
[image: images]


Werner Herzog


PHILOSOPHICAL FILMMAKERS

Series editor: Costica Bradatan is a Professor of Humanities at Texas Tech University, USA, and an Honorary Research Professor of Philosophy at the University of Queensland, Australia. He is the author of Dying for Ideas: The Dangerous Lives of the Philosophers (Bloomsbury, 2015), among other books.

Films can ask big questions about human existence: what it means to be alive, to be afraid, to be moral, to be loved. The Philosophical Filmmakers series examines the work of influential directors, through the writing of thinkers wanting to grapple with the rocky territory where film and philosophy touch borders.

Each book involves a philosopher engaging with an individual filmmaker’s work, revealing how it has inspired the author’s own philosophical perspectives and how critical engagement with those films can expand our intellectual horizons.

Other titles in the series:

Erich Rohmer, Vittorio Hösle

Other titles forthcoming:

Alfred Hitchcock, Mark Roche

Jacques Tati, John Ó Maoilearca

Shyam Benegal, Samir Chopra

Terrence Malick, Robert Sinnerbrink


Werner Herzog

Filmmaker and

Philosopher

Richard Eldridge,

Swarthmore College, USA

[image: ]


In memory of Stanley Bates


But generally, it is not understood yet that a problem of the same magnitude is that we do not have adequate images, and that’s what I’m working on—a new grammar of images.

—WERNER HERZOG, IN WERNER HERZOG EATS HIS SHOE (DIR. LES BLANK, 1980)

Essence is expressed by grammar.

—LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN, PHILOSOPHICAL INVESTIGATIONS, §371

To submit to this displacement [that occurs in the work of art] means: to transform our accustomed ties to world and to earth and henceforth to restrain all usual doing and prizing, knowing and looking, in order to stay within the truth that is happening in the work.

—MARTIN HEIDEIGGER, “THE ORIGIN OF THE WORK OF ART”
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1

Introduction: Images and Contemporary Culture

Think about the dancing chicken in Stroszek, which people never forget, even if they have no memory of anything else in the film.

—WERNER HERZOG (CRONIN, 236)

I first saw a number of Werner Herzog films during the late 1970s in Chicago—Aguirre, the Wrath of God (1972), The Enigma of Kaspar Hauser (1974), Heart of Glass (1976), Stroszek (1976), and Nosferatu (1979)—at showings at Facets Multimedia, the Art Institute of Chicago, and Doc Films at the University of Chicago. My attention was called to these films by the rich Chicago film review culture, including Gene Siskel at the Chicago Tribune, Dave Kehr at the Chicago Reader, and, especially, Roger Ebert, Herzog’s friend and interlocutor at the Chicago Sun Times. I remember in particular the sustained shot of the rapids of the Rio Urubamba near the beginning of Aguirre as wondrously and mysteriously transfixing, affording a sense of nature as suffused with a self-developing power that surrounded human life, eluded definite comprehension, and yet was somehow captured by the camera’s extended perfect attention. This affordance of obscure sense was repeated in the shots of the fog flowing through mountain passes in Heart of Glass and Nosferatu, as well as by the extraordinary shot in Stroszek of the repossessed trailer being towed to the right out of the frame, leaving only the vast Wisconsin prairie emptily filling the entire field of view of both Stroszek and the viewer. In each case, I immediately knew these shots and the films that housed them were something extraordinary—paradigm instances of the powers of art—and I have now been thinking about these filmic achievements—as well as viewing further films and teaching some of these central ones, especially Aguirre—for some forty years.

As a result of these initial experiences and continuing history, as well as of the fact that I am a working philosopher, this book is substantially different from much contemporary academic film theory. Herzog has himself criticized academic film study sharply:

Academia stifles cinema, encircling it like a liana vine wraps round a tree, smothering and draining away all life. Construct films, don’t deconstruct them. Create poetry, don’t destroy it. Whenever I encounter film theorists, I lower my head and charge. … You would learn more about filmmaking during [a long] journey [on foot] than if you spent five years at film school. Your experiences would be the very opposite of academic knowledge, for academia is the death of cinema. Somebody who has been a boxer in Africa would be better trained as a filmmaker than if he had graduated from one of the “best” film schools in the world. All that counts is real life. (Cronin, 178, 213)

This sharply critical stance on Herzog’s part extends in particular to academic studies of his own films:

On the table in front of us is a pile of academic articles about my films that you brought over for me to look at. The minute you leave here today, it will all be thrown into the trash. The healthiest thing anyone can do is avoid that impenetrable nonsense. My response to it all is a blank stare, just as I respond to most philosophical writings. I can’t crack the code of Hegel and Heidegger; it isn’t the concepts that are alien to me, but I get my ideas from real life, not books. When I hear the kind of language used by zealots and film theorists, Venetian blinds start rattling down. (Cronin, 177)

Although I have read and learned from both film theory in general and Herzog film scholarship in particular, I also significantly share Herzog’s worries about these bodies of work. But note two things about Herzog’s critical remarks: (1) they imply some acquaintance with Hegel, Heidegger, and philosophy more broadly (acquaintance that most contemporary film scholars lack) and (2) Herzog emphasizes the importance of poetry and literature, for him and for life in general, as he goes on to mention Goethe and Bulgakov, and elsewhere Hölderlin, Büchner, Virgil, Kleist, and Homer, among others, as figures who have mattered to him.

Unlike many film scholars, I approach Herzog’s films not only from initial and sustained experiences of conviction in their achievements, but also out of a sense I share with him of the urgency of the problems of human life they address. As a result, this study is more personal and less diagnostic, skeptical, and driven by a counter-Herzogian politics of representation than many studies
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