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Foreword to the 2020 Edition: Caché Fifteen Years On

It has been fifteen years since Michael Haneke’s Caché was released, nine since this book was first published. While some volumes in the Film Classics series are written from a historical vantage point, this one came fairly swiftly after the appearance of its subject in cinemas. Is it possible to judge a film as being a classic – as having lasting worth or significance – after only a handful of years? Looking back on the film a decade later, I am struck both by how dated its focus on certain forms of media is and by how remarkably well it has weathered the passage of time, anticipating developments in the mediatisation of our moral and political culture as yet unthought of at the time of its release.

Certainly, Haneke has proven himself as one of the most critically acclaimed directors of the twenty-first century. Caché was his eighth film. It was preceded by his little-watched ‘emotional glaciation’ trilogy, comprising The Seventh Continent (1989), Benny’s Video (1992) and 71 Fragments of a Chronology of Chance (1994); the home invasion thriller Funny Games (1997); and his first three forays into French-language cinema, Code Unknown (2000), The Piano Teacher (2001) and The Time of the Wolf (2003). He followed it with an English-language remake of Funny Games U.S. (2007), the Cannes prize-winning The White Ribbon (2009), Amour (2012) and Happy End (2017). Each of these films turns around Haneke’s nowfamiliar themes of family dysfunction, inter-generational confl ict, the suppression of guilt and the return of the repressed, and the role of the media in stultifying our ability to empathise with others and engage with political contingencies.

In many ways, Caché is the maturation of Haneke’s work, the tipping point between the formal experimentation of the early films and an established late style. The films that follow Caché play with scale (The White Ribbon, Amour) and geo-political context (Funny Games U.S., Happy End), but, putting aside Funny Games U.S. (a shot-by-shot remake of the 1997 version), they display a remarkable stylistic consistency. Time and again, Haneke deploys long takes and distanced, static shots; the repeated use of temps morts that precede and follow moments of violence; a fl irtation with, and ultimate denial of, genre convention. So consistent has Haneke’s style become that Happy End has been referred to by more than one critic as a ‘greatest hits’ collection, and even a kind of self-parody.

But it is Caché that is Haneke’s tour de force, the film where style and subject are perfectly appropriate to one another. Its narrative revolves around the mystery of who planted the surveillance cameras filming Georges Laurent, but the source of this surveillance is not what is really at stake. Rather, the film is about laying bare what the moving image can do or allow us to do as viewers, how it can implicate us in the events on screen. Throughout, a series of formal conceits reminds us that the film is not really interested in the dichotomy of guilty and innocent so much as the interplay of relations between any given system of images, its maker and its viewer.

As I state in the introduction to the book, there are a number of filmic layers at work within Caché, including video, television, surveillance footage and, of course, Haneke’s own film: the distinction between them is minimised by Haneke’s decision to shoot the whole film in high definition, so we are never quite sure what we are seeing when. Twelve years later, in Happy End, Haneke extended his critique of the screen to mobile phones and laptops. The film opens, for example, with a series of silent, surveillance-style livestreams from the teenage Eve, narrated in a series of slang-filled captions expressing her deep antipathy for the lives of those around her. On the one hand, this opening onto mobile and online technologies seems to make Happy End the more timely film. On the other, it’s striking that the fl ashing icons that frame the footage shot on Eve’s phone mark it out precisely as different from the other kinds of image that feature (just so, surveillance footage of a collapsing wall is differentiated from other static footage by the appearance of a timecode). It lacks that troubling slide between different realities that renders Caché so frustrating and fascinating.

When Haneke expressed anxiety that ‘reality is manipulated by TV to be more attractive to viewers’, he was referring to certain conventions of narration and editing. As I write this, concern is mounting over so-called ‘deepfakes’ – doctored videos fabricating apparently real footage of people, which are apparently indistinguishable from the real thing and which are being mobilised by certain political groups in the West to impugn their opponents. The impulse that drove Caché – that television is the site of a pernicious moral and political education for many people – today seems somewhat naïve – the product of a more innocent time. But the underpinning message, inasmuch as there is ever a message to Haneke’s films, has never felt more urgent.

Seeing is no longer believing. We cannot trust our eyes.
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I say it is necessary to be a voyant, to make oneself a voyant. The Poet makes himself a voyant by a long, immense and rational derangement of all the senses. All the forms of love, suffering, and madness. He searches himself. He exhausts all poisons in himself and keeps only their quintessences. He is responsible for humanity, for animals even. He will have to make his inventions smelt, touched, and heard. A language must be found.

Arthur Rimbaud, La Lettre du voyant (Letter of the Seer), May 1871


Introduction: Beginnings and Endings

The very last scene of Michael Haneke’s Caché is filmed with a static camera positioned behind a parked car, the ugly, dusty black bonnet of which protrudes awkwardly into the shot, its chassis lurking to the left of the frame. Beyond the car there is a road, bordered at the far side by the heavy-yet-ever-unbalanced temporary fencing so familiar to us from festivals and public events; and beyond that there is a pavement and the entrance to a school. Or we might say the exit to a school, since we are looking at a scene of children leaving the building: some dozen beige- and brown-clad parents are waiting with their backs to the railings; a content murmur accompanies the scruffy youths spilling out of the two sets of doors, framed in perfect symmetry at the top left and right of the screen, and down the steps in front of them to the street. Some of the young teens are sprawled aimiably over these steps, their bulky backpacks between their legs; others are chatting in multilevel groups of three or four.

Though the camera will not move for the next four minutes, the scene that ensues is a masterpiece of mise en scène, perfectly choreographed to draw, ever so subtly, our attention to two young men – one a scrawny white boy clad in a pale blue shirt with a mop of brown hair, the other a slightly older, more solid youth with darker skin and an upright bearing. In amongst these swarming teens, neither is particularly striking, but all movement within the scene is arranged so that our gaze might come to rest quite naturally on the pair. Firstly, from the top left of the screen as we are looking at it, a group of three young women exits through the doors in tandem and sweeps down the steps, the first distinct movement that we notice. They perch on the lower stairs. Then comes a group of three young men, who begin their descent then pause, to talk. A steady stream of students starts at the upper right-hand corner of the screen and descends to the lower left; the upper-left corner, occupied by these two trios – one sitting, one standing – is almost still, bar one young girl whose red top, in stark contrast to the muted tones most students are sporting, calls our attention to her as she passes the dark-haired boy and bounds down the steps to meet what we assume is her mother. As they exit stage right, the older youth (who is rather too old to be a fellow pupil) seems to tag in with them, entering the screen at the exact moment they leave it, striding purposefully across the foreground and up to the dark boy. Against the general hubbub, we cannot make out what the two young men are saying, but they seem to exchange greetings, before moving to the sunlit street in the lower left-hand side of the screen
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