
3. Virtualities: Historical Temporalities 2

Each Epoch not only dreams the next, but also, in dreaming strives toward the moment

of waking.

—WALTER B E N J A M I N , "Paris, Capital of the Nineteenth Century"

The only danger in all of this is that the virtual could be confused with the possible.

The possible is opposed to the real; the process undergone by the possible is therefore a

"realization." By contrast, the virtual is not opposed to the real; it possesses a full reality

by itself.

— G I L L E S D E L E U Z E , Difference and Repetition

Allemagne annee 90 neufzero

If the rubble-strewn cities of Europe were the mise-en-scene for the postwar cinema
of neorealism, with its melodramatic examinations of the brutality of fascism, then
the empty space left by the removal of the Berlin Wall in 1989 is the image of an
emerging post—Cold War cinema. Through the use of the same modern technology
with which Europe destroyed itself, the Germans (and their country's occupiers)
rebuilt West Germany after World War II, thus rendering virtually invisible the con-
vulsive destruction that the war had brought on. Not only had the geography of Europe
changed, but many of the cities themselves—monuments to two thousand years of
Western culture—had been destroyed, only to be rebuilt as modern urban centers.
The Berlin Wall, that one-hundred-plus-mile seam that stretched across Germany,
stood as a constant reminder that the war had occurred and still continued now as the
geopolitical politics of occupation and domination. The Berlin Wall defined a west'm

69



70 — Virtualities

opposition to an east necessary for the logic of Cold War domination of Europe by
the superpowers.

The removal of the Wall, ushering in a new stage in the globalization of capital-
ism, presents a new set of questions for historicizing the entire postwar period.1 Of all
the different kinds of films made after the fall of the Berlin Wall (documents, dramas,
histories, and commentaries), few attempt to take up the complexity of the meaning
of the rise and fall of the Wall in its broader temporal, cultural, and philosophical
implications for the representation of European history. Jean-Luc Godard, in Allemagne

annee 90 neuf zero (Germany Year 90 Nine Zero) (France, 1991), uses the fall of the
Berlin Wall to question the very possibility of history as a useful discourse to under-
stand what happened and what is continuing to happen. Godard frames the fall of
the Wall through the specificity of the medium of cinema to evoke a sense of the pass-
ing of a period in European history that at once contains the specific events that
occurred and the equally important ephemeralities, multiplicities, and lapses of mean-
ing that can emerge from an event of such magnitude. In this sense Allemagne annee
90 neuf zero is a twentieth-century fin de siecle work of art that speaks to something

having just passed. For an artist with the imagination of Godard, what has passed is
nothing less than the possibilities of the twentieth century, with all its ideals and
atrocities. This film is not about creating the sense of the loss of a German identity
resulting from the division and reunification of the country. Instead it shows the shards
of a European culture that self-destructed. Rather than present narratives that explain
the events that led up to the building and dismantling of the Wall, and explications
or summaries of what happened in sociological or political terms, as do the dramatic
and documentary films that have been made on the subject since 1989,2 this film chooses
a poetic form to create an elegy that expresses the sense of an unrecoverable past. For
Godard to speak of the twentieth century is to speak of cinema, and cinema is the
central medium for thinking (of) the twentieth century. Throughout his career, one
of his major themes has been to find a cinematic form with which to think through
the complexity of large historical events as they manifest themselves in the conscious-
ness of postwar, late capitalist European society.

From his first feature film in 1959, the history of cinema has been the surface on
which all of Godard's discourses have taken place. The reflexive gesture of a metadis-
course on the medium being used and woven into the body of the work is essential
to the critique of contemporary European life that runs through his oeuvre: "From
the beginning, Godard has worked within cinema's very flesh, incorporating the images
of others with his own; today he incorporates his own with those of others. The result
is this art of superimposing two and three images on top of each other so as to make
just one" (Leutrat, "The Declension," 30). In doing this, Godard used pop art strate-
gies that created a style by working with specific genres, from the pulp crime thriller
to the Hollywood musical, with such a level of self-consciousness that this kind of cel-
ebration and critique became "Godardian" and made him one of the most famous
figures of the sixties' cultural revolution.
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In Alphaville (France, 1965), Godard appropriates elements from both the Holly-
wood detective and sci-fi genres as translated through 19505 French pulp thrillers.
Here, Lemmy Caution, played by the American Eddie Constantine, the leftover pri-
vate eye from films such as La mome vert-de-gris (Poison Ivy) by Bernard Borderie
(France, 1953) and Vouspigezby Pierre Chevalier (France, 1955), poses as a reporter to
investigate the city of Alphaville, an Orwellian city run by a computer and mad
scientists. Alphaville is populated by tranquilized automatons who quietly follow orders
from the computer and have no emotional life. Any expression of human tendencies
such as rebellion, emotion, or questioning is met with death. Through the use of a
high-contrast black-and-white "noir" style, Godard transforms modern Paris into an
anonymous postwar "any-city-what-ever,"3 of neon signs and high-rise buildings and
endless highways. Granite-faced Lemmy Caution endlessly wanders the nighttime
streets of Alphaville, exploring with us the image of the totalitarian, high-tech Europe,
which is a blend of depersonalized late capitalist urban signifiers and post-1956 Soviet-
socialist control. He takes photographs of everything, interviews glazed-over Alpha-
villians, and looks for Alphaville's leader, who is a computer.

By 1991, when Godard once again resurrects Lemmy Caution, the "Godardian"
style of the essay of pastiche has entered the language of cinema to the extent that
Godard begins to use his own work and the cult of personality around his name and
style as a metadiscourse in a similar way that he once used classical Hollywood cin-
ema. Hence he is able to resurrect Lemmy Caution, using Constantine in one of his
last performances, for Allemagne annee 90 neufzero. The film becomes at once a med-
itation on the history of Europe and a home movie in which Godard writes himself
into the history of postwar Europe.

In Allemagne annee 90 neufzero, it turns out that Lemmy Caution has quietly been
living undercover behind a hair salon in East Berlin. He is discovered by German film
historians who have just gained access to the East German archives with the fall of the
Wall and the German Democratic Republic's government, which has rendered useless
Caution's raison d'etre as a spy. Like Wagner's Flying Dutchman, Caution is cast into
the ocean of a now-deterritorialized German landscape to wander endlessly without
any coherent history or borders to legitimate his occupation as a counterinsurgency
spy. He spends the rest of the film wandering through East Berlin and its environs,
making his way to the West. This loose narrative of wandering creates a portrait of
contemporary Berlin, as his wandering in Alphaville did the same in Paris. This wan-
dering character is a means of exploring a physical place that is actually the filmmaker's
central concern. To do this, a coherent story line is displaced to the margins of the
film. This strategy can be traced to the early neorealist cinema of Roberto Rossellini,
namely, his 1946 film Germany Year Zero, to which Godard's film is at once an homage
and a continuation. Like Rossellini, who went to Berlin to see what was left after World
War II, Godard comes to Berlin forty-six years later to see its condition after the Cold
War. He resurrects Lemmy Caution as a vehicle for exploration just as Rossellini cre-
ated Edmund, a German youth who wanders through the bombed-out rubble of a
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defeated Berlin. In both films, the narratives are simple, schematic, and at times non-
existent, because the ruins of the once-great city are the object of both filmmakers'
interests. Both Germany Year Zero and Germany Year 90 Nine Zero use this wandering
character as a way to show Berlin as a deterritorialized world of signifiers of events that
have happened in the place through which the wanderer has just passed (Figure 18).

Remarking on the emergence of neorealism in film, Gilles Deleuze points out one
of its pivotal aspects:

The characters were found less and less in sensory-motor "motivating" situations,

but rather in a state of strolling, of sauntering or of rambling which defined pure

optical and sound situations. The action-image tended to shatter, whilst the determi-

nate locations were blurred, letting any-spaces-what-ever rise up where the modern

affects of fear, detachment, but also freshness, extreme speed and interminable wait-

ing were developing. {Cinema i, 120—21)

This explains a shift in emphasis from "sensory-motor motivating situations" (in which
the physical actions of characters define and are specific to the spaces they are in) to
"pure optical and sound situations." (Specific spaces are no longer inherently linked
to the actions of characters and plot development. This often blurs lines between the
image as a diegetic element and as a document of the place and moment in time where

Figure 18. Allemagne annee 90 neuf zero (Jean-Luc Godard, 1991).
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the camera was filming.) It is on these "any-space-what-evers" that Godard is able to
hang a wide range of possibilities for talking about the meaning of the Berlin Wall.
Once set up, the narrative detaches from the film like a booster rocket that has
launched a space capsule into orbit. In the case ofAllemagne annee 90 neufzero, it is
a time capsule that contains nothing less than the intellectual and cultural history of
Germany. In the problem of how to narrate such a history, Godard takes on cinema
as the medium through which all history must speak. The film's opening voice-over
speaks critically of the problem of monological historical narration and the ways it
closes off the possibilities of multiplicity and the interpenetration of different per-
spectives and perceptions within time. An unseen voice asks:

Can we recount time? Time as such in and of itself? No, in truth it would be an

insane undertaking. A recital saying, Time passed, flowed, . . . ran its course, and so

on. No sane man could sustain such a narration. It is a bit like holding for an hour

one single note, one chord, and trying to pass it off as music.4

The musical form of the fugue with its fluid interpenetration of contrasting themes,
variations, harmonies, and rhythms becomes the formal metaphor for Allemagne annee
90 neufzero. The film is structured as a series of variations, as in a piece of chamber
music. Each variation is thematized in an indirect way that alludes to the relationship
between a political and cultural past. Variation i, "The Last Spy," introduces Lemmy
Caution. He is an artifact of the history of cinema who is there to find clues to the
missing German history. We hear philosophical musings. Are these clues? After all,
Germany is the land of philosophy. Hegel is introduced with a quote: "Philosophy
begins with the ruin of the actual world." A couple is seen studying Hegel; the man
reads in German, the woman in French. They argue, not about his ideas but about
the problems of translation between German and French. This suggests a larger prob-
lem of translation between borders, between languages, between subjectivities in a
unifying post—Cold War Europe. As Frieda Grafe suggests in her essay "Whose His-
tory: Jean-Luc Godard between the Media," the problem of translation is that it "is
not true to the word, but rather changes or, even worse, distorts the word in order to
make it understandable, because when language moves to a different territory, words
necessarily take on a different shape" (5). In a unified Europe there is no longer a nar-
rative of nation that can bridge the necessary recontextualization of meaning as ideas
move across borders and cultures. Rather than ideas becoming universalized knowl-
edge, they are simply ill-remembered signifiers of a vague memory.

The couple is seen in a library full of books. But the quotations they are reading,
their argument over translation, and the books themselves seem simply useless. "It is
the silence of these countless books that frightens me," Lemmy Caution at one point
muses off camera. While the couple is reading, Godard moves us back to another
time: Nazi Germany. Is this what the German world of ideas produced? The past is
cinema: footage from the Jewish ghettos, idealized Aryan imagery from German films



74 — Virtualities

of the period. Godard cuts freely between past and present, and the voices of the two
philosophers in French and German continue over. We see a tree. The woman's voice-
off: "World history is not the place for happiness." These are empty signifiers of the
great philosophical traditions of Germany, which are of little meaning in the face of
the images of the past. The concentration camp Buchenwald was built around Goethe's
tree. An intertitle appears on the screen: "HISTORY OF SOLITUDE." Such images, which
may or may not form linkages, can be described in Deleuzian terms as pure time-
images. They are not linked narratively through continuity conventions, or by descrip-
tion, or even thematically. Central to the film is the situation of the narrator in the
contemporary representation of history. Of the role of narration in history, the film
states that it has become "impossible, difficult, lonely . . . absent and present oscillating
between two truths, that of document and that of fiction." This oscillation produces
new forms of narration that more adequately represent social, political, epistemologi-
cal, and aesthetic developments in modern society. Deleuze suggests that "the post-
war period has greatly increased the situations which we no longer know how to react
to, in spaces which we no longer know how to describe" (Cinema 2, xi).

In cinematic terms, he has productively described this as a shift from the movement-
image to the time-image. The movement-image, largely referring to classical narrative
cinema, is an indirect and therefore illusionistic image of time in which construc-
tions of discrete images act on one another to create a durational whole of a scene,
sequence, or story. The time-image, on the other hand, is a direct image of time
in which each shot is self-contained as a durational whole whose meanings are not
necessarily constructed through the movement between shots. With the time-image,
each shot works to deframe the previous one, thus producing more fragmented, ellip-
tical relationships between shots. As will be elaborated more fully, the other aspect of
the direct time-image reveals the coexistence of a multiplicity of temporalities within
the same image. With such image constructions, time is no longer seen as movement,
but as a perception, making thought immanent to what is seen. This can create the
condition for the image to open onto virtual temporalities that coexist alongside the
actual of the image—what is seen. In his attempt to examine history as the interpen-
etration of different moments, events, and ideas, Godard's famous adage "Not one
image after another; rather, one image plus another" might be restated as "Not one
moment of time after another; rather, one moment of time plus another." Like Godard's
cinema, Deleuzian philosophy points to the need for rethinking the questions and
situations of the post-Cold War reality with a new relation to temporality. Godard's
cinematic language of accumulation or one image plus another becomes an important
model for Deleuze's notions of multiplicity and becoming as processes in modern
thought. The "irrational cuts" of nonlinked images and sounds make totalizing nar-
ratives of nation impossible.

Ultimately, there are no longer any rational cuts but only irrational ones. There is thus

no longer association through metaphor or metonymy, but relinkage on the literal
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image; there is no longer linkage of associated images, but only relinkages of inde-

pendent images. (Deleuze, Cinema 2, 214)

Deleuze sees this as a central aesthetic characteristic of the cinema of the time-image,
in which image fragments never add up to a whole, as was still possible in the cinema
of the movement-image. It is the accumulation of images that creates contexts, allow-
ing open readings, both as images on their own and in their juxtaposition.

Allemagne annee 90 neufzero is a time poem in the steely grays and blues of north-
ern European light. The film picks up again on Lemmy Caution wandering around
East Berlin. There is no sunshine. We see a sign marking what was once a Gestapo
headquarters. Next to it someone is selling pieces of the Berlin Wall, Nazi memora-
bilia, and books. History is something to be bought and sold. East Berlin is now seen
as a flea market of allusion and references to a past of German culture and ideologies.
But it is all inert, eerily silent. Caution wanders around and meets up with Sigmund
Freud's Dora; these are "pure optical and sound situations" documenting East Berlin
within a disjunctively surreal narrative. Dora turns into Goethe's Charlotte Kestner,
and this begins variation 2, "Charlotte in Weimar." Caution and Dora/Charlotte wan-
der through East Berlin encountering German history: Schiller's home, the monument
to Pushkin, an image of Kafka, the site of the murder of Rosa Luxemburg, statues
from past centuries now worn down and corroded by pollution. Each statue is pure
time, at once an artifact of the time when the statue was made and the corrosion of
the passage of time in the present. Intercut are other time images: paintings, photo-
graphs, and snippets of music from Europe of the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twen-
tieth centuries.

In this constant movement between registers of artifact, document, dramatic
sequences, sounds, and musical quotations, Godard constructs history as a play-
ground of the dead. One becomes overwhelmed by the references. What film is that
snippet from? What painting is that, what quotation or piece of music? There are ref-
erences within references, as, for instance, in Liszt's piano transcription of Beethoven's
Fifth Symphony. Through this overflow of references, the guarantee of knowledge as
a means of understanding becomes impossible. As the endless stream of cultural and
historical quotations cascades in front of the viewer, one catches a reference and misses
others. Like the scraps of the memory of an education that once constituted a whole
nation that no longer exists, these image and sound quotations create an out-of-field
echo at once completely foreign and oppressively familiar. Has the filmmaker even
remembered them correctly? As a "home movie," the film interrogates Godard's own
memory. How does a Swiss national, known internationally as a French auteur, re-
member a Germany through his own figure in relation to a Europe that no longer
exists as it did in his childhood? As Frieda Grafe, who quotes Godard, writes:

[Godard] refers to Germany as his patrie imaginaire, the source of his imagination,

the fertile ground of his mind. "When I think back, it was Germany that formed me
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and by which I let myself be formed. By it alone." . . . As a result of the German cul-

ture he had absorbed, Godard shares a feeling of guilt. He sees himself in the ranks

of a generation of children whose parents allowed Hitler to rise. His reproach is

directed at his own parents: they said nothing about it to him after they first kindled

his love for Germany. (10)

There is a powerful interplay between the actual mechanics of making represen-
tations and the objects that are created. Throughout the film, people are writing, play-
ing music, drawing, taking pictures, and Godard is making a film. There is a sense of
endless production and reproduction of the world. For Godard, this is his history, and
history is plastic. It is something to be molded, shaped, worked on and through. He
always comes back to himself—to cinema and its own plasticity as a means of shap-
ing meaning and time. At times, it is pure surface, one image next to another, a house,
a person walking by a lake, the image of a book lying on the ground, a detail from a
painting. Not unlike Trinh Minh-ha's description of the "interval" between images
described earlier,5 Deleuze comments on such spaces: "What counts is ... the inter-
stice between images, between two images: a spacing which means that each image
is plucked from the void and falls back into it" (Cinema 2,179). This is the opposite
of associative montage, where there is a connective tissue between shots that must be
ferreted out by the viewer. Rather, Godard is interested in the differentiation between
the shots. The interstice is the space between shots that holds them apart so there is
no chain of interlinked images that form a whole. Rather, as Deleuze insists, it is a
form of thought, a virtuality that exists between nonlinking images. For Godard, his-
tory is this /zWthen that, never something that adds up to one. Deleuze again:

It is the method of BETWEEN "between two images," which does away with all cin-

ema of the ONE. . . . Between two perceptions, between two visual images, between

two sound images, between the sound and the visual: make the indiscernible. . . .

The whole undergoes a mutation . . . in order to become the constitutive "and" of

things, the constitutive between-two of images. (Cinema 2,180)

Sometimes the film returns to cinematic conventions that create spatial and even
narrative verisimilitude. With the use of match-cutting and shot-counter shot, we are
moving not only through space but across time (Figure 19). A woman in a museum
is looking at a painting of the sea. She raises a camera to her eye and depresses the
shutter. The painting turns into an early motion picture of waves in motion. In one
shot, Godard has moved through eighteenth- to twentieth-century forms of represen-
tation. At other moments there are film images from other periods. Lemmy Caution
watches two women get out of a car in front of a hotel. They walk off-screen. We cut
to Caution looking at them, and then we get his point of view. All at once it is in
another time period and in another film (Murnau) that the two women emerge from
the hotel and get into a car. We are in the black-and-white world of prewar cinema



Figure 19. Allemagne annee 90 neuf zero. The history of image forms: from
painting to photography to film.
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linked through the convention of match cutting. Godard has elided prewar and post-
war Germany in a single cut.

While all of this may seem unrigorous as historiography, Godard points to the
complexity of the way history becomes a series of layerings, overlappings, and super-
impositions. It is a model for the representation of history that is geological rather
than chronological. It is geological in the sense that moments of time are sedimented
and become strata. Deleuze and Felix Guattari write:

In a geological stratum . . . the first articulation is the process of "sedimentation,"

which deposits units of cyclic sediment according to a statistical order: flysch, with

its succession of sandstone and schist. The second articulation is the "folding" that

sets up a stable functional structure and effects the passage from sediment to sedi-

mentary rock. (A Thousand Plateaus, 41)

If we use a geological stratum as a model to think about historical genealogy, the past
does not fall away to reveal the present as in progressivist modes of historiography.
Rather, the past coexists simultaneously with the present as sedimented layers that
become enfolded to produce an object. Deleuze and Guattari, using the crystalline
stratum as a metaphor for the coexistence of different strata of time, write: "The
amorphous milieu, or medium, is exterior to the seed before the crystal has formed;
the crystal forms by interiorizing and incorporating masses of amorphous material"
(49). The crystal metaphor continues with its translucent multifacets as a metaphor
for this coexistence of different planes of time within the cinematic time-image: "What
the crystal reveals or makes visible is the hidden ground of time, that is, its differen-
tiation into two flows, that of presents which pass and that of pasts which are pre-
served" (Deleuze, Cinema 2, 99). The crystal is a productive metaphor for describing
the poetics of Godard's use of time and the interpenetration of the textures of past
and present, image and sound. This notion of geological stratum can be seen not only
in temporal relations between shots but also within the composition and mise-en-
scene of individual shots. In these instances, history is not extension, one moment
moving to the next; often it is depth of field, molded into a single frame. For exam-
ple, Lemmy Caution is walking down a road. In the distance is an old windmill, a relic
from a preindustrial era. Into the frame, a man is pushing a late-model automobile.
It won't start and comes to a stop in center frame. At that moment, a Don Quixote-
like conquistador figure on horseback comes riding into the frame. The frame is now
divided into four planes, each one a different moment of history. Caution asks, "Which
way is the West?" Don Quixote rides past the windmill—he has chased it in the
past—to do battle with the giant digging machine that is strip-mining a field in the
distance. The strip-mining machine might be seen as historical practice itself. It tears
away stratified layers of earth, each one a different period of time, keeping the sub-
stratum that is of value to the needs of the historian and discarding the detritus that
seems insignificant.
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As Lemmy Caution continues his wandering, the notion of an East and West
Germany begins to elide. No one he asks knows any longer which is what or where.
But suddenly and sardonically, Caution is in a different world; the sun is shining,
there are joggers, birds singing. It is variation 6, "The Decline of the West." It is night
in the city of neon signs, car dealerships, billboards, banks, and endless department
stores. Has Caution returned to Alphaville? At the end of this film, the city is still the
geological site of Godard's history. But the bleakness of East Berlin, with its histori-
cal references and artifacts of a past German nation, seems quaint compared to the
foreboding and malevolent tone that Godard creates in the Western city. In this por-
trait he becomes moralistic and apocalyptic. This is a present in which there are no
signs of the past—an eternal present. As Lemmy Caution says, "Here is where the last
battle takes place." It is "the battle of money and blood." For Godard, the "blood and
soil" movements of the fascists of an earlier time seem to hold little power in the face
of a new economic world order where money is conqueror and, as Caution says, pro-
duced Auschwitz and Hiroshima. Here image and text relationships become didactic.
Over these words, Godard cuts between the ominous images of the Intercontinental
World Bank building with hundreds of black crows flying around it, creating an urban
version of Van Gogh's last painting before his suicide, Cornfield with Crows, and dis-
aster images from Fritz Lang's Metropolis (Germany, 1926).

For Godard, the Berlin Wall was at least a reference to a past, as grotesque a fail-
ure as it was. It was still a past that was embedded in the present and was embodied
by the Wall as a physical limit, reflecting an inside and outside to the state, whether
capitalist or socialist. For Godard the Wall indicated the possibility of difference. Things
are one way but could be another. But in his image of a world culture of late capital-
ism, there is no "outerland." There is nothing onto which the present can reflect. The
fashion mannequins in the department stores are the statues of modern capitalism,
reflecting neither past nor present. One gets the sense that the socialist state of East
Germany, with its primitive apparatus for repression, was at least still within history
and producing history and in fact needed history to function. It was the repressive pres-
ent of an East Germany that guaranteed a context for the past and hope for the future.
For the world of Western capitalism, with its ever expanding present, there are no
longer such needs. The late capitalist state is a machine that crushes difference, tem-
poral or otherwise. To function smoothly on its own, it produces an eternal present.

Allemagne annee oo neufzero ends with Lemmy Caution returning to the same
sterile and characterless hotel room seen at the beginning of Alphaville. There are the
same maids and bellhops waiting to serve. Instead of the tranquilizer pills on the night
table in Alphaville, there is a television on and the sound of the howling wind. Cau-
tion removes two thick volumes of the history of the Gestapo from his suitcase and
has the maid place them under his mattress to prop up his feet while in bed. As in
Alphaville, Lemmy Caution asks that the book by the bedside be taken from the room.
The maid refuses, saying "No sir, it's the Bible, it's always there." With that, Allemagne

annee oo neufzero simply ends. Unlike in Alphaville, there is no longer any outerland
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to return to and no place to escape from. Caution's journey has not led anywhere. The
signifiers of history, which for the moment remain in East Berlin, will be subsumed by
the reunification of Germany, and with it a guarantee of international-style shopping
malls and their attached museums. For Godard, this leaves Germany (and by exten-
sion Europe) without a past. History, as he says, "is always alone." On both sides of
the Wall, we see the failure of the state as the producer of culture, ideas, and history.

In this deformed narrative of nation, even the hope of a rebuilt postwar state-
sponsored culture (on both sides of the Wall), with its accompanying state-constructed
museums, produced nothing more than an image of itself.6 Godard raises the ques-
tion of the appropriation of art and artists by the state. A voice-over says that "artists
who painted under orders were the most hypocritical." Velazquez, Giotto, Diirer. Italy,
Spain, Germany. "Nothing but state art—art dictated by the state. Always." There is
an image of Goebbels over a swastika. The voice continues in the film's first direct
mention of Nazism, "that awful Diirer, precursor and predecessor of Nazism, who put
nature on canvas and killed it." In the German state's postwar incarnation, it again
appropriates art to produce an image of itself as the embodiment of individual freedom.

In 1955 Germany's international arts festival Documenta was established in Kassel.
Its first exhibition was a major revival of the modernist "degenerate art" banned under
the Nazis in order to return Germany to the artistic mainstream of European cul-
ture. In 1959 Documenta 2 introduced American abstract expressionism in Germany
(Huyssen, Twilight Memories, 201). American abstract expressionism, with its state-
sponsored international touring exhibitions, had become an icon for the emerging
hegemony of American culture and its notions of freedom of expression in postfascist
Europe. In postwar Germany, art was no longer seen simply as individual expression,
a manifestation of national cultural identity, but actually became a currency used to
reconstruct an image of Germany as a state among states. The implication is that cul-
ture in the context of international capital is no longer necessary to the construction
of a national identity; rather, it is something to be appropriated as mise-en-scene in
the solipsistic dramas of interstate power relations. Hence the subtitle to Allemagne
annee 90 neufzero: "Solitudes: A State and Variations." This may be Godard's bleak-
est work, producing a sense of futility by showing that no amount of human ingenu-
ity or knowledge can stop or prevent this "state machine" from reproducing itself in
whatever form necessary.

The Berlin Wall, both in its past physical incarnation and now in its absent pres-
ence, is like the Deleuzian crystal, now made grotesquely of concrete, where the past
and the present, the virtual and the real, become indistinguishable. Between these
"states"—the past of Germany, of World War II, of the Cold War, and the present
with its reunification and late capitalist condition—time becomes unstuck. For Godard,
there is no chronology, one can no longer think history linearly, space becomes deter-
ritorialized, and distinctions between East and West, past and present, become sub-
sumed by the specter of global capital.

Deleuze, however, attempts to turn the implications of this kind of apocalyptic
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vision into possibilities for new ways of thinking that allow for dynamic networks of
discursive relations between ideas, territories, and moments of time. Deleuzian thought
is one of transformation or, as he describes it, "of becoming." This Utopian idea is
embodied by an experimental cinema—a plastic grouping of spatial and temporal
relations or becomings—in which unimagined events may occur. A film like Godard's
Allemagne annee 90 neufzero, then, despite its dark vision of the present, is connected
inextricably to Deleuze's vision in that it demands that we think time in its multi-
plicities rather than in its chronologies and therefore challenges us to think our forms
of representations—like history—differently.

Persistence

Berlin: Symphony of a Great City, Walter Ruttmann's 1927 film portrait of early-
twentieth-century Berlin, renders that city and urban modernity as the embodiment
of human progress. As a modernist work of art, Ruttmann's film eschews nineteenth-
century forms of melodramatic narration for the kineticism of the cinematic, creating
dynamic portraits of the rush of urban daily life, endless modern buildings, industrial
sites, and the ever forward movement of streetcars and high-speed railroads. In this
film, Berlin held the promise that twentieth-century modernity would progress inex-
orably forward into the future. Seventy years later, Daniel Eisenberg's film Persistence:
Film in 24 Absences/Presences/Prospects (1997) offers a countermeditation on this Euro-
pean city, whose future, as it happened, was very different from that imagined in
Ruttmann's hopeful vision. In Persistence, Berlin is a city encased in scaffolding, shown
as a living ruin. This is the third in a trilogy of films in which Eisenberg has exam-
ined the problems of representing European history in the post-Wo rid War II period.
Like Cooperation of Parts, and his film Displaced Person (1981), Persistence examines the
problems of historiographic representation as personal and aesthetic experience.

Elegiac and contemplative, befitting the moment after a major upheaval, Persis-
tencewas shot in 1991-92 in Berlin just after the reunification of East and West Berlin
and the collapse of the Soviet Union. Neither simple historical documentary nor im-
pressionistic portrait, the images in this episodic film essay, as the title suggests, are
structured in twenty-four sections that fall under three headings: "Absences," "Pres-
ences," and "Prospects." Often these headings are combined to contextualize the same
images and sequences, indicating the fluidity of the actual, virtual, and potential within
historiographic narrative. The film is a complexly structured amalgam of footage that
Eisenberg filmed in and around Berlin during this transitional period of the early
nineties, archival footage of the bombed-out city between 1945 and 1947, and other
dramatic and documentary footage of the postwar period. Woven throughout this
material we hear a range of texts read voice-over, from radio news reports describing
the collapse of the Soviet Union and its subsequent withdrawal of troops from Ger-
many, to a series of journal entries written by the filmmaker during this time, as well
as ones by the writers Max Frisch, Stig Dagerman, and Janet Planner, who were in
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Berlin at the end of World War II. Unidentified until the end credits, these voice-over
excerpts from the writers' journals are juxtaposed with Eisenberg's Berlin footage. Hear-
ing accounts of the confusion and displacement among the rubble of Berlin of 1945
while seeing images of modern-day Berlin with its decaying and still bullet-pocked
building facades produces an eerie temporal elision between the two moments. In this
way, Eisenberg turns Berlin into a kind of "history machine" in which relationships
between events, objects, institutions, and politics, as they move through time, pro-
duce assemblages of possible connections between past, present, and future.

Here I am taking this notion of history as a "machinic" assemblage from Deleuze's
concept of the "literary machine," an assemblage of formal elements, tropes, and res-
onances that, as Scott Durham writes, "is not representational but performative: rather
than aiming at the representation of a pre-existing truth it seeks the production of
certain effects" (Phantom Communities, 229). This Deleuzian history machine is con-
stantly producing truth effects that denaturalize or challenge the sense of pastness as
a distinct moment from the present. The history machine is not a self-contained total-
ity but a multiplicity: "It functions only in and through the dynamic interaction of
detached and heterogeneous elements, whose mobile relations to one another . . . are
determined by the imminent functioning of the machine itself" (228-29). Eisenberg
uses the unique temporal and spatial plasticity of cinema to produce new assemblages
in order to rethink the narrative possibilities of historical representation. In the con-
text of Berlin as a physical site in transition, the film calls into question linear and
causal narratives of historical time to suggest a history of superimposition and simul-
taneity and raises the possibility that, in the filmmaker's words, "what is present now,
may also have been present before and what is absent now may be present tomorrow."7

As a crossroads between a geopolitical East and West and the epicenter of most
of the transformative events of twentieth-century Europe, Berlin is the site that bears
the traces of such events from which the materials of German, European, and even
global histories of this century are currently being constructed. In Persistence Eisenberg
focuses on the moment after a major historical event such as Germany's reunification
because such transitional moments produce a momentary no-man's-land of not-yet-
narrativized events that produce new possibilities for thinking the relationship between
past and present. The intense reorganization of the city—the restoration of destroyed
buildings, the removal of monuments of the past regime, and the changing uses of
institutions—not only creates a new physical landscape that the film imagistically ren-
ders palpable, but also shows how such physical changes produce new readings of the
events that happened in and around them. Eisenberg uses the presence of what is left
after both the war and the reunification to examine how the meanings and uses of
such objects and institutions are redefined as time passes (Figure 20).

In Persistence, he uses architecture in various states of decay and renovation as a
way of visualizing and spatializing the temporal instability between past and present.
Rather than using the kineticism of cinematic movement to focus on the present tense,
as Ruttmann does in his Berlin, Eisenberg uses the duration of the cinematic image
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unfolding in time to produce specters of the past in the present. Early in the film, he
presents the Greek ruins on the grounds of the Sans Souci castle on the outskirts of
Berlin. These were built as ruins by Fredrick the Great in the eighteenth century as
his personal history machine, perhaps to contemplate his own place in time through
the evocation of the signs of an imagined past. As a fake ruin, the monument in the
film becomes a metaphor for the way objects—in their material existence—can be
loosened from what they signify in the present, to become even more complex signi-
fies of the multiple relationships between different moments in time. Similarly Eisen-
berg uses film images to create the possibility for one to contemplate the relationships
between multiple moments in time, as their meanings (as given in different temporal
moments) inflect one another simultaneously.

In Persistence Eisenberg also moves beyond the contemplation of images as meta-
phors for multiple moments in time that exist simultaneously. Rather, he creates direct
images of time. The real-time duration of the shot unfolding in the present, the rep-
resented temporal moment within the shot, and the virtual moment of the past's pres-
ent all coexist within the same shot and are often indistinguishable. This can be seen

Figure 20. Persistence.- Film in 24 Absences/Presences/Prospects (Daniel Eisenberg, 1997). An absent presence,

1991. Photograph courtesy of Daniel Eisenberg.
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productively in Deleuzian terms as a "crystal image," which describes the phenomenon
of a film image that is at once actual and virtual. In conventional film constructions
of virtuality such as the memory flashback or dream sequence, there is a clear distinc-
tion between the movement of the actual to the virtual—when the film's plot moves
from the present and then to the past. The crystal image instead creates a situation of
"an actual image and its own virtual image, to the extent that there is no longer any
linkage of the real and the imaginary, but indiscernihility of the two, a perpetual
exchange" (Deleuze, Cinema 2, 273). One facet of the image is constantly becoming
part of, or is reflecting, the other, producing an ever-widening circuit of associations
and events within the image. While the evocative nature of such complex images can
produce multifaceted connections in the mind of the viewer, Deleuze also takes seri-
ously the phenomenological qualities of this kind of crystalline description as "the
objective characteristic of certain existing images which are by nature double" (69). In
this sense, the crystal image is not simply representational in that it stimulates virtual
associations among signs, as in montage. Here, it is the direct presentation of time in
which all of the image's temporal possibilities are contained within the shot that pro-
duces multiple narrative possibilities for the relation between past, present, and future.
The crystal image produces an

indiscernibility of the real and the imaginary . . . go [ing] beyond all psychology of

the recollection or dream, and all the physics of action. What we see in the crystal is

no longer the empirical progression of time as succession of presents, nor its indirect

representation as interval or as whole; it is its direct presentation, its constitutive

dividing in two into a present which is passing and a past which is preserved, the

strict contemporaneity of the present with the past that it will be, of the past with
the present that it has been. (274)

In Persistence, in one fixed shot lasting nearly five minutes, we contemplate the side
of a tall building somewhere in Berlin, which is inscribed with the remnant outline
of a once-attached building. A palimpsest, this ghostly outline indicates the past exis-
tence of the missing building, marking the transformation Berlin has undergone. At
the same time, it evokes the specter of the catastrophic events of Berlin's recent past.
After a time, a modern train moves into the frame in front of the building, and pas-
sengers disembark while we see others through the train window sitting and waiting.
The train pulls away, revealing the wall and its ghostly outline once again (Figure 21).
In this single shot, the present multiplies as we experience several different dimen-
sions of time that coexist simultaneously and define the space of the city in relation
to the movement of time: (i) the moment of the existence of the building that is now
just an outline; (2) the moment of the filming when the train pulls in; (3) the moment
of our watching the cinematic trace of this complex time-image in the movie theater;
and (4) the combination of these three aspects to produce an image that is at once
actual and virtual. It is the continuous duration of the shot that releases the actual and



Figure 21. Persistence: Film in 24 Absences/Presences/Prospects.

A single shot, in which the present multiplies to reveal the

coexistence of several different dimensions of time defining the space

of the city in relation to the movement of time. Photograph courtesy

of Daniel Eisenberg.
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virtual moments of time, creating a temporally faceted image of the space of Berlin.
Such an image accurately matches the dynamics of change in a politically volatile city
such as Berlin.

In Persistence Eisenberg has cinematically constructed the entire city of Berlin as
a crystalline sign. In another sequence, nearly hidden behind a complex web of scaf-
folding, we see the renovation of an immense synagogue. Eisenberg shows these images
without commentary, allowing viewers the space to contemplate the remains of this
once elegant center of a thriving Jewish community. This actual image of the syna-
gogue produces a pure virtuality: that of the German Jewish community. The silent
gaze of the camera is at once of an image of the synagogue in renovation and the re-
flection of an absent presence. Such reflections can indeed cause reflection: What is
the purpose of this renovation? Will it be a museum to show future generations of
Germans how this now extinct community lived? Or, more phantasmatically, is it
being rebuilt in the hope that Jews might return to Berlin once again, take up use of
the synagogue, and further render past events invisible? This exchange between the
actual and the virtual in such an image reveals the often confused and unpredictable
quality of the historical movement of a city that, in one moment in time, mobilized
itself to destroy its Jewish community and then, in another, expresses that loss as a
desire for its return. Both are given as thought in relation to the actual of what is seen
in the shot.

While the use of static shots of such long duration is a strategy that has been used
by many avant-garde filmmakers as a way to produce a contemplative experience of
an image in real time, Eisenberg uses such durational images to a different effect. Film-
makers such as Chantal Akerman (News from Home [1976], D'Est [1993]), Peter Hutton
(The New York Portrait series [1978-90], Lodz Symphony [1991-93]), James Benning
(// x 14 [1976]), and Michael Snow La region centrale [1971]) also use shots of long
duration. But they are often less concerned with using the present as a way to evoke the
past than they are in heightening the experience of the image in the present through
the real-time duration of the shot as it is being projected. In these films, the past is the
moment that the shot was made, which stands in a dialectical relation to the present
moment of the viewing of the film. The time of the image heightens a sense of the
present that is often experienced as a sublime encounter with the act of vision, as in
Benning and Hutton. In other cases, the long shot is used to evoke states of conscious-
ness, as in Akerman or Snow. In contrast, Eisenberg uses shots of long duration to pro-
duce an image that opens onto multiple temporal moments of the past and present
simultaneously, giving rise to virtualities that can occur in the interplay between such
moments in the mind of the viewer.

Persistence appears to be an analytic exposition concerned with the ways in which
objects, such as a piece of paper, photograph, or roll of film, become a document and
how their use value and meaning constantly shift. At the same time, the film is a poetic
look at objects that are rendered visible in ways that reveal aspects often ignored by con-
ventional social documentarians and historians. These ways might include an object's
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metaphoric possibility, its beauty, or its potential for having new meanings reinscribed
onto it. Eisenberg has resurrected images whose value in one context has long passed,
and has brought them forth in another, giving them the possibility of a continued
presence within new historical discourses. In Persistence, history is movement. This
movement is the present constantly rethinking its relation to the past; what is under-
stood as a past is constantly changing because of what is happening in the present.
This, by necessity, is a rethinking of historical narrative that takes into account the
dynamic nature of time—which is always in flux—rather than the traditional forms
of historical narrative, which constructs pastness as hidebound, already known and
received as "truth."

With the increase in cinematographic documentation of events during the twen-
tieth century, film images have only recently become central to the historiographic
process. Which images are preserved as artifacts and documents and which are dis-
carded as useless change over time and context. How this material is understood and
used as evidence and knowledge in the representation of events, then, is only now
becoming a serious question. Much of the archival footage seen in Persistence was shot
by the U.S. Army Signal Corps during the occupation of Germany in 1945. Now that
Berlin has long since been rebuilt, the military has little use for such footage, and it
was scheduled to be destroyed. Going through this material slated for incineration,
Eisenberg discovered long, quiet tracking shots of the decimated city rendered in
beautiful deep focus with highly saturated color, as well as aerial shots of the city,
which looks like an unearthed archaeological site. In other shots, we see the stirrings
of the city digging out after weeks of warfare. The occasional tram passes by. Women
and children walk through the rubble. Occupation soldiers pose for photographs in
front of ruined monuments. Seeing such prosaic shots, one wonders what possible use
they had for the military. But placed in this film, they reveal a latent poetry, allowing
us to contemplate the fragility of the urban landscape. This city, once the embodi-
ment of progress, has become a wilderness of rubble where neighborhoods in which
people spent their entire lives are altered beyond recognition. In the footage, Berliners
are trying to resume their former lives despite the utter incongruity between the dev-
astated city and their attempts to carry out the activities of daily life. We see people
pushing baby carriages, carrying furniture and bags of food. Women are dressed in
urban street clothes, wearing high heels, looking as if they are on their way to some
prewar office job as they stumble across mangled iron girders of destroyed buildings.
The focus in this image on the incongruities of such wreckage also creates a Deleuz-
ian crystalline image in which "the past does not follow the present that it is no longer,
it coexists with the present it was. The present is the actual image, and its contempo-
raneous past is the virtual image, the image in a mirror" (Cinema 2, 79). Here the
image of the mundane activities and dress of the people becomes the mirror image of
the city's quotidian past seen in the midst of the otherworldly present of the city's
destruction.

Eisenberg pushes the problem even further by introducing yet another mode of
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cinematic discourse—the dramatic film. Intercut throughout Persistence are sequences
from Roberto Rossellini's neorealist film Germany Year Zero (Italy, 1947). This film was
shot in the same streets about two years after the archival military footage. Rossellini
shows the devastated city as part of a fictional drama depicting Berliners trying to re-
construct their daily lives in the wake of the German defeat. The film follows a young
boy named Edmund as he walks through the rubble. Between the two types of footage,
the viewer's ability to discern what is documentary and what is fictional construction
becomes blurred. The fiction of Germany Year Zero produces a greater "reality effect"—
creating a stronger feeling of historical truth through the viewer's identification with
the fictional character and dramatic compositions of Rossellini's camera—than the
distanced, surveying camera of the surrealistically beautiful military documents. Perhaps
more influential than any other genre of filmmaking in the postwar period, neorealism
(Rossellini was one of its central practitioners) raised the possibility of integrating the
image of place as it is at the moment of filming with dramatic conceits, calling into
question lines between the actual and the simulated. Using Germany Year Zero at once
as an homage and critique, Persistence goes even further to show how the categories of
document/staging and past/present are merely rhetorical constructs by using conti-
nuity editing conventions to construct artificial relationships between a fictional film
like Germany Year Zero and the documentary footage shot in the present. As the cam-
era explores the ruins of the synagogue, Eisenberg cuts to Edmund walking through
an equally devastated building in Germany Year Zero; the use of simple match cutting
and shot—reverse shot techniques makes the wandering Edmund appear to move
through time between 1947 and 1991. We see the same character in the same streets
and buildings simultaneously in two moments of time. In this sequence it is the cut,
rather than the long take, that opens onto the crystalline description of time by momen-
tarily making the actual and virtual indistinct. We see Edmund gazing down a flight
of stairs in 1947, and the cut shows us that what he is looking at is the lower level of
the synagogue in 1991. The dramatic power of the actor's gaze carries over between the
two moments in time.

Along with the shifting meaning and significance of the document, Persistence also
explores the ways in which institutions that collect and house such documents pro-
duce fluid relations between past and present. Museums, archives, libraries, schools,
and other institutions are constantly shifting the meanings of the objects stored in
them according to the ideologies of those in power or the shifting hegemony of soci-
ety itself. Eisenberg shows how this has been an almost constant occurrence in Berlin.
In a sequence filmed inside the former Stasi headquarters in what was once East Berlin,
we learn from the voice-over that the building once housed an archive for the files on
one out of every three citizens of the GDR, and that if laid out side by side the files
would extend over two hundred kilometers. The possibility that files documenting each
individual's daily activities could be used by the government in any way it wanted
kept the East Germans in a constant state of fear. Once the GDR collapsed, this active
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tool of governmental control was turned into a museum containing documentary
evidence of what are now called "past abuses" of the government's power. Eisenberg
is obsessed with the ways in which institutions that were once functional have been
redefined as descriptive exhibits of a seemingly inert past.

In yet another sequence, he explores in long, slow pans the human experimenta-
tion room in what was the Sachsenhausen concentration camp just outside Berlin.
Now it serves as a museum, so that anyone may see the tiled operating tables of the
laboratory and the instruments locked in glass cases. Long gone are the bodies on
which experiments were performed. The instruments have been washed clean and are
neatly displayed as artifacts of a time forever past. A voice-over is heard in the form
of a birthday letter from a son to his aged mother who survived such a camp. The son
explains that his visit to Sachsenhausen only increased the distance between her expe-
rience and his ability to understand it. As the tour of the camp continues, we learn
that it had recently been firebombed by a neo-Nazi group protesting contemporary
German immigrant policies in the wake of a visit to the camp by the late Israeli prime
minister Yitzhak Rabin. The evocation of the web of histories around this site—from
scientific laboratory to torture chamber museum to political symbol to protest site—
defies any stable meaning of this place as it moves through history.

Along with the activity of reconfiguring relationships between past and present,
the film itself is an archive of images of Berlin in 1991. Persistence documents objects
and sites that are in the process of disappearing forever. Part of the reconfiguring of
Berlin as a unified city includes the erasure of much of the evidence of the forced divi-
sion. Immediately after the reunification, statues, monuments, and military installa-
tions were dismantled. The empty areas surrounding the Berlin Wall were rebuilt.
The film carefully documents such sites in anticipation of the receding and eventual
erasure of the period of the city's division. The film attempts to stand as a counter-
memory to the construction of whatever master narrative may emerge in the current
German effort to reconstitute its national identity as a single unified nation.

With the film's slow pacing, long static shots of present-day Berlin, and silent
views of past archival footage, the experience of watching Persistence gives the self-
conscious viewer the room to think in relation to the complexity rather than the sim-
plification of the changes that are taking place. Beyond the representations that
images contain, in the slow pacing, it is possible for one to develop an attentiveness
to aspects of these images not immediately identifiable as meaningful. As the viewer
begins to find himself or herself in the act of observing, aspects of the film slowly
come to have meaning: its filmic texture, the quality of light, scratches and dirt par-
ticles marring the film surface, the way a shadow changes the contours of a building
as the sun moves behind a cloud, and how bodies move in space in different moments
in time. All of this becomes significant to the viewer's sense of temporal movement.
This kind of attention to the subtle processes of cognition and decentered meanings
within film images is pivotal to Eisenberg's questioning of the rhetorics of historical
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narration and opens the possibility for counterhistories. Thus the film suggests a dis-
course that moves beyond hollow post-Cold War rhetorics of victories and defeats or
accusations and guilt that surround "the German Question" into more constructive
perspectives on the integration of the past into a dynamic future.

A question that becomes implicit in the film's reflexive deconstruction of the nar-
rativization of Berlin's postwar history is the filmmaker's own subject position. This
question is implicit, largely because there is little overt reference in the film to the
author's identity. Because the work is for the most part about the problems of repre-
sentation, who the filmmaker is and why he traveled from the United States to wit-
ness such a transition become absent questions that persist in the film. What does it
mean for an American to be engaged in a reformulation of German history? Eisen-
berg does little within the film to include his own relationship to Berlin. That the
author's position must be included in such a project is debatable. In the last ten years,
the first-person documentary, in which the filmmaker's own relation to his or her sub-
ject is often more foregrounded than the subject itself, has come to be seen as a major
solution to the problems of transparent representation. Because the use of the first-
person narrative is often reduced to a stylistic trope or structuring device, it has become
clear that such narratives can produce a subject as self-consciously constructed as
fictional characters, creating yet another level of illusion to sort through. Perhaps Eisen-
berg's biography—European parents who were Holocaust survivors, and an artist's
fellowship to live in Germany for a year—can be significant in explaining the motiva-
tion behind this project. But this kind of information simplifies what are more com-
plex questions about modern transnational interrelationships and how major historical
events have begun to cut across national boundaries and identities.

After a century of forced displacements, mass deportations, and emigrations of
entire communities from one part of the world to another, the question arises: can
historical events still be understood as local or even locatable phenomena? Coupled
with the rise of high technologies that allow capital, information, and people to move
fluidly across national and geographical boundaries, our modern conception of his-
torical narrative becomes spatial. In this sense, the writing of history in relation to
geopolitical boundaries becomes largely iconic rather than real. The presupposition
that a whole nation's, or culture's history can be written from any totalizing point of
view has become harder to maintain. Fredric Jameson sees the breakup of the notion
of totalizable history as part of a shift away from temporal constructions of history
that culminate in the totality of the present in relation to a remembered past. In place
of such totalities, he suggests the notion of "cognitive mapping," which spatializes our
conception of events across distinct and noncommunicating sets that no longer add
up to a single entity or past. This produces new kinds of problems for how to repre-
sent the indeterminability of the individual's relationship to a past. As Jameson writes:

An aesthetic of cognitive mapping—a pedagogical political culture which seeks to en-

dow the individual subject with some new heightened sense of its place in the global



Virtualities — 91

system—will necessarily have to respect [a] now enormously complex representational

dialectic and invent radically new forms in order to do it justice. (Postmodernism, 54)

Eisenberg's project in Persistences to do just that. The film's relationship to Germany
is complex, crisscrossing personal, political, and cultural histories. There are the Cold
War politics that redefined the United States and Germany in the postwar period, the
intertwined cultural legacies that have shaped the consciousness of artists and intel-
lectuals in the United States and Europe during the twentieth century, as well as Eisen-
berg's own European history of familial destruction, displacement, and emigration.
The film is a "cognitive map" across discontinuous spaces, cultures, and, most crucially,
temporalities. In this sense the film is pedagogical: it creates new kinds of networks
to express spatial and temporal relations, teaching us to think of them as multiplici-
tous rather than sequential.8

A work of art such as Persistence, a singly authored film made by an American Jew
about Berlin, also raises the question of the individual voice speaking in relation to
notions of nationality that are changing in the current period of globalization. If glob-
alization is the undoing of national boundaries, creating a hybridization of cultures
and identities, it becomes harder for anyone to claim a national history as simply his
or her own. The writing of history can no longer be seen as a solely national project

when the demarcations between nations and their internal politics are subsumed by
the developing global economy and become deeply interconnected with the politics
of other nations. How national history relates to the formation of individual identity,
and who is authorized to write history or represent events and experiences, can no
longer be based only on the preeminence of personal experience and national alle-
giances. A film like Persistence contributes to an opening out of historiography beyond
localized accounts and interpretations and continues the process of undermining out-
moded notions of a single, unified national identity. It begins to define a postmodern
aesthetic practice that no longer depends solely on the fixity of identity, nationality,
or even a direct temporal relationship to events in order to authorize the renarration
of the past. For a non-German artist like Eisenberg to intervene with his film in this
transitional moment is not an act of cultural imperialism; rather, it shows the Ger-
man project of national reunification to be just one of many narrative constructions
of nation—all of which may be equally fictive and rhetorical. Still, Eisenberg holds to
the possibility that the film image carries with it its own history and meanings that
can be rendered visible as it moves through time. Documenting the present becomes
a constant necessity in order to construct an accurate image of the past. In Persistence,
Eisenberg raises important questions about the relationship between document and
history, asking at what points they are different and when they are one and the same.
This is an important difference between the interrogation of the image of Berlin's his-
tory in Persistence and the play of its history in Allemagne annee 90 neufzero. Godard
has less interest in the meanings that images may carry over time than the ways in
which they can be inscribed with meaning at any given moment in history.
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The final image in Persistences the giant statue of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels
in Marx-Engels Platz, in what was once East Berlin. Filmed from behind the sculp-
ture, tourists are seen photographing each other next to the two huge figures, who
seem to be gazing out into the clouds above the industrial landscape of Berlin. Spray-
painted on the base of the statue are the words, in German, "Next time everything
will be better." Clearly sardonic, but with more than a tinge of hope, this motto seems
to be a challenge to continue—despite the past—the struggle for humane social trans-
formation (Figure 22).

B/Side

Many urban artists who lived through the gentrification of the major American cities
during the 19805 and struggled to find low-priced work and living space in the midst
of skyrocketing rents unwittingly found themselves in coalition and more often in
conflict with the urban poor who were being pushed out of their housing and into the
streets. In cities like New York and San Francisco, artist colonization of low-income

Figure 22. Persistence-. Film in 24 Absences/Presences/Prospects. "Next time everything will be better." Photograph
courtesy of Daniel Eisenberg.


