
Nadar (Gaspard-Félix Tournachon).
Self-Portrait, ca. 1855. Salted
paper print. The J. Paul Getty
Museum, Los Angeles.
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Nadar’s Photographopolis
EDUARDO CADAVA

The world itself has taken on a “photographic face”; it can be photo -
graphed because it strives to be completely reducible to the spatial
continuum that yields to snapshots. . . . What the photographs by their
sheer accumulation attempt to banish is the recollection of death,
which is part and parcel of every memory-image . . . the world has
become a photographable present, and the photographed present has
been entirely eternalized. Seemingly ripped from the clutch of death,
in reality it has succumbed to it all the more.

—Siegfried Kracauer, “Photography” (1927)1

I.
In a fragment belonging to the posthumous text “On the Concept of
History”—a fragment entitled “The Dialectical Image” that cites a pas-
sage from André Monglond—Walter Benjamin writes,

If one looks upon history as a text, then what is valuable in it is
what a recent author says of literary texts: the past has left in
them images which can be compared to those held fast in a light
sensitive plate. “Only the future has developers at its disposal
that are strong enough to allow the image to come to light in all
its details. Many a page in Marivaux or Rousseau reveals a secret
sense, which the contemporary reader cannot have deciphered
completely.” This historical method is a philological one, whose
foundation is the book of life. “To read what was never written,”
says Hofmannsthal. The reader to be thought of here is the true
historian.2

Although Mongland suggests history can be likened to the process
wherein a photograph is produced in order to hold a memory fast,
Benjamin complicates the comparison by introducing a series of com-
parisons into it. As David Ferris notes, if we include the opening con-
ditional phrase—“If one looks upon history as a text”—the sentence
makes three comparisons: “The first, hypothetical, makes history and
a text equivalent to one another. The second compares a text to a photo-
graphic plate. The third, by accepting the terms of the first hypothetical
comparison, would offer knowledge of the initial subject of this whole
sequence: history.” “[T]he logic enacted by these comparisons,” Ferris
goes on to suggest, “takes the form of a syllogism that can be expressed
as follows: if history is comparable to a text and a text is comparable
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to a photographic plate, then history is comparable to that same photo-
graphic plate.”3

But what is properly historical here reveals itself only to a future
generation capable of recognizing it; that is, a generation possessing
developers strong enough to fix an image never seen before. This is
what is so difficult to understand in Benjamin’s account: because the
image that emerges already was there but could not be seen either
when it was taken or in the intervening time, these images offer dif-
ferent degrees of detail. This is why there can be no image that does
not involve a deviation or swerve. In the second entry to “Convolute
N” of his Arcades Project, Benjamin underlines the critical impor-
tance of this deviation to the historical aim of his project, while
attributing its cause to time. He writes, “What for others are deviations
are, for me, the data which determine my course—I base my reckon-
ing on the differentials of time (which, for others, disturb the ‘main
lines’ of inquiry).”4 To “read what was never written” therefore involves
reading the deviations introduced by these “differentials of time,”
something Benjamin already had suggested when, in one of his earli-
est comments on Baudelaire, he wrote,

Let us compare time to a photographer—earthly time to a photog-
rapher who photographs the essence of things. But because of
the nature of earthly time and its apparatus, the photographer
manages only to register the negative of that essence on his pho-
tographic plates. No one can read these plates; no one can deduce
from the negative, on which time records the objects, the true
essence of things as they really are. Moreover, the elixir that
might act as a developing agent is unknown.5

If we remain unable to develop these negatives, however, we still may
be able to have, as Benjamin says Baudelaire can, a “presentiment of
its real picture” (W, 27), by registering that the dialectical image is to
be read in language. What is legible in a dialectical image is a constel-
lation of the then and now—but it is not a matter of the now reading the
then; it is a matter of reading the then in the now, or, more precisely,
of reading the then now, which is what I wish to do now, here.

I have begun with Benjamin not simply because I wish to put what
I will say about Félix Nadar’s memoirs, Quand j’étais photographe 
(My Life as a Photographer), under the sign of his name, nor simply
because he has been one of Nadar’s greatest readers (Benjamin repeat-
edly cites the memoirs in his writings on Baudelaire and in his
Arcades Project), but in order to suggest that, if we have scarcely ever
read Nadar’s text, perhaps this is because we have had to wait to be
able to do so. What would be required for such a reading, Benjamin 
suggests, is a labor of reading that seeks to trace what has never been
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written or read and to follow the wandering, deviating quality of the
text, especially because this wandering character often has been what
dissuaded readers from it. As Rosalind Krauss notes, the memoirs are

structured like a set of old wives’ tales, as though a community
had entrusted its archives to the local gossip. Of its fourteen
chapters, only one, “The Primitives of Photography,” really set-
tles down to producing anything like a historical account. And
although this is the longest chapter in the book, it comes nearly
at the end, after an almost maddening array of peculiarly per-
sonal reminiscences, some of which bear a relationship to the
presumed subject that is tangential at best.

“Perhaps it is this quality of rambling anecdote,” she adds, “of arbi-
trary elaboration of what seem like irrelevant details, of a constant
wandering away from what would seem to be the point that accounts
for the book’s relative obscurity.”6

On the contrary, it is perhaps the itinerant range of Nadar’s activities—
photographer, writer, actor, caricaturist, and inventor—that has
encouraged us to think of him as an artist rather than as a rigorous
thinker.7 Even in writings that sometimes seem gossipy and capri-
cious, we still can register an analytic power that makes this text one of
the most exciting and exact writings on photography we have. Presented
in fourteen vignettes, the text comes to us as a series of snapshots-in-
prose, each of which offers an allegory of different characteristics 
and features of the photographic world—what Nadar calls, in a dis-
cussion of his aeronautic experiences, the “photographopolis.”8 This 
photographopolis refers not only to Paris as a city that is entirely pho-
tographic—according to Nadar, Paris is not only photographed but
essentially photographic in nature—but to a world that, having become
a series of images, is increasingly composed of proliferating copies,
repetitions, reproductions, and simulacra. The memoirs even appear as
a machine of repetition: several of the texts the work comprises
already had been published by Nadar (although he sometimes alters
them in the memoirs). The memoirs thus form a palimpsestic anthol-
ogy of not only Nadar’s previous writings but of the texts he cites and
recirculates in his work. The text is itself a constellation of then and
now that seeks to offer a history of photography in the nineteenth cen-
tury and beyond. Nadar’s text is not a chronicle, however, because it
does not offer a sequence of chronological events, a historical record
in which the facts are narrated without adornment, or any attempt at
literary style; it is, in Benjamin’s sense, a question of Darstellung—
a matter of representation, presentation, performance, and, in a chem-
ical sense that Nadar would have appreciated, of recombination.
Written in sections and therefore moving forward in accordance with
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a series of interruptions, Nadar’s memoirs enact a “method” of repre-
sentation that proceeds, like a performance, in the mode of digression
and detour. Each of his vignettes is therefore an opening onto the read-
ing labyrinth that is at once his life and text. Like Benjamin, he knew
that “memory is not an instrument for exploring the past, but rather a
medium,” a kind of “theater” in which remembrance is staged and
performed.9

II.
Nadar’s memoirs open with an account, entitled “Balzac and the
Daguerreotype,” of the reactions and responses to the invention of
photography. In Nadar’s telling, photography appeared in the form of
a series of questions that, challenging all of our presuppositions, ask
us to reconceptualize the relations between perception and memory,
life and death, and presence and absence. In response to its arrival,
people were “stupefied,” “stunned,” “fixed” in place—arrested as if in
a photograph.10 For Nadar, the introduction of photography transforms
everyone into a kind of photograph—perhaps especially when one
resists posing in front of a camera. This is why—even though photog-
raphy, electricity, and aeronautics are for Nadar the premier emblems
of modernity, belonging as they do to the innumerable “inventions”
produced by what he calls “the greatest scientific century”—nothing
is more extraordinary than photography, because it extends the limits
of the possible and responds to the desire to make material “the impal-
pable specter that vanishes as soon as it is perceived, without leaving
a shadow on the crystal of the mirror” (“ML,” 8; Q, 13). That photog-
raphy requires the existence of such things as phantoms and ghosts is
confirmed in what is perhaps the most famous passage in this section,
one in which Nadar refers to Balzac’s theory of specters and, in par-
ticular, to the spectrality of photographic images. In “Convolute Y” of
his Arcades Project, Benjamin explains that Nadar “reproduces the
Balzacian theory of the daguerreotype, which in turn derives from the
Democritean theory of the eidola” (AP, 674). Benjamin does not cite
his source, but he clearly refers to the following passage from Nadar’s
opening vignette:

According to Balzac, each body in nature is composed of a series
of specters, in infinitely superimposed strata, foliated in infini-
tesimal pellicules, in all directions in which the optic perceives
the body. Since man is unable to create—that is, to constitute
from an apparition, from the impalpable, a solid thing, or to
make a thing from nothing—every Daguerrian operation would
catch, detach, and retain, by applying onto itself one of the layers
of the photographed body. 
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It follows that, for that body and with every repeated operation,
there was an evident loss of one of its specters, which is to say,
of a portion of its constitutive essence. (“ML,” 9; Q, 15–16)

As Balzac would have it, then, all bodies are made up entirely of layers
of ghostlike images. Every time someone is photographed, a spectral
layer is removed from the body and transferred to the photograph.
Repeated exposures therefore lead to the loss of subsequent ghostly
layers. Benjamin makes clear that he is aware of Balzac’s theory by 
citing, a little later in the same convolute, a passage from Balzac’s own
Cousin Pons:

If anyone had come and told Napoleon that a man or a building
is incessantly, and at all hours, represented by an image in the
atmosphere, that all existing objects have there a kind of specter
which can be captured and perceived, he would have consigned
him to Charenton as a lunatic. . . . Yet that is what Daguerre’s dis-
covery proved . . . just as physical objects in fact project them-
selves onto the atmosphere, so that it retains the specter which
the daguerreotype can fix and capture, in the same way ideas . . .
imprint themselves in what we must call the atmosphere of the
spiritual world . . . and live on in it spectrally. (AP, 688)

As Balzac suggests, photographic images are based on ghostly images
that emanate from physical objects themselves and that are then 

Nadar (Gaspard-Félix
Tournachon). Charles
Baudelaire, before March
1855. Salted paper print.
Musée d’Orsay, Paris.
Reproduction photo: 
Patrice Schmidt. Réunion 
des Musées Nationaux/
Art Resource, NY.
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captured by the camera. 
Balzac here presents the outline of an eidolic theory of images. 

As Benjamin’s comment on Nadar suggests, this theory already had
been elaborated in antiquity in the work of Democritus and, as
Benjamin notes in his Berlin Chronicle, by Epicurus.11 The most
extensive and influential account of Epicurus’s writings on the image
can be found in the fourth book of Lucretius’s De rerum natura. There
Lucretius describes

the paradoxical nature of simulacra, or, as the Greeks call them,
eidola, those images that appear in the mind and for which there
are no counterparts in the outside world: projections and
dreams, fantasies, and that category of non-existent beings that
flit through the air, willy-nilly, drawn from the outermost surface
of things . . . these simulacra are the outer shapes of things that
constitute a film they throw off in the world.12

According to Lucretius, objects are incessantly represented by an
image in the atmosphere and therefore appear there as a kind of
specter; more precisely, objects are represented by a series of images,
by an almost inconceivably rapid sequence of discrete filmic images
emanating from the object and serving as a filter for the viewer.13

Objects and bodies are therefore condensed composites of multiple
layers of images; thus, no image is ever closed or self-identical to itself.
This insight holds for all images but is especially legible in the por-
traits that helped secure Nadar’s reputation as a photographer. These
photographs always presume that the image before the viewer is
already multiple—and has been from the beginning. Benjamin makes
a similar point when he cites Bertolt Brecht in the Arcades Project:
“With the older, less light sensitive apparatus, multiple expressions
would appear on the plate, which was exposed for rather long periods
of time,” yielding a “livelier and more universal expression.” By com-
parison, “the newer devices no longer compose the faces—but must
faces be composed? Perhaps for these new devices there is a photo-
graphic method which would decompose faces” (AP, 687). This decom-
position of the face—of the many faces that were photographed by
Nadar—seems to result from the accumulation of multiple layers of
more-or-less instant images. Insofar as the portraits present a temporal
stratification of multiple images, none of which are ever just one, the
subject’s face is also never simply a face but an archive of the network
of relations that have helped constitute this particular face and body—
the pose it adopts, the clothes it wears, the look it takes, and what it
wishes to mime. Nadar himself suggests that the portrait always must
bear within it just such a network, however invisible it may remain and
even if its traces are encrypted within the photograph’s surface:
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Photography is a marvelous discov-
ery, a science that occupies the high-
est intelligences, an art that sharpens
the most sagacious minds—and the
application of which is within the
reach of any imbecile. . . . The theory
of photography can be learned in an
hour and the elements of practicing
it in a day. What cannot be learned . . .
is the sense of light, an artistic
appreciation for the effects produced
by different and combined sources of
light, the application of this or that
effect according to the physiognomy
that, as an artist, you must repro-
duce. What can be learned even less
is the moral understanding of the
subject—that instant tact which
puts you in communication with the
model, helps you to sum him up,
guides you to his habits, his ideas, according to his character,
and enables you to give, not an indifferent reproduction, banal
or accidental, such as any laboratory assistant could achieve,
but the most convincing and sympathetic likeness, an intimate
resemblance.14

But, Nadar suggests, this intimate resemblance or portrait requires that
the photographer be able to read what is not visible on the surface of the
face or body of the person before him, “what was never written” in it
but nevertheless has left behind its traces.

Like the face and body, the photographic portrait is also a palimpsest
to be read, a kind of archive; it always bears several memories at once;
it is never closed. To say this, however, is perhaps also to say that
every photograph is already, in advance, part of a series or network,
even if this web of relations remains unnamable and indeterminate
and is generally not emphasized, as it is here. Nadar’s understanding
of his portraits may even tell us what is true of every photograph:
every photograph is already fissured by its own seriality, but a seriality
that—like the innumerable ghostly layers that form the skins or films
of the body in Lucretius (and later in Balzac)—cannot be understood
in terms of succession, because they are constantly separating themselves
out of things, even as they condition our perception. This multiplicity
and seriality are legible in Nadar’s next vignette because it, too, is a story
of ghostly, photographic repetitions.

Nadar (Gaspard-Félix
Tournachon). Pierrot the
Photographer, 1854–1855.
Salted paper print. Musée
d’Orsay, Paris. Reproduction
photo: Hervé Lewandowski.
Réunion des Musées
Nationaux/Art Resource, NY.
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III.
Nadar opens the second section of his memoirs, “Gazebon Avenged,”
by reproducing a letter he presumably had received twenty years ear-
lier, in 1856, from the owner of the Café du Grand-Thèâtre in Pau. In
the letter, the owner, named Gazebon, claims that a M. Mauclerc—
“an actor in transit in our city”—has in his possession a daguerreo-
typed portrait of himself that was supposed to have been taken by
Nadar in Paris while Mauclerc remained in Eaux-Bonnes. Gazebon
writes to Nadar to request that the photographer take a photograph of
him from Paris while he remains in Pau and to do so by the same elec-
tric process that had produced the image of Mauclerc. He requests that
the portrait be taken in color and, if possible, while he is seated at a
table in his billiards hall. He promises Nadar that he will display the
portrait prominently within his establishment and that, because his
café “is frequented by the best Society, including a large number of
English gentlemen and their ladies,” this commission will bring Nadar
even greater visibility than he already has (“ML,” 11; Q, 19–20).

Nadar claims to “reproduce” the “original” letter, but it is, of course,
only a reproduction in a memoir. Nevertheless, Nadar quickly remem-
bers that this “original” is a reproduction in yet another sense, because it
has its own precedent in a letter Gazebon had sent to him two years
earlier—again prompted by Mauclerc, who was “already then in tran-
sit in our city”—inquiring about the value of a gilded copper engrav-
ing of which, according to Mauclerc, Nadar possessed the only other
one of its kind. Nadar states that he never replied to the original letter,
and this time, too, he decides not to answer Gazebon’s more recent
request. That this opening scene begins in the oscillation between 
singularity and repetition, seeing and not seeing, remembering and
forgetting, and with a structure of citation that will punctuate the
entire story suggests the repetitions and recirculations that structure
the citational character of photography itself—its capacity to double,
repeat, reproduce, and multiply what already is doubled, repeated,
reproduced, and multiple—and, in doing so, suggests that what is to
come will tell us something about the nature of photography.15

Immediately after having declared his decision not to reply to this
second letter—this double of the first—Nadar offers a twilight scene
that will serve as the setting for the rest of the section. In this scene we
can begin to read another series of doubling, photographic effects.
Nadar writes,

Can you imagine anything more satisfying than those moments
of rest before the evening meal, after a long day’s work? Driven
from bed before dawn by the preoccupations of work, the man
hasn’t stopped acting and thinking. He has given everything he

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://direct.m

it.edu/grey/article-pdf/doi/10.1162/G
R

EY_a_00080/689153/grey_a_00080.pdf by guest on 27 M
ay 2021



Cadava | Nadar’s Photographopolis 65

can, without counting, struggling against a fatigue that becomes
more oppressive as the day goes on . . . and it is only at sundown,
when the time of liberation rings, the time for everyone to stop,
that, the main door of the house finally closed, he gives himself
grace, granting a truce, until tomorrow, to his over-exhausted
members and brain. It is this sweet hour par excellence when, . . .
rendered to himself at last, he stretches himself with delight in
the chair of his choice, recapitulating the fruit of his day’s labor. . . .
Yes, but, even though our main door is closed, the back door
always remains half-open, and if our good luck is to be perfect
that day, he will come to us for some good, intimate, comforting
banter, . . . he, one of those whom we love more than anybody
else and who loves us—one of those whom our thought always
follows, since their thought is always with us. . . . Exactly that
afternoon, one of the most beloved and best fell upon me, the
highest soul with the most alert and clearest spirit, one of the
most brilliant foils cited in Parisian conversation, my excellent
Hérald de Pages—and what a nice and intimate chat we were
having, leaving fatigue and all the rest far behind—until a visitor
is announced to us. (“ML,” 12–13; Q, 23–24)

This remarkable scene takes place at sundown, at the liminal
moment between day and night, light and darkness, and therefore
within a photographic temporality and topos. Moreover, in this tran-
sitional moment, and in the context of several other threshold figures,
especially the several doors Nadar mentions, the shift in pronouns—
from you to he to I to we—suggests a self that, like Mauclerc, is always
in transit, always passing from one self to another, never simply self-
identical to itself. The entire scene stages, in the most theatrical sense,
a self that, always on the move, can never be located precisely, and at
this moment in which the self relaxes, stretches itself—perhaps even
across other selves—Nadar makes impossible a determination of
whether the allegorically named “Hérald de Pages” (the one who
announces writing to come) actually arrives “in person” or is a double
of Nadar who simply enters through the always open back door of 
his unconscious. Whether Hérald de Pages is a visitor who “falls”
upon Nadar at this twilight hour or an internal “double,” Nadar pre-
sents a self whose identity is essentially linked to and dissolved in
relation to this other. Divided from itself—because it is inhabited by
an other, because, bearing this trace of the other, this self is no longer
simply itself—the multiplicity of this self will be confirmed later in the
story and in relation to what happens when one enters a photographic
space. Moreover, that we already have entered this photographic space
is reinforced by the details that will be revealed in the ensuing
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encounter with the announced visitor.
The visitor is a twenty-year-old man. He claims he has to speak to

Nadar and that, although he would have returned until he found him,
he felt able to insist on seeing him today because of the connections
they already share: the young man’s mother used to work for Nadar’s
mother, and they also share a friend, Léopold Léchanché, who
recently died. Insofar as mothers are always another name for photog-
raphy—mothers and photography are both means of reproduction—
and mourning is the photographic experience par excellence, Nadar
and the young man’s relation is mediated, even before they meet, by
the photographic. That the young man was born in the year Nadar
received Gazebon’s letter requesting that Nadar take the café owner’s
self-portrait from afar is fitting because, as Nadar soon will reveal, the
young man has come to ask Nadar to sponsor his new discovery of
long-range photography.

After providing Nadar with an account of his experience in the 
sciences and in several new technological advances, including 
the velocipede, electronic chronometers, the telephone, and, more
recently, photophony, the young man asks Nadar to consider his story:

Sir, would you admit, only for a moment, as a hypothesis, that,
if, by some impossibility (but it is not for me to remind you,
especially you, that, pure mathematics aside, the great Arago
would not accept the word “impossibility”), if, then, a model,
any subject whatsoever, were in this room where we find our-
selves right now, for example, and on the other side, your 
camera man with his lens were in his studio, either on this floor,
or on any other floor above or below us, that is, absolutely sepa-
rated, isolated from this model of which he is unaware, which
he cannot see, which he has not even seen—and which he has no
need to see—would you admit that, if a photograph could be
taken here, in front of you, under these strict conditions of seg-
regation, the operation thus executed over such a short distance
would have some chance of being reproduced over greater 
distances? (“ML,” 16; Q, 30–31)

Although Nadar immediately responds to the young man by stiffen-
ing—“I dared not move a muscle,” he says, becoming in this way a
kind of photographic effect—Pages springs up and exclaims, “Do you
claim to be able to take photographs across any distance and beyond
your sight?” To which the young man replies, “I do not claim to be able
to do so, sir; I already have done it. . . . I haven’t invented anything; 
I have only found something that was always there” (“ML,” 16–17; Q,
32–33). The young man then produces a torn page from a review of his
experiment, and Nadar and Pages read the following account:
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At two o’clock last Sunday afternoon, in the town hall in
Montmartre, a most curious experiment took place. A young
man, . . . having obtained the necessary authorizations, demon-
strated for the first time publicly his method of electrical 
photography, with which ingenious process he is able to photo-
graph persons or things beyond his field of vision. The inventor
asserted that, from Montmartre, he could photograph the town
of Deuil. . . . His Honor the Mayor and several Council members
were on hand, as well as two or three residents of Deuil, who had
been called upon to indicate the places to be photographed.
Several exposures were made in rapid succession and the fin-
ished pictures were produced at once. The sites represented
were immediately recognized by the party from Deuil; houses,
trees, and people standing out with remarkable clarity. (“ML,”
17; Q, 34–35)

The allegory of photography that Nadar wishes to stage here increas-
ingly becomes vertiginously self-reflexive: beyond the claim that the
young man can photograph what he cannot see—that photography
can make the invisible visible—what is remarkable here is that the
young man photographs a town called “Deuil,” which means “mourn-
ing.” In taking a photograph of mourning, the photographer not only
takes a photograph of an experience at the heart of photography—
mourning may even be another name for photography—but he also
takes a photograph of photography itself.

In reaction to this photograph, both Nadar and Pages are speechless
and stunned, again frozen as if in a kind of photograph, as if this 
photographic revelation itself transforms them into photographs. This
transformation is reinforced in the following passage in which Nadar
makes clear that, when one enters a photographic space (and, at this
point in the story, there is no other kind of space), one always advances
as an other; indeed, as multiple others:

Yes, of course, I gave in. I would have relented long before if . . .
if I had not been imperatively arrested by a singular hallucina-
tion. Suddenly, as often occurs with optical illusions and certain
cases of double vision, the noble features of Hérald’s face seemed
to merge with those of the honest young worker, becoming a
kind of diabolical mask which slowly took on the form of a face
I had never seen before but that I recognized immediately:
Mauclerc, Machiavellian Mauclerc, “in transit in our city”; the
electric image mockingly reared its head at me from the country
of Henry IV. . . . And I seemed to become Gazebon, yes, Gazebon
the Gullible. I could see myself seated in my Café du Grand-
Thèâtre in Pau, still waiting for the portrait to be taken by “the

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://direct.m

it.edu/grey/article-pdf/doi/10.1162/G
R

EY_a_00080/689153/grey_a_00080.pdf by guest on 27 M
ay 2021



68 Grey Room 48

electric process” by M. Nadar in Paris; in the meantime, to pass
the time, I raised a toast to “the best Society, including English
gentlemen and their ladies.” (“ML,” 18; Q, 37–38)

That every self here becomes someone else, and even more than one
other, suggests the continual distortions and displacements from
which the photographic subject emerges, but always as an other. In
experiencing the other’s alterity, for example, Nadar experiences the
alteration that, “in him,” infinitely displaces and delimits his singu-
larity. This movement of disfiguration—linked to the chiasmic plu-
rality of the passage’s interwoven figures—makes impossible a
determination of who speaks the rest of the story. Where everyone can
become someone else—for example, in the aleatory, ghostly space of
photography—no one is ever simply himself. Because figures always
are haunted by other figures—always are bearing the traces of the
other—they are always themselves and not themselves at the same
time. What gets signaled here is not only the structure of photography
in general, a structure that names the loss of identity that attends the
entry into photographic space, but also a mode of writing that per-
forms at the level of its sentences and words what it wants us to under-
stand. This becomes clearer when, after the young man leaves, Nadar
is left to appreciate his performance: he suggests the young man was
following a script that would permit him to trick Nadar and his some-
times mouthpiece, Hérald. A theater, he reminds the reader, is always
also a place of memory and anticipation, where what has been is
rehearsed and repeated as what is to come. The story ends with a
reminder of the citational character of the young man and, by impli-
cation, of all of us. We live, Nadar seems to suggest, within quotation
marks, in relation to both mourning and photography. That Nadar
associates photography with death and mourning helps account for
why the memoirs are littered with corpses—from the body of Léchanché
that serves a mediating function between Nadar and the young inven-
tor of long-range photography to the corpse of the pharmacist lover in
the section “Homicidal Photography” to the corpse whose body lies 
in the funeral home scene that opens the vignette entitled “The
Professional Secret” to the millions of corpses that populate the
Parisian Catacombs. 

IV.
When Baudelaire refers in “Spleen II” to “A pyramid, an immense
vault, / which contains more bodies than the common pit. / . . . a
cemetery abhorred by the moon,” he is referring to what, in a passage
cited by Benjamin in his Arcades Project, François Porché calls “the
ancient ossuaries, now leveled or entirely gone, swallowed up in 
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the sea of time with all their dead, like ships that have sunk with all
their crew aboard” (AP, 99).16 These ossuaries point to another city in
the midst of Paris, a city whose inhabitants far outnumber the living
beings of the metropolis above: the underground catacombs.17 The 
creation of the Municipal Ossuary beneath the city corresponds
almost exactly to the timing of the Revolution: ordered in 1784 by the
Conseil d’État and opened the following year, the catacombs were
meant to relieve the stress on the Cemetery of the Innocents and, even
more successfully than the Revolution, created a kind of equality that
could not be found above ground. As Nadar writes in his account of
his photographic descent into the Parisian underground,

In this confused equality that is death, the Merovingian kings
maintain an eternal silence side by side with the victims of the
massacre of September ’92. Valois, Bourbons, Orléans, and Stuarts
haphazardly accomplish their decomposition, lost among malin-
gerers . . . and the two thousand “of the Religion” put to death on
Saint-Bartholomew’s Day. (Q, 129)

Moreover, he adds, celebrated figures from Jean-Paul Marat to
Maximilien Robespierre, from Louis de Saint-Just to Georges-Jacques
Danton and the Comte de Mirabeau, all succumbed to the anonymity
of the catacombs. By the late nineteenth century, the catacombs con-
tained the remains of nearly eleven million Parisians. In his memoirs,
Nadar refers to this underground city as a “nécropole,” a city of the dead

Nadar (Gaspard-Félix
Tournachon). Catacombs,
Paris, Crypt Number 8, 1861.
Albumen print. Bibliothèque
nationale de France. 
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(Q, 137). Like photography, Paris—as a city
that exists both above and below ground—
names the intersection of life and death.

Nadar took his camera underground into
the catacombs and sewers in 1861. Much of
his account of this work details the difficul-
ties and challenges he encountered while
experimenting with electric light. Among
other things, Nadar’s underground work 
literalizes the relation between photography
and death that he already had signaled in the
earlier vignettes and that he understands to
belong to photography’s signature. Whether
the bones are put haphazardly on top of one
another or are neatly organized, the catacombs

are signs of mortality. But, as Christopher Prendergast notes, Nadar’s
lighting sometimes gives “a bizarrely polished look” to some of 
the skulls, transporting the viewer “back into the world of the grand
magasin, as if the skulls were so many shining spectral commodities
placed on display.”18

This is not the only reminder of the aboveground city in Nadar’s
underground, however. The skeletal remains also recall the masked
faces in the opera or theater. These theatrical resonances are rein-
forced by Nadar’s use of mannequins to represent workers in his pho-
tographs.19 As Nadar explains in a passage that Benjamin cites in his
Arcades Project:

With each new camera setup, we had to test our exposure time
empirically; certain of the plates were found to require up to
eighteen minutes.—Remember, we were still, at that time, using
collodion emulsion on glass negatives. . . . I had judged it advis-
able to animate some of these scenes by the use of a human 
figure—less from considerations of picturesqueness than in
order to give a sense of scale, a precaution too often neglected by
explorers in this medium and with sometimes disconcerting
consequences. For these eighteen minutes of exposure time, 
I found it difficult to obtain from a human being the absolute,
inorganic immobility I required. I tried to get round this diffi-
culty by means of mannequins, which I dressed in workman’s
clothes and positioned in the scene with as little awkwardness
as possible; this business did nothing to complicate our task.
(AP, 673–674)20

While the mannequins were meant to add to the photograph’s realism,
they instead accent the image’s theatricality. Presumably working to
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order the remains of the dead, they, along with
the images in which they appear, evoke the tra-
dition of vanitas, something Nadar himself sug-
gests in his memoirs (Q, 106). In this world in
which the boundaries between life and death,
or persons and things, have begun to blur, the
mannequins who push wagons, shovels, and
bones in numerous pictures suggest the death-
in-life on which Nadar so often insists, the
shadowy transitoriness and finitude of all living
beings, a finitude whose traces are unable to be
erased, either in life or in death. This is why
Nadar emphasizes the palimpsest-like relation
between the underground network of tunnels
and the aboveground network of streets. Nadar’s
Paris is always double, is always more than one, which is why, like the
mannequins that serve as doubles for the workers, it is another name
for repetition and citation, and perhaps for photography itself.

VI.
In his 1864 book, À terre et en l’air: Mémoires du Géant—parts of
which are incorporated into his later memoirs—Nadar explains that
his interest in aerial photography grew out of his interest in mapping
the city from a bird’s-eye view. When Nadar looked to the skies, how-
ever, as when he looked to the sewers and catacombs, he encountered
more than anything else his finitude, even as he continued to wish he
could exceed it. As he says, describing the sensation of being in the air
above Paris,

There only complete detachment, real solitude . . . . [In] the limit-
less immensity of these hospitable and benevolent spaces where
no human force, no power of evil can reach you, you feel yourself
living for the first time . . . and the proud feeling of your liberty
invades you . . . in this supreme isolation, in this superhuman
spasm . . . the body forgets itself; it exists no longer.21

But amid the clouds, when he looked down at his beloved city, 
instead of simply feeling that he was “living for the first time,” he 
registered and experienced another kind of death. The photographs
show what he saw: Paris as it existed in the late 1850s; that is, a 
Paris in transformation because of Georges Haussmann’s efforts to 
renovate and rebuild the city. Taking off from the Champ de Mars,
Nadar’s balloon flight enabled him to view the developments in the
northwest of Paris that were to house the wealthy bourgeoisie. The
picture titled First Result of Aerostatic Photography shows the new

Opposite: Nadar (Gaspard-
Félix Tournachon).
Catacombs, Paris, April 1862.
Albumen silver print from
glass negative. Gilman
Collection, The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York. ©
The Metropolitan Museum of
Art. Source: Art Resource, NY.

Above: Nadar (Gaspard-Félix
Tournachon). Catacombs,
Paris, Mannequin Number 10,
1861. Albumen print.
Bibliothèque nationale de
France.
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roads that were altering the city’s identity, as
well as buildings and landmarks such as the
Parc Monceau, Montmartre in the distance,
and the Arc de Triomphe, all of which were
now resituated—and therefore redefined—in
the context of Paris’s transformation. Another
image shows the arch at the center of the Place
de l’Étoile, which was one of Haussmann’s sig-
nature accomplishments (and, because stars
belong to the history of photography, confirms
Paris’s photographic character). As Shelley
Rice suggests,

in the clean sweep of their diagonals, in
their geometrical organization, in their
focus on crossroads and places of
exchange, the photographs of Paris itself
are indeed the doubles of the pho-

tographs of the underground. . . . All of Nadar’s documentary
images of Paris, whether taken above or below the ground, are
about dynamism, circulation, change, and, as a result, about a
new, thoroughly modern kind of death.22

But what is this death? This is the question that all photographs ask
us to consider, and it can be registered everywhere in Nadar’s photo-
graphic trajectory and on each page of his memoirs. Indeed, his
encounter with death is legible in the persistence, for more than four
decades, with which he remained open to the photographic registra-
tion of ruins and death (including those ruins that are the mortal bod-
ies that so often sat before his camera, which is why his studio also
can be understood as a mortuary chamber, something he himself sug-
gests in his memoirs). But death also is legible in the disappearance of
the places and people he photographed during this time. The world
he photographed—including a Paris that belongs to the past—this
Paris no longer exists and was already, even as he was photographing
it, in the process of altering and disappearing. As Baudelaire would
write in “The Swan,” registering the transformations that Parisians living
in the age of Haussmann witnessed every day, “Old Paris is gone 
(no human heart changes half so fast as a city’s face).” “Paris changes,”
he adds, “But in sadness like mine / nothing stirs—new buildings, old /
neighborhoods turn to allegory, / and memories weigh more than
stone.”23 Suggesting that Haussmann was destroying more than simply
objects and space, Baudelaire also indicates he was erasing the neigh-
borhoods, buildings, and stones that bore the traces of the city’s history
and memories. Creating a break with the past, he destined the now

Above: Nadar (Gaspard-Félix
Tournachon). First Result of
Aerostatic Photography, 1868.
Bibliothèque nationale de
France.

Opposite: Nadar (Gaspard-
Félix Tournachon). Aerial View
of Paris (Arc de Triomphe),
1868. Albumen print. Musée
d’Orsay, Paris. Reproduction
photo: Hervé Lewandowski.
Réunion des Musées
Nationaux/Art Resource, NY.
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unmoored memories to wander aimlessly through the new metropolis.
This is one of the reasons photography—in its capacity to capture
moments and places that are in the process of vanishing—became
such an important medium during this period. In Benjamin’s words,
“when one knows that something will soon be removed from one’s
gaze, that thing becomes an image” (W, 115). This also is why Nadar’s
aerial photographs (and not only these) recall the traces and speci-
ficity of a particular culture and history, even as they inevitably mark
the disappearance, loss, and ruin of this same culture and history. His
images therefore bear an act of mourning that nevertheless remains in
love with a city that could be said to have died several times, even if it
is still living, even if, in its living, it remains haunted by its past and
its deaths. Precisely this survival, precisely this living on, reminds us
that things pass, that they change and alter, and this is why, through-
out his literary and photographic career, Nadar always remained most
interested in, and most faithful to, this process of change and trans-
formation. The very law that motivates and marks his writings and his
photographs is this law of change and transformation.

In a certain sense, Nadar the photographer, because of his fidelity
to the finitude and evanescence of things, already signals and bears
the mourning of Paris—this city that, as he always suggested, belongs
to death. This is why even the mourning of Paris, the mourning of a
Paris that has disappeared and that shows the body of its ruins—but
also the mourning of the Paris that he knows, even as he photographs
it, will soon vanish—is itself destined to pass away but always in
another act of mourning. Benjamin reinforces Nadar’s sense of Paris’s
finitude when, in “Convolute C” of his Arcades Project—a section
devoted to “Ancient Paris, Catacombs, Demolitions, [and the] Decline
of Paris”—he cites Gustave Geffroy’s comments on Charles Meryon’s
engravings of Paris (comments that could be used to describe Nadar’s
own photographs of Paris):
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[h]is work as an engraver represents
one of the profoundest poems ever
written about a city, and what is
truly original in all these striking
pictures is that they seem to be the
image, despite being drawn directly
from life, of things that are finished,
that are dead or about to die. (AP, 96)

But, as Nadar also knew, death is not sim-
ply a matter of things disappearing even
in relation to the photographic act that
would seek to preserve them, because
another form of mourning is possible, one
in which photographs capture scenes that,
although visible today, will disappear
tomorrow. Nadar knows that everything

passes. The figures and people in his photographs, the sites, the
objects, all these are destined to death. This is why, within the world
of Nadar’s photographs, within his “photographopolis,” every photo-
graph is associated with death and why the sections of his memoirs I
have touched on here are everywhere marked by a sense of death.
Whatever the represented thing may be—and even when death is not
shown even indirectly—the thing represented is still touched by death,
by the fact of its passing. Even the sun—from which all photographs
take their point of departure—will one day pass, will one day no
longer cast its light on the earth. Because photography belongs to the
dying sun, it also, for Nadar, belongs to Paris, the dying city of light.
Paris is the city par excellence of photography; it is a photograph, and
within Nadar’s world Paris and photography constitute themselves as
allegories of each other. Nadar thinks about this Paris-Photograph
every day. But what happens within his imagination in relation to
Paris? What haunts him? What encourages him to focus, like a kind of
camera, on the relations among photography, death, and the day and
night that touched each of his subjects?

Nadar’s photographs are the indices of his particular vision, the
traces of a declaration of love. If we listen to the silence of his 
photographs, we perhaps can hear him say, across this silence, and to
the Paris and people he loved, and loved to photograph, even as they
were vanishing, “I can only find myself in relation to you, even though
I know that, because of this relation, I can never be simply myself.
Obsessed with you, and by you, I lose myself in the madness of a 
single desire: to alter time. I want nothing else than to arrest time, to
stop it, to seal it within the surface of a photograph. I want nothing

Above: Nadar (Gaspard-Félix
Tournachon). Sarah
Bernhardt, 1864. Salted paper
print. Musée d’Orsay, Paris.
Réunion des Musées
Nationaux/Art Resource, NY.

Opposite: Nadar (Gaspard-
Félix Tournachon). Victor
Hugo on His Deathbed, May
23, 1885. Musée d’Orsay,
Paris. Reproduction photo:
Hervé Lewandowski. Réunion
des Musées Nationaux/Art
Resource, NY.
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else than to archive and preserve, within a series of photographs, not
only the speed of light but also the night and oblivion without which we
could never see, and, yes, the death and mourning without which 
neither I nor you can be said to live. I want to touch and preserve this
passing which belongs to both life and death, mine and yours, and
which offers me a series of shifting reflections, as if in water, in which
I can see myself, but as the one who is no longer just myself, as the one
who is no longer here.”
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