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I. 1970

Basic philosophical issues in cinema
were brought home with a vengeance on
a recent revisit to Werner Herzog's Fata
Morgana. Herzog is one of the masters
of the modern cinema, and Fata
Morgana is one of his key films. In its
shimmering opacity it occupies a unique
place in the director’s oeuvre, quite sep-
arate from his deceptively “realistic,”
plotted films (Aguirre, Signs of Life, Woy-
zeck, Kaspar Hauser, Stroszek, et al).
Fata Morgana is the paradigm of Her-
zog's more overtly experimental films
(such as Even Dwarfs Started Small, Pre-
cautions Against Fanatics, Last Words,
The Unexampled Defense of Fortress
Deutschkreutz.) It provides a key to the
director’s universe, and could only have
emerged from a country ravaged by two
world wars, total fascism, the traumas of
scientific genocide and saturation bomb-
ings.

Fata Morgana is a sardonic, melan-
cholic comment on mankind’s shaky
position in the universe. Its elusive, hal-
lucinatory images (accompanied by sa-
cred sixteenth-century Guatemalan
creation myths and Herzog’s avant-
garde texts) coalesce into devastating
dream tableaux that cunningly exploit
trappings of conventional reality.

The land, though Africa, is an arche-
typical landscape of the mind. The in-
human grandeur of primeval
dunescapes and horizons reveal man’s
triumphant and empty rape of nature.
Factories (their initial purpose unfatho-
mable) abandoned in the desert; decom-
posing vehicles, military supplies,
rotting symbiotically with animal ca-
davers in intimate, frozen embraces that
melt into the soil before our eyes; emaci-
ated black children; flies and insuffer-
able sun.

“In Paradise,” says the narrator,
“man is born dead”—a typical Herzog
line. Herzog, privately, refers to
Hieronymus Bosch’s Garden of Earthly
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Delights; his paradise, too, “‘contained
God’s fatal errors from the start. . . visi-
ble only in corners, so that the painter
would not be branded a heretic.” The
result is an obsessive, hypnotic, icono-
clastic interior travelogue that attempts
to project chaos and irrationality in a
direct, unmediated form. (“‘Chaos is
in all of my works. . . . it has positive
aspects.”’)

Among the filmmaker’s ideological
weapons are absurd, bizarre, goal-di-
rected tableaux that address themselves
to the unconscious. A determined young
German teacher stands knee-deep in
water with her black flock, senselessly
forcing them to repeat the phrase *“Blitz-
krieg is madness” in German. A ridicu-
lous, yet threatening frogman,
equipped with grotesque fins and snor-
kels, desperately holds on to a huge tur-
tle and breathlessly informs us that it has
flippers to move, a mouth to take nour-
ishment, and “a behind where it all
comes out again.” A sweating, fascist
German lizard-lover, in a hopeless
desert, (obviously affected by years in
the African sun)—his square-jawed Ger-
man visage distorted by madness and
black glasses—sadistically manipulates
a lizard, comments on its habits, and
continuously attempts to avoid getting
bitten by it, while flies hover over fester-
ing wounds on his hands.

The strongest sequence may be a cat-
astrophic metaphor of hell on earth: a
catatonic drummer and a tacky female
pianist on a tiny stage in a brothel per-
form a piece they have plaved a thou-
sand times without any emotion,
endlessly, off-key. “In the Golden Age,
man and wife live in harmony,” the
commentator says, as they are photo-
graphed head-on, with all the merciful
cruelty of a humanist filmmaker who
must show everything. At the end of the
piece, they remain immobile. There is
no applause.

Fata Morgana emerges as a sardonic
comment on technology, sentimental-
ity, despoliation of land and people,
projected by a suffering visionary
tremblingly aware of our limited possi-
bilities, outrageous perseverance, and

-

almost bearable ridiculousness.

It was with this film that Herzog pro-
gressed from the promise of genius im-
plicit in his earlier films to a level of
artistry at once more subversive and
more inaccessible; for here, working
solely with the materials of reality, Her-
Z0g, In a cosmic pun on cinéma Vvérité,
recovered the metaphysical beneath the
visible. It is only in such works that we
achieve intimations of the radical hu-
manism of the future.

I1. 1980

Not having seen the film for ten
years, | was more than eager to again
expose myself to the acidity and black
humor of this monument of icy subver-
sion. The outcome was disaster.

Not that the indispensable, coura-
geous repertory theater was empty. It
was packed, for by 1980 (with the cus-
tomary decade or two of delay) Herzog
had finally become a cult figure.
Viewers just born when he had started in
-films waited expectantly for further rev-
elations in the Herzog canon.

Here is what they and I experienced.
Having originally been exposed to the
crystal clarity and sharp-edged photogra-
phy of a first-generation 35mm print
projected on a large screen, I found my-
self peering uncertainly into the dim,
contrastless recesses of a cheap 16mm
print, decorated with striations and
scratches. The tones—the gross and
subtle details so central to the film—
were gone, reconfirming that its magical
power derived from a profusion of dream
images that are subliminally responsible
for those profound psychic shocks inevi-
tably associated with all great moments
of visual cinema. There were protago-
nists of central tableaux suddenly *“‘miss-
ing” because of lack of contrast; there
were black areas that had turned gray,
and white areas that had turned gray as
well. There had been those unforgetta-
ble, shimmering reflections of heat
waves connected with an important ob-
ject in the far background, shuttling
back and forth impotently, obsessively,
in several separate sequences—a sym-
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bol considered basic to the film by Her-
zog; this was missing. There were the
identical shots, obsessively repeated, of
a huge jetliner (technology itself) touch-
ing down at least seven times in “‘primi-
tive” Africa amidst hallucinatory blazes
of polluted grandeur; a threat, a mon-
ster; its impact was now entirely obliter-
ated by lack of detail. There was the
abandoned factory, its blood-red steel
girders squatting threateningly against a
black, incongruous, pre-industrial back-
ground, a bloodstain upon nature; its
colors were now washed out of exist-
ence.

Simultaneously, within the theater,
one stared, unbelievingly, into brightly
lit, red exit signs, situated in front of the
viewer, an incessant anti-illusionist
onslought on the entire film. The pro-
jectionist—perhaps underpaid and un-
dertrained, ‘‘doing a job,”” not
particularly concerned with Herzog’s
philosophical musings nor helped by the
murkiness of most of the images—tanta-
lizingly projected the entire work just
sufficiently out of focus to make the
viewer unable to feel the magic and
power of the sharply defined graphic
compositions. The audience, non-com-

prehending for all the obvious reasons,
had grown restless, moving about in
their squeaking seats, embarking on
equally squeaky trips across ancient
wood floors to bathroom or exit or lobby
conversations, dimly overheard inside
the theater, as were the projectionist’s
muttered imprecations and the rattling
of an under-serviced 16mm projector.
The tired screen was overlaid with the
grayness of generations of films; it was
also pathetically small in respect to size
and shape of the theater, creating the
infamous postage-size effect which re-
duced this subtle visual work to a series
of dim messages from afa—imperfectly
grasped, spectral projections of Kafka-
esque situations with just enough visi-
bility of possibly portentous but
inexplicable events to create disorienta-
tion.

In an act of supreme irony, Herzog’s
lament for the unfulfilled promise of a
Genesis and a Paradise that somehow
failed had been turned against him. Fata
Morgana refers to a magnificent, false
mirage for desperate travelers; the con-
dition of print and exhibition subverted
the film itself into what it successfully
deplored: the failure of a planned piece

of perfection.

It is, of course, entirely questionable
whether customary modes of commer-
cial exhibition are suitable for medita-
tive, non-narrative works closer to
Robert Wilson or Richard Foreman than
to John Ford. Perhaps Fata Morgana
needs to be seen, in 35mm only, from
third row center, on a large screen, one
to ten spectators at a time, none in ad-
joining seats. Perhaps such works de-
mand detailed program notes, to
explicate background and context. Or
must the magnificent powers of human
imagination forever be yoked to the re-
quirements of commerce?

What kind of art is this that depends
so heavily on the nature of its presenta-
tion, and to which access in a form close
to its “original’”’ becomes ever more im-
possible? What shall we do with the eva-
nescence of film stock (technologically
and economically based), with cheap
laboratories (inevitable in a profit-ori-
ented society), with businessmen ‘“un-
derstandably” skimping on making
appropriately-timed prints of merito-
rious works that have proven unprofit-
able? What shall we do with equally
praiseworthy exhibitors only able to op-

TECHNICOLOR: a landmark second only to sound. Now, finally, a book unfolds the
amazing story — and SHOWS us the key films. In glorious Technicolor, of course.

Moviegoers now take vivid, faithful color for
granted. But in the mid-30s, the first Techni-
color full-length feature left film patrons breath-

less. (Can you name the picture?)

over 1,300 entries

Many a leading lady, a beauty in black-and-

white, worried about how she'd film in color.

But a new breed of stars was waiting just off

camera, eager to make the technique their ticket
to glory. They were born for Technicolor:

* BETTY GRABLE. 27 films, in which hardly
anyone noticed those gorgeous gams. But

the 28th was in Technicolor.

+* RITA HAYWORTH. Good-looking in black-

and-white, a beauty in Technicolor.

* CARMEN MIRANDA. The
Bombshell
ganza, all by herself.

* LUCILLE BALL. “Technicolor Tessie’s”
flaming red hair, now her trademark, was

first dyed for DuBarry Was a Lady
color.

* MARIA MONTEZ. Sultry siren of Exotic

Technicolor Fantasies.

Glorious Technicolor is, without question, the
different film book of the year. In fact, it’s the
only book to give us, in words and stunning
pictures, the whole story of movies in color.

e 213 giant 8% x 12 pages

Brazilian
was a Technicolor Extrava-

| _enclose $1.79. Please send me the $30 Glorious
Technicolor postpaid and at no additional charge. At
the same time, please acce&)t mr membership in the
Movie/Entertainment Book Club. [agree tobuy 4 books
over the next Zglears at regular Club prices. pius
shipping and handling. | may resign after buying and
paying for 4 books at regular Club prices. [ will be
offered at least 200 books on movies and entertain-
ment, the majority at 20-33% discounts plus shipping
and handling. For every book | buy at the regular price,
1 receive one or more FREE Bonus Book Certificates
which entitle me to buY man&) books at far below
I regular Club price, usually at 60-80% discount. I'li be

in

I NAME (please print)

® Huge Technicolor Filmography: year by year, 1917-1979...every full-length
feature plus representative shorts and cartoons PLUS feature films with color
sequences...production company and/or distributor...some 3,000 films! o
Technicolor Academy Awards ® Technicolor Milestones ® The Technicolor
Technique: a fascinating look at how it really works ® Bibliography ® Index of

EVERYTHING YOU EXPECT IN A VOLUME THAT SELLS IN STORES FOR $30

e 72 magnificent photographs in full, glorious color
e 232 striking stills, candids and posters in black-and-white

(7 $28.21
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NOVIC/CNICRTAINNENT COOK CLUVD

15 OAKLAND AVENUE o

HARRISON, N.Y. 10528

oftered a new Club Selection plus Alternates evew 4
weeks (13 times a year? in the Club bultetin, PREVIEWS.
111 want the Selection, | will do nothing and it will come
automatically. if | want an Aiternate or no book at ail,
I'll notity you on the handy card by the deadline date
specified. If | should ever receive a Selection without
havmg had 10 days to decide if| want it | may returnit
at Club expense and receive full credit. PREVIEWS also
includes news about my fellow members and their
hobbies. | am welcome to send in similar items about
myself and my interests. PREVIEWS will publish every
such item it deems suitable, FREE.
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STATE 2IP
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WATCH OUT! A BAADASSSSS
IS COMING BACK TO COLLECT SOME DUES.

ONEET SWEETBACKS

SWEETBACK is the story of a pimp who Kills two policemen.

Designed as a cathartic experience for blacks and a con- |}
sciousness-expanding one for whites, SWEETBACK is a mile- 7
stone in American cinema. Listed by some as one of the ten
most important American films ever made, SWEETBACK
has elicited worldwide controversy and acclaim. Its outra-
geousness has shown other filmmakers that they can create
from their own experiences, outside the traditional system.

Once upon a time a guy, black guy, decided, well not really
decided, he was more or less standing in the wrong place
at the right time —to stand up for his rights; or, as they say
on the block, to get-the-man-off-his-back, which of course is
no mean FEET.

“These moments represent personal cinema at its best—
one man. telling it like he sees it, his dream of liberation
unadulterated by studio pressures or commercial
considerations’—Paul D. Zimmerman, Newsweek.

“..among the strongest protest fiims I've ever seen—
harrowing, riveting, seething with pure black rage, humor,
and defiance and justifiably graphic in its violence, sexual
scenes, and language’—William Wolf, Cue

“..afilm that doesn't compromise’”
—Gene Siskel, Chicago Tribune

“The first truly revolutionary black film’—Huey Newton

“..itis a vision black people alone will really understand in
all of its profane and abrasive substance..’”
—Clayton Riley, New York Times

‘. .the effect is like an electric shock that constantly
recharges itself from image to image”
—Kevin Kelly, The Boston Globe

“..for the first time in cinematic history in America, a movie
speaks out of an undeniable black consciousness’
—Sam Washington, Chicago Sun-Times

" ..a highly personal, highly emotional cry of anger.”
~Mary Knoblauch, Chicago Today

A Classic Independent American Film A film of Melvin Van Peebles
Written, produced, directed. scored, edited by, and starring Melvin Van Peebles
Music performed by Earth, Wind and Fire

97 minutes Color 16mm Released 1971 Rated X

Rent this outstanding feature for your theatre, ©1981 DCL
film society or class.

Exclusively available from Direct Cinema Limited. ///////
For Theatrical and Non-Theatrical Sale or Rental

Information contact: direct

Direct Cinema Limited cinema

PO. Box 69589 Los Angeles, CA 90069
(213) 656-4700

limited
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erate in ancient theaters, with tired pro-
jection systems, again, and inevitably,
responding to profit-loss considerations?
What shall we do with visual cinema if
we cannot see the visuals? What kind of
art is this, in which an exhibitor, labora-
tory worker, distributor, and projection-
ist have the power to determine the
nature of one’s experience of a work,
acting as unwelcome mediators between
viewer and artist?

Itis as if King Lear were available only
one day per decade in one or a few cities
per continent, in fiftieth-generation, pi-
rated, Hong Kong copies of which entire
pages were missing, individual para-
graphs not quite readable, portions of
characters obliterated with frustrating
intimations of potential greatness; the
stuff of Borges, of Kafka, of Marquez.

What, then, is this film Fata
Morgana? Where is “‘the text” to be de-
constructed? Is it the original stored in a
vault for no one to see? Oram I to report
my “knowledge” of the closest approxi-
mation to it—a 35mm print—to readers
and students, as if I were Marco Polo,
bringing back (ten years after) my “‘im-
pressions” of certain stupifying riches of
the East fleetingly glimpsed but once?

To be resigned to what is being
broached here (and therefore to the fate
of Fata Morgana) is in consonance with
Herzog's somber worldview; he is ex-
plicitabout this. Great works will arise in

-every generation (less often since the

conglomorates have taken over); they
live fora moment of historical time, then
slowly fall back into the undifferentiated
flux—itself a symbol of recurring birth,
maturity, and death. They are flashes of
brilliance that temporarily “light our
ways’’ along the corridors of darkness
until extinguished by the great Indiffer-
ent Projectionist in his crochety booth,
muttering obscenities to himself as he
brings the uncertain discourse to an end
amidst squeaks, misunderstandings,
and obtrusive exit signs.

And vet, in every audience, there is
one young person, as if struck down by
what he sees, who ultimately will once
again perform the eternal dance of di-
vine madness: the creation of master-
pieces. Briefly carried in triumph on the
shoulders of believers, he, too, is ulti-
mately slain by mortality and indiffer-
ence. &

Herzog's quotes come from 1970-71 interviews
with the author. Descriptions of the film appeared in
somewhat different form in the author’s Film As A
Subversive Art (Random House, 1974).
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