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The ABCs of the Essay Film

A for Adorno

Christa Blimlinger: When we put together a conference and
film program on the essay film in the early 1990s at the Vienna
Stadtkino [City Cinemal, you not only contributed with film
suggestions but also gave advice on texts. Instead of mention-
ing Bazin (whom we expected to hear about), you brought up
Adorno. His Notes to Literature seemed to be a central start-
ing point for you, even though in your time as a film critic you
were not an Adorno fan at all. Today, Adorno is mentioned ev-
erywhere in this context, and one seldom thinks of Max Bense,
whose theories were essential for Adorno’s text on the essay
as a form that thinks, and as an “immanent criticism of cul-
tural artifacts.” Even Bense determines in “On the Essay and
Its Prose” that all great essayists are critics and connects the
concept of the essay to the experiment.?

Harun Farocki: What | liked about Adorno’s text is that it offers
almost hymnic praises for the essay as form. Adorno was a
formative figure for me, and when | was twenty, | tried, as best
as | could, to imitate his style. First and foremost, | adopted
his aporias. Adorno was an important teacher, even a father fig-
ure for everyone who had an impact on 1968 in West Germany.
He was someone we had to contradict, had to act against,and
from whom we had to dissociate ourselves, because he didn’t
believe that a revolution was possible. Adorno did not take
any stock in film, but his method of ideological critique was

1 Theodor W. Adorno, “The Essay as Form,” trans. Bob Hullot-Kentor and
Frederic Will, New German Critique, no. 32 (1984), pp.151-71, here p.166.

2 Max Bense, “On the Essay and Its Prose” [1947], trans. Margit Grieb, in:
Nora Alter and Timothy Corrigan (eds), Essays on the Essay Film. New York:
Columbia University Press, 2017, pp.49-59.



well known and applied to film criticism. Too often this critique
simply confirmed what was already known. What | liked best
in Adorno’s text concerning the essay was the sentence that an
essay does not begin with Adam and Eve but with that which
interests the author.

B for Bazin

CB: In the 1950s, as is well known, André Bazin, in connection
with Chris Marker’s essay films, brings the concept of “lateral
montage” [montage latéral] or “montage from ear to eye” into
play. Were Bazin’s theories and Marker’s films important for
your early work in film?

HaF: | didn't read Bazin until the 1970s. | especially liked how
he emphasized the mise-en-scéne. And how he defended
Europa’51 [Europe ’51] by Rossellini: a racy film in spite of its
colportage story. Until then | had only encountered criticism
that assessed the story and not the parts that turn film into
a film.

Before that, in 1962 in West Berlin, | had seen Description
d’un combat [Description of a Struggle] by Chris Marker. | had
never heard the name Marker before and expected a film ad-
aptation of a Kafka story by the same name. Marker’s film about
the State of Israel surprised and impressed me deeply.

I had never seen a documentary film that took so many lib-
erties. That's how Marker became a role model, although for
a long time | did not dare take such liberties myself for political
reasons. And even though | disliked Marker’s gentleness—
after all, he did not exactly have a combative spirit.

C for Chain/Cable

CB: In the 1970s, when a number of filmmakers got involved
in the project of television as utopia, you were also concur-
rently working on films and television programs. When Jean-
Luc Godard and Anne-Marie Miéville completed Ici et ailleurs
[Here and Elsewhere] in 1974, at issue was not only the ques-
tion of how to weigh the relationship between politics, film,
and television, but also to consider fundamental questions of
the relationship between word and image. At one point in the
film, Godard uses a play on words involving the biological
metaphor of the double helix, with which he describes the com-
plexity of film montage: the association goes from the as-
sembly line [la chaine de production] to the television channel
[la chaine de télévision] to the hotel chain up to the linking
[enchainement] of filmic images and sound. It seems to me that
your films include these kinds of association chains as well,
as a motor for descriptive concepts, albeit inserted in a more
subtle and dispersive manner and therefore, most likely, an-
chored more solidly. In particular, | am thinking of Wie man
sieht [As You Seel] and the figure of weaving.

HaF: In the 1970s it was a necessity to agitate one’s own in-
stitution. My institution was public television, and | belonged
to a small, a very small group, which was not demanding
new subject matter but criticized the relationship between
image and sound instead. In the television program entitled
Der Arger mit den Bildern [The Trouble with Imagesl], | tried to
demonstrate that in documentary contributions shown on tele-
vision, image and sound are not at all put in a productive
relationship. (Sound is the master, image the servant. At best,
this relationship can be reversed.) With this television program
| was not able to get the TV workers to remove their directors.
But | started to learn something: How can | make a film struc-
ture that is not governed by a narrative? That’s how | arrived
at arrangements that go back to Vertov and Ruttmann, to



their cross-sectional montage films [Querschnittfilmel.
Both directors took a (fictional) day and asked: How do peo-
ple wake up, how do they go to work, and so on. In Leben

- BRD [How to Live in the Federal Republic of Germanyl,

| arranged scenes from role playing, starting at birth and up
to death. | came across direct cinema, documentary films
that take up incidents that can be played back like a fictional
film [Storyfilm]. In order to undermine the power of the com-
mentary, | searched for rhythmic and compositional order in
the images.

D for Distance

CB: You always openly declared your interest for Artavazd
Peleshian, for his films as well as his theory of distance
montage. In short, Peleshian’s montage does not want to
patch together heterogeneous material but rather “unstitch”
shots. As he writes, his films get rhythm from “leading shots”
and function on the principle of rhyme and reprise that oc-
cur on a larger scale. However, in Peleshian’s films there is
scarcely a word heard or seen. Would you say this design is
formative for your films and installations as well?

HaF: Peleshian edits in an extraordinary manner. There is a
jump with almost every cut, but at the same time mysterious
powers are activated in the two connected shots, so that a
firm connection develops. | got acquainted with his work late,
not until the late 1980s. | read his text about distance mon-
tage frequently. I inferred from this label that one should not
only edit two connecting shots. Even images that are far
apart comment on one another. That means again: to find a
kind of composition for images. Again, to strengthen the
level of the image.

E for Essay

CB: It seems that in your work the relationship between word
and image is reconfigured anew again and again, like in a
game of billiards. In films such as Bilder der Welt und Inschrift
des Krieges [Images of the World and the Inscription of War]
or Wie man sieht a commentary accompanies the montage
of images, but the installations implement written texts in
the form of intertitles. Is the purpose to increase the density
[Verdichtung] or to unstitch the seam between the images, or
is there another purpose altogether?

HaF: Whenever | made a film with a lot of text, | often felt a
strong need to keep my mouth shut in the next one. And the
opposite was also true: after a film without commentary, | felt
like a coward to stay out of it by remaining silent. Nowadays,
when a soccer player commits a foul, he raises both arms to
indicate his innocence. And | often feel as if | am a player like
that: 1 didn’t say anything—I only document after all!

F for Fake

CB: Would the essay film be a form that can transcend the
boundary between fiction and reality or rather contest such
a boundary? Your film Leben - BRD seems to point in that
direction: it is not “real” life that is interesting but rather soci-
etal rehearsal into life.

HaF: In one episode of Ernste Spiele [Serious Games], titled
Immersion, a man reports how he went on patrol in Baghdad.
He split up from his companions for a short while when he
hears a detonation. He saw that one of his mates got torn to
pieces by a bomb. He describes his horror and the panic that
overcomes him. At almost every screening, the audience
believes that the man is reporting an incident that has hap-



pened to him personally. In reality, it is a role-play performed
on a U.S. Military base. A group of civilian psychologists are
organizing a workshop in which army psychologists should
learn to work with “Virtual Iraq,” a digital location simulation
for the treatment of traumatized soldiers. A psychologist plays
the trauma victim, and he plays the role so well because he
wants to prove that “Virtual Iraq” works—he wants to sell the
system. Nonetheless one cannot say that the scene is not true.

G for Grafe

CB: Frieda Grafe speaks of the essay film as the “auteur film
of the documentary genre.” In what way can this definition
be applied to your films and installations?

HaF: | like Frieda Grafe’s definition of the essay film as the auteur
film of the documentary genre a lot! She wrote peculiar texts
without announcing their peculiarity with a genre designation.
She feared that when a film called itself an essay, it would be
too aware of its peculiar language. | got that! My film Bilder der
Welt und Inschrift des Krieges consists of elements in images
and text that can be arranged in different sequences, are com-
bined and recombined. In accordance with a permutational
rule that can also be violated from time to time. During pro-
duction and even afterward, | asked myself whether the film is
not striving for too much novelty. | came to the conclusion that
my method was justified. It was the only way for me to create

a rather associative connection for vastly different subjects:
photogrammetry, taking measurements of people through art
and by the police, the Auschwitz camps in the reconnaissance
photographs of the Allies. You call that politics of the gaze today.

3 Frieda Grafe, “Der bessere Dokumentarfilm, die gefundene Fiktion,” in:
Christa Blimlinger and Constantin Wulff (eds), Schreiben Bilder Sprech-
en: Texte zum essayistischen Film. Vienna: Sonderzahl, 1992, pp.139-43.

| still believe today that my method in this case is a produc-
tive one, but I still never made a film like that again, one that
includes so much text and such an elaborate construction.
The reason may be that | never imagined again having that
much that was new to contribute. The reason may also be
that | don’t want or have the courage to make a Frieda Grafe-
esque film, a straightforward essay.

H for Heresy

CB: Could Adorno’s critical definition of the essay as having
an “innermost form of heresy” be applied to your films and
artworks?

HaF: Is “heresy” a fitting word for it? Doesn’t the heretic
strongly believe in God and even the Church? I'm rather a
non-believer—but even that | can’t manage.

| for Inscription

CB: What is the reason for using the concept “inscription”?
You don’t speak of “traces” [Spuren] in Bilder der Welt und
Inschrift des Krieges, so it seems you are interested in “dis-
course networks” in the sense of Friedrich Kittler. Is this inter-
est applicable to your films in general?

HaF: | wasn’t thinking of Kittler! | read somewhere that cities
used to bear the inscription of labor. In German, the word
“inscription” elicits the image of an inscription in a stone, on

4 Adorno, “The Essay as Form,” p.171. In the original: “innerstes Formgesetz
die Ketzerei” (Theodor W. Adorno, “Der Essay als Form,” in: Noten
zur Literatur, ed. Rolf Tiedemann. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1981,
pp.9-33, here p.33).



a tombstone or at the base of a monument. A form of writing
that cannot be erased. In the word combination, “Bilder der
Welt und Inschrift des Krieges” an opposition is staged: you
cannot tell by looking at the images of the world that war has
been inscribed on them; war has been inscribed cryptographi-
cally. On one hand, indelible and, on the other hand, invisible.

J for “Je”

CB: Robert Musil writes that the essay is more than a simple
attempt; it is “the unique and unalterable form assumed by a
man’s inner life in a decisive thought.” With this definition that
is tied to the individual, Musil demarcates the concept from the
idea of the preliminary and the scholar’s essay. In a diary entry,
Musil emphasizes that the living thought (as opposed to the
dead thought) is connected to emotions and includes the “I” [das
Ichl.® It seems to me that this dimension of the essay has a
bearing on certain figures in your films about work, for example
the inventor/entrepreneur in Nicht ohne Risiko [Nothing Ven-
tured], or on the way in which you tell the story of the civil engi-
neer Meydenbauer in Bilder der Welt und Inschrift des Krieges.

HaF: | cannot express this as decisively as Musil did. | vaguely
feel similar. | also believe that there must be an “I” that speaks
through a film. But this does not have to be the “I” of a man
or a woman who made the film. It is rather the “I” of the film
construction. Through this “I” the thought comes alive. Or:
spiritual topicality.

5 Robert Musil, The Man without Qualities, trans. Sophie Wilkins. New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1995, p.273. In the original: “die einmalige und
unabanderliche Gestalt, die das innere Leben eines Menschen in einem
entscheidenden Gedanken annimmt” (Robert Musil, Der Mann ohne
Eigenschaften. Reinbek: Rowohlt, 1978, p.253).

6 Robert Musil, “Erlebnis und Gedanke” [diary entry], in: Tagebiicher. Bd. 2,
ed. Adolf Frisé. Reinbek: Rowohlt, 1983, p.851.
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K for Kluge

CB: Long before the essay film became fashionable in Germany
you adopted this format, as did, albeit in a completely differ-
ent way, Alexander Kluge.

HaF: Kluge is unique. And, by the way, an Adorno student. He
was directing a film school, at the Ulm School of Design, be-
fore he became known as a filmmaker. In his literary texts he
wrote about the Battle of Stalingrad or a court trial in prose.
His great film Abschied von Gestern [Yesterday Girl]l was based
on his story “Anita G.,” using the abbreviated last name like in a
court report or in a Kafka novel. There are fictional vignettes
interrupted by documentary footage in Abschied von Gestern. All
of a sudden, a waiter in a hotel recounts his time in Auschwitz.
Kluge invented and asserted his own mixed form.

When | caught on, with Wie man sieht, | had been making
films for twenty years. | had made films in which actors ap-
pear who don’t act according to cinematic realism—I did not
get anywhere with that. The attempt to make a feature film
that adheres to rules was a complete failure. Hence documen-
tary films.

L for Laggard

CB: Once, when | was looking for a fitting description of your
working method | wrote, loosely based on Heinrich von Kleist,
“On the Slow Construction of Thoughts during Filmmaking.”

| wanted to address the concept of slowness also as an oppor-
tunity for the viewer to be able to follow the development of

a thought.

HaF: | like this derivation a lot! The sentence by Kleist ascribes

to speaking the function of practice. One has to go through ma-
terials again and again in order to gain perchance a thought.

"



There is a lot to learn from the compositional rules of a film,
even, or perhaps especially from a commercial fictional
film [Storyfilm]. Just think of Morocco by von Sternberg.
Dietrich runs once through splendid rooms that have not
been shown before nor are shown again. The word is that
von Sternberg used the decor of a neighboring studio that
happened to be available. This is conspicuous and makes us
aware that a location almost always shows up twice in a
film. On the one hand, this is due to production logistics.
It also functions as a parameter: the first time the hero was
shown happy in this location; the next time he is unhappy,
or vice versa.

| started early to watch films over and over again, up to
a hundred times, which was, in the time of film prints, rather
time-consuming. As an instructor | also used films over
and over to demonstrate and discuss a detail. An inductive
method. One has to believe and make others believe that
there is something to discover on the micro level, in the min-
ute construction!

M for Montage and Mise-en-scéne

CB: What do you think of Godard’s idea, articulated early on,
about comprehending a film as montage art [un art du mon-
tagel in order to connect it with mise-en-scéne, often seen as
the opposite in scholarly film debates, and therefore to arrive
at a form that belongs to the essai de fiction (and less to doc-
umentary film)?

HaF: Godard likes to edit in precisely those spots where one ex-
pects an imperceptible series of shots in fictional film [Story-
film]. You could say he composes like a Russian when he
narrates like an American. The jump from the long shot to the
close-up or vice versa is often much more intense with him
than is common, creating shots appears like thought process-
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es, as explicit arrangement. But this method can also lead to
false tension, trigger excitement without cause. With spoken
language these false dramatizations also occur, caused by

opening every sentence with “in contrast to” or “and just as.”

N for Number

CB: In your filmic studies concerning a society obsessed with
control you continually show how the individual is no longer
identified by a signature or a number but by a code. Deleuze
comments: “[Tlhe masses have become samples, data, markets,
or ‘banks.”” What do you find interesting about the masses
from the past?

HaF: The old social-democratic masses disappointed us in the
worst way when they stopped the protest against war. In-
dustrial society educated them and gave them skills, but they
couldn’t emancipate themselves, at least not as a majority,
and make use of their own knowledge and know-how. In 1968
many believed capital or consumerism, as Pasolini called it,
had dissolved the old masses and reorganized the nuclear
family around the television. You can develop that thought
further: the nuclear family devours TV programs with their eyes
and votes for the television impresario Berlusconi. (Sedated
as once the Roman city proletariat. The television blondes
as protective magic: A sign of the fear of an invasion by the
peoples of the North.)

The new masses have more knowledge and skills than ever.
If you look on YouTube you get the impression only student

7 Gilles Deleuze, “Postscript on the Societies of Control,” October, vol.59
(Winter, 1992), pp.3-7, here p.5. In the original: “...les masses [sont
devenues] des échantillons, des données, des marchés ou des ‘banques’
(Gilles Deleuze, “Post-scriptum sur la société de contrdle,” in: Pourparlers.
Paris: Minuit, 1990, pp.243-44).
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jokes are emerging. But there have also been surprises in the
last few years, in Iran, Tunisia, and Egypt.

In which mass gatherings also play an important role, a me-
dium that rather fits with the old masses.

O for Order

CB: In The Order of Things [Les mots et les choses] Michel
Foucault refers to Borges and his Chinese encyclopedia

in which conventional notions of listings are carried to the
point of absurdity. It seems to me you are also interested

in classification systems and all kinds of proximities in your
films but also in undermining these.

HaF: Yes, great! In a better world, if | were a prince, | would—
after some physical exercises and a light meal—have a Greek
teacher introduce me to all kinds of notions of similarities,
sweepingly called associations in the cutting room.

In the film M there is a sequence that has frequently been
described but often neglecting a detail. We alternately see
police and gangster aristocrats debating how they can find
the child murderer. “But how? How?” they say, and suddenly
you see a pearl necklace shaped like a question mark. One of
the gangsters had the piece of jewelry in front of him on
the table and played around with it during the deliberations.
In German you would say, “Die Frage steht im Raum” [The
question looms large], and thereby teaches a thing to speak.

P for Portrait

CB: You devoted a television portrait to Peter Lorre in 1984,
Das doppelte Gesicht [The Double Facel. It is not a classic
portrait of an actor but a precise investigation how a face is
created in film under specific conditions and production
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circumstances. The study is done predominantly with the
help of film excerpts, still photography, and frame enlarge-
ments. Nowadays you execute such analyses differently,

by way of installations or performances, for example in your
work on Griffith. Do you see a difference in terms of pro-
cedure?

HaF: An installation in an artistic space is better suited to
explanations of styles and cinematographic syntax than the
television show. For one, in the former you can work with
several image tracks and sound tracks, and because you are
able to look at your work right away again.

Whereas the film by me and Felix Hofmann—who later
published a book about Peter Lorre and exile in the United
States—is highly biographical, | focus on a single moment
in Zur Bauweise des Films bei Griffith [On the Construction
of Griffith’s Films). It is about a sequence from Intolerance
in which the shot/countershot appears as if it were an ex-
planation.

What is so special about Lorre is that his career begins
with the extraordinary film M and ends with the extraordinary
film Der Verlorene [The Lost Onel—back in Germany. It is al-
most irresistible to look at what lies between these two films.

Q for Quarrel

CB: Your films are sometimes brought into context with debates
commonly called iconoclastic controversies or image quarrels
[Bilderstreit]. Do you ever feel used? Or do you feel pressured
to take sides in such debates?

HaF: When my first feature film, Zwischen zwei Kriegen
[Between Two Wars], was shown, there was much dissent.
Many left the screening banging the exit doors loudly. But
with my second film, Etwas wird sichtbar [Before Your Eyes
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- Vietnaml], the films on offer were already so differentiated
that hardly anyone went to a film he or she had not expected
to see. This differentiation has exponentially increased since
then. The system of distribution organizes the needs in such
a way that no one runs into cultural artifacts anymore that are
completely unfamiliar. Like they say on Amazon: Customers
who have bought A also bought B and C.

| know a fifteen-year-old girl whose parents wanted to show
her a black-and-white film. But she refused to see it. She
was fearful of a film that isn’t in a conventional format, like a
cuisine that includes the consumption of dogs and cats.

R for Repetition

CB: Is the structural principle of repetition in your opinion as
important in non-fiction films as it is in fiction films?

HaF: | think so. In most non-fiction films there is cross-cut-
ting: you cut back and forth between two or a handful of
locations/characters. Maybe not as a matter of structure but
rather with the intention of creating some variety. The danger
in doing this is that when A is getting boring then you cut to
B, when B gets boring you cut to C, and so on. It is a kind of
chase, pursued by the fear of boredom.

S for Series

CB: Many of your films use the serial principle as a structure,
in particular Bilder der Welt und Inschrift des Krieges. Does
the Turing machine, which features prominently when you
refer to this film in Schnittstelle [Interface], your self-portrait
as a filmmaker and artist, represent a kind of “last” machine
to communicate with film, although (or maybe even because)
this machine inaugurates the age of the computer?
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HaF: At the end of my film Zum Vergleich [In Comparison],
a robot appears working as a bricklayer. He can turn a diagram
into a brick structure by slightly turning certain bricks ac-
cording to the alignment given in the plan. A single stone
corresponds with a pixel. This is pure computer aesthetics.

I don’t know of any other more natural connection between
computer and film.

T for Transmission

CB: One of your video installations is called Ubertragung
[Transmission]. In this installation it seems you want to tackle
more than just the motif of the magical touch; something
about the art of linking gestures emerges as well.

HaF: You tell children not to touch anything. They should
learn to use the gaze instead to gain access. | was looking for
locations in which people are searching for physical con-
nections, to touch something in order to comprehend it, so
to speak. Many people do not just touch but also take a photo
as a back-up.

U for Universe of Technical Images

CB: Your approach to photography—in your films—seems to
be inspired in part by Vilém Flusser’s theories, with whom you
also had personal contact. Does Flusser’s “universe of technical
images” represent for you an important key to understanding
digital image technology?

HaF: Flusser laments that the new media are still used in ar-
chaic ways. He creates a world in which matter doesn’t count
anymore, in which the disembodied human being is pure
mind. Human beings of the future should communicate on a



much more complex level. Flusser uses the string quartet as
a model. And they have to communicate with each other to
figure out when to turn off the machines that keep them alive.

V for Veracity

CB: In what way is, for you personally, the category of “truth”
important for a documentary film?

HaF: There is an element of truth involved. But first of all
it is important not to cheat. It is about the rules you set
for yourself. Of course, you can condense things in a doc-
umentary and have A pose a question and use an answer
by B that he says a little later in a similar context. But if a
film claims to tell a story chronologically, it cannot use an
answer by B that he uttered long before the question was
posed by A.

In my film about investment negotiations, Nicht ohne Risiko,
you can see a large window and during the negotiations the
February light is fading. It would be dishonest to manipulate
a shot that was recorded at 2:00 p.m. so that it looks like it
was shot at 6:00 p.m.

W for Weiss

CB: That your work is part of the so-called European avant-
garde can not only be inferred from the book you co-au-
thored with Kaja Silverman on Godard or your making-of
documentary on a Straub-Huillet film. To simplify, one could
also mention Brecht as a common denominator. What is
your connection to the author and filmmaker Peter Weiss,
to whom you devoted a television portrait in 1982, the same
year your second feature film, Etwas wird sichtbar, was
screening in cinemas?
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HaF: The Aesthetics of Resistance includes an episode on
Brecht. Weiss describes how Brecht is working on a project in
Stockholm, and it is obvious how much he admires Brecht’s
method of working—working in a team. | loved this book, and
when | met Weiss | was watching his films in Stockholm.
Avant-garde film was just as formative for Weiss as painting—
this is a rarity in German literature.

X for an Unknown Quantity

CB: Some of your films seem to be based on a certain inter-
est in employing unknown quantities, whether it’'s about
venture capital (Nicht ohne Risiko), how surveillance tech-
nologies work (Auge/Maschine [Eye/Machinel), or the
history of measurement technology (Bilder der Welt und
Inschrift des Krieges). One could therefore call your essay
films science fiction.

HaF: What | don’t like about science fiction is that it looks too
much like science fiction. Godard’s Alphaville is a well-made
exception. | hope my films concerning weapons or computer
animations do not adhere to the genre.

Y for Yates

CB: Could one understand your installations that employ
archival materials as a type of memory theater [Gedédchtnis-
theater], in the sense of Frances Yates—that is, as a model of
mnemonic technology, one that is based on the metaphor of
visualized locations [Bildraum]?

HaF: | really enjoyed reading Yates’ book. When | was a child

| was able to remember more vividly whether a Latin verb
appeared in the upper right-hand corner or on the lower left-
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hand than remembering any types of irregularity associated
with the verb.

When | work with two parallel filmstrips, montage becomes
spatial. And when several work sequences simultaneously play
in a room, the viewer is aware at once that similar or iden-
tical footage is reappearing. Let’s say cautiously that a part of
the blueprint becomes visible in this manner.

Z for Zidane

CB: At the Documenta 12, you dedicated a complex 12-channel
installation—Deep Play—to a legendary soccer match. Unlike
the artist duo Douglas Gordon and Philippe Parreno who had
filmed Zinédine Zidane playing in a different match a little
earlier, you didn’t exhibit the spectacle as such, but focused
on the media devices of sports entertainment. In your diary
documenting your preparations for this installation you com-
pare the sports broadcasting market to the mechanisms that
guide the art world.®

HaF: Deep Play was a state-of-the-art project intended to show
the final match of the 2006 World Cup from many perspectives.
So-called heat maps, which register the movements of the
players, are commonplace today. You can subscribe to them
and watch them on your phone. In those days, we had to pro-
cure them with some effort. It bothered me that | could not do
much with my hands and only had to communicate. Conceptual
art. And yet, people like to watch soccer matches, precisely
because you cannot do that with your mouth. Regardless of all
tactics and strategies, and in spite of all practice.

8 Harun Farocki, “Histoire d’'une installation (sur la Coupe du monde de
football),” Trafic, no.64 (Winter 2007), pp.18-47. Translated into English
as “Football diary,” in: Yilmaz Dziewior (ed.), Harun Farocki, Weiche
Montagen/Soft Montages. Bregenz: Kunsthaus Bregenz, 2011, pp.122-201.
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Essay

The event “Films that think in images” is meant to accentu-
ate the film essay. Today, the worst text about photography
cannot do without Benjamin, “The Artwork,” but the best
one about Bach’s music may assume to be able to do without
Straub and Huillet’s “Anna Magdalena Bach.” And a book
about social housing neighborhoods at the periphery does
not know Godard’s “Numéro Deux.”

The film essay, the essayistic film, that is a blind spot in the

spectator’s eye. From cinema, the story film is known, where
actor-humans carry a plot that is meaningful, and from tele-
vision, the journalistic blending of forms.

The TV feature stirs particles of events, atmospheric images,
statements by representatives of interests and pours music
over it. In Germany, the essay provokes resistance, because
it is reminiscent of the intellectual freedom, Adorno writes,
here, one is always ready to proclaim, as the essential con-
cern, subordination under whatever higher courts. We want

to accentuate a film form which reminds us of the intellec-
tual freedom, which does not let itself be filed under jour-
nalism, entertainment, science, and art.

“The essay, however, does not permit its domain to be pre-
scribed. [...] Luck and play are essential to the essay. It does
not begin with Adam and Eve but with what it wants to
discuss; it says what is at issue and stops where it feels itself
complete — not where there is nothing left to say. Therefore
it is classed among the oddities.” Once more, Adorno.
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By showing films and speaking about films, we want to ac-
centuate a film that is useful without being subservient and
without standing to attention.

Harun Farocki

Today:

3p.m. — La Rabbia (The Anger) by P. P. Pasolini, Italy 1963,
subtitled version, Essay-Lecture by Karsten Witte — Les
Mains Negatives (Negative Hands) by Marguerite Duras,
France 1979, subtitled version, Essay-Lecture by Marion
Lange

5.30p.m. — Toute révolution est un coup de dés by Jean-
Marie Straub, Daniéele Huillet, France 1977, subtitled version
— Too Early/Too Late by Jean-Marie Straub, Daniele Huillet,
Italy 1980/81, Essay-Lecture by Manfred Blank

8.30 p.m. — Diary by Johan van der Keuken, Netherlands
1972, subtitled version, Essay-Lecture by Hartmut Bitomsky

and tomorrow:

3p.m. — Ici et Ailleurs (Here and Elsewhere) by Jean-Luc
Godard, Anne-Marie Miéville, France 1970-74, German
version, Essay-lecture by Harun Farocki

S5p.m. — As you see by Harun Farocki, FRG 1986, Essay-
Lecture by Jorg Becker

7p.m. — Deutschlandbilder by Hartmut Bitomsky and Heiner
Miihlenbrock, FRG 1983, Essay-Lecture by Rudi Thiessen
8.30 p.m. — Discussion about Essays and Film, on the panel:
Jorg Becker, Hartmut Bitomsky, Manfred Blank, Harun
Farocki, Ulrich Gregor, Marion Lange, Rudi Thiessen, Wim
Wenders, Karsten Witte.

All events at the studio of the Akademie der Kiinste,
Hanseatenweg 10, admission: 5 DM.
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Postface

We—Harun Farocki and me—worked on the “ABCs of the Essay
Film” over the course of several months in autumn and winter
2013/14. The manuscript crystallized around key terms that
followed one another in alphabetical order. By email, we
exchanged a continuously growing text file that we corrected
and expanded step by step. The email mode allowed a cer-
tain metacommunication about the rhythm and contents of
our exchange. The conversational form corresponded with the
dialogue we had begun in 1989 with an interview on Images
of the World and the Inscription of War at the occasion of its
screening at a documentary film festival in Lyon.' This dia-
logue did not only find its continuation in a correspondence
spanning more than two decades, but also led to numerous
conversations about his films, conferences that we attended
or planned together, film programs, joint teaching opportuni-
ties, publications, and other activities.

Initially, a group of young critics planning a publication
on the essay form in film and contemporary art at HEAD
in Geneva (Haute école d’art et de design), had approached
me with the request to arrange a contribution by Farocki.
They probably knew that in 1993, the filmmaker—Farocki did
not appear as a media artist at this time—had written an
essay for a book in German on the essay film. They were also

1 Images of the World and the Inscription of War (1988) was shown in
1989 in Lyon at the Premiére Biennale Européenne du Documentaire,
a biennial from which two different documentary festivals—Etats Gé-
néraux du documentaire (Lussas) and FID Marseille—emerged shortly
after. The conversation with Harun Farocki was published two years
later at the occasion of a film program and symposium at the Vienna
Stadtkino. See Christa Bliimlinger, “Uber das allmahliche Verfertigen
der Gedanken beim Filmemachen (Gesprach mit Harun Farocki),” Falter
(Vienna), no. 21 (1991), pp. 26-27.
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aware of an anthology of Farocki's writing that | had edited in
2002 in France.?

Farocki had been interested in and supported the filmic essay
at a moment when the form was not yet in fashion all over
the place, and he had advised us, Constantin Wulff and me,
when we put together a film program for the Vienna Stadt-
kino, entitled “Essay Films.” However, in his writing, Farocki
had rarely expressed himself in detail about this “form that
thinks”"—his films and written essays were meant to speak for
themselves. A short text written for die tageszeitung (taz) in
1987 and reprinted here, is the exception.

After having briefly discussed my idea with Harun, | pro-
posed a loosely structured conversation with the artist-film-
maker that should follow the principle of the alphabet. The
Geneva collective was more than happy. Our only precon-
dition was to have Pierre Rusch translate the text to French:
Through his long-standing work for the film journal Trafic,
he had proved to be the ideal translator and was perfectly
familiar with Farocki's style. The key terms that | suggested
were mostly in French since the publication was to be pub-
lished by the Geneva Mamco (Musée d’art moderne et con-
temporain) and Harun was well versed in the language. The
dialogue itself was written in German. The fact that the book
including the text finally borrowed its title from an installa-
tion of the artist-filmmaker—Serious Games—is due to its
publication date: The title Jeux sérieux has to be understood
as a spontaneous posthumous homage to one of the most
important exponents of the essay film.

Something similar holds true for the English publication.
When Nora Alter expressed her regret shortly after Farocki’s

2 See the following books: Christa Blimlinger and Constantin Wulff (eds),
Schreiben Bilder Sprechen: Texte zum essayistischen Film. Vienna:
Sonderzahl, 1992; and Harun Farocki: Reconnaitre et poursuivre, selec-
tion of texts, edited and introduced by Christa Blimlinger, various trans-
lators, Courbevoie: TH.TY., 2002.
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death in summer 2014 that the volume Essays on the Essay
Film that she was co-editing with Timothy Corrigan would
now painfully lack a contribution by Harun, | told her about the
conversation that was still unpublished. She did not hesitate
to include it in the book.

Since then, | had not concerned myself with the publication
of the German original version. | take the HaFl series of book-
lets to be the ideal place.

Christa Blimlinger
Paris, July 2017
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Text Credits

The ABCs of the Essay Film:

First published in French as: Christa Bliumlinger and Harun
Farocki, “Conversation (abécédaire du film-essai),” trans.
Pierre Rusch, in: Bertrand Bacqué, Cyril Neyrat, Clara Schul-
mann, and Véronique Terrier Hermann (eds), Jeux sérieux.
Cinéma et art contemporains transforment I'essai. Geneva:
Mamco/HEAD, 2015, pp. 193-208.

First published in English as “The ABCs of the Film Essay,”
trans. Margit Grieb, in: Nora M. Alter and Timothy Corrigan
(eds), Essays on the Essay Film. New York: Columbia Uni-
versity Press, 2017, pp. 297-313.

In accordance with Christa Blumlinger, the English trans-
lation was slightly modified.

Essay:
First published as “Essay. Filmessays in der Akademie der
Kiinste,” taz, Saturday, March 28, 1987.
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