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In the wake of recent transformations in moving-image media and screen cul-
ture, there is a growing sense today that linear narrative may be losing its long-
held dominance. From the prevalence of special effects in popular cinema to 
the practice of found-footage film and museum installations, the digital age is 
downplaying narrative’s developmental logic in favor of attractional, struc-
tural, or simply visceral presentational modes.1 Thus Lev Manovich has 
famously argued that the “age of the computer” ushered in a paradigm shift 
from an art of narrative to one of “database.”2 Detectible above all in interac-
tive computer formats but also in film work such as that of Peter Greenaway, 
database art presents its material not as a syntagmatic chain of events but as a 
“list of items”: a paradigmatic inventory of all the potential choices—or other 
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possible stories—excluded by traditional narrative.3 Manovich’s vocabulary of 
the database finds an echo in another term frequently invoked to describe 
the recent upsurge in found-footage film: the archive. Christa Blümlinger, for 
example, uses the term archive film art (Archivfilmkunst) to designate any 
number of variations on found-footage film in Austria and Germany, from 
Matthias Müller and Christophe Girardet’s structural remontage of Alfred 
Hitchcock (Phoenix Tapes, 2001) to Gustav Deutsch’s explorations into the 
ontology of moving images.4

Looking for precursors to such archival explorations, several writers 
have suggested the work of Walter Benjamin and Aby Warburg, whose sig-
nature modernist archival projects sought to transform linear development—
the history of nineteenth-century capitalism in Benjamin’s Passagenwerk and 
the migration of significant gestures and bodily expressions across different 
historical epochs and domains of visual culture in Warburg’s Mnemosyne 
Atlas—into the mode of simultaneous spatialized montage.5 But insofar as 
database art involves the exchange of syntagmatic for paradigmatic presen-
tational modes in moving-image art, one could also look—as Manovich him-
self does in his analysis of Dziga Vertov’s Man with a Movie Camera (1929)—
at another phenomenon from the late 1920s: the city symphony film, with its 
emphasis on representing simultaneous actions and cataloging typical mani-
festations of city life.6 Expanding on this intuition here, this article explores 
the archival logic at work in a particular form of montage that informed the 
city symphonies as well as many other forms of visual culture in the late 1920s: 
the Querschnitt, or “cross section.” Best known for its use in “cross-sectional 
films” (Querschnittfilme), the term Querschnitt tended to designate the explo-
ration of the relations between simultaneous phenomena rather than the cause-
and-effect links between contiguous events. Thus in a section of his book Der 
sichtbare Mensch (Visible Man, 1924) titled “Simultaneismus und Refrain” 
(“Simultaneism and Refrain”), Béla Balázs described cross-sectional montage 
as follows: “[Simultaneism] is based on the same idea: namely, that the repre-

3. Ibid., 225.
4. Blümlinger, Kino aus zweiter Hand, 54.
5. See Mathew Rampley, “Archives of Memory: Walter Benjamin’s Arcades Project and Aby 

Warburg’s Mnemosyne Atlas,” in The Optic of Walter Benjamin, ed. Alex Coles (London: Black Dog, 
1999), 94–119; Benjamin Buchloh, “Gerhart Richter’s Atlas: The Anomic Archive,” October, no. 88 
(1999): 117–45, esp. 122–34; Philippe-Alain Michaud, Aby Warburg and the Image in Motion, trans. 
Sophie Hawkes (New York: Zone, 2004), 37, 39, 261–62, 282–89; and Blümlinger, Kino aus zweiter 
Hand, 30–31.

6. Manovich, Language of New Media, 239.
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sentation should not focus only on a single image of the world, but rather 
show numerous simultaneous phenomena, even if these bear no causal rela-
tion to one another or to the main element. Such sequences, by offering a 
cross section of life as a whole, attempt to produce a cosmic impression, a 
total image of the world.”7 While Balázs’s description anticipates his own 
experiments in Die Abenteuer eines Zehnmark scheins (The Adventures of a 
Ten-Mark Note, 1926), which used the journey of a ten-mark bill to thema-
tize the simultaneous forms of social life coexisting in the city, it found an 
even more sustained realization in signature city films such as Ruttmann’s 
Berlin: Die Sinfonie der Großstadt (Berlin: Symphony of a Great City, 1927). 
Ruttmann’s film does contain a rudimentary chronological axis in the form 
of the advancing workday, which brings about an alternating intensification 
and relaxation of the rhythms of work and leisure. However, this longitudinal 
perspective, presented as a series of five “shifts” rather than a continuous 
development, serves as a pretext for spreading out laterally, through cross-
sectional montage, to compare numerous analogous gestures, actions, or phe-
nomena: from the various openings of windows at the beginning of the film 
to the simultaneous forms of marching, traffic flows, machine movement, 
or leisure activities. A similar tension marks the collective film Menschen 
am Sonntag (People on Sunday, 1929); while partly constructed around its 
protagonists’ meetings and Sunday outing to the Wannsee, the film also 
repeatedly interrupts this narrative line to illustrate the simultaneous life—the 
four million inhabitants of Berlin mentioned in the closing titles—teeming 
all about them. In this way the film makes conscious (most famously in a 
long sequence of snapshots taken by a photographer on the beach) the var-
ious other “choices” that the filmmakers might have made for their story 
(figs. 1A–1D).

But although these city films are considered the premier cross-sectional 
films of the Weimar era, the term Querschnitt had a much wider resonance 
in Weimar culture—one that included not only experimental or avant-garde 
film but also the genre of the Kulturfilm, as well as photography and print 
genres. Taking this broader context, as well as the history of the term Quer-
schnitt, into account, I read cross-sectional montage not only as a precursor to 

7. “Es liegt [im Simultaneismus] dieselbe Absicht zugrunde: nämlich die, sich in der Darstellung 
nicht nur auf ein einziges Bild der großen Welt zu konzentrieren, sondern eine Menge gleichzeitiger 
Ereignisse zu zeigen, auch wenn diese miteinander und mit der Hauptsache in gar keinem kausalen 
Zusammenhang stehen. So wollen sie mit einem Querschnitt des ganzen Lebens einen kosmischen 
Eindruck hervorrufen, eine Totale der Welt” (Béla Balázs, Der sichtbare Mensch [1924] [Frankfurt 
am Main: Suhrkamp, 2008], 89).
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contemporary “archival art” but also as an effort to come to terms with an 
“archive” already present in the 1920s: namely, the proliferation of photo-
graphic and filmic images of the world. The appeal of such cross-sectional 
montage, I argue, lay in its status as a model of ordering, one that promised to 
make sense of a rapidly expanding visual archive.

The Querschnittfilm between Avant-Garde and Education
Although the term Querschnitt was already used in the early 1920s to 
describe a certain form of montage (as in the Balázs passage above), none of 
the works considered hallmarks of the Querschnittfilm today—neither Rutt-
mann’s Berlin nor Menschen am Sonntag nor Balázs’s Die Abenteuer eines 

Figure 1A. Woman’s face. Still from 
Menschen am Sonntag (1929).  
Time code: 44:38

Figure 1B. Woman’s face. Still from 
Menschen am Sonntag (1929).  
Time code: 44:52

Figure 1C. Woman’s face. Still from 
Menschen am Sonntag (1929).  
Time code: 45:01

Figure 1D. Woman’s face. Still from 
Menschen am Sonntag (1929).  
Time code: 45:07
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Zehnmarkscheins—received that generic title when it appeared.8 Rather, the 
term Querschnittfilm was first used in 1928 for a particular kind of Kultur-
film launched by Ufa, consisting of a remontage of excerpted footage from film 
archives and an explanatory lecture.9 Under the title “Das Auge der Welt” 
(“The Eye of the World”), Ufa proposed a series of six educational compilation 
films on such topics as occultism in film and profiles of individual directors, 

8. Balázs did describe his film as an attempt to show a Querschnitt of urban life already in 
1926, but he did not use the term Querschnittfilm (“Der Film sucht seinen Stoff,” in Schriften zum 
Film II, ed. Helmut H. Diederichs and Wolfgang Gersch [Berlin: Henschenverlag, 1984], 215).

9. On this point, see Antje Ehmann, “Wie Wirklichkeit erzählen? Methoden des Querschnitt-
films,” in Weimarer Republik, vol. 2 of Geschichte des dokumentarischen Films in Deutschland, 
ed. Peter Zimmermann (Stuttgart: Reclam, 2005), 576–600, esp. 588–91.

Figure 2. “Das Auge der Welt.” Advertisement for the Ufa Querschnittfilm series (1928). 
From Der Kinematograph, September 30, 1928
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all constructed from footage in the Ufa archive (fig. 2).10 The first film, Henny 
Porten: Leben und Laufbahn einer Filmkünstlerin (Henny Porten: Life and 
Career of a Film Actress, 1928), was assembled by Oskar Kalbus, a scientific 
consultant in the Ufa Kulturfilmabteilung, and featured forty excerpts from 
the films of a leading German star. Almost all the reviews of the Porten film 
spoke of the Querschnittfilm as a new genre designed to survey a given topic 
through specific examples.11 Although most of the planned films in the Ufa 
series went unrealized, the Porten film did launch something of a trend, as it 
was followed by several significant examples, such as Rund um die Liebe: Ein 
Querschnittsfilm (All about Love: A Cross-Section Film, 1929), assembled by 
Kalbus, which showcased various love scenes from German films; Von der 
Wundertrommel bis zum Werbetonfilm: Ein Querschnitt durch zwanzig Jahre 
Pinschewerfilm (From the Zoetrope to Sound Advertising Film: A Cross-
Section through Twenty Years of Pinschewer Productions, 1929), assembled 
by Julius Pinschewer for the Welt-Reklame-Kongreß in Berlin; a number of 
films by Albrecht Viktor Blum, including Wasser und Wogen: Ein Quer-
schnittfilm and Quer durch den Sport (Water and Waves: A Cross-Section 
Film and Cross Section through Sports, both 1929);12 and Die Wunder der 
Welt (The Wonders of the World, 1930), assembled by the head of Ufa’s cul-
tural section, Edgar Beyfuß.

As a phenomenon of remontage, the Querschnittfilm was bound up 
with a new kind of thinking about the film archive in the late 1920s. Although 
calls for preservational film archives go back to the earliest years of filmic 
production, it was during the 1920s that the awareness of a growing archive 
of film material gained broader institutional momentum, largely propelled 

10. The projected films included Henny Porten: Leben und Laufbahn einer Filmkünstlerin; 
Nervosität, Hysterie oder Wahnsinn? (Nervousness, Hysteria, or Insanity?, on G. W. Pabst’s 
Geheimnisse einer Seele [Secrets of a Soul]); Filmschauspieler und Filmschauspielerin oder Wie 
werde ich Filmstar? (Film Actor and Actress; or, How Do I Become a Star?); Achtung! Aufnahme! 
Los! Moderne Filmregisseure bei der Arbeit (Lights, Camera, Action! Modern Directors at Work); 
Spuk, Geister und Expressionismus im Film (Ghosts, Spirits, and Expressionism in Film); Von 
Kindern und Tieren im Film (Children and Animals in Film); and Erotik und Ästhetik im Film 
(Eroticism and Aesthetics in Film). See “Das Auge der Welt,” Süddeutsche Filmzeitung, Septem-
ber 21, 1928.

11. In one article for Film-Kurier Kalbus himself claimed to have coined a new term: 
“‘Querschnittfilm’ . . . Schon wieder eine neues Wort! Ein neuer Begriff! Eine ganz neue Sache!” 
(“Querschnitt-Film,” Film-Kurier, September 29, 1928, quoted in Ehmann, “Wie Wirklichkeit 
erzäh len?,” 587).

12. Blum’s compilation films were used by László Moholy-Nagy as prime examples of the “film 
of the future” in his own lectures in Berlin. See H. S., “Der Film der Zukunft,” Lichtbild-Bühne, 
March 23, 1929, 20.
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by avant-garde circles, which led to the founding of state-run film archives in 
the 1930s.13 In Russia this archival impulse resulted in a new form of compi-
lation film, pioneered by Esfir Shub, which sought to repurpose archival 
footage (particularly newsreels) to instill it with revolutionary meaning. 
While some examples similar to the Soviet usage can be found in Germany,14 
the Ufa Querschnittfilm clearly had a different objective: to educate audiences 
on the history of the film industry itself. Indeed, whatever critiques reviewers 
might have voiced about the Porten film, Rund um die Liebe, and Pinschewer’s 
historical review of advertising film, they unanimously praised the new genre 
of the Querschnittfilm for its ability to educate audiences, beyond its particular 
subject, about the history of film—of technology, style, acting and directorial 
techniques—in a pleasurable way.15

In choosing the term Querschnitt to describe these archival compilation 
films, the filmmakers were, in fact, adopting a well-known concept of Weimar 
print culture, and one unique to Weimar, where the Querschnitt designated a 
collection or anthology on a given topic via representative examples. Countless 
book titles from the Weimar period—such as Junge Baukunst in Deutschland: 
Ein Querschnitt durch die Entwicklung neuer Baugestaltung in der Gegen-
wart (Recent Architecture in Germany: A Cross Section through the Devel-
opment of Contemporary Architectural Design, Heinrich de Fries, 1926) or 
Fazit: Ein Querschnitt durch die deutsche Publizistik (In Summary: A Cross 
Section through German Journalism, Ernst Glaeser, 1929)—attest to the 
emergence of a new marketplace for forms of popularized knowledge within 

13. See Jay Leyda, Films Beget Films (New York: Hill and Wang, 1964), 13–49; and Malte 
Hagener, Moving Forward, Looking Back: The European Avant-Garde and the Invention of Film 
Culture, 1919–1939 (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2007), 113–19. In Germany the 
first official state archive was founded in 1934 as part of the Reichsfilmkammer, but already in the 
1920s there were calls for a state archive. See, e.g., F[ritz] Schimmer, “Zur Frage des Reichsfilm-
archivs,” Lichtbild-Bühne, April 3, 1926, 11–14.

14. According to Balázs, the workers film society (Volksverband für Filmkunst), beginning 
in 1928, frequently bought up and reedited Ufa newsreels to imbue them with a class-conscious 
message (Theory of the Film [London: Dobson, 1952], 165–66; see also Leyda, Films Beget 
Films, 29).

15. One reviewer described the Henny Porten film as offering interesting information not only 
about Porten but also “about the development of film generally, . . . about techniques of directing, 
shooting and recording, as well as sets” (“Das Auge der Welt: Der erste Querschnitt-Film ‘Henny 
Porten,’” Lichtbild-Bühne, November 7, 1929, n.p.). Similar assessments could be found in other 
reviews. See “Henny Porten” (review), Kinematograph, no. 1162 (1929), n.p.; “Rund um die Liebe” 
(review), Berliner Börsen-Courier, May 12, 1929, repr. in Der Film der Weimarer Republik, 1929: 
Ein Handbuch der zeitgenössischen Kritik, ed. Gero Gandert (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1997), 560; and 
P. M., “Von der Wundertrommel bis zum Werbe-Tonfilm,” Lichtbild-Bühne, August 12, 1929, n.p.
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Germany’s new democracy.16 The Ufa series sought to transpose such popular 
educational presentations to film: as one reviewer of Rund um die Liebe 
described it, the new genre represented “an anthology of significant moments 
from German film literature . . . which have some theme in common.”17

Only later, beginning with Balázs’s Der Geist des Films (The Spirit of 
Film, 1930), did the term Querschnittfilm include the experimental and docu-
mentary films that we now associate with the genre. In appropriating the term, 
however, Balázs shifted the focus from education to questions of dramaturgy 
when he classified the Querschnittfilm as a particular variant of the “film with-
out a hero.”18 After Bálazs’s intervention, the Querschnittfilm was identified, 
internationally, with the typological dramaturgy characteristic of city sym-

16. Other examples include Ein Querschnitt durch die deutschen Städteverfassungen (A Cross 
Section through German City Constitutions, Albert Meyer-Lülmann, 1925), Musikdienst am Volk: 
Ein Querschnitt in Dokumenten (Music in the Service of the People: A Cross Section in Documents, 
ed. Fritz Jöde et al., 1927), Jean Arthur Rimbaud: Ein Querschnitt durch sein Leben und Werk (Jean 
Arthur Rimbaud: A Cross Section through His Life and Work, Paul Zech, 1927), Russland, Europa, 
Amerika: Ein architektonischer Querschnitt (Russia, Europe, America: An Architectural Cross Sec-
tion, Erich Mendelsohn, 1929), Das proletarische Schicksal: Ein Querschnitt durch die Arbeiter-
dichtung der Gegenwart (The Proletarian Destiny: A Cross Section through Contemporary Work-
ers’ Poetry, Hans Mühle, 1929), Der Berater: Ein Querschnitt auf dem Gebiet des Laienspiels, des 
Volkstanzes und der Jugendmusik (The Consultant: A Cross Section in the Field of Amateur Theater, 
Folk Dance, and Youth Music, ed. Frieda Cleve, 1929), Die Welt auf der Waage: Ein Querschnitt 
durch zwanzig Jahre Weltreise (The World in the Balance: A Cross Section through Twenty Years of 
World Travel, Colin Ross, 1930), and Leichte Tänze: Ein Querschnitt durch die neuen Tanzrhythmen 
für instruktive Zwecke (Easy Dances: A Cross Section through the Latest Dance Rhythms for Peda-
gogical Purposes, Matyas Seiber, 1933). To my knowledge, the first use of the term Querschnitt to 
describe an anthology in this sense was Gustav Wyneken’s text Wickersdorf: Ein Querschnitt (Wick-
ersdorf: A Cross Section, 1917).

17. Hans Kafka, “Liebe im Querschnitt,” Tempo, May 10, 1929, cited in Gandert, Der Film der 
Weimarer Republik, 560. In another review of Henny Porten for the British journal Close-Up, Andor 
Kraszna-Krausz described the new genre as a way to disseminate knowledge and allow audiences to 
take in the essentials of a given field in a single glance (or sitting). “Twenty years of film acting. They 
have never been so tersely put to us as here, netted in the short space of two hours” (“The Querschnitt-
film,” Close-Up 3, no. 5 [1928]: 27). The Porten film, he wrote, displays concisely “the acme of what 
Henny Porten can do,” a “summary of the whole” (30). Significantly, this use of the term Querschnitt 
as an “anthology” format would also persist, in both print and film form, after the Third Reich. Thus 
audiences could see, two years before Leni Riefenstahl’s Olympia film, a reportage on the Olympic 
games titled Olympische Spiele: Kurzer Querschnitt ([Berlin?], 1936), and interested readers could 
learn about the German air force in Vom Werden deutscher Luftgeltung: Ein Querschnitt durch die 
Entwicklung des deutschen Flugwesens (The Path of German Claims to the Air: A Cross Section 
through the Development of German Aviation, Berlin, 1937). Postwar readers could learn about 
recent history in books such as Diktatur: Ein Querschnitt (Dictatorship: A Cross Section, Westheim, 
1947) and Widerstandsliteratur: Ein Querschnitt durch die Verfolgungen und den Widerstand im 
Dritten Reich (Resistance Literature: A Cross Section through Persecution and Resistance during 
the Third Reich, Hamburg, 1948).

18. Béla Balázs, Der Geist des Films (1930) (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2004), 71.
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phony films. Thus John Grierson, writing in 1932, could take Ruttmann as the 
prototype of a documentary approach whose “cross-section of reality” was 
appropriate to the “mind and spirit of the time” in its insistence on the “mass 
nature of society” rather than on the individual drama.19 This remains the 
dominant understanding of the Querschnittfilm today.20

The Cross Section in the Scientific Tradition
The tangled history of the term Querschnittfilm has led some observers to 
argue that “the cross-sectional film as a consistently describable genre does 
not exist.”21 In what follows, however, I argue that both the educational and 
experimental/documentary variants of the Querschnittfilm may have drawn on 
associations surrounding the term Querschnitt and its history as a model of 
visual ordering. Although the use of the term to designate an anthology format 
seems unique to the Weimar period, it had much older roots in the sciences, 
mathematics, surgical medicine, engineering, and architecture. Most impor-
tant, for my purposes here, is the tradition of the Querschnitt—and its older 
variant Durchschnitt—as a mode of scientific illustration that, simulating a cut 
through a body, allows the observer to perceive the internal contents and ana-
lyze the relations between them.22 In architecture, the cross section describes 
an imaginary cut through a building to reveal the relations between floors and 
rooms. In anatomy, zoology, and botany, the term designates a dissecting cut 
that allowed the researcher to analyze the functional relations between organs, 
cells, nerves, tissue, and so on (figs. 3–4). Although this usage of Querschnitt 
to designate a mode of scientific illustration emerges at different historical 
moments in different fields, cross-sectional scientific illustration can be traced 
back to the anatomical drawings of the Renaissance. As such, it belongs to a 
modern tradition of scientific illustration that Gottfried Boehm has dubbed 
“pictures as instruments of knowledge.”23 Indeed, the very conceit of the cut or 

19. John Grierson, “First Principles of Documentary” (1932), in The European Cinema Reader, ed. 
Catherine Fowler (London: Routledge, 2002), 41. Grierson saw Ruttmann’s Berlin and Flaherty’s 
Nanook as two prototypes of documentary focused on social forces and individual stories, respectively.

20. See esp. Margrit Tröhler, Offene Welten ohne Helden: Plurale Figurenkonstellationen im 
Film (Zürich: Schüren, 2007), 111–66.

21. Ehmann, “Wie Wirklichkeit erzählen?,” 578.
22. The Grimm brothers’ dictionary defines Durchschnitt as “die bildliche Darstellung einer 

sache, wie sie sich ausnimmt, wenn sie durchschnitten ist oder wie sie als durchschnitten gedacht 
wird” (the visual representation of something as it appears when cut open or when imagined as cut 
open) (Deutsches Wörterbuch von Jacob und Wilhelm Grimm [1860; repr. Munich: Deutscher 
Taschenbuchverlag, 1984], 2:1675).

23. See Gottfried Boehm, Wie Bilder Sinn erzeugen: Die Macht des Zeigens (Berlin: Berlin 
University Press, 2007), 94–114.



Figure 4. Cross section in botany. From Eduard 
Strasburger, Lehrbuch der Botanik für Hochschulen (1900)

Figure 3. Cross section in architecture. From Wilhelm 
Lübke, Geschichte der Architektur von den ältesten 
Zeiten bis zur Gegenwart (1894)
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the section, with its claim to open up nature and reveal hidden secrets, epito-
mizes this instrumental mode of vision.

Given the epistemological aspirations attached to the filmic medium in 
its early years, it is hardly surprising that this association between the cross 
section and the probing of nature’s secrets appealed to 1920s film theorists. 
Where Balázs described film’s revelatory power in terms of the close-up, Ben-
jamin adopted a terminology more reminiscent of the cross section in his sur-
gical analogy of the film operator’s ability to cut through the tissue of reality 
and establish new relations through montage.24 At the same time, the scien-
tific cross section differs from the indexical media of photography and film. 
Like maps, blueprints, and other schematic drawings, cross-sectional illustra-
tion was understood as a construction: an instrumental image that demon-
strated, via the reduction of contingent and surface details and the inclusion of 
explanatory text, the functional relations between the elements it revealed.25 
Like many other forms of scientific illustration, the history of cross-sectional 
representation is marked by a gradual turn away from the conventions of 
aesthetic verisimilitude—still visible, for example, in Leonardo’s anatomical 
drawings—and toward the schematic in the interest of scientific legibility.26 
Unlike filmic images, moreover, the cross section implied the immobilization 
of nature, the freezing of movement for scrutiny by an analytic gaze.27 This is 
not to argue that cross-sectional images could not be used to represent dia-
chronic developments. However, such visualizations took the form of a spatial-
ization, where change appears on a line or a plane to be surveyed in a single 
glance. Thus in geology the Querschnitt designated a drawing of an imaginary 
cut through the earth’s surface that used color codes for the geological strata 
(fig. 5). Like the scientific chronophotograph, such cross sections immobilized 
development to place it at the disposition of an analytics gaze. The power of 
this model of visual knowledge can be seen in metaphorical usages of the 
term cross section by modern writers such as Georg Simmel, who in Sociol-
ogy of the Senses (1908) compared the human physiognomy, whose traits 

24. See Balázs, Der sichtbare Mensch, 73; Walter Benjamin, “Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner 
technischen Reproduzierbarkeit,” in Illuminationen (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1977), 157–58.

25. This is not to assert that no use of other media for cross-sectional representation—from 
photography to computerized tomography to plastification—is possible, but rather to remark on a 
tendency.

26. For a discussion of this process in geology, see Martin Rudwick, “The Emergence of a Visual 
Language for Geological Science, 1760–1840,” History of Science 14, no. 3 (1976): 149–95. On the 
balancing of aesthetic and scientific codes in Leonardo, see Boehm, Wie Bilder Sinn erzeugen, 103–6.

27. It shared this tendency with scientific illustration generally. See Boehm, Wie Bilder Sinn 
erzeugen, 108.
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display the history of an individual’s personality, with a “cross section through 
geological layers.”28

By the time Simmel wrote these words, the idea of the cross section 
spread to another branch of modern science that would have a decisive influ-
ence on Weimar: sociology, where this term came to designate statistical as 
opposed to historical forms of social analysis. Around the turn of the twenti-
eth century, sociologists distinguished “longitudinal” methods, analyzing 
the change of forms over time, from “cross-sectional” studies, which focused 

28. “[Im] Gesicht [des Individuums] ist, wie in einem Querschnitt durch geologische Schichten, 
die Geschichte seines Lebens und das, was ihr als die zeitlose Mitgift seiner Natur zugrunde liegt, 
gezeichnet” (Like a cross section through geological layers, the face [of the individual] displays the 
history of his life, as well as the underlying and timeless element bestowed upon his nature) (Georg 
Simmel, “Soziologie der Sinne,” in Aufsätze und Abhandlungen, 1901–1908, vol. 2 [Frankfurt am 
Main: Suhrkamp, 1993], 285).

Figure 5. Cross section in geology. From August Rothpletz, Ein geologischer Querschnitt 
durch die Ost-Alpen (1894)
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on social relations at a given moment.29 As one German sociologist stated in 
1908, “Die Geschichte ist der Längeschnitt, die Soziologie der Querschnitt 
durch das Sein” (History consists of longitudinal sections through life, while 
sociology consists of cross sections).30 With this importation into the new 
statistical science of sociology, the old scientific Querschnitt came to function 
as a metaphor for a new conception of social epistemology related to the emer-
gence of mass society. In particular, the term designated the kinds of sam-
pling research that characterized the social sciences in an era marked by the 
decline of deterministic thinking in favor of an epistemology based on statis-
tical probabilities.31

The idea of cross-sectional analysis as the examination of social relations 
at a given moment clearly informed ideas about cross-sectional montage—as 
a form appropriate to mass society—espoused by Balázs, Grierson, and oth-
ers. But before turning back to film, I want to consider how the transference of 
the cross section from scientific illustration to social analysis helped trans-
form the trope as it entered into Weimar intellectual discourse. In a well-known 
1919 essay on Simmel, Siegfried Kracauer argued that Simmel’s sociological 
method was characterized precisely by a preference for synchronic over his-
torical modes of analysis, and he resorted to the metaphor of the Querschnitt 
to describe Simmel’s characteristic efforts to tease out the correspondences 
between disparate social phenomena.32 Surveying Simmel’s writings, Kra-
cauer maintained that Simmel’s antisystematic approach constituted an appro-
priate response to the increasing fragmentation of intellectual labor in late 
capitalism, a response that sought to restore a sense for the “interwovenness” 

29. As one American textbook from 1917 stated, “Sociology has its ‘longitudinal’ divisions 
wherein are studied genetic (evolutional) aspects of group life; and its ‘latitudinal’ or ‘cross-sec-
tion’ divisions, in which contemporary society (or that of a given period) is studied in cross sec-
tion” (David Snedden, Educational Sociology [New York: Columbia University, Teachers College, 
1917], 6).

30. Rudolf Goldschied, “Soziologie und Geschichtswissenschaft,” in Annalen der Naturphil-
osophie, ed. Wilhelm Ostwald, vol. 7 (Leipzig: Veit und Comp, 1908), 243.

31. On the transition from deterministic thinking to thinking in terms of probabilities and sta-
tistics in the nineteenth century, see Ian Hacking, The Taming of Chance (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1990), 1–10. In a discussion with obvious implications for the popularity of the 
Querschnitt model in sociology, Hacking discusses the emergence of “representative sampling” as 
a key moment in this epistemological transformation (6).

32. See Siegfried Kracauer, “Georg Simmel” (1919), in The Mass Ornament: Weimar Essays, 
ed. and trans. Thomas Y. Levin (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995), 225–59. “The 
interpretation of historical events is foreign to [Simmel],” Kracauer writes, “and he takes little 
account of the historical situation in which people find themselves at any given moment” (225).
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of all things.33 Whether treating fashion, morality, or the money economy, Sim-
mel sought to dissociate his objects of study from the intellectual categories in 
which they were typically isolated by demonstrating their links to seemingly 
distant phenomena. This was above all the case in his masterwork Philosophie 
des Geldes (Philosophy of Money, 1900), where Simmel “cuts one cross sec-
tion after another through the social and individual life of people in the age of 
a highly developed money economy. His observations . . . arise from the purely 
philosophical aim of bringing into consciousness the interwovenness of all the 
pieces of the world manifold.”34 For Kracauer, the cross section thus counters 
the increasing fragmentation of the world to suggest a totality no longer given 
in advance.

To this end, Simmel’s principal sociological method involved not logical 
or causal explanations but the juxtaposition of distant phenomena by analogy. 
Simmel’s thought, Kracauer argued, proceeds by “spreading a web of analo-
gies across the world.”35 Through such analogical presentation, the sociologist 
“approximates” a totality that cannot be demonstrated deductively:

One gets the distinct impression that Simmel always wants to arouse in us a 
sense of the unified connectedness of the manifold, that he wants to convey 
its totality (which is actually never available to him in its entirety), at least by 
approximation. And so he tends to prefer exploring the relations between 
objects that are entirely foreign to each other on the surface and that stem 
from radically different material realms.36

Such an effort to convey “totality by approximation” was, for Kracauer, pre-
cisely what made Simmel’s sociology modern, adapting it to a world that no 
longer allowed for deterministic reasoning and in which any lawfulness under-
lying disparate phenomena must be established inductively, as it were, from 
the ground up.

In adopting the cross section as a metaphor for Simmel’s effort to ges-
ture toward a totality through analogies, Kracauer effects a transformation that 
I believe is crucial for understanding its later transposition to photography and 
film in the 1920s. Whereas scientific cross-sectional illustrations purported to 
cut through a well-defined body to reveal its hidden components, Simmel’s 

33. For a broader treatment of this intellectual debate and its relation to Weimar, see David 
Frisby, Fragments of Modernity (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1998).

34. Kracauer, “Georg Simmel,” 239.
35. Ibid., 246.
36. Ibid., 250.
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sociological cross sections constitute their body of knowledge in the first place. 
If Simmel’s relational sociology can be described as a cross section at all, this 
is because it implies (in Kracauer’s estimation) that there is a larger body—a 
totality of interrelated social forms—to dissect. But since that whole is no lon-
ger given in advance, the cross section as epistemological strategy now attains 
a level of uncertainty and even chance, its success in producing knowledge no 
more certain than the existence of the whole it seeks to verify. Thus Kracauer, 
who had studied architecture during the prewar years, claimed in a passage 
rife with the sense of loss and hope for redemption that characterized Weimar 
philosophy:

It is only in the rarest cases that the architectural cross section of a building 
reveals the structure of the entire house, the disposition of all the interior 
rooms. Some elements of the structure usually remain invisible. In order to 
discover them, one requires a longitudinal section or additional cross sec-
tions. Yet one of these sections always does take precedence over the others, 
since it renders visible the layout of the structure’s main volumes.37

In the absence of a pregiven whole, Simmel’s (and Kracauer’s) cross sections 
are thus more akin to a groping in the dark than to a self-assured scientific 
verification.

Cross-Sectional Montage and the “Flood of Images”
But while Simmel’s groping cross sections differed from the cross sections 
of scientific illustration, they did anticipate the emerging theories of mon-
tage. “Simmel,” Kracauer wrote, “is like a chemist who combines a substance 
unknown to him with all other substances, in order to get a picture of the 
essence and the properties of the body in question by means of its reactions to 
all of the remaining chemical substances.”38 Kracauer’s understanding of social 
analysis as the study of the reactions between phenomena in combination—
rather than the study of those phenomena in isolation—recalls the signature 
montage theories of the Soviet school, which would strive to define and control 
what happens in the interaction between two shots.39 But Kracauer’s insistence 
on analogy as the operative figure in Simmel’s thought provides a more specific 
framework for understanding a prevalent form of montage in Querschnitt-style 

37. Ibid., 231–32.
38. Ibid., 242.
39. See Annette Michelson, “On Montage and the Theory of the Interval,” in Montage and 

Modern Life, 1919–1942, ed. Matthew Teitelbaum (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1992), 60–82.
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photo and film presentations so popular in Weimar media. Benjamin Buchloh 
has argued that Weimar collage and photomontage aesthetics displayed two 
distinct tendencies: one, exemplified by early Dada art, based on “the order of 
the perceptual shock” and the other, exemplified by Benjamin and Warburg, 
based on “the order of the statistical collection or the archive.”40 It was the latter 
that dominated Weimar visual culture from the middle of the decade, and the 
analogy was one of its most prevalent rhetorical devices.

A case in point can be seen in the popular Weimar journal Der Quer-
schnitt. Although launched in 1921 as a forum for disseminating images and 
artworks from the gallery of Alfred Flechtheim, the journal quickly expanded, 
under the aegis of the editor Hermann Wedderkop, into a general-interest pub-
lication featuring highlights from—in Wedderkop’s words—“the most hetero-
geneous” domains of modern life, including fashion, travel, technology, mili-
tary life, music, architecture, politics, sex, hotels, cinema, and even drugs.41 
Like Simmel’s sociology, the journal asked readers to wade through diverse 
phenomena and draw connections between the spheres it treated, not only 
through its juxtapositions of heterogeneous articles but also and much more 
explicitly through its signature photomontage layouts, which Wedderkop could 
describe by 1924 as the journal’s “specialty.”42 Der Querschnitt constantly fea-
tured groups of photos juxtaposed on one or two adjacent pages with little or 
no textual explanation and often no apparent relation to the article. Through 
their compositional and thematic associations, such montages suggested analo-
gies between more or less distant phenomena: a jazz dancer and a Maillol 
statue, forms of athletics from Africa and America, the gaping mouth of a tiger 
and an orchid, kissing in zoos and in Lubitsch films, the wrinkled skin of an 
elephant and an aging hand, various forms of washing and grooming, or cross-
dressing from China and Europe (figs. 6–7). If such analogies tended toward 
familiar conceptual categories in some cases, they could be quite provocative 
or enigmatic in others, as in a photo comparing a group of Muslim men in 
prayer and a publicity photo for a “Maciste” film (fig. 8).43

40. Buchloh, “Gerhart Richter’s Atlas,” 131.
41. Hermann von Wedderkop, “Jahresbilanz” (1925), in Der Querschnitt: Das Magazin der 

Ewigkeitswerte, 1924–1933, ed. Christian Ferber (Berlin: Ullstein, 1981), 85–87. The resonance of 
the journal’s title was amplified by a series of annotated lists, placed at the end of each issue, which 
covered the most significant new releases in various media, including the Sammelquerschnitt (on 
artworks), the Bücherquerschnitt, the Schallplattenquerschnitt, and, later, the Radioquerschnitt.

42. See Hermann von Wedderkop, “Der Siegeszug des ‘Querschnitt’” (1924), in Ferber, Der 
Querschnitt, 6.

43. As Kai Sicks has argued, one of the most frequent topics for analogies was the relation 
between aesthetics and sports (“‘Der Querschnitt’ oder Die Kunst des Sporttreibens,” in Leibhaft-
ige Moderne, ed. Michael Cowan and Kai Sicks [Bielefeld: transcript, 2005], 33–48).



Figure 6. Sculpture and jazz dancer photomontage. From Der Querschnitt (1926)
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44. The first printed photograph in Germany appeared in the Illustrierte Zeitung in 1883. On 
the emergence of the illustrated press, see Dominique Gaessler, “The Spread of the Photographic 
Image,” in The Abrams Encyclopedia of Photography, ed. Brigitte Govignon (New York: Abrams, 
2004), esp. 92; and Rune Hassner, “Photography and the Press,” in A History of Photography, ed. 
Jean-Claude Lemagny and André Rouillé (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 76–80.

In establishing such visual resonances between heterogeneous phe-
nomena, the photographic montages of Der Querschnitt bore a distinct 
resemblance to Simmel’s experiments in intellectual chemistry, and both 
procedures can be understood as responses to a sense of lost totality that was 
pivotal to Weimar intellectual debates from Kracauer to Georg Lukács and 
beyond. But beyond this shared intellectual context, such montage practices 
also responded to specific developments in visual media: namely, the so-
called Bilderflut, or flood of images, that increasingly characterized the 
experience of mass media in the 1920s. While the invention of the halftone 
process allowed for photographic illustrations in journals as early as the 
1880s, journals adopted photographic illustrations on a mass scale only in 
the 1920s after the emergence of telegraphic photo transmission (1907), 
lightweight cameras (1925), and more cost-efficient printing methods.44 By 

Figure 7. Orchid and tiger photomontage. From Der Querschnitt (1926)



Figure 8. Prayers and Maciste photomontage. From Der Querschnitt (1926)
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45. Erich Burger, “Bilder-Bilder,” in Film: Photos wie noch nie, ed. Edmund Bucher and 
Albrecht Kindt (Frankfurt am Main: Frankfurter Societäts-Druckerei, 1929), 11.

46. Siegfried Kracauer, “Photography,” in Mass Ornament, 57–58.
47. See Mary Ann Doane, The Emergence of Cinematic Time (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-

versity Press, 2002), 12–13. For an extended reading of Kracauer’s complex understanding of pho-
tography both as an agent of “social blinding” (through the sheer accumulation of details in illus-
trated magazines) and as a medium that could reveal the contingency and arbitrariness of the social 
order (particularly in the case of aged photographs), see Miriam Bratu Hansen, Cinema and Expe-
rience: Siegfried Kracauer, Walter Benjamin, and Theodor W. Adorno (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2012), 29–35.

the end of the decade, photographic reproductions appeared to infiltrate every 
aspect of daily life, as the film critic Erich Burger wrote:

The days are over when the image was merely an affair of museums, some-
thing to be enjoyed on holidays, an interlude for family festivals, or the 
filling for the gilded frames of engaged couples. No more. The image, the 
photograph, has penetrated all spheres of our daily lives. At every minute, 
every second, images race before our eyes in a thousand forms, another 
one, another one, and yet another, on and on.45

The sense that daily life had become inundated with photographic images was 
felt particularly in illustrated journals. Kracauer, in his 1927 essay on pho-
tography, spoke in similar terms of a “flood of photos” in modern life, point-
ing especially to their proliferation in periodicals. “The aim of such journals,” 
he wrote, “is the complete reproduction of the world accessible to the photo-
graphic apparatus. They record the spatial impressions of people, conditions, 
and events from every possible perspective.”46 As is well known, Kracauer saw 
the ubiquitous presence of such “spatial impressions” as a threat to the more 
authentic temporal experience of memory. More broadly, as Mary Ann Doane 
points out, Kracauer was also grappling with a certain problem of contingency, 
in which indexical photographs threatened to inundate observers with random 
details disconnected from any integrative law or structure of meaning even as 
photography could also reveal the broader destruction of meaning in nature 
under capitalist production.47

This proliferation of indexical representations of the world in the 1920s 
formed the backdrop for the emergence of Querschnitt-style montage. Again 
and again, the pages of Der Querschnitt emphasized their own contribution to 
the reproduction of the world through images of faraway places, peoples, and 
forms of culture. But even as they flaunted the endless variety of phenomena 
accessible to the camera, the journal’s photomontages promised to reduce the 
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contingency of the details thus recorded by suggesting a greater regularity. 
This occurred through the medium of photography itself; the kinds of visual 
analogies at the heart of the journal’s montages would be unthinkable without 
the ability to bring objects, images, and people closer together in time and 
space and reduce them to a common scale, arranging them—as Warburg later 
did in his Mnemosyne panels—more or less symmetrically on the journal’s 
pages.48 But Der Querschnitt also heightened the impression of regularity 
with its insistence on compositional analogies. In suggesting a greater lawful-
ness, the journal’s layouts recalled not only cross-sectional analysis in sociol-
ogy but also the scientific cross section, with its schematic reduction of con-
tingent detail. Or rather, they sought to strike a balance between the schematic 
and the contingent, flaunting their ability to reproduce anything while gestur-
ing toward yet-to-be-elucidated categories and correspondences.

Cross-Sectional Montage in Film
This tension between the schematic and the contingent became even more pro-
nounced in the time-based medium of film. Doane argues that the very emer-
gence of filmic technologies lent visual form to a much broader ambivalence 
about contingency in modern culture. Like the “reproduction of the world” in 
illustrated journals, film—in particular early actualities—implied that “any-
thing and everything is filmable,” what Doane describes as the “implicit the-
sis” of indexicality as such.49 But in the case of moving images, this represen-
tation of contingency also related directly to film’s status as a time-based 
medium; by virtue of their forward movement (in their normative mode), 
filmic projections seemed to embody the modern experience of time as an 
irreversible process, a one-way street that, according to the second law of ther-
modynamics, led inevitably to the dissipation of order and meaning.50 For 
Doane, this association between the projected moving image and a sense of 
increasing contingency constituted the cinema as a “site of awe and fear.”51 
The cinema’s association with contingency seemed to offer an escape from 
modernity’s incessant rationalizing tendencies, especially the rationalization 
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of time in industrial production. But it also fed into anxieties about the possi-
bility that an accumulation of heterogeneous details, what Doane elsewhere 
calls an “archive of noise,” would lead to a dissipation of meaning.52 Thus even 
as it promised a momentary escape from rationalization, cinema embodied the 
“archival desire” to overcome contingency, in particular the irreversibility of 
entropic dissipation (through repeated playing or backward movement). Most 
important, Doane sees the ambivalence over filmic images as part of a much 
broader reorganization of knowledge in the late nineteenth century, as new 
epistemological models of analysis turned toward inductive sampling and the 
establishment of probabilities in a world without pregiven order or totality.53 
Statistics, above all, both acknowledged the presence of “singularity, particu-
larity, contingency and chance” and sought—inductively through sampling—
to “constrain them within an overriding system,” thus “dealing simultaneously 
with both the particular and the general, the contingent and the lawful” (28).

It is surely no accident that these same social sciences adopted the notion 
of the inductive cross section in the late nineteenth century. As we saw above 
in Kracauer’s discussion of Simmel, that cross-sectional epistemology sug-
gested the presence of lawfulness and regularity where causal explanations 
could no longer be taken for granted. Simmel’s modernity, Kracauer argued, 
resided in the way his sociology poised itself on the border between the par-
ticular and the general, the individual object and its relation to other objects.54 
If, as Doane argues, early film performed a similar balancing act with respect 
to time and movement, this tension informs the emergence of the Querschnitt-
film genre in a very specific way. Even as it flaunted its ability to capture every-
thing on film, the Querschnittfilm promised to manage the proliferation of 
moving images to which it contributed by gesturing toward a lawlike regular-
ity. This goes for a film like Menschen am Sonntag, with its delicate inter-
weaving of shots of contingency—the expanding wrapper of a drinking straw, 
a hat caught in a tree, and so on—and statistical order (the four million people 
who, as we read at the end of the film, are all waiting for the next Sunday when 
they will repeat their leisure activities). But it also goes for Ruttmann’s Berlin 
film, where the temporal structure of coordinated “shifts” seems to subsume 
the movements of individual shots into a system of coordinated repetition—
not only the paradigmatic performance of similar actions by numerous people 
but also the implied repetition of the actions shown in the film on subsequent 
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workdays. In this respect, it is hardly by chance that Ruttmann’s film also 
makes heavy use of the forms of analogous montage familiar from the pages 
of Der Querschnitt. Throughout Berlin the editing draws numerous graphic 
and thematic parallels between the actions of different classes as they work, 
eat, sleep, or relax, as well as those of people and machines or people and ani-
mals. The result is a suggestion of a higher lawfulness; guided by the city’s 
rhythms, people, animals, and machines seem to all perform similar actions as 
if following a predetermined order.

Ruttmann’s analogous montage bears many affinities with Sergei Eisen-
stein’s theory of intellectual montage, in which the collision of two visual ele-
ments evokes a third, undepictable concept.55 Eisenstein sought to create a 
cinema that would raise sensual images into the intellectual sphere but also 
lend sensual form to intellectual ideas. In his essay “Der Kinematograph der 
Begriffe” (“The Cinema of Concepts”), first published in German in the pages 
of Der Querschnitt, Eisenstein described this conceptual mode of montage as 
“the synthesis of emotional, documentary and absolute film.”56 In Berlin Rutt-
mann similarly sought to combine the schematic quality of absolute film with 
the contingency of the indexical image. But his analogies differ significantly 
from Eisensteinian conceptual montage. First, Ruttmann shows compara-
tively little interest in graphic “conflict,” “collision,” or dialectical sublation. 
Rather, his films overwhelmingly privilege visual analogies, where one move-
ment resembles another. Second, while intellectual montage in Eisenstein 
tends to occur in the form of nondiegetic inserts—most famously in the guise 
of the slaughtered bulls inserted at the end of Strike (1926) to symbolize the 
oppression of the workers—it is difficult to speak of “inserts” in Ruttmann, 
since everything we see forms a part of the diegetic world of Berlin. A use-
ful example here can be seen in the image of fighting dogs, which appears in 
the third act of Berlin in parallel to images of people fighting on the street 
(figs. 9A–9B). Where Eisenstein’s bulls are introduced from without to inflect, 
in the manner of a nondiegetic sound track, our reading of the diegetic image, 
Ruttmann’s dogs are part of the diegetic world—no less a part than the zoo 
animals that seem to nap on cue with their human counterparts after lunch 
(figs. 10A–10B).



Figure 9A. Dogs fighting. Still from Berlin—die Sinfonie der Großstadt (1927).  
Time code: 25:10

Figure 9B. Men fighting. Still from Berlin—die Sinfonie der Großstadt (1927).  
Time code: 17:20



Figure 10A. Elephant lying down. Still from Berlin—die Sinfonie der Großstadt (1927). 
Time code: 41:38

Figure 10B. Man napping on a park bench. Still from Berlin—die Sinfonie der Großstadt 
(1927). Time code: 41:40
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Pushing this distinction farther, one might borrow another conceptual 
tool from Kracauer’s essay on Simmel, where Kracauer opposes the analogy 
characteristic of Simmel’s groping montage to metaphor. Unlike the meta-
phorical thinker, Kracauer writes, “the analogy person never gives an explana-
tion of the world, since he is not driven by a preconceived idea; he is content 
to identify the laws of the event and, by observing the many facets of the 
event itself, to pair together those things that have the same form.”57 Moreover, 
whereas the metaphor assumes a hierarchy of elements compared, since one 
element is meant to “give sensuous expression to the essence of another,” the 
elements juxtaposed by analogy “have equal status.”58 Rather than subordinate 
the sensuous symbol to the idea symbolized, the analogy retains the sensuous 
qualities of both terms, whose comparison only suggests the presence of a 
higher systematicity it cannot demonstrate. Adapting Kracauer’s distinction to 
associational montage, one could argue that whereas Eisenstein’s bulls func-
tion as a metaphor of class oppression, Ruttmann’s animals function as analo-
gies, gesturing—along with the humans they resemble—toward a greater whole 
that they do not explain.

This analogical method perhaps found its most systematic realization 
in Ruttmann’s next Querschnitt project: Melodie der Welt (1929). Commis-
sioned by the shipping line HAPAG (formerly the Hamburg-America Line) 
and the film syndicate Tobis Klangfilm, Melodie der Welt was intended as 
an advertisement—somewhat in the tradition of Kulturwerbefilme—for the 
HAPAG’s tourist cruises.59 To this end, the film takes up the trope of film as 
an instrument of international understanding well established since the end of 
World War I when it promises to increase “understanding for the myriad forms 
of human life” by illustrating the commonalities between cultures. This empha-
sis on commonalities also forms the centerpiece of Ruttmann’s montage work, 
whose graphic, compositional, and thematic analogies juxtapose paradig matic 
forms of movement and activity from around the world: from labor, farm-
ing, and warfare to dance, athletics, culinary rituals, and music (figs. 11A–11B 
and 12A–12B). Indeed, the film compares not only different ethnic groups 
but also—in configurations reminiscent of the photomontages from Der 



Figure 11A. Native American dance. Still from Melodie der Welt (1929). Time code: 39:32

Figure 11B. Bavarian dance. Still from Melodie der Welt (1929). Time code: 39:33



Figure 12A. Woman holding child. Still from Melodie der Welt (1929). Time code: 18:12

Figure 12B. Madonna statue. Still from Melodie der Welt (1929). Time code: 18:04 



Figure 13A. Women dancing, one displaying her dress. Still from Melodie der Welt (1929). 
Time code: 38:30

Figure 13B. Turkey with splayed feathers. Still from Melodie der Welt (1929).  
Time Code: 38:31
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Querschnitt—the actions of people and animals (flocking, fighting, sleeping, 
playing, eating, bathing) and bodies and machines (turning, pumping, pound-
ing) (figs. 13A–13B). Through such analogies Ruttmann’s cross-sectional mon-
tage creates a vision of cosmological correspondences between the “primitive” 
and the “modern,” nature and culture, humans and machines, leisure and work. 
In so doing, the film seeks to suggest, inductively, the sort of “total image of the 
world” called for by Balázs—a totality figured in the film’s first image, which 
shows a planet gradually illuminated by wandering spotlights (fig. 14). Pre-
ceded by an epigraph from Oscar Wilde reading “The true secret of the world 
resides in the visible, not the invisible” (Das wahre Geheimnis der Welt liegt im 
Sichtbaren, nicht im Unsichtbaren), this opening image frames the film as an 
attempt both to shed light on the world—that is, capture the world in the archive 
of filmic images—and to reveal its secrets: the correspondences between the 
seemingly endless varieties of visible life captured in moving images.

In making Melodie der Welt, Ruttmann was working with a specific 
visual archive: namely, some sixteen thousand meters of film stock shot by 
Heinrich Mutzenbacher and the HAPAG film crew during a world tour on 

Figure 14. Planet with spotlights. Still from Melodie der Welt (1929). Time code: 2:36
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einmal rund um die Welt mit dem Kurbelkasten zu wandern und so den Film in den Dienst der Wer-
bung und der Kultur zu stellen” (The Hapag has made the admirable effort to travel around the world 
with the movie camera and place film in the service of advertising and culture). But he faulted Rutt-
mann for not following Ross’s model: “Der neue Bearbeiter sah die Dinge nicht mehr ethnographisch, 
chronologisch oder vom Standpunkt der Orientierung und Belehrung aus, sondern machte daraus 
eine Photomontage, die technisch nicht uninteressant ist, die aber das Stoffliche vollständig übersah” 
(The new artist no longer approached the footage ethnographically, chronologically, or from the 
standpoint of orienting and educating viewers. Rather, he used it to create a photomontage, which is 
not uninteresting from a technological point of view, but which completely ignores the content of the 
material) (“Die ‘Melodie der Welt’: Grundsätzliches zum ersten großen deutschen Tonfilm,” Kine-
matograph, March 13, 1929, 1).

the ship Resolute. Given the film’s status as an advertisement for HAPAG 
cruises, an obvious mode of editing would have been to narrate the journey 
chronologically in the fashion of previous Weimar travelogues such as Colin 
Ross’s highly successful Mit dem Kurbelkasten um die Erde (Around the 
World with the Movie Camera, 1924).60 But Ruttmann’s film instead flaunts 
its ability to transform such chronological movement via cross-sectional 
montage into an aesthetics of simultaneity.61 The film is, of course, hardly 
devoid of all narrative development; the opening sequence, in which a sailor 
is accompanied by his wife to the ship, serves as a narrative frame and even 
seems to suggest the travelogue format. The sequence also features typical 
narrative editing, most prominently in the form of shot–reverse shot configu-
rations that establish the interaction between the couple. But this narrative 
editing quickly gives way to a system of analogous editing that dominates 
the rest of the film. To be sure, narrative editing does reappear in subsequent 
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62. See ibid.; “Neue Tonfilm-Situation,” Lichtbild-Bühne, March 16, 1929, 1; “Melodie der 
Welt,” Süddeutsche Filmzeitung, March 22, 1929; and “Der erste abendfüllende Tonfilm im 
Mozartsaal: Die Melodie der Welt,” Der Film, March 16, 1929, 273–74.

sections as shots of the sailor and his wife return sporadically like a leitmo-
tif. Subsequent images of the sailor tend to reintroduce the shot–reverse shot 
configurations, where the sailor can be seen buying bananas from local chil-
dren, enjoying the spectacle of Japanese geishas, or tending the ship. Here 
Ruttmann adopts Lev Kuleshov’s famous lesson that narrative relations can be 
constructed from images taken worlds apart to make his sailor into a stand-in, 
as it were, for the film’s audiences on their virtual travel through the world. 
However, Ruttmann also displays the artificiality of these narrative connec-
tions by using two obviously different film stocks (in the banana sequence) 
or mismatched perspectives in the shots of the sailor and the spectacles he 
encounters. Indeed, this artificiality becomes even more evident in the only 
other sequence in the film to use shot–reverse shot editing. As we watch vari-
ous stage spectacles parade over the screen, Ruttmann inserts images of spec-
tators; but he noticeably mismatches audiences and spectacles, so that a mono-
cled European aristocrat can be seen “watching” Chinese opera (figs. 15A–15B). 
While these shots might appear as “mismatches” from a narrative point of 
view, they support the film’s other logic by extending the analogies between 
different forms of entertainment and different types of audiences. Here too, 
then, the film flaunts its ability to transform diachronic narrative into syn-
chronic analogy. Even more telling, in this sense, are the later appearances of 
the sailor’s wife: in the sequences on warfare, mothers and children, women’s 
morning rituals, varieties of hairstyles, and cooking rituals. In none of these 
instances, however, does the wife’s reappearance reactivate the narrative edit-
ing of the film’s opening; rather, she now appears as one female figure among 
others in a system of analogies: a “universal” woman bound to other women 
by paradigmatic similarity rather than the narrative wife of the sailor await-
ing his return.

While this analogical dimension dominates the film’s visual montage, it 
also extends to Ruttmann’s much-discussed use of sound. Melodie der Welt 
was billed and received as the first major sound film in Germany, and critics 
were nearly unanimously disappointed by the film’s rather sparse use of syn-
chronized sound in the opening and closing sections and by its heavy reliance 
on a musical score by Wolfgang Zeller for the middle.62 But the film also 
employs what Ruttmann described—again echoing Eisenstein—as moments 
of audiovisual “counterpoint,” in which sound and image forge an “intellectual 



Figure 15A. Monocled aristocrat. Still from Melodie der Welt (1929). Time code: 41:46

Figure 15B. Chinese opera. Still from Melodie der Welt (1929). Time code: 41:57
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63. “Man versuche sich klar zu machen, daß Tonfilm seiner Gestaltungsmethode nach nichts 
anderes sein kann als Kontrapunkt. . . . Tonfilm gestaltender Kontrapunkt aber wäre ein bewußtes 
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must understand that sound film, according to its organizational method, can be nothing other than 
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playing the two means of expression off against one another: image and sound in conceptual rela-
tion) (Walter Ruttmann, “Tonfilm?—!,” Illustrierter Film-Kurier 11 [1929], n.p.). Eisenstein first 
mentioned the notion of audiovisual counterpoint in his essay “The Dialectical Approach to Film 
Form,” 55: “Thus does conflict between optical and acoustical experience produce: sound-film, 
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mann’s and Eisenstein’s terminologies is surely due to their attendance in September 1929 at the 
famous Congress of Independent Film in La Sarraz, where the question of sound film formed a 
central discussion topic. See Elsaesser and Hagener, “6. September,” 317.

64. As a reporter for the socialist publication Hamburger Volkszeitung explained, “Die Not der 
Unterdrückten, die Ausbeutung der farbigen Rassen, diese Melodien fehlten ganz” (The afflictions of 
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odien der Welt,” Hamburger Volkszeitung, March 23, 1929, quoted in Gandert, Der Film der Wei-
marer Republik, 442). Similarly, in an article for Die Welt am Abend, the critic Michael Kurd stated: 
“Also die Bildeinstellung ist glänzend, nur die Welteinstellung ein wenig schwach. . . . Wenn . . . Chi-
nesenbabys, die auf dem Rücken der arbeitenden Mütter wie eine grimmige Last hängen, unschuldig 
lächelnd auf der Leinwand erscheinen, so verursacht der Film eine falsche, eine schlechte Heiterkeit. 
Hier scheint mir Ruttmann der Gefahr, die Welt als Globetrotter zu betrachten, nicht entgangen zu 
sein” (The individual images are fantastic, but the image of the world is a bit weak. . . . When Chinese 
babies, hanging on the backs of working mothers like a grim weight, appear to smile innocently on the 
screen, the film creates a false and inappropriate sense of amusement. In this sense, it seems to me that 
Ruttmann has succumbed to the danger of viewing the world as a globetrotter) (“Melodie der Welt” 
[review article], Der Welt am Abend, March 13, 1929, quoted in Gandert, Der Film der Weimarer 
Republik, 440). For more recent readings of the film’s false universalism, see Hagener, Moving For-
ward, Looking Back, 227; and Elsaesser and Hagener, “6. September,” 341.

connection” rather than simply reproduce extrafilmic perception.63 But again, 
where Eisenstein’s notion of audiovisual counterpoint emphasized conflict, 
Ruttmann’s counterpoint constructions tend toward the analogical. In a shot 
introducing the section on languages of the world, for example, Ruttmann 
overlays the image of two men arguing with the sound of barking dogs. To the 
difference of Fritz Lang, who inserted an image of cackling hens to symbol-
ize women’s gossip in Fury (1936), Ruttmann does not use the barking dogs 
as a metaphor for human bickering; rather, the barking constitutes one, if only 
one, of the many analogous forms of communication making up the “melody 
of the world.”

Both at the time of its appearance and more recently, Ruttmann’s film has 
been criticized for how its universalizing analogies seem to gloss over actual 
forms of social and economic violence, in particular colonial oppression, to 
present the world as a series of consumable spectacles for the Western gaze.64 
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65. On these and other colonialist films of the 1920s, see Gerlinde Waz, “Heia Safari! Träume 
von einer verlorenen Welt: Expeditions-, Kolonial- und ethnographische Film,” in Zimmermann, 
Weimarer Republik, 187–203.

66. In L’Herbier’s film, the engineer Einar Norsen builds a device for transporting the concerts 
of Claire Lescot throughout the entire world—a process we witness in a montage sequence show-
ing audiences in the provinces and the colonies. In Humphrey Jennings’s Listen to Britain, a sound 
montage played over an image of radio transistors demonstrates the reach of the BBC radio broad-
cast to every continent.

In this, Melodie der Welt resembles the photomontages of Der Querschnitt. 
But while I do not wish to defend Ruttmann’s or Wedderkop’s ideological 
use of exotic images, their usage differs from more narrowly construed colo-
nialist montage. Ruttmann’s film displays none of the nostalgia for Ger-
many’s lost colonial possessions that informed colonialist educational films 
of the 1920s such as Hans Schomburgk’s Verlorenes Land (Lost Land, 1925) 
or Marin Rikli’s Heia Safari! (1928).65 Ruttmann’s global montages also dif-
fer from the global visions of other montage films such as Marcel L’Herbier’s 
L’inhumaine (1924) or Humphrey Jenning’s Listen to Britain (1942), where dis-
tant peoples appear as the recipients of a Eurocentric culture broadcast from an 
urban center to the colonial peripheries (via television or radio).66 Rather, like 
the journal Der Querschnitt, Melodie der Welt constructs global space as a 
space of universal correspondences, in which we see little if any hierarchical 
distinction between the “European” and the “exotic,” the “primitive” and the 
“modern,” or makers and receivers of culture. This flattening out of hierarchical 
distinctions goes hand in hand, moreover, with the tendency, in Querschnitt-
style presentations, to flatten out history. Although dealing with images of 
peoples generally classified at the time according to their place on an imagi-
nary scale of historical development, both Der Querschnitt and Melodie der 
Welt resist any suggestion of hierarchies in terms of technology or cultural 
production, presenting the world, rather, as a great archive of simultaneous, 
repeatable, and paradigmatic movements.

This emphasis on repeatability is also underscored by the other major 
theme of Ruttmann’s film: that of rhythm. Like the parts of the great city in 
Berlin, all the forms of cultural expression in Melodie der Welt appear syn-
chronized by common rhythms, which run through the waves of the ocean, the 
pulse of the ship turbines, the beating of drums, the movements of animals, the 
dancing of human bodies, and—in the culminating sequence of the film—
the many rhythms of human and industrial labor. Rhythm was a key term in the 
reception of Melodie der Welt, and the film draws heavily on broader debates 
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67. On the importance of rhythm in the film’s French reception, see esp. Laurent Guido, “Le 
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68. See my book Technology’s Pulse: Essays on Rhythm in German Modernism (London: 
IGRS Books, University of London, 2012), 15–49.

69. The film was also read as a declaration of universal rhythm: “Mit bestürzender Sachlichkeit 
enthüllt Walther Ruttmann die rhythmische Wiederkehr derselben Lebensgewohnheiten im Dasein 
der Völker: Arbeit, Verkehr, Sport, Krieg, Theater, eine Reihe optisch ineinader fließender Bewe-
gungsmotive, die von New York bis Tokio, von Berlin bis Ceylon über die ganze Erde verfolgt und 
nach symphonischen Gesetzen komponiert worden sind” (With an astounding precision, Walter 
Ruttmann reveals the rhythmical return of the same lifestyle habits in the existence of the world’s 
peoples: labor, athletics, war, theater, and a series of movement motifs flowing into one another; 
following these from New York to Tokyo, from Berlin to Ceylon, the film composes them accord-
ing to a symphonic structure) (Hans Sahl, “Triumph der Photomontage/Melodie der Welt,” Der 
Montag Morgen, March 18, 1929, quoted in Gandert, Der Film der Weimarer Republik, 442). Hans 
Richter argued that “der Kraft des Rhythmus ist erwiesen. . . . Drescher, Schmiede, Straßen-
pflasterer vollziehen ihr einförmiges Klopfen im Rhythmus” (The power of rhythm has been dem-
onstrated. . . . Threshers, blacksmiths, and road layers all perform their monotonous pounding in 
rhythm) (Filmgegner von heute—Filmfreunde von morgen [Berlin: Verlag Hermann Reckendorf, 
1929], 93). Richter’s examples, all echoed in Ruttmann’s film, can also be found in Karl Bücher’s 
celebrated study Arbeit und Rhythmus (Leipzig: Hirzel, 1897), which argued for the analogy 
between primitive forms of (rhythmic) labor and the rhythm of industrial machines. Bücher’s study 
was provocative because it maintained—in an explicit critique of much colonialist anthropology—
that “primitive” cultures did not eschew work. Richter and Ruttmann clearly sought to claim the 
power of rhythm that Bücher established for filmic images.

about rhythm and modernity in German art and anthropology.67 One of the 
fault lines, within these debates, revolved around the question of whether the 
rational, technological rhythms of industrial life stood in parallel to the 
rhythms of nature and premodern societies or in opposition to them.68 While 
conservative thinkers such as Ludwig Klages posited a strict break between 
ancient and modern rhythm, Ruttmann—like many of his contemporaries in 
the film world such as Hans Richter—clearly opts for a vision of a universal 
rhythm: from grain stompers and weavers to pneumatic hammers and the 
engines of the cruise ship (figs. 16A–16B).69 In this sense, Melodie der Welt—
for all its problematic elision of economic exploitation—nonetheless differs 
from colonialist narratives of the “white man’s burden” or nostalgic narratives 
of primitivity. Its project lay elsewhere: namely, in the transformation of dia-
chrony into synchrony and a concomitant suggestion of an order beyond the 
contingency of irreversible time.

Ruttmann has also been criticized for practicing a kind of empty or sur-
face formalism, and perhaps no film has received greater criticism in this 
respect than Melodie der Welt. Even at the time of its release, there was no 
shortage of voices to accuse Ruttmann of transforming filmic image—as one 



Figure 16A. Grain stompers. Still from Melodie der Welt (1929). Time code: 45:33 

Figure 16B. Ship’s motor. Still from Melodie der Welt (1929). Time code: 45:32
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Film (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1947), 185.
73. This does not mean that Querschnitt montage was—as Kracauer also seems to suggest—

necessarily apolitical; as a counterexample, one could point to John Heartfield and Kurt Tuchol-
sky’s scathing photobook Deutschland, Deutschland über alles! (1929), which the authors describe 
in their introduction as a “Querschnitt durch Deutschland” (Deutschland, Deutschland über alles: 
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74. “Der erste abendfüllende deutsche Tonfilm,” 273.
75. Rudolf Kurtz, “Die Melodie der Welt,” Lichtbild-Bühne, March 13, 1929, n.p.

reviewer for the journal Der Film described it—into “schematism” and “exag-
gerated regularity” (übertriebene Gesetzmäßigkeit).70 Writing in the 1950s, 
Georges Sadoul compared Ruttmann’s use of analogies and chapter headings 
to the “cataloguing mania of German universities.”71 Even better known is the 
critique by Kracauer himself, who famously accused Ruttmann of adopting 
the formal procedures of Soviet montage while emptying it of its political con-
tent.72 But as I hope my reading has shown, the concept of the Querschnitt, as 
it was adapted from scientific illustration and the social sciences into photog-
raphy and film, never really implied questions of social or political com-
mitment.73 The term did, however, carry the memory and the promise of an 
ordering gaze that could reduce the contingency of indexical images and of 
time-based media in the seemingly fixed coordinates of a functional structure. 
While the immobilized body of traditional science could no longer be taken as 
a given in the early twentieth century, the Querschnitt did gesture toward a 
totality—a “total image of the world”—that would reduce the threat of contin-
gency by locating elements within a paradigmatic system.

In this sense, it is perhaps no accident that, of all the films generally 
understood to represent the Querschnittfilm genre today, Melodie der Welt was 
the one most consistently associated with the term Querschnitt at the time of 
its release. While one review panned the film as “a cross section stuck in empty 
doctrine,”74 others were more enthusiastic, seeing—in Rudolf Kurtz’s words—
“a cross section through a fantastically colorful, multifaceted and dazzlingly 
heterogeneous world, which nonetheless creates the dramatic impression of a 
unified whole.”75 It was this ability to weave disparate images into a seeming 
totality that Ruttmann’s adherents praised in the film. “Das Bedeutende 
daran,” one reviewer wrote, “ist das geistige Gesicht dieses Querschnitts. Das 
philosophische Fazit einer Technik, die es nun ermöglicht, so schnell über die 
Oberfläche eines Weltkörpers zu flitzen, daß das neue Netzhautbild noch auf 
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77. See Doane, Emergence of Cinematic Time, 128–29.
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das vorige trifft, die Erscheinungen einer Welt so aufeinander zu legen, daß ihr 
Zufälliges sich gegenseitig aufhebt, nur das Wesen bestehen bleibt” (The sig-
nificance of this cross section lies in its intellectual operation, the philosophi-
cal import of a technology which allows us to traverse the surface of a world 
with such speed that each retinal image combines with the former one. It allows 
us to superimpose the phenomena of the world in such a way that their contin-
gent aspects cancel each other out, leaving only the essential).76 This reviewer’s 
description of Ruttmann’s cross-sectional analogies as overlapping retinal 
images recalls modern theories of the persistence of images, by which the 
spectator was thought to suture over the gaps of filmic reproduction to experi-
ence the projected image as one of continuous movement. But in the context of 
Ruttmann’s nonnarrative montage, the notion of superimposing images to 
arrive at essential traits also recalls projects such as Francis Galton’s compos-
ite photographs, by which researchers hoped to transform the medium of pho-
tographic reproduction from an index of contingent details into an agent of 
statistical epistemology for the identification of types.77 If Querschnitt mon-
tage promised to perform a similar epistemological feat, that promise was 
bound up with the project of transforming diachrony into synchrony and time 
into space: of overcoming the time of world travel to produce a near simultane-
ous display of paradigmatic similarities.

As I have argued, that desire was also bound up, in the late 1920s, with 
questions of archive. Calling for the establishment of a Reichsfilmarchiv in a 
1926 article for the journal Lichtbild-Bühne, the head of the Saxon Associa-
tion for the Promotion of Film and Photography, Fritz Schimmer, explained 
that “das Wesen jedes Archivs . . . besteht darin, daß es Gegenstände, die 
sonst . . . dem Verlust irgendwie preisgegeben wären, die zerstreut und unüber-
sichtlich, im Strom der Zeit vorüberfluten und vergehen, . . . konserviert, ord-
net und dadurch auf dem Wege des Vergleichs miteinander zu betrachten, 
sie voneinander zu unterscheiden ermöglicht” (the essential task of every 
archive . . . is to conserve and order objects that would otherwise be lost. . . . 
By comparing these objects with one another, the archive makes it possible to 
group them together or distinguish them from one another).78 Clearly, the edu-
cational Querschnittfilm, as it was instituted by Ufa in 1928, offered one such 
model for ordering filmic images according to a cross section of comparable 
moments of “samples” within the development of film. According to one 
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reviewer of the Henny Porten film, the new genre constituted “the first living 
film museum.”79 But the very notion of the Querschnitt—as it became one of 
the key terms of Weimar visual culture—performed an operation of imagi-
nary ordering amid the “flood” of indexical representations in the 1920s. 
Whether in illustrated journals or in film, cross-sectional montage promised 
to transform an archive of noise into one of musical harmony: a “melody” 
of the world. Even while flaunting the camera’s ability to record anything 
anywhere in the world, analogous montage suggested an underlying system 
of order by performing, before the spectator’s eyes, the kinds of comparisons 
that Schimmer sees as central to any archive.

Not all uses of associative montage in Weimar experimental film dis-
played the same sorts of ordering tendencies as Melodie der Welt. One could 
point to many counterexamples, such as Hans Richter’s Zweigroschenzauber 
(Two Pence Magic, 1928), which confronted viewers with a series of outlandish 
visual associations (e.g., a bald head and a full moon) to advertise the pleasures 
of reading the Kölner Illustrierte Zeitung, or Paul Leni and Guido Seeber’s 
Rebus Films of the mid-1920s, which used the crossword puzzle format to 
bring together random assemblages of people, places, and things on the screen.80 
As in surrealist humor and certain photomontages of Der Querschnitt, the 
pleasure of such films resides in the act of forgoing regularity to bring together 
unexpected or chance associations. But this pleasure should also be seen against 
the backdrop of the kinds of archival desire that informed the development 
of Querschnitt montage in Weimar visual culture. Both tendencies—the spark 
of chance and the demonstration of statistical regularities—participated in a 
greater balancing act between contingency and order in a world of proliferat-
ing images, one in which causal explanations no longer seemed adequate and 
totality was no longer a given.


