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BOOK REVIEW

Walter Ruttmann and the cinema of multiplicity: avant-garde—adver-
tising—modernity
Michael Cowan
Amsterdam, Amsterdam University Press, 2014
260 pp., illus., 99.00 (cloth)
ISBN 9789089645852

Walter Ruttmann is one of the most famous avant-garde film-makers of the inter-
war period. He is best known for his film Berlin. Die Sinfonie der Grosstadt (1927),
which, together with Dziga Vertov’s Man with a Movie Camera (1929), is generally
considered as a key work in discussions concerning the phenomenon of city sym-
phony films. His Opus film series (Opus 1–4, 1921–1925) has also received interna-
tional attention from critiques and scholars, whereas the rest of his oeuvre remains
relatively unknown outside the circles of German-speaking scholars. With his latest
study, titled Walter Ruttmann and the Cinema of Multiplicity, Michael Cowan aims to
change this limited view on Ruttmann’s work, by providing the first book-length
publication on the film-maker in English. In his analysis, Cowan examines both
Ruttmann’s work from the period of the Weimar Republic and his post-1933
films. In fact, the author makes the controversy regarding Ruttmann’s historical
persona, his starting point: a celebrated figure of the interwar avant-garde, and a
pioneer of experimental film-making, but at the same time, an artist that has been
accused for collaborating with the Nazi regime, and whose fascist propaganda films
have long been ignored. In the context of this ambivalence, Cowan proposes an
original new approach to Ruttmann’s continuous film-making before and after the
seizure of power by the National Socialists, by discussing him less as an auteur,
then as a commissioned film-maker and an expert ‘who drew on other areas of
expertise—motion studies, advertising design, statistics, traditions of scientific
illustrations, etc.—to fashion film as a “useful medium”’ (173).

Indeed, as Cowan emphasizes, almost the entire filmic oeuvre of Ruttmann
consists of advertisement and commissioned films. Moreover, one of the main
arguments of the author throughout the book is that Ruttmann did not see com-
missioned work as a compromise, necessary to facilitate his aesthetic experimenta-
tions in abstraction, montage and rhythm. In fact, Cowan convincingly
demonstrates that experimental aesthetics of Ruttmann’s work went together with
practical research and applications from the very beginning until his death in 1941.
More precisely, before and after 1933, these practical applications concerned the
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conceptualization and ordering of mass society. As Cowan argues, Ruttmann aimed
to ‘legitimate the medium [film] as a means of managing the multiplicity of mass
society: of training and guiding perception, conceptualizing the city, winning audi-
ences over for products, influencing public health, and—after 1933—commanding
audience allegiance to the new regime’ (19).

The author establishes this reading of Ruttmann’s work and identity as a com-
missioned film-maker and expert in four parts, in which a number of case studies
are discussed chronologically. Chapter 1 focuses on the Opus films and on animated
product advertisements, such as Der Sieger (1922) and Das wiedergefundene Paradies
(1925). Cowan shows the parallels and connections between abstract film and
advertising theory in relation to spectatorship, and analyses the circulation between
abstract forms and identifiable objects in Ruttmann’s advertising shorts as a perfor-
mance of loss and retrieval of meaning and stability, by which the spectator would
experience ‘the pleasure of adapting to the perceptual shocks of (…) industrial
modernity’ (46). As a sort of perception training, industrial products advertised in
Ruttmann’s films acted as promises of navigating ‘this new world of accelerated
information, and (…) to restore a sense of trust in this new landscape of people,
objects and information in motion’ (53).

In Chapter 2, which is perhaps the most enjoyable and strongest part of the
book, Cowan discusses Berlin. Die Sinfonie der Grosstadt (1927) and Melodie der Welt
(1929), elucidating that in his analogous montage, Ruttmann drew from and com-
bined the concept of cross-section from scientific illustrations and social sciences.
His approach to representing the manifold appearances of the modern city (Berlin)
and the world’s cultures (Melodie) has statistical qualities of a ‘quasi-bureaucratic
“cataloguing”’ (96). This statistical conceptualization of mass society and the people
of the world suggests, following Cowan, a higher order and can be read as a
means to manage modernity’s (visual) information overload and contingency—
through a transformed perception.

Ruttmann’s application of statistics to film—though, with a changed didactic
function—is also the key aspect Cowan explores in part three in relation to the
anti-syphilis film Feind im Blut (1931), and the propaganda piece Blut und Boden.
Grundlagen zum neuen Reich (1933)—the latter however, was merely co-directed by
Ruttmann. Both films, which the author establishes and compares as hygiene films,
use cross-sectional montage in combination with animated scientific images, narra-
tive and non-narrative elements to regulate populations. Hence, Ruttmann
employed ‘“statistical montage” to fashion film as a tool for biopolitical interven-
tion’ (99). The chapter also considers the transition from Ruttmann’s Weimar
films to his National Socialist works, which Cowan highlights on the basis of the
film-maker’s changing approach to audiences: in 1933, he does not address
spectators as individuals any more, but as a homogeneous unity, responsible for
the health of the Volkskörper, the people’s body.

Chapter 4 concludes with a close reading of the steel films Metall des Himmels
(1935), Mannesmann (1938) and the wartime propaganda picture Deutsche Panzer
(1940), where Cowan explains Ruttmann’s use of abstract aesthetics and montage
techniques after 1933 put to the service of the ideological purposes of the Nazis.
More specifically, Cowan clarifies that the films are not just about the moulding of
steel, but also about the forming of the audience as raw material to serve the

2 Book review

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

M
cG

ill
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 L
ib

ra
ry

] 
at

 1
0:

35
 1

8 
A

pr
il 

20
15

 



needs of the National Socialist ideology. Film itself is represented by Ruttmann ‘as
a dispositif for the execution of this ‘molding’ process’ (172), ‘as a central tool for
forming the masses into a unified Volk’ (143).

Despite this excellent analysis of case studies, it would be too narrow and
misleading to describe Cowan’s dense and complex study as a simple monograph
on Ruttmann’s filmic oeuvre. The approach to Ruttmann’s professional self-
understanding as an expert and commissioned film-maker, as well as the
contextualization of his work in relation to advertising theory and psychology,
psychophysics, scientific images (such as cross-section illustrations and statistical
graphs), biopolitics and Nazi rhetoric makes Cowan’s book an extremely interest-
ing study on much broader and wide-reaching cultural phenomena related to
modernity, the interwar avant-garde, visual culture and advertising. Cowan
wonderfully combines film history (including also introductions to the Ufa
Kulturfilm-genre and to the cross-section film) with cultural history.

However, while bringing these aspects together, the book’s main focus remains
Walter Ruttmann. In this regard, it needs to be said that Cowan’s study does not
cover—and does not attempt to comprise—all of Ruttmann’s films. Indeed, for
the most part, the book also excludes his other works, including his paintings and
advertising posters. For a complete overview, the author encourages the reader to
consult Jeanpaul Goergen’s and Leonardo Quaresima’s article collections Walter
Ruttmann. Eine Dokumentation (1989) and Walter Ruttmann. Cinema, pittura, ars acus-
tica (1994). Nevertheless, given the fact that Cowan’s study is the first book-length
publication on Ruttmann in English, the inclusion of a more detailed overview of
the film-maker’s oeuvre could have been of value to the reader, perhaps in the
form of an annotated filmography. In addition, some references to the film sources
Cowan uses would have made more clear and reproducible to the reader, which
film elements and (perhaps) film versions the author has consulted and
consequently refers to in his study. This, however, does not in the slightest
diminish the excellence of Cowan’s extremely well-written book and inspiring
analysis of Ruttmann’s work.

EVA HIELSCHER

Ghent University
© 2015, Eva Hielscher
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