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8. To Alternate/To Narrate
Bi (on The Lonedale Operator)

Here we shall see how the systematicity at the heart of American high classicisim
is elaborated, proceeding from the reduction of a fundamental form of cinemato-
graphic discourse: afternation. . .

I shall not pause to define either the nature or the 1111.11tiple delermina‘tlons of
a formal principle whose first general formulation—before returning to it more
fully—TI have already oullined.! This will emerge, as in most of my carlier analyses,
from a step-by-step textual analysis whose systermatic organization is largely regu-
lated by it {even if the organization cannol be reduced simply to this), th].'mlgh‘ l'hl('.’
effects of repetition and almost deliberate abstraction that often characterize primi-
live works.

In order to follow this process, which sets out to reconstruct (because it is short)
an enlire flm ('The Lonedale Operator, D. W. Grithth)* it will be necessary to lr:\-' to
imagine the deployment of this principle of alternation, its extension, its (IIS!JL'.I'Sll(H'I_,
and its diversification, from shot to shot, from segment to segment: in short its mise-
en-abime (its mise-en-volume) in certain lms by Hitchcock or Lang, Mann or
Curtiz, Wyler or Thorpe. We must see it where it is al work—orchestrated, orches-

I trating all levels—in the classical cinema,

We must bear in mind that in The Lonedale Operator:

—all the shots are fixed; thus the deseription will specify, when necessary, only
the movement of the characters and the objects inside the frame of the frame en-
largements reproduced here; ‘

—the shols are always strictly regulated by the immediate needs of the story and
its drammatization, which alone determine the sometimes noticeable varialions in
the length of the shots; and

—there are no intertitles, at least not in the copy to which | had access.

Finally, it would be well to remember that although this exemplarily simple
film brings; into play textual operations of a certain degree of complexity, we are not
concerned here with an analysis as such—that is, with an underlying logic that
would be enlightened by a commentary. Rather, 1 see the following as an L}]‘tl(:i"('(']
description, whose repetition seeks to tease out additional knowledge, on a par with
knowledge acquired directly.

He/She/He/She, she and he. Al the beginning of the narrative, we have the
diegelic couple, the mainstay of the story. 'The couple is the site of the first ;1]tcrln;1—
tion, placing the film under the sign of the changing form that will be its governing

|
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principle. This first alternation clearly is made 1
in order to be broken, and then lo reunite (shot
4) its two terms—the man and the woman, the
train engincer and the telegraph operator—
in the same frame. The movement of the hero,
which brings about, from shot 1 to shot 3, a
slight variation in his body (from medium long
shot to medium shot) inside an identically ar-
ranged frame, produces this break in alterna-
tion by making the first term penetrate the
frame that until then had been given over to
the second. Alter this, [rom shot 4 to shot 7, the
aclion conlinues by repeated shots ol the cou-
ple, in which, according to the purest roman-
tic code, the ardent tenderness of the hero and
the affectionate reserve of the heroine are as-
| serted. We see that the movements of the charac-
| ters play, in a graduated way, on an opposition
between near and far (though in order to show
this one would need many more frame enlarge-
ments—one always needs too many): the char-
acters leave the ficld of vision on the right in
shot 4 (following a placing similar to that in
shot 3} and are framed more and more closely
before disappearing, only to appear again in
shot 5 far back on the right and framed exactly
as they were at the end of shot 4. This opera-
tion is more or less repeated in shot 6 (excepl
that the trajectory is inverted: this time the
. couple arrives on the left of the frame), help-
Ling to build the systematicity of the narrative.
"This is somelimes done, as here, in a pure and
msistent way: in these less complex films, Almic
| writing seems ceaselessly to put to work, as though for their own sake, the po-
! tentialities of cinematographic language.
6-9, 9-13. A sequence of frames that the narrative lays out in order to take them
up again later, according to an invariable succession, which will gain strength by

e e e e

|. repetition. The separation in shot 7 prepares the way for the second alternation that

| arises from it between shots 9 and 10: she/he again. But this time it is with the effect

of a liaison implied by the exchange of looks, wich makes of shot 10 4 semi-implicit

subjective shot. A specifically cimematographic code (that of point of view) obliquely

| takes up the diegetic alternation and incorporates itself into it their superimpo-

sition (which could be layered with other specific codes and has already half done
so by the shifts in framing) is the body of the fiction itself.

"This alternation continues: shot 11 effects a return to the first term; the alterna-

tion develops in this way right up to shot 13. And it is only interrupted to make way
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for a new alternation, apparently less rigid, but
no less distinet, which contributes to establish-
ing a larg-er scale for the alternating distribu-
tion of the unfolding action.

Another office, in another station. An-
other train (for a moment we might even think
it is the same train we saw leaving in shot 10;
but when it stops in shot 15 after a lengthy for-
ward climb, some passengers get off and olh-
ers board, whereas the train operated by the
hero consists of only a single locomotive). An-
other action: a man with a satchel enters an
office, stops near a cashier who hides two baggs
of money in il, then goes oul again by the
smne door on the left, onto the platform, where
he holds out the satchel to a second man who
is leaning out of the train we have just seen
pulling into the station (15], and which we see
leaving again al the end of this very lengthy
shot (31 seconds).

This lime the alternation is by groups of
shots (thirleen shots, from 1 to 13, then lwo,
14-15, then X number of shots, according to
the way one decides to divide up the rest of
the action}; that is to say, the alternation of
actions is connected in a fairly linked conti-

nuity of units corresponding to segments or
supra-segments, and no longer just from shot
to shol. In this sense we can speak of a supe-
rior level of alternation since, at least in the
first of its terms, il inlegrates earlier alterna- Jll
tions; bul it is superior in extent, not in na-
ture: it is always the same process operating
between the various spaces, whether close up
or further away.

We return now to the office of the tele-
graph operator. Here there is a closer framing,
a medium shot (161, then a medinm long shol
{17}, relurning to the earlier framing (9, 11,

terms: no shot can maintain two framings al the same time {except by the perfect
), carlier superimposition of the two shots}, to mingle, for example, the subject and the object
13}, These two frames (16, 17} thus sketeh ont of its vision. Thus, one might elassity the allernations according to this first crite-
an internal alternation within the alternation rion, which doubles back on itself by 'consj('lc:ring the specificity or the nonspecificity
of the action, which models itself on the latter ! of the codes put into play. i ) ’
and develops on its own. We should note that,
| as with other configurations, this alternation

|
| cannot be resolved by the fusion of its two

L T

So we have four shots (16-19] of the telegraph operator. After a glance oul the
window —analogous to the glance that determined the carlier alternation with
the first train—she gels up and goes out of her office in shot 17 (bear in mind that
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the shots remain invariably fixed), and retraces
her steps exactly, in the opposite direction, from
the walk that she accomplished from shots 7
to Y, in an e-quivalent number of shots. These
shifts in the fiction are the result of the effects
of repetition that carry the story: there is no
longer anyone in the office in shot 18, and it is
in shot 19 that we see her reappear alone in
the doorway, the same spot where, in shot 9,
she was saying goodbye to her lover,

In shot 20 the second train— from the oth-
er station —arrives, continuing this alternation
of aclions between the two stations—when it
enters the first station, in the frame in which,
on hwo occasions, the motifs of the action have
already been insceribed. 'This alternation, initi-
ated in shot 17 by the look of the telegraph op-
erator (which recalls the farewell to the first
train), materializes between shots 19 and 20;
but it disappears in the latter part of the very
shot that constitutes its second term: there the
lelegraph operator receives the bags of money
from the person who himself had received
them in shot 15 (by a left-right inversion in the
arrangement of the characters, determined by
that of the trains and the platforms), and she
hides them in her own satchel. By a very subtle
arrangement, the framing of shot 20, which
reiterates that of shot 10 (departure of the first
train], also repeats very nearly {with more or
less Hoor or roof showing) the framing of shot
6 in which the couple were crossing the tracks,
thus further accentuating the cffect of inver-
sion between the series that leads the young
woman from the platform to her office (6-9]
and that which leads her from her office to the
platform (17-20). This micro-condensation ot
the textual system integrates into one of ifs
units components of several earlier units and
' thus constructs itsell by means of displaced
similarities that constitute its repeated differ-

cree.

20-2!. These shots contain a new molif, a
third term: the robbers who appear from be-
tween the rails, under the train car, and cross
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the field from lefl to right in shot 20. They
open an allernation (20/21/22: she-hefrobbers/
she-he) which, as with that of the two stations,
will arrange itself, at first according to groups
of shots (she/22-25/robbers/26—27).
be noticed that:

—shots 23=25 reiterate, in the striet suc-
cession of their three settings, the first enlrance
and the exit of shots 7-9 and 17-19;

—shot 27, of the robbers, repeats the
framing of their appearance in shot 20, which
combined the terms of the previous alterna-

Il should

. tion (the telegraph operator/the train from the

other station), thus imbricating, through both
obvious and subtle interlocking, the two aller-
naling movements, before the second system-
atizes itself through a relationship determined
trom shot to shot.

28-42. This time it is not her lover but
the robbers whom the operator sees, or rather
senses at the end of shot 28, which reiterates
exaclly shots 9, 11, and 13, even lo the posi-
tion of the chair. The alternation from shot
to shot will be broken four times in different
ways, without, however, interrupting itself,
thus showing that it is the same serial move-
ment, varied according to the dictates of the
diegesis, following from shots 20-21, between
the two robbers and the operator:

a. 32-34. From the second office to the
exit door, three shols of the telegraph operator
are repeated 7-Y, 17-19, and 23-25.

b. In shot 34, alternalion is nol established
from shot te shot bul by means of the door thal
the operator closes and that serves as a shut-
ter, thus dividing into 34a/34b the very shot in
which the robbers appear. (This well-known
framing, succeeding that of the window—29
and 31 —will from then on be given over lo

“the robbers unlil shot 70}. 'This example shows

very well that diegetic alternation (to show this
or that in order to show this and that) merely
coineides, through a kind of massive coding,
with the limits of the shot; but it shows too
that it spills over continmally, either, as here,
by dividing the shot within itself, or as shown
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. clsewhere by continuing through diverse re-

groupings of shots, in an ongoing variation of
a single principle.

¢. The same again, for shots 37-38 and
40—41.

d. It should be noted how the movement
of the operator is accomplished this time:

—shot 34, the third instance of her move-
ment, from her desk to the door, becomes the
first instance of a reverse movement, from the
door to the desk, for the duration of a halfshot,
which serves the theatrical dictates of the ac-
tion;

—the second shot showing movement
(hrst office] is, in contrast, repeated twice,
conforming to the build-up of suspense, of
which alternation—by the internal breaking
up of motifs—is one of the major instruments
(35 and 37: she closes the door, then runs
across the roomy.

40-41. From the medium long shot to the
medium shot: this placing reverses shots 16—
17, again for the benefit of the suspense and
the future alternation that serves it, through
identical framings and positions but according
to a strict logic that assigns the medium shot to
the telegraphic activity.

With shots 42 and 43 a three-lerm alter-
nation is sel up, which will continue further,
almost to the end of the film, more or less hid-
ing itsell behind the two-term alternations that
it forms and the allernations within each of
these terms. The heroine, the other operator,
and the robbers form a movement that im-
mediately focuses on the orderly exchange of
the two telegraph operators at their desks, ar-
ramgt:d as mirror opposites, as were the trains
on the platforms of the two stations (42-52). A
long and exemplary series finds its meaning
only in the principle that carries it and is varied
within it, even if the principle is trinmiphant.

"The second telegraph operator takes the place

of the second station: he is the second term
representing a distance to be covered; he is the
other of 1 same term ol which the heroine is the
center, to which all disjunction will return,
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In an apparently third station, shot 55 al-
lows us again to meet the hero (from now on
doubled by a sccond engineer), whom the male
telegraph operator alerts.

(A third station: the economy of the sets
that is evident in the entire filin seems to prove
that if this new station shot were meant lo des-
ignate the second station, it would have been
more or less similar to shot 15, But all the cle-
ments regrouped on the left of the frame are
different and secem intended to mark that dil-
ference, despite a similarity due to the identity
of the camera angles.)

The alternation, which is continued in the
action, immediately reinscribes its third term
(the robbers, 56); thus, by a return to the op-
erator (S7) it plays for a moment on what
could be called at this stage of the narrative ity
second and third terms (the other station—itselt
divisible into its motifs, locations, and char-
acters—and the robbers) placed hirst of all in
their relationship with the first term (the hero-
me).

There is a continuous variation of the di-

Lé{,&lb H'lf' ['('Hlltlllg Ut ”Ie YOung w oman in

shot 54 provides the fiction with one of the
oppositions that it relishes when it reinstates
(57/58/59) the alternation belween the two
telegraph operators: by calling out, the hero-
ine \\Jl\u up the sleeping man in shots 45 and
47 whereas his call in hurn cannot, in shot 58,
revive the unconscious heroine, whose awak-
ening is delayed until ten shots later, purely
tor the sake of the drama.

The repetition of shot 55 in shot 60 defers
the shot-by-shot alternation with the heroine,
whose sleep is used by the diegesis to put to
work its other terms. The motifs of the second
term, converging in shot 60 (the other station:
the operator, the engineer|s|) divide up at first
in order to weave together the motif of an in-
ternal alternation, almost immediately inter-
rupted (A0/61/62), since its only function is to

! formalize, according to a principle both per-

manent and variable, an acceleration of the
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fiction. It is based on two frames, one of which
will disappear; the other will regulate the de-
velopment of the alternations to come: (a) a
wide frame, which regroups the whole of the
action: the station platform and the other tele-
graph operator who holds out the message and

a gun to the engineer, who runs toward his lo-

comotive; (b) a closer frame: the engineer in
his locomotive, which is starting off (with the
second engineer, who enters and leaves the
hcld r)f\m(m [6[]_, (a ) tht‘: sanie wide frame:
Clufrd sh U]JL]’dt()l’ on thc platform (a litle
ledcd to modern copies justly noles that the
engineer runs away [rom the viewer in shot
60 in order o board his locomotive, which in
shot 62 is seen from the opposite direction,
turned toward us).

Next, a new alternation is sel up, between

. the second term, made up from now on of the
| train (64-65, 68) and the third term, the rob-
bers (63-66).

The second term immediately reprodue-
es in this new alternation an arrangement
sketched ont in the shots that make the transi-
tion between the telegraph operator’s office
and the train (59-62). There is a division, this
time, between a shot of the train advancing
toward us frontally and leaving on the right of
frame (64), emd a medium close-up of the en-
gineer (65). Two things are worth noting:

—Shot 65 strictly repeats shot 61 (except
for the variable presence of the second engi-
neer and the unavoidable differences linked
to the realism of the representation}; it thus
presumes the ordered progression of the nar-
rative, with differences having been settled by
the insistent repetitions. i -

—In the alternate weav ing together of the
three terms, shots 61 and 65 open up a poten-
tial sub-alternation: this can remain either at
the elementary, embryonic stage; develop by
the relurn of one or the other of its two ele-
ments; or reabsorb itself by limiting itself to a
single element so as to fuse more rigorously
with the shot-by-shot development of the gen-

60




TO ALTERNATE/TO NARRATE /273

eral alternation. This is the case with shot 67,
in which the train appears alone, before the
narrative finally conies back to its first term:
the female telegraph operator, who regains
consciousness.

But there is also the balance of spatio-tem-
poral masses: shot 64, followed by a shot ol the
engineers, shows the train only on a very short
streteh of its journey (it enters from the back
and advances to mid-frame); shat 67, which
alone maintains the second term, positions
the train at a distance and makes it come right
up to us and exit on the right of the frame,
leaving the field empty. But this balance is also
an imbalance: shot 73, which precedes this
time a shot of the engineers, noticcably re-

[ peats the course of shot 67, The narrative is
| ¥ " % i
thus built up by slightly displaced analogies,

an accumulation of small differences.

68-71. Shefthe robhers. This ime the shot
doubles back on this pairing (69-70}, follow-
ing the latter’'s movements until they finally
succeed in opening the door and entering the
first othce, thus repeating, through fragments
ordered according to the dramatization of the
diegesis, the path that has already been com-
pleted five times (in both dircetions) by the
heroine.

Until shots 70-71, the alternation was
modulated by the prevalent repetitions of the
two terms, taken in turn from the three pos-
sible relationships (sheftelegraph operator or
sheftrain, she/robbers, robbers/telegraph op-
crator or robbers/train). 'T'he alternating back-
tracking that operates on the heroine, oppos-
ing her successively lo each of the other two
terms (trainfshe: 67/68; thicf/she: 69=70/717,
while at the same time tightening the alterna-
tion a/bfa" between the young woman and the
robbers (68/69-70/71), is resolved in favor of a
regulated alternation with three terms, which
we can write variously; robbersfshe/train or
sheftrainfrobbers, up to shot 83,

This arrangement in no way hinders the
divided ;.lrl'a.llgcmcnt of the second term,
which is reaffirmed in shots 72-73, but in-
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versely: the shot of the engineer this time pre-
ceding that of the train, which is contrary to
shots 64-65.

76/77-80/81. Here the arrangement is
the same, the only notable variations being:
the countryside crossed by the train that is still
coming toward us and the path it makes. In
shots 77 and 81, instead of arriving from a
little closer than in the preceding frames and
going oul of frame, the train arrives in shot 77
for the first time on the left.

82-85. Alternation is again crystallized in
two of the terms, only to disappear in shot 85
when the robbers, after breaking down the
door, finally enter the office of the telegraph
operator and take their place with her in this
frame, which had been devoted to her since
shot 9.

[t is thus a bwo-term alternation that now
continues between the telegraph operator/
robbers, on the one hand, and the train on the
other.

Three variations operate on the second
term. irst, there is a new inversion of the cle-
ments, since the train again precedes the de-
tailed shot of the engineers, as it did in shols
64-65. Then the potential alternation be-
tween the two elements develops by a return
of the first element, the train, which structures
shols 86/87/88 according to the scheme a/b/a’.
Last, the detailed shot changes (87)—this
time no longer showing the engineer n close-
up on his locomotive (with the intermittent
appearance of the second engineer), but the
back of the locomotive, with each of the two
men at his post, and a background of sky.

Shots 90-91 repeat this sequence. But the
medium close-up of the engincer is substi-
tuted for a shol of the back of the locomotive:
reiterating shots 64-65, where the samce inte-
rior shot followed that of the train, and pre-
ceded it in the micro-series 71-72, 7677, 80—
81. Moreover, this internal alternation of the
second term, which continues with the final
arrival of the train in shot 92, is thwarted in
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this very shot where the two men jump from
the train to hurry toward the telegraph oper-
ator’s ofhce.

It should be added that in shot 90, where
the train enters the sctting of the first station
(leaving aside shot 92, where it stops), the train
covers only a fragment of its course, no longer
leaving the field of vision as, till then, only shot
64 had made it do: this is thus a way of distin-
guishing this from other instances of the train’s
arrival and departure,

Finally, shots 90 and 92 complete a para-
digm: that of train arrivals and departures,
which structure the entire ilm, according to a
logic in which symmetry gives rise to dissym-
metry and so assures the development of the
narrative.

Thus, on the one hand, there are two sta-
tions, B and C, from which two departures
take place. On the other hand, there is station
A, where the narrative begins and ends and
where, according to an arrangement of inter-
locking cross-referencing and alternation,
there are two departures and two arrivals: al-
most at the beginning of the filn, there is the
departure of the fhrst train, operated by the
lover; and there is the almost consecutive ar-
rival and departure of the second train, with
an ellipsis of the entire journey; and finally,
there is the arrival, at the end, of the last train,
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whose journey covers the final third of the
lm. This third train is, of course, the first, or
is presented as such: at hirst by its engineer,
then, as we have seen, because al its departure
from station A, this train consists only of a
locomotive, in contrast to the second train,
which apparently includes two cars.

A relationship of symmetry-dissynimetry
is thus set up between the two trains: the first,
which will become the third; and the second,
of which we also sce only two departures and
one arrival, according to an arrangement in
which the second is inscribed within the jour-
neys of the first like a double molif by which
the architecture of suspense is structured

and refined. We can also appreciate the neat

systematicity of the framing: analogous, it
could be said, in stations B and C because the
train pulls into the station in the same way and
is Ailmed from the same angle (left-right}, in
spite of the shift in setting and the distribution
of the traing” bulk in the frames; identical {and
inverted, with respect to the camera angle:
right-left) in station A, where there are the
same frames (with very slight internal varia-
tions) and the same distribution of mass in
frames devoted to the two departures and the
lwo arrivals.

92-95_"The movement that leads the he-
ro from the station platform to the telegraph
operator’s office retterates with preeision the
path she takes at his side, then alone, in shots
6-9, and that she repeats in the opposite direc-
tion when she receives the satchel after the ar-
rival of the second train; later it will again be
traversed, in more or less frglglllcnlt‘.rl or di-
vided fashion, by the heroine and the robbers.

In one leap, true to the progression of the
action, the hero re-enacts the course followed
in the initially calm period of the unfolding
drama. He thus puts an end to the alterna-
tion of the three terms (already reduced to two
terms since shot 85, and heavily concentrated
on the second term since shots 92-933, by burst-
ing into the field of vision reserved until then
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for the first term, then for its conjunction with
{ the third. Thus, the terms of the narrative be-
- come combined, and they resolve the division
‘posed by the narrative’s premiscs: the diegetic
couple, scarcely formed (4-7), apparently only
separates in order to meet again, to strengthen
its image by the test of a dramatized separa- 97a
tion whose internal form is alternation, or-
chestrated at multiple levels in order to serve
the principle that carries the narrative, by rep-
etition, toward its resolution.

Shot 96 refines this final movement by
means of an ultimate alternation: a close-up
of the object with which the heroine held the
two robbers in check, placed between the two g7,
shots that reunite the five protagonists (95 and
97]. Hermeneutic resolution. The unseen, or
the badly seen object appears in its true col-
ors: a monkey wrench instead of a revolver,
There is a thyming effect, too, with the re-
volver held by the young man, which re-es-
tablishes the distribution of objects according
to sex.

But this close-up, the only one in the filin, also acknowledges an added mean-
ing, stemming from the rhymed difference that it inscribes between the man and
the woman: it unites the couple, as if over and above the action that re-forms it by
isolating fragments of their bodies, which suddenly scem to be made, despite the

- contrast in the clothes (smooth while of the blouse, black and white stripes of the
| shirt), of a continuous material: the subject of the story can be read in the meaning

of the principle that governs it.

N.B. Another print has since revealed to me another ending (quite simply, ten
to lwenty seconds were cut from the copy on which I'worked), which completes the
perfection of the system. Same shot, same frame: the two robbers leave, followed by
the sccond engineer; the hero and the heroine embrace, The kiss that was genlly
refused in shot 4 is accepted in the final shot. Repetition-resolution. The conjune-
tion of the couple, of the two terms posed by the opening alternation, constitutes the
happy ending of the narrative,
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22. 1 owe this to the friendship of Thierry Kuntzel.

23. On the eye-phallus relationship, sce Lacan, Four Fundamental Concepts, pp. 101-
104,

24 In this regard, Marnie deals with the reappropriation of the image, whereas Psychio
deals with its deshmetion, See “Hitcheock, the Enunciator,” chapter 6 in this volume,

25, Kuntzel, “The Filim-Work™ and “The Film-Work 2.7 See also “To Enunciate” [chapter
6] and similar themes in my essays “System of a Fragment” [chapter 2], “Symbolic Blockage”
[chapler 4], and “To Segment/'To Analyze™ [chapter 5], all in this volume.

26. Metz, “The Imaginary Signifier,” p. 63. _

27. Roger Dadoun, in the few suggestive lines devoted to Psycho in “Le fétichisme dans
le film d'horreur,” Obijets du fétichisme, special issue of Nouvelle revue de psychanalyse 2
{(Fall 19707 238,

8. To Alternate/To Narrale

1. In Bellour, “Io Segment/To Analyze,” chapter 5 in this volume; and in “Alternation,
Frnunciation, Hypnosis: An Inferview with Ravmond Bellour,” by Janct Bergstrom, Camera
Obscura 3-4 (19791 71-103. _

2. The Lonedale Operator, Biograph Company, 1911; 998 feet {16'30" at 1\6 frames/
sceond); Actors: Blanche Sweet {Telegraph Operator], Frank Grandon (Fngineer).
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