de Cassiano (Cassiano’s City, 

Edgar Pêra, 1991) or Shotgun Freeway: Drives Through Lost L.A (Morgan Neville & 

Harry Pallenberg, 1995). 

The first of these two films is a short documentary made for an exhibition about 

Cassiano Branco, Portugal’s best-known modernist architect. Since one of his main 

works was a movie theatre, the Eden Cinema in Lisbon, experimental filmmaker Edgar 

Pêra decided to depict it in a staged sequence in which a man chases another from its 

art-deco lobby to its rooftop, thereby linking the building with its original purpose: to 

give life to all kinds of cinematic fantasies [Images 12.4 & 12.5]. Later on, the same 

idea was used by Morgan Neville and Harry Pallenberg in Shotgun Freeway, a talking-

heads documentary about Los Angeles. Most of the film consists of on-location 

interviews with local personalities: for instance, Mike Davis speaks from the concrete 

channel of the Los Angeles River, Buck Henry in front of a dressing room mirror, and 

James Ellroy while pretending to burgle a house at night. Nevertheless, there is a leit-
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motiv that fills the editing gaps: the presence of two fictional characters, a private eye 

and a femme fatale dressed in the fashion of the 1940s, who appear in different places of 

the city throughout the documentary [Images 12.6 & 12.7]. The private eye spends most 

of the footage taking pictures of certain places in which he later sees their current 

appearance, as if in a flash-forward, and the femme fatale behaves like a ghost that 

symbolises the spirit of the city. The ethnic dimension of the cast’s choice –the man is 

played by an Anglo-Saxon actor, while the woman is embodied by a Latina actress– 

places these archetypes within Southern California history, according to which Anglo-

Saxon settlers inherited Latino landlords’ properties by marrying their daughters (see 

Davis 1990: 106-107). In this case, film references introduce a subtle reflection on the 

history of the territory, because they mirror the racial evolution of its population. 

 

  
Images 12.4 & 12.5: Cassiano’s City, film archetypes –a chase inside a movie theatre 

 

  

Images 12.6 & 12.7: Shotgun Freeway, film archetypes –the private-eye and the femme fatale 

 

The metafilmic dimension of The Decay of Fiction also pervades the soundtrack, in 

which the voices of certain film noir stars –Kirk Douglas, Robert Mitchum, Joan 

Crawford, Dana Andrews, etc– can be heard as if they were an EVP. Indeed, many 
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invisible actions are represented through soundscapes that seem echoes of the past: the 

bell of the elevators, the sound of running water, a few telephone conversations in empty 

rooms, guffaws, shouts, passing cars… Even Bobby Kennedy’s assassination is recalled 

through a radio broadcast while images show the empty Embassy Room, the place where 

he gave his last speech after winning the California Democratic primary election –this 

time, the translucent extras will only appear after the tragedy, playing the onlookers who 

saw how the politician’s wounded body was evacuated on a stretcher [Image 12.8].  

 

 

Image 12.8: The Decay of Fiction, the assassination of Bobby Kennedy 

 

Most sounds, as Jonathan Rosenbaum has pointed out, are “pitched at the periphery 

of normal perception, so that even when they connote dramatic or violent action, they 

seem to be on the verge of evaporating” (2003). The resulting effect contributes to the 

impression that the Ambassador Hotel is haunted by ghosts who are doomed to repeat 

familiar dialogues. To give an example, here is a transcription of the last conversation in 

the film, in which a couple splits up: 

 

Woman (talking on the phone): Hi, I’m checking out the room 1104. Yes. I’ll be done in 

ten minutes. 

Man (entering the frame): Hey, hey, what’s this? 

Woman (to the man): What it looks like. (…) I have to go. 

Man (trying to embrace her): Come on, can we talk? 

Woman (angry): I think we’ve done enough talking and you have not said anything yet. 

Man (trying to kiss her): But… I love you! 

Woman (sad): Are you joking? 
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Man (offended): Yeah, yeah… it’s joke, just words. 

Woman (laconic): That’s what I thought. Just words… 

 

This kind of dialogue helps to create a particular tone and mood that condition the 

audience’s perception of the place: after having inspired many film locations, the 

Ambassador Hotel finally became a real film location where everything echoes past 

events. In this sense, The Decay of Fiction follows the trail of two previous works that 

reflected on the issue of the eternal return: the short novel La Invención de Morel (Bioy 

Casares 1940) and the film L’année dernière à Marienbad (Last Year at Marienbad, 

Alain Resnais, 1961). In Adolfo Bioy Casares’s book, the narrator falls in love with a 

woman who is actually a spectre produced by a mysterious device, the same as other 

people that he meets on the island where he lives. All of them had been recorded long 

time ago by the invention that names the novel, which might be a futuristic form of 

holographic cinema. Last Year at Marienbad, in turn, presents a series of characters 

apparently trapped in a luxury hotel where a man approaches a woman and keeps trying 

to convince her that they have already met, something that is never clear if it really 

happened. Alain Resnais and his screenwriter, Alain Robbe-Grillet, systematically 

explore all the possible developments of that situation to the point that the man’s story 

becomes a premonition of what will finally happen, as well as a memory of what might 

have already happened.  

Both La Invención de Morel and Last Year at Marienbad, as well as The Shining 

(Stanley Kubrick, 1980) and obviously The Decay of Fiction, are based on the idea of 

the endless repetition of previous events within a closed space, where the time of the 

story has first stopped and then prolonged until a present that is actually a variation of 

the past. In these places, according to Arthur, “history has collapsed, time is definitely 

out of joint, and we can no longer parse substance from illusion” (2004: 74). 

Consequently, the Ambassador Hotel is depicted as “a place of both narrative and 

analytic possibility”, the main virtue that Charlotte Brunsdon attributes to cinematic 

empty spaces such as “bombsites, demolition and building sites, parks, temporary car-

parks, derelict warehouses and docks”: 

 

These spaces are often the site of what we might call a ‘hesitation’ in the cinematic image, 

when it can be read either within the fictional world of the narrative, or as part of extra-filmic 

narratives about the history of the material city, or, more formally as a self-reflexive moment 

of urban landscape (2010: 91) 
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In The Decay of Fiction the Ambassador Hotel admits these three levels of reading: 

regarding the first, it is the fictional setting of different individual stories that take 

advantage of what Kinder describes as “the meta-narrative function of the inn as 

stopping place in picaresque fiction” (2003: 357); furthermore, it also plays itself as a 

vestige of another era, which coincides with what Gilles Lipovetsky and Jean Serroy 

call “classical modernity” (2009: 17); and finally its ruins at the turn of the century 

work as a spatio-temporal landmark of the evolution of Los Angeles’s cityscape. In this 

last sense, the abandoned building chronicles several stages in local history: its heyday, 

when Wilshire Boulevard provided a common ground for the meeting of Downtown, 

Hollywood and Westside residents; its decline, when the urban crisis of the 1970s and 

1980s hit the city and especially this area; and its renewal, when the neighbourhood 

became “the booming Koreatown”, an expression coined by Korean American 

sociologist Eui-Young Yu (1992) after the 1992 riots, although that transformation 

arrived late for the Ambassador Hotel.  

Dirk De Bruyn has also interpreted the building as “a metaphor for the camera 

itself (a monolithic camera obscura which O’Neill intermittently occupied and 

explored during the six years of the film’s stop / start making)” (2004). This approach 

suggests that it is the hotel that ultimately creates its ghost and narratives, even when 

they are beyond real referents: for instance, the naked spectres who take part in an 

orgy towards the end of the film actually come from the filmmaker’s unconscious, as 

James has noted (2005: 436), but even so they are summoned by the genius loci of the 

place. The way O’Neill understands the creative process opens the door to the 

expression of his own subjectivity: “I like to work within the gaps between reality and 

story, to look at what is going on around the story, its context, and to make that a part 

of my conversation with the audience” (O’Neill in Rosenbaum 2003). The presence of 

‘my’ in this statement reveals the perspective from which The Decay of Fiction was 

conceived: the film is a personal interpretation of the cultural significance of the 

Ambassador Hotel that uses film noir archetypes as references suggested by the place 

itself in order to establish a playful dialogue with the audience. This subjective 

dimension is reinforced by the inclusion in the footage of an imperceptible self-

portrait of the filmmaker: “in the middle of the film”, James explains, “we find him, 

sitting in one of these empty salons, typing, until his attention is drawn away by a 

ghostly woman” (2005: 438). Arthur has said that O’Neill usually appears in his films 

as a way of playing with the anonymity of avant-garde filmmakers (2004: 68), but this 
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self-portrait in particular is also a voluntary inscription within the fictional world: the 

filmmaker depicts himself as a demiurge who has been haunted by the place, its 

ghosts and its “huge burden of memory” (O’Neill in Rosenbaum 2003).  

In conclusion, The Decay of Fiction uses film references as mediums to return to the 

Ambassador Hotel’s heyday just before its dematerialisation, thereby addressing both its 

past and present. This device brings to the foreground two related issues: the way “old 

movies continue to circulate in consciousness”, as Arthur has pointed out (2004: 75), 

and the way they shape our current perception of urban space. Nowadays, that building 

is a missing landmark in Los Angeles –it was demolished between September 2005 and 

January 2006– but it still stands in the local imaginary thanks to its film appearances. 

O’Neill’s time-lapse shots captured the erosion of time on its ruins, sometimes 

establishing a visual contrast between its architecture and the downtown skyscrapers, 

which represent a city to which the hotel no longer belongs. Therefore, all those who 

want to visit this anachronistic place again will have to look for it in film heritage. 

 

Los Angeles Plays Itself: A Critical Tour Through Cinematic Los Angeles 

 

Thom Andersen belongs to the same generation and film milieu as James Benning 

and Pat O’Neill: they were born around 1940,71 became experimental filmmakers under 

the influence of structural film, and have taught at the California Institute of the Arts 

(CalArts) in the last decades. Over the years, their prime interest has shifted from formal 

concerns to social issues, although Andersen’s works have always kept a “metafilmic 

self-consciousness associated with structural film”, as James has said (2005: 420). 

According to Daniel Ribas, most of his films are explicitly focused on “the way cinema 

alters our perception of reality” (2012: 89), especially three of his four features: 

Eadweard Muybridge, Zoopraxographer (1974), Red Hollywood (Thom Andersen & 

Noël Burch, 1996), and Los Angeles Plays Itself (2003). After the last one of these, 

Andersen’s growing interest in urban space has led him to film his own city symphony, 

the short Get Out of the Car (2010), and a documentary on the work of Portuguese 

architect Eduardo Souto de Moura, Reconverção (Reconversion, 2012), made the year 

after he was awarded the Pritzker Architecture Prize. All these films combine a 

                                                 
71 Pat O’Neill in Los Angeles in 1939, James Benning in Milwaukee in 1942, and Thom Andersen in 
Chicago in 1943. 
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historical approach with a subjective sense of place, which ultimately locates 

Andersen’s spatial and metafilmic reflections within the tradition of the essay film.  

The analytical device of Los Angeles Plays Itself was previously tested in Red 

Hollywood, a work that was already composed of film quotes: it consists of a few 

interviews with some blacklisted screenwriters, such as Paul Jarrico, Ring Lardner Jr. or 

Abraham Polonsky, and hundreds of excerpts from fifty-three Hollywood features made 

by Communist militants and sympathisers in the 1930s and 1940s. Both this documentary 

and its published version, Les Communistes de Hollywood: Autre chose que des martyrs 

(Andersen & Burch 1994), are guided by a didactic impulse that seeks to restore the 

blacklisted people’s place in film history, but its commentary also draws attention to 

progressive topics that later disappeared from mainstream cinema, such as solidarity 

among workers, support for the underprivileged or the claim of gender equality.  

Unfortunately, Andersen and Noël Burch, the co-director of the documentary, did 

not own the rights of the films that they quoted, so they had to make Red Hollywood as 

a private videotape and then distribute it clandestinely. For this reason, this work, like 

Los Angeles Plays Itself, still lacks an official edition that can be legally acquired: they 

are, and will probably be for many years, bootleg films because the studios are not 

willing to lend their films for a nominal fee.72 Accordingly, the images included in these 

two works actually come from Andersen’s personal videotape collection, from which he 

usually takes short clips to show in his film classes: 

 

The teaching in small classes that I do in graduate seminars is based on lectures with movie 

clips. I’ve been working that way for a long time, since VHS started, but certainly, at least 

since I started at CalArts in 1989-90. (…) [Los Angeles Plays Itself] began as a similar 

project. A talk –not for the school, but for the public– with movie clips that could be 

presented. (…) It’s a lot of work to cue in all the movies on VHS and prepare all the clips, so I 

thought of making just a little movie, so it would all be there. Whenever somebody was 

interested I could offer it to them. But it changed. It transcended those beginnings. It turned 

into something a little more than an illustrated lecture, although I’m sure there are those who 

regard it as such (Andersen in Ribas 2012: 92). 

 

The main idea of Los Angeles Plays Itself is to read feature films as indirect and 

unpremeditated documents of their time: “if we can appreciate documentaries for their 

                                                 
72 After the premiere of Get Out of the Car in Madrid, Andersen said that he tried to negotiate a symbolic 
price with the studios for the rights of reproduction of the quoted films, but his petition was ignored. This 
Q&A was held in La Casa Encendida on February 18, 2010. 
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dramatic qualities”, the narrator says in the prologue, “perhaps we can appreciate 

fiction films for their documentary revelations”. From this initial statement, Andersen 

claims the memorial value of those titles that preserve the real image of missing places, 

inasmuch as “images of things that aren’t there any more mean a lot to those of us who 

live in Los Angeles”. Moreover, he highlights the significance of film locations 

themselves by arguing that “in a city where only a few buildings are more than a 

hundred years old, where most traces of the city’s history have been effaced, a place 

can become a historic landmark because it was once a movie location”. The accuracy 

with which he locates old images in the cityscape is comparable to the geographical 

precision of Leon Smith’s and John Bengston’s guides of film locations (Smith 1988, 

1993; Bengston, 1999, 2006, 2011). Nevertheless, Los Angeles Plays Itself is much 

more than a plain description of the way Hollywood has depicted the main landmarks of 

the city. Beyond this approach, Andersen attempts to link the setting of a film to its 

meaning in order to expose the power discourses that lie behind many titles, an idea that 

was later developed by Alain Silver and James Ursini in their book L.A. Noir: The City 

as a Character (2005). Consequently, as Michael Chanan has pointed out, “Andersen 

shifts the way we look at these images, defamiliarising them by deconstructing the 

language of screen space which produced them” (2007: 77) 

After five years of work, Andersen ‘published’ the results of his research in a film 

instead of a book, although he later curated a retrospective on the same issue for the 

Austrian Film Museum and the Vienna International Film Festival (see Andersen 2008). 

Despite the logical similarities in terms of content between the film’s commentary and 

the introduction to the retrospective’s catalogue, both texts differ in style and, above all, 

in their way of creating meaning: the introduction is much more academic and 

digressive, because it is a text to be read; while the commentary is based on a 

continuous dialogue with images that goes beyond the format of an illustrated lecture. 

Thus, Andersen sometimes introduces certain sequences, but most times the quoted 

films directly answer his words or vice versa, as in a screwball comedy. Indeed, in 

many passages of Los Angeles Plays Itself, there is more information in the images than 

in the commentary: a single shot can contain the title of the quoted film, the presence of 

a famous performer, the mood and iconography associated with a given time and genre, 

some detail that allows the audience to identify the film location, and a fictional action 

that provides the setting with a certain meaning. Taking this polysemy into account, the 

discourse of the film is produced by both the commentary and the selection and editing 
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of images. In this regard, it is significant that Andersen did not sign his work by means 

of the usual expression ‘directed by’. Instead, he chose to write in the opening credits 

‘text, research and production by Thom Andersen’, thereby emphasising the differences 

between these three activities. 

The working hypothesis of the film assumes that there may be more or less truthful 

representations, but most are actually misrepresentations, as implied by the last sentence 

of the prologue: “We might wonder if the movies have ever really depicted Los 

Angeles”. And what about Los Angeles Plays Itself? Are its metafilmic strategies a 

truthful representation? In principle, its fragmented nature has something in common 

with the city: it is a film made of pieces that attempts to depict a city made of pieces.  

Zapping from one film to another seems, therefore, an appropriate technique to convey 

the multiple and disjointed experience of a place where Thai Town is just north of Little 

Armenia. One of the chapters of Soja’s book Postmodern Geographies: The 

Reassertion of Space in Critical Social Theory is precisely entitled “It All Comes 

Together in Los Angeles”, because there the real city is able to mimic anywhere in the 

world, just like the cinematic city: 

 

One can find in Los Angeles not only the high technology industrial complexes of Silicon 

Valley and the erratic sunbelt economy of Houston, but also the far-reaching industrial 

decline and bankrupt urban neighbourhoods of rust-belted Detroit or Cleveland. There is a 

Boston in Los Angeles, a Lower Manhattan and a South Bronx, a São Paulo and a 

Singapore. There may be no other comparable urban region which presents so vividly such 

a composite assemblage and articulation of urban restructuring processes. Los Angeles 

seems to be conjugating the recent history of capitalist urbanization in virtually all its 

inflectional forms (1989: 193). 

 

Andersen certainly feels at home in this urban chaos: both Los Angeles –his 

hometown– and the movies –his job– are his natural element, his place in the world. 

Hence the double reading of Los Angeles Plays Itself: on the one hand, it is a film 

mapping of Los Angeles; and on the other hand, it is also a personal mapping of 

meaningful films and places. This double coding is established from the very beginning 

of the commentary: “This is the city: Los Angeles, California. They make movies here. I 

live here. Sometimes I think that gives me the right to criticize the ways movies depict 

my city. I know it’s not easy. The city is big. The image is small”. The use of the first-

person commentary will continue throughout the entire film, blending objective 
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information and subjective opinions without privileging one element over another. The 

outcome, as already happened in many other case studies in this dissertation, is a film 

portrait of a lived city, although this time it is not a direct record of the filmmaker’s 

urban experience, but a compilation of his film experience of the city, that is, a mediated 

experience. The difference between Andersen and most viewers lies in his gaze toward 

urban space: while most of us have a foreign gaze toward Los Angeles –specially those 

who have ever been there– Andersen in turn has a native gaze, which allows him to 

recognise many film locations and link them to his memories of these places. This is the 

reason why he especially appreciates those films in which “what we see is what was 

really there”, as he says regarding Kiss Me Deadly (Robert Aldrich, 1955) [Image 12.9]. 

 

 

Image 12.9: Bunker Hill in Kiss Me Deadly 

 

Contrary to what may seem, the narrator is not Andersen, but his friend and fellow 

filmmaker Encke King. Why did not Andersen use his own voice to read such a 

subjective text? For once, the reason has no serious ontological implications: 

 

Encke King is an old friend of mine. He was a student at Cal Arts a long time ago, when I 

was first teaching there. I’ve always liked his voice. He knows me pretty well. I thought he 

could do a good job of playing me. I don’t like hearing the sound of my own voice. A lot of 

people are like that, maybe most. Especially when you’re editing narration and have to 

listen to someone talk constantly. It would have been a drag to edit my own voice 

(Andersen in Erickson 2004). 
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Despite the fact that King is identified as narrator in the opening credits, only those who 

personally know Andersen can notice this splitting in the voice of the documentary: we 

hear Andersen’s words, but we do not hear him. Accordingly, Los Angeles Plays Itself 

can be regarded as a case of explicit presence of the author, because the filmmaker 

directly intervenes in the plot, although he does so by means of a stand-in. This option 

does not alter the subjective component of the commentary, and it even improves its 

metafilmic connections: King’s diction, as well as Andersen’s literary style, recalls the 

tone of hard-boiled fiction and film noir in a prime example of how documentaries 

internalise certain tropes of fiction. In fact, the way the commentary interrogates the 

images has been compared by James with the hard-bitten attitude of private eyes such as 

Sam Spade, Philip Marlowe, Mike Hammer or Lew Archer (2005: 421).  

Like most detective stories, Los Angeles Plays Itself strives to bring to light what is 

beneath the surface, which in this case is an elusive city: “Los Angeles may be the most 

photographed city in the world, but it’s one of the least photogenic”, Andersen –actually 

King– says. “It’s not Paris or New York. In New York, everything is sharp and in-focus, 

as if seen through a wide-angle lens. In smoggy cities like Los Angeles, everything 

dissolves into the distance, and even stuff that’s close-up seems far off”. This 

description puts Los Angeles within the category of what Ackbar Abbas calls “the 

exorbitant city”, which is “neither securely graspable nor fully representable” (2003: 

145). Faced with the inability of cinema to depict his hometown, Andersen suggests 

some causes that lead his analysis toward the field of urban planning and local history: 

 

Los Angeles is hard to get right, maybe because traditional public space has been largely 

occupied by the quasi-private space of moving vehicles. It’s elusive, just beyond the reach of 

an image. It’s not a city that spread outward from a center as motorized transportation 

supplanted walking, but a series of villages that grew together, linked from the beginning by 

railways and then motor roads. The villages became neighborhoods and their boundaries 

blurred, but they remain separate provinces, joined together primarily by mutual hostility and 

a mutual disdain for the city’s historic center. 

 

In order to overcome these limitations, Los Angeles Plays Itself quotes up to two 

hundred and ten different films, as well as a TV series: Dragnet (Jack Webb, 1951-1959 

and 1967-1970). Depending on the needs of the argument, the quotes can either be 

single shots or complete sequences: sometimes, the development of an idea may require 

a dozen quotes, while other times it needs longer excerpts. These are not the only visual 
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materials of the film, of course: there are also a hundred original shots, two dozens of 

newspaper clippings, eight old pictures of missing places, a few shots of non-fiction 

footage taken from television, newsreels and other documentaries, and even an excerpt 

from Ricky Martin’s music video Vuelve (Wayne Isham, 1998). Perhaps, some 

statistics, such as the distribution of films by decade and genre, may be useful to 

understand what kind of cinematic city is depicted in Los Angeles Plays Itself.73 

 

Film Quotes by Decades 

Decade Number of Films Percentage 

1910s 1 0% 

1920s 1 0% 

1930s 10 5% 

1940s 26 12% 

1950s 24 11% 

1960s 15 7% 

1970s 24 11% 

1980s 44 22% 

1990s 62 30% 

2000s 4 2% 
Source: My Own Elaboration 

 

Half of the quotes come from films made in the twenty-five years prior to the 

release of Los Angeles Plays Itself. This overrepresentation of the 1980s and 1990s is 

firstly due to the temporal proximity of these decades: post-modern films were easier to 

find in VHS at the beginning of the 2000s than silent, classical or modern titles; and 

they were also more recognisable for contemporary audiences. Furthermore, this 

preference for recent features also reflects the tendency of post-modern cinema to 

appropriate previous references, ideas and film locations as if they had never been 

filmed before. Regarding the other periods, classical film is mainly represented by film 

noirs, and modern film by both local neorealism and titles by foreign filmmakers in Los 

Angeles. Only silent film is almost completely absent, partly because these films were 

mostly made inside the studios.  

In addition to film noir, there are some genres that are more represented than others, 

although many are interrelated. The two main blocks correspond, firstly, to thrillers, 

crime film and film noir, and secondly, to action, science-fiction, disaster and horror 

movies. Dramas and comedies are well represented, unlike the musical, whose presence 

                                                 
73 All the film quotes included in Los Angeles Plays Itself are listed in Appendix II. 
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is purely anecdotal. Finally, other genres are included simply as oddities, such as gay 

porn cinema, avant-garde film or even documentary film. The distribution of film 

quotes by genre can be seen in the following table: 

 

Film Quotes by Genre 

Genre Number of Films Percentage 

Drama 38 19% 

Thriller 31 15% 

Crime 30 14% 

Film Noir 30 14% 

Action 21 10% 

Sci-Fi 21 10% 

Comedy 20 9% 

Disaster 6 3% 

Horror 4 2% 

Musical 4 2% 

Avant-Garde 2 1% 

Documentary 2 1% 

TV Series 1 0% 

Porn 1 0% 
 Source: My Own Elaboration 

 

The dominant genres in Andersen’s selection broadly coincide with the five 

concepts developed by Erwan Higuinen and Olivier Joyard in the encyclopedia La Ville 

au Cinéma’s entry about Los Angeles: they speak about “ville noire”, “ville studio”, 

“ville d’exil”, “ville d’action” and “ville sans centre”, terms that may be translated, 

respectively, as ‘noir city’, ‘studio city’, ‘city of exile’, ‘city of action’ and ‘city without 

a centre’ (2005: 449-457). Obviously, the noir city comes from film noir, the studio city 

from the films about the making of other films, the city of exile from the titles directed 

by foreign filmmakers in Los Angeles, the city of action from post-modern thrillers and 

action movies, and the city without a centre from the multi-protagonist films of the 

1990s and 2000s. Not all significant works of these genres are included in Los Angeles 

Plays Itself, of course: a few notable absences are, for instance, Singin’ in the Rain 

(Stanley Donen & Gene Kelly, 1952), Beverly Hills Cop (Martin Brest, 1984), Pulp 

Fiction (Quentin Tarantino, 1994), Magnolia (Paul Thomas Anderson, 1999) or 

Mulholland Drive (David Lynch, 2001). The reasons for these oversights are multiple: 

Andersen decided not to include any film about the entertainment industry unless he 

could approach it from another perspective, he did not always find something new to 
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say about certain titles, or simply he was not always inspired, as he himself has admitted 

(in Erickson 2004).74 Considering these limitations, Los Angeles Plays Itself might 

include many more quotes, but then it would be redundant or lose its punch. The only 

films that Andersen has openly regretted not having had the opportunity to quote are 

some recent documentaries that grant visibility to people who seldom appear in 

Hollywood features, such as Hoover Street Revival (Sophie Fiennes, 2002), Bastards of 

the Party (Cle Shaheed Sloan, 2005), Leimert Park: The Story of a Village in South 

Central Los Angeles (Jeannette Lindsay, 2006), South Main (Kelly Parker, 2008) or The 

Garden (Scott Hamilton Kennedy, 2008), which he considers “the best films about Los 

Angeles in the past ten years” (2008: 22). 

The most frequently quoted title is To Live and Die in L.A. (William Friedkin, 

1985), which appears up to seven times, but Andersen does not go into detail about it: 

he just uses it as example of something else, not as one of the works that explain the 

city. The films that receive most ‘screen share’ would rather be Double Indemnity (Billy 

Wilder, 1944), Rebel Without a Cause (Nicholas Ray, 1955), Kiss Me Deadly, The 

Exiles (Kent MacKenzie, 1961), Chinatown (Roman Polanski, 1974), Blade Runner 

(Ridley Scott, 1982), Who Framed Roger Rabbit? (Robert Zemekis, 1988), L.A. 

Confidential (Curtis Hanson, 1997) and the TV series Dragnet. Their analyses are 

located in the second and third part of the film, once the commentary has replaced its 

initial architectural approach with a more sociological one.  

Los Angeles Plays Itself is divided into a prologue and three chapters, which are 

respectively entitled ‘the city as background’, ‘the city as character’ and ‘the city as 

subject’. The first presents Los Angeles as a scattered collection of film locations that 

not always represent the real city, but “the city with no name”, a stand-in for anywhere 

in the world. The second explains how that nameless city became Los Angeles thanks to 

certain noirs that developed an accurate sense of place, such as Double Indemnity or 

Kiss Me Deadly. Finally, the third is devoted to works that explore local history in 

search of those unfortunate events that spoiled the Southern California dream, from the 

construction of the Los Angeles Aqueduct that deprived the Owens Valley of its water 

resources –the back-story in Chinatown– to the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) 

corruption and paranoid style in the 1950s –which was unintentionally revealed by 

Dragnet and later re-enacted in L. A. Confidential. These intersections between local 

                                                 
74 The first two reasons do not appear in Erickson’s interview, but were mentioned in a personal interview 
with Andersen held in Los Angeles on March 20, 2010.  
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history and fictional plots express a nostalgia for “what might have been” that Andersen 

describes as “crocodile tears”, because these stories replace the public history of the 

city with a secret one. This three-act structure leads Andersen’s discourse from the 

particular to the general, from the urban surface to the city’s unconscious and, above all, 

from the “representations of space” to the “representational spaces”, to say it in Henri 

Lefebvre’s terms (1991: 33, 38-39).  

In Los Angeles, as Andersen argues in the first chapter, the making of a film leaves 

traces in both its urban layout and the memory of its residents: “plaques and signs mark 

the sites of former movie studios”, “streets and parks are named for movie stars”, and 

even “some buildings that look functional are permanent movie sets”. Through this 

dynamic, certain places have become civic monuments after having appeared in a 

successful film, which may provide them a fleeting fame and even ensure their 

preservation. Andersen uses visual enumerations to review the film career of well-

known landmarks that not always play themselves, such as the Bradbury Building, 

Frank Lloyd Wright’s Ennis House or Union Station, as well as those that do so, from 

the City Hall or the Griffith Planetarium to the four-level freeway interchange or the 

Hollywood Sign. The full list also includes ordinary spaces like “Circus Liquor at 

Burbank and Vineland” or “Pink’s Hot Dogs at La Brea and Melrose”, which Andersen 

consciously puts on the same level as glamorous landmarks. The film is pervaded by 

this kind of jokes, which actually challenge the most annoying and malignant lies of 

mainstream film: according to Andersen, “to someone who knows Los Angeles only 

from movies, it might appear that everyone who has a job lives in the hills or at the 

beach. The dismal flatland between is the province of the lumpen proletariat”. That is to 

say that Hollywood has systematically favoured the two urban ecologies that have 

historically been identified with the way of life of the most affluent residents of the city: 

‘Surfurbia’ and the ‘Foothills’, as Reyner Banham named them in the early 1970s 

(2009: 19-37, 77-91). On the contrary, the space inhabited by the majority of the 

population, the ‘Plains of Id’, is only visible as a bland and uniform backdrop in the 

carscapes filmed from Banham’s four ecology: ‘Autopia’ (2009: 143-159, 195-204). 

Andersen accuses these commonplaces of cheapening the real city, giving as examples 

Hollywood’s inability to talk about an environment other than its own, or its tendency to 

denigrate the local heritage of modernist residential architecture “by casting many of 

these houses as the residences of movie villains”. 
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Glamorous landmarks are what Lefebvre described as ‘representations of space’, but 

their images can give rise to ‘representational spaces’, especially when they have 

disappeared from the urban surface.75 In these cases, Andersen claims the memorial 

value of those films that recorded missing places at the time in which they still stood, 

because they allow the audience to return there, if only in fiction [Images 12.10 & 

12.11]. Moreover, Los Angeles Plays Itself also shows the evolution of everyday spaces 

that have to be constantly rebuilt in order to adapt to changing patterns of consumption: 

“the image of an obsolete gas station or grocery store”, Andersen says, “can evoke the 

same kind of nostalgia we feel for any commodity whose day has passed”. Again, the 

filmmaker matches high and low culture, represented here by architectural heritage and 

ephemeral buildings, inasmuch as he considers that their differences dissolve once they 

have been incorporated into popular memory. 

 

 

Image 12.10: Richfield Building in Zabriskie Point (Michelangelo Antonioni, 1970) 

 

 

Image 12.11: Pan Pacific Auditorium in Xanadu (Robert Greenwald, 1980) 

                                                 
75 The full definitions of the terms ‘representations of space’ and ‘representational spaces’ are in chapter 
one (see pages 32-33). 
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One of the most poignant passages of Los Angeles Plays Itself is the sequence 

devoted to Bunker Hill, in which the history of the neighbourhood is re-enacted through 

less than a dozen titles: The Unfaithful (Vincent Sherman, 1947), Criss Cross (Robert 

Siodmak, 1949), Shockproof (Douglas Sirk, 1949), The Glenn Miller Story (Anthony 

Mann, 1954), Kiss Me Deadly, Indestructible Man (Jack Pollexfen, 1956), Bunker Hill 

1956 (Kent MacKenzie, 1956), The Exiles, The Omega Man (Boris Sagal, 1971), Night 

of the Comet (Thom Eberhardt, 1984) and Virtuosity (Brett Leonard, 1995). From these 

films, Andersen summarises its process of decline and subsequent renewal in four 

stages: the starting point is the late 1940s, when Bunker Hill represented “a solid 

working-class neighborhood, a place where a guy could take his girl home to meet his 

mother”; then, by the mid-1950s, it became “a neighborhood of rooming houses where 

a man who knows too much might hole up or hide out”; later, between the 1960s and 

1970s, its physical destruction was documented by the post-apocalyptic dystopia The 

Omega Man; and finally, from the 1980s, its rebirth as a financial and arts district looks 

like “a simulated city” where nothing is real. This narrative largely coincides with Mike 

Davis’s account of the same process, which was precisely written during the making of 

Los Angeles Plays Itself:  

 

According to the 1940 Census, [Bunker Hill’s] population increased almost twenty 

percent during the Depression as it provided the cheapest housing for downtown’s casual 

workforce as well as for pensioners, disabled war veterans, Mexican and Filipino 

immigrants, and men whose identities were best kept in shadow. Its nearly two thousand 

dwellings ranged from oil prospectors’ shacks and turn-of-the-century tourist hotels to the 

decayed but still magnificent Queen Anne and Westlake mansions of the city’s circa-1880 

elites. Successive Works Progress Administration and city housing commission reports 

chronicled its dilapidation (60 percent of structures were considered ‘dangerous’), arrest 

rates (eight times the city average), health problems (tuberculosis and syphilis), and drug 

culture (the epicenter of marijuana and cocaine use). Yet grim social statistics failed to 

capture the district’s favela-like community spirit, its multiracial tolerance, or its c1osed-

mouth unity against the police. (…) 

A few years after the release of Kiss Me Deadly, the wrecking balls and bulldozers began 

to systematically destroy the homes of 10,000 Bunker Hill residents. (…) A few Victorian 

landmarks, like Angel’s Flight, were carted away as architectural nostalgia, but otherwise an 

extraordinary history was promptly razed to the dirt and the shell-shocked inhabitants, mostly 

old and indigent, pushed across the moat of the Harbor Freeway to die in the tenements of 

Crown Hill, Bunker Hill’s threadbare twin sister. Irrigated by almost a billion dollars of 

diverted public taxes, bank towers, law offices, museums, and hotels eventually sprouted from 
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its naked scars, and Bunker Hill was reincarnated as a glitzy command center of the booming 

Pacific Rim economy. Where hard men and their molls once plotted to rob banks, banks now 

plotted to rob the world (2001: 36-37, 43). 

 

 

Image 12.12: Bunker Hill in The Exiles 

 

The main difference between Andersen’s and Davis’s accounts is the quantity and 

density of information that they contain. Apparently, Davis offers more data –after all, 

he has twelve pages to do it– while Andersen synthesises the same ideas in five minutes 

and twenty seconds. Far from being superficial, the filmmaker’s version offers 

something that the scholar’s lacks: the possibility to see the place before, during and 

after its transformation. Andersen provides the audience with visual evidences of the 

process that later became the subject of further research: for example, his vindication of 

The Exiles helped to rediscover this film and inspired more detailed analyses of its 

social and spatial mapping of Bunker Hill (see Gray 2011). This feature, the only one 

directed by Kent MacKenzie, recorded the mood of the time, when the neighbourhood 

was already doomed to destruction, and revealed “a place where reality is opaque, 

where different social orders coexist in the same space without touching each other” 

[Image 12.12]. Bunker Hill in The Exiles is thereby a liminal space that can be 

perceived and experienced in different ways, depending on who is the observer and 

what is his or her relationship with the place. Consequently, a good way to depict its 
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changing nature over the second half of the twentieth century is precisely, as Andersen 

does, to make an inventory of the wide variety of roles that it has played in film. 

For progressive historians, the renewal of Bunker Hill symbolises the end of public 

space in Los Angeles, perhaps because it was one of the consequences of the 

conservative counter-offensive led by the Los Angeles Times in the early 1950s against 

Mayor Fletcher Bowron’s low-rent public housing program (see Davis 1990: 122-123). 

Los Angeles Plays Itself echoes this episode in its third part, exposing the way LAPD 

chief William H. Parker helped to discredit Frank Wilkinson –Los Angeles City 

Housing Authority spokesman– by leaking Intelligence Division files that accused him 

of being a Communist. Once Republican Norris Poulson was elected as new mayor in 

the 1953 municipal elections, the only public housing that was built was located far 

from Downtown, in Watts and East Los Angeles, which were respectively the historic 

ghetto and barrio (see Soja 2000: 134). Accordingly, instead of serving to create an 

inclusive and heterogeneous community in Chavez Ravine, north of Downtown, the 

new housing actually increased racial segregation and helped “to kill the crowd”, as 

Davis has warned (1990: 231). Thus, when Andersen describes the California Plaza as 

“a simulated city”, he is complaining about “the evacuation of the public realm”, a 

prerequisite to achieve what Rem Koolhaas ironically termed “the serenity of the 

Generic City” (Koolhaas & Mau 1995: 1251).  

In the last third of the twentieth century, public space was drastically downsized in 

Los Angeles to make way for non-places such as urban motorways, shopping centres, 

parking lots or motels. Andersen finds the first signs of this process in Un homme est 

mort (The Outside Man, Jacques Deray, 1972), in which the main character –“a 

Parisian hit man stranded in Los Angeles”– has to wander around a city of unfriendly 

non-places in order to escape the trap set for him. This gradual hardening of the urban 

surface has been strongly criticised by Davis, who has identified its symptoms in both 

the real and, above all, the cinematic city: 

 

Contemporary urban theory, whether debating the role of electronic technologies in precipitating 

‘postmodern space’, or discussing the dispersion of urban functions across poly-centered 

metropolitan ‘galaxies’, has been strangely silent about the militarization of city life so grimly 

visible at the street level. Hollywood’s pop apocalypses and pulp science fiction have been more 

realistic, and politically perceptive, in representing the programmed hardening of the urban 

surface in the wake of the social polarizations of the Reagan era. Images of carceral inner cities 

(Escape from New York, Running Man), high-tech police death squads (Blade Runner), sentient 
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buildings (Die Hard), urban bantustans (They Live), Vietnam-like street wars (Colors), and so 

on, only extrapolate from actually existing trends (1990: 223).76 

 

Many of the films praised as truthful representations in Los Angeles Plays Itself, 

from The Exiles to The Outside Man, were symptomatically directed by foreign 

filmmakers. According to their attitude towards Los Angeles, Andersen describes them 

as low tourist directors or high tourist directors: the first group would be formed by 

those who avoid or disdain the city, like Alfred Hitchcock or Woody Allen, while the 

second would include all those who became fascinated by it –namely, Michelangelo 

Antonioni, John Boorman, Jacques Demy, Jacques Deray, Maya Deren, Alexander 

Hammid, Tony Richardson or Andy Warhol, among others. Through this distinction, 

Andersen seems to say that, in a global city like Los Angeles, where there is a clear 

inflation of images, high tourist directors contribute to problematising its representation 

beyond the native perspective, because they usually pay attention to places and details 

that locals underestimate, even though they do not always understand what they are 

seeing. Arguably, then, the more interwoven the foreign and native gazes are, the more 

complex the film representation of a city will be. 

This may be one of the reasons why the best features about Los Angeles of the 

1970s and 1980s –that is, Chinatown and Blade Runner– were precisely directed by 

foreign filmmakers: Polish Roman Polanski and British Ridley Scott. In the third part of 

Los Angeles Plays Itself, Andersen argues that Chinatown set a pattern that was later 

continued by Who Framed Roger Rabbit? and L.A. Confidential. All these neo-noirs 

took the city as their main subject, but they wasted the opportunity to express its 

collective memory by mythologising its past. On the one hand, their narratives reveal 

the growing self-awareness of the city regarding its social problems: first, Chinatown 

criticises both its aggressive water policy and endemic land speculation, although 

Andersen suggests that the film is actually a displaced vision of the 1965 Watts Riots; 

then, Who Framed Roger Rabbit? mourns the dismantling of the two old public 

transport systems in the city –the Pacific Electric and the Los Angeles Railway– in 

order to support their successor, the Metro Rail, which was under construction in the 

late 1980s; and finally, L.A. Confidential bluntly shows police brutality and corruption 

in the 1950s as an indirect reflection of police work at the worst days of the gang wars 

                                                 
76 The complete references of the films quoted by Davis that had not previously appeared in the text are 
Escape from New York (John Carpenter, 1981), The Running Man (Paul Michael Glaser, 1987), Die Hard 
(John McTiernan, 1988), They Live (John Carpenter, 1988) and Colors (Dennis Hopper, 1988). 
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of the 1980s and 1990s. On the other hand, the moral of these films does little more than 

teach that “good intentions are futile” and that “it is better not to act, even better not to 

know”, as Andersen states in the film: the last line of Chinatown –“Forget it, Jake, it’s 

Chinatown”– advices the audience to keep away from public affairs, as does the final 

resolution of L.A. Confidential. In both films, their respective scandals are not made 

public, and the characters have to accept their powerlessness. Undoubtedly, a happy 

ending would have been worse in artistic terms, but at least it would have encouraged 

citizens to develop a less resigned attitude towards the abuses of power. 

In several texts and interviews, Andersen has explained that this kind of films try to 

convince people that “politics is futile and meaningless” (in Ribas 2012: 92). 

Obviously, the decision not to talk about politics is always political, because it 

ultimately serves certain agendas. In this regard, Hollywood is anything but innocent, 

given that its films have been partly intended for spreading the American way of life all 

over the world: the smallest detail, as Andersen demonstrates in Los Angeles Play Itself, 

may be a vehicle of ideology. Then, how to counteract Hollywood’s discourse? What 

are the features that offer an alternative representation of the city? Most filmmakers are 

trapped in the same contradiction: “it’s hard to make a personal film, based on your 

own experience, when you’re absurdly overprivileged”, Andersen says, “you tend not to 

notice the less fortunate, and that’s almost everybody”. This is to say that Hollywood’s 

problems to depict Los Angeles –or anywhere else in the world– have to do with its 

own geographical and social position: if its productions repeat the same spatial clichés 

is because Hollywood is too closed in on itself to look beyond its territory.  

The main antidote against these misrepresentations would be, according to 

Andersen, the neorealist cinema that began with The Exiles. For this reason, the final 

segment of Los Angeles Plays Itself focuses on three titles that belong to the L.A. 

Rebellion film movement: Killer of Sheep (Charles Burnett, 1977), Bush Mama (Haile 

Gerima, 1979) and Bless Their Little Hearts (Billy Woodberry, 1984). These films 

address the plight of the African American community in South Central Los Angeles in 

the late 1970s, when the industrial crisis hit the neighbourhood and caused the 

destruction of thousands of jobs in the area, as Davis has explained: 

 

Working-class Blacks in the flatlands –where nearly 40 per cent of families live below 

the poverty line– have faced relentless economic decline. While city resources (to the tune of 

$2 billion) have been absorbed in financing the corporate renaissance of Downtown, 
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Southcentral L.A. has been markedly disadvantaged even in receipt of anti-poverty assistance, 

“coming in far behind West Los Angeles and the Valley in access to vital human services and 

job-training funds” (Curran 1989: 2). Black small businesses have withered for lack of credit 

or attention from the city, leaving behind only liquor stores and churches. 

Most tragically, the unionized branch-plant economy toward which working-class Blacks 

(and Chicanos) had always looked for decent jobs collapsed. As the Los Angeles economy in 

the 1970s was ‘unplugged’ from the American industrial heartland and rewired to East Asia, 

non-Anglo workers have borne the brunt of adaptation and sacrifice. The 1978-82 wave of 

factory closings in the wake of Japanese import penetration and recession, which shuttered ten 

of the twelve largest non-aerospace plants in Southern California and displaced 75,000 blue-

collar workers, erased the ephemeral gains won by blue-collar Blacks between 1965 and 

1975. Where local warehouses and factories did not succumb to Asian competition, they fled 

instead to new industrial parks in the South Bay, northern Orange County or the Inland 

Empire –321 firms since 1971. An investigating committee of the California Legislature in 

1982 confirmed the resulting economic destruction in Southcentral neighborhoods: 

unemployment rising by nearly 50 per cent since the early 1970s while community purchasing 

power fell by a third (1990: 304-305). 

 

The films of the L.A. Rebellion put a face to these statistics, conveying the deep 

despair of African Americans in view of their worsening living conditions. In this 

period, many people experienced the industrial crisis as an existential crisis, like the 

characters of Bush Mama and Bless Their Little Hearts. Iain Chambers has observed 

that this declassed population has been inserted into discourses that do not help to 

improve its socio-economic situation: these people do not usually appear in films about 

their professional success –with the sole exception to date of Chris Gardner, whose 

rags-to-riches story was adapted in The Pursuit of Happyness (Gabriele Muccino, 

2006)– but in narratives about ethnic issues, urban poverty, inner-city decay, industrial 

decline, drugs or organised crime (Chambers 1990: 53). Faced with these discourses, 

independent black filmmakers, many of which were foreigners in Los Angeles, 

responded by directing social melodramas focused on family matters, in which they 

show the everyday struggle to survive in this hostile environment.  

Andersen highlights the “spatialized, nonchronological time of meditation and 

memory” of these films, a new cinematic time that seeks to fill the gaps of the visual 

history of African Americans: Killer of Sheep, for example, seems “suspended outside 

of time”, because its director, Charles Burnett, “blended together the decades of his 

childhood, his youth and his adulthood”. This formal configuration is quite the 

opposite from that of Chinatown, Who Framed Roger Rabbit? and L.A. Confidential: 
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instead of going back to the past to talk about the present, Killer of Sheep is set in a 

present which includes memories of the post-war years that had never been 

represented from the African American standpoint. This approach raises the issue of 

who can represent whom –Can Hollywood represent the people from which it actually 

knows nothing? Can minorities represent anything else than themselves?– but 

Andersen avoids this controversy by emphasising the universality of these films: 

“Independent black filmmakers showed that the real crisis of the black family is 

simply the crisis of the working class family, white or black, where family values are 

always at risk because the threat of unemployment is always present”. 

 

  

Images 12.13 & 12.14: Ruins of the Goodyear Factory in Bless Their Little Hearts 

 

Los Angeles Plays Itself ends with a beautiful sequence shot taken from Bless Their 

Little Hearts in which the main character drives by what Andersen terms “a reverse 

landmark”: the ruins of the old Goodyear Factory on South Central Avenue, the largest 

tire manufacturing plant in the Los Angeles area, whose closure in 1980 left thousands of 

unemployed black workers [Images 12.13 & 12.14]. In Bless Their Little Hearts, this 

carscape is located towards the middle of the film and symbolically expresses the 

protagonist’s distress after having lost his job. In Los Angeles Plays Itself, on the contrary, 

it closes the film and bears up to four different meanings: first, it is a direct quote of Bless 

Their Little Hearts; second, it echoes its original meaning; third, it explicitly provides a 

final reflection on the transition from the industrial economy to the service one –“once 

upon a time, visitors could take a guided tour and see how tires were made just as today 

they can take a studio tour and see how movies are made”– and four, it implicitly 

vindicates those “modes of film production opposed to the industry (…) that grow from 

the working class itself”, as David E. James has pointed out (2005: 422).  



 360

By appropriating these images, Andersen takes sides with a kind of cinema and a 

kind of city that has nothing to do with the Hollywood urban imaginarium. Therefore, 

Los Angeles Plays Itself goes beyond negative criticism against Hollywood’s 

misrepresentations to reveal the existence of an alternative cinematic city hidden in the 

neorealist tradition. Andersen certainly provides something more than an illustrated 

lecture: he offers a model and a tool to think images, as well as an entrance to that 

alternative cinematic city. Thus, by subjectivising the perception of film heritage, 

metafilmic strategies create a third space that serves to both preservation and analytical 

purposes: while The Decay of Fiction explores the expressive possibilities of the filmic 

surface; Los Angeles Plays Itself teaches us, in turn, how to look beyond surfaces, 

whether urban or filmic, in order to understand what is going on right before our eyes, 

both in the city and on its infinite screens. 
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Conclusion 

Cinema as Agent of Urban Change 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The set of formal strategies previously analysed has been highly influenced by 

contemporary discourses on urban change, from Edward Soja’s real-and-imaginary 

geographies to Francesc Muñoz’s urbanalisation, but they also influence our perception 

of urban space, inasmuch as they establish a certain kind of gaze at the city that can be 

adopted by their usual residents and occasional visitors. Moreover, all these strategies 

share a similar subjective gaze that aims to be closer to citizens than to the institutions 

or corporations responsible for recent major transformations. This means that 

contemporary non-fiction production, especially when approaching the essayistic and 

experimental domain, tends to develop a critical reading of the urban surface guided by 

the two following purposes: the first would be to gather, give shape and express the 

different insights of citizenship on urban change, in an attempt to make the audience 

identify with the film’s discourse; while the second would be to invite those viewers 

who are initially indifferent or opposed to this critical discourse to become aware of the 

consequences of this process. Many non-fiction films are therefore agents of urban 

change, because they ultimately express and convey a critical perception of late-

capitalist urban planning in order to draw the audience’s attention to the policies that 

filmmakers want to challenge, question or even change. Accordingly, the politics of 
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representation in current urban documentaries has evolved into a politics of place-

making and sense-making, which simultaneously serves to delve into the past of cities 

and shape their future, as suggested by François Penz and Andong Lu: 

 

Such an exploration of the filmic spaces of the past may enable historians, architects and 

urbanists to better anticipate the city of the future. (…) The processes involved in cinematic 

urban archaeology exhume, unlock and preserve past memories. And, as an applied concept, it 

may have far-reaching implications for planning and urban regeneration purposes as well as 

for heritage and conservation (2011: 12). 

 

The concept of cinematic urban archaeology has to do with Marc Ferro’s claim 

that cinema may be “source and agent of history” (1988: 14), given that an image, or, 

more accurately, a single framing, can contain the entire memory of a place, both for 

what it shows –its past or current image– and for what it suggests –its missing image. 

Cinematic spaces, however, not only refer to the past, but also to the present and 

future of the depicted places: they are much more than memories of a now-defunct 

city –that is, a city that only exists on the screen, a source for cinematic urban 

archaeology– since they shape and underpin our sense of place and our ideas about 

how urban space should be –that is, they are a source of inspiration for urban 

planning. As discussed throughout this dissertation, most cinematic cityscapes are also 

collective memoryscapes that go back to a more or less idealised past, as well as 

individual mindscapes that offer new meanings for old spaces, thereby creating an 

imaginary city that complements the real one and even foresees its future 

developments. In this sense, both landscape films such as London, Lost Book Found 

and Los and urban self-portraits such as Porto of My Childhood, My Winnipeg and Of 

Time and the City are prime examples of works capable of depicting the city as the set 

of these three landscapes –cityscapes, memoryscapes and mindscapes– in order to 

simultaneously address its past, present and future. 

Considering that the post-industrial crisis and the subsequent urban renewal have 

left indelible traces on the urban surface, it is no wonder that almost all the films 

analysed in this dissertation raise the need for the work of mourning. No matter how 

much time has passed since the disappearance of a given place of memory –it may be 

several years and even decades, as in some landscape films and most urban self-

portraits, or just a few days, as in the last sequences of In Vanda’s Room, Tie Xi Qu: 

West of the Tracks and Can Tunis– because everyone –the inhabitants of the depicted 
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spaces, beginning with filmmakers themselves, but also the audience– eventually misses 

the places that have somehow shaped their personality. The work of mourning can be 

fed by feelings of nostalgia, melancholy or saudade, or simply by awareness about the 

passage of time, but in all cases it stimulates the filmmakers’ creativity when paying 

tribute to places of memory, whether by embracing the usual topics of funeral discourse, 

such as tempus fugit and memento mori, as Thames Film, Of Time and the City and 

California Company Town do, or by developing more playful strategies, as in London, 

My Winnipeg or The Decay of Fiction, three works in which the boundary between city-

referent and city-character is consciously blurred. 

Two reasons that explain the growing importance of the work of mourning in 

contemporary urban documentary are the key role places of memory play in the 

process of identity building and the recent shift in social sciences and humanities from 

an objective paradigm to a subjective one, in which facts are no longer more important 

than feelings. In this context, the triad formed by cinematic cityscapes, memoryscapes 

and mindscapes allows filmmakers to express different subjectivities at once, thereby 

combining several perspectives –from the inside and the outside, from below and from 

above, etc– in narratives that usually extend from the present to the past, even when 

they take place in an apparently synchronic present. The main advantage of this 

approach based on intersubjectivity is its ability to represent urban change as a shared 

experience, in which spatiality arises from the blend of three complementary gazes: 

first, the gaze of the inhabitants of the depicted space; second, the filmmaker’s gaze; 

and third, the audience’s gaze. Thus, for the residents of any city-referent, 

intersubjectivity serves to convey the perception of their own habitat to a wider 

audience; for filmmakers, this approach is basically a way of speaking about 

themselves through the experience of others; and for the audience, it is a way of 

thinking about themselves and their places of memory through film. This last idea is 

ultimately behind the use of metafilmic strategies in those works in which filmmakers 

build the cinematic city from their own condition as viewers, as Thom Andersen did 

in Los Angeles Plays Itself.  

Let us go back momentarily to the first case studies: Koyaanisqatsi: Life Out of 

Balance and One Way Boogie Woogie / 27 Years Later. The former certainly expresses a 

subjective statement about late capitalist society –our current way of life is destroying 

both our soul and environment– but it never resorts to intersubjectivity to do so. In this 

film, the dominant gaze at urban space is neither the filmmaker’s nor the audience’s, but 
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the camera’s: a mechanical gaze that is not intended to convey any subjective experience 

but rather to create it by abstracting and aestheticising the real, as evidenced by time-lapse 

sequences. On the contrary, the three subjectivities are included in One Way Boogie 

Woogie / 27 Years Later thanks to the polysemy of its minimalist mise-en-scène, even 

though this diptych roughly does the same as Koyaanisqatsi –that is, abstracting and 

aestheticising the real. Let us briefly see how this identification process operates. On the 

one hand, some Milwaukeeans, when recognising certain film locations, may experience 

feelings ranging from topophilia to topophobia towards these places, such as nostalgia, 

affection, astonishment, annoyance, displeasure or even disinterest, especially the people 

who appear in the images. On the other hand, the filmmaker, by selecting the film 

locations, is consciously or unconsciously establishing a personal mapping of the depicted 

area based on his own preferences, as he also does in the rest of his landscape films, 

beginning with Los. And last but not least, viewers may appropriate these locations in 

order to project their own feelings and emotions on them, regardless of whether they have 

ever been there or not. In fact, the ability of some film locations to become receptacles of 

certain moods and meanings can explain the recent rise of film tourism.  

 

In the course of this research I have myself visited many film locations just because 

they appeared in my case studies: The Griffith Observatory in Los Angeles, from where 

James Benning filmed the city’s skyline in Los; the Boundary Estate in Shoreditch, 

which is praised in London; the Staten Island ferry in New York City, from where 

Chantal Akerman filmed the last shot of News from Home; Everton Brow in Liverpool, 

where Bernard Fallon originally took the picture ‘The Long Walk’ that would be later 

included in Of Time and the City; or the mouth of the River Douro, where Manoel de 

Oliveira ended Porto of My Childhood. One way or another, I have travelled through 

time and space over the past six years thanks to cinema, and I would like to continue 

doing so in the near future. After all, as suggested at the end of the introduction, 

someone should study the representation of urban change in travelogues, musical docs 

and scratch documentaries. If I had the opportunity, I would be pleased to undertake this 

new research, because I could perhaps find something else, something new or 

something different. 
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Appendix I 

Maps and Locations of the California Trilogy  

and California Company Town 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

El Valley Centro 
 

V1. Spillway, Department of Water Resources, Lake Berryessa 

V2. Almond Orchard, A&P Growers, Winters 

V3. Irrigation Sprinklers, Met West Agribusiness, Avenal 

V4. Waste Separator, San Joaquin Composing Inc, Devils Dean 

V5. Hay Raker, Tejon Ranch Co., Arvin 

V6. Freight Train, Southern Pacific, Bakersfield 

V7. Oil Well Fire, Bellevue Resources Inc., Lost Hills 

V8. Field Workers, Union Pacific, Sutter 

V9. California State Prison, Department of Corrections, Wasco 

V10. Snow Geese, Sacramento Wildlife Refuge, Willows 

V11. Plow (Fog), Martin Rodriguez Farm, West Butte 

V12. Wind Farm, Kenetech Windpower, Patterson Pass 

V13. F/A 18 Hornets, Blue Angels Naval Air Station, Lemoore 

V14. Rodeo, Nora Hunt, Coalinga 

V15. Gateway Sign, Chamber of Commerce, Modesto 
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V16. Cattle Yard, Harris Feeding Co, Calflax 

V17. Cotton Picker, Prudential Insurance, Buena Vista Lake (Dry) 

V18. Dredge, Delta Dredging Co, The Delta 

V19. Dust Storm, Shell Oil, Blackwells Corner 

V20. Stock Car, Kings Speedway, Hanford 

V21. Nuclear Power Plant (Closed), Sacramento Municipal Utility District, Rancho Seco 

V22. Oil Recovery Pond, Chevron USA, Inc, McKittrick 

V23. Crop Duster, William D. Joslin, Inc., Dixon 

V24. Men Fishing, Tulare Drainage Canal, Alpaugh 

V25. Wheat Combine, JG Bosnell Co., Allensworth 

V26. Housing Construction, Crosswhite Custom Homes, Kern City 

V27. Freighter Ship, Naviera de Chile, Stockton Deep Water Channel 

V28. Field Burning, Getty Oil, Shafter 

V29. Sacramento River, Tenneco Corporation, Kirkville 

V30. Billboard, Outdoor Systems, Inc., Stockton 

V31. Rice Field, Chevron USA, Robbins 

V32. Tule Fog, Interstate 5, Buttonwillow 

V33. Midway-Sunset Oil Field, Texaco California, Inc., Fellows 

V34. Grape Pickers, Carrion Farms #12, Grape Vine 

V35. Teerink Pumping Station, California Aqueduct, Wheeler Ridge 

 

Los 
 

L1. Cascade, Los Angeles Aqueduct, Sylmar 

L2. Billboard, Outdoor Systems, Inc., West Hollywood 

L3. Housing Lots, Newhall Land & Farming Co., Stevenson Ranch 

L4. Summer Rain, Golden State Freeway, Newhall Pass 

L5. Joggers, San Vicente Boulevard, Santa Monica 

L6. Container Ship, Matson Navigation Co., San Pedro 

L7. Men’s Central Jail, Los Angeles County, Los Angeles 

L8. Bi-level Street, Grand Avenue, Los Angeles 

L9. Crystal Cathedral, Robert H. Schuller Ministries, Garden Grove 

L10. Airplanes Landing, Los Angeles International Airport, Los Angeles 
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L11. Steam Plant, City of Burbank, Burbank 

L12. Los Angeles River, Flood Control District, Maywood 

L13. Auto Demolition, PYP Auto Wrecking, Anaheim 

L14. Soccer, Hansen Dam Park, Pacoima 

L15. Intersection, Henry Ford Avenue, Terminal Island 

L16. Business People, Arco Plaza, Los Angeles 

L17. Los Angeles Skyline, Griffith Observatory, Los Feliz 

L18. Oil Refinery, Ultramar Corporation, Wilmington 

L19. School Bus Stop, San Martínez Road, Val Verde 

L20. Gardener, Parriot Residence, Encino 

L21. Mini-Mall, Koreatown 

L22. Police, Democratic National Convention, Los Angeles 

L23. Oil Well, Stocker Resources, Inc., Baldwin Hills 

L24. Ground Crew, Dodger Stadium, Chavez Ravine 

L25. Waste Disposal Plant, Crown Disposal, Inc., Sunland 

L26. Wetlands, Department of Fish & Games, Bolsa Chica 

L27. Steel Workers, M. A. Mortenson Co., Inc., Los Angeles 

L28. Cattle, Shamrock Meats, Inc., Vernon 

L29. Memorial Graveyard, National Cementery, Westwood 

L30. Commuter Train, Metrolink, San Fernando 

L31. Community Gardens, 41st Street, Los Angeles 

L32. Brush Fire, Pechanga Indian Reservation, Temecula 

L33. Earth Movers, C. A. Rasmussen, Inc., Castaic Junction 

L34. Homeless People, 6th Street, Los Angeles 

L35. Pacific Ocean, Puerco Beach, Malibu 

 

Sogobi 
 

S1. Pacific Ocean, California Sea Otter Refuge, Point Sur 

S2. Live Oaks (Ancient), Coastal State Reserve, Los Osos Creek 

S3. Salt Plans (Flooded), Depression, Badwater Basin 

S4. Burnt Land, Pechanga Indian Reservation, Temecula 

S5. Rapids, Kings River, Monarch Wilderness 
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S6. Mountain Dogwood (Snow), Donner Pass, Tahoe National Forest 

S7. Tufa Towers, South Shore, Mono Lake 

S8. Hillside, Tejon Pass, Gorman 

S9. Giant Sequoias, Crescent Meadow, Sequoia National Forest 

S10. Fire Helicopter, Department of Forestry, Truckee River 

S11. Desert Wildflowers, Old Dale Wash, Wonders Valley 

S12. Bridalveil Fall, Wawona Vista, Yosemite Valley 

S13. Billboard, Outdoor Systems, Inc., Mojave Desert 

S14. Chaparral, Red Mountain, Angeles National Forest 

S15. Container Ship, Hanjin Shipping Co., Golden Gate 

S16. Blue Oak (Fog), Temblor Range, Los Padres National Forest 

S17. Sandstorm, Mesquite Flat, Death Valley 

S18. Morning Frost, Mercedes River, Sierra National Forest 

S19. Military Convoy, USMC, Twentynine Palms 

S20. California Poppies, Portal Ridge, Antelope Valley 

S21. Petroglyphs, Shoshone, Shadow Valley 

S22. Snowstorm, Deadman Summit, Ingo National Forest 

S23. Barren Road, Private, Bristol Lake (Dry) 

S24. Rocky Stream, Kern River Canyon, Greenhorn Mountains 

S25. Log Derrick, Sierra Pacific Industries, Chinese Camp 

S26. Cholla Cacti, Pinto Basin, Joshua Tree Wilderness 

S27. Cement Quarry, Mitsubishi Corp., Big Bear Mountain,  

S28. Cattle, Prince Ranch, South Fork Valley 

S29. Freight Train, Santa Fe, Tehachapi Mountains 

S30. Red Boulders, Alabama Hills, Lone Pine 

S31. Forest Fire, Murphy Meadow, Martis Valley 

S32. Salt Evaporator, National Chloride Co., Amboy 

S33. San Andreas Fault, Highway 14, Palmdale 

S34. Black Oaks, Temescal Wash, Cleveland National Forest 

S35. Spillway, Department of Water Resources, Lake Berryessa 
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Map 1: El Valley Centro, film locations 

(Map available in http://g.co/maps/snsxk) 
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Map 2: Los, film locations 

(Map Available in http://g.co/maps/ct97j) 
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Map 3: Sogobi, film locations 

(Map available in http://g.co/maps/hvtzb) 
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California Company Town 
-Locations are listed in order of appearance- 

 

CCT1. Chester (Logging town, North California) 

CCT2. Scottia (Logging town, North California) 

CCT3. Kaweah (Logging town / Socialist commune, west of Sierra Nevada Range) 

CCT4. Calico (Mining town, Mojave Desert) 

CCT5. Darwin (Mining town, east of Sierra Nevada Range) 

CCT6. McKittrick (Oil field, Central Valley) 

CCT7. McCloud (Logging town, North California) 

CCT8. Westwood (Logging town, North California) 

CCT9. Corcoran (Industrial town, Central Valley) 

CCT10. Arvin (Agricultural town, Central Valley) 

CCT11. Keene (Agricultural town, Central Valley) 

CCT12. Buttonwillow (Service area, Central Valley) 

CCT13. Trona (Industrial town, north of Mojave Desert) 

CCT14. Boron (Mining, industrial and military town, Mojave Desert) 

CCT15. Eagle Mountain (Mining town, Colorado Desert) 

CCT16. Adelanto (Military town, Mojave Desert) 

CCT17. Manzanar (Concentration camp, east of Sierra Nevada Range) 

CCT18. Palmdale (Military town / Socialist commune, Mojave Desert) 

CCT19. Salton City (Resort town, Colorado Desert) 

CCT20. Silver Lakes (Resort town, Mojave Desert) 

CCT21. California City (Carceral town, Mojave Desert) 

CCT22. Richmond (Oil refinery with an Afro-American ghetto, Bay Area) 

CCT23. Silicon Valley (High-tech postmetropolis, Bay Area)  
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Map 4: California Company Town, film locations 

(Map available in http://g.co/maps/9n7a3) 
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Appendix II 

Film Quotes in Los Angeles Plays Itself 
-The quotes are listed in order of appearance, including all their repetitions- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

· The Crimson Kimono (Samuel Fuller, 1959) 

· Pushover (Richard Quine, 1954) 

· He Walked by Night (Alfred L. Werker, 1948) 

· Nocturne (Edwin L. Marin, 1946) 

· Pushover (Richard Quine, 1954) 

· The Strip (Lázló Kardos, 1951) 

· Out of Bounds (Richard Tuggle, 1986) 

· Hickey & Boggs (Robert Culp, 1972) 

· The Glimmer Man (John Gray, 1996) 

· They Live (John Carpenter, 1988) 

· Out of Bounds (Richard Tuggle, 1986)  

· The Thirteenth Floor (Josef Rusnak, 1999) 

· Blade (Stephen Norrington, 1998) 

· The New Centurions (Richard Fleicher, 1972) 

· Brother (Takeshi Kitano, 2000) 

· 52 Pick·up (John Frankenheimer, 1986) 

· Blade (Stephen Norrington, 1998) 
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· The Million Dollar Hotel (Wim Wenders, 2001) 

· Night On Earth (Jim Jarmusch, 1991) 

· Safe (Todd Haynes, 1995) 

· The Thirteenth Floor (Josef Rusnak, 1999) 

· The Glimmer Man (John Gray, 1996) 

· Boyz n the Hood (John Singleton, 1991) 

· The Takeover (Troy Cook, 1995) 

· East of Eden (Elia Kazan, 1955) 

· Rebel without a Cause (Nicholas Ray, 1955) 

· The Music Box (James Parrott, 1932) 

· Mr. Blandings Builds His Dream House (H.C. Potter, 1948) 

· Zabriskie Point (Michelangelo Antonioni, 1970) 

· The French Connection (William Friedkin, 1971) 

· To Live and Die in L.A. (William Friedkin, 1985) 

· The French Connection (William Friedkin, 1971) 

· L.A. Bounty (Worth Keeter, 1989) 

· Rising Sun (Philip Kaufman, 1993) 
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