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            Between thought and expression

Lies a lifetime …

            
                

            

            Lou Reed, ‘Some Kinda Love’

         

      

   


   
      
         

            FOREWORD

         

         Wim Wenders actually wanted to become a painter or a writer but couldn’t decide which. He then became both as a filmmaker. Writing has remained an important part of his creative output.

         He has often been asked about his work, and he has given lectures, written essays and published books, which have appeared in sixteen languages, on writing screenplays, on filmmaking and photography, the importance of locations, the logic of images, on teaching cinema and on Europe’s cultural identity.

         Over the last twenty-five years, Wim Wenders has also constantly written about other artists. This volume brings together the most important of these writings, which had previously been scattered across the globe and some of which had never before been translated. They are important because the artists and works he describes hold a special significance for Wenders and ultimately inspired his intensive creativity. He explores the perspective of the artist, their method, their approach; he wants to understand how they ‘did it’. Why did the Westerns of Anthony Mann make ‘film a coherent language’ for him when he was a young cineaste? What was ‘so enlightening, so different?’ ‘Who do you have to be to attempt such a thing? How … would you possibly go about it?!’ when one has dedicated oneself to being a photographer of testimony like James Nachtwey? What is the ‘special gaze’ of Pina Bausch, what is the ‘language’ of Barbara Klemm? Wenders isn’t asking rhetorically. He is still searching for answers himself, and he finds them by writing about the art of these subjects. Through his ‘looking at artists’, he too becomes visible. For him, writing is also an act of seeing.

         All of the texts were written for specific occasions and publications: prefaces or catalogue entries, birthday articles or tributes (Wenders writes down speeches and introductions before delivering them). They appear here in the ‘Director’s Cut’, that is, in full – revised and edited where necessary – and adjusted for consistency.

         
             

         

         Annette Reschke   

      

   


   
      
         
            

               I WRITE, THEREFORE I THINK

            

            
               
                  There are those people who can think clearly.

                  Others don’t get very far,

                  they lose their thread after a while

                  and have to start all over again.

                  I’m one of the latter group.

                  It’s only when I write

                  that I can think things through to their conclusion.

               

               
                  When I see the words written in front of me,

                  thoughts become clearer all by themselves.

                  I think this comes down to

                  always being reliant on seeing

                  and having sharpened this sense more than any other.

                  If I’m able to see the barely even there noumenon,

                  it can think its own way out,

                  become a written symbol of the train of thought,

                  and propel itself forward through thinking.

               

               
                  When I’m writing by hand,

                  images evade me.

                  This is down to my chicken scratch (son of a doctor!) and

                  my handwriting that still wants to belong to thinking

                  but not yet to seeing.

               

               
                  For a long time I’ve regularly written down my dreams

                  in the middle of the night,

                  never fully awake, still half asleep,

                  obeying a self-imposed discipline.

                  The next morning these notes are

                  often indecipherable.

                  Their significance has evaporated just like

                  the dreams that with each second after waking

                  retreat back into the darkness

                  from where they can never be summoned again,

                  except if you catch a corner of them

                  and use this tiny

                  leftover titbit

                  as bait to lure

                  more dream images

                  back out from the dark.

               

               
                  However, when not a scrap of an image remains,

                  I’ve stared long and despairingly

                  at my hieroglyphs the next morning,

                  ultimately unable to make out a single word

                  from their scribbled forms,

                  let alone deduce evidence of the dream.

               

               
                  Because I couldn’t make out anything on so many occasions

                  (and others couldn’t either)

                  on account of my handwriting

                  – especially if some time had elapsed since I had written it –

                  I learned over time

                  to type up my dreams instead.

                  It used to be on various portable typewriters;

                  the last, a red Olivetti,

                  hung around for a while afterwards and was cared for in its old age, you might say.

               

               
                  Then came the first ‘word processors’.

                  I remember:

                  the first ones could only

                  compute a couple of lines at a time,

                  you had to write them and then press ‘Save’

                  before you were able to carry on thinking,

                  and you could only print on heat-sensitive paper.

                  It was like invisible ink.

                  If a page had been left in the light for a while

                  there wouldn’t be anything left to see …

                  The thoughts on the page lived dangerously,

                  nearing ever closer to fading.

                  (And on top of that,

                  this paper had the unpleasant quality

                  of constantly having the urge to curl up,

                  as if it didn’t want to surrender

                  its contents.)

               

               
                  Then there were finally proper computers.

                  My writing and therefore my thinking

                  made a quantum leap,

                  only after overcoming a shock:

                  the first text I wrote on my first Compaq PC

                  had vanished without a trace the next day.

                  The chain of thought I’d invested in it had also gone for good

                  and simply didn’t want to resurface, just like forgotten dreams.

               

               
                  It hasn’t happened to me since.

                  And I now write more than I used to.

                  In the middle of the night, when I can’t sleep,

                  early in the morning or whenever.

                  I’m an enthusiastic on-the-move writer.

                  Preferably on trains and aeroplanes,

                  but also in taxis, on local rail and buses.

                  Hotel rooms have done it for me,

                  cafés, park benches, public libraries.

                  Even deer stands

                  installed by some hunter at the edge of a wood

                  were excellently suited.

                  A text in progress

                  (like this one right now)

                  likes unusual surroundings,

                  and takes pleasure in being mobile.

               

               
                  Have I got better at thinking, I wonder?

               

               
                  Not quite.

                  I’ve just become more used to 

                  observing my thinking through writing.

                  My odd verse – that you see here –

                  helps me a lot.

                  It creates a form, or ‘visible blocks of thought’,

                  a structure at any rate

                  where a kind of grammar of images

                  helps me keep an eye on the grammar of my thinking.

               

               
                  It has little to do with ‘verses’ as such

                  and far more with the desire

                  for the thoughts to find a rhythm

                  that gets them in motion,

                  in the same way that film-editing

                  can create a flow of images, for instance.

                  Thinking through this mode of writing,

                  when at its most successful,

                  gets me into a real flow.

                  On the computer I can shorten,

                  lengthen, divert, abandon, define, scrap,

                  overlap, cross-fade, circle, skim over my thoughts,

                  like putting a film through a non-linear editing process.

               

               
                  When writing on a computer my thoughts

                  can become more playful

                  than they could be by ‘merely thinking’.

                  Typography and rhythm liberate them from sluggishness and help them leap.

               

               
                  I wrote my first short text

                  in the late sixties

                  for Filmkritik.

                  It was a small-scale publication

                  with a run of a couple of thousand

                  for the few cineastes in the Federal Republic.

                  Enno Patalas was the publisher,

                  but most of the texts in it were by Helmut Färber and Frieda Grafe,

                  two of my biggest role models for writing about images.

               

               
                  I once inserted into a text an image

                  that I’d taken from a comic strip.

                  (I’ll let it ‘slip in’ here too).

                  I only removed what could be seen

                  outside through the window.
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                  It seems to me,

                  that I wanted to write and think back then just as I do now:

                  the way one looks out of the window into the sky,

                  or at an empty piece of paper 

                  and now at an ever-ready screen

                  that not only receives my thoughts

                  but advises corrections,

                  suggests a synonym every now and again,

                  and never gets tired of editing and formatting

                  what I’m processing, thinking ahead and rethinking.

               

               
                  Earlier on at Filmkritik it was a lot more cumbersome.

                  At the time I would have to first write a text by hand,

                  ‘in rough’, that is, only word and thought fragments,

                  then I ‘thought about it’ and typed it up

                  (or the other way round),

                  pulled the page out of the typewriter,

                  struck through words and sentences,

                  scribbled corrections on it or in the margins

                  and then typed the whole thing again.

                  And, where possible, again.

                  Tedious.

               

               
                  Now it’s all one and the same process

                  that still contains all previous methods

                  or has them saved as a memory,

                  but just proceeds more playfully, quickly

                  and intuitively.

               

               
                  It’s through writing-thinking/thinking-writing,

                  that’s simultaneously ‘imagining’ and ‘film-editing’,

                  that I’ve managed to take stock of things 

                  in a way that thought alone wouldn’t have enabled me to do.

                  When the words are written and brought into relation with one another,

                  and the grammar is in rhythm and formed into typography,

                  it lets the thoughts strike out, get some air,

                  come into their own and eventually harden.

                  A form of empirical thinking …

               

               
                  I can’t refrain from associating this form of thinking and writing

                  with my film work.

                  And when I’ve written down

                  the episode that comes to mind

                  I’ll perhaps have a better idea

                  of where this idea wants to go.

               

               
                  I remember how

                  during the preparations for The American Friend,

                  my cameraman Robby Müller and I,

                  strongly influenced by the paintings of Edward Hopper,

                  (for the first but not the last time),

                  came up with a visual concept

                  whereby we would compose every shot

                  so that the camera could stay stationary

                  and the actor would move around its charted territory

                  or otherwise move in and out of range of shot.

                  Every shot would solidify into an ‘image’.

                  We were set on our concept.

               

               
                  We kept it up for the first couple of days of filming.

                  Don’t move the camera!

                  The frame was the measure of all things.

                  Whatever happened inside it was saved,

                  whatever happened outside of it was lost forever.

                  (Of significance is that at this point the film still

                  had the working title ‘Eingerahmt’ or ‘Framed’,

                  with the double meaning in English of being cheated or slandered

                  that you don’t get with the German title.)

               

               
                  On the evening of the second day of filming we considered our method,

                  the filmic result of these first few days of work.

                  (Back then you had to wait,

                  simultaneous viewing of what you were filming hadn’t been invented yet).

                  We sat silently next to each other in our cinema seats

                  and took note of our process in dead silence.

                  The lights went up, a long silence prevailed,

                  until we dared to look one another in the eye again.

                  Then we both nodded at the same time.

                  And I said, if only to confirm

                  what we already knew:

                  ‘Right, let’s shoot it all again!’

               

               
                  And that’s exactly what we did.

                  We repeated the first two days of filming. 

                  The difference being

                  that we sent our preconceived concept packing

                  and let the camera move again.

                  That was a relief!

                  Suddenly everything that had seemed frozen and lifeless

                  was full of life again.

                  The rigidity of the camera

                  had brought about a rigidity of the emotions.

                  Or rather:

                  the preconceived principle

                  didn’t give rise to images,

                  but instead recorded them as stillborn from the outset.

               

               
                  Since then my camera (almost) always moves.

                  And I steer clear of predetermined concepts.

                  Something comes to mind:

                  my thoughts and writing work in the same way.

                  A slanting view can’t lead the way.

                  And my writing needs this freedom to move as well,

                  these tracking shots, if you like.

                  I need to be able to ‘circle’ an idea

                  or see it ‘from above’

                  in order to gradually reach it,

                  or keep my distance

                  so it can come to life.

               

               
                  It’s important to me

                  that I can watch this process. 

                  My thinking shows itself

                  the way a narrative becomes discernible after the edit.

                  You’re able to follow it

                  because I have to be able to follow it too,

                  in order to move forward.

               

               
                  I’d go as far as to say that this is the instruction manual

                  for how to read (think along with?) this book.

               

               Spring 2015

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               FOR (NOT ABOUT) INGMAR BERGMAN

            

            
               Wanting to say or write something ABOUT Ingmar Bergman seems presumptuous to me, every remark an insolence: these films stand alone as powerful beacons in film history. You couldn’t wish more for them than their freedom from all analysis, from the utter burden of their interpretative history; so that they might light the way once more! No other contemporary film director’s work seems to me to have to shine through the blind windows of ‘opinion’ to such an extent, and no other films are owed another ‘look’ without having been ‘understood’ in advance more than those by Ingmar Bergman. And, with this in mind, I wish only to send him my best wishes on his birthday and not bore him with another ‘view’. I will simultaneously promise him (and resolve) to expose myself to his films once more without the weight of my previous reception of them.

               When these films come to mind, I see myself as a student with my then girlfriend secretly going to the cinema to see The Silence (against the explicit ban from school, church and parents and then, naturally, specifically because of this ban). I see myself leaving the cinema deeply affected and avoiding the discussions among my classmates about it in the days that followed precisely because my dismay wouldn’t have been able to withstand their arguments. I see myself a couple of years later as a medical student stumbling out of a double showing of The Seventh Seal and Wild Strawberries late at night and walking around the rainy city until the first light of morning, unsettled and agitated by all the questions of life and death. And then I see myself a few years later, as a film student, dismissive of Persona and the entirety of Bergman’s cinema along with it, and calling for a cinema where everything is visible ‘on the surface of things’, without involving psychology. I think back on my now frivolous-seeming tirade against the ‘profundity’ and ‘quest for meaning’ in Bergman’s films in opposition to the ‘physical evidence’ of American cinema and can’t help but feel a little ashamed.

               And, after another jump forward in time, I see myself, having become a film-maker in the meantime and finding myself in America, coming out of a cinema in San Francisco after a showing of Cries and Whispers where I bawled my eyes out and where the ‘brooding and angst-ridden’ European cinema I had scorned ten years ago felt like a homecoming, where I was more truly comfortable and in safer hands than in the ‘promised land’ of cinema that currently constrained me, where the much-admired ‘surface’ had become so slick and rigid in the interim that absolutely nothing was ‘behind’ it. I had ranted against and resisted cinema ‘with hidden meaning’ as a student, but I now experienced a longing for all things ‘hidden’ and felt more than just a little reconciled with Ingmar Bergman.

               I’m not a film scholar and I see films the same way as other people, as a member of the ‘audience’. That’s how I know: we see films purely ‘subjectively’, meaning that we only ever see the images that the ‘objective’ film up there on the screen causes to appear before the inner eye of every single viewer. I believe that this has even greater poignancy in the case of Ingmar Bergman’s films: we saw ‘ourselves’ within them, but absolutely not ‘as if in a mirror’; no, something even better, ‘as in a film’, ABOUT US.

               Written in 1988 on the occasion of Ingmar Bergman’s seventieth birthday

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               ON 30 JULY 2007

               Ingmar Bergman and Michelangelo Antonioni

            

            
               
                  In July 2007 I lived for two weeks

                  in a little Sicilian townlet.

                  Gangi is in the Madonie, south-east of Palermo

                  at an altitude of around 1000 metres.

                  The town is on a hillock

                  like the point of a pyramid.

                  The narrow streets are too steep for traffic.

                  But in spite of it’s medieval streetscape, Gangi is full of life.

                  A couple of thousand people, young and old,

                  live together in quite a confined space,

                  but in a somewhat utopian fashion.

                  Around evening time I would always go from the guesthouse down to the plains,

                  from ‘Gangi Vecchio’ to the Piazza Belvedere,

                  up to the highest place in the little town

                  to drink a glass,

                  observe the locals and look far out over the country.

               

               
                  Bit by bit I got to know a few people,

                  the mayor, the cultural advisers, a teacher

                  and the few police officers in Gangi.

                  All of them cineastes!

                  They acknowledged and talked to me as one as well …

                  In Gangi there had been a cinema up until a short time ago,

                  but now it was closed,

                  and the posters it displayed

                  were already a couple of years old.

               

               
                  In the old guesthouse I worked on the screenplay for the film

                  I wanted to shoot nearby in the city of Palermo.

                  I’d started in my home town of Düsseldorf

                  and now I was sitting here writing the ending.

                  The story had changed over time.

                  The main character had been a photographer from the beginning,

                  who I’d given the name Finn.

                  I had the actor and singer of the punk band Die Toten Hosen

                  Campino (the German equivalent of The Clash, only still playing)

                  in mind for the role.

                  I’d wanted to make a film about a photographer for years.

                  I considered it a vocation

                  in which one could uniquely perceive

                  the passage of time,

                  and how the digital revolution slowly but surely

                  seized and altered every aspect of our lives.

               

               
                  There weren’t many films about photographers,

                  not many feature films at least.

                  The only one that really meant anything to me

                  was Antonioni’s Blow-Up,

                  one of the great modern classics,

                  a mysterious film,

                  in which Antonioni explores the nature of photography,

                  but also the life of a photographer.

                  As a film student I watched this film over and over again …

               

               
                  The great theme of my film

                  was closely connected to the essence of photography.

                  To ‘watch death at work …’

                  Was it Cocteau who first said that about film?

                  Or Roland Barthes about photography?

               

               
                  In the course of working on the book

                  another figure stepped into the spotlight:

                  Death, personified.

                  At first, I eyed this notion with some suspicion,

                  but then it seemed to me that I could do more having Death as a player

                  than with just the mere idea of death.

                  And in Dennis Hopper

                  I soon found a performer for this undoubtedly tricky task.

               

               
                  There was one thing I had to admit to myself, of course:

                  just as Blow-Up was an unavoidable force behind my project,

                  another film’s significance simply could not be overlooked:

                  Bergman’s The Seventh Seal.

               

               
                  As a young medical student in Freiburg

                  I watched a retrospective of all the films 

                  Ingmar Bergman had made up to that point.

                  I remember the force with which

                  The Seventh Seal hit me at the time.

                  I took a long wander through the night

                  to process what I’d seen.

                  That was long before cinema entered

                  my life as a career possibility …

                  I’ve watched the film many times throughout my life.

                  This is why I surely have Ingmar Bergman to thank

                  for the idea, but also the courage

                  to include Death as a person.

               

               
                  And that’s why there was a dedication

                  on my draft of the screenplay for quite some time

                  for both of these films,

                  for Blow-Up and The Seventh Seal.

               

               
                  One day at the end of July

                  I went back to my café up in the town,

                  and the owner greeted me rather sadly.

                  Had I already heard the news on the radio?

                  No, I didn’t know anything about it.

                  Ingmar Bergman had died.

                  He looked at me mournfully.

                  We sat there for a long time without sharing a word, until the sun went down.

                  What a loss!

                  The others already knew about the news 

                  when they arrived.

                  It was a solemn evening in Gangi.

               

               
                  Bergman grew dear to my heart

                  during his time

                  as President of the European Film Academy.

                  He had invested himself

                  heart and soul

                  in the idea of a united pan-European institution

                  and was one of its founding fathers.

                  I worked by his side for a couple of years

                  as Chairman of the EFA

                  and I was constantly impressed by his warmth

                  and candour towards us all.

                  His death in July 2007 felt as if

                  an entire age of cinema had come to an end.

               

               
                  The next morning I drove by car

                  across the only crossroads in Gangi,

                  where one either went up into the town

               

               
                  or down to circumnavigate the mountain through the vast landscape.

                  My friend, the policeman, was directing traffic.

                  When he saw me, he waved me over.

                  I pulled over next to him and wound down the window.

               

               
                  He had tears in his eyes 

                  as he told me the news:

                  Michelangelo Antonioni had died the same night!

                  He knew that we had shot Beyond the Clouds together

                  and he consoled me as if I were a member of his family.

                  He didn’t want to let go of my hand!

                  And yes, we were a kind of film family in Gangi too.

               

               
                  Both of the last greats of European film

                  left us on the same night.

                  I didn’t understand at the time how much

                  the screenplay I was working on owed to both of them.

                  For a couple of days it was as if I’d been hit over the head.

                  I drove to Michelangelo’s funeral in Ferrara,

                  stood beside Tonino Guerra and watched

                  a mason

                  build a wall inside the Antonioni family tomb

                  until you could no longer see the coffin.

               

               
                  But I had to, in both senses, keep writing.

                  And Blow-Up and The Seventh Seal

                  would remain my reference films.

                  I changed the dedication, however,

                  and it would later appear at the end of the film:

               

               During work on this film two men died on one and the same day. This film is dedicated to them. Ingmar Bergman and Michelangelo Antonioni. † 30.7.2007

               Written for this book in 2015

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               MY TIME WITH ANTONIONI

            

            
               I got to know Michelangelo Antonioni in 1982 while he was showing his film Identificazione di una Donna (Identification of a Woman) at Cannes. I was there at the same time with Hammett and was as blown away by Antonioni’s new film as I had been by Blow Up (1964), Zabriskie Point (1970), L’Avventura (1960), La Notte (1961) and L’Eclisse (Eclipse, 1962).

               As part of a documentary film project about the development of the language of film I had invited all the directors at Cannes to speak on camera about the future of cinema. Many of them took me up on my invitation, among them Herzog and Fassbinder, Spielberg, Godard and also Antonioni. After a short briefing, the directors were each left alone in a room with a Nagra audio recorder and a 16-mm camera. They ‘directed’ their answers to the pre-formulated question themselves, and could keep it short or use the full length of the film magazine – around ten minutes. The film was later given the title Chambre 666, after the room in the Hotel Martinez where the filming had taken place. It had been the last free room in the whole of Cannes. Antonioni’s response had impressed me the most, which is why it appears in the film in its entirety, including the moment Antonioni finishes speaking and walks towards the camera to turn it off.
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