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Walter Benjamin


Mirrors Over the Seine:

Convolutes R [Mirrors] and l [the Seine, the Oldest Paris] of the Arcades Project
Introduction


The comparatively short length of convolutes R and (lowercase) l create the possibility of a close reading of the convolutes in their entirety. The convolutes present examples of the range and breadth of the Arcades as a whole, as well as revealing the sort of constellations between them that Benjamin finds linking the events of history. Convolute R, [Mirrors] deals with the mirror as object, artifice, egoism and narcissism, fashion, the creation of mirror spaces and spaces of light, while convolute l [the Seine, the Oldest Paris] concerns itself with the river and the riverbed, the foundations of the city in the natural landscape, the trees and gardens, air and water, layers of the city. One could imagine these convolutes entering into a dialectic, and yet Benjamin’s rubric of the constellation seems the more apt description of the way in which one convolute refers and relates to the other. Also of note – convolute R contains significant comments, notes and self-reminders of Benjamin’s, in contrast to convolute l, where such comments amid the quotes are almost non-existent.
[Mirrors]

The way mirrors bring the open expanse, the streets, into the cafe-this, too,
belongs to the interweaving of spaces, to the spectacle by which the flaneur is  

ineluctably drawn. “During the day, often sober; in the evening, more buoyant,

when the gas flames glow. The art of the dazzling illusion is here developed to 

perfection. The most commonplace tavern is dedicated to deceiving the eye.

Through mirrors extending along walls, and reflecting rows of merchandise right

and left, these establishments all obtain an artificial expansion, a fantastical

magnitude, by lamplight." Karl Gutzkow, Briefe aus Paris (Leipzig, 1842), vol. 1,

p. 225.

Thus, precise1y with the approach of night, distant horizons bright as day open

up throughout the city.
[R1, 1]


The flaneur here becomes drawn into the space created by the approach of night and gas lanterns which empower the café and tavern mirrors to reflect rows of merchandise and bring the open expanse in, while projecting the internal outward.

The space created almost has no concrete physical borders – it functions as a literalization of the phantasmagoria. Inside and outside lose their usual delimitations, and an interspace of mirrors and reflections takes their place. In some way the space seems to belong to the flaneur, to define the flaneur. The night and the gas light also provide a necessary atmosphere for this mirror expansion space. In this segment, Benjamin adds his own comments to Gutzkow’s quotes, bringing in the flaneur and emphasizing the necessity of the night for the creation of the mirror space. In the next segment, he appears to remind himself to flesh out an example of mirror writing.
Here, in connection with the mirror motif, should be mentioned the story of the

man who could not bear to have, in the interior of his shop or bistro, the legend 

on the outer windowpane incessantly before his eyes in mirror writing. To 

discover an anecdote that accords with this.
  [RI, 2]

This story could stand as is, or could indicate that Benjamin actually intended to return and add something to it. The window itself stands in for a mirror by showing the person standing inside the reverse of what it shows the person standing outside. Again, we see the discrepancy between the external which draws the outside or the bypasser in, and the actual contents of the inside. The mirror letters may be drawing the shop or bistro keeper out into a mirror of the inside.
Brittle, too are the mosaic thresholds that lead you, in the style of the old

restaurants of the Palais-Royal, to a "Parisian dinner" for five francs; they mount 

boldly to a glass door, but you can hardly believe that behind this door is really a

restaurant. The glass door adjacent promises a "Petit Casino" and allows a 

glimpse of a ticket booth and the prices of seats; but were you to open it - would 

it open into anything? Instead of entering the space of a theater, wouldn't you be 

stepping down to the street? Where doors and walls are made of mirrors, there is

no telling outside from in, with all the equivocal illumination. Paris is the city of

mirrors.  The asphalt of its roadways smooth as glass, and at the entrance to all 

bistros glass partitions. A profusion of windowpanes and mirrors in cafes, so as to 

make the inside brighter and to give all the tiny nooks and crannies, into which 

Parisian taverns separate, a pleasing amplitude. Women here look at themselves

more than elsewhere, and from this comes the distinctive beauty of the  

Parisienne. Before any man catches sight of her, she already sees herself ten times

reflected. But the man, too, sees his own physiognomy flash by. He gains his

image more quickly here than elsewhere and also sees himself more quickly    ​

merged with this, his image. Even the eyes of passersby are veiled mirrors, and

over that wide bed of the Seine, over Paris, the sky is spread out like the crystal

mirror hanging over the drab beds in brothels.
[Rl, 3]


Mirrors create a façade for and of the rows of cafes and bistros. Even the insides of cafes present an amalgam of reflections of outside and inside, nooks and crannies doubling in upon themselves. Benjamin labels Paris the city of mirrors. He gives quite a long description, in his own words, of all the city’s mirror-facades, beginning in mosaic doorsteps, continuing through the multiply reflected Parisienne, the physiognomy of the Parisien, the veiled mirror eyes of people walking by, and finally the very sky as a brothel bed accessory hanging over the bed of the Seine. Artifice abounds in his Paris of mirrors. Mechanical reproduction via mirrors has confused the boundaries between original and reflection. Even the bed of the Seine is reflected in the sky, desultory and seamy.
Where were these mirrors manufactured? And when did the custom of furnishing

bars with them arise?
[Rl, 4]

Benjamin turns to address the mirror as commodity – he asks where they were produced and when it became common for bars to use them as furnishing and façade. He turns from the poetic rhetoric of mirrors to the ideology, commodity fetish, history, statistic.
Since when the custom of inserting mirrors, instead of canvases, into the expensive carved frames of old paintings?
[Rl, 5]

He questions the history of framing mirrors in the paraphernalia of art. A mirror in a frame associates the reflected image with the classical art work, bringing up questions of the boundaries between life and art, canvas and performance, movement and still life. 
Let two mirrors reflect each other; then Satan plays his favorite trick and opens  

here in his way (as his partner does in lovers' gazes) the perspective on infinity. Be

it now divine, now satanic: Paris has a passion for mirror-like perspectives: The 

Arc de Triomphe, the Sacre Coeur, and even the Pantheon appear, from a dis​tance, 

like images hovering above the ground and opening, architecturally, a fata morgana.

 0 Perspective 0
[Rl, 6]

From the gazes of lovers reflecting each other to infinity, we move to the infinity reflected in two mirrors as a devil’s trick, and a combination of the two in the architecture of Paris. The agency of the city appears in its passion for mirror perspectives.

At the end of the 1860s, Alphonse Karr writes that no one knows how to make mirrors any more.
[Rl, 7]

Karr laments the decline of mirrors. Mirrors may have declined in quality in some manner, in their reflective qualities or the styles in which they were made or framed. This does not really answer the previous questions of where mirrors were produced or how the custom of framing them sprung up. It suggests that the production of mirrors qualifies as an art form or a legitimate form of craftsmanship. The age of the fine mirror ended by the 1860s, according to Karr.
That the last but also the greatest work of this mirror magic is still around to be

seen is owing, perhaps, more to its high production costs than to its drawing 

power and profitability, which today are already on the decline. This work is the 

"Cabinet des Mirages" at the Musee Grevin. Here were united, one final time, 

iron supporting beams and giant glass panes intersecting at countless angles. 

Various coverings make it possible to transform these beams into Greek columns 
one moment, Egyptian pilasters the next, then into street lamps; and, according 

as they come into view, the spectator is surrounded with unending forests of

Greco-Roman temple columns, with suites, as it were, of innumerable railroad

stations, market halls, or arcades, one succeeding another. A fluctuating light and 

gentle music accompany the performance, and coming before each transforma​tion 

is the classic signal of the hand bell, and the jolt, which we recognize from 

our earliest trips around the world, when, in the Kaiserpanorama, before our

eyes that were full of the pain of departure, an image would slowly disengage

From. the stereoscope, allowing the next one to appear.
[Rl, 8]


Benjamin relates the Musee Grevin to the changing pictures of the panorama. The “Cabinet des Mirages” serves as the epitome of the mirror illusion – all of history can be reflected in three dimensions, with gentle music, to bring the spectator to a world of unending arcades. The spectator enters into a kaleidoscope of mirror realized spaces that changes with the bell and hand jolt of the old Kaiserpanorama. Benjamin envisions the “Cabinet” as a virtual messianic age of the mirror.
Mallarme as genius of mirrors.
[R1a, 1]

Mallarme as genius of mirrors could be taken to mean that his writing or theories form a literary equivalent of the “Cabinet des Mirages,” thus an ideal (or excessive) form of mirror-mirage. It could mean that Mallarme has created a manner of producing mirrors in constellational relation to Karr’s lament on the decline of their production. Perhaps Benjamin posits the poet as an artisan or craftsman of the art of mirror writing, yet ‘genius’ suggests more than mere adeptness at craftsmanship. Following this fragment, Benjamin returns to quoting other sources. 

"The manufacture of mirrors in Paris and Saint-Gobain, 'mirrors known all over

Europe and without serious rival,' continues unabated." Levasseur, Histoire des

classes ouvrieres <et de I'industrie en France, de 1789 a 1870 (Paris, 1903)>, 

vol.1, p. 446.
[Rla, 2]


This quote may answer part of the question in [R1, 4] about the manufacture of mirrors, or it may contradict Karr in [R1, 7]. It gives no specifics about the mirror production industry or particular craftspeople. It brings up the question of why Saint-Gobain would be a location for mirror manufacture, and the question of who would have posed a serious rivalry to the French industry. Another idea to consider: why would production have stopped, and why did it begin in the first place?

"Our mirrors are growing larger by the day, which makes them more and more​

sought after throughout Europe. Today they are within range of the most middling

fortune, and whereas there is scarcely a household in France that does not possess

at least one or two, nothing is rarer in England than to come upon of our

mirrors, even in castles." Adolphe Blanqui, Histoire de l'exposition des produits

de l'industrie francaise en 1827 (Paris, 1827), p. 130.
[RIa, 3]

This ‘our’ presumably refers to France, although it could refer to a particular manufacturer. ‘Growing larger’ could mean the mirrors themselves are being produced in taller and wider versions, or they have become more popular. The author focuses a great deal on the European market for the mirrors, yet he never explains why they rarely appear in England. Maybe he considers them to be a commodity in England, while in France they have become a common occurrence. 
Egoistic - "that is what one becomes in Paris, where you can hardly take a step

without catching sight of your dearly beloved self. Mirror after mirror! In cafes 

and restaurants, in shops and stores, in haircutting salons and literary salons, in 

baths and everywhere, 'every inch a mirror'!" S. F. Lahrs<?>, Briefe aus Paris, in  

Europa: Chronik der gebildeten Welt, ed. August Lewald (Leipzig and Stuttgart, 

1837), vol. 2, p. 206.
[Rla, 4]


The ubiquitous ‘I’ created by the incessant mirrors of the city exists in constellation with the ‘eye’ of the observer, the flaneur. One is forced to see oneself in every surface. The chance to observe other people becomes lost in the enforced self-reflection. Cafes and restaurants, shops and stores, hair salons and literary salons, locations merge into one great self-seeing eye phantasmagoria. Rhetorical reflection is submerged in mirrored surfaces.
Redon paints things as if they appeared in a somewhat clouded mirror. But 

his mirror world is flat, averse to perspective. 
[R1a, 5]

Benjamin emerges from mirror production and usage quotes to mention Redon’s flattening mirrors and somewhat clouded reproductions of things. The flatness and cloudiness could refer to the nature of the reflected ‘I’ of the Parisian mirrors. It could suggest a distinction between art and mirrors, a symbolic distance between art and life or mirror reflection and art. Further notes on production follow.
"So long as the plate glass was produced solely through expansion of a glass 

cylin​der blown with the mouth at the end of the pipe, its dimensions had a constant and 

relatively confined limit, one determined by the lung power expended in the blowing. 

Only recently was this replaced by compressed air. But with the introduction

of the casting process. . . in 1688, these dimensions were immediately and 

sig​nificantly increased." A. G. Meyer, Eisenbauten (Esslingen, 1907), pp. 54-55. 

Note to this passage: "The first mirrors cast in Paris are said. . . to have measured

84 by 50 inches, as compared to a maximum of 50 by 45 inches before this."
[R1a, 6]


The original method of creating the plate glass involved a direct correlation between the artisan and the lung power used in blowing and the dimensions of the glass. The techniques of compressed air and the casting process severed this aspect of the link between producer and product. The first Parisian manufactured mirrors broke a size record. Paris thus added to the disjunction between the human end of production and the final product. While this clarifies the manner of producing mirrors, it does not seem to give any further answer to the questions posed earlier about the location of production or the practice of installing mirrors in frames or their use in bars.
Actually, in the arcades it is not a matter of illuminating the interior space, as in

other forms of iron construction, but of damping the exterior space. 
[R1a, 7]

Benjamin’s voice returns to discuss the Arcades spaces. Interior and exterior rearrange themselves, and the exterior must lose its luminous quality in order for the interior to gain in brightness or to appear lighter. Methods of damping the exterior remain to be seen. The next segment continues with the constellations of light and aqueousness of the internal.

On the light that reigns in the arcades: "A glaucous gleam, seemingly filtered

through deep water, with the special quality of pale brilliance of a leg suddenly 

revealed under a lifted skirt. The great American passion for city planning, 

im​ported into Paris by a prefect of police during the Second Empire and now being 

applied to the task of redrawing the map of our capital in straight lines, will soon 

spell the doom of these human aquariums. Although the life that originally 

quickened them has drained away, they deserve, nevertheless, to be regarded as the 

secret repositories of several modern myths." Louis Aragon, Le Paysan de Paris 

(Paris, 1926), p. 19.   0 Mythology 0
[R2, 1]


Aragon contemplates the arcades and sees an aquarium, one of Benjamin’s ruins, a container for modern myths. A leg revealed under a lifted skirt forms a constellation with the aqueous luminescence of the atmosphere in the arcades. The arcades take on the quality of a lost city of Atlantis type of myth- their air may be water. Aragon perceives them as past their era, or removed from the life that formerly moved in their passages, and yet claims that their doom will be the redrawing of the capital in straight lines. He may view Paris itself as under threat from this notion of redistricting. The Arcades appear as a part of the founding myths of the city. The convolute continues with another world of water images.
Outside surged "the green, transparent tide, filling the street to a level high above 

the houses; and there, up and down, swam the queerest fish, often nearly human 

in appearance. . . . The street itself could have come from some prehistoric book 

of images; gray gabled houses with high pointed roofs and narrow windows, the 

latter sometimes straight across, sometimes on a slant, the sides of the houses in 

some spots almost overgrown with shells and seaweed, though in other spots 

clean and well preserved, and adorned with tasteful paintings and shell

figures. . . . Before every door stood a tall shady coral tree; and planted not 

infrequently along the walls, like the grapevines and roses we train on slender 

trellises at home, were polyps with spreading arms that reached in their luxuri​ance 

high above the windows, often to the very gables that protruded from the roofs." 

Friedrich Gerstacker, Die versunkene Stadt (<Berlin:> Neufeld and Henius, 

1921), p. 30. If a work of literature, an imaginative composition, could arise from 

repressed economic contents in the consciousness of a collective, as Freud says it 

can from sexual contents in an individual consciousness, then in the above 

de​scription we would have before our eyes the consummate sublimation of the 

arcades, with their bric-a-brac growing rankly out of their showcases. Even the

vitreous radiance of the globes of the street lamps, the utter pomp and splendor 

of gas lighting, enters into this undersea world of Gerstacker's. The hero sees, to 

his amazement, "that, with the gradual infusion of twilight, these undersea 

corri​dors just as gradually lit up by themselves. For everywhere in the bushes of coral

and sponge, among the wreaths and thick curtains of seaweed and the tall waving 

seagrass towering up behind, were sitting broad-brimmed, glassy-looking medu​sas, 

which already at the outset had given off a weak, greenish phosphorescent

light that quickly picked up strength at the approach of darkness and now was

shining with great intensity." Gerstacker, Die versunkene Stadt) p. 48. Here, the

arcade in Gerstacker in a different constellation: "Hardly had they left the house

than they entered into a wide and airy, crystal -crowned passageway, onto which

nearly all the neighboring houses seemed to issue; just beyond this, however, and

divided from it only by a perfectly transparent partition that appeared to be

formed of thin sheets of ice, lay the luminous waters." Gerstacker, Die versunkene

Stadt, p. 42.
[R2, 2]


Benjamin interprets the underwater world as an exact replica of the Arcades, the unconscious springing up of their world out of the mind of the collective. All the minutia of the city come to resemble the passageways; their adornments, their entryways, their streetlamps. The luminescent medusas that radiate light at the onset of twilight form an instant constellation with the earlier passage [R1, 1] on the mirrors worlds that open precisely when night begins. In Gerstacker, Aragon’s glaucous light of the undersea combines with Gutzkow’s lamp-lit, mirror expanded nocturnal spaces. The arcades now become repositories of relics and fossils. 
As rocks of the Miocene or Eocene in places bear the imprint of monstrous 

creatures from those ages, so today arcades dot the metropolitan landscape like 

caves containing the fossil remains of a vanished monster: the consumer of the 

pre-imperial era of capitalism, the last dinosaur of Europe. On the walls of these

caverns their immemorial flora, the commodity, luxuriates and enters, like 

can​cerous tissue, into the most irregular combinations. A world of secret 

affinities opens up within: palm tree and feather duster, hairdryer and Venus de Milo,

prostheses and letter-writing manuals. The odalisque lies in wait next to the 

inkwell, and priestesses raise high the vessels into which we drop cigarette butts 

as incense offerings. These items on display are a rebus: how one ought to read 

here the birdseed in the fixative-pan, the flower seeds beside the binoculars, the 

broken screw atop the musical score, and the revolver above the goldfish bowl - 

​is right on the tip of one's tongue. After all, nothing of the lot appears to be new. 

The goldfish come perhaps from a pond that dried up long ago, the revolver was 

a corpus delicti, and these scores could hardly have preserved their previous 

owner from starvation when her last pupils stayed away. And since, to the dream​ing 

collective itself, the decline of an economic era seems like the end of the world, 

the writer Karl Kraus has looked quite correctly on the arcades, which, 

from another angle, must have appealed to him as the casting of a dream: "In the

Berlin Arcade, there is no grass growing. It looks like the day after the end of the 

world, although people are still moving about. Organic life is withered, and in 

this condition is put on display. Castan's Panopticon. Ah, a summery day there,  

among the waxworks, at six o'clock. An orchestrion plays mechanical music to 

accompany Napoleon III's bladder-stone operation. Adults can see the syphilitic 

chancre of a Negro. Positively the very last Aztecs. Oleographs. Street youths, 

hustlers, with thick hands. Outside is life: a third-rate cabaret. The orchestrion 

plays 'You're a Fine Fellow, Emil.' Here God is made by machine." <Karl Kraus,> 

Nachts (Vienna and Leipzig, 1924), pp. 201-202.
[R2, 3]

Skeomorphy meets antiquarianism and commodity fetish in this depiction of the arcades’ offerings. Every object contains a secondary usage or meaning, a lost history. Kraus says it looks post-apocalyptic, as though a fair or circus has come and gone, and people still stroll up and down. Dead, withered organic life sits on display next to waxworks, listening to mechanical music. Benjamin forms an unpronounceable rebus, a murder mystery perhaps, out of the affinities between irregular objects. A dream of the collective on the decline of an economic era, commodities speak to each other in an indecipherable language.
On the Crystal Palace of 1851: "Of course, for sensuous perception, these glass 

surfaces are themselves practically dissolved in light. / In its basic principle, this

is by no means something altogether new; rather, its prehistory goes back centuries 

at least, if not millennia. For it begins with the decision to cover the walls with 

shining metal plates. / . . . That is the first step on the way to the new valuation of 

space at work in the Crystal Palace. In the domed chamber of the Mycenaeans, 

this conception of space was already so decidedly in force that the entire space of

the room could be dissolved in luster . . . In this way, however, one sacrificed that 

fundamental means of all spatial organization: contrast. The whole of the succeed​ing 

historical development was determined through this means-although, from 

the perspective of what concerns us at present, this development first begins only a 

thousand years later, and then no longer with the 'luster' of metal but with that of

glass. / . . . The high point here is with the window of the Gothic cathedral. . . .

The increasing transparency of glass in colorless glazing draws the outer world

into the interior space, while covering the walls with mirrors projects the image of 

the interior space into the outer world. In either case, the 'wall,' as a container of

space, is deprived of its significance. The 'luster' increasingly forfeits the distinc​tive 

color that was part of its character and becomes ever more exclusively just a mirror of 

external light. / This process culminated in the profane interior space of the 

seventeenth century, where it was no longer only the embrasures of windows 

that were filled with plate glass clear as water, but also the remaining surfaces of 

the wall surrounding the room, particularly in places that lay opposite a window 

opening: in the 'mirror galleries of the rococo interiors.' / . . . But in this the principle 

of contrast still prevails. . . . In the Sainte-Chapelle, however, as in <Versaille's> 

Hall of Mirrors, this relation between surface and light was consti​tuted in such a way 

that it is no longer the light that interrupts the surface area but the surface area that 

interrupts the light. / In terms of the unfolding valuation of space, therefore, we see a 

continuous progression.' At its end stand the green​houses and the halls of the 

Crystal Palace in London." A. G. Meyer, Eisenbauten (Esslingen, 1907), pp. 65-66.
[R2a, l]


The mirrors of the arcades here trace their history to shining metal plates adorning walls and halls of mirrors with glass outer walls to erase the wall as demarcation of space. The light comes to dominate the surface area, and teleology leads to the greenhouse and the Crystal Palace, where light and glass have replaced walls and done away with principles of division and contrast. Glass draws the outer world in, and mirrors project the inner world out. Inside and outside merge and fuse.    

One may compare the pure magic of those walls of mirrors which we know from 

feudal times with the oppressive magic worked by the alluring mirror-walls of 

the arcades, which invite us into seductive bazaars.    0 Magasins de Nouveautes 0 
[R2a, 2]

The feudal mirrors return in the form of novelties. These mirrors seduce passers-by into entering the world of commodity fetish, their earlier incarnation spoke to mimesis and magic similarities. The pure magic of the feudal mirrors takes on a skeomorphic allure as it has been replicated in the arcades.
A look at the ambiguity of the arcades: their abundance of mirrors, which 

fabulously amplifies the spaces and makes orientation more difficult. For although 

this mirror world may have many aspects, indeed infinitely many, it remains 

ambiguous, double-edged. It blinks: it is always this one-and never nothing-

out of which another immediately arises. The space that transforms itself does so 

in the bosom of nothingness. In its tarnished, dirty mirrors, things exchange a

Kaspar-Hauser-look with the nothing. It is like an equivocal wink, coming from

nirvana. And here, again, we are brushed with icy breath by the dandyish name 

of Odilon Redon, who caught, like no one else, this look of things in the mirror 

of nothingness, and who understood, like no one else, how to join with things in 

their collusion with nonbeing. The whispering of gazes fills the arcades. There is 

no thing here that does not, where one least expects it, open a fugitive eye,

blinking it shut again; but if you look more closely, it is gone. To the whispering 

of these gazes, the space lends its echo. "Now, what," it blinks, "can possibly

have come over me?" We stop short in some surprise. "What, indeed, can 

possibly have come over you?" Thus we gently bounce the question back to it. 

0 Flanerie 0
[R2a, 3]

Benjamin pokes at the duality of the arcades spaces, the disorienting nature of their mirror perspectives, their ambiguity. The mirror world blinks at him, gives a wink from the world of nothingness and colludes with nonbeing. Looks whisper, and all things may open an eye unexpectedly, and close it before the flaneur can fully take it in. The mirror world space provides an echo for the murmur of gazes and lazily asks questions of passers-by, who may reply with their own form of the question. 
"Images of interiors are at the center of the early Kierkegaard's philosophical 

constructions. These images are, in fact, produced by philosophy, . . . but they 

point beyond this stratum in virtue of the things they hold fast. . . . The great motif 

of reflection belongs to the interieur. The 'seducer' begins a note: 'Why can't you 

be quiet and well behaved? You have done nothing the entire morning except to 

shake my awning, pull at my window mirror, play with the bell-rope from the third 

story, rattle the windowpanes-in short, do everything possible to get my atten​tion!'

 . . . The window mirror is a characteristic furnishing of the spacious nine​teenth-

century apartment. . . . 'The function of the window mirror is to project the

endless row of apartment buildings into the encapsulated bourgeois living room; 

by this means, the living room dominates the reflected row at the same time that it 

is delimited by it.” Theodor Wiesengrund-Adorno, Kierkegaard (Tubingen,

1933), p. 45.      0 Flaneur 0 Interior 0
[R3, 1]


Adorno brings the mirror space constellation into the private home. The nineteenth century apartment serves as the location of the extended interior. The apartment buildings all enter the living room, while allowing it to retain its position as the dominant space. The window mirror allows it to compare itself to external spaces without leaving its own position. Adorno emphasizes Kierkegaard’s interiors, and their ties to the changing delimitations caused by mirror spaces. 

To be cited in reference to the physiologies, even though coming later, is the 

passage from the "Lettre a Charles Asselineau;" in which Babou gives free rein to 

his nonconformist and antimodernist sentiments. "I know that the public of

today, being the most seemly of all publics, loves to admire itself en famille in

those very large mirrors which adorn the cafes of the boulevard, or which the 

hand of an arty decorator has kindly installed in its bedroom." Hippolyte Babou,

Les Payens innocents (Paris, 1858), p. xviii.
[R3, 2]  

Babou takes Adorno’s discussion of interior mirror spaces in the direction of the bedroom. The seemly public goes on a quick slide from admiring itself in the large mirrors decorating boulevard cafes to admiring itself in baroque bedroom mirrors installed by trendy decorators. Even the bedroom has become a space un-delimited by mirrors. The dream mirror watches even the sleeping individual. Babou’s mirrors penetrate all spaces, from the most public to the innermost recesses of the home. They have abandoned their vampirish status of night dwellers and conquered all aspects of city life and private life, ubiquitous and universal in their reach.

Convolute R [Mirrors] approaches the arcades through mirrors, both as physical object and as a representation of the ideas of blurred spatial boundaries, panoramas and undersea worlds, and of the gaze and narcissism. Mirrors invoke constellations of artifice and disorientation. Even the Seine appears as an image mirrored by the sky, denaturalizing even the natural elements of the city. Convolute l [The Seine, the Oldest Paris] establishes constellations between Parisians and the Seine, revealing the city mirroring nature, trees mirroring people, a Paris built on layers of air, water and history. The Seine emerges from the undersea world of mirrors into streams and sewers, parks, trees and daylight. 

l [The Seine, the Oldest Paris]

 Around 1830: "The quartier was full of those gardens which Hugo has described in 

<his poem of 1839> 'Ce qui se passait aux Feuillantines.' The Luxembourg, rather 

more grand than it is today, was bordered directly by houses; the proprietors each 

had a key to the garden and could walk up and down there all night long." Dubech 

and d'Espezel, Histoire de Paris (Paris, 1926), p. 367.
[l1, 1]


Prior to the 1860s with its decline of mirror production, Dubech and d’Espezel introduce the world of the 1830s garden landscape. The Luxembourg, in its heyday, surrounds itself with houses, a collective backyard green space. Perhaps the mirror thresholds of the arcades lead here, to moonlit reverie in a locked garden. All houses lead to the Luxembourg, the reverse side concealed behind the mirrored passages. The gardens too participate in Parisian uprisings. 
"Rambuteau had two rows of trees planted"-on the Boulevards Saint-Denis and 

Bonne-Nouvelle-"to replace those old and beautiful trees which had gone into 

the barricades of 1830." Dubech and d'Espezel, Histoire de Paris, p. 382. [l1, 2]

The trees of Saint-Denis and the Good-New Boulevard fell too in the barricades, always ready to do their part for liberté-egalité-fraternité, that ever Parisian mantra. The trees gave their lives to create the barricades in the famous street battle, and were duly memorialized by Rambuteau via the planting of new rows of trees where those graceful martyrs once stood. The organic life of Paris took its place beside the city’s denizens.
"Housewives go to draw their water from the Seine; the more distant neighborhoods are supplied by water carriers." Dubech and d'Espezel, Histoire de Paris, pp. 388-389 (section on the July Monarchy).
[l1, 3]

Benjamin refrains from commenting overtly and continues to trace the discourse of Dubech and d’Espezel. The Seine speaks directly with housewives living in nearby houses. Water carriers, those milkmen of the Seine, supply the further neighborhoods. Water comes direct from the source – the mirror-eye of the sky above merits no mention in this passage. Aqueducts and mechanical systems of water transport have been reserved for other passages.
Before Haussmann: "Prior to his day, the old aqueducts were capable of bringing 

water only as high as the second story." Dubech and d'Espezel, Histoire de Paris,
p.418.
[l1, 4]

The channels for moving water develop throughout the city. Before Haussmann, water only reached the second story through their means. It remained for Haussmann and his era to change the means of urban irrigation.
"Anglomania.  . . has had an influence on ideas since the Revolution, on fashions 

since Waterloo. Just as the Constituents copied England's political institutions, 

the architects copied the parks and squares of London." Dubech and d'Espezel, 
p. 404.
[l1, 5]


The English influence rears its ugly head. While, as Blanqui mentions in [R1a, 3], England lacked the fine mirrors manufactured in France, Paris has spared no expense in taking in the fashions and fads of the London set. From Waterloo, fashions invaded, from the Revolution, ideas. The framing of political institutions drew from English systems, as did the framing of parks and squares from those of London. Does Paris draw from London or mirror London? Here, Paris can be seen as either corollary to or in correspondence with the British capital. Benjamin turns back the pages of Dubech and d’Espezel to Seine history. 
"The route of the Seine, as attested in Strabo, began to be used and appreciated.

Lutetia became the center of an association of navigators or mariners, who, during

the reign of Tiberius, raised to the emperor and to Jupiter the famous altar that

was discovered under Notre Dame in 1711." Dubech and d'Espezel, p. 18. 
[l1, 6]

1711 anchors the altar under Notre Dame, history floats down the Seine to the route of navigators and mariners centered in pre-Paris Lutetia, who raise an alter to Jupiter in the reign of Tiberius. Notre Dame too builds on ceremonies and rites of the Seine’s pre-history. The Seine serves as a waterway for ritual and transportation.
"The winter here is not severe. You can see vineyards and even fig trees, since care 

is taken to cover them with straw." Julian in the Misopogon; cited in Dubech and  

d'Espezel, p. 25.
[l1, 7]

Benjamin flips the pages forward to vines and trees bearing Biblical fruit, swaddled in straw to last out the mild winters. Paris restrains its chills to nourish the urban agriculture. Straw seals out frosts, protecting crops of grapes and figs.
"The Seine seems to exhale the air of Paris all the way to its mouth." Friedrich

Engels, "Von Paris nach Bern," Die neue Zeit, 17, no. 1 (Stuttgart, 1899), p. 11. [l1, 8]


Even Engels has something to say about the Seine. He ties the Seine to the air, to the mouth of the river. The mirror sky here appears as an organic part of the river itself. This comment does not reveal whether Engels views the air of Paris in a positive or negative sense, only that he sees its connection to the Seine itself. The air and river become synonymous with Paris.
"If reading in the public gardens is now permitted, smoking there is not - liberty 

(as people are beginning to say) not being the same as license." Nadar, Quand 

j'etais photographe (Paris <1900>), p. 284 ("1830 et environs").
[l1, 9]

Paris too has its limits. The liberté of the Revolutionary triad apparently does not apply to smoking in the public gardens. Reading has now gained acceptance – this seems to indicate that it was not permitted previously. License to smoke will not be granted differs somehow from liberty to smoke. This brings up the question of the difference between liberty and license – it remains to be seen how to classify activities such as strolling, napping, nursing babies, spitting, prostitution, gambling, drinking, literary gatherings or other things one might think of to do in public gardens.
"Not long ago we witnessed the erection of the obelisk brought back from Luxor by 

the prince de Joinville. We were made a bit nervous by noises that must not have 

been reassuring to the engineer Lebas, supervisor of the operation: the English, 

always so jealous, . . . were supposed to have paid a traitor to cut the insides of the 

cables. Oh, those English!" Nadar, Quand j'etais photographe (Paris), p. 291 

("1830 et environs").
[l1, 10]


The English saboteurs appear again – first they influence the architecture of urban gardens, then they return to sabotage the erection of monuments in those very gardens. French engineering woes reveal their ties to England. Perhaps the English did not view obelisks as appropriate decorations for public spaces to begin with.
Liberty trees-poplars [peupliers]-were planted in Paris in 1848. Thiers: "People, 

you will grow tall." They were cut down in 1850 by order of the prefect of 

police, Carlier.
[l1, 11]

The prefect of police cuts down the people before they can grow tall, cutting liberty at its root. Symbolic plantings torn down by the agent of the law. Benjamin’s straightforward words provide a subtle irony around the quote. 

After the July Revolution: "The endless number of felled trees on the road to 

Neuilly, on the Champs-Elysees, on the boulevards. Not a single tree has been left 

standing on the Boulevard des Italiens." Friedrich von Raumer, Briefe aus Paris 

und Frankreich im Jahre 1830 (Leipzig, 1831), vol. 2, pp. 146-147.
[11, 12]

The July Revolution tears down and rips out all the trees planted in and cropping up around Paris. The Champs-Elysees, the boulevards become a graveyard of fallen trees, littered with endless arboreal fragments. Why the Boulevard des Italiens has suffered the worst damage, von Raumer fails to mention. Xenophobia among trees? A particular battle location of the July Revolution?
"One sees gardens measuring only a few square feet, which offer nonetheless a bit 

of greenery in which to read a book; here and there, even a bird is chirping. -But 

the Place Saint-Georges is an altogether charming spot. Rustic and urban tastes 

are blended here. It is surrounded by buildings that look toward the city on one

side and toward the country on the other." Add to this fountains, terraces, 

greenhouses, flower beds. L. Rellstab, Paris im Fruhjahr 1843: Briefe, Berichte und 

Schilderungen (Leipzig, 1844), vol. 1, pp. 55-56.
[l1a, l]


Paris reveals its leanings towards the garden city, urging in a small square of greenery or a mini-garden wherever it finds a space. The Place Saint-Georges presents an idyllic garden environment midway between city and country. Look one way, and the country rolls out its distant perspectives, look the other and all of city life lies revealed. Benjamin adds the fountains, terraces, greenhouses, flowerbeds, all the little niceties of a pleasant urban garden which present themselves in the charming Place Saint-Georges.
"Paris is between two layers, a layer of water and a layer of air. The layer of water, 

lying at a considerable depth underground, . . . is furnished by the bed of green
sandstone lying between the chalk and the Jurassic limestone. This bed can be 

represented by a disk with a radius of seventy miles. A multitude of rivers and 

brooks filter into it: we drink the Seine, the Marne, the Yonne, the Oise, the Aisne,

the Cher, the Vienne, and the Loire in a single glass of water from the well of 

Grenelle. The layer of water is salubrious; it comes first from heaven, then from

the earth. The layer of air is unwholesome, it comes from the sewers." Victor

Hugo, Oeuvres completes, novels, vol. 9 (Paris, 1881), p182 (Les Miserables).
[l1a, 2]


With Victor Hugo, Benjamin returns to the duality motif. Hugo paints a lovely picture of the pure water, flowing from pure rivers and brooks, coming from heaven, passing historical green sandstone that lies amid chalk and Jurassic limestone, and ending in the well of Grenelle. His picture of the air invokes images of grime and sewers. The air never passes through heaven, and the water never passes through the air on the way from heaven. Paris sits between these two layers, in limbo. How different from Engels’ view [l1, 8] of the Seine breathing the air of Paris! Does Engels’ Seine breathe the pure water of Hugo’s description, or the sewer air, or the air of Paris in limbo?

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, there were still trains de bois (timber 

rafts?) going down the Seine; and Ch. F. Viel finds fault, in his work De l'Impuissance 

des mathematiques pour assurer la solidite des batiments, with the piers of 

the Pont du Louvre, on which such rafts are dashed to pieces.
[l1a, 3]

Benjamin returns to paraphrase a commentary on the piers of the Pont du Louvre. Viel accuses the piers of being mal-designed for the sort of naval commerce typical of the waters in which they stand. Are the Pont du Louvre piers sirens, luring timber rafts to their doom, or simply difficult to navigate – excessively sized, badly placed?
On the "nets of Saint-Cloud" we have the testimony of Mercier (Tableau de Paris

​ [Amsterdam 1782], vol. 3, p. 197), among others: "The bodies of those unfortu​nates 

who have drowned are pulled up (except when the river is iced over) by the

nets of Saint-Cloud." There are many, such as Dulaure, who speak of these nets; 

others, like Gozlan and Touchard-Lafosse, deny they ever existed. The archives of 

the Seine make no mention of them. Tradition maintains that they stopped being 

used in 1810. This according to Firmin Maillard, Recherches historiques et cri​tiques 

sur la Morgue (Paris, 1860). The last chapter of this book (p. 137): "Les Filets 

de Saint-Cloud."
[l1a, 4]

Another mystery of the Seine – the “nets of Saint-Cloud.” Dueling historians give accounts of these nets as legend or as history. The nets sweep the Seine to recover the bodies of the drowned. Gozlan and Touchard-Lafosse deny the nets existed, Mercier gives an account of them, the archives of the Seine fail to mention them, and Maillard devotes an entire chapter to them, noting that tradition holds their usage to have ceased in 1810. And then the river began to smell of plague.
On "an underground river in Paris," which was, in large part, covered over at the 

beginning of the seventeenth century: "The stream thus. . . descended gradually 

along the slope, all the way to the house which, as early as the fifteenth century, 

had two salmon on its signboard, and which would be replaced by the Passage du 

Saumon. There, having swelled with the added flow of water coming from Les 

Halles, it plunged underground at the site where the Rue Maudar begins today, 

and where the entrance of the great sewer, which had long stood open, gave way 

. . . , after Thermidor. . . , to busts of Marat and Saint-Fargeau. . . . The stream 

disappeared. . . in the currents of the Seine, well below the city. . . . It was quite

enough that this filthy stream created a stench in the districts it crossed, which 

happened to be among the most populous in Paris. . . . When the Plague broke out 

here, its first manifestations were in those streets which the stream, by its 

in​fectious contiguity, had already made a center of disease." Edouard Fournier, 

Enigmes des rues de Paris (Paris, 1860), pp. 18-19, 21-22 ("Une Riviere 

souterrain dans Paris").
[l2, 1]


Edouard Fournier’s tracing of the street names in Paris flows pleasantly along the underground river, passing the dual salmon signboard leading to the Passage du Saumon, until it takes a malodorous turn into the sewers and the spread of pestilence. The stream passes through the most populous districts in the city, bringing with it first filth and stench, then serves as a conduit for disease in general and a carrier of the Plague. Victor Hugo’s unwholesome air from the sewers [l1a, 2] has been embodied in this feeder to the Seine. The Passage du Saumon thus takes its name from a signboard and not from any salmon in the river, although Fournier’s complaints do not begin until later in the course of the river narrative. Its passage through the open sewer may explain the unwholesome qualities of its later manifestation, although whether the rest of the Seine took on these qualities or not remains to be seen. Further myths of Paris await.
"We recall the divine lamp with the silver burner, shining 'white like an electric

light,' as it passes, in Les Chants de Maldoror, slowly down the Seine through
Paris. Later, at the other extreme of the Cycle, in Fantomas the Seine will also 

come to know, near the Quai de Javel, "inexplicable flashes of light in its depths."

Roger Caillois, "Paris, mythe moderne," Nouvelle Revue française, 25, no. 284

(May 1, 1937), p. 687.
[l2, 2]

Light flashing on the river and from its depths forms constellations with Aragon’s glaucous gleams of human aquarium arcades in [R2, 1] and the luminous waters of Gerstacker’s undersea city in [R2, 2]. The inexplicable, ethereal lights of Paris, as modern myth float on the Seine and in the depths of the river. Like the world of lights and mirrors in [R1, 1], they must appear with the night. 
"The quays of the Seine likewise owe their realization to Haussmann. It was only 

in his day that the walkways were constructed up above and the trees planted 

down below, along the banks; and these are what serve to articulate the form of 

that great thoroughfare, with its avenues and boulevards, that is the river." Fritz 

Stahl, Paris (Berlin <1929>), p. 177.
[l2, 3]


The city develops around the river. Stahl elucidates the point at which the modern structure of city and Seine began to take shape. Haussmann of the history of aqueducts in [l1, 4] resurfaces from the waters to design and delineate – walkways above, trees below, along the banks. Haussmann hand crafts the form of the city’s modern meeting with its river, the way the avenues and boulevards connect thoroughfare with waterway. Benjamin returns to earlier history, and the pages of Dubech and d’Espezel.
"If Lutetia was not yet in direct communication with the great cities of northern 

lands, it was nevertheless on the commercial route that ran overland beside the 

river. . . . It was the great Roman way along the Right Bank which became the Rue

Saint-Martin. At the crossroads of Chateau-Landon, a second route branched off,

that of Senlis. A third, the Melun road, a pathway cut through a thick marsh near

the Bastille, came into existence perhaps, at the height of the empire. . . ; this 

would become the Rue Saint-Antoine." Dubech and d'Espezel, Histoire de Paris
(Paris, 1926), p. 19.    
[l2, 4]

Roman history merges with Parisian history. Lutetia speaks the language of commerce if she has no other direct line to northern lands. The Rues Saint-Martin, Chateau-Landon and Saint-Antoine spring up from Roman sources. The Bastille marks the site where a pathway cut through a thick marsh was reborn as the Melun road at the height of Rome, and again as the Rue Saint-Antoine in Paris moderne. The road names form their own constellations and correspondences, translations of a route reborn in each empire. 
"Turning off from the boulevards, let us go down the Rue de Rougemont. You will 
notice that the Comptoir d'Escompte <Discount Bank> occupies the bottom of a 

marked depression: you are in the earliest bed of the Seine." Dubech and 

d'Espezel, Histoire de Paris (Paris, 1926), p. 14.
[l2a, 1]

Benjamin engages Dubech and d’Espezel to lead a tour group on the foundations of the city. The Seine, the oldest Paris, begins beneath the Discount Bank, where the river has left a crater on the site of its earliest bed. The history of Paris lies in this bed, beneath the commerce, beneath the sewer sky, human aquarium arcades, the brothel-bed mirror sky. Now Stahl returns to complete the tour.
"The bourgeois center, Paris Ville, sharply distinguished from Paris Cite, grew up

on the Right Bank and on the bridges which, at that time, were erected every​where. 

The most influential segment of the population consisted of the merchants; 

here again, the hanse <merchants' guild> did its part to steer business to the water. 

The most important marketplace arose on a spot near the Church of Saint-​Eustache, 

where the street by which ocean fish arrived crossed the street on which

the marsh farmers of the region brought their vegetables to town. It is the same 

spot on which, today, the central market halls stand." Fritz Stahl, Paris (Berlin 

<1929>), p. 67.
[l2a, 2]


Commerce corresponds with the river. The merchants used their influence to direct business to the water, locating themselves on the ubiquitous Right Bank bridges. The central market halls base their history on the intersection of ocean fish street and rue des vegetable farmers, near the Church of Saint-Eustache. Ocean merchandise and the fruits of the marsh farmers mingled on the banks of the Seine. Stahl depicts Paris Ville springing up quite naturally from the riverbed. 
Mirrors over the Seine

Convolute l lacks the mirror imagery of convolute R, and also the extensive commentary by Benjamin himself. It deals with the bed of the river, and the history of the river, dredging up nets of the drowned, revolutionary fallen trees, postcard-sized gardens, underground rivers on the Rue du Saumon, and the pure rivers and unwholesome Paris air of Victor Hugo. It travels back and forth in time, through myth and legend, architecture, ritual and commercial routes. It speaks to convolute R through lights that emanate from the Seine, through commercial ties and rivalries with England, and through the duality of the sky over the Seine, that mix of the breath of Paris and the odor of the sewers. 


Convolute R delves into mirror spaces – Benjamin’s own thoughts on mirror façades and equivocal illumination, quotes on mirror production and export to England, Aragon’s human aquariums in which repose modern myths, Gerstacker’s underwater world of arcades and mirror surfaces and Babou’s mirrors that have invaded even the bedroom. Convolute R refers to the Parisian sky as a mirror hanging over the Seine in the manner of hanging mirrors seen in brothels. A constellation forms with the sewer air hanging over Hugo’s Paris and the salmon river carrying stench and plague into the city. Underwater worlds reflect the Seine, the city springing up above its banks, the lights gleaming within and along its currents.

 
Convolute R naturalizes the histories and myths of Paris, while corresponding with convolute l, which denaturalizes the history of reflected illumination and spatial façades. The convolutes build up and rewind construction of the city, reaching from earliest riverbed to modern commerce. They delve into the depths of the river with the nets of Saint-Cloud, and the nooks and crannies of the rebus formed by the arcades and their infinite reflecting mirrors. Benjamin writes, selects and arranges quotes, forming his own rebus of contexts from these constellations and correspondences with the city of mirrors and the Seine. The arcades take shape in the spaces between the Seine and its reflections.
