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Lefebvre's Rhythmanalysis 

(based on chapter 22 and 23 in Henri Lefebvre: 'Writing on Cities') 
  

This overview of Lefebvre's Rhythmanalyses was compiled for a seminar with the Center 

for Cross-disciplinary Urban Studies at the School of Architecture in Copenhagen in the 

fall of 1998. It is an attempt to reconstruct in a systematic way the aspects, which Lefebvre 

mentions in two texts on this issue. I have made no attempt here to comment on or discuss 

Lefebvre's notions. The ambition is only - for good or for worse - to present and represent 

his ideas in a more straight forward way. My overview was in the form of overheads with 

'bullet' lists - this form is kept here. All photographs are from Paris, shot by Bo Grönlund. 
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Why is Lefebvre interested in rhythmanalysis? 

• It relates to his interest in everyday life and the extra-everyday. To study diverse spaces 

and diverse temporalities - rhythms in the concrete. To live in the diversity made up of 

subjects and objects (subjective states and objective figures)... where opposites find and 

recognise each other in a unity both more real and more ideal, more complex than its 

elements. 

• Rhythms are the music of the city, a picture that listens to itself. No camera...can show 

these rhythms (BG: video can - to some extent). 

• Rhythms are also interesting because of a struggle between a measured, imposed and 

exterior time, and a more endogenous time. 

• Rhythms are interesting because the show the appropriation of spaces in a non-political 

way, they show how the citizens resist the state by a particular use of time. A struggle 

where rhythms play a major role. Through them social, therefor, civil time, seeks and 

manages to shield itself from the state, linear, unirhythmical measured and measuring time. 

Thus the public space, space of representation, spontaneously becomes place of 

promenades, encounters, intrigues, diplomacy, trade, negotiations, theatrialising itself. 

Time is hence linked to space and to the rhythms of the people who occupy this space. 

• In social practice, scientific knowledge and philosophical speculation, an ancient 

tradition separates time and space...this in spite of contemporary theories which show a 

relationship between time and space...how they relate to each other. Despite these theories, 

in the social sciences one continues to split time between lived time, measured time, 

historical time, work and leisure time, and daily time, etc., which usually are situated 

outside their spatial framework. Now, concrete times have rhythms, or rather, are rhythms - 

and every rhythm implies a relation of a time with a space, a localised time, or if one 

wishes, a temporalised place. (p 230) 



• Modernity curiously enlarged, deepened and dilapidated the present. The quasi-

suppression of distances and delays (by the media) amplifies the present, but these media 

only provide reflections and shadows. You are there! But no, you are not; your present 

consists of simulacra. The image before you simulates the real, chases it away..... 

• Lefebvre wants to understand (as an expression of more general tendencies in society) 

why people are attracted to the Pompidou centre and the Forum - this 'meteorite fallen from 

a planet where rules an absolute technocracy'. 

 
  

 
  

Rhythmanalysis as a discipline: 

• Every social, that is collective rhythm, is determined by the forms of alliances which 

humane groups gives to themselves. 

• Rhythmanalysis requires notions and aspects to be liked to it that analysis too often keeps 

separate; times and spaces, the public and the private, the State-political and the intimate - 

finding itself as having alternative points of view. More aware of times than of spaces, of 

moods than of images, of atmosphere than of particular spectacle. It is about human 

activities, hearing (noticing and understanding), and the temporalities in which these 

activities take place. The characteristic features are really temporal and rhythmical, not 

visual. One listens as to a symphony or an opera, to figure out how it is composed, who 

plays and for whom. Or a dance.. Or poetry. 

• A general theory of transdisciplinary character. Includes psychology, sociology, 

anthropology, economy... Rhythmsanalysis has very diverse origins: the theory of measure, 

the history of music, chronobiology and even cosmological theories. 

• Rhythmanalysis has the aim of the least possible separation of the scientific from the 

poetic. 

• Rhythms are lived (and you must have lived them) but to analyse them you have to be out 

of them. To listen to the rhythms require attentiveness and a certain amount of time.... 

bringing to it the multiplicity of the senses (sensorial and meaningful). To study rhythm you 



need eyes, ears, a head, a memory and a heart (BG: a human body - understood as 

bodymind) - you need to let go and take part as well as step out and analyse 

• Any study of rhythms are necessarily comparative. 

• Rhythmanalysis is about outlining a paradigm: a table of oppositions constituting an 

ensemble. 

 

  

 

  

What constitutes rhythms, and what different kinds of rhythms are there: 

Forms of rhythms (in order of the texts): Intervals, clusters, time broken and accented, 

intense rhythms, slower rhythms, superimposed rhythms, variation and non-variation, 

increase and decrease, accumulation points, repetitive and different rhythms, longer 

durations, emptiness, polyrhythmicality (symphonicality), simultaneity, synchronicity, 

succession of alterations, differential repetitions, interactions, hierarchy, determinant 

rhythm, order of grandeur, humane scale, stop/resume, currents, streams, flux and reflux, 

the immediate in its moments and movements, remembrance of other moments and of all 

the hours, that what remains to scale, rhythms always needs a reference, complexity, loops, 

plurality of rhythms, all gatherings of bodies are polyrhythmical, an open totality, a meta-

stable equilibrium, movements and differences in repetition. 

Rhythms have a past (and immediate past), a now, a near future and a hereafter. Rhythms 

reveal and hide. Rhythms are relative. They cannot be measures like that of the speed of a 

mobile on its trajectory.... A rhythm is fast or slow only in relation to other rhythms to 

which it is associated within a greater or lesser unity. There is also arrhythm. 



 

There are two forms of repetition: cyclical and linear - inseparable even if the analyses 

must first distinguish and separate them and the rejoin them. Mathematicians clearly 

distinguish two types of movements, rotations and trajectories, and have different measures 

for these two types. 

1) Cyclical rhythms (big and simple intervals, social organisation manifesting itself, or 

alternating rhythms with short intervals, day and nights, hours and months, seasons and 

years, tides, solar rhythms and lunar rhythms). Generally of cosmic origins and numbered 

with duodecimals based on twelve. Each have a determined frequency or period, and also 

new beginnings. 

2) Linear rhythms (succession, routine, perpetual, chance, encounters, predetermined 

encounters). Defined by consecutiveness and the reproduction of the same phenomena, 

identical or almost at more or less close regular intervals. The metronome. Generally 

emanates from human and social activities and particularly from the motions of work. The 

point of departure of all things mechanical. Linear rhythms have a tendency to oppose 

themselves to what is becoming. The linear, including lines, trajectories and repetitions is 

measured on a decimal base (the metric system). 

The cyclical and the linear enter into a perpetual interaction and are even relative to each 

other, to the point that one becomes the measure of the other. 

Polyrhythmy always results from a contradiction and also form a resistance to it - a struggle 

between to tendencies, the tendency to homogeneity and the one to diversity. 

 

  



 

  

Other kinds of rhyths than cyclical and linear: 

• Speech have two kinds of expression: 

a) rhetorical and frontal 

b) immediate and spontaneous 

• Rhythm of the self and rhythm of the Other (BG: of the same person): 

a) The rhythms of the Other are the rhythms of activities turned outward, towards the 

public, the rhythms of representation, more contained, more formalised (corresponding to 

frontal expression in speech); 

b) The rhythms of the self are associated to rhythms more deeply inscribed, organising time 

more towards private life, more silent and intimate conscious forms, presence; 

The Self and the Other are not cut off from each other. 

• The rhythms and interactions of the multitude of social actors and roles (tourists, 

suburbanites, young, old, buyers, wholesalers, lovers of art or of novelties, young 

suburbanites, boys and girls, children, shoppers, regulars, employees, bistro clients, police, 

natives, craftsmen, shopkeepers, people from the neighbourhood, Chinese, Arab, fire-

eaters, jugglers, snake-men, preachers, partakers in sit-in-discussions, the deviant and the 

bizarre, business people, vacant people, actors and public, the mixing of diverse 

populations, migrations, cohabitations, ) 



 

• The rhythms of groups (the nuclear family, the extended family, neighbourhood, 

friends) 

• Ritual have a double relationship with rhythms. Each ritualisation creates its own time 

and its particular rhythm, that of gestures, of solemn words, of prescribed acts with a 

particular sequence; but also rituals and ritualisations intervene in daily time and punctuate 

it. 

a) Religious rituals (fasting, prayers, ringing of bells, etc.); 

b) rituals in a larger sense of the word, both sacred and profane such as festivals, 

carnivals, rites of intimate conviviality, or external sociability; 

c) political rituals (ceremonies, commemorations, votes, etc.). 

Ritual is all that includes the daily to imprint on it an extra-daily rhythm without as such as 

interrupting it. The extra-daily rhythms the daily and conversely. The everyday or the extra-

everyday...(the) one does not prevent the other. Everything is brought together - 

advertising, culture, the arts, games, propaganda, labour rules, urban life.... 

 

  



 
  

What rhythms are studied more in detail: 

• bodies (alive and human, walking, feet, pedestrians, alone, groups, crowds, stretching out, 

hurried carryings, nonchalant meanderings, encounters, see and meet each other, looking, 

going home, leaving home, appearance of faces in windows, also dogs); 

• daily rhythms (rush hours, late evening, nights, dawn, schedules, times with prohibition, 

regulated time; preparing food, sleeping); 

• gestures (hand-in-hand, waving hands - messages not being signs, - conventions, ways of 

being, chewing and eating e.g. gum, sandwich, hot-dog; mannerisms, habits); 

 

• movement and traffic (pedestrians, cars, traffic lights, flows, comings and goings, 

passers-by, stopping, drifting); 



• exchanges of all kinds (material and nonmaterial, objects and words, signs and products); 

• sounds (tongue, speech, noises, voices, mumblings, rumours, cries, calls, words, silence, 

different languages); 

• sudden events (accident, explosion, fire engine); 

• festivity (opening, adventure, games, agitation); The extra-daily (dancing, singing, 

making music) 

• ritual; 

• rhythm of moods (calm, melancholic, sadness); 

 

• seasons (trees, flowers, lawns, plantations, leaves, seeds, fruit; spring, autumn, winter; the 

time of each being); 

• weather (downpour); 

• built environment and urban functions (streets, junctions, avenues, houses, facades, 

monuments, places, squares, courtyards, gardens - including their ageing; doors, windows, 

balconies, terraces, fountains, (little) bistros and shops, shop windows, workshops, markets, 

attics; meeting places, scene settings, spontaneous popular theatre; closed and enclosed; 

public and private, outside/intimate; room, apartment; areas; palaces, churches; steps and 

stairs); 

• light and darkness: 

• colours (grey, multicoloured, white, green); 

• smells (stink of fumes); 

• the present-absent (money and its circuits, the omnipresent State, logic, division of 

labour, leisure as product, opacity and horizons, obstacles and perspectives); 

• what one hides /shows/goes to see outside, 



• the tide, and waves; 

• Americanisation. 
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