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An Approach by Helmut Farber

Helmut Farber teaches film history. In doing so, he shows
the way to a materialist understanding of cinema. One
of his—if you like—methods can be found being applied at
the editing table. Over several days, we see a film piece
by piece. This is a slow process. We run the film forward
2 minutes, then in reverse, then just a little, barely a
minute and so forth. One of the people operates the table.

He or she decides what to work on. We talk about it and
we examine further. We take turns. If someone has an idea,
we see if it holds up. We stay close to the film. The criteria
that are developed and applied arise first from the exami-
nation of the film itself. We come away with an idea from
what we have seen and then see if, returned to, it suits the
film. There is room for curiosity. And, that we have time.

What is under consideration is the concrete labor in-
volved in the film. The camera and editing table have

a complimentary affiliation. The work with the camera
(where the negative is exposed) includes its placement
in space, the work of framing, movements and gazes.
The editing is partly planned in the camera. We are deal-
ing with the work of montage, perspectives, rhythm,
and breathing. This is all planned in the camera and con-
firmed at the editing table.

Furthermore, we are dealing with the work of the set
designers, the dialogue and screenwriters, the spoken



language and so forth. All of this is involved in the work
on the film. We need more information to understand the
film better, additional documents and literature, reports.

We learn by interpreting forces which have left a mark
on the materials and appearance of a film. Unlike con-
ceptual thinking, thinking in film is for the most part
implicitly embedded in the play of forces that can be
seen in (and therefore through) a film. With Farber, this
kind of embedded thinking has to be reconstructed by
retracing the film’s material structure.

This approach appears weak in comparison to the kind
of conceptual understanding used in normal film criti-
cism. This means that this understanding of film does
not turn out triumphant.

As a politics of weakness, it is one of fidelity; there is
a concern with what is adequate regarding what is
constitutive in film and for reality. There would seem
to be little force in this; a gentle grasp, but only after

it has been ensured that gently grasping has an effect.
There is a relationship between what we say and what

we see.

In cinema, we are concerned with perspectives on the
world and relationships within it. Namely by means
of a material and, tied to it, a formal structure that is
specific to cinema alone and that is projected into the
world through cinema, consolidating it. This is what
cinema insists upon.

With Farber, it is about tender bonds and small interven-
tions. What and where something was, this is what is
first noticeable. And is then developed through examples,
non-systematically. However, he suddenly shifts gears
and veers away to a film’s entire relationship to the world.
A brief examination of morals, aesthetics, and politics.

From the local to the entire world, from a single moment
to the history of the world. Without following a model,
this shift is fueled by Farber’s own decision. To ensure this
kind of double movement, however, some precautions and
agreements are needed:

An attentive atmosphere needs to be established through
slow, careful viewing. This allows cinema to be dear to us.

Part of the agreement is to become involved with the vi-
sible. Here, the visible refers both to things that are in
the world and things that we see in the cinema. Farber
brings the same attentiveness to both. Filmmakers who
do this, who acknowledge the rights of things: these will
also be the filmmakers on whom Farber focuses. At first,
therefore, it is not a matter of applying concepts but of
a tentative way of showing.

Over time, we become acquainted with the film at hand.
We walk around in it. This is a practical skill. We take
things in our hands, do not hold onto them forever. The
film is the mode that enables our movements. This is how
what is evident becomes visible. During the screening
in the cinema and the first viewing, it had hidden itself



partially, was partially concealed and partially out in the
open. Mainly, it was overlooked. (Incidentally, it is this

aspect that accounts for the difference between moving
images and their cultivation in galleries and museums. In

the latter, most of the time there is nothing to overlook.)

Circulating, emerging again, recreating, and not always
speaking. Since with Farber, sometimes no one says any-
thing, this has been called Helmut Farber’s conducted
silence. And indeed, a willingness to wait for the idea to
come exists with Farber. To the film establishment, the
Farber approach therefore appears hesitant, unassertive,
even defensive. This kind of ostentatious misunder-
standing is revealed in the comparison that is happily
made with the usual ways of transferring knowledge.
Devoid of any further purpose of exploitation, the be-
havior around Farber is suspect.

How do film students put their experiences with Farber
to use? Once the movements and forces of each craft are
understood individually (once again: camera, editing, set
design, sound, etc.), what a film does not do can be es-
tablished. What emerges from this contrastive method
is a perspective on specificities, a concrete, technical
knowledge. Farber teaches film students. The critical
judgement they have obtained flows into their filmmak-
ing. Film is therefore this judgement.

Farber engages with film history in seminars and pub-
lications. He has made a few film books that are among
the most beautiful. Implicitly, these are documents of

his precautions in dealing with cinema. His books are
above all materials. Images and descriptions of sequences.
Something, and a small amount of text. The care with
which film is handled, as is necessary with the camera,
for example, finds its equivalent here in the layout of
the letters and images. And: this care guides us into his
language. It is as if the words in Farber’s texts were
encountering each other for the first time. Weight, color,
and design are carefully balanced. This corresponds

to the careful handling of the film prints, the reels, for
example, as they are placed on the editing table.

But an era can also be traced through his writing; Farber
writes, even if entirely in the present, out of the 1960s
and 1970s. By means of materials, we can also make a
conjecture about the constitution of this era. For example,
one could place something by Farber next to a con-
temporaneous film by Kurt Kren—take 37/78 Tree Again,
1978, 16 mm, 41 m, 3’46”—and determine how there is
something kindred established between the two.

(Tree Again: the film was shot over a period of fifty days.
There is one unchanging shot. We see a tree in a meadow
in the USA, in New England, in Vermont. Kren ran the roll
through and left some frames unexposed. Kren rewound
the film and exposed it again so that the unexposed frames
were exposed in different light and weather conditions.)

Farber and Kren are constantly renewing their approach
to a subject and an apparatus, they repeat a theme
constantly until the outline of a film or a text is seamless



with its form, until an arbitrary point is reached where
the work can be declared complete. There is a calmness
in the work patiently performed, deceleration and the
process of creating an imprint with film in the camera or
writing. Farber and Kren never met.

Around 1975, while small, sect-like groups everywhere
were decorating their protected interiors and relation-
ships were shattering into cold silence, there was, on the
contrary, shared affection as well. On all sides, there was
a desire to take up movements and adopt them: Peter
Handke says his Short Letter, Long Farewell is indebt-
ed to Helmut Farber’s writing on film. Wenders in turn
would not have been able to make his Alice in the Cities
without Handke.

Any movement for Wenders, a fatal one for Fassbinder,
a permanent one for Straub/Huillet. An essential element
in the intensification of cinema is a mutual agreement:
the canon. Film histories can be written around film-
makers. For Farber, as for many, the auteurs are named
Renoir, Ford, Mizoguchi, Godard, Bazin. A canon can be,
for example, the consolidation of experiences and read-
ings around films. A film canon is an agreement upon

a collection of films classified by name. A consensus in
recognizing a subject, a passionate event, both serious
and playful.

There is elegance and audacity in the way things are
brought together. Scenes, passages, and films become
familiar to one another. Elaborate direct and indirect

references, occasional renaissances. The canon tends
towards finality: its borders work inwards; speaking of
the selection as if this were all there was. In the end,
through this kind of canon, we can quickly come to an
understanding. One says: constructed space in Ozu, the
relation of bodies in Bresson, bleakness in Lang, and
nods. And thinks.

In the ideal case, the references between films are shown
by a filmmaker. In the work of Jean-Luc Godard and
his film history Histoire(s) du cinéma, quotes from films
are compressed into just a few frames. Film history is
staged in a flash and it flashes. By quoting, Godard con-
siders the force relations of the original film context,

he applies pressure while also accepting pressure. The
quotes are not explicated.

They are interrupted. The integrity of the quotations is
paradoxically retained in this gesture of separation and
neat excision. The success of Godard’s film history films
is based on datable, interrelated experiences of the
audience. This is to say that quotes jammed together in
such a way indicate a necessary approach to film in its
history. The quote occurs in the implicit historical and
critical context as a sudden, momentary activation and
vivid recollection.

Godard places himself in the middle and on the outer
margins of this history. A life with cinema, this
means, generally speaking, experiences that cannot be
abbreviated.



Here too there is a corpus, an arrangement, and a canon
as well. But Godard references the canon as well as what
lies beyond it. For Godard, an auteur is merely a figure
in a complex audiovisual system. Finally, film history hap-
pens here not in terms of an exclusion but of a conclu-
sion. Film as an era. Godard’s formula, against which we
rebel with partial success, proclaims: with the solution
of technological problems, the art of film comes to an end.

Speaking of technology, we must, at the same time, talk
of disappointments. Not the first of which—emerging
with the development of contemporary sound/image tech-
nology—was the portable video camera. Everyone should
have had one.

Around 1975, the notion of an active image exchange was
conceptualized; multiple image streams beneath the public
media apparatus. The history of technology is the history
of utopian concepts. The hope was not to be realized, not in
the sense of a mediality veering towards radical democracy.

This concept is actually realized much later, especially
in the art scene that is at odds with the general (TV)
public, where self-image production is possible, albeit at
the price of a separate admission through the side door.
The location of this door gets around more and more.
The weakness and precondition of the art space is that it
periodically closes itself off.

Whether opposition is possible today in the cultural field
of the visual arts is not under question here. As to tele-
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vision, it is impossible to keep pace with what it is deli-
vering. Private television eventually took hold broadly
of video by taking in private/amateur images. And more-
over: while data transfer problems were being resolved,
television changed once again through the internet.

Another technical question regarding moving images, in
addition to the question of the camera and the question
of the general public, was the problem of storage in
audiovisual devices—from the film strip of 1895 and on-
wards. The hopes related to the solution of this problem
(hard drives-Blu-rays) were more specific and modest;
too much had happened up to this point with new tech-
nologies.

The introduction of DVDs as a valid medium for archives
delivered first and foremost a tool for properly storing
film and allowing for identical copies. Through the tool’s
accessibility and ease of access, images lose their weight;
they lose intensity and there is a decline in attention and

presence.

The weight of memory, solidifying in digital movies, has
also been modified, its tendency towards inertia is wan-
ing. This memory is light, serene, casual, and superficial.
Its spatiality has been renovated; its medium’s primary
utility is that it can be quickly manipulated.

Earlier we were dealing with the physicality of images:

the transmission process of what can be seen in front of
the camera and from the camera itself as a powerful tool
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on the film is followed by the inspection and cutting at
the editing table.

What is being lost with new, digital film/video images are
the temperature of light, the way things smell, and the
quiet behind the camera: there was room for all this around
the film image. It is what makes film enchanting in the
cinema. An acceleration of the technical processes to-
wards the image is occurring and therefore a reduction
of time that takes weight away from it.

How, then, should we act? And how do we act with film
history in its depth? In order to correspond to the mate-
riality that has inscribed itself onto the film strip, a viv-
id recollection of what is old must be produced and this
occurs through faith in technology: that would be one
of Farber’s precautions. Film must be slow. Film history
happens for Farber with a traditional tool: Steenbeck
editing table, the six-plate model.

There, Farber teaches the filmmakers’ craft. Casually, he
first demonstrates that there is something irreducible
around film. Without being enigmatic, a film cannot be
exhausted. The productivity of restrictions, which de-
fines a strong critical concept, sometimes blinds the user.
By showing films, Farber shows this gap.

Space is made on both sides in the editing room, there
is an informal politeness with one another as a precau-
tion for being in contact with the film: this is perhaps
the crucial measure. And Farber has at times produced

something like a non-hierarchical space. Giving the ex-
perience of this possibility is not the least of his skills
and this is why we—a number of former and current film
students—are indebted to him.

Gerhard Benedikt Friedl
September/November 2007
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Editorial Note

Gerhard Benedikt Friedl's text was written in 2007 for
the proposed book “Das Denken der Bilder,” a tribute
at the occasion of Helmut Farber’s seventieth birth-
day, which remained unpublished. The file “BEI HELMUT
FARBER.DOC” includes a preliminary remark by Markus
Nechleba, who co-edited the volume with Fritz Gottler:
“The text was emailed to me on September 19, 2007

—a few due corrections arrived, again via email, on No-
vember 15, 2007 (from L.A.). The following text contains
them. Except for minor orthographical corrections,

no further changes (including the layout of the text)
were made.”

Friedl had studied filmmaking in the 1990s at the Hoch-
schule fir Film und Fernsehen (HFF) Munich and got-
ten to know Farber as a teacher. Apart from short films
realized during his studies, he directed Knittelfeld -

A Town without a History (1997) and Wolff von Amerongen.
Did he Commit Bankruptcy Offences? (2004), two films
that manifest—differently and yet similarly—the “elegance
and audacity in the way things are brought together”
that Friedl emphasizes in Farber’s work with films. Together
with Laura Horelli, Friedl also made the video Shedding
Details (2009), a work he characterized as a “by-product
of a research.” He died in July 2009.

Harun Farocki’s teaching at Deutsche Film- und Fernseh-
akademie Berlin (dffb) and other film and art schools
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shows many affinities with Helmut Farber’s approach
that Friedl describes so concisely. Introducing the com-
memorative screening of Friedl’s films (“In Memory of
Gerhard Friedl”) at the Austrian Film Museum on Sep-
tember 23, 2009, Farocki said: “When, as in Friedl's case,
it is a matter of trying out a certain filmic method, which
is not available elsewhere, in order to convey something
with film which could otherwise not be conveyed with
film—then it is worthwhile to pursue one’s one path and
to appreciate and examine this singular path.”

The paragraph “Dank und Etliches” (Thanks and a thing
or two) in Helmut Farber's book Partie/Renoir (Munich/
Paris 2010), features the lines: “A separate commemo-
ration for Gerhard Benedikt Friedl, who also studied Partie
de campagne, in Munich in January 1994.”

Helmut Farber was born in April 1937. In July 2017, Gerhard
Benedikt Friedl would have turned fifty.

Harun Farocki Institut, April 26, 2017
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