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Introduction

Haneke’s Anachronism

Roy Grundmann

If there is a dominant characteristic that can be said to mark Michael Haneke’s
path as a filmmaker, it is that of anachronism. But in contrast to what the term’s
comparative logic implies, Haneke’s anachronism did not develop gradually over
the course of his by now four decades-long career. It seems to be one of its long-
standing attributes, having been inscribed into his formative years as a critic, screen-
writer, and script editor, and having accompanied the evolution of his filmmaking
through numerous phases. In 1989, in the first important critical essay on Haneke
as a filmmaker, Alexander Horwath singles out anachronism as the very quality
that characterizes Haneke’s late transition into theatrical feature filmmaking
and that distinguishes his artistic status across this transition. Citing examples
from Haneke’s TV films and his 1989 theatrical feature film debut, The Seventh
Continent, Horwath places Haneke among a dwindling group of filmmakers who
continue to occupy a middle ground between mass commercial entertainment
and the marginal avant-garde and experimental scene (1991: 39). Thematically,
Haneke’s films remain concerned with central problematics of modernity; aes-
thetically, they do not constitute radically new territory, but they do pervasively
redeploy and combine stylistic idioms of four decades of European art cinema.
Since The Seventh Continent premiered at Cannes, Haneke’s image of being a hold-
out from another period has also been cultivated by the director himself. When
the same festival, twenty years later, awarded its Palme d’or to The White Ribbon
— an austere, two and a half hours-long, black-and-white film about a German
village on the eve of World War I — it reconfirmed this image.

But if the 2009 Cannes trophy has ensured that Haneke’s image as a represen-
tative of a past era remains current, adding to his cultural capital and public esteem
even as it triggers a certain amount of critical ambivalence, Haneke’s anachro-
nism also adds to the factors that make him a rewarding subject of academic study.
His body of work invites the full spectrum of approaches the field of cinema studies
has brought to the analysis of narrative film. Consisting of twenty-one feature films'
that were made over four decades in two media, in several countries, different
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languages, and divergent production contexts, Haneke’s career is marked by
detours and deferrals, belated debuts, and retroactively bestowed memberships.
It constitutes a fertile case study for film historians and theorists alike. For his-
torians Haneke’s films exemplify the intertwined relations between television and
national cinema on the one hand and transnational auteurism and art cinema on
the other. For theorists, they raise intriguing questions regarding narrative struc-
ture, genre, spectatorship, and the ontology of the image, while also proving
of interest to broader debates on the relationship between aesthetics, philosophy,
and history, and presenting an intriguing challenge to aesthetic and philosophical
periodization. While evincing strong affinities with philosophical and cinematic
modernism, Haneke’s films also address phenomena associated with postmodernism.
Notwithstanding Haneke’s own modernist posturing and postmodern critics’
eagerness to take him by his word, it may be his films’ dual referencing of the
modern and the postmodern that merits further interest in them.

Born in 1942, Haneke is too young for his modernism to be based on genera-
tional membership. Instead, he has assimilated modernism through academic
exposure to a broad literary and artistic canon. He has been influenced by a range
of authors that include Stéphane Mallarmé, Jean Améry, Joseph Roth, Thomas
Mann, Franz Kafka, and Ingeborg Bachmann; by composers Franz Schumann,
Alban Berg, and Arnold Schonberg; by philosophers Theodor W. Adorno, Lucien
Goldman, and Albert Camus; and, of course, by the filmmakers of the high
modernist generation, specifically Robert Bresson, Ingmar Bergman, Michelangelo
Antonioni, and Andrei Tarkovsky. Haneke’s age sets him two generations apart
from these directors, and still one full generation from most proponents of the
various European new waves, whose more playful and irreverent films, together
with those of the high modernists, formed the apogee of European art cinema,
a period that lasted approximately from the mid-1950s to the early 1970s.

This period constitutes Haneke’s formative years as an intellectual and his early
phase as a director, which is accounted for in detail in Horwath’s essay. In the
early 1960s, after abandoning a career as a concert pianist, Haneke studied phi-
losophy and literature at the University in Vienna. He worked as a feuilleton critic
and, from 1967 to the early 1970s, as a script editor for television. But this job did
not lead to any opportunities for directing films. He wrote his own screenplay,
which garnered a major film subsidy award but went unproduced, which caused
him to leave television and find work in theater. His growing reputation as a stage
director finally earned him a directing commission from his erstwhile employer,
the regional southwest German network SWF (Horwath 1991: 15). His first film,
After Liverpool (1974), was a low-budget two-person drama based on James
Saunders’s play about the oppressive dynamics and entropic patterns of relation-
ships, paying particular attention to the onset of routine, non-communication, alien-
ation, and malaise. These issues would become standard Haneke themes.

Haneke’s choice of source material suggests his critical interest in the bourgeoisie.”
But in contrast to, say, Rainer Werner Fassbinder or Jean-Luc Godard, who also
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came from a bourgeois background, Haneke did not become politically radicalized
during the 1960s. Instead of understanding contemporary politics through Marxist
models of thought, as was highly common during this period, he was interested in
more traditional humanist issues, in metaphysical themes and what he perceived as
Western civilization’s pervasive spiritual crisis. Thus, he remained closer to Sartre
and Camus than to Mao and Marx and he took a particular interest in the religious
philosopher Blaise Pascal. Though he developed a keen eye for the problems of his
own class, his work did not focus on class struggle, imperialism, or the oppression
of third world countries. While eager to work creatively in film and theater, he nei-
ther founded a political cinema collective (as Godard did with the Dziga Vertov Group),
nor did he join any radical experimental theater group (such as Fassbinder’s
Antitheater). Instead of fighting the state, whether on the streets or in front of
the Cinématheque Frangaise, he went to work for it, reading scripts for state-funded
television. In the early 1970s Haneke quit his full-time job at the network, but his
relationship to television would have a lasting impact on his career. Not only would
TV remain a central source of film funding for decades to come, but it also in
complex ways defined Haneke’s status as a national and transnational filmmaker.

Television, Auteurism, and National Cinema

Although the heyday of the new waves was over by the time Haneke got to make his
first film, their German variant had produced a second generation of filmmakers
who were Haneke’s age or slightly younger. By the mid-1970s, these directors,
most notably Fassbinder, Werner Herzog, and Wim Wenders, were becoming inter-
national art house directors, making what was called the New German Cinema
the decade’s dominant European art cinema and, in fact, one of the last national
cinemas in Europe to stand in this tradition. However, while the New German
Cinema relied heavily on television for the financing and exhibition of many of
its films and while most of Haneke’s TV films of the 1970s and 1980s were made
either exclusively by or with coproduction monies from various German televi-
sion stations, Haneke did not become part of Germany’s national film culture. Of
course, we need to acknowledge that Haneke, while born in Germany, grew up
in Austria and has lived there most of his life. But this statement does not, in and
of itself, constitute an argument about the nationally specific aspects of Haneke’s
filmmaking. The question of national identification (in which citizenship is, in any
case, only one aspect) is rather complex, because it tends to raise more questions
than it answers about the national as a discursive category and about the cultural,
institutional, and historical registers in which it gets debated and defined.’ Raising
these questions is partially the purpose of this introduction, and, as we have just
started to see, looking at European cinema from the 1960s on means taking into
consideration the institution of state-sponsored television.
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The significance of television for Haneke’s pre-theatrical feature career is twofold:
it provided relatively steady employment for him as a filmmaker and it kept
his films from being defined in terms of national cinema. Instead of becoming a
nationally identified filmmaker (in either country) with the consequent effect of
gaining international auteur status, Haneke during the 1970s and 1980s remained
a sought-after theater director (more on this shortly) and a moderately well-
recognized television director in both countries. Given the institutional nature of
his TV films, they were treated as in-house commissions, holding the same
for-broadcast-only status as most made-for-TV films.* Foreclosing theatrical dis-
tribution and also, at least until the mid-1980s, any opportunities for film festival
participation, the modality of the in-house commission also made subsidy monies
less visible, so that these funds, in Haneke’s case, never acquired the status of dis-
tinct and publicly acknowledged awards. In Haneke’s career, film subsidy did not
become a factor of publicly bestowed prestige or publicly debated merit — his films
never became politicized as art funded with taxpayers’ money.” And while a small
number of negative reviews vaguely echoed the populist attacks on state-funded
art that were regularly leveled against the New German Cinema, Haneke’s TV
films never reached the level of attention accorded the New German Cinema’s
star directors, nor did the press associate him with this cinema even in general
terms or in passing. This does not mean that Haneke did not share some of this
cinema’s proclivities, such as the construction of a self-conscious mise-en-scéne
that probed film’s capabilities for producing both truth and illusion, as well as a
preoccupation with such topics as postwar historical amnesia and the postwar
generation’s historical isolation and psychological alienation. Haneke also shares
the New German Cinema’s acute awareness of the profound impact of American
movies and pop culture on postwar Europe — but in contrast to Wenders’s and
Fassbinder’s complicated love-hate relationship to Hollywood, Haneke has been
considerably more critical, to the point of categorically rejecting Hollywood’s
function as provider of entertainment.

Most of Haneke’s TV films have been coproductions between Austrian and
German television stations. In briefly outlining their characteristics in terms of
nationally related themes and contexts, it should be noted that their status as copro-
ductions in and of itself ensured a binational cultural legibility and an overlap of
themes related to both national contexts. If Haneke, despite this dual legibility,
can ultimately be read more or less clearly as an Austrian filmmaker, this argument,
too, requires the kind of detail I want to provide below. By way of initial over-
view, we note that Haneke’s career as a TV director veered from predominantly
Austrian concerns in the 1970s to more German or international concerns in the
1980s and back to a more Austrian frame of reference in the 1990s. Three Paths to
the Lake (1976), which the director himself has characterized as his first “real” film,
adapts Austrian author Ingeborg Bachmann’s story about an Austrian professional
woman’s melancholic return to her hometown in Carinthia, in the course of which
the film develops a dense system of references to twentieth-century Austrian history.
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His next film, the two-part drama Lemmings (1979), is a portrait of Haneke’s own
generation of Austrians, who came of age during the postwar decades. He depicts
them at two historical moments, the late 1950s and the late 1970s, at which point
the unacknowledged shortcomings of their youth, partially caused by Austria’s
inability to deal with the mid-century tension between tradition and modernity,
have evolved into more pervasive dysfunctions. While Three Paths to the Lake and
Lemmings were Austrian—German coproductions, two of the three television
films Haneke made during the 1980s were exclusively produced in Germany and
all three are explicitly related to German settings, topics, and cultural attitudes.
Variation (1983), produced by a Berlin TV station (SEB), is a semi-comic story about
a man and a woman’s illicit love affair that is set in Berlin. It takes Goethe’s drama
Stella (about a triangular relationship) as its point of departure and its spectatorial
address probes questions of the public sphere and TV’s role as a consensus-
building artistic medium. The Austrian—German coproduction Who Was Edgar Allan?
(1984), though set in Venice and based on the book of Austrian novelist Peter Rosei,
had the thematic and stylistic hallmarks of an “American Friend’-type story,
replete with the kinds of nationally inflected Oedipal overtones, identification
patterns, and meta-cinematic phantasmagorias that the New German Cinema
became famous for. Fraulein (1986), an exclusively German production, is the story
of a woman who runs a movie theater in a small town in post-World War II West
Germany and who has to deal with her husband’s release from a Russian POW
camp ten years after the war. It was intended as a response to Fassbinder’s The
Marriage of Maria Braun (1979). Haneke’s three TV films of the 1990s are once again
related to a more specific Austrian context: the Austrian production Obituary
for a Murderer (1991) is an experimental collage of an episode of a well-known
Austrian talk show that dealt with a horrific killing that had shocked Austria the
previous year. The Rebellion (1992), another exclusively Austrian production, is
an adaptation of Joseph Roth’s novel about a war veteran’s failed integration in
post-World War I Vienna. The Castle (1997), which was coproduced by Austrian
Television, Bavarian Broadcasting, and the Franco-German network ARTE, is an
adaptation of Franz Kafka’s unfinished novel about a land surveyor’s paralyzing
social and professional entanglements in the fabric of a rural town. It has a specific
Austrian frame of reference below its pan-national relevance.

Before discussing the specifically Austrian dimension of Haneke’s work, we ought
to understand the broader impact that television had on Haneke’s evolution as a
filmmaker and his status as an auteur. Haneke perceived television’s emphasis of
its communicative function and educational mission as a confinement of artistic
possibilities. That his television films regularly constituted departures from, in some
cases overt violations of, the medium’s mandatory embrace of realism is self-
evident. But their proto-cinematic aesthetics notwithstanding, these films, at the
time of their broadcast, garnered neither the institutional definition nor the cul-
tural trappings of cinema. This also affected Haneke’s auteur persona: while his
de facto creative efforts and his staging of authorship may have been no less defined
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by gestures of heroism, self-sacrifice, and rebellion against his main sponsor than
were common for the directors of the New German Cinema, these gestures went
unnoticed. When Who Was Edgar Allan?, which has a distinctive art cinema look,
was invited to screen at the 1985 Berlin Film Festival,® the moment was marked
by one of the ironies that have accompanied Haneke’s artistic path and that con-
stitute, as it were, his anachronism: just when he was poised to enter the insti-
tutional circles of art cinema, the kind of art cinema that he had been adulating
and had found worthy of engaging was about to vanish. Its end was not merely
metaphoric. Bergman officially retired in 1984 after making Fanny and Alexander;
Antonioni had started to work for television, the medium Haneke was trying so
hard to transcend; Fassbinder died in 1982, Truffaut in 1984, and Tarkovsky in
1986. But no matter the significance one might want to attribute to these indi-
vidual markers of demise, just as important is the fact that, in terms of actual
film output, modernist art cinema had already been superseded by a new, more
adamantly postmodern European cinema that had little investment in upholding
a divide between art and popular film. It was made by a new generation of filmmak-
ers who were Haneke’s juniors. They included Pedro Almodévar (Dark Habits,
1982; Labyrinth of Passion, 1983; What Have I Done to Deserve This?, 1984), Stephen
Frears (My Beautiful Laundrette, 1985), and Jean-Jacques Beineix (Diva, 1981; The
Moon in the Gutter, 1983; Betty Blue, 1986).

But in what constitutes a further ironic twist, by the late 1980s it was arguably
the very disappearance of the kind of art cinema with which Haneke had identified,
but to which he stood at a historical remove, that created a vacuum for Haneke
to step into, a need to which he could respond by more or less self-consciously
assuming the persona of the last modernist. Its subtending attributes comprise
the image of someone whose films resist pretty pictures and a slick commercial
look; of someone whose films have controversial topics and idiosyncratic treat-
ments, but eschew shock value for its own sake; of someone projecting a moral
conscience that defines any assault on the spectator as an invitation to engage
an argument — and, in this sense, of someone who proposes ethics not only as a
topic of his films but as a central vector defining the filmgoing experience itself.”
Thus, if Haneke’s theatrical features since The Seventh Continent have incurred
such labels as difficult, didactic, rarefied, abstruse, and excessively dark, I would
argue — without detracting from Haneke’s artistic project — that these adjectives
say less about the films themselves than about art cinema as a cultural construct.
Its nomenclature is eagerly taken up by distributors, particularly if the label in
question helps generate controversy and aids the promotion of the film. And it
tends to emerge in close interrelation with the persona of the filmmaker as auteur
with whom the film forms a product package in the circuits of international art
film exhibition.

When Haneke’s auteur image fully emerged around the release of The Seventh
Continent, which, in addition to screening at Cannes, received awards at the Flanders
International Film Festival and the Locarno International Film Festival, it
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instantly threw into relief an auteur persona’s requisite features, which are struc-
tured in terms of oppositions. On the one hand, the status of auteur, particularly
if freshly bestowed, signals a sense of freshness, of being new, unused, and innova-
tive, and it also implies provocation, perhaps even rebelliousness — all of which
signify a break with the status quo. On the other hand, auteurs tend to project
artistic, cultural, and, in some cases, political expertise, all of which also imply a
certain authority that, in turn, already invites their alignment with tradition (if
only at some point in the future, when they can be assimilated into lineages and
are worthy of retrospectives). Haneke instantly fits the bill: The Seventh Continent
was provocative, but not brattish. Its minimalism and its putatively nihilistic end-
ing were controversial and confrontational, yet it projected gravitas — just like the
artist himself, who was appealingly new and unknown, while also reassuringly
middle-aged and “serious” about his work, so that authority itself could become
a central part of his image. In this sense, Haneke’s auteur persona is not simply
the work of a self-fashioned self-promoter, but the result of a complex dialog between
the auteur in question and film festival organizers and audiences, film and tele-
vision producers, feuilleton critics, and “the public,” to the extent that the latter
pays attention to these discourses by following the arts pages in newspapers and
their counterparts on late night television.

If Haneke in the decades after his first Cannes appearance would cultivate
the persona of the serious artist, it was not the least in order to meet the public
on the level it had designated for him. To this day, during audience Q&As and at
press conferences, Haneke has no problem letting the audience know if he is dis-
satisfied with their questions. His answers can be teasingly short or elliptical, or
they tend to take the form of counter-questions, or he answers a specific question
with a more general, often parable-like story or by drawing on literary or philo-
sophical references. By acting this way, however, Haneke is far from being unco-
operative. “Difficulty” becomes a generic expectation. Add to this the inevitable
observation that Haneke looks like a continental intellectual (full beard, gray
hair, pensive expression), that he dresses like a continental intellectual (mostly in
black), that he speaks like a continental intellectual (French and German; no English,
please), and that he generally behaves like a continental intellectual (he is a care-
ful listener; his demeanor ranges from the measured to the reticent; he tries to
be polite and frequently smiles).

But the carefully fine-tuned anatomy of Haneke’s auteur persona should not be
seen exclusively against the background of the film world with its specific eco-
nomic pressures, cultural protocols, discursive rituals, generic expectations, and
psychological dynamics. What most commentators have thus far missed in
assessing Haneke’s persona and artistic development is the fact that he has, to a
very significant extent, also been a theater director, and a rather prolific and pro-
minent one at that. In contrast to Fassbinder, whose theater work quickly took
the back seat to his filmmaking and was always firmly identified with bohemian
radicality and considerable controversy, Haneke, with increasing success as a stage
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director, came to occupy a kind of middle position in German and Austrian the-
ater similar to the one that would mark his status as a filmmaker. He situated
himself between the radical experimental scene of urban subcultures and alter-
native spheres and the commercial orbits of musical theater, folk theater, and
boulevard comedy. All through the 1970s and into the 1980s, he systematically
pursued engagements at prestigious houses in the theater centers of Germany —
Hamburg, Diisseldorf, Darmstadt, Berlin.® Building a reputation with his direc-
tion of bourgeois classics and the modern repertoire rather than authoring or
staging experimental plays, he became appreciated among the educated bourgeoisie
because he provoked audiences with intellectual arguments and with his solid
professional skills (evident, most importantly, in his famously creative and precise
direction of the actor) rather than through improvised performance pieces, absur-
dist scenarios, neo-dadaist shock experiments, or Marxist-inflected manifestos that
were the domain of the politically radicalized avant-garde of the 1960s and 1970s.’
Haneke’s detour into theater ended up having a lasting impact on his career, as
it significantly contributed to an intermedially defined persona and, indeed, an
intermedially defined body of work. By this I do not mean that Haneke’s films
looked “stagey” or were structured like plays. Rather, his exposure to theater
further broadened his already considerable and very precise understanding of
the inherently textual nature of art and the literary possibilities of expression that
can inform the medium of film. A further irony thus lies in the fact that, while
Haneke’s long years in the theater seem to underscore the anachronistic qualities
of his emergence as a film director, it is this enforced sojourn outside of film that
has made his films formally more advanced.

A final aspect should be considered with regard to the anachronism of Haneke’s
auteur persona, and it returns our discussion to the context of national cinema.
Haneke’s artistic identity never became determined by the same Oedipal dynam-
ics that so heavily shaped the French New Wave and the New German Cinema.
For filmmakers of both these cinemas, who had to overcome their own historical
disconnectedness from earlier cultural and cinematic traditions, it became de rigueur
to select in demonstrative, even ritualistic fashion a coterie of surrogate father figures
either from Hollywood’s studio era or from among the ranks of European mod-
ernist artists and intellectuals, whose work and influence had been disrupted
by fascism and the war. New wave directors’ adoption of such figures was widely
perceived to be an act of historical bridging and, thus, a successful negotiation
of burdensome historical legacies, which, in turn, made them and their work
altogether contemporary and redemptive. It is not that Haneke’s films and his
artistic identity are free from Oedipal issues — a point I will discuss shortly. But
in Haneke’s case, these dynamics played out differently — and I believe there are
two reasons for it.

First, because of the close association between auteurs and national cinemas,
filmmakers” Oedipalized attempts to grapple with issues of generational succes-
sion and artistic legacy are intertwined with imaginary and actual negotiations of
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nationhood, national history, and national identity. But precisely to the extent that
these dynamics are contingent on specific national histories and were played out
among a particular generation of filmmakers, Haneke represents an uneasy fit. With
Haneke being too young even to be a new wave filmmaker, and being neither fully
German nor fully Austrian, let alone French, artistic identification with(in) specific
national contexts was hampered by a lack of membership in any of the groups
that constitute national cinema as a historical and socio-cultural formation. As became
clear in the cases of the New German Cinema and the French New Wave, the dy-
namics of obtaining symbolic membership in a national project of reconstructing
cultural lineages and realigning artistic traditions pivoted on highly publicized acts
of transference that were the product of filmmakers’ personal friendships, mentor-
ing relations, elective affinities, and fate-wrought affiliations with past artistic and
intellectual leaders and role models.”® In Haneke’s case, however, there was no
attempt to compensate for his generational distance to European modernism by
seeking out personal relations to figures such as Adorno or Bresson.

Certainly, Haneke’s transnational status has not prevented his identification with
both German and Austrian cultural traditions and legacies — which is most overt
in Haneke’s literary adaptations. But if one looks at the films themselves as an
index of such national identification, and particularly at the way this identifica-
tion is filtered through the director’s imaginary relation to the paternal and the
filial, we see the second reason why Oedipal issues in Haneke’s films play them-
selves out differently from the new wave films. In contrast to Wenders, Herzog,
and Truffaut, Haneke does not imagine himself on one level with his filial char-
acters. With the exception of Lemmings, their purpose is not to become more or
less direct stand-ins for the director himself, and, as it were, to invite the audience
to empathize with him through them. If one wanted to look for biographical details
about Haneke and his generation as inscribed in his films, one would have to note
that Haneke, more than anything, seems to identify himself with the prominent
postwar figure of the absent father. Here I don’t even mean to refer to any actual
depictions of initially absent but suddenly returning, inevitably dysfunctional,
and ultimately failing fathers. While these certainly have a presence in Haneke’s
cinema, what I have in mind is the condition of paternal absence as such that Haneke
has come to identify with." This condition of absence — which is extendable to a
range of experiences of loss that characterize modernity as the period of the decline
of master narratives — structures Haneke’s films on a very basic level. It deter-
mines their visual dispositif, their spectatorial address, and the fragmented state
of their diegetic world.

Individually and as a body of work, the films function as an edifice, a house of
sorts, that all protagonists get to live in as “children” — along with us, the audience,
who become their siblings of sorts. When the kids become naughty — when they
start wrecking the furniture, kill off a few guests, other home owners, random
strangers, or even themselves, or, to cite an alternate scenario, when outsiders break
into the house and pose a threat — the father remains aloof. He leaves it up to his
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audience to figure out why and how we, as puzzled and perturbed siblings and
as menaced “co-tenants,” should care about these goings-on. In this sense, Oedipal
issues do assume a political-allegorical dimension in Haneke’s cinema. But with the
exception of Lemmings, they constitute a departure from, or even reversal of, the
well-known filial dynamics of (self-)identification so common to other national
cinemas and auteurs, for whom the part of fictional son and/or quasi-orphan became
a place holder on whom they projected their own self-image as heirs to a disrupted
history (Rentschler 1984: 103; Elsaesser 1989: 207; Kaes 1989).

However, the fact that the transnational nature of Haneke’s personal and pro-
fessional pedigree does not as easily fit the mold of a single nation’s lost, exiled,
or orphaned son did not mean his auteur persona became altogether lost to the
discourse of national cinema and its twin projects of revising history and bridg-
ing historical discontinuities. In Haneke’s case, however, his relative anonymity
as a TV director for some time kept these twin projects from being officially attributed
to the artistic labor of an auteur. When the auteur eventually emerged, this attribu-
tion, as is by no means unusual within the discourse of auteurism, had to proceed
backwards. In fact, the construction of Haneke as an auteur was partially con-
tingent on critics’ appreciation of the construction of history in his films. Both
were acts of reconstruction and, in their combined effort, led to a third axis of
reconstruction: Critics and scholars who focused on reading Haneke’s films as
reflections on Austrian history also read these works as constitutive elements of
Austrian film history. Haneke’s belated and retroactive construction as an auteur
thus went hand in hand with the overdue reconstruction of Austrian film history
in terms of national cinema.

It is here that Haneke’s anachronism generated another irony: Haneke’s emerg-
ing auteur status became explicitly linked to the concept of Austrian national
cinema at the moment when the very category of national cinema began to lose
its significance, a process which was ushered in by the globalization of film financ-
ing structures and the rise of transnational cinemas, and which occurred more or
less concurrently with the demise of art cinema and its great names. In this sense,
even as this multilayered process of re/constructing the auteur and his national
cinema was coming under way in the form of career overviews by critics such as
Horwath, Haneke’s emerging persona became heavily inflected by a new set of
terms. These marked the era’s shift away from expressing authorship through
narratives of exile, return, and sacrificial heroism towards demonstrations of pro-
fessionalism and a virtuoso command of film’s artistic resources, capacities, and
potentials (Elsaesser 2005: 51). In other words, the traditional figure of the auteur
as a nation’s prodigal son — a compendium of the divine bestowal of creative genius
and the vicissitudes of biography — was left behind in favor of a self-conscious per-
formance of the author as a globally recognizable craftsman, storyteller, and stylist.

The 1989 premiere of The Seventh Continent thus became a cumulative index of
the anachronisms and ironies that mark Haneke’s status as auteur and represen-
tative of a national cinema. One of three Austrian films in the Cannes program,
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it introduced Austria to the festival as a young filmmaking nation or, to cite the
correlative rhetoric, a nation of young filmmakers (Horwath 1991: 12). Shot and
produced in Austria with Austrian money and mostly Austrian actors, and made
by a director who lived and had been raised in Austria, The Seventh Continent, on
one level, seemed to tell the story of an average Austrian family living in an average
Austrian town. It could thus be perceived as depicting contemporary Austrianness
without the self-exoticizing markers of tourist iconography. Yet, most of these state-
ments beg qualification: the film, based on a story about a family from Hamburg,
Germany, whose suicide became publicized in a large German weekly, appealed
to Haneke because the syndrome it depicted was symptomatic of most Western
European societies and, thus, not specific to Austria. What was touted as Austrian
cinema was initially planned for German television'” and financed by an independent
production company that, while based in Austria, sought financing on an inter-
national level.” In this sense, the film was only incidentally Austrian. Its director
was not fully Austrian either, nor was he young. While none of these qualifications
were strictly speaking unknown, no one seemed to object against the perceived
necessity to recruit Haneke for what Horwath rightly calls a foundation myth of
Austrian cinema.

To the extent that the retroactively constructed history of Austrian national cinema
relied not just on Haneke’s Cannes contribution but summoned his past body of
work, it throws into relief the complex interrelation between film and television
in constituting a national cinema. I have already outlined the reasons why Haneke’s
television films failed to enter the official orbit of national cinema during the period
in which they were made, the 1970s and 1980s; I now want to consider the oppos-
ite reasoning: On what grounds were scholars and critics able to count these films
retroactively as belonging to a national cinema? Because Haneke’s films of the 1970s
and 1980s were shown on German and Austrian national television — which, up until
the mid-1980s, was without commercial competitors and, thus, had a captive national
audience — they can be counted as being part of either nation’s collective story
reservoir. No matter how fleeting the appreciation for them and their director may
have been at the time of their respective broadcast dates, they arguably contributed
to some form of a collective unconscious. From this perspective, Haneke’s tele-
vision coproductions can legitimately be claimed by both Austria and Germany
as part of their national film heritage, even if Haneke’s selection of topics leaned
at times more to an Austrian and at other times more to a German frame of
reference. If the concept of a collective unconscious seems no less speculative
today than it was when first applied to the study of national cinema by Siegfried
Kracauer, there is one particular area of film culture in which the national does
manifest itself in more tangible terms — the domain of filmed literature. But if,
by virtue of this area, Haneke’s national identification crystallizes more clearly as
Austrian than as German, his literary adaptations’ look at Austrian history imme-
diately qualifies the notion of national unity and coherence at the same time that
they place Austria in relation to its larger geopolitical environment — Europe.
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Literary Adaptations: From Austria to Europe

In addition to their educational and entertainment functions, literary adaptations
tend to be regarded as a means to showcase a country’s literary heritage in the
popular realm. If a book is adapted within its country of origin — that is, if the
adaptation is a domestic production — the film, its filmmaker, and the production
field that generates it (usually either an industry or a cottage industry) quickly
acquire all the markers of the national. This holds true with regard to the image
of the nation portrayed in the film, but also with regard to the (implied) image
of the audience the film targets, particularly if the film is primarily intended
for domestic release, as most TV-commissioned literary adaptations are. Yet,
before we turn to the point of national specificity — by which I mean Haneke’s
identification as an Austrian filmmaker contributing to what may be perceived as
Austrian film — we still have to consider those aspects of Haneke’s literary adapta-
tions that applied to both the German and the Austrian context.

On one level, Haneke’s own view on the relationship between a literary adap-
tation and its implied national audience is rather pragmatic. It first and foremost
reflects the realities and exigencies of Austro-German state-sponsored television’s
mandate for consensus building: filmed literature can help TV fulfill its mission
to get viewers interested in reading the book on which the film is based. This
pragmatism, guided by the goal of capturing and sustaining viewers’ interest, indir-
ectly confirms Haneke’s status as a filmmaker situated between the avant-garde
and outright commerce. Traditionally middle brow by nature, adaptations have
been a staple of the film industry — their ubiquity reflects not so much a literary
bias as an industrial need for product, as well as a (perceived) desire for politically
“safe” prestige projects (Elsaesser 1989: 107). This was certainly the case in Germany,
where the New German Cinema, by the mid-1970s, became a cinema of literary
adaptations (Rentschler 1984: 129). But historically speaking, German cinema has
always favored literary adaptations — the New German Cinema merely gave this
favoritism a highbrow spin and adapted the favorites of the educated bourgeoisie
and the new left (Elsaesser 1989: 107). Haneke’s own choices of source materials
are consistent with this pattern. They reflected his own modernist bias and, thus,
made him more employable in both Germany and Austria.

The second observation about literary adaptations that transcends a specific
national context is the widespread ambivalence towards filmed literature. Looking
at the press responses to Haneke’s television films, one can detect a dual response
by critics: on the one hand, Haneke’s literary adaptations consistently fared
better with critics than films based on his own screenplays, such as Lemmings and
Variation. Three Paths to the Lake, Who Was Edgar Allan?, and The Rebellion all earned
praise for the intelligence, creativeness, and independence with which they had
adapted their respective sources, whereby they implicitly revealed such categories
as “faithfulness to the original” to be burdensome and outmoded." But some of



INTRODUCTION: HANEKE'S ANACHRONISM 13

their reviews are also prefaced by expressions of skepticism towards the general
project of adaptation, with critics being weary of the inflationary presence of
adaptations on television and, given that the majority of these were considered
mediocre or failed efforts, being wary of any new ones."”

If such responses are not necessarily nationally specific, Haneke’s proclivity for
filming Austrian authors has enabled film scholars and historians to assign Haneke’s
films retroactively to Austrian national cinema.'® In this context, what emerges as
important is the films’ themes, their style, and the way they address the specta-
tor. The thematic focus of Haneke’s films is the dissolution of order and the
process of falling apart, whether in concrete political and historical terms (as
with the downfall of the Austro-Hungarian Empire in Three Paths to the Lake and
The Rebellion), or in psychological and phenomenological terms (Who Was Edgar
Allan?), or in a mixture of both (The Castle’s thematization of the individual in a
bureaucratic maze). Their style consists of a fragmented aesthetic that comprises
a broad spectrum of cinematic devices ranging from disjointed editing, the dialec-
tical use of found footage, and the alternation of color and black-and-white film
stock to the allegorical function of music and the self-reflexive use of voice-over
narration. As such, these films’ implied viewer is not only a Bildungsbiirger (a
member of the educated bourgeoisie, who may be interested in learning more
about the subject portrayed and who, as a result of watching the film on televi-
sion, may be prompted to (re)read the novel), but an Austrian one, with whom
the films’ historical frameworks are likely to resonate strongly.

Haneke’s literary adaptations do not have the formal austerity of his theatrical
features. They acknowledge the audience’s appetite for the “culinary” aspects of
cinema and of literary adaptations in particular. And, to a far greater extent than
the theatrical features, they offer viewers opportunities for engaging the subjec-
tivities of their protagonists. But Haneke’s deployment of these dynamics is only
partially motivated by the need to communicate with the television viewer. In
fact, as I will make clear further below, the films’ complication of the dynamics
of identification reflects the influence of European art cinema. It also testifies to
Haneke’s acute understanding of Austria’s literary history and its authors’ respec-
tive literary projects. As Fatima Naqvi has shown, a prominent element in Three
Paths to the Lake is the female protagonist Elisabeth’s remembrance of her late
ex-lover, Trotta, which allows the story to open a mnemonic discourse about the
lost Austro-Hungarian Empire. To understand this mnemonic reference requires
intertextual knowledge of the fact that Ingeborg Bachmann, the author of the story,
had picked the name Trotta to allude to the late novels of Joseph Roth. It is Roth
who invented the figure of Trotta for his own melancholic discourse of remem-
bering the great empire, in which the Trotta dynasty plays a central part (Naqvi
2009: 169). However, in the late modernist Bachmann’s continuation of the fiction
of the early modernist Roth, Trotta is no longer a signifier for nostalgia for the
lost empire (ibid.); the character’s radical cosmopolitanism and spectral existence
(he belonged to no nation and has no grave) allude to the utopian potential implied
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in Austro-Hungarian society’s multi-ethnic structure, against which the commerce-
driven post-World War II cosmopolitanism of Elisabeth (she is an international
photographer) rings false and hollow. Naqvi further points out that the formal
structure of Three Paths to the Lake honors Bachmann’s mnemonically motivated
citation of Roth’s work: the film’s fleeting, fragmented, and multiperspectival images
of Trotta dislodge the figure from the suturing effect of Elisabeth’s memory, which
it thereby turns into a semantically open mnemonic stream (ibid.).

Three Paths to the Lake is exemplary of most of Haneke’s television films in two
ways: It uses the depiction of the protagonist’s personal struggles of reconciling
her past and present life as a means to comment on broader, and rather cataclysmic,
historical changes of late modernity and postmodernity; and it critiques our cul-
ture’s pervasive resistance to a historiographically radical, politically progressive,
and ethically motivated response to these changes. The teenage protagonists of
Lemmings, Part I, find themselves living in a post-World War II society that, for all
its clinging to nineteenth-century religious and moral values, is no less part of the
political realities and the mass cultural environment of the second half of the
twentieth century. Their problems as alienated and suicidal bourgeois continentals
may strike one as an instance of Haneke attempting at rehashing European art
cinema’s discourse of malaise. Nonetheless the film represents an early instance
of the director’s pervasive critique of continental culture’s inertia about under-
standing its own relation to the past and of its society’s resistance to reflecting
on their positions as historical subjects. Anachronism is thus not simply Haneke’s
artistic seal of fate which, as it were, he tries to turn into a virtue by ostentatiously
performing his auteur status; nor does it constitute a negative or limiting quality
in his films. Instead, we need to understand it as a deconstructive hermeneutic
device and, as such, one of the pivotal critical tropes of his artistic project.

We encounter it again in The Rebellion, which tells the story of Andreas Pum,
whose failure to reintegrate into post-World War I society and whose criminal-
ization by the state and subsequent social decline transform him into a fervent
anti-nationalist. By the time Andreas returns from the war, the emperor has been
dead for two years, his empire broken up, and Austria turned into a republic. That
the film closely analogizes the personal and the historical, presenting both as a
story of shattering, loss, and decline, should not be interpreted as a sign that Haneke
shares Roth’s yearning for a return to feudalist structures. As Naqvi argues, the
film acknowledges what has been identified as the utopian strain in Roth’s writ-
ing — a rebellious response against the country’s reconstitution as a republic along
the lines of “a limiting, exclusivist bourgeois model”"” — which may be said to off-
set the novelist’s reactionary side. The film features historical footage of Emperor
Franz Joseph’s 1916 funerary procession and of World War I trench battles, explo-
sions, and crosses of unknown soldiers, but not for the mere purpose of histor-
ical illustration. The footage’s fragmented nature, in addition to signifying the
traumatic aspects of loss and cataclysmic upheaval, conveys the stark anachronism
of the era’s key events, suggesting that historical connections may be explored
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between the demise of outmoded political structures and the barbarities of the
modern war (ibid.).

The aesthetics of The Rebellion and Three Paths to the Lake constitute a form of
self-reflexive historiography in which the end of the empire and the foundation
of the Austrian republic are explicitly thematized. What remains unthematized,
but what, as Naqvi has pointed out, becomes a structuring absence particularly
in Three Paths to the Lake is Nazi Germany’s annexation of the First Republic and
Hitler’s cleansing efforts of the former empire’s ethnic minorities.'® This structuring
absence within the text represents a variant of anachronism that has implications
for questions of spectatorship. It may be regarded as an ironic comment on
Austria’s resistance to engaging with its past. Thus reconceptualized, anachronism
prompts a meditation on the status of the nation as a precarious ideological con-
struct, haunted as it is by the experience of loss, to which the formation of the
nation and of nationalism must be regarded as reactions, but which they also seek
to deny, as becomes evident through the revelation of the various structuring absences
that tend to inform official national histories. As the textual modernism of Haneke’s
literary adaptations dialectically enlists spectators in the project of unearthing these
structuring absences, these made-for-TV films potentially mitigate against the homog-
enizing impulses of their own production and exhibition context of state-funded,
mass mediatized, consensus-oriented public education.” The second implica-
tion of the troping of anachronism is that it enables Haneke’s adaptations of
Bachmann and Roth to expand their historiographic purview via the connotative
register, whereby the treatment of the Austrian theme furnishes implicit links to
a wider political and historical terrain. In Three Paths to the Lake, the connotative
register functions to link the First Republic and the Third Reich. In this as well
as in some of Haneke’s other films, the expansive dynamic of this register estab-
lishes analogies and comparisons with contemporary Europe. But before consider-
ing these in greater detail, we need to acknowledge that Haneke’s TV films did
not exclusively focus on Austria to illustrate the dynamics of historical amnesia.
His film Fraulein also analyzed its German variant.

Fraulein’s female protagonist, Johanna,” runs a movie theater in which she pro-
jects prewar Disney movies, as well as postwar rubble films starring Hans Albers,
whose popularity with German audiences extended from the Weimar period
into the 1950s. The screening of Albers’s rubble film reminds Fraulein’s diegetic
audience of a period that they think they have left behind by virtue of their suc-
cessful reconstruction efforts and the postwar economic miracle; yet, Haneke makes
clear that the rubble film’s tracking shots featuring Albers walking through rows
of women recycling bricks from the bombed ruins literally come to “re-present”
this history in an ideologically and historically obfuscating light: underscored by
a wistful song featuring the line “What has become of us?,” which Albers intones
rather than sings (though with the same melodramatic contralto with which the
actor used to deliver all his lines), the shot of Albers walking through the rubble
is meant to echo the feelings of those who survived the allied bombing campaigns.



16 ROY GRUNDMANN

What Albers’s film does not lend itself to, which is why its consumption in 1955
is still possible, are questions that inquire into the causes for the catastrophes of
World War II and the Holocaust — questions that show that it is necessary to assume
responsibility for the critical retelling of history. Johanna’s recycling of Albers’s walk
through the rubble thus falls short of having any disruptive effect on its 1950s
viewers. Haneke contrasts this mise-en-abyme of amnesia to the return of Johanna’s
husband from a Soviet POW camp — a return so belated and incommensurate
with what the character has gone through that it turns him into a real-life
anachronism, a ghost from the past who wanders the present but who, unlike
Albers, cannot be assimilated to this present. In this sense, the films that Johanna
shows in her movie theater are identified with postwar amnesia, prosperity, and
Americanization. Their ideologically and historiographically obfuscating effect can
be read as Haneke’s interpretation of Adorno’s culture industry argument. At the
same time, however, Haneke’s own dialectical use of film and of cinema history in
Fraulein — by juxtaposing its protagonist’s jouissance to post-war broken masculinity
(see Nagl, this volume) even when she is identified as an instrument in disseminat-
ing illusion),” by abruptly switching from black-and-white to color stock in order
to mark this illusionism, and by ending with an excerpt from the Nazi spectacle
Miinchhausen (Josef von Baky, 1943, starring Albers and filmed in color) — indicates
Haneke’s conviction that film is a (however limited) tool for critical reflection.
While most of Haneke’s TV films constitute critical commentaries on the con-
cept of the nation and the writing of national history, his literary adaptations
in particular also pursue another objective: they seize on Austria’s multi-ethnic
and supranational past in order to develop a broader European outlook — a per-
spective that Haneke would extend to his theatrical features. Supranationalism in
Haneke’s work is accorded a certain interest by virtue of the fact that it questions,
qualifies, or potentially abrogates nationalism that, as a root cause of imperialism
and warfare, has shaped European and world history since the eighteenth cen-
tury. Nationalism, as Thomas Elsaesser has pointed out, must be regarded as a
product of modernity — a response to the historical reality of a post-medieval Europe,
whose history of distinct regions and different ethnicities and tribes tended to be
eclipsed, first, by their consolidation into nation-states (which then went to war
against each other), but, second, also by the seeming abatement of this historical
phase after World War II. The prosperity, the peace-making efforts, and the bi-
or multilateral initiatives of post-World War II Western European nation-states,
which have transpired largely within the developing framework of the European
Union (EU), have failed to abrogate the concept of the nation. If anything, the
latter has mutated into different forms, constituting returns to the substate as well
as the suprastate level that manifest a host of new challenging realities (Elsaesser
2005: 27). If placed against this background, it becomes clearer why Haneke’s films,
rather than simplistically endorsing supranationalism by pointing to contem-
porary Europe as its logical and legitimate historical culmination, uphold it as
an abstract ideal — a utopia that emerges implicitly in constrast to the pitfalls and



INTRODUCTION: HANEKE'S ANACHRONISM 17

vicissitudes of the concrete supranational phenomena and formations that have
manifested themselves in Europe since World War II.

Haneke’s source novels already constitute critical commentaries on these
pitfalls and vicissitudes — and Haneke, as Naqvi lucidly argues, seizes on them in
order to express his own ambivalence towards the supranationalist project of the
EU. The signifying power of the figure of Trotta in Three Paths to the Lake is con-
stituted by the character’s political and personal unavailability to the viewer. His
sealed-off anachronism protects what he stands for from direct comparison to its
present-day European manifestations, lest the compromised aspects of Europe’s
difficult march towards union threaten to assimilate and falsify Trotta’s ideals. Instead,
Elisabeth’s memories of him initiate a certain dialectics.” Its oblique nature makes
it a more cautionary and, thus, politically more responsible way of thinking sup-
ranationalism. The yearning of Andreas Pum, protagonist of The Rebellion, for
the lost Austro-Hungarian double monarchy is, despite the latter’s imperialist
trappings, readable as an implicitly progressive sign, as it points to that empire’s
lost cultural and political potentials. At the same time, Pum’s disenchantment with
life in the newly founded Austrian republic can be read as constituting a critical
commentary on the advanced bureaucratization of contemporary Europe, exacer-
bated rather than attenuated by the mushrooming supranational structures of the
European Union (Naqvi 2009: 176). Made two years before Austria’s scheduled
and widely debated obtainment of membership in the EU, the film, as Naqvi argues,
registers these debates also in its formal structure. One of the clearest indications
is the sound montage of the hymns of several nations that succeed the anthem
of the past empire and that, in connection with the footage of the emperor’s funeral
that is itself succeeded by battlefront coverage, provides a direct link to Pum’s
traumatic loss (ibid.).

The 1997 adaptation of Franz Kafka’s The Castle may be regarded at once as the
most general and most specific instance of Haneke’s critical meditation on supra-
nationalism. Kafka’s novel is a stark parable about the dehumanizing dynamics
of bureaucracy that are central to the modern condition — the text’s broad applic-
ability has led to it being referenced in numerous critiques against anonymous
administrative systems and abstract forms of organization. But the picture Kafka
paints of a village’s eerie, disconcerting willingness to be governed by a higher
administration, about which the villagers know very little but whose power and
purview they righteously defend, gives uncanny expression to Austria’s millennial
anxieties about its relation to a centralized European authority. What is being
expressed, however, is not a simple binary between legitimate claims to self-
governance and the untrustworthy aloofness of a supranational governing body.
Rather, collective dread about the loss of control and a lack of transparency and
accountability closely overlap with their reactionary correlative — a parochial fear
of the other and the outside, which, in millennial Austria, could be associated not
simply with provincialism but, significantly, with the rising tide of a new nation-
alism. By seizing on the inherently aporetic nature of Kafka’s modernism and its
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ascription of a double valence to each of the parable’s components, Haneke can
implicitly indict pro-nationalist sentiments (as voiced, for example, by Jorg Haider
and Austria’s new right) while, at the same time, keeping the material from laps-
ing into nostalgic longing for premodern forms of political organization. Almost
completely filmed indoors and characterized by a highly disorienting absence of
establishing shots and outdoor locations, the film creates a hermetically sealed
yet highly fragmented space that forms a double allegory of self-determination:
its negative version may be understood as a political reaction formation that wards
off any authority from the outside but that is controlled from within by a power-
ful if intangible force; its positive variant is the idyll of an organically evolved mosaic
of regional communities (and their defiance of national borders) that implicitly
identify the nation as historically splintered, displaced, and, indeed, always already
transnational.

Glaciation on the Big Screen: First World Malaise and
European Anxiety

Haneke’s first three theatrical features that constitute what has come to be known
as his glaciation trilogy — The Seventh Continent (1989), Benny’s Video (1992), and
71 Fragments of a Chronology of Chance (1994) — were made in the years leading up
to Austria’s accession to the EU. In this light, it seems apposite to also read these films
for the ways in which they reflect anxieties about Europe’s political restructuring,
as well as for their skepticism towards the terms on which this restructuring pro-
ceeded. Yet, the films articulate their critiques in ways that differ from many of
the television films. Their depictions of contemporary Western Europe’s middle
class and its symptoms of decline — particularly the deterioration of familial and
social bonds and the vanishing of spiritual values — are consistently readable beyond
the concept of the national.” They may be considered system critiques of the dehu-
manizing regulation of everyday life through advancing bureaucratization.**

But this claim also begs qualification. The glaciation trilogy continues Haneke’s
critical exploration of the dynamics by which guilt and denial are passed from the
parental generation to that of the children. Situated within the private sphere of
the family, these dynamics no less constitute a form of historical amnesia. And
while the focus on the family, on one level, transcends national specificity, on another
level, the films imply relevance to a particular group of countries — Austria, Germany,
and, in Haneke’s more recent films, France. Their governments’ commitments
to fostering democracy and political consensus and their declared efforts to face
up to their countries’ historical legacies and educate their citizens into historical
subjects stand in uneasy tension with the de facto erosion of state power, brought
on by a pervasive redefinition of the body politic in terms of commercial con-
sumption. As this contrast has been amplified rather than resolved by the EU’s
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outward expansion and inward restructuring, Haneke’s analysis of the intricate
links between consumerism, the decline of the family, and historical amnesia is
once again European in its outlook.

Horwath'’s early assessment of Haneke’s work, though it was able to consider
only the first of his feature films, would prove prescient. While the glaciation
trilogy constitutes an expansion of Haneke’s artistic scope and aesthetic means of
expression, this expansion feels more like a specification. Rather than doing
something completely new, the films’ most notable qualities lie in their combin-
ation of old and new themes, and in the manner in which they place diverse
formal components in synergy with one another. Existing elements thus find
themselves reiterated and reapplied in innovative ways that reflexively comment
on preexisting conventions and traditions. The most striking formal aspect of the
films of the glaciation trilogy is the sparse, often downright impoverished quality
of their images and the films’ overt structural markers. David Bordwell has described
this quality as characteristic of a high modernist variant of art cinema, parametric
cinema. It suggests the immanence of structural laws in a work — the prominence
of a perceptual order that coexists with or even trumps representational meaning
(1985: 283).” Haneke’s early theatrical features have strong similarities to what
Bordwell calls the “ascetic” or “sparse” variant of this cinema, which he sees em-
bodied by the films of Bresson and Ozu (1985: 285). In a relatively short time span,
these films rotate through a limited number of settings and feature a likewise lim-
ited number of shot types and ways in which the characters and the camera move.
Social dynamics and rituals have a high degree of recognizability. Some of them,
in a further parallel to parametric cinema, may be said to cite serious social con-
cerns as clichés. Their minimalist and overtly organized form (Haneke favors long
fades to black over conventional cuts) underscores the effects of ellipsis through
the omission of information and the sense of distended time.

Haneke varies and recombines these parametric aspects with each new film.
The Seventh Continent and 71 Fragments of a Chronology of Chance early on reveal
their divisional structure in a manner that is typical of parametric cinema’s
announcement of a “recognizably pre-formed style” (ibid.). In Benny’s Video the
structuration occurs through the alternation of video footage and film footage,
which makes the narrative more immediate and, at the same time, less reliable.
In Funny Games (1997), structure is diegetically inscribed through the game for-
mat, but also identifies the film as an artifact (albeit through a very specific device
— the breaking of the fourth wall). Haneke’s later films also have parametric
qualities. Caché (2005) combines Funny Games™ utilization of diegetic ritual with
Benny’s Video's intermediality; and Code Unknown (2000) may be related to what
Bordwell calls the twin to parametric cinema’s “ascetic” variant — the “replete”
model; still relying on the long take and the tracking shot, this film, to borrow
Bordwell’s phrase, “brings many disparate stylistic procedures to bear on the
problem of representing character encounters” (ibid.). Events are imbued with
similarity but become subject to stylistic deviation.
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Notwithstanding their similarities to Bordwell’s description of parametric
cinema, I would argue that Haneke’s films are hybrids between different kinds
of styles. They also rely on some of the broader stylistic conventions of art
cinema.”® They have elliptical narration, they encourage symbolic readings, and
they feature privileged moments of character subjectivity. In art cinema, the
meanings generated by these devices remain ambiguous; they stand in uneasy
tension with the films’ commitment to surface realism and their overtly declared
intention to be “about” modern life.”’ When spectators of art films experience
difficulties reconciling the films’ realism with the ambiguity of symbolism and
point of view, they can, in classic art cinema fashion, mediate these contradictory
elements by taking recourse to the fact that none of these are random because
the auteur put them there. This is nowhere more the case than in Haneke’s
cinema. His presence behind the camera and at festivals has ensured that his films,
notwithstanding their stylistic hybridity, are being received within the institution
of art cinema, as were Bresson’s and Godard’s.

If some of the topics of the glaciation trilogy are well worn, they acquire a
contemporary dimension. They may be based on actual events (as in the case of
the family suicide in The Seventh Continent), which lends a disturbing actuality and
contemporaneity to the film; or they combine some of art cinema’s traditional
concerns, such as the crisis of modern civilization and its impact on children, with
a representation of more recent problems, such as the proliferation of media
violence and its mindless consumption. The more traditional of these two topics,
a civilizational critique coupled with a focus on children, has been a staple of art
cinema since Italian neo-realism. It finds renewed focus through Haneke’s inter-
rogation of the ethics of parenting, which his films further link to an investigation
of the decline of institutions of learning. Their failure, in turn, points to a crisis
of pedagogy and signals deeper impoverishments on the level of the cultural im-
aginary. What neo-realism depicted as a material crisis that could be attenuated
through children’s redemptive influence has mutated in Haneke’s world into a
pervasive absence of ethical visions and role models that impedes, jaundices, or
obviates identification.” The Seventh Continent’s child protagonist, Evi, rebels against
the world’s indifference by claiming to have lost her ability to see, which prompts
insensitivity and indignance from her teacher and triggers punishment from her
mother. The film also indicts the parents for presuming their child is as devoid of
spirituality as they are, whereby they justify their decision to include her in their
suicide. Benny’s Video presents Benny’s parents’ systematic neglect of parenting
obligations and their cover-up of their son’s killing of the girl as two aspects of
the same phenomenon. Several of Haneke’s films contain visual allusions to the
crisis of institutions of learning. These consist of shots of the front entrances of
high schools, whose names are displayed but with letters missing or crumbling.
If The Seventh Continent depicts the institution’s lack of understanding towards the
child, Benny’s Video shows how the inadequacy of its structures invite the child’s
abuse of them, as evident in Benny’s bully behavior and his cynical repurposing
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of choir practice. 71 Fragments effectively uses its depiction of foster care to trace
the contrast between a society’s aspiration to care for its young and the massive,
irreversible damages caused by the limitations of this system of care. However, the
film compares the stories of two children — the deeply damaged Austrian orphan
girl, Anni, who is pursued by a bourgeois couple for adoption, and the Romanian
refugee boy, Marian, whom the couple eventually favors over Anni — not only to
explore the ethical dilemmas and pitfalls inherent in the system of foster parenting,
but also to meditate on the inescapability of injustice as a philosophical conundrum.

The circumstances of Marian’s adoption prompt us to consider a second area
of interest that weaves through Haneke’s films and that beg discussion in slightly
more detail, as it further illuminates the European dimension of the glaciation
trilogy: the role accorded to television as a mass medium. Within the glaciation
trilogy, 71 Fragments contains the most extensive discourse on television. Featuring
numerous TV news casts, some of which are authentic, others fictional (such as
Marian’s story, as it is shown to become TV news), the film weaves the repre-
sentation of the medium into its aesthetic structure. Its final, fictitious news
sequence reports the shootings of several customers in a bank, a climactic act towards
which the narrative moves, but which is already announced at the beginning
in reference to the real-life event that inspired the film. Television’s position in
71 Fragments is thus supradiegetic: it functions as an external divider between some
of the film’s narrative fragments, but it also links several of the film’s individual
narrative strands by constituting their protagonists as television’s public, whereby
it assumes a diegetic presence within the frame. Fragmenting the whole and being
internally fragmented, television still encompasses the world like a gigantic cloak.
This duality also points to TV’s social function. As sole companion for many, TV’s
role as a one-way communication tool is identified as both cause for and symp-
tom of a monadic, stratified society. But being the most important source of infor-
mation for the very public that it helps constitute, television not only keeps people
apart but also brings them together. It is something inbetween a surrogate and a
prosthetic device for human interaction. This is already perversely on display in
Benny’s Video, where Benny uses the TV news, attentively watched by his parents,
as a kind of overture for the confessional replay of his recording of the killing of
the girl. TV’s ambiguous function as a force of social fragmentation as well as
cohesion is demonstrated most effectively in the depiction of the impact of TV
news on the adoption story in 71 Fragments. Its darkly ironic twist is that the
same medium that brought Marian new foster parents will later eclipse his
reorphanization (after his new mother is among the victims in the bank). He is
yesterday’s news — the spotlight has already shifted from him to the assassin.
Television, by highlighting the existence of one character, automatically renders
invisible, and thus virtually non-existent, that of another.

While television’s role in the adoption story in 71 Fragments implicitly raises
larger questions of ethics and philosophy, Haneke’s showcasing of TV in the tril-
ogy also reflects a historically and politically specific phenomenon: the shift the
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medium had recently undergone from public service organ to commercial plat-
form for advertisers. While this process was contingent on the specific national
histories of the medium,” it clearly came to assume a trans-European dynamic.
Some broader characteristics of this transition are glossed in exemplary form in
71 Fragments’ depiction of the Brunners, the couple that adopt Marian. After watch-
ing Marian’s Romanian refugee story on the news, they spring into action and
seek him out. Their decision thus appears to have a democratic, humanitarian,
and public sphere-oriented character. Their construction as viewers codifies
them as “socially responsible” citizens, except that the social is now no longer the
realm of the nation but of Europe. Yet, this codification is revealed as being mere
sheen. The ethical dilemmas raised by the story suggest that the position of the
Brunners in this scenario is rather closer to that of conventional, that is, private
and personally motivated, consumers, whose choice of the boy is influenced by
the same factors that would make them select a particular toy brand or a pet.
It is contingent on psychological impulses, individual responses to marketing
strategies (not the least those of Marian himself, who shrewdly understands that
“going on TV” will increase his chances of finding new parents), as well as on
their personal tastes, and the way the medium, which is now basically a commercial
medium, can deliver consumers to specific products, whereby it eclipses other
products in the process.

TV’s shift away from being the architect of a national consensus and towards
becoming a transnational tool for the stratification of consumers is central to under-
standing Haneke’s films of this period. It reveals something about the construction
of the trilogy’s implied spectator. It has often been stated that Haneke became
rather disillusioned with television as an artistic medium — due to public televi-
sion’s increasing unwillingness to ignore the ratings factor and produce artistically
challenging films. But his first theatrical feature was still written for TV and with
TV viewers in mind. Not the kinds of viewers who became known as channel
surfers, but the TV viewers who considered themselves selective and demanding
viewers, and who had been “abandoned” by TV in the same way Haneke felt he
had been abandoned by TV as a demanding artist. The portmanteau aesthetics
of The Seventh Continent — the long takes and extreme long shots typical of art
cinema combined with the close-ups that are characteristic of television — enable
the film to convey humans at once starkly isolated from one another and fully
rendered through the language of consumer culture.”” Close-ups are being
sequenced together, whereby the semantic field is drastically narrowed, which cre-
ates unbridgable gaps to the visual environment. This decontextualization of space
engenders a connotative surplus of potential structuring relations. We already noted
that a founding condition for the allusive power of Haneke’s films is his creation
of structuring absences. They often manifest themselves in the form of a missing
middle element — whether encountered on the aesthetic level, as in the missing
mid-range shots that conventionally mediate between extreme close-ups and long
shots, or on the level of narrative, which Haneke habitually eviscerates by creating
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gaps between the initial conflict and the films’ often casually rendered or pre-
stated outcome, or even on the level of historical referencing, which, as we have
seen, is apt to suppress a crucial middle period. In each case, the ostentatiously
withheld center points to anxieties about the periphery.

In the present context, these anxieties are directed towards what may be
characterized as a looming Europeanization that affects the individual citizen, the
state and society he/she lives in, and the media that traditionally used to medi-
ate between these two planes. The narrow, partial, or compromised legibility of
so many images in the films of the trilogy acutely foregrounds the existentialist
situation of the individual caught in an ever more complex maze of political,
cultural, and bureaucratic coordinates. In this regard, the task of fitting together
the pieces of a puzzle, to which the act of reading Haneke’s films tends to be com-
pared, relates to the no less challenging task of internally restructuring Europe.
The broader parameters are set, but the configuration of the internal components
is difficult to figure out. This is because the evolving concept of a unified,
centralized Europe has contributed to the erosion of the concept of the nation
on two levels: on the political level — by voiding the state of decision-making powers
that are shifted to the subnational plane (by increasing the autonomy of regional
governments) and to the supranational plane (by centralizing bureaucracies with
the EU) (Elsaesser 2005: 58); but also on the cultural level, registering what
Elsaesser has termed the “increasing retribalization of European nation states” (ibid.).
This dynamic also applies to the media, and it does so in two ways: The advent of
cable and satellite TV has significantly eroded the sway of many a state-sponsored
TV channel, whose national domain has found itself invaded by the programming
of other nations, as well as by domestic and foreign regional networks’ or the
private channels of further splintered special interest communities. As this develop-
ment happened concomitantly with the advent of, or was directly catalyzed and
executed by, private and commercial broadcasters, the Europeanization of national
television has been nearly synonymous with a commercialization of the medium.

The paradigmatic trailblazer in this regard was Radio Television Luxembourg
(RTL). Its location had made its reach into France, Belgium, Holland, West Germany,
and Switzerland feasible even before the advent of the new transmission technologies.
Echoing Luxembourg’s slightly sub rosa status as tax haven and gambling center,
RTL from the beginning had an adamantly mercantile profile. It targeted viewers
through dial-in responses and featured a generous array of game shows, music
videos, and recent movie releases, frequently interrupted by commercials. In this
sense, RTL, even before the advent of cable and satellite technologies, had put
into practice one of the underlying teleologies of European unification: unlim-
ited commerce and consumer freedom — notions that RTL attuned to Europe’s
evolving political integration by creating multilingual programming with a heavy
emphasis on pop music and youth culture. The “RTL factor” is heavily alluded
to in a scene in The Seventh Continent that shows the protagonists watching the
annual Eurovision Song Contest on television, traditionally one of Europe’s most
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widely broadcast events. Because of its international format, the competition requires
a multilingual moderator who welcomes artists, explains the protocol, and reports
the voting results in English, French, German, and Italian. The moderator of the
show featured in this scene is a Luxembourg native and erstwhile RTL show hostess,
whose laborious multilingual moderation is foregrounded to near-satirical effect.”
Haneke places the communicative excess of the show’s cumbersomely multiglot
protocol in contrast to the film’s diegetic viewers who, being reduced to consumers
and glaciated (European) subjects, are unable to communicate with one another.
At the same time, Haneke undermines the notion of plenitude (and, implicitly,
the notion of Europeanness that sponsors it) by rendering it diminutive in visual
terms, as it emanates from a small TV monitor that is contained by the larger
cinematic shot of the living room with the family in it.

Haneke’s critical assessment of the changes in television go hand in hand with
his skepticism towards a continent that, while historically having no other option
but to move towards integration, has done so in problematic political ways that
have also dramatically changed the media landscape that Haneke himself has been
part of for so long. Of course, as the history of RTL shows, it would be wrong
to claim that European integration began to affect national television only with
the advent of satellite TV and the fall of the Eastern bloc. However, by the time
Haneke made The Rebellion, European integration had not only affected television
as a specific medium, but was also already instrumentalizing it for intermedial
purposes — such as for the definition of art and literature as one European cul-
tural good. Haneke’s adaptation of The Rebellion was very clearly defined under
these auspices: it was commissioned by Austrian National Television (ORF) as
Austria’s contribution to a series of showcases of films that were based on novels
from nine European countries, whose respective national networks commis-
sioned the adaptation of the work of one of the nation’s prominent authors.” This
institutional confidence in film’s intermedial power notwithstanding, for Haneke’s
filmmaking, from the mid-1980s on, the delicate balance between national (i.e.,
economically and artistically protected) and international enunciation began to
devolve into a schism. By the early 1990s, there were two Hanekes — the Haneke
of national television and the Haneke of European art cinema. The first
Haneke, while still occasionally working in TV, increasingly saw himself as an
ex-TV director, someone who had more or less abandoned the medium because
the medium had abandoned him, which registered in the allegorically fraught
address of the national TV viewer.

At the same time, the second Haneke, the director of European art films, had
begun to consolidate his auteur persona and to expand and fine-tune his cinematic
vocabulary. This vocabulary has been associated with various kinds of non-
mainstream, art, avant-garde, and counter-cinemas. But it is important to note
that Haneke did not just discover this broad range of non-mainstream devices with
his move into theatrical feature film production. His TV films already used some
of them — one recalls the highly elliptical editing in Three Paths to the Lake; the
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harrowing long take of the abortion attempt in Lemmings, Part One; the creative
disjunction of image and sound in Variation, the use of color and black-and-white
stock in Fraulein, and the plethora of anti-illusionist devices boasted by Who Was
Edgar Allan?. The difference constituted by Haneke’s move into theatrical features
lies in a selective expansion of devices, their more consistent deployment, and their
creative variation. One of the particularities of Haneke’s cinema is that the indi-
vidual and combined deployment of these tools lifts them out of the contexts of
the various cinematic movements they are associated with and puts them to new
use. The best examples are the long take and the static camera shot: Both are
stylistic staples of Haneke’s theatrical features. But while the long take is often
associated with realism (and, thus, with art cinema and the documentary tradi-
tion), Haneke’s use of it significantly marginalizes its realist function in favor of
different aesthetic and philosophical interests. In contrast to narrative realism, Haneke
combines the long take with the close-up, or he implants into it the dispositif of
another medium, such as video. Or he combines it with the static camera shot.
Both the static camera shot and another device prominent in the glaciation
trilogy, the lengthy fade to black, are generally associated with the avant-garde
and, more specifically, with counter-cinema and structural film. Haneke’s use of
thick framing, his partial blocking out of the image, and his refusal to render psy-
chological motives are indebted to Brecht’s theses on epic theater. To an extent,
Haneke’s deployment of these devices echoes their original contexts, in that he,
too, uses them to build up intensity subversively, that is, not for the obtainment
of conventional spectatorial pleasure. As Jorg Metelmann has argued, Haneke’s
glaciation trilogy and Funny Games partake in the Brechtian tradition, but also,
importantly, go beyond it. Haneke understands that art’s function as an aid to help
spectators gain political consciousness through alienation and subsequent reinte-
gration of their experience is insufficient. This dynamic needs to be supple-
mented with the self-reflexive manipulation of affect, so that the film lingers more
lastingly with spectators (Metelmann 2003: 153—79). One of the ways to do so is
by using sound. Sound hits the human sense apparatus at a more basic level, where
the latter is more vulnerable, which greatly intensifies the production of affect.
Because sound and image get processed by the brain differently, their use pro-
duces a cognitive frisson that the artist can exploit not only to manipulate seman-
tics, but also to expand the cognitive and affective range.

However, Haneke consistently layers these counter-cinematic devices with more
mainstream formal components, such as realist lighting and acting. His films have
a narrative arc that, while fragmented and strategically deprived of key informa-
tion, is nonetheless recognizable as an arc. His films tell stories. He shares the
broad vocabulary of political modernism, but not for the purpose of destroying
illusionism, as had been the concern of structural film and of the Brechtian avant-
garde. As Catherine Wheatley has observed, Haneke’s focus on sentiment and affect,
and his concerns with questions of guilt, shame, and moral responsibility have
traditionally not been the focus of political modernism, which is concerned with
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intellect, epistemology, and, as the name itself indicates, with politics. Wheatley
argues that the ethical problems which Haneke’s films thematize (as evident in
protagonists” confrontations with or implications in other people’s fates or deaths)
are mirrored in the self-reflexive exploration of the ethical relation between the film
and the viewer, where questions of the spectator’s complicity with the cinematic
apparatus become foregrounded. In this sense, Haneke’s aesthetics produce not only
an intellectual-epistemological reflexivity, but a moral one (Wheatley 2009: 4, 87).

Given the theoretical debates that Haneke’s films have sparked in a relatively
short period of time and given the insights these debates have already yielded, to
characterize Haneke’s films as merely repositing well-worn devices of fifty years
of art cinema would thus obviously miss the point. Perhaps this reaction is under-
standable, however, if one considers that art cinema is still considered largely
synonymous with European cinema — and, thus, with cultural elitism and snob-
bery. Haneke’s films, particularly if encountered in the same context as his image
as the last “grand” auteur of European art cinema, trigger this reaction.’* A cen-
tral role in the creation of Haneke’s image falls to the international film festival
as the premier platform where Haneke’s Europeanness gets staged and the con-
junction between his films and his persona gets forged. In this sense, the impres-
sion of the Europeanness of Haneke’s films may itself be regarded as an effect of
the waning of European art cinema and the subsequent nostalgic reification of its
cultural signifiers for the festival circuit’s postmodern, globalized era. In the late 1980s,
as Thomas Elsaesser has pointed out, the global was becoming the new referent
with regard to which the auteur performed — not only his/her own authorship,
but the history and cultural specificities of his/her own nationhood, including the
stylistic and thematic archaeology of his/her own national cinema (Elsaesser 2005:
57). That in Haneke’s case this did not lead to a performance of Austrianness or
Germanness or Frenchness, but to the projection of a more general European-
ness, testifies not only to the transnational pedigree of the filmmaker and his films,
but also to the fact that Europe itself had lost its status as the geopolitical and
cultural center of art cinema. Now forced to compete on a global scale with numer-
ous cinemas from the Middle and Far East, as well as from revitalized cinemas
of Latin America and a growing number of African filmmaking countries and,
last but not least, with a tide of new films and filmmakers from Eastern Europe,
European art cinema, long synonymous with French, Italian, German, British, and
Scandinavian national cinemas, had become part of the past. But this also meant
that it could be remembered — that is, it could be distilled into an attitude that
became nostalgically codified as Europeanness.

During the 1990s and beyond, Haneke became one of the primary signifiers of
this Europeanness, but it is important to understand that the image of the last
auteur of European art cinema comprised only one half of his persona. The other
had little to do with anachronism and even less with nostalgia. On the contrary,
what guided the reception of Haneke’s films and built his reputation were the shift-
ing, highly contemporary, criteria that define the auteur for the age of globalization.
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They constitute the filmmaker as post-new wave, post-national, post-metaphysical
craftsman, whose auteurism manifests itself in film historical knowledge, in con-
summate professionalism, and in artistic bravado — by which is meant the ability
to demonstrate virtuoso command of the medium and to deliver tour-de-force
cinematic experiences (Elsaesser 2005: 51). In Haneke’s case, it was particularly
the Cannes International Film Festival that became a highly propitious forum for
defining and promoting the auteur’s evolving qualities, at the same time that it
helped create his persona as one of the last greats.

In addition to profiting from a festival’s vast promotional machine and the
concentrated attention by critics and the public, Haneke’s films at Cannes have
often sparked what Elsaesser calls “irruptions” — walkouts, displays of audience
dis/approval, or provocative remarks traded during a post-screening Q&A —
that slice through the protocol but also become a desirable if unpredictable
vector in a festival’s psychological and cultural dynamics (ibid.). Or else, the films
themselves would turn into events, either because expectations are pitched to a
premium, or post-screening responses create the phenomenon of “critical buzz,”
as was the case with The Seventh Continent and Benny’s Video. But the films and
their maker are not the sole beneficiaries — these dynamics also add to a festival’s
own brand identity by sustaining the mythology a festival has created for itself.”
In this regard, Haneke is but one among hundreds of artists to have enjoyed
a symbiotic relationship with Cannes and other festivals that comprise the inter-
national circuit.

Yet, Haneke’s films can be called festival films in an even more apposite way.
Their main cognitive and affective markers (the production of anxiety, dread, shock,
and the effects of violence) and the means of triggering these (by encouraging
inference, raising suspicion, and prompting “cognitive switches”*®) are struc-
turally homologous to the dynamics operative in film festivals with their hieratic
protocols and their performative rites of anticipation and response. Haneke’s audi-
ences are regularly made to watch characters watching other characters, or watch
characters watching television. These dynamics replicate the festival’s atmo-
sphere of collective viewing and its dynamics of nervous-feverish evaluation, fol-
lowed by anxiously anticipated, often shocking or scandalizing verdicts. Haneke’s
films’ careful initiation of processes of inference, their prompting of hermeneu-
tic second-guessing, and their stratified targeting of different viewers through coded
information are highly allegorical — in fact, they often become more directly synec-
dochic — of festivals” dynamics of controlling their patrons. The films mirror what
Elsaesser and Daniel Dayan have identified as festivals” hierarchized accreditation
systems, their zones of exclusion, their kept secrets and carefully orchestrated release
of information, all the way to the festivals’ role in shaping the parameters of recep-
tion. Haneke’s films make for great festival talk: they generate testy disputes about
plot details and their implications, anxious comparisons of “readings” of certain
scenes, and righteous pronouncements on having been manipulated or let down
as a spectator or critic.
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The structural similarities between the economy of Haneke’s spectatorial address
and the dynamics of the film festival suggest how certain neo-auteurist labels such
as artistic virtuosity and tour-de-force experience came about in Haneke’s case,
and also how they came to constitute this highly contemporary side of Haneke’s
auteur persona. Making it converge with Haneke’s other side, that of the grand
European master, is a process in which the film festival has likewise played its part.
It has frequently provided a public platform from which Haneke can proselytize
his European values of film being a serious art and a tool for cultural and philo-
sophical reflection. And because the festival’s function as a marketplace, competitive
avenue, and cultural showcase of world cinema defines it against American notions
of film as mass-manufactured entertainment (Elsaesser 2005: 84), it becomes an
effective forum for Haneke to stage his critique of film as mass culture. This polemic
masks a de facto interdependency and reciprocity of European and American
cinema on numerous levels ranging from international coproduction and distri-
bution deals and the historically steady migration of artists in both directions to
the more recent globalization of film style and narrative form. Yet, in the late 1990s
— when the drastic increase and accessibility of information through the Internet
was making these signs of interdependency more overtly visible, Haneke deliv-
ered a film that seemed to reinvigorate the old binary between Europe and America
with new polemical force.

Didacticism at the Box Office, or: Europe versus America

If one follows Haneke’s own comments that, given the irredeemably jaundiced
nature of genre cinema, European filmmakers can at best make parodies of genre
films,” one is led to read Funny Games (1997) as the darkest of genre parodies.
Drawing on the family-under-siege genre, Haneke at once mobilizes and subverts
formulaic components, such as the transformation of the victims into (self-)
liberating heroes. The film denies the genre’s conventional plot resolution; the
villain’s direct audience address and the sustained, highly unpleasurable depiction
of the effects of violence are intended to demonstrate to spectators their com-
plicity in and indispensability for the existence of violence as a commercial enter-
tainment spectacle. The funny games are being staged for the audience, which
is placed in a double bind: taken out of its moral vacuum and brought into
existential proximity with the characters, the audience wants to stay with the
victims and bear witness to their suffering, but it is also told that its very specta-
torship is the actual reason for this suffering. Funny Games became the most
drastic example of Haneke’s moral reflexivity, raising the question whether he may
have raised the moral stakes too high. How effectively can any film sponsor
aesthetic experience if it basically begs to be abandoned? Does Haneke shed the
baby with the bathwater? Does his existentialist critique of commodification
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implicitly declare representation unimportant? Does his filmic attack on consumerism
still see any purpose in reflecting on the film itself, other than in the most total-
izing binary terms of take it or leave it?

These questions are of theoretical more than historical nature. It is not surprising,
then, that they posed themselves almost identically and with renewed force on
the occasion of the release of the remake of Funny Games. Haneke’s rationale for
remaking the film was that the original never had a chance to wield its subversive
effect, as it never reached the kind of spectator he had in mind for it. Targeting
an American entertainment mindset, the original actually never received US dis-
tribution. And because it was shot in German and thus required subtitling for
foreign release, it automatically was removed from the multiplexes of English-
language markets, giving it marginal and scattered exhibition in art houses.
But art house spectators, if they saw the film at all, did not appreciate being
this abrasively preached to. The 2007 remake, which was made in English with
an international cast including Naomi Watts, Tim Roth, and Michael Pitt, was
supposed to correct these erstwhile limitations and put Haneke’s strategy to a new
test. But while the remake’s more commercial wrapping suggests an awareness
of the mercantile makeup of mass culture, its failure at the US box office showed
that this awareness begged supplementing by a deeper understanding of the con-
crete dynamics that actually drive consumption. No matter the conceptual integrity
of its premise, the film still operates primarily via displeasure instead of pleasure,
and it moralizes against its audience. But even these rationalizations of the film’s
failure with audiences seem specious, given that the very industry Haneke
attempts to subvert with the remake of Funny Games often fares no better than
Haneke in gauging the inclinations and predispositions of audiences. Left search-
ing for reliable reasons for Funny Games’ commercial failure, one is ultimately tempted
to agree with consumer comments that criticized the film for being plain boring
and, in fact, not (overtly) violent enough.

If Funny Games must be regarded as a failed experiment on one level, the remake
remains of interest for our discussion of Haneke’s relation to the binary between
European and American cinema. While the film’s rejection by American audiences
seems to be the clearest proof of this binary, the film’s production history iron-
ically refracts such binary thinking. To begin with, the remake of Funny Games
was born at the fortress of European art cinema — Cannes — where Haneke was
approached by a British (not American) producer with a request to remake the
film. American financing came into the picture only after the European monies
had run out. Funny Games received completion funds and a distribution deal from
Warner Independent, an art house subsidiary of Warner Brothers, established to
diversify the studio’s production line into art house fare and extend its profit reach
to American independent, European, and global concepts and talent. If Haneke
ever intended Funny Games to become part of a counter-hegemonic cinema (Lars
von Trier’s films would be a different but related instance), the film’s low-risk
American boutique treatment showed that the culture industry has sufficiently
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diversified to assimilate these types of subversive games. By financing its own
subversives, Hollywood, in the case of Funny Games, proved perfectly capable
of assimilating a European image of American culture and throw it right back at
Europe. That the film was released in France and some other European countries
under the title Funny Games U.S. stands in ironic relation to the tale, cherished
in the circles of European cinema culture, of the European artist who comes to
understand his Europeanness only when going into creative exile to America. One
of the challenges of remaking Funny Games, according to its director, was to recre-
ate an already existing work from scratch — a work, we might add, that not only
constitutes a European product but a European fantasy of an American setting.
Another challenge, according to Haneke, was presented by the shooting of the film
in Long Island, New York, whose logistics were difficult because of labor regulations.
The European artist working abroad thus encountered not only his own European
self, but one of the most European institutions in history: a workers” union.

At the same time, one shouldn’t ignore that the remake of Funny Games does
evince subtle changes from the original and that these changes arguably consti-
tute an Americanization of the treatment. One of the most prominent changes is
the sexualization of the family’s mother, played by Naomi Watts. As a voluptuous
blonde, Watts strikes a slightly different tone in her performance than Susanne
Lothar in the original. The film makes her strip to her underwear, which pro-
vides a tantalizing contrast to the torture she receives. While Haneke focuses on
the commodification of violence, he exempts sexual representation from this
critique and, rather problematically, downplays the fact that the representations
of violence and of sex operate by the same logic and are intrinsically connected.
The film punishes spectators for consuming violence but not for looking at Watts
as a sexual object (although it does not reward them for doing so either).

Gender, War, and Social Conflict: Of Agonies
and Agonisms

The treatment of gender and sexuality is obviously central to Haneke’s 2001 adap-
tation of Elfriede Jelinek’s 1983 novel, The Piano Teacher. While the film’s portrait
of piano teacher Erika Kohut'’s ill-fated and hazardous attempts to develop a BDSM
relationship with one of her students points to the pervasive patriarchal system
of interdictions that oppress women, the fact that the novel was adapted by a male
director who also wrote the screenplay® raised questions about the preservation
of the integrity of what has been canonized as a feminist literary work. Haneke’s
screenplay deletes any reference to Erika’s memories of her father and her child-
hood, whereby her complicated sexual behavior is bereft of its psychological
background. The film further privileges the relationship between Erika and her
student suitor, Walter Klemmer, at the expense of an in-depth depiction of Erika’s
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relationship to her mother. The history of this relationship is only alluded to, the
mother’s screen part is smaller than her part in the book, and she is played by
a rather elderly Annie Girardot whose performance is eclipsed by the strong
presence of Isabelle Huppert and Benoit Magimel. Most significantly, Haneke
transforms Walter from a middling if manipulative character into an attractive
charmer, exchanging the contempt reserved for him by the novel’s author for a
much more sympathetic portrayal. This makes it harder for audiences to see Walter’s
coldness and cruelty, but it also makes the contrast between his initial demeanor
and his later treatment of Erika more drastic. Haneke’s treatment at least implies
that an effective analysis of patriarchy as a system does not benefit from a focus
on stereotypes. Furthermore, the film shrewdly exploits Walter’s comeliness through
its specifically cinematic properties of casting and mise-en-scéne to build up and
then subvert the oblique dynamics of romance that further complicate their
relationship.”

Haneke’s casting of Huppert had a similar impact on the representation of Erika,
who now comes across as more glamorous, including her suffering, than conceived
by Jelinek in the novel.”” The ending — in both the novel and the film — has Erika
“respond” to Walter’s rape of her by stabbing herself in the chest but, importantly,
walking away with the injury to suggest she’ll survive. But the film’s depiction
of this ending arguably has a different impact from the novel’s rendition of it.
The visuals allow spectators to empathize with Erika more strongly, adding emo-
tional resonance to our understanding that her act of stabbing herself, no matter
whether planned or impromptu, expropriates the discourse of violence from the
male and returns it to the female enunciative realm. Superseding a male act of
violence through a female one that testifies to the woman’s authorship and show-
cases her imaginary constitutes, however perversely, Erika’s reclaiming of power
over herself. This power is coded as a destructive power, to be sure, but it is impos-
sible to ascertain with definitiveness that it will lead to her complete self-destruction.
Her stabbing herself in the upper chest, near the shoulder, but not in the heart
(the novel spells this difference out explicitly) thus makes Erika’s self-laceration
differ only in gradation, not in nature, from her advancing BDSM practices."

Haneke’s casting, filming, and direction of Huppert counter some of the potenti-
ally limiting aspects of his adaptation. Huppert’s performative prowess unfolds
a vast signifying power that potentially transcends textual limitations. As Jelinek
has noted, the actress uses her craft to convert her face into a text — indeed, into
writing (2001: 120). Her rigidity makes her character uniquely individual, yet
representative of women’s broader dilemma: she is a character who is pushed into
the position of object to be looked at, yet she also feels entitled to look (122). The
considerable challenge to overcome this binary, to transgress against the prohib-
ition for women to look, makes for the story’s tense atmosphere of drama and
its near-grotesque moments of comedy. Grotesque because language is inherently
comic when it signifies violation of its own structures. The moment of irregularity
tends to figure simultaneously as transgressive, as tragic, and as comic in being
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at odds with the structural law, whose authority it at once disqualifies and recon-
firms. Haneke and Jelinek share a strong interest in these deeper dimensions of
language. Jelinek’s intention is to depict individual fates as endlessly repetitive rebel-
lions against the elimination of human individuality in the post-bourgeois era (126).
In this agenda we sense strong echoes of the glaciation trilogy. In addition, both
artists share a concern about the jaundiced concept of national culture. Jelinek’s
story contains an elaborate and nuanced critique of Austria’s relationship to music,
which is considered the nation’s premier cultural good, but which is largely con-
tained on the level of middlebrow culture, where it receives systematic commercial
exploitation. The novel identifies this phenomenon in its theme of piano instruc-
tion, which is a large cottage industry and source of income for women in Austria,
who thus come to bear the brunt of the nation’s self-denigrating impulse to its
musical heritage (131). It is not difficult to see how this aspect complements Haneke’s
long-standing critique of mass culture. While Haneke’s condescending attitude
towards popular music is well known, he feels similarly negatively about the fact
that much of nineteenth-century classical music has proven just as prone to com-
mercialization. And he readily admits that high modernist styles of classical music
are extremely limited in their effectivity and sphere of impact. The Piano Teacher
thus combines concerns of Jelinek and Haneke into a far-reaching critique of Austria’s
national culture industry that has commodified the country’s cultural heritage.

Shot on location in Vienna but with a French-speaking cast, The Piano Teacher
constitutes a further stage in the evolution of the Europeanness of Haneke’s
cinema. The film’s settings are unmistakably Viennese (featuring some of the city’s
representational buildings) and its characters are Austrian. Haneke’s decision to
use French as the film’s dialog language is partially determined by the fact that
the lead actress is French. More will be said shortly about the significance of French
actresses in Haneke’s recent work, but we should add to our observation about
the film’s use of French that it does, of course, create a distancing effect that, once
again, points to tensions between a coherent body and its underlying fractures
and self-contradictions. In The Piano Teacher, Vienna becomes Paris and vice versa,
but this is also, and obviously, not the case. The film paints the picture of a con-
tinental Europe that, while in the process of becoming more and more integrated,
will nonetheless reveal its subdividing boundaries (traditional and new ones) with
renewed force. The Europe it depicts is Janus-faced in another way, too — it is a
continental Europe of past but preserved royal splendor, of cultural refinement
and substantial artistic accomplishments and traditions; it is also a fortress that
excludes non-Europeans, especially ethnic immigrants. And when they succeed
in entering the fortress, they become its cultural others and economic bottom.
The film creates yet another contrast to its images of continental refinement with
its depiction of patriarchal violence coursing just beneath the surface and in the
shadow of official institutions such as sports.

While Haneke’s earlier films from time to time featured well-known actors from
past periods of popular cinema, those appearances were mostly cameos or supporting
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roles and they were meant to imbue the films with an additional level of reflexivity.”
Haneke’s use of Isabelle Huppert and Juliette Binoche in the French-language films
are of a different nature. But Huppert’s significance in the evolving construction
of Haneke’s Europeanness goes beyond her artistic influence on her screen parts.
She is partially responsible for the fact that Haneke was able to make Time of the
Wolf (2003). Haneke had written the screenplay in the early 1990s, during the time
of the civil war that raged in the wake of the breakup of the former Yugoslavia
(several of his films feature news casts about various instances and stages of this
conflict). But he could not find funding for the film for the rest of the decade.
Only after the success of The Piano Teacher, and with Huppert’s name attached to
the project, did the film find backers. His script did not contain any references to
the conflict, but invented a dystopian science fiction scenario. Set in a time just
after an unspecified disaster has occurred, it depicts bands of survivors roaming
the countryside (among them Huppert, mother of two, whose husband has been
killed by vagrants who, in their own need to survive, had occupied the family’s
weekend cabin). The film shows how bare survival needs clash with civilizational
codes. But the depiction of the formation of fragile, tentative bonds among
survivors and of their organization into alternative families, looting packs, and make-
shift tribes is intended to go beyond the formulaic scenarios of post-apocalyptic
genre films. It shows Haneke’s skepticism towards society’s capacity for ethical
and political regeneration, whereby it inevitably alludes to the riven field of
ethnic, religious, and cultural fiefdoms that were cast adrift and set into conflict
after the breakup of the Eastern bloc.

In this sense, one can read Time of the Wolf as taking place not in France
but somewhere “east.” It suggests that Europe has an “other,” a back door, a
zone beyond the influence of the Geneva conventions. The sense of threat,
despair, and hopelessness that is so palpable in its diegesis includes an allusion
to unchecked military action which, at least implicitly, evokes the possibility of
genocide. Yet, the film’s allegorical nature precludes a rhetorical demarcation
of East from West. Its final traveling shot, which is filmed from a moving train
and has frequently sparked interpretations that Haneke may be providing
a glimmer of hope here, could just as easily evoke a Nazi deportation shipment
of Jews to Auschwitz — the mode of transportation and the isolated landscape
through which the train moves certainly make such associations possible, as does
the fact that the film holds us completely in the dark about the destination of
the journey and what might follow its termination. It is Europe’s long history
of political and humanitarian catastrophes, of wars and genocides performed with
increasing first world technological efficiency that the film alludes to as pertain-
ing equally to West and East. On the other hand, the film’s depiction of the strug-
gle between different ethnic and political groups at the train station that is turned
into a refugee camp also implies the possibility of a utopia — if these parties were
able to create a new, more democratic, and genuinely pluralistic society. On this
level, Haneke’s film approximates the utopianist implications of Austrian authors
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Roth and Bachmann. The train station is an allegory of the modern world that
is consumed by hoping and waiting; whether it is allowed to move forward depends
on its ability to redefine its approach to the governance of political, ethnic,
religious, and cultural difference.

If Huppert’s presence in the ensemble cast of Time of the Wolf is perhaps less
important than her role behind the scenes, Haneke’s relation to the actress throws
into relief the importance he accords to his actors — to their pedigree, their range,
and their usability for a particular project. This is even more true of Juliette Binoche.
Already in his first French-language film, Code Unknown (2000), Haneke used Binoche
for a prominent part in the film’s ensemble cast. Like Huppert, though in a more
melodramatic register, Binoche is able to embody the kind of ordinary charac-
ters that Haneke’s films feature to tell individual stories with representative
character. It is notable that in both Code Unknown and Caché Binoche’s characters
have to confront or are faced with diverse diegetic environments within the fiction
of the film, leaving audiences at times confused as to the nature of each space
and the interrelationship between them. In Code Unknown, Binoche plays an actress
who is placed into several acting scenarios: She is placed in a scene that takes place
in an enclosed chamber from which she may never be able to escape; another
scene shows her auditioning on an empty stage for a Shakespeare play; in yet another
scene, one of her characters is in carefree play with a man in a rooftop pool, while
her fictional child is in danger of falling off the roof. Binoche’s pledging eyes and
melodramatic face have a distracting, perhaps fetishistic, effect. Initially, these
scenarios are slightly confusing for us viewers. Their stylistic heterogeneity fore-
grounds the sense of emotional anxiety associated with the loss of one’s bearings.
Binoche’s emotional realism provides a strong mimetic connection between these
scenarios, but it also carries over into her characters’ private, off-screen life. The
actress thus becomes a great casting choice for Haneke — she can tie together films
of great textual heterogeneity. This was of importance for Haneke’s film projects
in France, because these films are not only about post-apocalyptic civil war, but
about the radical heterogeneity of contemporary Europe, particularly its cities.
They are about the agonistic conflicts of a pluralist, multi-ethnic and multi-
cultural society.

Code Unknown’s spectacular opening long take lays out this fraught territory
with great skill. Its tour-de-force tracking shot strategically includes Binoche’s
character, Anne, who gets embroiled in the confrontation of members of several
ethnic and geopolitical territories. Her behavior registers familial protectionism
(her partner has a teenage brother who is with her at the time and who causes
a fight on the street with an African man over the boy’s mistreatment of
a Romanian beggar), but she also experiences moral conflict (it is her protégé’s
behavior that escalates the situation). A similarly complex connection between
moral, ethical, and spatial dimensions can be found in the film’s representation
of a subway incident, in which Binoche’s character is taunted and spat upon by
a young Arab man. The scene throws into relief her dual situation as threatened
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female victim of male violence and as privileged first world citizen drawing the
ire of the subaltern subject of French colonial history. We experience the scene
through the forged perspectival hybrid of a long shot/long take that is, however,
filmed in an extremely narrow frame of vision. The spectator senses acute claus-
trophobia and threat, as the scene provides no knowledge about the space and
about the narrative outcome, all the while conveying the complex and contra-
dictory ethical implications of the incident.

In Haneke’s French films, a destabilization of the image never occurs for its own
sake. Placing visual and spatial ontologies in question is Haneke’s way of address-
ing the reality of war-torn geopolitical territories, riven topographies, and their
symbolic and imaginary borders, whose histories of occupancy, shifting political
allegiances, and complicated moral and ethical rules the films obliquely address.”
In these often highly disorienting ontological games, the well-known French actress
is a stand-in for the confused subject who is confronted with these hazardous
borders. Through her, we experience the anxiety and confusion vicariously, but she
also has the role, however complicated and compromised, of being the beneficiary
of an education in ethics. In this sense, Binoche in particular expands the system
of displaced spectatorial identifications that, as I noted earlier in this introduction,
constitutes the structure of the house of Haneke’s films. Her characters are
among the children who live in this house, who must get along with the other
inhabitants, and who must find their way through the maze of mysterious,
doubly occupied, and anxiously defended rooms. As such, Binoche’s characters are
offered to us for identification. But a new element is introduced: these characters
now also function as stand-ins for the director himself. Their hegemonic position
is constituted by their dual membership in the dominant and the oppressed: they
are members of a historically dominant group — Western Europeans — but as women
they are also subject to male oppression. This second membership is something
Haneke obviously does not share. But he replaces gender as the vector of sub-
ordination with a specific aspect of the first level of membership — Europeanness
— which, in the larger binary between Europe and America, comes to function as
the David to America’s Goliath. What Binoche and Huppert as French actresses
have in common is that, while their international success includes recognition in
the US, their careers have not been tainted by their “selling out” in Hollywood-
produced or financed films. Some sorties may not have been successful (one thinks
of Huppert's ill-fated Hollywood thriller, The Bedroom Window [Curtis Hanson, 1987]),
but unlike other European actresses (such as Maria Schell, Romy Schneider, Nastassja
Kinski), neither Huppert nor Binoche ever tried to break into the American
market with any lasting aspiration — neither one ever tried to become a bona fide
Hollywood star. Instead, both have cast their English-language parts very successfully
in the mode of an expanded notion of “guest appearance” and, like Catherine
Deneuve, Simone Signoret, and Jeanne Moreau before them, have fared extremely
well with this strategy. If one now considers this successful inhabitation of hege-
mony — to be a world-famous European star who is “recognized” more than used
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by the American industry — one sees Haneke’s identification with Huppert and
Binoche. He, too, has been recognized in America, particularly after The Piano
Teacher became a considerable art house success and Caché’s even greater success
prepared a certain public momentum for the arrival of the remake of Funny Games.
This remake, while a critical and commercial failure in the US, still got Haneke
considerable attention — and in identifying him as a highbrow subversive from Europe
whose other films are acclaimed by American critics and coveted as potential sources
for Hollywood remakes* — Funny Games made Haneke’s public image in America
more coherent and recognizable. While it was clear that Funny Games, for the time
being, would be a one-oft deal, Haneke has not, in principle, ruled out working
in America again. In the meantime, it was under the auspices of one of his two
French actresses, Isabelle Huppert, who presided over the 2009 Cannes jury, that
Haneke was able to stage his triumphant return to the zenith of European auteur
cinema with The White Ribbon.

But Haneke’s position within the Europe-versus-Hollywood binary is trumped
by another, even larger binary, in which he stands at the top of the pyramid.
It is the binary between white male Western European privilege and the various
male and female political subjects that make up Europe’s colonial other, its
history, and its present in the form of legal or illegal aliens and immigrants
living at the margins of European society. Haneke’s French films are about these
subjects, but in being about them, they cannot avoid being about him as well —
as the representative of the group that has historically oppressed these subjects.
As Rosalind Galt has pointed out, Caché and Code Unknown’s classic left-liberal,
multicultural portrait of ethnic diversity may not be what’s most interesting
about these films. Despite these films’ merits, they also end up replicating the
existing hegemonic structure of the society they aim to critique.”

This dilemma is epitomized in Caché. Its middle-aged white male protagonist,
Georges (Daniel Auteuil), is confronted with his guilt over having caused the
institutionalization of his childhood friend, Majid, in a foster home. George’s
paranoid reencounter with Majid leads to the latter’s suicide, which triggers an
alternating pattern of culpability and self-acquittal that presents the white male
subject in a mise-en-abyme of nagging moral doubt (Shaviro). This mise-en-abyme
has been characterized as one of the more sophisticated discursive structures in
recent cinema. But it could not be so without the irreducible vector of Majid’s
recorded suicide — recorded, at the very least, for us, the film’s spectators. The
function Majid has for the education of Caché’s spectator is not the same as the
function of the family in Funny Games — it is imbricated in a colonial past and
postcolonial history, in which such instrumentalizations, whatever else they may
accomplish, always already reflect — and, to a certain extent, reproduce — the
historic and contemporary power imbalance between the former colonizers and
their colonized. Caché’s morally reflexive game of the mind cannot extricate itself
from some of the dynamics of colonization, even if it is deployed in the service
of a postcolonial argument.
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Would this type of scenario ever be staged the other way round, that is, with
the white colonizer in a position of diminished speaking power? Haneke does not
envision a radical inversion of the historical power imbalance; his vision is one of
putative equality and balance between former colonizer and former colonized.
At the end of Caché, we see Georges’s and Majid’s sons meet at the steps of a high
school. We do not overhear their conversation; Haneke places their interaction
in a radically open textual relation to the film. This scene might actually consti-
tute the beginning of the film, in which both sons possibly plan the production
of the anonymous tapes that unsettle the Laurent household and trigger Georges’s
crisis; or they might come together at the end of the film as a result of the conflict,
and as a sign that the new generation wants to make peace and take their place
in the course of history. What we do see, however, is that this is a conversation
of two — one representing the white class of the colonizer, the other that of the
colonized. The fact that they form the new alliance, the future, does give us a clear
indication of Haneke’s world view. For him, there cannot be — there must not be
— a unilateral change constituted by “the Majids of this world,” as Paul Gilroy has
put it (2007: 234). It will have to be a force comprised of two equal halves, with
the white force assuming half the power. But this fifty/fifty-type arrangement
renders doubtful the possibility that the pervasive lack of equality between former
colonizer and former colonized can be redressed effectively. It could be argued
that, if such a proposal were ever to be made, it could only come from the former
colonized, and only as a result of the latter’s own historical and political meditation
on the feasibility of such an arrangement for the process of healing and repara-
tion. Haneke’s identity as a white European, or so it may be argued, may in and
of itself make it impossible for him to proffer such a proposal. At the same time,
the undeclared content of the conversation and the fact that it takes place on
the steps of an institution that bears the name Stéphane Mallarmé indicate that
Haneke’s political vision is, once again, informed by a fragile, oblique political
utopianism. For Haneke, the only option in the negotiation of irresolvable social
conflict is the hope that this conflict gets cast into a radically overarching, abstract,
universal language. The casting of conflict into language, instead of leading to
violence or deadlocks, is in itself not a solution, even if it has been cherished as
a viable approach by modern as well as postmodern philosophers. But it might
be a potential beginning, provided language is turned into a radically fluid poetry
of the kind associated with the school’s namesake. This proposition, which is
not about multicultural politics but abstract linguistic and philosophical thought,
is certainly a more comfortable territory for Haneke. It invites comparison to the
utopianism that is embodied in Austrian literature by Bachmann’s Trottas. If it is
still a Eurocentric proposition, its radical linguistic potential bears the seed for
the unmaking of Eurocentrism.

Haneke has thus revealed his limitations along with his sophistication. He has
since returned to German history and Germanic culture. Filmed in Germany and
financed with German subsidy money, The White Ribbon is a portrait of a generation
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of Germans who were children before and during World War I and who would
be adults when Hitler came to power. The film is also a tense study of violent
acts of discipline that occur in a small village. The historical dimension, like so
often in Haneke, is kept at bay but also kept in reach through the investigation
of the impact of powerful institutions, ideologies, and cultural norms, such as
the combination of authoritarianism, nationalism, and Protestantism that the film
depicts.

The present collection of essays reflects another ramification of Haneke’s
anachronism. Because his work remained in relative obscurity for so long, the English-
language academy did not take note of Haneke until well into the first decade of
the new millennium. The purpose of the international, interdisciplinary confer-
ence, “Michael Haneke: A Cinema of Provocation,” held at Boston University in
October 2007, in conjunction with the first Haneke retrospective in North America
that also included most of the television films, was to catalyze critical discourse
on Haneke’s work in relation to recent debates in film and media studies as well
as literary and cultural studies. While this conference serves as a foundation for
the present volume, several essays have been added that reflect the interest that
other fields, such as art history, religion, and architecture, have taken in Haneke’s
cinema. Because aesthetics and philosophy assume such a prominent position —
and, in many instances, an overt presence — in Haneke’s work, most of the essays
in this book on various levels devote themselves to developing new theoretical
approaches to the films. The first section, which focuses on critical and topical
approaches to Haneke’s cinema, begins with an essay by Thomas Elsaesser
that is at once a recontextualization of Haneke’s cinema within the landscape of
contemporary film theory and a reappraisal of several key thematic and aesthetic
aspects of the films in the context of European cinema. Titled “Performative Self-
Contradictions: Michael Haneke’s Mind Games,” the essay argues that Haneke
involves his viewers, and to a certain extent also himself, in a spiraling game
of hypothesizing that simultaneously asserts and questions that the cinema can
be a vehicle for making epistemological truth claims. While the essay’s main focus
is devoted to discussing the structuring of several of Haneke’s recent films as
mind games, Elsaesser shares with several other contributors to this volume an
interest in Haneke’s deployment of specific cinematic devices, such as the long
take, the static camera, and framing and reframing of the image. Thomas Y. Levin
discusses the interplay of the static camera and the intermedially informed
aesthetic of Caché to trace Haneke’s deconstruction of surveillance both as a theme
and as a visual dispositif with political and ideological implications. Vinzenz
Hediger reads the thematic and aesthetic position of video in Benny’s Video as
a sign of the ambiguous status of the medium in Haneke’s work: It is an index
of the cultural and psycho-social impoverishment of modern civilization, but it is
also, potentially or provisionally, an antidote or, as Hediger calls it, a pharmakon,
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that intervenes in the atrophying of cognitive-epistemological processes. Tom Conley
proffers a detailed analysis of the long take and its philosophical implications in
Haneke’s cinema. Conley analyzes the opening sequence of Code Unknown to argue
that Haneke’s mise-en-scéne, in self-reflexive manner, connects the political and histor-
ical dimensions of conflict within French society via the use of mirroring dispositifs,
verbal puns, and a strategic deployment of minor yet important visual elements.

A second group of essays in this first section theorizes recurrent cultural tropes
and textual figures in Haneke’s cinema: the concepts of disgust and of evil, the
representation of violence, the status of religion and faith, the related notions of
play and performance, and critiques of spectacle and of melodrama. Approaching
Haneke’s cinema from the perspective of architecture, Peter Eisenman sees Haneke’s
artistic approach as a corrective to the postmodern aesthetics of empty spectacle.
Reading Caché, Code Unknown, and Funny Games via Guy Debord’s figure of
détournement, Eisenman argues that Haneke, rather than rejecting the aesthetics
of mainstream cinema wholesale, engages them subversively. Brigitte Peucker’s
essay “Games Haneke Plays: Reality and Performance” focuses on another figure
that has a dual — that is, thematic and conceptual — role in Haneke’s cinema: the
figure of play, which Peucker, pointing to the dual meaning of the German word
Spiel, extends to the areas of performance and of games, both of which Haneke’s
films probe for their respective distinctions between chance and determinism (in
the case of games) and reality and illusion (in the case of performance). Christa
Bliimlinger draws on Julia Kristeva’s concept of the abject to discuss an aspect that
has echoed through Haneke’s work from the early television films to the present
— the figure of disgust, which enables Haneke’s cinema to link formal, diegetic,
and allegorical elements in a paradoxical bind of rupture and conjunction that
succeeds in addressing spectators on multiple levels. Michel Chion analyzes the
far-reaching implications of the use of music in Haneke’s cinema. His analysis of
the implications of a complete absence of music in Caché can be related to the
observation, made by other authors in this volume, that Haneke’s cinema dis-
tinguishes itself through an extremely intentional and controlled use of music. Jorg
Metelmann, drawing on Peter Brooks’s seminal work, offers a comprehensive
analysis of Haneke’s critical use of melodrama. Metelmann argues that Haneke’s
evolving body of work has incorporated various approaches to Western culture’s
tendencies for mystification, fighting it via Enlightenment-based dramatic and
narrative interventions, but also by engaging the concept of tragedy to deflect
the hope for salvation. Both sets of strategies, as Metelmann claims, are not mutu-
ally exclusive but may be interpreted as constituents and as critiques of what
may be called “melodrama.” Going beyond questions of genre and dramaturgy,
Metelmann reads melodrama as one of the prevalent emotional-cognitive schemes
of Western culture. Finally, Gregor Thuswaldner analyzes the position of religion
in Haneke’s cinema. Paying particular attention to Haneke’s interest in Pascal and
Jansenism, Thuswaldner analyzes Haneke’s attempts to thematize the crisis of faith
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and the disempowered, outmoded, or impotent status of organized religion
without giving up on faith altogether.

Part II of this volume is devoted to a more specifically focused discussion of
Haneke’s television films. The first contribution is by Fatima Naqvi, whose exten-
sive writings on Haneke I have already drawn on in this introduction. Her essay
“A Melancholy Labor of Love, or Film Adaptation as Translation: Three Paths to
the Lake” uses Walter Benjamin’s essay, “The Task of the Translator,” to develop
a theory of adaptations that wrests the figure of melancholia from its implications
of dysfunction and reads it as a vital component of the dialectical modernism of
Haneke’s adaptation of Bachmann’s prose text. Peter Brunette discusses the cen-
tral themes of Lemmings both in relation to Haneke’s later theatrical features
and with regard to the limitations imposed by television’s aesthetics and its mode
of production. Television as a mode of production is also a focus of analysis for
Monica Filimon and Fatima Naqvi’s essay, “Variation on Themes: Spheres and Space
in Haneke’s Variation.” The authors analyze the film as Haneke’s attempt to use
television to create a public sphere for the viewer who is normally conceived of
as an insulated, privatized consumer. Tobias Nagl’s essay on Fraulein places Haneke’s
representation on gender in relation to the film’s dual focus on German history
and German film history. Nagl’s discussion of Fraulein’s film historical reflexivity
dovetails with Janelle Blankenship’s discussion of Haneke’s adaptation of Peter Rosei’s
novel Wer war Edgar Allan?. In addition to discussing the film’s generally meta-
cinematic qualities, Blankenship reads some of its key visual tropes, such as the
moving image representation of a galloping horse, as Haneke’s attempt to place
the novel’s treatment of deception and phantasmagoria in relation to an archae-
ology of the cinema. Brian Price’s detailed analysis of the tracking shots of The
Castle argues that these shots not only constitute the film’s structural conjunc-
tions, but that, as deconstructive allegories of bureaucracy and state power, they
mine the philosophical potential of inbetweenness and provide an implicit
corrective to teleologically informed political theories of the state.

Part III of the book, which focuses on Haneke’s German-language theatrical
features, begins with a translation of German film critic Georg Seeflen’s essay
“Structures of Glaciation.” Seeflen was the first critic to proffer a comprehensive
analysis of the formal and thematic components of Haneke’s glaciation trilogy.
The essay’s great acumen and concise format make it one of the cornerstones
of Haneke scholarship and an indispensable teaching tool for lecture classes and
seminars on Haneke’s films and on film aesthetics in general. With a particular
focus on The Seventh Continent and Benny’s Video, Peter J. Schwartz discusses the
glaciation trilogy’s focus on the bourgeois subject, whose precarious status was
already acknowledged in the very moment of its construction in Renaissance paint-
ing and literature, and which he sees critically commented on by what he terms
Haneke’s hieroglyphs of identity. Situating Haneke’s representation of violence within
a critique of film theory’s overreliance on Platonic philosophy, Eugenie Brinkema
argues that violence in Haneke’s work should not be approached in terms of
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representational content, but predominantly in terms of form. Drawing on the
work of Jean-Luc Nancy, Brinkema analyzes Benny’s Video as an exemplar of
the “deployment” of violence that can be more productively read in relation to
registers of affect rather than to representations of reality.

The last two essays in this section read the German-language features in rela-
tion to Haneke’s evolving body of work. My own essay compares the final install-
ment of the trilogy, 71 Fragments of a Chronology of Chance, with Haneke’s first
French-language film, Code Unknown. I discuss these two multistrain narrative films
in relation to two philosophers of the fragment, Theodor W. Adorno and Jean-
Frangois Lyotard. Appraising Haneke’s complex position between modernism and
postmodernism, I argue that Haneke’s approach to 71 Fragments, while broadly
inspired by Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory, more concretely engages his late writing
on film. Haneke’s engagement with Adorno then finds its intriguing companion
piece in Code Unknown, which I discuss towards the end of the essay in relation
to Lyotard’s theory of agonistic linguistic struggle and the impossibility of social
justice, put forth in Le Différend. Leland Monk’s essay, “Hollywood Endgames,”
compares Haneke’s post-glaciation trilogy film Funny Games with its American
remake. Monk compares both films’ deployment of iconographic signifiers of
middle-class status (house, car, family dog), as well as their respective represen-
tations of the couple. He argues that, while the remake somehow attenuates the
rhetorical force of the original’s Brechtian devices (such as the breaking of
the fourth wall), its deployment and subsequent violation of more conventional
cinematic and generic codes are more successful.

Part IV of the book focuses on Haneke’s French-language features. Barton Byg
analyzes Code Unknown for the broader significance of one of the film'’s iconographic
scenes — the assault scene in the Paris metro — which he juxtaposes with compa-
rable examples in two other films that likewise single out mass transportation
as a rich site for the clash of diverse existences in the modern urban space. Alex
Lykidis widens a discussion of volatile scenarios of diversity in his analysis of the
representation of multiculturalism in Code Unknown, Time of the Wolf, and Caché.
Lykidis reads these films specifically against the history of French immigration
laws since the early 1960s. He also argues that, while Haneke’s identification of
the gradually diminishing role of the state in the protection of white French
citizenry constitutes an implicit critique of the universalist ideology of the white
bourgeois subject, this critique does not abrogate universalism but is limited to
the self-reflexive foregrounding of it. In contrast to this reasoning, Kevin L.
Stoehr reads Code Unknown and Caché as evidence of Haneke’s hermeneutic-minded
perspectivism, which advocates a potentially open-ended discourse ethics that stresses
dialog over teleological notions of the universal and of consensus. Two essays in
this section are devoted to The Piano Teacher. Drawing on Stanley Cavell’s critical
trope of the unknown woman, Charles Warren reads the film as a fascinating
intertextual web of references to the actresses of high modernist European art
cinema and the characters they embodied in such films as Cries and Whispers (Ingmar
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Bergman, 1972) and The Silence (Ingmar Bergman, 1963). Jean Ma’s essay,
“Discordant Desires, Violent Refrains: La Pianiste (The Piano Teacher),” originally
published in Grey Room, lucidly combines a feminist discussion of the radical
potential of the protagonist’s sexual practices with an assessment of the film’s
deployment of high modernist classical music. Evan Torner discusses Time of the
Wolf as a response to the genre of the post-apocalyptic film. Paying close atten-
tion to the film’s refutation of heroism and its anti-teleological narrative, Torner
joins the contributors in this volume who argue that Haneke, rather than totally
rejecting generic conventions, engages them for his own purposes. The final essay
in this section is devoted to Caché. T. Jefferson Kline analyzes the film’s intertex-
tual foregrounding of what he terms the discursive origins of terror. He reads
the film’s oblique referencing of the October 17, 1962 massacre of Algerians
by the Parisian police in relation to discourses of violence and victimization in
The Song of Roland and Camus’s The Stranger.

The final section of this book, entitled “Michael Haneke Speaks,” is comprised
of four texts — two essays that have been authored by Haneke himself and that
appear for the first time in unabridged English translation, as well as two inter-
views conducted with Haneke. Haneke’s views on filmmaking, film aesthetics,
and the representation of violence are articulated in his two essays, “Terror and
Utopia of Form: Robert Bresson’s Au hasard Balthazar” and “Violence and the Media.”
While these texts also reveal some of Haneke’s lacunae and biases, their publica-
tion is meant to place these views in productive tension with the critical essays
in the preceding sections. Christopher Sharrett’s interview, “The World That Is
Known,” is one of the most extensive conversations conducted with Haneke in
English and features the director’s views on many of the topics that are explored
in the scholarly essays of this book. My own interview with Haneke was conducted
with a specific focus on The White Ribbon, but it also seeks to explore larger ques-
tions with regard to Haneke’s body of work.

Notes

1 This list counts the two parts of Lemmings (1979), Arcadia and Injuries, as two separate
films and also includes the non-narrative, but feature-length television collage, Obituary
for a Murderer (1991). To this list may be added another work, Haneke’s contribution
to the omnibus film Lumiére and Company (1995). Haneke also wrote two screenplays
for films directed by Paulus Manker, Schmutz (Dirt) (1985) and Der Kopf des Mohren
(The Moor’s Head) (1995).

2 After Liverpool is one of two Haneke films I have not been able to see (the other one
is Sperrmiill [Trash], 1975). However, Horwath’s description indicates Haneke’s
sharp sense for analyzing the dynamics by which the radical aspirations of the 1960s
turned into private dysfunctions when the radicals reverted back to their bourgeois
identities in the 1970s. Many of Haneke's later films feature post-radical protagonists,
such as the parents in Benny’s Video (1992), whose liberalism masks their selfishness
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and lack of interest in their son. With regard to After Liverpool, Horwath also points
to the film’s (and the play’s) transposition of personal dysfunction onto the linguistic
level. Characteristically, Haneke’s later films would likewise seize on language usage
to express broader structural problems.

For a good summary of the academic discourse on national cinema, see Elsaesser
(2005: 64—7, 77). For a recent attempt to theorize national cinema, see the essays in
Hjort and MacKenzie (2000) and in Vitali and Willemen (2006).

Of course, made-for-TV films, too, must be divided along a range of subcategories.
Haneke, for example, never made anything that was less than feature-film length,
nor was he involved in serial production. He did, however, write a treatment for an
episode of the popular German crime serial Tatort (the term can be translated as “Crime
Scene”) in the early 1990s. The show has a hybrid character in that its episodes are
feature-length and have the status of autonomous films with fairly high production
values. Production of the show is divided up among Germany's regional networks,
with each station putting a particular cultural stamp on its own episodes, including
a regionally specific location, investigative team or detective-protagonist, and particular
script writers and directors. Haneke wrote an elaborate story treatment involving
the series’ most popular protagonist, Inspector Schimanski. The treatment, which
Haneke did not get to direct, but for which he received a writing credit, involved a
criminal incident in a nuclear power plant and, thus, reflects Haneke’s interest in apoc-
alyptic aspects of modernity already evident in Lemmings, Part Two, where one of
the characters, the army officer, attends training sessions involving a secret nuclear
arms project. Haneke’s interest in writing an episode for Tatort reflects his view that
television, unlike film, is not a medium of art but of mass communication and enter-
tainment. Hence, the status of popular genres such as the crime thriller and the policier
should be used to raise social consciousness about such problems as nuclear energy
and armaments. But the show had further appeal because of the character of the
inspector. Schimanski is played by famous German stage actor Heinrich George’s son,
Goetz George, who became one of Germany’s biggest domestic TV stars, and who
started his career in German popular films of the 1960s. Haneke has thus always under-
stood the popular appeal of stars, but by writing this part for George and by casting
well-known older German filmmakers and actors such as Bernard Wicki in his other
films, Haneke can be said to have emulated Fassbinder’s effort to use his own films
to construct a dialog with German film history.

The intricate system of film subsidies has been discussed by numerous scholars of
the period. For detailed accounts, see Jan Dawson (1980/81), Thomas Elsaesser (1989),
and Collins and Porter (1981).

At this point in his career, Haneke began to regard his TV productions more sys-
tematically as underappreciated and unacknowledged works of the cinema. In an unusual
and ultimately unsuccessful move, Haneke sought post-broadcast theatrical exhibi-
tion for Who Was Edgar Allan?. See correspondence between distributor Hans Peter
Hofmann, whose distribution company expressed interest in distributing the film, and
August Schedl of Austrian Film Fund, April 20, 1984. Haneke Archive, Austrian
Film Museum, Vienna.

For a discussion of the significance of ethics as a textual component and in the spec-
tatorial address of Haneke’s films, see Wheatley (2009).
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Haneke’s early 1970s engagements alone constitute an impressive array of directo-
rial projects: he directed Marguerite Duras’s Whole Days in the Trees in Baden-Baden
(the seat of SWF, his TV employer); in Darmstadt he directed, among other works,
Heinrich von Kleist’s The Broken Jug; in Diisseldorf Friedrich Hebbel’s Maria Magdalena
and August Strindberg’s The Father. Later, his career expanded to other German cities
and theaters. In Berlin he directed Ferdinand Bruckner’s Krankheit der Jugend (Illness
of Youth), in Hamburg Per Olov Enquist’s The Night of the Tribades, and in Vienna
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s Stella (Horwath 1991: 16). It becomes apparent that
many of the themes of these plays find their way into Haneke'’s films.

At the same time, the status of star director, state-funded agent provocateur, or enfant
terrible also eluded Haneke in the theater. To this we must add, however, that German
theater was an even more specialized, secluded scene than the New German Cinema,
boasting extremely few publicly and nationally recognized auteurs (one of the few
exceptions is Peter Zadek).

Like Fassbinder, he would convey his admiration for a role model (in Fassbinder’s
case, Sirk; in Haneke’s, Bresson) in an essay (reprinted in this volume). But unlike
Wenders or Godard, he would not cast an internationally recognized cult director
in his films; unlike Schléndorff, he had no apprenticeship with one of the greats (Louis
Malle); unlike Kluge, he did not have a personal friendship with Adorno.

However, as Fatima Naqvi has pointed out to me, it is because Haneke’s films show
the structuring effects of this paternal absence that they come across as ambivalently
patriarchal.

The screenplay for The Seventh Continent was commissioned by Radio Bremen, a north
German network. After Haneke submitted it, the network rejected it because it
contained “too many deaths for television.” Around the same time, the Austrian Film
Institute encouraged Haneke to make a theatrical feature, which became The Seventh
Continent. Correspondence with Ulrike Lisser of Wega Film, Thursday, August 6,
2009, to whom Haneke has recounted the circumstances of the making of the film.
The production company with which Haneke has most frequently and closely col-
laborated is Wega Film in Vienna. It was founded by Veit Heiduschka in 1980 and
is a highly typical example of what Thomas Elsaesser has identified as the “post-Fordist”
model of European cinema production, which is based on a small-scale production
unit that is usually run by a director and a producer and that closely cooperates
with television as well as commercial funding partners. These companies, of which
Lars von Trier's Zentropa Films is another example, have a national base but seek
global investors and European Union funding (2005: 69) in accordance with a film’s
production profile. The influence of Heiduschka on Haneke’s films and, ultimately,
on his development as an auteur of Austrian and trans-Austrian films cannot be
overstated. Heiduschka has had one foot in the arts and one in commerce. He encour-
aged Haneke to make the aesthetics of his first theatrical feature more severe and
stringent and also, as a sales pitch more than out of artistic considerations, encour-
aged him to develop his thematic area of glaciation into a trilogy. Heiduschka has
for some time assumed a central role in Austrian cinema. He has been the President
of the Austrian Film Commission, the Vice-President of the Association of Austrian
Film and Video Producers, and Austria’s official representative in the negotiations
for the foundation of European funding and administrative structures for audiovisual
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culture. For more detailed information, see Willy Riemer’s highly informative inter-
view with Heiduschka (Riemer 2000: 62).

For Three Paths to the Lake, see Abendzeitung Miinchen, n.d., St. Péltner Kirchenzeitung,
n.d., Salzburger Nachrichten, n.d., Kurier, n.d., and Neues Volksblatt, n.d. For Who Was
Edgar Allan? see Die Presse, n.d., Siiddeutsche Zeitung, 14.01.1986, Die Welt, 14.01.1986,
Abendzeitung Miinchen, n.d. For The Rebellion, see Siiddeutsche Zeitung, 13.01.1994,
Wiesbadener Kurier, 13.01.1994, Westfilische Rundschau, 13.01.1994, Abendzeitung
Miinchen, 13.01.1994. Please note that only reviews that have either at least an
identifiable date or identifiable author appear in the bibliography. For a convenient
compilation of these reviews, visit the Haneke Film Archive, Austrian Film Museum,
Vienna.

In their German context, literary adaptations were considered a tedious playing-it-
safe gesture on the part of filmmakers, a sign of their lack of imagination and cre-
ativity. In some corners, they were also considered a sign of an increasing political
conservatism (Elsaesser 1989: 108) that was part of an anti-liberal groundswell in the
Federal Republic of Germany, prompted by the failure of the state and state-funded
cultural institutions, as well as of the political left in general, to proffer convincing
responses to the challenges of the urban guerrilla movement.

However, this reasoning needs to apply a larger view to the retroactive scope that
determines the project of claiming Haneke for Austrian national culture. At the time
of Horwath's writing, The Rebellion had not yet been made, and Who Was Edgar Allan?,
while arguably presenting its student protagonist as a critical-deconstructive allegory
of the Austrian notion of nation-as-victim, also significantly transcends a specific Austrian
national context, given its “American Friend”-type story. Yet, if one considers the
critical project of retroactive construction as an ongoing one, Haneke’s literary adap-
tations of the 1990s have, if anything, confirmed its purpose.

Piloui (2007), particularly 34—7. Cited in Naqvi (2009).

Fatima Naqvi characterizes this historiographic trope as “telescopage,” based on Sigrid
Weigel (1999).

Haneke has explicitly tried to subvert this context with Variation and Obituary for a
Murderer. In each case, his experimentation on the level of form is conducted to address
the spectator as part of a public whose mode of reception he assumes to be overde-
termined by privatization, passivity, and consumerism. Variation seeks to redress this
perceived problem by giving viewers the sense they may be in dialog with the film.
On this, see Monica Filimon’s and Fatima Naqvi’s essay in this volume. Obituary for
a Murderer is a dada-like collage (one may call it TV graffiti) of clips of entertainment
and news shows that aims to make viewers realize their habits of media consump-
tion and that, in its own way, attempts to reach into the private sphere of TV
consumption through a neo-dadaist deployment of tactile attack.

The title of the film is doubly ironic. It references the German diminutive form
of the female formal address, “Frau,” which is now considered sexist but, up until
the 1970s, was used for young women and for any unmarried woman. The film’s
title thus rhetorically negates Johanna's status as a married woman on multiple
levels (prior to her husband’s return, she might have been considered widowed, but
the address also alludes to women’s newly gained independence during and after the

3

war). Second, the missing umlaut above the “a” mimicks the pronunciation of the
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word by American GIs and thus places Johanna’s female discourse within the con-
text of postwar American occupation, even if her lover in the film is a former French
prisoner of war.

While the film has been deemed a failure in its intended attack on Fassbinder’s
The Marriage of Maria Braun (Fassbinder’s film is as demystificatory of its female
protagonist and her era as Haneke’s), Haneke’s Johanna may in some respect
also be compared to the protagonist of Brecht's St. Joan of the Slaughterhouses.
Naqvi (2009: 170) characterizes the film’s presentation of Trotta as the result of a
“multiperspektivischen Bilderpolitik,” a multiperspectival politics of images.

In this comparison, Lemmings assumes a twin position: while the depiction of malaise
of Haneke’s generation on an iconographic level transcends national boundaries (in
both parts, the setting is small-town Western Europe, the iconographic markers being
those of postwar prosperity, American pop culture, and bourgeois lifestyle), it is fair
to say that the first part moves within a frame of reference that is at least intended
as specifically Austrian — consider especially the foregrounding of the stark discrep-
ancy between a stubborn adherence to rigid nineteenth-century religious values and
its disorientation amidst twentieth-century mass culture.

See, for example, Naqvi (2007), Metelmann (2003), and some of the essays in
Wessely et al. (2008).

Citing Noél Burch, Bordwell emphasizes that film, because it remains beholden to
representational content, cannot be organized as rigorously as music (1985: 278), but
that it can downplay content in favor of structure, while keeping the films cogni-
tively manageable for the viewer (284).

Bordwell’s summary of art cinema can likewise be found in Narration in the Fiction
Film (1985: 206 -13).

Ironically, if one compares Haneke’s television films to the pared-down formal
structure of the glaciation trilogy, the former are more overtly art films in theme and
style: Three Paths to the Lake features the classic art cinema event of the protagonist
facing a crisis of existential significance, conveyed by “flash frames of glimpes or
recalled events” (Bordwell 1985: 209); Who Was Edgar Allan? and The Castle take the
labyrinthine maze as a diegetic and formal trope; and Lemmings and Variation, while
more realist in style, are excessively concerned with the “discursive treatment of
characters’ feelings” (ibid.). It is, of course, possible to see the shift from TV to
theatrical features in teleological terms. But apart from the fact that such a view
plays into dominant narratives of artistic advancement, it fails to account for how
the parametric format retains some of the aesthetic qualities of television, such as
the plain, “dirty” look of the images.

This theme is already implanted in the bitter irony of the subtitle of the first part of
Haneke’s early TV drama, Lemmings: Arcadia. It refers to a region in Greece which
acquired the mythological connotation of a carefree natural idyll populated by
shepherds. This myth stands in ironic contrast to postwar Austrian society, which
Haneke depicts as repressed and deformed, and which commits an ethical betrayal
of its young. The irony is carried further by the film’s plot, which includes a highly
illicit affair between a high school student and the wife of his teacher, whom he ten-
derly calls “shepherdess.” When she becomes pregnant by him, society’s oppressive
nature pushes her into an illegal and highly risky attempt to abort her child. In the
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film’s second part, Injuries, the sins of the parental generation have been fully visited
on the children, who now are plagued by injuries, but also inflict these on one another.
The reasoning in this part of the discussion is indebted to Thomas Elsaesser’s essay,
“British Television in the 1980s: Through the Looking Glass,” reprinted in Elsaesser
(2005: 278-98), which was written in 1990 and first published as “TV Through the
Looking Glass” in Browne (1993: 97-120). I am aware of the specificities Elsaesser
outlines for British television’s shift in the imaginary, but believe that part of his char-
acterization of Channel 4 can be applied to the situation of German and Austrian
television a few years after the publication of his essay in 1990.

This relation merits further discussion. For my initial observations, see Grundmann
(2007: 9).

It might initially appear that the mosaic of regional networks in Germany has some-
what anticipated this development. But one needs to keep in mind that regional broad-
casting in Germany is rooted in the federalist political philosophy of West Germany,
whose internally diverse parts are nonetheless oriented towards the nation as the largest
unifying body.

The moderator featured in the excerpt is identifiable as Désirée Nosbusch, who had
appeared on RTL radio as a show hostess at a very young age, then became cultivated
by German public television as a teenage show hostess, emcee, and quiz master, and,
in the 1980s, became one of the best-known TV personalities on the continent. Widely
admired for her multilingual talent, she became the prototype for the cosmopolitan
teenage show host that was soon seized on by television stations in their efforts to
remain attractive to young audiences. Nosbusch not only worked for state-funded
TV in the 1980s but also became a popular freelancer. Her success epitomizes the
commercialization of television and its turn to youth culture during the 1980s
and 1990s. For detailed information, see de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Desiree_Nosbusch
(accessed October 22, 2009).

The film was part of the EPG (European Production Community) and its series
“The Buropeans,” which included as participating networks Austrian Television
(ORF), ZDF (Second German Television), France 2, Channel 4 in Britain, RAI Uno
of Italy, TVE of Spain, SSR of Switzerland, and Greek Television. See Wiener Zeitung,
January 11, 1992.

For a critique of the nexus of Haneke’s Europeanness, the tradition of art cinema,
and cultural elitism, see Rosalind Galt (2010).

And, thus, sustaining what Daniel Dayan (1997) has characterized as a festival's sense
of its own significance and self-importance, cited in Elsaesser (2005).

I am borrowing the term “cognitive switch” from Thomas Elsaesser’s essay in this
volume.

Haneke’s statement appears in an interview with Scott Foundas, “Michael Haneke:
The Bearded Prophet of Code inconnu and The Piano Teacher.” Haneke’s statement
has been criticized by Rosalind Galt, who argues that Haneke’s polemicizing against
Hollywood distracts from his own hegemonic Eurocentric perspective.

Jelinek told Stefan Grissemann and Christiane Zintzen that she would certainly have
had the opportunity to write the screenplay herself, but declined to do so. Haneke
originally wrote the screenplay as a commission for another director, but then ended
up directing the film himself. However, years before the new adaptation came to
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pass, Jelinek had, in fact, collaborated on a screen adaptation together with Austrian
avant-garde filmmaker and video artist Valie Export, whose project was then can-
celed by Austrian National Television (ORF), because an earlier Jelinek adaptation
had been too controversial. In the same interview, Jelinek acknowledges that there
are a thousand ways in which the novel can be adapted and that Export’s version
would have been very different from Haneke’s. It would have been more artificial
and, thus, more removed from the novel’s autobiographical elements. Jelinek makes
clear that she very much respects Haneke’s film, but that watching it is a more
personal experience for her (2001: 126).

As Stefan Grissemann puts it in his interview with Jelinek, Haneke almost seems to
be in love with Klemmer. The director’s defense of the character is an attempt to shape
the relationship Erika/Walter into a dynamic that can be mined for the cinema ( Jelinek
2001: 132).

Jelinek herself has stated that Erika and her suffering seem more glamorous in the film
and that the film gives the character back her integrity, which she had forfeited. With
regard to the autobiographical components of the material, Jelinek thus claims that the
film has in some ways constituted a salvation of her own person (Jelinek 2001: 132).
It is at this point that a split can be perceived within feminism as to what strategies
to adopt in response to patriarchy’s multi-level oppression of women. While Erika’s
self-stabbing echoes an earlier feminism rooted in structuralism and abject art that
is associated with Jelinek’s generation, more recent feminists might want to invoke
Audre Lorde’s argument that the master’s tools never dismantle the master’s house
and, instead, invest in postmodern-inflected responses. On the other hand, it might
be possible to claim that the less-than-lethal nature of Erika’s self-stabbing precisely
constitutes this second kind of response, if one were to argue that the infliction of
injury, if authored and controlled by the oppressed female subject herself, differs
categorically from any use of violence inflicted by men.

Bernard Wicki played the father in Lemmings, Part One, and Trotta’s cousin at the
end of Three Paths to the Lake. Doris Kunstmann played a sailing guest during a fleet-
ing visit of the family’s jetty in Funny Games. Anne Bennent played the mother who
seeks to adopt first Anni then Marian in 71 Fragments.

Galt’s observation that Haneke’s mise-en-scéne points to the instability of Europe’s
political borders corresponds to Elsaesser’s observation that much of contemporary
European cinema is marked by depictions of multiple parties’ physical, cultural, and
spiritual claims onto one and the same space — a phenomenon he terms “double
occupancy” (2005: 109).

Hollywood director Ron Howard has allegedly sought to option the rights to
remake Caché.

Rosalind Galt (2010).
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Performative
Self-Contradictions

Michael Haneke’s Mind Games

Thomas Elsaesser

Writing about Michael Haneke has been a learning curve, mostly about how to
deal with the ambivalence his films invariably provoke. Far from having been able
to resolve the sense of being divided, discomfited, and often on the verge of dis-
gust, my mixed feelings about his films have deepened, though not without a twist:
Haneke also took me into directions and places of the contemporary experience
that were as much a discovery as they were unsettling. Before I began, my view
was roughly as follows: shock and awe after seeing Caché (2005), intrigued and
interested by Code Unknown (2000), uneasy and queasy about The Piano Teacher
(2001), repelled and exasperated by Funny Games (1997) and Benny’s Video (1992),
and not a little bored by 71 Fragments (1994) and The Seventh Continent (1989). After
reseeing these (and a few other) films and letting them do their disturbing work,
my ambivalences, initially targeting the director, started to shift to the world
he depicts, and then to the filmic means he deploys. Now I feel I have come full
circle, but emerged on the other side: Focused first on the messenger, and then
on the message, my doubts ended up being directed at the recipient: me, the
spectator. As Haneke might put it: case proved.

Haneke and Film Philosophy

Haneke’s films, I want to argue, exhibit to the point of possible contradiction, but
they also expose, to the point of celebrating the resulting deadlocks, the pitfalls
of an epistemological conception of the cinema. At the same time, and unlike
others who have also voiced doubts about the cinema’s inherent realism, Haneke
does not embrace a phenomenological perspective. His films play with, but do
not endorse, the cinema’s purported truth claims, usually made by pointing
to photography as the basis of indexical evidence (“photographic realism”), or
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appealing to ocular verification and human observation (“scientific realism”):
both would full under what I call the epistemological position. An ontological
position — arguably attributable to Siegfried Kracauer, Gilles Deleuze, and Stanley
Cavell — would contend that the cinema’s unique strength is to rescue the every-
day, by redeeming the mundane and recognizing a place for contingency in
human affairs. But cinema can also restore to us our “belief in the world,” by the
paradoxical affirmation that the meaninglessness of things (as they appear to the
mechanical eye which is the camera) may actually be our best hope: not for
making sense of, but for giving sense to our lives. This, too, would be an unlikely
position for Haneke to hold, considering his grim view on contingency and
chance (of which more later). According to the phenomenological position, finally,
the cinema provides the consciousness and knowledge of the world, but not by
concentrating on the look, the gaze, the mirror-phase, or locking the subject into
a panoptic prison of vision and visuality.' Instead, phenomenology espouses a more
holistic approach, extending vision beyond the disembodied eye and conceiving
of an “embodied” and active consciousness, at work in the filmic experience, which
in turn gives new value to touch, contact, skin, and the material body of cinema:
tactile sensations and haptic vision, the accent or grain of the voice and of the
video signal, the interactive, immersive potential of digital images.

Little of this seems at first to apply to Haneke’s work and yet, how can it not?
Up until the critical success of Caché, the difficulty in placing his films in the current
debates tended to polarize the film critical community. Those interested in the
philosophical aspects of contemporary cinema have only begun to engage with his
work, whether negatively or positively.” As a consequence, Haneke’s reputation
has tended to align his admirers, as well as steer the discussion about his films,
along classically auteurist lines.” A little too conveniently, perhaps, a European,
state-funded, high-culture director-as-artist pronounces himself — ex cathedra, via
interviews, and ex opera, through the message extrapolated from his films —
on the prevailing evils of the world, namely, lack of meaningful interpersonal com-
munication, coldness between marital partners, neglect by parents of their children.
In interviews, Haneke also tends to denounce media trivialization and Hollywood
violence, often with the implication that the former (coldness and indifference of
the world) is caused by the latter (Americanization and the mass media).*

Elsewhere, I have tried to argue that attributing such a representative function
to the “author” risks doing a disservice to European cinema in a globalized film
culture, besides joining prejudice with complacency vis-a-vis the American cin-
ema and so-called "Americanization.”” In other words, were I to judge by these
criteria alone, I would be hard put to justify to myself why I should be writing
about Haneke. And yet, his recent, notably the French-made, films seem to be on
the cusp of something else that intrigues me sufficiently to revisit my prejudices.
For instance, I detect an auto-critique of Haneke’s so often confidently asserted
moral high ground, and of his forthright — some might say misanthropic — positions
as a Buropean auteur. With a Protestant father and a Catholic mother, Haneke’s
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private ethics of guilt does creative battle with a public imagination of shame.
In the figure of the clumsy, alcoholic, faith-abandoned priest in Lemmings (1979)
one senses the negative “Protestant” theology of Ingmar Bergman more strongly
than the austere but redemptive Jansenism of Robert Bresson, with whom
Haneke’s moral universe has been compared.® I also read the film-within-the-film
interrogation scene in Code Unknown (“show me your real face”) as offering
almost a pastiche of his early work, just as I see more of a self-portrait in the
central character of Caché than his genealogy as yet another bourgeois “Georges”
would at first seem to warrant. Indeed, there may be in Caché another auto-
portrait of the director in the figure of the guest at the dinner party, telling a shaggy
dog story about an old lady whom he reminded of her deceased dog: It not only
foreshadows plot developments in Caché itself — the reference to a neck wound
being the most obvious one — but it is also a moment of self-reference, in that it
thematizes Haneke’s own way with coincidence, predetermination, and their manipu-
lation by a raconteur or storyteller, while harking back to a similarly spooky story
in Lemmings about a dead canary, prompting the female lover listening to ask
anxiously, “Is it true?,” to which the man gives the revealingly ambiguous answer,
“I think so.” Finally, one senses in the French films that Haneke is perfectly aware
of the possibility of paradox (or deadlock) in his position on “realism and truth,”
and that he has been exploring other strategies, notably those of the equally
productive and equally contradictory notion of “game,” which nonetheless might
allow for a more properly philosophical grounding of his cinema (for the critics)
and (for the filmmaker himself ) might open his work up to a less dystopian view
of a world irreversibly in the grip of media manipulation, and thus condemned
to mendacity, deceit, and self-delusion.

The paradox I struggle with in Haneke’s earlier work concerns above all his
claim that one can “critique” violence through violence: In his interviews, the
director suggests that by subjecting the spectator to witnessing, experiencing, or
actively imagining acts of extreme violence, he can make him or her “aware” of
the nefarious role that violence plays in our modern, media-saturated world. To
me this is a dubious claim, and a contradictory one, on two grounds. Dubious,
on what one might call didactic grounds: To “rape” an audience into enlighten-
ment, or to educate someone by giving them “a slap in the face,” seems to come
from a rather peculiar corner of Germanic pedagogy that I thought we had no
need to revive, either in schools or on the screen. Stanley Kubrick (and Anthony
Burgess) called it the Ludovico Treatment — after Ludwig van Beethoven, whose
Ninth Symphony is used as a Pavlovian aversion therapy — and in this respect at
least, Haneke reminds me of Alex, not the young thug but the liberal writer in
A Clockwork Orange (Stanley Kubrick, 1971), who, having been made to witness
the rape and murder of his wife, retaliates by advocating this enlightened form
of punishment, whose only flaw is to deprive the wrongdoer of his free will. It is
an open question how serious Haneke is about his raping the audience, but to
me his provocative formulations prove that he is very well aware of what a knot
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of contradictions he is potentially tying himself into. Yet even if he may be hoist-
ing himself on his own petard, it still looks like he is determined to demonstrate
both to his characters and to the audience that they are deprived of “free will.”
This is the second, more philosophical reason I have trouble with his position, but
also find it fascinating. Haneke’s stance on cinematic violence, no less than his
views on chance and free will, involve what the discourse philosopher Karl Otto
Apel would call a performative self-contradiction, a version of the conundrum
better known as the liar’s paradox: All Cretans are liars, says the Cretan.” Violence
is bad for you, says the director who inflicts violence on me. But Haneke is also
the control freak who likes to play games with chance and coincidence. Once
formulated, the paradox becomes interesting, because it ties not only Haneke in
knots, but also Haneke’s critics, who risk putting themselves into a double bind,
contradicting Haneke contradicting them.

In what follows I want to explore this idea of performative self-contradiction
in Haneke, because I think his position — and not only his — relies on what I would
call the “epistemological fallacy,” that is, the often implicit assumption that the
cinema is capable of making valid truth claims, while explicitly criticizing most
films and filmmakers, notably mainstream directors, for failing to come up to these
standards. The fallacy, in other words, puts the cinema on a pedestal, to better
push its practitioners off theirs, compounded by the implication that the cinema
is a virgin whom directors have turned into a whore, while audiences who love
this whorish cinema are themselves depraved. Embedded in Haneke’s negative
judgment about today’s cinema and its effects is an assumption beneath the assump-
tion, constantly asserted but also constantly put in question: namely, that the cin-
ema can be a vehicle for secure, grounded knowledge if only it is used in the “right”
way. But even Bazin argued that the cinema’s realism is real only to the extent
that we believe in its reality. In fact, the epistemological fallacy is typical not so
much of realist film theory, as it was proposed by advocates of neo-realism in the
1950s, as of the critiques of realist aesthetics as they have been voiced in ideological
accounts and constructivist theories since the 1970s, when Bazin’s theories,
among others, were denounced as “naive.” Haneke, a filmmaker who came to
artistic maturity in the 1970s, evidently shares this belief in “consciousness-
raising”: By forcing us to “see” something, he can make us “know” something,
and by making us know something, we will be able to act accordingly, that is, for
the betterment of ourselves and, by extension, of the world. But what if seeing
does not lead to knowing, and knowing does not enable action? Sigmund Freud
would have understood the problem, and Gilles Deleuze, in his analysis of the
movement-image, provides historical as well as film-philosophical reasons why a
cinema of consciousness-raising will remain a problematic proposition.®

One radical way of unraveling the double bind of self-contradiction in the epis-
temological fallacy would be to conceive of the cinema as something altogether
different than a “realist” medium. Several philosophers, besides Deleuze, have tried
to think this through: Jean-Luc Nancy, for instance, also chose to put the matter
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in the form of a contradiction: “the lie of the image is the truth of our world,”
elaborating around it a theory of “evidence,” which for him is an ontological cat-
egory rather than an epistemological one.” Or one might turn to another French
philosopher, Alain Badiou, for whom “[i]t is the principle of the art of the cinema
to show that it is only cinema, that its images only bear witness to the real inso-
far as they are manifestly images. It is not in turning away from appearance or in
praising the virtual that you have a chance of attaining Ideas. It is in thinking appear-
ance as appearance, and therefore as that, which from being, comes to appear,
gives itself to thought as deception of vision.”"” In other words, Badiou, too, puts
forward an “ontological” view of the cinema, where the inherent limits of vision,
its dwelling in the realm of appearances, are the very grounds on which the
cinema’s realism can be justified.

Funny Games or Mind Games?

From an epistemological perspective, Haneke, it would seem, has painted himself
into a corner, and nowhere more so than in Funny Games, which is said to confront
us with our voyeurism, but does so by brutally exploiting it. However, in terms
of the argument I am here advancing, Funny Games is disturbing mainly because
of its own kind of performative self-contradiction, that is, the unusually wide gap
between the subject of enunciation and the subject of the enunciated: a gap for
which the concept of “lying” seems radically inadequate. Peter and Paul’s jovially
polite words, contrasted with their horrible acts, their constant invitation, bordering
on reproachful admonition, to play along with the game and not be spoilsports,
while clearly announcing the lethal stakes they intend to play for, instantiate such
a purposeful discrepancy between words and actions, gesture and intent, that they
constitute an extremely potent critique of the very model of consciousness-raising,
with its chain of seeing, feeling, knowing, acting (what Deleuze would call the
sensory-motor schema of the movement-image) that Haneke implicitly needs to
appeal to in order to maintain his moral high ground. Funny Games in this respect
is comparable to, but also the reverse of, Pulp Fiction (Quentin Tarantino, 1994),
which operates a similar disjuncture, while retrieving it, making it bearable, thanks
to the different function that chance and contingency play both within Tarantino’s
story-world and in the overall narrative trajectory, which famously jumbles chro-
nology and causality, wrongfooting us in its own way into thinking that what we
are seeing is actually a happy ending, when the opposite is the case (whatever “is
the case” might mean). Funny Games” relentlessness and irreversibility — powerfully
underscored by the impossible and impossibly ironic “rewind” — highlights the one-
way contract that the film proposes to the viewer, rubbing it in that we wish for
a happy ending but won’t get one, not because that is the way life is, but because
the director has decreed it so, letting chance in by the front door, as it were, only
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then to bolt all the doors and windows from the inside. On the other hand, because
of these unresolved tensions between contingency and determinism, Funny Games
seems to me interesting precisely insofar as it is symptomatic of a wider tendency
in contemporary cinema — what I have elsewhere called “mind-game movies” —
where a number of assumptions about how we understand what we see and hear
in a film, as well as what comprises agency, are tested and renegotiated."!

My suggestion would be that besides Funny Games, Code Unknown and Caché
also qualify as mind games, albeit in ways that would have to be further specified,
for instance, with respect to agency and control. Their sado-masochistic under-
tow of revenge and guilt calls for special comment, as does the manner in
which the masters of the game in Haneke’s films reveal themselves. Although
Funny Games would seem to fit the mind-game mold almost too perfectly,
Code Unknown and Caché, while intermittently playing their own sadistic games,
also propose to us a more indeterminate or at least less deterministic way of
thinking about the cinema’s ontological and epistemological status, especially when
Haneke reinvests in the notion of game and play, distinctly different from the games
being played in Funny Games, and yet perhaps related nonetheless. If Haneke
(mark I) comes across as an unreconstructed epistemological realist, Haneke
(mark II) approximates an ontological realist, a position from which he both
revises and rescues Haneke (mark I). Although I will not be able to fully substantiate
these assertions about a possible “turn” in Haneke’s work, I risk advancing this
suggestion, not by rehearsing the classic themes of Haneke’s work, but by using
some of them to speculate on his cinema’s ontological hesitations and cognitive
switches, with their potential enfolding (or Aufhebung) in the idea of “frames” and
“games.”

Three Haneke Themes

There is widespread consensus about Haneke’s principal themes, so I hope I will
be forgiven for not speaking about “glaciation,” “repression,” Haneke’s critique
of middle-class coupledom, the bourgeois nuclear family, or his hatred of in-
stitutional life, such as schools, offices, banks, or the Austrian army, police, and
military academy.’” However, I was intrigued by the extent to which certain of
his themes have already been canonized, as can be gauged from Haneke’s French
Wikipedia entry, where one finds the following list:

« the introduction of a malevolent force into comfortable bourgeois existence, as
seen in Funny Games and Caché;

* a critique directed towards mass media, especially television, as seen in Funny
Games, where some of the characters are aware that they feature in a movie,
and Benny’s Video;
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+ the unwillingness to involve oneself in the actions and decisions of others, as
seen in Lemminge, Benny’s Video, 71 Fragmente einer Chronologie des Zufalls and Code
inconnu: Récit incomplet de divers voyages;

 characters named Georges and Anna (or some alternate version of those
names)."

Borrowing three of these themes — the “introduction of a malevolent force,” the
“media critique,” and the “unwillingness to involve oneself in the actions of
others,” I shall briefly recontextualize them, also within film history, in order to
facilitate the lead into my main argument.

The intruder as deus ex machina

The intruder or “home-invader” is a standard character/motivator of the horror
film, of course, but he is also a relatively prominent feature of the European art film.
On one level, he (and it is mostly a “he”) acts as a catalyst or “trigger” for an inter-
nal crisis of self-deconstruction or auto-implosion, often of the nuclear family unit.
An early example in Haneke is the homeless tramp who comes to knock on Evi’s
door in Lemmings, and whose hand she squashes (in a visual reference to Un chien
andalou [Luis Bufiuel, 1929]): an experience that subsequently serves as a telling
index for the degree of affective breakdown in Evi’s marriage.

Roman Polanski’s films might be cited as classic precursors of this motif — from
the young man in Knife in the Water (1962), to Repulsion (1965) and Rosemary’s Baby
(1968), via Cul-de-sac (1966), all the way to Bitter Moon (1992) and Death and the
Maiden (1994). But the acts of intrusion in Funny Games and Caché are more
comparable in their psychodynamics and social pathology to Joseph Losey’s
The Servant (1963), Sam Peckinpah’s Straw Dogs (1971), or the already mentioned
A Clockwork Orange, rather than to the films on the theme of intrusion that are
contemporaneous with Haneke’s work, such as Bin Jip/Empty Houses/ Three Irons
(2004) by Kim Ki-duk, which incidentally also features a lethal golf club, or Die
Fetten Jahre sind vorbei (Hans Weingirtner, 2004). In Caché (as in David Lynch’s
Mulholland Drive, 2001) the “malevolent” force impinging is clearly as much inside
as outside the central character; indeed, it might be identical with the family unit
(if we follow the suggestion that perhaps Pierrot, Georges’s and Anna’s son, is in
on the “game” with the tapes and drawings). In The Seventh Continent the malev-
olent force intruding is, so to speak, life itself, in its eternal recurrence of the Same.

From another perspective, however, the intruder is a positive figure: He can
open new possibilities, create forks in the road, or even introduce orders of being
that previously were not apparent. I wonder, for instance, if Haneke’s didacticism
in Caché about bourgeois mauvaise foi and his moralizing about France’s repressed
colonial past might not prevent the viewer from seeing something else in this
constellation of the bourgeois household. Is there not also the hint that the
permeability of inside and outside, of private and public, of classic individualist
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self-surveillance and the displacement or delegation of such self-monitoring to
an external agency are part of broader cultural shifts? And that these shifts
can actually be seen to have beneficial as well as nefarious effects, if not on the
individual, then on the community? The model would be what Robert Pfaller
and Slavoj Zizek have called “interpassivity,” according to which belief, con-
science, guilt, but also pleasure and enjoyment, are being “outsourced,” as it were,
and delegated to others, so that one can participate in “life” by proxy (a solution,
if you like, to the problem alluded to earlier, of knowing too much and not being
able to take responsibility and action).'* Alternatively, it would be instructive to
compare the intruder in Haneke to the intruder/outsider, say, in Pasolini’s Theorem
(1968), in Alejandro Amenabar’s The Others (2001) (an especially intriguing
example of belief and interpassivity), or, for that matter, in Lars von Trier’s films,
notably Dogville (2003). Haneke, it seems, leaves open the question of whether
the intruder in his films is malevolent, benevolent, or both, and thus he joins
other international directors in an ongoing reflection on one of the key issues
of the new century: the difficult realignment of public and private sphere, of
exclusion and inclusion, and — mostly subtly — exclusion through inclusion.”

Involving oneself in the actions and decisions of others

In addition, I want to argue that the third theme listed on Wikipedia — “the unwill-
ingness to involve oneself in the actions and decisions of others” — should be seen
as belonging to the theme of the intruder, as part of either a dialectical reversal
or an instance of interpassivity. Several of the films just mentioned explore — pre-
cisely in the context of the classic “outsider” of the European cinema (in Godard,
Wenders, Varda, Fassbinder, Angelopoulos) now having turned outsider-intruder
(in Akin, Kaurismiki, Jeunet, and others) — the idea that such intrusion need
not be intended to destroy or kill or wreak emotional havoc. The new type of
“housebreaker” is more likely to bring about a small but crucial perceptual
adjustment in “the lives of others™: elsewhere, I have called this “double occupancy”
and shown how it applies (besides The Others, The Lives of Others [Florian Henckel
von Donnersmarck, 2006], Bin-fip, Vive U'amour [Ming-liang Tsai, 1994]) even to come-
dies, such as the critically dismissed but symptomatic Euro-successes Goodbye Lenin
(Wolfgang Becker, 2003) and Le Fabuleux Destin d’Amélie Poulain ( Jean-Pierre Jeunet,
2001): films where the intruders have a more equivocal role in the commerce of
intersubjectivity and interpersonal relationships."

Critique of the media

Perhaps the most common of commonplaces about Haneke is his critique of the
mass media. One Internet blogger has conducted an interview with himself about
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Haneke. In response to the question “What about the role of the media?” his alter
ego says: “Ah, yes. The media is a reliable Haneke béte noire. He worked in
television for fifteen years and reserves for it his choicest vitriol.”"” By way of
mitigating circumstance, one could argue that Haneke, like other filmmakers,
is most eloquent in his critique — especially of the general mediatization of
domestic life, colonized by the television set — when he speaks from the mod-
ernist high perch of the less tainted, because more self-reflexive, “art (of ) cinema.”
His switch from television to feature films (motivated, he said, by the decision of
the television broadcaster who had commissioned The Seventh Continent to shelve
it unscreened) has left him, so the argument runs, more independent and free,
uncompromised by commercial pressures or having to “sell out” to the ratings.
But it seems that Haneke himself knew that any “setting oneself off from televi-
sion by making cinema” (as had been the call of directors of the New German
Cinema in the 1970s) was not an option (in countries like Germany, Austria, and
to a large extent even in France, where film production is mostly underwritten
by public service broadcasting, the taxpayer, and the occasional commercial tele-
vision company). Similarly, his 2007 remake of Funny Games in the US is an acknow-
ledgment that it is has become less credible to critique “bad” Hollywood cinema
in the name of “good” European auteur cinema (another frequent argument
in the 1970s). In fact, there are moments in Funny Games U.S. that could be seen
not only as an attack on gratuitous violence in mainstream cinema, but also as
Haneke’s auto-critique of his earlier films, such as Lemmings, when Paul explains
Peter’s behavior by calling him “a spoiled child tormented by ennui and world
weariness, weighed down by the void of existence” (an almost verbatim quote
from the earlier film), while winking at the camera.

Framing, and Reframing

A more productive way of understanding how Haneke’s films qualify for the label
“mind-game movies” and how they are able to suggest different levels of reality
or reference without playing one medium off against another — that is, cinema
against television, or art cinema against Hollywood — is to focus on a feature that
is arguably one of Haneke’s most significant contributions to the cinema today,
namely, his deployment of the cinematic frame. The choice of frame, the act of
reframing, or the refusal to move the camera in order to reframe are not only
distinctive traits of Haneke’s visual style, they are also something like an entry-
point or, indeed, a frame of reference for his moral universe and his struggle with
the relation between contingency and determinism. Again, it might be useful to
see his work at the cusp of several possibilities. On the one hand, with framing
Haneke achieves the sort of distancing effects that have earned him the epithet
“Brechtian” — with some justification, when one thinks of all the didactic framings
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that willfully withhold information that we, as spectators, are expected to expect.
This is the case with the family members in The Seventh Continent, whose faces
we do not see until some 10 or 15 minutes into the film, or the notorious kitchen
scene in Funny Games. Other kinds of framing, such as the ones in the metro in
Code Unknown, are not so readily described as Brechtian and might be called dis-
tantiation effects only insofar as they “create a distance which collapses distance,”
that is, they create an inner distance, for which there is no room or space — in
other words, almost the opposite of distancing.

This is in contrast to earlier, and again more conventionally Brechtian ways of
distancing the spectator, when Haneke is reminding us of the fact that we are watch-
ing a film. The fades to black in The Seventh Continent, the manipulation of the
video footage in Benny’s Video, the references to the cinema and the moments of
direct address in Funny Games, the film-within-a-film in Code Unknown are some
of the better-known instances, but as Code Unknown’s interrogation scene shows,
the more effective effect is to deprive the spectator of distance, which is to say, of
a “reality-versus-fiction” frame: The effect is not to make us aware of being voyeurs
and in the cinema, but to undermine even the voyeuristic ground on which we
normally arrange ourselves as cinemagoers. If until that point in the film we thought
ourselves safe and “outside,” we now realize how generally unsafe we are and
how we may be caught “inside” whenever we are in the cinema: If classical
narrative cinema’s spectator felt safe at any distance, however close he or she
got, the spectator of Haneke’s films might be said to be unsafe at any distance,
however far that person thinks he or she is. This would be a prime instance of an
ontological hesitation, requiring a cognitive switch, to which I referred earlier, and
such moments are the hallmarks of the mind-game genre.

To mind-game films also apply what Henri Bergson has said about the
image in general: “An image — situated between representation and the thing —
is forever vacillating between definitions that are incapable of framing it.”" In
other words, mind-game films propose to us images that are at once overframed
and unframed, and they thereby differ from films thematizing character sub-
jectivity or mediated consciousness. Whereas the latter — the films of, say, Atom
Egoyan, Wim Wenders, or early Haneke — use the different media technologies
of 16 and 35 mm celluloid, of camcorder home movies, grainy photographs,
or of video footage as auto-referential materials, signifying different levels of
consciousness by which to “layer,” combine, and contrast past and present,
memory and history, private and public as so many distinct “frames of reference,”
mind-game films tend to go the other way. Rather than ratcheting up the degrees
of reflexivity and self-reference, they do their utmost to remove many of these
kinds of frames, and to make their embedded frames “invisible.” It is with this
distinction in mind that one might want to reexamine Haneke’s use of framing,
and in particular his use of the plan fixe/static shot and the plan-séquence/
long take.
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The plan fixe/static shot

Despite his reputation as Brechtian, Haneke seems to have gone to some lengths
to identify himself also by a “realism” that film scholars associate with the
Bazinian tradition of realism and neo-realism. Examples often invoked are the long
takes in Code Unknown, the deep focus in the many shots through passageways,
corridors, or, most often, through open or half-open doors."”

By contrast, the scene in the metro in Code Unknown depends for its extraor-
dinarily complex effects on the unusual combination of a restricted frame
executed as a plan fixe, positioned below eye level, and coupled with deep focus.
This not only makes us uncomfortably aware of our position in space, it also
puts us initially at a considerable distance from Juliette Binoche and her verbal
assailant. In the second half of the scene this line-up is inverted, insofar as we
are now too close, at once face to face and yet included through exclusion, while
still aware of the other onlookers, once more in deep focus and thus acting as
the deferred surrogates or mirror-images of our own position in the first half
of the sequence.

Haneke is similarly purposive in his use of off-screen space, a dimension of the
cinematic image that does indeed distinguish it from television, where one rarely
if ever encounters off-screen space, at least not one that is not immediately
retrieved as on-screen space through camera movement or the reaction shot.”” More
directly conducive to the experience of an ontological switch are the scenes
where on-screen space is reframed by sound-over, for instance when in Benny’s Video
we see and hear for the second time Benny’s parents discuss how to dispose of
the girl’s body, only to be startled into realizing that this time it is Benny and the
policemen who are watching the footage, now as evidence for an indictment. This
scene thus prepares the ground — or, more precisely, it prepares the groundless
ground — for the opening scene in Caché, of which more below.

The typical effect of Haneke’s manner of framing is thus to make us aware of
a gap, to force us into a double take, or occasion a retrospective revision of our
most basic assumptions.” The different ways of framing that I have just enumerated
far too sketchily nonetheless make explicit the perceptual structure that holds us
in place, palpably inscribing the viewer at the same time as it can mark his or her
place as a non-space and a void, in contrast to the genre film (or television), which
thanks to editing and camera movement covers over the fact that what we see is
not “out there” (and we are invited to share it), but only exists because we are
“in here” (and willing to pay for it — with our attention, our fascination, our guilt-
relieving empathy). This covering over, or stitching of the spectator into the fiction,
used to be known as suture theory, and thus Haneke might be a good case to
amplify the argument most recently made by Slavoj Zizek, & propos Krzysztof
Kieslowski, about the importance of the unsutured shot as a way of obliging us
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to rethink the “ontology” of the cinema.” Going back into film history, one
could argue that the famous misunderstandings between Bertolt Brecht and
Fritz Lang when they worked together on Hangmen Also Die! (1943) revolved
precisely around this point: Where Brecht sought to introduce distantiation effect
of from the theater into Hollywood, the Hollywood veteran Lang wanted to work
with reframing and retrospective revision, with the unsutured moment or the
doubly sutured shot, in order to produce the even more unsettling effect of a world
of move and counter-move, in which the overtly sadistic deceits of the Nazi
regime could only be matched by the Czech Resistance with an even more skill-
ful deployment of unframed or doubled illusionism: indeed, such ontological
switches were the German director’s acts of anti-Nazi the resistance.”

The Opening of Caché

An altogether extraordinary and exemplary moment of reframing in Haneke’s
work is the opening of Caché, which is worthy of precisely the grand master of
the mise-en-scéne of ontological voids and of wrongfooting the spectator that I have
just introduced, namely, Fritz Lang. Haneke is able to accomplish this reframing
without moving the camera, a particular feat, reframing first through off-screen
sound and then by simultaneously reframing our perception of time, of space,
and of medium, thanks first to the credits, mimicking the computer monitor,
and then to the famous video scan-lines suddenly appearing in the image as it
is fast-forwarded.

The opening of Caché is already in line to become one of the most commented-
upon scenes in movie history, likely to take its place alongside the shower scene
in Psycho (Alfred Hitchcock, 1960) and the extended tracking shot from Touch
of Evil (Orson Welles, 1958) as the very epitome of what cinema can do like
no other art. And for similar reasons: By means that are specific, if not unique,
to film — editing, camera movement, framing — each of these scenes induces a
particular kind of vertigo which I have here called the ontological switch, typical
of the mind-game film. With these references, one is not only able to give
Haneke an impressive cinematic pedigree, but one also comes to regard him as
one of those directors who helps us understand if not the true condition of cin-
ema as a negative ontology, then certainly as one who pinpoints a significant
development of the cinema in the new century, whether one thinks of it as “post-
photographic” or not.

Among the literally hundreds of reviews of Caché on the Internet, all discuss
the opening scene. Surprisingly many of them grasp one of the essential points
of Haneke’s reframing, namely, that it functions first on the temporal axis, by
radically disturbing our sense of chronology and temporal hierarchies of past,
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present, future, and even future anterior. Already in his earlier films, the articu-
lation of time, and with it the different temporal registers inherent in the cine-
matic flow, was an important resource for Haneke. It generally took the form of
proleptic or metaleptic shifts (that is, foreshadowing later or recalling earlier
moments), rather than employing the more conventional tropes of flashbacks,
interior monologue, or subjective time. As an example: The enigmatic final scene
of Caché is made even more so by the possibility that it might be proleptic
insofar as it might form a loop or Moebius strip with the film’s opening, such
that the ending of the film is in fact the beginning of the plot, in the sense of
being chronologically prior to the beginning, even though shown at the end. In
other words, Haneke leaves open the possibility that the scene between Pierrot
and Majid’s son may precede rather than follow the suicide and the dénouement.
On the other hand, as we saw, metalepsis, that is, retrospective revision, is much
more frequent, with just about every one of Haneke’s films having a moment
where framing and reframing wrongfoots us as to the time or place of what
we thought we saw or recognized. Indeed, it is these moments of metalepsis that
give his films their seeming power — appreciated as “uncanny” by some, rejected
as manipulation or “cheating” by others — to invade the spectator’s psychic
and emotional life, in much the same way as his intruders invade the self-
contented “happy families” of his films. In fact, the playing off of one medium
against the other, or of “live” versus “recorded” action, discussed earlier as a
kind of residual Brechtianism, can itself be reframed as significant mainly in
respect of the almost imperceptible time shifts thereby effected. Their payoff
is invariably small ontological shocks, as from a low-voltage cattle prod, achieved
by what I now want to call Haneke’s particular metaleptic indexicality, that is,
the way he obliges the viewer to enter into a series of retrospective revisions
that leave him or her suspended, unsettled, and ungrounded, yet powerfully
aware of his or her physical presence in the here-and-now of the moment of
viewing.

By refusing the reverse-shot in Caché’s opening, Haneke not only inhibits “suture,”
or the binding of the spectator into the diegesis, he also introduces as part of
his narrative space that ontological no-go area, namely, the space in front, first
theorized by Noél Burch in the 1970s and occasionally exploited by avant-garde
filmmakers.” This space in front is not what is in front of the camera, the pro-
filmic space, but rather the space in front of the screen, the space in front of the
image, but also part of the image — if such a space is conceivable. It is usually
elided in feature films (at least those of the classical period: in Griffith and early
cinema it is very much present, and fully signifying, for instance in the famous
“breadline” scene in A Corner in Wheat [1909] or in An Unseen Enemy [1912]). Said
to undermine or suspend the status of external referentiality, this space in front
becomes crucial whenever a director (Lang, Hitchcock, Welles, Bufiuel, or Polanski
are obvious examples) puts the world of reference under erasure in order to either
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make the spectator fall into the ontological void, or to direct our attention else-
where, usually at ourselves.”

Gaming: The Loop of Necessity

The attention that Haneke directs elsewhere is, as just argued, in the first instance
to us, the spectators, making us hyperconscious not only of our physical here-
and-now, but (in Hitchcock-Lang fashion) also of our position as watchers being
watched, watching: watched by the very same instance, in Caché, that stalks the
protagonists in the film and delivers the tapes. That such a tightening spiral of
spectatorial self-reference has ethical repercussions as well as ontological impli-
cations is demonstrated by a perspicacious comment from Steven Shaviro:

What's most powerful about Caché is that it not only decrees guilt, but cranks the
guilt up to a self-reflexive level: the guilt is reduced or managed by the flattery and
privilege that we retain while observing all this; but such a meta-understanding itself
creates a new, higher-order sense of guilt, which in turn is cushioned by a new,
higher-order sense of self-congratulation as to our superior insight, which in turn
is an unquestioned privilege that, when comprehended, leads to a yet-higher-level
meta-sense of guilt, and so on ad infinitum. There’s complete blockage, no escape
from this unending cycle. The experience of the film is one both of self-disgust and
of a liberation, through aestheticization, from this self-disgust.*

In Shaviro’s description, a closed loop of guilt and insight into the guilt opens
up, with neither producing the kind of understanding that might lead to action.
It is similar to the loop I have characterized as “ontological,” where each time a
possible ground for reference appears, it is pulled from under us, to open up another
gap, and to reveal the groundlessness of cinema’s mode of viewing the world. Caché
would thus also instantiate what I have argued is Haneke’s first level of performa-
tive self-contradiction, namely, the fallacy that seeing can lead to knowing and
knowing to action. Caché, in other words, continues the auto-critique I claimed
was present in Code Unknown, making self-contradiction the very resource of Haneke’s
film philosophy, as it were, and yet another sign that Haneke is aware of the pro-
ductive double bind at the heart of his work. Corresponding to what Shaviro calls
the oscillation between self-disgust and liberation on the part of the spectator are,
perhaps, on the part of the director not so much his well-known sadism, but instead
a tragic insight that helps renew his intellectual and creative energies. It may even
give us a glimpse of the ecstatic side — the moments of jouissance — sustaining
Haneke’s apparently irredeemably gloomy world view. Put differently: God is near-
est when all exits are blocked, when the trap is sprung and shut tight, and only
a Pascalian wager or leap of faith can rescue the fallen soul.
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Game Control, Remote Control

The idea of a wager, but also the mention of God, brings me to the other aspect
of what I have called Haneke’s performative self-contradiction, namely, the sense
I have in his films of a control freak playing games with contingency and chance.
The question that all his films raise, implicitly in some, but most often quite
explicitly, is: Who plays with whom, by what means, and who is in control?

Put in a nutshell, one could say that those entities playing God in Haneke tend
to extend the scope of their control the further they remove themselves from the
scene. In Benny’s Video, it is Benny who wants to be master over life and death
but who in the end hands himself and his parents over to another authority; in
Funny Games, the young men may be playing God, but they claim to be controlled,
or rather, remote-controlled, by us as spectators, creating the diabolical loop of
agency that is meant to produce in us the spiral of voyeurism and guilt, desire
and its disavowal, which Shaviro has pinpointed in Caché. In Code Unknown, it is
the invisible but audible director of the film-within-the film who so uncomfort-
ably morphs in and out of the film we are watching, while in Caché there is not
even a voice: the ubiquitous, omniscient, omnipresent God of the tapes — at once
remote and “outside,” yet totally “inside” as well.

Furthermore, in Caché, the kind of zero-degree of “groundlessness,” the sort
of void in the cinematic system of representation that yawns before us, is such
that, once we have recovered from the shock, we are invited to try and “fill in,”
mainly thanks to the thriller narrative, providing us with an epistemic bait, the
identity of the stalker and his motives. However, by the same token, it makes
the historical referent, namely, the colonial legacy, and its purported ideological
referent, latent racism, or bourgeois guilt and complacency, no more than that:
also a bait, and thus, quite logically, something that can turn out to be merely a
hook. On the other hand, there may also be another, equally specific historical
inscription, which relates not to France but to Germany, and to Haneke’s gener-
ation, preoccupied as it was — and still is — with Vergangenheitsbewiltigung. For proof
of such a link, one needs not only to look more closely at the notion of the direc-
tor as God, but also to ask oneself in what sense this God is obsessively playing
games with contingency and chance, and why.

Chronology of Contingencies: A Historical Trauma

One of the most remarkable things about 71 Fragmente einer Chronologie des Zufalls
(71 Fragments of a Chronology of Chance) is surely its title — which seems not so much
a title as a program, a motto, albeit one to which Haneke is dedicating his creative
life. Eine Chronologie des Zufalls — a chronology of chance — seems a fitting oxymoron
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by which to advertise another layer of the performative self-contradiction I have
been trying to track, because how can chronology — the ordered sequence of tem-
poral succession — be reconciled or made compatible with Zufall, signifying accident,
collision, or chance encounter — the very epitome of randomness and contingency?

In the film of this title, for instance, the fixed camera positions in the “fragments”
have nothing accidental/coincidental about them. Their selection and angles, as
well as the length of the scenes, are all (pre)determined by the director, as is the
predetermined outcome of all these mosaic pieces, which we learn from the first
intertitles. The film may purport to be about chance, but it is the chance of a
jigsaw puzzle, which can be laid out and assembled in only one way if it is to
yield one particular “image.”

On the other hand, one can easily see the chronology of contingency as offer-
ing a modality of both “control” and “chance,” a way out of random senselessness
and predestination, a condition of freedom, if you like, and with it the possibility
that it might also be otherwise. A small scene in 71 Fragments beautifully indicates
this point in time and space of forking paths, of the moment when things could
have gone the other way. This is the game of pick-up sticks between the ping pong-
practicing student and his computer software friend. They are just taking time
out after having successfully programmed the solution to a Rubic cube-type puzzle
that has been played at various points earlier, and which necessitated a kind of
“Gestalt-switch” in order to be correctly solved. The unstated implication is that
at this “game” (of pick-up sticks), the student might have lost the newly acquired
gun to his friend, and would thus have been prevented from using it when his
nerves snapped in the bank.

Fig. 1.1 The pick-up sticks game. 71 Fragments of a Chronology of Chance (1994), dir.
Michael Haneke, prod. Veit Heiduschka.
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A more directly historical reference comes into view, however, if one compares
Haneke’s chronology of contingency with a famous saying by another German
director, Alexander Kluge: “Tausend Zufille, die im Nachhinein Schicksal heissen”
(“a thousand coincidences that afterwards, in retrospect, are called ‘fate’”),” a phrase
which in Kluge functions as an answer to the always present, if implicitly stated,
question, “How could it have come to this?,” where “this” invariably stands for the
German disaster of the Nazi regime, World War II, and the Holocaust. 71 Fragments
purports to be about a different “this,” but it, too, poses the same question.

The question posed to us, the (re)viewers, must be something like this: If it is
possible, indeed inevitable, to read Haneke’s early films also against this obses-
sional foil of German political and cultural debates of the 1960s and 1970s, then
the so-called glaciation films must also be seen as answers to this key generational
question. They would be the sort of retroactive effect — that is, in a series of met-
aleptic slippages — of the hypothetical cause: How small steps of frustration, anger,
envy, and humiliation can bring people — a people — to give themselves (to “out-
source” themselves to) a fascist Ubervater and malevolent God. 71 Fragments can
be read within such a set of presuppositions, as can Benny’s Video. Performative
self-contradiction would then be Haneke’s very personal way of bearing the burden
of his generation, as well as of his country of birth, to which he belongs, no matter
how far he has moved, whether geographically or in his films” subject matter.

This line of interpretation would also help place in a more layered, but also
more historically determinate context another recurring feature of Haneke’s films:
the tendency to play with the possibility of rewinding the film of the characters’
lives. While these scenes, for example in Benny’s Video and Funny Games, are usu-
ally interpreted as yet more instances of meta-cinematic reflexivity, they could be
read, when seen against the backdrop of what I have elsewhere called the tem-
porality of regret typical of the New German Cinema, also as attempts, however
doomed or derided, to undo what we know cannot be reversed, even if this
had been the result of a concatenation of circumstances and accidents. Brigitte
Peucker hints at such a possibility when commenting on Benny’s obsessive replay
of his video: “Necrophilic fascination may be one explanation for his behavior,
but another aim is the control of narrative flow and time: he manipulates this
footage in order — half-seriously — to interfere with the inevitability of its narra-
tive and to reverse ‘reality.” ”** In light of such an impossible, but also impossibly
fraught, desire, punished in Funny Games, obliquely endorsed in Benny’s Video,
the fast-forward in Caché also assumes a further layer, giving what I have called
Haneke’s metaleptic moments their special ethical charge.

Gaming: Play

How does any of this relate to that other idea of game, also present in Haneke,
and which I argued might provide a way out of the epistemological fallacy, as well
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as untying the performative self-contradictions, however much they might pro-
vide moments of jouissance to the director and moments of frisson and thrill to
his audiences?

Here, I need to appeal to the special status of games, namely, that they constitute
a contract between two or more parties, freely entered into of one’s own accord,
but, once agreed to, rules apply that cannot be renegotiated or arbitrarily changed.
A game is also open-ended — otherwise it is rigged — but nonetheless obliges one
to stick to the rules, and these are predetermined. Games in this sense are thus
parables of the intertwining of free will and determinism, and at the limit
performative — indeed addictive — double binds or self-contradictions.

This is one level at which the game metaphor is operative and instantiated in
Haneke’s work, and where, as we saw, the frame sets the rules, regulating dis-
tance and proximity, and thus conceiving of the world in terms of subject—object
relations, so that to enter is to hand over one’s freedom to someone determined
to exercise control, to the point of turning the viewing subject into the object.
Yet there is another level, where gaming introduces a different set of terms, and
may indeed propose a different paradigm altogether. In a discussion of Funny Games,
Roy Grundmann details several levels of the game that the boys are playing with
the family. It is the last one that concerns me here: “Their ultimate rationale is
found on the third level of the game, the film’s explicit, perversely playful acknow-
ledgment that these ‘funny games’ are enacted only because there’s an audience
for them — us viewers.””

Again, my suggestion would be to see this not only as proof of reflexivity and
a meta-level self-reference, but also as an indication that the idea of play here involves
a particular kind of contract: If, as Grundmann’s third level suggests, the relevant
level of referentiality is the film performance, the film experience, the film fact,
then each film must propose to the spectator the set of rules by which it wants
to be “played”. This pragmatic — or semio-pragmatic — perspective is implicitly
present in every Hollywood film, which in its opening scenes, and often already
in its credits, provides the viewer with a kind of instruction manual, a sometimes
more, sometimes less easily decodable set of clues as to the type of contract it
intends to honor. European cinema is less overt about this, insofar as it is usually
a matter of the director speaking to the audience across his or her characters. In
the case of Haneke, as indeed with other directors of what I have called “mind-
game films,” this direct voice has increasingly taken the form of a game between
the director and the audience. Haneke’s acknowledged mastery lies in the way
he manages to combine stern control over his mind games, while only indirectly
revealing himself to either his characters or the audience. Yet there are glimpses
and moments — at the margins of these parables — also of another form of game,
one more in line with what I have called a pragmatic view, but which also brings
me back to the “ontological” view of the cinema, as outlined by Alain Badiou in
an earlier passage. This would imply that the director does not so much play the
sadistic God as one who is as concerned as we, the spectators, are with “that, which



PERFORMATIVE SELF-CONTRADICTIONS 71

from being, gives itself to thought as deception of vision” (Badiou), or who can
come to terms with the paradox that “the lie of the image is the truth of our world”
(Jean-Luc Nancy). It would mean attempting to engage with the world, via the
cinema, and thus to enter into a different kind of wager or “game,” now, as it
were, on the far side of predetermined rules or control.

I have found at least three moments in Haneke’s films that intimate what such
a different game might signify. One refers to a diegetic moment, in Benny’s Video,
which Brigitte Peucker describes in terms of a kind of epiphany, and which
precedes Benny’s handing over of the tape to the police. Benny and his mother
are on holiday in Egypt, without the father, who meanwhile has to dispose of
the murdered girl's body. At a time of utter tragedy, guilt, moral squalor, and
impending disaster, the two of them, each armed with a video camera, seem to
be experiencing a time out of time, a deeply resonant moment of freedom, at once
a pre-Oedipal fusion of the mother—child dyad and the utopian moment of art
and creativity — made possible because of the cameras, rather than (as one would
expect) in spite of them. It is as if the very instrument of Benny’s alienation — the
video camera — is here enlisted to exorcise the damage it has done.

My second example is the school entrance scene at the end of Caché. Whether
we decide to place it chronologically at the end or at the beginning of the plot,
or whatever we think its significance might be, the scene — filmed as a static long
shot and held for what seems like an eternity — requires us to enter into a game
of open-ended surmise. Given that we are too remote to hear what is being said
and the composition is too flat and distributive for us to know exactly where to
focus our attention, this lack of focus becomes the very point of the scene: It
functions as a form of invitation to change our mode of perception, to begin to
“read” flatness, instead of depth, and thus to rely not solely on the ocular-centric
perspectivism of classical representation.

My final example is one that is both diegetically relevant and requires our active
inclusion as the audience: I am referring to the framing scenes of Code Unknown,
where at the end the mute children still play their game, and they persist in play-
ing, offering “a pre-verbal state of pure, ecstatic communion/communication using
the sound and rhythms of tribalistic drums.” In a code that remains “unknown”
to most of us, they thus extend an invitation, an opening up, whereas Anne, chang-
ing the code on her front door to stop Georges from gaining entry, seems to shut
herself in. The next generation, whatever their handicap, the film seems to say,
is still capable of playing the game of communication, however fraught it is
with misunderstanding or plain incomprehension. And because no subtitles are
provided, we too have to enter into the game in order to be present and to
participate. As one commentator put it: “These bookend deaf children frame the
film and seem to say that the consequences of Babel are artistry and ingenuity,
not silence and despair.”*

Playing the game before knowing the rules is no doubt a risky undertaking,
but in certain circumstances this might be the necessity that gives us a measure
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of freedom. If Haneke’s films have, from the beginning, proclaimed that there is
no outside to the inside of the mediatized world, then “the lie of the image” and
“deceptive vision” can only be redeemed once we can also understand “the truth
of our world” as the game we all are obliged to play, even if none yet knows the
code. Beyond performative self-contradiction, this ontological choice is our chal-
lenge, but also our chance — now in both senses of the word, and I trust this is
also the way Haneke understands it to be understood.

Notes

1 Haneke’s ambivalences of the ocular-centric view of cinema are touched upon in Karl
Suppan (1996).

See, for instance, Mattias Frey (2003).

3 The first collection of auteurist essays on Haneke was Michael Haneke und seine Filme,
edited by Alexander Horwath (Vienna: Europaverlag, 1991).

4 For a sample of the director’s blend of Aristotelian aesthetics and Brechtian politics,
see Michael Haneke (1992).

5 Thomas Elsaesser (2005).

Other European directors who are brought up in one Christian religion but tend to
the values of other ones are Krzysztof Kieslowski, Jacques Rivette, Lars von Trier,
and Tom Tykwer.

7 On K. O. Apel’s performative self-contradictions, see Matthias Kettner (1993).

8 For an attempt at a Deleuzian reading of Haneke, see Mattias Frey (2002).

9 Georges Didi-Huberman, paraphrasing Jean-Luc Nancy, in a lecture in Amsterdam,
March 10, 2005. Didi-Huberman was referring to a passage from The Ground of
the Image, where Nancy notes: “If truth is what lends itself to verification, then the
image is unverifiable unless it is compared with an original, which one assumes it
must resemble. But this assumption is a discourse that you will have introduced, to
which the image gives no legitimacy. If truth is what is revealed or manifested from
itself, it is not only the image that is always true, it is truth that is, of itself, always
image (being in addition and simultaneously image of itself).” Jean-Luc Nancy,
“Distinct Oscillation,” The Ground of the Image (2005: 76-7).

10 Alain Badiou (2005: 129).

11 Thomas Elsaesser (2009).

12 For a good summary of Haneke’s themes, see Christopher Sharrett (2004). (This inter-
view is reprinted in this volume.)

13 See fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Michael Haneke (accessed June 2007).

14 Robert Pfaller (2003) and Slavoj ZiZek, “The Interpassive Subject.”

15 Haneke often supplements the inner framing by an unexpected outer framing, to draw
attention to this dynamic of exclusion and inclusion — via editing and the multiple
boundaries and enframings it makes possible. An intriguing example of “exclusion
through inclusion” occurs at one of the dinner parties in Caché, when the black woman
guest is absent in her very un(re)marked presence and, as I recall, is almost as
decoratively silent as a cigar store Indian.

16 See Thomas Elsaesser (2006).



PERFORMATIVE SELF-CONTRADICTIONS 73

17 “Code Unknown: An Auto-Dialogue.”

18 Henri Bergson, Matiére et mémoire, quoted in Gilles Deleuze (1992: 61).

19 Brigitte Peucker (2004) calls these compositions “Haneke’s signature shots,” although
she associates them more with a meta-cinematic level of self-reference to the cinematic
apparatus than with neo-realist deep-staging. I would argue that the reference to both
neo-realism and the cinematic apparatus is apposite, however much this seems at
first glance contradictory.

20 Examples of off-screen space not retrieved or sutured by a reverse shot occur
famously in Benny’s Video, when the girl is dying off-frame; in Funny Games, when
the son is killed off-frame; and in Code Unknown, when the neighbors” child is phys-
ically abused and presumably killed.

21 'This contrasts with, but is also complemented by, a mise-en-scéne that — as in many
horror films — maintains another kind of division, namely, that whereby the viewer
is affectively sharing the emotional point of view of the victim, while the framing
obliges him or her to share the point of view of the perpetrator, in short, the author
of the misery or torment inflicted on the characters.

22 Slavoj Zizek (2001).

23 See Gerd Gemiinden (1999).

24 Noél Burch (1981).

25 Evidently, such a scene, coming at the very opening, puts us on red alert as well as
on our guard, drawing attention to the conditions of spectatorship, specifically in the
cinema, but also perhaps more generally in the world itself — the world viewed, as
we might paraphrase Cavell, who understood this as an ontological rather than an
epistemological issue.

26 The Pinocchio Theory (Steven Shaviro), www.shaviro.com/Blog/?p=476.

27 Alexander Kluge and Oskar Negt (1981: 47).

28 Brigitte Peucker (2004).

29 Roy Grundmann (2007).

30 See theeveningclass.blogspot.com/2006/02/blogathon-no-2-michael-hanekes-code.html
(accessed June 4, 2007).
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Five Tapes, Four Halls,
Two Dreams

Vicissitudes of Surveillant Narration in
Michael Haneke’s Caché

Thomas Y. Levin

While most of the critical response to Michael Haneke’s 2005 feature Caché
(“Hidden”) has noted its unusual and foregrounded appropriation of surveillance,
the film’s particular mobilization of surveillant audiovisuality and temporality (e.g.,
unusually long and static shots seemingly lacking in any diegetically attributable
point of view) is almost never subjected to critical reading as a narrative practice.
The perceived centrality of political allegory in Caché seems to have licensed a tsunami
of thematic interpretations of the film." What this essay will explore, instead, is
the aesthetic politics of the film’s mise-en-scéne of the surveillant.” Caché’s intriguing
narrative mobilization of surveillance effectively undergoes a fundamental trans-
formation over the course of the film — so it will be argued here — such that by
the time we get to the last shot, the concluding long take on the steps of the Lycée
Stéphane Mallarmé, the nervous and unsettling quality of what could be described
as a panoptic undecidability — which is the intriguing stylistic signature of much of
the first half of the film — is now strikingly absent. Indeed, having operated as the
motor of the film’s diegetic call to ethical conscience, what I will call the film’s
surveillant narration has, by the end of the film, produced a spectatorial position
that is, in fact, fully identified with the panoptic. As a result, irrespective of what the
film may be doing at the thematic level, the aesthetic politics of Caché’s narra-
tional economy is utterly at odds with its ostensible media-critical stance.

Some readers have suggested that the final scene in Caché — the very long immo-
bile take of the children leaving the school — is so narratively unmarked that it
could easily be placed at the beginning of the film (in the fashion of the brief shot
of the cowboy aiming and firing his gun directly at the camera/audience which
usually appears at the end of The Great Train Robbery [Edwin S. Porter, 1903]
but was sometimes also placed at the beginning). This claim, I believe, is deeply
mistaken, for it fails to recognize the degree to which this final shot has a very
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specific narrative function carefully constructed by the film’s complex internal econ-
omy of surveillant narration. It is only once this economy has been grasped that
one can understand not only why the final shot must come at the end, but also
how it plays a very specific role in the logic of the film’s moralist invocation of
surveillance. I will attempt to sketch that logic through the following close
analysis of a series of key moments in Caché; specifically, five tapes, four halls, and
two dreams.

From the very start of the film, the fascinatingly long, static, and ultimately
complex opening shot that establishes the film’s first, and crucial, internal norm,
there is a curious tension. In many ways, of course, this sequence bears none of the
classic hallmarks of ciné-surveillance: The patina of the image is high-definition
and color (not the grainy black and white of classic surveillance videotape), the
camera angle is straight-on (eschewing both the fish-eye perspective of a wide-
angle lens and the classic high-angle surveillance point of view), and the shot is
completely static (employing neither the mechanical back-and-forth pan of
CCTYV fame, nor the multiple screens of Time Code [Mike Figgis, 2000]). It is nev-
ertheless a very specific temporal feature of this opening sequence — its extended
duration and the concomitant recalibration of eventhood — that gives it its
surveillant signature. This is only exacerbated by the credits themselves, which —
expanding the on-image writing characteristic of the surveillant feed (which
usually consists only in a date and time stamp, camera number and placement,
etc.) — unfold interminably in data-entry fashion and ultimately form a rectangular
shape (a screen perhaps?), the title of the film “hidden” within the textual mass
(Fig. 2.1). Why are these credits so small? Could it be that the strikingly minus-
cule font size which requires the spectators to really work to make out what’s
there puts these viewers in a scrutinizing position which, as we will discover in a
moment, is rather analogous to Georges’s hermeneutic puzzlement (when view-
ing the first videotape) at the strange trace of the daily life outside his house that
has burst into his domestic space? What might be at stake in this isomorphism
of the spectatorial position of the film audience and that of the various forms of
spectatorship staged within the film?

The long opening take is marked not only by its duration but also by a com-
plex series of reframings on the part of the spectators as they attempt to estab-
lish the semiotic status of the shot. We first take it to be a still photograph and
then recognize certain cues (sound, minimal movement within the frame) that
reveal it to be a time-based image. We then assume that this footage is in the pre-
sent tense but subsequently recognize that what it captures belongs to a (soon to
be specified) time past while what is present is its status (revealed by the sound-
track) as a trace being re-viewed, a recognition subsequently confirmed and fore-
grounded by the fast-forwarding of the image as videotape. In other words, despite
its surveillant signature, what the tape indexes is not simply what it depicts but
rather the fact of its status as something being viewed. Indeed, one could say that
what we see in the first scene of Caché is somebody discovering by watching the
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Fig. 2.1 Opening credits. Caché (2005), dir. Michael Haneke, prod. Andrew Colton
and Veit Heiduschka.

fact that they are being watched. The narrative deployment of surveillant video-
tape in cinema seems to have an elective affinity for such metaleptic indexicality,
to use Thomas Elsaesser’s felicitous coinage,’ which enables this sort of footage
to serve a wide range of narrational functions.’ It is of course tempting to read
the very similar retrospective recasting that we undertake as spectators of the open-
ing of Caché as the performance of what we will eventually recognize as the film’s
central gesture, to the extent that here we enact spectatorially what the film posits
as the ethical imperative for its main character Georges: a retrospective re-vision,
a rereading of a past that is (in his case) repressed and/or traumatic. In any event,
one can certainly read the fast-forwarding of the tape — marked here by the rip-
pling in the image (Fig. 2.2) — as the moment when the metalepsis (heretofore
entirely acoustic) becomes inscribed visually in the readable trace of the image
as a videotape-being-viewed. Indeed, the fast-forward could also be read as reveal-
ing the character of that viewing (both Georges’s and ours) as a search for event-
hood, the ripple marking visually the desire — schooled by a certain economy
of narrative cinema — for a specific pace of events (sometimes called “action”)
largely absent in surveillant temporality. The tape, Anne tells us in the voice-over,
runs for over two hours without much of anything happening. What they are search-
ing for is in fact nothing other than an event, in this case something that indexes
the duration temporally, a time code or other form of temporal marker that might
reveal when (and in turn by whom) this sequence was shot (in this case it is the
moment Georges leaves the house).

As if to foreground the specifically surveillant signature of the temporality of
the film’s opening sequence, the two subsequent scenes are effectively variations
on a durational theme, each of which iterate in formally very different ways the
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Fig. 2.2 Ripples in the image. Caché (2005), dir. Michael Haneke, prod. Andrew
Colton and Veit Heiduschka.

durational character — and concomitant anxiety — characteristic of the panoptic
narration in what we will soon learn is only the first of a series of surveillant video-
tapes. The first of these durational variants is a complex three-minute-sequence
shot that relentlessly tracks into the kitchen and then back out to the dining room.”
The next scene in the pool is also a long, continuous shot which is marked by a
more insistent (parental?) observational formalism in the relentlessness of its up
and down tilt. The signifying rift between the audio and visual components of
the opening scene is here rehearsed in the subtle disconnect between the sonic
trace of the attention of the acousmatic coach (who comments on the swimming
technique of each of the three boys’ “turns”) and the visual focus of the camera,
which relentlessly follows Pierrot and only Pierrot. What these two scenes
already manifest, albeit in ways that only become legible retrospectively (and which
will hopefully become clearer through what follows), is the surveillant dimension
of the film’s narration even when and where it is not thematically motivated.
Against the background of this newly established internal temporal norm — all
scenes in the film so far having been of extended, indeed excessive and foregrounded
duration — the pool scene cuts abruptly to yet another, this one seemingly a noc-
turnal iteration of the opening surveillant shot with nearly identical framing and
stasis (Fig. 2.3). Based on our experience with the previous instance of this sort
of largely still panoptic temporality, we anticipate (according to another of the
film’s internal norms) the moment when this shot will also in turn be reframed,
its indexicality metaleptically recast by a voice-over or by some work on the image
as the object of a diegetic gaze. But this time the only sound from the image is
local and there is not a ripple or any other indication that it too is a taped sequence.
Our search for a cue that will also reveal this image as one that is being watched
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Fig. 2.3 The house at night. Caché (2005), dir. Michael Haneke, prod. Andrew
Colton and Veit Heiduschka.

within the diegesis is in vain. So how do we read this scene? Is it not just as
“unmarked” as the final scene, if taken on its own? But that is just the point — it
cannot be taken on its own but must be read, indeed can only be read, in relation
to what has preceded it and what follows. And this will turn out to be crucial.
While the status of this sequence at this point is strictly undecidable within Caché’s
narrative economy, the lack of alternative options to account for it opens up an
intriguing possibility which (for reasons I hope will become clear) is not available
for the final scene: One could say that here the narration itself is functioning in a
surveillant manner, that is, that the diegetic issue of the surveillant observation of
tape #1 has here become the very condition of the film’s narration as such.

To get a sense of what this might mean, consider what I would insist is the
paradigmatic instance of this migration of surveillance from the thematic and
diegetic to the very condition of the narration itself, the final scene in Francis Ford
Coppola’s magisterial The Conversation (Fig. 2.4). In this closing sequence we find
the film’s paranoid hero Harry Caul suddenly confronted with the terrifying
fact that now he is being listened to in his own home. Determined to uncover the
condition of possibility of this invasive violation, he systematically takes apart his
living quarters to find the bug — but to no avail. In the film’s final shot we are
shown Caul, sitting in the ruins of his deconstructed domesticity, from a high-angle
camera that pans back and forth and back and forth, its foregrounded mechanical
regularity formally invoking the movement of a surveillance camera. But, as I have
argued at greater length elsewhere,’ this panoptic device is not in Harry’s space
(since otherwise this surveillance expert would certainly have found it). Harry
cannot locate this CCTV device because it is in a space that is epistemologically
unavailable to him; the camera here is no longer part of but instead the very
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Fig. 2.4 Harry Caul (Gene Hackman) in the ruins of his apartment. The Conversation
(1974), dir. and prod. Francis Ford Coppola.

condition of possibility of the narrative space he inhabits. In short, the narration of
the film as such has itself become surveillant, the explicit focus of the diegesis has
begun to contaminate the extra-diegetic as well.” Returning now to the curious
nocturnal surveillance scene in Caché, its very lack of any clear reframing cues
(which would provide a diegetic source for its gaze) puts the viewer into a sort
of hermeneutic overdrive, with his or her attention recalibrated to attend to the
smallest detail, be it a passing car or the wind rustling the leaves. Exactly halfway
through the scene a car arrives and as it parallel parks it exposes with its head-
lights a shadow of something that one is tempted to say looks like a movie camera.
Is this a cue, a blooper, a Rorschach-like test of our hermeneutic projection — or
perhaps what one might call a MacGuffin of surveillant narration? In any case,
Georges eventually appears in the shot and walks towards and enters his house;
a light is turned on — and that’s it. Nothing else. The scene simply provides
narrative information (Georges has returned home at night), but now does so using
the vocabulary — static camera, surveillant duration, and identical framing — of the
earlier diegeticized surveillant scene. As in the final scene of The Conversation, a
surveillant activity that was previously the explicit object of attention within the
narrative here seemingly has become the signature of the film’s narrative activity itself.

The reframing we expected but were denied in this scene is then immediately
provided literally and figuratively in the next scene in which, having cut to Georges
speaking directly to the camera on the set of his literary TV talk show, as the shot
pulls away (reframing him to include the guests on his program), we have an erup-
tion of an acousmatic voice which instructs everyone not to get up during the
credits — which we do not see.® As Georges leaves the set to take a phone call we
cut to a close-up of a crude child’s drawing and two remote controls (Fig. 2.5)
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Fig. 2.5 Two remote controls. Caché (2005), dir. Michael Haneke, prod. Andrew
Colton and Veit Heiduschka.

with Anne explaining in voice-over that yet another surveillant envoi (tape #2) was
wrapped in it. The film then cuts to the same nocturnal shot of the house which
was just shown, except now marked from the start by what we recognize (and were
cued by the presence of the remote controls to read) as the ripples of the VCR
rewind. This is significant, for Georges is here rewinding within the diegesis what
we as spectators have already seen; the narration could thus be said to be effec-
tively implicating us in the surveillant intrusion into Georges’s life. Moreover, the
reason Georges cannot find out who is “behind” the surveillance tapes is thus
similar to the reason Harry Caul could not find the surveillant device in his
apartment: The “sources” of the surveillance are epistemologically unavailable
to both because in each case it is the narration itself that is watching.

The temptation here to read the rewind direction marked by the ripples in the
image figurally — “going backward” as the mise-en-scéne of recollection? — is then
encouraged by a most curious montage immediately following the iteration of
what my own hermeneutic overdrive (perhaps the déformation professionnelle of
people who work on surveillance?) wants to read as a silhouetted camera: the shot
of a bloody-mouthed North African child (Fig. 2.6), himself an invocation of the
child’s drawing of a bloody-mouthed stick figure that opened the scene, looking
up as if startled and wiping his mouth. We now begin to read the surveillant image
no longer simply as the object of a diegetic viewing by Georges and Anne (as before),
but increasingly as a psychologized point of view belonging solely to Georges. This
subjective cast of the surveillant image is emphasized by Georges’s distracted non-
response to the repeated voice-over questions by his wife: “Qu’est-ce qu’il y a?”
(“What is it?”) and then a few seconds later, “Qu’est-ce qui s’est passé?” (What
happened?”), and then again, after a few moments, “Georges!” — to which he responds,
“Quoir” ("“What?”) and then, “Rien, rien. Je . . . Je suis fatigué” (“Nothing, nothing.
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Fig. 2.6 The bloody-mouthed boy. Caché (2005), dir. Michael Haneke, prod.
Andrew Colton and Veit Heiduschka.

I...T'm just tired”). Might this explain why, when we cut back to the drawing
at the end of the scene we no longer see two remotes (figures of diegetic VCR
watching) but only one: Not only is Georges’s relation to these images no longer
simply televisual or spectatorial (it is in the process of becoming something else),
but also he is no longer “in control” of the remote (i.e., of the [repressed] past),
which is here returning with a vengeance.

The last of the film’s (hermeneutic) internal norms established here — read scenes
marked by surveillant features as somehow a psychological manifestation or
externalization of Georges’s subjectivity — is confirmed by the next surveillant envoi
(tape #3), which arrives (wrapped in the now de rigueur drawing) during the dinner
party. This tape first violates at least two other internal norms: (1) surveillance
tapes are always images of the outside of Anne and Georges’s house; and (2) such
tapes will always be marked by the ripples of a “fast-forward” and/or “rewind”
that themselves betray the full-screen image of the tapes as images being watched
(a violation whose frequency here risks making violation and its concomitant unset-
tling a new internal norm). Tape #3 is a video shot from inside a car (a fact empha-
sized by the windshield wipers; Fig. 2.7). This clearly readable framing has the
effect of foregrounding the agency at work in the surveillance video, which was much
more “unmarked” (even if no less of an issue) in the stasis and extended duration
of the previous tapes. Indeed, this inscription of a foregrounded surveillant
agency is rendered even more pronounced by the sudden 90-degree pan that reveals
a country house which — as Georges explains in voice-over to the astonished (silent)
dinner guests and fellow diegetic spectators of the surveillant envoi — was his child-
hood home. At this moment, the now full-screen image of the house is exclusively
Georges’s point of view since he alone is standing next to the large-screen TV
while everyone else has remained seated at the dining table. What is this image
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Fig. 2.7 Video shot from inside a car. Caché (2005), dir. Michael Haneke, prod.
Andrew Colton and Veit Heiduschka.

if not the externalization of Georges’s creeping — and as yet completely unarticu-
lated — anxiety that whatever it is that these tapes represent has something to do
with the complicated past of his childhood?

In a further confirmation of this new internal norm of surveillance-as-
materialization-of-personal-psychology we now cut to tape #4 abruptly, without
any prior notice or diegetic preparation, and directly after Georges has woken up
from a bad dream in — and about — his childhood home. Like the initial “tape” of
the film’s opening scene, no drawing accompanies this one, whose first section is
(again) shot from inside a car, this time driving down a street in a Parisian sub-
urb before it cuts, again with local sound, to a hand-held track down the featureless
hallway of a high-rise housing project until the camera stops in front of an apart-
ment and pans to reveal the apartment number. At this point the image freezes
and, in the by-now familiar gesture of metaleptic reframing, starts to rewind
(Fig. 2.8), the ripples revealing once again that we are (indeed, have been from
the start) watching watching, i.e., that we are/have been seeing what — as we (once
again) quickly learn from the soundtrack — Anne and Georges are/have been
seeing, a fact confirmed by the subsequent close analysis of the tape that the two
of them undertake in order to decrypt the street sign (Avenue Lénine).”

The change of direction in mid-tape here (from “play” to “rewind”) marks the
film’s peripeteia, a subtle but important shift clearly indicated shortly thereafter
when Georges goes to visit the building seen on the tape. As he waits in a snack
bar across the street (perhaps to get up the courage to actually undertake the
pilgrimage to the scary site of surveillant reference), we see a long static shot of
the building which has all the hallmarks of the surveillant aesthetic we have come
to recognize. Like previous panoptic takes, this one is also subjected to a reframing,
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Fig. 2.8 Hallway (1), ripples. Caché (2005), dir. Michael Haneke, prod. Andrew
Colton and Veit Heiduschka.

but of a wholly different sort. While once again the image is revealed as one that
Georges is watching, in this case he is no longer watching an “other” watching
(i.e., a videotape): This is now his own point of view as a surveillant point of view.
As such this scene performs a dramatic modification, an almost complete evacuation
of the anxiety from the surveillant point of view as that gaze increasingly becomes
Georges’s own — the unknown “agency” of the early tapes now recast as the exter-
nalized workings of Georges’s bad conscience (think: return of the repressed).
The psychologized subjectivization of the only apparently panoptic sequences
suddenly allows one to make sense of the striking difference in character of the
fifth and last “surveillance” tape, which we cut into directly from a triumphant
parental moment at a swimming match. As if signaled by the lack of any omi-
nous arrival narrative or the concomitant menacing drawing, the question of who
made this tape is no longer an issue as it was before. It is, rather, first and fore-
most about what we see after Georges leaves (i.e., the sobbing Majid) as a com-
pelling performance of the truth of Majid’s claim, reiterated here, that he had nothing
to do with any of the tapes, drawings, etc. If the metaleptic reframing via the sound-
track (which reveals once again that we are watching Georges and Anne watch-
ing this tape) produces unease, it is now not due to the frustration of our desire
to know who made this recording. Rather, the discomfort stems entirely from the
deception on Georges’s part that this tape reveals: He has lied to his wife and that
is the issue here. The question as to who shot the footage has given way entirely
to the issue of what the tapes reveal and, more specifically, what they reveal about
Georges. Moreover, to the extent that the tape here seems to have taken on a truth
function qua surveillance, we can begin to see a decisive shift in the viewer’s
relation to that surveillant position: Instead of being a source of anxiety, it now
increasingly functions as a welcome locus of disambiguating omniscience.
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We can track the very same shift from a disconcerting surveillant undecidabil-
ity (with respect to the source of the image) to a completely decidable and no
longer surveillant point of view by examining the four iterations of the scene in
the hallway in Majid’s building. The first time we see this space it is through a
shot marked very clearly as a subjective camera while remaining entirely
unascribed — and as such raising the by-now familiar yet still disturbing question,
“Whose point of view is this?” When we return to the hall with Georges follow-
ing the panoptic shot of the housing project that is then “revealed” as his point
of view;, we immediately perceive a marked difference: If Georges’s relation to this
hallway the first time we see it is as spectator (he is the person watching the surveil-
lance tape), here the same shot has become his actual point of view, an “owner-
ship” of the image that is complicated when, at the very moment in the previous
iteration where the image rewound, this time Georges himself enters the shot to
knock at the door (Fig. 2.9)! The third time we encounter the hallway it is almost
a cut-on-action of Georges walking across the street towards the housing project
and then down the hall within the shot (Fig. 2.10); there is no hint of ascriptive
ambiguity here. By the time we see this same space a fourth time, when Georges
returns for the rendezvous when Majid will commit suicide, Georges is now shot
walking down the hall towards the camera (Fig. 2.11). While there surely are many
ways to read this progression (from denial to acknowledgment, a formalism of
a “working through”), it clearly marks a shift in the film’s internal narrative
economy — from a surveillant to a classical (i.e., unmarked) omniscience — which
is anything but caché.

What is suggested by the comparison of the film’s four different treatments of
the hallway becomes equally manifest through the juxtaposition of the structural
logics of Georges’s two dreams. In the first, we cut from Georges at his mother’s

Fig. 2.9 Hallway (2), Georges (Daniel Auteuil) enters. Caché (2005), dir. Michael
Haneke, prod. Andrew Colton and Veit Heiduschka.
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Fig. 2.10 Hallway (3). Caché (2005), dir. Michael Haneke, prod. Andrew Colton and
Veit Heiduschka.

Fig. 2.11 Hallway (4). Caché (2005), dir. Michael Haneke, prod. Andrew Colton and
Veit Heiduschka.

house to Anne at a book party and from there to the chicken being decapitated
by the child Majid as seen from the point of view of Georges as a young boy. Only
at the end of the sequence, as the axe-wielding Majid is about to envelop
Georges, do we hear heavy breathing on the soundtrack — metaleptic reframing!
—and then cut to an image of a sweat-drenched Georges in bed, awakening from
the nightmare we have just seen. The recoding of the scene as the psychological
point of view of a diegetic dreamer is here, obviously, post factum. By contrast,
the next dream sequence not only establishes the fact that we are about to see a
dream (by showing Georges taking a sleeping pill and getting into bed), but stays
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with the sleeping Georges a full twenty seconds before cutting to the dream
sequence of young Majid being taken away by force from Georges’s childhood
home. The scene is shot from an immobile point of view in the shadows (the same
point of view that Georges had in the last dream) and the sync sound has
bird sounds exactly like (if not identical to) the film’s opening scene. Having thus
gone from a dream only readable as such after a post factum reframing to a dream
of the repressed ur-trauma, which the film goes to great lengths to present to us
as such, it is not surprising that the shot that precedes the second dream sequence
is one which revisits the film’s very first image (Fig. 2.12). Here we see the same
static surveillant framing of the film’s opening moments, with a minutes-long
duration that would otherwise mark it as surveillant, but now suddenly and
strangely evacuated of all the anxiety associated with its prior iteration. It is just
a scene of Georges arriving at, and parking his car in front of, his house. Period.
The formal characteristics of what was previously read as surveillance are still
present here, but are now no longer perceived as such: The stylistic signature of
anxious omniscience devoid of any unease has here become the mode of the film’s
narrative omniscience.

The same holds for the final scene in Caché — the four-minute static shot of
the kids leaving the (aptly named, given the film’s formalist dynamics) Lycée Stéphane
Mallarmé (Fig. 2.13). We could argue that this sequence effectively demands a
surveillant attention to decipher what is going on in the busy comings and goings
of the image field. However, the very fact of the huge amount of (ultimately futile)
hermeneutic speculation about what is or is not happening in this shot — are Majid’s
son and Pierrot in fact friends? And if so, were the tapes their doing? etc. — is itself

Fig. 2.12 Georges arrives at his house. Caché (2005), dir. Michael Haneke, prod.
Andrew Colton and Veit Heiduschka.
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Fig. 2.13 The school entrance. Caché (2005), dir. Michael Haneke, prod. Andrew
Colton and Veit Heiduschka.

indicative of the fact that, despite the duration and the stasis of the scene, it no longer
provokes us to ask “Who is watching here?” but rather, “What is going on here?”
This question, however, can only be asked from a spectatorial position that is itself
fully identified with, rather than critically aware of, the surveillant point of view.
If, as I have tried to show, this shift, this evacuation of the anxiety associated
with the undecidability of a surveillant narration, is one that the entire film has
worked very hard to prepare, then this would also mean that this scene can only
be read in the polysemous manner in which it has been read because it occurs where
it does, as the film’s final scene. And this, in turn, is important because it reveals
the absurdity of the claims of readers who, possibly following Haneke’s lead,"
have lauded Caché as an “open” film (in Umberto Eco’s sense of the term'!), that
is, as a work whose ostensible lack of closure and seeming polyvalence allow for
a multiplicity of readings. Indeed, unlike the irreducible polysemy of David
Lynch’s remarkable and deliciously baffling Lost Highway (1997) — whose three video-
cassettes of domestic surveillance mysteriously left at the front door have numer-
ous intertextual resonances with Caché — Haneke’s film is quite the opposite: a
meticulously crafted, but ultimately very “closed” work which subtly mobilizes
a narrative rhetoric of surveillance to tell — once again for those familiar with
Haneke’s other films — a media-critical conte moral about the bad faith (both per-
sonal and political) of a televisual star. In doing so, however, it ends up, literally
and figuratively, with a narrative enunciation whose aesthetic politics is oddly com-
plicit with the very surveillance so pejoratively connoted, at least ostensibly, by
the film’s thematic concerns.
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Notes

1

Indeed, even where such politico-historical readings acknowledge the issue of surveil-
lance, it is invariably reduced to a simple figure of power. In Ranjana Khanna's read-
ing of Caché as “a film about anxiety in relation to a history of colonial violence and
the technology associated with it,” for example, she suggests that the film’s invocation
of surveillance “this time attributed to Algerians in spite of the surveillance mecha-
nisms used against the Algerians by the French, unfolds a narrative of revenge in which
a camera gaze is returned in an oppositional structure.” See Ranjana Khanna (2007).
One can perhaps get a sense of what I mean by thinking of a film like Enemy of
the State — Tony Scott’s 1998 “remake” of the ur-surveillance classic The Conversation
(Francis Ford Coppola, 1974). In the later Will Smith vehicle which also features Gene
Hackman as (once again) the seasoned and rightly paranoid surveillance expert, the
explicit focus on the threats of identity theft and the abuses of dataveillance on the
part of a legislatively unrestrained government security agency seems at first glance
to be thoroughly progressive and critical. Yet despite its extensive pedagogical catalog
of the modalities and capacities of state-of-the-art invasive surveillance, and despite
its articulation of important positions in the debate on the politics of security (“But
who is watching the watchers?,” Carla Dean asks her husband at one point), as the
film unfolds the viewer finds him/herself increasingly placed in a narrative position
where what we want to know — where is Robert Dean? — is exactly what the evil
NSA operatives want to know. Thus despite its critical thematic proclivities, the film’s
narrative logic effectively produces a structural identification with surveillance which
complicates, indeed compromises, the aesthetic politics of its enlightenment project.
In his plenary lecture at the interdisciplinary international conference “Michael
Haneke: A Cinema of Provocation,” which took place at Boston University, October
25-7, 2007. See also Elsaesser’s chapter in this volume.

A marvelous example can be found in the complex narrative inflections performed
by the surveillance camera footage in Thelma and Louise (Ridley Scott, 1991) follow-
ing Thelma’s robbery of the rural convenience store. In response to Louise’s
demand to know what happened, Thelma explains, “Well, I just walked on in there
and . ..,” at which point the sequence cuts to an enacted flashback in the form of what
is immediately readable as a black-and-white surveillance tape from the store’s
security camera. By means of a brief cut to a group of men focused on an off-screen
monitor, this footage quickly changes its status to a flash-forward in which the same
tape is being viewed by the police at an unspecified later date, before shifting back
to the (immediate) past tense of the initial enacted flashback.

It is also worth noting how two future scenes are proleptically invoked here, the first
by Georges” question “Where’s Pierrot?,” prefiguring his worrisome disappearance
later in the film, and the second by the phrase “Was there a note with the tape?,”
which prepares us to expect the iconic supplements that will accompany the subse-
quent surveillance missives.

Levin (2002).

Were one tempted to give this formal dynamic a thematic reading, it could certainly
be argued that it effectively performs the paranoid fear of a completely pervasive panop-
ticism in the post-Watergate mid-1970s.
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11

It is clear that Caché accords great significance to the question of credits both seen —
as in the first and last shots — and unseen — as here and in the later scene where Majid
explains that it was the credits at the end of Georges’s TV show that allowed him
(retrospectively of course) to realize that he was watching the terrible boy he knew
from his childhood. Might it be because the anxiety posed by the so-called surveil-
lance tapes is effectively nothing but the disturbance provoked by images without
credits, by the absence of the desperately sought-after information as to who shot
these scenes (and why)?

And since this is surveillance footage, this street of course really does exist, in a
commune named Romainville in the eastern suburbs about 5 miles from the center
of Paris. Appropriately for the context of the film, there is no way to get to this
working-class neighborhood from Paris using public transportation as neither the
subway nor the RER regional commuter lines go anywhere near what one can only
call this non-place.

Consider, for example, the following, astonishingly neo-Bazinian statement that one
finds in Haneke’s interview with Serge Toubiana on the Sony Pictures Classics Caché
DVD (#13875): “I always try to find an aesthetic that is open, that is readable, that
is transparent for the viewer.” Thus his preference for long takes which are sup-
posedly easy to decipher and in which (unlike television, so the obvious implication)
“there is no manipulation of the viewer [sic!].”

Umberto Eco, “The Poetics of the Open Work,” The Role of the Reader (1984: 47— 66).
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Infectious Images

Haneke, Cameron, Egoyan, and
the Dueling Epistemologies of Video
and Film

Vinzenz Hediger

Benny (Arno Frisch), the eponymous protagonist of Benny’s Video (1992), likes to
shoot and watch videos. He meets his victim, a young girl (Ingrid Straliner), in
a video store, and he uses a video camera to record her murder. While his parents
(Ulrich Miihe and Angela Winkler) react to the video with shock when he shows
it to them, Benny himself seems to be unable to develop any other emotion than
bemused curiosity in response to both his deed and the video that records it. We
don’t know whether his obsession with video images caused this pathological emo-
tional detachment, or whether the ubiquity of video images and other, compar-
able images such as comic books — there is a long take showing Benny reading
comics at the family dining table in all tranquility immediately after the murder
— simply fuel and prolong a pathology that has other sources. There can be little
doubt, however, that in Haneke’s film, video is a pathogenic medium.

One way of approaching Benny’s Video is to read it as a piece of Kulturkritik in
the guise of media critique. Every new medium provokes a wave of scientific angst
which comes to the fore in empirical research that reveals the pernicious effect
of that new medium." One could argue that Haneke’s film subscribes to this line
of argument and proposes a reading of video as a harmful influence on our youth,
a medium that creates a generation of moral zombies who, despite the loving care
of their families, turn into cold-blooded murderers who like to kill just for the
fun of it. If the rapid obsolescence of VHS video makes the argument seem some-
what trite today, it is quite possible to imagine a contemporary remake of the
film, with DVD taking the place of video and advanced computer games and the
Internet replacing comic books. The film’s title would have to be modified to Benny’s
Online Multiple User Dungeon Game, but the argument would still remain: namely,
that new media and entertainment technologies generate social pathologies by
subverting the individual user’s capacity to act morally and responsibly.”
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Yet Benny’s Video is not a moral tract nor a scientific study, but a film. If we are
to understand what Haneke has to say about video, or rather what his film does with
video, we need to do so in aesthetic terms. What we need to come to terms with
is the film’s entre-images, to use Raymond Bellour’s concept, the way the film unfolds
the in-between of two images of a different origin, in this case video and film.’

But why should we care?

One possible answer is that, as much as I was ready initially to dismiss Haneke’s
treatment of video as the kind of facile Kulturkritik I attempted to paraphrase above,
I now think that the director’s engagement with video is part and parcel of his
very conception of film. Haneke has taken up the question again in his later work,
particularly Funny Games (1997) and Caché (2005). If we are to engage in the time-
tested game of auteur studies, which this volume does, we can trace Haneke’s
thinking on cinema by studying how his take on video has evolved over time.

But I believe that there is more at stake. Clearly, Haneke chose to integrate
video images into his film not because they look good (they don’t). They raise
other questions. In fact, as I would like to show, Haneke posits a fundamental dif-
ference between film and video in terms of their epistemic value. What is at stake
in Haneke’s entre-images is film’s very ability to project a world.” Film images afford
the viewer a firm grasp on the world and the time and space to reflect upon
what he or she sees. Video images undermine that grasp and infringe upon the
viewer’s temporal and spatial integrity. Video, in other words, threatens film’s epis-
temic privilege. But at the same time, video is contained within film. In Haneke’s
films video figures as a sort of image virus, a pharmakon that infects film but also
provides film with an antidote.” Rather than being merely a question of personal
style, video in Haneke’s films addresses a fundamental problem of film theory.
Benny’s Video really is a filmic conte philosophique, a film that lays out a theoretical
argument in narrative form.

Ultimately, however, Haneke’s conte philosophique touches upon a problem of
media history. As I suggested above, we could argue that Haneke’s film belongs
to a history of media pathologies and contributes a chapter on video to that
history. But it also belongs to a history of film as a medium that distinguishes
itself from other media and evolves alongside, but also in competition with,
other media. Ever since the early days of the medium, films have incorporated other
media, from writing to the telephone, the telegraph to radio, and later television,
video, and the computer. Films often use other media as narrative devices. In early
train films, the telegraph allows the good guys to coordinate their actions against
train robbers and other assorted bad guys. But it is quite possible to go beyond the
horizon of auteur studies and read any random example of a film that frames other
media as a conte philosophique that raises basic problems of film theory. What emerges
from these countless contes is a media history of film as written by film itself, a
history of film’s various attempts to define itself by and through the representa-
tion of other media and their relative merits, particularly in terms of epistemology:
Histoire(s) du cinéma as Histoire(s) des médias, if you will.®
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The question of video in Haneke’s films as I will address it in this essay, then,
is one of personal style nested in a problem of film theory nested in a question
of media history as written by and through film. In order to unfold these various
questions nested into one another, I will start at the outer confines and turn to
mainstream cinema to show that claims of an epistemic privilege of film such as
that put forward in and through Haneke’s film are actually generic and com-
monplace. I will then turn my attention to the very heart of the matter and dis-
cuss how Haneke dramatizes the image virus in Benny’s Video, with a particular
eye on how his take on the epistemic privilege of film relates to that proposed by
the previous examples. Next, I will shift my focus to the middle ground of film
theory and contrast Haneke with two other directors whose work deals with video
images: James Cameron, a mainstream auteur if ever there was one, and another
Canadian, Atom Egoyan. Much as in Haneke’s case, the work of both Cameron
and Egoyan dramatizes a conflict of dueling epistemologies of video and film. Rather
like in Haneke, video images in both Terminator 2: Judgment Day (1991) and
Titanic (1997) suffer from an inability to tell the truth when left to their own devices.
But where, for Haneke, video is a pathogenic medium that creates a void within
the world of the film, Atom Egoyan’s Family Viewing (1987) frames video as a medium
that transcends the world of the film and provides a conduit for love both in
the sense of eros and agape for the film’s characters. Having thus compiled three
chapters towards a media history of film in relation to video, I will turn to Haneke’s
later films in my concluding remarks and combine history and theory to ask how
the video virus has evolved over time, whether film continues to be immune to
the virus that it carries within itself, and how the virus may actually have adapted
to its host. For viruses do adapt, and quickly.

Before I start, a few clarifications seem to be in order. They concern the concepts
of “medium” and “art,” as well as the question of knowledge, which is implicitly
raised in any discussion of a medium’s epistemology. Let me first map the terri-
tory upon which I intend to argue.

Prologue

“Medium” has so far been used in a way that suggests a techno-essentialist read-
ing of the term, that is, an understanding of each medium as a distinct dispositif
of communication technology, as in “film,” “television,” “radio,” “newspaper,”
“video.”’ First, it is important that “medium” is different from “media,” a term
that foregrounds the institutional structures and practices of modern mass com-
munication (as in “blame the media”). The term “medium” emerges in its modern
sense as a synonym of “milieu” in the biological writings of Lamarck around 1800.°
In the twentieth century and through the writings of such authors as Austrian
psychologist Fritz Heider, “medium” emerges as a general term for all that which
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enables perception and communication (e.g., air and the voice).” It is the techno-
essentialist understanding of the term, however, that has become current since
the 1960s in both media and communication studies, as well as in everyday usage,
thanks at least in part to the writings of Marshall McLuhan."

But how does a medium become an art? And what does it mean that an artist
in his or her work relies on, and reinforces, the epistemological claims of a
given medium? According to theorists such as Rudolf Arnheim, a medium can be
an art, as in the case of film and radio, for both of which Arnheim proposed
aesthetic theories. In other cases a medium fails to become an art, as in the case
of television, which Arnheim suggested would end up destroying both the art of
film and the art of radio."’ The emergence of video art, however, seems to suggest
that even television can be subjected to formal strategies that transcend imme-
diate communicative purposes. Depending on context and formal strategy, every
medium can be an art, and most art forms can be said to rely on some sort of
technological setup that could be characterized as that art’s medium.

As for the question of knowledge and epistemology, the connection of art and
knowledge dates back to Aristotle, who related aesthetic objects to an experience
of learning in his Poetics.'”” Furthermore, one could argue that modern aesthetic
theory emerges from an epistemological problem, that is, from the question
of intersubjectivity of taste, which is the key issue in both Burke’s Inquiry into
the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful from 1757 and Kant’s Critique of
Judgment, first published in 1790." Disappointed by the violent turn of the French
Revolution, Friedrich Schiller proposed in his letters on the Aesthetic Education
of Man that aesthetic experience, rather than reason alone, was the key to a
better future for mankind." Whether we are able to trace the idea back to
Schiller or not, part of what makes us modern is that we somehow believe that
art has a formative value. Particularly in the twentieth century, aesthetic theories
have discussed “true” art in terms of an intellectual challenge posed by works of
art. Art is thus understood in contradistinction to mere entertainment, which has
long-term detrimental effects on our cognitive abilities."” In fact, we have become
so accustomed to assuming that art poses difficulties of understanding that we
accept the degree of difficulty an artwork presents as a standard according to
which we may measure the aesthetic value of that object. Kitsch, in turn, is
usually defined as art that lacks complexity and is not felt to be sufficiently difficult.
But while many theorists equate difficulty in art with twentieth-century high
modernism,'® Jacques Ranciére argues that the decisive shift occurs much earlier,
around 1800, when art acquires what he calls an “aesthetic unconscious.” Ever
since the early nineteenth century, the experience of art carries with it both
an element of opacity, of non-understanding, and a learning experience, a
hermeneutic effort.” Modern art criticism is essentially the enterprise of explain-
ing to the audience works of art that do not explain themselves. No matter
how you look at it, art in modernity entertains a privileged relationship with
problems of knowledge.
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Some will tend to deny that this pertains to cinema as well. As I will show,
Haneke himself seems to agree with the Frankfurt School argument that Holly-
wood cinema is the very antithesis of modern art, a machinery for dumbing down
rather than challenging and educating the audience. It is hard to deny that most
films, content to merely entertain and address as large an audience as possible,
strategically forego the complexity and opacity of the “aesthetic unconscious” in
favor of transparency and redundancy. Still, one can argue that even in cases where
one would least expect it, Hollywood cinema wholeheartedly subscribes to a
modernist understanding of the aesthetic, that is, to the assumption that art, and
in this case cinema, produces some kind of epistemic surplus. Thus, Hollywood
films tend to claim that they know more, and make you see and know more, than
other media. Or so at least we can conclude from the way Hollywood narration
frames other media: by systematically contrasting cinema’s capacity to produce
and convey knowledge with that of other technical media. In order to illustrate
this point, let me turn to a film by a director who figures liminally at best in the
canons of auteur cinema."

Opening Sequence

The opening sequence of All the President’s Men (Alan J. Pakula, 1976) consists of
the following shots: First, the Warner Bros. logo, then a grayish-white screen for
about twenty seconds. This is followed by an extreme close-up shot of a piece of
paper and a typewriter head hammering the date of June 1, 1972, onto the paper.
The close-up is so extreme, in fact, that you can see the structure of the paper.
Individual threads of the whitened wood pulp that make up the paper’s body are
discernible through and below the surface. Segue into television footage of
Marine One, the president’s helicopter, landing outside the Capitol. The president
has returned from a trip to Europe, just in time to address the full Congress, a
voice-over informs us. The voice is almost a whisper, with a tinge of awe and breath-
lessness. Another archival TV footage shot shows Nixon entering the hall to the
applause of senators and representatives, then taking the podium, all smiles. This
is followed by black film. The names of the producers and the title of the film
appear in white type. On the soundtrack, we hear a kind of metallic rustling. It
is the sound of a key lock being manipulated. The black screen lights up: A door
opens at the end of a hallway, a field of light and silhouettes of men entering
the hallway in the middle of the screen. This is the Watergate burglary, and the
camera is already there at the moment of the break-in.

In cinematic reconstruction, French critic Antoine DeBaecque once suggested,
History (with a capital H) gets a second chance. Something of this kind is at play
in this sequence. By featuring the celebratory television sequence at a moment
when everybody already knows that Nixon is a crook rather than a president
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worthy of adulation, the film’s opening sequence contrasts an obsolete percep-
tion of a historical figure with what, for the sake of convenience, we may call the
truth. And by being present at the burglary the very moment that it happens, the
film makes sure that this time around nothing will remain hidden in the dark.
Opening sequences are strategic areas of cinematic narration: They present not
only the film’s topic, but also its stylistic and narrative strategy. However implic-
itly, a film’s opening declares what the film wants to accomplish and how. The
sequence of shots that I have just described, then, is programmatic in nature. By
juxtaposing Nixon addressing Congress with the reconstruction of the burglary,
and by being present at both events, the opening sequence makes the claim that
this film is the repository of the historical truth about the biggest scandal in American
politics (prior to George W. Bush’s bungled rise to the presidency and subsequent
events, of course).

But the claim that the film represents the truth about a historical event is anchored
in another claim that goes even deeper. This second, and literally more funda-
mental, claim concerns film’s ability not only to project the world as it is, but to
do so better than other media. In the first two shots, the film makes the type-
writer and paper emerge out of what may best be termed a shot framing an
amorphous gray substance. This film claims to be about information in a literal
sense: about framing an amorphous matter and imprinting it with a form, about
informing and information in an Aristotelian sense, if you will. The cut from the
gray frame to the paper shows film’s power to do so in the most general sense:
First there is only matter, then there is form, imprinted on the matter through
the editing process. The second shot frames the medium of writing, but in a par-
ticular manner. What we see is on the one hand highly conventional. Showing a
close-up of a piece of paper in a typewriter in order to convey plot information,
particularly information about time and space, is a technique that is at least as
old as 1912 and the Edison serial What Happened to Mary?. The typewriter sequence
at the beginning of All the President’s Men transcends the convention, however. The
camera is close enough to reveal the structure of the paper, and the hammer of
the typewriter fills the entire frame, not once, but repeatedly. The sound under-
scores the sense of the process of writing as an outsize spectacle. What this sequence
of shots does is open up the conventional shot of a typewriter conveying story
information to what Benjamin calls the “optical unconscious.” As Hannah
Landecker has shown in her discussion of microcinematography, the notion of
“optical unconscious” refers to the exploration of a realm of visibility that is just
below the threshold of perception, rather than to the unveiling of a realm of repressed
realities.” This is exactly the operation that the film is performing at this point.
The sequence of shots of the typewriter shows the process of writing and
enlarges and thereby transcends it at the same time. The cinematic mise-en-scéne
produces an epistemic surplus. This holds true in the same way for the framing
of the television footage. The film does not only show the television footage. By
showing it as part of a film that is about what people did not know about Nixon
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at the time, the cinematic narration proposes that the television footage hides the
truth as much as it shows anything, and that it is only through film and the refram-
ing of the TV footage in the film that we fully understand what is at play in this
scene. Cinematic narration assures the readability of the footage, and the archival
video footage depends on the film to reveal what it really shows: namely, a presi-
dent who is also a crook and who does not deserve to receive the adulation that
Congress offers him.

All the President’s Men is a historical reconstruction, a film based on a true story,
as the formula goes. It is a film based on a book which in turn was based on
a series of newspaper articles. The film, then, comes last in line in a series of
versions of the same story. This is part of what the opening sequence shows: that
the story of the film was first told via typewriter and television. But in coming
last in a temporal sequence of retellings of the same historical facts, the film also
comes first in terms of the hierarchy of media that the title sequence implies.
Film simultaneously represents and performs the other media, and through its
performance both comprehends and transcends them. In that sense, the opening
sequence of All the President’s Men anchors the film’s claim for historical truth-telling
in a performance of an epistemic privilege that film holds, or claims to hold, over
(all) other media. This claim is further underscored by the film’s extensive use of
extreme deep-focus long takes and slow, almost imperceptible forward tracking
shots, particularly of the newspaper offices, as the story unfolds. The long takes
and slow tracking shots suggest a comprehensive grasp of narrative space, par-
ticularly in conjunction with the extreme close-up that emerges out of indistinct
grayish-white matter at the very beginning of the film. Consider, by comparison,
the flatness of the television image at the film’s beginning, particularly in the
shot of the hall of Congress. Film’s grasp on the reality of the projected world
is complete, both temporally and spatially.

As memorable a film as All the President’s Men might be, however, this is not an
isolated case. Rather, the claims of spatio-temporal grasp and epistemic privilege
that the film makes surface in Hollywood films from all periods. The Big Broadcast
0f 1938 (1938), a Paramount musical comedy featuring Bob Hope and W. C. Fields
and directed by Mitchell Leisen, tells a story of a steamship competition that pits
a streamlined super-cruiser against a more traditional boat as they cross the Atlantic
from New York to London. On-board entertainment is provided by famous
entertainers like Bob Hope, and all entertainment broadcasts, as well as other events
in relation to the boat race, are broadcast live on national radio. The boat race is
a metaphor, if you will, for the competition between national network radio and
film in the 1930s, a competition that is turned into an alliance in the Paramount
film in the sense that the film features a number of radio personalities in film roles.
Paramount, we should not forget, was also a major shareholder in the Dupont
network.” According to the film, however, the race between film and radio is one
that film always wins. In one scene, a radio broadcast announcer standing before
a curtain announces an orchestra performance. The curtain opens, the music starts,
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and suddenly, the painted background merges with the foreground. An anima-
tion sequence begins. In a manner later repeated in Who Framed Roger Rabbitt (Robert
Zemeckis, 1988), a small animated figure, a water spirit of sorts, exits the painted
area of the screen and starts to interact with the musicians. It is a splendid trick
sequence that very self-consciously puts on display all that cinema is capable of,
particularly, of course, combining real-life images with animated footage and music.”
Musicals usually address a double audience, as Jane Feuer points out: the diegetic
audience of the show, and the film’s audience in the cinema.*” This scene, however,
addresses a triple audience: On top of the two standard musical audiences there
is also the diegetic radio audience, which by any measurement would be by far
the largest of the three. The size of the cinema and the size of the in-ship theater
are roughly comparable, but the radio audience numbers in the tens of thousands,
if not millions. The setup of the scene, however, puts the radio audience at a seri-
ous disadvantage. They may hear the music, but they do not see any part of the
visual spectacle. The scene, then, is more than just a musical number: It shows
cinema’s triumph over radio and provides a performative proof of cinema’s supe-
riority to the competing medium. After all, it is clearly better to watch a film than
to listen to the radio, since the film gives you both the sound and the music.

Examples of this type abound. To cite just one more: In The Phantom Broadcast
(Phil Rosen, 1933), a radio-days take on Edmond Rostand’s Cyrano de Bergerac, with
a dose of Hugo’s Hunchback of Notre Dame and Leroux’s Phantom of the Opera thrown
in for good measure, a radio singer owes his success to a hunchbacked piano player
who also lends him his voice. When they both fall in love with the same woman,
murder and mayhem break loose. While the diegetic radio audience is left in the
dark, the film’s audience obviously knows from the outset what the problem is,
because they get to see the hunchback.

Whether the mise-en-scéne strategically claims an epistemic advantage for film,
as in the case of All the President’s Men, or just plays on film’s properties as an audio-
visual rather than simply an audio medium, as in the radio film examples, there
seems to be what might be called an inherent and systemic tendency in films to
foreground the epistemic privilege of film.

But if so, why do such claims work, at least to the extent that we do not feel
the need to reject them outright? Why do they not appear to be obviously false
but rather intuitively right? In the case of the radio films, the argument is simple:
Because film appeals to two senses and not just to one. There is what you might
call a quantitative sensualism at play here. The films I cited ask us to believe, and
we apparently tend to agree, that an experience is fuller, more comprehensive,
and eventually more truthful the more senses it involves.” The epistemic advantage
of film is first a sensual advantage that then translates into an epistemic advan-
tage. With All the President’s Men, things appear to be more complicated. The
sequences I described connect film to other technical media and highlight their
respective technical properties. The extreme close-up that reveals the paper’s
structure certainly claims an advantage of the visual medium of film over the
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typewriter in that the film image includes writing but offers something more. For
the film theorist, the obvious answer would be that the truth claims made by this
opening sequence are ultimately anchored in the film image’s indexicality. The
film image, as a photographic image, has the property of being both icon and
index, to use Charles Sanders Peirce’s terminology: It is both a likeness and a phys-
ical trace of the object it shows.”* Moreover, the film camera is a machine that
produces images “automatically,” as André Bazin suggests: The object imprints
itself onto the photographic support unencumbered by human interference or an
artist’s subjectivity.” Every time cinema compares itself to another technical
medium, indexicality comes into play. Cinema always has the advantage of what
Bazin proposes to call a “transfer of reality” from the object onto the image: Film,
as a photographic medium, partakes in the very being of the object it depicts in
ways not open to any other medium.” But whether films rely on quantitative
sensualism or the ontological realism of “reality transfer,” it would seem that
cinema, and particularly Hollywood cinema, has indeed a habit of claiming a
privileged take on, and of providing privileged access to, the world.

Cut to Haneke

All my examples so far have been from American films. If we were to ask Haneke
himself, he would probably respond that none of what I have just discussed is
pertinent to his own work.

My films are polemical statements against the American “taking-by-surprise-before-
one-can-think” cinema and its disesmpowerment of the spectator. It is an appeal for
a cinema of insistent questioning in place of false because too quick answers, for
clarifying distance in place of violating nearness. I want the spectator to think.”

A programmatic statement if ever there was one: Haneke wants his films to empower
the spectator to think, and he intends to do this by assuring the integrity of his
viewing position, by maintaining a “clarifying distance in place of violating near-
ness.” For one, Haneke, too, is a subscriber to the modernist theory of art that
suggests that true art should produce an epistemic surplus by inducing the spec-
tator, or reader, or listener, to think and thus to learn. His alien other, that against
which he stakes his artistic claim, is an American cinema that supposedly dis-
empowers the spectator by intruding upon his or her physical and intellectual
integrity in both temporal and spatial terms: a cinema that goes too fast and comes
too close for epistemic comfort.”® Obviously, All the President’s Men does not fit
that description. Quite to the contrary, which raises the question whether (1) it
is not an American film (as somebody like David Bordwell would probably sug-
gest, potentially labeling Pakula’s film a misbegotten example of “European art
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cinema narration”), or (2) Haneke’s understanding of American cinema is some-
what deficient. What I am interested in here, however, is something else, namely,
how video partakes in Haneke’s project of liberating the spectator through
polemical art.

As it turns out, Haneke is a master of “taking-by-surprise-before-one-can-think”
cinema. Benny’s Video opens with a shot of a pig being killed with an air gun
(Fig. 3.1). This is footage, we later learn, that Benny shot on his grandparents’
farm, and it documents what is, of course, a fairly regular occurrence on a farm
that raises pigs for meat production. No forewarning prepares the viewer. As such,
this first shot has an intrusive quality. Edison could advertise the advantages of
direct current over Nikolas Tesla’s alternative current by electrocuting an elephant
in front of the camera in 1903, doubtless to the astonishment of the film’s audi-
ence.” But while animals continue to die on camera,” it has now become imper-
ative to add a disclaimer at the end of the film stating that “no animals were harmed
during the making of this movie.” The animal rights movement and the unfold-
ing of ecological consciousness in the twentieth century have made certain that
an image of an animal actually dying in a film now constitutes a scandal. There
is little doubt that the image of the dying pig in Benny’s Video provides a shock.
It comes as a surprise, and it implies a loss of distance. We are exposed to this
image without the benefit of any discursive framework to fall back on. The footage
of the dying pig produces precisely the effect of collapsing distance and shocking
surprise that Haneke attributes to the “American cinema” that he claims to crit-
icize in and through his films. Video stands for, or appears to stand for, that against
which film is a true art, one dedicated to the intellectual freedom of the specta-
tor, that has to be defended, and against which film has to protect its spectator.

If the opening of Benny’s Video exposes the viewer to a troubling experience of
video as a medium that provokes a loss of moral and intellectual perspective, the

Fig. 3.1 Opening shot of the dying pig. Benny’s Video (1992), dir. Michael Haneke,
prod. Veit Heiduschka and Bernard Lang.
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film reiterates this point at every step of the way. Benny not only watches video
footage, he also produces it. He has a full set of equipment, camera, editing
console, and monitors in his bedroom, and the opening shot, we later learn when
he shows it to his victim, is his material. For Benny, being alone in his parents’
apartment with the young woman presents merely an opportunity to restage the
experience of videotaping the killing of the pig with a human victim. He is a zom-
bie, of sorts, one of the living dead infected with the video virus. In this respect,
however, he is not different from his victim. The girl comes from a working-class
family and lives in a less reputable part of Vienna. The apartment that Benny lives
in suggests that his family belongs to the educated upper middle class. The nar-
ration, however, characterizes both as equally deprived of moral and emotional
perspective in the face of video images. Benny meets the girl in a video store. They
both share a passion for video films, particularly cheap, violent genre films, and
her reaction reflects his when he shows her the pig footage. But the difference
between the opening and the latter parts of the film is that the opening subjects
the viewer to the same kind of loss of perspective that it later attributes to Benny
and his victim. Haneke’s artistic antidote to “taking-by-surprise-before-one-can-
think” cinema is a “taking-by-surprise-before-one-can-think” opening that impli-
cates the viewer in the very same epistemic vertigo that supposedly ails the film’s
video-infected characters.

Interlude

Compare this to James Cameron’s take on video. Haneke would probably list the
Canadian director among the main perpetrators of the kind of American cinema
he seeks to supplant and subvert. Still, like few other Hollywood directors, but
much like Haneke, Cameron has been preoccupied, if not obsessed, with video.
In Titanic, a group of bounty hunters pilfers the wreckage of the ship with a remote
control submarine that operates using video cameras. The film marks the tran-
sition from the present to the past and the wreckage of the Titanic to the story
of the ship’s maiden voyage with a passage from a colorless video image to a white
screen. The white screen in turn gives way to a cinematic reconstruction of the
Titanic and life on board ship. Video barely grasps the wreckage of the ship, while
film projects the world of the Titanic in its full glory. If 1930s radio films relied
on quantitative sensualism to demonstrate film’s superiority over radio, Titanic
uses qualitative sensualism to demonstrate the epistemic advantage of film over
video: The better, fuller, more detailed image wins. In fact, one of the purposes
of the video image in this scene is to underscore, by contrast, the production
values of the film. But there is a moral aspect to the denigration of video as well.
Video is the medium of the morally dubious bounty hunter. Film is the medium
of the storyteller: The flashback is really that of the female protagonist who comes
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aboard the research ship to authenticate some of the findings of the bounty hunters
and then tells us her story, serving as a conduit for cinematic narration to supplant
the deficient video image with the infinitely more detailed and vivid film image.

Similarly, in Terminator 2, it is cinematic narration as an institution that trumps
video. In this sequel, produced one year before Benny’s Video, we find Sarah Connor
(Linda Hamilton), the mother of the future leader of the human resistance to robots
and computers, in a psychiatric ward. She has a hearing with the director of the
clinic about whether she should be released from solitary confinement. The psy-
chiatrist confronts Sarah with a video recording of her first interrogation. The footage
shows Sarah trying to convince her interlocutors of the danger of an impending
nuclear holocaust. When she realizes that they do not believe her she goes into
a fit of rage. The psychiatrist confronts Sarah with the recorded video image and asks
her if she still holds on to those views. She now denies ever having encountered
the Terminator and admits that since there were no traces left whatsoever of the
cyborg fighting machine, the whole story had obviously been a figment of her
imagination. We know that this is not true if we have seen the first film, but even
if we have not, we now learn that Sarah is not telling the truth. The film cuts to
the computer lab Sarah tried to bomb, Cyberdyne Systems, where engineer Miles
Dyson ( Joe Morton) works on a reconstruction of the original Terminator, using
the remaining fragments of the old machine as his material. Cut back to the psy-
chiatric ward where the interrogation continues, while a team of assistants to the
psychiatrist videotape the proceedings behind a two-way mirror. The psychiatrist
tells Sarah that he will deny her request and still considers her as dangerous. Once
again Sarah goes into a fit of rage, and once again, the video camera records her
outbreak. The scene ends with a video image of the psychiatrist turning to the
camera, sarcastically uttering the phrase “A model citizen!” (Fig. 3.2).

Fig. 3.2 A psychiatrist watches videotapes but fails to see the truth. Terminator 2
(1991), dir. and prod. James Cameron.
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This scene not only pits film against video, it also pits one image-producing
institution against another: the institution of (narrative) cinema against that of
psychiatry. It is a case of one Foucauldian dispositif framed by another.” We must
assume that the psychiatrist tapes all interrogations, and he does so for the pur-
poses of argument. The video images provide proof of his written assessments of
his patients. They are part and parcel of the psychiatric dispositif of truth-telling:
They show, and thereby prove, the madness of the patient. They prove it to the
psychiatrist, to the other doctors, but also, supposedly, to the patient herself. The
problem with video in this case is not that it is inherently untruthful. Rather,
the video image is in and of itself impotent to show, or tell, the truth. As viewers
of the film we know that Sarah Connor’s rage is justified, and that she does indeed
tell the truth. The psychiatric institution, however, systematically misreads the
evidence of the video image and arrives at a contrary conclusion: Connor is not
telling the truth, but is simply trying to rationalize her random criminal act by
appealing to the greater good of mankind. Holding sway over her, the psychia-
trist forces Sarah Connor to acknowledge this misreading as the actual truth. By
denying her request for partial release, the psychiatrist provokes another fit of rage,
and the institution produces more video footage that apparently proves the mad-
ness of the patient. The inability of the psychiatrist and his team to read the images
that they produce correctly stands in stark contrast to the truth-telling of the fram-
ing institution, the cinematic narration. The film knows, and lets us know, that
Sarah is telling the truth. The video image can be misread, the film image cannot.
Video is ontologically unreliable, film is not. The video image has no stable truth
value, the film image, by comparison, is the repository of truth in the realm of the
moving image. Or, to put it in Foucauldian terms: Video-producing dispositifs
simultaneously produce truth and falsehood, film-producing dispositifs can always
be relied on to tell the truth.

But while video may be inherently unreliable and unable to tell the truth with-
out the support of film, video, according to Cameron, is not inherently pernicious.
It is a weak medium, not a force unto itself.

Cut Back to Haneke

Benny’s Video has echoes of Odén von Horvath’s 1937 novel Jugend ohne Gott (Godless
Youth), which is about the random killing of a youth by other youths, and of
two somewhat notorious films: Hitchcock’s Rope (1948), in which two young
students kill one of their colleagues because they want to know how it feels, and
Michael Powell’s 1960 film Peeping Tom, featuring Karl-Heinz Bohm as an ama-
teur filmmaker-cum-serial killer who eviscerates his female victims with a knife
attached to the tripod of his camera. Horvath decries the moral emptiness of 1930s
Austrian society and traces the reason for the killer’s behavior to a loss of faith
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and, by implication, a loss of respect for life. Hitchcock’s protagonists suffer from
an overdose of badly digested Nietzsche. The title character of Peeping Tom acts
out a childhood trauma brought about by his scientist father’s use of him as a
childhood guinea pig in his experiments on fear. The decline of religion, the rise
of dangerous philosophical doctrines, and psychological trauma respectively
serve as explanatory templates for the behavior of the protagonists. Benny’s Video,
even though set in Vienna, has no place for psychoanalysis and even less for
religion and its loss. Rather, as in Hitchcock’s film, Benny’s behavior is due to the
emergence of a disturbing new outside force. While in Rope Nietzsche’s philoso-
phy (or whatever the students and their professor take it to be) provokes a loss
of moral perspective and disconnects the students from their peers, in Benny’s Video
it is video that takes the place of the Ubermensch doctrine. Rather than being the
result of any social or historical circumstance, the moral emptiness of the title
character is an effect of technology, the technology of the video image.

One might call this a techno-Hegelian explanation of moral decline. In his artwork
essay, Benjamin argues that film raises a specific problem with regard to art. The
question, Benjamin argues, is not whether and how film can be an art. Rather, it
is what art is after film. The emergence of film and other technical media like it
fundamentally alters the nature of art. We may call this techno-Hegelianism in
the sense that Benjamin argues that media technology, rather than the Hegelian
Geist, drives the development of art and our philosophical conceptions of art. In
a strikingly analogous fashion, Benny’s Video offers an argument from media tech-
nology to explain the moral decline of society. Video technology brings about a
change in the moral constitution of the individual and, by implication, in the moral
fabric of society. But the argument is more sophisticated than the usual diagnoses
of the pernicious effects of media use. Video apparently produces not just higher
levels of aggression in the behavior of adolescents, but effects a fundamental change
in the structure of subjectivity. In Cameron’s films, the threat of video comes from
the people who use it rather than from the medium itself. In Haneke, the threat
comes from people who use video because they use it, not because of how they
use it. In fact, one could argue that Haneke’s film subscribes not only to a techno-
essentialist rather than social constructivist view of media, but also to the view
that subjectivity is a mere afterthought to media technology.”> Whether by
coincidence or elective affinity, Haneke’s film, released in 1992, nicely captures
the Zeitgeist of media theory in the 1990s, as expressed in the writings of Friedrich
Kittler and others.” The medium clearly still is the message. But it is no longer
an extension of man. Man is now an extension of the medium.

It is important to note, however, that Benny’s Video is making a point not just
about video, but about film in relation to video. So how does film, as film, come
into play in the film’s representation and performance of video? Branching out
into the vocabulary of theology, one could argue that film in Benny’s Video is a
kat’echon, a countervailing power that holds up evil, in that film not only docu-
ments and dramatizes, but also counters the detrimental effects of video. Rather
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than just lament the moral decline of youth from the point of view of a concerned
but unaffected observer, Benny’s Video exposes the viewer to the shock, surprise,
and loss of distance induced by the video image in the very first shot of the film.
As much as an aesthetic experience this resembles a scientific experiment: Let’s
expose viewers to the footage and see how they deal with it.* Film thus integrates
video into an experimental setup and turns the cinema into a laboratory. This implies
mastery of one medium by another. Film frames, and controls, video. Film pro-
vides a framework that makes it possible to unleash, but also to contain, the effects
of video. As the film’s narration progresses, the experimental setup of the first shot
morphs into what one might call a setup of mastery through style. Wherever
possible, the film uses carefully composed long shots and plan-séquences, i.e., long,
uninterrupted takes. The spatial depth and the temporal integrity of the takes cre-
ate a stark contrast with the flatness and the lack of perspective of the video images,
and with the nervous editing of the television programs. The experimental, or
scientific, attitude remains in play, however. There is a long take of Benny sitting
at the dining table and reading comic books right after the murder. This is a text-
book example of what Haneke refers to when he claims that his films preserve
the liberty of the spectator and let him or her think. Deliberately slow in pacing,
the scene dedramatizes the event and creates the space and time to reflect on what
has just happened. But the scene also creates an observational setup. We watch
Benny, and the spectacle of what we see is his apparent lack of reaction. He does
not seem to display any kind of reaction to what he has just done and lived through.
He just goes on with his life as if nothing has happened, supplanting one set of
images, the video images, with another set of (supposedly harmful) pictures, the
comic book. The sheer length of the take gives us the measure of how detached
from his own actions this character has become. The long take, then, is not just
an antidote to the video image but is also a device for laying bare and studying
the effects of the video medium on the moral universe of the film’s protagonist.
The film may open with a “taking-by-surprise-before-one-can-think” segment, but
luckily for the viewer there is the rampart of the long take that protects her from
further damage and affords her all the time she needs to think about the surprise
that she experienced in the opening sections of the film. Rather like in All the
President’s Men, then, the very process of cinematic narration protects, and eluci-
dates, the epistemic privilege of film over other media.

Perhaps nowhere is this more apparent than towards the end of the film. When
Benny’s parents learn about his crime they help him get rid of the body. Finally,
in order to take him away from everything, Benny’s mother accompanies her son
on a long trip to a country in the desert. The film tells the story almost entirely
through reframed video footage and relegates the characters to the status of
video personalities. By covering up the murder rather than handing over their son
to the authorities, the parents subscribe to and pass into the moral, or rather amoral,
universe of their videographer son. What the final sequences of the film show us,
then, is a video universe from which there is no escape for the characters of the
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film, or rather, for the former characters of what, for them, is no longer a film.
Film still controls the video universe, but the cinematic world has been entirely
submerged by video. Where McLuhan claims that the content of a new medium
is an old medium, in the case of Haneke, the new medium ends up as the content
of the old medium, and the old medium contains the new also in a moral and
eschatological sense, that is, in the sense of containing the danger that it repres-
ents. Rather than straight techno-Hegelianism, Haneke proposes an eschatological
view of a struggle of quasi-mythical proportions between an older technology of
the moving image and a new one, in which the old eventually defeats the new.
At least for the time being.

Pan to Egoyan

While video images feature prominently in many films by Atom Egoyan, another
Canadian director, Family Viewing, the film that first brought Egoyan to interna-
tional attention, is probably the key to a discussion of the issues at stake in this
essay. In Family Viewing a young man about to finish high school is tending to his
ailing Armenian grandmother who was sent by his father to a home. His parents
are divorced, and his father tapes his sexual encounters with various lovers on old
videotapes that contain footage of the young man’s childhood. The young man
finds this out when he takes some of the old tapes to the home where his grand-
mother lives in order to show her his childhood films. The grandmother first
reacts with mute bliss to the images of her grandson on the television screen. As
we look at her from the point of view of the video screen, the expression on her
face turns into one of abhorrence, and she turns away in her wheelchair. Her grand-
son steps up, and we see what he sees: footage that his father shot over the footage
of his childhood days, an image of his mother being forced into submissive sado-
masochistic sex games. The scene ends with a close-up freeze frame of the young
man’s mother’s face in pain. His father’s perverse sexual appetites destroyed the
family, and this iconic image of suffering furnishes the visual proof (Fig. 3.3). Video
creates a moral and epistemic void in Haneke’s film and cannot speak the truth
in Cameron’s film. In this scene, it could be argued, video figures as a medium
that adds another dimension to the world of the film. Video opens up a conduit
for love both in the sense of agape and eros, of compassion and desire. Showing
the childhood videos to the grandmother is an act of compassion, of agape. The
young man provides the joy of reliving his youth to himself and the grandmother,
a shared emotion that transcends her ailment, and his. At the same time, video
also figures as the medium of the sexual desire of the father. Nonetheless, the screen-
ing of the tapes reveals the truth about his father to the young man (and the grand-
mother). Following this scene, the son decides to break off contact with his father
and build a new life for himself and his grandmother with the aid of a telephone
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Fig. 3.3 Video as transgressive icon. Family Viewing (1987), dir. and prod. Atom Egoyan.

sex worker he had encountered earlier. Video, then, offers a conduit for both com-
passion and sexual desire that transcends the immediate world of the characters
to open up a realm of memory as well as fantasy.

But there is a spiritual dimension to the video image in Egoyan’s film, too. In
Terminator 2, cinema frames video as part of the truth-telling dispositif of psych-
iatry. In Family Viewing, the framing of video brings to mind an entirely different
dispositif: the religious dispositif of iconostasis, the wall of religious images that grace
the interior of every Orthodox church. Egoyan, it is useful to remember, was born
to Armenian parents in Egypt. The images, or “icons,” of the iconostasis are more
than just images: They are likeness and presence at the same time. According to
religious doctrine, rather than simply representing religious motifs and saints the
icon is a medium that creates a presence of the object.”” In that sense, they add
a presence to the space in which they are shown, and they transcend that space
by opening it up to a spiritual dimension. The image logic of video in the Family
Viewing sequence may be described in similar terms. The childhood videos open
up the diegetic space to the realm of memory and create a presence of the life lived.
The image of the mother’s suffering, on the other hand, is doubly transgressive.
In Orthodox religious painting suffering may not be shown. The true extent of
the father’s transgression, then, becomes apparent in the suffering the video image
shows. Rather than creating a void in the character’s world, the video image in
Egoyan is a revelation, a revelation of the truth of both memory and fantasy.

Despite the intellectual temptations of techno-essentialism which Haneke so
wholeheartedly succumbs to in Benny’s Video, then, it appears that video as a medium
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has no essence other than what the respective framings of video in film ascribe
to it. And that essence may even be, as in Egoyan’s case, that video, rather than
film, is the true repository of memory and fantasy.

Cut Back to Haneke; End

With regard to Benny’s Video we could say that film contains video, and the dangers
of video, for the time being. Two more recent examples seem to indicate that
Haneke is no longer sure that film is safe from an infection by video images.” In
a famous scene from Funny Games, one of the young tormentors of the bourgeois
family in the film is shot and fatally wounded. His companion, unwilling to accept
this outcome, grasps the television remote control and rewinds the scene in order
to interfere and prevent the shot from being fired. All of a sudden, film appears
to be subjected to the same technological conditions as video. Rewind is pos-
sible. While this remains an isolated incident in Funny Games, the subversion of film
becomes endemic in Caché, Haneke’s film about colonial guilt in France. His betrayal
of an Algerian boy in his childhood comes back to haunt the main character, Georges,
played by Daniel Auteuil. In a similar fashion, video haunts film throughout Caché.
The opening shot shows the Paris residence of Georges and his wife. It is a long
shot, exactly one of the kind that assured the primacy of film over video in the
mise-en-scéne of Benny’s Video. As it turns out when the shot suddenly freezes and
a rewind sets in, this is really a video image. Georges keeps receiving videotapes,
but we never find out who shot them, not even at the end of the film. Video is still
very present in Haneke’s film, but it seems that it has now insinuated itself into
the very fabric of film. While Benny’s Video could still safely rely on the superior
quality and the indexicality of the photographic image to provide the foundations
of film’s epistemic privilege over video, video now has reached a quality of image
that makes it indistinguishable from film, as in the opening of Caché. Video
appears to be shaking up the very epistemological foundations of film. What is
more, we cannot count on cinematic narration to resolve the issue, either — after
all, we never learn who makes the videos in Caché. Rather than a pharmakon that
eventually strengthens the old medium, video has now become a resident virus
permanently nested inside film. It remains to be seen whether this is simply yet
another in the long list of deaths that the cinema has so far survived in the course
of its history, or whether the video virus is actually a kind of germ that ends up
creating a new form of cinema. As indeed it may.

Notes

1 Sometimes these studies lump in old media with new to underscore their point. German
neurologist Manfred Spitzer is a case in point. After publishing a book extolling the



10
11
12

13

14
15

INFECTIOUS IMAGES 109

virtues of aural culture and the beneficial impact of listening to music on the devel-
opment of the brain, he went on to publish a scathing critique of Bildschirmmedien,
i.e., screen media, from television to the computer screen, claiming that exposure of
the human perceptual system to audiovisual media would of necessity damage our
intellectual capacities and the moral fabric of society. It is a critique that calls for a
meta-critique and, among other things, brings to mind Marshall McLuhan’s obser-
vation that democratic societies are inherently visual while atavistic non-democratic
societies favor the aural. See Manfred Spitzer (2005, 2006).

On the history, and hastened historicization, of video see Ralf Adelmann, Hilde
Hoffmann, and Rolf Nohr (2002). On the art history and aesthetic theory of video
and video installations see Juliane Rebentisch (2003) and Yvonne Spielmann (2008).
Some authors suggest a gendered view of video and its demise, elaborating on both
Laura Mulvey’s hypothesis of the male gaze in cinema and the 1980s television studies
assumption that TV, as the domestic medium par excellence, is a female medium.
Thus, for instance, Caetlin Benson-Allott (2007) suggests that video is neither male
nor female, but a hermaphrodite technology, which may be part of the reason for
the technology’s relatively rapid obsolescence.

Raymond Bellour (1990). For an analysis of one of the key films of modern cinema
that deals with the relationship of photography and film in a manner similar to the
argument put forward in this essay, see Roger Odin (1981).

See Stanley Cavell (1979).

For the concept of pharmakon, see Jacques Derrida (1981).

For a different approach to the same field, focusing on how the advent of new media
led to imaginary constructions of other media technologies and in turn reshaped
Hollywood film narrative, see Paul Young (2006).

Dispositif here designates a hybrid ensemble of technological devices and discourse
rules. For a comprehensive survey of the notion of dispositif see Frank Kessler, “Notes
on Dispositif,” and Joachim Paech (1997).

Georges Canguilhem (1952: 160—93); here p. 180.

Fritz Heider (2005).

Marshall McLuhan (1994).

Rudolf Arnheim (1956, 1971).

“Objects which in themselves we view with pain, we delight to contemplate when
reproduced with minute fidelity: such as the forms of the most ignoble animals and
of dead bodies. The cause of this again is, that to learn gives the liveliest pleasure,
not only to philosophers but to men in general; whose capacity, however, of learn-
ing is more limited. Thus the reason why men enjoy seeing a likeness is, that in con-
templating it they find themselves learning or inferring, and saying perhaps, ‘Ah, that
is he’” (Aristotle 1997: 6).

Drawing on Burke, who opens his Inquiry with a chapter on taste, Kant’s Critique
of Judgment attempts to establish precisely the foundations of the intersubjectivity of
aesthetic judgments and thus of aesthetic experience as an experience conducive to
knowledge.

Friedrich Schiller (2000).

One of the classic authors to defend this position is Theodor Adorno, who couples
a ferocious critique of the culture industry with an aesthetic theory that extolls the
virtues of high modernism.
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For an influential example see Rosalind Kraul3 (1986).

Jacques Ranciére (2001).

The only monograph on Pakula that I know of is Jared Brown’s biography. Other
than that, Pakula’s films seem to be more likely to be discussed in law journals than
in film studies journals. See Brown (2006) and Christine Alice Corcos (1997).
Hannah Landecker (2005).

On the relationship of the radio and film industries in the 1930s see Michele Hilmes
(1990, 1997).

Since I have quoted Stanley Cavell above it is important to note that Cavell suggests,
in The World Viewed, that animation is not cinema because animated images are not
properly photographic in nature. Kracauer holds a different view, allowing anima-
tion to redeem physical reality as much as the photographic image does.

Jane Feuer (1993: 23).

One argument detractors of film like to use against the film medium is that litera-
ture liberates the human imagination whereas film enslaves it by flooding the mind
with images that the reader is free to produce on his or her own. Christine Noll
Brinckmann proposes turning this argument on its head by suggesting that literature
actually enslaves the human imagination by putting it to work, whereas film liberates
the imagination by providing the images and setting the mind free to imagine other
things. Noll Brinckmann’s argument is, of course, debatable, but it has the advantage
of pointing out the shallowness of the received notion that she criticizes. (Personal
communication with Christine Noll Brinckmann.)

On Peirce and photography see Frangois Brunet (1996). For the locus classicus of the
application of Peircean terminology to film see Peter Wollen (1969: 116-54).

Cf. André Bazin (1960).

The problem with the argument about the indexicality of the photographic image is
that it derives an aesthetic, experiential property from the technical process of the
image’s production, i.e., it combines an aesthetic and epistemological argument with
a genealogical argument in a somewhat awkward manner. Nonetheless, the argu-
ment has the advantage of seeming intuitively pertinent and correct, which is prob-
ably why film theory has subscribed to the idea of indexicality for so long, and continues
to do so, in order to determine the aesthetic specificity of the film image. I have set
out this critique in more detail in Vinzenz Hediger (2006).

Amos Vogel (1996).

It is tempting to suggest that at the heart of this critique is a strong concern for the
privacy of the bourgeois subject. However that may be, Haneke’s critique has strong
echoes of Adorno, particularly in its defense of subjectivity and the individuality of
the individual. Ironically, Adorno’s theory of subjectivity, and by extension his critique
of the culture industry, is anchored as much in Emerson and Transcendentalism as
it draws on nineteenth-century German philosophy. Cf. Dieter Thomi (2007).
Tom Gunning (1989).

Akira Mizuta Lippit (2003).

“What I'm trying to pick out with this term is, firstly, a thoroughly heterogenous
ensemble consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regulatory deci-
sions, laws, administrative measures, scientific statements, philosophical, moral and
philanthropic propositions — in short, the said as much as the unsaid. Such are the
elements of the apparatus” (Foucault 1980).
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32 Jorg Metelmann makes an apparently similar point in his analysis of the film, which
he later expanded into a book from his doctoral dissertation. He writes about a
“system Benny-video” which slowly but steadily infects all of society. I would argue
that this is a variation on the cyborg trope, also very current in 1990s media theory
and proposed, most prominently, by Donna Haraway, as well as in James Cameron’s
Terminator films (of which more below). Cf. Jérg Metelmann (2001, 2003).

33  Friedrich Kittler (1985, 1998).

34 Critics like to point out Haneke’s indebtedness to the epic theater of Brecht when
discussing his films. The text of reference for this line of analysis is Metelmann’s book,
Zur Kritik der Kino-Gewalt (2003).

35 For a comprehensive discussion of these issues see Hans Belting (1993).

36 For a similar argument see also Mattias Frey (2006).
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Tracking Code Unknown

Tom Conley

In Casablanca, an autobiography in which he jogs his early wartime memories
through those of Michael Curtiz’s film of the same name, Marc Augé recalls how
the Liberation of Paris was pocked with strife. He saw survivors of the camps
gingerly climb down from trucks that had brought them to the Hotel Lutetia,
only a few months after he had witnessed, from the Place Maubert, free French
soldiers immolate two German motorcyclists at the corner of the Montagne Sainte-
Genevieve. It was just before Tiger tanks, dispatched to the summit of the rue
Cardinal-Lemoine, in reprisal, fired onto the rue Monge. As soon as the violence
subsided Augé scurried with his parents to the square in front of Notre-Dame to
welcome the return of Charles de Gaulle. All of a sudden snipers opened fire on
the crowd. His father thrust Augé onto his shoulders and carried him home.

The streets along which we went back, running as we did from one doorway to
the next (there were no codes and so shelter could be sought everywhere), have
today become luxurious thoroughfares where, at every floor, exposed wooden beams
are on the ceilings above antique furnishings. But at that time these were simply
poor and dirty streets. We prudently were initiating ourselves to what was not yet
called urban guerrilla warfare.'

Auggé, an ethnologist of autobiography, takes what seems to be a black-and-white
snapshot of the past. In 1944, a time when electronic entries were unknown, he
and his father found sanctuary in a courtyard behind a porte cochére (overhang).
Had the protective device not existed the boy and his elder might have lost their
lives. Augé’s passing thoughts about door codes in the midst of a chilling flash-
back to the war suggest that Paris, then an open city, has since become closed.
Now the metropolis has become a bourgeois citadel, a mass of upscale buildings
displaying poutres apparentes (exposed beams) behind ample windows that give onto
the streets below. Paris is no longer a place where shelter is available for anyone.
The new system of door codes assures safety only for those who can afford to
live in spaces of confined splendor.
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The slight but telling mention of the “door codes” to refurbished Parisian apart-
ments can serve as an epigraph to this brief reflection on a tracking shot at the
outset of Michael Haneke’s Code Unknown (Code inconnu, 2000). The film is set in
motion at the point where the “code” of the title matches the sight of the device.
Glimpsed fleetingly, following the credits and a silent sequence in which children
are shown using sign language, the mechanism designates a point of departure
(and, as will later occur, a point of closure). When the “door code” is seen the
film makes clear a relation between what is known and what is not in both a
spatial and somatic sense. The film brings the unknown into the fleeting tenor
of everyday life.

It suffices, for what might serve as a second epigraph, to recall that for the
psychoanalyst Guy Rosolato the unknown is tied to what he calls the objet de
perspective (object of perspective) that can signify the unknown, “what moves desire
in all ideals.”” The object is what is visibly or mentally glimpsed, yet never quite
known, that drives us to wonder about how we are in the world and why at the
same time we sense ourselves detached from it while we gain experience within
it. A hinge on what we see and on our phantasms at work in the visual field before
our eyes, it begs us to locate ourselves in respect to where we are and what might
be our geography of subjectivity. The object of perspective is located at a junc-
ture (which is also a point of rupture) between the aural field — marked by a shard
of speech, a note of music, or an unsettling sound — and the world seen. It is a
visible fragment that floats before our eyes and baffles or annoys enough to prod
us to want to “know” why, unknown, it is as it is.” For the analyst who listens to
his or her patient, the object of perspective might be a fragment, seen when heard,
that brings forward unconscious demands or desires. It entails “discovering some-
thing beyond, a surge aiming at something unknown, distant from our acquired
bearings and surpassing them, but nonetheless in a narrow relation with repressed
phantasms that need to be discerned [repérés]” (Rosolato 1996: 152, stress his). The
analyst, he concludes, must disengage in the other’s desire — the other can be
an analysand, an interlocutor, or a film — the perspectival objects, that is, “these
ideals activating desires toward an unknown so that transformations or discoveries
can be reached” (ibid.). He notes that the discovery is a matter of one’s own and
first step toward a “cure” — even if the latter might yield a sense of horror and a
realization of the defensive mechanisms a person has mantled in order not to rec-
ognize the unknown. Or, too, it might be a point of departure for illumination
and delight, either a “taste for life” in the poetry of everyday things, in metaphors
that bear (portent) the unknown, or a desire for and acquisition of knowledge. In
all events it must be known that the unknown is a vital part of the very experi-
ence of life tout court (167).

The title and execution of Haneke’s film seem to build on these reflections and
to cause the unknown to resemble, too, what Roland Barthes had noted about
the enigmatic nature of the photograph insofar as it is a “message without a code.”
The unknown inhabited what, long before the advent of digital photography, he
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had called the “photographic paradox.” The message that a still photograph
conveys is nothing but itself, and not a transformation of what it registers:

[E]very sign presupposes a code, and this code (of connotation) is what needs
to be established. The photographic paradox would thus be the coexistence of
two messages, the one without a code (which would be the photographic analogue)
and the other with a code (this would be either “art,” treatment, or écriture, or the
rhetoric of photography); structurally, the paradox is obviously not the collusion
of a denoted message and a connoted message: such is the probably fatal status
of all mass communication; here it is because a connoted (or coded) message is
developed from a message without a code.*

For Barthes, much as the unknown happens to be for Rosolato, the photographic
message is read according to a code inconnu. It opens onto the unknown and ulti-
mately cues interrogation about who and where one is in a welter of spatial and
symbolic relations. The continuousness of the photograph assures the fact and
discovery of the code that is nothing other than the unknown itself. Its own quiddity
or haeccity (the term belongs to Gilles Deleuze), in other words its matte pres-
ence before our eyes that register its strangeness, is cause for the unknown to be
the absence of an analogy that would otherwise explain or mediate what we see.

Such is what the opening tracking shot of Haneke’s Code Unknown brings for-
ward. Lasting eight minutes and ten seconds, it rivals with the many sequences
that Jean-Luc Godard has invested with a “moral” or critical dimension. For the
filmmaker of the traffic jam in Week-end (1967) or of the expanse of checkout aisles
in the hypermarket at the end of Tout va bien (1972), the tracking shot elicits both
identification with the subjects shown and simultaneous distancing. The tracking
shot “identifies” with what it records because it literally conveys the scene, yet it
remains detached since it never closes in upon what is shown. It offers a perspective
of critical appreciation as it draws attention to the mode of perception it elicits.
For Godard the shot bears a political virtue inasmuch as it primes our desire to
identify or make known the relation of the subject to the construction of the shot
itself. If Godard’s reflections of the 1960s are held in view today, a broader his-
tory of its politics comes forward. The front-credits and inaugural sequence of
The Player (Robert Altman, 1992) include in their duration ample reflection on
film form. A crane and tracking shot of about eight minutes’ length includes two
personages, one walking with his bicycle, who stroll along a pathway in a studio
lot. One of them offers a thumbnail history of tracking shots to his interlocutor:
“All they do now is cut, cut, cut. Remember the two-minute tracking shot of Touch
of Evil,” he quips, just as the camera appears to be rehearsing the same tour de
force. The bicycle refers immediately — which a moderately informed viewer
immediately notes — to Bicycle Thieves ([Vittorio de Sica, 1948], the end of which
is later seen in The Player) in which the tracking shot, always close to the pro-
tagonist and his son, but always held at a distance, brings social contradiction into
the style of presentation.
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Haneke’s sequence figures in the pantheon in which these shots are found. As
the black title card, écrit et realisé par Michael Haneke (in white characters in sans-
serif typeface on a black background), fades out, the shot of a refashioned
entrance to an apartment begins. It is registered at eyeline level from the side of
the boulevard that the greater building is facing. Two frosted-glass doors, one large
(to the left), the other small (to the right), display a smaller electronic device (shown
as a white rectangle in a black frame) on the polished stone fagade. Street noise
is audible as two men pace by, from left to right, in the foreground when sud-
denly a woman in a tan raincoat, wearing gym shoes, hurriedly exits the larger
door. She anxiously checks her bag whose strap is slung over her right shoulder.
The track begins as the woman emerges into view and passes between three
pedestrians standing in the street. For a moderately seasoned spectator it is glar-
ingly clear that her departure from the apartment is coded to recall a “primal scene”
of cinematography, notably that of the Lumiére Brothers’ “La Sortie des usines
Lumiére” (1895), in which the opening of a door, and the exit and the diffusion
of a mass of workers into a street, is taken to be the inaugural moment of the
seventh art. If cinema typically rehearses its own “primitive” or primal scenes here
it can be affirmed that from its very onset the shot recoups the invention of cinema.

The woman hurries along her way. The alternation of doors and walls in the
background draws attention to the motion of the shot when suddenly the woman
— now, no longer inconnue, is recognizably Juliette Binoche, a French bourgeoise par
excellence. She looks back in response to an interpellation out the frame: Anne!
She stops just as a pedestrian carrying a packsack continues his way to the right.
Suddenly a youth dressed in a light green jacket appears when, reaching toward
and then embracing him, the woman calls his name — Jean! — and immediately
asks him why he (Alexandre Hamidi) is where he is. The camera has lightly retraced
its course by moving backward, ostensibly to hold in view, in the background,
the “code” of entry to the door that has just opened. The camera has stopped so
that in a two-shot (within the frame of the track) the boy and the woman
exchange words about the unknown location of his brother “Georges” (appear-
ing later and played by Thierry Neuvio). She remarks that having been gone for
three weeks, he is in Kosovo (which, at the time of the making of the film, was
in unprecedented conflict and turmoil). Perturbed because Georges is gone (and
clearly not because he is in a region of conflict), the boy pirouettes and mimes
an expression of frustration by looking away so as to beg the woman’s concern
for him. His gesture succeeds. As it does his hand is shown poised before the door
code that seems to be a miniature title-card. No sooner has he done so than, respond-
ing to her solicitude, he turns away as if to hold the code in view. Two business-
men speak in the background while the boy asserts that he won’t “go back home.”

The camera begins to move again when the woman admits that she’s pressed
and can hear him out as they walk. They pass by walls and upscale windows of
a bank before they cross a street. As the camera continues its career he grouses
about having waited for an hour and been unable to gain access to the apartment.
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Fig. 4.1 Anne (Juliette Binoche) and Jean (Alexandre Hamidi). Code Unknown
(2000), dir. Michael Haneke, prod. Marin Karmitz and Alain Sarde.

“Ton putain de code, il a changé” (subtitle: “your fucking door code’s changed™).
She responds, facing him (as a red car moves toward the intersection behind the
camera, setting the boy’s green jacket in high contrast to the gray character of
the street), asking him why he didn’t call from a telephone booth said (and later
shown) to be standing just in front of the apartment and the door code. He answers
that indeed he had called and left a message. In getting back to the sidewalk and
passing by an outdoor flower shop the misunderstanding is resolved until, pass-
ing by the rows of red, yellow, and blue bouquets, the boy claims that he needs
a place to stay, “here in Paris.” She again turns backward while advancing, then
stops, poising herself in a medium two-shot in which she learns, in his words, that
he has “fucked oft” (“je me suis tiré”). Looking as him, she smiles as if to prompt
the shot to begin moving again, that “life goes on.” It goes on — like the tracking
shot — despite the fact that the boy “can’t stand” (“je ne supporte pas”) his father,
a bumpkin who is said to be redoing “an old barn.”

The camera has just passed the flower stand and stops again when the woman
intercedes, asking him if he is as hungry as she is. She turns to enter the door-
way of a pastry shop from which one woman has exited and another is shown in
the background inside. The store window on which are printed, in an arched shape,
the upper-case letters that spell viennoiserie displays three racks of cakes. The word
on the window, reflected in reverse on the glass box containing the pastries, seems
to be an implicit subtitle that links the heads of the two characters. Would this
sign, like the door code at the beginning of the shot, be of something strange or
of another familiar place? The camera holds long enough to identify a “code” for
the name that links the two conflicting characters to a common place. The sound
of a singer crooning and strumming a guitar is heard off before the camera follows
the boy, walking to the right, who investigates where the performer might be. In
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moving along with the boy the camera opens onto a passageway filled with
people who have stopped to listen to the singer in the background. The song stops
and people clap. Noticeable are two posts (erected to keep traffic from entering
the space) on which are painted long green arrows, matching the color of the boy’s
jacket, which indicate the way to a supermarché.” The camera continues its course,
and its slight focus pull draws attention to the boy, now alone, who seems lost in
thought. He continues his path by the window of a real estate office and then
another bank (whose facade is painted in blue) at the corner of the next inter-
section when, all of a sudden, the woman catches up with him, chomping on a
pain au chocolat. Speaking with her mouth full, she tells him that when she is in
the bathroom she can’t hear the telephone: thus, the possible misunderstanding
and the failure to establish previous contact.

In a casual and seemingly meaningless gesture, as if in a friendly way and in
curt response to the boy’s failure to acknowledge her explanation, she hands him
a piece of pastry just as she looks away to see if traffic is coming as they cross the
street. She moves across the dashed median (perpendicular to the axis of the shot)
in asking — hurriedly, casually — if something is wrong (“¢a va pas?”). He opens
the bag while in deep focus the shot reveals that the trailer of a large moving van
in the background carries the name peTrOIT. Their pace accelerates with that of
the camera. She eats while he stuffs his hand in the bag that crinkles in the midst
of the street noise. They reach the curb again and seem once more to reconcile
their differences. As he begins to munch the pastry she resumes conversation (“alors,
ou en étions-nous?”), just after their passage their bodies have scanned the letters
printed on the moving van.

Their conflict seems greater when they are in the street than on the sidewalk.
Or at least until the name of another real estate agency emerges into view
obliquely, at the corner, in red neon: JEAN FEUILLADE IMMOBILIER. At that moment
the plot thickens. The woman inquires of his father, whom he reports, again, is
fixing up a barn that would eventually become a “place to live” for him when he
is older. The irony is that the real estate agency, highly visible in the background,
displays behind its windows rectangular small pictures of domiciles that are visu-
ally analogous to the door code seen on the wall at the beginning of the shot,
and, furthermore, that the conversation has to do with habitus: where to be, how
to live, in what milieu, whether urban or rural, and under whose aegis. As work-
ers pass by or ogle at the images in the window the boy remarks that he would
never live in the manner that his father proposes (“jamais de ma vie!”). The milieu
is at once that of a familial conflict, another of places in and off or urban and rural,
and of what is being shown and, behind that, as the name Feuillade cannot fail
to indicate, the history of cinema.

Just after having passed by the real estate agency the camera moves into a space
in deep perspective (for the fourth time, if the passageway to the supermarket
and the two streets are counted), in front of an open entry into a mall of shops in
a contemporary arcade. Standing on opposite sides of the corners to the entry in
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which some well-to-do shoppers are visible, the two characters seem to face off
and be at odds with each other. The camera underscores the deep focus when
the woman mutters a banality in the shape of a regressive double bind: You are
no longer a minor, she asserts, staring coldly, because now it is urgent that you
do as your father says. At the utterance of the mixed command the tracking
shot comes again to a stop, exactly at the point where the couple separates. Not
having slept, late and in a hurry, the woman must get to work. She fumbles in
her bag to search for the keys to the apartment that she gives to him along with
mention of the code. “The code is 48B13.” When they both hold the keychain
she insists that there are “no more misunderstandings.” He can stretch out on the
couch before she returns at noon, and he must be sure to know, she reminds him,
that there is no room “for three.” After asking, “Do you remember the code?,”
she kisses him on the cheek and departs at the point where the tracking shot now
begins its reverse career, retracing the path it had just followed.

The boy walks back by the Feuillade agency (a man strolling with a dog now
looks at the images behind the window). In voice-off Anne intervenes (her inter-
pellation matches Jean’s which began the shot) to tell him not to answer the phone
because the action will not engage the message-machine. The camera catches up
and keeps pace with the youth, as he crosses the street, such that the name peTROIT
on the van (whose workers attend to the emptying or filling of an apartment)
inflects the issue of location and disruption while also signaling, in the fleetingly
deep perspective of the street, the idea of a narrow passage for the boy lost in
thought.® He thus walks across the intersection and toward the arcade where
music is now heard, off, as he glides by the first of the two real estate agencies.
When he turns to his right to observe the musician and his half-dozen spectators
the camera stops, repeating again a view in deep focus in which the two posts
printed with arrows indicating the location of the supermarket in the field of view
are framing the boy in the middle. Four or five pedestrians cross by before it becomes
clear that now — two minutes and forty seconds later — a beggar woman (who
will be known as Maria, played by Luminita Gheorghiu) sits cross-legged on the
pavement at the left-hand corner of the passageway. Having held its position
for about fifteen seconds, the camera moves as the boy exits and passes by the
beggar, at once advertently and inadvertently tossing — slam-dunk — the wrapper
into the beggar’s hands as he looks away. He passes again by the Viennese bakery.
Wiping his hands while its storefront is still in view (just as the rows of flowers
appear again) another interpellation follows. A husky black youth (later identified
as "Amadou,” played by Ona Lu Yenke) enters from the right, putting his right
hand on the boy’s shoulder before he stops him — and the camera movement —
to frame, exactly in the same position that the boy and the woman had occupied earlier
in the shot, the two youths, black and white, standing at either side of the arc of
VIENNOISERIE on the store window. “Tu trouves ton comportement correct?” (“do
you think you're behaving correctly?”), the black youth asks the boy (who imme-
diately tells him to go to hell) before the camera continues its itinerary to the left.
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Fig. 4.2 Jean and Amadou (Ona Lu Yenke). Code Unknown (2000), dir. Michael
Haneke, prod. Marin Karmitz and Alain Sarde.

The camera stops to catch the boys tussling. It then returns to the entry of the
arcade to frame the two adversaries facing each other on either side of the
beggar. The commotion brings a storekeeper into the fray before, all of a sudden,
the woman returns. As the beggar woman leaves (off-screen) the black youth
follows. The tracking shot resumes, following and then keeping pace with the white
youth (in medium close-up) as he walks by the racks of flowers. The African youth
enters from the right, engaging in fisticuffs before the woman returns, again,
begging him to let go. The camera laterally reframes the field of view before
two policemen enter (from the right) to impose law and order.

The tracking shot seems to have come to an end when the camera stops to
frame an apparent two-shot. The angry black, facing the police, explains what
prompted him to correct the youth'’s (or, as he corrects his own words, the “young
man’s”) humiliation of the beggar. As soon as the police seek the beggar the cam-
era resumes its track, moving to the right, then back to the left, across the arcade
and back to the point where the camera had shown the black youth informing
the police of the boy’s infraction. He cedes his identity papers to the police. Refusing
to let them touch him, he tussles with the two officers.

After eleven minutes and thirty seconds the shot cuts to black before the next
sequence begins. At the end of its itinerary the tracking shot has staged a plethora
of “codes” in multifarious conflict. A thematic reading invites reflection on how
civil conduct can be respected in situations inviting or inciting violence. The white
youth has made a gesture, possibly unbeknownst to himself, that in the eyes of a
black bystander is flagrantly demeaning to a woman shown to be derelict for no
cause of her own making. A self-involved adolescent tosses a ball of crumpled paper
into the hands of a sans-papiers. A black youth feels impelled to make the young
man apologize to the beggar and to honor a code of decency for which he shows
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that he is a dubious representative when he projects his own frustrations onto
both the youth and the police. His own violence betrays a conflict of class or
struggle between haves and have-nots which no sooner gives way to another of
gender and social geography. The black man is clearly an outsider in an elegant
area of Paris, but so also is the white youth, who does not quite have a place of
his own in the space shown in deep focus. The bourgeois woman is so hassled
that she has no idea about the contradiction in the street she inhabits when she
goes to and from work.

Some of the codes unknown to the participants are cinematic, and herein Haneke’s
rewriting of Godard’s “moral drama of the tracking shot” at once identifies, identifies
with, and draws a distance from the conflicts it records. At its very beginning
the shot inscribes an icon of a “code” into the play of rectangular shapes that
comprise the wall of the building and the entry out of which the woman emerges.
It immediately becomes a point of reference because the adolescent had no idea
that the “putain de code” had been changed; at the axis of the tracking shot the
subtitle records the number (“48B13”) that the woman conveys to the adolescent
and then reminds him to remember. The Viennese pastry shop where Anne
buys the snack in wrapping paper (the lure or “floating signifier” that prompts
the violence of the scene) twice serves as a background to two dialogues of conflict.
In the first half of the shot its name, much like an implicit intertitle in a silent
film, both links and separates Anne and Jean; in the second, the youth and his
black (and third world) counterpart are shown in almost identical poses.
Viennoiserie: Because the film has inscribed its title in the field of the image at the
very beginning of the shot, the camera signals that the image-field itself is layered
or even rife with conflicting codes of visual and aural form. Like a cartographer’s
signature associated with a toponym on a map, the name of the bakery would
possibly refer to the director’s Austrian origins shown “displaced” into Paris. It
would affirm that the film is not entirely of the “French” style of the tracking
shot and is of a mixed and perhaps conflicted origin.

Closely analyzed, say, in the manner by which Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze
ask their readers to “break open,” “split,” or “crack apart” visible and discursive
forms that convey the signs of everyday life, “viennoiserie” is a visual symptom
of the broader conflicts of code that Haneke stages in this film.” Vienne . . . noiserie:
“let there be noise” or a staging of violence, if indeed noise is understood as
din and shuffle that mediate discord and conflict of one kind or another. Noise
remains one of the most charged substantives of the French literary idiolect, and
in Haneke’s film, spelled out at two key points adjacent to the major players in
the tracking shot, it encodes much of the conflict seen here and elsewhere in the
film.® The disruptions calling attention to rules as they ought to be observed — or
transgressed in order to be made visible — make clear the contradictions defining
the given social space. The history of cinema, however, bears on Haneke’s
implicit anthropology of well-to-do Paris. The tracking shot allows the ritual conflict
to be seen as a telling event because of the nature of the shot and the allusions
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to cinema that it makes along the way. Thus through its self-consciousness or “coded”
aspect the film at once exacerbates and mediates the very violence it displays.

Its effect spills onto other films and thus becomes a trait of the signature of
Haneke the auteur. In Caché (2005) the harried protagonist (Daniel Auteuil), seen
in his office making a telephone call to his wife while he plies a postcard on which
a child’s drawing of a boy vomiting blood (much as the protagonist in Altman’s
The Player does with a similarly threatening card), reflects on what he sees. In the
space of the office seen in extreme depth of field the ceiling lights offer converg-
ing dashed lines. The camera holds in the extreme foreground a shelf of books
adjacent to the protagonist’s head that include, among others (and suitably bring-
ing forward the conflicts of the feature in general), Georges Perec’s Les Choses and
La Grande Histoire des Frangais sous I'Occupation. Each is an object of ideological
and historical perspective. Perec’s classic applies to the uninformed and otherwise
self-satiated condition of the couple mysteriously threatened by an anonymous party
while the study of France during the Occupation is an analogue to the situation that
is cause for the dilemma in the film and its effects as the couple experience them.
The titles on the spines of the books “code” the unknown that menaces the couple.

A straight cut to a medium long shot of the couple exiting the doors of a police
precinct draws attention to the street, which they cross in moving between a parked
police van and squad car. The blur of a man on a bicycle crosses the protagonist’s
path. The film cuts to the street where the cyclist, a black man, pirouettes when
the husband interpellates, voice-off, “Ca va pas, connard!” (“What’s wrong with
you, fuckface!”). The black man comes forward to hear him cry, “Why, idiot, can’t
you see where you're going!”: to which the black man responds, as the wife (Juliette
Binoche) tells him to forget what has happened, inviting — goading — him to repeat
his insults. Although the black man (of African origin) has sped the wrong way
down a one-way street (which in the depth of field is indicated by two circular
red signs crossed with a white bar, the colors rhyming with those of the threat-
ening postcards), having broken one code, he demands that the white man
respect exactly that which the black youth of Code Unknown had summoned from
his white counterpart. The camera pans and tracks to follow the couple who take
refuge in their parked car before the film cuts to the long shot, anticipating
the finale of Caché, of the front steps, seen from a street on which cars are parked,
of a school from which students are exiting in the afternoon.

The conflict staged in the tracking shot of Code Unknown is rehearsed five years
later in Caché in order, it seems, to imply that in their complacent isolation a
couple cannot yet fathom the greater history informing the dilemma in which
they find themselves. The tracking shot cues, too, on the director’s penchant to
execute each sequence in a single take, and thus to be aligned with André Bazin,
who had been the champion of “reality” in the long take, while also, elsewhere
in the same film, its connection with similar shots underscores the constructed
nature of that reality. It clearly affiliates with Godard by bringing the style of the
film into the political and moral dilemmas it explores. The visual “code” at the
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doorway invites comparison to Marc Augé’s mention of entry devices in Casablanca,
in which the anthropologist reads his own history in the context of that of his
nation at the time of the Occupation, a moment that is also present in Haneke’s
film. And much like Guy Rosolato’s therapist and patient who seek discovery in
the attraction and menace of the unknown, and even Roland Barthes’s view of
the unforgiving effect of photographic messages that would be without relay,
Haneke’s characters find themselves encoded unknown, in an arena in which our
relations with the world are set in play. Within the context of what the director
calls “an incomplete story of various journeys,” the great tracking shot that begins
Code Unknown brings us close to the vital force and consequence of the unknown.

Notes

1 Marc Augé (2009: 71).

2 Guy Rosolato (1996: 153). (Here and elsewhere all translations from the French are
by the author.)

3 Tom Conley (1991/2006: xxvii-xviii); Conley (1996: 13—17); a propos René Clair, Conley
(2007: 38).

Roland Barthes (1982: 13).

5 Which becomes the site of a later sequence, comparable to the tracking shot in this
instance, that follows Anne and her companion in conflict.

6 In the narrative he is later last seen driving away from the farm on a moped. In the
penultimate sequence of the film, when she returns to the apartment, a boy on a moped
passes by, as if to remind the viewer of his absent presence.

Gilles Deleuze (1986: 124ft.).

8 In Mythologiques 1: Le cru et le cuit (Paris: Plon, 1962), Claude Lévi-Strauss notes
saliently that ritual noise belongs to the tradition of the charivari in which the din
had signified “the breakage of a chain, the appearance of a social discontinuity” which
“the compensatory continuity of noise” sought to obviate through “a different code”
(343 -4, translation mine), which in Haneke’s film would be the very sequence as it
is shown in theaters in France.
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Michael Haneke and the
New Subjectivity

Architecture and Film

Peter Eisenman

Unlike other contributors to this anthology I have no relationship to the film com-
munity. I am by profession an architect and a teacher: My remarks below, while
they may reflect a naiveté with regard to their subject, are intended to interest
those who think about architecture, architecture critics, and students. However,
I believe there are important correlations between film and architecture. The ideas
outlined here originated, for the most part, with a lecture given at Cornell, where
I screened the three Michael Haneke films under discussion while visiting as
a guest professor. My remarks also come out of an interview between Haneke
and myself published in 2008 in the British magazine Icon. I am confining myself
here to what I determine as critical concerns in Haneke’s films. These concerns
might operate across disciplines, or relate to analogous concerns in architecture.
In one sense Haneke is a sublimation, in Freudian terms, to perhaps free my own
thinking from the current nihilistic state of architecture, to what seems to be a
more provocative state of film. For my critical thinking, Haneke’s work serves
as a site of displacement (in a Freudian sense) for architectural questions. The
current nihilistic state of architecture inhibits those provocations that I find with
much less effort in film. These provocations are nowhere more clear than in the
three Haneke films, Caché (2005), Code Unknown (2000), and Funny Games (1997),
scrutinized in this essay. Through the deflection of conventions, something akin
to what Guy Debord has called détournement, these films reconceptualize the spec-
tator’s relationship to vision, meaning, and time.

If there is one subject that today might relate architecture and film it is the idea
of the spectacle. In Debord’s 1967 The Society of the Spectacle, the spectacle is articu-
lated as an agent of contemporary society’s passivity. The spectacle deceptively
smoothes out and unifies the fragmentation, the breaks and pauses, that define
the world of mediated appearances. Revealing this fragmentation is the role of
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an authentic art. Debord’s description of a subject sedated by the mediated image
seems ahead of its time. This predominance of image-driven media has produced
a society increasingly immune to any confrontation with the arts. Debord states:
“The spectacle . . . is the sun that never sets on the empire of modern passivity.”
Media, which stages the appearance of the image as a new reality, is one of the
causes of such passivity. It can be argued that passivity is the dominant state of
today’s subject who, conditioned to consume images, confuses them with reality.
The material relation between image and reality is particularly evident in archi-
tecture: Buildings have become increasingly more spectacular. As these buildings
become more abrasive visually, they become less confrontational conceptually and
critically. Much of this is due to the influence of media, of branding and quick
imagery that has co-opted even our most resilient critics. Architecture and film
are two of the most pervasive forms of image-driven media.

While architecture is a weak medium, in that it cannot express the range of
emotion and feeling that imagery from painting, sculpture, or even film can, its
imagery is the dominant mode of understanding the urban environment. Film,
although it competes with television, remains a credible repository of public imagery.
But in one way or another, both architecture and film today have fallen prey to
the spectacle.

Debord describes the spectacle as the victory of appearances over reality. He
writes: “All that once was directly lived has become mere representation.” But Debord
also claims that these representations constitute a new reality. The spectacle, which
relies on images to mediate social relationships, becomes “a concrete inversion
of life.” Debord suggests that the more spectacular the object — the more active,
dynamic, and explicit the image — the more dependent the subject becomes on
seeing as the dominant mode of understanding: The spectacle evidences the priv-
ileging of vision as the basis of a Western philosophical project. And yet, Debord
writes, “The spectacle does not realize philosophy, it philosophises reality.”

If in 1967 it was possible for Debord to say that the real world had become real
images, today one might equally argue that the reality of images produced by media
has largely overtaken material reality. This suggests that the spectacle may have
become so wholly integrated in everyday existence its effect on the reality of the
physical world is no longer noticed.

But Debord suggests it is possible that the very idea of spectacle contains its
own possibility of redemption. Instead of seeing the spectacle or passivity in dialec-
tical terms, each can be seen as potentially positive through a form of reversal
that Debord called détournement. Détournement differs from the clichéd terms of
collage or quotation in that it turns what is negative in any context back onto
itself and into its own negativity. In reactivating the “subversive qualities” of the
original, détournement embodies a critique. Debord says that détournement within
communication makes visible the impossibility of inherent certainties or truths.
Détournement mobilizes the internal coherence of the original against its own order.
It is in this sense that détournement turns the dialectics of the spectacle inside out.
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With the concept of the spectacle in mind, it is possible to turn to three Michael
Haneke films, each of which uses a process of turning inward to question filmic
conventions of vision, meaning, and time, conventions that are also central to the
discourse of architecture.

It is the question of vision that is central to the first film under discussion, Caché.
But the question of vision in Haneke must begin, first, with the questioning of
vision and spectatorship in an earlier auteur period. In the early 1960s, Robert
Bresson anticipated some of the issues of sight and vision raised by Haneke, in
that Bresson often presented a deflected use of image in relationship to narrative
which required a different form of participation from the audience. In refraining
from producing the equivalent of literal, narrative imagery, Bresson's Pickpocket
(1959) is clearly anti-visual, arguably even anti-cinematic. The film challenges the
viewer’s passivity by excluding narrative action. The film is a narrative of action
but without images of action. Early in the film, the viewer observes the pickpocket
going to the racetrack for the first time, ostensibly to practice his craft. The audi-
ence is set up, expectant, waiting to see what will happen. We see the pickpocket
entering the racetrack and mingling with the spectators. Suddenly, we see him
handcuffed and seated in the back of a police car. While jump cuts were a staple
of the films of the 1960s, the jump cuts never eclipsed the action. Everything that
could be considered important to the action — the pickpocket’s attempted crime,
his discovery, the assumed chase, and his apprehension — Bresson omits, counter-
ing the audience’s expectations of a conventional cinematic experience. Bresson
sets up cinematic mechanisms that frustrate the audience yet provoke them to
participate. The audience must confront such gaps in the narrative. This gap —
unlike the jump cut which functions, in fact, as a kind of narrative stitch — calls
into question the very possibility of a coherent and unified narrative.

Bresson’s work presented a different use of the image in relationship to narrative
to transgress the filmic norms of both high-modern Hollywood and Italian neo-
realism. Another scene in Pickpocket emblematizes this changed sense of the image.
This is the banal shot of a closing door. The editor conventionally cuts quickly
away from such anti-climactic — and, here, predictable — action to the next scene,
rather than watch the door close, a detail irrelevant to the action and of a different
temporal order than cinematic narrative. In Pickpocket, not only does the camera
watch the door close, but it lingers on the closed door for four or five seconds,
introducing a pause and a change of pace. This slowed pace again counters the
audience’s expectations and requires them to engage the film differently to under-
stand these pauses, their slowness, silence, and nuance. The film requires that its
audience begin to read the film differently than the traditional close reading of
the modernist crime mystery. In deflecting the audience’s passivity, Bresson’s method
of filmmaking clearly sets up Haneke’s critique of image-based filmmaking.

But Haneke moves beyond Bresson’s critique of cinematic narrative. Using a
process akin to détournement, Haneke questions the internal relationship of dif-
ferent, overlaid sets of images. In Caché, Haneke undermines the assumption that
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any meaning is harbored in the image, or that a close reading of the image can
yield meaning. The film initially appears to take the form of a classic mystery —
an archetypal modernist genre — with all of the requisite ingredients: surveillance,
anonymous packages, a violent death caught on videotape. The film, however, is
anything but archetypal. The initial scene is a still shot — a trope. We see a house,
which is being filmed. But, also, someone is making this film. The two cameras
set up the idea of a film within a film. But when the initial still shot is revealed
to belong to a tape that had been sent to the protagonists of the film, a couple,
which shows that it is their house that is under surveillance, all of the traditional
modernist mystery tropes come into play. Who sent the tape and why? What is
the cameraman’s relation to this couple? The film’s premise suggests that the
identity of the voyeur/cameraman will be resolved. But the film never answers
this question. While the film continually suggests that a solution can be found
through a close reading — forcing the viewer to search for clues — this film reveals
nothing. The film can only be properly understood on a second viewing, after
the assumed goal of solving a mystery has been discarded. This produces an entirely
different reading of the film. A second viewing of Caché enables a closer analysis
of the internal languages of the different cameras: the filmmaker’s pan versus the
stillness of the voyeur’s surveillance camera. When the viewer realizes that Caché
is not organized around the close reading of images, the viewer must shift toward
a new engagement with the image. Rather than a narrative in which “truth” - the
identity of the voyeur — is revealed, the film remains unresolved — positing what
Jacques Derrida has termed an “undecidability.” The film refuses to acknowledge
a dominant camera or view, undermining or denaturalizing the spectator’s relation-
ship to the images onscreen. This undecidability frustrates the demands of both an
active and a passive viewer, and suggests instead a different type of consciousness
and subjectivity, what can be called a radical passivity, or a non-passive passivity.

For Debord, the language of the spectacle is composed of signs of the domi-
nant organization of production. Caché appropriates this mode of the spectacle —
presenting a pseudo-world apart — through its use of the surveillance camera. Haneke
turns the techniques of surveillance against themselves, offering the camera as
an autonomous agent. (A cameraman is never seen.) This camera conforms to
the notion of the spectacle as a negative vision containing its potential critique.
Surveillance, which has negative connotations in reality, is used productively to
make a film within a film. But the result, a film without conclusion or resolution,
turns film back on itself, leaving the viewer in doubt.

Haneke’s Code Unknown engages a similar idea of undecidability, providing a
set of clues or codes whose meaning is never revealed. The title itself already asks
the audience to suspend their expectations for knowledge. The film begins by offer-
ing a metaphor for the impossibility of communication — a scene of deaf children
playing charades. While Haneke claims that sound is more important than sight
in his films, by presenting images of non-aural communication he questions the
very relationship between sound and meaning on which he stakes his own practice.
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The film presents a set of disparate protagonists who meet in a chance incident
on a street, only to be dispersed throughout the film in five self-contained
episodes. This dispersal is made up of fragments that sometimes suggest scenes
within scenes and sometimes deny implied connections that may or may not be
seen. These episodes are, in a sense, parts which need to be rearranged. Whatever
narrative structure of Code Unknown that exists after the first encounter is inter-
spersed with scenes of deaf children drumming, a reminder of Haneke’s ongoing
attempt to undermine his own understanding of the aural basis of his film.
Haneke’s attacks on the medium also take aim at the temporal dimension of film.
Long, unedited takes are shifted out of real time, forcing the viewer to acknow-
ledge this unexpected juxtaposition of “the real” — and its own unreality. Scenes
change without interruption; these are not jump cuts, but rather an enfolding of
one scene into the next.

Another important issue implicated in the spectacle is what Debord calls
irreversible time. This is a form of historicism in which history propels the past
forward into the present and the future. It is also a manifestation of linear nar-
rative. Détournement is an attempt to question such linear time. The questioning
of linear time is posed, literally as a kind of question, in an important moment
in Haneke’s Funny Games. In the scene where the wife appears to have wrested
a gun away from one of her captors and shot him, the audience expects — per-
haps — a resolution. At the film’s Cannes premiere, the collective sigh of relief was
not only audible, but palpable. Would there be a happy ending? Unexpectedly, the
other psychotic captor takes control of an, until now, unseen filmic mechanism:
He rewinds the film to the moment before his accomplice is shot and inserts a
different narrative. If nothing else, this moment makes us aware of the irreversibility
of time.

This question of time, so important in Haneke’s work, suggests again to the
relationship between film and architecture. While time is more pliable and fluid
for the subjective reaction to film, it is less so in architecture. While the subject
in architecture is in motion and the object static, the experience of architecture
may be one of a series of stills conceptualized in our somatic memory. How those
stills are organized and read in real space and time occurs much as in film, in a
conceptual space and time. In both film and architecture, what is analogous is the
attempted suspension of a reading of real time.

Architecture, like film, faces the question of real time as the time of experi-
ence. Since the Renaissance, the time of the experience of the subject has been
linked to the time of the object, the reading of its narrativity and conception. There
is no question that the unhooking of narrative from the image in recent film has
influenced architectural production. Haneke adds to that knowledge.

The difference between Bresson and Haneke is also instructive for architecture.
If Haneke’s films suggest that there is no longer an interest in close reading, is it
possible that there could be another mode of reading? In other words, does the
mode of reading provoked by films such as Caché and Code Unknown — a reading
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that is not looking for clues, indices, or narrative — suggest the possibility of another
mode of reading architecture?

To see Haneke’s probing of filmic conventions triggers, perhaps more than any
other visual medium, new possibilities for architecture. Such issues as speed, scale,
materials, texture, and light are components both media share. For both archi-
tecture and film, overcoming what is perceived as their respective realities
(whether it is comfort in architecture or entertainment in film) is what makes each
art so difficult to achieve. It is this overcoming, a possible turning inward, that is
a challenge for both media. It remains for architecture to again question, as it did
in the early days of the twentieth century, its own conceptual tropes. Haneke poses
a few of these important questions.
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Games Haneke Plays

Reality and Performance

Brigitte Peucker

Breaking the Code?

Code Unknown (Code inconnu, 2000) repeatedly subsumes an impulse towards real-
ism within modernist concerns, substituting a perceptual realism situated in the
spectator for the Bazinian realism of the image that it calls into question. Games
with reality and illusion are its dominant strategy for achieving this end, and some-
times they are emblematized by actual game structures. In Code Unknown, the
moments of undecidability that punctuate Haneke’s films tend to be located in
performances; in German, the word for playing — spielen — is identical to that for
acting. Charades of a special kind bracket the film: Its pre-title sequence records
a frightened little girl who moves awkwardly towards an empty backdrop as a
shadow falls over her cowering form. She does not speak or cry out. It is only
when she reaches the wall that the shadow is revealed to be her own, only then
that this austere white wall proves to mark the boundary of a performance space.
The little girl’s cowering movements constitute a performance, as it turns out,
and it is witnessed by a diegetic audience. While we’re relieved that the child’s
pain is mimed, our discovery that deaf and dumb children are her audience renews
our discomfort. As the children guess at the import of her charade, they pose their
questions in Sign; after each question, the little girl shakes her head “no.” The
game that is being played is didactic — part of a school curriculum, we surmise —
its goal to teach the deaf and dumb to speak through and read the body. But while
Sign is a language that relies on images, on a combination of gestures and letters
that, in other words, has a code, this game of charades resorts to pantomimed
actions that serve as clues to a word that “solves” the puzzle. Such actions aren’t
signs in an established code; they suggest a wide range of significations. As we,
the film’s audience, come to understand, the word that provides the key to the
child’s performance will remain unavailable to her diegetic audience — and to us.
Need we add that the words of the film’s title are over-determined?
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For the spectator two sets of questions are generated by this sequence, and they
are at the crux of Code Unknown. One of these is how images can be understood
without the benefit of language, a question central to writing on the ontology of
the photograph, evoking especially Roland Barthes’s analysis of its uncoded and
coded aspects in “The Photographic Message” (1961) and “Rhetoric of the
Image” (1964). The other question is this: What is the boundary between real
emotion and mimed emotion, between life and performance, between reality and
illusion? The film’s movement from what appears to be “reality” — in this case, a
frightened little girl — to its acknowledgment as a diegetic performance is a strat-
egy central to Haneke’s film. Time and again Code Unknown presents us with
sequences that promote confusion between the diegetic reality of the film and a
performance within it, sequences that promote the spectator’s uncertainty about
the status of the image. Since the action of such sequences always involves emo-
tional pain, they promote strong affects in the film’s audience, feelings followed
by relief that such actions are doubly distanced from the diegetic real, that even
in the fictional reality of the film the sequence is “only a performance.” Clearly,
the spectators’ relief is not unqualified; it is tempered, rather, by the knowledge
of having been manipulated. For the moment, we are wary, distanced, wonder-
ing whether the scenes that unfold before us will stand revealed as diegetically
“real” or “performed.” How should we read this undecidability, other than as a
spectator trap?

Code Unknown’s ludic strategy recalls D. W. Winnicott’s claim in Playing and Reality
(1971) that the “inherently exciting” nature of play derives from “the precarious-
ness that belongs to the interplay in the child’s mind of that which is subjective
(near-hallucination) and that which is objectively perceived (actual, or shared real-
ity)” (52). While the function of play for the child will ultimately be to delineate
these areas clearly, Winnicott contends, for the adult their confusion finds a place
in art (3). In moving between illusion and diegetic truth, Code Unknown provokes
in its spectator an uncertainty that is decidedly disturbing; Its ludic dimension crosses
over into sadistic tricking. But then the film’s compelling images catch us up
again — at least until we play the spectator game of assembling its narrative frag-
ments, until we try to decipher the film’s governing code. This code, too, remains
unknowable.

Tellingly, the subtitle of Code Unknown is “incomplete tales of several journeys,”
and its structure — one that interlards several tangentially and randomly connected
narratives — takes us back to another earlier film of Haneke’s, 71 Fragments of a
Chronology of Chance (1994)." Although the attenuated narratives of 71 Fragments
eventually merge in a horrific act of violence in which four people die, our desire
to read this earlier film as a whole is consistently thwarted as well. In 71 Fragments
games have a central role to play — indeed, games in this film are the very figure
for undecidability. Two games are centrally featured — a set of puzzle pieces and
a game of pick-up sticks — and they purport to shape our act of reading. Repeatedly
in this film puzzle pieces are manipulated into the shape of a cross, but the question
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of how this over-determined image signifies is left open. Two students vie with
one another to create figures out of these pieces. After the actual game is trans-
posed into a computer game, reality becomes virtual — but the point of the game
remains unchanged. Whereas the goal of the puzzle is to create a whole out of
fragments — 71, perhaps — the game of pick-up sticks aims at the dismantling of
random arrangements — the figures created when the sticks are dropped. While
the opposition set up between the games is rather pat, no answer is provided to
the question of which activity — the construction of forms or the deconstruction
of random arrangements — is more relevant to Haneke’s film. The modernist
interest in the relation of the fragment to the whole and its implied connection
to Bresson (Haneke’s self-acknowledged mentor) via the image of the cross
(the final image of Diary of a Country Priest, 1951) is couched in a world view
predicated on design, not randomness. But the pick-up sticks focus chance as
determining their arrangements. Does the significance of the one game cancel
the other out? At the end of the film, its stories come together in an act of
violence that ironizes this question.

In Code Unknown, made six years later, the “tales of incomplete journeys” do
not culminate in an act of violence, but they do emerge from a random act
of hostility. In keeping with the multi-ethnic identity of contemporary Paris —
the film’s setting — three stories are told: a French New Wave-style romance, a
Romanian story, and an African story, their multiple fragments separated by
abrupt cuts, as in 71 Fragments. The film is a social collage that emphasizes its acts
of cutting, illustrating the experiences of a spectrum of characters, with each tale
presided over by a modernist belief in selfhood. Like 71 Fragments, Code Unknown
is a “chronology of chance”: a French actress meets her boyfriend’s teenaged brother
on the street and buys him a pastry — a seemingly insignificant act. But when
he throws the pastry wrapper into the lap of a Romanian beggar, the teenager
captures the outraged attention of a young African who defends the honor of
the Romanian woman, demanding an apology from the teenager. When the teenager
refuses, the African’s irate shouting comes to the attention of the police, who pre-
dictably take him to the police station and — as we later discover — deport the
Romanian woman. One of these stories ends in Africa, with the father of the young
African — having abandoned his family, either temporarily or permanently —
driving through a marketplace. Only the man’s family is hurt by his return to his
homeland; the people in the marketplace are not his target, although it’s a clear
indication of his distance from his culture that he negotiates this space by car. The
Romanian story is equally unresolved, since the woman, Maria — urged on by her
daughter — returns to Paris to beg, only to find herself displaced from her street
corner by two Arabs. The film leaves her seeking another space, confirming her
narrative entrapment in circularity and repetition. The French story, with its over-
tones of New Wave relationships and malaise, is resolved when the actress’s lover
is prevented from entering her apartment building because she’s changed the door’s
security code, an ironic and deflating comment on the film’s title. As a conclusion
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to their love affair, the woman’s move is deflating as well. Her lover commits no
acts of violence after having been locked out — he merely looks for a cab to take
him away. The seemingly failed emigration and return to one’s place of origin;
the cyclical narrative of expulsion and return; the abrupt dénouement of the love
story — these divergent ways of structuring narrative supplement one another.
But insofar as these stories are susceptible to interpretation, it is grounded in the
family dynamics that shape these melodramas. The family as cornerstone of the
bourgeois social order remains the center of Haneke’s attention in all of his films.”

While a modernist self-consciousness characterizes Code Unknown at the level
of style, Haneke’s interest in the bourgeois family is suggestive of a lingering real-
ism in his filmmaking. Interestingly, another kind of code comes into play here.
On one level, Code Unknown supports Fredric Jameson’s contention concerning
a different code — his contention that realism is “the restricted code of the
bourgeoisie,” and that its “peculiar object” is “the historically specific mode of
capitalist production.”® If, qua Jameson, bourgeois realism is currently being
undermined by the “small group codes in contemporary film” (ibid.), this possi-
bility is merely gestured towards in the case of the marginalized groups repre-
sented in Haneke’s film; the Romanian and the African tale are shaped primarily
by the family relations within a capitalist order that — in Jameson’s understand-
ing — structure realism. The Romanian woman’s family is building a fine new house
in Romania and chooses to believe that she holds a job in Paris, while the African
man who seeks relief from family troubles owns his own taxi. Both of these
families operate within realism’s “restricted code,” then, a code centered in and
determining the bourgeoisie, a code that structures a world governed by the
marketplace (169). Although neither the Romanian nor the African narrative is
brought to closure, neither of them breaks out of a familiar pattern into a new
kind of narrative. The circularity that structures the Romanian tale undermines
hope, and the return to the African homeland isn’t a happy one — there is no doubt
that a politics obtains in these stories. But while its political text points to the mutu-
ally reinforcing entrapments of family, consumerism, and racism, Haneke’s film
makes no effort to suggest a “solution” to these conundrums of contemporary
life. (Insofar as the film does so, it seems to suggest that immigrants are better
off at home.) Further, the fragmentation that structures Code Unknown undermines
the political impact it might otherwise make by also situating the film within the
tradition of modernism, with its pronounced interest in form.

Games with Illusion

It is the French New Wave-style story that enables the film’s meditation on
the boundaries of the performed and the real by way of its main characters: a
film and stage actress, Anne, and her live-in partner, Georges, a photojournalist.
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Proceeding from and elaborating the situation of the film’s opening scene with
the cowering child engaged in a game of charades, performance of and as torture
appears in a variety of guises in the film’s French story. The first such scene shows
Anne in a blood red, empty room in which a disembodied voice announces that
she’s been locked in and that she’ll “never get out.” Fritz Lang’s The Testament of
Dr. Mabuse (1933) looms large in this citation of a disembodied, commanding voice
reverberating within a closed room.* But to what end, other than to serve as an
example of the elision of Fritz Lang’s directorial identity with that of the notori-
ously controlling, destructive character of Dr. Mabuse? Although this male voice
has asked Anne whether it should read the “other part,” almost from the first the
boundary between performance and diegetic reality here is murky. The spectator
soon takes Anne’s terrified and frantic questions for filmic “reality,” since the
camerawork in this sequence is uncharacteristically dominated by the handheld
effects of the horror genre. (In some sense, too, the red room literalizes a word
in Kubrick’s The Shining [1980] — where the inscription “redrum” is the mirror image
of “murder.”) The disembodied male voice claims to like Anne, claims that she
has simply fallen into his trap. What the voice demands of her is to show “her
true face,” to show him “a true expression.” Whose voice is this? Is it that of a
psychopath? Is it the diegetic director’s voice, reading a role for the sake of an
audition? Or is this the director of Code Unknown — speaking, perhaps, in his own
voice? Although it’s suggested that the scene represents a screen test for a movie
role — not Anne’s imprisonment by a maniac — this is only confirmed retrospec-
tively, in the manner of Hitchcock. In the meantime, the scene’s ambiguities
are sustained, and our desire to know frustrated. How and why the film camera
is co-opted by the conventions of horror is never explained, although I'll offer
an explanation later.

After it is established that Anne has a role in a film about a serial killer, Code
Unknown includes two takes of a scene in which her character is terrorized, but
each is obviously a movie shoot, with the actors surrounded by lighting equip-
ment and subjected to the gaze of the camera. Bits and pieces of information about
this thriller in the making emerge later: During dinner at a restaurant, Anne will
remark that, in the plot of this film, the inspector can solve the crime because
his personality resembles that of the murderer — a convention of some detective
stories. Minutes later in this very Parisian restaurant scene — and very briefly —
we catch a glimpse of Haneke himself, barely in frame, his surprising presence
left uncommented upon. Is there a connection? While Haneke’s appearance is not
a cameo in the usual sense, it evokes Hitchcock’s insertion of a costumed self
into his films. Like the reference to Lang, the oblique reference to Hitchcock is
to a controlling director, one noted for his cruelty to actors. Another sequence
features Anne at an audition, this time for a role in Twelfth Night. In this scene
Anne is on stage alone, uncostumed, a spotlight blinds her, while the rest of the
theater is in semi-darkness. At the end of her monologue, Anne awaits a reaction
from figures we only dimly perceive, whose whispers we barely hear. Anne stops
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speaking — hesitates, then asks: “Is there anyone there, perhaps?” Yet another unseen
director has generated fear in a performer.

Two additional sequences center on Anne’s performances, this time in a film-
within-the film, where she plays one member of a self-involved couple who
discovers that their child is about to fall from their balcony to the street below.
Once again there are images of cruelty to children: Terrified by the threat of their
son’s death, his parents use physical violence against him and banish him from
their presence. Again it is only retrospectively clear that what we’re watching is
footage from an interior film, this time when the two stars record the soundtrack
for the film as they watch its images. While the actors try to recapture the intense
emotions they acted in the film, the temporal gap between shooting and dubbing
problematizes the affects generated for and by the images they — and we — are
viewing. The film asks whether the images of a traumatic scene can evoke in its
actors the intense emotions they once played. At first, the only sounds the images
generate are their embarrassed giggles.

What is at stake in this sequence, a sequence that exposes the actors’ perfor-
mance as performance? Is it merely the question of whether the emotions evoked
by the film images they watch are real or simulated? Or does this scene serve another
purpose? Perhaps it asks questions about the screen presence of the actor — espe-
cially about Juliette Binoche’s presence — in this film.” Does Binoche’s centrality
to Haneke’s film — her appearance both in sequences coded as diegetic “reality”
and those exposed as performance — serve as an anchor for the film’s several
layers of fictionality? One significant boundary crossing between reality and per-
formance in Code Unknown is surely Juliette Binoche’s pregnancy during the
shooting of this film,* mostly camouflaged by clothing, but incorporated into
the narrative when Anne taunts Georges about whether or not she is pregnant,
whether or not she has had an abortion. Georges — like the spectator — remains
unsure of the “truth.” Does the actor’s ontologically identical presence in scenes
of performance and in scenes of diegetic reality make sequences coded as diegetic
reality more “real-seeming” or less “real-seeming” in comparison? The stable pres-
ence of the actor’s body in the oscillation between diegetic “reality” and performance
would seem to diminish their difference, to muddy the epistemological waters.

In conversation, Anne mentions that the thriller in which she’s acting is tenta-
tively to be called “The Collector.” But it’s not the 1956 William Wyler film of
that title from which the interior film — and Code Unknown — essentially borrow.
That film, rather, is Michael Powell’s Peeping Tom (1960). In Powell’s film the cen-
tral character’s sado-masochistic project is to capture on film the quintessential
image of (female) fear, “the true expression” of fear — as you’ll recall, this is what
the psychopath — or director — wants from Anne. Peeping Tom is a famously self-
reflexive film that — like Code Unknown — blurs the boundary between “reality,”
“performance,” and their filmic images several times over. Its central character,
Mark, turns his film camera into a murder weapon whose assaultive eye projects
outward literally in the form of a phallic dagger that kills the women who are
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the object of its gaze.” As the dagger approaches them, the women'’s faces are dis-
torted by a convex mirror in which they view themselves, and by the terror Mark
seeks to capture on film. Their fear in turn terrifies Mark. The relation between
perpetrator and victim is a reciprocal one that plays out a dynamic Powell’s film
anchors in childhood experience.

As the story goes, Mark’s father, a behaviorist who studies the reactions of
the nervous system to fear, filmed his son’s every move — especially the child’s
expressions of terror when awakened at night. From an early age, Mark’s life is
continuous with its representation. As cameraman and murderer, Mark reenacts
the role of his sadistic father; as the one who is terrified by the face of fear, Mark
masochistically identifies with the position of his female victim. At the end of the
film Mark commits suicide by means of his own camera, producing what he calls
the “end of a documentary,” the film of his life begun by his father. Here, too,
the epistemological waters are muddied, and the confusion between life and art
in the diegesis of the film — and in the psychotic mind of its protagonist — encom-
passes the life of its director, Michael Powell, as well. What the film may have
meant to Powell can only be conjectured, but since he cast his son Columba in
the role of Mark as a child, and himself in the role of Mark’s father, Peeping Tom
must have held autobiographical significance for him. Powell remarks in his
autobiography that “art is merciless observation, sympathy, imagination, and a
sense of detachment that is almost cruelty” (24). But our impression that the
detached, cold tone of Powell’s film is not merely the result of objectivity is rein-
forced by the appearance of the Powells — father and son — in a film about a sado-
masochistic bond between father and son played out by way of a film camera.
Like Powell’s, Haneke’s film art seems detached and cruel.® Might there be other
correspondences, as well?

Performance, cruelty, and game playing — imbricated in the little girl’s charade
mentioned at the beginning of this essay — are harnassed together in other Haneke
films, as well. An attitude of game playing and theatricality is imposed upon acts
of violence most centrally in Funny Games (1997). (Haneke’s films share this atti-
tude with two great landmarks of filmic modernism — Kubrick’s A Clockwork Orange
[1971] and Antonioni’s Blow-Up [1966].) In Funny Games, the late-adolescent mur-
derers, Peter and Paul, base their acts of torture on children’s games — “hot and
cold,” “cat in the sack,” and a version of “eenie-meenie-minie-mo.” The murder-
ers’ adoption of game structures for their acts of torture is partly cued by one of
their victims, Anna, who resorts to a commonplace regarding her German shep-
herd dog’s wild barking: “he just wants to play. “Funny game,” says one of the
torturers in response. The acts of torture prepared by Peter and Paul theatrical-
ize violence as they adapt a variety of plots and structures including clowning or
mime (the egg game) and the imitation of pulp fiction plots (Anna is to act the
“loving wife” while she watches her husband’s brutal murder).” In Funny Games,
games and performances provide the structure for acts of torture from which the
spectator is not excluded. As I've said, the German for playing — spielen — is the
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same as the word for acting, and they are closely related in Haneke’s film. Peter
and Paul construct scenarios of inexplicable violence, scenarios they observe with
detached — and aesthetic — pleasure. “Here are the Rules of the Game,” they tell
their victims in a barely veiled allusion to Jean Renoir.

The director has a game to play, as well, and it is cat-and-mouse. Recalling the
many references to self-reflexivity in Haneke’s interviews and to the mobilization
of spectatorial response, we may wonder whether it is in this light that we are to
read the efforts at distantiation in Funny Games. Media consciousness permeates
this film: We find it in the aliases adopted by the murderers — Tom and Jerry, Beavis
and Butthead — and we find it distressingly present at the moment in which it
seems that one of Haneke’s characters at least, Anna, is able to break through the
“no exit” structure of the deadly games to which she has fallen prey. Seizing a
rifle, Anna shoots and hits Peter, presumably killing him. But if the spectator
feels relief at her action, it is momentary only, for Paul simply picks up the remote
and rewinds the action, which then continues on its deadly and predictable
course. Games of violence, Haneke would have us know, may be played by the
director as well. Manipulating the narrative as if the film were a video and he its
spectator, Haneke makes it abundantly clear that he is in control.

Uncoded Images

True to its centrality for Bazinian realism, it is photography that struggles against
the duplicity of performance in Haneke’s film. (Antonioni’s Blow-Up comes to
mind with respect to this issue, as well.) The photographic impulse is narratively
embodied in the figure of the photojournalist Georges, who seeks to convey the
“truth” of political events in Kosovo and Drenica in his photographs of wartime
atrocities. Unable to remain long in Paris — where he’s required to interact with
others — Georges repeatedly plunges himself into dangerous settings where he
can relate to people indirectly, as observer and camera eye. Haneke’s film displays
Georges’s wartime photos in full screen in conjunction with a letter read by this
character in voice-over. But Georges’s aural letter is not “illustrated” by the pho-
tographs on screen; rather, it moves evasively from political events to Georges’s
difficulties in the personal realm. Is the point here that the mute photographic
images cannot fully communicate — or that they communicate something incom-
prehensible? The static images depict the bodies of the dead and the moments
they record remain enigmatic, illegible. The paradox of the photograph is that
what it connotes must be “developed on the basis of a message without a code”
— the denoted message based on the photographic analog suggests Barthes in “The
Photographic Message” (19). Insofar as we read photographs, however, we also
derive from them a second-order, connoted, message based on a linguistic code.
A purely denotative meaning is possible only in the rare instances of traumatic
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images, those that record moments for which no connotative message is possible
— moments when language is blocked, suspended. Their code remains unknown.
Georges’s images of the dead are traumatic images, images of the Real, of that
which is insusceptible to meaning, bereft even of “analogical plenitude” (18)."" As
Georges admits in conversation, these photographs do not represent a “reality”
even for him.

Defeated by his subject and scarred by his experiences, Georges opts for another
kind of photography, and takes candid portraits of random strangers in the Paris
metro. This turn represents a retreat into aestheticism. Haneke’s film marks this
set of images even more clearly as photographic: They are not shown in full screen,
as the wartime photographs are, and they are not in color. The black-and-white images
appear as portraits against a black background that suggests unexposed film stock:
Against this background, they are doubly coded as art. There is a romantic residue
in Georges’s attempt to record the human face — even the multi-ethnic faces of
today’s Parisians — and it dominates over whatever aspirations to documentary are
still latent in his project. Even the photographic act of registration — Georges dis-
plays his camera, but hides the cord that operates it — is problematic, voyeuristic,
manipulative. These photographs neither reveal Atget’s urban spaces nor exhibit
the cataloguing intention of August Sander. The topography of the faces Georges
records remains as enigmatic as the landscapes with their dead in the wartime
photos. Interpretive access is not provided by the images themselves, nor is it
provided by the voice-over of yet another letter spoken by Georges. Indeed, the
Bressonian separation of the narrative of Georges’s capture by the Taliban from
his portrait shots of the face is designed to shock. If Georges was incapable of
narrativizing his photographs of wartime atrocities — and if, as traumatic images,
they are not susceptible to language — he now narrates his experience of capture
and terror against images whose connection to his story remains oblique at best.
What do these dissonances, these chasms between word and image have to say
about film? While Code Unknown asserts its interest in the photographic imagi-
nary of film, it’s unclear whether it undermines or supports Georges’s assertion
that talk about the “value of the non-transmitted image” comes cheap, his claim
that “what matters in the end is the result.”

But Haneke’s film does not read Georges’s photos “without a message” as “ ‘flat’
anthropological fact,” as Barthes puts it in “Rhetoric of the Image” (45). In the
later Camera Lucida (1981) Barthes takes a different stance towards the nature
of the photograph’s impact: In response to a photograph by Kertész, he waxes
lyrical about the image of a dirt road whose “texture gives me the certainty of
being in Central Europe; ... recognize with my whole body the straggling
villages I passed through in my long-ago trips to Hungary and Rumania” (45).
Thus, even denotation ultimately bears connotation within. Is it possible that the
scene captured by Kertész — a blind, old violinist led over a dirt road by a child —
is conjured up in Haneke’s film by the Romanian woman and her grandson, walk-
ing along a dirt road enveloped in dust? Haneke’s film also seems to revel in the
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affective charge of the photographic — the filmic — image, indeed, in any kind of
image at all, the digital included. Thus, even if the filmic image is without explana-
tory power, it nevertheless has the power to move us. Like Barthes, Haneke’s films
ensure that the spectator will experience the image “with his whole body.” It is
by means of spectatorial affect that the real of the body is reintroduced into the
experience of film. And here is where another aspect of the connection to Powell
comes in: Haneke’s films are linked to Peeping Tom not only by the questions they
ask about the possibility of reading the face and body, not only by an appearance
of the director that at least figures his involvement in the diegesis, not only by
the violence that occurs in performance spaces, but also by their questions about
the relation of the film image to the real of affect.

Playground Realities

Affect perforates the formalist surface of Haneke’s films, and it often arises from
the sight of pain. As I've suggested elsewhere, in all of Haneke’s films there is a
recurrent interest in the pain of children. Middle-class parents induce their daughter
to join them in suicide in The Seventh Continent (1989); a young girl is cruelly mur-
dered in Benny’s Video (1992); a little girl who has been promised adoption is passed
over for another in 71 Fragments of a Chronology of Chance; a young boy is tortured
and killed in Funny Games, and so on. As we've noted, the camera’s direct gaze
at deaf-mute children opens and closes Code Unknown, but that is just the begin-
ning: Since Anne could not bring herself to intervene, the abused daughter of Anne’s
neighbors is killed by her parents; the little boy in one of the films-within-the film
nearly falls twenty stories to his death, then is punished by his parents for fright-
ening them; Amadou’s younger brother Demba is the victim of playground
racism and extortion; and finally, there is the child with which Anne may or may
not be pregnant, which she may or may not have aborted. But pain is not only
inflicted on those least able to defend themselves. As I've argued, there’s also a
pervasive interest in forms of emotional manipulation that especially dominate
the space of performance." Ironically, the message of Anne’s audition for Twelfth
Night may reside in two lines she speaks from the maid’s monologue: “I know
my lady will strike him — if she do, I know he’ll take it as a great favor.” Rendered
innocuous by comedy, the dynamic these lines describe is that of sado-
masochism, suggesting that the metaphor of the puppet master and his puppet
mentioned by Haneke with reference to Code Unknown has something significant
to say.”” And it may also have something to say about a dynamic in his films that
isn’t confined to performance spaces.

Once again Peeping Tom looms large. Powell’s film is more than a gloss on Haneke’s
films, serving as a possible source both for their mini-narratives of child abuse and
for a modernist fascination with self-reflexivity and form. As mentioned earlier,



140 BRIGITTE PEUCKER

the narrative of Powell’s film is notable for its realist impulse to see and record
the “true expression,” as well as for the sadistic filmmaker whose films stage real
violence. Does it also serve to model the masochistic child who resides in that
director and who equates punishment with love, as in Peeping Tom? Watching the
films of his aestheticized murders, Peeping Tom’s Mark commits suicide by means
of the same camera with spike he used to murder his victims. But his suicide also
marks the fulfillment of his desire for his father. Perhaps the dynamic most cen-
tral to Haneke’s film work lies in the simultaneous “acting out” of his “mastery”
over “puppets” and the inclusion of scenarios of abuse and pain in which a
vulnerable childhood self is figured as puppet, too.

This is certainly the case in Time of the Wolf (2003) in which the director as
puppet master deploys his puppets at will. Time of the Wolf resembles Haneke’s
version of Kafka’s The Castle (1997) in representing the victims of a powerful force
that is unnamed, disembodied, and whose agenda is not understood. Suffering is
simply endured, again with children among its most poignant victims. It begins
with the murder of a father, a murder that empties the paternal space as though
to occupy it with a more abstract power. The victims of the generalized suffer-
ing represented in this film do not know the reason for their pain, nor do they
know its source, but they grow to accept their condition, struggling to survive
within the framework of possibilities left to them. Like Haneke’s characters,
we spectators are aware that the rivers and lakes of this landscape are polluted,
and that animals are dying of thirst. Is there a widespread drought? Has there
been an ecological disaster? Is this the scene of some biblical plague? Is some
malevolent deity visiting an obscure punishment upon all? An aged grandmother
selfishly drinks the milk needed by a dying child. The young child dies of fever
and dehydration. A young woman commits suicide. Time of the Wolf has a ship-
of-fools, Noah’s Ark structure, with multi-ethnic families gathering at the railroad
station of some unknown town, waiting for a train — for Godot? — to release them
from their suffering. Whether the unspecified malevolent power is an invisible
divinity, the paternal function as penetrating camera (as in Powell), or embodied
in a hostile state (as in Kafka), the source of human suffering is never specified
by the film. Its spare landscape suggests an undisclosed allegory; the source of
its devastation remains unknowable. Once again an act of violence involving
a child is central to understanding a Haneke film: When the boy Benny hears
talk of “the Just” — an elect whose acts of self-sacrifice guarantee that God will
watch over the rest of mankind — he threatens to throw himself onto a self-styled
funeral pyre.

Fortunately Benny is saved, not sacrificed. But as the film comes to a close there
is a long traveling shot of a lush, green landscape — or so the soundtrack suggests
— from the window of a moving train. It is a paradigmatic moment of modernist
cinematic self-reflexivity, for the long take of the (seemingly) moving landscape
through the train window engages film history in a way that makes such scenes
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stand in for cinema itself. Redemption would seem to be at hand. “It’s enough
that you were ready to do it,” says the man who saves him to Benny. The uncannily
disembodied view from the train suggests that it is cinema itself — or some god
of cinema, a director — who, moved by Benny’s intention, has released the land-
scape from barrenness and stasis into fertility and motion. In the final scene of
this film it is the camera eye — read as the director’s eye? — that embodies the film’s
unspecified “power,” a power that is moved to benevolence by a child’s intention
to harm himself.

In Caché (2005), the return of the abused child takes its vengeance on the adult
— another Georges involved in the culture industry. It is a child who might have
been his brother, had Georges not lied to prevent his adoption. Although Caché
incorporates racial and political issues into its plot — the would-be adoptee is Algerian
— the young Georges’s motive for excluding the boy from his family is relentlessly
Oedipal. This Haneke film glances back to the much earlier 71 Fragments, set in
Vienna, in which adoption is already the important political metaphor, and to Benny’s
Video, where both violence and love are enacted through videotapes.” While the
failed adoption of the Algerian orphan in Caché reflects the political realities of
France, it is grounded in the Freudian scenario operative in all of Haneke’s films.
The bourgeois family remains at the center of his filmmaking: Caché returns
to its French origins Diderot’s eighteenth-century insight that the wholeness of
society is founded on the wholeness of the family. This seems a regressive posi-
tion to take in the twenty-first century, but we should recall that metaphorical
adoption allows for the possibility of a more liberal politics, as in Lessing’s bour-
geois drama, Nathan the Wise (1779), inspired by Diderot.

In Caché, as in Time of the Wolf, the camera is all-powerful. From its static
position opposite the protagonist’s residence, a video camera produces tapes of
slice-of-life realism — the occasional passing car, a lone cyclist, people coming and
going. While the film seems to begin in a still image, in imitation of Hitchcock’s
Rear Window (1954), master text of surveillance films, faint bird sounds indicate
its status as film or video. When the camera holds on the scene for an unnatur-
ally long period of time, it becomes clear that the recording function of the medium
is at issue. Unlike Code Unknown — and Hitchcock’s film — Caché relegates theatri-
cality and performance to its periphery. As in Benny’s Video, however, the spectators
of Caché are repeatedly taken in as we are confronted with images we only
retrospectively learn are being watched by diegetic viewers. Once again a Haneke
film obscures the boundary between a diegetically “real” event and a performance
when a dinner party guest narrates a “true” story that turns out to be a joke. And
again a Haneke film has a fragmented narrative, with one small set of related
fragments — the son Pierrot’s participation in a swim team — proving to be a red
herring, while an equally small set of narrative fragments is centrally significant.
The latter begins with an insert shot of a boy standing at a window, bleeding
at the mouth. We will see a shot of the boy again, ever so briefly — coughing
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blood — just before the dinner party sequence in which the guest tells his story.
What is the nature of these images? Is the guest’s story a key to these images,
perhaps insofar as they, too, defy categorization as diegetic reality or illusion?

It’s only much later in the film, when we are privy to a scene in which a chick-
en’s head is being cut off and blood spurts into a boy’s eye — images from a dream
of Georges’s — that we understand the link. Now coded as memory or daydream,
these flashes of images relate to both of Georges’s childhood lies: That Majid, the
Algerian boy his parents wanted to adopt, was spitting blood (that is, had tuber-
culosis), and that Majid cut off a chicken’s head in a random act of violence, rather
than at Georges’s instigation. Once again it is the child’s relation to the family
that is pivotal. Once again the family provides the key to a political scenario — to
a different relation between the French and the Algerians that might have been.
While the film is reticent about who is responsible for the surveillance tapes, it
suggests that they are the collaborative effort of Majid’s and Georges’s sons.'* But
the surveillance tapes taken from the rue des Iris are technically continuous with
the other images of the film, likewise shot in high definition format, suggesting
— as in Time of the Wolf — that the disembodied eye (Iris) of the camera is none
other than the director’s.

The surveillance tapes are linked to the insert shots of the bleeding boy by the
drawings in which the tapes are wrapped. There are two childish black line draw-
ings, the first — in crayon — of a boy with mouth open, the second — in marker —
of a rooster with its head cut off: Both of these images are marked by a promi-
nent stripe of painted blood. Towards the end of the film, a tape is wrapped in
a photo of Georges clipped from a newspaper, also adorned with a stripe of red.
The jarring presence of painted blood on the line drawings and on the photo-
graph, with blood represented by the fluid, viscous medium of poster paint,
produces a hybrid image of sorts. In some sense, it marks the blood on the
drawings — always denotative, according to “Rhetoric of the Image” (43) — and the
photograph (with its paradoxical message) both as “real” and as the Real. Even
images of blood serve as a reminder that, in an earlier time, blood was the sub-
stance that rendered visual representation authentic — even painted blood, for
instance, served to authenticate the statues of Christian martyrs. Since the broad
brushstrokes with which the blood is painted in Caché suggest that it was done
by the hand of a child, the painted blood is figured as doubly authentic. But in
what sense does it relate to the filmic images it resembles — to the bleeding boy
in the insert shots or to Georges’s dream images of the slaughtered rooster? Blood
in or on the image — even if represented, indeed, even if represented by the video
image, Caché suggests — brings the real into representation, introduces a “truth”
into what is staged. Is the film’s unexpected, bloody violence — the slitting of the
chicken’s throat, the suicide of Majid — designed to approximate the traumatic
effect of the images of the dead for Georges the photographer? Are these images
traumatic? It is their code that Georges the talk show host struggles to know, struggles
to put into words.
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Coda

Sado-masochism is centrally present in most of Haneke’s films — beginning
with his first feature film, The Seventh Continent, moving through Benny’s Video,
71 Fragments, The Castle, Funny Games, Time of the Wolf as well as Caché, and it
is the center of attention in The Piano Teacher (2001), a virtual case study of this
emotional double bind. Sado-masochism, of course, is the mindset described in
Powell’s Peeping Tom, as well. The adult Mark is the deadly filmmaker in whom
his father — connected with the camera — and Mark himself as child are finally
fused at the moment of his suicide. The camera is a deadly weapon in this film,
complete with phallic spear. When Mark trains it upon himself and “shoots” him-
self, the sadistic aggression of the father (allied with the camera) and the sexual
fulfillment of the child-victim (in the female position) collapse into one. There is
a striking parallel between this collapse in Powell’s film and a similar moment in
Haneke’s Caché. This moment occurs in the farmyard sequence we see after Georges
has for the last time retreated to his bed; it is the final visualization of the child-
hood scenario produced when Georges’s lies evict his rival Majid from Georges’s
parental home. Structurally, this is a signature shot of Haneke’s — the shot from
a dark space into a light space — and it reveals its human actors in long shot, across
the expanse of the courtyard. Taken from a dark space — no doubt the barn — the
location of the shot suggests that its point of view belongs to the six-year-old Georges,
who is hiding in the shadows. However, since the sequence fails to establish who
is the owner of this gaze, its point of view remains unclaimed, simply the look
of the camera. This key sequence again brings Benny’s Video to mind, where a
similar camera setup is retrospectively shown to be from the point of view of
Benny in his darkened room, videotaping his parents. In a stunning act of aggres-
sion, Benny will use the videotape that he shoots to implicate his parents in the
murder that he himself has committed.

What I am suggesting is that the point of view of the farmyard sequence
is deliberately double. As in Powell’s film, child and father collapse into one: Georges’s
point of view as sequestered child and the eye of Haneke’s camera — and, by
implication, the surveillance camera — are aligned in this shot. In the diegesis of
Haneke’s film, of course, there are several couples across whom sado-masochistic
drives play themselves out. When Majid — Georges’s victim — commits suicide,
he forces the adult Georges to assume the role of spectator: By means of his
masochistic act, he enacts sadistic revenge upon Georges. Further, with Benny in
mind, we might read Georges’s son Pierrot and Majid’s son as wreaking vengeance
upon their fathers — one need not see their collaboration, insofar as there is one,
as a utopian allegory. But why are the videotapes — products of the paternal
gaze of surveillance no matter who produces them - tightly wrapped in images
that suggest the hand of a child, if not to represent their interconnectedness? My
point here is that the relation of victim to aggressor — represented in this film by
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several pairs of fathers and sons — plays itself out multiply, in different con-
stellations, as functions distributed across the text, hence no longer necessarily
embodied in its characters. Note the way in which the shot from the barn into
the farmyard articulates these relations almost abstractly. The abstractly rendered
paternal/directorial function — familiar from Peeping Tom — suggests that the
obscure source of human suffering in Time of the Wolf, ultimately given a cine-
matic context, as well as the disembodied director in the theatrical scene of Code
Unknown, merely acousmatic, a voice, and, finally, the surveillance camera of Caché
share a common provenance.

In recalling to mind Haneke’s metaphor of the puppet master, it should be noted
that the masochistic scenario described by psychoanalysis is a theatrical one. “The
actual scene [of masochism] corresponds to the staging of a drama,” writes Theodor
Reik, “and is related to the phantasies, as is the performance of the dramatist’s
conception” (1941: 49). Masochism involves control over time, and it is a perfor-
mance. Entailing a ritual that plays itself out in the flesh, it is a game with reality
intimately connected with representation. Just like games and plots — and just like
masochists — filmmakers impose control over performance. “It’s a game, is it?”
Georges asks Majid in Caché, initially claiming that he doesn’t want to play, only
to agree later that “T'll play along.” Like games, masochistic scenarios are governed
by strict and complex rules — and by relentless repetition. Only in the case of the
endgame is repetition no longer possible: When Majid invites Georges to visit, it
is to ensure that Georges will be present as he slits his throat. The constant in
Caché’s abbreviated history of repeated remediation, the image of the bloody throat
in the childish drawings migrates first to the newspaper photograph of Georges,
then to the body of the film itself. Finally, we’re shown Majid’s bloody perfor-
mance on videotape, where it can be replayed repeatedly after all. The constant
through multiple mediatic transformations, blood produces authenticity for
representation by way of its strong impact on spectator affect. Perhaps it is for
this reason that the “drawing” of blood - represented or metaphorical, imaged as
well as elicited — seems the goal of Haneke’s cinema.

Notes

1 This narrative structure has become popular: Alejandro Gonzalez Innaritu uses the
device of accidentally connected narratives in Amores Perros (2000) and Babel (2006);
Steven Soderbergh makes use of it in a film he directed, Traffic (2000), and — as
producer — in Syriana (2005).

2 While critics such as D. I. Grossvogel distinguish Haneke’s Austrian films from his
French films, there is, in fact, a pronounced continuity of concern.

3 Fredric Jameson (1992: 169, 162).

My thanks to Ryan Cook for this suggestion.

5 Stanley Cavell’s important work on the screen presence of the actor triggered these

questions, as did Haneke’s assertion that he needed to find just the right actors for
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the remake of his own film, Funny Games, and that he would not have made the film
if Naomi Watts had not agreed to be in it.
Binoche gave birth to her daughter Hannah in 2000.

7 Carol Clover famously distinguishes between the assaultive and the projective eye
(1992: 199).

8 I have written elsewhere about the cruelty of Haneke’s films (Peucker 2007).
As characters, Peter and Paul would seem to derive from the two helpers in Kafka’s
The Castle. Indeed, Frank Giering plays both Artur in Haneke’s Kafka adaptation
and Paul in Funny Games. Peter and Paul do not only play sadistic games with the
family they murder, they have a sado-masochistic routine worked out between
the two of them, as well.

10 Here I am referring — indeed, Barthes is referring — to the Real as that which cannot
be adequately represented — as is the case with death. The term is taken from the
writings of Jacques Lacan, and famously deployed for film by Slavoj Zizek in Looking
Awry (1998).

11  Peeping Tom also links cruelty to performance spaces: Two of Mark’s murders occur
in such spaces.

12 See Haneke’s letter of March 2000 to his producer, Marin Karmitz, reproduced for
the Kino Video DVD of Code Unknown. Haneke’s reference here is no doubt to Fritz
Lang, who stylized his character Dr. Mabuse — and, by implication, himself — as the
great puppet master. As quoted by Lucy Fischer, Lang refers to Mabuse as the “great
showman of the marionettes, the one who organizes the perfect crime” (1979: 26).
Some of the unanswered questions that linger in Georges’s story — as well as in Anne’s
— are formulated in this letter, which presents itself as a supplement to — perhaps
even as a means of deciphering — the film’s unknowable code. In this letter, Haneke
interrogates the boundaries of reality and illusion.

13 In the sequence set in Egypt, Benny's mother and her son interact by way of their
mutual videotaping.

14 Here is another echo of Benny’s Video, where the son’s taping implicates his parents
as accessories to his crime.
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Figures of Disgust

Christa Bliimlinger

Ethical and moral questions have often been discussed in connection with the
representation of elementary bodily acts in critical writing on Haneke’s films, while
the motif of disgust has received little attention to date. As an aesthetic phenomenon
it is difficult to grasp. As Winfried Menninghaus' has shown, the indestructibility
of what Freud called the cultural thresholds of disgust is just as fundamental to
the works of Rabelais as it is to the provocations of the Viennese Actionists or,
most recently, to abject art. Taboos of disgust are a necessary precondition to the
functioning of a kind of art that takes transgression as its goal, but they hinder
purely internal aesthetic reflection. The phenomenon of disgust may be under-
stood as a combination of judgment and affect and as a field of tension between
repulsion and attraction. As Menninghaus notes, when the field of aesthetics began
to establish itself in the eighteenth century, disgust fulfilled a double function: As
the “downright other” of the Beautiful, it represented a kind of liminal value; as
a feeling of disgust relating to satiation (Sdttigungsekel), it could also represent the
danger of beauty’s turning into its opposite. In order to grasp disgust in terms of
cultural theory, Menninghaus names three elementary characteristics of the phe-
nomenon: “(1) violent repulsion vis-a-vis (2) a physical presence or some other
phenomenon in our proximity (3) which at the same time, in various degrees, can
also exert a subconscious attraction or even an open fascination” (Menninghaus
2003: 6). The effect, according to Menninghaus, is very often an ambivalence con-
nected as much with the control of affects as with the intensification of feeling.
In this essay I shall not undertake to clarify the extent to which film as an art
or a medium may generate an affective logic of disgust that differs from that of,
say, literature or sculpture. Rather, I mean to identify apposite figurations in Haneke’s
work, analyzing their cinematic aspects and commenting on them in terms of cul-
tural theory. If one investigates Michael Haneke’s use of figures of disgust, it soon
becomes clear that the apparently distantiating style of his feature and television
films is shot through with figurations of bodily matters and bodily acts. These
figurations play an essential role in the films; their importance is anchored not
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merely in the construction of the narrative, but also in their contribution to its
undermining. They are symptomatic within epistemological configurations of the
film, particularly with regard to questions of truth and reality.

In Three Paths to the Lake, a film made for television in 1976, Haneke adapts a
story by Ingeborg Bachmann so as to develop a space for the sensation of a specific
kind of ennui or disgust, which becomes the only authentic experience of exist-
ence. Franz Joseph Trotta — who says of himself that he does not live — becomes,
after his death, a moral authority for the photojournalist Elisabeth. Trotta, a being
from a different time, the time of old Austria, makes Elisabeth, as an exile in Paris,
“unsure” of her work on the war in Algeria. In a complex play with time frames,
the film draws attention to a line spoken by Trotta, and it does so by featuring this
line twice. This line is uttered in different narrative configurations and settings,
but each time it occurs in a dialog between Trotta and Elisabeth. The sentence
first appears in an objective narrative configuration, like a short citation: “Do you
think you have to photograph these destroyed villages and corpses for me to imag-
ine war, or these Indian children so that I know what hunger is?”* The second
time, this same dialog passage is marked as a flashback from Elisabeth’s point of
view, and is linked to a present moment of recollection that takes place during
one of her walks to the lake. In a complex way, Trotta’s statement thus comes to
be a motto. The difference between the first statement and the repetition makes
it a kind of hermeneutical riddle.

Haneke uses Bachmann’s text to connect the experience of disgust with the
achievement of knowledge (an analogy appearing in Nietzsche and later in
Sartre). Advances in consciousness are accompanied by a sensation of nausea (la
nausée). In his Disgust: Theory and History of a Strong Sensation (2003), Menninghaus
describes such existential disgust as a “violent crisis of ordinary self- and world-
perception, which suddenly experiences its very fundament as either absent or
actively taken away.”’ In Bachmann’s story, this crisis is transferred from one
character to another; in Haneke’s film, it is related to the form of the utterance
as a typically modernist crisis affecting the linear temporal order characteristic
of the classical mode of storytelling.

Bachmann’s story sets its several temporal layers into relation with the posi-
tion Elisabeth occupies at any given moment, switching between her walks to the
lake and her recollections of Trotta and of moments in which she achieves a gain-
ing of consciousness through Trotta and through his influence, which lasts even
beyond his death. Haneke’s film shapes these perspectives and temporal layers in
a more ambiguous way than the written text does. Elisabeth’s musings are filmed
as flashbacks, most often introduced by a male voice (Axel Corti), which relativizes
the internal focalization.* The use of an extradiegetic offscreen voice brings an
objective authorial instance into play, one especially strong in one place. When
this sonorous voice describes Elisabeth’s career as a polyglot photographer, on
the visual level we are shown a series of private photographs from her youth.
The look back begins with a zoom into a large print of Elisabeth as a girl with
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pigtails; later, the camera travels to a painted portrait of an ancestor from the nine-
teenth century. Here the camera accentuates the temporal aura of the family
portrait: Like Elisabeth’s youth, the world of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy
is irretrievably lost.

If this “objective” flashback is introduced by a traveling shot to a picture of a
girl, belatedly and paradoxically it makes Elisabeth an object of the gaze. The film’s
introduction here of photography does not introduce the narrative’s complex
temporal structure, which will later (via repetitions, complex bracketing, and abrupt
cuts) become the sign of Elisabeth’s existential crisis. Rather, what this flashback
addresses — relatively conventionally — is the question of the power of the gaze:
The object of the gaze is ultimately not the world as Elisabeth sees it, but Elisabeth
herself, as shown to us by an invisible narrator. The private pictures from Elisabeth’s
childhood or the snapshots of her brother’s wedding’ may still exercise a (some-
times deceptive) memorial function, but Elisabeth’s own professional photographs
of theaters of war are kept offscreen. They may be the object of Trotta’s cultural
critiques, but as reprehensible images they are elided. Here Haneke takes on
Bachmann’s cultural pessimism regarding the medial function of photography, except-
ing family photos.

Trotta’s disgust with the world of media is shown not only in flashbacks, but
also in ghostly sentences that haunt Elisabeth from the beyond — from offscreen.
The narrator’s voice, like Trotta’s, occupies a position of omniscience and
omnipresence — unlike Elisabeth’s gaze, which seems always to seek or flee some-
thing. The central flashback represents a discussion between Elisabeth and Trotta
of questions of disgust and shame. In a single long take, we see Trotta bearing
down on Elisabeth, who meanwhile continuously changes her position, until the
opposition between the two is resolved into a short shot—countershot sequence.
Finally, Elisabeth looks out the window behind her, towards her uncertain future
as a photographer, while Trotta looks forward left into offscreen space, indicat-
ing his retreat, but also the end that he will set to his life. Trotta knows where
he is looking; Elisabeth’s gaze is blind.

This blindness is connected with Elisabeth’s activity as a photographer, but
it is not clear which wars she is documenting, or how. The film does not take a
political position with regard to a specific set of intolerable present circum-
stances, as do, for example, the essay-films of Jean-Marie Straub and Daniéle Huillet,
whose work Haneke has declared formative for his own. In their Introduction d
la “Musique d’accompagnement pour une scéne de film” de Arnold Schoenberg (1972),
Straub and Huillet present shots of American B-52 bombers in such a way that
(as Serge Daney writes) they are purged of any sense of déjd vu, which per-
mits the power that produced them “to become clearly apparent”.® Haneke’s
approach is here — in contrast with Straubian “pedagogy” (Daney) — neither his-
torical, nor anchored in the present. Rather, it takes its cues from an existential
negativity and general cultural pessimism characterized by a deep mistrust of
the visual media.
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Three Paths to the Lake ascribes existential nausea above all to Trotta, a figure
whom the protagonist, Elisabeth, remembers and who, in his very lostness,
facilitated her gaining of consciousness. For Elisabeth, recollection, just like the
process by which she becomes aware of the implications of her work and her
position in the world, is associated with physical pain. A loss of balance caused
by an injury to her ankle during a walk through her native landscape leads, in an
abrupt cut, to the memory of a similar injury sustained by her earlier in reaction
to the news of Trotta’s death, reported as gossip by a Viennese journalist. If for
Elisabeth nausea emerges as a somatic symptom, this occurs after the fact, belat-
edly. The film does not show or produce affect in the form of disgust or dégoiit,
that is, as a negative attribute of nausée. However, Trotta does address such
images in moral terms, as when he comments on “the war you photograph for
other people’s breakfasts.””

Disgust recurs as a symptom affecting the body in Haneke’s later films, but there
within a constellation of affect-images, which are presented both as invasive and
too close, not as a loss of solid ground or as a crisis in the perception of the world.
In the films belonging to the glaciation trilogy, such as for example Benny’s Video
(1992), the gaining of consciousness is no longer ascribed to a character, as it is
in Three Paths to the Lake; instead, it is addressed directly to the spectator. It is well
known that Benny’s Video constructs a layered system of sounds and images, the
origins of which are ambiguous and which sometimes turn out to be always already
mediated. The video surveillance set that Benny has installed in his room is an
example of this. Haneke’s insistent framing of the monitor, first full-screen, then
as a screen-within-the-screen, accentuates the confusion of inner with outer
space, of observer and observed, of direct recording with repetition. In this way
the question of where the gaze is located is staged as a question of power.

The plot of the film has often been described as a chain reaction of private
videos that have a retroactive effect on the life of the protagonist: Benny films the
slaughter of a pig and shows the video to a girl, who, like him, is a fan of splatter
films; afterwards, he kills her with the same bolt pistol that the farmer in the film
had used to kill the pig. He then shows the film to his mother, whose voice he
later records while she is discussing the crisis with his father; at the end of the
film he turns over this recording — the only remaining evidence — to the police.
If (as Jorg Metelmann writes) this narrative serves less to present Benny as the
controller of the video (as the title of the film suggests) than to present an all-
encompassing system that finally transcends its own diegesis, then the character
of Benny (as Roy Grundmann argues) may represent not so much the indistin-
guishability of video from reality as the wish to transform the world into a video.®

Benny’s favorite film genre is the splatter film,” whose omnipresence in Haneke’s
films, like TV news and heavy metal, is marked as loud, obscene, and invasive,
and thus as a symptom of disturbance. The counterpart to Benny’s medial sound
world is the desublimation of sacred choral music through the drug dealing of
the choir boys. With regard to the figuration of disgust, an obvious opposition
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between a youth culture (obsessed as it is with violence and horror) and the sphere
of high culture, or between disrespectful, anti-social drives and the sphere of
culture, respect, and morality, is less relevant than the film’s strategy of continu-
ously interrupting the mode of narration and its temporal structures."

Here, as in Three Paths to the Lake, Haneke employs a complex structure of
repetition. He repeats the same sentence in different contexts, thus carrying to
the extreme his play with the origin of the utterance. During a long shot-reverse-
shot sequence set in their bedroom, Benny’s parents discuss different techniques
for disposing of the dead body and other pieces of incriminating evidence. The
father asks the mother: “Will you be able to stand the disgust?” This very dialog
returns half an hour later in the film (after a solemn church concert scene), this
time shown not from the father’s perpective, nor from the mother’s, but from
a third perspective: that of Benny’s eavesdropping spot. This time, the father’s
sentences are recorded in a single, motionless shot, with Benny’s partly open door
framed from within his darkened bedroom. No sooner is Benny’s point of view
marked than the soundtrack adds yet another framing to this view. We suddenly
hear a police interrogator, who asks questions from offscreen concerning the course
of Benny’s actions. This shot thus turns out to be not a flashback but a frontal
view of a video monitor from an elevated perspective that changes the parents’
cover-up project into a confession of guilt, for together with Benny’s verbal wit-
ness it is the only remaining trace of the crime. With the acousmatic presence''
of a police officer, who remains invisible, the ultimate position of enunciation is
finally marked as virtual: It is not in the image, but rather in front of the image.

It is no coincidence that the sentences that thus become evidence at the end
of Benny’s Video are about the conventional disgust that is connected with the revolt-
ing manipulation of the corpse. It is, after all, as the “experience of an unwilled
proximity” that Winfried Menninghaus (2003: 7) defines the basic character of
the phenomenon of disgust. Haneke is concerned not simply to attribute to his
characters the same three aspects of attraction, repulsion, and fascination that
Menninghaus names as the basic characteristics of the phenomenon of disgust,
as noted at the beginning of this essay; he also inscribes them directly into the
cinematic image, beyond the dialog, removing them to another plane and thus
marking them as inexpressible affects.

The mise-en-abyme of points of view and points of hearing instantiated by such
repetition of dialog has usually been read, from the perspective of media theory,
as a relativization of the relations between world and video."” In Benny’s Video, as
we know, this is achieved through the discursive fusion of diegetic image-recording
(Benny’s videos) and frame narrative (Benny’s story). Yet what is symptomatic about
the repeated scene is not only the reiterated displacement of the points of view from
which the story is told (from the father, to Benny, to the police officer), but also
the fact that precisely at the place where anticipation, recollection, and imagination
converge, the object of revulsion is described only verbally. Benny — and along
with him the viewer — is an earwitness to his parents’ intention of dismembering
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and disposing of the body, but not an eyewitness to its execution. All that Benny
has finally to show in the way of evidence is a recording of a speech act, for the
visual images of his deeds have been erased by the father. Within the film’s
narrative logic, there is a plausible reason for this: An act that arose from fantasy
is now subjected to instrumental reason. In addition, from a legal/forensic
perspective, Benny’s passage d Uacte can be shown more explicitly through sound
documents (the parents’ verbal response to the killing) than through visual
documents (the recording). The difference of this last repetition is more than a
screenplay gimmick. The acoustic replay of the discussion scene also marks the
scenic omission of the father’s actions. The question “Will you be able to bear
the disgust?” is thus ultimately directed at the film viewer, whose anticipation,
recollection, and imagination essentially compose the genre of which this film
represents an exaggerated, excessive example.

The film’s mise-en-scéne of visible moments of disgust must also be seen against
this background. In this context, it is significant that the film makes a figurative
connection between Benny’s acting-out of sadistic fantasies and the speech act of
the father, between literal showing and mental projection. Connections are estab-
lished between the confession scene and the visual configurations of disgust not
only through the film’s thematization of the reprehensible (the calculated com-
plicity of the father, the crime of the son) and through the repetition compulsion
transferred from the characters to the narrative structure itself, but also through
frontal framing. The video that survives to become evidence, a last trace on
taciturn Benny’s Mystic writing pad, is structurally connected with the erased
scenes of violence that we have seen repeated on other monitors, and repeatedly
renarrated. If the videographic apparatus serves at first to prove the visual
representability of elementary bodily acts, in the end it marks the significance
of the Symbolic through the repetition of a speech act. This move from showing
to not-showing, from the image to verbal language, once again underlines the
ambiguity of filmic figuration. This ambiguity is more readily approached
through analysis of the way in which disgust — conceived as an unwanted close-
ness — becomes image than if one simply analyzed the images, in terms of
narratological or media theory, with regard to their system of reference.

The murder scene, too, is suggested above all by sound. As soon as the girl’s
body becomes a corpse, however, images that produce strong affect begin. At first,
the details of the homicidal gesture itself either remain offscreen or are visible
only at the edges of the screen. Then the automatic gaze of Benny’s camera becomes
systematically linked to Benny’s subjective point of view. What follows Benny’s
stone-faced expression after the pistol shot is thus not his point of view, but
the perspective of the live camera: We literally see the girl fall out of the frame
of the control monitor. In later shots that are just as static and also closely framed,
we see Benny’s strained efforts to drag the corpse out of the room and then to
clean up the blood spots that are left behind. The camera finally becomes mobile
in a third phase, as Benny, standing before an invisible mirror, smears the murdered
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girl’s blood on his naked belly. Suddenly we see electronic snow; the mirror is
Benny’s camcorder, the scene is a recording. It becomes clear only afterward that
Benny, here, has been filming himself. However unrealistic this video “self-
portrait” may seem to the “analytical” eye, its emotional effect as a vehicle for
empathy is strong: The hand behind the camera echoes Benny’s circling motions
before the camera. This mimetic transfer of a touching movement lends the image
a haptic quality. After the sensual hand-camera filming of the belly there follows
a similar filming of the corpse. Benny’s one-handed gestures loom from offscreen
into the frame: He turns the dead girl around, so that a giant bloodstain becomes
visible on her face.

Finally we see Benny replaying these images in his editing room — this time quickly
and on rewind. The amateur video here embodies the repetition compulsion of
its observer. As a fan of splatter films (and therefore of remakes and sequels), Benny
is disposed to rituals and repetitions. Such reflexive interpolations are native to
splatter films themselves, as Carol J. Clover has demonstrated with the example
of Texas Chainsaw Massacre 1 (Tobe Hooper, 1986)."” The figure of the assaultive
gaze relayed by the camera has also been established within the modern horror
film since Michael Powell’s Peeping Tom (1960) (see Brigitte Peucker’s essay in this
volume); in post-classical cinema, offscreen space is often established as the start-
ing point of visual pleasure. Whereas in classical cinema that which is absent from
the image-field disappears into the seam between shot and countershot to dis-
appear from consciousness, modern post-classical cinema turns its attention upon
itself, in order (as Pascal Bonitzer writes) “to try to find the object at the origin
of its desire, the gaze that one imagines in the offscreen space.”'* This mode of
reference to the location and gaze of that which is absent may be understood as
the motor of Haneke’s editing, but it does not explain the form of representation.
To what do the configurations of “unclean” bodies lead in Benny’s Video, a film
that desires to be an auteur film — one that is removed from the thriller genre by
several degrees?

As I have noted, Haneke shows elementary acts of the body in a way that does
not distance us from them in advance. Instead, he produces a kind of haptic
empathy through narrow framing and small movements, in order to question
how the gaze is affected through hindsight shifts in perspective. In this pro-
cess, the materiality of blood is given a special status: As a viscous fluid, it has
the capacity to stick and spread and deform the figurations. The blots of blood
on the floor, on Benny’s body, and on the face of the dead girl function as figural
significations of an affect that lies between attraction and repulsion. If, as a char-
acter, Benny initially embodies the overcoming of disgust or the suspension of
cultural thresholds of disgust, then here this suspension becomes the object of a
higher level of reflection, of a disgust in the second degree, which elevates itself
to the level of a capacity for judgment. We see Benny as a compulsive observer
of obscene images — images aimed, just a moment before, at our own direct
sensual perception.
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At first it would seem that, in the above-mentioned scene, Benny’s affirmative
relationship to death in its material presence represents violence as the core of
the erotic, in Georges Bataille’s sense of a “fascination” with the disgusting or the
depressing.”” On further reflection, however, the medial setting within the filmic
narration seems to interrupt this form of transgression. Here the imagina-
tion of “low, debased matter” and the figural work of decomposition do not
quite lead to a complex mode of image production, such as the one described by
Menninghaus with a tripartite model that relates such decomposition to Bataille’s
category of the informe, the formless: as the desublimation of beautiful forms,
as the “liberation” of violent sexuality, or as the reestablishment of a connection
with archaic practices of production of social life in feelings of repulsion or in acts
of sacrifice.” This configuration of disgust in Haneke can be explained neither
with Bataille nor with the Freudian conception of defense mechanism in which, due
to an “unclean” body, a transference into an intellectual judgment (of negation)
takes place, and which thus belongs to the field of cultural repression."” So what
does this configuration amount to? Where does it lead us?

Approximately twenty film minutes after the blood scene and before Benny plays
the electronic record of his horrible deed for the third time — this time with his
mother watching — the image of the blot as a moment of defiguration recurs.
Benny comes home and takes milk from the fridge that his mother had filled. He
pours the milk so greedily that he spills it. After he drinks the milk, the camera
jumps from a medium shot to a close-up. The shining white blot now completely
fills the angular shot. Benny’s hand is then introduced from offscreen into the frame
and, with circular movements, he towels up the spilled milk. This repetition of
a formal constellation not only establishes a structural reference to the blood of
the girl he has killed, it also prefigures the taped return of the murder scene. Yet
the close-up of the milk blot, as a figural rupture (one could also say, with Roland
Barthes, as a punctum'®), also alludes to the unstable position of the spectator.
This close-up reveals an alluring detail while simultaneously strengthening its
affective dimension by means of the enigmatic figuration.

It seems important in this connection that the materials in question are liquids
— liquids possibly representative of a pre-Oedipal maternal essence. This has less
to do with narrative relations or with the functions of the film’s characters
(Benny, his mother); rather, it calls attention to the affective status of the scene’s
punctum. This indicates a sphere called by Julia Kristeva, in her psychoanalytic-
linguistic theory, the “semiotic,” a sphere which, according to Kristeva, serves as
the origin of a specific defensive position — namely, “abjection” — whose strongest
physical indicator is the affect of disgust. The skin on the surface of milk or corpses
becomes for Kristeva the embodiment of this defensive position because such skins
decay or are secreted — thrown off — by the body; yet they are also things from
which one cannot part, and “from which one does not protect oneself, as from
an object.””” The becoming of the speaking being, conceived as an entry into the
symbolic order, demands — and this is where Kristeva distinguishes herself from
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Freud and Lacan — the rejection of the maternal body, with its undifferentiated
economy of fluids and rhythmic drives.”” The abject confronts us therefore with
the oldest attempts at delimitation, “with the constant risk of falling back under
the sway of a power as securing as it is stifling.”* The maternal body is repulsed
and rejected as unclean and threatening to one’s own boundaries, or, to quote
Menninghaus’s summary of Kristeva: “The body must bear no trace of its debt
to nature: it must be clean and proper in order to be fully symbolic.”** The dirty-
ing of the body thus represents the part of a ritual whose goal is rejection. Such
figurative or figural play with blood can also be found in other Haneke films.”” In
Caché (2005), for example, the slaughter of a rooster as an enigmatic pulsing blot,
as something too close and disgusting, prefigures the later suicide of the character
Majid. In The Piano Teacher (2001) the rape scene is crystallized in the bloody
fouling of Erika’s (Isabelle Huppert’s) shirt.

Abjection is conceived by Kristeva as a “composite of judgment and affect, of
condemnation and yearning, of signs and drives.”** This term seems appropriate
especially in cases when it is brought into relation with filmic narratives in which
disgust is not only a theme, but where the narrative position itself is also struc-
tured so as to traverse a trajectory of abjection, a process that registers as pain
to the inside and terror to the outside.” The texture of such a narration can be
understood, with Kristeva, as a thin film, one constantly in danger of breakage,
which would produce fissures, enigmas, interweavings and elisions. Precisely
because of this, Haneke’s language of disgust is sometimes able to achieve an
intensity closer to poetic exclamation than to narration.

A corresponding aesthetic of the fragment and of suddenness characterizes
the film 71 Fragments of a Chronology of Chance (1994), as well as the structurally
related Code Unknown (2000). Yet examples of this style of ellipsis and narrative
interlock may already be found in Haneke’s early television films. Thus, for example,
there emerges at the end of the two-part television film Lemmings (1979) a form
of fissure that strengthens the bodily dimension of the repulsion. From an unex-
plicit and ambiguous image of a mortally injured, bloody body, the film cuts to
a piece of medical equipment, a shot that is immediately linked to an offscreen
scream. Only when the camera tracks back is the source of the tortured voice
evident: We see not Eva, who has suffered the accident, but Sigi in the midst of
convulsions, overtaken by the elementary act of giving birth. A last scene of dis-
charge serves as a coda for the film: In the end Eva’s husband Beranek, having
just survived a self-destructive car accident and lost both his military power and
his wife, stiffens in a screaming fit which Haneke ends with a freeze frame.*

In Lemmings, Part Two: Injuries, Beranek is the only male character to whom
the registers of somatic reactions and bodily eliminations are allotted: He has
a stomach illness and frequently has to vomit, an act which Haneke represents in
detail as a consequence of medial transmissions of violence, as seen, for instance,
in the comparison, in a military school film, between the atom bomb and the
neutron bomb. The other bomb discussed in Lemmings, namely in part one, is a
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Russian bomb that hit Sigi’s family at the end of the war. Her father lost a leg,
her mother was paralyzed, and her brother,” years later, commits suicide by
plunging to his death. Fatefully injured bodies seem here to convey a process of
defense whose root cause cannot be narrated, whose signs, however, announce
themselves figurally in an image or rupture: In the room of the bedridden
mother a red light blinks constantly; the disabled father is overcome by a lonely
destructive rage, which suddenly erupts while he is sitting at the table.”

This specific mixture of judgment and affect can finally be established as a figure
of disgust through the analysis of other formal constellations in Haneke’s work,
which are equally connected to materials and acts of the body. In Haneke’s made-
for-TV film Fraulein (1986), the expressive framings and unusual perspectives of
camera axes reiterate the estrangement of two bodies physically interlaced with
each other. The figure of the husband in agony is shown from a high angle; the
final seductive gesture of the wife is filmed in such a way as to draw attention to
the opening of the legs, while the head disappears behind the body. In Haneke’s
adaptation of Joseph Roth’s novel The Rebellion (1992), a story of the travails of
an injured war veteran in the wake of the dissolution of the Austro-Hungarian
Empire (portrayed as a matter of what Freud called Schicksalszwang, the com-
pulsion of fate),” the spectator is put into the position of frontal witness to
a ravenous sexuality. In this case, the perspective of the shot presents neither
a neutral nor a subjective point of view; rather, it is established as a kind of
neutral or impersonal master frame, one addressed explicitly to the spectator.
One can describe such a configuration, with Francesco Casetti,” as “objectively
unreal”; the underlining of the omnipotence of the camera strengthens the power
of the author-enunciator. Such insistent compositions and framings not only “let
the camera feel,” they also produce a “free indirect speech™' through their own
autonomous camera-consciousness — as one could extrapolate from the concep-
tion of modern cinema developed by Pasolini and Deleuze. Here the filmic
author asserts himself indirectly via his characters by distinguishing himself from
them. Conceived in terms of a theory of disgust, this permits the completion of
the transition from disgust in the first degree (as a matter of affect) to disgust in
the second degree (as a matter of judgment). The “objective configuration” of shots
corresponds to the function of Trotta’s voice recurring from the “beyond” in Three
Paths to the Lake, in which the figure of ennui discussed above already belongs to
the category of disgust in the second degree.

Thus, the ambivalent figuration of body boundaries and openings in Haneke’s
films can be shown to be a reiteration of epistemological configurations of dis-
gust, reality, and truth. In these films the conflict between claims of the symbolic
order and the insistence of abject lust, as described by Julia Kristeva, becomes
manifest not only at the thematic level, as the other side of (post-)religious and
moral codes, it is also transmitted through formal configurations and abrupt
connections between the shots. The systematic repetition of these configurations
of disgust can be read as a pattern reproduced not only within individual films,
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but also as a kind of transposition, from film to film, of a “demonic” symptom.
Following Freud, one could call this symptom — a symptom culturally and his-
torically anchored in Austria — Schicksalsneurose: a neurosis of fate. Therefore, if
the notable traversal of abjection in Haneke’s films assumes so prominently
the character of a repetition, it ultimately also indicates a collective cultural
symptom of this authoritarian society, initially formed under Catholicism. The
declination of an art of repetition in Haneke is in this regard similar to the Vienna
Actionists, whose art likewise aimed at achieving transgression. Thus, Haneke’s
civilized disgust is an ordering principle that refers to nothing less than a secular
kind of apocalypse.

Translated by Peter J. Schwartz

Notes

1 Winfried Menninghaus (2003: 346-72).

See DVD subtitles of Michael Haneke (dir.), Three Paths to the Lake (1976).

3 Menninghaus (2003: 356). The awareness of contingency and the perception that
existence is senseless and that time passes emptily have led in literature since the
seventeenth century to treatments of boredom (ennui) and of melancholy. La nausée,
on the other hand, revalues melancholy as a richness of experience, one that permits
a break with false senses of senslessness. Nonetheless, as Menninghaus shows, in Sartre
la nausée also reveals itself “in the medium of ordinary ‘dégott’ (disgust),” that is to
say, via negative attributes.

4 On the concept of “internal focalization” see Gérard Genette (1972); see also André
Gaudreault and Frangois Jost (1990: 128, 138). Bachmann'’s story is essentially one told
in the third person that proceeds for the most part homodiegetically and is concentrated
on the person of Elisabeth. With his male voice-over Haneke introduces an extradiegetic
narrator and thus relativizes the focalization of the flashbacks. During her walk Elisabeth
is shown as a figure looking off into the distance and sunk in memories, but with
this voice the soundtrack adds another, more authoritative narrating agent.

5 According to the dialogs, the photographs that Elisabeth shows to her father were
taken by her. However, Elisabeth herself appears on all the photos presented in the
filmic shot from their subjective points of view. There are two gazes: The filmic point
of view (Elisabeth and her father looking at the photos), and the point of view of the
photo itself. Elisabeth’s position as originary witness and observer is thus relativized.
See Serge Daney (1983: 85).

7 This is taken directly from Bachmann’s story: “The war you photograph for other

people’s breakfasts hasn’t spared you either in the end.” See Bachmann (1989: 140).
See Jorg Metelmann (2003: 94—5) and Roy Grundmann (2007: 10).
The genre of splatter or slasher films can be described, with Carol J. Clover, as
follows: “The immensely generative story of a psychokiller who slashes to death a
string of mostly female victims, one by one, until he is subdued or killed, usually by
the one girl who has survived” (Clover 1992: 21).
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I mean here to distinguish, with Gérard Genette, between the histoire (story) of denoted
events, the récit (narrative) as the syntactic and semantic product of the act of
storytelling, and the narration as the utterance of the story. This permits analysis of
the temporal relations between the told story and the time of telling, on the one hand,
and of the modalities of regulation of narrative information (the perspectivization of
the narrative) on the other. See Genette (1972); also Oswald Ducrot and Jean-Marie
Schaeffer (1995: 588-9).

On the concept of the acousmatic voice, which remains endowed with omnipresence
and the power of the gaze so long as its source remains invisible, see Michel Chion (1982).
Andreas Kilb describes Benny’s room as a “Platonic cave of the video age.” See Andreas
Kilb (2005 71).

There is in this film too the figure of a (horror) film-within-the-film. Clover calls this
constellation a “metacinematic declaration of our common spectatorial plight”
(Clover 1992: 200).

See Pascal Bonitzer (1982: 106).

Bataille exemplifies this fascination with the disgusting with menstrual blood and the
decomposition of corpses and calls it the core of social life. See Georges Bataille (1972:
316); also Menninghaus (2003: 492).

See Menninghaus (2003); see also Georges Didi-Huberman (1995).

Freud derives the concepts of repression and rejection from the elementary codes of
the pleasure-ego and constructs disgust as well as negation as aspects of the move-
ment to neurosis that characterizes the process of civilization. See Sigmund Freud,
“Negation”; see also Menninghaus (2003).

Roland Barthes (1981: 42—3) describes the punctum of the photograph as “that which
attracts me,” for example a detail (the punctum “should be revealed only after the
fact” [53]; it does not reveal itself through study, but rather after a certain latency; a
“blind field is created” [57], it is “a kind of subtle beyond” [59]).

They indicate what the subject needs constantly to reject in order to live, the loss at
the root of every being: the non-objectal, pre-Oedipal rejection of the mother. Julia
Kristeva (1982: 4).

Kristeva seizes on the development of a conception of self in the sense of Freud’s
primary narcissism or Lacan’s mirror-stage, but specifically connects it to her own
notion of the rejection of the corps d corps (body-to-body) with the mother in favor
of establishing clear subject and body boundaries. Abjection is thus, for Kristeva, a
precondition of narcissism. See Kristeva (1982: 13).

Kristeva (1982: 13).

Kristeva (1982: 102).

I use the term “figurative” as belonging to representation and form (including nar-
ration), whereas the term “figural” corresponds to the informe and the fissure in the
narration. In the scenes under discussion both functions are at issue — the transfor-
mation of form into the informe; the formation of a fissure within representation.
Kristeva (1982: 10).

On Céline as a representative of the abject literature of the twentieth century Kristeva
says that his “whole narrative structure seems controled by the necessity of going
through abjection, whose intimate site is suffering and horror its public feature” (1982:
140).
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26 This freeze frame represents, in a relatively conventionalized, late modern form, the
end of the story and simultaneously its virtual continuation.

27 Here Paulus Manker plays a youth in the postwar period whose latent feeling of
self-abasement expresses itself in his consorting with a servant girl he abuses as a
sexual object.

28 'There is a similar scene in 71 Fragments of a Chronology of Chance. Here, too, a sudden,
delayed reaction — a slap in the face — is represented in connection with the ritual of
eating.

29 In Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920), Freud develops the theory of a Schicksalszwang
(fatal compulsion) experienced as negative or demonic, which he will later call
Schicksalsneurose (neurosis of fate). See Sigmund Freud, “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,”
pp. 21-2. Freud’s text may certainly be understood, from the perspective of cultural
theory, as a postwar text (as he himself has underlined).

30 The omnipotence that Casetti relates to this “impossible objective configuration” has
to do with seeing, with meta-discursive knowledge, but also with the level of belief,
while the “subjective configuration” remains intradiegetic, transitory and limited.
Francesco Casetti (1998: 50, 70-1).

31 Gilles Deleuze (1986: 74).
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Without Music
On Caché

Michel Chion

For the most part, Caché (2005) takes place in Paris in 2005. There are several signs
of this, such as the design of mobile phones, or the content of the news on tele-
vision (an item on the Palestinians in the Gaza Strip). The action takes place in
several locations, such as the apartment of Georges (Daniel Auteuil) and Anne
(Juliette Binoche), the streets near this apartment, their son’s school, a municipal
pool, streets, cars, a café, a low-rent housing complex, a farm, and so on. In other
words, it takes place in extremely varied real public and private spaces. Yet, all of
these different places in the film have one common element that makes each of
them subtly unreal: the absence of any music whatsoever. I am not talking only
about the absence of non-diegetic music, but the absence also of the kind of music,
bits of which might be heard on television, in a café, or music one might listen
to in a car or that might be playing in their son’s room (decorated with a poster
of Eminem), that we would likely hear in a world such as the one where the action
takes place. Here, there is no music, none at all.

In this sense, the world of Caché is not our world; or rather, it is our world
except that one crucial aspect has been voluntarily removed from it.

Of course one could argue that this absence has no precise meaning. In the
majority of films, characters don’t go to the bathroom either, nor do they usu-
ally wait for change when paying, and this does not mean that the omission of
such scenes is meaningful for the film. But music, diegetic or not, is such an import-
ant element in the majority of films, as well as in the sonorous tissue of today’s
private moments, that films that do not offer such sounds “sound” different to us.

We might even say that we go to certain movies in search of a world that no
longer exists elsewhere for us, especially in the city: a world stripped of music,
and because of this absence, a world both fascinating and troubling. A little like
what the noiseless world of silent cinema might have been like.

The question of the absence of music from the core of the film, and the
fact that, at times, it is never so present in certain films as when it is completely
absent, is particularly acute in several other films by Michael Haneke, such as the
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two versions of Funny Games (1997, 2007), Benny’s Video (1992), and The Seventh
Continent (1989).

This leads me to reopen the question of what is currently called music and to
examine the way in which music is inscribed in, or is separate from, the sonorous
fabric of our world.

There is a profound difference in the way in which the traditional visual arts
(easel painting, frescoes, icons, and photography, which grew out of them) and
traditional sound arts (grouped together in the term “music”) are (or are not)
situated in the real world. Traditional visual arts can imitate reality, its matter, its
look, its forms, and they can try to create illusory effects, but the objects they
create (aside from some well-known exceptions, such as the visual illusions in the
villas of Palladio close to Venice) do not attempt to pass themselves off as reality.
Even if they imitate these illusionistic figures, they are still distinct from them because
they are inscribed on a tangible material surface, distinct from the real world, and
are enclosed in a visual frame of the visible. A photograph hung on a wall in a
well-lit room will not be confused as part of its environment.

Music, on the other hand, does not have a tangible support: The score alone is
not enough to usher the work into existence (with very few exceptions, such as
The Art of Fugue), neither are the instrument, the speakers, and so on. Further-
more, the sounds of music are not limited within any frame but blend with the
sounds of reality, because sound does not emanate in a straight line, like a ray,
but moves in a circular manner, like a wave. In order not to be confused with
concrete material sounds, the sounds of music most often differentiate themselves
through their own character.

In order to illustrate how music occupies space, I often use the comparison
with odors. One can sense a very subtle perfume sprayed in a kitchen where fish
is being grilled because it will simply blend with the other odors in the kitchen.
Similarly, music in a noisy place blends with ambient sounds. It blends less well
when it appears to be made of a different fabric — of instrumental musical sounds,
and even more so when it is made of successive notes because such sequences
rarely exist in the “natural” sound world.

There is a profound difference between the olfactory and the auditory fields.
The auditory field displays the very singular property that certain notes of a pre-
cise pitch are easier to hear, not because they are more beautiful than other notes
or more pleasing in and of themselves (an oft-repeated claim about music), but
simply because of their particular pitch.

In my essay Sound (Le Son), I write:

A note — the inscription of the sound in a musical phrase — is sometimes . . . the
only means for a sound to be framed in relation to others. Even if the texture of a
picture resembles the texture of a plant in the painter’s studio or in the painting’s
owner’s house, this presents no problem since the frame of the painting encloses
the forms and allows them to be differentiated from the real. However, the same
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is not true for sound, because there is no sonorous frame for sounds. Thus, the fact
that a musical sound takes a specific form, distinct from the sounds of the ordinary
world, and is organized, together with other notes, according to a very precise
law — and especially because it is produced by an instrument reserved for the pro-
duction of musical sounds — the effect can be said to be the equivalent of framing:
We know that this sound belongs to a work of art and not to the real, because,
spatially, it is totally blended with the sounds of life.!

Thus, as soon as a film offers us music, be it diegetic or extra-diegetic, it will sound
more or less like an “overture” to another world.

Silent cinema (excluding the projections of silent films accompanied by sound
effects) presented us with the possibility of a world fully accompanied by music
and notes — the equivalent of a ballet with pantomime, even if the characters spoke.
Films with no music whatsoever, or with very little music, that appeared during
the history of sound cinema tend in a way to invert this formula. The “silence”
of real noises and voices, characteristic of silent cinema, has been replaced by another
silence — that of an element created by humans.

Let us leave aside films with little or no extra-diegetic music: They are numer-
ous, particularly in the early years of sound cinema (Hawks’s Scarface, 1932;
Wellman’s The Public Enemy, 1931; Lang’s M, 1931; Duvivier's A Man’s Neck,
1933; Renoir’s The Bitch, 1931), but they nevertheless give us a lot of diegetic music,
because at that time, and all the more so today, nothing was easier than placing
characters in situations and places featuring music: cafés, fairgrounds, banquets,
concerts, street musicians, and so on. Let us limit ourselves to films that contain
very little or no diegetic or extra-diegetic music. Such films are often linked to
the idea of the end of the world or of some catastrophe, or at least to a fatum,
such as Sidney Lumet’s Fail-Safe (1964) (an excellent film on a subject very close
to Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove [1964] but treated in a more somber register),
or Bergman’s Shame (1968) (about a couple plunged into disarray and degrada-
tion at the outbreak of a war), Lumet’s Dog Day Afternoon (1975) (a hostage crisis
that ends tragically), and, much more recently, Joel and Ethan Coen’s No Country
for Old Men (2007) (about a frightening mad killer) and Bruno Dumont’s Flanders
(2006) (about young men in the midst of war).

Notably, in Bergman'’s Shame, the main characters are two orchestra musicians.
In the beginning of the film, Jan (Max von Sydow) sits on his bed, having
just woken up, and recounts a dream he’s just had in which he played Bach’s
Brandenburg concerto. (The similarity with Renoir’s The Rules of the Game [1939],
where the principal female character is the daughter of the maestro of an orches-
tra, is noteworthy: There, too, Octave talks of a concert to which we are not privy.)
Jan’s narrative is the only form in which music exists in Shame because the war,
as it rips the characters out of their insulated musical world and throws them
on the road, stops music from resounding, from chiming, from singing, from
making us dream — in short, it interrupts everything that might allow us to escape
from a difficult reality with no other way out.
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There was a similar effect in Robert Bresson’s late films, and most notably in
his last film, L’Argent (Money, 1983), which features only briefly a chromatic prélude
by Bach on a second-rate piano. Even this piece, which resonates with equal force
throughout every room in the house, is brutally cut short by the breaking of a
glass of white wine that the piano player — a failed former piano professor, destroyed
by alcoholism — had carelessly placed on the edge of the piano. This film, inspired
by Tolstoy’s novella The Forged Coupon, transposed to modern France, ends shortly
after in a terrible massacre, in which the hero assassinates an entire family.

In The Seventh Continent, Haneke seems to draw inspiration from Bresson, in
the scene where little Evi waits for her father in a parking lot: We hear, “in the
air,” a precise passage from Alban Berg’s violin concerto “in memory of an angel”
(the famous chorale that evokes Bach) without being able to identify its source,
then, as often happens, we realize only retroactively that the music was diegetic,
ending suddenly and brutally when a car owner starts his car. Of course, we do
not know if the young girl heard this music, nor, a fortiori, if the music left any
impression on her. The brutality of the music’s interruption by a character is a
cinematographic effect, which consists of imitating, within the diegesis, a process
available to cinema itself with regard to the reality it describes or reconstructs:
the power to cut and to eliminate.

Cinema is in fact an art that brutally appropriates beautiful music and can then
cut it (through editing), or drown it out (through sound mixing). In the case of
Bresson’s and Haneke’s films, it is the very action — or clumsiness — of a charac-
ter that interrupts the music, whereas in Godard'’s films this effect is achieved through
editing.

If Benny’s Video, The Seventh Continent, and the first version of Funny Games still
contain “diegetic” music, Caché does not contain any at all; the absence of music
seems to reinforce the feeling of a world “in prose,” of a dry and lucid world, in
which it is forbidden to dream. As if all music, even diegetic music, whether pre-
dominantly melodic, harmonic, or rhythmic, represented (for reasons discussed
above) a sort of window that opens in the walls surrounding us, connecting our
world to others. Perhaps also because music, in the classical sense, is perceived
as a principle of association of sounds, which unfixes them from their origin, on
the one hand (a sound is no longer just “a sound of,” the sound of a piano, a
voice, etc.), and, on the other, liberates them from language in the functional and
everyday sense, from the “chains” of language, as Valéry put it.

This comes down to the difference between “prose” and “poetry.” I often say,
only halfjokingly, that if film characters spoke in verse, as in Shakespeare’s The
Tempest or in Racine’s and Schiller’s tragedies, and of course in Homer, the ques-
tion of music would be completely different in cinema, and we wouldn’t feel obliged
to include so much music in films — because one of the characteristics of the sonorous
and prosodic rules of poetry, as they have existed for a very long time in various
languages, from Japanese to French, through English and Icelandic, is that they
allow the written or the spoken word to partially escape from the necessity of
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making sense, from the rules of pure communication. The poetic rules of rhythm
and sound make speech dance.

Caché’s world is entirely “in prose,” and we can glimpse nothing that would
allow us to flee from its inescapable reality, where all actions have consequences.

The discreetness of the ambiance is a second important aspect of the sound
in this film that reinforces the entrapment of Georges: His “bourgeois” apartment
is calm, but so is the modest low-rent studio in the projects where his childhood
friend, Majid (Maurice Bénichou), lives. In most films, and for good reasons, dif-
ferent places have different sound “atmospheres”: The apartment in the housing
project would feature noises from the courtyard, from the staircase, from neigh-
boring televisions, while the bourgeois apartment would be calm, soundproofed,
and so on. Here, by contrast, every space in the film enjoys the same silence, and
this silence, far from being comforting, evokes a sense of danger, of a possible
disruption: The more silence there is, the more we are on the lookout for a pos-
sible sound intrusion, a cry, a blow.

In Caché, there are several different types of images:

+ images that are presented as the diegesis of the film;

» images we discover only afterwards are being watched by the characters on
a videotape (Haneke purposely does not seek “technical” verisimilitude — the
video images do not at all resemble those of a VHS tape from the 1990s but
are much more defined, sharper, closer to professional images);

+ images that we discover, again only afterwards, to be part of a television news
broadcast (on the cable channel Euronews or on the literary program hosted
by Georges);

» images of memories or dreams of the main character.

All these images are equally clear and sharp, and appear to derive from the
same material. Nothing distinguishes them a priori — it is through editing,
through content, through abstract deduction that they appear after the event as
real, imaginary, dreamed, retransmitted, projected. The images of the dream
sequences are as precise as those in the “real” sequence; the mediatized images
(TV, video) are just as clear as those seen directly, with the naked eye.

The absence of music from all of these images helps to unify them: They all belong
to a single world. The decapitated rooster beating its wings in Georges’s dream is
just as present and precise — not a bit less — as it might have been in the scene ex-
perienced by Georges. It is as if all places and all times were one, which is terrifying.

Compare the sound effects that accompany the death of the pig that the young
boy in Benny’s Video films — the sound of the axe blow on the animal, once recorded,
is replayed, slowed down, and thus dramatized and transformed into a nightmarish
sound. Caché, unlike Benny’s Video, eliminates visual and sonorous differences
between what we see “in the present” and what the characters film and watch
on their video players.
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The Seventh Continent, which precedes both Caché and Benny’s Video, is, as we
know, punctuated by simultaneous interruptions of sound (silence) and image (black
screen), without fades to black or lap sound dissolves, which have multiple func-
tions. This technique has the effect on images and sounds that are preceded
or followed by interruptions of “temporal framing,” which seems to isolate the
sequences one from another and to structure them. This effect reinforces the impla-
cable and fatal aspect of what we see and hear, but at the same time it evokes the
possibility of another time and another space, which might occupy the place of
this black emptiness, of this silence. Nothing like this happens in Caché.

Moreover, the culminating scene of The Seventh Continent is one of noisy
destruction in which the Schober family meticulously destroys its house, not even
sparing their daughter’s treasured aquarium and its wriggling fish.

Children often derive pleasure from destruction. There are several reasons for
and aspects to this. Notably, but not exclusively, we can observe their curiosity
about the sound such destruction might make. Many gestures children make in
these situations appear to be produced or guided by a curiosity to know what
sound might emanate from the object or creature they're handling. They really
hope, in these acts of destruction, to hear a different sound, a moan, or maybe a
note, from these objects, from these living beings. Such children are conducting
rapid experiments to see whether the same action will produce different sound
reactions depending on the object, or on the surface. The same causes do not
produce the same effects.

Similarly, in Benny’s Video, one can always imagine that when young Benny hits
the girl, it is in order to hear if his action might somehow produce a special and
different sound. But instead of hearing a particular sound we hear the horrible
cries of suffering; the murder itself does not produce any striking sound.

In the same way, the spectacular destruction of the house in The Seventh
Continent may also appear to be a sort of experiment with the sounds made by
everyday objects: Will they respond or not? This meticulous outburst is like a noisy
venting of the tension created by the absence of music, on the one hand, and by
the principle of “temporal framing,” on the other.

In Caché there is no music, no outburst of sound, no “temporal framing” through
fadeouts to black or to silence. The result is that we are on the lookout, and every
sound constitutes a warning. For instance, in the scene of Georges’s first visit
to Majid in his modest apartment a strange silence reigns; then, in the middle of
their dialog, the refrigerator starts a familiar humming sound, as Majid says: “How
could I possibly blackmail you?”

This unease grows because in French — the language of the original dialog in
the film — the word for “blackmail” is chantage. Faire chanter means both to have
someone make music and to blackmail. Further, the term for “blackmailers” in
French is maitres-chanteurs (master-singers), in a word, Meistersinger.

We recall that at the beginning of the film, Haneke leads us to believe that we
are watching his own images when in fact it is a scene that his characters are
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watching — the image of their apartment building, with the voices of Georges and
Anne superimposed. Similarly, in various scenes we hear a voice-off, either in the
present tense of the scene, or in the moment following our viewing of these
images. At the pool, the swimming instructor calls Pierrot from offscreen; the
voice-off of the producer of Georges’s literary program speaks to the guests, and
so on. Every image we see could be addressed, one might even say “accused,” by a
voice-off. At one point in the dialog someone uses the difficult to translate but
typical French expression gueuler dessus, meaning to hurl accusations at someone
aggressively. In several instances, an image of Caché will do exactly that — invite
yelling, aggression, accusation.

There are, moreover, no instances of sound overlapping: If I'm not mistaken,
a sound never precedes its image; as we move from one scene to another the cut
is as sudden for the ear as it is for the eye.

In this regard, there is a difference between sight and hearing in our everyday
experience. As Walter Murch argued convincingly, our gaze already does some-
thing similar to the cuts of visual montage when we blink. The soundtrack offers
nothing comparable to the ear. The instantaneous bursts of sound that Haneke
produces through sound editing remain a perceptive shock specific to the cinema.

The two sequences that show Pierrot, the son, swimming in the pool both begin
abruptly, especially the first one, with a splitting sound cut, which transforms a
normally pleasant sound into a sound that feels like a knife blade.

At the beginning and end of the film, we hear Parisian birds superimposed on
exterior images: the chirping of sparrows and, towards the end, a flock of mar-
tins or swallows passing. This fleetingly evokes the idea of another time, of
another reality that might welcome us, a livable and earthly time where we would
not be like the main character, terrorized and defensive, feeling like a guilty man,
awaiting and provoking condemnation, but instead one where we could just be
happy to be there and to be alive.

Translated by T. Jefferson Kline

Note

1 Michel Chion (1998: 182, my translation).
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Fighting the Melodramatic
Condition

Haneke’s Polemics

Jorg Metelmann

Introduction

In recent discussions on the films of Michael Haneke, I have suggested two
paradigms to describe his cinematic works: autonomy and the tragic (Metelmann
2003, 2005). In the Austrian films — The Seventh Continent (1989), Benny’s Video (1992),
71 Fragments of a Chronology of Chance (1994), and Funny Games (1997) — Haneke
locates his subject matter, the horror of the middle-class nuclear family, in a set-
ting that does not presume to represent “reality,” but rather constructs it as a model
in order to open the already known to new cognitions. Artistic devices such as
long fades to black, long takes, emphasis on sound, and, most of all, the non-
psychological, structural handling of characters are Haneke’s means of creating
an anti-mainstream aesthetic that nonetheless engages hegemonic narrative and
visual codes. As I have argued in my book on the critique of cinema violence,
these strategies make Haneke a successor to Bertolt Brecht’s approach to theater:
His films actualize Brecht’s opposition of dramatic and epic form (Metelmann 2003:
153ff.). Haneke’s opposition to Hollywood’s cinema of manipulation can thus be
seen as a call for alienation in the Brechtian sense of Verfremdung: as an attempt
to tear the realities shown on the screen from the shadow of their “being-so” into
the light of their “having-been-made-so.” As with Brecht, this shift from individ-
ual psychology to the Gestus of the person (a central concept in Brecht’s aesthet-
ics) means to denaturalize, and thus make visible as social artifact, the habitus
and economic modes of late capitalism. The goal (again as with Brecht) is to guar-
antee the autonomy of the critical, enlightened subject by empowering him or
her as a spectator and enlarging his or her knowledge and options in dealing with
the world. Against all Adornian readings of Haneke’s early works (e.g., Meindl
1996) and their stress on the autonomy of art, its artwork-character, and the bulky



FIGHTING THE MELODRAMATIC CONDITION 169

semantics of the artifact, I submit that there was no other cinema auteur during
the 1990s who insisted as rigorously as Haneke on this kind of spectatorial
address and on influencing spectatorial cognitions and attitudes. It has been pre-
cisely this focus on reception, on disturbing entrenched habits of viewing, that
aligns Haneke more with Brecht than with Adorno.

Brecht’s essentially modernist aim was to activate critical judgment based on
class consciousness and to overcome two confining notions of art — first, the bour-
geois notion of “art for art’s sake” (Kunst als Selbstzweck) and, second, art as a mere
tool for consciousness-raising. In a socialist society in which freedom and creativity
beyond economic constraints had been realized, art as conceived in these narrow
terms would cease to exist altogether, because there would be no use for it. Haneke,
in contrast, is worried about the loss of the capacity for judgment as such in the
anything-goes mindset of postmodern plurality. His famous statement regarding
the intent of his films, “to rape the spectator into autonomy,”! points to Brecht’s
method, but also beyond it. Differentiation and judgment, as basic modes of engag-
ing with the social, should not be relinquished to the stereotyping and apathy
that Haneke sees as characteristic of an amnesic mass-mediatized society.
His central aesthetic intent, dramatically realized in the extreme acts of violence in
the Austrian films, is to push alienation to an unprecedented degree of otherness.
Whereas Brecht could suggest a return of reason from alienation to clear per-
spectives on (class) action, Haneke refuses to dissolve the tensions his films create.
Instead, he irritates the spectator’s moral and aesthetic judgment without offer-
ing any answers. Because of how he remodels Brecht’s modernist concept of the
potential of art, I have called Haneke the last avant-gardist, an artist who claims
a restitutio ad integrum of a condition preceding the postmodern blurring of the
frontiers between real life and fiction (Metelmann 2003: 220). His (ideal) viewer
is a recipient conceived as a rational being who, in principle, is able to think
independently, to order the heteronomies of everyday life — and, thus, to undergo
genuine transformation.

In this emancipatory world view, errors are no stain, and guilt is not an
inescapable destiny: Thanks to the force of reason, nothing is so tragic, i.e., hope-
lessly mired in guilt, that it could not be changed for the better. Yet Haneke’s French
films, from Code Unknown (2000) to The Piano Teacher (2001), Time of the Wolf (2003),
and Caché (2005), do seem to be imbued with a tragic feeling. They outline con-
stellations of guiltless (and hence tragic) guilt (Metelmann 2005: 291-9), exploring
the feeling that something is wrong, that responsibility for the West’s problems
is somehow personal, yet that the individual invariably fails at something that is
commonly characterized by the term “making a difference” (either by effecting
concrete change for him/herself and for others, or by succeeding in receiving what
he or she believes to deserve or merit). In these films, life in the West is regarded
as neither exclusively right nor exclusively wrong; neither all good nor all bad,
but as both right and wrong, good and bad, conspicuously lacking any position
from where solutions might be developed. The characters in the films after 2001
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go nowhere. They may undergo an arc of development (as does Georges in Code
Unknown), but such developments don’t seem to make any difference; there is no
narrative point of escape, no act of violence to order or give sense to dramatic
events. The stories simply go on, including the agony, the guilt, the pain of
others that seems neither to implicate nor to affect us, although we perceive it
and sense it, like phantom-limb pain. But there is no rescue, no remedy, no
conceivable horizon from which to organize thought and feeling. In the French
films, there is no glaciation, no resignation, only uncomfortable ambivalence. Even
the negative utopias of the Austrian period have disappeared. Here utopia is not
only nowhere — it will not come.

Haneke addresses the aporias of Western industrial culture by inscribing them
in narrative structure, sometimes challenging viewers with new aesthetic approaches
and sometimes using conventional means; sometimes rebelling in the name of
the heritage of the Enlightenment, sometimes working to deflect (which is not
the same as to overcome) the hope of salvation through a tragic constellation of
guiltless guilt in the so-called first world. While these observations seem to point
to marked differences between Haneke’s Austrian and French phases, they are in
fact two sides of the same coin and can thus be included in a single diagnosis,
which is the subject of this essay. Both sets of strategies may be interpreted both
as constituents and as critiques of what may be called “melodrama” and what
can be characterized, beyond questions of genre and dramaturgy, as a prevalent
emotional-cognitive scheme in the West.

Melodrama as a Cultural Mode

This relation first occurred to me when I heard of Haneke’s plan to shoot Funny
Games U.S. (2007) as an exact replication of his masterpiece of 1997. To me this seemed
less a gesture of strength (as in “Now I'll finally confront my intended audience!”)
than a possible admission of the failure of his artistic ambitions. Didn’t he under-
stand that the plan to craft a close remake of Funny Games reflected an assump-
tion on his part that the world hadn’t changed in the previous ten years? Didn’t
he realize that such an assumption simply seemed too absurd? Now, however, it
seems to me that there was also some truth in this unperturbedness, which I was
not able to see at first. The quasi-symbiotic engagement of Haneke’s aesthetics
with the cinematic mainstream (which was the basis of my interpretations of
Haneke’s films through Brecht) can be reread as narratively and semantically
synonymous with “melodrama as cultural mode.” It is the crystallization of this
mode in relation to Haneke’s films that now merits attention.

The critical concept “melodrama” includes several features that vary in their
interpretive usefulness and validity. The scholarship of the last forty years on the
subject is characterized by a shift from seeing melodrama as a genre category to
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conceiving it as a cultural mode.? Linda Williams (1998, 2001) has argued that melo-
drama, as an overwhelmingly popular form, exceeds any single generic category.
Following this argument, Elisabeth Anker has recently provided a definition:

Although melodrama is fluid and expansive enough to encompass international cul-
tural products from Balzac’s Lost Illusions to telenovelas to Titanic, I want to propose
that the cultural mode of melodrama can be defined by five primary qualities: a) a
locus of moral virtue that is signified throughout the narrative by pathos and suf-
fering and can be increased through heroic action; b) the three characters of a ruth-
less villain, a suffering victim, and a heroic savior who can redeem the victim'’s virtue
through an act of retribution (though the latter two characters can be inhabited in
the same person: the virtuous victim/hero); ¢) dramatic polarizations of good and
evil, which echo in the depictions of individuals and events; d) a cyclical interaction
of emotion and action meant to create suspense and resolve conflict; and e) the
use of images, sounds, gestures, and nonverbal communication to illuminate
moral legibility as well as to encourage empathy for the victim and anger toward
the villain.’

Anker adds two further features to this good/evil action scheme. First, she cites
Williams’s argument that melodrama’s dialectic of pathos and action (see point
(c)) reveals moral and emotional truths. Second, taking up Peter Brooks’s thoughts
on the “melodramatic imagination,” Anker claims that the underlying aim of melo-
drama is to create a moral legibility in which a Manichean distinction of good
from evil is clear and recognizable. But this definition is only the stepping-off point
for her thesis that melodrama’s sphere of influence has recently broadened
significantly, notably with the attacks of September 11, 2001. The events were
interpreted through a deeper structural mode of melodrama that neutralized
cultural, ethnic, gender, and economic differences in favor of the abstract notion
of a victimized collective body and American ideals of “freedom” and “democ-
racy” in need of heroic redemption. Having evolved from its previous functions,
American melodrama began to sanction state power as a necessary and righteous
measure against evil (Anker 2005: 25f.). Anker was of course not the first to describe
the influences of a certain melodramatic mode of perceiving or experiencing polit-
ical reality.’ Peter Brooks had already entered this path as early as 1976, in his lucid
and still inspiring study of the melodramatic imagination:

As the modern politics of created charisma — inevitably a politics of personality —
and self-conscious enactments must imply, we are within a system of melodramatic
struggle, where virtue and evil are fully personalized. Rarely can there be the sug-
gestion of illumination and reconciliation in terms of a higher order of synthesis.
(Brooks 1985: 203)

The modern political leader, according to Brooks, is obliged to do continuous
battle with an enemy, no matter whether it is another political power, a force of
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nature, hunger, poverty, or inflation. From Saint-Just’s and Robespierre’s murderous
Manicheism to President Bush’s division of the world into “us” and “rogue” or
“villainous” states, the melodramatic pattern seems fully in operation.’ In the final
remarks of his book (on TV culture),’ Brooks reveals his debt to the theses of Richard
Sennett, who in his Fall of Public Man (1977) bemoaned the ubiquitous psycholo-
gization of the public space. Sennett’s psychosociological critique complements
Brooks’s derivation of psychoanalysis from the spirit of melodrama. I would like
to pursue this line of thought further in order to show how everyday life in the
Western world (and not only pop culture and politics, Brooks’s and Anker’s
subjects) might be seen as increasingly melodramatic.

Brooks sees psychoanalysis as a realization of melodramatic aesthetics: (1) The
nature of conflict in psychoanalysis is a version of melodrama, as it is menacing
to the ego, which must find ways to reduce or discharge it; (2) the dynamics of
repression and the return of the repressed shape the melodramatic plot; (3) enact-
ment is necessarily excessive: The relation of symbol to symbolized is not con-
trollable or justifiable; (4) in melodrama, evil is reworked in the process of
repression and the status of repressed content; (5) the structure of ego, superego,
and id suggests the subjacent Manicheism of melodramatic persons; (6) Freud’s
thought is dualistic, the struggle of eros and thanatos suggesting an explanation
for the fascination of melodramatic virtue and evil; (7) the “talking cure” reveals
its affinity with melodrama, the drama of articulation: Cure and resolution come
as a result of articulation, which is clarification; both psychoanalysis and melo-
drama are a drama of recognition that could lead to the cure of souls (both thus
becoming equivalents of religion) (Brooks 1985: 201f.).

I would stress this last aspect because it will lead us to the analyses of Eva Illouz
and her sociology of “emotional capitalism.” Referring to Freud’s journey to the
United States in 1909, the year that marked the beginning of the transformation
of American emotional culture, Illouz writes:

It is rather strange that many sociological and historical analyses have offered us
elaborate and sophisticated accounts of psychoanalysis in terms of intellectual origins,
or its impact on cultural conceptions of the self, or in terms of its relationship to
scientific ideas, but have overlooked a simple and glaring fact, namely that psy-
choanalysis and the wide variety of dissident theories of the psyche which followed
had, by and large, the primary vocation of reshaping emotional life. (Illouz 2007: 6)

It is a new emotional style that emerges, the therapeutic emotional style. This
style is first of all determined by the language of therapy and stresses the import-
ance of the self in everyday life — both in the professional environment and within
the family — the self awaits its discovery, not least the discovery of its sexuality,
which got connected with language and was well discussed in the flourishing guide-
book literature of the 1920s: Life was “psychologized.” The most relevant features
of this new style for my context are:
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The world of work has been increasingly emotionalized and feminized ever
since Elton Mayo’s legendary Hawthorne experiments of the 1920s (human
relations approach), which has led to a domination of entrepreneurial work-
places by the doctrine of “communicative competence.” Mayo’s application
of the conceptual tools of psychology to women eventually helped reshape
the new guidelines for managing relationships in the modern workplace,
as these gradually factored in women’s emotional experiences and senses of
selthood, which, as Illouz notes, also indirectly helped redefine masculinity
inside the workplace: “the new approach to emotions softened the character of
the foreman” (Illouz 2007: 15, italics in the text). Emotional capitalism has cre-
ated a new emotional culture in which the economic self is more emotional
than before and emotions are closer to instrumental action, i.e., less protected
against misuse due to the amalgamation with the world of work.

Another strand of recent developments brilliantly observed by Illouz is the
combination of the two cultural narratives of self-help and suffering. In the
middle of the nineteenth century, Samuel Smiles’s famous book, Self-Help, col-
lected stories of men who had escaped poverty and pain to achieve glory and
wealth through their own strength — a democratic American narrative (or, to
speak with Illouz, an institution “deposited” in mental frames’) that promises
to anyone (150 years ago only to men, but nowadays also to women) a linear
rise via diligence and virtue. Freud’s notion of the logic of therapy followed
a completely different approach: Therapy doesn’t proceed in linear-horizontal
ways, but figuratively-cyclically, and it will succeed only if it can be turned
into social capital — traits that would appeal to the upper classes, but not to
workers, who Freud thought would see no benefit from such cures for neur-
osis. This typical constellation of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
has been changed fundamentally by the combination of both of these narra-
tives. As Illouz points out, modern civilizational syndromes such as bad
parenting, lack of self-esteem, and habitual addictions are “democratic ills”
no longer clearly defined in terms of class. “In this process of general democ-
ratization of psychic suffering, recovery has strangely become an enormously
lucrative business and a flourishing industry” (Illouz 2007: 42). This combi-
nation became peculiar or even pathological when during the 1960s personal
growth and self-realization turned into ideals under the influence of theorists
such as Abraham Maslow and Carl Rogers, who offered the diagnosis that
any person who does not engage in change and self-enrichment must be
considered ill. Again, Illouz:

Such views of human development were able to penetrate and transform cultural
conceptions of the self because they resonated with the liberal view that self-
development was a right. This, in turn, represented an extraordinarily enlarged realm
of action for psychologists: not only did psychologists move from severe psycho-
logical disorder to the much wider realm of neurotic misery. They now moved to
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the idea that health and self-realization were one and the same. People who had
un-self-realized lives were now in need of care and therapy. (Illouz 2007: 45f.)

Only hindsight shows how an incipient critique of capitalism that echoed in the
1960s idea of self-realization in non-material terms gave way to a radical individ-
ualization and pathologization of everyday lives. It brought about a completely
new market, a business for the soul that nourishes whole cohorts of profession-
als (therapists, psychiatrists, doctors, consultants) and dominates the media in the
form of talk shows of every kind.® Like no other place in the public sphere, talk
shows rearticulate the claim of cure while at the same time denying its pos-
sibility. This paradoxical situation helps the subject become a member of society
by letting her perform her suffering. Paraphrasing Warhol, one could say that
everyone now has his or her fifteen minutes of public suffering.

lllouz summarizes the most important aspects of the therapeutic narrative:
(1) The narrative addresses and explains contradictory emotions (e.g., loving too
much and not loving enough); (2) it uses cultural templates of religious narrative
that are both regressive (past events are still present) and progressive (the goal is
to establish prospective redemption); (3) it makes people responsible for their own
psychic well-being, yet it does so by removing any notion of moral fault (insofar
as the concentration on childhood and deficient families exonerates people from
culpability for an unsatisfactory life); (4) the narrative is performative, reorganiz-
ing experience as it tells it; (5) it is a contagious cultural structure because it can
be duplicated and may spread to collaterals, grandchildren, and spouses; (6) it is
almost an ideal commodity, as it demands no or little economic investment;
(7) it emerges in a culture saturated with the notion of rights, in which both
individuals and groups are increasingly demanding “recognition” (defined as
acknowledgment of and remedy for their past sufferings) (Illouz 2007: 55f.).

A modified citation from Freud can provide the best description of the state
that the Western “therapy societies” are in: We are only the master in our own
house when it is burning. To put out this fire, at least in the field of work,
personality testers and assessment centers attempt to analyze the emotional-
motivational structure of employees — a form of individual capital bound even
more strongly to the body than taste or appearance, fashion or style."’ Just as school
grades are a measure of cultural capital, these tests try to authorize and canon-
ize a certain emotional style. As Peter Brooks has noted, this is one of the core
characteristics of melodrama, and perhaps the essential one. Melodrama offers a
world in which people move like actors on stage: They are mastered by impera-
tives that cannot be controlled or guided, mediated or overcome in any way. Such
imperatives can only be acted out. Individuals must accept melodrama’s primary
roles (father, mother, child) and perform them as elementary mental constella-
tions. The resulting conflicts cannot be understood as occurring within the per-
sons, but rather between them. Melodrama’s internalization of societal claims
corresponds to an externalization that brings mental states onto the stage and
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transforms them into actions. Thus, instead of a “psychology of melodrama,” we
see a “melodrama of psychology” that refers constantly to what Brooks calls the
world of the moral occult — “a repository of the fragmentary and desacralized
remnants of sacred myth” structured by Manichean conflicts between good and
evil, proceeding beneath the surface of common perception (Brooks 1985: 5).

The melodramatic “moral occult” caters to our world at the abyss that remains
after God’s death, with its remnants of myth structured by Manichean dualities.
This realm, Brooks writes, “bears comparison to the unconscious mind, for it is
a sphere of being where our most basic desires and interdictions lie, a realm which
in quotidian existence may appear closed off from us, but which we must accede
to since it is the realm of meaning and value” (ibid.). The melodramatic mode
keeps on producing descriptions that point to things higher, hidden, but nonethe-
less present and true. Within its schema, touching the forces of light and dark-
ness can be seen as a rebellion against pure reason that tries to live out of the
plenitude of being instead of staring into an empty sky. Melodrama aims at this
plenitude; desiring an ethical recentering, it produces what Brooks calls a “cen-
tral poetry”: “To the extent that the melodramatic imagination at its most lucid
recognizes the provisionality of its created centers, the constant threat that its
plenitude may be a void, the need with each new text and performance to relo-
cate the center, it does not betray modern consciousness” (200). Thus melodrama
keeps on talking, expressing, searching for conflicts, for true feelings, for the
hidden meanings. As a narrative creation, it demands an unconventional life set
against repression, against doing without the pleasure principle, against giving up
the desire to live a life less ordinary.

With the need to fill the void after Enlightenment’s critique of everything comes
a certain pressure to uncover the essential underlying structures of so-called
“reality”: The goal is to reperceive and express the soul in a secularized world.
Aesthetically, the most important techniques for achieving this end are polarized
conflict, heightening occurrences and events of everyday life, and hyperbole. In
the melodramatic imagination, all the gestures, as we (ordinary people) perceive
them, refer constantly back to a deeper meaning so that a process of translation
is required to draw the moral occult into the light of the “real” reality. This per-
mits interpretation of the commonly available world as a metaphor. But, as
Brooks concludes within the context of a discussion of Balzac, “it is not a question
of metaphoric texture alone; it is rather that, to the melodramatic imagination,
significant things and gestures are necessarily metaphoric in nature because they
must refer to and speak of something else. Everything appears to bear the stamp
of meaning, which can be expressed, pressed out, from it” (9f.). This way of read-
ing everything metaphorically permits the recipient to enjoy his self-pity and to
feel the world in its entirety by experiencing it through what Robert Heilman
has called “monopathic emotion” (Heilman 1968: 85). Positioning this strategy
within its historical contexts, Eric Bentley interpreted melodrama as the only of
four remaining forms of the dramatic (melodrama, farce, tragedy, comedy), adding
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that of these four classic types, only melodrama preserves feelings in the mode
of dreams, while positing the necessity to act them out (Bentley 1964: 1951f.). For
Bentley, such dramatization is anti-naturalistic, a point also emphasized by
Christine Gledhill in “Signs of Melodrama” (Gledhill 1991: 227). Unlike in realis-
tic novels, the social typification of characters in melodrama does not serve to
guide the reader from individuals to society’s system as a whole. Its metaphors,
its emblematic types, point instead to inner life, to the internalized results of
societal or ideological constraints.

The Melodramatic Condition

In a study of the end of Western world supremacy, German journalist Jan Ross
set such a reading of melodrama as metaphor in a global political context. He
starts from Arundhati Roy’s description of George Bush (in The Ordinary Person’s
Guide to Empire [2003]) as the first president who has fully revealed the true moti-
vations of American foreign policy, doing so more clearly than any critical author,
activist, or scientist could have dreamed. All his predecessors would have reacted
similarly to such an attack as the one on September 11, but in Roy’s view what
Bush did was bring to light the whole apocalyptic machine of American Empire,
as an apparatus that aims at the militant-aggressive implementation of Western
principles. As Ross reminds us of Bush’s second Inaugural Address in January 2005:

[The] address only lasted for 20 minutes — but it may have been the most ambi-
tious, exuberant proclamation that has ever been made by an American president
or any modern statesman. . . . At the climax of his emphasis the president returned
to the image of a “Day of Fire” [9/11] and declared: “By our efforts we have lit a
fire as well; a fire in the minds of men. It warms those who feel its power. It burns
those who fight its progress. And one day this untamed fire of freedom will reach
the darkest corners of our world.” This made one shudder at a double meaning —
a moment of great, heartrending pathos, and at the same time a document of hubris."

Against the background of the ideas I have presented and rethinking Anker’s polit-
ically focused theses, it seems clear how much these lines, with their “moral-occult”
allusions to the Old Testament, belong to the language of melodrama, and why
Arundhati Roy welcomed them as a revelation of political truth. The alleged uni-
versalism of the West, its “natural” perspective on freedom and democracy, is here
contaminated with a heroic scheme of good and evil — and only this moral world
is universal. Of special interest in our context is that Bush’s statement combines
the two post-revolutionary strands of ethical thought noted above — the moral-
occult and the teleological — which are normally clearly separated. Normally, one
believes in underlying conflicts, Manicheism and epiphanies of the moral good,
or one is a secularized supporter of reason and the growth of an emancipated
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world; Bush here includes both. In his famous 1992 book The End of History and
the Last Man (a compilation of the central thoughts of Hegel and Nietzsche), Francis
Fukuyama declared this second strand a winner in the global battle of ideas and
systems, but his prophecy that the world would thereafter move calmly towards
global liberalism, market societies, and democracy would be proved wrong by
September 11, 2001 at the latest — not to mention the wars in Yugoslavia, Somalia,
Rwanda, and elsewhere. As Ross observes, with 9/11 old fronts had reappeared:

Bush’s inaugural address was armed Fukuyama, apocalypse and messianism instead
of the obliviously ongoing logic of history of the Clinton era. In the shape of
radical Islam, an obstacle had emerged once again on the way to a universal and
homogeneous global culture, just like nationalism, fascism, and communism; the
day of redemption had to be postponed once more, and a last truly fierce combat
with the forces of darkness had to be survived. (Ross 2008: 139, my translation)

Bush combined the optimism of the emancipation narrative 4 la Fukuyama with
the Manichean world view of melodrama, which sees nothing but the eternal
battle of good and light with evil and darkness. For in a post-traditional world,
we know that in the absence of all gods there will be no salvation, no return to
an unclouded good, no Last Judgment (which is why Bush’s statement is not a
genuinely biblical, but melodramatic interpretation!). It seems as if melodrama
has become ubiquitous, not only as the counterpart of the rational-globalized sphere
of allegedly emotion-free values, but also politically, in its alliance with paeans of
emancipation.

In 1979 — ten years before Haneke’s The Seventh Continent — the French philoso-
pher Jean-Francois Lyotard presented his influential report on the postmodern
condition. Reading Lyotard’s text today, it is astonishing how little, and how
implausibly, the text discusses a theme very frequently cited in the discourse
of “postmodernity”: the end of great (or “master”) narratives. To give a short
example: Lyotard illustrates his thesis of delegitimation with examples of a loss
in credibility suffered by the narrative of emancipation (political narrative/
practical reason: just/unjust), but he does not say why the traditional narratives
of freedom, justice, and emancipation should no longer be self-evident and con-
vincing. This is remarkable, because Lyotard himself positions the pursuit of
justice as some kind of master narrative previously declared dead against the
threatening danger of pure efficiency thinking, as seen for example in the work
of Niklas Luhmann and the terreur of his depersonalized systems theory.

Perhaps the special quality of Lyotard’s report was not his precise observations
— though there were some, such as the reform of the university, the status of
lifelong learning/continuing education, the impact of efficiency doctrines on
the value of labor — but lies more in the conveyed feeling that something new, a
new era of knowledge, was about to start with computers, databanks, and global
networks (though he didn’t mention, for example, communication via Internet).
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Maybe it is because of his subject — “knowledge,” which has been differentiated
and multiplied in unpredictable ways in the last thirty years — that these “new”
times have retained almost nothing of their explicative power — knowledge,
understood as judged, weighed information (which means theoretical knowledge
in the first place), is quite transient. Feelings, however, are not. And that the
narrative of great, kitschy feelings won’t die off has been impressively proven
by the recent enlargement of the melodramatic mode to a comprehensive
Weltanschauung encompassing almost all spheres of life. That is what I want to
suggest by my term “the melodramatic condition.” You can’t avoid it; it shapes
Western culture.

Haneke’s Polemics

I have suggested how many factors enter into the constellation of melodrama:
psychologization, feminization, emotional acting-out, narrative excess as pressure
on “reality,” villainy and good/evil schemes; and I have called melodrama an
experience-shaping pattern characterizing all spheres of everyday life, notably
including politics. In a last step I would like to further explain the “melodramatic
condition” by exploring Haneke’s criticism of it.

Pressure on “reality”

Like melodrama, Haneke exerts pressure on “reality”: He does not accept so-called
objectivity. The pronounced gestural mode of indication that characterizes
the Austrian films, in what I've named Haneke’s period of autonomy, identifies
what the director himself has named “the emotional glaciation of society” as a
sociohistorical situation beyond concrete characters. These films’ plots are explic-
itly not about the destiny of individuals, for example, Max running amok; rather,
they circulate around the pattern-construction of a single but representative case.
Violence thereby becomes an object of distanced — sometimes distant — vision,
not of melodramatic feeling. It is not psychology that is addressed, but sociology,
as the analysis of stratifications, structures, and systems.

The anti-psychological iciness of Haneke’s plots may be working towards
something referred to by Illouz when she writes: “If we do not want psychology
to pull the rug from under our feet, we should ultimately try to reformulate a
critique of social injustices by inquiring into the ways in which access to psycho-
logical knowledge may perhaps stratify different forms of selthood” (Illouz 2007:
71). The films are ungracious with the characters; it is as if they have refused to
acknowledge to what degree mental situations help shape selthood. They are not
interested in the psychology of individuals. In the end, their central feature is a
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cinematic approach that, by stressing the medium’s power to show, forces the viewer
to look from outside, to observe. A page of text with an interior monologue can
transmit as much content and atmosphere as a ninety-minute feature film. Only
the narratives, the oft-rehearsed structures of mainstream production, open the
inner world of characters — the stereotyped inner world. This is precisely the achieve-
ment of melodrama’s victim-villain-hero plots: to break through the surface
in the double sense of looking from the inside (and not only deploying filmic
observation, i.e., pictures taken from the outside) and revealing the underlying
melodramatic meaning. It is only via such plots that we can gain access to the
emotions of characters, that we can identify, on an abstract meta-psychical level,
with their elementary roles. Ordinary melodrama is as little a matter of indi-
vidual psychology, of concrete persons, as is Haneke’s work. This is what renders
the melodramatic condition so encompassingly relevant and actual.

Haneke, as an artist of the “critical paradigm,” addresses the gap between ther-
apeutic emotional style and individual micro-psychology systemically by relying on
the visible, the observable (nature of film), instead of trapping his subjects and
his viewers in a visually sutured “talking cure.” His style resists emotional excess.
The particular pressure on reality that Haneke’s films exert doesn’t allow for a
monopathic jouissance; rather, it frustrates — which, as is well known, leads to refusal
and criticism. Haneke’s style is meant to activate resistance, to preserve critical
distance, not to engulf the viewer in the melodramatic narrative of archaic feel-
ings and hopes.

In a certain sense Haneke thus could be seen as Lyotard’s aesthetic nightmare.
Notwithstanding the French philosopher’s obvious sympathy for the sublime and
its power to lead rationality and thus human understanding to its limitations, there
is a deep fear in his Postmodern Condition, the fear of losing the humane in a world
populated by psychic systems caught in communication loops, on the other side
of humanism. Haneke’s Austrian films are very close to the post-humanist paradigm:
He exploits the medium of film to beat psychology out of our minds. It is a
violation — and it is meant to be one.

Against the plot

Ever since the beginning of his work for the cinema Haneke has polemicized against
the elements of mainstream narratives: schematization, the work’s “save-the-world”
function, in which a problem is posed and solved by a hero within ninety minutes.
This invective against the overwhelming idiom of mainstream cinema could be
read more profoundly now as a critique of the narrative features of melodrama.
In other words, the notorious rewind of the victim’s counter-action in Funny Games
— the culmination and turning point of the Austrian period — may be the ultimate
criticism of the melodramatic villain—hero scheme. How much artistic satisfac-
tion Haneke must have felt editing this sequence!
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Anna’s struggle against the two killers in Funny Games fits perfectly with Anker’s
scheme quoted earlier, although what Anker lists as points (d) and (e) are not given
a very American form (the film has too much silence, too many pauses, is too slow,
and does not evince enough cyclical interaction of action and emotion/suffering
to create suspense or resolve suffering, nor is the film’s aesthetic project to encour-
age empathy for the victim and anger towards the villain). These could be the
reasons why Funny Games U.S. so quickly lost the attention of its intended audience.

But Haneke goes much further, amalgamating his criticism of plot structure
with a profound analysis of the psychological basis of horror, and thus widening
his attack on the melodramatic condition. He does not simply show the archetyp-
ical roles into which characters are forced (resident/invader, heroic victim/villain),
but also points to the sociology of psychologization identified by such scholars
as Illouz. He does so by using the first third of the film to show the abyss of
politically correct middle-class language games: They do not work if your enemy
uses them instrumentally. His funny guys are transfer pictures, bricolage copies,
constructions composed of Tom and Jerry and street workers’ nightmares (the
“victim of society” talking like a social pedagogue who is meant to help him). In
the end they cannot be unequivocally related to a specific class or demographic,
and this is exactly why Haneke can send them as probes to an “T-acknowledge-you”
culture and its emotional style. Peter and Paul’s pseudo-polite habits and com-
placent talk makes them seem friendly, though their body language speaks differently
(clumsiness with the eggs, the wearing of gloves). What little it takes, Haneke seems
to say, to lull us as spectators, as long as a certain “style” is followed! And how
quickly our calm disappears when such “style” is not followed (the Arab man in
the metro harassing and spitting on Anne in Caché, the tensions arising between
Georges and Anne in Code Unknown, when Georges refuses to talk).

Acting-out

There has been a lot of talk about the film-within-the-film sequences in Code
Unknown, especially the “gas chamber” scene and Juliette Binoche’s role as an actress
within the plot. In my book I've suggested that the episode of the announced killing
brings the spectator to her “true” feelings by threatening her vicariously with the
most horrible death. Just when she loses all hope, Anne finally seems to show a
spontaneous, natural reaction: despair. It seems everything earlier was a game, a
mindgame, a psycho-trip. Against the background of my comments on melodrama
I'd like to give this thought another direction. The lust for angst that leads us spec-
tators as voyeurs to the characters’ ineluctable elimination is strong evidence of
our melodramatic impregnation, the enduring lure, facilitated by simple, evident,
“true” feelings of good and evil. And in the end we are shocked at how good
we feel in the staged world of final combats, in the performance of a perfectly
recognizable villainy (though you cannot see the rogue: He’s the auto-referential
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man with the camera) and beautiful victimhood (for example, Anne, though we
discover she’s an ambivalent character, too). Combats, villainy, and victimhood
normally afford great emotions that begin to feel uncomfortable only when the
victim lacks the power to stand up, is moribund or already in extremis, without
any prospect of rekindling the melodramatic combination of action and suffer-
ing. What remains is the question of why the horror starts so late: the shiver of
realizing how far our minds have been colonized by the melodramatic condition,
by the lust for victimhood. Decadence, some might say (Bohrer and Scheel 2007).
Or is it the dawning sense that the “real” world is in fact there, in the “moral-occult,”
in melodrama?

It’s a feminized world

A change of focus in Haneke’s polemic against the melodramatic condition occurs
with the transition from the period of autonomy to that of the tragic. The radical
critique of the notion of “reality” and of traditional plot construction is supple-
mented by remarks on psychologization and feminization. The French films push
female figures to the center, but they seem to follow their predecessors in the glacia-
tion trilogy and in Funny Games in not being very likable characters. Anne, in Code
Unknown, is an egocentric career type; Erika, in The Piano Teacher, is a pathological
post-career type; the Anne of Caché is an overstrained wife-of-a-career-husband type.
In Haneke’s Paris, societal hopes rest on young men from either the third world
or the collapsed second world, immigrants to Western culture who have not (yet)
been infected with melodrama. One could say that the Marian of 71 Fragments
has grown up to become the Amadou of Code Unknown and Majid’s son in Caché.
These boys and men stand for an understanding that does not dissolve joyfully
in pain, for a proud positioning in society without being coached by talk show
masters in how they could articulate their sufferings — for an honesty of a differ-
ent kind, one that does not naively invest in the hope that everything could some-
how turn out to be completely different (and, thus, it seems, being prepared to
let go of all principles: One could interpret Anne and her transformations in Code
Unknown in this way).

These non-white, non-Western European male characters contrast in certain
ways with Anne and Erika. For Haneke’s critique of melodrama to come full
circle, it was almost an over-determined necessity to adapt Die Klavierspielerin,
because Jelinek’s novel combines paradigmatically the illusion of self-help and the
deepest suffering. Here, for the first time, Haneke grants his audience cathartic
tears at perceiving a hopelessly entangled ego, one oscillating between dominance
and submission. Erika is very much an effigy of the melodramatic condition in
the sense that the subject matter offered great potential to sustain the turn to affect
and to real experience — and perhaps to use her story to demonstrate this world’s
need for — yet, simultaneously, the remoteness of — any reasonable hope that things



182 JORG METELMANN

will turn for the better (Metelmann 2005: 294). This ambivalence may also be
seen in the Anne of Code Unknown, who shows emotional reactions in her “real”
screen life (e.g., to the screams of the child), while remaining incapable of any
“real” feeling of tenderness. All we really see of her emotional situation is her impres-
sive love-accusation monologue (that is: a text, “have you ever made somebody
happy?,” an expression of a melodramatic desire, the great fortune, beyond a stable,
psychologically transparent relation) and the changing of the entrance code. In
Caché, Haneke puts the emotionally restyled relation of the sexes at the level of
plot. As a TV anchorman, Georges is himself an active part of the discourse soci-
ety. He can talk about anything, but he is unable to find any words for his inner-
most feelings, which circle around the basic problems of guilt and expiation. Anne
wants to talk to him, she’s well versed in communication, she tries to deescalate,
makes him offers — yet she lacks the empathy to really reach him.

What a brilliant critique of melodrama: The hero has to defend himself
against the attack of an (invisible) villain, but he can neither act (because in fact
he himself is the villain) nor talk (which is what he’s obliged to do, in a feminized
culture of valuable social exchange). The beautiful woman, in turn, has no real
emotional access to her husband, yet she keeps on begging him to talk to her! And,
at the same time, this arrangement delivers so much ambivalence because already
the title Caché suggests there is something hidden beneath the surface of reality.
Still, in his quasi-melodramatic constellation Haneke denies the excess, the acting-
out, the dissolution in the combination of action and suffering. To me this seems
a memento moti, balancing refusal and affirmation at the highest possible level.

The great divider

In this sense Haneke can finally be called the great divider. He’s the one to go back
to the pre-postmodern state in his first four feature films, to polemicize also in
political terms against the bonding of the narrative of emancipation (autonomy)
and that of the everlasting struggle between good and evil (the tragic, not tragedy'”)
by clearly separating them both. But clear separations are harder to find in the
period of the tragic, and his position in the French films seems to be comparable
to the perspective that Jan Ross suggests to the West after the end of its political
supremacy:

There is a historic prototype for the conversion of the West from an exclusive, once
dominant partial culture to a universal ferment, a common property of mankind.
This is Hellenism, as the French strategist Francois Heisbourg has diagnosed: the
last days of ancient Greek culture, as the once proud cities Athens, Corinth, and
Thebes had been disempowered on a military, political, and economic level, but
have pervaded and formed the whole Mediterranean and the Orient, from Spain
to the Ganges, with their civilization. The winners of history, Alexander the Great
and the Roman Empire, went to the school of the subjected Hellenes, learned their
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languages, took over their science, statuary, and architecture. The Greeks, no
longer the masters of anyone, not even of themselves, became the teachers of the
world. (Ross 2008: 190, my translation)

Viewing Haneke as the ungracious teacher of moviegoers has become a cliché
even as it is partly true, although the accusations of moralism have become quieter
since Code Unknown, perhaps thanks to its self-portrait of the director as a war
photographer in crisis (“we need an ecology of images™). This might have some-
thing to do with a tendency towards melodramatization of plot which circles around
the intangible without utopian references of the kind found in the Austrian films,
as I've tried to argue (Metelmann 2003: 191ff., 230ff.). The later films are charac-
terized by a stronger psychological profile, reflecting the cultural impact of women;
like ongoing therapeutic conversations, they seem to enumerate things more than
to provoke “reality” by presenting a shocking model of it. But they still keep a
critical eye on reality; and to this degree, Haneke — the man with the clip control,
with the function of sorting — remains an antipode to the melodramatic condi-
tion. But now he knows and is showing what rumbles just under the surface.

Can You Help Me, Mr. Haneke?

To put it bluntly, I would say that Haneke can resist the melodramatic temptation
less and less. Following the presentation of my paper at the Haneke conference
at Boston University in October 2007, the discussion turned to what Haneke might
do next. To me as to Haneke, the mini-story in a dream he had described some
weeks before in an interview with the New York Times Magazine suggested the
atmosphere of a possible future movie. As he told the interviewer, he dreamed
he found himself on a bus that was careening out of control. Apparently, it was
he who was in charge of safety, but for some reason he failed to gain control over
the steering wheel, so that the bus ended up running over one person after another
on the street. To Haneke, this nightmarish feeling of being helpless to prevent
terrible things even if one is responsible is representative of the current situation
of the world:

All of us are responsible but unable to change the direction of the bus — everyone
in Europe, everyone in the so-called first world, is in that same position. A horrible
predicament, almost unbearable if you think about it, but the bus keeps right on
rolling. (Wray 2007)

Haneke didn’t fail to mention that he might use this dream in one of his films.
A year ago I interpreted this dream as a statement of tragic consciousness. Now
I would add that it could also be read as a concession to melodrama’s specific
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combination of suffering and — finally, after twenty years of battle! — more action.
Let’s see.
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Notes

1 The full quote is: “Ich [Haneke] habe die Absicht, ihn [Zuschauer = spectator] nicht
zu vergewaltigen, und wenn, dann — wie gesagt — zur Selbstindigkeit,” in Haneke
(1991: 213, italics in the text).

2 The debates focused (1) on the origins of the film melodrama, especially of the 1950s,
in literal and theatrical traditions (Heilman 1968; Elsaesser 1987; Brooks 1985; SeeBlen
1980); (2) from a feminist point of view on the domestic and feminine as well as the
alliance with stardom (Gledhill 1987, 1991); (3) on difficulties of a precise genre definition
(Neale 1980; Williams 1998); and (4) on parallels between melodrama and moder-
nity (Singer 2001).

3 Anker (2005: 24). Like her, Singer (2001) proposes a “cluster concept” also involving
five key constitutive factors: pathos, emotionalism, moral polarization, a non-classical
narrative form, and graphic sensationalism. Two of them are absolutely required: “moral
polarization and sensational action and spectacle” (58).

4 Besides Brooks’s study Thomas Elsaesser’s influential essay (1987) and Linda Williams’s
book (1998) must be mentioned here.

5 It was the Clinton advisor Robert S. Litwak, head of the International Studies depart-
ment at the Woodrow Wilson Center, who defined a rogue state as “whoever the
United States says it is.”

6 Discussing the melodramatic structures of TV serials would require a separate essay.
As just one example, I'd like to quote a remarkably self-reflective statement at the end
of season two (last episode) of the serial 24. Sherry Palmer (Penny Johnson Jerald),
accompanying Jack Bauer (Kiefer Sutherland) to find the man behind the terrorist
attack plans, says to the “hero™ “You're an impressive man, but you see everything as
either good or bad, just like David [ President David Palmer, Jack’s only friend and brother
in counter-terrorism], and the world is much more complicated than that.” Bauer’s
answer — “No, it’s simple, there’s a war about to start and you're the only person
who can help me stop it!” — could also have been scripted by Peter Brooks (or by
George W. Bush’s advisory board) to illustrate his thesis of a melodramatic world view.

7 Illouz (2007: 57) refers to the conception of Paul DiMaggio in “Culture and Cognition.”

8 Illouz (2003) has dedicated a complete study to these phenomena.

9 Alain Ehrenberg’s (1998) lucid study of the exhausted self and depression in society
clearly shows that the described phenomena are not exclusively American, but
European developments, too.
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10 This is again where an entire field of further research opens up that is dedicated
to the relation between the work of Pierre Bourdieu and the notion of “emotional
capital” — which would also have to take into account concepts such as Franck’s
“mental capitalism.”

11 Ross (2008: 139, my translation). The Bush quote is available at www.guardian.
co.uk/world/2005/jan/20/uselections2004.usa (retrieved September 11, 2008).

12 There are different perspectives on melodrama and tragedy. Brooks goes along with
Bentley in considering tragedy impossible after the rupture between men and the
common body (god/the gods, the holy, etc.). Elsaesser, on the contrary, sees in melo-
drama real tragedies, because its ordinary characters fail pathetically in living their
ideals, which find no place in America’s everyday life, with the consequence that the
disillusioned protagonists even increase the doses of idealism. Georg Seeflen again
denies the tragedy character because (1) tragedy deals with men who still have and
believe in gods, whereas in post-sacral times there are only fathers left; (2) tragedy
tells of conflicts within the protagonists, whereas melodrama shows conflicts
between them; and (3) in tragedy the individual fails because of the law, whereas in
melodrama it is the convention they cannot overcome. He summarizes: “The melo-
drama is more than the secularized form of tragedy. It is the place of the powerless
anger that injustice keeps ruling the world and there’s no god and no heaven. Orthodox
Christians and Marxists do not know what to do with melodrama” (Seef3len 1980:
25, my translation).
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“Mourning for the Gods
Who Have Died”

The Role of Religion in Michael
Haneke’s Glaciation Trilogy

Gregor Thuswaldner

Theologians have been captivated by Michael Haneke’s oeuvre. While Haneke’s
films have been read on many different levels, their theological dimension is
undeniable, as they tackle central religious themes such as guilt, sin, and predes-
tination versus free will. Haneke in an interview talks about Jansenist ideas
decades after his initial encounter with the Catholic Counter-Reformation move-
ment in seventeenth-century France — evidently, he is still fascinated with certain
aspects of Jansenism (Grabner 2008: 24). Even though junior and senior Catholic
theologians affiliated with the University of Graz were among the first group of
scholars to investigate Haneke’s films (see Grabner, Larcher, and Wessely 1996),
important aspects of Haneke’s spiritual cosmos, such as his appropriation of
Jansenist theology, his indebtedness to Blaise Pascal, his fascination with biblical
images and the context of Austrian Catholicism, which are particularly apparent
in his glaciation trilogy, have not been adequately addressed.

The term Jansenism goes back to the Dutch theologian Cornelius Jansen or
Jansenius, as he was called before he became bishop of Ypres in present-day Belgium,
whose posthumously published book entitled Augustinus caused much controversy
among the Catholic leadership of France. Jansen was intensely concerned with
defeating the heresy of ascetic monk and religious thinker Pelagius (354—418), since
he viewed Pelagius’ teachings as a threat to the church of his day. Pelagius criti-
cized the doctrine of God’s saving grace, because he believed it only led to moral
laxness among Christians. Disgusted by the lack of morals he encountered in the
church, Pelagius insisted on the individual’s role in gaining salvation. In contrast
to the official Catholic doctrine, Pelagius and his followers believed that, with God’s
help, everyone could become morally perfect. Instead of relying on the centrality
of God’s grace for human conduct and self-definition, Pelagius stressed the
importance of adhering to high moral standards. St. Augustine, a contemporary
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of Pelagius, sharply refuted his theology by emphasizing the corruption of sin and
our inability to live up to God’s moral expectations. According to St. Augustine,
God’s grace is the only way to salvation. Paradoxically, eleven centuries later, Jansen
viewed Pelagian teachings as the cause of the moral laxity in the church. As reli-
gious scholar Marvin O’Connell has pointed out, “All around him, Jansenius seemed
to see evidence of a religious culture ready to exalt natural virtue and to ignore
the heinousness of sin — and not just among scoffers and libertines érudits but among
serious practicing Catholics as well. Priests in the confessional abetted a subtle
resurgence of the Pelagian poison by coddling their penitents, indulging the
whims and vanity of the worldly” (O’Connell 1997: 42).

In his Augustinus, Jansen renegotiated the ethico-religious debate’s central questions
of free will vis-a-vis God’s grace. What prompted him was his awareness of an
acute lack of ideological guidance in the church. The Council of Trent (1545-63),
which provided the theological framework for the Counter-Reformation, had
not fully explored these questions (Mason 2000). Despite the Council’s attempt
to negotiate the tension between grace and free will through its definition of faith
— adapting and canonizing Thomas Aquinas’s definition of faith “as an intellec-
tual assent to divine truth by the command of the will inspired by grace and
the authority of God” (Encyclopaedia Britannica) — there was still much room left
for different interpretations regarding the relationship between grace and free choice.'
Jansen’s Augustinus radically questions the nature of free agency and stresses
predeterministic ideas. Jansen was convinced that even though Christ died for
everyone, only a select group would eventually be saved. For Jansen, even our
own will depends on God’s grace, which gives the elect few “not only the power
of willing but the will to do what we can as well” (Kolakowski 1995: 15).

The ruling clergy considered Augustinus a threat, as its seemingly heretical treat-
ment of sin versus divine grace evoked notions prevalent in Protestant theology,
particularly Calvinism. There are, however, significant differences between Jansenistic
teachings and Reformed theology. Calvinists, like Protestants in general, empha-
size God’s grace as sufficient in order to achieve salvation, while Jansenists, here
still following official Catholic doctrine, stress the importance of good works. While
Calvinists hold that the elect few can not fall from God’s efficacious grace,
Jansenists contend that grace cannot be taken for granted. Rather, grace is to be
bestowed on one by chance. Unlike Calvinists, practicing Christians of the Jansenist
type can never be certain of their salvation. Thus, the Jansenistic world view is
even darker than the Calvinistic one. In a world where God’s grace does not have
lasting effects but has chance-like characteristics, one can easily become a pessimist.

Augustinus influenced a pious group affiliated with the nunnery at Port-Royal,
which became a stronghold of the Catholic reform movement. Blaise Pascal, a
central member of the group, along with his family, was deeply impacted by Jansen’s
take on St. Augustine’s theology, which is clearly echoed in Pascal’s Pensées; how-
ever, the clergy of Port-Royal were even more influenced by Antoine Arnauld’s
book On Frequent Communion, which advocated restricting the offering of the Eucharist
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only to deeply moral people. In this sense, the Jansenists Pascal was influenced
by placed a greater emphasis on proper morality than on Augustine’s concept of
divine grace and the (heretical) doctrine of predestination.

While Pascal defended Jansenist teachings, most famously in his eighteen Lettres
écrites par Louis de Montalte d un provincial, and can therefore be called a Jansenist
himself,’ his fragmentary, posthumously published book Pensées goes well beyond
strictly Jansenist theology. The goal of his unfinished and fragmentary Pensées was
to provide the church and non-believers with new arguments for the Christian faith.

The broad affinity with Jansenism of Michael Haneke’s work and his interest
in Pascal in particular do not involve the devotional aspects of the Catholic reform
movement. Rather, he, like other lapsed Catholics and dissidents,’ is more fascin-
ated by some of their theological themes, such as their epistemological skepticism,
the role of God’s grace, and the question of free will versus predestination. Even
though predeterministic tendencies in the glaciation trilogy are undeniable, there
are clearly moments when Haneke’s protagonists pause and reflect on their actions
and reactions. In The Seventh Continent (1989) the family’s fate seems inevitable
at first glance, as Georg contends in his farewell letter to his parents that their
lives are not worth living and that it is only consequential to kill his family and
himself. This statement is particularly unsettling, as Georg, Anna, and Evi have
been living a seemingly normal life, which mirrors the lives of many middle-class
families. Haneke refuses to provide concrete reasons, let alone satisfying psy-
chological explanations, for the family’s decision to commit suicide. It seems,
however, that Haneke’s protagonists live out the wretchedness of human existence
as described by Pascal:

We desire truth and find in ourselves nothing but uncertainty. We seek happiness
and find only wretchedness and death. We are incapable of not desiring truth and
happiness and either certainty or happiness.*

For Pascal the reason for our unhappiness is linked to the absence of God in our
lives. Referring to an Old Testament book, Pascal writes: “Ecclesiastes shows that
man without God is totally ignorant and inescapably unhappy” (Pascal F 75). By
the late nineteenth century, this sentiment had lost none of its impact. Comment-
ing on the mindset of modernity, Friedrich Nietzsche in The Twilight of the Idols
famously stated that “[w]hen one has his wherefore of life, one gets along with almost
every how” (Nietzsche 1896: 98). In The Genealogy of Morals Nietzsche elaborates
on the lack of meaning, “the great vacuum” we are confronted with in modernity:

[Modern man’s] own meaning was an unsolved problem and made him suffer. He
also suffered in other respects, being altogether an ailing animal, yet what bothered
him was not his suffering but his inability to answer the question “What is the mean-
ing of my trouble?” Man, the most courageous animal, and the most inured to
trouble, does not deny suffering per se: he wants it, he seeks it out, provided that
he can be given a meaning. (Nietzsche 1956: 298)
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Thus, the act of self-annihilation Haneke demonstrates in The Seventh Continent
can be seen as consequently following modernity’s assumptions to its conclusion.
However, the family’s downward spiral may not be completely irreversible.
Although all family members have given their consent to die, their mechanistic
and systematic self-destruction comes to an abrupt halt when Georg shatters the
aquarium. The dying fish foreshadow the family’s impending death. As rare as
scenes like these are in the trilogy, these moments of self-reflection, which can be
seen as grace intervening, could potentially trigger a reversal of the characters’
actions. The fact that Haneke’s protagonists reject the warnings of their inner voices
makes his trilogy even more shocking.

In an interview with theologian Franz Grabner, Haneke compares beauty with
the Jansenist’s concept of God: “[Beauty] is totally hidden and only draws nearer
in an act of grace” (Grabner 2008: 24). While it is true that the concept of a
hidden God already appears in the Bible (see Isaiah 45:15 or Job 23:8-9), it is im-
portant to note that in the seventeenth century, notions of the deus absconditus,
the hidden God, were fueled by the emergence of a theological skepticism. For
Jansenists and other religious skeptics of that time, belief and skepticism were not
diametrically opposed (Lennon 1977: 299). Haneke shares a similar epistemolog-
ical skepticism, which does not a priori exclude religious concepts. This particular
strand of skepticism is evident in Haneke’s fragmentary cinematic style, which
prevents viewers from appling any psychological interpretations of his characters’
actions. As viewers we simply do not know enough in order to judge the moti-
vations of Haneke’s protagonists. But this lack of information has advantages, as
it offers the potential for a certain liberation of thought. Making room for the
importation of questions of spirituality in the gaps between characters’ actions
and their unclear motivations, Haneke’s aesthetic of ambiguity makes it impos-
sible to uphold the Enlightenment binary between the secular and the religious.

In interviews Haneke has often pointed out his interest in ambiguity. He is not
concerned with providing the viewers of his films with concrete answers; instead,
he underscores the complexity of his characters whose actions cannot be traced
back to root causes that we explain to ourselves with the help of sociology,
psychoanalysis, and other scientific disciplines. Epistemological uncertainty or
skepticism is also an important undercurrent in Jansenist theology in general and
in Blaise Pascal’s thought in particular. According to Pascal, “[m]an is an incom-
prehensible monster” (Pascal F 420) and our ability to understand the world, let
alone the universe, is limited: “For after all what is man in nature? A nothing in
relation to infinity, all in relation to nothing, a central point between nothing and
all and infinitely far from understanding either” (Pascal F 71). The epistemolo-
gical dilemma that Pascal describes has theological and ethical consequences. How
are we supposed to live in a world in which God is not present? “Pascal,” as Diogenes
Allen correctly contends, “is not only a seventeenth-century figure, but a con-
temporary — a person who is writing about our present plight. For our problem
is that we do not know where we belong or what we are. Our sciences of nature
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and of people do not cohere with our sense of significance and worth” (Allen 1983:
9). Haneke illustrates this Pascalian point in The Seventh Continent when Evi, who
had lied in school that she lost her eyesight, is confronted with her mother, Anna,
an optician. It becomes clear that it is Anna who is blind to her child’s uneasi-
ness. Instead of trying to engage with Evi genuinely and intimately in order to
understand her behavior, Anna only wants to find out if — but not why — Evi had
pretended to be blind.

Pascal’s notion of our fragmentary epistemological capacity is echoed in
Haneke’s 71 Fragments of a Chronology of Chance (1994). But the film goes beyond
alluding to the French philosopher by exploring the characters’” and the viewers’
limitations of knowing, as Haneke directly quotes Pascal’s famous wager: If God
exists, one will be eternally happy, but if God does not exist, one loses almost noth-
ing (Pascal F 223). As Pascal says, the wager “is an argument for the claim that
the belief in God is pragmatically rational, that inculcating a belief in God is the
response dictated by reason” (Jordan 1993: 1). It is not an attempt to prove God’s
existence, but, as Peter Kreeft correctly suggests, it “is addressed to unbelievers,
to those who are skeptical of both theoretical reason and revelation” (Kreeft 1993:
291). A female student confronts Maximilian with the wager while at the student
cafeteria’s lunch buffet:

FEMALE STUDENT: If you count on his existence, you’ll win everything. If he doesn’t
exist, you won’t lose anything. Then the other one says, why
do I'have to bet in the first place? I don’t want to anyway. Then
the one says you don’t have a choice; you have to; you're in
the same boat.

MAXIMILIAN: That’s just your assumption. If I don’t want to, I don’t have to.

FEMALE STUDENT: Why? It doesn’t matter how you look at it, you end up bet-
ting against his existence. It would be equally wrong to say that
not going to the polls is not a political act.

Maximilian obviously misses the point that, as Pascal, the father of decision theory,
underlines in the Pensées, the wager is not optional (see Jeffrey 1995). Distracted
by the arrival of an acquaintance, who seconds later hands him a gun and muni-
tions concealed in a plastic bag, Maximilian decides not to explore the consequences
of God’s existence. It is not a coincidence that Haneke links Maximilian’s deci-
sion not to consider God’s existence with his decision to take on the weapon that
will ultimately bring about the massacre at the end of the film.

While Jansenist ideas are certainly present in Haneke’s films, it would be a
mistake to reductively confine the director’s spirituality only to the teachings of
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a seventeenth-century Catholic sect. Clearly, Haneke’s interest in metaphysics goes
well beyond Jansenism, as he explores theological questions such as eschatolo-
gical ones and others in Time of the Wolf (2003) that were of minor interest to
Jansenists. In order to understand the spiritual cosmos of the glaciation trilogy,
one must also consider the religious context of Haneke’s socialization in Austria
after World War II, as well as the Austrian setting of these three films.

Even though the open-minded Cardinal Archbishop emeritus Franz Konig played
a major role in easing social and political tensions in the 1960s and 1970s, the reli-
gious climate in Austria during the second half of the twentieth century was largely
shaped by a reactionary mindset. Austrian Catholic leaders had no interest in com-
ing to terms with the church’s unholy alliance with fascism in the 1930s, nor with
its role in the Third Reich (see Binder 2002). The majority of authors and direc-
tors growing up in postwar Austria experienced the dominating Roman Catholic
religion as an oppressive force and turned away from religion. In their novels, plays,
and films these artists voiced their fierce opposition to Austrian Catholicism. Thomas
Bernhard, one of the most outspoken critics, famously wrote about the parallels
he saw between Nazism and Catholicism.” When Bernhard found his unique
literary voice in the 1960s, he completely turned away from the Catholic
Church. Throughout his career Bernhard’s protagonists condemned the Austrian
manifestation of Catholicism. Murau, the protagonist in Bernhard’s last novel,
Extinction, claims:

At first I feared the Church, and then I hated it, with increasing intensity. After
all, the Church still dominates everything in this country and this state.
... Catholicism still hold the reins in this country and this state, no matter who’s
in power. Catholics, charlatans, I thought, mendacious curers of souls. We want
no more to do with it, we tell ourselves, we're sickened by it all. In this country
and this state nothing escaped the Catholic clergy, even today. (Bernhard 1995:
323)

Despite the fact that Bernhard tends to exaggerate the religious and political cli-
mate in Austria, it is true that historically the role Catholicism had played in Austria,
particularly after the Counter-Reformation, was not questioned until the second
half of the twentieth century (see Bukey 2000: 93ff.). Other authors, such as Felix
Mitterer, have criticized the abuse of power and the lack of freedom within the
church, as well as its patriarchal structure.® Fritz Lehner’s highly acclaimed film
adaptation of Franz Innerhofer’s novel Beautiful Days (1982) also paints a grim
picture of a religion which seemingly abandoned the Christian concepts of mercy
and grace. What is surprising, though, is the fact that despite the artists” disdain
for official Catholicism, many are still drawn to religious images and ideas.” This,
of course, is also the case for Michael Haneke.

The glaciation trilogy demonstrates Haneke’s interest in biblical themes and
religious images and it reflects both Haneke’s appropriation of Jansenist theology
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and the Austrian context. Unlike other Austrian writers and directors, Haneke’s
critique of the church is very subtle. In The Seventh Continent a radio news segment
points to the controversial bishop appointments in Austria and Germany —
specifically in Salzburg and Cologne — during the late 1980s. The newscaster quotes
Norbert Greinacher, a German theologian, who called upon fellow Catholics to
resist the Vatican’s arrogant abuse of power. While the next headline about the
late Austrian right-wing politician Jorg Haider, which abruptly breaks off, seems
unconnected, it is hardly a coincidence that Haneke chose a news fragment that
links a reference to reactionary Austrian bishops and the reactionary leader of the
radical right, who rose to power during the same period.® This segment seems to
suggest that in Austria both religion and politics reflect a reactionary mindset. But
instead of overtly critiquing the Austrian church or an unholy alliance between
some of its leaders and the far right, Haneke’s films more broadly examine a
disenchanted world in which religion plays only a marginalized role.

At the same time, it would be exaggerated to claim that the manifestation of
religion in Haneke’s films is mainly present in its absence. To borrow a phrase from
Paul Ricoeur, Haneke’s glaciation trilogy in particular can be described as films
depicting “Tthe period of mourning for the gods who have died” (Ricoeur 1974:
448). In other words, Haneke’s characters are struggling to cope with the fact that
the world they live in lacks any metaphysical meaning. In an interview, Haneke
contends that “[i]n a time when God does not exist anymore, a sense of yearn-
ing remains. I don’t mean [a yearning] for paradise, but for a different image [Bild]
of the world” (interview on the 71 Fragments DVD).

In his films religion is hardly a presence in the public space. The dominating world
view in the dark and impersonal world Haneke portrays is materialistic, and any
manifestations of spirituality, be they orthodox or unorthodox, are hardly observ-
able. Organized religion seems like a relic from the past, a premodern phenomenon,
whose presence is more embarrassing than comforting. When Georg drops off
Anna in front of her optometry store at the beginning of The Seventh Continent,
we see pedestrians rush by the store. As Anna enters the door, two nuns appear,
who, equally hurried, disappear within seconds. These nuns do not have any mys-
terious aura or function like the ones Lola encounters in Tom Tywker’s Run Lola
Run (1998). In Haneke’s films obvious religious manifestations have lost their ori-
ginal meaning. This is also true for Christianity’s most important religious sym-
bol, the cross, which in The Seventh Continent only appears as a doodle on the notepad
Anna uses when she makes phone calls. Towards the beginning of 71 Fragments
Maximilian B., the student, who at the end of the film runs amok, fails in arrang-
ing tangram puzzle pieces to form a cross. Thus, he loses a bet he made with his
roommate, a computer science major, who also perfected his tangram puzzle as
a computer game. The cross can only be seen as a symbol of death and thus as
a foreshadowing of Maximilian’s murders. It does not symbolize the Christian’s
hope in Christ’s efficacious redemption, and thus is devoid of any rich religious
connotations (Fig. 10.1).
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Fig. 10.1 Computer puzzle. 71 Fragments of a Chronology of Chance (1994), dir.
Michael Haneke, prod. Veit Heiduschka.

Even common religious practices, such as praying, have been stripped of
religious meaning in Haneke’s films. The well-known child’s prayer Evi recites in
The Seventh Continent, “Lieber Gott mach mich fromm, daB ich in den Himmel
komm” (“Dear God, give me piety so that I may go to heaven™), does not have
any religious significance, but is merely part of her predictable bedtime routine.
The patterns of repetition in The Seventh Continent evoke a sense of normalcy,
but as the story unfolds we learn to question them, as the family seems to func-
tion only by performing unconscious habits. Evi’s mother expects her to say her
prayer every night but she never talks to Evi about religion, nor does Evi ask about
God. According to Dorothee Sélle this “naive child prayer . . . does not manifest
God’s love but utility, the ‘handiness’ of God” (S6lle 2007: 28). God’s only task, it
seems, is to transform the praying child into a pious person, so that the child even-
tually goes to heaven. Solle questions the motives behind the prayer, as “it expresses
a do ut des (I give so that you might give) that corresponds to an ideal of capitalism:
when I give you something, you in turn must give me something” (Solle 2007:
41). Apart from these fixed phrases, Evi never voices her desire to become more
pious or to be with God in heaven. In his farewell letter to his parents Georg writes
about the impression Bach’s Cantata “Ich habe genug” (“I have enough”) made
on Evi during an Easter service at her grandparents’ church. She was particularly
taken by its aria, which culminates in “Ich freue mich auf meinen Tod” (“T look
forward to my death”). Taken out of context, one could think the aria reveals a
suicidal message, but instead it contrasts the dismal life on earth with the joys
in heaven, which are inseparably linked with the Savior:

I have enough.
My sole consolation is



“"MOURNING FOR THE GODS WHO HAVE DIED” 195

That Jesus be mine and I be His.

In faith I hold on to Him,

Along with Simeon I already see

The joy of that life yet to come. (Bach, BWV 82)

The concept of heaven in The Seventh Continent, however, is not connected with
a savior but with an exotic image which in the beginning of the film is introduced
as an advertisement for Australia (Fig. 10.2)."° At first glance it bears a resemblance
to the description of paradise in the book of Revelation."" However, later in the
film, the seemingly celestial image of this utopia becomes much darker due to
the added motion and sound of the roaring sea and the menacing storm clouds.
According to the New Testament scholar N. T. Wright, “Th]eaven in the Bible is
not a future destiny but the other, hidden, dimension of our ordinary life” (Wright
2008: 19). Georg, Anna, and perhaps even to a certain degree Evi do not share
the hope for an afterlife nor the desire to be united with a savior. Instead, for them
the act of self-annihilation becomes the only imaginable salvation from the lives
they have led.

The Seventh Continent is not the only Haneke film which references a piece
by Bach. In Benny’s Video (1992) we even get to hear a short segment of the well-
known motet “Jesu meine Freude” (“Jesus my joy”) twice, which adds an ironic
commentary to both scenes. Towards the beginning of the film we encounter Benny
and his classmates calmly occupied with a pyramid scheme, as well as with dealing
drugs, while practicing the motet with the high school boys’ choir.

Defy the old dragon,
Defy the jaws of death,
Defy also fear!

Fig. 10.2 “Welcome to Australia.” The Seventh Continent (1989), dir. Michael
Haneke, prod. Veit Heiduschka.
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Fume, World, and stomp:
I stand here and sing
In complete serenity. (Bach, BWV 227)

Taken out of context the original religious meaning of Bach’s piece is completely
lost. The defiance the boy choir sings about has nothing to do with resisting death
or the devil, but instead the students are demonstrating their rebellion against their
parents and teachers. Towards the end of the film we see the students perform
the motet publicly with Benny’s parents in the audience. The performance takes
place shortly after Georg and Anna have hosted a party, even though they are hid-
ing the body of the student Benny has killed in their apartment. Since we are shown
close-ups of the parents, the lyrics seem to reflect the parents’ apparently fearless
state of mind. The scene suggests that the parents believe they have effectively
succeeded in covering up their son’s murder. The line “I stand here and sing in
complete serenity” can be read as a commentary that they do not fear any impend-
ing punishment. At the same time, the scene makes clear that religious art, music,
and rituals are drained of their original meanings and erstwhile functions — now
all they do is accompany bourgeois pageants.

It is hardly a coincidence that Benny and his mother escape to Egypt, while
the father is supposed to take care of the dead body. The complex role Egypt plays
in Benny’s Video resembles its multifaceted images in the biblical narrative."
Haneke clearly alludes to the Holy Family’s flight to Egypt in Matthew’s Gospel
(see Matthew 2:13-23). While Joseph and Mary rescue Jesus from King Herod’s
mass killings of new-born babies, Benny and his mother try to repress Benny’s
murder in an exotic setting. The fact that Benny’s mother finally breaks down in
tears towards the end of their stay reminds one of the prophet Jeremiah’s warn-
ing not to flee to Egypt in order to evade judgment, as it would only cause the
fugitives to suffer (see Jeremiah 42-3).

Flipping though Egyptian T'V stations, Benny pauses when he unexpectedly finds
a documentary on Baroque organ music, which becomes the unusual soundtrack
of his brief time in Egypt. The fact that Benny is mesmerized by this church music
can be seen as another example in Haneke’s films for God’s grace unexpectedly
intervening. At first glance it seems ironic that both Benny and his mother have
their closest encounter with Christianity in Egypt, a country dominated by Islam.
However, in church history Egypt has a prominent place, as it served as a cata-
lyst for the Christian gospel in the first centuries and it produced some of the most
important Church Fathers, such as Origen of Alexandria (ca. 185—ca. 254)."” The
fact that we see Benny’s footage of his visit to a Coptic church points to his at least
aesthetic interest in an earlier manifestation of Christianity than the one he is used
to. But the different aesthetic experience of Christianity in Egypt does not lead
Benny to ask about God, nor does he acknowledge his sin.

Since Haneke’s allusions to religion are mostly subtle, the guard in 71 Fragments
appears as the exception to the rule, as he is by far the most religious character
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in the trilogy. In one scene, the guard takes Jesus’s recommendation in Matthew
6:6 to heart: “But whenever you pray, go into your room and shut the door and
pray to your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward
you.” Before brushing his teeth he begins his morning routine in the bathroom
with prayer:

Please, dear God grant that the little one will live long and that she stays healthy.
And help me to live long and to stay healthy. And help Maria to become a happier
person and help me to become a better and happier person. And grant that I don’t
have a terminal or life-threatening disease and grant that there won’t be a Third
World War or a nuclear catastrophe in this and the next generation and please help
the ones who suffer in this world. And I thank you for everything, dear God and
Savior.

This formulaic, short, and hastily uttered prayer — it lasts only twenty-five seconds
— suggests that he prays the same words on a continuous basis. While both his
religious sincerity and humility are beyond reproach, the content of his limited
theology is questionable and reminds one of the utilitarian character of Evi’s
aforementioned prayer. God’s main role, it seems, is to prevent illnesses and
apocalyptic catastrophes in his daughter’s and especially his own life. While he
acknowledges his and his wife’s unhappiness, concerns for her health do not enter
his mind. Even though he does not explicitly ask for God’s forgiveness for his sins,
his intercession to become a better person implies that he does not live up to his
or God’s expectations.

It is obvious that the daily prayer does not have an immediate effect on his rela-
tionship with his wife, as both appear emotionally distant the same morning. Apart
from that, the guard demonstrates his faith in God and at least some hope that
his relationship with his wife will improve. This scene can be read as a medita-
tion on the three cardinal virtues, faith, hope, and love: "And now faith, hope,
and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love” (1 Corinthians 13:13).
It is interesting to consider the immediate context of this well-known verse. Before
St. Paul’s teaching on love, which is the main theme of this passage, finds its cul-
mination in the aforementioned verse, he briefly acknowledges the fact that our
ways of knowing are limited: “For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we
will see face to face. Now I know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I
have been fully known” (1 Corinthians 13:12). St. Paul seems to suggest that faith,
hope, and especially love are the remedy of our epistemological limitations. In
the dinner scene that follows, we witness the guard’s clumsy attempt to reveal
his love to his wife, as well as her initial inability to correctly interpret his inten-
tion. The dismal state of their marriage becomes obvious after the guard, who
had been drinking, tells his wife that he loves her. Since we know from his prayer
that he honestly hopes to become a happier and better person, this does not come
as a surprise. However, his wife does not know how to decipher this simple speech
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act. She is confused about the intended meaning and even more worried about
the effect the statement is supposed to bring about. He obviously interprets her
reproachful question, “What are you trying to achieve with that?,” as a slap in
the face and counters her verbal attack physically. Even though at first she tries
to get up and leave, she overcomes her initial desire, and stays and eventually caresses
his hand. Both are aware of the dysfunctional nature of their marriage and their
inability to show their love for each other.

This moving scene seems to suggest that love may overcome the problems the
characters in Haneke’s films suffer from. However, it is a rare scene in the director’s
oeuvre. On the surface, the gloomy endings of all three films of the glaciation
trilogy suggest that Haneke’s view of the fragile status of spirituality in modern
society and his appropriation of the Jansenistic view of predestination come close
to pessimism and even nihilism. However, the fate of the characters in his films
is hardly inevitable, as their decisions are, ultimately, based on choice. While Haneke
cannot be called a moralizing director in the conventional, narrow sense, he clearly
challenges the moral consciousness of his audience. In an interview, Haneke points
out that he wants his viewers to feel “obligated to do something against what I
show them on the screen. I don’t offer solutions, only questions” (Grabner 2008:
13). Unlike Austrian authors from Franz Kafka to Thomas Bernhard and beyond
who tend to combat pessimistic notions with irony that borders on sarcasm, Haneke
chooses to shock viewers into making moral decisions which are diametrically
opposed to the decisions made by his characters. As reviews of Haneke’s works
attest, it may not be exaggerated to compare the effect Haneke’s trilogy has on
viewers to a secular Damascus experience.

In the glaciation trilogy Haneke confronts his audience with the “malaises of
Modernity” (Charles Taylor), the uneasiness of living in a disenchanted world.
Negotiating the consequences of the metaphysical void, Haneke’s role as a direc-
tor reminds one of how Paul Ricoeur saw the philosopher’s task: “The philoso-
pher’s responsibility is to think, that is, to dig beneath the surface of the present
antinomy until he has discovered the level of questioning that makes possible a
mediation between religion and faith by way of atheism. This mediation must
take the form of a long detour, it might even appear as a path that has gone astray”
(Ricoeur 1974: 448). Even though religion is neither uncritically nor explicitly
embraced in the trilogy, Haneke’s films suggest that the void that the absence of
religion has caused may only be filled again with religion. As one might expect
from Haneke, though, his films do not provide an answer to whether, let alone
how;, a return to religion can be achieved.

Notes

1 Jansen was not the only sixteenth-century Catholic theologian who attempted to tackle
issues of free will versus determinism. In 1588 the Spanish Jesuit Luis de Molina
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published De Concordia liberi arbitrii cum donis divinae gratiae (“On the harmony of
free will with the gifts of divine grace”), which was vehemently opposed by
Jansenists.

Scholars disagree on this point. The Catholic philosopher Peter Kreeft tries to dis-
sociate Pascal from his Jansenist affiliation, while others like J. Lataste cannot but see
Pascal as a defender of Jansenism. See Kreeft (1993: 14ff.) and Lataste (1911).

It is interesting to note that dissidents, especially former Catholics, have been
attracted to Jansenism, while practicing Catholics have often voiced their disdain for
various aspects of this particular reform movement. William Doyle, the author of
an exemplary study of Jansenism, begins the preface to his book as follows: “The
unbelieving son of a lapsed Catholic, brought up as a ‘non-playing Anglican,” is
perhaps not the most obvious person to write about tangled episodes in the history
of the Catholic Church” (Doyle 2000: x). In his review of Doyle’s book, Richard
Lebrun “detect[s] a certain tone of reprobation” in Doyle’s descriptions of the Jesuits
who opposed the Jansenists. It seems impossible for scholars not to take sides. The
eminent sociologist (and practicing Catholic) Charles Taylor oftentimes belittles
the pious group as a “hyper-Augustinian” sect in his groundbreaking book, A Secular
Age (Taylor 2007: 511).

Pascal, F (= Fragment) 401. All subsequent citations of Pascal’s book will appear in
the main text in parentheses.

Bernhard famously compared Salzburg to a “terminal disease” and described it as a
“lethal soil with its archepiscopal architecture and its mindless blend of National Socialism
and Catholicism” (Bernhard 1985: 79).

See Mitterer, Stigma, Kinder des Teufels (1989), Verlorene Heimat (1992), Krach im Hause
Gott (1994).

This is also true for recent films such as Ulrich Seidl’s Jesus, du weifit (2003) or Wolfgang
Murnberger’s adaptation of Wolf Haas’s Silentium (2004).

Haneke could be called prophetic, since some bishops, who were appointed at that
time, such as Kurt Krenn of St. Polten, aligned themselves with Haider in the 1990s,
years after the release of The Seventh Continent. See Bailer and Neugebauer, “The FPO
of Jorg Haider.”

This English rendition of the “dreadful children’s prayer” (Dorothee Stlle) can be
found in Nancy Lukens-Rumscheidt’s translation of Sélle’s posthumously published
The Mystery of Death (see Solle 2007: 28, 41).

Haneke ironically juxtaposes Austria and Australia. Austrians are fully aware of
the fact that their country is often confused with Australia, which is echoed in the
well-known souvenir T-shirt slogan “Austria — We don’t have kangaroos.”
Revelation 22:1-2. In the interview found in the special features section of The
Seventh Continent DVD, Haneke states that the image is a collage of three different
images.

The earliest mention of Egypt in the Hebrew Bible already foreshadows the ambigu-
ous relationship Jews have had with Egypt. On the one hand Egypt served as a safe
haven for Abraham and Sarah, but on the other hand Sarah was almost added to
Pharaoh’s harem. See Genesis 12:10ff.

According to Henri Crouzel, Origen’s greatness as a theologian is matched only by
that of Augustine and Thomas Aquinas (Crouzel 2000: 503).
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