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is essay takes the short film LosT BooK F o uNo (1996) by Brooklyn-based film­

er Jem Cohen as an exemplary meditation on the materiality of writing in contem­

ry urban space. The film brings the materiality of the book form and the textuality 

the city into contact through the memory of the narrator, who makes frustrated 

empts to "read" the city and locate himself in urban space through various forms of 

riting: handwritten notices and flyers on the street, degraded and palimpsestic 

pography on the sides of buildings, prices and signs in store windows, various found 

ects and scraps of paper, blowing garbage tracing patterns on the sidewalk. The 

ay analyses these scenes of writing with reference to a number of important theo­

rizations of urban space and argues that the film's attention to sites of low-capital 

exchange and street-level commerce represents an attempt to map the individual's 

relationship to a volatile urban fabric responding to postindustrial modes of investment 

and exchange that can occasion the rapid refashioning of entire city blocks. So doing, 

the film seizes on the spatialization of writing and the materiality of the book form as 

potentially redemptive sites for grasping the urban future and for understanding the 

city as a text that is ultimately authored by the material practices of those who walk 

its streets every day. 
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In beginning a discussion of a film that I take to be an exemplary meditation on the 

materiality of writing in contemporary urban space, it seems appropriate to begin, not 

simply with a quotation, but with an object. It is a souvenir keychain in the form of a 

small book titled, New York Story, and as the title promises, the tale this particular volume 

narrates takes in the scope of the entire urban landscape. For, when pressed, a button on 

the side triggers the spring-loaded cover of the book to open, revealing a model of Man­

hattan in miniature. Oriented to the south, the model is fronted by the green expanse 

of Central Park, with the Empire State Building and Twin Towers clearly legible in the 

cluster of buildings that forms its center, the Statue of Liberty looming larger-than-life 

in the background. Perhaps amusing enough as a clever piece of kitsch engineering, the 

keychain also embodies in a particularly condensed form the tension between the 

desire to grasp the complexity of contemporary urban space as a totality (meant here 

literally, as a holding in the hand) and the materiality of the book form that structures 

Brooklyn filmmaker Jem Cohen's remarkable film Los r BooK F o uNo (1996).1 



Indeed, the keychain seems fetched from one of the many New York curio shops and 

discount stores that Cohen documents in such lush detail. Moreover, in its form as a 

book the keychain resonates with a number offoundational texts in the theorization of 

contemporary urban space that have drawn parallels between the city and the written 

text, among them a passage from Henri Lefebvre's Right to the City: 

The city was and remains object, but not in the way of particular, pliable, and instru­

mental object: such as a pencil or a sheet of paper. Its objectivity, or 'objectality,' might 

rather be closer to that of the language which individuals receive before modifying it, 

or of language (a particular language, the work of a particular society, spoken by par­

ticular groups). One could also compare this 'objectality' to that of a cultural reality, 

such as the written book, instead of the old abstract object of the philosophers or the 

immediate and everyday object. Moreover, one must take precautions. If I compare the 

city to a book, to a writing (a semiological system), I do not have the right to forget the 

aspect of mediation .... On this book, with this writing, are projected mental and social 

forms and structures. 2 

Here, Lefebvre uses the comparison to the written book in order to point up the specifi­

cally textual, or linguistic, character of urban space as a socially constructed form. As a 

souvenir that attempts to conceptualize the city in its totality through an exaggerated 

miniaturization of urban space through the form of a book, the keychain both embodies 

this textual understanding of the city and points up its inevitable failure. For, as Susan 

Stewart has remarked, the souvenir "is by definition always incomplete," standing in a 

metonymic relation to a now lost, supposedly"authentic" experience) Just as the key­

chain seems to desire to "translate" the city into a book that can be grasped as a whole 

(from cover-to-cover), so too, Los r BooK F o u N o turns to the materiality of writing 

and the book form in an effort to grasp the disorienting space of the contemporary city 

as a readable text. Nevertheless, as Cohen's narrator discovers, the fragmentary writing 

that makes up the city is always inevitably a partial representation of the ever-shifting 

urban totality, 

a jumble of handwritten notices, 

decaying signs, and 

scraps of paper. 37 



Loosely documentary in format and composed largely of short scenes shot in Super-8 on 

the streets of New York during a six-year period in the early 1990s, LosT so o K F o u N o 

is semi-autobiographical, a fictionalized account based on Cohen's own experience as 

a street vendor when he first moved to the city. The film opens with several shots of 

Manhattan rooftops at night, as we hear the voice of the film's narrator attempting 

to locate himself in the urban landscape: 

High above the city, there are thousands of vi 

like these. I'm looking down from an office buildin 

and twenty-six floors below almost all of the 

ecutives and secretaries have long since caught thei 

taxis and commuter trains home. /look west, wo 
# 

tferi~gJ1hw j6} ever }lou dalj ~~e, ifi if: it p·bssible:.to . 

fin!! tyinth AV~(JU~from anx of ~~_ese 9ffice w{ndOWS:; - - ~ 
~ ' ~ ~ ~ ::m< ""w; 

Far away, I fi"ear a sound lilte the ocean - traffic:"t 

""g[less .. L:d(JmtDsee th~;wesir!sid~iojtJIJ~ city Cit all.:.:·; ; 
w# 

The scenes that accompany these remarks are sped-up time laps 
- #''"''' ?"" I" <'! /< - ~; f!' ""' ,»·=>< 

, , \-' images fsl4otfrdn~i. the Lipper Jloors ,of;a skystraper-rf igures jitte 
,J 

and move in the windows of adjacent buildings, and traffic li 

streak haltingly along the avenue below. As Michel de Gertea.u 
~:··':\ :f''~' ~ »> i . ;::; · ~:'* {#: :' ~- ·' ~} ~!' ,: : ,,~,~ ) p'< .:: ;:<*", ·=·=~:: f~ 

: j,a~s noted in Kislessay,:~walking in the,City," traditionally, this kind 
~,, .. 4' J 

of view of the city from on high- atop the World Trade Center, in 

his example-enacts a scopicfantasy,a god's-eyeviewthatwould 
". . . ~ ' . . ~ "' f { w ' 

-make the complexity of urban space readable· in. its totality as a 

tit "tt t"4 ran 5 pare n eX . It is the dream, too, of the souvenir keychain, whose 

exagg~rated topography attemptsan impossible view of the whole 

of Ma~:~.~~iiln.ln 6pposlt·i'~n to t~is mdael,deJ2erteau~insists thaf : 

the city is actually written in the everyday practices and movements 
; -



of city dwellers walking on the streets, those who "follow the thicks and thins of an 

urban 'text' they write without being able to read it." (93) "The networks of these mov­

ing, intersecting writings," he insists, "compose a manifold story that has neither author 

nor spectator, shaped out of fragments of trajectories and alterations of spaces." (93) 

Similarly, Cohen's narrator cannot locate himselffrom the office building window- one 

thousands of possible views. His gaze is partial, incomplete, and the remainder of 

he film thus turns to those who populate the city streets- the push-cart vendor, win­

shopper and pedestrian- in order to examine the fragmentary urban text as it is 

Told in voice-over along with short, primarily black-and-white scenes of push-cart 

dors, roughly the first third of the film following the rooftop scenes recalls the 

rrator's job ten years prior selling roasted peanuts on Ninth Avenue. The narrator 

plains that his position behind the cart provided a unique view of the city: 

111 discovered that simply by standing behind the cart 

~--:l~.nd selling I had put up both a wall and a window 
"j 

rom which I could watch what happened on the 

treet, on the block, on that long corridor of businesses 

nd passersby. And as I became invisible I started to 

ee things that had once been invisible to me." 

n~tead of the view from on high, it is this "window" made possible by a 

ind of street-level commerce that shapes both the narrator's and 

filmmaker's vision of the city. The remark is also accompanied by one 

oft he first of many scenes of writing in the film, a jump-cut close-up 

of a faded sign painted on the side of an apartment building; a crum­

bl!,ng capital's' and 'H' straddle a window, the remnant of a piece of 

sig~nage spelling out 'FISH' along the length of an entire floor. The 

scene suggests that the new invisibility made available to the narrator 

by his job as a push-car vendor includes an awareness of the various 

forms ofwritingthat make legible changes in urban space overtime. 39 
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narrator goes on to describe an encounter with a sidewal 

sher, a man who gathers objects that have fallen through 

bjectality" of the city finds its most concrete representative i 

film. The narrator explains that the sidewalk fisher had 

wide range of systems and instruments for retrieving objects 

on their weight, shape, and how they'd fallen. He 

a lot about certain metals by their distant appearance in th 

under the iron gridwork, and he knew a great deal 

city." Here Cohen presents a ground-level reader of the urba 
i~ _ ... - _ _ _ , r:-: , ,#»~ : - _ ;:_) ~- jl«<t , _ , ""' ,. ~ _ _ , ~ ..., , _ or 

.. t ext, on~.J,o.t whom the ~ity isileglble in its discar..d'edi neglected, i ',), l ; . 

" ..J 
and lost objects. The narrator goes on to explain that previously 

the sidewalk fisher had sold other objects, "scrap metal, clothes, 
-<> w- .. ::¢'Z'' - ~~ ~~\ :: '~ . . - -~x:> .; >~ ~ "'c _2 .' ~ . ~~~'*: 

electronics; uled ba6kS, ~~tyld afte~ aski~~Ji\ he;had ~nytbing tett:"! 
J k J ' 

to trade or sell the street fisher had returned with a peculiar book: 

''j{~w(is :a fo6Jpositi~rl n6te~til:Jf)uLI IJf JJandlMritf~n Jlbi6Bs; 
- # 

Pr:!qe a;tter,eqge of places, object~,JncidelJts, all having some-
,. t ; ; '• 1 L.J f.), 

thing to do with the city. ... The book wasn't filthy or falling 
~~ ~ if' 

~ apd~t;Jnit:Ybui couf~, t€11 itfl(i!i he:e?J J!aunda 1'oilg (f}tJ,e.itof:~~.J. 

,, minde~ '!'~1 9lit.tl~: on the O£!!sid~, c:f somet~hif![J[f2m y chool, 
; i ,f 1 • i i \.,), 

maybe a notebook from a science lab. On the inside, it looked 

""' . "'' .· $ . ~ ..•. ~· • "" : -. ..·?:-:; r r * .. · ::) '!"'' ; "r .""' .1"1
1 

." , .. ,,ot{Ersfllke as·ale~rnan~s records e"'humdreds oft:Jadressssj Clafes, , 

and so on. But it was carefully divided into chapters .of some 
~ ~ "') " * ' ·~ "' ,. ( """ ,. • w . '· > ' "" 

l ..,) • ~ i 

kind, and things were grouped with other things for some rea-
"' . 

, .. ~ sen: And;sllfr]e .oj:irle groups were .,given 6tles.or,hJeadingi Jt; :l j • ::» 
I ~ ~J 
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.. was those titles that made the whole thing 
l~ ,'<"' 7 '"' .j 

_,_i ~ ~ 
, ,-<-.-;; -~ * 

strange. 



The narrator borrows the book and reads it for a day, but decides 

not to purchase it from the sidewalk fisher. The listings, however 
f ~" ''? 

·begir;vfo,haunt tile narrator's memory, and the remainder of 

film documents the process through which the categories in 

}os!·~ook come to shape the narrator's experience ofthe city 

the>follbwing ten1years. 
,,,;· ·''"') 

This experience, as the gestures to de Certeau and 

have already begun to suggest, is one in which the very space 

-t he city. is ·~·~dersto.od as a shifting, complex scriptive system, 

a text to be read and a place of public writing. In this way, th 

~ateriaH!Y.2f t~e lost book- which is only ever glimpsed in th 

nlm m~,s a shadowy object, or a blur of handwritten pages- a 

the textuality of the city are brought into contact through th 

_, figur; of tl;le na!!ator, whose frustrated attempts to locate him 

" self in urbarv'spcrc; are interrupted by the remembered voice 

the book and its listings, dates, times and categorizations. Oft--~~~~~ •• ,.f"'-•1• 

these categorizations are heard in the background, or as a voice 

;ve": :tci s~eci~~; ~fenes: shots of storefronts, signs in wind 

graffiti and litter blowing on the sidewalk. For example, the 

rator explains that "'potential versus kinetic energy' was 

by a 11stii1g of hundreds of liquor stores," and elsewhere the 

voice uses similar categorizations: "atomic number" describe 

prices in a grocery store window; "conservation of matter" desig 
;fl "" . ··~ ,.,;.,.,... ,~ 

nates,,a; d~ani'nce sale display, "the alchemist" a pawn sho .... ,."""""""""""' 

"Mendel's Law" a men's clothing boutique, and "the nh<:Pntnt.,r"·...-
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an establishment for off-track betting. Further, as the narrator 

explains, his attempt to make sense of the categorizations and 

eir relation to the space of the city takes on a specifically tex­

al dimension : 

nd parts of the book come back in flashes, bits 

nd pieces; sometimes the listing is triggered 

by reasons I couldn't guess. Certain places, 

hings, incidents, that seem to fit like .words if! 

crossword puzzle with a shape that's always 

hanging, whose subject I w~f/a .. ever .. S~r~reo IJ] Iff£~ 

he first place." 

The categorizations seem to represent attempts to systematize the city's complexity 

through natural laws and logics, and are used throughout the filrhtd ~esl~:ria~!···yari~ts 
locations of low-capital economic exchange, including informal sidewalk bazaars, dis­

count stores, resale shops and souvenir stands. This yoking oft~~ sc!;n!i .. ~"c, t~"e e.ca­

nomic and the spatial resonates strongly with anotherfoundatio~altheptiz~:tioriof'U1 e 
,:,:,:·}'' 

modern city, Georg Simmel's "The Metropolis and Mental Life." In this essay Simmel 

argues that the very discontinuity of life in an urban money economy, _its density of 

sensory phenomena and emotional intensity, gives rise to an increased depenaent e on 
F'·"J 

quasi-scientific modes of calculation: 

The calculating exactness of practical life which has resulted frpm a :'rlioney ecci~o rrlY; 
corresponds to the idea of natural science, namely that of transforming the world into 

an arithmetical problem and of fixing every one of its parts in a mathematical formul~. 
j ' 

It has been money economy which has thus filled the daily life of ..so , many .. people 

with weighing, calculating, enumerating, and the reduction of qualitative values to 

quantitative terms.S 



As Simmel explains, this predominance of systematization in the metropolis organizes 

life from the outside, "to the exclusion of those irrational, instinctive, sovereign human 

traits and impulses which originally seek to determine the form of life from within."(328-

329) At the same time, however, Simmelfinds that the contemporary division of labor 

into ever-greater specializations, combined with the sheer proximity and density of in­

dividuals in the metropolis, necessitates an increased need for self-individuation, lead­

ing to "the strangest eccentricities, to specifically metropolitan extravagances of self­

distanciation, of caprice, of fastidiousness ... " (336) That Cohen's narrator compares the 

lost book to "a notebook from a science Jab" and "a salesman's records"locates the mate­

riality of its writing within the scriptive practices of bureaucratization and the division 

of labor that Simmel delineates, while its idiosyncrasy suggests its function as a signifier 

of difference. Here, we might also remember that the sidewalk fisher is described as 
~ n .. """ >I l ,. .'"'it " ~ ~· I . ' .• . . > ": • ~· r ) . . ' 

.,.i : ... 'having developetl "a wide range ofsys.lems and instfumentsforretrieving dbjects."Re-

calling Lefebvre, this parallel suggests that the narrator's memory of the book's lists are 

informed by a similar.desire to understand the city i(l it~."objectality," as,a mysterious. 
»> : -.. ·» - ~ ·- :~~t _., ,:-;>:«~ w - ' ,«·: ' . f'''* ./""'"'_' . ~"> . f:'·=':-: » • _ -d~ t •' ~>"··: ·' ,,~, -' ::t : ' i J"~ ~~ . :~*'- -fA'« . N> 

system, bdok or.hhguagethat might lle"rieadl' .... throu'gh.i:t'svarious ~arms oftextua llty-+ ', 
:«<.4 •... ,J 

objects, notes, signage, graffiti, litter. 

This connection between.capitalism, textuality and urban space is,made more ex-
~ ""· .· ·""' . ,, C • !'"' "' r r. . . . P''' , . ":Y I'' 

.plicit by Co~en;s narrator nea.r tt:le';end,ofithle"film, when' he worfdets afo.udtaboutthe 
»J 

author of the lost book: 

. 
~ ··, ·· who·.~r6tlt6e 1os6b6ok? ~:Are . ti1d~e.:~eakly .ftny Jaws 

.,jf ''"''" 

.and s,;:st~f!1~, scales, balqnc_es? What is the city made 
' j s k ;~ 

of? Sometimes it seems as if tne city is the rubble of 

jects, all the remnants of things, are like.Jhe city's skin. 
(" ,. p. '" , r 

~ ~¢'-4 ~ ;.; <..f t ~ i ~: ~ ~ 

Many of these obje.cts, these leavings, are the relics 
'*' '*' '$! 

1/ 1 »'oJ commerce, ihesimple exchange djgooas and'Se1r-, 

.vices. Most people spend most ofytheir lives earning 43 

:t.. . ., ). :: »· "' • ,,/ i.. \ ~ . ;;· . ~. , . 
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a living. One man or woman's loss is another one's 

gain. Time is money. A man is selling puppets at the 

rner of 6th Avenue and 40th. It's 1993, and I' 

watching from my car. Across the street to my righ 

s a giant clock covered in plastic. Somewhere a/on 

he avenue I hear the 

sound 
. sweeptng. 

of 

At this moment Cohen's narrator begins to reproduce the language of the lost book, 

recording the precise location and date, even as he questions the very idea of a system 

that would make sense of the city. But it is the unlocatable sound of sweeping "some­

where" on the avenue that nevertheless points to the processes of capitalism and ex­

change that continue unabated. This understanding of the city as a totality that es­

capes the perception of the individual, but which is nevertheless somehow legible in 

the material byproducts of capitalism- what I want to call its "writing," understood in 

the broadest sense- points to a final series of critical terms that I want to bring to bear 

on a number of specific scenes of textuality in Los r so o K F o uNo . First, in its 

thematization of the city as a syntactic, scriptive system, the film could be seen to stand 

as an exploration of contemporary practices of" cognitive mapping."Working from terms 

developed by Kevin Lynch in The Image of the City, Fredric Jameson has explained that 

the practice of cognitive mapping, or the "mental map" of city space that shapes each 

inhabitant's personal relationship to the urban totality, becomes increasingly difficu 

to maintain with the expansion, alienation, and constant flux oft he contemporary city. 

Extrapolating this concept in order to describe the increasingly unmappable relation 

ship of individual experience to the interconnected systems of global capital, Jameso 

calls for the development of an "aesthetic of cognitive mapping" that would begin 

offer tactics for grasping those connections, thereby enabling political praxis and th 

development of a new sense of collectivity on a global scale. 



Los r BooK F o u N o can, I think, be seen to contribute to this larger political enter­

prise, but in order to do so it is necessary to understand Cohen's own debt to earlier 

theorizations of modern capitalism and city space. Some clues as to this critical back­

are offered by Cohen himself, when he describes the process of making the fil 

found connections between the street vendor, [Walter] Benjamin's 'flaneur,' and 

work as an observer and collector of ephemeral street life."'7 Also, in the credits 

film Cohen mentions both Benjamin and The Dialectics of Seeing, Susan Buck-M 

on Benjamin's Passagen Werk, or Arcades Project.8 For Benjamin, theflaneur, or th 

le walker and observer of the nineteenth-century city was a liminal figure in the 

lopment of modern capitalism, someone whose "mode of life still surrounds the a 

ing desolation of city life with a proprietary lustre" and who occupies an unc 

in economic and political position, neither a member of the urban collective, nor full 

nscribed within the middle class.9 As representative instances of this incipient mode 

ity Benjamin turns to Baudelaire and the Paris Arcades, glass-roofed precursors ofth 

pping mall, which had become glorified flea markets by the early twentieth centu 

perfect analogues to the discount stores and clearance sales that Cohen documents in 

LOST BOOK FOUND. 

In his notes for the Arcades Project Benjamin seizes on the way in which the fe­

tishized commodity comes to shape Baudelaire's remembered experience of the city. 

This characterization also resonates with the attention to discarded objects and textual 

ephemera that structure Cohen's film. Paraphrasing Benjamin, Buck-Morss explains that 

for Baudelaire: 

Experience is 'withered,' a series of 'souvenirs."The'souvenir' is the schema of the trans­

formation of the commodity into a collector's item.' In Baudelaire's poetry, the experi­

ences of his own inner life are subject to this same fate .... Baudelaire,'incomparable as 

a ponderer,' inventoried the moments of his past life as a clutter of discarded posses­

sions, trying to remember their meaning, trying to find their 'correspondences.'10 



These remarks return us forcefully to the territory of the souvenir keychain with whic~ 

we began and ramify outward to implicate the specific "New York StOr}( that: Los t 

so o K F o uNo has to tell. Just as Baudelaire is seen to relate to his past experience as 

a "clutter of discarded possessions" with hidden "correspondences," in the film the lists 

and categorizations of the lost book are often heard along with scenes or locations ~f 
discarded and outmoded objects and commodities -found items sold on the street, 

souvenir stalls with wind-up toys spilling onto the sidewalk, discount store window 
' ;) " «;:»"' 

displays, "for rent" and "going out of business" signs. These locationS' also shape the 
fi 

narrator's experience of the city and his memories oft he lost book, as he remarks: 

"The lists, the book memories, seem to be triggered by , 

certain objects and places that have something in 

common. Perhaps most strongly of all/ hear them in 

the discount stores and [video] arcades, where there j 

isn't any weather, and the seasons are marked by 
# 

different kinds of sales." 

i( ' . "\ 
As we have already noted, these street-leveL:spates a.re' al~o the; 

locations of manyofthe scenes of writing in the film. These texts 

sometimes take the form of flyers that insist on "correspondences~' 

similar to those expressed in the lost book, as the narrato; remarks: 



. ./' 

There are hangmade n9tices at:oupg th~ ci!y, "~eroxes, broadside~, 
# , 

~# w ~ $ ( \ :.# ~ i -:;< ~ »i ~ 8 

posters.1 
I often see them in front of the main Post Office. A lot of 

¢>''%; ,' _· .- ;~~-' ....., . P' -"'''j:: ,:.'; . : : '-~''\ . . . ~~- ' i'!~ -t'':;; _: . _&i _,# . '~" »'='> ::~ 

; them are Aeligious. Sametlmes;they're,abb.tit th /JJgs that fla.ppetiu:d 
d , J 

tCl SOJ?1~C?,n~{ abo.ut ,.how.t~e Post,,Offi~e.Js golding thejr che~k~, pr 

so,:~b~ay in gov;~~ment h~s it out for them, det;;~d ~~nnecti~~s 
between :age'!Lcjes, :d~rofs,; dlfitl~ls. Oth~mrs or~ J1·a:rder toftgure out. 

"~ ~om,ethif]g qboyt readi~ng" cloudsfor JaEes qnd mes}ages,,~~yste_rt;~~ 
- '' ; ,l jJ' ,,;; . ,/' . i . '/ ' ; ' . ; 

of num·o~rs, patents, theories of elecf1icity, science anC! busir1ess 

~) -~ 0 4:;:-~· .: ,M:~ ,: M /~0 . .- , .· .~. • fc~ .. .. · -~~:) , {f' x::~ ;~ ' ;>~~:· ~ ~~ ::: =:_'/ i j~ , :W 4~:~ : ~' !. ~~! . ·_ i ;I ; :' ::,=+ ~< 
: .:sthemes .... J tjseddoread these b .. cgadsides,. b.nd!wh'Epever f.S:bw hantl2s 

»-»# J 

p WJi(ten rnes~ges ':JBPE t~em_.tog. ! IJ1,igh! have _bf~g /ookin!:[ for 'j = 

·/ / J,' i •,...J) - ,.,. ' """ ' Sa •,.,Z J•,.. ,1, ,•,.) , •.-.). 

clues, or maybe it just got to be a habit." 

nh?~e sce~~s oh~:iting locat~S;ti:;.lost book withi rr aaarg:e; cat­

egory of urban textuality that seize on urban space as a forum 

for"disruptive~ expression and critique. Conspiracy theories, per-
~ ~' _ , . t>.-;-"' . ~, ~ «- r $ r: ~ ~ J i »'~ 0. ''* r .. ~ , 

.-sonal crusacles,:unhinged metaphysical specuJat io.os: a.U oUhese ..J ' 
._.# 

forms of writing address a presumed public audience and exhibit 

a particular discursive impulse, the desire to make egnnections, to 
~; ~ ,.,_ ~ .r . ·' ~~ .- ~~- ~ i#; , ~ w {/ 

wrcestmeanJrrg fro.rn ito~ flu~ ofurban\experience.lt is an impulse 



that the film's narrator comes to share as he reads the handwritten texts he encou 

In a number of instances these objects bear the material traces of human interaction: 

notice reads "Ring the Bell," with a crude "Fuck You" scrawled beneath it; a note read in 

"Elevator out of service," "Always" inserted between the lines in another hand. In add it 

several of these handwritten forms of textuality are explicitly commercial in nature, in 

eluding marked-up lottery tickets and scratch games, a sign inviting consumers to "G 

loose and shop," and a note that reads:"To Mom may you get lots of money Love K 

A final category of texts in the film are architectural, signs on buildings with 

graded, palimpsestic, or missing typography, and while these are not obviously forms 

public writing in the same sense as the various handwritten messages in the film, th 

do suggest the way in which the contemporary city is also characterized by rapid, Ia 

scale spatial changes on the level of real estate that contribute centrally to the alien 

ation and dislocation of the individual. This connection is made explicit near the 

; of the film when Cohen's narrator remarks: 
' ':) . -

: ~ ~ < 

I can't tell why one place feels like anotHer; what ties parts 
~ 

6} the c{tyg together. i? can't.Meven reiriemb~t wn6JJ)uifa, ·: 
•.• ~J 

ings ~sed to be here ju~t a month O( so ago.J know !hqt 
,# J J 

everything can't be important. A business card printed 

~ . distar:ce from the bL!JLding to th~ sta,ndpipe! !~,e ~fgn~ hid- ~ ,, 
~ id. ,# . s 

/ \ i i ,, • 1 :, · ' ' , • ~ .1. . .A 

den behind other sign on the sides of buildings. 



re, the shiftingtextualityofthe city is seen to extend in scale from 

he discarded object -the dropped business card that stands in for 

II ofthetextual'leavings' of everyday capitalist exchange-tothe 

uying and selling of urban space itself, a trajectory that could be 

id to trace the expansion and abstraction of capitalism from 

odernity to postmodernity, from industrial modes of production 

in business and manufacture to more abstract modes of 

reduction like land speculation, finance, and the stock market. 

This trajectory thus brings us back to the question of how 

o s T so o K F o uNo, and specifically its attention to the mate­

ality of writing practices and the book form as a way of grasp-

ng the complexity of contemporary urban space, might be seen 

contribute to a contemporary aesthetic of cognitive mapping. 

Jameson has argued in a recent article, land speculation, along 

----wvith finance capital, represents one of the most abstract forms 

postmodern investment and can be seen to have shaped the 

ive repurposing of space in New York City over the course of 

e twentieth century, during which large areas have been con­

rted from manufacturing and small businesses to office space 

r financial, insurance and real estate companies.10 While his 

ubject is architecture, and Rockefeller Center in particular, the 

nnection Jameson makes between "the spatial history of New 

and postmodern modes of investment allows us to locate 

he instances of cognitive mapping in LosT so o K F o uNo , both 

he peculiar taxonomies of the lost book and their effect on the 

1m's narrator's experience of city space, within the problematic 

osed by Jameson's aesthetic of cognitive mapping. That is, the 

of placelessness and dislocation repeatedly expressed by 
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the narrator of Los r BooK F o uNo can be seen as a response 

to the volatility of an urban fabric constantly being reshaped by 

modes of investment and exchange that can occasion the rapid 

refashioning of entire city blocks. This phenomena is mentioned 

when Cohen's narrator recalls returning to the city after a period 

of absence. 

When I moved back there were whole areas I didn't 

recognize ... Blocks of buildings had given ~aywt8h€w 

office towers, but a lot of them were ~/df1aP{f !of fjJ:1d ,,, 
~~-=} ,<»' ; ~0- : ,) ( 

tenants. It was while I was driving in midtown look­

ing at some of the new buildings that iaruiih.er;ane,;cJp 

the book's headings came back to me, Pfl"fi Jhqt was .. 
v ·· ·;.;;r .-

the phrase, 'Glass is a liquid.' 

Cohen's narrator repeai~di;~xpre~~~s this sense of !~xaspe:ation 
and dislocatedness; he "can't even remember what buildings used 

to be here just a month or so ago," and remarks thatthe categories 
~, :1;::,: _ /·-·: ) ,~~>! /~ w ,' / ''' : =~'; _ _.; r;P''~ __ : ~ , ""~ _.. ·;<:>: 

of the lost book "began to seem more and 1mor~.itselclslanddozy, 

the idea that anyone thought that they could connect so many 

things, that there was an~: kir,z~ ?~,orde~" Butdes,eite this s~~~se ~J 

bewilderment, in his atteilti.on tbthe rnaterialk:¥ofwriting~ ~bca'- .; 

tions of low-capital exchange and the book form the film's narrator 

does, I think, begin to suggest/~?~;th,,!ng.,2n .!"h.!~h,a~,ae~.thet~~ ~ 
A,,,!# i ;p ' S:- / ;.-;Y'S l ,,.w/t . - ·' ,: i 

of cognitive mapping can finct.pur.c~ase.lnlth.e fi.nal mo~.Snts of 

the film the narrator explains the way in which the remembered 

categories i.n the lost bpgk,.~n~.,his suqs~g~,,ent a!ten!Jon t~ th,.~ 

numerOUS form~ of textJaJity~i;n,, th~ cityihl!IVe for;'eVe'f changeq 
>;. :~:,.;# 

his experience of urban space: 



It's ten years since my job as a pushcart vendor. I pass over 

the streets of the city and I still find myself asking: who wrote 

the lost book? Sometimes I still hear their voices making lists 

" ~· : ~:;:;~ ·: . : ~ l f.~ ,.·~.«} . »'l 1' :~ . ,,;:::1 , •;:~ -, ~ , #». _.,<~:. ~ ,.: ~. M »> 

, wa_xs; @f1e,;store :wirtaN:J:w bec0ines fifty .store windows; one 
f J • 

" " 

~·· stare:jl:Jt;,re/nt,.one:ibousaft~sior~f:ja.riren.t. ,/look 6pd, sle a~> 
*'~.fr 

. #,~ :: i'~ •·»'~ (~ -,·':) --~-» ' ~ ' : 7':t _: ~- ,. :·-/-~ ·, .. ~:-, -: f< ~ _: ~- --~ ~ ~ sctap QjfJapet;fdcedowh::, a W
1
eigbJ loss p.t®gramla job a pi; 

ox+' 

.. •* 
M ~-:-· ~ K:' f~ .. ~ _ . fr" __ ,f''"*. - - . . r:~ ( ~ : ~ fr_t:::# ~ ~ 

plicaf.kin,o tarn up letteK.I, !leep seJ3j,(lg othet::pier;es-of paper, , 
J . J 

?" ~ : . _.-v>_ /., -#'~ -t'·"'> ·fl.:; •• t . {( ~ _: {:"'. ~ ~ "ll> 1 

and I, ha.\Le to turt11· them over, ~tooi I'm ridllil{/,)n aD eleva:f?t:t ' 

" .. #c -~ _f ;{<">;> r 0< _.- . - ., -»: . ~ ~-_;«' -~ ""~:- ~ . ' ~ . f>' 

, und1th1e hup bersj keep on;~ goiag1 past .:the nt.Jmbe,;,-offl:aoPs, 

' l 



not precisely a vision of coherence, at this moment Cohen 

arrator does articulate a sense of spatial interconnection, a mul 

plication and condensation- "one store for rent, one th 

for rent"- that reverses the "thousands" of partial 

ilable from the office window at the opening of the film. Thes 

the ever-shifting urban landscape, are those "relics of 

"that form the material texture of our own embattled, 

urban spaces, connecting them. What Cohen's nar 

escribes is a kind of urban hypertext whose reading requires a 

ew kind of exponential thinking, an expansion and prolifera­

ion along the material byproducts of postmodern capitalism. 

Through the figure of theflaneur Benjamin looked to the 

utmoded, kitsch commodities of urban industrialism at the turn 

the century for their residual revolutionary potential, for the 

in which they held within their very material form a kind of 

an, collective wish. In the so-called postmodern or post­

ndustrial era of the turn of our own century, in which cybernetic 

odes of investment and global commerce appear to be displac­

ng more traditional kinds of exchange, Cohen's attention to 

paces of street-level commerce seizes on the city both as a space 

public writing and as a text that is written by the public.11 The 

llective potential of this sense of urban textuality is glimpsed, 

want to suggest, in the closing moments of the film when Cohen 

oves from scenes of the city, in which individuals only ever ap­

ar as parts of the crowd -either moving past the camera or 

m behind, gazing into store windows- to a series of thirteen 

"shot in front of Madison Square Garden. These images 

llow the narrator's final question, "Who wrote the Lost book?'; 

nd suggest that anyone could have written it. In this way the 

re of the city, its inevitable, ongoing authorship by those who 

kits streets every day, is left an open and enabling question. 



It is appropriate, then, that Los r so o K F o uNo concludes with a return to the street 

fisher, who is seen at beginning of the film pulling something up from a subway grat­

ing. In the final seconds of the film this object is retrieved and handed to the camera. 

The camera cuts to a round metal tag with "cAs L E No. N. v. TEL. co." inscribed on its 

surface, lit in the same dim light in which the lost book was glimpsed earlier in the film. 

It is a nondescript bit of urban detritus whose written surface nevertheless points to its 

origins in the massive system of global communications networks administered by the 

New York Telephone Company, better known as Bell Atlantic. The street fisher's open 

hand is the only gesture out to the viewer in Los r so o K F o u N o, and thus might 

stand in for Cohen's own gesture in making the film. Shot largely in the outmoded 

medium of Super-8 and available only on video- itself an increasingly endangered 

medium- the film offers a vision of the postmodern city as an interconnected fabric of 

transitory texts whose very materiality might help us begin to grasp our relationship 

as individuals to the infinitely complex spatial dynamics that shape our world . 
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