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Production Pattern Associations 
On the Work of Harun Farocki 
? 

Jan Verwoert 

I 

One answer to the question of how a film, a piece of art or a text can have 
a political effect lies in the capacity to make you feel that it is possible to see 
and do things differently. This may sound banal but just take into account 
the claim of capitalism to be without alternative. Today more than ever, this 
claim is enforced through capitalism's apparent monopoly on the principle 
of realism ? that is the unconditional identification of free enterprise thinking 
with common sense. In this way capitalism affects the dismissal of any alter 
native project as an economically unfeasible and hence 'unrealistic' flight 
of fancy. If you seek to question this logic, then the simple gesture of showing 
other, workable ways of seeing and doing things can make a big difference. 
At the least, it breaks the intellectual monopoly of the prevailing re- or rather 

de-pressive realism. The pleasure of exploring the work of Harun Farocki 
lies in the fact that it does precisely this, opening up a space of potentiality, 
both in terms of the films' critical content and experimental form, and his 

exemplary use of an alternative economy of independent film-making. 
With a body of work made up of around 90 films and videos as well 

as a vast back catalogue of text publications, Farocki has formulated and 

continuously rephrased his critique of the conditions of capitalist society and 
its politics of representation since the late 1960s. The different formats he has 

worked in include: agitational short films; semi-fictional films that translate 
critical discourse into Brechtian theatrical scenarios staged in a cinematic 

style akin to Godard; essay films which match a montage of archival visual 
material with (or against) a reflective commentary; and documentaries that 

range from more essayistic variants to deadpan records of daily procedures 
in the contemporary world of business and employment. What marks his 

work out is its uncompromising critical analysis, articulated with an open 
minded spirit and humour. Straightforward political argumentation goes 
together with passages of intricate speculative thinking, just as sharp observa 
tions originate from oblique perspectives. The ideological supremacy of a 

positivist logic that distinguishes sense from nonsense according to the rigid 
calculus of the cost-benefit ratio is effectively suspended through a procedure 
of thinking that allows thoughts to unfold uninhibited by the anxious antici 

pation of realisable results. In the process of a film, images and arguments 
become tangled and untangled according to a pace that is set equally by the 
demands of coherent argumentation and an intuitive grasp of the rhythm 
and flow of pictures and words. 

Yet Farocki's work may not be easy to consume. For instance, in film 

montage essays like Wie man sieht (As you see) (1986), or Images of the World 
and the Inscription of War (1988), contra-intuitive cuts and connections 

frequently make your mind jump its track and leave you wondering how 
on earth the film shifted from one sequence to the next. This produces an acute 

moment of wonder, if not stupefaction, that in retrospect may be overcome 

by contextual interpretation but which all the same remains at the heart of 

As you see. 

72min, b/w and 

Eastmancolour, 

16mm, 1986 

(filmstills) 
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the fascination of the film essay. It is precisely these unsettling moments 
that make you, as a viewer, feel treated with respect: You are not confronted 

with a product with an overpowering claim to perfection, but rather with 
a proposition that provokes critical response. The boldness of the montage in 
Farocki's essay films turns every cut into a gesture that says: 'This makes sense. 
It does! Does it?' With similar effect, the significance of the visual material 
in Farocki's documentaries is simultaneously framed through careful montage 
and unframed through the complete absence of commentary or, conversely, 
through an elliptical commentary that provides multiple and conflicting 
interpretations of the material. The mode of presentation formulates a state 

ment together with a question: 'This is it! What is it?' Farocki's films thus talk 
to the sceptical mind, not in terms of a refined calculus of scruples, but rather 

through a style of delivery that gives room for doubt precisely through its 
readiness to risk propositions. 

As much as this attitude is articulated in the form and content of the 

films, it is always also inscribed into the material reality of their production. 
With Farocki, the critique of representation goes together with a pragmatic 
insistence on always making the next film ? regardless of the more or less con 
tinuous limitation of his work to low budget production and non-commercial 
circulation. The basic stance conveyed by the steady pace 

? that produces about 
a film a year 

? is neither that of manic productivity nor of heroic survival. 
On the contrary, it suggests the relaxed confidence of a filmmaker who, against 
the economical odds and institutional pressures that mark the conditions 
of film production, has allowed himself to continue to make films for over 
three decades. Whereas, understandably, a certain defensive bitterness may 
by now be found in the stance of other solitary figures of alternative documen 

tary cinema (like Peter Watkins or Straub/Huillet), what makes Farocki's 

approach sympathetic is that it conveys the basic assurance of someone who 
takes pleasure in critical discourse and film-making and therefore carries 
on with it. To cast intellectual work not as a desperate enterprise but as a 
sustainable practice is in itself a political gesture 

? 
plus, it shows in the films 

and makes them enjoyable to watch. 

II 

To overemphasise the influence of the economy of production on the shape 
the work takes may be exaggerated. At the same time its effects are usually 
quite tangible.1 Roughly speaking, a standard documentary film production 
takes up to three or more years, with one year for research and fundraising, 
one for filming and one for editing the countless hours of footage down to the 

90 minutes suitable for television or cinema screening. Naturally, this economy 
of production is not problematic per se, as profound and truly eye-opening 
documentaries do come out of this classic procedure. Yet it seems that with 
the vast investment of time and money and the heavy burden of the laboriously 
attained footage on your back, it takes strong nerves and/or conceptual rigour 
to take a risk and give the resulting film a more demanding form. In many 
prominent cases the tangible fear to loose control over the final product 
becomes the governing principle according to which the documentary material 
is organised and presented. Consequently, all conceivable means are put into 
action to bring the film's message home. Of the available footage the good 
images and coherent interviews survive, tied together by narratives that leave 
no questions open. What is excluded are images and utterances of ambiguous 
quality and meaning as well as moments of empty time, unfocused looking 
or any other loose ends. By denying all evidence of the inherently problematic 
status of filmic representation and montage, such films become apodictic. 

It might seem obsolete to propose such basic criticisms years after much 
more advanced paradigms of the critique of representation have indeed become 

commonplace. Yet, with no substantial changes in the system of their commer 

cial circulation, documentaries aimed at a wider audience continue to be made 

according to the criteria and conventions of product culture. Nor, despite much 

Eye Machine, III, 

25min, colour, 

video, 2003 

(installation view 

at ZKM, Karlsruhe) 

1 

This, at least has 

been my experience 

while attending 

the Duisburger 

Filmwoche, a 

venerable festival 

of German, 

Austrian and Swiss 

documentary film 

during the previous 

five years. 
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talk of a documentary boom, are there reasons to assume that things are 

changing for the better, indeed with public service TV currently adapting its 

programming to that of private channels quite the contrary seems to be the 
case. Though generalised, this evaluation of the conditions of production and 
distribution of documentary film still helps to underscore what is at stake in 
a practice that is organised according to other principles. That is why the work 
of Farocki continues to make a difference, even though it has inevitably become 
an institution in its own right. The production span of the film essays Eye 

Machine I-III gives a vivid example. Instead of investing three years into one 
film with the claim to exhaust its topic, Farocki has taken the time to compile 
one film each year from 2001 to 2003. Each single film is therefore purposefully 
(and perceptibly so when you watch it) proposed as one more preliminary step 
in the exploration of its topic. This procedure acknowledges the impossibility 
of a conclusive account just as much as it testifies to the need to continuously 
push the critique further. 

The theme of Eye Machine I-III has in fact been a point of departure for 
Farocki's work for quite a long time. It is the investigation of the ways in which 
visual technologies are incorporated into the procedures by which power is 
enforced today. In these films, Farocki measures out the general horizon of 

what Martin Jay has termed the 'scopic regime of modernity', meaning the ways 
in which, since and through the Enlightenment, the exploration, exploitation 
and administration of nature and society has been organised through cultural 

practices and scientific techniques that render the world visible and put it at 
the disposal of power regimes. In the process, he combines global speculations 

with a close reading of the social and political implications of visual techno 

logies ranging from mechanisms of surveillance in prisons and customer 
research to the automatic control mechanism enabling advanced machine 
tools and intelligent bombs to steer themselves using visual data gathered in the 
course of carrying out their function. This theme already finds one of its earliest 
articulations in the film essay Images of the World and the Inscription of War. 

What thus characterises Farocki's economy of production is that he not only 
allows himself to pick up on and further specific themes in subsequent films 
over an extended period of time, but that he also claims the right to use material 
not just once for one film but many times in the context of different films. Just 
as the different parts of Eye Machine reiterate and vary certain arguments, they 
also repeat certain image sequences at the same time as they add new ones ? 

a technique also used in, for instance, Ich glaubte Gefangene %u sehen (I thought 
I was seeing convicts) (2000) and/or The Creators of the Shopping Worlds (2001). 

While the aesthetical effect of this repetition and variation is often not 
unlike the improvisation on a theme in jazz music, the political implication 
for the general economy of film production is a clear critique of the expectation 
that a film should be a self-contained product that always serves up something 
new. The consequence of this becomes evident when you see a film by Farocki 
in the context of other more conventionally produced documentaries (in a 
film festival, for instance). On the one hand the films, despite being produced 
on video, at low budget and without stunning celluloid pictures, do lay claim 
to the cinema screen in the sense that they insist on filling and thus competing 

with the same format as conventional productions. So there certainly is no 

understatement implied. On the other hand, the mode of open-ended reflection 
endorsed by Farocki's montage and (lack of) commentary as well as his per 
sistence in re-working and expanding a set of themes and materials, make it 
clear that this mode of film-making promotes the process over the product. 
The individual film counts. But the style of its making inevitably points beyond 
itself and relates it to the general context of the practice out of which it emerges. 
In other words, when you watch a film by Farocki you always watch a Farocki. 
In this sense, the difference that Farocki's economy of production makes is that 
he claims the position of the auteur. This position is by no means a good one in 
itself and also demands critical scrutiny, but when compared to the conditions 
of production and modes of authorship that prevail in a product oriented media 

culture, it seems fair to say that the economy of the auteur contains a potential 
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of resistance: It is not geared towards selling a name through a product (and vice 

versa), but rather aims at establishing a voice through a sustained practice (or 
vice versa: sustaining a practice by establishing a voice). Therefore the political 
and aesthetical stakes implied in taking the position of the auteur are still high. 

Ill 

An obvious sceptical objection would be that it is precisely Farocki's auteur 
status that has facilitated the integration of his work into the art context in 
recent years. In the field of'high culture', the symbolic capital of the auteur 
can be accumulated and administered according to the same classic procedures 
as that of the artist with retrospectives, monographic publications and articles 
like this. Yet, such criticism is limited ? like most objections to the recent 

blurring of the disciplinary boundaries between documentary film and art 
? insofar as it only considers the perspective of the reception of the work. 
If you, however, take into account the conditions of distribution and production 
the picture changes. In fact, the aspects which distinguish the economy of 

production of a film auteur like Farocki from more conventional variants 
are the very features which make it comparable to the conditions under 
which an artist who uses documentary video may work ? low budgets, shorter 

production spans, the use of consumer video cameras and personal computer 

editing facilities etc. So from this perspective the crossing over of an auteur 

filmmaker like Farocki into the art context actually does not make as much 
of a difference as the bridging of a disciplinary divide would suggest: Some 
of this also holds true for the conditions of distribution, at least insofar 
as alternative networks like the academic public 

? that is the discussion or 

informal presentation of works in seminar settings 
? 

plays an increasingly 
important role for the circulation of auteur films just as it does for artists 

whose practice is research based and situated in the context of cultural criticism. 
All of this is to say that it would seem profitable to focus less on the symbolic 
distinctions generated by the reception of documentary approaches into the 
art context and look more on the practical gain of their acceptance in the field. 
This amalgamation of the auctorial positions of the film auteur and video artist 

after all implies the promotion of the role model of a critical cultural producer 
who insists on defining the terms of production for him/herself and the 

acknowledgement of aesthetic criteria that favour an analytical, conceptual, 
more open and less precious handling of documentary material. 

IV 

To situate the film-making of Farocki as a practice of cultural criticism, 
however, raises familiar questions about the value of artistic approaches 
operating in relation to academic disciplines such as cultural studies and 

sociology. Such questions include: What is the relation between the practice 
of a cultural producer and the context of the (institutional) critical discourse 
in which it participates?; In what terms should it be described?; What 

difference does the cultural production make?; Why is an artwork or a film 
with a strong investment into critical discourse not simply a case of bad socio 

logy or bad cultural studies?; How can the images and reflections produced 
in a film or piece of art be taken seriously as an entry into critical discourse 
on their own terms, that is without reducing them to illustrations of explicit 
discursive propositions or pre-existing theorems? To answer such questions 
in general might not be possible because they actually only help to formulate 

the criteria according to which individual works must be judged. In effect, 
these considerations only make sense when applied to the judgement of 
a specific work and whether it goes beyond a redundant re-presentation 
of institutional discourses. At the same time, a more general investigation 
of these questions might in fact help to find some models or concepts to help 
formulate more clearly what it is that makes the intervention of film or art 

into critical discourse valuable and fascinating. 
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Many of Farocki's recent films, for instance, explore a territory that 
Foucault and his successors have mapped in text. There is a similar interest in 
the structures of the scopic regime of modernity and the procedures of norma 
tion and normalisation that have proliferated from the military-industrial 
complex and the prison regime into the everyday life of the control society. 
Yet, even though Farocki's reflections in the double channel video installation 
I thought I was seeing convicts may seem like riffs on some of Foucault's themes 
about the prison as surveillance apparatus in Discipline and Punish, the work 
still is more than just a footnote to the book. One reason for this is the essayistic 
structure of Farocki's montage and commentary. Since the unfolding of 

thoughts in a film essay is not bound by the discursive protocol of developing 
a thesis through an argument to a conclusion, it can indeed proceed in more 

speculative ways than an academic study.2 In 1 thought I was seeing convicts 
Farocki pushes this moment of open-ended reflection further through the 
use of the double channel set-up. In varying combinations, the visual material 
and text inserts from the commentary are split up between the two projections. 

While a sequence of documentary footage may be shown on the left screen, 
a text providing an analysis of the material can be read on the right screen. 

Through this juxtaposition, image and commentary are both pointedly related 

to each other and visibly separated as two distinct entities. Their relation is 
both conjunctive and disjunctive and encourages a form of double viewing. 
You simultaneously perceive the material and its interpretation as connected 
and disconnected, and thus in fact experience the process of interpretation 
as an open cycle in which thoughts continuously stray from and return to their 

subject 
? a cycle in which the moment of experience plays a decisive role since 

it is through the process of experiencing the work that the connections are 

both realised and unmade by the viewer. This disjunctive conjunction of image 
and commentary is of course the very principle of essayistic montage. In this 

particular case, its structure is further teased out through the spatialisation 
of the montage in the double channel set-up with its conscious splitting of 

image and commentary, gaze and voice. 

Beyond these structural differences between the ways in which a film 

essay and an academic paper produce (and/or decompose) meaning, the images 

Previous page 

and this page: 

I thought I was seeing 

convicts, 25min, 

colour, Beta SP, 2000 

(video stills) 

2 

Along these lines 

Adorno has convinc 

ingly argued for the 

potential of the essay 

to transgress the 

limits of institutional 

discourse. He writes 

in 'The Essay as Form' 

(Notes on Literature. 

Volume 1. New York: 

Columbia Press, 1991, 

pp.3 ?23) that insofar 

as the essay presents 

ideas and observations 

in associative constel 

lations, it allows 

thoughts to unfold in 

the process of an unre 

stricted experience. 

It thus resists the 

drive towards the 

objectification and 

commodification 

of thought that science 

affects through its 

methods of systematic 

inquiry and conven 

tions of legitimation. 
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that come out of a film essay may have a quality that can set them apart from 
mere illustrations. Strong images 'can' and only 'may come out of' an essay 
film because, unlike a reportage that must serve up strong images to deliver its 

message, the claim of the essay film on the power of the image is suspended by 
its foregrounding of distanced reflection. Occasionally powerful images indeed 

emerge from its montage, or rather they drop out of it. Such a drop out image 
from I thought I was seeing convicts is a piece of found footage taken from a 
surveillance camera installed in the yard of an American prison. What you see 
is a colourless image of bare concrete walls, a grey box. Along the middle axis 
of the image the barrel of a gun looms into the image. As the camera moves the 
barrel moves with it. The commentary explains that this is because the camera 
is itself fixed to the gun. A riot can be stopped by force the moment it is detected 
and the enforcement is instantly monitored. The field of sight and the field 
of fire are identical, just like in an ego-shooter computer game. This in itself 
is a theoretical conclusion. The point is however, what gives the footage of the 

prison yard gun camera its haunting quality is the fact that the image says it all. 
There is nothing complex about it, no hidden details or latent content. All that 
it shows is plain to see but still, to explain all that is implied in this image 

would take an entire discourse. The image that drops out of the discourse of the 

essay film is an image that sets the discourse ? and potentially other discourses, 
like this one here ? in motion. It's an image that discourse starts from and 
returns to, to start anew. 

V 

The haunting quality of the prison yard gun camera image, moreover, also 
comes from the fact that the image is both a contingent piece of video material 
and the exemplification of a structure. In its almost obscene banality it shows 
how vision and violence coincide in a technical apparatus. The image not only 
shows this relation of power and visuality, it is itself a material product of 
the apparatus that produces this relation. What it says about the intertwining 
of power and vision hence is as concrete and materialistic ? but also as general ? as you can possibly get. Apart from being a specific manifestation, it is 
also a formula for the disposition and function of surveillance technology 
in general. Deleuze, via Foucault, calls such a specific material manifestation 
of the formula of a technology of power a diagram3 In his elaboration of this 

notion, Deleuze develops a definition that fits all the qualities of the prison 
yard gun camera image described above. There is nothing figurative about 
the diagram. It does not stand for anything. It is the thing itself. It does not 
transcend material reality but remains immanent to it as a concrete singularity 
yet it explicates the trajectory according to which this material reality develops, 
proliferates and becomes meaningful.4 

This fascination with formulae of power inscribed into the material 
surface of the world is perceptible throughout Farocki's work. The film essay 

Wie man sieht (As you see) (1986) is a particularly intriguing example. Basically 
the film is a meditation on the emergence and gradual mutation of the diagrams 
(patterns, structures) that have shaped society through different industrial 
revolutions. Photos, book illustrations and other printed image material are 

displayed to the camera and occasionally intersected by documentary sequences 
from production sites or factories. A female voice speaks the commentary. The 

thoughts she formulates in relation to the displayed materials are not so much 

organised as a linear argument but rather in the form of several series in which 
different themes develop. These series lead to no clear conclusions but frequently 
overlap and interfere with each other. One series is about the diagram of the 

crossing. Another series is about the diagram of the wheel, the rotation and 
the curve. The crossing is the structure of an intersection of two roads around 

which, as a medieval graphic shows, the city forms as a centre of trade. It is also 
the structure of woven textile. Weaving was the first craft that was automated 
in the industrial revolution. Looms were the first machines automated with 
the use of punch cards. Therefore they prepared and prefigured the birth of 

3 
Gilles Deleuze, 

Foucault, Paris: 

Editions de Minuit, 

1986. 

4 

I invoke this concept 

not to tie Farocki's 

film back to a 

pre-existing theory 

but rather to give 
a possible name to 

an intuitive grasp 

of ? and fascination 

with ? 
ways of how 

truth manifests itself 

in material reality, 
a position that Farocki 

seems to share with 

Foucault and Deleuze. 
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modern calculating machines and computer controlled production facilities. 
The calculating machine, however, also belongs to the second series where 
the development of road building is explained from the Roman military 
road that cuts through the country in a straight line and produces cities where 
it intersects with other roads to the highway of today, built in gentle curves 
for better traffic in a form of construction that has only become possible with 
the help of modern computer calculation. From the swooping motion of the 

modern road the series proceeds to the rotation of the transmission belt as the 

diagram of the modern factory to the cartridge belt and rotating barrels of the 
machine gun that objectifies the logic of industrial production in a tool of mass 

extermination, which in turn provokes the invention of the tank, a diamond 

shaped around which track chains revolve in a circular motion and so on. 
As esoteric as this summary may sound, there is nothing extravagant about 

the way in which the film proceeds from one diagram to the next. The tone 
is set by the relaxed, ceaseless flow of associations that produce ever new and 

interlocking chains of images and words. The observations remain focused and 
detailed despite their associative concatenation. Moreover some of the humour 
of the film comes from breaking the chains of association with contradictory 

material. For instance, a series of reflections on the irreversible historic 

processes of automation and eradication of manual labour furthered by the 

dynamics of the military industrial complex ends with contemporary footage 
of a middle-aged lady in a gruesome machine-woven sweater patiently assem 

bling tiny toy tanks by hand. Following the trajectory of the diagram and its 

transmutations, the film develops its own discourse according to patterns that 
have little in common with the conventional forms of organising academic 

knowledge production, yet are not radically different. It rhymes and resonates 
with theory without falling into its rhythm and pace, to the point that Foucault 
could be explained through Farocki as much as the other way round. Exploring 
the works you get an intuition of precisely those dynamics that have made 
critical theory re-work Marxism through Structuralism and then twist it into 
Post-Structuralism since the 1960s. In the films these different approaches, 
their perspectives and vocabularies, are present like stratifications of discourse 
that build up on, overlay and partially bury each other. For what marks 
Farocki's films is a Marxist interest for the systematic way in which the condi 
tions of production shape society 

? mediated through a structuralist sensitivity 
for generative systems 

? and formulated with a post-structuralist feeling for 
the complex, contradictory and non-conclusive ways in which these generative 
systems, patterns and structures interlace and permutate. 

VI 

While the structural dynamics of the essayistic development of thought and 
the diagrammatic quality of certain images may be seen as a force that can make 
film exceed the limits of the discourse it feeds, another important aspect is the 

capacity of the documentary image to throw into relief the function of ideology 
precisely by showing those realities of everyday life where ideology is presently 
at work ? but which have still not been fully permeated by it. With Leben 
BRD (How to Live in the FRG) (1990), as one possible point of departure for 
the ongoing development of this approach of analysis, Farocki has in recent 

years produced a series of deadpan documentaries like Die Umschulung 
(Retraining in Another Profession) (1994), or Die Bewerbung (The Interview) 

(1997), in which he, without comment, documents training situations in which 

people are taught 
? or teach themselves ? the skills of talking and acting 

demanded by neo-liberal capitalism and implement them in their everyday 
identity performance on the labour market. These films are on the one hand 
characterised by a cruel irony as they show the desperate desire of people to 
conform to the latest standards. On the other hand, they are marked by a gentle 
humour as they show how moments of resistance or human incommensura 

bility emerge precisely in situations where a trainee turns out to be too stubborn 
or clumsy to do or speak in the required manner. It is in these moments of 
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imperfect performances that the grip of ideology on reality can be felt precisely 
because reality still eludes that grip to some extent. 

Farocki's latest film, Nicht ohne TtysT,ko (Nothing Ventured) (2004), simply 
documents meetings in which two founders of a start-up company negotiate 
with two representatives of an investment bank over the conditions that the 
venture capitalists demand for the development of a new sensor technology 
for torque monitoring. First of all they have to sell themselves as promising 
clients while the bankers assume their role as engaged but demanding 
financiers. What you see in the film is all the small gestures, tricks and ploys 
that the various representatives use to define their position in the course of 
these negotiations. Role-play, body language and choice of words all play their 

part and the material result of the agreement concluded in the second meeting 
seems to be largely based on a social contract linked to patterns of interaction 
all of them have slipped into, consciously or unwittingly, during the process 
of negotiating. The founder of the start-up company falls into the role of a 

man who has a good idea on his hand and is both anxious to sell it and afraid 
of selling out. His partner tries out the role of the economic pragmatist who 
does not have the brilliance of the man with the idea but instead knows how 
to put facts on the ground and turn that idea into money. The more pragmatic 

he tries to sound the more patronising his behaviour towards his partner 
becomes ? who in turn assumes the role he has been assigned to, namely that 
of the innocent creative type who nurtures his idea like a child cherishes his 
favourite toy and needs the parental guidance of someone who knows his way 
in the tough world of business. At the same time the bankers play cool and 

make sure that the others understand that they have what they want. In the 
conference break they strategise while listening to classical music. 

The point is that the film allows you to see all these gestures. The images 
are very simple but say it all yet to explicate all they say would take hours 
of analysis. Moreover, the theoretical analysis inevitably becomes an evaluation 
of the individual performances. In other words, it repeats the gaze of the 

supervisor intent on benchmarking business skills. This is precisely what the 
film avoids by refraining from commentary and recording the developments 
with the patience of someone who first of all wants to see how things are being 

Nothing Ventured, 

50min, colour, video, 

2004 (video still) 
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done and how the talk is talked and for that reason suspends judgement and 

commentary in favour of deadpan documentation. So instead of a judgemental 
attitude, what the film instils first of all is a silent sense of wonder that this 
venture capitalist mumbo jumbo can produce the reality it effectively produces. 
By invoking this sense of wonder the work of ideology is effectively divested 
of its aura. Because what you wonder about is its banality, the total profanity 
of wheeling and dealing through which ideology shapes reality, in a process 
that is visibly regulated only to some extent and which still has to find its full 

procedures and establish its authority. Despite their dark irony, Farocki's docu 
mentaries are not depressive simply because they show the power of ideologies 
as something that is never fully established but always in process. In this 
sense it also touches on the crucial question that has driven the explorations 
of Bataille, Derrida or Agamben: through which gestures and words are systems 
of power installed in moments of change? A film like Videogramme einer 

Involution (Videograms of a Revolution) (1992), for instance gives a multitude 
of small concrete answers to this question. A montage of archival footage from 
the climactic days of and after the overthrow of Ceausescu in Rumania give 
evidence to an utter social and linguistic uncertainty in a moment of political 
change when no one knows who is on whose side. The entire grammar of 

gestures and phrases through which it was possible to identify one's position 
in the previous system has already lost its validity yet the protocol of the new 
order is still unclear and in this very moment is about to be worked out. 

Before your eyes: 

Vietnam, 114min, 

b/w, 35mm, 1982 
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So people improvise speeches, strike deals, form groups, sing songs, shed 

tears, raise or lower their voice in countless attempts to find out what kind 
of performance could work in the given situation and allow them to control 
or at least survive it. The point again is for viewers to be able to see this 

material, because a precise translation of documentary footage into the terms 
of theoretical discourse would take volumes and possibly still not capture what 
the image shows: the peculiar quality of anti-form that characterises the words 
and gestures into which ideology inscribes itself in the process of its instalment. 

VII 

The intuition that you can reach the limits of your understanding of a work, 
or rather your capacity to incorporate a work into your ways of thinking, marks 
a sensitive moment. With Farocki I get this feeling of alienation when I watch 

Erz?hlen. 58min, 

b/w, 16mm, 1975 

a film like Etwas wird sichtbar (Before Your Eyes 
? 

Vietnam) (1982). I remember 
that watching La Chinoise (1967) by Godard recently felt similar. The limit is 
set by the way in which these films stage the intellectual as an aesthetic figure, 
as a persona who might not have power, money or a future and (at least with 

Godard) is always close to its own caricature ? but who nevertheless is beautiful. 
In Etwas wird sichtbar (like in other of Farocki's earlier films (as for instance 

Erz?hlen (1975) and Zwischen %wei Kriegen (Between Two Wars) (1978)) the voice 
of the essayistic commentary finds its embodiment in actors who, like the cast 
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of a Brechtian play, articulate political positions and theoretical reflections 
in styles of delivery that range from the casual to the absurdly over-stylised. 
The cast of Farocki's films is mostly composed of amateurs sometimes includ 

ing himself and colleagues like Harmut Bitomsky or Ingemo Engstr?m though 
occasionally including professionals like Bruno Ganz or Otto Sander. 

Aside from the political implications of this choice of theatrical method, 
it also communicates a specific attitude towards the position of the intellectual 
as someone who on an existential level does not distinguish between the 
aesthetics and the politics of living one's personal life as that of a public 
persona. In passages of Etwas wird sichtbar the actors debate both the complex 
ities of their love triangle and the secret tactics that enabled the Viet Cong to 

defy the US war machine as structures that defy interpretation. Despite the fact 
that this identification of the personal and political is obviously pushed to a 

point where it verges on the absurd, the poses the actors assume as they speak 
about their desire and failure to understand the patterns of resistance implied 
in love and guerrilla warfare undeniably have a certain beauty. They look good 

with their serious faces and energetic bodies. The film further confronts the 

figure of an intellectual with that of an academic arriviste. The former won't 

give up his quest to theorise the revolution and eventually cracks up. He lives 
in a fashionably derelict Berlin flat with the unmade bed of lovers next to piles 
of books on the floor and archival photos pinned to the wall. In contrast, the 
arriviste lives in a modernist bungalow. Not without melancholy the film 

inquires about what happened to the revolutionary intellectual. It seems that, 
not unlike in the films of Godard, this type of intellectual emerges as an auratic 

figure one last time precisely at the moment when its aesthetic and theatrical 
fictionalisation objectifies it as an impossible historic position. 

This instant of the glamorous eclipse of the revolutionary intellectual as 
an auratic persona is also the historic moment of the Baader Meinhof group. 
Different trajectories cross in their iconic representation of the radical that 
does the right things and looks good: anecdotes about Andreas Baader allegedly 
being inspired to play the role of the Dandy terrorist by Godard's Pierrot le 
Fou (1965) and the biography of Holger Meins, a fellow student of Farocki's 
at the Berlin film academy DFFB in the late 60s, who became a first generation 

member of the RAF. In his essay 'Krankheitsgewinn der Revolution: RAF und 

Rock', Diedrich Diederichsen has described this historic moment as the point 
where the ideal of the bohemian intellectual who unites political conscientious 
ness with radical glamour seemed convincingly embodied for the last time ? 

only to fall apart afterwards into the two camps of harmless hippies and deca 
dent pop-hedonists.5 An analysis that interestingly mirrors Jon Savage's account 
of how, after the Sex Pistols as an embodiment of political radicality and pop 
hedonism, punk split at the very same time into the two camps of urban 'artys' 
and 'social realists' of Rock against Racism6. A film like Etwas wird sichtbar 

captures (or, given the time of its production, more likely already reconstructs) 
some of the contradictory intensity of this moment. To the degree in which the 

poses and performances of its characters today seem alien it marks a historical 
limit and the impossibility of returning to this role model. But to the degree 
in which, in all their absurd theatricality, its characters still seem attractive, 
the film also haunts the imagination. So, really, what is it that happened to the 
aesthetic figure of the critical intellectual? At a point when media conformist 
commodification of this role model set the standard for a retro aesthetics of 
radical chic epitomised by the Che Guevara T-shirt, the disembodiment of the 
voice of the intellectual in the distanced commentary of the essay film seems 
a justified step away from a position that may have become historically obsolete. 
Still the theatrical practices by which the intellectual is staged as a public 
persona today seem strangely underdefined. Could they be claimed again as 
a field of aesthetical, emotional and political contestation in a forward looking 
way? If so, how? 

5 
Diedrich Diederichsen, 

'Krankheitsgewinn 
der Revolution: RAF 

und Rock', in Der lange 

Weg nach Mitte, K?ln: 

Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 

1999,pp.l25-138. 

6 

Jon Savage, England's 

Preaming, London: 

Faber and Faber, 1991. 
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