cinés/cités  

As a part of our exploration of a variety of modes of understanding the city, Monday night film screenings will accompany the course. The series will feature both narratives in which the city plays a prominent role, and documentaries which articulate a particular viewpoint on the city. Films will be preceded by a brief critical introduction from one of the professors or invited guests. 
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The classic text connecting film to our experience of urban life is the following, from Walter Benjamin:

“Our taverns and our metropolitan streets, our offices and our furnished rooms, our railroad stations and our factories appeared to have us locked up hopelessly. Then came the film and burst this prison-world asunder by the dynamite of the tenth of a second, so that now, in the midst of its far-flung ruins and debris, we calmly and adventurously go traveling. With the close-up, space expands; with slow motion, movement is extended. The enlargement of a snapshot does not simply render more precise what in any case was visible, though unclear: it reveals entirely new structural formations of the subject…   Evidently a different nature opens itself to the camera than opens to the naked eye – if only because an unconsciously penetrated space is substituted for a space consciously explored by man…” 

(Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” part xiii, in Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt, New York: Schocken Books, 1985, pg. 236)

This “different nature” is one associated with the shocks and experiences of urban life:

 “The film is the art form that is in keeping with the increased threat to his life which modern man has to face. Man’s need to expose himself to shock effects is his adjustment to the dangers threatening him. The film corresponds to profound changes in the apperceptive apparatus – changes that are experienced on an individual scale by the man in the street in big-city traffic, on a historical scale by every present-day citizen.” (ibid., fn 19. p. 250)

Film is a remarkably appropriate way of representing our experience of the city. Particularly, one might say, of Montréal, which can be so theatrical or “cinematic” in its public life: the posing of people in cafés and on the street, the participation in festival, the enjoyment of spectacle; and which has such interesting, diverse and often imposing physical features to serve as cinematic backdrops and characters in their own right. 



