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Preface

The (West) European cinema has, since the end of World War 11, had its identity
firmly stamped by three features: its leading directors were recognized as au-
teurs, its styles and themes shaped a nation’s self-image, and its new waves sig-
nified political as well as aesthetic renewal. Ingmar Bergman, Jacques Rivette,
Joseph Losey, Peter Greenaway, neo-realism, the nouvelle vague, New German
Cinema, the British renaissance — these have been some of the signposts of a
cinema that derived legitimacy from a dual cultural legacy: that of the 19th cen-
tury novel and of the 20th century modernist avant-gardes. Both pedigrees have
given Europe’s national cinemas a unique claim to autonomy, but they also
drew boundaries between the work of the auteur-artists, representing the na-
tion, high culture and realism, and the makers of popular cinema, representing
commerce, mass-entertainment and consumption.

These distinguishing features were also identity constructions. They helped
to mask a continuing process of self-definition and self-differentiation across a
half-acknowledged presence, namely of Hollywood, and an unacknowledged
absence, namely of the cinemas of Socialist Europe. Since 1989, such identity
formations through difference, exclusion and otherness, are no longer securely
in place. Cinema today contributes to cultural identities that are more inclusive
and processual, more multi-cultural and multi-ethnic, more dialogical and inter-
active, able to embrace the ‘new Europe’, the popular star- and genre cinema, as
well as the diaspora cinemas within Europe itself. It has meant re-thinking as
well as un-thinking European cinema. Has it made cinema in Europe an anx-
ious art, seeking salvation in the preservation of the “national heritage”? Many
times before, European cinema has shown itself capable of re-invention. This
time, the challenge for films, filmmakers and critics is to be European enough
to preserve Europe’s cultural diversity and historical depth, as well as outward-
looking enough to be trans-national and part of world cinema.

The essays brought together in European Cinema: Face to Face with Hollywood
present a cross-section of my writings on these topics over a period of some
thirty-five years. They re-examine the conflicting terminologies that have domi-
nated the discussion, including the notion of “the nation” in “national cinema”,
and the idea of the artist as creator of a unique vision, at the heart of the “au-
teur-cinema”. They take a fresh look at the ideological agendas, touching on
politically and formally oppositional practices and they thoroughly examine
European cinema’s relation to Hollywood.
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An important aspect of the essays is that they develop a way of thinking
about European cinema which focuses on the many imaginary or mirroring re-
lations a nation’s cinema maintains with itself and its others. Here I try to ex-
tend the concept from specific national cinemas (notably German, British and
French) to the political entity we call the European Union, in its national, trans-
national, regional and local manifestations. Considering how differently politi-
cians, intellectuals, publicists and polemicists “imagine” the European Union, is
it possible to find among filmmakers pictures of the kind of Europe that needs
to be invented? Something new and vital is emerging, that makes me re(de)fine
my idea of European cinema as an overlay of historical imaginaries and want to
give priority of analysis to the economic-institutional factors (co-productions,
television, national funding schemes, EU subsidies), to the art worlds and to
specific cultural politics, as embodied in Europe’s international film festivals.
Together they illuminate the changing relations with Hollywood, indicative of
the altered place European cinema now occupies among a whole archipelago of
differently weighted and unevenly distributed film cultures, which in the global
mind make up “world cinema.”

In putting this collection together I have been helped by many friends, col-
leagues, and graduate students. Debts of acknowledgement and gratitude are
owed to all of them. First and foremost I want to thank those who initially com-
missioned some of the pieces here reproduced, notably Richard Combs, editor
of the Monthly Film Bulletin, Philip Dodd, editor of Sight & Sound, Don
Ranvaud, editor of Framework, lan Christie, Mart Dominicus, Christel van Bohe-
men, as well as the following organizers of conferences: Chris Bigsby, Susan
Hayward, Knut Jensen, Barton Byg, Alexander Stephan, Dudley Andrew, Livia
Paldi and Yosefa Loshitzky. Furthermore, I want to thank my colleague Jan Si-
mons, whose comments have always been pertinent and constructive.

I am deeply indebted to Amy Kenyon's helpful suggestions, to reader’s re-
ports by Malte Hagener, Steven Choe, Ria Thanouli and Tarja Laine; to Marijke
de Valck’s stimulating and innovative research on festivals, to Senta Siewert’s
spontaneous help with editing and completing the bibliography and to Sutanya
Singkhra’s patient work on the illustrations and footnotes. Jaap Wagenaar at
Amsterdam University Press has, as usual, been a model of efficiency and good
cheer. Finally, the book is dedicated to all the members of the ‘Cinema Europe’
study group, who have inspired me to re-think what it means to study Euro-
pean cinema, and whose enthusiasm and total commitment have made the past
four years a rare intellectual adventure.

Thomas Elsaesser
Amsterdam, June 2005
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European Cinema

Conditions of Impossibility?

An Impossible Project

Any book about European cinema should start with the statement that there is
no such thing as European cinema, and that yes, European cinema exists, and
has existed since the beginning of cinema a little more than a hundred years
ago. It depends on where one places oneself, both in time and in space. In time:
for the first fifteen years, it was France that defined European cinema, with
Pathé and Gaumont educating Europe’s film-going tastes, inspiring filmmakers
and keeping the Americans at bay. In the 1920s, the German film industry, un-
der Erich Pommer, tried to create a “Cinema Europe,” involving France and
Britain. It soon floundered, and Hollywood became not only the dominant
force; it also was very successful in dividing the Europeans among themselves.”
For a brief period in the late 1920s, it seemed the Russians might be Europe’s
inspiration. Instead, from 1935 onwards, it was Nazi cinema that dominated the
continent until 1945. The years from 1945 to the 1980s were the years of the
different national cinemas, or rather: the period when new waves, national (art)
cinemas and individual auteurs made up a shifting set of references that de-
fined what was meant by European cinema. Geopolitically speaking on the
other hand, when looking at Europe from, say, the American perspective, the
continent is indeed an entity, but mostly one of cinema audiences that still
make up Hollywood’s most important foreign market.

Looked at from the “inside,” however, the conclusion has to be that European
cinema does not (yet) exist: the gap between Central/Eastern Europe and Wes-
tern Europe remains as wide as ever, and even in Western Europe, each country
has its own national cinema, increasingly defended as a valuable treasure and
part of an inalienable national patrimony. Since the nouvelle vague, French cin-
ema, in particular, insists on its long and proud tradition as the natural home of
the seventh art. In the United Kingdom, British cinema (once called a ‘contra-
diction in terms’ by Francois Truffaut) has over the last twenty years been re-
instated, re-evaluated and unapologetically celebrated, even if its economic ups
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and downs, its many false dawns as an art cinema, as well as its surprisingly
frequent commercial successes put it in a constant if often covert competition
with Hollywood. Germany, having repeatedly failed to keep alive the promise
and prestige attached to the New German Cinema in the 1970s has, since uni-
fication in 1990, turned to a policy of archival conservation, where museum dis-
plays on a grand scale, encyclopedic databases, anniversary retrospectives and
an ambitious internet portal all try to heal the wounds inflicted by unpalatable
nationalist legacies from the 1940s and by the political-ideological divisions into
“German” and “East German” cinema during the Cold War period. Italy, too,
nostalgically looks back to both neo-realism and Toto comedies, while discover-
ing the memory of open-air screenings in the piazza under Mussolini or small-
town cinemas run by Communists as the true sites of national film culture. Only
in Denmark have the Dogma filmmakers around Lars von Trier come up with
innovative and iconoclastic ways to stage a national cinema revival that also has
a European outlook. In Southern Europe Pedro Almodovar became for a time a
one-man national cinema, before sharing honours with Julio Medem and
Alejandro Amenabar. But while Medem stands for “Basque cinema” and
Amenabar for a successful navigation of the Hispano-Hollywood connection,
Almodovar not only embodied the radical chic of an outward-looking, post-
Franco Spain, but with his stylish melodramas and surreal comedies gave inter-
national flair and street credibility to such strictly local habitats as the gay and
transsexual subcultures of Madrid.

Looked at from outside of the inside, i.e., Eastern Europe, the idea of a Euro-
pean cinema is even more problematic. Knowing they belong to Europe, but
feeling all too often left out, filmmakers from Central and Eastern Europe —
some of them from the new “accession” countries of the European Union, such
as Poland, the Czech Republic and Hungary — are perfectly aware of how much
they have in the past contributed to the history of cinema, even during the diffi-
cult decades of the 1960s and 70s, when repression and censorship followed the
brief opening of the “thaw.” This so-called “New Europe” (Donald Rumsfeld),
however, is often quite particularist: it expects its respective national cinema to
be recognized as specific in time and place, history and geography, while still
belonging to Europe. Some of these countries’ national cinemas are usually
identified by the outside world with one or two directors who have to stand in
for the nation, even when this is manifestly impossible.

To give an obvious example: Andrzej Wajda was Polish cinema from the late
1940s, into the 1960s and up to MAN OF MARBLE (1977), until this role fell to
Krzysztof Kieslowski during the 1980s and 1990s. Both worked — and were ad-
mired — in France, the country of choice for Polish filmmakers in semi-exile. But
this is “our” Western perspective: what do we know about the political tensions
underlying Polish directors” opposed ideological positions within their own
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country? What “we” perceived as national characteristics or received as part of
the international art cinema, may well have struck Polish critics and audiences
not as national cinema but as state cinema: official, sanctioned, sponsored. Yet
were Polish filmmakers, along with their countrymen, not obliged to negotiate
in less than half a century a world war, occupation, genocide, a civil war, com-
munism, economic stagnation, censorship, repression and post-communism?
Given such tensions and polarities, where do Krzysztof Zanussi, Jerzy
Skolimowski, Jerzy Kawalerowicz or Agnieszka Holland fit into the picture we
have of Polish cinema? Easiest for “us” to treat them as autonomous “auteurs.”
Similarly, Hungary, for a time, was Miklos Jansco, before it became identified
with Istvan Szabo, then perhaps with Marta Meszaros and since the mid-1990s
most definitely with Bela Tarr. In the case of former Yugoslavia, which for a
time was mostly represented by the brilliant and politically non-conformist Du-
san Makavejev, we now have directors carefully advertising their specific ethno-
national identity, such as Emir Kusturica’s or Danis Tanovic’s Bosnian identity.
Some “smaller” European countries whose cinematic assets, to the outsider,
seem equally concentrated around one director’s films, such as Greece (Theo
Angelopoulos) and Portugal (Manoel de Oliveira), or countries like Austria,
Belgium and Norway prefer to see their outstanding films labeled “European,”
rather than oblige their directors to lead a quickly ebbing “new wave” national
cinema. Michael Haneke would be a case in point: a German-born director with
Austrian credentials, who now predominantly works in France. Lars von Trier,
together with his Dogma associates, is at once claimed at home as a quintessen-
tially Danish director, and yet his films hardly ever —if at all — refer to Denmark,
in contrast to a director from a previous generation, such as Carl Dreyer. Or take
Ingmar Bergman, whose films for decades defined both
to his countrymen and to the rest of the world what
“Swedish” (cinema) meant.

Zooming out even further, one realizes that neither
the individual national cinemas nor the label European
cinema conjures up much of an image in Asian coun-
tries, Latin America or in the United States. A few indi-
vidual actors (from France or the UK) are known, and
once in while a director’s name or a film catches the
attention. Yet for traditions as historically rich, and for
the numbers of films produced in the combined nations
of the European continent, the impact of its cinema on the world’s audiences in
the new century is minimal and still shrinking. If, in the face of this, there has
been something of a retrenchment to positions of preserving the national heri-
tage, and of defending a unique cinematic identity, the question this raises is:
defend against whom or what? Against the encroachment of Hollywood and

INGMAR BERGMAN
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the relentless spread of television, as is the conventional answer? Or against
provincialism, self-indulgence and amateurism, as claimed by more commer-
cially successful makers of popular entertainment both inside and outside
Europe, as well as by those European directors who have moved to the US?

On what basis, then, would one want to put forward a claim for a European
cinema, at once superseding national cinemas and explaining their historical
“decline” over the past twenty-five years? Several possibilities open up, some
of which will be taken up in the essays that follow. One might begin by review-
ing the dominant categories that have guided the study of films and filmmaking
in Europe, examine their tacit assumptions and assess their current usefulness.
Besides probing the idea of the “national” in cinematic production (once one
acknowledges cross-national co-productions and the role played by television
in financing them), the other categories demanding attention are that of Euro-
pean cinema as an auteur cinema, which as already hinted at, invariably tends
to be implied by the argument around national cinema. Thirdly, one could also
look once more at the concept of “art cinema” as a distinct formal-aesthetic style
of narration, as well as an institutional-pragmatic category (i.e., art cinema en-
compassing all films shown at “art-house” cinemas, whether government sub-
sidized or independently programmed, and thus potentially including revivals
or retrospectives of mainstream “classics”).

Besides a semantic investigation into the changing function of these tradi-
tional definitions, the case for European cinema can also be made by pointing
out how persistently the different national cinema have positioned themselves
in opposition to Hollywood, at least since the end of the first world war, and
increasingly after the second world war, when their respective mainstream film
industries began progressively and irreversibly to decline. Indeed, in the set of
binary oppositions that usually constitutes the field of academic cinema studies,
the American cinema is invariably the significant (bad) Other, around which
both the national and “art/auteur”-cinema are defined. As my title implies, this
more or less virulent, often emotionally charged opposition between Europe
and Hollywood exerts a gravitational pull on all forms of filmmaking in
Europe, notably in France, Britain, Italy and Germany. Yet if European national
cinemas are held together, and in a sense united by their anti-Hollywood stance,
there are nonetheless markedly varying degrees of hostility observable in the
different countries at government level or among the film-critical establishment.
France is more openly hostile than the Netherlands, and Denmark more suc-
cessful in keeping its own share of domestic production in the nation’s cinemas
than, for instance, Germany. No country in Europe except France has a quota
system like South Korea, but both countries have come under intense pressure
by the WTO to reduce or even abolish this form of protectionism. The US cin-
ema is felt as a threat economically and culturally, even though economically,
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European cinema-owners know (and let it be known) that they depend on
Hollywood movies for bringing in audiences, week in week out. Economically,
European films are so weak that they could not be shown on the big screen if
the machinery of the blockbuster did not keep the physical infrastructure of cin-
ema-going and public film culture going. This is the germ of an argument that
reverses the usual claim that Hollywood hegemony stifles national cinema, by
maintaining that Hollywood's strong global market position is in fact the neces-
sary condition for local or national diversity.

The legal ramification of Europe’s ingrained anti-Americanism in matters cin-
ema are the various measures taken by successive EU initiatives, intended to
bolster the audiovisual sector and its affiliated industries within the European
Union. The economic framework that initially tried to regulate world trade, in-
cluding the rivalry between US and the EU, were the GATT (General Agree-
ment on Trade and Tariffs) rounds, in which audiovisual products featured as
commercial goods, no different from any others. While notably France insisted
on the cinema’s cultural character, and wished to see it protected, that is ex-
empted from particular measures of free trade and open access, the World
Trade Organization has never been happy with these exemptions and reprieves.
The consequence is that the status of the audiovisual sector remains an unre-
solved issue, bleeding into questions of copyright, subventions, ownership and
a film’s nationality. The French, for instance, are proud of their droit d’auteur,
which gives the director exceptional rights over a film even by comparison
with other EU countries, but Jean Pierre Jeunet's UN LONG DIMANCHE DE F1AN-
CAILLES could not compete for the best French film award in 2005 because it was
co-financed by Warner Brothers. Initiatives taken within the European Union to
strengthen cinema and create the legal framework for subsidizing the audiovi-
sual industries, include the various projects supported and administrated by the
successive “MEDIA” programs of the Council of Europe, which created such
European-wide institutions and enabling mechanisms as Eurimages, EDN (Eu-
ropean Documentary Network), Archimedia, etc.’ These, too, despite their bu-
reaucratic character, might be the basis for a definition of what we now under-
stand by European cinema, as I try to argue in a subsequent chapter.

Historicizing the Now

European Cinema: Face to Face with Hollywood implicitly addresses and often ex-
plicitly discusses the question of Europe as a political entity, as well as a cultural
space, from the distinct perspective of cinema. For instance, the book as a whole
stands squarely behind the preserving and conserving tendencies manifest in
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most European countries with respect to “their” national cinema. Films are fra-
gile, perishable and physically impermanent. They need institutional and finan-
cial support; they require technical but also intellectual resources, in order to
maintain their existence. Until only a few decades ago, before the videotape
and the DVD, a film’s presence was limited to the moment of its theatrical re-
lease, and for some, this fleeting existence is still part of the cinema’s essence.
But however passing, transitory and seemingly expendable a particular film
may be in the everyday, and however one may feel about the aesthetic implica-
tion of such an art of the moment, the cinema is nonetheless the 2oth-century’s
most precious cultural memory, and thus calls forth not only a nostalgic but also
an ethical impulse to try and preserve these moments for posterity.

The book, however, does not endorse the view that Hollywood and television
are the threats that cinema in Europe has to be protected from. The first section
sets out a broad horizon and sketches an evolving situation over the past two to
three decades, which includes the asymmetrical but dynamic relationship of
cinema with television, re-appraising the division of labour between cinema
and television in giving meaning to the “nation”. The section on authorship
and the one entitled “Europe-Hollywood-Europe” are intended to show how
much of a two way traffic European cinema has always entertained with Holly-
wood, however uneven and symbolic some of these exchanges may have been.
What needs to be added is that relations are no longer bi-lateral; the film trade
and its exchanges of cultural capital have become global, with reputations even
in the art cinema and independent sector rapidly extending across national bor-
ders, thanks above all to the festival circuit, discussed in a separate chapter be-
low. Hal Hartley, Richard Linklater, Paul Thomas Anderson, Alejandro Amena-
bar, Tom Tykwer, Fatih Akin, Wong Kar-Wai, Tsai Ming-Liang, Kim Ki-Duk,
Abbas Kiarostami and Lars von Trier have, it sometimes seems, more in com-
mon with each other than with directors of their respective national cinemas,
which paradoxically, gives a new meaning to regional or local attributes. The
argument will be that a mutation has taken place; on the one hand, there is an
international art cinema which communicates similar concerns across a wide
spectrum of settings, but within an identifiable stylistic repertoire. Partly deter-
mined by new film technologies, this style repertoire adjusts to the fact that art
cinema directors share with their audiences a cinephile universe of film histor-
ical references, which favors the evolution of a norm that could be called the
international festival film. On the other hand, the lowering of cost due to digital
cinema has meant that films — both feature films and documentaries — are ful-
filling functions in the domestic space and the public sphere that break down
most of our conventional, often binary categories: first and foremost those be-
tween art and commerce, into which the opposition between Europe and Holly-
wood is usually pressed. But the mutations also change our assessment of the
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local and the global: in the chapter on festivals, I also argue that signifiers of the
regional and the local are often successfully marketed in the global arena, while
a more ethnographic impulse and purpose can be detected behind many of the
films made in Europe, registering the fact that cinema has become part of cul-
ture as a resource for the general good: shared, prepared and feasted upon like
food at the dinner table, rather than valued only for the uniquely personal vi-
sion of the artist-auteur.

As a collection of essays, the earliest of which were written as film reviews,
European Cinema Face to Face with Hollywood combines two seemingly contradic-
tory impulses. Writing as a critic, I tried to record the moment and address the
present, rather than this or that film’s or filmmaker’s possible posterity. Other
pieces, also addressing the present, set out to develop a perspective of the longue
durée, or to provide a context that could mediate and historically situate a filmic
work or directorial oeuvre. In both cases, therefore, the essays were carried by
the conviction that the cinema had a history, which was happening now. The
implication being that history might even change, to adapt the catchphrase
from Back To THE FUTURE, although at the time, I was more under the influence
of T.S. Eliot’s “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” a seminal text in modernist
literary history. Perhaps no more is intended than to convey the sense that each
film entered into a dialogue with, contested and thereby altered not only those
which preceded it, but did so by changing the here-and-now, whenever it
brought about a revelatory moment or was an event, usually the reason that
made me want to write about them. This makes the book, despite its omissions
and selectivity, a history of European cinema since the 1960s, although not in
the conventional sense. It does not deal systematically with movements, au-
teurs, national cinemas, significant films and masterpieces. Rather it is a discur-
sive history, in the sense that the essays carry with them their own history, often
precisely because they either directly address the historicity of the present mo-
ment, or because they self-consciously place themselves in the position of dis-
tance that historians tend to assume, even when they write about the now. Dis-
cursive history, also because this historicizing reflexive turn was the raison
d’étre of many of the articles. Several were commissioned by Sight & Sound
(and its sister publication, the Monthly Film Bulletin) for instance, with the brief
to step back and reflect on a new phenomenon, to take the longer view or to
contextualize a change. Finally, a history of European film studies because the
essays also trace a history of discourses, as the critic in me gave way to the aca-
demic, and the academic felt obliged to address fields of debate already consti-
tuted, not always avoiding the temptation of the meta-discourse.
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Shifting the Discourses and Re-aligning the Paradigms

The more the essays reach into the new century, the more they take reflexive as
well as retrospective turns. Not because of any disappointment in the state of
European cinema or a nostalgic sense of regretting past glories. There is much to
love and admire about the films being made
by European directors. With talents as diverse
and controversial as Pedro Almoddvar, Lars
von Trier, Mike Leigh, Agnes Varda, Danny
Boyle, Roberto Benigni, Catherine Breillat,
Nanni Moretti, Emir Kusturica, Tom Tykwer,
Fatih Akin, Claire Denis, and Jean Pierre Jeu-
net (to name just a few), the last two decades
cannot but strike one as a period where it is
exciting to be a working critic. But as my task
changed from reviewing films to assuming the
role of teacher at a university, establishing film
studies degree and research programs, certain
constraints imposed themselves about whom one is addressing also when writ-
ing, and to what pedagogical end and purpose. Some of the later essays had
their origins in lecture notes and position papers, others were given at confer-
ences, and some emerged out of discussions with colleagues and graduate stu-
dents. Especially crucial were the last three years, when I headed a research
group on “Cinema Europe” of about a dozen members, where the issues of
European cinema were intensely discussed, sometimes taking a shorthand
form, in order to quicker reach a new insight or perspective.

There is, however, one common thread or master-trope that seems to run
through many of the essays brought together under the various headings. It
has to do with an abiding interest in European cinema as it stands in dialogue
with the idea of the nation in the political and historical realm, and on the other,
with the function that I see the cinema serving in the spectators’ identity-forma-
tion. This master trope is that of a historical imaginary, but which in the present
essays is mostly elaborated around the idea of the mirror and the image, the self
and the other. Like a fractal structure, its can and does reproduce and repeat
itself at micro and macro-level, it can be analyzed in specific scenes, it shapes
the way a national cinema tries to address its national and international audi-
ences, and it may characterize, at the macro-level, the way that the European
cinema has been, and perhaps continues to be “face to face with Hollywood.”

A few words about this historical imaginary: I am well aware of how
contested a notion it is; how it places itself between film theorists and film

AGNES VARDA
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historians, without necessarily convincing either. I have defined it elsewhere at
some length, and given some of the heuristic as well as pragmatic reasons why I
employ it as a middle level concept, which allows me to hold in place what I see
as related issues.* These have to do with my view of the European cinema as a
dispositif that constitutes, through an appeal to memory and identification, a
special form of address, at once highly individual and capable of fostering a
sense of belonging. Spectators of European cinema have traditionally enjoyed
the privilege of feeling “different”, but in a historically determined set of rela-
tions based on highly unstable acts of self-definition and self-differentiation im-
plied by the use of terms such as “auteur”, “art”, “national cinema”, “culture”
or “Europe”. As discussed in more detail in a subsequent chapter (Imperso-
Nations: National Cinema, Historical Imaginaries), there seems to be some com-
mon ground between my “historical imaginary” and the justly famous concept
introduced by Benedict Anderson, that of Imagined Communities. While I would
not even presume to claim such a comparison, an obvious point of difference
can be mentioned nonetheless. My idea of a cinematic historical imaginary (first
set out in “Primary Identification and the Historical Subject” [1981] and then
again, in “Film History and Visual Pleasure: Weimar Cinema” [1984]) was in-
tended to rely on the distinct properties of the cinematic medium, such as com-
position and mise-en-scéne, the architecture of the optical point of view, on-
screen and off-screen space, depth of field, flatness and frontal shots as the key
indices of a formal inscription that could be read historically. They formed the
basis on which to elaborate the properties of a representational system that en-
abled an individual film, a genre or a body of work to address the spectator as a
national or art cinema subject. My topic being initially films and filmmakers
from Germany making up a national cinema (in the 1920s and again, in the
1970s), the representational system I identified seemed to me to function across
relations of mirroring, mise-en-abyme and the figure of “the double as other”, in
which the self is invited to recognize itself.

Some of the terms were owed to the then dominant psychoanalytical film
theories (notably Fredric Jameson’s reading of Lacan’s concept of the imagin-
ary) and to feminist theory, while the historical-political part came from Frank-
furt School-inspired studies of social pathology and the analyses done by
Alexander Mitscherlich on collective “personality types”. To this already eclec-
tic mix was added an ethnographic dimension. For instance, the mirroring func-
tion of such a “historical imaginary” had parallels with Michael Taussig’s read-
ing of Walter Benjamin (in Mimesis and Alterity); it was influenced by Marcel
Mauss’ theories about intersubjectivity as a process of asymmetrical power-rela-
tions, by Cornelius Castoriades,” as well as by Jean Baudrillard’s concept of un-
even exchange. At the same time, it was never meant to be systematic, but to
help answer a particular set of problems: those encountered when trying to ex-
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plain the repetitions and parallels between two classically European instances
of a national cinema, Weimar Germany and the New German Cinema, across
the gap and rupture of fascism. In both cases, the significant other was Holly-
wood, with which this national cinema, in two quite different phases, had estab-
lished mirror-relationships, in order to work through the displaced presence of
an uncannily familiar other: the popular cinema of the Nazi period, framed by
two catastrophic histories of self-inflicted national defeat, of humiliation and
shame, that of WWI and then WW II. Revisiting Siegfried Kracauer’s study of
post-WWI films as a national cinema (a term he never uses) had thus to do with
a parallel interest in the New German Cinema, in order to derive from it the
idea of a historical imaginary, i.e., a concept that was both cinematically specific
and historically grounded. This eventually resulted in two books on German
cinema, and a monograph on R.W. Fassbinder — all exploring these shifting re-
lations of identification and self-differentiation.

Parallel to this work on German cinema, and in some cases preceding it, I
published essays analyzing what in retrospect now appear as similar sets of
mirror-relations and over-identifications in France (“Two Weeks in Another
Country — Hollywood and French Cinephilia”, 1972) and Britain (“Images for
Sale”, 1984), as well as other essays on new waves, “national identity” and the
national self-image. In two more recent contributions, one on “German Cinema,
Face to Face with Hollywood: Looking into a Two-Way Mirror” (written in
2002), as well as one about films from the Balkans (from 2003) the same trope
appears, differently contextualized and further developed: putting forward the
idea of a national cinema (as a theoretical construction) always existing face to
face with an “other”. Although initially developed in response to a “demand”
coming from the “other,” namely universities in the United States asking me to
lecture on these subjects,’® I should perhaps mention that much of this work on
Weimar cinema and the New German cinema was done while I was teaching at
the University of East Anglia, where I had the pleasure of discussing my book
on New German Cinema with my then colleague Andrew Higson, who went on
to write his own essay on national cinema, “The Concept of National Cinema”
(1989), which soon became the standard point of reference for all subsequent
contributions to this debate.”

My own involvement in the national cinema debate, as well as my conscious,
but often also unconscious adherence to the trope of the “historical imaginary”
and its theoretical configuration, have thus largely determined the selection of
the present essays and may explain some of the more glaring omissions, such as
a discussion of Jean-Luc Godard, possibly the most “European” director work-
ing continuously over the whole of the historical period here considered. The
sequence and the structure of the different sections of the book are not chrono-
logical. They partly retrace the formation and repercussions of the three
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dominant discourses that have until recently defined European cinema in the
academic realm: “national cinema”, “auteur cinema”, “art cinema”. One could
call these the paradigms of autonomy: National cinema (the choice of making an
auteur cinema represent the nation, rather than the stars-and-genre commercial
cinema of a given country). Most national cinemas are (re-) defined as a conse-
quence of self-declared movements or schools (the “new waves”, which in
Europe started in Italy with neo-realism of the late 1940s, includes Britain’s
kitchen sink films of the 1950s, the French nouvelle vague and other “new” cine-
mas throughout the 1960s and early 70s in Poland, Germany, the Czech Repub-
lic). Auteur cinema (the director as autonomous artist and representative of his
country) usually goes hand in hand with art cinema (the formal, stylistic and
narratological parameters which distinguish art cinema from classical i.e., Hol-
lywood narrative, but also the institutional contexts, insofar as art cinema is
made up of those films normally programmed in “art houses”, a term more at
home in the US and in Britain than in continental Europe, where cinemathe-
ques, “art et essai” cinemas or the so-called “Programmkinos” fulfil a similar func-
tion). The second half of the collection re-centres and de-centres these para-
digms of autonomy. “Europe-Hollywood-Europe” shows how productively
dependent the national cinemas of France, Britain and Germany have been on
their implied other, while “Central Europe looking West” tries to give some in-
dication of what acts of looking and being looked at have been excluded when
defining “European cinema” in terms of its Western nations. “Europe haunted
by History and Empire” de-centers “auteur” and “nation” by re-centering them
around history and memory, as Europe’s colonial past, political debts and
troubled ethical legacy are gradually being transformed by the cinema into cul-
tural capital: commodified, according to some into a “heritage industry”, cap-
able of creating new kinds of identity, according to others. In either case, by
dwelling so insistently on the (recent) past, European cinema distinguishes itself
from Hollywood and Asian cinemas. In the essays brought together under this
heading, the origins of the new discourse on history in the cinema are traced
back to the 1970s and 8os. The section on “Border-Crossings: Filmmakers with-
out a Passport” further de-centers “national cinema” without abandoning the
“auteur” by highlighting the efforts — not always successful or recognized — of
individuals who have tried to make films either in Europe or addressed to Euro-
pean audiences, from transitional and transnational spaces, including explicitly
political spaces. Notably the essays on Latin American filmmakers or on Euro-
pean directors using Latin American topics and settings lead to the final chap-
ter, which traces some of the intersections of European cinema with Third Cin-
ema and World Cinema.

The national cinemas discussed are those of Britain, Germany and to a lesser
extent, France. One might object that this hardly justifies the words “European
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cinema” in the title. And even if I responded by pointing out that there are
essays about the Swedish Ingmar Bergman, the Serbian Dusan Makavejev, the
Italian Ettore Scola and Francesco Rosi, the Chilean Raoul Ruiz, the Argentinian
Edgardo Cozarinsky, the Mozambiquian Ruy Guerra, and that I had to drop my
essays on Renoir, Truffaut, Godard, Welles, Bunuel, Chabrol, Pasolini, Fellini,
Bertolucci, Visconti and Polanski, one might immediately point out that these
essays deal with films from the 1970s and 1980s. Where are the films and film-
makers that I claim necessitate the revision of the paradigms of auteur and new
wave, of national cinema and art cinema?

In some cases the chapters do not pretend to be anything other than what
they are: essays written under different circumstances, for different occasions
and spread over 35 years. Since they were not intended to “fit” the categories
they find themselves in here, it is evident that even less so, they are able to “fill”
them.® Yet when making a selection of my writing on the subject of European
cinema, these categories made more sense than serving mere taxonomic conve-
nience. They are in each case suggestions of how the study of European cinema
since 1945 might be conducted, that is to say, revised, revitalised, recontextua-
lised.

In order to underline the point, the first section was specifically written for
this book, as was the concluding chapter. Together, they want to provide an
extended introduction, open up another perspective on the material that fol-
lows, as well as outline a follow-up for the current phase of European cinema
in the global context. The essay on “European Culture, National Cinema, the
Auteur and Hollywood” recapitulates some of the standard positions on
Europe as a collection of national cinemas. It puts special emphasis on their
common love-hate, parasite-host relationship with Hollywood, showing how
many intriguing and occasionally even illuminating insights the passion over
Hollywood on both sides of the divide can yield, but also how restricted, even
narcissistic and self-complacent the “face to face with Hollywood” debate can
appear when the horizon is opened a little, and “we” West Europeans either
face the other way, or let ourselves be faced and addressed by the East (or the
South). In this way the chapter speculates on what basis, other than bureau-
cratic and economic, a European cinema might build a sense of identity that
was neither merely the sum of its parts nor the result of new lines of exclusion
and “other”-ing. Might it be time to abandon the search for “identity” alto-
gether, and look for more sovereign markers of European selfhood, such as in-
tercultural competence or the virtues of the family quarrel, interference and dis-
sent? First sketched under the impact of the break-up of Yugoslavia, and the
difficulties encountered in even thinking about how to integrate not just the
film histories of the former communist states of central Europe, but the mem-
ories of its citizens, the chapter is nonetheless cautiously optimistic that there is
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a common heritage of story types and myths, of deep structures of feeling, gen-
res of symbolic action and narrative trajectories that create recognizably Euro-
pean protagonists and destinies.

The chapter called “ImpersoNations” examines in more detail the fate of the
concept of national cinema within film studies, showing how it is structured by
successive theoretical assumptions such as essentialism, constructivism and hy-
bridity that characterise the humanities discourse generally, at the intersection
and border-crossing of paradigms that run from semiology, cultural studies to
post-colonial theory. The debates around national cinema and the conflicting
fields of essentialism and cultural constructivism also highlight differences in
Europe between cinema and television, popular cinema and auteur cinema, in-
cluding the difference between imaginary communities and historical imagin-
aries of post-colonialism and multi-culturalism already touched upon. In all
these areas, the idea of the nation and the emotions associated with nationalism
have gained new currency since 1989 and the end of the Cold War, without
thereby imposing themselves in the manner of the 19th century nation state, or
its critique by classical Marxism. On the contrary, it is the crisis of the nation
state, transforming itself within the new political framework of the European
Union, and being transformed by the demographic and de-territorialising forces
of globalisation, that demands a re-assessment of the kinds of loyalties, affilia-
tions but also the conflicting allegiances that bind individuals to their commu-
nity, territory, region, language and culture, including film culture. A closer look
at the idea of the state and the nation, as circulating in the political and histor-
ical realm, indicates that the weakened allegiance towards the nation state, so
often perceived in the overall context of a lamented loss of civic virtue and refu-
sal of solidarity, is a very contradictory phenomenon, because it is in fact under-
pinned by new imaginaries of belonging. In this context, the adjective “na-
tional” functions both as a catch-all and a temporary place holder, showing its
porous fabric in the very gesture of being invoked. But like the family, the na-
tion is a constant battlefield of contending claims and urgent calls for change,
yet shows itself remarkably resilient, indispensable even, because questions of
identity, allegiance, solidarity and belonging just do not go away.

The obvious question of the role of the media in these changes is posed, but
only pursued insofar as it affects the cinema, its place in the new identity poli-
tics, but also its self-differentiation vis-a-vis television. From the cinema televi-
sion took over the social function of addressing its audiences as the nation, a
role which in turn drastically changed in the 1980s and 1990s, leaving both cin-
ema and television to redefine their respective modes of address and social ima-
ginaries. The essay on “British Television through the Looking Glass” registers
the culture shock of a medium adapting itself from a public service remit to a
mainly commercial service provider with, as I claim, decisive changes for our
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notion of society and the nation. The conclusion reached is that the “national” in
European cinema functions since the 1980s at best as a second-order reference,
and might well need to be redefined if not replaced altogether. With it, the con-
cept of the “historical imaginary” may also have to be abandoned, less on meth-
odological grounds, but because of the altered socio-historical context (consu-
mer-culture) and media intertext (the increasing dependence of European
cinema on public service television). They had made questionable the idea of
the nation to which “national cinema” owed its theoretical articulation.

The third chapter draws the consequences of this insight, retaining the focus
on national cinema and the auteur as second-order categories. It shifts perspec-
tive, however, by suggesting that these labels, and the practices they name, have
for too long been abstracted from the historical ground on which they have
grown, flourished and in the present conjuncture, re-aligned themselves. This
historical ground, I argue, are the European film festivals. Notably those of Ve-
nice, Cannes, Berlin, and Rotterdam (at least until the 1990s, since when they are
joined by other festivals, such as those of Toronto, Pusan, Sydney and Sun-
dance) have between them been responsible for virtually all of the new waves,
most of the auteurs and new national cinemas that scholars often assiduously
try to define in essentialist, constructivist or relational terms, though rarely
pointing out the particular logic of site, place and network embodied in the
festival circuit, which so often gave them the necessary currency to begin with.

The other transformation that the chapter on film festivals tries to name ex-
tends the emphasis on site, place and network to include film production. Par-
allel to the festival site as the place for the discovery of new filmmakers and the
moment where individual films acquire their cultural capital also for general
audiences, it is location that makes European cinema perhaps not unique but
nonetheless distinctive. In particular, cities and regions have superseded au-
teurs and nations as focal points for film production. Madrid, Marseille, Berlin,
Glasgow, Edinburgh, but also the Ruhr Valley in Germany, the Midlands in
Britain or the Danish village of Hvidovre have become peculiar post-industrial
filmmaking hubs.” New media industries have played a key role in enabling
certain regions to renew their economic base and reinvent themselves, by mov-
ing from traditional industries of producing goods to providing services. Areas
once known for shipping, mining or steel production now advertise themselves
as skill and enterprise centres for media industries. Cities market themselves on
the strength of their photogenic locations or historical skylines, combining high-
tech facilities with picturesque waterfront urban decay. Thus, another way of
making a case for a distinct European cinema would be on the basis of such
“location advantages”, in the double sense of the word, as the conjunction of
different forms of EU-funded urban redevelopment and new film financing
schemes, coupled with a policy of using specific locations which have changed
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their economic character and their historical associations. Here, too, I present in
outline some of the reference points that indicate interesting if also quite contra-
dictory adjustments to globalisation which typify Europe without necessarily
distinguishing it radically from other parts of the world.

The final chapter in this section draws some of the consequences for a defini-
tion of European cinema from the fact that Europe is usually considered as a
special kind of topographic, geopolitical but also demographic space. (Western)
Europe’s wealth and prosperity over the past fifty years sometimes masks the
degree to which it has always been made up of distinct regions, different ethni-
cities and tribes, many of whom have only relatively recently been brought to-
gether into nation-states. These in turn have for 150 years made war with each
other, before deciding after yet another catastrophe in 1945 and once more since
1989, to forge the institutions that allow these different regions, languages, cul-
tures, convictions and ethnicities to live in peace. Yet all the while, new demo-
graphic movements, at first from the former colonies, then from Southern
Europe as cheap labor and finally as refugees, migrants or sans papiers, often
persecuted at home, or looking for a better life of opportunity and prosperity,
added to the mix that called itself the European Union, but which in fact began
turning itself into a Fortress Europe. While the first generation of immigrants
were mostly too engrossed in the struggle for survival, their children — the sec-
ond generation — often took to more specifically cultural, symbolic and aesthetic
forms of expression and affirmation of identity. Those marginalized or disen-
franchised among the ethnic minority groups tend to give expression to their
sense of exclusion by resorting to the symbolic language of violence, destruction
and self-destruction. But others have also turned to the arts and voiced their
aspirations and sense of identity-in-difference as musicians, writers and artists,
with a substantial number among them taking up filmmaking. France, Britain
and Germany in particular, have seen a veritable filmmaking renaissance
thanks to second and third-generation directors from “minority” ethnic back-
grounds: names such as Abdel Kechiche and Karim Dridi, Udayan Prasad and
Gurinder Chadha, Fatih Akin and Thomas Arslan can stand for a much wider
film-making as well as film-viewing community that crosses cultural and hy-
phenates ethnic borders. In “Double Occupancy” this particular configuration
of multi-cultural filmmaking is regarded as typical for the new Europe, at least
in the way it can be located at the fault-lines of a very specific European history
of colonialism, re-settlement and migration. However, the chapter also sets out
to delineate a concept that is intended, at least provisionally, to succeed that of
the “historical imaginary”, by suggesting that the mirror-relations and forms of
“othering” typical of a previous period may be in the process of being super-
seded, as identity politics through boundary-drawing gives way to general re-
cognition of co-habitation, mutual interference and mutual responsibility as
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necessary forms of a new solidarity and sense of co-existence. Here, many of the
films that have had public success or received critical attention in recent years
show themselves in advance of the political repertoire of ideas about European
unity, by offering sometimes remarkably astute, moving and often also very
witty comments on post-nation subjectivities and communities. In other words,
while films such as AMELIE, DoGviLLE, TALK TO HER, RUN LorLAa RuUN, TRAIN-
SPOTTING, HEAD ON or GOODBYE LENIN may seem too auteurist, too commercial
or too typical for a given national cinema to count as “European”, there is, I am
suggesting, another way of reading them as precisely, “New European”, in light
of certain political scenarios and economic strategies actively pursued by the
European Union, its politicians, pragmatists, visionaries but also its critics.
They give a new urgency to filmmaking in Europe, which distinguishes it from
television, as well as making it part also of world cinema — a perspective taken
up in the concluding chapter of the collection.

Europe, Hollywood and “The Rest’: The Ties that Bind
and that Divide

The essays between the opening section and the conclusion follow to a large
extent the trajectory thus charted, examining landmark figures of European
authorship, the ever-present and much-resented impact of Hollywood, Eur-
ope’s own others, and the post-colonial, post-historical legacies. Thus, the sec-
tion which follows the re-appraisal of national cinema and the emergence of a
European cinematic space turns its attention to the Europe-Hollywood-Europe
divide, emphasizing the extent to which this usually binary relation of buried
antagonisms and resentment actually functions not only as a two-way-traffic,
but acts as an asymmetrical dynamic of exchange, whose purpose it is to stabi-
lize the system by making both sides benefit from each other, paradoxically by
making-believe that their regular and ritual stand-offs are based on incompati-
ble antagonisms. As in politics so in matters cinema: what unites Europe and
America is more than what divides them, not least of all because each needs the
other: the insistence on the division often strengthens the underlying dynamism
of the system of alliances.

This macro-study is followed by a more micro-analysis of a range of films and
filmmakers who could be called independents, if the term still had much mean-
ing, but whom I have grouped together as “films without a passport” — state-
less, in-between, one-offs, happy accidents or near disasters, forming new
spaces of collectivity and solidarity, and thus symptomatic for the “margins”
and the different kinds of metabolism they invoke for the circulation and
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consumption of European film culture. The films named and discussed in the
first sub-section about West European filmmakers and émigrés have to stand
for a myriad of others, so that the selection is indeed more arbitrary than what
is suggested by my claim of a deeper underlying representativeness. The second
sub-section, dealing with films from Eastern Europe, wants to give a sampling
of the possible ways in which East European film history may eventually be
written together with and as an integral part of West European film history,
without simply “adding” names, titles, styles and countries. Instead, their “ac-
cession” is a further reason why the entire landscape of European cinema has to
be re-mapped. This evidently cannot be done in this collection, although the
essays on festivals, on site, space and place have hopefully suggested some con-
ceptual tools that might make it possible. To the three more recent essays on
Konrad Wolf, Slavoj Zizek and on films that have come out of the Balkan wars
of the 1990s, I have added an older essay on the unjustly neglected Dusan
Makavejev, one of the more prescient Yugoslavian directors who acutely sensed
both the strains within the Federation when most in the West had little sense of
the disasters to come, and of the Western eyes already then felt to be upon the
directors from Central Europe.

European Cinema: History and Memory

Makavejev’s invocation of the Russian Revolution also makes a convenient
transition to the following section “Europe Haunted by History”, in which a
number of issues are being touched upon which, especially during the 1980s
and 1990s, have given European cinema — at least in retrospect — a remarkable
unity of preoccupation if not of purpose, across victims and perpetrators, occu-
piers and occupied: the “working through” of the history of fascism, Nazism
and of collaboration, acquiescence and resistance to these totalitarian regimes.
What came to the fore was the subjective, often fascinated and even more often
traumatized eye cast upon the period, castigated as nostalgic and retrograde by
some (la mode rétro: Jean Baudrillard), and considered a necessary catharsis and
coming to terms by others (“let’s work on our memories”: Edgar Reitz). While
in France, Germany and Italy the concerns were with fascism or the Nazi occu-
pation, in Britain the nostalgic/traumatic core was the loss of Empire, and the
so-called heritage film as its compensatory supplement.

The concern with the colonial and postcolonial past was, until the 1990s,
mainly reserved for Britain’s relations with the Indian sub-continent and the
West Indies. Since the 1990s it has surfaced in France as the return of its North-
African colonial legacy, but there has also been a dimension of oblique and
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indirect communication between continental Europe’s post-colonial attitude
and Latin America, with a German and Italian inflection. On the one hand, it
figures itself across a possibly “literary” heritage derived from Borges, Marquez
and magic realism. On the other hand, it can also be read as a displaced identi-
fication of European filmmakers with Third Cinema as a proxy confrontation
with Hollywood, at a time when the direct antagonism seemed to some direc-
tors neither accurate nor productive. In the chapter on “Hyper-, Retro- and
Counter-cinema”, I have picked Werner Herzog (I could have mentioned Wim
Wenders’ globe-trotting films) and Francesco Rosi (I could have chosen Gillo
Pontecorvo), in order to confront them with Raoul Ruiz and Ruy Guerra, in a
sort of oblique, indirect dialogue. Their films foreshadow thus the turn of both
art cinema and Third Cinema into “world cinema” avant la lettre, which seemed
an appropriate note on which to close the historical part of the collection.

These different shifts and re-alignments come together in a final chapter, in
which I entertain the proposition — often expressed in the negative — that Euro-
pean cinema has become, in view of its declining impact and seeming provinci-
alism, merely a part of “world cinema”- that category under which all kinds of
cinematic works, from very diverse temporarily newsworthy or topical corners
of the globe are gathered together: the “rest”, in other words. My argument will
be that, first of all, the category world cinema should be used and understood in
its full contradictory sense, which includes the fact that these films, judged by
the global impact of Hollywood or Asian cinemas, are precisely not world cin-
ema, but a local produce, a token presence in the rarefied markets that are the
film festivals or brief art-house releases. But I also want to make a virtue of the
seemingly cynical or condescending euphemism that such a label implies, by
suggesting a more post-Fordist model of goods, services and markets — made
possible not least by the very different forms of distribution and circulation that
the electronic media, and notably DVDs, the internet and other types of physi-
cal and virtual networks provide.” In this context, world cinema does indeed
attain a positive significance, and furthermore, it may turn out to be a new way
of understanding European cinema in its practice over the past twenty years or
so, and define for it a terrain that it can usefully and productively occupy in the
decades to come.

(2005)

Notes

1. Erich Pommer’s Cinema Europe effort effectively ended with the negotiation of the
Parufamet agreement, which however, proved disastrous for Ufa, the company he
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European Culture, National Cinema, the
Auteur and Hollywood

“The only thing the 238 nations of Europe have in common is America”
John Naughton, The Observer’

“Living in the 20th century means learning to be American”
Dusan Makavejev*

Europe: The Double Perspective

From these two quotations one might derive a somewhat fanciful proposition.
What if — at the end of the 19th century — Europe had been discovered by Amer-
ica rather than America being “discovered” by the Europeans at the end of the
15th century? Counterfactual as this may seem, in a sense this is exactly what
did happen, because with Henry James, Ernest Hemingway, Henry Miller,
Gertrud Stein, Josephine Baker and so many other US American writers, musi-
cians, and artists exiling themselves temporarily or permanently in “Europe,”
they gave a name to something that before was France, Britain, Germany, Spain,
or Italy.?

So, there is a double perspective on Europe today: One from without (mainly
American), where diversity of geography, language, culture tends to be sub-
sumed under a single notion, itself layered with connotations of history, art-
works, the monuments of civilization and the sites of high culture, but also of
food and wine, of tourism and the life style of leisure (dolce far niente, luxe, calme
et volupté). The other perspective is the one from within (often, at least until a
few years ago, synonymous with Western Europe, the Common Market coun-
tries): the struggle to overcome difference, to grow together, to harmonize, to
tolerate diversity while recognizing in the common past the possible promise of
a common “destiny.” There is a sense that with the foundation, consolidation
and gradual enlargement of the European Union, these definitions, even in their
double perspective, are no longer either adequate or particularly useful. Hence
the importance of once more thematizing European culture, European cinema,
and European identity at the turn of the millennium, which in view of US world
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hegemony, globalization, and the end of the bipolar world model, may well
come to be seen as the only “European” millennium of world history.

The cinema, which celebrates its centenary, is both a French (Lumiere) and an
American (Edison) invention. A hundred years later, these two countries — as
the GATT accords (or discords) have shown — are still locked in a struggle as to
the definition of cinema — a cultural good and national heritage or a commodity
that should be freely traded and open to competition. That France should take
the lead in this is partly due to the fact that it is also the only European country
still to possess something like a national film industry and a film culture.

National Cinema

It has often been remarked that in order to talk about a “national cinema” at all,
one always tries to conjure up a certain coherence, in the first instance, that of
the Nation. In this respect, it is quite clearly a notion with a lot of historical and
even more so, ideological ballast. A nation, especially when used in a context
that suggests cultural identity, must repress differences of class, gender, race,
religion, and history in order to assert its coherence, and is thus another name
for internal colonization. Nationhood and national identity are not given, but
gained, not inherited, but paid for. They exist in a field of force of inclusion and
exclusion, as well as resistance and appropriation.

National cinema also functions largely by more or less appropriate analogy. If
we take the economic definition, it is like the “gross national product” or the
“national debt.” But it is also like the “national railway system” or the “national
monuments”: in the first instance a descriptive or taxonomical category. With
the last analogy, however, another meaning comes into view. Like the national
opera company, or the national ballet, national cinema usually means that it is
or wants to be also an institution (officially, or at least semi-officially), enjoying
state patronage and, when defined as culture, often receiving substantial state
support. Thus it implies an economic relationship, and indeed, historically, the
cinemas of Europe have been part of their nations” political economy ever since
the middle of the First World War, when the moving pictures’ propaganda va-
lue was first seen in action. Since then, governmental measures, encompassing
taxation and tariffs, censorship and city ordinances have legalized but also legit-
imized the public sphere that is national cinema, making both the concept and
the state’s relation to it oscillate between an industrial and a cultural definition.
That this definition has come under pressure since the 1970s is evident: the dis-
mantling of welfare states, privatization, deregulation and the transformation of
the media and communication networks under commercial and market princi-
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ples have been the single most important factors that have put the idea of a
national cinema in crisis.

The International Market

What could be said to be the lowest common denominator, the default values of
national cinema? It may mean nothing more historically precise or metaphysi-
cally profound than the economic conditions under which filmmakers in a gi-
ven country try to work. It functions as part of an industry required to turn a
profit, as artisans selling individually crafted objects in a volatile market, or as
artists, sponsored by the state and its cultural institutions, representing a cultur-
al vision.

However, when looked at as an industry, the cinema is not a national, but an
international business, in which, as it happens, different nations do not compete
on the same terms. For instance, the only cinema which for long stretches of its
history has been able to operate profitably as a national one — the American cin-
ema — is not usually referred to as a national cinema at all, but has become
synonymous with the international film business, if not with “the cinema” fout
court. It suggests that “national cinema” is actually not descriptive, but the sub-
ordinate term within a binary pair whose dominant and referred point (whether
repressed or implied) is always Hollywood. If this
international film business draws attention to the
economic realities of film production in competi-
tion for the world’s spectators, the term “national
cinema” may disguise another binarism: an au-
teur cinema as sketched above can be more viru-
lently opposed to its own national cinema com-
mercial film industry than it is to Hollywood
films. Such was the case with the nouvelle vague or
the second generation of New German film-
makers: the “politique des auteurs” of Truffaut,
Rohmer and Chabrol, or Wim Wenders’ and
Fassbinder’s cinephilia were based on a decided
preference of Hollywood over their own national
cinema.

The paradox arises because national cinema presupposes a perspective that
takes the point of view of production — the filmmakers’, the film industry’s —
when promoting or selling films at international festivals. What is generally not
included in the meaning are the preferences of audiences, and therefore, the

WiMm WENDERS
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“nationality” of a country’s film culture. A moment’s reflection shows that no
one who goes to the cinema has a “national” film culture; or rather, everyone’s
national film culture as opposed to a national cinema is both multi-national and
cross-generic: high-profile Hollywood block-busters, films on release in the art-
cinemas around town, star vehicles and films d’auteur. For a country’s film cul-
ture, national provenance is important in much the same way as the label
stitched on my sweater or trainers: I show my brand loyalty and advertise my
taste. The situation is altogether different if we were considering television,
where there is indeed something like a “national audience,” just as there is “na-
tional television.” But precisely to the degree that one is talking about a “na-
tional cinema,” one is not talking about audiences, but filmmakers: a fact that
runs the risk of leaving one with a one-sided, if not esoteric point of view.

For in the international film business, the idea of national cinema has a very
contradictory status: While Hollywood product dominates most countries’” do-
mestic markets, as well as leading internationally, each national cinema is both
national and international, though in different areas of its sphere of influence.
Nationally, it participates in the popular or literary culture at large (the New
German Cinema’s predilection for filmed literature, the intellectual cult status
of French directors such as Bresson, Truffaut, Rivette, Rohmer; the acceptance
of Fellini, Antonioni, or Francesco Rosi as Italy’s sacred monsters). Internation-
ally, national cinemas used to have a generic function in the way that a French,
Swedish or Italian film conveyed a set of expectations for the general audience
which were mirror images to those of Hollywood genres. Italian cinema used to
mean big busts and bare thighs — and this in films that the more high-brow
critics thought of as the glories of Neo-Realism: RoME OPEN CITy, OSSESSIONE,
R1so AMARoO. As the ubiquitous Guilio Andreotti recommended, when he was
Italy’s movie czar in the late 1940s: Meno stracci, pui gambe (less rags, more
legs).*

From the perspective of Hollywood, on the other hand, it makes little differ-
ence whether one is talking about the Indian cinema or the Dutch cinema, the
French cinema or the Chilean cinema: none is a serious competitor for Ameri-
ca’s domestic output, but each national cinema is a “market” for American
films, with Hollywood practices and norms having major consequences for the
national production sector. In most countries this has led to different forms of
protectionism, bringing into play state intervention and government legislation,
but usually to very little avail, especially since the different national cinemas,
however equal they may seem before Hollywood, are of course emphatically
unequal among themselves, and locked into yet another form of competition
with each other when they enter the European market.

Yet paradoxically, a national cinema is precisely something which relies for its
existence on a national exhibition sector at least as much as it does on a national
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production sector; without Hollywood, no national exhibition sector; without a
national exhibition sector, i.e., cinemas, whether privately run or state-subsi-
dized prepared to show independent releases, you cannot have a national cin-
ema. This is a truth that some national cinemas discovered to their cost: until an
American major had put money into distributing a Wenders or a Herzog film
world-wide, their films could not be seen by German audiences. In a sense, they
had to become Hollywood (or at least Miramax or Buena Vista), before they
could return home to Europe as representatives of their national cinema.

Colonization, Self-Colonization and Significant Others

What could in the 1990s, be at stake in renewing a debate about national cin-
ema? If the struggle over “realism” (the social and political stakes in “represen-
tation,” whether individual or collective, or the importance of documentation as
record and reference) has moved to television, then it is there that the “national”
(in the sense I defined it above as exclusion and inclusion, appropriation and
consensus) is now being negotiated. As a consequence, the “national cinemas”
task may well be to set themselves off even more decisively from their realist
traditions, and engage the Americans at their own level: weightlifting onto the
screens the mythologies of two-and-a-half thousand years of European civiliza-
tion, bringing to the surface the collective unconscious of individual nations at
particular points in their history (which is what one of
the pioneers of the study of national cinema, Siegfried
Kracauer, in From Caligari to Hitler,” was claiming that
the Weimar cinema did for Germany in the period be-
tween the world wars), or giving expression to the
more delicate pressure points of communal life in
times of transition, crisis and renewal (as the new
waves from neo-realism to the New German Cinema
were doing from the late 1940s to the early 1980s).

In Wim Wenders” KINGs oF THE RoaD, perhaps the
finest of films from the 1970s to meditate about a “na- KINGS OF THE RoAD
tional cinema,” one of the protagonists, contemplating
the barbed-wire fence then still separating East and West, half-jokingly, half-re-
gretfully agrees that “The Yanks have colonized our sub-conscious.” We can
take this perhaps by now over-used phrase in two directions: we can turn it
around and say, yes, the national, even in Europe, has become a “colonial”
term. Only a state that can admit to and make room for the multi-cultural, the
multi-layered within its own hybridities can henceforth claim to be a nation,
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and therefore only films that are prepared to explore hybridities, in-between
states, the self-in-the-other can be in the running for a national cinema. This
may finally give a chance to those filmmaking nations at the margins of cultures
by which they feel colonized. For instance, the Australian and New Zealand
cinema, which in the 1990s has, with CRocopiLE DUNDEE on the one hand, and
AN ANGEL AT My TABLE or THE PIANO on the other, quite successfully portrayed
the comic and the poignant sides of its angst as colonized (cinema) cultures.

The second thought that occurs, when hearing that “The Yanks have colo-
nized our unconscious” is the example of directors like Wenders himself, who
was only identified in his own country as a filmmaker with typically German
subjects after he had been recognized by his “American friends.” But it is not all
on the side of the colonizers. If one takes, for instance, Black Cinema in the US
in the figure of the filmmaker Spike Lee, or even Italo-American directors like
Francis Ford Coppola, one might well be tempted to regard their emphasis on
ethnicity as a new national cinema inside the international cinema. However, as
Spike Lee has remarked: “If Hollywood has a color problem, it's neither white
nor black nor yellow, it's green — the color of the dollar.” What he presumably
also meant by this jibe is that the chances of blacks making films in Hollywood
depend neither on their color, nor their talent, nor even on the size of the black
audience: Hollywood’s huge budgets have made it so dependent on its exports
that for the first time in its history, it can no longer amortize its films on the
home market. Yet in its export markets (the largest of which are Great Britain,
Italy, France, Germany, along with Japan, Australia and Canada) audiences are
apparently very resistant to non-white heroes. Thus, Hollywood has itself been
“colonized” by its “European” or “national” audiences, except that Holly-
wood’s dependency on its exports is a fact not exploited by those audiences to
put pressure on Hollywood, since they have in common nothing except that
they are Hollywood’s export markets.

On the face of it, then, national cinema can no longer be thought of in the
traditional terms, but only in the context of these place-shifts and time-shifts,
the cultural palimpsests that connect the ever-expanding, constantly self-differ-
entiating field of media representations which is the contemporary everyday of
movies, television, advertising. In this situation, national cinema becomes a
doubly displaced category. It is at best a retrospective effect, so to speak, one
that only posterity can confer, as it sifts through the nation’s active and passive
image bank, hoping to discover the shape of its superego or its id. But national
cinema is also a displaced category, insofar as this is a shape, whether mon-
strous, pleasing or only mildly disfigured, that can only be recognized from
without. The label national cinema has to be conferred on films by others, either
by other national or “international” audiences, or by national audiences, but at
another point in time. Defined by other critics, by other audiences, these mirror
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images are tokens of a national or personal identity only if this other is, as the
phrase goes, a “significant other.” Given the mutual dependencies just sketched,
Europe (standing in the field of cinema metonymically for European film festi-
vals and the critical or theoretical discourses these produce) is as much a signifi-
cant other for Hollywood or Asia, as the United States is a significant other for
European audiences.

Two European Cinemas: Art-House vs. Genre Cinema,
Art-House as Genre Cinema?

In the case of the French film industry, the fact remains that in the period of the
nouvelle vague of the 1960s, for every Truffaut and Godard, France had to make
a BorsALINO (a thriller with Alain Delon), or in the 1970s, co-produce a FRENCH
ConnNEcTION (With Gene Hackman and directed by William Friedkin), and in
the 1980s, for every Jacques Rivette making LA BELLE NOISEUSE, and every Eric
Rohmer making LE RAYON VERT, there had to be a Claude Berri making a JEaN
DE FLORETTE or a Jean Paul Rappenau making a CYRANO DE BERGERAC.

Some European art cinema directors have understood this position of Holly-
wood and of their own popular cinema as the “significant other” quite well. In
fact, one can almost divide European national cinemas between those which in
the overt discourse deny it, only to let it in through the back door (such as the
Italian cinema in the 1950s and 1960s, or the first wave of the New German Cin-
ema in the 1960s), and those who acknowledge it, by trying to define them-
selves around it. The directors of the nouvelle vague in the early 1960s, who de-
veloped the auteur theory not for themselves, but for the Hollywood directors
who were their idols like John Ford, Howard Hawks, and Sam Fuller, whom
they sometimes used as sticks to beat their own well-mannered gentleman di-
rectors with, shouting “Papa’s cinema is dead” at the scriptwriter team Jean
Aurenche and Pierre Bost, and directors like René Clément, Claude Autant-
Lara and Jean Delannois.

In the case of the New German directors of the second wave, they appro-
priated and acknowledged Hollywood in an even more intimate form: they
“adopted” some of the key directors as elective father figures: Douglas Sirk was
adopted by Rainer W. Fassbinder, Fritz Lang and Nicholas Ray by Wim
Wenders. The twist being that some of these American directors were of course
originally German directors who had gone into exile, and Nick Ray was a direc-
tor who had self-exiled himself from the studio system in the 1960s. Thus, na-
tional cinema becomes, on the one hand, a pseudo-oedipal drama around pater-
nity and father-son relationships, and on the other, a matter of exile, self-exile
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and return. All this acknowledges that a sense of identity for many European
film directors since the 1960s has only been possible by somehow re-articulating
the debt to Hollywood and the American cinema, by recognizing themselves
within the history of this cinema, and identifying with its legacy, if only in order
to rebel against it, as did Jean-Luc Godard since the 1970s and Wim Wenders
since the late 1980s.

Some among the generation of European directors of the 1990s, on the other
hand, neither repress the presence of Hollywood, nor feel filial piety towards it.
They play with it, quote it, use it, imitate it — in short, they use it as their second
nature, alongside all kinds of other references and styles. They know that image
and identity are a slippery pair, traversing and criss-crossing in rather complex
ways geographical territory, linguistic boundaries, history, subjectivity, plea-
sures remembered and longings anticipated. And there is a good historical rea-
son for it, which is also important for our idea of national cinema. For as men-
tioned above, national cinema does not only refer to a nation’s film production,
it also must include what national audiences see. Besides a European country’s
art and auteur cinema, there are the commercial productions, and there is Hol-
lywood, occupying in most European countries the lion’s share of the box office.
Finally, one needs to add another player, the avant-garde cinema whose film-
makers, however, have almost always refused the label national cinema, be-
cause they saw themselves as both international and anti-Hollywood.

Pictures of Europe

Behind the question about the fate of the cinema in the 1990s lurks another one,
debated for almost as long as the cinema has existed, aired afresh every year at
the film festivals of Cannes, Venice or Berlin, at FELIX award ceremonies and
MEDIA initiatives: the future of the European cinema vis-a-vis Hollywood
(whether viewed across France’s passionate attachment to its cinematic patri-
mony, or more dispassionately, across the uneven, but nonetheless two-way “ta-
lent transfer”).

In 1992, a Channel Four program called “Pictures of Europe” neatly as-
sembled all the standard arguments, voiced with varying degrees of pessimism,
by David Puttnam and Richard Attenborough, Bertrand Tavernier and Paul
Verhoeven, Fernando Rey and Dirk Bogarde, Agnes Varda, Wim Wenders, and
Istvan Szabo. One of the least sentimental was Dusan Makavejev, who has prob-
ably more reason than most to be wary of the idea of national cinema, but who
also needs to believe in the international auteur cinema more than others. Yet he
dismissed the suggestion that he might be threatened by Hollywood: “If you
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can’t stand the heat, get out of the kitchen. Living in the 2oth century meant
learning to be American.” On the other hand, Tavernier (whose knowledge
about and love of the American cinema is probably second to none, noted the
following in his diary for 23 February 1992 about the César Awards of that year:

One grotesque and distressing moment comes when Sylvester Stallone is given an
honorary César by a sarcastic Roman Polanski. A few days previously, Jack Lang had,
in a discouragingly idiotic gesture, made him Knight of Arts and Letters, even going
so far as to assert that the name Rambo had been chosen in honor of Rimbaud
(Arthur).... The height of irony: I'd be willing to bet that the people who made these
ludicrous awards have not the slightest familiarity with the only interesting film that
Stallone has directed, the curious PARADISE ALLEY. °

Tavernier’s final, typically cinéphile remark reminds us that in academic film
studies, the Europe-Hollywood-Europe question mediated across the nouvelle
vague’s love of the Hollywood film maudit is almost like the founding myth of
the discipline itself. European (French) director-critics discriminating among the
vast studio output, according to very European criteria, by creating a canon of
Hollywood masterpieces eagerly adopted in turn by American critics and film-
makers alike. But the relation between Europe and Hollywood can also be made
(and has been made) as a hard-nosed economic case, for instance, in Thomas
Guback’s chapter in Tino Balio’s The American Film Industry” or in Kristin
Thompson'’s fascinatingly detailed Exporting Entertainment,® and most recently,
in Ian Jarvie’s Hollywood’s Overseas Campaign.® The post-1945 history of the rela-
tion was also probed in 1996, at two UCLA- and BFI-sponsored conferences in
London and Los Angeles," while the formal case of how to make the distinc-
tion has been debated among scholars of “early cinema” such as Noel Burch™*
and Barry Salt'® around the opposition “deep staging and slow cutting”
(Europe) versus “shallow staging and fast cutting” (Hollywood), and it has
been argued as a difference of storytelling by, among others, David Bordwell
in his influential Narration and the Fiction Film, where character-centered causal-
ity, question-and-answer logic, problem solving routines, deadline structures of
the plot, and a mutual cueing system of word, sound and image are seen as
typical for Hollywood films, against the European cinema’s more de-centered
plots, indirect and psychological motivation and “parametric” forms of narra-
tion.™?

Interestingly enough, even in the television program just mentioned, the for-
mal-stylistic opposition Europe versus Hollywood, art cinema versus classical
narrative recurs, but now in the terms in which it has been echoed ever since
the 1920s from the point of view of Hollywood, which has always complained
that European pictures have no credible stars and central protagonists, or in
their editing are much too slow for American audiences’ tastes. This point is
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taken up by many of the European directors and actors who have worked in
both industries: Paul Verhoeven and Jean Jacques Annaud see American speed
as positive qualities, as do J.J. Beneix, Krzysztof Zanussi, Luc Besson. David
Puttnam and Pedro Almoddvar are more even-handed, while Fernando Rey
and Dirk Bogarde prefer the slower delivery of dialogue and the less hectic ac-
tion of the European cinema, as do — not surprisingly - Wim Wenders and Ber-
trand Tavernier. Among the actors, it is Liv Ullmann who eloquently speaks out
against Hollywood forms of action, violence and the externalization of motive
and emotion.

Paul Schrader, on the other hand, who has probably thought as deeply about
style in European cinema as anyone,"* argued that the conflict between Europe
and Hollywood boiled down to a fundamentally different attitude toward the
world, from which comes a different kind of cinema: “American movies are
based on the assumption that life presents you with problems, while European
films are based on the conviction that life confronts you with dilemmas — and
while problems are something you solve, dilemmas cannot be solved, they’'re
merely probed.” Schrader’s distinction puts a number of pertinent features in a
nutshell. His statement might even serve as a basis for teasing out some of the
formal and theoretical implications. For instance, his assessment is not that far
removed from the view of Gilles Deleuze, who in his Bergson-inspired study of
the cinema proposes a more dynamic, and self-differentiating version of Jean-
Luc Godard’s old distinction between “action” and “reflection” (the opening
lines of LE PEITIT SOLDAT), contrasting instead the movement-image of classical
cinema with the time-image of modern cinema."

To these different taxonomies of the Hollywood/Europe divide one can reply
that the problem-solving model of Hollywood cinema is not intended to charac-
terize a filmmaker’s personal belief. It does, however, function largely as the
norm that underlies the expectations of both kinds of audiences, American as
well as European, when it comes to cinema-going as a story-telling experience.
Hollywood mainstream or “classical” films are the dominant because they are
made (“tailored” was the term already used by King Vidor in the late 1920s)
around increasingly global audiences, while non-Hollywood cinemas have to
find their audiences at the margins of the mainstream (the so-called “art-house”
audiences), for they cannot even rely on the loyalty of their respective “na-
tional” audiences. There is another point, a cliché perhaps, but for that very
reason, in need of being stated: European filmmakers are said to express them-
selves, rather than address an audience. I do not think that this is in fact the case (I
have argued against it at length in a book on New German Cinema). For instance,
if by following Schrader, one assumes that the European art cinema merely sets
its audiences different kinds of tasks, such as inferring the characters” motiva-
tions (as in Ingmar Bergman’s THE SILENCE), reconstructing a complex time
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scheme (as in the same director’s CRIES AND WHISPERS), or guessing what actu-
ally happened and what was projected or imagined in a character’s conscious-
ness (as in PERsONA), then the difference could
also be one of genre, and thus of the horizon of
expectation and the regime of verisimilitude ap-
propriate to a genre. The “tasks” which an art
film sets the audience are intuitively recognized
by most spectators. That they decide either to
avoid them as an unpleasant chore or to seek
them out as a challenge, depending on tempera-
ment and disposition, is an altogether other
matter. It furthermore serves as a reminder that
among the audiences watching European art
films there have always also been a small but
culturally highly significant number of Ameri-
can spectators. In fact, it was the US distribution
practice of the “art-house” circuit, which gave the term “art cinema” its cur-
rently accepted meaning.

PERSONA

A Map of Misreadings?

But this maybe the rub, and the point where a “cultural” view differs from the
cognitive case around narrative comprehension. By the logic of reception stu-
dies, it is ultimately the various nationally or geographically distinct audiences
who decide how a film is to be understood, and they often take their cue not
only from title, poster, actors or national origin, but from the place where a film
is shown, in which case, an art film is simply every film at an art-house cinema,
including old Hollywood movies, as happens with Nicholas Ray or Sam Fuller
retrospectives: the cinema, one and indivisible, as a young Jean-Luc Godard
once proclaimed when refusing to endorse these binary oppositions. To claim
that European art cinema is mostly a genre, whose identity is decided by the
pragmatic decision of where to see a given film and with what internalized ex-
pectations, may be something of a lame definition, after all the high hopes in-
vested in such notions as national cinema, “new waves” and the film d’auteur.
Yet such an argument has at least the advantage that it avoids the (misleading)
tautology, according to which a European art movie is a movie made by Euro-
pean artists. Viewing the Hollywood/Europe divide as merely the special case
of a more general process of generic differentiation, where films are valued,
canonized, or have re-assigned to them identities and meanings according to
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often apparently superficial or secondary characteristics, can be very instructive
indeed. For these characteristics provide on closer inspection a detailed and of-
ten sophisticated map of movie culture, which ignores all kinds of stylistic or
formal boundaries, but speaks eloquently about the life of films in history.

One could even call it, borrowing from the literary critic Harold Bloom, a
“map of misreadings.”’® European films intended for one kind of (national)
audience, or made within a particular kind of aesthetic framework or ideology,
undergo a sea change as they cross the Atlantic, and on coming back, find them-
selves bearing the stamp of yet another cultural currency. The same is true of
some Hollywood films. What the auteur theory saw in them was not what the
studios or even the directors “intended,” but this did not stop another genera-
tion of American viewers appreciating exactly what the Cahiers du cinéma critics
had extracted from them.

In such a case, the old idea of European films as “expressive” of their respec-
tive national identity would appear to be rather fanciful and even more far-
fetched than the notion that European auteurs are only interested in self-expres-
sion. It would suggest that “national cinema” quite generally, makes sense only
as a relation, not as an essence, being dependent on other kinds of filmmaking,
such as commercial/international, to which it supplies the other side of the coin
and thus functions as the subordinate term. Yet a national cinema by its very
definition, must not know that it is a relative or negative term, for then it would
lose its virginity, so to speak, and become that national whore who prostitutes
herself, which is, in France or Great Britain at least, the reputation of the heri-
tage film.

Instead, the temptation persists to look beyond the binary oppositions, to-
wards something that defines it positively — for instance, that of a national his-
tory as counter-identity. Such might be the case with the films of Zhang Yimou's
Raise THE RED LANTERN or Chen Kaige’s FAREWELL MY CONCUBINE, fanning
out towards a broader festival and media interest in Chinese, Hong Kong, and
Taiwanese cinema since the mid-1980s, where (to us Europeans) complicated
national and post-colonial histories set up tantalizing fields of differentiation,
self-differentiation and positions of protest. For these films, international (i.e.,
European) festivals are the markets that can fix and assign different kinds of
value, from touristic, politico-voyeuristic curiosity to auteur status conferred on
the directors. Festivals such as Berlin and Rotterdam set in motion the circula-
tion of new cultural capital, even beyond the prospect of economic circulation
(art cinema distribution, a television sale) by motivating critics to write about
them and young audiences to want to study them in university seminars.

One conceivable conclusion to be drawn is that both the old Hollywood hege-
mony argument (whether justified on economic or stylistic grounds) and the
“postmodern” or “pragmatic” paradigm (“it is what audiences make of films
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that decides their identity and value”) tend to hide a perhaps more interesting
relationship, namely that of national cinemas and Hollywood not only as com-
municating vessels, but (to change the metaphor) existing in a space set up like
a hall of mirrors, in which recognition, imaginary identity and mis-cognition
enjoy equal status, creating value out of pure difference.

Auteurs and Artists

As the longevity of assignations such as neo-realism, nouvelle vague, New Ger-
man Cinema, New Basque cinema proves, the diversity of national cinematic
traditions within European cinema is impressive, and there is good reason to
study them individually and in their particularity. But this insistence on both
national specificity and the (relative) autonomy of film movements since 1945
in European countries nonetheless leaves several factors unaccounted for:
Firstly, the national movements and auteur cinemas are by no means the only
traditions in the countries named. For instance, in the France of the 1960s and
7os, for instance, there were also the cop films with Jean Paul Belmondo, the
thrillers with Alain Delon, and Luis de Funés comedies; in Germany the Hei-
mat-films, the Karl May films, the Edgar Wallace crime films; in Britain the Car-
RY ON films, the Hammer horror movies, the James Bond films; in Italy Spa-
ghetti Western and Dino Risi comedies. Are these not part of European cinema?

Secondly, even if we add these to our list of fine European achievements, their
impact on the American cinema at the box office is close to zero. In any given
year, among the US box office top hundred, less than two percent come from
European films of whatever category, be it art cinema or commercial produc-
tions. For the American cinema, Europe exists not as so many film-producing
nations, but as a market, conceived indeed in single European terms: even if, for
the purpose of advertising and promotion, different countries need a little fine-
tuning of the campaigns.”” But Europe is for Hollywood one of the biggest,
most important markets, which is why the producers go to Cannes and Venice,
rather than Cairo or Hong Kong, for their film festivals. And this is also why the
French are so concerned in the world trade negotiations: in 1981, 50 percent of
the French box office was earned by French films, in 1991 it was 35 percent with
60% going to Hollywood. Other European countries wish they were so lucky: in
Britain 88% of box office is US-earned, and in Germany less than 6 percent of
the grosses are from German films, and this includes co-productions.

National Cinema, then, is a notion at the intersection of several quite distinct
discourses: to the differential ones already mentioned, one has to add the echoes
of the debates around nationhood and national identity in the 19th century,
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themselves historically inseparable from the rise of the bourgeoisie and its self-
styled ideal of a national culture. The latter, usually embodied by literature and
print culture, is to this day seen in opposition to mass culture, consumer culture,
and therefore by and large, excludes the cinema (as image culture and popular
entertainment). This literary legacy gives us another implied semantic field re-
garding European filmmakers. Those who belong to a national cinema have to
strive after a certain status, or demonstrate a pedigree that confirms them as
members of the establishment, which is to say as either “artists,” “bohemians,”
or “dissidents,” perhaps with a reputation as writers or painters, who via the
cinema appropriate or discover another medium for self-expression. Peter
Greenaway and Derek Jarman come to mind, or Peter Handke and Peter Weiss,
besides the names of the classic European directors: Bergman, Fellini, Antonio-
ni, Wenders, Syberberg, Herzog. Dependent as artists are on state institutions,
the art world and the culture industries, such painters, writers, critics, photogra-
phers and theatre directors turned filmmakers become auteurs — someone who
is present both inside and outside his or her creation, by virtue of both a multi-
medial creative talent and a (self-)analytical public discourse.

I have elsewhere discussed the longevity, complexity, and contemporary
transformations of the category of the auteur."® With some assistance from their
American friends, notably Andrew Sarris," the Cahiers du cinéma critics effec-
tively helped to rewrite the history of Hollywood, and the view has — despite
some violent changes in French intellectual temper between 1968 and 1975 —
prevailed to a remarkable degree to this day, identifying the canon of what is
considered to be Auteur cinema and its Great Tradition.

The auteur theory points to one fundamental property of the European cin-
ema. It has, certainly since the end of the First World War (but especially since
1945), given us any number of portraits of the artist as culture hero, as represen-
tative, as stand-in and standard bearer of the values and aspirations of his cul-
ture, its better half:

Every page [of John Boorman’s diary] is provocative and stimulating, whether he is
talking about his dealings with the Disney executives (that line of Jeffrey Katzen-
berg’s, talking about Where the Heart Is: “The trouble is, it’s still a John Boorman film.
It is not a Disney picture”!) [...]. I'm bowled over by the account of his last meeting
with David Lean. How could you ever forget that heartbreaking statement of victory,
which Lean muttered to Boorman shortly before he died: “Haven’t we been lucky?
They let us make movies.” And when Boorman answered: “They tried to stop us,”
Lean added: “Yes, but we fooled them.”*°

This is the image of the auteur as Prometheus, defying the Gods. That it should
be adopted by a director like David Lean, whom the critics of Movie (the British
version of Cahiers du cinéma in the 1960s) considered the very epitome of their
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Cinéma a Papa (from BRIEF ENCOUNTER and GREAT EXPECTATIONS, to DR ZHIVA-
Go and RyaN’s DAUGHTER) shows just how pervasive the self-assessment of the
film director as auteur, and the auteur as artist-rebel, has become. Other self-
images that are immediately recognizable comprise Bergman’s portraying him-
self as magician and demiurge, even charlatan in his autobiography, but also in
some of his films; Fellini: a volcano pouring forth a stream of fantastic creatures,
poignant memories amidst life’s carnival; Godard: forever engaged in work-in-
progress, to be torn up by his next film; Rainer W. Fassbinder: the cinema is a
holy whore, and I'm her pimp; Peter Greenaway: the film auteur as draftsman,
architect, Prospero, cook, thief and lover; Werner Herzog: Prometheus and Kas-
par Hauser, over-reacher and underdog, Tarzan and Parzifal. Under the name
and label of auteur, therefore, can hide the artist, the gloomy philosopher, the
neurotic businessman, the conquistador, holy fool, court jester, courtly drafts-
man, wanderer-between-the-worlds, black-marketeer and go-between. Film-
makers as diverse as Pasolini, Antonioni, Tarkowski, Wenders, Angelopoulos,
and others have given in their work and across their male protagonists more or
less honest self-portraits, inflecting them ironically or inflating them pompously,
using the filmic fable as the mirror for their selves as doubles or alter-egos.

Cinema and Myth

What retains my attention is not the incurably romantic nature of these self-
images, but two structural features: firstly, the contours of the myth they trace,
and the social metaphysics they imply. Secondly, the tacit assumption that the
depiction, however metaphysical, allegorical or self-referential, of the artist and
the labors of creation has a redemptive power for the society, as represented by
the audience and as present through the audience. In the wings of these self-
portraits, in other words, hovers the shadow of sacrifice and the sacred.

First, the contours of the myth, or rather, the family of myths. The European
auteur cinema basically knows three kinds of heroes who are close cousins:
Odysseus, Orpheus and Parzifal — in other words, quest heroes, wanderers who
are often enough prepared to sacrifice a Eurydice on the way, before they —
reluctantly — return to Penelope, who in any case, is really their mother. This is
in sharp contrast to the American cinema which is a relentlessly, obsessively
oedipal cinema, where the hero always engages the father, usually eliminates
him, and eventually sleeps with his mother, though not before assuring himself
that she is his best buddy. The only Oedipal hero in the European cinema, cut in
this mold is perhaps Fritz Lang’s Siegfried — and he is felled and pierced by the
paternal spear.
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I could phrase the preceding thought somewhat less ironically by recalling
that in the Hollywood cinema there are always two plots: the adventure plot
and the romance plot (the formation of the heterosexual couple). In the Euro-
pean cinema, we also have two plots: the Bildungsroman plot — the story of an
education — and the story of the impossibility of the couple. One could even go a
little further and say that the Hollywood myth traces and retraces the story of a
city builder, a founder and himself in turn a future father. The Orpheus or
Odysseus myth, on the other hand, is the story of a survivor, of a son, and even
of an orphan who must go home again, who cannot go home again: the heroes
of, once more, Fellini, Bertolucci, Wenders, Herzog, and Angelopoulos.*”

What seems to have happened in the 1990s — on this quasi-anthropological
level of narrative and mythic configuration — is that none of these secularized
mythologies are still strong enough to support a problematic that engages with
contemporary realities. This may be as true of the American cinema as it is of
Europe: what we find in Hollywood (especially since Spielberg, but also in
Scorsese) is the fatherless society, with male orphans everywhere, or in Robert
Zemeckis and Tim Burton, peopled by corrupt fathers without credibility. The
European mythology is in crisis, no doubt because it is evidently a historical
one, that of losers, survivors of a catastrophe, and also because it is just as evi-
dently a gendered one, and an a-symmetrically gendered one (which is to say,
not as “reversible” as in so many Hollywood patriarchal stories, with their per-
fect symmetries, where in melodrama, horror, and sci-fi the empowered female
has made a remarkable showing). In the European mythic universe of both art
cinema and popular productions, the social metaphysics of the traditional
heroes and of the mythic figures that stand behind them, no longer command
assent: which may be no more than saying that they belong to the realm of high
culture and the Christian version of redemption and transcendence, rather than
popular culture.

But I do not altogether think this is correct. Something else is at stake as well.
A popular entertainment form like the cinema must have the loyalties of the
masses, however we define them. And the fact is that the American cinema still
does (or has once more captured them), and that the European cinema, whether
it is the commercial or the art cinema variant, no longer does and has. As expla-
nation, the conspiracy theory, or the colonization and media imperialism thesis
do not provide convincing proof. One can think of two other entertainment
forms, sports and popular music. They command mass popularity and loyalty,
and they are by no means American imports: Soccer is a European and Latin
American passion, and a good deal of popular music still comes from Britain
rather than the US, though the cross-breeding from blues and rock-n-roll to the
Rolling Stones or Eric Clapton is at least as complex a story as that of Holly-
wood and the European cinema. Why the apparent absence of resonance at the
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deeper mytho-poetic level, why this exhaustion of the structuring metaphors
and cultural narratives the European cinema used to live by?

Auteur, Brand Name, Sacrificial Hero

Since the late 1980s, the image of the auteur cinema has changed dramatically.
The auteur may not be dead, but the meaning of what or who is an auteur has
shifted considerably: for Europe and America, not self-doubt nor self-expres-
sion, not metaphysical themes, nor a realist aesthetic are what makes a director
an auteur. The themes that still identified an Ingmar Bergman as an auteur
would today be mere affectations, a personal tic, noted by critics in passing.
Instead, auteurs now dissimulate such signatures of selfhood, even where they
believe or doubt as passionately as did their predecessors. Authority and
authenticity has shifted to the manner a filmmaker uses the cinema’s resources,
which is to say, his or her command of the generic, the expressive, the excessive,
the visual and the visceral: from David Lynch to Jane Campion, from Jonathan
Demme to Stephen Frears, from Luc Besson to Dario Argente, from Quentin
Tarantino to Tom Tykwer, from Lars von Trier to Jean-Pierre Jeunet — auteurs
all, and valued for their capacity to concentrate on a tour de force, demonstrat-
ing qualities which signify that they are, in a sense, “staging” authorship, rather
than, as was the case in the days of Cahiers du cinéma, earning the title of author
as the honorific sign of achievement at the end of a long career that had to
emerge in the folds and creases of the routine product which had passed all the
hurdles of anonymity of creation, in favor of the stars, the genre formulas and
the action-suspense, to reach its public and enrich its studios and producers.

In this respect, however, there is little difference between contemporary Hol-
lywood and the European cinema because auteurs today have to be the promo-
ters and salespeople of their own films at festivals, while one or two become
pop star role models and idols for their fans. The difference must lie elsewhere,
and while the obvious economic answers — the bigger budgets translating into
more spectacular production values, the attractiveness of stars, the stranglehold
the US majors have on world distribution — are, of course, valid up to a point,
they do not seem to me to clinch it. Rather, my hypothesis is that the cinema’s
mythic dimension plays its part, and that the lack of it in Europe, or rather the
lack of European films to be able to embed these myths in the contemporary
world is the key reason for the obsolescence of a certain art cinema.

There is the matter of shared conventions, of genres, their breakdown and re-
invention. It becomes important when one wants to look again at authorship in
the contemporary cinema, both so anachronistic and so important a category of
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the European cinema. Usually, an author does not create genres (traditionally,
he stands in opposition to that term) but he creates shared knowledge (whereas
genres codify shared expectations), which the typical European author gener-
ates through series (such as making a trilogy with the same protagonist) which
are an extension in time, and thus, the author’s oeuvre is defined by the way it
creates its own memory, its own self-reference and mise-en-abyme, or (to speak
with Christian Metz) its own “deictic” relationships.*

The cinema, in contradistinction to television, is still our most vivid machine
for creating memory. As Godard has said: “cinema creates memory, television
fabricates forgetting,”*> which may be no more than saying that the cinema is
indeed the space of a certain mythology, the only one in a secular world. It tes-
tifies at once to the need for transcendence and to its absence as redemption.
The mini-myths of the auteur and his vision, the reinvention of romantic figures
(along with their self-parodies) even in the most debased forms have probably
kept this pact with the ritual sacrifice of the culture hero, and reinstated in the
very terms of the protagonist’s failure the right of the artist to claim such an
exalted role.

Where does this leave us? On the one hand, I have been arguing that some of
the enabling fictions of the cinema in general seem to have exhausted them-
selves. On the other hand, I claim that the consequences — a cinema that no
longer commands assent and loyalty of the popular audience — are especially
damaging to the European cinema, while Hollywood has managed to renew
itself across an anti-mythology, in which death, destruction, violence, trauma
and catastrophe seem to form the central thematic core. Perhaps we should be
glad that European cinema has not yet adopted these dark fantasies of end-of-
the-world cataclysms? Does it therefore matter that there is so little popular cin-
ema in Europe, and none that crosses the national boundaries? I think it does,
and to repeat: a cinema that does not have the assent and love of a popular
audience and cannot reach an international public may not have much of a fu-
ture as cinema. I am struck by the parallel with contemporary European politics.
At a time when so many of the peoples of Western Europe feel neither loyalty to
their political institutions nor confidence in the political process, it is perhaps
not insignificant that the only European-wide entertainment form besides foot-
ball is the Eurovision song contest because, for the rest, it is indeed “America”
that European countries have in common. On the other hand, it is precisely the
history of Europe both East and West that shows how much the last thing we
need is a collective mythology or grand fantasies, in order to renew our faith in
liberal democracy. But I shall conclude this report on the 1990s by pointing
briefly in two directions: to the Past and to the East.



European Culture, National Cinema, the Auteur and Hollywood 53

History and Memory

European cinema — European history: who owns it, and who owns the rights to
its representation? This question has been posed several times in recent years,
not least thanks to Steven Spielberg’s SCHINDLER’S LisT and SAVING PRIVATE
RyaN, but it has been in the air since Bob Fosse’s CABARET and even Robert
Wise’s THE SOUND oF Music. A whole generation of
European directors in the 1970s and 1980s rose to the
challenge to re-conquer lost territory: Visconti (THE
DAMNED), Bertolucci (NOVECENTO), Bergman (THE
SERPENT’s EGG), Syberberg (Our HITLER), Fassbinder
(THE MARRIAGE OF MARIA BrRAUN, Lir1 MARLEEN),
and Reitz (HEIMAT) to mention just a few. The British
cinema produced its heritage films, adaptions of Jane
Austen to E.M. Foster, Shakespeare to Henry James.
And after a brief spell revisiting the Résistance (Louis
Malle’s LacoMBE LuciEN, Au REVOIR LES ENFANTS,
Joseph Losey’s M. KLEIN), so did the French: works of
Marcel Pagnol, Emile Zola, Edmond Rostand are back
on the big screen.

In SCHINDLER’s LisT, Spielberg has told the story of
the Holocaust as a double salvation story: as a Moses
out of Egypt story, and as a story of the elect. He has
(and this Claude Lanzman recognized quite rightly)
“appropriated” the absolute negation of life implied
by Auschwitz, by answering it with a kind of Darwi-
nian biologism (how many physical individuals the
Schindler Jews have produced as descendants). Spielberg’s film, in this respect,
is conceived (or can be perceived) as a kind of wager — a triumph of nature over
un-culture/ barbarity, and a triumph of synecdoche over literalism (“whoever
saves one life, saves the world”). Both, of course, are problematic triumphs, but
they cannot be blamed on or credited to a single director or a single film. Nor
even can the problem be reduced to the battle Hollywood vs. Europe. The wa-
ger is in some fundamental sense inherent in the cinema as a historical and cul-
tural phenomenon. For was this not once the promise of cinema: the rescue and
redemption of reality? If we are now accusing Spielberg of arrogance and hu-
bris, because he thinks his cinema can “rescue” history, are we not cutting the
ground from underneath the entire debate about the redemptive function of cin-
ema? Or is what is so objectionable for Europeans about Hollywood the fact
that now it is rescuing even that which was never real and never history?

LiL1t MARLEEN
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The European cinema has always fought its case on the basis of greater rea-
lism, it has been committed to a version of both totality and reflection, even
where this reality was that of inner feelings, of the mind. Against this we cannot
simply contrast a notion of fantasy, of dream worlds and DreamWorks, whether
we see the latter as providing harmless or pernicious entertainment. Rather, we
have to accept that the cinema generally stands also for forces that compete
with reality, that are “invading” or “immersing” reality, and even — as we saw —
“colonizing” reality. This fear finds one of its most typical manifestation in the
complaint that Hollywood has “taken away our history,” and that the cinema is
continually eating up history, swallowing the past, only to spit it out again as
nostalgic-narcissistic fiction!

Eastern Europe and Europe’s Own Others

But who is speaking when claiming the right to “our” history and “our” stor-
ies? Let me cite a voice, whose right to speak on the topic of both European cin-
ema and European politics is indisputable, the Polish filmmaker Krzysztof Za-
nussi, who in a lecture originally given at the Ebeltoft European Film College in
Denmark in May 1993 argued that Western Europe is turning its back on the
future, just at the moment that the newly liberated countries of Eastern Europe
(which from “his” perspective, are “Central Europe”) expect to forge a joint fu-
ture with a cultural community they have belonged to for a thousand years. Just
as they are finally taking up their rightful place as Europeans, Western Europe
seems to have given up, not only on them, but worse still, on itself. Faced with
this loss of faith, Zanussi asked, can the nations of Central Europe, especially
Poland and Hungary, infuse a new intellectual and cultural vigor, as they “re-
form” themselves yet again? ** The competition for membership and partner-
ship, in times of crisis, however, tends to take an ultra-conservative turn. Wit-
ness how the new (cultural) Europe has a right-wing inflection and a siege or
fortress mentality: the Lombard League, Neo-fascists in Central Italy, Jorg Hai-
der in Austria, Le Pen in France, Pim Fortuyn in the Netherlands, Christians
banding together against the “Ottoman” threat, and on the Balkans, (Catholic)
Croats fighting (Orthodox) Serbs, while both are also fighting (Muslim) Bos-
nians. Some commentators have pointed out the parallels between the fragmen-
tation of a once common (high) culture, and what they see as the re-tribalization
of the nation states, after the fall of communism and the end of the cold-war
bipolar political world order. Not just ex-Yugoslavia or Russia, or the hostility
to ethnic minorities in Western Europe but also the identity politics in the US,
with the insistence on being more self-aware of one’s racial or ethnic or religious
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identity. Impossible, though, to affirm a single national or ethnic identity
through the cinema: it is more a question of how a country can speak to itself,
how it is “spoken” by others, and how the others “inside” speak themselves or
ask to be represented. Each national European cinema now produces represen-
tations of its own others, reflecting and reshaping its own multi-cultural society.
In France, there is the cinéma beur, there are films about Turkish communities
and by Turkish directors in Germany, and Dutch films about multi-cultural ex-
perience are usually the ones recognized as most typical for the Netherlands’
independent filmmaking sector. That there is a prevalence of the Romeo & Juliet/
WEST SIDE STORY motif in such films, of families at war and of lovers seeking to
bridge the gap, is perhaps an indication of the mythological narratives which
are needed to give such experiences their specific resonance and local truth.

Zanussi is raising issues that go beyond the question of a European cinema:
the tasks of creating a (political) Europe, which its populations can recognize as
theirs, give assent to and feel loyalty towards, is clearly one that the cinema is
neither capable of nor perhaps quite the right place for bringing about. And yet
Zanussi touches on precisely this point: the possibility of the cinema to tell stor-
ies that may not amount to collective mythologies, but that are nonetheless cap-
able of resonating beyond national boundaries and linguistic borders. Even if
mythologies are not the recipe for a renewed faith in liberal democracy or a
critique of the market economy, the question of what can be “shared” in such a
future European community is important. Whether the citizens of Poland,
France, Denmark or Romania (or the Turkish, Moroccan or Afghan commu-
nities in Europe’s midst) will, in the decades to come, vote only with their wal-
lets at the supermarket, or also with the stories they watch and tell in the movies
or on television. This question is one that the crisis of the European cinema in
the 1990s at the very least helps to focus on.

(1995)
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National Cinema, Historical Imaginaries

Is there anything more barren than the psychology of peoples,
this mouldy rubbish-tip of stereotypes, prejudices, idées regus?
...And yet, they are impossible to eradicate, these traditional
garden gnomes with their naively painted nation-faces.

Hans Magnus Enzensberger”

The New Nationalism: A Modern Phenomenon?

As Hans Magnus Enzensberger suggests, it may be fruitless to rail against na-
tional stereotypes: they are absurd, unfair, pernicious, and nonetheless so per-
sistent that they probably serve a purpose. When asking where they are most
likely to thrive, one realizes that it is not politics. Set ideas about the national
character or cultural stereotyping are especially vivid within popular culture
and the media.* Often, they are diagnosed as potentially dangerous invitations
to racism, or conversely, as accurate, if regrettable “reflections” of widely held
views. But one could also argue that racist incidents in sports or tourism signify
the opposite of the new European racism: a mimicking, a “staging” and an im-
personation of prejudice, which tries to exorcise the feelings of fear of the other,
by ritualizing aggression towards the kinds of “otherness” that have become
familiar from life in ethnically mixed metropolitan communities and is thus dif-
ferent from traditional forms of nationalism. By shifting the sites of social repre-
sentation away from the rhetoric of enemy nations and territorial conquest —
trading jingoism, in other words, for stereotyping and puns — does popular cul-
ture fuel the old politics of resentment that were mobilized to fight the wars of
the first part of the 20th century, or are television, tabloid journalism and adver-
tising merely mining a sign-economy of difference, ready-made via a long
history of images and now circulating through the many topographies of con-
sumption? The transformation of the geographic and historical spaces of nation-
hood and national stereotypes into sign-economies has, however, in no way di-
luted the political value and “emotional legitimacy”? of the idea of national
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identity. Rather, precisely because no external threat is involved, nationalism
has become a major phenomenon of contemporary politics and a focal point in
cultural debate. The divisions are no longer only or even primarily across the
borders, but have opened up boundaries, zones and demarcations within the
nation-states, dividing groups formerly held together by class-interest, econom-
ic necessity and religious faith or were forced together by political ideologies,
such as fascism or communism. European nation-states, it would seem, are re-
tribalising themselves, and in the process, give new meaning to both the nation
and the state. The two concepts are no longer bound to each other, as they have
been since the idea of citizenship became the cornerstone of the bourgeois world
order in the wake of the French Revolution, and Napoleon’s attempt to unify
Europe under French hegemony.

This suggests that it is the end of the Cold War and the globalization of capi-
talism, with its free flow of investments and the creation of mobile labor mar-
kets that has given the idea of “the nation” unexpected new currency and even
urgency, while at the same time, radically redefining its referents. The rise of the
new nationalism was unexpected because the societies in question, whether ad-
vanced or developing, were coping with the post-1989 upheavals in rather para-
doxical ways. In the 1990s, very different kinds of modernization could be ob-
served: the break-up of hegemonies, be they neo-colonial, as in South Africa or
ideological as in ex-Yugoslavia; the devolution of democratic decision making
to political bodies like regional parliaments, as in Great Britain, or to centralized
bureaucracies, as in the European Union; the resurgence of religious funda-
mentalisms — whether Christian, Jewish, Islamist, or Hindu.* None of these re-
alignments of authority and legitimation have, as far as one can see, given rise
to genuinely new political forms of organization or social bonding (which had
been the hope of the “revolutionary” 1960s and the “radical” 1970s when fight-
ing imperialism, racism, and capitalism). On the left, one speaks of post-coloni-
alism and post-Fordism, and on the right of the “clash of civilization” and the
“end of history.” At the same time, these inward turns of politics seem to have
revived a longing for traditional structures of kinship and ethnicity, of family
and clan, usually thought of as reactionary, atavistic or even criminal.” Many of
the various religious fundamentalisms, meanwhile, rely materially and ideolo-
gically on substantial and often wealthy diaspora-communities in France, Ger-
many, Canada, Britain and the United States. Even more confusingly, both reli-
gious fundamentalism and family- or clan-based business cartels depend as
much on the deregulated circulation of capital and labor as do multinational
companies, and all take for granted the high-tech world of the mobile phone,
the modem and the internet. Nationalism in the forms in which it is “returning”
today would thus seem a thoroughly modern phenomenon, exposing how con-
tradictory the processes of “modernity,” “modernization” and “post-moder-
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nity” have been in the 20th century, and are set to continue to be, now under the
new name of “globalization,” into the 21st.

Historical Imaginary or Re-branding the Nation?

The concerns in this chapter predate the upheavals of 1989, but they connect
directly with this re-figuration of the nation and the national, understood as a
consequence of modernity rather than as an obstacle that modernization had to
overcome. For as already hinted at, it seems that the so-called communication
revolutions of the past thirty years, together with the media-consciousness of
both radical and conservative political groups since 1968, have played a major
role in the present resurgence of nationalism, which prompts the question what
role culture, and in particular, the media-cultures associated with sound and
image technologies (as compared to, say, the leisure industries of tourism and
sports) have played. Are they catalysts with an enabling function? Is their effect
empowering for some groups and disenfranchising for others? Does access to
media representation relativize regional or ethnic difference, or simply create
new ghettos? Do cinema and television help foster identities and feelings of be-
longing, or are they merely parasitic on existing values and attitudes, even un-
dercutting them by playing with their visual and verbal representations, as sug-
gested by postmodern pastiche? Put in these general terms, these questions are
endlessly discussed by the media themselves.

Put in more particular terms, the cinema in Europe can be a case for testing
contemporary articulations of the nation. First, because among modern imaging
technologies, the cinema has had the longest track record. Films have, at least
since World War I, been variously credited with or blamed for providing a
powerful instrument of persuasion and propaganda, usually on behalf of reaf-
firming a sense of national identity, by furnishing suitably hateful images of the
enemy, or by projecting an ideology of one’s own nation under siege and of the
home front threatened from without and within. The cinema as propaganda
machine and self-advertising tool reached its climax during World War II,
among all the warring nations. Its propaganda function has since become at-
tenuated, but as a promotional tool, it has become more powerful, but also
more diffuse and opaque. If for the United States, trade (still) follows the mo-
vies, for Europe it is tourism and the heritage business that follow the film. The
American political media machines of spin and disinformation are widely seen
as taking their skills and expertise from Hollywood (e.g., WAG THE Dog, direc-
tor Barry Levinson, 1997, THE CONTROL Roowm, director Jehane Noujaim, 2004).
As an engine of global hegemony, Hollywood is seen to propagate and adver-
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tise very specific tastes and attitudes. Declaring this “national” agenda as uni-
versal — democracy, freedom, open exchange of people, goods and services —
has served America well, insofar as these values and goals (“the inalienable
right to the pursuit of happiness”) have, until the end of the last century, been
widely endorsed and aspired to by peoples who neither share territorial proxi-
mity with the United States nor language, faith, customs, or a common history.
European values of solidarity, pacifism, the welfare state or the preservation of
the past have been less inspirational, and have certainly not translated into the
same kind of recognition for its cinema as is the case for Hollywood, even if (as
the previous chapter tried to indicate) value systems, and even different
“mythologies” can be read off the films made by the national cinemas of Europe
since 1945.

However, when trying to understand what this might mean for the future, we
may have to change the paradigms that have guided the study of the “national”
in European cinema. It used to be assumed — and in more journalistic writing still
is — that the films produced in a particular country “reflect” something essential
about this country as a “nation.” This has been the case, for instance, when talk-
ing about German cinema during the 1920s or Japanese cinema since 1945.° In
Britain, Ealing comedies, the kitchen sink dramas of the 1950s, and even “Ham-
mer horror” have been analyzed and probed for what they say about the state
of “England” in the post-war years.” The French nouvelle vague has been convin-
cingly appraised as belonging to wider and deeper changes in French society
and culture.® Ttalian neo-realism has often been read in relation to Italian post-
war politics and the delicate balancing act between Catholics and Communists
making common front against a common enemy, and — looking “East” (from
our often unreflected Western Euro-centrism) — the films and directorial careers
of Polish, or (ex-) Yugoslav filmmakers are usually tracked within the para-
meters of these countries’ turbulent history in the last fifty years or so. But also
with regard to Hollywood: the presumption that the cinema is a vehicle for
transporting a specific ideology dominated the debates in film studies during
the 1970s, when the American cinema was deconstructed three times over: be-
cause of its political bias, its aesthetics of illusionism, and its gender ideology.

Some of these paradigms are fixed parts of the history of the discipline of film
studies. However, they are of little help in understanding the national cinemas
of Europe, once one sees them as both separate and interdependent. They do
not allow one to study the European cinema in the triple perspective here pro-
posed for the period after 1989, namely as still defining itself against Hollywood
(Europe-Hollywood-Europe), as having (since deregulation in the 1980s) to pro-
file itself also against television, and finally, finding itself increasingly defined
by others as (merely) part of “world cinema.” What this chapter proposes is to
look more closely at how the European cinema can redefine its role within this
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triple conjunction, by suggesting that national identity (or identification with a
collective) now figures both above and below the nation-state. Such a perspec-
tive is to some extent speculative; it may even turn out to be misleading.” But
if it can give a new impetus to the field, its purpose of offering a series of
concepts-in-progress will have been fulfilled.

The first of these concepts has already been discussed in the previous chapter:
that of a national imaginary, in which the “look of the other” is a central notion.
Here I want to add the idea of “impersoNation,” or “self-othering”: including
the self-conscious, ironic or self-mocking display of clichés and prejudices. The
broadening of the concept is meant to shed light on genres such as the heritage
film and more generally, on why the cinemas of Europe have been reworking
their respective national pasts as spectacle and prosthetic media-memory. *° For
instance, why do we have the persistence of certain national “images” (Ger-
many and Nazism; France and erotic passion; Britain and dysfunctional mascu-
linity), that are accused of being stereotypes when used in the press or on televi-
sion, only to be recycled and recharged with emotional resonance in the cinema,
provided the context is self-referential, visceral or
comic? Do film stars still function as national
icons inside and across national borders? Is the
casting in international productions of Catherine
Deneuve, Gérard Depardieu, Marcello Mastroian-
ni, Jeremy Irons, Kate Winslet, Hugh Grant,
Hanna Schygulla, Bruno Ganz, Rutger Hauer,
Krystyna Janda, Franka Potente a guarantee that
they will be recognized as “typical” for their
country by the public? How useful is the cinema
as a tool for “re-branding” a nation (“Cool Britan-
nia,” “Modern Spain,” “la France profonde,” the
“Berlin Republic”), compared to the re-branding KaTE WINSLET
that can be accomplished through the visual arts
(the “successful” campaign by Maurice Saatchi in launching the YBA'’s, the
Young British Artists), a soccer world cup (France in 1998, re-branded as a
multi-cultural society) or say, hosting the Olympic Games (as in the case of the
Barcelona Games re-branding Catalan identity)?

Media, Nation, State: Another Look at the Discourses

Considered as a subject taught in academic film studies, European cinema is
unproblematic: the “impossibility” which I mentioned in the introduction has



62 European Cinema: Face to Face with Hollywood

itself been “institutionalized” and become something of a fixed trope of dis-
course. As a consequence, despite or because of the difficulties of defining what
European cinema is, a growing number of books are being edited and pub-
lished on the topic since the early 1990s, servicing the needs of the curriculum.
Many opt for a pragmatic approach; they either treat Europe as an accumula-
tion of national cinemas, with each getting its turn, or they highlight outstand-
ing authors standing in for the nation and sometimes even for the entirety of a
country’s film production and filmmaking. What is notable is that the majority
of these books originate from Britain, a country whose relation to “Europe” in
matters cinema at once reflects and contradicts its population’s widely shared
Euro-skeptic political stance. Often quick to draw a line between itself and the
“isolated” continent, Britain has nonetheless been more successful than any
other European country in penetrating this continent with its films. Titles like
Four WEDDINGS AND A FUNERAL, SHAKESPEARE IN LOVE, THE ENGLISH PATIENT,
THE REMAINS OF THE DAy, the films of Ken Loach or Mike Leigh, not to mention
the James Bond films, Mr. Bean or Monty Python are all familiar to audiences in
Germany, France, Italy and elsewhere. Peter Greenaway’s work is more wel-
come in Germany or the Netherlands than he is appreciated in his own country,
while Derek Jarman, Isaak Julien and Sally Potter have solid followings in Euro-
pean avant-garde and art worlds. Neither France nor Italy are Britain’s compe-
titors, but only Hollywood, where many of Britain’s most gifted directors have
indeed sought access and found success (Ridley and Tony Scott, Adrian Lyne,
Alan Parker and Mike Figgis, to name but the most obvious). The linguistic
proximity helps, and British actors — often theatre-trained — have been among
the export assets the country has invested in Hollywood (and therefore made
internationally known) ever since the coming of sound. But producers, directors
of photography, sound technicians and other film specialists have also made
their way to Hollywood, increasingly so since the 1980s.™

British cinema thus has always been facing the United States, while its back,
so to speak, was turned to Europe. So why this interest in European cinema?
First of all, it responds to a dilemma, internal to universities, whose depart-
ments of modern languages have been under threat. From the mid-1980s on-
wards, their mainly literature-based language studies of French, Italian, Spanish
or German failed to enroll students in sufficient numbers. In many universities
the choice was a stark one: either close down departments altogether, or amal-
gamate them into European studies, and try to attract new students by drawing
on cultural studies, media studies and film studies, rather than relying solely on
literary authors and texts of similarly canonical authority. Yet the debate about
national cinema, and therefore also the thinking behind the books on European
cinema, continues a long tradition in Britain. Rather than originating only in the
hard-pressed areas of the humanities, the European dimension has accompa-
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nied the establishment of film studies in British universities since the 1970s. As a
question about what is typical or specific about a nation’s cinema, and its ob-
verse: “what is the function of cinema in articulating nationhood and fostering
the sense of belonging,” the debate owes it productive vitality in Britain to a
conjuncture that could be called the “interference history” between film studies,
television studies and cultural studies. Several phases and stages can be identi-
fied in this history, and they need to be recapitulated, if one is to understand
what is at stake also in any substantive move from national cinema to what I
am calling “New Cinema Europe,” and to appreciate what new knowledge this
move can be expected to produce. Paradoxically, it may have been the very fact
that by the mid-1990s the discussion around national cinema had - depending
on one’s view — hardened into dogma or reached a generally accepted consen-
sus around a particular set of arguments that encouraged the desire to concep-
tualize the field differently, or at the very least to signal such a need.

National Cinema: Essentialism vs. Constructivism

The first signs of a renewed debate around national cinema in Britain took place
in the early 1980s, on the fringes of emerging film studies, as part of a polemic
about the relation between two kinds of internationalism: that of Hollywood
and its universalizing appeal, and that of a counter-cinema avant-garde, op-
posed to Hollywood, but also thinking of itself as not bound by the nation or
national cinema, especially not by “British cinema.” At that point the problem
of nationality played a minor role within academic film studies, compared to
the question of authorship and genre, semiology, the psychoanalytic-linguistic
turn in film theory, and the rise of cine-feminism. With the shift from classical
film studies to cultural studies, however, the idea of the “nation” once more
became a focus of critical framing, almost on a par with class and gender.
Broadly speaking, the term “national cinema” thus fed on oppositional energies
derived from the avant-garde and the new waves, in parallel to the more socio-
logical attempts to critically identify what was typical about domestic main-
stream cinema and the ideology of its narratives. Yet it also responded to the
changing function of cinema and television, each “addressing” their audience
as belonging to the “nation.” These were potentially contradictory agendas,
and for a time it was the contradictions that marked the vitality of the debate.
Cultural studies, for instance, took a resolutely constructivist approach to
analyzing the nation as “produced” by television, just as it did with respect to
gender or race. But from a historical perspective, the classic analyses of national
cinemas were on the whole “essentialist,” meaning that they looked to the cin-
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ema, its narratives, iconography or recurring motifs with the expectation that
they could reveal something unique or specific about a country’s values and
beliefs, at once more authentic and more symptomatic than in other art forms
or aspects of (popular) culture. It makes Siegfried Kracauer’s study of the cin-
ema of the Weimar Republic From Caligari to Hitler (1947) the founding text for
such a study of national cinema. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, his blend of
sociology, group psychology, and metropolitan-modernist fieldwork ethnogra-
phy influenced many studies that purported to investigate the “national” char-
acter of a country’s cinema, and it yielded some remarkable books on the sociol-
ogy of cinema, but it also influenced — more indirectly — Donald Richie’s
volumes on Japanese Cinema or Raymond Durgant’s A Mirror for England. One
could call this the period when national cinema connoted a nation’s unconscious
deep-structure, the reading of which gave insights about secret fantasies, political
pressure points, collective wishes and anxieties. The danger of this approach
was not only essentialism regarding the concept of national identity: it also
risked being tautological, insofar as only those films tended to be selected as
typical of a national cinema which confirmed the pre-established profile.
Grounded in sociology, such studies used the cinema for the distillation of na-
tional stereotypes or significant symbolic configurations, such as the father-son
relations in German cinema, contrasted with the father-daughter relationships
of French cinema." Narratives of national cinema in this sense pre-date the Eu-
ropean nouvelles vagues, and besides Kracauer and Durgnat, one could name
Edgar Morin and Pierre Sorlin in France, or the social anthropologists Martha
Wolfenstein and Nathan Leites in the US. From within film studies, these writ-
ings stand apart from the aesthetics of “auteur cinema,” indeed they are almost
diametrically opposed to them, which may be one of the reasons “national cin-
ema” returned on the agenda, when the author as auteur-artist began to be de-
constructed in the 1990s, and cinema was seen as a differently generated social
text, not cohering around the director.

Three essays in the early 1980s re-launched the debate around national cin-
ema in Britain and the US, broadly in the context of so-called “revisionist film
history.” The first was by Ed Buscombe, “Film History and the Idea of a Na-
tional Cinema” (1981), the second was my “Film History: Weimar Cinema and
Visual Pleasure” (1982), and the third was Philip Rosen’s “History, Textuality,
Narration” (1984)."> Ed Buscombe’s short essay from 1981 is still a landmark in
the debate. It addressed the problems of British cinema vis-a-vis Hollywood
and documented the initiatives taken by the film industry and a succession of
Britain’s top producers (A. Korda, J.A. Rank and L. Grade) to break into the US
market between the 1940s and 1960s. But Buscombe also made clear his own
dissatisfaction with the anti-British, anti-national cinema stance taken by the
theoretical journal Screen. Significantly, perhaps, his essay was first published
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in the Australian Journal of Screen Theory, more sympathetic to Lukacsian Marx-
ism and Lucien Goldman’s “genetic” structuralism than to Althusser and
Lacan. Phil Rosen’s essay from 1984 compared Kracauer’s assumptions about
national cinema with those of Noel Burch, who had just published a major
study on another national cinema, that of Japan, using formal criteria and theo-
retical concepts quite different from those of Kracauer. Rosen is resolutely con-
structivist, asking whether it was textual coherence that allowed the national
audience to (mis-)perceive an image of itself in the cinema, or on the contrary, if
it was the gaps and fissures of the text that were most telling about the nation
and its fantasies of identity.

These essays (to which one should add a polemical piece by Geoffrey Nowell-
Smith)** are in a way indicative of the directions that the national cinema debate
in Britain was to take in the following decade. But before sketching this trajec-
tory, it should be noted that a key moment in consolidating the constructivist
paradigm was the appearance of a book that seemed to speak to a central
doubt, before this doubt was even fully conscious, namely, how decisive finally
are the media in soliciting one’s identification with the nation and in shaping a
country’s national identity? Are not other social structures (such as the family),
geography (the place one comes from), a particular religious faith (Christianity,
Islam) or loyalty to a certain shared past (national history) far more significant?
Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities came to the rescue, offering at once
empirical evidence, a historical precedent, and an elegantly formulated synth-
esis of traditional anthropological fieldwork and thorough familiarity with
Foucault’s Archaeology of Knowledge. Anderson’s slim book on colonial and post-
colonial nation-building and identity formation in what became Indonesia an-
swered the problem, barely posed, about the status of the media in the national
identity debate, by making a convincing case for constructivism as a method,
and by unequivocally giving the media — in Anderson’s case, the print media —
a crucial role in narrating the nation. Conveniently for scholars, Anderson also
emphasized the power of pedagogy (teachers, bureaucrats, people of the word)
in fashioning the nation as an imaginary, but nonetheless effective scaffolding of
personal and group identity. According to Anderson: “nations” are constructed
by intellectuals, journalists, pedagogues, philologists, historians, archivists who
were “carefully sewing together dialects, beliefs, folk tales, local antagonisms
into the nationalist quilt.”*

The book’s extraordinary success in cultural and media studies departments
may best be explained in terms of the productive misreading and creative mis-
applications its central thesis lent itself to, insofar as media studies needed
Anderson’s arguments more than his arguments needed media studies. For
even if one disregards the problem of the media in question being quite differ-
ent (newspapers, books, instead of cinema and television), there was another
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problem in applying the concept of imagined communities as anything other
than a metaphor: Anderson was dealing with the workings of colonial power,
which included the bureaucratic, as well as the coercive infrastructure that went
with it. So while at one level, not many parallels can be drawn between the
introduction of compulsory education or daily newspapers in Dutch East India
and, say, home-grown film production in West European countries, at another
level, the transformations which European countries were undergoing after the
end of the Cold War in the 1990s with respect to their cultures becoming multi-
cultural, their populations transnational and their politics post-national, did
make Anderson’s historical study of Indonesia appear to be the key to a situa-
tion only just evolving in Europe.

Ed Buscombe’s essay associated the return to the idea of national cinema
neither with a discursively constructed national imaginary, nor with post-colo-
nialism. His ostensible starting point was the decline in popularity and rele-
vance of Britain’s mainstream popular cinema. He criticized the rather faltering
and — according to him — often misdirected efforts to create a British art- and
counter-cinema, and instead, pleaded for a more accessible “middlebrow” Brit-
ish cinema that neither went for the lowest common denominator of Britishness
(embodied in the CARRY ON comedies) nor for the structuralist-materialist,
Brecht-inspired efforts of the British avant-garde movements, identified with
the names of Peter Gidal, Steve Dwoskin, Peter Wollen and Laura Mulvey.
Looking at the British cinema that did become successful internationally from
the mid-1980s onwards into the new century — the already mentioned “heri-
tage” genre in the shape of Merchant-Ivory adaptations of Edwardian literature,
films based on Shakespeare (his plays and his “life”), costume dramas, filmed
Jane Austen novels and Hugh Grant comedies — Buscombe’s wish for well-
made films seems to have come true, maybe with a vengeance. In between, the
debate about the British-ness of British cinema flared up several times more. For
instance, it became virulent a few years after Buscombe’s piece, when it ap-
peared as if, with CHARIOTS OF FIRE winning at the Oscars, and its producer,
David Puttnam, embarking on a (brief) career as a Hollywood studio boss, Brit-
ain had finally made it into the Hollywood mainstream. This proved an illusion
or self-delusion. In 1984, The Monthly Film Bulletin commissioned three articles
to assess the hangover that followed, with Ray Durgnat, Charles Barr, and my-
self as contributors. Durgnat, updating his socio-cultural analyses from A Mir-
ror for England once more tried to read, in the manner of a more acerbic and
canny Kracauer, the national mood from the films. He detected in 1980s cinema
a Thatcherite politics of style and status over substance, and noted how middle-
class upward mobility covered itself with a mixture of cynicism and self-irony.
Barr pointed out how inextricably British cinema was now tied to television,
financially and institutionally as well as in its mode of address, and what the
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contradictory consequences were of artificially wishing to keep them separate.
My own contribution to the debate (“Images for Sale”) is, as already mentioned,
reprinted in the collection here. Focusing on a double perspective — the view
from within, and the view from without — it tried to test around the British
“renaissance” of the 1980s, the paradigm of self and the (significant) other, first
elaborated by me around Weimar Cinema and the New German Cinema.

The idea of a national self-image specific to the cinema and yet with distinct
contours in each national media culture is therefore — for better or worse — dif-
ferent from Anderson’s imagined communities.™ If extended beyond the media
of print, journalism and bureaucracy, and if aimed at “developed” rather than
“emerging” nations, Anderson’s scheme would be likely to apply to television
more than to the cinema. Indirectly, I tested this hypothesis, too, with an article
on British television in the 1980s, written under the impact of deregulation and
after the founding of Channel Four (“Television through the Looking Glass”).
Face to face with US television and a new domestic channel, both the BBC and
its commercial counterpart, ITV began addressing the nation differently. No
longer playing the pedagogue, British television found itself at the cusp of not
quite knowing whether to address its viewers as part of the national audience
(and thus in the mode of civic citizenship), or as members of ever more sharply
segmented consumer groups who all happen to live in the same country, but
otherwise have different tastes in food and fashion, different sexual preferences,
different ethnic backgrounds, faiths and even languages.

From National Cinema to Cinema in Europe

The changing function of television with respect to national self-representation
might nonetheless be a useful pointer, when trying to understand the move
from national cinema to European cinema. For once one accepts that “European
cinema” cannot merely be either the historically conventionalized accumulation
of national cinemas (most of which have been in commercial decline since the
early 1980s) or the equally conventionalized enumeration of outstanding direc-
tors (however crucial filmmakers like Jean-Luc Godard, Wim Wenders, Pedro
Almodévar, Lars von Trier, Peter Greenaway or Krzysztof Kieslowski are in
connoting “Europe,” above and beyond their national identity) then the criteria
for what is meant by “European” have yet to be found and defined. The ques-
tion is the one that already lay at the heart of the national cinema debate. How
representative are films produced in the various countries of Europe for either
the idea of nation or state? Alternatively, what role can the cinema play in
furthering social goals or political ideals such as European integration, multi-
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cultural tolerance and a sense of “European” identity that is supra-national but
nonetheless committed to common civic values? If the former risks being tauto-
logical — for what is a “representative” European film? — the latter may also
receive a disappointing answer.

Philip Schlesinger, for instance, has claimed that the cultural argument so of-
ten put forward at GATT or WTO meetings about the need to defend the dis-
tinctiveness of European audiovisual production against the demand for free
trade and liberalized markets, lacks empirical proof and is short on factual evi-
dence. According to him, it is a fallacy to assume that just because the electronic
media — notably television — are ubiquitous, they necessarily have an impact on
a population’s attitudes and behavior."” And yet, the “power of the media” has
become such a deeply entrenched notion when discussing the future of liberal
democracies, the existence of a public sphere, multiculturalism, religion or any
other issue of social, political or humanitarian concern, that it poses the question
if it is not television that is the barely acknowledged but structuring absence of
national cinema, as it loses its representational role. Any future thinking about
cinema in Europe would then also have to “face up to” the electronic and digital
media, rather than stay “face to face” with the blockbuster, as the constantly
invoked “threat” to European cultural identity and national diversity.

More simply put, privileging (national) television as the interface of European
cinema in the 1990s suggests a more modest agenda than that implied by the
post-1945 national cinemas of auteurs and new waves. But it has the advantage
of taking account of the actual nature of film production, even in countries that
have or have had a viable indigenous film industry. At least since the 197o0s,
films in most European countries have been financed by pooling very mixed
sources, arranged under diverse co-production agreements, with television
playing the key role as both producer and exhibitor of feature films. Channel
Four in Britain, ZDF’s Das Kleine Fernsehspiel in Germany,® the VPRO in the
Netherlands, and Canal + in France have nurtured a European cinema in the
absence of a national film industry, allowing such television-produced films the
chance of a theatrical release before being broadcast. This model, dependent as
it was on the existence of either publicly funded television or on commercial
broadcasters with a public service or arts programming remit, proved to be
both highly successful if one thinks of the films it made possible, and transi-
tional, if looked at from the increasing pressure from ratings that the remnants
of public service television came under in the latter half of the decade. As a
consequence, all the bodies just named have drastically scaled back their invol-
vement in feature film production in the new century. Film production in
Europe has had to re-orient itself, by looking for another economic model. As
will be argued more fully in the next chapter, a different structure of financing,
production, distribution and exhibition has become the norm in Europe from
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that which obtained during the first phase of the new waves, where national
and transnational producers such as Pierre Braunberger and Carlo Ponti were
able to finance auteurs’ films alongside more directly commercial projects. But
the current model also differs from the ‘cultural mode of production’ as it
emerged in the 1970s and 8os, when national governments, especially in Ger-
many and France, substantially funded an auteur cinema either by direct subsi-
dies, prizes and grants, or indirectly, via state-controlled television. The new
model, for which one could coin the term ‘European post-Fordism’, to indicate
the salient elements: small-scale production units, cooperating with television
as well as commercial partners, and made up of creative teams around a produ-
cer and a director (as in the case of Figment Films, founded by Andrew and
Kevin Macdonald, who teamed up with Danny Boyle to make SHALLOW GRAVE
and TRAINSPOTTING, or Zentropa, the company founded by Peter Aalbaeck
Jensen and Lars von Trier), originated in Britain in the 1980s, with Palace
Pictures (Nik Powell, Paul Webster, Steve Woolley and director Neil Jordan)"
perhaps the best-known of this brand of high-risk ventures. Since then, similar
units have emerged around all the major European directors, such as Tom
Tykwer (X-Film Creative Pool, Berlin), Fatih Akin (Wiiste-Film, Hamburg) or
ex-director Marin Karmitz’s MK Productions in Paris.

Post-National Cinema Europe?

Do these small-scale production units amount to a new post-national basis of
European cinema? Certainly not by themselves, since many of these units have
a national base and are as likely to cooperate with US firms or Asian directors as
with other European partners, but they nonetheless constitute one crucial ele-
ment in the jigsaw puzzle or network system. The other key ingredient is the
film festival circuit, discussed in the following chapter, which is indeed trans-
national and international. The third element to factor in again arises from a
national basis, but increasingly follows a trans-national European logic, more
specifically that of the European Union, which obliges member states to coop-
erate with each other in order to benefit from subsidies or protective legislation.
Compared to the political rules of the Union, where nations hand over part of
their sovereignty to Brussels, in order for Brussels to legislate transnationally, to
negotiate internationally (at WTO level) and to subsidize locally (via various
supra-national agencies and programs), cinema production in the European
Union is lagging behind. The most evident aspect of filmmaking and cinema
culture, where the European Union has had an impact is with regard to ques-
tions of co-production, tax regimes, copyright and especially on those vital
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issues of state funding: the European Union has for years been trying to “har-
monize” the various national film subsidy schemes and regulate the terms un-
der which individuals from different countries can work in the member states
industries and benefit from these schemes. Without unraveling the long and
complex history of the relations between cinema and the state in European
countries, one can see that what used to be nationally specific protectionism
has now become European protectionism, still mostly directed against Holly-
wo0d.*® In these trade disputes, the national is increasingly being invoked by
the European Union itself, usually coupled with the concept of cultural diver-
sity or claimed under the heading of devolved national specificity. Thus, in or-
der to buffer directors against the effects of unrestrained market forces, and to
cushion the blows from Hollywood competition, the appeal to a “national cin-
ema” gives leverage to a cultural protectionism that cuts both ways. While it
tries to shield film production from the full blast of the market, it also obliges
national governments to fund filmmaking: either as part of the national cultural
heritage and artistic patrimony, or for somewhat more prosaic reasons as a na-
tional skills- and crafts-based (or cottage) industry to support the knowledge
society of today and its integration into the global information societies of to-
morrow. The “national” thereby acquires a different meaning, in that it is
neither “essentialist” nor “constructivist” in the sense discussed above, but
“post-national”, that is, reintroduced for external use, so to speak, while sus-
pended within the European Union.

Having said this, it is worth insisting on a distinction already made earlier.
Much of this applies exclusively to the well-established subsidy schemes in
Western European countries. In Central and Eastern Europe, the post-Commu-
nist states in the 1990s have not only asserted their nationalism as a motor for
their cultural identity and political self-determination after the fake internation-
alism as well as fake nationalism of the Stalinist past. They have also come to
the fore with a renewed concern for a national cinema, shadowing the fact that
Western Europe underestimated the degree of militancy still inherent in the na-
tionalism in the Balkans and elsewhere. The break-up of Yugoslavia (Slovenia,
Croatia, Macedonia, Albania), the re-emergence of the Baltic States (Latvia,
Lithuania and Estonia), the split of Czechoslovakia into the Czech Republic and
Slovakia), and finally the newly independent states emerging from the former
Soviet Union (Georgia, Belarus, the Ukraine) have had more or less catastrophic
consequences for these countries’ respective film cultures. All of them used to
have an official film industry centrally administered. The filmmaker was, in cer-
tain crucial respects an employee of the state, and thus did not have to pursue
his or her production funds either through commercial production companies
or via the box office. Since the end of Communist rule, however, this central
funding has fallen away, and the profession has been struggling to re-organize
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itself along market lines. But since no West European country can sustain its
filmmaking activities without the various subsidy systems put in place during
the 1970s and 1980s, East European filmmakers are at a disadvantage, not hav-
ing equivalent schemes to fall back on in their respective countries.

While some filmmakers, notably from the countries of the former Yugoslavia
often have a very “post-national” attitude to cultural identity, others still prefer
to present themselves also in their cinema as “national.” They might be seen in a
counter-current to what has been said above, but they are also comparable to
the various regional, territorial or ethnic movements, which also in Western
Europe claim a distinct cinematic identity.*" In this respect Hungarian, Bulgar-
ian, or Romanian cinema, along with Basque or Irish cinema is — mutatis mutan-
dis — comparable with other parts of the world, where the post-colonial period
has seen cultural and ethnic identity-politics join forces with nationalism, to as-
sert autonomy and independence, and a return to local values in the face of a
globalized world.

This form of retroactive cinematic na-
tionalism would have to be correlated
with, but also distinguished from the way
the label “national” in the cinema has
come back in almost every European coun-
try as a form of branding, a marketing tool,
signifying the local — maybe here, too, re-
inventing the national - for external, i.e.,
global use. The already mentioned regio-
nal or metropolitan labels “Notting Hill”
(a popular, ethnically mixed district of
London) doubling as film title for a tourist
romance, the much-discussed “Scottishness” of TRAINSPOTTING, the Berlin-
effect of RUN LoLA RuUN, the feisty, feel-good movies with regional appeal (THE
FuLL MonTty, BrRassep OFF, BiLLy ELLIOT), the period piece novel adaptations
such as THE END oF THE AFFAIR, THE ENGLISH PATIENT and THE REMAINS OF
THE DAy are indicative of this tendency. The films’ signifiers of national, regional
or local specificity are clearly not “essentialist” in their assertions of a common
identity, however much they toy with nostalgic, parodic or pastiche versions of
such an identity. The films have developed formulas that can accommodate var-
ious and even contradictory signifiers of nationhood, of regional history or local
neighborhood street-credibility, in order to re-launch a region or national stereo-
type, or to reflect the image that (one assumes) the other has of oneself. To call
these processes of re-assignation of the nation “constructed” would equally
miss the point, insofar as the films openly display this knowledge of second
order reference. More appropriate might be to compare this ironic-nostalgic

TRAINSPOTTING



72 European Cinema: Face to Face with Hollywood

invocation to the tendency towards auto-ethnography or “self-othering” al-
ready noted. Compare, for instance, the phrase quoted in the previous chapter
from Wim Wenders” KINGs oF THE RoaAD about “the Yanks have colonized our
sub-conscious” with the scene in TRAINSPOTTING, where Renton despairs of
being Scottish: “We're the lowest of the fucking low, the scum of the earth, the
most wretched, servile, miserable, pathetic trash that was ever shat into civiliza-
tion. Some people hate the English, but I don’t. They're just wankers. We, on the
other hand, are colonized by wankers.” Such a double-take on self-loathing is
also a double-take on national identity, and marks the difference between
Wenders’ self-conscious assumption of his role as a German auteur, and TRAIN-
SPOTTING's post-national Scottishness. The two films bridge the gap and make
the link between the auteur cinema of the 1970s and the post-national European
cinema of the 1990s, on its way to becoming part of “world cinema” (also, as I
shall argue, entailing some form of self-othering, if mostly less sarcastic). It in-
dicates the extent to which such films now address themselves to world audi-
ences (including American audiences). Post-national pastiche as well as self-
othering represent more fluid forms of European identity, appealing to audi-
ences receptive to films from Britain, France, Germany or Spain. They can play
the role of the non-antagonistic other, against whom a national (or regional) cin-
ema does not assert its identity in difference, but to whom it presents itself as
the impersoNation of “difference.”

Beyond Constructivism: Commemorating a Common
Past?

There is another, at first glance quite different way in which a more top-down
version of re-instating the “national” as a valid and even vibrant incarnation of
the idea of “Europe” seems to work. It could be seen as the reverse side of the
tendency towards “heritage history” with local color or regional accents, dis-
cussed above, insofar as it, too, deals with the past, and with memory. To some
extent, it also refers to how European cinema can assert its difference from tele-
vision, important for its cultural status but, as we saw, difficult to sustain in
practice, when considering that the vast majority of films made in (Western)
Europe are either initiated, co-funded or co-produced by television.

The trend I am trying to describe that complements “heritage”, historical re-
construction and the nostalgic look at the national past has to do with the in-
creasing Europeanization of what previously were national days of commem-
oration, as well as adding to the calendar anniversaries with a distinct European
dimension. The day of mourning, for instance, for the victims of the Madrid
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railway bombing on 11 March is now widely reported in Europe’s media, and
10 May has been mooted as a European day for commemorating slavery. But
looming large in this enterprise is the period of fascism and the Second World
War, a deeply troubling legacy for Germany, but out of which, it would seem,
the whole of Europe is gradually fashioning a common past, in order to project
through it an identity and historical “destiny-as-legacy.” The moral and perhaps
even emotional center of this common past as common identity program is the
Holocaust. While thirty years ago, Auschwitz and the persecution of Jews was
still very much a catastrophe that the Germans had to show themselves repen-
tant and accountable for in the eyes of the world, the anniversaries of the so-
called “Kristallnacht,” or the (belated) resistance to Hitler by some of his officers
and generals, as well as the liberation of the camps or the end of the war have
since become European days for joint acts of reflection and solemn commem-
oration, where Europe can affirm its core values of democracy and commitment
to human rights, while condemning totalitarianism in all its forms. The very
negativity of the Holocaust as a human disaster and the lowest point of civiliza-
tion turning into barbarism, is now the moral ground on which European na-
tions can come together to affirm the statement “never again,” but also to admit
to a common responsibility for the events that happened more than sixty years
ago, by investigating the extent to which all of Europe to a greater or lesser
extent colluded with anti-Semitism and the destruction of the Jews in Europe.
Hitler, the war and the Holocaust are never out of the news and the media,
and Europe has many recurring anniversaries and special dates to draw on: the
D-Day landing, the bombing of Dresden, the Nuremburg trials as precursors to
the truth and reconciliation commissions or the International Court of Justice. In
these commemorations a historical as well as a symbolic Europe are forming
themselves, where Eastern Europe shares similar experiences with the West,
and where this shared past promises a joint future. It even seems that on such
occasions, victims and perpetrators, collaborators and survivors may come to-
gether in gestures of reconciliation and mutual recognition.**

The cinema has contributed its part to this commemorative Europe, but had
to be given a lead — some say regrettably — by Hollywood. Already in the 1970s,
German filmmakers complained that the Americans, by making a television ser-
ies called HoLocAusT (1978) had appropriated their history. Fifteen years later
Steven Spielberg was accused of trivializing the death camps with SCHINDLER'S
LisT (1993) and appropriating WWII with his SAVING PRIVATE RyaN (1997). Both
films were big successes with the European public, while not faring well with
the critics. Yet Spielberg’s iconography of death, destruction, loss and suffering
can now be found in almost every television reportage on a war or a human
disaster. The series HoLocAusT, it is often pointed out, allowed the German
Cinema to reinvent itself in the mid-1970s around films dealing with fascism
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(Syberberg, Kluge, Fassbinder, Schloendorff, von Trotta, Sanders-Brahms),
thereby for the first time attaining an international public. Similarly, in France
(Louis Malle, Francois Truffaut, Joseph Losey) and Italy (Luchino Visconti,
Bernardo Bertolucci, the Taviani Brothers), directors have made major contribu-
tions to “mastering the past” in ways that had often less to do with “writing
history” and more with the formation of a common European “memory.” Films
as different as Claude Lanzman’s SHOAH (1985) Lars von Trier’s EUROPA (1991),
Roberto Benigni’s LA VITA E BELLA (1997), Roman Polanski’s THE PIANIST (2002)
and many others have, irrespective of their specific aesthetic merits, put in place
an imaginary of European history that lends itself to pious gestures of public
commemoration at one end, and to clamorous controversy and scandal at the
other. The German cinema, for obvious reasons, is prone to produce both, ran-
ging more recently from Margarethe von Trotta’s well-intentioned but embar-
rassing ROSENSTRASSE (2003) and Schloendorff’s stiff THE NINTH DAY (2004)
about a resisting priest, to films like ENEMY AT THE GATES (Jean-Jacques
Annaud, 2001, about Stalingrad) and DErR UNTERGANG (Oliver Hirschbiegel
2004, about the last days of Hitler), where historians rather than film critics find
themselves called upon for media comment, earnestly discussing whether
Hitler can be depicted as human being. Next to these commercial productions,
there are more oblique, often politically risky and “incorrect” works, such as
Romuald Karmaker’s Das HIMMLER PROJEKT (2000), Lutz Hachmeister’s Das
GOEBBELS-EXPERIMENT (2004), Oskar Roehler’s DIE UNBERUHRBARE (2000),
Christian Petzold’s DIE INNERE SICHERHEIT (2000) — the last two titles not di-
rectly about fascism or the Holocaust, but showing how the ghosts of each na-
tion’s past haunt the present, and how important the cinema as the medium of
different temporalities can be in showing Europe “working on its memories.”
There is, of course, no inevitable congruence between the official calendar of
commemoration — often acts of state — and the cinema, re-articulating the na-
tional past around different markers of the national. Among these markers, gen-
eral period settings — Edwardian England, France under the Occupation, Berlin
in the early 1930s — are more prominent than specific historical events, and even
then, the period often figures in the context of negotiating other issues, such as
class, gender or sexual identity. This is the case with some of the films just men-
tioned, such as Visconti’s “German Trilogy,” James Ivory’s THE REMAINS OF THE
DAy, and includes the filmed novels or biographies of Jane Austen, E.M. Foster,
Edith Wharton, Henry James and Virginia Woolf. But the new cultural studies
or popular memory agendas also change the perspective we now have on the
cinema of the 1940s and 50s. Films that according to the traditional canon were
previously dismissed as routine and commercial, have become the classics or
cult films of contemporary movie lovers, rediscovering the popular culture of
their parents (Jean Gabin, the films of David Lean) or even grandparents (BRIEF
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ENCOUNTER, Zarah Leander), and making these films the veritable lieux de mém-
oire of the nation and of national identity. In Germany, a film from 1944 called
Die FEUERZANGEN-BOWLE and featuring the hugely popular Heinz Rithmann,
has become just such a rallying point for the retroactive nation. Not only is it
broadcast every Christmas on television; university students show it on the big
screen in specially hired halls, with audiences dressing up and miming favorite
scenes in the Rocky HORROR PICTURE SHOW manner. The extraordinary reva-
luation that the British cinema has undergone in the past two decades is also
partly based on such a revision of the criteria applied to the films rather than
the choice of films themselves. Coupled with the incessant memory work done
by television, through its documentary output (which is, of course, often in sync
with the state’s policy of commemorative history), media memory is now one of
the major ways in which the nation is “constructed,” but also spontaneously
“re-lived”: not least because so much of this tele-visual media memory draws
on eyewitness accounts, personal reminiscences, family photos, home movies
and other forms of period memorabilia accessible to all. In this respect, televi-
sion does work from the “bottom up,” weaving together a new synthetic and
yet “authentic” fabric of the past, which corresponds to and yet inverts the
“quilt” of the nation that Anderson mentions in Imagined Communities as
patched together by the bureaucratic-pedagogic establishment.*

Reconceptualizing National Cinemas

The other extreme of the “post-national” national cinema would be a commer-
cial producer’s perspective, who like many a European entrepreneur, will uti-
lize to the full the EU provisions for subsidies, tax-breaks and other community
measures designed to minimize his business risk, in this case, of making films
for an unpredictable internal market and with few export sales opportunities
other than into the world’s niche markets, namely art houses, public service
television, and DVD-sales. Films produced in this way, i.e., European in their
legal status, insofar as they enjoyed forms of subsidy and are bound to the con-
tractual obligations that flow from them, would normally be co-productions,
and have the country codes of several states in their production credits. Lars
von Trier’s EUROPA, for instance, has five of these (Denmark, Sweden, Germany,
France, Switzerland), Kieslowski’s THREE COLOURS: BLUE has three (France, Po-
land, Switzerland), and CHOCOLAT, set in France and directed by a Swede is a
UK/US co-production, with no French input. In other words, such films would
still have to declare their nationality in all kinds of other ways: for instance, by
their stars, their settings and story. For audiences, finally, the criteria of choice
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are different still: they might recognize the name of a star, say Juliette Binoche,
and think of BLUE and CHOCOLAT as French films, belonging together because
of Binoche. EurROPA may look to them like a German film, because of its setting
and Barbara Sukowa, known from her roles in
Fassbinder’s films. But what would such a
spectator make of BREAKING THE WAVES or
DANCER IN THE DARK? British the first, Ameri-
can the second? Then what are Catherine
Deneuve and Bjork doing in DANCER IN THE
Dark? Cinephiles, of course, will know that
these are Lars von Trier films and associate
them with Denmark, a nationality label that
only the production credits will confirm, but
not the language nor setting.

These perhaps exceptional examples nonetheless indicate that national cin-
ema has become a floating designation, neither essentialist nor constructivist,
but more like something that hovers uncertainly over a film’s “identity.” The
national thus joins other categories, such as the opposition posited between
mainstream films featuring stars, and art cinema identified by a directorial per-
sonality; popular genre films versus documentary style and psychological rea-
lism. All these binary divides no longer seem to work, since a broader spectrum
of possibilities now minimizes the differences between independent cinema, au-
teur cinema, art cinema, mainstream so that the great loser is national cinema,
for which there hardly seems any space, recognition, or identity left at all, when
looked at from the audiences” perspective. What may be distinctly European is
the seemingly ever-widening gap between European countries’ cinema culture
(the films their audiences like and get to see) and the same countries film pro-
duction, where some films are made for the festival circuits and rarely if ever
reach other screens, while others are produced by and for television. Only a
minority of European productions has the budgets, stars and production values
even to try to reach an international mainstream audience, and often enough
these films fail in their aim, not least because it means they have to disguise
themselves to look and sound as if they were American.

Thus, when differentiating along the classical (mainstream) categories of pro-
duction, distribution and exhibition, in order to identify what is European cin-
ema, one ends up turning the definition of national cinema upside down, dis-
missing nationality as the least determining criterion. Rather than rounding up
different national cinemas or adding more and more qualifiers, one could start
with a concept such as hybridity that immediately makes apparent the essen-
tially mixed or relational nature of the concept Cinema Europe. It, too, would
have the advantage of overcoming the conceptual deadlock between essential-

BREAKING THE WAVES
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ism and constructivism that typified discussions of national cinema from the
1960s to the 1980s. But what is served by falling back on the portmanteau words
of cultural studies, whose semantics may point in the right direction, but whose
formalism risks turning them into empty mantras? If the concept of national
cinema is to have any purchase at all, and be of use in understanding the shift
from national to European cinema, which in turn communicates with world cin-
ema, then we must be able to explore categories coming from outside the im-
mediate field.

This is to some extent what Stephen Crofts has tried to do, in his useful and
much-cited articles from 1993 (“Reconceptualizing National Cinema/s”) and
1998 (“Concepts of National Cinema”), where he sets out a number of taxo-
nomies.** Crofts, for instance, differentiates between seven types of (world) cin-
ema, ranging from the Hollywood model to Third Cinema. The categories most
interesting from a European perspective are those of art cinema, popular indi-
genous cinema, totalitarian cinema, and regional/ethnic cinema. While such a
scheme at first also looks very formalist, it does allow one to draw significant
parallels that often cut across geography and social systems, when one thinks
how art cinema is a category valid for Sweden as well as for India, and that
ethnic/regional cinema can extend from Basque films made in Spain to Maori
films made in New Zealand, from Irish cinema to Chicano films in the US, from
Turkish directors making films in Germany to Moroccan films made in France
or Asian filmmakers entering the mainstream in Britain. It is from Crofts that I
have borrowed some of the concepts already briefly introduced, notably the
idea of a sub-state cinema.* This idea, to which I am adding the sub- and
supra-state levels of national identity, will be further pursued in the chapter
“Double Occupancy” where specific films will be read against the foil of differ-
ent political scenarios.

After the Historical Imaginary

As we have seen, much of the debate around national cinema is dominated by
two paradigms: that of essentialism versus constructivism, and the paradigm of
“otherness,” the fact that a sense of (national) identity always implies drawing
boundaries, and staking out the visible or invisible lines of inclusion and exclu-
sion. However hard a semiotically inclined mind may find it to abandon the
meaning-making power of binary pairs, from what has been said so far, such
strict oppositions cannot be maintained without some modification. While the
idea of the historical imaginary — which as indicated, runs through most of
the essays in the collection — is already an attempt to allow for the shifts and
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reversals in the relation of self to other, it is evident that this term, too, is depen-
dent on some version of identity as a relation to otherness (at the time intended
to combat essentialism, while not yielding to full-blown and ahistorical con-
structivism). I have tried to include a certain historical dynamic and asymmetry
in the power relations at work in the self-other relation, reflected in the section
titles, such as “border crossings,” “without passport,” or the way I trace the
relation of art cinema to counter-cinema to Hollywood via the detour of an ima-
ginary Third Cinema of neo-realism as magic realism.

Yet insofar as the essays do have a consistent conceptual-metaphoric basis, it
is indeed grounded in this self-other relationship, the cinematic look, the mirror
metaphor and the different affective, psychic and political architectures built on
it. As already explained in the introduction, the (two-way) mirror is something
like the master trope in my thinking about national cinema (Germany, Britain,
the Balkans) in relation to Hollywood or the West, but it is equally in evidence
in essays such as the one on Bergman and in “Women Filmmakers in the
1980s.” While I am therefore not disowning either the underlying assumptions
or the analyses thus obtained, I do want to signal that the historical situation of
cinema in Europe has changed since the 1990s, or rather, that the questions we
put to this cinema have changed, and that in pleading for a new approach I am
also revis(it)ing positions put forward elsewhere in the present collection.

I'began by looking at the sort of distinctions that are usually made about how
the national functions within the body politic (ranging from patriotism, to chau-
vinism, to racism) and in the media, sports, leisure, and popular culture (print,
television, cinema, popular music, football, food, tourism), where signifiers of
the national are constantly put in circulation in modes that range from the exo-
tic and the nostalgic, to the patronizing and the provocative. My central ques-
tion, thus, was to ask what the relation might be between the resurgence of
political nationalism in its contradictory, but also very modern or contemporary
character, and the increasing ubiquity and political power of audiovisual media,
notably television (and to a much lesser extent, the cinema).

The conclusion reached in this chapter has only answered the question above,
insofar as it has pointed to the difficulties of moving from national cinema to
European cinema with the concepts provided by the discipline of Film Studies.
The chapter appears to end on a negative note, suggesting that the debate
around national cinema may have exhausted its usefulness for the study of con-
temporary cinema in Europe. But this also contains the hope that both the es-
sentialist and the constructivist notion of national cinema can be superseded by
a new cognitive mapping of the hitherto central categories such as “nation”,
“state”, “identity” and “otherness” without either resorting to the formal-meta-
phoric level of in-between-ness and hybridity, or the generalized label of post-
modernism. If the premise of the present chapter is correct, namely that the
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relations between nation and state are, within Europe, shifting in particularly
paradoxical and countervailing ways, then the concepts of subjectivity and
identity, of history and temporality — with which the European cinema has been
identified at least since 1945 — are also changing. Such reflections provide more
reasons why it may be necessary to revise the concept of the historical imagin-
ary, based as it was on identification and address, and centered on the geome-
tries and architecture of the look, rather than on irony and voice, appropriation
and impersonation, painted faces and American accents. The New Cinema
Europe, if such an entity exists, cannot be defined as either essentialist or con-
structed in relation to nation and state, but neither will the mirroring effects of
self and other be sufficient to determine its identity. Indeed, the very concept of
identity, with respect to self, nation and Europe may no longer be apposite. The
hope is that new terms will emerge that can think cinema and Europe, indepen-
dent of nation and state while still maintaining a political agenda and an ethical
imperative. For the former, I shall look at the supra-national organization of the
European film business as manifested in the film festival circuit, and the nodes
that determine its functioning as a network; for the latter, I will choose a sub-
national perspective — above the individual and below the state — to explore
how specific films locate their protagonists and narratives in different forms of
intersubjectivity and mutual interdependence, while still speaking of inclusion
and exclusion. The central concepts will be those of occupancy rather than iden-
tity, of interference rather than mirroring. In both these respects — the festival
network as a determining factor of contemporary cinema and multiple identi-
ties as a determining factor of belonging — European films are not unique, for
these are characteristics that they share with films from Asia and the US. Maybe
the best reason for calling films European in the global context would finally be
their awareness not of what makes them different, but their reflexivity about
what makes them able to participate and communicate in the world’s cinema
cultures.

(2005)
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Film Festival Networks

The New Topographies of Cinema in Europe

Markers of Provenance, Strategies of Access

In the previous chapter, I argued that the “national” in European cinema has
become a second-order concept (“post-national”), in that it is now generally
mediated through the legislative and economic measures taken by the Euro-
pean Union to stimulate the audiovisual industries and promote their role in
the preservation of its heritage and patrimony. In the films themselves, refer-
ences to the nation, the region and the local have also become second-order
realities, whenever they function as self-advertisements for (the memorializable
parts of) the past, for lifestyle choices or for (tourist) locations. Films made in
Europe (and indeed in other smaller, film-produ-
cing nations) tend to display the markers of their
provenance quite self-consciously. The emphasis
on region, neighborhoods and the local in recent
successes such as THE FurL MoNTY, BILLY
ELLior, WOMEN ON THE VERGE OF A NERVOUS
BrREaAkDOWN, CINEMA PArRADISO, (GOODBYE
LENIN, AMELIE, provides access-points for the
international and global cinema markets, which
includes the national audience, thoroughly inter-
nationalized through the films on offer in
cineplexes and videotheques. The films" atten-
tion to recognizable geographical places and stereotypical historical periods
thus begin to echo Hollywood's ability to produce “open” texts that speak to a
diversity of publics, while broadly adhering to the format of classical narrative.”

Two further genres could be called post-national, but for opposite reasons.
One are films that appeal to a broad audience, but whose references are not to
place or region, nor to the national past. They locate themselves in the hermetic
media space of recycled genre formulas from 1960s commercial cinema and
1970s television, spoofed and satirized by television personalities who are

AMELIE
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popular with domestic audiences but difficult to export across the national or
language borders: the French Taxi films or Les VISITEURs would be examples,
paralleled in Germany and Austria by the “Bully” Herbig films (DER SCHUH DES
Manr1tu, UNSER TRAUMSCHIFF). The other post-national tendency would be the
cinéma du look, adopting the style norms of design and fashion. Different from
classical art cinema in that it breaks with the conventions of realism, this cinema
is not embarrassed by its affinities to high concept advertising (J. Beneix” D1va,
Tom Tykwer’s RuN LorLa RUN), nor does it shun accusations of pornography
(films like Patrice Chereau’s INTIMACY, the work of Catherine Breillat, Michael
Winterbottom’s NINE SONGS). Style and subject matter ensure that the films tra-
vel more easily across national boundaries, and by appealing to universalized
Eurochic values of erotic sophistication, adult emotion and sexual passion, they
even have a chance to enter the American market.

But there is another way of transcending the national for European films,
while at the same time reinstating it as a second-order category, and thus be-
coming post-national: the international film festival. With respect to Europe,
the festival circuit, I want to claim, has become the key force and power grid in
the film business, with wide-reaching consequences for the respective function-
ing of the other elements (authorship, production, exhibition, cultural prestige
and recognition) pertaining to the cinema and to film culture. If, as will be ar-
gued in the subsequent chapter, television since the 1960s has largely taken over
from cinema the task of “gathering” the nation, addressing, as well as repre-
senting it, the question broached in this chapter is how the festival circuit, in its
turn, holds some of these manifestations of post-national cinema together, giv-
ing them a European dimension, at the same time as it makes them enter into
global symbolic economies, potentially re-writing many of the usual markers of
identity. As such, the film festival circuit presents both a theoretical challenge
and a historical “missing link” in our understanding of European cinema, not
just since 1945, but since the demise of the historical avant-garde in the 1930s.
On the theoretical plane, the answer may well lie not with the traditional con-
cepts of film studies, but in some version of modern system theory. On offer are
the auto-poetic feedback loops as proposed by Niklas Luhmann, Manuel
Castells” theory of the “space of flows”, the “actor-network-theory” of Bruno
Latour, or the theories of complex adaptive systems, centered on “emergence”,
“attractors” and “self-organization.”* However, here I shall mainly concentrate
on the history of the phenomenon and examine in passing some of its systemic
properties.

Festivals have always been recognized as integral to European cinema, but
they have rarely been analyzed as crucial also for the generation of the very
categories that here concern me: the author, national cinema, opposition to (or
“face to face with”) Hollywood. Characterized by geographical-spatial exten-
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sions (the sites and cities hosting such film festivals) and particular temporal
extensions (the sequential programming of the world’s major festivals to cover
the calendar year across the whole twelve-month annual cycle), the interna-
tional film festival must be seen as a network (with nodes, flows and exchanges)
if its importance is to be grasped. Could this network and its spatio-temporal
circuits be the motor that keeps European cinema at once stable and dynamic,
perpetually crisis-prone and yet surviving, frustratingly hard to understand for
the historian and so self-evident for the cinephile?

International Film Festivals

The annual international film festival is a very European institution. It was in-
vented in Europe just before the Second World War, but it came to cultural frui-
tion, economic stature, and political maturity in the 1940s and 1950s. Since then,
the names of Venice, Cannes, Berlin, Rotterdam, Locarno, Karlovy Vary, Ober-
hausen and San Sebastian have spelled the roll call of regular watering holes for
the world’s film lovers, critics and journalists, as well as being the marketplaces
for producers, directors, distributors, television acquisition heads, and studio
bosses.

The locations themselves have to be read symptomatically in relation to their
history, politics and ideology, that is, in their typically European contexts of
temporal layers and geographical sedimentation. Many of the best-known ve-
nues are sited in cities that compete with each other for cultural tourism and
seasonal events. In evidence are old spas that have lost their aristocratic clien-
tele, and now host a film festival usually just before or after the high tourist
season: Venice, Cannes, Locarno, Karlovy Vary, and San Sebastian are the ob-
vious off-season on-festival sites. Other festival cities are indicative of more ex-
plicitly political considerations, such as the Berlin Film Festival. It was a crea-
tion of the Cold War, and planned as a deliberate showcase for Hollywood
glamour and Western show business, meant to provoke East Berlin and to nee-
dle the Soviet Union. The documentary festival in Leipzig was the GDR’s coun-
ter-move, featuring films from Eastern Europe, Cuba and Latin America. It tried
to consolidate the “socialist” film front in the anti-fascist/anti-imperialist strug-
gle, while selectively inviting left-wing filmmakers from Western countries as
token comrades. Outside Europe, similar kinds of analyses could be made: Pu-
san, the main film festival in South Korea, was also the result of a “political”
gesture in that it began by copying the very successful International Hong
Kong film festival, and then subsequently played a major role in reviving Kor-
ean filmmaking as a national cinema. Yet for many Western visitors, put off by
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the sheer size of the Hong Kong festival, Pusan also became the portal for a first
contact with the other “new” Asian cinemas in the 1990s. The Toronto festival,
too, was a smartly calculated move to consolidate a “national” beachhead that
could brave the cultural barbarians south of the border, while rallying Canada’s
divided Francophone and Anglophone filmmaking communities around a com-
mon enemy, Hollywood. Other European festivals are located in industrial ci-
ties, some of whom over years, have been trying to repurpose and re-invent
themselves as cultural centers: such is the case of the short film festival in Ober-
hausen which brought film culture to a mining and heavy industry region,
while the International Film Festival Rotterdam has greatly contributed to
changing this city’s image, too: from being identified mainly with its giant con-
tainer port and a harbor that brings ashore goods from China and Asia while
servicing Europe in the past as the point of embarkation for hopeful New World
emigrants, Rotterdam has become a center of media, cinema and architecture. It
now is an equally important hub and node for other, more immaterial aspect of
the experience economy, building bridges between Asian cinema and European
audiences, a specialty of the Rotterdam festival for nearly two decades.

The tendency for formerly industrial cities to try and re-launch themselves as
capitals of culture is, of course, a much broader trend. It exceeds the phenomen-
on of film festivals and the continent of Europe. But precisely because of the
forces at work all over the developed world to renew inner cities and to infuse
new life into the urban fabric (often neglected over the previous half century, or
victim of the private motor car, the suburbs and centralized planning), the stra-
tegic importance of cultural events in general, and of film festivals in particular
for city-branding can scarcely be overestimated. At least two distinct develop-
ments overlap and intersect to re-valorize location and emplacement (the
“neighborhood” factor) in urban culture. Firstly, there is the phenomenon of
“cultural clustering.” Following Jane Jacobs’ studies of neighborhoods and
Sharon Zukin’s work on the interplay of cultural and economic factors around
New York’s loft culture in the 1980s, economists, urban planners and ethnogra-
phers of the contemporary city have begun to look at the “locally specific appre-
ciation of the changing interaction between culture (place) and commerce (mar-
ket) in today’s mixed economy of leisure, culture and creativity”.> As a
consequence, companies in the information, high-tech and knowledge indus-
tries, now seek “culture-rich environments” for their operational bases, in order
to attract the skilled workers and retain the discriminating staff they need to
stay competitive and innovative.* To keep these companies and their employ-
ees, cities feature their perceived location advantages (housing, transport, ame-
nities, infrastructure) by extending them into a total city-concept, in which lo-
cality and neighborhood play a special role. Secondly (and not without a certain
tension with this idea of the local) the most economically attractive part of the
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population are not the ethnic clusters of traditional urban neighborhoods, but
the yuppies, dinkies, empty nesters, bobos and their likes. Their collective lever-
age is such that key service industries rely on their purchasing power, leading to
something known as the “Bridget Jones economy”.> To cater for this new eco-
nomic class, municipal or metropolitan authorities try to endow their city with
the sense of being a site of permanent, ongoing events. Complementing the ar-
chitecturally articulated urban space with a temporal dimension, the built city
turns thus into, and is doubled by, the “programmed” — or programmable - city.
In this endeavor, major temporary exhibitions and annual festivals are a key
ingredient in structuring the seasonal succession of city events across the calen-
dar year. Among different kinds of temporary events and festivals, a special role
accrues to the international film festival, at once relatively cost effective, attract-
ing both the local population and visitors from outside, and helping develop an
infrastructure of sociability as well as facilities appreciated by the so-called
“creative class” that function all the year round.® Small wonder then, that the
number of festivals has exponentially increased in recent years. There are now
more film festivals in Europe alone than there are days in the year. No longer
just major capitals, off-season spas or refurbished industrial towns are in the
running. Often medium-sized cities, verging on the nondescript, decide to host
a film festival in order to boost their tourist attractions or stake a claim as a
regional cultural hub (e.g., Brunswick in Germany, Bradford in Britain).”

These two components, the cultural clustering of the Bridget Jones economy,
and a determination to consider the urban space as programmable and cyclical,
provide salient elements for understanding the sheer quantity of film festivals.
They do not explain the network effects that international film festivals now
realize for the global media markets. Here, the quantity produces consequences
that are at first glance contradictory: host cities compete with each other regard-
ing attractiveness of the location, convenience for international access and ex-
clusivity of the films they are able to present. The festivals also compete over
the most desirable dates in the annual calendar. But at another level, they com-
plement each other along the same axes. Competition raises standards, and
adds value to the films presented. Competition invites comparison, with the
result that festivals resemble each other more and more in their internal organi-
zation, while seeking to differentiate themselves in their external self-presenta-
tion and the premium they place on their (themed) programming. They also
need to make sure they follow each other in a pre-established sequence, which
allows their international clients — producers, filmmakers, journalists — to travel
comfortably from one A festival to the next.®

Optimizing its respective local advantages, each festival thus contributes to
the global network effect, offsetting the negative consequences of competition
(over the finite number of films and timing) with the positive effects of familiar
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format and recognition value, while giving innovative programmers the oppor-
tunity to set trends, or to come up with concepts taken over by others. From the
perspective of the films (or rather, their makers) these properties of festivals
constitute essential elements in the grid of expectations: films are now made for
festivals, in the way that Hollywood during the studio era made its films for the
exclusivity release dates of first run picture palaces. Considered as a global net-
work, the festival circuit constitutes the exhibition dates of most independent
films in the first-run venues of the world market, where they can gather the
cultural capital and critical prowess necessary to subsequently enter the na-
tional or local exhibition markets on the strength of their accumulated festival
successes. No poster of an independent film can do without the logo of one of
the world’s prime festivals, as prominently displayed as Hollywood produc-
tions carry their studio logo.

Film festivals thus make up a network with nodes and nerve endings, there is
capillary action and osmosis between the various layers of the network, and
while a strict ranking system exists, for instance between A and B festivals, po-
liced by an international federation (FIAPF), the system as a whole is highly
porous and perforated. There is movement and contact between regional and
international ones, between specialized/themed ones and open-entry ones; the
European festivals communicate with North American festivals, as well as
Asian and Australian ones. Some festivals are “outsourced”, such as the one in
Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso, largely organized and financed from Paris and
Brussels, but which functions as the prime space for defining, endorsing and
displaying what counts as legitimate African cinema, Anglophone as well as
Francophone.® Other festivals are festivals of festivals (“bests of the fests”), such
as the London Film Festival that brings to the city’s filmgoers the pick of the
annual festival favorites, but attracts fewer journalists and international visi-
tors.™

So tightly woven has this web become, so spontaneously organized are the
interactions between the various “network actors,” that in its totality the film
festival circuit provides the structures and interchanges permitting both chance
and routine to operate. Taken together and in sequence, festivals form a cluster
of consecutive international venues, to which films, directors, producers, pro-
moters and press, in varying degrees of density and intensity, migrate, like
flocks of birds or a shoal of fish. And not unlike these natural swarm phenom-
ena (closely studied by theorists of complex adaptive systems), the manner in
which information travels, signals are exchanged, opinion hardens and, consen-
sus is reached at these festivals appears at once to be thrillingly unpredictable
and yet to follow highly programmed protocols. The criteria governing selec-
tion, presentation, news coverage and awards, for instance, may seem arbitrary
and opaque, but patterns are quickly perceived. It suffices to take half a dozen
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catalogues from different festivals, read the description of the films, or the
speeches that go with the prizes, and do a semantic analysis: no more than a
dozen or so words make up the evaluative and classificatory vocabulary needed
to categorize the vast majority of festival films. This informal lexical stability
complements the ever-increasing organizational similarity between festival,
and both counteract the temporary nature and variable locations of festivals.

As one of the baselines that allow one to reconstruct the dynamics that today
govern the production, distribution and reception of independent films, the fes-
tival circuits hold the keys to all forms of cinema not bound into the global
Hollywood network. But one can go further: the festival circuit is also a crucial
interface with Hollywood itself, because taken together, the festivals constitute
(like Hollywood) a global platform, but one which (unlike Hollywood) is at one
and the same time a “marketplace” (though perhaps more like bazaar than a
stock exchange), a cultural showcase (comparable to music or theatre festivals),
a “competitive venue” (like the Olympic Games), and a world body (an ad-hoc
United Nations, a parliament of national cinemas, or cinematic NGO's, consid-
ering some of the various festivals’ political agendas). In other words, festivals
cluster a combination of economic, cultural, political, artistic and personality-
based factors, which communicate with and irrigate each other in a unique
kind of arena. It explains why this originally European phenomenon has glob-
alized itself, and in the process has created not only a self-sustaining, highly
self-referential world for the art cinema, the independent cinema and the docu-
mentary film, but a sort of “alternative” to the Hollywood studio system in its
post-Fordist phase. It first and foremost sets the terms for distribution, market-
ing and exhibition, yet to an increasing extent it regulates production as well,
determined as this is in the non-Hollywood sector by the global outlets it can
find, rather than by the single domestic market of its “country of origin”. Seeing
how they compete for and are dependent on a regular annual supply of inter-
esting, innovative or otherwise noteworthy films, it is no wonder that the more
prestigious among the world’s festivals increasingly offer competitive produc-
tion funds, development money as prizes, or organize a “talent campus” (Ber-
lin), in order to bind new creative potential to a particular festival’s brand im-
age. It means that certain films are now being made to measure and made to
order, i.e., their completion date, their opening venue, their financing is closely
tied in with a particular festival’s (or festival circuit’s) schedules and many film-
makers internalize and target such a possibility for their work. Hence the some-
what cynical reference to the genre of the “festival film”, which names a genu-
ine phenomenon but also obscures the advantages that the creation of such a
relatively stable horizon of expectations brings. It ensures visibility and a win-
dow of attention for films that can neither command the promotional budgets
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of Hollywood films nor rely on a sufficiently large internal market (such as In-
dia) to find its audience or recoup its investment.""

A Brief History of European Film Festivals

The global perspective taken here on the festival phenomenon needs to be con-
textualized by a brief reference to the history of the European film festivals.
They were, initially, highly political and nationalistic affairs. The Venice film
festival, for instance, as has often been pointed out, was set up as a combination
of a charm offensive on the part of the Italian Hotel Association and of a propa-
ganda exercise by Benito Mussolini in 1932. So strong was the pro-fascist bias of
Venice by the end of the decade, that the French decided to found a counter-
festival:

In those days, the [Venice] festival and its awards were as much about the national
prestige of the participating countries as it was about the films. As World War II
edged closer, the awards began to noticeably favor the countries of the fascist alliance,
particularly Germany and Italy. In 1939, France was tipped to win the festival’s top
prize with Jean Renoir’'s LA GRANDE ILLUusION. However, the Golden Lion (known
back then as the Coppa Mussolini) ended up being jointly awarded to a German film
called OrLympIA (produced in association with Joseph Goebbels” Ministry of Propa-
ganda), and Italy’s LuciaNO SERRA, PILoTa, made by Mussolini’s own son. The
French were of course outraged and withdrew from the competition in protest. Both
the British and American jury members also resigned to voice their displeasure at the
destruction of artistic appreciation by the hand of politics and ideology."*

Another festival that owes its existence to political controversy and municipal
rows is the Locarno film festival in Switzerland, which took over from Lugano,
itself founded as a continuation of Venice during the war years. Locarno started
in 1946, just days ahead of the opening of the Cannes festival.”> The Karlovy
Vary festival, too, was started in 1946, as a direct initiative on the part of the
newly nationalized Czech film industry to have a showcase for “socialist” film
production.

In the post-WWII years, Venice and Cannes came to a more amicable arrange-
ment, joined in 1951 by the Berlin Film Festival, as already indicated, also the
result of a political decision.” For almost two decades — until 1968 — these three
A-festivals divided up the year’s cinematographic production, handing out
Golden Lions, Golden Palms, and Golden Bears. Typical of this first phase were
the national selection committees, in which the film industry representatives
occupied important positions, because they decided the nominations. They
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chose the films that represented their country at the festivals, much like national
committees select the athletes who compete at the Olympic Games." Such poli-
tical-diplomatic constraints notwithstanding, it was at these festivals, and above
all at Cannes, that the great auteurs of the European cinema — Rossellini, Berg-
man, Visconti, Antonioni, Fellini — came to prominence and fame.™® The same
goes for two of the grand exiles of cinema: Luis Bunuel and Orson Welles, both
of whom were honored in Cannes after low points in their trans-national ca-
reers. The Indian director Satyajit Ray won at Cannes and there garnered fame
as an internationally recognized auteur. Less well known perhaps is the fact that
practically all the European new waves also owed their existence to the film
festivals. Cannes in this respect has — ever since the festival of 1959 made stars
out of Frangois Truffaut and Jean-Luc Godard and created the Nouvelle Vague —
acted as the launching platform. For instance, it was imitated by a group of
mostly Munich filmmakers who declared their own New Wave, the Young Ger-
man Cinema at the short film and documentary festival of Oberhausen in 1962,
while the Dogma group deliberately and self-reflexively launched their famous
“vow of chastity” manifesto in Cannes in 1995.

By the mid-1960s, the European festival circuit consisted of half a dozen
A-festivals (to the ones already named have to be added Moscow/Karlovy Vary
and San Sebastian), and any number of B-festivals, mostly located along the
Mediterranean, the Adriatic and the French Atlantic coast. The major changes
in festival policy came after 1968, with Cannes once more the focal point, when
Truffaut and Godard took their protest against the dismissal of Henri Langlois
as head of the French Cinematheque to the 1968 festival edition, effectively for-
cing it to close. While Paris was in the throes of the May events, Cannes with its
foreign visitors was also shut down, and in the years that followed, sweeping
changes were made by adding more sections for first-time filmmakers, the di-
rectors’ fortnight (La Quainzaine des realisateurs) as well as other showcase side-
bars. Other festivals soon followed, and in 1971, for instance, Berlin incorpo-
rated a parallel festival, the International Forum of the Young Film."” But the
crucial change came in 1972, when it was decreed, again at Cannes, that hence-
forth the festival director had the ultimate responsibility for selecting the official
entries, and not the national committees. With this move, immediately followed
by the other festivals, Cannes set the template for film festivals the world over,
which — as mentioned — have largely synchronized their organizational struc-
tures and selection procedures while nonetheless setting different accents to
maintain their profile and identity."®

The shift in the selection process from country/nation to festival director also
implied changes in the way the European cinema came to be perceived: while
the smaller countries were able to come to international attention via the pro-
motion of a new wave (with auteurs now representing the nation, instead of the



Film Festival Networks 91

officials who selected the national entry), the gold standard of the European
festivals under the rule of Cannes became the auteur director. But not only for
small developing countries or European nations. Thus, for instance, the 1970s
was the decade of the young American auteurs: Robert Altman, Martin Scorsese,
Francis Coppola, along with the Europeans Ridley Scott, Louis Malle, John
Boorman, and Milos Forman, all of whom also worked with and for Holly-
wood. Cannes, in this respect presents a paradox: it is, as the most important
French cinema event, often prone to extreme anti-Hollywood sentiment and
utterances; but it is also the festival that has anointed more American directors
for subsequent status gain back in the US than any other venue. The 1980s saw
Cannes anoint German directors (Wim Wenders, Werner Herzog, R.W. Fassbin-
der) and Krzysztof Kieslowski, who won the Golden Palm in 1988, and in the
1990s, Chinese directors (Zhang Yimou, Chen Kaige). Throughout the decades,
Cannes remained the kingmaker of the festival circuit, and retained the auteur
as the king pin at the center of the system, while stars, starlets and glamour
secured popular attention. “Hollywood on the Riviera” also added the film
market, at first unregulated and a venue for the growing pornography industry,
but from 1976 onwards Le Marché du film became more regulated and has not
ceased to grow in importance ever since.™

Nonetheless, the 1980s saw a shift in the traditional centers of gravity, with
the festivals in Asia (notably Hong Kong), in Australia (Sydney), but above all
North America (Sundance, Telluride, Montreal, Toronto) gaining in status,
eclipsing some of the European festivals and setting the global trends that are
followed by other, smaller festivals but which also influence national circuits of
distribution and local exhibition: the art houses and specialized venues. Cer-
tainly since the mid-199os, there have been few films without a festival prize or
extensive exposure on the annual festival circuit that could expect to attain
either general or even limited release in the cinema. The festivals — with some
degrees of difference in their ranking — act collectively as a distribution system
not so much for this or that film, from this or that country or director. Festivals
effectively select each year which films will fill the few slots that art-house cine-
mas or the dedicated screens of the multiplexes keep open for the minority in-
terest cinema. These are usually the titles that major distributors of “indepen-
dent” films such as Miramax (USA), Sony Pictures Classics (US), Castle
Communications (UK) or smaller ones such as Sixpack (Austria) or Fortissimo
(Netherlands) pick up at the festivals. The Weinstein Brothers, founders of
Miramax, with their very close ties to the Sundance Festival, are often seen as a
mixed blessing, because they have effectively transformed the interface between
art cinema, independent distribution, the multiplexes and mainstream Holly-
wood: beneficial some would argue, by pumping money and prestige into and
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through the system; baleful as others see it, by ruthlessly promoting their own
choices and even buying up films to suppress their being shown.**

Together with the winners of Cannes, Venice, Berlin, the Miramax titles thus
constitute the season’s mini-hits (or “indie blockbuster”), and they often do so,
on a global scale, for a world public.®” For just as one finds the same Hollywood
movies showing in cinemas all over the world, chances are that the same five or
six art cinema hits will also be featured internationally (titles like TaALk To HER,
Lost IN TRANSLATION, ELEPHANT, THE FAsT RUNNER, NoBOoDY KNOWS) as if
there is, with respect to cinema, only one single global market left, with merely
the difference in scale and audience distinguishing the blockbuster from the au-
teur film or “indie” movie. The latest medium budget European film will, along
with the latest Wong Kar-wai draw — after due exposure at Venice, Cannes,
Toronto or Pusan — “their” spectators, while in the
same multiplex, but for a different screen, audiences
will queue to see a Pixar animation film, produced
by Disney (who also own Miramax), do battle with
the latest HARRY POTTER or LORD OF THE RINGS over
who leads the box office on their respective first re-
lease weekend. This co-presence confirms that the
opposition between Hollywood and the art cinema
needs to be mapped differently, with the festival net-
R WELL M work a key intermediary and interface for both

CONCUBINE sides. The category “independent” cinema says little

FAREWELL My CONCUBINE about how such films are produced and financed,

but acts as the ante-chamber of re-classification and

exchange, as well as the placeholder for filmmakers

not yet confirmed as auteurs. At the same time, the festivals are the markets

where European television companies sell their co-productions and acquire

their quota of auteur films, usually broadcast under the rubric of “world cin-
ema” or “new (country/continent) wave”.

(\\'}.\.\'}.Il-l\ii'\' TILM GHIBIN AL HOTION FIUTULE SOLNITRACK

How Do Festivals Work

Given the degree of standardization in the overall feel of film festivals, and the
organizational patterns that regulate how films enter this network, it is tempt-
ing to ask what general rules govern the system as a whole. Can one, for in-
stance, understand the film festival circuit by comparing it to the mega art ex-
hibitions that now tour the world’s major museums? Or does it behave more
like a very specialized UPS postal service? Are festivals the logical extension of
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the artisanal model of filmmaking practiced in Europe since the 1960s, so rudi-
mentary that it obliged filmmakers to organize their own distribution and exhi-
bition circuits? And if so, have festivals “matured” to a point where they fulfill
this function, and begin to constitute a viable alternative to Hollywood, encom-
passing all the traditional parts of the film business — production, distribution
and exhibition, while not sacrificing the advantages of the “European” model,
with control over the work retained by the film’s author? As I have tried to
argue, the answer to the latter question is: yes and no. Yes, to the extent that
there are some remarkable points of contact and comparison between the in-
creasingly globalized and interlocking “European” model of the festival circuit
and the “Hollywood” model of world-wide marketing and distribution. No, in-
sofar as the differences in economic scale and media visibility, not to mention
the secondary markets, keep the Hollywood entertainment conglomerates in an
entirely different category. Yet the mere idea of the festival circuit as a global
network possibly paralleling Hollywood obliges us to think of the traditional
categories of European author cinema in different ways. For instance, if films
are now to some extent “commissioned” for festivals, then power/control has
shifted from the film director to the festival director, in ways analogous to the
control certain star curators (rather than collectors) have acquired over visual
artists and exhibition venues. Yet the situation is also comparable to the way
marketing and exhibition have always determined production in Hollywood,
and real power is wielded by the distributors. A delicate but a-symmetrical in-
terdependence is evolving that represents a new kind of social power exerted by
intermediaries (festival directors, curators, deal-makers), with implications for
how we come to understand what are called the “creative industries”.

As Hollywood has changed, so the festival circuit has changed. If at first
glance, the logic of transformation of the two system has little in common and
obeys different laws, the festival circuit shows parallels to the studio system in
its post-Fordist figuration, where outsourcing of certain skills and services, one-
off projects rather than studio-based annual production quotas, high profile,
“sponsored” cultural events besides stars-and-spectacle glamour form a parti-
cular set of interactions. While differing in scale from the studios (now mainly
concentrating on distribution and deal-making), the festivals do resemble them,
insofar as here, too, different elements are networked with each other. Many of
the world’s filmmakers are “independents” in the sense that they often act as
small-scale and one-off producers who have access to the “markets” primarily
and sometimes solely through festivals. Beyond showing homologies at the le-
vel of distribution or in the area of theatrical exhibition, there are potentially
other points of comparison between the festival system and the studio system
(branding, the logo, the personality cults), which should make it even more dif-
ficult to speak of them in terms of a radical antagonism, however much this
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discourse still prevails in the press and among many film festivals’ self-repre-
sentation. On the other hand, to abandon the direct antagonism Europe-Holly-
wood does not mean to ignore differences, and instead, it allows one to put
forward an argument for the structuring, actively interventionist role of festi-
vals. Further points of comparison with respect to production will be dealt with
in the final chapter on “World cinema”, while the differences I want to highlight
here focus on three sets of indicators — festivals as event, distinction and value
addition, programming and agenda setting — that determine how festivals
“work” and how they might be seen to reconfigure European cinema in the
context of international art cinema, and also world cinema.

Festival as Event

What is a (film) festival? As annual gatherings, for the purpose of reflection and
renewal, film festivals partake in the general function of festivals. Festivals are
the moments of self-celebration of a community: they may inaugurate the New
Year, honor a successful harvest, mark the end of fasting, or observe the return
of a special date. Festivals require an occasion, a place and the physical presence
of large numbers of people. The same is true of film festivals. Yet in their itera-
tive aspect, their many covert and overt hierarchies and special codes, film festi-
vals are also comparable to rituals and ceremonies. Given their occasional levels
of excess — one thinks of the topless starlets of Cannes in the 1960s and 7os, the
partying, the consumption of alcohol, and often the sheer number of films —
they even have something of the unruliness of the carnival about them. In
anthropology, what distinguishes festivals from ceremonies and rituals is,
among other things, the relative/respective role of the spectators. The audience
is more active if one thinks of film festivals as a carnival, more passive when one
compares them to ceremonies. The exclusivity of certain film festivals aligns
them closer to rituals, where the initiated are amongst themselves, and barriers
cordon off the crowd: at the core, there is a performative act (if only of being
seen — walking up the red carpet in Cannes, for instance) or the act of handing
out the awards. Some film festivals include fans and encourage the presence of
the public, others are for professionals only, and almost all of them follow ela-
borate and often arcane accreditation rules.

Daniel Dayan, a media scholar, was one of the first to look at film festivals
from an anthropologist’s perspective. In “In Quest of a Festival” he reported on
the 1997 Sundance Film Festival, founded by Robert Redford in 1991 and held
annually in the Utah resort of Park City. What interested Dayan were two inter-
related questions: how did different groups of spectators become an audience,
and what were the inner dynamics of short temporary communities, such as they
form at a film festival, in contrast to kinship groups’ behavior at birthdays, reli-
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gious holidays or funerals? Having previously studied large-scale media events,
such as royal weddings, Olympic Games and the televising of the Watergate
affair, Dayan assumed that film festivals were collective performances which
either followed pre-established “scripts’ or evolved in such a way that everyone
intuitively adjusted to the role they were expected to play. He soon realized that
film festivals tolerated a much higher degree of divergence of scripts, that even
at a relatively small festival, there were many more layers co-existing in parallel,
or even contradicted each other, and finally, that film festivals are defined not so
much by the films they show, but by the print they produce, which has the
double function of performative self-confirmation and reflexive self-definition,
creating “verbal architectures” that mold the event’s sense of its own signifi-
cance and sustain its self-importance.*

A slightly different perspective arises if one thinks of the film festival as an
“event”, and defines event with Jacques Derrida as a “disjunctive singularity”
that can neither be explained nor predicted by the normative logic of its social
context, because its occurrence necessarily changes that very context.*> This
highlights and confirms, even more than Dayan, the recursive self-reference, by
which a festival (re-)produces the place in which it occurs. Meaning can only
emerge in the space between the iterative and the irruption — the twin poles of a
festival’'s consistency as event, which explains the obsession with new-ness:
empty signifier of the compromise struck at any festival between the same and
the different, the expected and the expected surprise. The self-generating and
self-reflexive dimension is what is generally meant by the “buzz” of a festival,
fuelled by rumor, gossip and word-of-mouth, because only a part of the verbal
architecture Dayan refers to finds its way into print. The hierarchized accredita-
tion systems, regulated at most film festivals via badges with different color
schemes, ensure another architecture: that of privileged access and zones of ex-
clusion, more reminiscent of airports with security areas than either churches
for ceremonies or marketplaces and trade fairs. Since varying degrees of access
also means that participants are unevenly irrigated with information, the re-
strictions further contribute to the buzz. They create a permanent anxiety about
missing something important by being out of the loop, which in turn en-
courages face to face exchanges with strangers. The “fragile equilibrium” of
which Dayan speaks, as well the dispersive energy he notes is thus no accident,
but part of a festival’s very fabric. It allows dedicated cinéphiles to share the
space with hard-boiled deal-makers, blasé critics to engage with anxious first-
film directors, and the buying and selling of films to pass for the celebration of
the seventh art.
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Distinction and Value-Addition

But this “rhizomatic” view probably paints too vibrant a picture of anarchic
self-organization. Many invisible hands steer and administer the chaos of a fes-
tival, making sure there is flow and interruption, and making visible yet another
architecture: that articulated by the programming of the films in competition
and built upon across the festival’s different sections, special events, showcase
attractions and sidebars.>* Cannes, besides the sections “In Competition” (for
the Palme d’Or), “Out of Competition” (special invitation), “Un Certain regard”
(world cinema), “Cannes classics” and “Cinéfondation” (short and medium
length films from film schools) also know the “Quinzaine des réalisateurs” and
the “Semaine internationale de la critique”. Venice offers similar categories:
“Official Selection”, “Out of Competition”, “Horizons” (world cinema), “Inter-
national Critics” Week”, “Venice Days”, “Corto Cortissimo” (short films). Berlin
has “Competition”, “Panorama”, “Forum”, “Perspective German Cinema”,
“Retrospective/Homage”, “Showcase”, “Berlinale Special”’, “Short Films”,
“Children’s Cinema.” The effects of such a proliferation of sections are to accel-
erate the overall dynamics, but these extensions of choice do not happen with-
out contradictions. Over the years, festivals, as we saw, were either forced by
protests to add these new categories (Cannes, Venice during the 1970s), or they
did so, in order to take account of the quantitative increase in independently
produced films, as well as the swelling numbers of special interest groups want-
ing to be represented at film festivals. The rebels of Cannes were accommo-
dated; counter-festivals, such as the Forum in Berlin, were incorporated; and
emerging film nations were carefully nurtured, as in Rotterdam, which from its
inception in the 1972 began specializing in New Asian cinemas.*

In the process, one of the key functions of the international festival becomes
evident, namely to categorize, classify, sort and sift the world’s annual film-pro-
duction. The challenge lies in doing so not by weeding out and de-classifying,
or of letting the box-office do its brutal work, but rather by supporting, select-
ing, celebrating and rewarding — in short, by adding value and cultural capital
at the top, while acting more as a gentle gate-keeper than a bouncer at the bot-
tom. A festival’s professed commitment to artistic excellence and nothing else
positively demands a reading in terms of Pierre Bourdieu’s analysis of the social
mechanisms behind taste and distinction.*® By broadening the palette of compe-
titive and non-competitive sections festivals are not only democratizing access.
New power-structures are introduced and other differentials operate: for in-
stance, delegating the selection for certain sections to critics or to other bodies
inevitably creates new forms of inclusion and exclusion, and above all new
kinds of hierarchies, hidden perhaps to the spectators, but keenly felt by produ-
cers and makers:
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If critical capital is accrued from being selected for a prestigious festival, further dis-
tinctions are determined through the film’s placement within the festival structure. In
the case of the non-competitive Toronto festival, the Opening Night Gala slot is often
considered one of the prime slots of the festival, and programs such as Galas, Special
Presentations, and Masters are eagerly sought by distributors, producers, and film-
makers for the positioning of their films. In this hierarchy, regionally defined pro-
grams such as Planet Africa and Perspective Canada are often perceived as ghettos
for under-performing work.*”

There is only so much cultural capital to go round even at a festival, but as we
have seen, accumulating it, in the form of prizes, press-coverage or other win-
dows of attention is a matter of life and death for a film. A film comes to a
festival, in order to be catapulted beyond the festival. It wants to enter into dis-
tribution, critical discourse and the various exhibition outlets. They alone assure
its maker of going on to produce another film, be it on the strength of the box
office (rarely) or by attracting (national-governmental, international television
co-production) subsidy. Films use the festival circuit as the muscle that pumps
it through the larger system.*®

However, value addition operates also as another form of self-reference. As
Bourdieu might have put it: All the players at a festival are caught up in the
“illusio” of the game. They have to believe it is worth playing and attend to it
with seriousness. In so doing, they sustain it.> With every prize it confers, a
festival also confirms its own importance, which in turn increases the symbolic
value of the prize. Cannes, for instance, is not only aware of the seal of excel-
lence that its Palme d’Or bestows on a film thus distinguished. It also carefully
controls the use of its logo in image and print, down to typeface, angle, color
coding and the number of leaves in its palm branch oval.’° To vary the meta-
phor yet again: a festival is an apparatus that breathes oxygen into an indivi-
dual film and the reputation of its director as potential auteur, but at the same
time it breathes oxygen into the system of festivals as a whole, keeping the net-
work buoyant and afloat. Film festivals act as multipliers and amplifiers on sev-
eral levels: first, they provide a privileged public, the press, as arbiters and
taste-makers. An ad-hoc stock exchange of reputations is set up, efficiently dis-
tributing information with a very short feedback delay. Secondly, with festivals
that are open to the general public, such as Berlin and Rotterdam, Locarno or
San Sebastian, audiences, whether tourists or locals, act as a control group for
testing the films according to very diverse sets of parameters, ranging from ci-
nephile expertise to sensual stimulation for a couple’s night out and equally
important for a film’s eventual identity in the public’s mind. Festival visitors,
while perhaps not representative of general audiences, are valuable for the gath-
ering of this sort of data, beyond boosting or deflating artistic egos when per-
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forming before a “live” audience. Festivals act as classic sites for the evaluation
of information, taking snapshot opinion polls and yielding a market research
instrument.

Yet because festival audiences are not necessarily representative of the gener-
al public, their volatility and collective enthusiasm can also make the unex-
pected happen. As Chicago film guru Roger Ebert once pointed out, “You can
go to Toronto with a film nobody has heard of and you can leave with a success
on your hands.”?" The same is true of Rotterdam, which carefully polls its spec-
tators after each screening and publishes an “audience’s choice” chart through-
out the festival. The results often differ markedly from that of the critics and
jurors. Festivals, finally have a crucial role of value addition for films from their
own national production, notably in countries whose output does not always
meet the international standards. With special sections, such as the “Perspective
German Film” in Berlin, or the “Dutch Treats” at Rotterdam, festivals provide
ambassadorial or extra-territorial showcases for domestic filmmakers” work.
Offered to the gaze of the international press and visitors, whose response in
turn can be fed back into the national public debate, in order to shape the per-
ception a specific country has of its national cinema and standing “abroad,”
such films travel without leaving home. Finally, festivals act as multipliers
in relation to each other: most B-festivals have films that are invited or sched-
uled because they have been to other festivals: the well-known tautology of “fa-
mous for being famous” applies here too, creating its own kind of amplification
effect.

Programming and Agenda Setting

Festival directors, their artistic deputies and section programmers have to be
political animals. They know about their power, but also about the fact that this
power depends on a mutual act of faith: a festival director is king (queen) or
pope only as long as the press believes in his/her infallibility, which is to say, a
festival director is only too aware of how readily the press holds him personally
responsible for the quality of the annual selection and even for the prize-giving
juries, should their decisions fail to find favor. The complexity of a festival’s
politicization can be measured by the adamant insistence that the sole criterion
applied is that of quality and artistic excellence: “For the rest [our aim is] always
to place film at the centre of our acts. Generally, to take nothing into account
other than the art of film and the pre-eminence of artistic talent.”>*

But film festivals are not like the Olympic Games, where the best may win
according to agreed and measurable standards of achievement. Since 1972,
when countries ceased to selected their own films like delegates to the United
Nations, taste rules like the Sun King’s “L’état c’est moi”(while disavowing the
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Zeitgeist and fashion as his chief ministers of state). A festival director is
deemed to have a vision — of what’s what and who’s who in world cinema, as
well as a mission — for his/her country, city, and the festival itself. Each of his/her
annual “editions” usually stands under a motto, which itself has to be a formula
for a balancing act of competing agendas and thus has to be as attractively tau-
tological as possible. The “pre-eminence of talent” then becomes the code word
for taste-making and agenda-setting, and thus for (pre-)positioning one’s own
festival within the network, and among its patrons. These comprise the regular
roster of star directors along with talents to be discovered. It also has to include
the tastes of those that can most effectively give exposure to these talents: dis-
tributors, potential producers, journalists. When one is in the business of mak-
ing new authors, then one author is a “discovery”, two are the auspicious signs
that announce a “new wave”, and three new authors from the same country
amount to a “new national cinema”.>> Festivals then nurture these directors
over their second (often disappointing) film, in the hope that the third will once
again be a success, which then justifies the auteur’s status, definitively con-
firmed by a retrospective. Such a long-term commitment to building up a parti-
cular auteur is typical of smaller festivals such as Rotterdam, Locarno, the
“Viennale” or Toronto, preferably but not necessarily with a local/national con-
nection. As Atom Egoyan, Canada’s best-known independent director acknowl-
edges: “While it may sound perverse, we benefit from not having a strong inter-
nal market. We don’t compete with each other over box office share, gigantic
fees or star treatment, because it’s simply not an issue. This is both a blessing
and a curse. As artists, it means that our survival is not set by public taste, but
by the opinion of our peers—festival programmers (the most influential is actu-
ally called Piers!), art council juries, and even Telefilm.”>*

Art for art’s sake suspends these prosaic considerations of cultural politics
and national prestige, at the same time as it makes them possible. By re-introdu-
cing chance, the fortuitous encounter, the word-of-mouth hot tip, the “surprise
winner”, appealing to the aesthetic is also a way of neutralizing all the agendas
that interested parties are keen to bring to the festival director’s attention. The
critic Ruby Rich, after serving on many a festival jury, once complained about
what she called the “worship of taste” in the international festival discourse.?
But this is to underestimate the ritual, religious and quasi-magical elements nec-
essary to make a festival into an “event”. It requires an atmosphere where an
almost Eucharistic transubstantiation can take place; a Spirit has to hover that
can canonize a masterpiece or consecrate an auteur, which is why the notions of
“quality” or “talent” have to be impervious to rational criteria or secondary
elaborations. As Huub Bals, the first director of the Rotterdam Film Festival
used to announce defiantly: “you watch films with your belly.”2° Put differently,
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ineffability and the taste tautology are the twin guardians of a festival’s claim to
embody an essential, but annually renewable mystery.

Self-affirmation is thus one of the aspects a successful festival director has to
keep on the festival’s agenda. Yet as any programmer would rightly argue, a
film festival has to be sensitive to quite different agendas as well, and be able to
promote them, discreetly but efficiently. Yet the very existence of these agendas
also breaks with any notion that a festival is a neutral mapping, a disinterested
cartography of the world’s cinema production and the different nations’ film
culture. Overt or hidden agendas remind us first of all of the history of festivals.
Most film festivals, as we saw, began as counter-festivals, with a real or imag-
ined opponent: Cannes had Venice, Berlin had the Communist East, Moscow
and Karlovy-Vary the Capitalist West. All have Hollywood, and (since the
1970s) the commercial film industry, as both their “significant other” and their
“bad object”. The ritualized appeals are to originality, daring, experiment, di-
versity, defiance, critique, opposition — terms that imply as their negative foil
the established order, the status quo, censorship, oppression, a world divided
into “them” and “us”. The boom in new film festivals, lest we forget, started in
the 1970s. Many of the creative as well as critical impulses that drove festivals to
devote themselves to non-commercial films, to the avant-garde and to indepen-
dent filmmaking are owed to the post-'68 counter-culture of political protest
and militant activism.?” Rotterdam, the Forum of the Young International Film,
the Pesaro Festival, Telluride and many others were founded and run by people
with political ideals and usually quite ecumenical cinematic tastes.

Thus while public discourses and prize-giving speeches may continue to re-
flect a commitment to art for art’s sake, there are other voices and issues, also
pointing beyond the historical moment of protest and rebellion. Film festivals
have since the 1970s been extremely successful in becoming the platform for
other causes, for minorities and pressure groups, for women’s cinema, receptive
to gay and queer cinema agendas, to ecological movements, underwriting poli-
tical protest, thematizing cinema and drugs, or paying tribute to anti-imperialist
struggles and partisan politics.>® Even Cannes, the fortress of the art of film and
the kingdom of the auteur, has not remained unaffected. When Michael Moore
in 2004 was awarded the Golden Palm for FAHRENHEIT 9/11, probably his
weakest film, it would take the jury chair (fellow American) Quentin Tarantino
all the blue-eyed boyish charm and ingénue guilelessness he could muster to
reassure the festival audience that the decision had been by no means politically
motivated and that the jury was in fact honoring a great work of cinema art.

Moore’s triumph at Cannes confirmed a point already made by Daniel Dayan
about Sundance: “Behind an auteur stands a constituency.” Dayan alluded to
the following that some directors have at festivals, like pop stars have their fans
at a rock concert. But the point is a more general one. The emphasis on the
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author as the nominal currency of the film festival economy has proven a very
useful shield behind which both the festival and its audiences have been able to
negotiate different priorities and values. Film festivals thus have in effect cre-
ated one of the most interesting public spheres available in the cultural field to-
day: more lively and dynamic than the gallery-art and museum world, more
articulate and militant than the pop music, rock concert and DJ-world, more
international than the theatre, performance and dance world, more political
and engaged than the world of literature or the academy. Needless to say, film
festivals are more fun than party-political rallies, and at times they can attract
public attention to issues that even NGOs find it hard to concentrate minds on.
This has been the case in recent years especially with gender and family issues,
women'’s rights, the AIDS crisis or civil wars. The fact that festivals are pro-
grammed events, rather than fixed rituals, together with their annual, recurring
nature means that they can be responsive and quick in picking up topical issues,
and put together a special thematic focus with half a dozen film titles, which
may include putting together a retrospective. It sometimes takes no more than
the coincidence of two films on a similar topic — the Rwanda genocide, for in-
stance — for a festival, in this case Berlin 2005, to declare itself to be directing the
spotlight on the issue, and thus to focus valuable journalists” attention not only
on the films (whose artistic qualities sharply divided the critics), but create air-
time and make column-space for the topic, the region, the country, the moral,
political or human interest issue.

Time and Location Advantage in the New Experience
Economy

To sum up some of our findings on how the festival circuit seems to work: Each
film festival, if we follow Dayan, consists of a number of cooperating and con-
flicting groups of players, forming together a dense latticework of human rela-
tions, temporally coexisting in the same time-space capsule. They are held to-
gether not by the films they watch, but by the self-validating activities they
engage in, among which the production of prose struck Dayan most forcibly.
My own interpretation — via Derrida and Bourdieu — also stressed the recursive,
performative and self-referential dimension, but I associated the various tautol-
ogies that result mainly with the processes of value addition: films and festivals
mutually confirm each other by conferring value on each other. But film festi-
vals also create a unique kind of audience. Mutually self-confirming and self-
celebrating as well, a festival audience has both a very ancient role (associated
with the self-celebration of the community at harvest time or the arrival of
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spring) and a modern — dare I say, utopian - mission (to be the forum where
“the people” perform their sovereignty). To both aspects, self-celebration and
self-performing, could apply Niklas Luhmann’s model of auto-poesis, that is,
the tendency of a system to set up close-circuit feedback loops with which it is
stabilized internally, while also protecting itself from the surrounding environ-
ment.

However, there may also be other ways of reading the organized chaos which
is a film festival. A certain degree of dysfunctionality is probably a festival’s
saving grace, preserving the anarchic element not merely because so many fes-
tivals originated in the counter-culture. Just as the big information technology
corporations challenge the hackers to attack them, in order to find out where
their own weak spots are, festivals accommodate the intransigent artists along-
side the film industry suits, in order for the system to self-correct. And as sociol-
ogists keep arguing, the urban post-industrial economy needs the bobos (bour-
geois bohemians), the Bridget Jones’ and the ‘creative class’ to be the
demanding and fussy consumers they are, in order to maintain competitive le-
vels of innovation and flexibility. What these experience-hungry eco systems are
to the contemporary city, the hard-core cinéphiles, avant-gardists and auteurists
are to the festival economy: the salt in the soup, the leaven in the dough.

But innovation (or “the new”) at a festival is itself something of an empty
signifier, covering the gap between repetition and interruption, system and “sin-
gularity”. It becomes the name for the more insubstantial, invisible processes by
which a festival’s real grand prize, namely “attention” is awarded: gossip, scan-
dal, talk, topicality, peer discussion, writing. These processes of agenda setting
borrow their clichés and categories from popular culture or the tabloid press.
They are paralleled by other agenda setting routines: those promoting particu-
lar causes via the festival programs “pre-cooking” topical issues in their differ-
ent sections, specials and retrospectives. Hot topics can also emerge bottom up,
via participants using the unique combination of place, occasion and physical
presence to generate momentum. A third form of agenda setting is the one em-
bedded in the temporal structure of the festival itself and generated by the jour-
nalists covering the festival for a broad public. Each year a festival acquires its
characteristic themes from the press (or rather, from the competing information
flows issuing from the festival press office, the film industry PR personnel and
the professional journalists). Together they mediate, mold and mulch the salient
topics throughout the week, until by the end of it the flow has hardened into an
opinion or become baked into a verdict. Films for instance, initially tend to be
reported on in descriptive terms, but halfway through, favorites are being tou-
ted, winners predicted, and by closing night everyone seems to know whether
the right or wrong film(s) were given the prizes, and whether it was a good or
bad vintage year for the festival (-director). There are, of course, losers as well as
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winners, and to track a winner that turns out to be a loser can be more instruc-
tive than the usual festival (fairytale) story of how the underdog became the
winner. The Hollywood studios, for instance, are extremely wary which films
they send to the big festivals. Some have found out that while winning a Euro-
pean festival prize adds little to the box office draw of a major star vehicle — in
contrast to an Oscar (nomination) — bad reviews or a rubbishing at such a festi-
val can do real and lasting damage to a mainstream film.

If a film festival is thus a fairly complex network at the micro-level, it forms
another network with all the other festivals at the macro-level. Here the agenda
setting has to carry from one festival to the next across their temporal succes-
sion, and once more, print becomes the main source of mediation. It might be
interesting to track the leading discourses of the cinematic year, and to see
whether they are inaugurated in Berlin (mid-Feb) or really acquire their con-
tours and currency only in May (“Springtime in Cannes”), to be carried to Lo-
carno (July) and over into Venice (early September), thence to be taken up by
Toronto (late September), London (October/November), Sundance (mid-Janu-
ary) and Rotterdam (January/February). As indicated, these moveable fests and
caravans of film cans tend to identify as must-see films (and valorize accord-
ingly) only half a dozen show-case art-house films annually — in recent years
with more titles from Asian countries, Latin America or Iran than from Europe
— whose fate (or function?) it is to shadow the big blockbusters rather than to
present a radical alternative.

For such an analysis one could invoke Manuel Castells” theories of the space
of flows and the timeless time, because the temporal islands, discursive architec-
tures and programmed geographies which are the modern festivals, do not re-
spond too well to traditional metaphors of the kind I have just used.?® Film
festivals are on the one hand typically postmodern phenomena, in their auto-
reflexive and self-referential dimensions, but also quite rich in mythic resonance
with their performative tautologies. On the other hand, they are clearly a pro-
duct also of globalization and the post-Fordist phase of the so-called creative
industries and experience economies, where festivals seek to realize the time
and location advantages we also know from tourism and the heritage industry,
but now for other purposes. These purposes have yet to be more clearly de-
fined. For the European cinema, they are particularly uncertain, and likely to be
regarded with skepticism if not cynicism, if we insist on keeping the first-order
values of art, auteur, and national cinema intact as our guiding principles. How-
ever, as | hinted at above, we could also consider the European film festival
circuit as special kinds of public spheres, where mediatization and politicization
for once have entered into a quite felicitous alliance. We could call film festivals
the symbolic agoras of a new democracy — repositories and virtual archives of
the revolutions that have failed to take place in Europe over the past 50-60
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years, but whose possibilities and potential they keep
alive merely by the constituencies — Hardt/Negri would
call them the multitudes*® — they are able to gather to-
gether each time, each year, in each place. In this sense,
film festivals are indeed the opposite of Hollywood, even
as they outwardly and in some of their structures appear
more and more like Hollywood. On the festival circuit,
Europe and Hollywood no longer confront each other
face to face, but within and across the mise-en-abyme mir-
rors of all the film cultures that now make up “world cin-
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1.  For a definition of classical narrative, see David Bordwell, Narration and the Fiction
Film (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985), 156-204.

2. These were some of the possibilities explored in our Cinema Europe study group,
2004-2005. My appreciation to Marijke de Valck, Malte Hagener, Floris Paalman,
Ria Thanouli, Gerwin van der Pol, Martijn de Waal, Ward Rennen, Tarja Laine and
Melis Behlil for their presentations.

3. Hans Mommaas, “Cultural Clusters and the Post-industrial City: Towards the Re-
mapping of Urban Cultural Policy,” Urban Studies, vol. 41 no. 3 (March 2004), 507-
532.

4. The “culture-rich environment” can also be pristine nature, as it is for many of the
high-tech companies that in the 1990s sought out Northern California or Oregon for
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Double Occupancy and Small Adjustments

Space, Place and Policy in the New European Cinema
since the 1990s

The famous Strasbourg-born New York political cartoonist and writer of chil-
dren’s books, Tomi Ungerer was once asked what it was like to grow up in
Alsace (he was born in 1931), and he replied: It was like living in the toilet of a
rural railway station: foujours occupé (always occupied). He was, of course, refer-
ring to the fact that for more or less four hundred years, and certainly during
the period of 1871 to 1945 Alsace changed nationality many times over, back
and forth, between France and Germany, and for most of that time, either nation
was felt to be an occupying power by the inhabitants.

Double Occupancy: An Intermediary Concept

Toujours occupé seems as good a motto as any with which to confront the present
debate about the new Europe and its sometimes siege mentality, when it comes
to the so-called “non-Europeans” at its borders or in its midst. By proposing the
idea of a permanent occupation, or more precisely, a double occupation, I am
thinking of it as a kind of counter-metaphor to ‘Fortress Europe’, the term so
often applied to the European Union’s immigration policies.” Toujour occupé
keeps in mind the fundamental issue of the nation states’ of Europe’s own eth-
nicities and ethnic identities which, when looked at historically, strongly sug-
gest that there has rarely been a space that can be defended against an outside
of which “Europe” is the inside. There is no European, in other words, who is
not already diasporic in relation to some marker of difference — be it ethnic,
regional, religious or linguistic — and whose identity is not always already hy-
phenated or doubly occupied. I am not only thinking of the many European
sites where the fiction of the fortress, the paranoid dream of fabula rasa, of
cleansing, of purity and exclusion has led, or still continues to lead to bloody
conflict, such as in Bosnia, Kosovo, Northern Ireland, the Basque country, Cy-
prus, and further afield, in Israel and Palestine. To these, Tomi Ungerer’s joke
about Alsace may suggest the prospect of a happy ending, insofar as the Euro-
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pean Union — founded, let us remember, initially to ensure that France and Ger-
many would never again go to war with each other over Alsace-Lorraine — in
this particular instance did provide a shift in the terms of reference by which the
conflicting claims of nationality, sovereignty, ethnic identity, victim hood and
statehood, solidarity and self-determination could be renegotiated. Indeed, this
is the hope of the political elites in the European Union: that these conflicts can
eventually be solved, by being given different frameworks of articulation and
eventual settlement, after being first bought off with financial subsidies.

I shall come back to what I think these frameworks proposed by the Euro-
pean Union might entail as a political, but also symbolic-discursive space. Yet
even outside the internationally notorious territories of overlapping identity-
claims and inter-ethnic war-zones just mentioned, it is clear that Europe — how-
ever one wants to draw either the geographical reach (south: the Mediterranean,
east: the Urals) or the historical boundaries (Mesopotamia, Phoenicia, Greek,
Roman or Holy Roman Empire) — has always been a continent settled and tra-
versed by very disparate and mostly feuding ethnic entities. We tend to forget
how relatively recent the nation-states of Europe are, and how many of them
are the result of forcibly tethering together a patchwork quilt of tribes, of clans,
of culturally and linguistically distinct groupings. Those identified with a region
have seen a belated acknowledgement of their distinctiveness within the Euro-
pean Union under the slogan of ‘the Europe of the regions’, but even this open-
ing up of different spaces of identity does not cover the current layeredness of
ethnic Europe. One need only to think of the Sinti and Romas, the perpetual
“others” of Europe, who because they have neither territory nor do they claim
one, resist conventional classifications; they are inside the territorial boundaries
of a dozen or so European countries, but finding themselves outside all these
countries’ national imaginaries. Nor does the Europe of the regions convey the
historical “depth” of multi-ethnic Europe, a continent whose two- or three-thou-
sand-year history is a relentless catalogue of migrations, invasions, occupations,
conquests, pogroms, expulsions and exterminations.

Thus, the state of double occupancy applies to every part of Europe, and to all
of us: our identities are multiply defined, multiply experienced, and can be mul-
tiply assigned to us, at every point in our lives, and this increasingly so — hope-
fully to the point where the very notion of national identity will fade from our
vocabulary, and be replaced by other kinds of belonging, relating and being.
Blood and soil, land and possession, occupation and liberation have to give
way to a more symbolic or narrative way of negotiating contested ownership of
both place and time, i.e., history and memory, for instance, inventing and main-
taining spaces of discourse, as in the metaphoric occupation of Alsace or the
increasing prominence achieved by hyphenated European nationals (German-
Turkish, Dutch-Moroccan, French-Maghreb, British-Asian) in the spheres of
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literature, filmmaking, music and popular television shows. This is not to over-
look the fact that there may be good reasons why in some parts of Europe and
especially on its current political borders, the recognition of national identity is
still a prerequisite to being able to talk about belonging at all, as a consequence
of having to cope with occupation, colonisation either directly or by proxy. This
seems true for parts of the former Soviet Empire, such as the Ukraine or Belarus,
claimed as their spheres of influence by Russia, the US, and of course, the Euro-
pean Union. Even in Alsace, matters are far from resolved: despite the fact that
Strasbourg is the seat of the European parliament, Alsace is among the départe-
ments in France where the Fortress Europe populist Jean Marie Le Pen still has a
substantial following, and the incidents of anti-Semitism reported from the re-
gion are alarmingly high.

These facts notwithstanding, the present insistence on cultural identity, as
that which can most peacefully replace the older, more divisive nationalisms as
well as reconcile individual to community, may well have to be re-thought
across some other set of concepts, policies or ideas. This is not an easy task, as a
quick review of the alternatives suggests. Multiculturalism, the term most read-
ily offering itself, has come increasingly under fire: it underestimates the a-sym-
metrical power-relations of the various constituencies, and ignores the rivalries
among different ethnic communities and immigrant generations. Its notions of a
rainbow coalition does not answer the thorny question of “integration” and
“assimilation” versus “cultural autonomy” and “separate development” that
characterizes the various policies tried or applied within the European nation
states. In the European Union, as indeed in parts of the British education sys-
tem, cultural identity is being officially replaced by “cultural diversity”. Besides
the blandness of the term and its tendency to be a euphemism for the problem
rather than its solution, I find “diversity” problematic because it, too, leaves no
room for the power structures in play, nor does it take account of the imbrica-
tion of inside and out, self and other, the singular and the collective. Double
occupancy wants to be the intermediate terms between cultural identity and
cultural diversity, recalling that there is indeed a stake: politics and power, sub-
jectivity and faith, recognition and rejection, that is, conflict, contest, maybe
even irreconcilable claims between particular beliefs and universal values, be-
tween what is “yours” and “mine”. Philosophically, double occupancy also
wants to echo Jacques Derrida’s term of writing “under erasure”, indicating the
provisional nature of a text’s authority, the capacity of textual space to let us see
both itself and something else. One can even gloss it with Wittgenstein's rever-
sible, bi-stable figure of the duck-rabbit picture, sign of the co-extensiveness of
two perceptions in a single representational space.’

Furthermore, I want the term to be understood as at once tragic, comic and
utopian. Tragic, because the reality of feeling oneself invaded, imposed upon,
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deprived of the space and security one thinks one needs, is - whatever one’s
race, creed or gender, but also whatever one’s objective reason or justification —
a state of pathos, disempowerment and self-torment. Comic, in the way one
considers mistaken identities as comic, that is, revealing ironies and contradic-
tions in the fabric of language and its signifiers. And utopian, insofar as under
certain conditions, I shall suggest, it opens up ways of sharing the same space
while not infringing on the other’s claims.

Perhaps I can illustrate what I mean by the more benign, symbolic and dis-
cursive forms that double occupation can take, with a scene from a documen-
tary by Johan van der Keuken, AMSTERDAM GLOBAL VILLAGE (1996). By follow-
ing the delivery rounds of a courier on a motorcycle, the director follows the
lives of several immigrants who have made their life in Amsterdam: A business-
man from Grosny, a young kickboxer from rural Thailand, a musician from Bo-
gota who works as a cleaner, a woman discjockey from Iceland, a photographer,
and also an elderly Jewish-Dutch lady,
Henny Anke who with her 55-year old
son is visiting the flat she lived in during
the Occupation, when the Germans came
to arrest her husband, deporting him to
the Westerbork transit camp, and she
had to decide whether to go into hiding
with her little boy or to follow her hus-
band to the camp.

The sheer physical contrast of the
slight Jewish lady and the woman from
Surinam, the discovery of the complete

AMSTERDAM GLOBAL VILLAGE re-modelling that the flat has undergone,

obliterating all the spatial memories
Hennie might have had, is paralleled by the décor of white porcelain figures
and lush green foliage, setting up what might have been a tragic-comic encoun-
ter of culture clashes. Yet, as Hennie recalls the terrible years, and re-lives the
agony of her doubt about the choices she made, we sense the palpable fact of
double occupancy of this domestic, physical and moral space, by two genera-
tions who have little in common either culturally or ethnically, but whose suc-
cession and coexistence in memory and spoken record, gives a truer picture of a
national, but also trans-national history of occupation, colonialism, extermina-
tion and migration than either of the women could have given on their own.
When the Surinamese mother says she now understands what the old lady has
suffered, because she too has gone through re-location and exile, we know and
Hennie Anke knows that there are important differences and the respective ex-
periences may not be strictly comparable. But the gesture — even if it is one of
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mis-prision and mis-cognition — nonetheless sustains the fragile bridge these
two women are able to build, establishing an image of transfer and safe-keeping
of experience, as they embrace each other for the farewell. In the context of the
film’s concern with singular fates, diaspora communities and the difficulties of
maintaining a multi-cultural Amsterdam, but also following, as it does, harrow-
ing portrayal of ethnic strife, death and devastation in Grosny, the encounter in
the Amsterdam flat up the steep stairs encourages the viewer to ponder the
possibility of putting space, time and place “under erasure”: to see it both yield,
erase and keep a memory within a history, while making room for a narrative of
double occupancy. But the moment is as fleeting as it is utopian, and appears
the more poignant, as one recalls what has happened in the Netherlands since
2001 to its reputation for tolerance and to the consensus model of the social
contract, extended to its ethnic communities. After the violent deaths of Pim
Fortuyn and Theo van Gogh, each in his way a flamboyant provocateur to the
notion of consensus and diversity, this tolerant image is now frayed and seem-
ingly in tatters.

If AMSTERDAM GLOBAL VILLAGE illustrates the utopian dimension, the case of
the filmmaker, journalist and television personality van Gogh, who was assassi-
nated as a consequence of making a film deemed by some Muslims to be offen-
sive to their religion, is perhaps more revealing for the tragic dimensions of
double occupancy. Van Gogh often argued that his sometimes quite outrageous
statements in the media, notably on television and in his newspaper opinion
column, was the exact opposite of intolerance, but the expression of his faith in
democracy, the law and free speech: by testing the limits, he wanted to safe-
guard its fundamental principles, very much in the spirit of the famous dictum,
(mis-) attributed to Voltaire: “I may disagree with what you have to say, but I
shall defend, to the death, your right to say it”.* Van Gogh’s provocation was, in
this sense, a mimicking, a “staging” and thus an impersonation of racism, pre-
judice and othering, by which he wanted to keep alive the emotional reservoir
and the very real fund of resentment existing among the population, the better
to engage with it. His “activism” sought to expose the sometimes hypocritical
lipservice to multicultural ideals in what remains a consensual but deeply con-
servative society. Perhaps one can think of van Gogh'’s polemics as a pharmakon,
a homeopathic cure, by way of inoculation and administered to the deeper feel-
ings of fear of the other, “acting out” the aggression towards every kind of
“otherness” associated with traditional forms of nationalism and religious fun-
damentalism. Heir to the radical 1960s, but also part of the performative 8os
and gos, van Gogh saw television, film-making and even tabloid journalism as
fields of symbolic action, deploying a language of signs, clichés and stereotypes
as the common code of a culture that lives its differences in the realm of
discourse, rather than by force. His death at the hands of a self-styled Muslim
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radical, who grew up in the Netherlands, might indicate that the space for sym-
bolic action had vanished in the aftermath of 9-11 and the “war on terror”. Yet
van Gogh's assailant not only is literate, fluent in Dutch, “integrated” and adept
at using the modern technologies of communication, such as web-sites and the
internet: the murder itself, with its ritualistic overtones and easily decodable
symbolism, had the performative dimension of other acts of barbarity deliber-
ately staged to produce shocking media images and atrocity events. This would
be another meaning of my term “double occupancy” — that semantically, as well
as in the performativity deployed, modern media spaces have acquired the
force of a first-order reality, by comparison with which the world of flesh and
blood risks becoming a second-order realm, subservient to the order of specta-
cular effects. The privilege of van Gogh’s persona, occupying the symbolic
space of discourse, became the nemesis of Theo van Gogh the person, brutally
deprived of life for the sake of another symbolic space.

A comic version of double occupancy is attempted in another Dutch film,
Snour SHour HaBiBl! (Albert Ter Heerdt, 2004), which looks at a dysfunctional
Moroccan family living in the Netherlands from the point of view of one of the
sons, fed up with his life of petty crime and wanting to make good. Ab (short
for Abdullah), too, is fully integrated as well as fully alienated with respect to
Dutch society. A duck-rabbit, as it were, even more to himself than in the eyes of
others, he knows the cultural codes of both communities, their sensitivities as
well as the narrow limits to their tolerance. Like Tomi Ungerer or Renton in
TRAINSPOTTING, the young Moroccans, with whom Ab hangs out, direct their
best jokes against themselves: “what’s the difference between E.T. and a Moroc-
can? E.T. had a bicycle ..., E.T. was good-looking..., E.T. actually wanted to go
home.” Ab would like to be an actor, but realizes that demand for Arabs as
leads after g/11 is low, a joke that would fall flat indeed were it not contradicted
by the film itself, which briefly did make Mimoun Oaissa into a star, since the
film became a big hit in the Netherlands. Sparing neither the Dutch nor the
Moroccans, SHOUF SHOUF HaBIBI! uses its subaltern humour and television fa-
mily sit-com setting to appeal to a complicity of ineptitude (another version of
double occupancy), which allows for a democracy of bunglers and losers to
emerge as the film’s political ideal, in the absence of — or while waiting for —
better options.
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Television and Cinema: Dis-articulating and Re-branding
the Nation

Double occupancy, as the co-extensiveness of symbolic and ethnic identities, but
also the overlap of media representations, racial stereotypes and day-to-day dis-
criminations, connects directly with the re-figuration of the nation and the na-
tional discussed in an earlier chapter. For as already argued, the communication
revolutions, together with the media-consciousness and media-skills of dia-
spora communities, have played a major role in the present resurgence of na-
tionalism and the polarisation of public culture and politics. In some instances,
such as militant Islamism, technologies like the mobile phone or the internet are
said to have exacerbated the feeling of belonging to quite distinct global cultural
formations, having to fight for the space of recognition, if necessary with violent
means, at the state or local level.

But this analysis foreshortens considerably some of the key developments
both in the media and around the notion of the nation and the state since the
1970s and 8os. As pointed out earlier, and argued elsewhere in this volume, the
role of representing the nation is generally assumed to have passed to televi-
sion. Yet deregulation, privatization and a ratings war between public service
and commercial broadcasters has changed the very terms of this representation.
For instance, Channel Four in Britain has often been seen as a test case for the
shift in paradigm of how the media affect the lived reality of nationhood. In the
face of competition from US television imports and needing to profile itself as
distinct from both the BBC and its commercial counterpart, ITV, Channel Four
had as part of its license remit a new articulation of the nation. In C4’s program-
ming Britain appeared as much more diverse and plural than the BBC & ITV
had led viewers to believe, with issues of race, of gender, of sexual orientation,
as well as region, neighborhood or age (the broadcaster Janet Street-Porter is
credited with successfully launching “yoof” culture) coming to the fore. At the
same time, these groups were increasingly addressed not as belonging to the
same nation, but consisting of interest groups, consumer groups or minorities,
rather than being addressed as citizen. Similar developments could be shown to
have taken place in Germany, the Netherlands or France, although in some
cases with a ten-year delay.

This break up of the nation into segments of consumers, so powerfully
pushed by television since the 1990s in every European country including cen-
tral and eastern Europe, and observed with such despair by those concerned
about democracy and the fraying of civic life, must thus be seen to be a thor-
oughly double-sided phenomenon. It has created spaces for self-representation,
even if only in the form of niche-markets, and it has radically de-hierarchized
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the social pyramids of visual representation, while clearly neither dissolving
stereotypes, nor necessarily contributing to a more equitable, multi-cultural so-
ciety. It is this paradox of simultaneous dis-articulating the nation as citizen,
while re-articulating it as a collection of consumers that, I would argue, has
radicalized and compartmentalized European societies, but it has also created
new spaces, not all of which need to be seen as socially divisive. Yet the manner
in which these spaces henceforth communicate with each other, or take on
trans-personal and inter-subjective functions, because no longer following the
separation of realms into “private” and “public”, “interior” and “exterior”, has
also affected the respective roles played by the cinema and television.

One consequence might well be, for instance, that the cinema, instead of as-
serting its national identity by opposing the hegemony of Hollywood, has, in
truth, national television as its constantly present but never fully articulated
“other”. The resulting confusion can be read off any number of European films.
In a film like La HAINE, for instance, television is precisely such a constant ubi-
quitous presence, the visual catalyst for moving from the bleu-blanc-rouge of the
tricolor of “white” France (on television, still very much state-controlled), to the
black-blanc-beur of multicultural France (as lived in the streets). Television is de-
spised by the film’s youthful heroes for its lies and distortions, and yet they go
to extraordinary lengths in order to be featured on it. In GoopBYE LENIN, the
“reality” of the disappeared German Democratic Republic is maintained via the
simulated television broadcasts, fighting against the billboards increasingly in-
vading the streets, and yet the hero in the end says: “I was beginning to believe
in the fiction we had created: finally there was a GDR as we had all dreamt it.”
Meanwhile, in the British film ABout A Boy, television is explicitly cast in the
role of the derided “other”, against which the Hugh Grant character tries to
define a consumerist cool, whose codes, poses and gadgets are — ironically -
derived from the very ads shown on the despised box. The confusion is com-
pounded, on the other hand, when one thinks of how the European cinema has
developed a kind of retroactive national vernacular, discussed in an earlier
chapter as a way of “accenting”” the local or the regional within the global con-
text, or packaging the past as heritage industry. A film like Jean Pierre Jeunet’s
AMELIE was roundly condemned for its fake image of Montmartre, straight out
of Hollywood’s picture-book Paris, and GoopBYE LENIN has been seen as a sha-
meless pandering towards Ostalgie, i.e., nostalgia for the GDR, conveniently
obliterating the stultifying repression, the permanent surveillance, and the woo-
den language of official hypocrisy its citizens were subject to.
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Sub-State and Supra-State Allegiances

A nation is always something smaller than mankind and bigger than an ethnic
group or a geographical region. It lives from drawing boundaries, recognizing
borders and operating categories of inclusion and exclusion. At the same time,
identifying with one’s “nation” is increasingly experienced as at once too big
and too small to mesh with one’s individual sense of (not) belonging. This ap-
plies to the disaffected youth in the banlieu of LA HAINE or the drug addicts
in TRAINSPOTTING as much as to the cosmopolitan locals of CHOCOLAT, the
coma-prone mother in GoopsYE LENIN and the bungling wannabe bank-rob-
bers in SHOUF SHOUF HABIBI!

However, in order to grasp what is happening even in these films of the
“New European Cinema”, one needs to take a step back perhaps, and return to
the origins of the post-national nationalisms, by which the “Fortress Europe”
believes it is besieged. For as far as these new nationalisms are concerned, the
general consensus seems to be that their contradictory and modern nature can
best be grasped if one posits the presence of forces that put pressure on the
typical conjunction of nation and state familiar in Europe, certainly since
Napoleon and the early 1g9th century, including the notion of sovereignty that
became international law with the Peace of Westphalia in 1648 that ended the
Thirty Years War in continental Europe in the wake of the Reformation.

To take the question of the combination of nation and state first: if, for a vari-
ety of reasons, in the political balance of modern Europe the idea of “nation”
and the idea of “state” are drifting apart, then what we see in the social realm is
the formation of “nation” groupings (or senses of belonging) that are either sub-
state or supra-state, i.e., that articulate themselves above or below, or next to the
nation state. In certain parts of Europe, notably around the Mediterranean and
the Adriatic, this has led to separatist movements such as in the Basque country,
on Corsica, and to the much more violent ethnic conflicts in the former Yugosla-
via. In Britain, the 1990s brought devolution for Scotland, Wales, and Northern
Ireland. However, in the sphere of the media, the massive push towards de-
regulation, privatization, centralization of ownership and global reach, has pro-
duced a dynamics of dispersal and at the same time new clustering that is very
different from the geographically based, often fiercely blood-and-soil-centered
sub-state nationalisms. These latter, paradoxically, are at once sus-tained and
con-tained by the European Union, when we consider how much talk there is,
on the one hand, of “a Europe of the regions,” and on the other, how all forms of
de jure separatism, and especially those that go about it by violent means, are
countered and condemned. Instead of violence, the European Union supports
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job creation via regional development and cultural autonomy as the substitutes
for political autonomy.

What destabilizes the notion of the nation today, then, are two, apparently
contradictory tendencies and yet interrelated challenges. On the one hand, the
nation has become an unstable category because more and more so-called sub-
state groups aspire to becoming a nation: the Palestinians, the Kurds, the Ta-
mils, the Czechs split from the Slovaks, the Corsicans, the Croats, the Slovenes,
the Basques, the Chechens, and so on. On the other hand, many citizens of what
for the past two centuries or so have been the nation states of Western Europe
no longer feel that it is the ‘nation’ they owe particular allegiance to. They sense
that the nation itself has become too big a category and hence they think of
themselves as more represented by their region, by their religion, and in many
cases, they prefer to identify themselves by their lifestyle, their leisure pursuits
or their professional lives; in the name of which they travel all over the world,
they become expatriates in Spain, Tuscany or the Dordogne, work somewhere
in the European Union or find permanent positions in Australia or the US. For
this group, the notion of Europe as a nation would be an impossibility, but even
the idea of a European super-state carries no particular emotional charge.

We could call these the leisure-nationalists, and here the media do play a part.
Hence my reference to the arrival of deregulated television, notably in Britain
the setting up of Channel Four, which as one of its possibly unintended conse-
quences did to some extent re-articulate the nation as different consumer
groups, living in the same country but not necessarily feeling “national” about
it. In the “Break-Up of Britain” debate which was conducted in the 1990s, by
writers such as Tom Nairn, Linda Colley, or television journalists like Jeremy
Paxman, it became clear how differently people, especially in England, per-
ceived the “structure of feeling” (to use Raymond Williams” phrase) that bound
them to England. It was no longer class, as it had been for so long, but neither
was it nation. What had broken down, in favor of a new sense of social mobility,
was the old alliance of working class and region, of internationalist and socialist
aspirations on one side of the class divide, opposed to the upper (middle) class
elite, living in the city, but celebrating the nation around “the village green,
cricket and warm beer,” as a former British prime minister once put it. Instruc-
tive in this moment of disarticulation of the nation was the recurring, part cyni-
cal, part resigned refrain that “we are all becoming more like Americans” -
which, of course, does bring us back to matters of the cinema and cultural colo-
nization, except that in Britain it has none of the bitter edge it has in France or
elsewhere in Europe.®

The consequence of such post-national feelings of allegiance and identifica-
tion with the nation in some of its parts, but no longer as an organic, deep-
rooted totality, may be that we have to revise more fundamentally also the way
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we think about the social contract that ensures solidarity and defines citizen-
ship. For the other, even more commented upon sub-nation, as opposed to su-
pra-nation formation is, of course, made up of those who do not feel allegiance
to the nation-state in the first place, because they are immigrants, refugees or
asylum seekers, and who live within their own diasporic communities and
closed family or faith circles, cut off from the social fabric at large through lack
of familiarity with either language or culture or both. Also sub-nation in their
allegiance are sections of the second-generation diaspora who, while sharing
the language and possessing the skills to navigate their society, nonetheless do
not feel they have a stake in maintaining the social fabric, sensing themselves to
be excluded or knowing themselves to be discriminated against, while also hav-
ing become estranged from the nation of their parents. In the best of cases,
where they have found the spaces that allow them to negotiate difference, they
are what might be called hyphenated members of the nation, or hyphenated
nationals, meaning that their identity can come from a double occupancy which
here functions as a divided allegiance: to the nation-state into which they were
born, and to the homeland from which (one or both of) their parents came.
Since all major European countries (France, Britain, Germany, the Netherlands,
Spain, but also Italy and Denmark) now find themselves with large ethnic and
national minorities, the general disarticulation of the nation state along the lines
just sketched, their lack of integration and “assimilation” or their separate iden-
tity and cultural autonomy have become major issues of public debate and con-
troversy, while also raising the question already touched upon, namely what
the limits are of culture as symbolic action in such a context, and under what
circumstances do other, more direct forms of agency take over, as in the Nether-
lands, where, on the face of it, Theo van Gogh was murdered for making a film,
even if, as I have tried to show, the symbolic dimension of the act inscribes itself
in a media reality, where tabloid journalism, state warfare and sub-state acts of
terrorism differ perhaps more in degree than in kind.

The hyphenation of identity produced by immigration, migration and exile
makes those affected by it appear in stark contrast to another group of hyphe-
nated nationals, hyphenated at the supra-state level. These are the cosmopolitan
elites, i.e., intellectuals, businessmen, entrepreneurs, financiers, politicians, aca-
demics, artists, architects, who move freely between London, Paris and New
York, or between Berlin, Milan and Warsaw. While their number may be com-
paratively small, their influence and role in the world economy is, however, so
significant that they are able to set major trends in urban developments, in the
labour market and employment, as well as in the spheres of entertainment and
leisure. Their activities and movements, thus, also contribute to the social crisis
of the nation-states, when we think of them as employees of multinational com-
panies, for instance, which operate as states within the state, and are able to
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move entire industries into other, low-wage countries. Unlike the sub-state hy-
phenated nationals, the political power of the cosmopolitan elites consolidates
the traditional hierarchies of the nation state, rather than flattening them: it even
extends the pyramids of power into international institutions and into global
spheres of influence.

A Proposal for Defining a New European Cinema

This very general sketch of some of the political ramifications of the many ways
in which Europe as a union of nation-states is in the middle of a possibly long
and painful process of dis-articulating and realigning key aspects of the tradi-
tional congruence between nation and state was inter alia also meant to under-
line the difficulty of drawing too direct a parallel between the question of na-
tional cinema on the one hand, and the nation on the other. Clearly, the nation
state is renegotiating with the European Union question of sovereignty and the
principle of non-interference. With its citizen it tries to balance the protection of
civil rights against the demands of national security. With its minorities it re-
sponds to the challenges posed by different kinds of fundamentalism and by
faith communities whose civil societies have not gone through the process of
secularization. Yet the cinema — in contrast to television — seems to have a minor
role to play in the public debate around these vital issues, not least given the
relatively small number of people reached by the films made in any of the Euro-
pean countries on whatever issue, and the unlikelihood of films from one Euro-
pean country finding distribution in another.

However, looked at from another angle, two things are no-
teworthy. First, as indicated, it is surprising how the cinema
seems to have become the most prominent medium of self-re-
presentation and symbolic action that the hyphenated citizen
of Europe’s nation states have made their own. Films by Turk-
ish-German directors, by French beur directors, by Asian di-
rectors in Britain have regularly won major prizes and come
to prominence within Europe, though often not beyond. The
already-mentioned film by Theo van Gogh SuBmISsION,” was
made with a Dutch member of parliament, Ayaan Hirsi Alj,
originally from Ethiopia, and fiercely militant when it comes
to women’s position under Islam. Not a filmmaker, she re-
sorted to the medium for maximum publicity, which she per-
SUBMISSION haps over-achieved, in that it led to violent protests, death

threats and an actual murder.
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Secondly, the European Union does have a film and media policy, with direc-
tives, financing and funding structures, fiscally supporting co-productions, for
instance, providing all kinds of subsidy, encouraging mixed, i.e., private-public
ventures. It also supports technological innovations in the audiovisual sector,
such as the digital equipment in cinemas, it subsidized inter-European distribu-
tion, it is active in the European film festival circuit, etc. The Media Initiative,
started in the mid-1990s, and now in its third four-year period, is part of an
important portfolio or directorate, currently that of “Information Society and
Media”. The directorate has as its brief to strengthen the economic aspects of
the sector (too many low- to medium-budget films, too fragmented a market,
since European countries are notoriously bad at watching each other’s films
(with the exception of films originating from the UK). The Media programme
also supports training, and indeed, “cultural diversity”. But it is equally aware
of the function of the cinema in fostering the idea of European unity, cohesion,
and its democratic values.

The experiment I have been trying to conduct is the following: I have begun
to look at films that, over the past decade or so, have directly or indirectly bene-
fitted from these EU policies, and which have also been “successful” either criti-
cally or economically within the markets they intended to reach: those of the US
(almost impossible to enter into for European cinema), Japan, Australia and of
course, those of the other European countries, usually quite resistant to each
other’s cinema. In what sense, then, do these films make a contribution to this
question of allegiance, how do they address sub-nation or supra-nation commu-
nities, their aspirations and anxieties, or to what extent can they be said to be
working on the idea of Europe, its professed ideals of cultural identity or diver-
sity, its vision of interpersonal or family values. In other words, is it possible to
read the European films since the 1990s, the way Siegfried Kracauer did the
German films of the 1920s, Raymond Durgnat read the British cinema of the
1950s and 1960s, or I tried to reconstruct the discourses and modes of address
of the New German Cinema of the 1970s and 1980s?®

I started from the assumption that it is possible to understand the cinema as a
form of symbolic action, rather than as a one-to-one reflection of reality, or even
as the construction of socially significant representations. I therefore did not
look in the first instance to films that dealt with the representation of minorities
or whose narratives directly relate to issues of migration, multi-culturalism or
asylum or human trafficking, such as DirTYy PRETTY THINGS, IN THIS WORLD,
LiLia 4-EVER or LAsT RESORT, important as these films are for defining a new
“European” cinema within the various “national cinemas”. Instead, I began by
examining some of the value structures — the ideology, to use an old-fashioned
term — of the European Union, as it might be reconstructed from the various
discourses, debates, position and policy papers emanating from the European
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union, as well as the visions and analyses promulgated by think-tanks, the great
and the good and other appointed or self-appointed representatives of the idea
of Europe. In short, I wanted to take the European Union at its word.

When inventorizing these “big ideas” of Europe, one realizes just how many
different scenarios for the geopolitical future of the Union exist. Focussing on
just some of them, for instance, one can distinguish the hope for a European
Union as a multi-cultural melting pot along the lines of the former Austro-
Hungarian empire; the ideal of a Christian Europe; Europe as the super-nation
of the United States of Europe; the Europe of the strong nation states, ceding as
little of their sovereignty as possible; Real Europe, i.e., an association of largely
economic interest groups under a common legal framework and binding rules
of the game.?

In the process, I also looked at some of the debates about redistribution and
solidarity, i.e. the political as opposed to the moral justifications of the welfare
state. Racism and intolerance arise when solidarity no longer even extends to all
the citizens of a nation state because it is considered political poison when im-
migrants, asylum seekers or other non-nationals are benefitting from it. Solidar-
ity also comes under strain with EU budget transfers being made to poorer re-
gions, or now to the new accession countries. What is the relationship between
nation-state solidarity (predicated upon a positive concept of national identity)
and supra-national solidarity (human rights, international court of human jus-
tice, requiring an appeal to some other principle), or when universal human
rights supersede the sovereignty of the nation state? I have followed some of
the debates around integration and autonomy regarding immigrant and dia-
spora communities, but I have also tried to keep track of some of the more ana-
lytical voices that look at Europe in the broader, global context. Three visions or
positions in particular have seemed to me to be worth pursuing with respect to
the cinema, although I am not certain that these are indeed the most productive
ones.

An “Enlightened” View of Immigration

The first position is perhaps the one most closely tied to the theme of the stran-
ger and the migrant, and here I want to focus on what one might call the Tony
Blair-Gerhard Schroeder “enlightened” view on immigration, that is the social-
liberal one, which maintains that altogether, immigration is a good thing, and
that Europe, and in particular Britain or Germany, have to honor their obliga-
tions and responsibilities of asylum. Thus, they make distinction between differ-
ent kinds of immigrants, legal and illegal, asylum seekers and economic mi-
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grants. Among the latter, more distinctions are made with respect to skilled and
unskilled ones, and then further distinctions operate, regarding whether the im-
migrants come from countries that have family values which make all the mem-
bers economically productive and upwardly mobile, such as the Chinese and
the Indians, and those that keep their women indoors and illiterate, and raise
their male children in the patriarchal code of macho-masculinity. This vision of
distinctions and differentiations, of filters and safeguards, appears as one of the
ways the European Union is trying to steer towards a consensus, which it is
hoped can lead to legislation or at least to a unified immigration policy."®

Such an apparently rational, enlightened and consensus-building strategy, I
think, finds itself explored, tested — and finally found wanting — in a film by
Lars von Trier which attracted a good deal of critical attention, even if it was
not a box office success, DOGVILLE shot in English, and with international Holly-
wood star Nicole Kidman in the leading role. Here a stranger, Grace, who is
being persecuted and threatened with her life, is taken in by a young man in a
remote and self-contained village community. Grace makes herself useful, in-
deed even indispensable, but after a while, her selflessness and goodness pro-
voke the villagers into trying anything on her they think they can get away
with. Knowing they can blackmail her, the villagers do what they think serves
their own survival. As one perceptive reviewer noted: “The film is focused on
an evocation of the independence, privacy, small-mindedness and suspicion of a
town’s residents, and how they are first charmed and liberated by the thought-
ful, and pretty, but needy young woman who makes herself useful through
babysitting, gardening, tending a handicapped girl, and spending time with a
reclusive blind man. The town’s citizens reveal themselves as capable of accep-
tance, joy, and respect for others, but when they learn more about Grace’s rela-
tionship to the outside world, they become much more demanding of her, to the
point of brutality, degradation, and imprisonment.”"*

However, one can also argue that rather then being petty and small-minded,
the villagers show a remarkable community spirit, closing ranks, for instance, or
turning a blind eye, when it is a matter of realizing individual advantages (sex,
money), which are tolerated, but only insofar as they do not endanger commu-
nity cohesion. Thus, Ben brings Grace back into the village after taking her
money and having sex with her; hence Tom is lying to Grace about how he got
the money and to his father about who took the money. Both act pragmatically
within the terms of a certain social contract, extending the villager’s self-protec-
tive shield of disavowal, and thus keeping the public secret, as it were. How-
ever, this enlightened self-interest is in the end found wanting. The spectator
tends to side with Grace — which is to say, with her father and his brutal gang-
ster methods — when they assert that certain ways of behaving are just not good
enough, irrespective of the “real-politik” and its pragmatism. Because of the
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American accents and a montage of American Depression photographs, Lars
von Trier has been accused of anti-Americanism.”* Yet as Von Trier himself
pointed out, the film was made under the impact of the 2001 Danish elections,
when a right-wing anti-immigrant party won 24 percent of the popular vote,
obliging the mainstream center parties to come to an agreement with the popu-
list right. Thus, DoGVILLE makes as much sense if read as an allegory or parable
not so much of the stranger, but as a model of the ideal immigrant. Preternatu-
rally good, resourceful, adaptable and skilled, she finds herself not only
exploited while at the same time becoming the scapegoat and bogeyman, but
the hosts — in this case the villagers — by always setting new conditions and
making further distinctions around Grace’s right to stay, effectively undermine
their own ability to act with any moral authority. Von Trier seems to suggest
that a community looking for the pragmatic consensus, in the end betrays itself,
if it is not at the same time guided by fundamental or non-negotiable principles:
“Culture may be what we make of our daily habits and basic social relation-
ships, the ways in which we wake, wash, eat, work, play, and sleep; but civiliza-
tion, which requires knowledge and organization, is more than the handling of
necessities and simple doings—civilization is the result of choices that are
willed into being.”"?

My point is not that DOGVILLE is “about” Europe’s immigration practices or
that it specifically critiques either the rural backwardness become cliché in a
certain image of 1930s America (which is its historical reference point), or a
kind of social Darwinism to which the liberal market economies of the West
seem to subscribe. Rather, the film, in its abstractions and schematism, disen-
gages a certain logic of self and other, the community and the stranger which
becomes a tool to think with, especially given the mise-en-scene which dis-
penses with locations other than a stage set, whose spaces are mostly delineated
with chalk marks, and whose boundaries are at once imaginary and real, invisi-
ble and brutally enforced. Here, too, space is doubly occupied, insofar as the
spectator is forced to superimpose not so much a “realistic” decor on the bare
planks, but a different cognitive mapping of what constitutes inside and out,
exclusion and inclusion, and even to ponder how an act of inclusion and co-
option can be a form of exclusion, if the other’s singularity is covered or occu-
pied by fantasy projections.

Europe Cannot Be Defined by Either Faith or Ethnicity

For my second position I draw on Manuel Castells, and his vision of Europe.
Castells, best know for his books on the network society, has often argued that
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he thinks that the European Union will not be able to sustain itself as a viable
political experiment if it relies on its Christian values, or its present understand-
ing of liberal democracy around the notion of ethnicity and multiculturalism.™
What he values in the European Union is the way it reaches decisions by the
long-drawn out, seemingly chaotic, opaque and bureaucratic methods of the
Commission, the Council of Ministers, the European Parliament, the various
consultative bodies apparently blocking each other or reaching only compro-
mises and fudges. Here he sees a novel, even if as yet non-formulatable set of
decision making procedures with their checks and balances, which to him will
eventually supersede the classic tripartite division of power of Western democ-
racies.

But Castells” main concern is to insist that even with these structures in place,
the European Union will not be able to escape the impact of globalization divid-
ing up the world quite differently, namely between those who are networked,
connected and ‘on-line” and those who are not. Translated into slightly different
terms, Castells predicts a world where there are human beings that are useful to
the world system as producers and/or consumers, and those who are too poor,
too unskilled, too sick, or too destitute to be either producers or consumers, not
even of health and welfare services. People who are unable or unwilling to par-
ticipate in any of the circuits of redistribution and networks of exchange — of
goods, services, affective labor or needs — may well be fated to effectively
drop out of the human race. In this sense, Castells maintains, not only drug
dealers, criminals, traffickers of women or refugees, but also patients in hospi-
tals or a car-thief in prison are more useful to our society than, say someone
who grows his own vegetables, is self-sufficient and never leaves his plot of
land. Castells even speculates that to be a slave-laborer or a colonial subject
might be seen to be preferable to being not even thought valuable enough to be
exploited.

What is relevant about this position with respect to the cinema is that it al-
ludes to a state of subjectivity that has been thematized in many of the films
coming out of European countries in the last two
decades, though they are by no means entirely con- | —== °t" "M g
fined to Europe. One might call this state that of . o 1D g
abjection, to use a term made familiar by Julia
Kristeva,™ or the state of ‘bare life’ in the terminol-
ogy of Giorgio Agamben.™® Such abject heroes (or
heroines) can be found in the works of R.W.
Fassbinder, Agnes Varda’s Sans Torr NI Lo1, Aki
Kaurismaki, Matthieu Kassowitz” LA HAINE, the
films of Catherine Breillat, Mike Leigh’s NAKED,
Gaspar Noe’s SEULE CONTRE Tous, the Dardenne Sans Torr N1 Lot

g
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Brothers” Roserta, and most recently Fatih Akin's HEAD-ON (GEGEN DIE
WAND). In some of the narratives, the protagonists are indeed members of
minorities, ethnic others, or hyphenated nationals (French-Moroccan, French-
African, or German-Turkish), but these films do not seem to be primarily about
race. Rather, they are about human beings that have, for one reason or another,
lost the ability to enter into any kind of exchange, sometimes not even one
where they can trade their bodies.

The other point to note about them is that they are not victims, at least they
do not consider themselves as such, which removes them from yet another cir-
cuit of exchange and interaction — that with the victimizer or perpetrator, but
also with the one who through charity and philanthropy implicitly or explicitly
asserts his moral or material superiority. The protagonist’s stories generally take
them through this progressive stripping of all symbolic supports of their self-
hood, they lose their jobs, their friends, their family, their mind, or their mem-
ory, as in the case of Kaurismaki’s film, THE MAN WITHOUT A PAsT.

These films, in my scheme of things, are the negative equivalent of double
occupancy - they are subjects in circulation, but “out of service”, to allude once
more to Tomi Ungerer’s toilet. Or, to vary the metaphor, the subjects of such
narratives have been vacated, even by their oppressors, and the space they oc-
cupy has been declared a blank. Abject heroes or heroines in European cinema
are not only symptomatic for what they tell us about a society and subjectivity
that no longer has a social contract about what count as the minimum condi-
tions of value and use, labor and affective work in a given society or commu-
nity. They may also tell us something about the conditions of possibility of a
counter-image of what it means to be human, and thus they approach what I
called the utopian dimension of my double-occupancy. In some films, for in-
stance, Fatih Akin’s HEAD-ON, after a near-death accident, the male protagonist,
having cancelled all obligations even to the proposition of staying alive, even-
tually agrees to enter into a kind of contract, with an almost equally post-mor-
tem young woman, and the film draws its power, its universality, but also its
politics, from the spectator following a human relationship that tries to live by
a new socio-sexual contract, an experiment in utopian living, after everything
else has failed, but which is itself, in the end, shown to be impossible.

From among many other examples, I could add to my list the hugely success-
ful British film TRAINSPOTTING — a film that is at one level all about the sub-
nation and sub-state re-alignment of allegiance that I mentioned earlier (the
“choose a life” speech at the beginning and end, or the exchange about the ab-
ject condition of being Scottish, already discussed elsewhere). In another sense,
the film also touches bottom with regards to the state of abjection in several of
its characters, while at the same time hinting at the kinds of communities that
only addicts share in, and which have some of the characteristics of anarcho-
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communist utopias. A similar trajectory is followed by THE MAN WITHOUT A
Past who finds in a group of outcasts and marginals the acceptance of his
zombie-state, which in turn allows him to reconstruct a set of mental and affec-
tive coordinates that sustain his will to live.

Mutual Interferences

As indicated, according to Castells, the current trial and error process in con-
structing a European political project is the only feasible option and should be
considered as a positive gain. This view is shared, sharpened and reformulated
in The Breaking of Nations (2003),"” by Robert Cooper, a British writer and diplo-
mat who provides me with my third vision of Europe, this time centerd on post-
Westphalian notions of sovereignty. Cooper argues that the world order—based
on liberal democracy —will come to an end, since, as everyone readily acknowl-
edges, we are currently in the middle of a major reconfiguration of geopolitics.
He distinguishes four state forms: the hegemonic state or contemporary form of
imperialism (USA), the post-modern state (EU), the modern (nationalist, author-
itarian) state (Pakistan, Iran) and the pre-modern (failed) state (Sudan, Congo).
Cooper maintains that the European system of nation-states and their concept
of sovereignty as non-interference in matters of state and religion by outside
powers, as formulated in Treaty of Westphalia, will have to give way. Accord-
ing to this view, this balance of power system has been superseded, because the
European Union has institutionalized the mutual interference in domestic af-
fairs between nation-states as its modus operandi. Cooper’s model of the Euro-
pean Union as a conglomerate of nation-states that are connected with each
other through the right and necessity of mutual interference, contrasts with the
Franco-German notion of a European super-state, so it will come as no surprise
to learn that Cooper is an advisor to the British Prime Minister.

What attracts me to Cooper’s notion of the mutual interference in each
other’s internal affairs is not only that I have some broad political sympathy for
the principle itself, with its constant shift of levels from micro to macro and back
to micro which seems to me one of the most promising ways of renegotiating
the social contract or solidarity based on mutual self-interest that has sustained
the European welfare state since 1945, but now freed from its nationalist ideol-
ogy, while also substantively redefining what we mean by sovereignty. It also
provides a legally founded alternative to the American model of pre-emptive
strikes by which the current US administration justifies but does not legitimate
its unilateral interference in the internal affairs of others. Finally, what I also like
about Cooper’s notion is that it reminds us of the fact that Europe is present in
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our everyday lives at precisely this interface of delightful or more often irritat-
ing detail. In Britain you now buy your bananas by the metric kilo rather than
the pound; what goes into your sausages has been regulated by Brussels, but as
an ordinary citizen you can also take your own government before the Euro-
pean Court in Strasbourg and seek redress for something that the laws of your
own nation state have not provided for or overlooked. In Amsterdam I noticed
that my window cleaner was no longer mounting his vertiginously high ladder
outside my bedroom window, but had a fully mechanized and automated
moveable platform, working on hydraulic and telescopic principles. When I
congratulated him on this, he only muttered that bloody Brussels had forced
him to invest in the new, expensive, but evidently safer contraption.

Cooper’s model of mutual interference is also suggestive of a number of stra-
tegies that can be observed in European films. The already mentioned, and
much-maligned French film LE DESTIN FABULEUX D’AMELIE PouLAIN would of-
fer itself as a prime case study for such an allegory. The heroine, Amélie, a
somewhat autistic waitress in a Montmartre café, traumatized in childhood by
bizarre parents, and seemingly unable to form normal friendships or heterosex-
ual bonds, not least because she is endowed with rich inner fantasies that al-
ways get in the way of waking life, decides — with the death of Lady Di, and the
discovery of a shoebox of old toys and memorabilia — to devote herself to the
happiness of others. She does so by interfering in their inner and outer lives,
mostly for their own good, as she perceives it, but with means that are uncon-
ventional, doubtful even, and that have no sanction in law, as it were. They
mainly consist of small alterations to the perceptual field of the other, ways of
manipulating the everyday surroundings and habits. She fakes, forges, re-
writes or re-interprets the reality or intersubjectivity of her victim, entering into
their fantasies, phobias and anxieties in such a way that only the tiniest hint or
trace is sometimes enough to make their world-picture tip over into a new rea-
lity.

Thus I am tempted to see Amélie as the master or mistress of the strategy of
double occupancy of site, space and time — in its benign, but by no means un-
ambiguous forms, as well as instantiating Robert Cooper’s principle of mutual
interference in the internal affairs of others, but again with a caveat, namely that
Amélie — at least almost to the end, where there is a kind of enfolding recipro-
city — acts for most of the time unilaterally, though with fantasy, rather than
force.

The other film to be considered under the aspect of mutual interference,
would be Wolfgang Becker’s GOODBYE LENIN, a surprise success both in Ger-
many and elsewhere in the world, and which like AMELIE, has displeased
many critics, looking for a realist depiction of post-wall Germany in general
and Berlin in particular. The premise is that in East Berlin, a mother of two, and
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a stoutly devoted communist, falls into a coma just days before the fall of the
wall in 1989. When she comes to, eight months later, her children are told that
any shock, especially any changes in her surroundings, might be fatal. So the
son decides to recreate for her not only her bedroom, which in the meantime,
rather like in AMSTERDAM GLOBAL VILLAGE, has been completely refurbished,
but the entire perceptual field of her former pre-fall-of-the-Wall life, mainly by
the ruse of simulating with his friend the nightly news broadcast of GDR televi-
sion. There, all the cognitive and perceptual clues of her surroundings, such as
the big banner advertising Coca-Cola are re-figured and re-interpreted within
the framework and ideological terms of the GDR, whose citizens, especially
those still devoted to the socialist dream, were evidently used to improbable
ideological maneuvrings.

Here, too, someone interferes in the life-perception and reality-check of an-
other, for the best possible reasons, and he does so by sometimes minor, some-
times major adjustments to the perceptual field. The physical territory of the
GDR has been occupied in the most arrogant and heartless manner by the West
Germans, taking over houses, villas, offices and institutions, but as a moral ter-
ritory it is also still occupied by the feelings, memories, faded dreams and
dashed hopes of its socialist inhabitants. As the film progresses, this double oc-
cupancy becomes — in the nightly broadcasts — almost literally that duck-rabbit
construction of Wittgenstein, so that the son, after a particularly bold and totally
convincing re-coding of the West’s televisual news images of the fall of the wall,
can admit to himself that he is beginning to believe in his own fiction, because it
allows that other — utopian - reality to coexist with the new one, that of unifica-
tion, the capitalist state, and consumerism, as if the ultimate addressee of his
manipulation was not his mother, but he himself, and with it, his generation:
double occupancy redeems a dream while not being in denial of reality. It is his
own trauma/coma that he was able to narrativize and therapize.

On the other hand, the mother’s coma also stands for a near-death experi-
ence, comparable to the state of abjection or loss of mind and memory already
alluded to in my other group of films. What in each case
is striking, is how such engineering of mutually sustain-
ing fantasies in GOODBYE LENIN or AMELIE is based on
the implicit presumption that it is small changes in the
everyday which can shift the entire picture. These films
at once enact Robert Cooper’s political principle of mu-
tual interference in the internal affairs of others, and sub-
tly re-adjust or re-scale it: in the project Europe of the
European Union, it may not be a matter of the big idea, GoopBYE LENIN
the “vision” which is so woefully lacking, as can be seen
in the non-debate around the European constitution. Rather, what matters is the
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small gesture, the tiny detail that at once irritates, surprises and makes us re-
flect. Ideally, it makes us work on the idea of Europe, which is to say, it has the
capacity to politicize us, and who knows, through the bananas we buy or the
window-cleaners we pay, turns us from consumers back into citizens, not at the
supra- or sub-nation level of the nation-state, but at the trans-national level, as
citizens of Europe.

If in GoopBYE LENIN, Europe is thus not the big idea, but the adjustment or
alteration in small everyday things that change the semantic, symbolic or moral
occupation of a space, a history and a memory, the film also provides us, I am
arguing, with a kind of allegorical refiguring of the history I have been trying to
tell, namely the respective transfer of representation, address and articulation of
nation in film and television in Europe over the last fifty years or so: as pro-
jected and articulated by state-controlled television, disarticulated by the consu-
mer society, and then re-enacted, imperso-Nationed by the charade that the du-
tiful son performs for the mother-country, waking from a coma that is
metaphoric at least as much as it is medical. Once again, it indicates the desire
for a kind of zero degree, a system re-boot if you like, in the political, social but
also subjective-affective imaginaries of the European nation states. Perhaps
what is needed is to vacate the all-too crowded and pre-occupied spaces of dis-
course and debate, as the pre-condition for rethinking both identity and diver-
sity, both history and memory, both the micro-politics of a city and a community
and the macro-politics of globalization, including those of immigration, dia-
spora and exile. As the holiday brochure says: “double occupancy means that
the rate is the same whether one or two people stay in the room, providing that
they use the existing bedding”.”® Mikhail Gorbachev once spoke about the
“house” that was Europe.” Maybe we should begin by thinking of it as a
“room” and the globe as the “house” we all have to share: could the new Euro-
pean cinema I have tried to sketch in this chapter be the “bedding” that shows
us how to make up this room?

(2005)
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Ingmar Bergman - Person and PErRsONA

The Mountain of Modern Cinema on the Road to Morocco

The Looming Mountain

On the night between March 25 and 26, 1983, having just finished AFTER THE
REHEARSAL, Ingmar Bergman wrote in his workbook-diary: “I don’t want to
make films again ... This film was supposed to be small, fun, and unpretentious
... Two mountainous shadows rise and loom over me. First: Who the hell is
really interested in this kind of introverted mirror aria? Second: Does there exist
a truth, in the very belly of this drama, that I can’t put my finger on, and so
remains inaccessible to my feelings and intuition? ... We should have thrown
ourselves directly into filming ... Instead we rehearsed, discussed, analyzed, pe-
netrated carefully and respectfully, just as we do in the theatre, almost as if the
author were one of our dear departed.”” Immages — My Life in Film, from which
this passage is taken, is late Bergman at his most typical where a text is an ex-
pertly crafted conjuring trick, altogether worthy of the self-aware, self-confi-
dently tortured master magician. Furnishing his book, as in the passage just
cited, with quite a few theatrical trap-doors, Bergman manages to speak as if
from beyond the grave, or rather from inside the grave, intently scrutinizing us,
the reader, how we react to the sight of the “dearly departed,” who is still en-
joying the spectacle of hiding and revealing, knowing that there is always an-
other mirror to be cracked, another veil to be torn aside.

For is not Bergman himself the mountainous shadow rising and looming over
Swedish cinema, and even contemporary Swedish culture?” When he retired
from directing with FANNY AND ALEXANDER in 1983, was he tauntingly with-
drawing to let a younger generation of filmmakers take up center-stage? Not
really, for nearly fifteen years later, no one seems to have dared scale this parti-
cular mountain peak or hoist a different flag.> Instead, Bergman has continued
to be productive, in ways that are particularly remarkable. Not only has he di-
rected several plays and operas, and continues to do so,* he also remains in the
news thanks to other media: being outspoken about the present situation of the
Swedish film industry on television, or publishing his memoirs, reminiscences
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and recollections are only two ways in which the mountain shows its volcanic
force. Indeed, Bergman seems almost incapable of not playing a determining
role in his country’s film and television productions, making sure they attract
national and international attention. Thus, the major Swedish television event of
1991 was THE BEST INTENTIONS ,a four-part historical drama, written by Berg-
man and directed by Bille August, which, when edited to feature length, was
awarded the Palme d’Or in Cannes as best film of 1992.

Also in 1992, Bergman'’s son Daniel made his directorial debut with SuNDAY’s
CHILDREN, an adaptation of Bergman’s autobiographic novel. In 1996, PRIVATE
CONVERSATIONS, the sequel to THE BEST INTENTIONS aired on television, once
more shown to large audiences during the Christmas season. Written by Berg-
man, it was directed by Liv Ullmann, one of the director’s favorite actresses,
who had already accepted special honors on behalf of Bergman on previous
occasions. At the Cannes Film Festival of 1997, celebrating its 50th anniversary,
Bergman received another Palme d’Or, when he emerged as the favorites’ favor-
ite in a poll among all the previous winners of the Palme d’Or. This time it was
Linn Ullmann, Bergman'’s daughter by Liv, who took the ovation on the direc-
tor’s behalf, while Eva Bergman, another daughter of his, has completed two
films and is set to direct her first full-length feature. Bergman, in other words,
represents not only a one-man “culture industry,” but he has founded a dynasty
where his films, life, and art all seem to mingle, where appearance and reality
become merely moments in a continuum, in a torrent of creativity whose energy
is carried from person to person, from place to place, from gender to generation.
His key actors and technicians have fanned out, in some cases to attain interna-
tional stardom, as with Max von Sydow and Ingrid Thulin, or cinematographer
Sven Nykvist, and at times as directors in their own right, as in the case of Liv
Ullmann, who to date has written and directed four films. According to Ull-
mann, there is also a kind of “pact” in force among the Bergman tribe — Erland
Josephson, Max von Sydow and Ullmann making up the core — who assist each
other, who act in each other’s films, and in this way, pass on the secret and let it
circulate.

It therefore requires a special effort to imagine a time when there was no
“Bergman” to hover over Sweden, and to remind oneself that the director had
to make literally a dozen films before he had a major success with WiLp STRAw-
BERRIES in 1958. Prior to this film and THE SEVENTH SEAL (also 1958), he was
valued only among the cognoscenti. Jean-Luc Godard, in an article interestingly
entitled “Bergmanorama,” conveys the excitement of the emerging French Nou-
velle Vague, who promptly (and perhaps perversely) championed the early Berg-
man over the mature director: “When Vadim emerged, we praised him for
being up to date when most of his colleagues were one war behind. Similarly,
when we saw Guiletta Masina’s poetic grimacing we praised Fellini ... But this
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renaissance of the modern cinema had already been brought to its peak five
years earlier by the son of a Swedish pastor. What were we dreaming of when
SUMMER WITH MONIKA was first shown in Paris? Ingmar Bergman was already
doing what we are still accusing French directors of not doing. SUMMER WITH
MonNIka was already AND Gob ... CREATED WOMAN, but done to perfection.
And the last shot of NiGHTs OoF CABIRIA, when Masina stares fixedly into the
camera: have we forgotten that this, too, appeared in the last reel but one of
SUMMER WITH MoONIKA? Have we forgotten that we had already experienced ...
that sudden conspiracy between actor and spectator ... when Harriet Anders-
son, laughing eyes clouded with confusion and riveted on the camera, calls on
us to witness her disgust in choosing hell instead of heaven?”>

Reading what Bergman has to say about SUMMER WITH MONIKA (1952) in
Images (“I have never made a less complicated film. We simply went off and
shot it, taking great delight in our freedom”)®, and then watching it recently on
video, I could understand Godard’s enthusiasm. The film is a glorified home
movie, a hymn to a young woman’s sensuality, and for the then would-be direc-
tor of A BOUT DE SOUFFLE clearly an open invitation to mix the moral rigor of
Roberto Rossellini with the youthful abandon of Nicholas Ray’s REBEL WITHOUT
A CAUSE.

Reviews in Britain about Bergman in the late 1950s were more cautious and
circumspect than Godard. I have before me a page from The Listener (9 July,
1959, still folded into my Ingmar Bergman, by Jacques Siclier (Editions Universi-
taires, 1960), where John Weightman (later to become an eminent professor of
French literature) “after assimilating a new batch of
four films by Ingmar Bergman, made between 1949
and 1953,” reflects on the director’s “extraordinary
unevenness of quality. How can he be at once so
subtle and so unsubtle?” Weightman disliked WILD
STRAWBERRIES and THE SEVENTH SEAL, but he, too,
liked SuMMER wiTH MONIKA, mainly because of its
poetic (i.e., neo-realist) qualities. Bergman, accord-
ing to Weightman, reflects “the instability of the
couple’s relationship in the changing mood of water
and sky,” the acting is of “uncanny accuracy,” and
in A LESSON IN LOVE and SUMMER WITH MONIKA he
identifies “the two young husbands [as] perfect ex-
amples of the decent, naive, Scandinavian male who
is driven nearly frantic by the vagaries of the fe-
male.” The last point is ironically offset by Berg-
man'’s description (in The Magic Lantern) of how he
fell in love with Harriet Andersson during the making of SUMMER wWITH

SUMMER WITH MONIKA
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Monika, and how pleased they both were when it turned out that they had to
re-shoot most of the outdoor footage because a faulty machine at the laboratory
had torn up several thousand meters of negative.” But Weightman ended his
review on an interesting note: “In putting all these characters and moments of
life on to the screen in so many brilliant, if fragmentary episodes, Bergman has
done something for Sweden that no one, to my knowledge, is doing for Eng-
land. But there may be a parallel in France. Two or three young French direc-
tors, like Bergman, have deliberately turned down attractive foreign offers and
international stars in order to produce films that have a local, home-made or
hand-made character. The camera is again being used as a private eye, as a
means of expressing a single yet complex view. This return to the artisan tradi-
tion is an interesting development, even though some of the initial products
have all the defects of first novels ... The cinema is such a rich art form and the
poetry of the camera so much more facile than poetry in language, that it is easy
for the filmmaker to get drunk on the possibilities of his medium. I think Berg-
man is slightly drunk in this way.”®

Reality and Reflection: The Person Behind PErsONA

When I began writing about Bergman in the mid-60s, my main aim (I think)
was to rescue Bergman, the filmmaker, from what I perceived to be his friends,
those who saw in him the Nordic sage, a stern spiritualist and philosopher. But I
also wanted to defend him against his enemies, my university friends, who ido-
lized Hollywood, and therefore ritually dismissed Bergman’s work as mere
filmed theatre, pompous, and uncinematic. For me, Bergman became a “classi-
cal” (which is to say, also “American”) director with PERSONA (1966), a film I
loved for its intelligence, but also for what the film communicated about Berg-
man’s person/persona. This needs perhaps a word of explanation, since in the
European cinema, the idea of a personal style has an obviously different conno-
tation from that in the commercial cinema. In the former, personality tends to be
defined by a moral vision and a unique aesthetic language, whereas in the lat-
ter, it required the “auteur” theory to teach us to detect “personal” traits even in
genre films and Hollywood studio productions. Yet paradoxically, the Europe-
an “auteur” — as if to compensate for the absence of pre-defined genres and
stars — requires often a “trilogy” or a steady cast of players in order to have his
universe recognized as not just personal but belonging to cinema history. At
other times, as in the case of Robert Bresson, Michelangelo Antonioni, or Feder-
ico Fellini, it is the entire oeuvre that stands for the director, rather than a specific
film, in which case, it is the sheer staying power over time that guarantees the
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work’s cultural value. However, since each of these directors is deemed to be a
law unto himself, there is a tendency to either like their films or dislike them,
according to how sympathetic one feels towards the underlying general concep-
tion of “life.” Rather than respond to the intrinsic aesthetic qualities of the indi-
vidual films as such, critics tend to “interpret” such a director’s work, launching
on thematic exegesis largely on the director’s own terms, with blithe disregard
for the “intentionalist fallacy.”

The point I was struggling with when mounting my own defense of Bergman
was not to deal with the work in this way. I wanted to examine whether a cine-
matic vision which bears so obviously the marks of its creator in all its parts was
simply self-referential, short-circuited in a tangle of private obsessions and fan-
tasies, or whether the idiosyncrasies were the result of a self-imposed limitation,
the price of a deliberate artistic discipline — in short, a modernist aesthetic. For
me, Bergman — despite appearances to the contrary — clearly headed in the latter
direction, for the self-reflexivity of the modernist artist was particularly in evi-
dence in the films not generally popular, like THE FACE (1959) whose consis-
tency in theme, characterization and setting allowed a certain world to emerge
with exceptional economy as well as clarity. Bergman'’s films seemed to pose so
many key problems of the medium itself, whether the relationship of language
to images, or the truth of illusion — and all of these concerns were embodied
across the judgment he passed on his characters” self-images, their role-playing
and at times sententious verbal self-fashioning. The often pessimistic, possibly
sadistic portrayal of human frailty, of the frustrated will to communicate, of
remorseless perseverance in moral and psychic self-destruction so typical of his
protagonists was, I felt, intimately connected with the peculiarly ascetic mise-
en-scene, for Bergman’s intensity and intellec-
tual lucidity, as well as the calculated control of
audience-response was largely due to a catego-
rical refusal to let any reality (in the sense of un-
structured contingency) enter into his films: an
absence of “real life,” that is, which formed the
thematic core of, for example films like A Pas-
SION (1970), but also of THE SILENCE (1963) or
PERsONA. Bergman so clearly “fabricated” rea-
lity in order to produce situations of artifice,
and his particular psychological realism was
only effective as a metaphoric language (the
predicaments pointing only by extension and extrapolation to the larger situa-
tion: a social class trapped in forms of behavior which had become unreal even
to itself) because the field of vision had been so carefully delimited and closed.
For example, if one looked at the outbursts of violence in Bergman'’s films, one

THE SILENCE
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could see how precise the relation was of what the film said and how (at what
price of self-imposed restraint) it said it. In A PassioN, when Max von Sydow
swings an axe at Liv Ullmann, the moment transcends the level of hysterical
histrionics because Bergman’s restriction of the visual field, the avoidance of
pans and long-shots, cumulatively engendered a frustration, a sense of unnatur-
al enclosure in the spectator which found its lightning-conductor in the Von
Sydow character’s furious physical attack. Emotional intensity viscerally trans-
mitted is one of the secrets of the American cinema’s sheer physicality. It was
only Bergman among European directors who seemed to me to manage a simi-
lar tactile immediacy and palpable impact in his films, for he used processes
specific to the cinema, such as the manipulation of space, not in order to create
intellectual effects, but to convey psycho-physical states (here a sense of claus-
trophobia) that were integral parts of his moral themes. The barrenness of his
island (the setting of this, as so many other films from the 1960s) was the rich-
ness of his cinema.

By making this dialectic of visceral impact and spatial restraint both the cen-
ter and the structuring principle, Bergman had, in my judgment, created espe-
cially with PERSONA a uniquely modernist film, where the modernist topos of
appearance vs. reality found itself explored across that specifically cinematic
mode of meaning-making we call “violence,” which is not necessarily the vio-
lence on the screen, but the always implied violence of the screen. It gave PERsO-
NA a different kind of vantage point, for it made an appeal to this fundamental
tension of the cinema as a medium of reflection across an assault on the senses,
in order to give thematic substance and formal coherence to the logic of its
images. Whereas some of Bergman'’s pre-
vious films had displayed a discrepancy be-
tween the internal truth of the image and
the thematic weight it was expected to car-
ry (with the effect that spectators tended to
stifle an unintended laugh in THROUGH A
Grass DARKLY [1963] when a big spider
crawling along a wall was meant to suggest
the presence of God in a schizophrenic wo-
man’s mind), PERsoNA focused the images
and fused them with the dramatic reality of
the characters, who develop, expose, hide

THROUGH A GLASS DARKLY (and all but destroy) themselves under the

silent or aggressive, furtive or direct look
(always intensely hypnotic) with which they scrutinize and provoke each other
— a look that in essence is the equivalent and stand-in of the spectators’ eyes
riveted to the screen. Bergman makes this relation quite explicit: the two women
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face the audience directly whenever the inner, reflective eye that questions per-
ception is to become an element of dramatic importance. As the women’s faces
are turned to us, their eyes transmit a distinctly probing experience which in-
variably crystallizes the preceding action.

When Alma, waking up in the middle of the night, sees Elisabet come to her
room out of the translucent curtains of the open door, her vision corresponds to
an emotion which the entire preceding film has led up to, which is her desire, so
ardently expressed in her words and eyes, for friendship, communion, tender-
ness and understanding with Elisabet. When the women embrace, this desire
finds its fulfillment. But as the camera moves closer, the figures disengage from
each other, and they turn their faces to the camera, as if they were looking at
their reflection in a mirror. Is it possible, the faces seem to ask, that we are really
one? And to underline this, Elisabet brushes Alma’s hair from her forehead to
reveal their striking likeness. It seems obvious that this scene is so memorable
because it relates profoundly to the inner movement and dramatic development
of the film, that is, because of its structural importance, as much as because it is
beautifully photographed (it is the single most frequently reproduced still from
the film). The more unsettling, therefore, that the following morning Elisabet
denies the very occurrence of this scene, yet this too, is logical, in that it corre-
sponds to the two movements in Alma’s character and sensibility: the emotion,
the desire that brings the vision into being and makes it materialize on the
screen, and the reflection, the mirror-like apprehension that dissolves it again.
In such scenes Bergman is concerned with bringing out and establishing the
fundamental tensions between emotion, intellect and perception, their neces-
sary relatedness not only in the lives of his characters; these tensions are as pre-
sent in us, while watching a film, and yet by recognizing the validity of Berg-
man’s themes in terms of our own experiences during the film, we accord
general significance to them, as being also part of our lives.

PErRSONA as Paradigm: The Mind of the Body

But it was neither for its themes nor for its spiritual uplift that I became a believ-
er in Bergman’s genius, because as already indicated, it was not his metaphysics
but the physics of his films that made me go to the cinema, and write about his
work. Although I might not have put it this way, it was the intelligence of the
body in Bergman’s work that I looked for in the films from the mid-1960s on-
wards, which made them not necessarily more profound than his “master-
pieces” (e.g., THE SEVENTH SEAL or WILD STRAWBERRIES), but distinctly more
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cinematic and therefore more classical, in the sense that the classical American
cinema has always been a cinema of bodily intelligence.

Returning to PERSONA, the story of an actress, Elisabet, who after a nervous
breakdown, is nursed back to health by a young woman, Alma, and gradually
seems to “absorb” part of the nurse’s personality, the question immediately
poses itself as to where the film’s life and the characters’ life-force reside. Is it in
the (fragile, unworthy) selves they peel away (and thus in the morality of strip-
ping the soul naked of all pretence), or in these selves” wily and ingenious self-
fashioning during the encounters with an “other”? If one looks at the scene
which precipitates the nervous breakdown, showing us Elisabet on stage, one
can see that the action is at each moment sufficient unto itself. The very way in
which the scene is formally organized points to its function, interprets it — in-
deed explains Elisabet’s otherwise so puzzling decision henceforth to remain
silent. The disposition of figure and space, of character movement and camera
movement convey the urgency of her choice in a manner more immediate and
convincing than any verbal explanations given by the doctor. We first see
Electra/Elisabet with her back to the camera addressing an audience in a thea-
tre. Gradually she turns round, approaches the camera, until her face is in close-
up and she is looking straight at us. The real significance lies not in the verbal
commentary (which merely fills in the context) but exclusively in her physical
movement. The shot begins with her facing the theatre audience and ends with
her facing us, the cinema audience (both audiences are “abstract” as far as one
can make out, since the auditorium in the theatre appears in fact to be empty of
spectators). This corresponds directly to a process of reflection made manifest in
space in that she has quite literally come to a turning point in her life. The tran-
sition from an outer world of appearance to an inner revelation of being is given
substance by the movement which in a fluid motion joins the two audiences —
differentiated as they are by the ontological gap that separates cinematic image
and physical reality, and which Bergman has here used to signify the difference
between emotional reality (Elisabet’s sudden awareness of herself and the emo-
tional involvement of the audience in the film) and external existence (Elisabet’s
role as actress and the illusory, unreal image on the screen).

This movement from an outer to an inner world is furthermore reinforced,
given a concrete spatial embodiment, and hence its ultimate visual reality by
the position of the camera. Elisabet is on stage, as a metaphor of a social world,
and she turns backstage (where the camera is), to indicate a more intimate and
immediate reality. The transition which her movement describes is therefore
from an outer, seemingly ordered (but false) world to an inner, often chaotic
(but necessary) world. For just as the business that habitually goes on backstage
in a theatre is necessary in order to produce the “show,” so the chaos of one’s
inner self may well be the necessary precondition of one’s active “social” life
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(cf. the similar use which Bergman makes of the backstage metaphor in SMILES
OF A SUMMER NIGHT [1955], or the juxtaposition of the trailer and the circus ring
in the interpersonal dramas of SAWDUST AND TINSEL [1953]).

Where the scene in PERSONA essentially differs from the earlier ones is in
Bergman’s awareness as to its directly cinematic implication, expressed by the
position of the camera and the extreme economy of its use. In this scene, Berg-
man has not only given the essential movement of this film (its constant dialec-
tic from inner to outer realm), its fundamental
theme (the possibility of communicating and
living this inner reality) but also vindicated the
cinema as a unique medium of revelation and
illumination of what is perceptible neither to
the naked eye nor to be put in words. By placing
the camera backstage with its mechanical eye
turned towards the auditorium, Bergman has
indicated the ultimately impersonal scope of ci-
nematic art: observing life and giving us its ver-
idical image, the cinema in a simultaneous
movement transforms it, recording an inner ex- PERSONA
perience as action. In this unique capacity of
being at once supremely realistic and highly interpretative, even visionary, lies
the justification of the cinema, its seriousness, even as it deals in nothing but
illusion. The scene described above could serve as a very persuasive argument
for the auteur theory — a scene whose minimal overt “content” reveals a max-
imum of cinematic meaning. It was as if Bergman in PErRsoNa had discovered
the kind of economy of means that seemed to many of us to make the American
cinema superior to European art film: the recognition that the cinema is at once
the most unreal, the most “faked” and the emotionally most real and most
authentic of all aesthetic experiences, and that its fascination resides in the irre-
solvable oscillation inherent in this contradiction.

Narrative Space

This theoretical-ethical point around which PErsoNa is structured is already
dramatized in the pre-credit sequence, where a boy with his hands stretched
out trying to touch the (projected) image of a woman (his mother?). The image,
as it becomes larger and larger is both too close to be clearly recognized and too
far to be concretely grasped — it is at once immediately tactile and irredeemably
unreal: the boy’s longing for his mother, human contact and physical commu-
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nication remains unfulfilled, for how could he ever bridge the gap between the
two planes of reality that separate the body from the image. (To underline this
point, and make the didactic-metaphysical implications quite obvious, Bergman
lets the boy turn round and repeat the gestures into the camera, obliging the
spectator to be both directly related to his predicament and experience it indir-
ectly: we will always remain “unreal” to him, and that means that he — as in-
deed all the characters in the film — exists only in terms of the role we are pre-
pared to give him, in the act of activating our empathy, our touch, our intellect).
In this pre-credit scene of violence and graphic detail, or bodies asleep and
bodies in the morgue, of slaughtered sheep and human hands having nails dri-
ven through their palms, Bergman clarifies his own position (as if to bid fare-
well to his early films which, in order to make these points about reality and
appearance, had to invent historical fairy tales, (e.g., THE FACE).

Bergman’s concern for, and awareness of, the medium is also apparent in his
very differentiated and subtle organization of space, that is to say, visual space.
This may seem paradoxical, insofar as a certain kind of representational space
does not exist at all in PERSONA. There is an almost complete absence of perspec-
tive and depth. The women are close to the camera, the background is often
indistinct or blurred, and their faces are seen as if from behind glass with flat
visual planes with clear outlines, yet without a feeling of roundness and whole-
ness, thus giving an overwhelming sense of at once claustrophobia and trans-
parency, of constriction experienced in a state of almost hallucinatory clarity.
This deliberate one-dimensionality of the image, clearly and essentially belongs
to the women’s predicament, is achieved by Bergman’s refusal to let the illusion
of ordinary space develop, substituting instead a properly cinematic space with-
out in any way destroying that sense of psychological realism, so necessary to
any involvement in the interpersonal drama unfolding.

The full significance of this floating, translucent space, however, only be-
comes apparent when contrasted with scenes where there is edge and perspec-
tive. For example, when Alma tells her story about the boys on the beach, Berg-
man gives the room an extraordinary depth, with the two women as focal
points, clearly distinguished and surrounded by a particular light which both
illuminates and isolates (especially the light near Elisabet). Against the imperso-
nal, flat and even surface of the other scenes, this one has an immediate — but
deceptive — quality of warmth and intimacy. The function and significance of
this new space is twofold: firstly it clearly separates the two women, isolating
Elisabet from Anna’s experience, and giving to Anna an emotional freedom,
outside their ambivalent relationship. Secondly the deep focus, allowing as it
does a fullness of the image and the expansion of the visual space not only
corresponds to the sentiment that Alma tries to express, but at the same time
associates its thematic value, giving it an interpretation which the story itself
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does not make evident, which is namely the immensely liberating significance
that Bergman wants to convey through Alma’s tale, the sensual reality of a
warm, expansive day on the beach, the sexual abandon, the physical intimacy,
the strangely innocent fulfillment of this impersonal human contact across pas-
sion and lust. Thus, the expansion of Alma’s self in the narration corresponds to
the expansion of the cinematic image, and the reality of her experience becomes
materialized in the visual reality of the room in its three-dimensionality.

Where such a reality no longer exists in relation to the characters (as subse-
quently when Alma breaks down and cries on Elisabet’s bed), the space, too,
reflects this contraction, becoming indistinct, obliterated. Similarly, the long-
shots on the beach, among pebbles and rocks (a landscape present in at least
half a dozen of Bergman’s films) indicate the total destruction of their relation-
ship, their fundamental discord between each other and their environment.
Whereas in his earlier films, these beach scenes often made a somewhat allego-
rical point about “isolation” and “alienation,” the scene in PERsONA has quite a
different, wholly specific connotation, because the spatial construction, as I have
tried to show, relates to other scenes, and therefore belongs to a specific dra-
matic turning point.

The film’s spatial organization is thus determined by the development of the
narrative argument, the power relations and inter-personal struggles, moving
from claustrophobic one-dimensional surfaces to focal depth and clarity, or un-
related, forlorn vistas on the beach. Particular importance in this context is gi-
ven to Elisabet’s hospital room. The darkness is bathed in ghostly light emanat-
ing from the television set. Terrified by the images of the burning monk,
Elisabet tries to escape from the impact of this experience by pressing herself
against the wall. The scene is crucial, in that it finds a most apposite visual me-
taphor for the insoluble nature of her dilemma in the outside world, which she
tried to exclude by her silence, but which intrudes the more forcefully as images
which quite literally are reflected on her own person. This throws light on her
own predicament, and illuminates her inner world from which she cannot es-
cape (though she might have cheated herself, as most of us do, by turning off
the set, as she had done previously with the radio). Unobtrusively, yet very
powerfully Bergman validates the metaphor of the room as an image of Elisa-
bet’s interior world, in which she is exposed to violent conflict. Hence once
more the concrete sense of space (which is not a theatrical space) that Bergman
gives to the scene. It foreshadows and anticipates a situation of bodily threat
and psychic danger repeated later, when Alma is about to pour boiling water in
Elisabet’s face. If in the first scene it is the reality of an image (the reflection of an
external reality) which threatens her, the second scene stages a threat to Elisa-
bet’s body image, intended to expose the fallacious purity of her escape into
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silence. In both cases, the intensity of the emotional conflict depends for its dra-
matic reality on the justness of its materialization in a visual space.

The importance which Bergman gives to space invalidates a charge made
against PERSONA at the time, namely that it examines the relation of the two
women in a social vacuum. Not only does the first part of the film show how
and why they are gradually taken out of their habitual environment, but the
subtle variations of space are partly intended to keep the political dimension
constantly present. From the beginning, Bergman stresses the sensual, intellec-
tual (and social) difference between the two women. One notes, for instance, the
juxtaposition of the two women going to bed: Elisabet, with her face motionless
turned towards the camera, and the image becoming slowly darker and darker
— cinematic expression of her essentially reflective nature, while Alma, restless,
switching the light on and off is characterized as temperamental and impulsive.
At the same time, their common characteristics (from which the dramatic con-
flict flows) are also underlined. They are both in a “false” position, i.e., both
contain within themselves irreconciled contradictions: one by choice and act of
will (Elisabet’s silence, deliberate negation of her profession as actress and of
her middle-class existence), the other by innocence and ignorance (Alma’s soli-
loquies at night as she removes her make-up — a symbolic action, reminiscent of
a similar scene at the end of SUMMER INTERLUDE (1950) and contrasted to her
seemingly straightforward self-assured day-time manner).

What are these opposites, and what do they signify? As I have already indi-
cated, PERSONA seems to me most meaningful when also considered as a meta-
cinematic statement, in which the nature of the characters’ drama relates inti-
mately to the specific qualities of the cinematic medium. Thus, Elisabet seems
to find in her self-imposed silence a release from her extroverted existence im-
posed upon her by her profession as an actress. Away from the role that smoth-
ered her own self under layers of make-up, she tries to discover an inner dimen-
sion, a new intimacy which seem to be the fruit of solitude. To this, Alma brings
the necessary — devastating — correction that there may not be a self beneath the
mask. On the other hand, Alma, too, finds in this silence a screen upon which
she can project all the roles she had always wanted to play. She becomes an
extrovert to a degree that seems to surprise even herself, though only to dis-
cover in the process that by playing these roles she has stripped herself of all
her outward assurance and certainty. By playing herself, and as it were, drama-
tizing her own existence in front of her silent spectator, Alma becomes an ac-
tress, performing before an audience. (The meta-discursive dimension in rela-
tion to the cinema is evident, if only by the fact that Alma is of course played
by a professional actress: Bibi Andersson).® The fictional Alma is nonetheless
caught at her own game also by the silence of the spectator Elisabet who makes
her lose all control, plunging her into a hysteria that brings her face to face with
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her own long-concealed anguish. This is precisely the kind of anguish that
made Elisabet renounce being an actress — the nurse has become patient, and
the patient has become teacher. In this, Bergman seems at pains to remind us of
the perverse and at the same time revealing conditions under which (artistic)
creativity exercises itself today, which is always on the verge of hysteria, hype,
and hypocrisy.

European Art Cinema: The Many Maps of Misreading

Indeed, and this maybe the rub, the point where any interpretation of Berg-
man’s films, any thematic, modernist, or self-reflexive reading comes up against
another set of realities: those of production and reception as the obtain in a pop-
ular, quasi-universal, but nonetheless capital-intensive medium such as the cin-
ema. After all, it is audiences as well as critics who decide how a film is to be
understood, and the former are often cued not by the subject matter or meta-
physical dilemmas about reality and reflection, of being and seeming, or the
difficulties of the face-to-face in human communication, but by such “cultural
capital” as a catchy title, a striking poster, the presence of well-known actors,
not to mention such “chance-encounters” as the kind of cinema where one hap-
pens to have seen a film, or with whom one saw it. In his time, Bergman was
seen as the very epitome of the “art cinema” director."

Today, it makes more sense to put forward the case that the old “art cinema”
vs. “commerce” divide, even the opposition Europe vs. Hollywood, or the dif-
ference between an “auteur” and a “metteur-en-scéne” should be understood as
a special case of a more general process, where films (or for that matter, most
cultural objects and artifacts) have assigned to them identities and meanings
according to often apparently fortuitous or superficial characteristics, which on
closer inspection, nonetheless provide the only instructive map we have of cul-
tural history, in this case, of film culture. Such a map ignores all kinds of stylistic
or formal boundaries, relegates interpretations such as the one I have sketched
of PERSONA to the graduate student essay, but speaks eloquently about the life
of films and filmmakers in a much vaster history: that of mentalities, taste and
sensibilities. One could even call it the only true “map of misreading”: In the
case of the cinema, this map tells us that many a European film intended for
one kind of (national) audience, or made within a particular kind of aesthetic
framework, agenda or ideology, undergoes a sea change as it survives the dec-
ades (or crosses the Atlantic), and upon its return, finds itself bearing the stamp
of yet another cultural currency.
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If this is now a commonplace about Hollywood, it is just as true for European
art cinema. The qualities for which filmmakers were praised were not necessa-
rily what the audiences liked about their films, and what made them famous
was not always what made them successful. In the case of Italian neo-realism,
for instance, the aesthetic-moral agenda included a political engagement, a so-
cial conscience, a humanist vision. Subjects such as post-war unemployment, or
the exploitation of farm labor by the big landowners was part of what made
neo-realism a “realist” cinema, while the fact that it did not use stars, but faces
from the crowd made it a “poetic” cinema (to come back to Weightman’s com-
ments on Ingmar Bergman). Yet as we know, a film like Romg, OPEN CITY
(Roberto Rossellini, 1946) which is ostensibly about the bravery of the Italian

resistance against the German Gestapo, with
communist partisans and Catholic priests mak-
ing common cause against the enemy, represents
not only a particular (party-political) view of the
resistance and a short-lived compromise among
the powers that be, while with established per-
formers such as Anna Magnani and Aldo Fabrizi
it was not exactly a film that used lay actors. Or
consider why THE BrcycLe Taier (Vittorio de
Sica, 1948), ostensibly about a man who after
months of seeking work, finally lands a job, only

THE BrcycL THIEF to lose it straight away because he cannot get to

work on time, when thieves steal his bicycle, did
well in America not because of the man’s social plight (“Why didn’t he take his
car to work?”), but because audiences loved the story of the man’s seven-year-
old son, tears in his eyes as he sees his parent humiliated, but in the final shot,
slowly clasping his father’s hand again, as they walk away into the sunset.”

RoME, OpeN CITY became a success abroad for many reasons, including its
erotic, melodramatic, and atmospheric qualities. In one often reproduced shot
there is a glimpse of Anna Magnani’s exposed thighs as she falls, gunned down
by the Germans, while in another, a glamorous German female agent seduces a
young Italian women into a lesbian affair while also supplying her with cocaine.
To American audiences, unused to such explicit fare, the labels “art” and “Euro-
pean” began to connote a very particular kind of realism, to do with explicit
depiction of sex and drugs rather than political or aesthetic commitment.

Bergman’s films are crucial here, as is the history of his reception and reputa-
tion as an artist. Respected in the early 1960s for his films of existential angst
and bleak depictions of religious doubt, he was able to have his films financed
by Svensk Filmindustri, partly because in the art houses of America such gra-
phic portrayals of sexual jealousy or violence as in SAWDUST AND TINSEL or THE
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VIRGIN SPRING (1959), or of a woman masturbating (in THE SILENCE) defined for
the generation prior to the “sexual revolution” what was meant by adult cin-
ema. When in the mid-1960s other filmmakers
in Europe (Denmark, Germany) began to make
films for which the label “adult” was a well-un-
derstood euphemism, and when the Americans
themselves relaxed censorship, the art film ex-
port as an economic factor for European na-
tional cinemas suffered a decline (in Italy, for
instance), although it remained a cultural and
artistic force. Above all, for the subsequent gen-
erations of (more or less mainstream) American
directors, from Arthur Penn to Woody Allen
and Martin Scorsese to Francis Ford Coppola,
but also for the academy it was the fact that
without the European art and auteur cinema,
film studies might never have found a home in American universities.

What can we call this re-assignment of meaning, then, this fluctuation of cri-
tical, cultural and economic currency, between one continent and another? A
misunderstanding of the filmmaker’s intention? An acknowledgment that as
many Bergmans exist as there were audiences recognizing something of no-
velty, interest or spiritual value in his films? Or just an integral part of what we
mean by “art cinema” (and, finally, by any form of cinema), where the primary,
economic use-value is either not relevant (because of government subsidies, as
in the case of Bergman), or has already been harvested, leaving a film or a film-
maker’s work to find its status on another scale of values altogether? Is this
what forms a “canon” and makes a film a “classic”? In which case, the old idea
of European films as expressive of their respective national identity would ap-
pear to be rather fanciful and far-fetched. It would suggest that “national cin-
ema” quite generally, makes sense only as a relation, not as an essence, being
dependent on other kinds of filmmaking (i.e., the commercial/international
mainstream, to which it supplies the other side of the coin and thus functions
as the subordinate term). Yet a national cinema by its very definition, must not
know that it is a relative or negative term, for then it would lose its virginity and
become that national whore which is the heritage film (as in the case of British
cinema from the 1980s onward).”* This is why the temptation persists to look
beyond relative values, towards something that defines “national cinema” posi-
tively, such as “the decent, naive, Scandinavian male ... driven nearly frantic by
the vagaries of the female.”

Bergman'’s carefully staged self-doubt at the end of his active filmmaking life,
together with the sort of qualified, but prophetic faith in his early, poetic films

THE VIRGIN SPRING
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(as expressed by the review of Weightman quoted earlier) may yet have a com-
mon denominator with American audiences’ frisson about the “mature” Berg-
man’s candid look at sexual obsessions and violent marital strife. For retrospec-
tively, by a kind of pruning away, these judgments delineate quite accurately
the slim ground an auteur like Bergman occupies who also has to signify a “na-
tional cinema” (the looming presence I alluded to). He has to have recognizable
high culture themes, a stylistic expressivity amounting to a personal signature,
a stock company of actors that function as his actual or surrogate family, and
that ambiguity or indeterminacy of reference which critics (myself included)
used to prize as “psychological realism.” By contrast, the French cinema has al-
ways been a national cinema with such a diversity of strands and traditions
(Lumiere, Mélies, surrealism, impressionism, poetic realism), that it makes its
famous auteurs (Godard, Resnais, Truffaut, Rivette) almost marginal figures in
the overall constellation, dominated as it is by genres, stars, and professional
metteurs-en-scene.

From Bergman to Corman

With these considerations in mind, re-reading Images — My Life in Films left me a
little more disenchanted than I was at first glance. One learns about Bergman’s
dislike of color (because it took away mystery), the importance of lighting (and
of Sven Nyqvist), and that some of his early films were devised in order to ex-
periment with complicated camera movements. But he says next to nothing
about many of the other things that make Bergman a great film director: his use
of close-ups, his work on the sound track, the composition of these incredibly
complex, yet fluid action spaces within the frame, in both indoor and outside
scenes (such as I described them above in PERsoNA). Biographical details, child-
hood memories, moral introspection, the theatre, actors and actresses, music
and music-making make up a loosely woven narrative that moves from topic to
topic, discards chronology, and groups the films under such oddly coy but per-
haps cleverly seductive titles as “Dreams Dreamers,” “Jests Jesters,” “Miscreant
Credence,” “Farces Frolics.” Often, Bergman confesses of this or that film that
he doesn’t have much to say about its making. Contrary to the title, there is little
about images. Instead, what holds the book together is a daunting effort to ac-
count for the process of story-conception, of what mood to be in when writing,
what memory to follow up on, what dream to cross-fertilize with an incident he
has read about, what well of anguish to tap when the plot seems to wander off
in the wrong direction. Bergman is also very self-critical of the final result, often
lamenting that a film (like SHAME [1968], or FACE TO FACE [1975]) could have
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been much better, had he worked more on the script, or recognized in time a
fault in the basic construction. It reminds one of how much legitimation and
cultural capital Bergman the film director still derives from writing, from being
an author as well as an auteur, and at the same time, how removed he was from
the routines of Hollywood script-writing, from story-boarding or using the
script as the production’s financial and technical blueprint. In this, Bergman
conforms rather precisely to the cliché of the European director: improvisation
on the set or on location, the most intense work is expended with the actors,
while the film is taking shape as the director penetrates the inner truth of the
various motifs that the story or situation first suggested to him.

The notion that Bergman'’s films are autobiographical has both given his films
coherence and authenticated them as important. In a sense, Images supports
some of the earnest exegeses that exist of his work: one finds the theme of the
artist, caught between imagining himself a god and knowing he is a charlatan
and conjurer; the motif of the lost companion/partner in an alien city, a war
zone, an isolated hospital; the transfer of identity and the destructive energies
of the heterosexual couple. But Bergman is also candid about his own compli-
ance with admirers’ interpretative projections. Images opens with the admission
that Bergman on Bergman, a book of interviews from 1968, had been “hypocriti-
cal” because he was too anxious to please.” In a similar vein, he now thinks the
notion, endorsed by himself in the preface to Vilgot Sjoman’s Diary with Ingmar
Bergman, that THROUGH A GLASS DARKLY (1961), WINTER LIGHT (1963) and THE
SILENCE form a trilogy is a “rationalization after the fact”: “the "trilogy" has
neither rhyme nor reason. It was a Schnaps-Idee, as the Bavarians say, meaning
that it’s an idea found at the bottom of a glass of alcohol.”"* And yet, as men-
tioned above, one look at the filmographies of Godard, Antonioni, Truffaut,
Wenders, Herzog and Kieslowski shows just how important a prop the idea of
the “trilogy” is for the self-identity of the European auteur bereft of genres and
star actors.

Brushing Images a little against the grain of its own declaration of authenticity
(“I was going to return to my films and enter their landscapes. It was a hell of a
walk”)," it is just conceivable that Bergman’s claim to being one of the cinema’s
great auteurs most firmly rests on his ability to dissimulate, in the sense I sug-
gested above: that the “big themes,” the flaunting of moral doubt and metaphy-
sical pain represents not a personal plight somehow transfigured and purified
into art (the “romantic” complement of early auteurism), but the doubly neces-
sary pre-text for a cinematic tour de force. As Bergman describes making ODE TO
JoY (1949), while his second marriage is breaking up and he is full of self-recri-
mination: “In relation to my profession, I obviously was not suffering from any
neuroses at all. | worked because it was fun and because I needed money.”*®
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The “big themes” were doubly necessary, I am suggesting, because they
helped to define his cinema as “Swedish cinema,” and because they allowed
him to reinvent himself as a filmmaker: prerequisites for creating a “work” that
can be recognized as such at a time when Hollywood still had genres and stars,
rather than directors as stars. As to Bergman, the figurehead of a national cin-
ema, [mages makes clear how many overt and covert threads connect his films
to the key authors and themes of Scandinavian literature. Bergman’s immense
achievement was to have recognized and made his own dramatic situations,
constellations and characters echoing those of the great Scandinavian play-
wrights, especially Strindberg and Ibsen, and using his life-long work in the
theatre as both a permanent rehearsal of his film ideas in progress, and as the
place to forge the stock-company of actors and actresses who give his films their
unmistakeable look, feel and physical identity: Bibi Andersson and Gunnar
Bjornstrand, Ingrid Thulin and Max von Sydow, Liv Ullmann and Erland
Josephson. Even so audaciously private a film like PERsoNA uses Strindberg’s
one-act play The Stronger and even so ostensibly an autobiographical work as
FANNY AND ALEXANDER borrows, apart from its explicit references to Hamlet,
several motifs, names and allusions from Ibsen’s The Wild Duck, and Strind-
berg’s Ghost-Sonata and Dreamplay.”

Beyond their role of giving him a form (the chamber play) and a set of dra-
matic conflicts (Ibsen’s bourgeois family, falling apart through the “life-lie”;
Strindberg’s couple, tearing each other to pieces in sexual anguish and hatred),
the dramatists Bergman is attached to remind one of the importance of the spo-
ken word, of the vernacular, the texture of speech and voice for our idea of a
national cinema, and indeed for the European art cinema as a whole. It suggests
that one function of the auteur cinema as a national cinema, before the advent of
television, was to “transcribe” features of a nation’s cultural tradition, as fig-
ured in another art form (the novel, theatre, opera), and to “represent” them in
the cinema, thereby giving it a haptic presence: often enough only in the eyes of
others, other countries’ cinema audiences or celluloid tourists, but sometimes
also recognized (or gratefully rewarded) by the nation itself.

One can follow this process in Bergman'’s career, where the films from the late
1950s onwards tend to be more or less self-consciously crafted images, first of
the Nordic “character” from the middle-ages to the mid-19th century, and then
of middle-class Sweden today. From THE SEVENTH SEAL to THE VIRGIN SPRING
and SAwWDUST AND TINSEL to THE FACE, from WILD STRAWBERRIES to HOUR OF
THE WOLF (1968), from CRIES AND WHISPERS (1972) to FANNY AND ALEXANDER,
there is an uneasy acknowledgement of the identity others have thrust upon
him, as a national icon and (often ambiguous) national monument. One re-
sponse is parody or pastiche: is it merely hindsight that discovers in Bergman'’s
big themes often a wonderful excuse for putting on a show? Re-seeing THE
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SEVENTH SEAL I was amazed and amused by its Grand-Guignolesque elements,
not just the strolling players but even the young girl’s death at the stake. Its
deftly staged spectacle, its atmospheric touches, its wonderful sleights of hand
and sarcastic humor prompted the perhaps blasphemous thought that Max von
Sydow’s knight back from the Crusades was closer in spirit to Vincent Price in a
Roger Corman Edgar Allen Poe horror film than he was to Dreyer’s DAy oF
WRATH or Bresson’s TRIAL OF JOAN OF ARC.

Hence, perhaps, a trauma that seems to have haunted Bergman briefly, even
more urgently than his brief arrest by bungling Swedish bureaucrats for tax
fraud: the fear of an arrest of his creativity. The tax business resulted in his six
year-long self-exile to Germany, and seems to have wounded him to the quick.
But so did the pun in a French review of AUTUMN SONATA (1978, starring Ingrid
Bergman), suggesting that “Bergman [is not only directing Bergman, but] does
Bergman.”"® Images in a sense is the record of having laid that ghost to rest, for it
gives rise to the theme of an artist becoming a pastiche of himself, a fear he sees
confirmed in the later work of Tarkovsky, of Fellini and especially Bunuel,
whom he accuses of a lifetime of self-parody."® Tying in with the Schnaps-Idee of
an auteur’s trilogy, self-parody is perhaps the fate Bergman believes is in store
for all those European auteurs who outlive both the economic and the cultural
moment of the national cinema with which they came to be identified. From
more recent times, the case of Werner Herzog or Wim Wenders come to mind
(though the counter-examples are just as interesting: Rossellini, when he began
to make his great historical films for television, or Godard, when he took on
video as if to remake and “take back” his own earlier films, commenting on
them by way of spraying them with ever more metaphysical “graffiti”). In Berg-
man’s case, the farewell to the cinema was not only the signal to carry on with
the theatre, but it also led him to reinvent himself as an autobiographer, nove-
list, scenarist, and the self-reflexive, slyly exhibitionist essayist he shows himself
in Images, treating his big themes with an irony, a humor and a detachment not
always present when he was turning them into films.

Ghosts and Dreams: Liv Ullmann with Bob Hope on THE
RoAp To MoRrOCCO

So how does one go about writing Bergman back into the contemporary cin-
ema, and into a film history other than that of the European auteur/national
cinema? As indicated, I would probably not start with WILD STRAWBERRIES, but
with a film made eight years earlier, which strikes me, for much of its 83 min-
utes as timelessly “modern” as all great films are: I am thinking of THREE
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STRANGE LOVES (1947). Although cast in the form of a journey, rather like WiLD
STRAWBERRIES — it moves with such a febrile energy, such volcanic eruptions
between the characters” past and present predicament, as well as between the
various characters to whom the central couple was once or is still emotionally
tied, that its extraordinary urgency even jumps off the small (TV) screen, even
today grabbing one by the throat.

With THREE STRANGE LovEs in mind, that old art cinema staple, the reality/
illusion divide — Bergman’s “big theme” not only in PERsoNa but in so many of
his films, from SAWDUST AND TINSEL to FANNY AND ALEXANDER takes on a new
meaning. It becomes part of the heroic effort to wrest from the cinema, that
medium of time and space, a logic neither enslaved to chronological time nor to
physical space, but instead creating another reality altogether. In his best mo-
ments, Bergman manages to render palpable a sense of indeterminacy such as
it has rarely existed in the cinema since the great silent European cinema of the
1920s (the films of Murnau, Lang, Dreyer): not psychological, nor psychoanaly-
tical, but “phenomenal.” In this sense, Bergman inscribes himself in a universal
cinema tradition, as one of those directors whose craft goes into creating a new
kind of indeterminacy, making possible those imperceptible transitions between
past and present, inner and outer space, memory, dream and anticipation which
also give the contemporary post-classical cinema its intellectual energy and
emotional urgency. Bergman, in order to achieve this kind of energy, experimen-
ted in THREE STRANGE LOVEs with an extraordinary fluid camera and complex
camera set-ups. Realizing how much more difficult it was to achieve spatial dis-
location in the sound film, he did so brilliantly with subsequent films, through
the sound track in THE SILENCE, and through the lighting in PERsoNA, as well as
shaping through his use of color the floating
time of presence and memory, anticipation
and traumatic recollection of CRIES AND
WHIsPERs. In this respect, Bergman’s film-
making is as modern as Godard thought it
was. THREE STRANGE LoVEs to this day gives
one the feeling that this is the cinema that
every generation has to reinvent for itself, that
the cinema always starts again with this kind
of vulnerability and radical openness. If it
means being branded an art-cinema, so be it,
at least until it becomes prisoner of the double
body it seems fated to create for itself — that of
an auteur’s cinema, pastiching its own cultural self-importance.

One of the most poignant passages in [mages occurs when Bergman discusses
Liv Ullmann’s primal scream at the climax of FACE To FAcE: “Dino De Lauren-

THE RoaD TO MOROCCO
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tiis was delighted with the film, which received rave reviews in America. Now
when I see FACE TO FACE I remember an old farce with Bob Hope, Bing Crosby,
and Dorothy Lamour. It’s called THE RoaD TO Morocco. They have been ship-
wrecked and come floating on a raft in front of a projected New York in the
background. In the final scene, Bob Hope throws himself to the ground and
begins to scream and foam at the mouth. The others stare at him in astonish-
ment and ask what in the world he is doing. He immediately calms down and
says: ‘This is how you have to do it if you want to win an Oscar.” When I see
Face To FAcE and Liv Ullmann’s incredibly loyal effort on my behalf, I still can’t
help but think of THE RoADp TO MoRocco0.”*°

(1994)
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Late Losey

Time Lost and Time Found

Tel qu’en lui-méme, I'éternité le change
Mallarme

A year after his death, a new Losey film opens in the cinemas. STEAMING raises
special expectations: Is it a sort of testament? Or did Losey, as a director, with
more than 30 feature films to his credit, die —
so to speak — intestate? STEAMING, Losey’s
only film after returning from French exile,
is in some ways a work in the “minor”
genre of the filmed play. One thinks of the
American Film Theatre productions (for
which Losey did GALILEO), and Altman’s
SECRET HONOR, or CoME BACK TO THE FIVE
& DiME. It would have been more satisfy- _ A
ing, if for the sake of symmetry at the very XX and Found
least, if Losey had directed Pinter’s BE-
TRAYAL, instead of the all-female cast of Nell
Dunn’s successful stage debut.

Nonetheless, STEAMING could be seen as a parable of English society in the
Pinter mode. The Turkish baths are after all, a sort of microcosm, a refuge and
place of comfort, but also of decay. “This Empire-rich society provided edifices
of marble with beautiful fixtures.” That it should be demolished, to make way
for a car park, is a fitting, though perhaps slightly too obvious an allegorical
hint. On the other hand, the situation is also typical of many Losey films: the
home, the refuge that turns into a beleaguered fortress. It recurs regularly, from
THE PROWLER to THE SERVANT, from Boom and SECRET CEREMONY to THE As-
SASSINATION OF TROTZKY and A DoLL’s HOUSE.

Usually it is a guest, regardless of whether invited or not, whose presence
disrupts a precarious equilibrium, bringing into the open or engineering the
tensions that lead, after a brief flash of self-awareness, to inevitable mental or
physical self-destruction. The intruder who disturbs the peace this time is not a
policeman (THE PROWLER), an insolent stable boy (THE SLEEPING TIGER), an

Joseph Losey: Time Lost

JoserH LoSEY
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au pair student (ACCIDENT), a self-styled angel of death (Boom), a German gigo-
lo (THE RomANTIC ENGLISHWOMAN), a Jewish Resistance member (M. KLEIN) or
a ruthless nymphet (THE TroOUT), but a less symbolic or mysterious provocation
— property speculators hiding behind a London borough council. The mundane
occasion, the modest ambitions could themselves be an ironic comment on the
Losey legend, or on the bathos beneath the rhetoric in contemporary Britain on
the Falklands and Whitehall, on Greenham Common, Greenpeace, and the
GLC.

What is different in STEAMING is that the protagonists are women and that
division leads to solidarity. But as in the other films, the threat from outside
provokes via a series of cathartic and violent encounters a moment of self-recog-
nition. Though unlike the mostly solitary or male counterparts, the women do
not expend their passion and intelligence on self-destruction as in THE SERVANT,
FiGURES IN A LANDscAPE, LEs ROUTES DU suD, or THE TROUT: An access of defi-
ant self confidence makes them triumph and claim victory. In the gloomy
brown fittings and the gleaming white tiled baths, overarched by a glass dome,
the women symbolize what is alive and vibrant.

But SteamING will disappoint those expecting a definitive statement from
Losey rounding off and closing a work that spanned four decades and three
national film industries: Hollywood, Britain and France. For connoisseurs of
Losey’s darker side, the optimism will seem superficial, the issue too slight to
bear the allegorical weight, the commitment to the cause (of women? of public
services in the Welfare State? of endangered civic architecture?) too external and
distanced.

It will even displease those with no particular interest in Losey as such and
who expect to see in the film what the play set out to do: “show women fighting
for their own identity and, in the process of coming together, finding the
strength to alter their lives.” For Losey seems more interested in the reticent
performance of Vanessa Redgrave and her statuesque beauty than in the dra-
matic interplay between the women. This may, however, be a limitation inher-
ent in the play. It develops each woman in turn by a virtuoso scene of self-expo-
sure, confession, or near-hysterical outburst rather than by actual confrontation
and mutual revelation.

One weakness of the play, the somewhat stereotypical and over-anxious divi-
sion of the women according to class, age, background and race is turned by
Losey to advantage: some figures stay very much in the background, and the
interest shifts between the three central characters, who become more or less
aspects of one person, a decision which Nell Dunn might have endorsed: “There
is some of me in all the women in the play.” In the film this composite portrait is
focussed on Vanessa Redgrave by the sheer force of her screen persona.
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As a consequence, Losey, no doubt deliberately, accentuates the spectator’s
ambivalent position between claustrophobia and voyeurism. One is aware of
being an uninvited guest not by any suggestion of erotic lubriciousness, nor
because the women confide in each other things they might not say when
dressed. It is more a matter of feeling oneself put in the metaphoric position of
the intruder, who of course throughout the film remains not only faceless (as
was the helicopter crew in FIGURES IN A LANDsScAPE) but absent. Unlike a film
such as George Cukor’s THE WOMEN, where one might argue that in a very
ambiguous fashion, it is the men who structure the absence around which the
action turns, STEAMING presents a more complex case. Through Vanessa Red-
grave’s melancholy, the optimistic trajectory of the film is considerably dar-
kened, for no longer does it seem as if the women join their respective talents.
Rather, the confrontations over class, over career versus children, education ver-
sus street-wise experience, over sex or self-respect are endlessly circular opposi-
tions, which do not lead to “identity,” either individual or collective, but to the
insight that whatever one’s position, the logic of the mutually exclusive will al-
ways manifest itself. In the mirror of the Other which the women hold up to one
another, only the same divided self can appear.

The spectator is thus not simply responding differently according to gender,
however much the film might provoke reflection about individual identity. Lo-
sey, more strongly than in many of his films, links the issue of spectatorship
with that of aggression, but also, more subtly, associates self-realization with
exhibitionism. The question is furthermore whether one is prepared to accept
as a properly aesthetic emotion, the tact and delicacy communicated by the
camera as a celebrated director films celebrated actresses in a state of nakedness
that is both intimate and anti-erotic, and therefore marked by intimations of
mortality even as the fable moves towards a liberating orgiastic finale. Losey’s
last image is of white balloons rising like effervescent champagne from the hot
bath. But the spectator knows that their ascent is checked by the glass roof,
protecting the women but also enclosing them like a sealed bubble.

Such thoughts about STEAMING might be the starting point for a revision of
one’s first impressions and could lead to view the film more abstractly but also
more personally. A testament after all? It might also be the starting point for
reviewing the fate of late Losey, the British cinema’s most prodigal son whose
career seems to have ended in the wilderness.

As so often with Losey, upon reflection or with the passage of time, his films
gain in complexity what they initially appeared to lack in subtlety or spontane-
ity. During the final decade, each Losey film confounded the expectations raised
by his name, and his work was met with polite interest often disguising frank
disappointment. The public too either stayed away or was not given a chance to
find out. THE RoMmANTIC ENGLISHWOMAN, M KLEIN, LEs ROUTES DU suD, THE
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Trout are all either unknown in Britain or barely remembered. Even DoN
G1ovaNNI, Losey’s only international success in his last years, had very mixed
notices both in France and Britain precisely because it seemed to be made for a
public of opera lovers who do not usually like the cinema. It became a cultural
occasion; reviewers noted the sumptuous spectacle and the star cast but on the
whole did not ask themselves what place the film had in Losey’s work or what
it meant for the cinema.

The disappointment was mutual. It emanated from Losey the man as much as
it was the prevailing reaction to his later films. Disappointment on Losey’s part
above all about the careless handling of his films by producers and distributors.
This was in itself nothing new in his career. In 1959, BLIND DATE was bought by
Paramount, but because of a McCarthyite article in the US press, was only re-
leased much later as the bottom half of a double bill. The complaint of interfer-
ence and gross negligence, voiced by Losey at the NFT in 1964 about the Hakim
Brothers” treatment of EVE, seems not to have been mitigated by subsequent
experience. MGM was so little convinced of THE Go-BETWEEN that they tried to
stop it being entered officially at Cannes in 1970. In the event it won the Golden
Palm. The reason Losey was ready to leave France to return to England, he told
his audience at the London Film Festival in 1982, was that distribution and ac-
cess to international audiences had to be better in London than they were in
Paris. THE TrouUT, the film he presented, was never released in Britain.

Within the film industries in America or Europe, Losey never achieved the
position of a producer-director. None of his films made the kind of money that
allowed Hitchcock, Billy Wilder, or Stanley Kubrick to enter the market as an
equal partner with a distribution company. Hence the anger, frustration, and
occasional self-pity of a man who had to spend much of his time in the ante-
rooms of people he despised.

Losey’s other source of disappointment was that although he belonged to the
very few great directors of world cinema, the world was reluctant to give him
the recognition he deserved. Comparable to the best American directors of his
generation he nonetheless remained at the margin of both the commercial film
industry and the art cinema. In Europe he knew himself to be the equal of the
symbolic fathers of the different national cinemas: Bunuel, Bergman, Visconti,
Resnais, Wajda, but his reputation was never as assured as theirs, nor did his
prestige seem to matter enough to his chosen home, Britain, to warrant either
the financial or institutional support he would have needed as the figure at the
artistic center of a national cinema. Worse still, to a critical establishment jud-
ging serious films by their literary merit, he was not an original artist, but de-
pendent on the quality of his scripts and in particular, on the genius of Pinter.
Paradoxically, Losey thus worked during the last phase of his career under the
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double shadow of his own past reputation and the present one of his collabora-
tors.

No wonder Losey is so often cited as a negative example of how a Hollywood
career interrupted by political machinations came to be at the mercy of interna-
tional co-productions and the vagaries of film distribution; how a director’s un-
realized projects might turn out to be more significant for his filmography than
some of the ones he did make; how difficult it is to work in a tradition of British
cinema that is not simply parasitic on certain literary models or cultural cliches,
but critical; and finally, how impossible it is to be an auteur in Britain. Hence the
sad irony of seeing lesser men make the films he had worked years to prepare:
his Conrad project failed, UNDER THE VoLcaNO made by Tony Richardson, a
German porn film producer doing Thomas Mann’s THE MaGic MOUNTAIN and
bitterest disappointment of all, Volker Schloendorff directing A LA RECHERCHE
pu Temrs PErDU. Pinter at least was able to publish his screenplay when their
Proust project fell through, but Losey’s work was wasted. Hardly a film was
made at the time it was first conceived: THE Go-BETWEEN took seven years, THE
TrouT originally planned with Brigitte Bardot and Dirk Bogarde took eighteen
years, and GALILEO from 1947 to 1974.

As an enemy of promise Losey is only comparable to Orson Welles, with
whom he shared the sheer endless string of aborted projects, but towards the
end also the physical bulk and a face in which a feminine sensibility was perma-
nently at war with an all too male sensuality. Showing the ravages of many pas-
sions, the intolerable periods of dissipation between the waiting and the disci-
pline of concentrated work, Losey however, tended to see himself as victim: a
difficult position for a man as physically imposing, who knew himself to be a
master in his chosen craft. The French critic Alain Masson, reviewing Michel
Ciment'’s Joseph Losey, comments on Losey’s politics: “Lucid about his illusions,
Losey entertains a fair number of illusions about his lucidity.”” It might apply to
other areas of his life as well, for unlike Welles who acted the buffoon and the
ham even with his own tragic career, Losey never quite seemed to see his trage-
dy without showing some rancor or bitterness.

Given the many abandoned and frustrated plans, it is easy to see Losey’s
work as uneven, or to single out preferred films or a preferred period, such as
the Pinter collaborations and explain away other projects by the accidents of
circumstance. Losey himself sometimes seemed to endorse this view. THE Ro-
MANTIC ENGLISHWOMAN he claimed not to care about. Perhaps following the
example of John Ford, he may have been too proud to confess to liking a film,
which the public had rejected. But eliminating certain films from the canon does
not resolve the uncertainty about the nature of Losey’s achievement as an au-
teur or director. In this respect his standing promises to be similar to that of
Fritz Lang, whose reputation seems to hover over his work while never quite
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becoming identified with more than two or three films. This would be the su-
preme irony: Losey was the man whom Seymour Nebenzahl had hired to re-
make M, a sacrilege for which Lang never forgave the producer and was not
prepared to acknowledge the director as belonging to the profession.

Losey’s M, a remarkable film in its own right, might almost stand as an em-
blem for something about his career that merits more attention, which is the
curious sense of déja vu about many of his later films, or rather the impression
of Losey having chosen subjects and genres, styles and themes, to which other
directors either before or after him had managed to give a more definite shape,
or who had simply had more luck in making them popular and successful. Why
is it, one may ask, that when one sees Losey’s later films they so often evoke the
after-image of their non-identical twins?

STEAMING brings to mind both THE WoMEN by Cukor and CoME BACK TO THE
Five & DiME by Altman if only because these are also based on plays about a
closed world of women, but one also remembers Deep END by Skolimowski,
irrelevantly perhaps but surely not accidentally, because of Diana Dors as the
baths attendant. The guest as intruder and catalyst is a theme shared with Paso-
lini’s TEOREMA. DON GIOVANNI appeared virtually at the same time as Berg-
man’s version of THE MacIc FLUTE. Now it stands in the shadow of Forman'’s
popular hit AMADEUS. LEs RoUuTEs DU Sup, with a script by Jorge Semprun and
starring Yves Montant as a left-wing writer haunted by his revolutionary past
during the Spanish Civil War, recalled only too obviously for some critics Re-
snais’ LA GUERRE EST FINI, while the figure of the son seemed to come straight
out of Chabrol’s Nabpa. M KLEIN, made well after the crest of the wave of Nazi
nostalgia and French retro-fashion, was compared to Visconti’s THE DAMNED,
Bergman’s THE SERPENT’s EGg, films about the French Occupation by Malle
and Melville and was eclipsed in the public’s mind by Truffaut’s LE DERNIER
METRO. The opening scene of THE RoMANTIC ENGLISHWOMAN reminded one
critic of the train in Bergman’s THE SILENCE, the park scenes in Baden-Baden
recalled LAST YEAR IN MARIENBAD, and the drug trafficking was reminiscent of
Bunuel’s THE DIscREET CHARM OF THE BOURGEOISIE. Stoppard’s script was seen
as an attempt to parody Pinter, possibly at the expense of Losey. A DoLL’s
House was released the same year as Fassbinder’s version of the same Ibsen
play (NorA HELMER), the invisible helicopter crew in FIGURES IN A LANDSCAPE
had been anticipated in Spielberg’s cult movie DutL, THE Go-BETWEEN invited
comparison with Renoir’s La REGLE DU JEU, SECRET CEREMONY recalled Polans-
ki’s RepuLsION, Boom — with the Burtons in the lead — was compared to WHO's
AFRAID OF VIRGINIA WOOLF. And MoDESTY BLAISE, while wittier and more ele-
gant was outshone and outdone by the James Bond films that soon followed.

It was similar with Losey’s actors and actresses. From the decision to cast
Michael Redgrave as the alcoholic father in Trme WiTHOUT PITY to letting Dirk
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Bogarde play a young lout in THE SLEEPING TIGER, Losey’s conception of char-
acter implied a systematic play with the stereo-typical and atypical in an actor’s
screen persona. Jeanne Moreau in EVE is conceived as anti-Malle and anti-Anto-
nioni, as well as anti-Truffaut. To have set her against Stanley Baker created a
powerful interplay, not only between two acting styles, but further extended
Baker’s traditional range, after BLIND DATE and THE CRIMINAL, as if already to
prepare his part in AccIDENT. Delphine Seyrig, in ACCIDENT, brings with her
Resnais, but then Bogarde in Visconti, Resnais and Fassbinder brings with him
the universe of Losey. THE TRoUT, pursued by its own phantom of two decades
earlier, was also an exploration of the possibilities inherent in Isabelle Huppert's
persona. In contrast to Donald Sutherland’s lean Casanova, Ruggero Raimon-
di’s Don GIOVANNI becomes a portrait of the seducer not as the artificer of de-
sire, as in Fellini, but of its mask and mirror, hiding an all too
heavy body. Glenda Jackson in THE RomaNTiC ENGLISH-
WOMAN is anti-Schlesinger, while Helmut Berger in the
same film is a Visconti reference, as well as a memory of
Alain Delon from Rene Clement’s PLEIN SOLEIL, whereas in
M KLEIN Delon recalls the films with Melville. Delon and
Romy Schneider in THE ASSASSINATION OF TROTSKY bring
their off-screen personal life into the film, as do the Burtons
theirs in BooM. If Yves Montand is borrowed from Resnais,
as it were, he is also used against the spirit of Costa-Gavras,
and against Godard’s own anti-Gavras Montand in TouT va
BieN. Jane Fonda and Delphine Seyrig in A DoLL’s HOusE
implicitly refer to their political lives outside the film, while A Dovr’s House
Vanessa Redgrave’s portrayal of the upper-class abandoned

wife in STEAMING relies for its effect on the clash of associations between her
roles in films such as JuLia, and the high moral stance she takes in her politics.

This catalogue of cross references is neither exhaustive nor rigorous. It would
be frivolous and irrelevant if it was offered as evidence of Losey’s lack of origin-
ality. On the contrary, such placing and positioning of surface echoes all along
the work, and in late Losey from his own work to that of others, seems more an
aspect of his political as well as cinematic intelligence, than a sign of decline.
The doubling effects are relevant in an altogether different perspective: they do
not affect the integrity of his work, and only trouble a certain conception of the
auteur for which coherence is a matter of hermetic closure, self-reference, or the
accumulation of the signs of a private ideolect.

At the height of Losey’s fame, after THE SERVANT, FOR KING AND COUNTRY,
AccIDENT and MODESTY BLAISE the notion of him as an auteur in this sense
gained ground. While Losey was alternating projects which had an art cinema
appeal with projects for a wider mass audience, and in the spirit of rebuilding a
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national cinema, he explored different genres and experimented with different
styles, his coherence seemed assured by the continuity of his themes. The auteur
could express himself in his work, or be dispersed across it, as long as he was
always readable, he remained identical with himself, recoverable in the mirror
of metaphor and critical hyperbole.

In Britain, the price for being considered a serious artist was that Losey’s
films were seen as moralizing fables. Critics during the 1960s looked for the
allegorical meaning of his work, and searched
for profundity and depth, often disappointed
when he seemed to be engaged in a mere exer-
cise of style, as in MODESTY BLAISE or when he
became flamboyantly baroque, as in SECRET
CEREMONY. After THE Go-BETWEEN, they in-
creasingly commented only on the repetition of
his stock moral dilemmas, treated in stories and
styles of an evermore unpredictable eclecticism.
It seemed to indicate a lack of control, an inabil-
ity to impose on his material or on his working

SECRET CEREMONY conditions the stamp of his personality and the
force of his will.

Embarrassed by the signs of very conventional good taste and the impeccable
accessories of a well-to-do lifestyle taking up more and more room in his films,
many former admirers suspected unconscious self-parody. They missed the ner-
vous Bohemian intellectuality of Losey’s first British films, or considered the
true Losey to be the director of social satire, of the sharply observed rituals of
self-immolation among the British upper classes, as in the films with Pinter.
What was not always appreciated was that Losey as an auteur had probably
been more complex than the allegories he was constructing, and that the rela-
tion of his moral preoccupations to his films was not at all straightforward. It
was the very notion of necessary self-identity that fostered the impression of a
decline, as the echoes from his own work became progressively fainter and
were replaced by different inter-texts and stronger interferences, the more so
since some of these parallels were coincidences, the arbitrary gags of chance, so
to speak.

Yet Losey, perhaps precisely because of his having had to come to terms with
being an exile from the film industry and the art cinema, in Britain as well as
France, may have drawn a particular lucidity from his disappointments. He was
aware that a national cinema had to be an international business, in which the
values traded and properties exchanged were national stereotypes, the names
or events of recent history, the cinema’s own history. The composition of audi-
ences had changed so radically in the 1970s, television had become such an im-
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portant client that the constant inter-text of any European or national film in-
dustry had to be television’s own version of art, culture and reality. Having
failed to become a national institution himself, Losey for a long time toyed with
the idea of getting “half a dozen or ten of the world’s most important directors”
together and found a production company, which could present the majors with
a united front. The project, of course, came to nothing. In an interview from late
1976, Losey said: “I'll soon have to go to England and talk about it once more,
even though it’s too late. There is no longer a British film industry, and they
don’t know how to go about it. My idea was a chance to get back into business,
but the chance was wasted. There still is an opportunity, if they really wanted
to. Give directors the sort of possibilities they would have had if they had uni-
ted, with financial loans from the government.”

In a sense, Losey has remained true to this conception, even if it meant that he
had to do it by himself. His films from the last decade with their constant refer-
ences to other “texts” — whether these are actors, directors, personalities and
works from the stage, from literature or opera — are a sort of preview of what a
European art cinema would be in the 1980s, when it is no longer an auteur’s im-
age and self-identity that provides a public with the pleasure of recognition, but
the images of a common cultural identity. Losey may have been ahead of his time
in this, or rather, his single-mindedness of purpose was misconstrued as merely a
combination of time wasted and missed appointments with the Zeitgeist.

This does not mean that Losey has not also remained true to his themes as an
auteur. There are two complementary moments in late Losey. That of the indivi-
dual protagonist, abruptly and in the midst of life, as it were, confronting the
Double he has always tried to avoid. What had mistakenly appeared as a point
of self-realization and fulfillment, turns into the awareness that his inner life, his
past, and his achievements have crumbled away and vanished. It is, if one likes,
Losey’s Conradian theme (the figure of Decoud in Nostromo, Kurtz in Heart of
Darkness, Lord Jim), part of his Midwest Edwardian heritage, an echo of T.S.
Eliot’s “Hollow Men”). Losey’s GALILEO, his M KLEIN, Yves Montand in LEs
RouTtEes pu Sub, Don Giovanni, almost all the male characters in THE TrRoUT, Mi-
chael Caine and Glenda Jackson in THE RoMANTIC ENGLISHWOMAN and, finally,
even Vanessa Redgrave in STEAMING: they are all prototypes embodying the
same quintessentially bourgeois configuration. Often the Double is symbolized
by an encounter between the generations, between fathers and sons, as is only to
be expected in a society as obsessed with Oedipal relations as ours.

The other moment, equally important in the later films, is that there is no long-
er any confrontation with this Double other than as an endlessly reflecting mirror
which brings the void of pure surface, and is thus endlessly fascinating and se-
ductive. To make it stay, and at the same time to master this phantom self, the
characters are themselves constructing fictions, duplicating the situations they
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find themselves in by an additional mise-en-scéne. This is most obviously the
case in THE RoMANTIC ENGLISHWOMAN and DoN GIOVANNI, but just as true of
the characters in THE TRoUT or LEs ROUTES DU SuD - and indeed, in STEAMING:
for all we know, the whole film may be the mise-en-scene of such an absent and
deferred confrontation. However, while this doubling of the fiction from within
may itself seem a very traditional feature of cinematic modernism, it is, as I have
tried to indicate, itself mirrored by the accidental or deliberate doubling effects
on an external level: that of the national-international film industry.

Even more personally, one can now see Losey’s work and his professional
preoccupations under a double aspect, as well: as the “tragic” defeat of an artist
in quest of unity and coherence, and on the contrary, as the no less serious at-
tempt to stay on the surface, constructing contexts and subtexts so intricate and
dense that the auteur could disappear, or at any rate hide, in order for the work
to be everywhere in its echoes but nowhere in its essence.

Losey wanted to make the Proust film very badly, and one can understand
why. It was not only because he had been working on it in virtually every film
at least since THE GO-BETWEEN, but also because in it, the displacements in time
and space, of exile, bad timing and duplication, so irritating in his career and so
disappointing to the man, might actually have found their thematic realization
and perfect formal equivalent.

In Proust’s writing, Disappointment is the key emotion that sets off memory,
and all but inspires the sensations most fertile for self-analysis. It may have
played an even more central role in Losey’s life and work than I have suggested.
Pinter reports that what guided him and Losey in adapting Proust for the screen
was “that the architecture of the film should be based on two main and con-
trasting principles. One, a movement, chiefly narrative, towards disillusion,
and the other, more intermittent, towards revelation, rising to where time that
was lost is found, and fixed forever in art.” One will recall that in Le Temps retro-
uvé, the final volume of Proust’s epic, Marcel, the hero, says that he is now able
to start the work. But, of course, “he” has already written it. Could it be that
Losey, after all, did not have to make the film of A la Recherche du temps perdu,
because “Losey” had already made it?

(1985)

Note

1. Alain Masson, review of Michel Ciment, Le Livre de Losey, Paris: Ramsay, 1986
(French translation of Conversations with Losey, London: Routledge, Kegan and Paul,
1985), Positif August 1986.



Around Painting and the “End of Cinema”

A Propos Jacques Rivette’s LA BELLE NOISEUSE

There are films about painters, films that feature paintings in the plot, and there
are films about particular paintings. In the first category, the centenary has gi-
ven us several van Gogh movies (directed by Paul Cox, Robert Altman, Maurice
Pialat), and in Derek Jarman’s CARAVAGGIO we had the anti-myth to the myth of
the creative genius tormented by his Art. In all of them, what remains, one way
or another, is the “agony and the ecstasy,” whether embodied by Kirk Douglas,
Tim Roth, or Nigel Terry.

Paintings, and especially painted portraits abound in what has been called
the women’s paranoia cycle of Hollywood melodramas from the 1940s, but
they also star prominently in some celebrated “films noirs” of the 1950s: one
thinks of REBEccA and SuspricioN, LAURA and WoMAN IN THE WINDOwW, THE
Two MRrs CARROLLS and STRANGERS ON A TRAIN.
Hitchcock, as one can see, is particularly fond of them,
but so are Germanic directors like Lang and Premin-
ger. Such portraits activate a host of associations,
partly historical (they often connote a period setting
and a genre: the Gothic), partly social (in a world of
objects and people, a painting is always extravagant,
excessive in that it is both object and person), partly
economic (whoever owns a painting has surplus value
to display, which means it also often functions as a sig-
nifier of class), and finally, the connotations are ines-
capably sexual (Beauty and Fatality, Perfection, Wo-
man, the Unattainable Object of Desire). Sometimes
they are the very epitome of patriarchy, as Joan
Fontaine’s father disapprovingly looks down on her JACQUES RIVETTE
choice of Cary Grant as husband in SuspicIon.

Films featuring series of paintings are mostly “European,” and they seem to
belong to the 1980s: Godard’s PassioN, Raul Ruiz’ HYPOTHESE DU TABLEAU
VvOLE, and - stretching the term painting a little — Peter Greenaway’s THE
DRAUGHTSMAN’S CONTRACT. In each case, what is explored are tableaux vi-
vants, though to different ends. Greenaway sees social hierarchies mirrored in
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the pictorial geometries, both of which fail to contain the more elemental or
anarchic forces set free by (female) sexuality (of which the moving image be-
comes an ally); in Ruiz, the tableaux vivants tell of all the narrative possiblities —
all the possible movies, in other words — locked up in static images, and of inter-
pretation games far more devious but also more interesting than the analytic
master-narratives of Marx or Freud. For Ruiz, the relation between cinema and
painting raises the question of pictorial realism generally, meaningful only if
read as allegory — a point to which I will return. In Jean-Luc Godard’s PassioNn
finally, the stillness of the tableaux is not only juxtaposed to the machine noise
on the factory floor and the noise cluttering up personal relationships; the
scenes taken from Velasquez, Rembrandt, Ingres, Goya — even while depicting
violence and destruction — suggest the possibilities of existential confrontation
not afforded any of the protagonists. Painting, it seems, provides a vanishing
point from which to view a world in the process of disintegration, but at the
price — as in Kafka — of excluding its protagonists from both.

It is not immediately clear what category Jacques Rivette’s LA BELLE NOISE-
USE belongs to. Attention seems equally divided between the artist, the portrait
that gives the film its title, and the painting as material artifact and commodity.
Emphasized as in no other film is the process of creation itself, the artist’s labor-
intensive hard grind (or “scratch,” since it is pen-and-ink-on-paper we mostly
hear), and the bone-crushing, limb-twisting postures the model is subjected to.
Rivette’s story is simple enough: A famous painter, Eduard Frenhofer (Michel
Piccoli), suffering from a prolonged fallow period, is persuaded by his dealer,
Porbus (Gilles Arbona), to take up again a canvas which he, Frenhofer, had
abandoned ten years earlier — the “Belle Noiseuse” of the title — with the help of
a new model, Marianne (Emmanuelle Béart), the girlfriend of Nicolas (David
Bursztein), an aspiring young painter. The couple happen to be visiting the area
where Frenhofer has made his home, not least because Nicolas wants to know
what the great master has been up to in his country refuge. Outraged at first,
Marianne consents to be Frenhofer’s sitter, and over a space of five days, the
painting is completed. Hovering in the wings is Frenhofer’s wife, Liz (Jane
Birkin), his erstwhile favorite model and the original “Belle Noiseuse,” who is
both eager for Frenhofer to get over his creative block and afraid of being re-
placed. But she knows that “Frenhofer est un gentleman,” and indeed, he has no
sexual interest in Marianne, except that the casual, sometimes brutal and in the
end quite sadistic regime he inflicts on his model during the sittings do seem to
unnerve the young woman, her poise and cool temporarily breaking under the
strain. Both couples go through an emotional crisis, deeper and possibly more
serious for the older couple, since it seems to convince Liz that not even the
completion of the painting will release either of them from their living death.
Porbus, however, wants to celebrate “La Belle Noiseuse,” and a picnic in the
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grounds of Frenhofer’s estate serves as a kind of coda, with the young couple
also departing, though not before Nicolas tells Frenhofer that he is not too im-
pressed by the new work. What he does not know is that the painting on dis-
play is not at all “La Belle Noiseuse,” but one which Frenhofer had done in one
all-night session, not even bothering with the girl as model. In voice-over
Marianne tells the audience that what happened after they got back to Paris is
another story.

Arguably, Rivette means us to take his drama as just that: Frenhofer’s strug-
gle to conquer his anxiety, to wrestle with his muse and angel, in order to be-
queath to posterity some essence of his vision, the work that says it all. “Faster,
faster, mach one, mach two” he explains to Marianne, as if death was already
too close for any mere terrestrial motion towards a goal. Cloistered away in his
somber studio, while outside Nature is vibrating to a Mediterranean mid-sum-
mer heat, the tragic irony would then be that in spite of subjecting himself and
those around him to the most intense pain and sacrifice, there can only be a
masterpiece that nobody sees, and one that brings neither redemption nor
transcendence. Frenhofer is then the modernist after modernism, the antithesis
of Cezanne (who would not have tried painting the view from Frenhofer’s
tower and balcony), but also the opposite of Picasso, for whom the painter and
his model/lover/wife became the emblem of how to renew his art by dramatiz-
ing through this relationship every conceivable vital and venal, violent and
voyeuristic impulse. Just such a sketch evoking Picasso can be found among
Frenhofer’s discarded canvasses stacked on the studio wall, perhaps because,
as Rivette mentions in an interview, his friend Claire Denis bombarded him
with Picasso postcards depicting this motif while Rivette was hesitating
whether to undertake the project at all. In the end, Frenhofer is more like
Beckett's comment on Bram van Velde in Four Dialogues with Georges Dutuit:
“nothing to paint, nothing to paint with, and yet nothing left to do but paint.”

The success of LA BELLE NoOI1SEUSE — winner of the Grand Prix at Cannes in
1991 — and the fact that it is by far Rivette’s most accessible film since LA RELI-
GIEUSE, makes it plausible that audiences see a qualified but nonetheless com-
forting reaffirmation of the values not only of art with a capital “A”, but also of
the European art cinema. Indeed, perhaps Rivette (until now mostly an enig-
matic outsider even in his own country) wanted to try his hand at the genre
better known through Eric Rohmer. LA BELLE No1seUsE could well be one of
those “contes moraux” which have become Rohmer’s trademark and quality
guarantee. Rivette’s tight plotting, the film’s many formal symmetries and neat
ironies, the division into clearly felt scenes and acts, the respect for the unities of
French classical drama all recall Rohmer, both theme and setting making one
think of LA COLLECTIONEUSE or Rohmer’s homage to Matisse, PAULINE A LA
PLAGE. The opening of LA BELLE NoI1seuskg, with the young couple pretending
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to be strangers who succumb to lust at first sight, in order to shock two dowdy
tourists from England is pure Rohmer, if it wasn’t also vintage Rivette (compar-
able to the opening of L’Amour par terre where a solemn group of men and wo-
men is led through back streets and courtyards up several flights of stairs into a
Paris apartment to become eavesdropping witnesses to the infidelities and do-
mestic complications of an executive with a wife and a mistress, before the spec-
tator realizes that these are down-at-the-heel actors who have invented not
street theatre but apartment theatre).

To be familiar with other Rivette films certainly helps to make sense not only
of this opening; quite naturally the temptation is to regard LA BELLE NOISEUSE
in the light of the director’s other films. If there are still any auteurists out there,
here is a chance to practice the old skills of recognizing personal themes and
formal obsessions, of spotting allusions and putting together the cross-refer-
ences and inter-texts: in other words, precisely, to salute the artist and his inimi-
table signature. What in the earlier films had been the structuring principle,
namely to use the theatre, a performance to be rehearsed, a show to be put on,
in the course of which the characters find out some — inevitably painful - truth
about themselves is here the function of painting, in each case setting off art
versus life, the classical versus the vagaries of personal relations, formal order
vs. the anarchies of I"amour fou, the destructiveness of self-obsession. Rivette
himself has called this principle “Ia vie paralléle,” and virtually all his films take
one text and overwrite or underlay it with another.

LA BELLE NOISEUSE is unquestionably an auteur’s film, but the very fact that
it advertises this status so insistently suggests that we may have to regard it as
something that no longer can be “taken as read.” Perhaps the very principle of
“la vie paralléle” has assumed another meaning, and makes its own contribution
to a particular polemic: A film about an artist (what more overdetermined a
choice of actor for this part than Michel Piccoli?), a female star (Emmanuelle
Béart, fresh from her success as “Manon des sources”), and the difficulties of
fixing a representation. It also counts as a move in what seems to be a “Kultur-
kampf” raging in France over the meaning and definition of French cinema. In
this cultural battle, “painting and cinema” has become a kind of code, though it
is, at least for an outsider, far from clear exactly where the lines are drawn. This
is certainly no longer the line between the “tradition de qualité” and the “Nouvelle
Vague.” From Truffaut to Rohmer, from Tavernier to Pialat, including even
Carax and Besson, directors seem to have made their peace with a fairly capa-
cious version of the “great tradition” of the French cinema, preferring to rework
its stock situations and stable constellations, rather than inaugurating radical
breaks.

What, then, is the evidence for assuming that a film about painting made in
1991 may have a special topicality? Since the mid-1980s there has been a stea-
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dily increasing number of (excellent) books about cinema and painting by lead-
ing French film critics and academics: Rivette’s scripterwriter, Pascal Bonitzer’s
Décadrages: peinture et cinéma (1985), two scholarly conferences devoted to the
topic at Quimper and Chantilly in 1987, Jacques Aumont’s L'oeil interminable
(1989), Marc Vernet's Figures de I'absence (1990), Raymond Bellour’s collection
of papers from one of the conferences, Cinéma et Peinture: Approches (1990), his
own L’Entr’Images (1990), presented at a seminar and a lecture at the NFT in
1989, and finally, in 1991, an international colloquium at the Paris Louvre, on
“Le portrait peint au cinéma,” documented in a special issue of the journal IRIS.

While not mentioning either a battle or even a crisis, many of these essays
raise the point whether one should not look at the cinema from the vantage
point of painting? This, in a sense, takes one back to the art-historical or filmolo-
gical debates of the 1940s and 1950s, to Elie Faure and André Bazin," whose
implicit question was: is the cinema an art, and if so, how does it relate to the
other arts? Instead, should one not assume this battle to have been won? Is it
not time to reverse the angle, and look at painting from the vantage point of
cinema? Aumont calls this an “analecture,” a retrospective reading of (the his-
tory of painting) in the face of the existence of the cinema and its impact on
pictorial questions of spatial disposition, framing, expression, lighting, the re-
presentation of time (the “pregnant moment”), and above all, the spectator’s
role and place in front of a “view.” Cynics may say that this is merely a rather
arcane debate over the direction of academic film studies, in the wake of disen-
chantment with ciné-semiotics and psycho-semiotics: a swing of the pendulum
away from the literary-linguistic foundations of “serious” film analysis to an
equally respectable “art-history” discourse, with the cinema still looking for a
pedigree. One might even contrast what is happening in France unfavorably
with the situation here. In Britain it was, among others, John Berger’s Ways of
Seeing” (and its polemics with Kenneth Clark) that helped fuel a debate about
the boundaries between fine art and popular culture. Against the history (of
capitalism) that both were seen to be implicated in, an alliance emerged which
led in the 1980s to the confluence of art history, film and TV studies, feminist
theory, merging in the cultural studies courses at universities, art colleges and
polytechnics. In France, the terms of the debate, at least from the focal point of
the cinema, do not appear to be high culture versus popular culture, nor does it
look as if any overtly political agenda has made inroads in the curriculum and
emerged as something akin to cultural studies.

Most instructive for bringing some of the undercurrents to the fore was
Raymond Bellour’s® lecture in London just cited, where he compared what is
happening in the realm of cinema and the image to the “revolution in poetic
language” of which the writer Mallarmé was the messenger, when he lectured
in Oxford in 1894 on the theme of “on a touché au vers,” meaning the breakdown
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of meter in French poetry and thus of the radical difference between prose and
verse. Bellour, half-jokingly, half-seriously suggested that he too had a message
to bring to London: “on a touché a I'image.” The divide for him seemed to run
between “cinéma” and the “nouvelles images,” the latter itself a complex histor-
ical phenomenon, obliging us to see Nam June Paik taking the first Sony porta-
pack into the street, Christian Metz* writing his first film-semiological essay,
and Godard making LE MEPRIs as all belonging to the same moment in time. In
other words, the “crisis” which in Britain since the mid-1960s concerned the fate
of popular culture, the avant-garde, high culture, and high tech, working its
way through the debates as the issue of representation, consumption and “spec-
tatorship” was in France a debate about the material, linguistic and psychic
support of cinema — all driven by the fact that the photographic image could no
longer be taken as the medium’s self-evident basis, and therefore doing away
with any indexical relation between reality and the image. It is against this
background that in a fundamental sense, painting could become a metaphor
for the cinema (as the medium associated with the history of photography) in
contrast to the electronic or the digital image. Given its longer history, painting
was to provide a certain vantage point on this rupture.

Thus, behind the equation “cinema and painting” other (dialectically inter-
twined or deeply antagonistic) pairs are lined up: cinema and architecture, cin-
ema and video, cinema and television. What “painting and cinema” seems to
signal is not necessarily where one stands in the divide, but rather indicates
how one proposes to go about articulating that stand: perhaps “reculer pour
mieux sauter,” or putting together an inventory. Aumont’s book is typical in this
respect: it takes a historical view for the cinema according to him, is quintessen-
tially the 19th century reaching right into the middle of the 20th, and he sees his
book as a kind of janitor’s job, tidying up after the show is definitely over, mak-
ing sure the building is secure and everything is in its proper place.

To this one could add a more local issue, the struggle over the critical heritage
of Cahiers du cinéma, and the right to interpret the history of its influence. A two-
volume chronicle, Antoine de Baecque’s Les cahiers du cinéma, I’histoire d’une re-
vue’ apparently sent many ex-contributors and collaborators to their word-pro-
cessors for rectifications, amplifications, justifications. In short, almost all as-
pects of French film culture seem to be involved in a major film-cultural stock-
taking. One of the most brilliant Cahiers du cinéma critics of the late 1970s and
early 1980s, Serge Daney, gave up his job at the magazine in 1987 when he be-
came media critic of the daily Libération, discussing television, advertising, com-
mercial video with an erudition and critical wit not seen before in French jour-
nalism or criticism.’

Daney is perhaps the most radical among those who think it is time to repay
the cinema its due: it has taught us how to look at the world, now we have to



Around Painting and the “End of Cinema” 171

learn how to look at the other arts and media through the lens of the cinema,
but a cinema so naturalized, so culturally internalized as to be nowhere in parti-
cular and yet everywhere. In its near-hundred year history, it has become a kind
of truth, namely our truth. What Daney had in mind was strikingly confirmed
in a recent BBC2 Moving Pictures item devoted to the memory of Jean Vigo.
Bernardo Bertolucci, asked to talk about L’ATALANTE, quite spontaneously de-
scribed the film not as a film, but as a reality existing in its own right, a reality
existing next to other realities. He ended up talking about what he called “liquid
cinema,” a notion especially suggestive. Bertolucci’s way of celebrating Vigo
contrasted with a no less enthusiastic Lindsay
Anderson in the same program, for whom there
were masterpieces like ZERo DE CONDUITE which
had inspired him in IF.., and, even more impor-
tantly, there was an “artist” with a “personal vi-
sion,” an entity to which he admonished all
young filmmakers to remain true. Bertolucci not
only paid homage to Vigo by reworking a scene
from L'ATALANTE he particularly liked in THE
LAsT TANGO IN PARris. At the Canal St. Martin, a
life-belt with “L’Atalante” written on it is tossed
to the couple in the water, only to sink like a
stone. By giving the cinema a dense materiality, Bertolucci’s ultimate compli-
ment to Vigo was to speak of his film as existing in the real world, like a build-
ing or the Canal St. Martin itself, landmarks we can all visit and inspect. Martin
Scorsese, also has this exact attitude. Gone are the days when love of cinema
meant talking about “film as film” — works with their own aesthetic texture,
structure and textuality (as the first generation of film scholars, say, Robin
Wood” or Victor Perkins® had to do in order to legitimate studying the cinema
at all). Like Bertolucci or Daney, we may need to treat films as events that have
happened to us, experiences that are inalienably ours, and thus as material facts.
The cinema has helped carry the burden of history, or has given the illusion of
carrying it, but it has also bequeathed a kind of double or parallel life, shadow-
ing another, perhaps ever more shadowy life, as our culture’s real past become
its movies.

That Rivette’s films — “scenes de la vie paralléle” — appear to hold in many ways
key positions in the more specifically French debate is not in itself surprising
when one remembers his beginnings. Probably the most intellectually preco-
cious of the young Turks around Bazin and the early years of Cahiers du cinéma,
Rivette was nonetheless — along with Godard — one of Bazin’s more unruly sons
when it came to deciding whether he belonged to those who “believed in rea-
lity” or those who “believed in the image.” Championing Hawks and Hitch-

L'ATALANTE
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cock, and also Fritz Lang, Rivette always oscillated between the classical cinema
of Wyler and Preminger beloved by Bazin, and a more offbeat Hollywood. He
preferred the “improbable truth” (the French title of Lang’s BEYoND A REASON-
ABLE DoUBT) to Rossellini’s “things are there — why tamper with them”?

The reference point, then, for LA BELLE NoOISEUSE may well have to be
Godard’s PassioN, which proved to be a key film of the 1980s. As so often, God-
ard sensed the tremors announcing the landslide earlier
than most, and in PassioN and the accompanying tele-
vision program, Scenario de Passion he began to redefine
his cinema, but maybe also the modern European cin-
ema generally (Wenders certainly seems to follow in
Godard’s footsteps, though in a grandiosely overblown
manner, in UNTIL THE END OF THE WORLD). Godard,
precisely, went back to painting. But in PAss10N, cinema
is the vanishing point between painting on one side,
and the video screen and monitor on the other: it is a
“film” shot with a big Mitchell camera that the Polish
director is unable to finish, and it is perhaps no accident
(for the genesis of Rivette’s project) that Passion fea-
tures Michel Piccoli as the patron and patriarch, lording it over not only his
employees, but his wife, who is the lover of Jerzy, playing the director (and
used by Godard because he was the “Man of Marble” from Andrzej Wajda’s
film), now unable to muster the “solidarity” needed to still make cinema.

Seen as part of this dialogue of French film culture with itself, we have to
assume that LA BELLE NOISEUSE’s “classicism,” its well-lit sets and carefully
composed shots, its “logical” editing rhythm and shot changes, its balanced al-
ternations between indoor scenes and the dappled outdoors, it day-times and
its night-times, and thus its apparently solemn affirmation of the spiritual
values of great art, is less a polemical re-statement of the “politique des auteurs,”
and a rather more subtle or nuanced intervention in present-day cultural poli-
tics. Rivette has made an auteur’s film, but one in the full knowledge that it has
to be an auteur’s film, for reasons of survival, not only as bulwark against the
anonymous output of TV, but also so it can be shown at Cannes. Festivals are
the places where films financed by television receive the world’s endorsement
that they nevertheless still count as cinema, by a process that Godard has called
“giving a film its passport” — a phrase already used several years ago by Peter
Wollen, describing his own work as “films without a passport.”

A number of distinct aspects of Rivette’s film come to mind in support of
reading it as just such a statement about the impossibility of the auteur and yet
the necessity of being one. First, there is the question of authenticity and the
original. What at first sight is curiously old-fashioned if not naive about La

PassioN
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BELLE NOISEUSE is its belief in authenticity and the original throughout most of
the movie, until Frenhofer, coolly and methodically, fakes himself by hiding the
“Belle Noiseuse” forever, while passing off a painting quickly daubed during
one late night session as the fruit of ten years’ creative agony. Apart from the
three women in the know (who do not speak out), nobody so much as suspects
the fraud and the substitution.

Second, an argument about Authorship, Style and Signature. If LA BELLE
Noiseusk is indeed the parting self-portrait of the author as a cultural icon of
authentic art, signature itself substitutes for style. In Rivette’s film, this signa-
ture comes from beyond the grave. One is reminded of Wenders’” THE AMERI-
cAN FRIEND, where the importance of the paintings sold by Dennis Hopper was
that they were forged, but by the painter himself, who was played by Nicholas
Ray, the film auteur par excellence of the Cahiers group, and of whom Godard
once wrote: “if the Hollywood cinema were to disappear, Nicholas Ray would
single-handedly reinvent it.” In one of the most dramatic scenes of the Rivette
film, Frenhofer’s wife enters his studio at night, looks at the painting of “La
Belle Noiseuse” (which we never see — except like a fetishist spying a piece of
thigh, we catch a glimpse of carmine red, when the covering sheet is acciden-
tally lifted for an instant). Frenhofer’s wife, evidently shocked by what is on
view, walks round the painting, and next to his signature on the back, she paints
a cross, as if to confirm that this has been painted by a ghost. The gesture turns
LA BELLE NOISEUSE into something close to a horror film, halfway between the
gothic tales around painted portraits mentioned in the beginning, and Roger
Corman’s Toms OF LIGEA or FALL oF THE HOUSE OF USHER.

Third, an argument about craftsmanship, labor and duration. Much of the
film is taken up with the act of painting itself. The fact that in La BELLE No1sE-
UsE all that effort, all that painful scratching of pen on paper, the sketches, the
posing, the crucifixions that the model’s body undergoes, seems in the end to
have been produced merely to be hidden forever, is perhaps a more oblique
comment than one at first assumes, on what can be the relation between the
labor that enters into a work, and its value or effect. The discrepancy between
labor and value was already the subject of Whistler’s argument with Ruskin,
and thus stands as a crucial debate at the threshold of the modern era, signaling
the end of correlating the value (exhibition or social use) of a work of art with
the labor (read: personal pain or mental anguish) invested in producing it.

Fourth, the contest between cinema and painting over “representation.” The
artist-painter’s torment in the cinema is always slightly ridiculous, because it is
betrayed by the cinema’s facility in rendering what the painter is striving after —
this particular quality of light, that particular painterly effect, this particular
likeness. Hence, any canvas actually shown in a film invariably turns out to be
either bad art or a fake, the cinema always seeming to mock painting at the
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same time as it defers to its cultural status. One of the most shocking moments
in John Berger’s Ways of Seeing was when he walked up to a Botticelli in what
looked like the National Gallery, took out a Stanley-knife and cut a sizeable
square out of the priceless canvas. After such knowledge, no painting can sur-
vive its representation in cinema: one more reason why “La Belle Noiseuse”
must remain hidden at the end.

Finally, an argument about different kinds of time. Well before German direc-
tors like Syberberg and Reitz opted for length to make themselves heard, and
cut a sizeable chunk of time out of the media landscape of television, Rivette
produced monsters of extended time, from L’AMOUR FOU
to Out ONE. It is, apart from anything else, a response to
the need of European art films to counteract the block-
buster media-blitz of Hollywood. Yet the length of
Rivette’s films also foregrounds the spectator’s place, and
the experience of viewing - not excluding boredom.
Rivette is a more experimental director than most, open-
ing his films to varying degrees of attention and attentive-
ness, and by making painting his subject he is able to en-
act a certain kind of viewing: contemplation, exploration,
negotiating distance and proximity, occupying a different space, and yet “enter-
ing into a picture.” The emphasis on both process and product reinforces this
parallel, so that over long stretches of the film, the spectator is, as it were, alone
with his thoughts, “watching paint dry” — itself an aesthetic statement in the age
of media-instantaneity and electronic images.

But LA BELLE NOISEUSE also enacts this different form of spectatorship con-
cretely, carving a “spatial form” out of the time it takes to view it. Length be-
comes one of the auteur’s weapons in his battle against so-called “dominant
cinema”: the film lays and splays itself across television’s time slots and sched-
uled evanescence, as well as breaking down a first-run cinema’s two or three
evening performances. LA BELLE NOISEUSE is four hours, carefully segmented
internally into dramatic acts, but also externally, by a break that the film itself
announces. Thus, when the model in the film gets giggly from exhaustion, and
several times grabs for a cigarette, the film advises patrons in the cinema to take
a break as well and come back for the next sitting. LA BELLE NOISEUSE is noth-
ing if not aware of the kind of special occasion contract it has with its audience,
and although TV’s archetypal moment of disjuncture, the commercial break,
might fit just as well, one wonders how the two-hour TV version manages to
convey this double articulation of duration.

All this may be no more than saying that LA BELLE NO1SEUSE can be and must
be read as allegory, or rather, as that particular form of allegory known as mise-
en-abyme. This is perhaps the more surprising, since the film is, in its narrative as

L’Amour Fou
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well as its mise-en-scéne, one of the most “classical” films imaginable, respect-
ing at all times the ground rules of cinematic realism. But rather than being con-
formist, this classicism functions as an act of resistance. Looking at Rivette’s
oeuvre, it is possible to argue that his films have always anticipated another
technology — that of video, of the video recorder and of electronic images, espe-
cially in their obsession with parallel realities, with going into dream-time and
paranoia-time, with layering one text with another, confronting theatre and life
in a modulated commentary on Anna Magnani’s question in Renoir’s LE CAR-
0SsE D'OR: “where does the theatre end and life begin”? But the tension and
pathos of Rivette’s films, their quality of clairvoyance and hyper-alertness actu-
ally depended on the resistance which the medium “film” offers and imposes
on both filmmaker and viewers in differentiating and resolving this layering:
these strainings after representing twilight states, these superimpositions of par-
allel worlds need a realist medium, need the solidity of celluloid. Similarly, in
LA BELLE NOISEUSE, the pay-off of all this labor comes when Frenhofer takes out
the unfinished canvass of ten years’ earlier, in order to paint the new picture
over the old, seemingly obliterating his wife-as-model by the young woman,
the two merging and mingling, the face of the first gradually but only partially,
hidden beneath a veil of blue crayon. It might be a video-effect, and yet it cru-
cially must not be a video-effect.

Ultimately, it is this capacity to be a “realist
text” and allegorical at the same time that
makes LA BELLE NOISEUSE contemporary, and
to my mind, an “intervention” rather than a
conservative restatement. One might cite
Borges and Roland Barthes: Rivette is re-writ-
ing a classical (readerly) text as an allegorical
(writerly) text. As in the case of Barthes most
famous allegorical rewriting of a realist text,
Balzac’s novella Sarrasine in S/Z, so the realist
text of Rivette is also a novella by Balzac, Le
chef-d’oeuvre inconnu. From it, Rivette takes the initial situation where the young
Poussain offers his mistress to the master Frenhofer as a model, in order to spy
on Frenhofer and get a glimpse of the one painting Frenhofer refuses to put on
show, “La Belle Noiseuse,” reputed to be a masterpiece, the chef-d’oeuvre in-
connu. In Rivette’s film, the title of the painting is itself thematized, by what
may well be no more than a piece of folk etymology: noiseuse comes from noix,
nuts, and in Quebecois slang, it means a woman who is a “pain in the ass.”

Deliberately and bluntly, LA BELLE NOISEUSE parades a world of men who
enter into a kind of bargain or exchange whose object is a woman. Not only is
the young painter’s girlfriend offered as bait or gift, she is also intended as a

LA BELLE NOISEUSE
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substitute for Frenhofer’s wife, regarded by Porbus as the cause of Frenhofer’s
creative block. But the twist and thus the film’s central allegory, or re-reading of
Balzac, is that Rivette makes of Frenhofer the Minotaur, a creature both power-
ful and baffled, half-man, half-beast. It brings the Frenhofer figure once more
close to Picasso, for whom the Minotaur was a central reference point. But
more importantly, it emphasizes the different role the young woman has as the
sacrificial victim, offered by the men to appease the man-god/ man-beast of ar-
tistic genius. And the question which the film raises in that last voice-over is
whether Marianne is in fact a kind of Ariadne, venturing forward so that the
wily, but also cowardly Theseus can follow, to slay the Minotaur, or at any rate,
to take away his power. What in Balzac is an Oedipus story becomes in Rivette
a Theseus myth, or rather an Ariadne story.

This suggests two things, by way of conclusion. I would see in LA BELLE
No1seusk Rivette’s decided plea for cinema, but not as a simulacrum of paint-
ing, nor of its cultural status or commodity value: rather the plea for a cinema
where the virtual realities and parallel worlds are created by the fact that you
can believe in what you do not see, in contrast to a Hollywood cinema where
you can see what you cannot possibly believe (thanks to special effects), and a
television which can do neither, and only asserts. Yet it also suggests that the
change from the photographic image to the digital image is more than a change
in technology, or delivery system, but will entail a long and protracted struggle
not only over the interpretation of this or that film, but over the meaning of the
cinema altogether. This debate, hardly begun, seems figured in the allegorical
mise-en-abyme into which “La Belle Noiseuse” so definitively disappears. The
painting is finally what one suspected it to have been: a mirror, but a mirror
standing for “the visual,” through which our civilization seems destined to
step, rematerializing on the other side as something quite different. Rivette, per-
fectly agreeing with Daney’s analysis, might take exactly the opposite position.
Once the painting has vanished and the guests have departed, we hear the
sounds of the village: a baby crying, the voice of a woman answering, the noises
of people at work — a world outside once more coming alive, though now per-
haps we have the inner eye to finally see it.

(1992)
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Spellbound by Peter Greenaway

In the Dark ... and Into the Light

On Leaving the Century of Cinema

In his brief essay “Painting and Cinema,” André Bazin, after sharing the general
dissatisfaction with films about artists and paintings, nonetheless remarks that,
“the cinema, not only far from compromising or destroying the true nature of
another art, is, on the contrary, in the process of saving it.”* About half a century
later, and a full century after the first presentation of the Cinématographe Lumi-
ere, it is tempting to read in Bazin’s phrase a question that reverses the terms: is
another art in the process of saving the cinema? This question makes sense, I
believe, but only if one concedes that what prompts it is the very success of cin-
ema, an “art” now so ubiquitous as to be all but invisible. Here I am posing it as
a possible vanishing point for looking at a series of strategic steps — sideways
steps, as they must seem — that Peter Greenaway has taken in recent years in his
career as a filmmaker, by curating exhibitions and directing operas. As it hap-
pens, the steps fit into a project he has called The Stairs:

In 1986 I wrote a film script called The Stairs which ... speculatively hoped to discuss
the provocations ad nauseam of the business of putting images with text, theatre with
architecture, painting with music, selfishness with ambition. Stairs became the archi-
tectural motif and the general metaphor of the potential film (not ignoring the appro-
priate pun on a good hard look) ... it was to present a platform for display, like a
theatre stage raked high for excellent visibility.*

Needless to say, the film was never made. But as “architectural motif” and
“general metaphor,” the stairs have a symptomatic role, not only in the Green-
away shows, mounted in Geneva and Munich under that title. They point in the
direction of what Greenaway has had in mind for some time, namely “taking
the cinema out of the cinema.”? It turns out that the period of his greatest tri-
umphs as an established, indeed sustaining pillar of the European art cinema,
from THE DRAUGHTSMAN’S CONTRACT (1982) to THE Cook, THE THIEF, His WIFE
AND HER LOVER (1991), has coincided with his greatest restlessness and dissatis-
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faction about this medium and its his-
tory: “Just now that cinema celebrates its
first centenary and is a medium ripe for
the re-invention of itself, there is evidence
to believe that all art moves towards the
condition of film.”# If the “birth” of the
cinema more or less coincided with the
height of European Wagnerism, when
Walter Pater could claim that all the arts
aspired to the condition of music, and
Stéphane Mallarmé — apparently contra-  Tae Cook, Tag Triex, His Wire AND HER LOVER
dicting, but in fact merely refining this

dictum — quipped that the world existed in order to become a book, it is hard to
resist the irony at work in the thought that, a hundred years hence, the Zeitgeist
seems to have changed its mind to such an extent that much of life is now lived

in order to fit into a film.

Such a universalized “condition of film” would, however, provide the appro-
priate conceptual horizon against which the paradox of ubiquity and invisibil-
ity, of “taking the cinema out of the cinema” in order to “save” it, might come to
make sense, and for Greenaway’s stairs/steps to be more than a flight of fancy. It
might even make possible to ask — once more with Bazin — “what is cinema,”
though — against Bazin? — one would not necessarily go in the direction of either
“specificity” (the modernist obsession) or “ontology” (the realist paradigm),
and rather follow Erwin Panofsky’s program of “perspective as symbolic
form,” except to note that whatever the cinema’s “symbolic form” might turn
out to be, it is unlikely to be, academic film studies notwithstanding, “perspec-
tive.””

To get the measure of this claim, though, one would have to be able to get out
of the cinema, leave the 24-hour cinema in front of one’s eyes, in the streets, in
the home, and assume a space, or step into an episteme from which a symbolic
form could be defined, in the way that the ruptures introduced by Cubism al-
lowed Panofsky to “see” perspective as something both more and less than a
system of pictorial representation. The cinema after one hundred years, is final-
ly achieving not the status of “the seventh art” it so often appeared to crave — at
least not in Europe — but emerging as the Archimedean point, around which a
culture turns without being aware of it, or actually disavows, like a blind spot.

One exit from the cinema at the top of Greenaway’s stairs might be a mu-
seum, a film museum, the NFT for instance, in order, for instance, to ponder
once more D.W. Griffith or Abel Gance, Paul Sharits or Jean-Luc Godard, an
Antonioni film from the 1960s or a Holderlin film by Straub and Huillet. All
other exits lead in the direction of the traditional arts: opera, theatre, gallery art,
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where, of course, much on view bears the unmistakable imprint of cinema.
Nothing more obvious, then, than to observe closely a painter turned film-
maker, returning from forays into television and dance, as he presents an instal-
lation reflecting on “a century of propaganda for the cinematic experience”? I
am particularly thinking of his contribution to “Spellbound,” a centenary show
installed at the Hayward Gallery between February and May 1996 in London.

Greenaway and the visual arts: each of his feature films has an old master, a
style, a single picture as its figure or ground, self-consciously, explicitly, perfor-
matively introduced and sign-posted.® But a wider compass on his work, and
his installation at the Hayward suggests that Greenaway is actually travelling
the other way, as it were, not towards examining what the cinema might have in
common with the visual or performative arts, or even, in the manner of some
recent French films by Rivette or Pialat, dealing with painters or the act of paint-
ing, to make canvas and brush suitably ironic metaphors for the disappearance
of celluloid and the camera-stylo from image-making. Instead, it is to purge the
cinema, confronting it both with itself and its “others,” recalling or insisting on
a few conceptual features, which might rescue it from its self-oblivion, by thea-
trically staging it across painting, sculpture, dance, music, drama and architec-
ture.

How would the Greenaway oeuvre look from such a vantage point? Broadly
speaking, two kinds of meta-commentaries flank the central art film panel of the
five features that constitute his cultural capital, or in his words, his European
“platform for display ... raked high for excellent visibility.” The early experimen-
tal work, culminating in the anti-films A WaLk TrouGH H (1978), THE FaLLs
(1980), and Act oF GoD (1981), took the cinema into the worlds of maps and
archives, Borges and Calvino, missing persons and Babylonian libraries, strip-
ping character and motive out of the narrative, and confronting film — across the
voice-over-of-God embodied by BBC announcers and the Central Office of In-
formation — with its mythically documentary origins. The work for television
(including A TV DANTE-CANTO 5, 1985, M 15 FOR MAN, MUusic, MOZART, 1991)
and PROSPERO’S BOOKs (1991) one could call post-films, in the sense that their
concerns are neither narrative nor iconic-photographic. Instead, and unlike the
early pseudo-documentaries, whose investment in place made them turn on the
referential illusion of mainstream film, the later work, in keeping with the new
technologies it deploys, is graphic, having to do with trace and body, with sur-
face, rather than with space and (absence of) body, as in the case of the art films.

To these conceptual pillars, one now can add, by way of a pantheon, an im-
pressively proportioned project consisting of a series of installation-exhibitions,
such as The Physical Self (Rotterdam, 1991), Les bruits des nuages (Paris, 1992) and
the already mentioned The Stairs (Geneva 1994, Munich 1995) — the latter keep-
ing Greenaway, until the millennium, at work on public commissions from
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some of the world’s major cities. Commenting on a typical preoccupation of the
1980s with large urban projects (the Lloyds Building, the London Docklands,
Francgois Mitterand’s Grands travaux in Paris, such as the Bastille opera house),
Greenaway has chosen cityscapes and civic architecture as the medium against
which to “project” the cinema, fashioning a series of interrogatory building-
signs or ironic sign-buildings that could well be his “Year 2000 — A Space-Ency-
clopedia.”

This focus on the city is worth retaining, I think, because it announces an inter-
esting and possibly crucial transfer. Much of Greenaway’s work, I would argue,
belongs to a British tradition of land(scape) art, an idiom not only intriguing for
its long history embracing as it does an interest in shrines, gardens, vistas, secret
paths and other invocations of the genius loci, but also offering a sophisticated
conceptual vocabulary of trace, mark and index with which to think perennially
topical problems of aesthetics and rhetoric, aesthetics and semiotics. If Green-
away’s art films, in their “excessive Englishness”” inscribe Britain as a set of
replete signifiers into the Europe of the 1980s, so the city installations (so far
planned and executed mainly in such “European” cities as Rotterdam, Vienna,
Geneva, Munich, Barcelona) transfer a specifically “English” language of land-
scape, site and history into urban environments, which are conceived, unlike,
say, Christo’s combination of land art, landmark, and building site, as “imma-
terialities”: mobile traces, roving points of view, as metaphors not of the city,
but of the cinema, and of a cinema, once more on the move.

A Postmodernist Turned Modernist?

Inevitably, one is tempted to ask whether Greenaway, in both his cinema and
installation work, is maintaining his faith in modernism, or should he be re-
garded as one of the cinema’s post-modernists? And if a modernist, does he
belong to the American tradition of minimalism and conceptual art, or to the
modernism that has, in poets and critics like T.S. Eliot or Ted Hughes, revived a
“metaphysical” or “Jacobean” world of the extravagant conceit, of violence and
masculinity? Already about THE DRAUGHTSMAN’s CONTRACT, Greenaway said:
“My film is about excess: excess in the language, excess in the landscape —
which is much too green.”® But this may be to underestimate the force and di-
versity of the British/English concern with landscape which has proven remark-
ably resilient and flexible, capable of accommodating the most diverse strands
of modernist thought, almost all of them shadowed by versions of pastoral,
from which only the expatriate modernists (T.S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, Wyndham
Lewis) were apparently able to shake free but which held in thrall the indigen-
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ous left and right, as well as the Irish and the Celtic fringe, if we think of Hugh
McDermaid or Seamus Heaney.”

Thus, it is possible to draw a genealogy for Greenaway, and to situate him in
the major post-war British tension between “art school” modernism (David
Hockney, Peter Blake and Richard Hamilton, the Marlborough Gallery)" and
“art history”

7

modernism (the Courtauld Institute, Anthony Blunt’s Poussin,
Nicholas Pevsner, Anthony Powell and
William Golding) with its English gardens,
the landscapes of neo-Romanticism, country
houses set in ample grounds, stuffed with
curio-cabinets and private collections. The
tension also runs through the depiction of
coastline and water, prominent in Green-
away (cf. Greenaway’s films Drowning By
Numbers, Fear of Drowning or the early short
Water Wrackets), but difficult to place with
any precision within British art and litera-
ture, for so much - from Henry James and

DrowNING By NUMBERS Virginia Woolf to Michael Powell and Derek
Jarman — is haunted by the seascapes of Kent, Sussex and East Anglia, or ob-
sessed with off-season resorts, when not more recently “learning from Black-
pool.”

These British modernisms — assuming they can count as such — of landscape
and land art are, famously, only some of the 2oth-century’s modernism, and
arguably not the ones that proved most fertile for the cinema, or vice versa. The
other side of the British divide alluded to, the modernism of art school “pop,”
its own brand of whimsy firmly plugged into the energy of commercial art,
posters, fashion and design for the emergent mass-market — is probably the real
partner in dialogue with the cinema, if not its out and out rival for consideration
as the century’s most prominent symbolic form. Pop and advertising certainly
produced a generation of British filmmakers whose international — read “Holly-
wood” — influence is undeniable and inestimable. It brought the top end of Brit-
ish advertising agency talent into direct contact with the Hollywood main-
stream, and contributed not insignificantly to revitalizing Hollywood itself in
the 1980s. The sarcasm and contempt of the generation of Alan Parker, Ridley
Scott, Adrian Lyne for Greenaway is remarkably uninhibited, as was that of
Jarman for both Greenaway and British Hollywood, a facet that is itself worth
exploring further.

Whether any of this has ever troubled Greenaway is not at issue. It nonethe-
less seems that his work since THE CooK, THE THIEF, HIS WIFE AND HER LOVER
presents a kind of meditation not only on the impossible dilemmas of a Thatch-
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er-style Britain, but a British cinema, between America and Europe. Even as he
works with digital technology, Greenaway’s mock-Victorianism sits uneasily
with the pop-energies of a Hockney, also experimenting with electronic images
and a digital paint box."" Greenaway’s TV DANTE is in better company with
land artists such as Richard Long’s or Hamish Fulton’s visible and invisible
walks, where space, place and trace make up a perfect geometry in not three
but four dimensions, than to Hockney’s laser-printed portrait-photographs
(though Hockney’s treatment of California suburban swimming pools is noth-
ing if not a search for the genius loci). Greenaway has talked about how he once
buried a hundred ball-bearings in precisely marked sites, calculated to coincide
with the grid pattern of Ordinance Survey Maps.** If this is the spirit of code-
cracking Bletchley, where land art and the computer first met on Alan Turing’s
operating table, Greenaway also has an eye for the pastoral’s down-market,
heritage version: the green wellingtons variety of gothic, the Agatha Christie
universe of eccentricity and whimsy, the exacting world of bird-watchers and
Stonehenge solstice worshippers. This dual legacy takes one’s reflection on cin-
ema after cinema, of cinema out of the cinema in two directions: a postmodern
“multiple-choice multiplex” and an ironic-modernist “precision optics.”

The Hayward Show, or: The Cinema as Kit - Expanded or
Exploded View?

Morbid or cynical musings on the end of cinema, the death of cinema, or as
Greenaway put it, on its “sterility of concept, uniformity of execution”*? are not
in short supply among British and other European filmmakers. But when so
much cinéaste ambition has had to write itself small and withdraw into the
sulk corner of late-night television, Greenaway’s successes have given him a
chance to choose a larger canvas. He, too, starts with a skeptical assessment:

It is too late. Cinema is a one-way traffic: the best that can be hoped is to change the

street furniture and the traffic-lights in readiness for the next attempt.”"#

Nonetheless, a centenary is neither the worst occasion for the attempt to rein-
vent the cinema, nor is Greenaway a stranger to the magic of one hundred, the
figure having served him well, for instance, as the narrative architecture of
DrowNING BY NUMBERS. Since then, he has taken “100 Objects to Represent the
World” to Vienna, “100 Stairs” to Geneva and “100 Projections” to Munich.
Even if in the London show the hundred is folded in half, as it were (for logisti-
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cal and financial reasons, one assumes), a play of symmetry and seriality is
nonetheless essential to the project.

And the idea of the “fold,” the pleat, the package and the box is not alto-
gether inappropriate for a project that translates a temporal experience like the
cinema into a spatial sequence and an “artifically arranged” (to cite Georges
Melies) display. The order is reversible, the steps retraceable, and this film can
be rewound. What enfolds also unfolds. The labeled boxes, the white screens,
the projections onto the buildings (Munich), the display tables and wall mounts
(Rotterdam), the maps, the instruments of vision and dissection (Geneva) which
so predominate in Greenaway’s installations so far, evoke a number of robust
antinomies around removal and unpacking, storage and retrieval, inside and
outside, before and after, evidence and argument, with both the cinema and the
other arts alternately furnishing the mise-en-abyme into which each in turn is
Chinese-boxed (or taxonomied)."

On a visit to the Hayward, another comparison also came to mind. The Mu-
seum of the Moving Image, that modestly boastful monument to the movies’
ubiquity, with its Zoetropes and fantasmagorias, its agit-prop trains and blue-
screens, its Western set and BBC newsroom, pays permanent homage to “ex-
panded cinema.” The Greenaway exhibit, so conveniently adjacent as to pro-
voke the pun, might well aspire to the label “exploded cinema.” A delayed/de-
ferred detonation, a freeze-frame blast, or perhaps an explosion in the technical
sense, of parts pulled apart or removed for closer inspection and identification,
as in a car mechanics’ manual or an engineer’s drawing, used for demonstrating
the workings of a carburetor or a self-regulating servo-system.

What does the visitor see? A large space lined with steeply racked cinema
seats from a disused movie house. In the middle, long wooden tables piled
high with props in neatly sorted piles, evoking film genres and movie stories.
One’s path is blocked by Plexiglas trays, on which the daily newspapers accu-
mulate, kept since the opening day. The smell of rotting food directs one’s gaze
to dinner plates on which sauces slowly dry and mashed potatoes accumulate
mold. At the far end, a series of glass showcases, as in expensive boutiques,
housing live humans in rigid poses. Huge loudspeakers resonate with periodic
bursts of sound-collages, rumbling through one’s solar plexus as one tried to
shield one’s ears from the assault, as if an aural fireball or the call to the dead
for the Last Judgment was rolling overhead.

If we view Greenaway’s installations as exploded cinema in this technical
sense, then our attention must be at once on the individual parts or specified
constituents, and on the fact that their arrangement is neither fixed nor arbi-
trary. Rather, they move along a number of determined axes, which represent
their alignment of thought, their conceptual architecture. For his London cin-
ema kit, Greenaway proposed nine elements: “artificial light, actors, props,
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text, illusion, audience, time, sound, changing imagery.” Some of these I would
see as the “working parts,” laterally displaced, others as the imaginary axes
along which they flee the center of what we normally understand by the cinema
machine. The challenge is of course not to give away too soon which is which,
in this deconstructionist’s graphic depiction of all-too familiar icon and objects
from the cinema we grew up with — whether Mickey Mouse or Marilyn — now
at once mummified and merchandized in the MOMI's adult toy shop, but to
provoke new reflections through novel juxtapositions. The props Greenaway
has put together, in their profusion and surrealist incongruity also seem to nod
and wink at the spectator. But despite their comforting, archetypal associations,
they are more like gremlins, bent on mischief and ready to bite, or the not-quite-
functioning plot parts of a melancholic Dada meta-mechanic’s dictionary of
British cinema.™®

The reason why a gallery space seems appropriate to such an exploded view
of cinema is that the installation is partly designed to render to some of these
elements a new materiality, or to recall an original, resisting “corporeality,”
especially if one regards the cinema’s biggest crime as having divested the
world of its physicality and substantiality.

Cinema'’s low ratio of physicality and corporeality is relevant to the physical relation-
ship it has towards time."”

Temperature, texture or touch are aspects of bodies and objects that do not seem
to “matter” to either the world of cinematic projection, or that of the commod-
ity, casting its spell as sign, desire and promise: both live by the transparency of
artificial light, and both are parodied by a flashing electric torch that in a gallery
— as Marcel Duchamp’s ready-mades have taught us — invariably is at once an
“empty” sign and a “full” object.

The second dimension, central to the cinema’s repressed other, is also pre-
served or reinvented by the gallery space: that of a cinematic spectacle as live
performance, and yet fundamentally different from theatre, where body and
voice always have to pretend to the presence of destiny. Greenaway “explodes”
this nexus, by having actors in “showcases, vitrines and small theatres,” but as
in cinema, separating body from voice, and also making sure that each day has
another program. The latter recalls a crucial dimension of (early) cinema as a
performance. At first, when films were bought and sold rather than exchanged
or rented, the options were at once “materialist” and “conceptual”: either the
same film to a different audience, or different films to the same audience, each
becoming a function, or aggregate state of the other, in a more or less precisely
calculable equation. If historically, the principle of “different film/same audi-
ence” won the day, to the extent of creating the unique commodity that is film
(whose value depends on materializing a time advantage and a location advan-



186 European Cinema: Face to Face with Hollywood

tage), Greenaway’s installation recalls that this may not be inevitable, especially
if one is calling into question all the other material parameters of cinema.

Less obvious, but no less essential to the project of an exploded cinema is the
materiality of time, of sound, of light, an interest central to both the American
and British film avant-garde of the 1970s."® To take the case of temporality.

Film as substance gains nothing by becoming old .... It gains no patina, no craquelure,
makes no valuable chemical interaction with its environment, and its requirements
for preservation, like its requirements for exhibition, are demanding. But in preserva-
tion it is invisible.™

Greenaway’s different materialities play along the axis of absence (the photo-
graphic tense of the past-praeteritum, the once-having-been-there of Roland
Barthes) and presence (body-voice-space, the theatrical performance as “kairos,”
time filled with destiny), but also along the axis of decay (of food, daily chang-
ing, gently rotting) and the perishable (the newspaper in a museum, daily
changing, and because of it, flagrant embodiment of the obsolete by its fetishism
of the instant). Both absence/presence and instant decay are at the heart of the
cinema’s ambiguous inscription of temporality, its ridiculously relentless life
and its terrifying un-deadness, TERMINATOR Il and BRAM STOKER’S DRACULA.

Dislodging the Frame: The Future of Projection, Scale and
Ratio

Perhaps the most important reason, though, why for Greenaway it seems the
(European) cinema has to pass through the art gallery if it is to “reinvent” itself
is that constant irritant, the “rigour of cinema’s insistence on the rectangular
frame, and that frame’s fixed aspect ratio.”** Something must surely give:

The ever decreasing choice imposed by commercial and industrial standards has tigh-
tened the frame-ratio to such a point that it must — in the same way as other tighten-
ing strictures have operated in other fields — explode. Painting, as always, has set the
pace ... the last three decades have seen [the heavily framed painted image] largely

7721

evaporate.

Interestingly enough, it was Bazin in the already-quoted essay who provided
one of the most often commented on distinctions between the cinematic and the
pictorial frame.** Bazin uses a rather traditional account of the picture frame to
argue his well-known view that the outer edges of the cinema screen are not
strictly speaking comparable to a frame at all, but instead function as a “piece
of masking that shows only a portion of reality ... part of something prolonged
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indefinitely into the universe.” But he then goes on to say that “a frame is cen-
tripetal, a screen is centrifugal,” thus bringing us not only back to the idea of the
“exploded cinema” of Greenaway, but also leaving open the possibility that
modern painting (having abandoned the “centripetal” frame Bazin mounts his
argument on) can indeed redeem the cinema, if only to the extent of restoring to
it the function Bazin claims for it: “Thanks to the cinema and to the psychologi-
cal properties of the screen, what is symbolic and abstract takes on the solid
reality of a piece of ore.”*?

Here we have the “materiality” Greenaway misses in cinema, although its
source of value is not anchored in the economic metaphor of Bazin's realism,
emerging as it does instead from any object’s status as “work,” once placed in
the gallery space, the latter now performing in its institutional role as the gilded
frame. Precisely insofar as it is the cinema’s ubiquity that makes it invisible, the
question of the frame, now in the sense in which it has been problematized by
post-Duchamp art and the gallery space, becomes central to the future of the
cinema, even though the way in which these problems may be worked out can-
not be those of modern art.*

Greenaway contests and tests the frame in a number of ways. One of the most
interesting moves is what I see as the shift from “wall-oriented, frontal-parallel-
perpendicular” projection and display, to a horizontal plane (the table tops, as
“screens” that need a different bodily engagement), and multi-dimensional
screens “behind” screens, showing not an image but the cone which cinematic
lighting cuts into space. The installation at once suggests the complex geometry
of the cinematic apparatus, and acts as a projection-in-waiting where the up-
right screen becomes a “box” to be filled rather than a surface to reflect an im-
age and absorb a viewer. The glass vitrines, on the other hand, become cubic/
cubist screens, on which the actors’ roles — all the adulterers or kings they have
played — unfold and are enfolded. This means a whole film in a box which is
also a screen, without losing that ambiguity of objects/living things behind
glass: “don’t touch, I'm valuable,” and “don’t touch, I'm dangerous.” Here, too,
we may have come full circle from the time when Orson Welles compared
American filmmaking unfavorably to European cinema, by saying that Holly-
wood treats the cinema picture like a shop window behind glass, always stuffed
to bursting.>

The thematics of tilting the image, of renegotiating the relation of horizontal
to vertical around the issue of the frame is as old as the cinema, and a crucial
feature of early cinema.? It is a preoccupation that I think, one also finds in
Greenaway'’s film, both literally (VERTICAL FEATURES REMAKE) and metaphori-
cally. Almost too insistently, from THE DRAUGHTSMAN’s CONTRACT and Drow-
ING BY NUMBERS to A ZED AND Two NoucGHTS and PROSPERO’S Books, the sus-
taining fiction turns out to be paranoid “fictions within a fiction,” passageways
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to salvation or self-advancement become trapdoors to the ontological void, his
heroes invariably “framers framed” by some fearful symmetry. THE BELLY OF AN
ARCHITECT, for instance, is a good example of such radical dislodging the
frame, since the problem of both Kracklite and his hero Boullée, is precisely one
of “framing,” of sorting out the different time-frames and scale-frames, deciding
in the end to take the plunge ...*”

The question of dislodging the frame in the cinema, however, seems urgent
not so much because of the realist/illusionist problematic of Bazin, or the mate-
rialist preoccupations of the modernist avant-garde, but because it opens up
that other dimension, perhaps the most crucial for Greenaway, that of the audi-
ence. His worry about the frame as a function of the size and proportion of the
screen, which at first glance looks like the familiar grumble about cinema hav-
ing given in to television’s aspect ratio, may well touch the nub of his enterprise,
because the question of the frame implies scale, and via scale, the issue of cin-
ema as architecture, as public art.

The European art cinema began, historically, in a defensive move, claiming
“film” had to aspire to the status of art, in order to reclaim the purity of its
modernist forms. If now, according to Greenaway, “all art aspires to the condi-
tion of film,” the paradox is that this seems to happen at just the moment of the
art cinema’s historical demise. What went wrong? We hear that it is the audi-
ences who deserted the cinema. But this is manifestly not the case. We know
how the American cinema gathers its audiences, even in Europe, especially in
Europe. The economic arguments are strong, but they do not altogether explain
why audiences have deserted the European film. Might this have something to
do with the fact that European cinema has a rather traumatized relation to the
notion of audiences, just as European democracies have a traumatized relation
to the notion of a public art (say, architecture — but also advertising)? The histor-
ical experiences of totalitarian regimes — experts at both the cinema and public
art — have made discussing the issue doubly difficult, with the avant-garde able
to claim the moral as well as the aesthetic high ground.?® My sense is that
Greenaway seems prepared to engage in a debate about what could be a public
art, and what could be its audiences, just as postmodernism on a broader front
has reopened the discussion around the spectacular in art.

Body-Measure, Body-Mass

Does this mean that Greenaway should be counted among the postmodernists
after all? Yes, if by postmodern we understand not only — as is so often stressed
— the border-crossings of high and low culture in both directions, but — a more
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crucial and critical point — a willingness to engage in a debate about what might
be the place of art in contemporary public space, and what it is called upon to
perform.

Greenaway no doubt comes with the right credentials, and his consistent in-
terventions at the crossroads between urbanism, installation-art and the gallery/
museum space have as their vantage point the only truly public art of our times,
the cinema, however problematically it is itself placed between architecture, ad-
vertising, media-event and style-file.

“To turn an event — any event — into a performance, all we need is an audi-
ence.”?? Audiences (not as mass but qua concept) have become noticeably im-
portant in Greenaway’s oeuvre, to the point that they not only feature promi-
nently in his most recent films, especially PROSPERO’s Books, A TV DANTE, M 15
FOR MozZART and DARWIN, but are their veritable subject. THE BABY OF MACON,
for instance, is about what the limits, if any, are to an event, an action, once one
assumes that being observed by an audience makes something an event. Here,
the specularization of contemporary social interaction is put to the test, as it
were, stretched beyond the limit, in order to see whether indeed “events not
witnessed by an audience are not only non-performances but non-events,” and
setting out to prove whether anything attended by an audience becomes a per-
formance, and what this might mean for our notion of the real, the possible and
the tolerable (these “limits of representation” are a major concern of modern
cinema, from Pasolini to Fassbinder, from Godard to Oshima).

Less traumatized perhaps by history and fascism, Greenaway, too, tests the
limits of representation. But unlike the structuralist-materialist avant-garde of
the 1970s, he goes into the gallery not for an intimate space but for a very public
space, the last of the big spaces. And like the big spaces of the 1930s and 1940s,
or the Paris big spaces of the 1970s and 1980s, he goes to spaces that are not just
public but based on the power of the state, art and power, the state and power,
the state and art. These are dangerous themes and provocations to confront, not
least of all for a filmmaker who saw his country in the grip of an autocratic
political caste the likes of which it had not seen since Churchill’s War Cabinet.
For Greenaway’s dissenting voice in the Thatcher Era 1980s could be heard loud
and clear well before THE Coox, THE THIEF, His WIFE & HER LOVER.

At the same time, Greenaway’s investment in installation art may be under-
stood as a move to use the gallery again as a gallery in the literal sense, as a
passage way, an architectural feature to get from one space to another, protected
from all manner of inclemencies: think of the democratic Athens of Plato. For
unlike much of the filmic avant-garde of the 1970s, Greenaway does not seek
refuge in the gallery in order to find an intimate space for his media-medita-
tions, but tries to occupy it as a public space, one of the last agora-spaces of our
overlaid, overcrowded, and interfering public domains.
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He wants to turn the separating wall, the protective skin and delicate mem-
brane that is the gallery outwards, in order for the city itself to be experienced as
an intimate space. What he wants to reach via the gallery is the city, sites and
places that are public, because already traversed by different kinds of audi-
ences, forming instant, transient and transparent communities — shoppers, strol-
lers: “a man taking a dog for a walk, a dog biting a man, a man biting a dog.”>°
Greenaway has denounced the pseudo-community of today’s cinema atten-
dance, averring that even television scores higher as a form of sociability. It al-
most seems that he has decided that there is no point in making (European) cin-
ema, unless one understands what it is that creates not just audiences —
“audiences ... the watchers watched” — but sociable or public audiences, even
under the conditions of the “society of the spectacle.”

How to put this society “in the picture”? For a
start, by reversing the marks of mobility and stasis,
as in his installations, whether “The Stairs” or that of
“Spellbound.” Then, by applying the principles of the
engineer to the tasks of the Cubists, once more recon-
structing the moving (sound) image “from scratch.”
At first he enlarges the frame, projecting it onto the
dimensions of any space whatsoever, as in the
Hayward Gallery, then he compresses and shrinks it,
as in his video-films or quick-time movie inserts. The
extreme case is THE PiLLow Boox (1996), where the
triad city-text-skin is constantly tested against the scale, ratio, proportion and
endurance of the human body;, as if it was a matter of finding the new “golden
means,” the proper “aspect-ratio” of our electronic and virtual environments.

Not until there is a new definition of the visual event and its time-space ra-
tios, will there be the “material” conditions for a new cinema. Moving events
and not just moving pictures, but also not just monuments and mausoleums.
Are there spaces, he seems to ask, between the museum and cyberspace, com-
parable to the previously mentioned Grands travaux of Mitterand or the head-
quarters of multinational banks, an agora of our visual age the way the book
and library once were, nonetheless funded by the state or cultural institutions,
as part of the general good, rather than relying on the marketplace?

In this sense Greenaway;, at the top of “The Stairs”, “In the Dark and Into the
Light” might just offer a vision of a new, eminently civic, maybe even demo-
cratic, but in any case, yet to be realized, public function for the cinema. It is as
if, because of digitization or in spite of it, a battle is on for a new kind of presen-
tational or representational space, which we need not be ashamed to call “cin-
ema.” The frame for this is not renaissance perspective, with its fixed, indivi-
dualized eye of the beholder, confirming “him” as subject, but the mobile mass

THE PiLLow Book
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of audience and spectators, whose social body is at once the new “vanishing
point” and “frame” of (audio-)visual culture. In this fashion, film art renews
itself across the modes and spaces of the traditional arts but not, as was once
thought, in order to upgrade the cinema as art, but to preserve the cinema for
its audiences, which is to say, not for art’s sake, but for politics” sake.

(1996)
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The Body as Perceptual Surface

The Films of Johan van der Keuken

Introduction

Of Dutch filmmakers whose works I have some acquaintance with, none has
left me with more suspended emotions and unresolved moral chords than
Johan van der Keuken. This has an autobiographical origin: Van der Keuken
was the first director I met in person when I moved to the Netherlands from
London in 1991. It was an instructive meeting, leaving me with the feeling that
it would be good, one day, to reply to the questions that stayed unspoken in the
air. This encounter or perhaps I should say, this near-miss collision with Van der
Keuken happened in 1993. We had just moved into a new house by one of the
canals, when the Canadian scholar Ron Burnett came to visit, while attending
IDFA, the International Documentary Festival in Amsterdam. Burnett was also
a friend of Van der Keuken, having published one of the first essay-interviews
in English on the director back in 1978."

What could be more natural than to get us together, and so we invited Johan
and his wife Nosh for drinks in our garden and they came. Johan looked around
the house, and then asked what I was doing in Amsterdam. When I told him
that I was trying to set up Film Studies at the University of Amsterdam, he shot
back: “And what do you know about Dutch cinema?” Somewhat taken aback
but deciding to be honest, I replied: “Not as much as I would like to.” When I
added that the University had hired me, rather than a Dutch national, because
they wanted the program to have an international dimension, I realized too late
that this was not a very diplomatic remark. Johan quizzed me some more about
which film of his I liked best, and how much money I was making in this job.
Ron tried to intercede, explaining that I was a writer of some standing in the
international community, but Van der Keuken became visibly upset. He soon
insisted on going, taking his wife with him, and leaving Ron no other option
but to join them.
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A Life and a Work

Johan van der Keuken was born in Amsterdam on April 4, 1938. His grand-
father introduced him to photography when he was twelve, and in 1955, he
published his first photo book, We Are Seventeen (years old). The book consisted
of a series of portraits of his friends at school, and although Van der Keuken
himself thought of it as a sober record in the classic
Dutch tradition, it was hailed as the manifesto of a new
era, as well as chided for the somber and cheerless image
it managed to give of Dutch adolescence. With hindsight
one can see how it was part of the world-wide genera-
tional revolt we associate in other countries, such as Brit-
ain, with The Angry Young Men, in Germany with the
Halbstarken, in France with the Nouwelle Vague, and in the
United States with Marlon Brando, James Dean and
Elvis Presley. In the Netherlands, the angry young men
of the arts called themselves the Vijftigers — the Fiftiers.
Van der Keuken became one of their prominent mem-
bers, along with the writer Bert Schierbeek, the poet and
JoraN VAN DER KEUKEN painter Lucebert, and the Rimbaldesque poet-rebel Re-
mco Campert. All of them at one point or another
worked with Van der Keuken or had films dedicated to them, for instance, Bert
Schierbeck (THE DOOR, 1973) and three films with and about Lucebert (Luce-
BERT, POET-PAINTER (1962, short), A FiLm FOrR LUCEBERT (1967, short), Luce-
BERT, TIME AND FAREWELL (1994, short), after his friend’s death.
After We Are Seventeen, and still hesitating between photography and film,
Van der Keuken won a grant to study at the Institut des Hautes Etudes Cinéma-
tographiques (IDHEC) in Paris, the Mecca of many a budding cinéaste not only
in the late 1950s. Although he later confessed that he found the atmosphere
stultifying, he must have been there during the same period as future directors
such as Volker Schloendorff, Costa Gavra, and Theo Angelopoulos. Feeling like
an outsider, he continued with his photography, emulating the tradition of
Brassai, André Kertesz and Cartier-Bresson, and eventually publishing a book
of photographs entitled Paris Mortel (1963). By that time, however, Van der
Keuken had befriended two Americans, James Blue and Derry Hall, also at ID-
HEC, and together they made PARIs A L’AUBE (1960), a short film about Paris in
the early morning, at once in the tradition of Marcel Carné’s Paris Qui Dort
(1925) and reminiscent of the Joris Ivens’ Paris film (LA SEINE A RENCONTRE
PaRris, 1957), and certainly very much in tune with the first films of the Nouwvelle
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Vague, if we think of the early work by Godard, Truffaut or Rivette’s PARIS NOUS
APPARTIENT — all films that have Paris as their chief protagonist.

Returning to the Netherlands in 1960, he made a series of portrait films, with
a preference for exceptional children, exceptional sometimes for the way they
coped with physical handicaps (BLIND CHILD,1964; BEPPIE 1965; HERMAN
SLoBBE, BLIND CHILD 2, 1966). He continued with his portraits of artists, paint-
ers (A FiLM ForR LUCEBERT) and musicians (Bic BEN WEBSTER, 1967), for which
he received international acclaim, though again, less so at home. For instance, a
number of commissioned films involved him in controversy, notably THE SPIRIT
of THE TiME (DE Tiyp GEEsT 1968) and VELOCITY 40-70 (1970). BEAUTY (1970), a
film of high artifice verging on camp, but strangely powerful and in its stylized
violence utterly compelling today, was particularly misunderstood.

As with so many other European filmmakers, the late 1960s inaugurated also
a new period for Van der Keuken, producing often very oblique, but also quite
angry and aggressive films, in which a general anti-Establishment stance had to
signify political engagement. Sensing the dead-end of such polemics, and also
the narrowness of the political discourse in the Netherlands, Van der Keuken
undertook a remarkable series of projects, beginning with DAGBOEK (D1ARy,
1972), followed by THE WHITE CASTLE (1973) and THE NEw ICE AGE (1974) —
films later shown together as a trilogy under the title NorTH-SoUTH. The period
ended with A FiLMMAKER’s HOLIDAY (1974) and THE PALESTINIANS (1975), a
short film made in Lebanon, on the eve of the outbreak of civil war, about Pales-
tinian refugees. An openly partisan film, commissioned by the Dutch Commit-
tee for the Recognition of Palestine, the film is perhaps the closest Van der
Keuken came to making a cinema verité or direct cinema documentary. But it was
also so openly pro-Palestinian that it lost him many friends, especially among
the left-wing Jewish-Dutch filmmaking community.

In 1978, the director returned to a subject closer to home, focusing on what
one might call the micro-politics of the Netherlands as both very local and yet
tied into the global economy. The film is called THE FLAT JUNGLE (DE PLATTE
JUNGLE, 1978), and is about the coastal region, the Waddenzee and its inhabi-
tants, former fishermen who now make a living digging up worms on the sea-
shore at ebb tide, picking and packaging them for sports fishers all over the
world. THE FLAT JuNGLE introduces a new Van der Keuken, at once lyrical and
sharply analytical, with an eye that takes in the colorful plastic bottles that pol-
lute the countryside at the same time as it documents the myriad manifestations
of coastal micro-life, each leaving its transitory trace between land and water.
Aware of the fragile nature of the ecosystem, while paying homage to the taci-
turn stoicism of the locals, in the tradition of John Grierson or Robert Flaherty’s
MAN OF ARAN, the film is a masterpiece, awaiting to be rediscovered in the age
of globalization and ecological sensibilities. THE FLAT JUNGLE led to recognition
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by the French cinephile community, with an article by Serge Daney in Cahiers du
cinéma consolidating his fame in France. It paved the way for his international
reputation, with Ron Burnett’s article from the same year the first sign of his
new pre-eminence.

In 1985, Van der Keuken became seriously ill, but recovered from what was
diagnosed as intestinal cancer. Experiencing this recovery as a special gift, free-
ing him from the need to either explain the world or change it, he undertook
another remarkable series of projects that took him to India, Thailand, Tibet,
Central Africa and Latin America. In Hong Kong he made I Love $ (1986),
catching the city in a feverish phase of transition. But as with other directors
before him (one thinks of Renoir, Rossellini and Louis Malle, for instance) it
was India that helped resolve a crisis and stabilized his own identity in transi-
tion. For Van der Keuken, Madras in particular was the catalyst, giving him a
vision of human life, where opposites not only coexisted, but where the contra-
dictions actually gave access to a deeper understanding of what it is we are
meant to do, to see and to bear witness to, during our brief stay on earth. THE
EYE ABOVE THE WELL (1988) was the first result of this wisdom, which discov-
ered a new value in the weight, as well as gravity of tradition, religion and
ritual. As he himself acknowledged: “To show that this tradition is not part of a
perfect world, I included a sequence in which everything falls into chaos; you
see crumbled steps and crippled people. [But] I found a way of editing to show
both. That was new to me. It released me from the guilty look.”*

There followed three films — FACE VALUE (1991), BRass UNBOUND (1993) and
AMSTERDAM GLOBAL VILLAGE (1996) — which confirmed that Van der Keuken
had indeed discovered a way of finding the world in a face, a posture, a phrase
like Bewogen Koper (brass in motion), the original title of BRAss UNBOUND. The
faces might betoken lost worlds, as in FACE VALUE’s little girl, made up in the
costume of the Dutch Golden Age, or in the bridal photo, taken in Rochlitz,
14 April 1990, a small town in what then was still the German Democratic Re-
public, only months before unification. Or the worlds he documented might be
becoming-worlds. These becoming-worlds, Van der Keuken found above all in
Amsterdam, turning his attention to his hometown, in a gesture at once gener-
ous and proud, all-embracing and meticulously particular. AMSTERDAM GLO-
BAL VILLAGE is a tribute as well as a triumph, a film that finally reconciles one
of the city’s most famous sons to the fact that the city remained, for much of his
life all but indifferent to his existence in its midst. A young Moroccan courier
speeds on his motorbike through Amsterdam, delivering photos to clients all
over town, linking different lives that Van der Keuken follows into their living
rooms, their work spaces and coffee shop hang-outs, but also into their past
lives and faraway places of birth or homelands. A Chechan businessman takes
us to bombed-out Grosny, his mother and a 110-year-old relative. A Bolivian
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musician, now working as a cleaner, returns to his village in the Andes. We
meet a female DJ, a fashion photographer, a Thai kickboxer and his family, and
a Dutch Jew revisits the house where she lived before her husband was de-
ported to the transit camp Westerbork, as well as the family where her five-
year-old son survived, while she went into hiding. Van der Keuken has spoken
of how the circular form of the Amsterdam canals (the Grachtengordel) had in-
spired the structure of AMSTERDAM GLOBAL VILLAGE. But I am also reminded of
Gilles Deleuze’s description of Amsterdam as a rhizomatic city,® in which the
spirit of Leibnitz had become architectural form.
In 1998, Van der Keuken was once more diag-
nosed with cancer. This time, he decided to make
it known, and to undertake a journey with un-
certain outcome. The result was his last com-
pleted film, THE LoNG VAcaATION. Together with
his wife Nosh, who had done the sound on his
films for the past twenty years, he filmed while
he traveled and traveled while he filmed, return-
ing to Africa, Asia, and other places that had gi-
ven him images which became his, just as he had
given them a place in the memory of the world.
THE LoNG VAcaTION was the highlight of IDFA THe Lone HoLmay
2000, where he was indeed celebrated and feted
like the prodigal son, finally come home.

Photographer, Filmmaker, Artist, Auteur?

So what kind of film director was Van der Keuken? Although it may seem as if
the still photographer and the filmmaker were forever competing with each
other, he knew how to catch the instant (the gift of the photographer), while
making us feel how this instant belonged in a continuum, a movement, a pro-
cess. Consider a still that he took on holiday in Spain (Sierra Terade, Andalusia
2000), and which he captioned for his monthly picture column (From the Life of a
Small Self-Employed), a task he fulfilled for nearly thirty years for the film maga-
zine Skrien. It shows a bend in the road, cut into rocks and is taken from the
slope of a mountain. The caption reads: “The spirit of Hitchcock has just passed
and disappeared around the corner. But in his absence he still commands the
scene.” Homage to a master of montage from another master of montage, Van
der Keuken sees a view and sees the movement in it, he sees a view and sees the
fiction in it.
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It was perhaps this permanent and fruitful tension between filmmaker and
still photographer, which predisposed him to all manner of other productive
interferences, not just as here, blurring the distinctions between documentary
and fiction, the holiday snap and the objet trouvé. It also allowed him to trans-
cend genres and styles, giving him scope to mingle the sensory registers, as well
as the different aggregate states of the moving image, alternating quite con-
sciously between static viewer/moving image, still image/ mobile viewer (mu-
seum), moving image/ mobile viewer (installation) as well as all other possible
permutations. It is thus not surprising that he himself, while never experiencing
the photographer and the filmmaker in conflict with each other, did finally re-
gard the big installation work he undertook in the late 1990s — THE BopY AND
THE CITY (1997-2001) as a form of reconciliation and higher synthesis. Like any
true auteur, his work coheres around a few consistent themes. Besides the ten-
sion between still and moving image, and possibly quite closely connected with
it, there is his the abiding fascination with the human face, from We Are Seven-
teen, his photo-portrait book from 1955, via the Lucebert films all the way to
FAce VALUE and THE LONG VACATION (2000).

A third recurring strand, vibrating with tension and conflict is the one he
himself named, when he called his installation work THE Bopy aND THE CITY.
The city is a central reference point — starting with his first short film in and
about Paris, his photo book Paris Mortel, and then his films and photographs
about global cities, including New York and La Paz, returning him eventually
to Amsterdam, but its relation to the body remains troubling: a disconcerting
clash of flesh and stone, on might say, to paraphrase Richard Sennett’s title.

The Documentary Tradition

On the face of it, then, Van der Keuken is a very Dutch filmmaker, especially
considering that one of the strengths of Dutch filmmaking has always been in
the field of documentaries. Van der Keuken had no difficulties in seeing himself
in the tradition of Joris Ivens: “We met in Paris in 1968. With immense generos-
ity he was willing to watch my films with me. It was the first time I was able to
show my work to someone with international standing, who carries with him
the myth of a “world filmmaker,” a status I still find irresistible. In a period of
intense searching for a new link between aesthetics and politics, he seemed to
recognize what I was trying to do, and in a completely unpretentious way gave
me advice, in a way no-one in the Netherlands would have been able to.
Although I realize that I never made an “Ivens film”, his way of thinking about
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the position and stance of the filmmaker had an enormous influence upon me.
Ivens was to have this place in my life for nearly twenty years.”*

There is a certain poetic justice — frequently commented upon and perhaps for
that reason also a little too neat and orderly - in the fact that Van der Keuken
received the final accolade in his own country in the form of the Bert Haanstra
oeuvre prize, and this at a festival whose main prize is called the Joris Ivens
Award. Haanstra, one may recall, was the outstanding Dutch documentary di-
rector of the so-called “second generation” (Ivens being the first). The award, in
fact, made Van der Keuken enter the generational paradigm, effectively anoint-
ing him as the official heir to a noble lineage, and this two months before his
death!

Three generations, thus, reconciled and reunited at last in the work of Van
der Keuken, who seems to have struck a perfect balance between the politically
very exposed (and some would say, dangerously extreme) Joris Ivens (later, Van
der Keuken himself made some critical remarks on that score), and the much
more humorous, sardonic, and even facetiously playful Bert Haanstra, who
with FANFARE and Zoo made two of the best-loved (that is, by the Dutch them-
selves) films about the Dutch, their foibles, their peculiar sense of humor, but
also their Calvinist self-restraint and self-censored affective lives. Haanstra cele-
brates the ridiculous moments in life, observing ordinary people, picking their
noses or just loitering. In Zoo, for instance, he draws scurrilous comparisons
between the humans who visit zoos and the animals they stare at, showing the
humans through bars and behind fences, and thereby the animals to be so much
more human. Haanstra’s films hold up a mirror to the Dutch — even if it is a bit
of a fairground distorting mirror, but with whose reflection they can live. This
in contrast to Ivens, whom for most of his life the authorities rejected totally, to
the point of temporarily depriving him of his passport and citizenship, and also
in contrast to Van der Keuken, to whom as we saw, recognition and respect
came late, and in whose work, as far as one can judge, the Dutch do not recog-
nize themselves. Nor would, I think, Van der Keuken want them to.

However, this idea of generational succession is a very ethnocentric, perhaps
even parochial way of looking at Van der Keuken, too reminiscent of the Dutch
House of Orange (not unlike the British house of Windsor) worrying about
when the reigning monarch might abdicate and pass the throne to the heir ap-
parent. It also fits Van der Keuken too neatly into the boxes and drawers that
open up when one pronounces the word “documentary,” a designation that
Van der Keuken detested. Not only was he, as we saw, keen to maintain his
double vocation of photographer and filmmaker, to which one might add the
poet-essayist and pen-and-ink draftsman, but he also found it most tedious to
get involved in the debates over the different kinds of documentary: the French
ciné verité school (Jean Rouch) versus the American direct cinema (Pennebaker,
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Leacock or Fred Wiseman), the politically committed filmmaker (where, as he

often complained, ugliness and shoddy work had to guarantee hard-line politi-

cal correctness) versus the film essayist (Godard, Chris Marker, Harun Farocki,

Straub-Huillet). In fact, there are at least four reasons why any of these classifi-

cations would leave Van der Keuken and his work short-changed and wrong-

footed:

— His close involvement with poets, painters and musicians, as well as his own
artistic personality as a multi-talent made him first and foremost an artist. So
much so, that the distinction between documentary and fiction made no
sense to him, because, as he argued: what is central, as with the painter, is
the “image” (which, of course, for him included sound, words and move-
ment).

— If anything, the path to approaching his filmic form would be that of a piece
of music. As one critic said: Van der Keuken’s films are like classical music —
one has to see them many times in order to take it all in, it offers something
new with each viewing.” Similar remarks can be found throughout his life,
and while Van der Keuken might balk at the suggestion that it is classical
music that most inspired him — he was forced to learn the cello as a boy and
resented it — the free improvisation of jazz, as well as contemporary orches-
tral and symphonic music attracted him and led to fruitful collaboration with
many musicians and composers, from the “serious” concert music of Louis
Andriessen (also a collaborator of Peter Greenaway), to the free jazz and
even folk-inspired music written and performed for him by Willem Breuker
for so many of his major films.

— His politics were very different from both the Dutch documentary tradition,
and from what one might call the Dutch mainstream dissident tradition,
while nonetheless having, of course, contacts and connections. His film DE
Tyyp GeesT (THE SPIRIT OF THE TIMES, 1968) casts an acerbic look on the
Dutch establishment as well as on the protest movements, and was hated by
both sides. DE WEG NaAR HET ZUIDEN (The Way South, 1980) begins with the
violent squatters” protests at the 1980 Royal Wedding in Amsterdam, but
soon leaves the Netherlands behind, both geographically and metaphori-
cally. It seemed to him that the Dutch political gestures of dissent often
amount to little more than “ik ben boos”(“I am angry”), obliging him to take
on a scope that even in the European context was, if not unique then none-
theless exceptional: that of the North-South Divide, at a time when the East-
West Cold War divide was still the determining factor of European politics.

— Secondly, his ethnographic interests, which he may have taken from the
French cinéma vérité school, was “politicized” by his sharp eye for contradic-
tion, an eye he learnt to trust more and more, until as he put it, he had over-
come the “guilty look” with which the Western, European gaze falls upon
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the poverty, misery, suffering and injustice that stares at us everywhere in the
world, once we leave our secure boundaries and habitual tourist comfort
zones.

— Finally, and this would be my strongest argument for placing him in the
Dutch context by radically re-situating him, I think there is a “way of seeing”
in Van der Keuken’s work that deserves special attention and patience, and
which I have called, provisionally: “the body as perceptual surface.”

Dutch Ways of Seeing: The Art Historical Tradition

What would it mean to speak of typically Dutch ways of seeing, within which
Van der Keuken could be placed and dis-placed at the same time? For such a
scheme, one has to step outside the bounds of cinema and resort to analogies
and examples from painting, even at the risk of establishing a very rough-and-
ready, indeed cliché form of categorization.

There is, first of all, the tradition of the rebus picture in Dutch art, the illustra-
tion of proverbs and figures of speech, as in Hieronymus Bosch or Breughel the
Younger, and which comes into the Dutch Golden Age with some of the more
enigmatic, allegorical or duplicitous genre pieces, still lives and interiors, as we
know them from Pieter de Hooch, Gabriel Metsu or Jan Steen. Svetlana Alpers
has developed a whole theory of art history around what she perceived as the
crucial difference between the Northern Renaissance and its image tradition,
and the various Italian schools.® Clearly, it is not my place here to enter into the
debates that her theories raised. But there is a more light-hearted look at this
tradition, through Sister Wendy, an eccentric English nun from Norfolk, the
eastern province of England. In the 1980s, Sister Wendy was a popular figure
on British television, because of her infectious enthusiasm in matters art and art
history, treating the viewers in one particular episode to a GRAND TOUR OF THE
Ryksmuseum: there, she stopped to explain ter Borch’s famous Paternal Admoni-
tion. For several centuries it was taken for a scene where a father admonishes his
daughter to be more modest in her clothing and demeanor, but now the paint-
ing is generally recognized to depict a brothel scene with money changing
hands, and a madam taking her cut. Such sly reversals, or rather, such an ability
to balance a representation on the cusp of meanings that flatly contradict each
other is something we can also find in Van der Keuken, in his group portraits
and figure compositions.

Then, there is the gaze of Rembrandt, not only the one of the Rembrandt
lighting, so influential on Hollywood in the 1920s and so-called German Expres-
sionist cinema, but the rather colder, more clinical and therefore often almost
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unbearably intense gaze of the Anatomy Lesson of Dr Tulp or Dr Deyman. I want
to argue that some of the most shocking and most bodily absorbing images in
Van der Keuken have this quality of a steadfast, unflinching gaze at something
that is almost too cruel in its stark confrontation with ultimate and unbearable
truths about the human condition, such as the scenes of the Grosny dead in
AMSTERDAM GLOBAL VILLAGE.

Thirdly, there is the tension between the gaze of a van Gogh, with its swirling
vortices or vertigo-inducing energies of colour, light and line, as in Starry Night,
contrasted with the quite different lines and grids of a Piet Mondrian. Van
Gogh'’s way of seeing returns in Van der Keuken in the form of repeated medi-
tations on the effects and reflections of light on water. As Van der Keuken tells
it, the idea for AMSTERDAM GLOBAL VILLAGE originally came to him by looking
out of his window onto the canal, and seeing the morning light creep over the
water towards a blue houseboat, as one finds them moored in several of Am-
sterdam’s main canals. The Mondriaan references are a little more oblique, but I
sense a deliberate and sarcastic pastiche of Mondriaan’s grids in the final scene
of Van der Keuken’s film about a journey to Russia, ANIMAL LocoMOTION
(1973), showing the now-desolate blocks of a suburban housing estate, still
bearing traces of the once pastel-colored windows arranged in constructivist
surfaces and squares.

And finally, returning more directly to the cinema and the eye of the camera,
there is the very Dutch way of using windows in their domestic and urban en-
vironment. I am referring to the ostentatiously reticent display of virtue and
property, going back to the window tax in the 17th and 18th century that Simon
Schama, in his famous book on the Dutch Golden Age, The Embarrassment of
Riches had already made so much of. To this day, it gives one that very schizo-
phrenic experience in Amsterdam, between the large domestic widows over-
looking the canals, neither veiled nor graced by curtains, located right next to
the almost uniquely Dutch or Flemish feature of prostitutes displaying their
bodies in glass cases, at street level and theatrically lit by gaudy neon strips, a
merchandise-metaphor once deftly deconstructed by performance artist Marina
Abramovic in the 1970s. From these contradictory signals of “look, I have noth-
ing to hide” and the quite open invitation to the seemingly most depraved and
shameless forms of sexual voyeurism, the Dutch cinema has distilled its own
kind of visual humor, nowhere more in evidence than in the work of fellow
filmmakers and men of the theatre Alex van Warmerdam’s ABEL, Frans Weisz
or Gert-Jan Reijnders’ OUDE TONGEN (1994).

My argument would be that we can also find echoes and evidence of all these
ways of seeing in the work of Van der Keuken, though often in a transmuted
form, be it by a reworking of the very terms of reference, as in the rebus pictures
we get in A FILM FOR LUCEBERT or in the very direct citation of the woman in
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the window in AMSTERDAM GLOBAL VILLAGE. But even more starkly present are
Dutch ways of seeing the human face, as already mentioned, in Van der
Keuken’s take on the tradition of the portrait. The un-
veiled, naked gaze emanating from a face, in the last
decade such a powerful trope in contemporary photo-
graphy from Thomas Ruff, Nan Golding to Rineke Dijk-
stra, runs right through the work of Van der Keuken, but
it brings us also back to the frank and yet so disturbing
gaze with which the subjects of classical Dutch painting
so often return our look. There, the self-confidence of
having nothing to hide implies a provocation that is little
short of intensely physical and even erotic, as many an
admirer of Vermeer’s Girl with the Pearl Earring has
noted, now made perhaps over explicit by a novel of
that title, subsequently turned into a film. Controver-
sially, Van der Keuken in his later photographic works, L.UCEBERT
especially as incorporated in his installation The Body and

the City, dwelled on the female nude in ways that have not always been appre-
ciated in the context of his abiding interest in the human face and the provoca-
tive eye.

The Body as Perceptual Surface

I could go on, by introducing yet another argument, this time borrowed from
David Hockney and his re-discovered passion for the Delft, Ghent, and Bruges
schools of painting, over those of Florence, Venice and Rome, around the ques-
tion of the central perspective, and its Northern variants. I would have cited Van
der Keuken's repeated forays, notably in his photo-essays for Skrien, into ques-
tions of perspective and point of view, where he thought aloud about his own
poetics, especially his use of montage principles, or the purpose of the frame, to
come to grips with the problem of multiple vantage points inscribed in the same
image or sequence, and the increasing obsession with how to account for the
power of that slightly anamorphic, off-center or out of focus vanishing point he
discovered in his own pictures and those of others. Particularly instructive in
this respect are his photo essay Women and Children in Madras (April/May 1988),
and a text he wrote for a photo book by Eddy Posthuma de Boer, entitled The
Peruvian Woman (1996).

But instead of exploring this tradition further, I want to try and center — and
re-center — Van der Keuken, by introducing my title, and what I provisionally
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call “the body as perceptual surface.” I am referring by this, first of all, to a
powerful sense that in the past twenty years the cinema of whatever prove-
nance — mainstream, avant-garde or art house, as well as the art world that has
finally found in the moving image one of its main resources for renewal and
self-reflection — has made a pre-occupation with the body its central concern.
From action spectaculars with Bruce Willis or Sylvester Stallone, to sexually ex-
plicit, semi-pornographic thrillers by Paul Verhoeven, Catherine Breillat, by
Brian de Palma or Jane Campion; from the body art of a Stel-Arc and Marina
Abramovich to high-street tattoo parlors and body piercing; from slasher ex-
ploitation films by Tobe Hooper or Wes Craven, to video art by Bill Viola and
Gary Hill; from the films of David Fincher to the diasporic videos of Mona
Hatoum, it seems that visual culture in the Western world has put aside the
metaphors of window and mirror, of door and vista, of frame and screen that
have dominated high art for four hundred years and the cinema for its first
eighty to hundred years. They seem to have been smashed or have melted
away in favor of making skin, flesh and the body in the first instance the materia
prima of their art, and in the second instance, turn them into so many surfaces
upon which to project. Project images, project aggression, fantasies, desires,
project violent thoughts and desperate acts, embody and body forth anxieties
of the dying and wasting body in films concerned with AIDS, to perhaps
equally anxious but pathological fantasies of the indestructible body in combat
films and computer games.

I am sketching this obsession with the body in deliberately broad brushes and
perhaps even garish outlines, just so as to have a quick change of scenery also
for the work of Van der Keuken, by shifting the backdrop from the previously
painted canvas of (Dutch) documentary, framed by (Dutch) art history, towards
one where the differences between background and foreground, high art and
street culture, frame and horizon can hardly be assumed to be present at all.
What in other words, would Van der Keuken’s work look like when seen
against this “ground” of the body in all its states and stages? What space might
it occupy, what energies might it put in circulation?

My point of reference would be the article by Serge Daney in Cahiers du cin-
éma 290/291 from July/August 19787 that I already mentioned, which intro-
duced Van der Keuken to the Paris cinephiles, and helped him to international
recognition. In an essay entitled “The cruel radiation of that which is”® Daney
zeroed in very quickly on what he thought made Van der Keuken so remark-
able: for instance, he noted that there were in his films many protagonists that
were either children or people with handicaps, as in BLIND CHILD I, HERMAN
SLoBBE and BePPIE. In THE NEw ICE AGE (about a family of workers in an ice-
making factory in Northern Holland) an almost surrealist dimension is added
by the fact that several of the family are deaf, which Van der Keuken initially
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chanced upon, almost by accident, but which comes to de-
termine the means and manner of communication finally
structuring the film as a whole. Then there are others, such
as the farm workers and fishermen in THE FLAT JUNGLE
whose “handicap” is more subtle, and often merely the re-
verse side of their special gift. Their marginal position in re-
lation to the ordinary world means that they have a much
more penetrating and thereby also defamiliarizing percep-
tion of what passes as “normal.” Hence the recourse in Van
der Keuken’s films to blindness, deafness, and blocked
senses, because they work as magnifying glasses on the bro-
ken, blocked and fragmented relation we all have to so-
called reality, except that we rarely allow ourselves such an THE FLAT JUNGLE
admission, preferring to pretend that we know what is

what, and are in control of the bigger picture.

I want to concentrate on this insight of Daney’s and maybe expand it a little
further, by suggesting that the presence of protagonists with handicaps, and the
observation by the camera of how they cope with their environment, immedi-
ately changes the viewer’s center of gravity, as well as his or her perceptual
focus. What is at work in Van der Keuken's films, I would argue, are two funda-
mental principles: one is what Van der Keuken himself calls “asymmetry,” that
sense of imbalance, of uneven exchange, contradiction even and injustice, which
any long, hard look at human affairs reveals. But asymmetry also of forces,
power and the latent potential for conflict, that is necessary for any work of art
or of the imagination, any narrative or fiction to
emerge, to come to life and engage the intellect,
the emotions and the senses. The second princi-
ple which I detect in his films, is, if you like, the
happier, more serene stance vis-a-vis this same
asymmetry: the always present possibility of a
compensatory principle, in which the loss or
impairment of one sense-organ or faculty of
perception, is compensated by the more ecstatic
and exalted acuity of another: the blind having
a special sensory capacity for hearing, the deaf
or mute developing a hyper-active, richly varie-
gated sense of touch, those with a speech impediment becoming endowed spe-
cial flashes of insight or possessing a particularly attentive sense of spatial rela-
tions and human dynamics.

The two principles, in their counter-current and ambivalences are already
fully present in Van der Keuken'’s first films, BLIND CHILD and HERMAN SLOBBE

BrinDp CHILD
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(BLiNnD CHILD II) from 1964 and 1966 respectively. For BLIND CHILD, Van der
Keuken spent two months in a special home for blind children, observing a
world difficult to visualize: how young human beings, deprived of sight, strug-
gle to stay in touch with reality. Whereas the first film trains a very lucid eye on
the pain and anger that sensory deprivation imposes on these children kept in
an institution, however well-tended and well-intentioned, while also showing
their ability to create worlds as rich as anything accessible to a sighted child,
the second film, taking one of the most rebellious and recalcitrant boys from
the first film, is an astonishing celebration of the human spirit in adversity. We
see how the lust for life makes Herman Slobbe burst out of any kind of restraint,
and fashion a universe, triumphantly asserting not only his right to be, but his
unique contribution to the world as we know it, sense it and see it. No wonder
that van der Keuken signs off at the end of the film by addressing us and his
protagonist: “everything in a film is a form. Herman is a form. Farewell, dear
form.”

A similar principle organizes the films around Lucebert, the painter-poet,
here portraying man of extraordinary talents, but in a sense also asymmetrical,
excessive, unbalanced if you will: forcing our perception of shape, color, form —
especially with regards to the human form and face — into regions of mental
extremity and risk, from which the artist brings back a sense of vibrancy, imme-
diacy and lightness that spares us the human cost such piercing perception un-
doubtedly and invariably entails.

A no less-powerful, but in its power also problematic, asymmetry obtains
around the body, skin and sound. From the bigness of Big Ben Webster, whose
tenor saxophone converts his bodily bulk into matter as light as a feather, and
whose glistening black skin is lit as if to reflect back and make resonate the
vibrato of his instrument, to the tuba players in BEWOGEN KOPER whose bronze
skin folds are like the sound pockets reverberating with their tuba’s lower regis-
ters, Van der Keuken managed to find images that are sounds, or rather, he
understood how to orchestrate a soundscape with images, making them the
tactile, visible equivalent of its sonorous envelope. As he explained in an inter-
view: “I've often drawn the comparison with playing the saxophone, or the
trombone when it comes to zoom shots. For me, the camera has three features:
the musical instrument aspect, in which you play your part, improvise, when
you're directly implicated; the second is boxing, with the camera’s striking
power; and the caress, because the slight movements that graze the skin of
beings and things interest me a lot.”?

Evidently, Van der Keuken is not the only filmmaker in recent decades who
has practiced what one might call an aesthetics of sensory asymmetry. Jane
Campion’s THE P1aNo has a mute heroine, and the film gorges itself on a palette
of tactile sensations. Krzysztof Kieslowski, in THREE COLOURS: BLUE makes the
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heroine’s skin her most sensitive, vulnerable and perceptive sense organ. Lars
von Trier built all of his most powerful films — from Eurora (language), BREAk-
ING THE WAVES (hearing voices) to DANCER IN THE DARK (blindness), Ip1oTs
(mental infirmity) and DogviLLE (invisible walls) around protagonists with
handicaps or sensory dislocation. And before him, Jean Luc Godard, in Passion
had one of his characters, played by Isabelle Huppert, suffer from a recurrent
stammer, for which she is blessed or cursed with an intensely tactile response to
her human surroundings and the natural environment.

What comes to mind in these, and many similar instances in modern cinema
is a literary trope, more than a hundred years old: Arthur Rimbaud’s “de-regle-
ment de tous les sens,” as he wrote in the famous Lettre du Voyant to his friend
Paul Demeny in 1871." Again, we could invoke a whole romantic and post-
romantic genealogy of synaesthesia, going back to the Ancients, revived by
Keats or Novalis, and after him by Baudelaire, Rimbaud and the surrealists.
There, the synaesthetic effect is similarly produced not by a concert of the sense
perception, but various verbal and ekphrastic techniques of clashes and
blockages that rub the sensory associations of words against each other, rather
than attempting to harmonize them. It was these sensory discords that surreal-
ism enriched or aggravated with further semantic and visual clashes between
tenor and vehicle, squeezing heightened perception out of cognitive dissonance
as much as sensory derangement.

Yet to see Van der Keuken's film-aesthetic derangement of the senses in this
particular tradition of synaesthesia would cut it off from other sources of both
inspiration and of influence. As already indicated, I think a major impulse in
Van der Keuken is to find ways for the eye of vision to displace itself, look, as it
were, behind its own back, from other vantage points, a reference itself to the
body in different mappings, and for the body to develop a third eye. I already
mentioned the possible function of the nude in Van der Keuken, notably in the
sketch called “Cyclops,” made in the 1970s, but published by him in his column
in Skrien, with its art historical references to Courbet’s L’Origine du Monde as
well as Picasso, but also to the raunchier kind of lavatory graffiti.

First of all, the displacement of the eye, be it in its ability to assume vantage
points that fall outside or circumnavigate the central perspective of Western
painting, or in the direction of the parodic, prosthetic and pornographic prolif-
erations of eyes across the body; its orifices and apertures, is only one aspect of
the matter. That a demotion of the eye is under way in our culture is hardly in
doubt, and one can ask oneself whether the rule — or some would argue — the
tyranny of the eye, has now, three-and-a-half centuries after Descartes, come to
an end. Martin Jay, in his Downcast Eyes, certainly provides some telling evi-
dence that this is indeed the case.”* Theories why this should be so are not diffi-
cult to come by: a pyramid is being overturned, a Panopticon is being stormed,
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the single eye on the dollar bill must learn to shade its arrogant stare, look in-
ward and reflect, rather than outward and dominate.

Another, more ethnographic or anthropological perspective will tell us that
we are only beginning to realize the full implication of the double shift that has
taken place during the 20th century in the Western world with respect to the
body: whereas the first half of the 20th century has made the hand obsolete in
the productive process — replacing manual labor, physical dexterity and the
many skills that handmade objects have indexed, archived and stored — the sec-
ond half of the same century has, more or less in every sphere, made the eye
equally redundant. Visions machines and war machines, satellites and compu-
ters, tomography and scanners have taken over the “work” of the human eye in
anything from medicine to traffic control, from data processing to draughts-
manship. If Walter Benjamin is the eloquent analyst and chronicler of the hand’s
obsolescence, with his elegy on the gambler’s hand throwing the dice to the
arsonist striking the match, then we are still awaiting an equally acute analysis
of the decline and fall of the eye and its epochal significance. Yet we already
have elegies of sorts in and through the cinema, precisely of the kind that Van
der Keuken proposes. What may be happening, in other words, is less the de-
regulation of the senses or the obsolescence of vision, but a new mapping of
sensory perception for which the body provides the projecting surface, but
surely cannot be the foundational ground. Indeed, it may be the constant de-
monstration of its unsuitability for such a task that makes it be so prominent in
our visual culture.

For in Van der Keuken, the senses are also at war, they are in competition,
they fight over territory, autonomy and identity, and they remind us that they
have their own origins, their own domain, their local habitat and sphere of
reach, and they are not giving way that easily. In particular, the sense of touch
has gained a new prominence, as if, in the face of the complete visual over-sti-
mulation that our in practice redundant eye is now the target of, the film-
maker’s or visual artist’s role has also changed. His is the task to teach the eye
new skills, and in particular, to develop the eye into an ear, and extend the ear
to become a “hand.” It would mean seeing the world around the tactile register
and learning to experience the body less as a container, and more as a surface. It
would be a surface not bounded by frame and view, and instead a permeable
and vulnerable membrane, combining the properties of screen and filter, veil
and curtain, as well as the softness of flesh with the hardness of lacquer.

In other words, in Van der Keuken’s later films, it is no longer actual physical
blindness that brings to the fore the tactile qualities of hand, touch and weight,
but rather it is as if the world as a whole had gone blind, having looked into the
bright sun of too many images, too much sensory-ocular stimulation. If film-
makers now train the hand — or rather the hand as symbol of the sighted touch
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— then it would have to be as a sense organ with an ethical sense, capable of
negotiating proximity and distance, developing the intimate touch, but also re-
placing hierarchy with contiguity and coexistence, making us aware also of
what is at stake politically in the new proximity and ethically at what risk (the
racist usually hates the other because of the smell of his food or his body-lan-
guage, i.e., sensory affronts signaling the anxieties of proximity and intimacy
with the other). In this respect, touch would indeed be the sense necessary to
“grasp” what is meant by the seemingly seamless, imaged surface of our lives
and the new politics they demand.

That such concerns preoccupied Van der Keuken in the last years of his life is
particularly evident in AMSTERDAM GLOBAL VILLAGE. There, for instance, the
motif of the hand and touch — running so strongly through his films, from
BLIiND KIND to one of his last photo-commentaries — is almost like a structural
constant, perhaps as strong a bonding agent in the film as the circular construc-
tion of the Amsterdam canals, and the clockwise trajectory of the motor-cycle
courier. The Thai kickboxer film shows us how the poor of this world still have
to live by hand and fist, the latter particularly paradoxical in the setting of the
gentle Thai village where he comes from, just as Van der Keuken dwells at great
length on the finger-printing of Asylum seekers as they are processed in transit
camps. Or consider the interview with Borz-Ali Ismailov, the Chechen business-
man. He is introduced with his hand on the steering wheel of his car, a mobile
phone in the other, and there is hardly a shot at Borz-Ali’s home, where the
camera does not concentrate on his hands, as if this was the place where his
troubled life-story could come to rest, after the camera has scanned his face for
a clue to the sometimes poetic, sometimes enigmatic utterances he makes. Once
we are in Grosny, a grieving mother, cradling her dead child, is also first intro-
duced not through her face, but via the hand holding the little corpse, moving
to her other hand stroking over its terribly still, eerily serene face, as if the vigor
of a working woman'’s hand might mould the pale body back to life.

Perhaps one needs to think of the revolt against the Eye of Enlightenment as a
re-ethnicization of the senses: re-locating, re-localizing their respective territory,
negotiating a place in a space as yet to be determined, in which skin, flesh and
the body are as much sensory organs as they are support for the senses that
refuse to be reigned in under a universal and universalizing authority. In Van
der Keuken, there is a non-negotiable boundary, which the contest of the senses
has to acknowledge, a price to be paid for making the body the main perceptual
surface, that is, the body in the “cruel radiance of its there-ness when all life has
left it,” when the body has become a corpse.

Or is there a more positive reading? Where body and memory, history and
temporality, space and place can surface in a way that illuminates the particular
perceptual potency of the body, in all its markings of race, age and gender, but
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also in its ability to transcend those limits and pass on something else? Just as
the senses are in uproar, demanding their separate identity and “embodiment”
as a sort of “ethnic” political autonomy (cf. Shakespeare’s Coriolanus), so in Van
der Keuken'’s films there is a sense of the senses warring with each other over
the body, including the a-symmetrical body politic of the North-South divide
and of the world’s global cities. But conversely, there is in the latter, especially
in AMSTERDAM GLOBAL VILLAGE an equally strong feeling that the senses might
not only be compensating for each other, but in their diversity developing new
forms of interdependence. One takes away from his films the hopeful sign that
if the senses no longer fit under the authority of the eye, then the kind of asym-
metry that the director speaks about may yet lead to a state where the same
space can be occupied by several senses, and deploy their possibly separate but
nonetheless coextensive presence. AMSTERDAM GLOBAL VILLAGE has for this a
fitting image that can be extended as a parable for the whole, breaking both the
rule of the center versus the periphery as well as the global local divide. This is
the scene where the Dutch-Jewish Hennie Anke and her son are visiting the
house where she lived during the German Occupation with her young son and
which is now inhabited by a Surinamese woman with her little boy.

Although the flat has undergone such extensive rebuilding as to have done
away with all the physical memories Hennie might have had, the encounter is
deeply significant. As Hennie recalls the terrible years and the deportation of
her husband, in this space we sense the lingering presence of two generations
who have nothing in common either culturally or ethnically, and yet, whose
succession and coexistence in memory and spoken record illuminate in a single
image Dutch history of the 20th century, from occupation to deportation, from
colonialism to post-colonial immigration. Even if the fate of a Dutch-Jewish “on-
derduiker” (a person in hiding during the Occupation) and of a Dutch-Surina-
mese immigrant are not strictly comparable, but amount to another asymmetry,
the gesture of their farewell embrace shapes a fragile bond across the cultural
differences, establishing an image of double occupancy, as well as of life’s tran-
sience that lends an almost utopian hope to these stories of exile, migration, and
necessary homelessness told in AMSTERDAM GLOBAL VILLAGE.

This then, might be the very specifically “European” lesson that Van der
Keuken'’s films can bring us, in the context of our current concerns with multi-
cultural communities, ethnic clashes and “radical” confrontations: we shall all
have to learn to take a leaf out of Hennie Anke’s and the Surinamese woman’s
book, learning to make a place both yield and keep its memory while practicing
a form of double occupancy.

As a foreigner and an exile living in Amsterdam, and after a less-than-happy
meeting with the man in the flesh, I think I have come to appreciate the wisdom
of Johan van der Keuken, if not always in his life, then in his films. There, in a
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very Dutch way, he shows what it means to practice global citizenship, he show
us the spaces, physical as well as mental, of the present and of memory, that we
as human beings must be able to occupy together. If Europe is to be more than a
vain dream or a bureaucratic nightmare, then it will have to become a place
where such double occupancy is the norm: a form of citizenship we can all as-
pire to. It makes Van der Keuken’s cinema, that body of perceptual surfaces,
hold out the promise of a new political, but also ethical map of Europe, part of
the globalized world, rather than its panoptic apex.

(2004)
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Television and the Author’s Cinema

ZDF’s Das Kleine Fernsehspiel

As far as the European cinema goes, the 1970s belonged to Germany, or more
exactly, to the “New German Cinema.” Breaking through the commercial and
critical twilight of the post-war period, a handful of internationally well-ex-
posed star directors — mainly Fassbinder, Herzog, Wenders and Syberberg —
briefly illuminated a notoriously bleak filmmaking landscape. Looking back,
however, one realizes that this blaze of light left much territory underexposed,
not least by obscuring the ground on which some of these talents grew. For be-
sides the New German Cinema of auteurs and festivals, to which we owe THE
MARRIAGE OF MARIA BRAUN, AGUIRRE, HITLER — A FiLM FROM GERMANY oOr
KinGs oF THE RoaD, there existed another New German Cinema that func-
tioned almost exclusively within West Germany itself, and which, in its own
terms, was as successful as its better-known half.

Both New German Cinemas have in common one very material fact: a radical
change in the way films were made and financed in West Germany. From the
late 1960s onwards, the Bonn government had stepped in with grants and sub-
sidies, distributed by the “Gremien” of the Filmforderungsanstalt in Berlin,
which opened up a chance to projects and personalities that no commercial pro-
ducer would have risked. But this federal funding system, which Herzog once
called his life-support machine, was a mere drip-feed compared to the blood
transfusion and oxygen boost given to the patient after the so-called “Television
Framework Agreement” of 1974. It obliged the various West German broadcas-
ters to co-produce feature films and to set aside additional funds for transmit-
ting independently made films first shown in the cinemas. With one stroke, in-
dependent filmmakers had gained access via television not only to a breed of
producers and co-producers who wouldn’t go bankrupt in mid-production or
run off to the South of France; they had also acquired the next-best thing to a
distribution and exhibition guarantee: audiences. This was especially important
in a country whose cinemas were either controlled by the American majors, or
owned by people convinced that a German-made feature film emptied seats
more quickly than a colony of mice released at a children’s matinee.

While both kinds of New German Cinema benefited from television, the au-
teur cinema was understandably anxious to play down this helping hand, pre-
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ferring to attribute the films’ existence to individual genius. The other, less well-
known New German Cinema, by contrast, actually seemed to thrive on the pos-
sibilities as well as the limitations presented by being partnered with television.
One can see why, when this partner turned out to be ZDF’s Das Kleine Fernseh-
spiel.

Yet what made German television decide to pump some 17 million Deutsch
Mark into feature films, especially when so many of the projects were either
submitted by directors with little previous fiction film experience, or had no
wide public appeal? The answer has partly to do with the structure of West
German television, which in those days was still wholly publicly owned,
funded by a license fee and thus under political control: when their paymaster
spoke, the broadcasters had to listen. But they put up little resistance, because
the deal also promised them some tangible benefits.

To start with, German television, which in the previous decades had despe-
rately tried to find forms of programs and types of drama that distinguished it
from both theatre and the cinema, had hit on the “Fersehspiel” as its cultural
flagship, and from the mid-1950s onwards, invested substantial amounts of
money and prestige in this particular form of live drama. However, there had
always been a shortage of good in-house-produced drama, and by the late
1960s, the flagship had more or less run aground when it was abandoned by its
audiences because of relentlessly high-brow aspirations, and it had been
pushed, because of its minority interest, further and further into the late night
schedules. Perhaps, television executives argued, a generation of young, ambi-
tious filmmakers might well have the new ideas so sorely needed.

Secondly, certain regional broadcasters, notably Westdeutsche Rundfunk,
were looking, as a consequence of taking quite seriously its public service obli-
gations, for more topical and socially relevant material, but also for programs,
which did not fall neatly into either documentary or fiction. The chance to make
feature films appealed on both these counts, revitalizing the Fersehspiel by new
formal approaches, and allowing more controversial issues to be given fictional
treatment. The latter was especially important. By claiming a filmmaker’s
authorial right to self-expression, producers could bypass the stipulations of
political balance and neutrality which usually attached itself to factual pro-
grams dealing with socially or politically contentious issues. To this bold move,
the New German Cinema owes, for instance, the so-called “Arbeiterfilme (work-
ers films)” of Ziewer, Fassbinder, Liidcke, and Kratisch which the WDR pro-
duced in the early 1970s.

Finally — and this brings us closer to Das Kleine Fernsehspiel — the Second Ger-
man TV Channel (ZDF) was set up in order to commission much of its pro-
gramming from outside producers, thus keeping overheads low and schedules
flexible. This meant that independent filmmakers could, in principle, join other
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freelance or commercial producers in the queue for ZDF commissions. A system
was thus already in place that allowed the Framework Agreement to be imple-
mented on the back of an existing production structure. Last but not least,
ZDF’s Head of Drama and Film during the period in question, was Heinz
Ungureit who himself began as a film critic and was a staunch supporter of the
New German Cinema. He, in turn, had the good sense of putting in charge of
Das Kleine Fernsehspiel an equally committed champion of independent cinema
in general, Eckart Stein. Stein recognized early on that the twin directions agitat-
ing the debate about the future of cinema and television — convergence of the
two media and self-differentiation — had also exposed
certain niches and gaps in the scheduling policy which
his department at ZDF was ideally placed to exploit.
According to Stein, the idea behind Das Kleine Fern-
sehspiel was to create a “forum for witnesses to the
kleine age” and a showcase for new talent who would be gi-
fernsehspiel ven the opportunity to express a singular vision, with-
nachtstudio out being bound by either issues or format. The inten-
”“‘{,‘Q"f—,_?gé tion may have initially been to build up a kind of
filmic archive of the Zeitgeist, but Stein also knew that
the films had to address two kinds of audiences at one
and the same time:

das

Das Kleine Fernsehspiel

maybe half our audience watches regularly to see what this week’s program is like,
and the other half has a group interest in what we are doing. A film about homosex-
ual teachers will attract primarily a homosexual public or viewers involved in educa-
tion; or take the women'’s films ... we might have a mainly female audience.

In Stein’s hands, Das Kleine Fernsehspiel not only became a precious source of
finance for first-time filmmakers, it also proved the most fertile ground for new
narrative forms: “the small TV play” became a double misnomer, since the films
could be as long as three hours, and they were rarely confined to television.
Given its late broadcast slot, time was less critical, and given Stein’s brief to
make unconventional programs, the films were often more formally innovative
than the idea of the “single play” encompassed, but they could also be uncon-
ventional solely thanks to their subject matter, using a documentary or semi-
fictional approach, which again, redefined the old label “Fernsehspiel.”

It was these niches and open spaces which formed the basis of a sort of tacit
agreement between filmmakers and commissioning editor where, at least for a
while, each party’s needs worked hand in glove with the other. For the director,
the chance to do a film falling right outside the commercial cinema’s range
proved attractive, especially since Das Kleine Fernsehspiel could offer budgets
and production facilities somewhat above the finance raised when one is depen-
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dent on family, friends and a bank overdraft. Knowing that there would be an
audience, and furthermore, an audience who might never go to the cinema,
seemed to outweigh the knowledge that this audience was small: it might just
include a critic who would write a glowing review, giving the film a chance for
a follow-up in the specialized cinemas, or another tv showing at a slightly better
time.

For the ZDF, on the other hand, getting a director of unlimited enthusiasm
and perhaps a talent to match, was a good investment. If the film was excep-
tional, as many of the films made for Das Kleine Fernsehspiel undoubtedly were,
the network acquired cultural capital and a reputation for being a patron of the
arts: over the years the weekly programs comprised documentaries and feature
films, by first-time filmmakers and established ones, both German and foreign.
Directors known for their avant-garde fiction films such as Raoul Ruiz, Steve
Dwoskin, Jean Pierre Gorin, Theodore Angelopulos, and Jim Jarmusch all made
films for the ZDF, and by all accounts were given virtually carte blanche. Often,
the films could be sent to international film festivals, and many came home,
showered with critical acclaim. Even if the film did not quite come off — which
also happened from time to time — the network still managed to fill its slot at a
cost below the average opera transmission or drama commissioned from a pro-
fessional writer.

Furthermore, with Das Kleine Fernsehspiel the ZDF was able to legitimate itself
socially, too. During the politicized 1970s, the insistence of minorities or special
interest groups to benefit from the principle of Offentlichkeit as defined in the
statutes of German broadcasting, and to have their views represented in a pub-
lic medium, grew louder than ever before. It gave rise to an enormous demand
for films on a whole variety of social issues, films which by their very nature
were needed by television, but which, when “signed” by a director-author,
could nonetheless count as part of the (by then, famed) New German Cinema.
Titles that would normally form part of television’s factual or current affairs
output, often had, thanks to Das Kleine Fernsehspiel, the status as authored, per-
sonal works. In other words, films dealing with social issues such as racism,
juvenile delinquency, drug abuse, the yellow press, the penal system, state sur-
veillance, prostitution, urban redevelopment, or unemployment would be di-
rected by auteurs such as Helma Sanders-Brahms, Ulrike Ottinger, Michael
Klier, Sohrab Saless, Alexander Kluge and Edgar Reitz.

One “minority” which might be said to have especially benefited from this
compromise between giving new talent a chance and fulfilling a social or cultur-
al brief, were women — both women as filmmakers and women as target audi-
ences. In a very real sense, Das Kleine Fernsehspiel marked the first time that
women had more than a token presence among Germany’s leading directors.
For them to gain access to television, in order to do a feature film required a
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very precise conjunction indeed, since as long as women directors were type-
cast, and assigned only to do documentaries on women'’s issues, they found it
virtually impossible to obtain a comparable space for feature film projects. The
turn to autobiography in the women’s movement generally provided for many
a point of entry into the fiction film, allowing feminists to respond to a demand
for self-expression as self-representation, and thus combining the “personal”
with the “political.” Das Kleine Fersehspiel welcomed this autobiographical ap-
proach.

Women turning to the ZDF, even with very little experience in filmmaking,
also had carte blanche, as Jutta Briickner was to find out: “I am completely self-
taught. I had never been to a film school or been an assistant. When I decided to
make my first film ... I just wrote a script outline and sent it off to all the TV
stations, and ZDF — one of their departments, that is, Das Kleine Fernsehspiel
said they wanted to do it. I was so surprised, I really didn’t know what to do
and I just phoned some friends and said ‘I'm making a film’ — they all thought it
was a good joke. I said, ‘No, really, I already have the money’ and they were
dumbfounded.”

The result was a film which fused the autobiographical impulse so strategi-
cally important for the women’s movement with a formal structure as innova-
tive as it was ingeniously simple. TUE RECHT UND SCHEUE NIEMAND consists of
photographs from August Sander’s “Menschen des XX.Jahrhunderts,” matched
on the soundtrack with Briickner’s own mother’s hesitant and muted narrative
of her life. The film becomes the story of an older woman, whose personal remi-
niscences, anxieties, and deeply melancholy disappointment with life underline
the ideology of her class. It makes her, for the spectator, a representative, indeed
a historical document of the German petit-bourgeoisie of the 20th century. At
the same time, this very realization modifies our view of her as an individual,
while sound and image powerfully fix her as unique and particular. From the
tension between these two conflicting perceptions the film derives its pathos,
freeing the look to embrace the banal and even treasure it, under the aspects of
its imminent disappearance. Hovering between historical document and perso-
nal reminiscence, Briickner is able to generate the kind of emotional intensity
one associates with fiction films.

TUE RECHT UND SCHEUE NIEMAND is a good example of the paradox which
made Eckart Stein’s experiment so valuable to women filmmakers because,
whereas in the case of documentaries and current affairs, television usually con-
trols quite tightly the forms such programs take, Das kleine Fernsehspiel, espe-
cially in the area of feminist filmmaking, commissioned subjects which, on the
strength of Das Kleine Fersehspiel’s reputation, could enter film distribution, thus
giving television, usually the grave of feature films, the role of acting as a pre-
view theatre for cinema films. On the other hand, the fact that films such as
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Briickner’s TUE RECHT UND SCHEUE NIE-
MAND, or Elfi Miekesch’s ICH DENKE OFT
AN Hawarir (about women in an old peo-
ple’s home) originated from within a tele-
vision program that covered the whole
spectrum from avant-garde experiment
to social case history, from American in-
dependents to Herbert Achternbusch, TuE RECHT UND SCHEUE NIEMAND
made it easier for female directors to es-

cape the sort of ghetto implied by a term such as “women’s film.” Das Kleine
Fernsehspiel thus did much to democratize not only the distinctions between the
sexes in filmmaking, it also democratized the differences between formal avant-
garde and fictional narrative, and finally, it helped demystify the difference be-
tween artistic and technical input, giving those whose project Stein liked the
practical training or assistance needed to bring about its realization.

What is clear is that the Das Kleine Fersehspiel recognized the potential and the
need for new kinds of narrative feature films, and by sponsoring them in an
international context, it allowed women filmmakers such as Briickner, Mie-
kesch, Ottinger, and Sanders-Brahms to find a forum as well as a form. The role
that radical subjectivity has in these filmmakers” worlds of fantasy, trauma and
violence furthermore belonged to a recognizable tendency within feminist film
generally, where excess, display, masquerade and spectacle became the political
stances of a new cinematic investment in the female, the maternal, the aging
and the androgynous body. This might be said to be one of the aesthetic legacies
of Das Kleine Fernsehspiel, even if the extent to which the signature of Das Kleine
Fernsehspiel had an impact on the Frauenfilm as a genre is impossible to decide.

The director, however, whose work most fully epitomizes the complex dy-
namic implicit in Das Kleine Fernsehspiel is undoubtedly Werner Schroeter, the
New German cinema’s greatest “marginal” filmmaker. Schroeter’s “total cin-
ema” is one which devoted itself to the areas where painting, music, dance,
narrative and performance intersect, making him one of the most unlikely film-
makers ever to be officially recognized. While it was television which alone had
the financial power, the organizational base and the programming niches to
support (but in a sense, also to exploit) his unique talent, Schroeter also had to
keep his distance from television’s promiscuous pluralism as well as its ephem-
erality: he did so, not so much by any “Brechtian” distance, but by presenting
“beautiful” images, while at the same time undermining the very aestheticism
of the beautiful by obstinately beautifying marginal and discarded phenomena.
Obliged to almost always work for Das Kleine Fernsehspiel and its late-night
slots, Schroeter thrived more than other filmmakers in, but also suffered more,
from the spaces Eckart Stein managed to keep open. Often uncredited, films
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such as WiLLow SPRINGS, DER ToD DER MARIA MALIBRAN or DER BOMBERPILOT,
however, became the prototypes not so much for television programs, but for
almost all the varieties of experimental feature film practiced in Germany in the
1980s, whether feminist, gay, avant-garde or as in the case of Syberberg, the
historical film essay. It makes Schroeter the “secret” or “missing” link between
the one kind of New German Cinema — the authors’ cinema — and the other, in
which minorities and marginal voices moved center-stage. While ZDF and Stein
signaled Schroeter’s importance as a filmmaker to the cinema, he in turn high-
lighted the importance of Das Kleine Fersehspiel: proving that television can pro-
vide the possibilities of forging a chain not between film and television, but
between cinema and cinema.

(1992)



Touching Base

Some German Women Directors in the 1980s

The Basis Film Verleih

A recent event at the ICA, featuring the work of a Berlin distribution and pro-
duction company, the Basis Film Verleih, has again highlighted the current di-
lemmas of independent cinema on the Left, battling against an unfavorable cul-
tural climate, increasing difficulties with funding, and the competition from de-
nationalized and deregulated television markets. The history of Basis, however,
also demonstrates, amidst an atmosphere of near-despondency, the position of
(relative) strength from which women filmmakers in West Germany can take
stock and address the changing situation. The audience at the ICA was on the
whole skeptical about the lessons to be learnt, given the different (and consider-
ably worse) starting point in Britain, but in the way Basis proposes to respond
to the crisis, it is adding a new chapter to the history of the cinema d’auteur.
Basis Film Verleih was founded in 1973, initially in order to promote and dis-
tribute a number of television films (DEAR MOTHER, I'M FINE, SNOWDROPS
BLoom IN SEPTEMBER) which Christian Ziewer had produced and directed
about shop-floor conflicts, strikes, and their repercussions in the home, the so-
called Arbeiterfilme. Basis’ intention was to bypass the commercial (and mori-
bund) system, by taking the films directly to a working-class audience, into fac-
tories, trade-union meetings and social clubs. When Ziewer hired Clara Burck-
ner as his production manager and director of Basis, the company expanded its
operations, using subsidy money, production grants, and distribution aid to
build up revolving capital with which to co-produce and distribute films from
mainly Berlin filmmakers, the Berlin School. With the decline of the Arbeiter-
filme, in the wake of party-political pressures and more cautious television edi-
tors, Basis was able to move more strongly into an emergent area of indepen-
dent work: it attracted funds for projects by women filmmakers, and over the
years has added to its distribution list films by directors as diverse as Helke
Sander and Ulrike Ottinger, Helma Sanders-Brahms and Ula Stockl, Helga
Reidemeister and Ingemo Engstrom, Jutta Briickner and Alexandra von Grothe,
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Cristina Perincioli and Marianne Rosenbaum. Where do all these filmmakers
come from?

German Feminism and Film Culture

In West Germany, films by and for women have to be seen against two histor-
ical factors: The internal developments of the women’s movement in late 1960s
(the realization that feminist issues did not have a natural home inside the
Marxist students’ movement), and secondly, the cultural shifts which made tele-
vision take up women’s issues (creating from within the institution new spaces
for their representation). But the feminist film culture, which by the early 1980s
was associated internationally with the names of Margarethe von Trotta and
Helma Sanders-Brahms, had also benefited enormously from the initiatives of
women like Helke Sander, who had gained access to the media and who, rather
than making a career as individual auteurs, had campaigned for political and
institutional support structures which could discriminate positively in favor of
first-time women filmmakers and women film col-
lectives. Sander, a prominent member of the radical
student left, but also a tireless organizer, brilliant po-
lemicist and a filmmaker since 1966, had initiated,
together with Claudia Alemann, the first interna-
tional women’s film seminar in 1973 and in 1974
founded the influential journal Frauen und Film.
Equally as crucial as Helke Sander and Clara Burck-
ner were Regina Ziegler (Head of Regina Ziegler
Filmproduktion), Renee Gundelach (producer and
managing director with Road Movies) and Erika
Gregor (co-director of the Friends of the German
Kinemathek and the International Forum of Young
Film). Their role in the production, distribution and
exhibition sectors gave women directors (though not
only them) the adminstrative and often legal expertise essential for survival in
the complicated funding and public subsidy system that was the backbone of
the German film renaissance during the 1970s.

The West German women’s movement shared with the first phase of the stu-
dent movement an anti-authoritarian bias, but the struggle for women’s rights
on particular issues, above all abortion, soon understood itself as “autono-
mous” and even mobilized — however briefly — a strong social base. Politically
active women came to film not least because they had, from direct and practical

REGINA ZIEGLER
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experience, a very clear sense of the uses of the media in publicizing demands
and pressing for their recognition: Helke Sander, Erika Runge, Ingrid Opper-
mann’s early interventions, taking mostly the form of didactic docu-dramas, in-
vestigative or observational films, dealt with experiences specific to women
(Dogks THE PrLL LIBERATE?, SHOULD WOMEN EARN AS MUCH AS MEN?, WHY Is
Frau B. HappY?, WoMEN: AT THE TAIL END OF TRADE UNIONS?). But the unique-
ness of the German situation was that women directors also tackled wider social
issues (e.g., Helma Sanders-Brahms’ first shorts, the fiction films of Marianne
Liidcke, or the documentaries about education, Turkish immigrant families and
working class communities made by graduates of the Berlin Film School
(Suzanne Beyeler, Gisela Tuchtenhagen, Marlis Kallweit).

In one sense, these feminists provided clear examples of filmmaking relying
for its primary audiences on the existence of politically motivated spectators.
On the other hand, their work also highlighted certain institutional double-
binds. The major source of funding for women came from television, which,
with its voracious appetite for issues, discovered the women’s question around
1975 much as it had discovered the working class around 1971. Through its
current affairs slots, TV magazine features and documentary departments tele-
vision created the need for in-depth reports and analyses where the individual
touch or grassroots involvement were attractive assets. Some of the “topical”
themes even of the more cinema-oriented feature films in West Germany
(Margarethe von Trotta’s first films, for instance, or those of Jeanine Meerapfel)
also reflect this proximity to television.

As a reaction, some of the women directors who had come to film via militant
struggles (a tendency encouraged by the entrance requirements and the sylla-
bus of the Berlin Film and TV Academy), preferred to make films intended
mainly to raise the self-awareness of those directly affected, through interviews,
or by asking them to act out semi-fictional situations (for instance, Helga Reide-
meister’s BUYING A DREAM, 1977 and WHO says “FATE”?, 1979). Such issue-or-
ientation and intense local involvement may also explain why, perhaps earlier
than in Britain or the US, this conception of women filmmaking was felt to lead
to an impasse, especially after the social need for alternative information began
to diminish, or was taken up in more consumable forms by television itself. Yet
in order not to be swallowed up by television, women directors needed another
forum: an independent producer or distributor with access to cinemas or at
least to outlets that gave the films the kind of exposure which would result in
newspaper coverage, discussions, invitations to present the work in person.
Basis Film Verleih came to specialize in this thankless but vital area. It comple-
mented that other tangible result of the high film-political profile women had
achieved as a professional association spanning the film and television indus-
tries and embracing women film-technicians as well as directors and actresses.
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The Union der Filmarbeiterinnen (Union of Women Film Workers), by demand-
ing parity at all levels forcefully challenged the notion that women could be
successful filmmakers only by either specializing on women's issues (and thus
be ghettoized in television) or as authors (and thus become competitive, make it
on the international festival scene, in order to achieve a better bargaining posi-
tion at home).

The result was a redefinition and revitalization of the Autoren-film as prac-
ticed by Basis which was cooperative at the level of production, but individual
at the level of exhibition. As Clara Burckner put it in her position paper at the
ICA: “The more the film industry debases the filmmaker to a mere deliverer of a
consumer product ... the more important it is to fight for the recognition of film
as a cultural property ... with an author whose rights must be protected and
whose artistic freedom is inalienable ... For Basis the question of the survival of
the film d’auteur is the question of the survival of a national film culture. That is
why, in the face of ... a television industry which floods the networks with
images, we wish to continue helping our filmmakers ... New ways for bringing
the films to the audience are being tested. First experiences as, for instance, how
to re-conquer the cinema as a “cultural space” have been made.” What scope
does this program give the filmmakers? Does it result in new forms, and thus
new potential uses? The example of four women filmmakers, all at one time
associated with Basis, may give a clue to the options open in the 1980s.

Helma Sanders-Brahms

Initially making shorts and features about the economic situation of working-
class women and men, before taking up explicitly feminist subjects, as in
SHIRIN'S WEDDING (1976) Helma Sanders-Brahms won several festival prizes
which secured a basis for further work in cooperation with ZDF and WDR, the
two most generous German television networks. Yet from 1977 onwards, her
films reflect the changing trends within the New German cinema as a whole
rather than the issues emerging from the women’s movement. HEINRICH (1977,
produced by Regina Ziegler) and GERMANY PALE MOTHER (1979, much more
successful internationally than in Germany) illustrate two major tendencies in
1970s German Author’s Cinema, the filmed literature/costume drama (example:
Fassbinder’s EFr1 BRIEST, 1974 or Herzog’s Woyzeck, 1978) and the “turn to
history” (Syberberg’s Our HITLER, 1975, Fassbinder’s MARRIAGE OF MARIA
BRrRAUN, 1979). Nonetheless, Sanders-Brahms’ films could be seen to follow ma-
jor developments within the women’s movement, discovering in autobiography
a key to history, and testing official history for its often contradictory repercus-
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sions on private lives and the personal sphere. HEINRICH is based on the writer
Heinrich von Kleist's letters, detailing a suicidal liaison with his half-sister, and
GERMANY PALE MOTHER offers an autobiographical investigation of a mother-
daughter relationship. No MErcy No FUTURE (1981), the case history of a young
woman schizophrenic takes the disintegration of the bourgeois family into the
present, the Berlin of immigrant workers, American soldiers, old people’s
homes and mental hospitals. The success of GERMANY PALE MOTHER and the
relative (critical and commercial) failure of No Mercy No FUTURE may have
led Sanders-Brahms in the direction of the European art cinema, by then in-
creasingly in conflict with the political themes and aesthetic counter-strategies
of German cine-feminism. Her recent films have featured well-to-do middle
class couples, often with stars from the German and international cinema THE
Future oF EmILy, with Brigitte Fossey, Ivan Desny and Hildegard Knef, and
Laputa with Krystyna Janda (from MAN oF MARBLE) and Sami Frey (from,
among others, Godard’s BAND A PART).

Ulrike Ottinger, Jutta Briickner: Spectacles of Self-
Estrangement

A different redefinition of the auteur and of the “political” in the wake of auton-
omous feminism can be studied in filmmakers who turned to that area of ex-
perience where women felt most alienated from
themselves. In the words of Heide Schliipmann
and Carola Gramann: “the women’s movement
started simply and materialistically with what was
nearest, the woman’s body, and from there tried to
disentangle the violation of women’s rights and
their subjection.” Yet some of the films most di-
rectly concerned with “what is nearest, the wo-
man’s body,” such as Jutta Briickner’'s HUNGER
YEARS (1979) and Ulrike Ottinger’s TICKET oF No
RETURN (1979) devastatingly show that this body HUNGER YEARS

is much too near, too real to serve as a vantage

point for a “materialist” critique. On the contrary, it is as if in these films, once
the body comes into view, all perspectives crumble.

HUNGER YEARS is structured as a repetition of moments and situations
around which the trauma forms that eventually reduces the adolescent heroine
to bouts of, alternately, anorexia and bulimia. An autobiographical case history,
Briickner wanted, through the film, once more to “identify with myself.”
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Although such a desire for self-exploration and self-identification is fairly typi-
cal of the auteur cinema generally, formally HUNGER YEARS cannot be assimi-
lated into a tradition. Also, the self with which the heroine tries to identify is
the mother. The film shows how her inaccessiblity (as love object, as a source of
the confirming gaze) makes the young woman direct the most intense aggres-
sion against her own body, subjected to and subjecting it to the terrible regimes
and violent rhythms of hysterical bleeding, compulsive eating and self-induced
vomiting. The images are marked by a violence which is only rarely present in
the characters’ actions. Mostly it is the violence of the mise-en-scene itself: a
lugubrious half-light, as in the closing scene, shots held for a painfully long
time, episodes that make the viewer aware of the actors’ own discomfort,
images difficult to watch in their naked privacy, stripping away the self-protec-
tion of a fictional role. Similar observations apply to Briickner’s ONE GLANCE —
AND LOVE BREAKS OUT (1987), a film made up of successive performance pieces,
where different heroines stage over and over again, in a compulsive rhythm
reminiscent of Pina Bausch’s dance theatre fantasies
of desire, lust, self-humiliation and aggression.

In TickeT oF No RETURN the central fantasy is one
of self-oblivion. Single, wealthy and beautiful, Ulrike
Ottinger’s heroine makes Berlin the destination of
her final binge, the “ticket of no return.” However,
alcohol is merely a convenient figure signaling an
urge towards self-annihilation similar to that of
Briickner’s films and Sanders-Brahms” No MERrcy

Ulrike Ottinger No Furture. The body has become an intolerable car-

apace and prison, but infinitely available for disguise

and display. Unlike Briickner and Sanders-Brahms, Ottinger makes no conces-

sions to elemental imagery or the rawness of the flesh: every surface is polished,

mirrors and metal gleams with a precise and cold reflection. Even the heroine’s

attempted suicide/murder becomes a choreographed ballet of open razor blades
against an impeccably coordinated bathroom wall.

Nonetheless, Ottinger’s subject similarly revolves around a process obses-
sively repeated but ultimately failing, that of discovering a self through the
other. Yet in TickeT oF No RETURN, as in FREAK ORLANDO (1981) and Dorian
GRrAY (1984), the process is treated exclusively through characters hypercon-
scious of their self-image, whose quest to lose themselves is intertwined with
the discovery of a double in the outcast and the freak or his/her lustful creation
(and destruction) in and through the media/the cinema. In Ticker oF No RE-
TURN this “other,” so unlike the heroine and yet the very image of her own
degradation and liberation is the bag lady Lutze, who joins her on her drinking
bouts, pushing a supermarket shopping cart and mumbling obscene impreca-
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tions. In contrast to the heroine, adorned by fashion, dressed to kill and giving
her body fantastic forms, the old lady is a shapeless bulk, grotesque and ne-
glected. In tolerating Lutze, she succumbs to a fascination whose object one
imagines to be, here too, the body of the mother. Empathy towards the face of
decay and imminent death becomes almost a nostalgia for the self’s own future,
and not free of its own form of aggression. Yet the real violence is directed
against the heroine herself, the very stylization and beauty of Tabea Blumen-
schein’s appearance displayed as if to hurt the eye.

With films such as Ottinger’s or Briickner’s, Basis has come a long way from
the Arbeiterfilme and sociological documentaries. In TICKET OF No RETURN three
female figures, their severity and eccentricity underlined by hounds-tooth
dresses, accompany the heroine like a chorus. Called “Common Sense,” “The
Social Problem,” and “Reliable Statistics” they take her alcoholism literally, and
are the ironic stand-in for those presumed and intended audiences who expect
films to show them how to change their lives. Briickner’s emphasis in ONE
GLANCE — AND Love BrEAks OuT on the differing function of the gaze for men
and women, and thus of cinematic identification, points in a similar direction.
The cutting edge of their films is not (yet another form of) realism, but a mise-
en-scene of perversion, paranoia or schizophrenia: modes of perception and
consciousness to which the cinema lends itself as no other art form.

Helke Sander

In contrast to Helma Sanders-Brahms or Margarethe von Trotta — two examples
of the woman filmmaker as auteur — Helke Sander remained committed to a
more narrowly defined constituency in Germany itself, and also to a consis-
tently socialist and feminist perspective. One of the very first students of the
Berlin Academy, her career can also be read symptomatically in the way that it
quite deliberately documents the women’s movement and its impact on the pri-
vate as well as public lives of her characters, at once autobiographical and re-
presentative.

On one level these themes are historicized and made concrete in the context
of West Berlin and the fate of the German left; on another, they become quite
rigorous questionings of issues of representation and aesthetic form. Instead of
the “personal” being subsumed under the “political,” or directly opposed to it
(as tended to happen in the Arbeiterfilme and the early feminist documentaries),
Sander came to reject any such bi-polar conflict model. The subjective factor in
her film of that title, for instance, is not some ineffable personal essence, but
seems much more the frictions and dissonances attendant upon the incoherence
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of the signs surrounding the heroine, and her resistance to the publicly circulat-
ing records of events, such as photographs or material from the sound archives
which constantly revise, reposition and retouch her own memories. It is the
non-convergence, registered painfully as loss or comically as a gag, between
these realities which constitutes the personal in the political.

In short, Sander radicalized the genre most readily available to women, that
of the diary and the autobiographical narrative. Between the effacement of the
“personal” in left politics and its lust- or painful exhibition her films try to chart
a different course, insofar as they neither pursue nor disavow either side of the
equation. Instead of, as it were, staging the deficit of identity with exhibitionism
and masquerade, her characters dramatize the loss of self as a sort of “bad tim-
ing,” as for instance in LOVE 1S THE BEGINNING OF ALL TERRORS (1984) where the
heroine’s sharply divided loyalties, when trying to live with an unfaithful lover,
stand for a more fundamental recognition of the impossibility of separating
“self” from “other.” Transposed into another register — the irreconcilability of
“here” and “now” - it is objectified in the film by snatches of opera sung by a
female voice. Sander here at times comes close to conceiving of the problem of
female identity and the staging of its impossibility (coded as love) in terms as
much reminiscent of the music-spectacles of Werner Schroeter as of the politi-
cal-feminist discourses in her earlier films. In REDUPERs (“The All-Round Re-
duced Personality,” 1977), it will be remembered, Berlin as divided city and the
woman divided between artist-and-mother symbolized the social and historical
dimensions of gender. Yet within her own work, the splitting of body from
voice, as one of the ways in which difference is articulated in LOVE 1s THE BEGIN-
NING OF ALL TERRORS is a logical development from REDUPERS and THE SuBJEC-
TIVE FACTOR, especially in their investigation of
the divisions of the female self in the various
apparatuses of male power.

Sander, Ottinger, Briickner are not popular
directors. Even though their work has been
awarded prizes, they are mainly known for
making difficult, and often even painful films.
Sander, who does not like to work for televi-
sion, has not made a film for five years.
Ottinger’s latest film, CHINA — THE ARTsS,
CHINA - THE ARTS, EVERYDAY LIFE EveEryDAY LIFE was financed by television,

which only showed a cut version, treating the
film almost as raw material for a travel feature. Briickner, whose previous film,
KoLossALE LiEBE, also made for television, had one late-night airing before dis-
appearing into the vaults, decided to make ONE GLANCE — AND LOVE BREAKS
Our in Argentina, on a shoestring budget largely advanced by the Goethe Insti-
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tute. This inevitably raises the question whether such films are their author’s
“cultural property,” as Clara Burckner would see it, or the nation’s “cultural
commodities.” Basis Film Verleih at home, and as guest of the ICA, works hard
to ensure that the filmmakers can still “touch base” with their audiences.

Margarethe von Trotta

Touching base in a different sense is how Margarethe von Trotta, perhaps Ger-
many’s most successful woman director and not part of the Basis Film Verleih,
entered filmmaking. She started as an actress — for Fassbinder, among others —
then became a screenwriter, working on the films of Volker Schlondorff. To-
gether they directed THE Lost HONOUR OF KATHARINA BLUM (1975), but by
1977, she had achieved a breakthrough as a solo writer-director of THE SECOND
AWAKENING OF CHRISTA KLAGES. The story of a nursery teacher and her two
male companions who rob a bank, in order to raise enough money to keep their
daycare center going, it is based on a fait divers and has echoes of the early days
of the “Baader-Meinhof Group”.

Feminist thriller, social issues film, Euro-pudding, lesbian romance, and
docu-drama about post-'68 Germany, CHRIsSTA KLAGES was immensely success-
ful. Coming after KATHERINA BLUM, and made in the same year as GERMANY IN
AuTuMN, Von Trotta’s film formed part of the broad sweep that led the German
cinema directly into political issues, at a time when public discussion about the
Red Army Fraction, the assassination of Schleyer, the hijack and Special Com-
mando rescue of hostages at Mogadishu airport, and the suicides in the Stamm-
heim security prison had polarized the country into dangerously dogmatic
either/or positions.

All the major motifs of Von Trotta’s later films are already present in CHRISTA
Kragges: violence for a good cause, female friendships, isolation and suicide,
mothers and daughters. Von Trotta is a feminist, but as she once said, she “can-
not imagine making a film that does not have a direct bearing on our situation
in Germany.” This also means that she has always aimed at the largest possible
public, not shunning formula plots, emotional manipulation, and sentimental-
ity. THE GERMAN SISTERS (1981), her best-known film abroad, was accused of
sensationalism in Germany. As the barely fictionalized story of Gudrun Ensslin,
one of the members of the “Baader-Meinhof Group”, told from the perspective
of her sister, a journalist working for a feminist magazine, the film borrows the
investigative plot of the thriller, works with conventional suspense techniques
and positive identification figures. In Hollywood or France, this aesthetics of the
mainstream would make Von Trotta a commercial director working within the
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established film industry. But since in Germany such an industry had not ex-
isted for the last thirty years, she is in fact an “independent.”

In her stories, social or political conflicts are personalized, and the narrative is
charged with resolving them, at least metaphorically, by providing the neces-
sary elements of closure. Binary oppositions, symmetrical situations, repetitions
and visual parallels are structural features much in evidence. In CHRISTA
KLAGES, the daycare center cannot survive because the landlord wants to open
a sex shop; Lena, the bank teller, is both a double of Christa’s school friend
Ingrid and, in another context, symmetrically related to Christa’s own young
daughter. In SISTERS OR THE BALANCE OF HAPPINESS, the heroine Maria has a
double in the severe matron presiding over the typing pool, and Maria and
Anna are echoed in the blind old woman, always shouting at her sister. Miriam
is interested in Maurice who gets Maria, and Robert is interested in Maria but
gets Miriam. In THE GERMAN SISTERS, Marianne the terrorist has presumably
thrown bombs that have wounded innocent people; her innocent small son be-
comes the victim of a hideous arson attack when someone finds out who his
mother is. Juliane works for a feminist magazine, but the editorial meetings are
distinctly authoritarian, and so on.

On the other hand, the form connects to the themes: all of Von Trotta’s films
are about role reversals, mutually sustaining projections and dependencies in-
tertwined like daisy chains. They are about sisters — blood sisters (SISTERS, THE
GERMAN SISTERS), or female bonding (CHrisTA KLAGES, FRIENDS aAND Hus-
BANDS, 1983). In each case, an identification across difference is the base line of
the story, with a third woman (or a child) acting as the catalyst or mediator. In
SISTERS, where the paradigm appears in its purest form, Maria finally accepts
the Anna within herself, ending the process of repression and disavowal that
effectively killed her sister. Despite its historical basis, THE GERMAN SISTERS fol-
lows this pattern very closely. Here, too, Juliane ends up “becoming” the dead
Marianne, finding her way back to her own rebellious youth, while making a
more positive commitment to life than her sister, by raising Marianne’s child. In
neither film do the men have any significant role, and if they help to bring the
issues into the open, they are dropped as soon as the conflict proper gets under
way. The distinctive feature of both films is the return to the past, in the form of
flashbacks to the sisters as small girls, and through visits that bring into play the
looming presence of mothers and absent (dead, denying) fathers.

What distinguishes Von Trotta’s films from those of other German film-
makers is that her social ethos has its roots in the German Lutheran Church,
over the centuries perhaps the most durable home of bourgeois humanism and
liberalism, with its own tradition of political nonconformism, social work, edu-
cation, child care and, more recently, a principled anti-fascism and anti-nuclear
militancy. This is the moral and ideological milieu in which her observations are
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uncannily apt and her stance most consistently intelligent and generous. The
conflict is between a sense of impersonal duty towards a common good and the
almost inhuman isolation it entails. In SisTERs, Maria’s solitude becomes a
temptation to use moral righteousness as a weapon in an essentially psycholo-
gical struggle. And in THE GERMAN SISTERS, the elitism of unmediated spiritual
suffering that makes Protestantism so strong is also what emotionally explains —
even if it does not justify — the radicalism with which terrorist violence and
direct action rupture the social contract. This rich tissue of moral and historical
complications and nuances is what Von Trotta catches in her images, the brus-
que or rapid gestures of the women, their energy that can take cold and brutal
forms or suffuse the films with a particular emotional flow. These are qualities
of the mise-en-scéne, more interesting than the linearity or diagrammatic neat-
ness of her narratives.

Personalizing conflict as Von Trotta always does, might be seen as a reduc-
tion of the polit