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            ‘Ian Penman is an ideal critic, one who invites you in, takes your coat, and hands you a drink as he sidles up to his topic. He has a modest mien, a feathery way with a sentence, a century’s worth of adroit cultural connections at the ready, and a great well of genuine passion, which quickly raises the temperature.’

            — Lucy Sante, author of The Other Paris

            
                

            

            ‘This is a wonderful book, and a surprisingly encouraging one too. Acute in its glancing survey of Fassbinder’s films, it also engages the early seventies as a moment of ideological dishevelment that refuses to pass. If Penman lingers over those years in his own taut and revealing way, that is partly because they produced a kind of critical thought that, having not yet been squared up to fit the academic conveyor belt, could be rarified, speculative and experimental while also remaining closely engaged with political reality. Fassbinder is a great model for anyone puzzling over how we might remember as well as think and act in this chaotic time.’

            — Patrick Wright, author of The Sea View Has Me Again

            
                

            

            ‘I’ve been waiting for a filmmaker’s biography like this, non-heroic. Fragmentary and personal, in a way it’s as much about the author’s own mind, the obsessions and tangents it takes in relation to its subject. He’s not always kind to Fassbinder: we see the artist in all his complexities, along with all the satellites, real and imagined, that circled him. Written in a kind of frenzied excitement, with ideas continually sparking a new line of enquiry, Fassbinder’s always there but not always visible; rather, he’s hiding in plain sight. There’s so much talk of dreams I imagined Penman waking in the night and frantically writing down what he could recall on a note pad next to his bed. Finally, it seems less like we’re looking into many mirrors, rather than at hundreds of shards of the one broken looking glass Fassbinder carried with him throughout: his own wild life experienced and seen within film itself.’

            — Ben Rivers, director of Two Years at Sea
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            ‘For I do not exist: there exist but thousands of mirrors that reflect me. With every acquaintance I make, the population of phantoms reflecting me increases.’

— Vladimir Nabokov, The Eye,

tr. Dmitri Nabokov
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            OVERTURE

         

         A naked man stalks his grungy, low-lit apartment. You get the impression everything is the colour of nicotine. A claustrophobic place of thick carpets and bleary mirrors, empty rum and Coke bottles piled high in the kitchen. Rainer Werner Fassbinder is having one of his stand-offs with the world. He alternately berates and beseeches his impossibly patient partner, Armin Meier. He tears into his mother for her mildly reactionary politics. (She believes that the thing West Germany most needs in its new hour of crisis is a strong leader again.) He orders a delivery of drugs, then flushes them away when he hears a passing police siren. He never stops smoking, moving, talking, thinking. It is a portrait of a man utterly sure of himself, and yet flailing.

         I can still recall the feelings of shock and disbelief and – what else? – something like exultation, seeing Germany in Autumn for the first time in 1978; or, more accurately, the opening 26 minutes of it directed by Fassbinder. It was the kind of full-on provocation you might then have expected from the fringes of punk or performance art, but not a 32-year-old, more-or-less-mainstream cultural figure, whose big (indeed, breakthrough) film that year was the beautifully crafted The Marriage of Maria Braun.

         Germany in Autumn was conceived by various figures in the New German Cinema as a many-headed response to the unstable political situation in West Germany; a concerted campaign of violence by the Red Army Faction was being used as justification for swingeing new state-security measures, known as the Berufsverbot legislation. ‘The German Autumn’ was the name given to a period in Germany associated with the following events: the murder on 7 April 1977 by the RAF of Siegfried Buback, the attorney-general of West Germany; the murder on 30 July 1977 by the RAF of the banker Jürgen Ponto; the kidnapping on 5 September 1977 and later killing by the RAF of industrialist, businessman and former SS member Hanns Martin Schleyer; the hijacking on 13 October by the RAF and the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine of Lufthansa Flight 18; the discovery on 18 October 1977 of three RAF members (Gudrun Ensslin, Jan-Carl Raspe and Andreas Baader), dead in their cells in Stammheim Prison.

         The film opens with footage of the Schleyer funeral, and then we launch straight into Fassbinder: Germany, inside and out. It may though have been unwise to kick off with Fassbinder’s contribution, which makes everything that follows seem flat, all too pious and pro forma: art, life and politics in their usual discrete boxes, undisturbed. Fassbinder puts his life on-screen, all its chaos and contradiction: his own cowardice and violence, doubts and addictions and tantrums. Sex and drugs and political argument as if your life depended on it. You can almost feel the sheen of sweat on his skin, the cigarette breath, the unshaven cheek. He looks soft and babyish, but also jagged and powerful. Is paranoid, but informed. A wild provocateur, utterly sure of his aim; but also worried about his place in the bigger picture. He is under siege, self-indulgent, self-pitying, drugged, and paranoid. But his segment tears through the figurative screen separating life and art, breathtaking in its honesty.

         I saw it again recently for the first time since 1978 and found it just as shocking and disturbing, disarming and irresistible. Something you can’t defend yourself against – as if RWF were in the room, ranting at you, and your hypocrisy and laziness. I think that calling it shocking may have something to do with a pervasive sense of complete and uncensored intimacy. I can’t remember seeing anything remotely similar before or since. Except – only four years later in Dieter Schidor’s 1982 documentary Wizard of Babylon, there is equally disturbing footage of Fassbinder caught without veils or baffles, but in an entirely different manner. Fassbinder now is pasty and bloated, visibly stoned, nodding out, a victim of unrestrained appetites, like a doomed character in one of his own films.1 All the snap and vibrancy have gone. You can still detect his unique sensibility and bullish intellect behind the druggy mirage, but it’s not at all a happy or reassuring picture. What on earth happened between these two films, and their scenarios or dreams or nightmares?

         
            1 Dieter Schidor was later forced to take out this contentious Q&A footage after legal action by the Fassbinder estate. Schidor himself died in 1987, aged only 39, from AIDS.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            HOW ODD AND EXPECTANT THE ATMOSPHERE ON THE FIRST DAY OF A SHOOT…

         

         1.

         The very first thing to proclaim is: the absolute impossibility of summing up Fassbinder.

         I have no desire to be some kind of amiable, reasonable, encyclopaedic curator of the archive.

         I don’t want to simply tick off each film with a dutiful plot outline and capsule description. I don’t want to watch every last film and give it a mark out of ten. (Thinking back, that never seemed to be the point, even at the time.) In his outsize catalogue, there are moments of high drama, but also long cool shallows; sublime self-possession but also cartoonish self-parody. Celebrating the extortionate whole or appraising each individual atom: both choices seem wrong somehow.

         2.

         Straight off, I made what turned out to be a big mistake. I tried to rewatch a lot of the films, notebook in hand, at the start of lockdown, thinking what a great opportunity had fallen out of the sky to finally concentrate on this project. It turns out however that being stuck inside an airless room for what might well be an eternity is not the best formula for watching films about… people stuck inside cheerless rooms tearing lumps out of each other for what might well be an eternity. Berlin Alexanderplatz proved especially hard going. And ticking off the films as good or great, below par or indifferent or ‘interesting’ really didn’t feel like the RWF way to go, somehow.

         3.

         Whatever transpires, I want it to retain traces of the book I might (should?) have written at the time, just after his death. Circa 1982–1985. Completely unbalanced and self-indulgent. Dissolute, unconventional, ablaze. Utterly partial. Fuck the dialectic! Way out on a limb. Insane montage and drugs everywhere and melancholy city skies. We go round and round in the night, consumed by fire.

         In other words: everything I’ve left behind.

         4.

         For the longest time, not writing this book was itself a way of not coming to terms with various things. Procrastination rears its prickly and sluggish head.

         I decided the only way it would get written at all is if I imposed a Fassbinder fiat on myself. (Even this decisiveness was too late, really: I still managed to miss the fortieth anniversary of his death.) ‘Should you sit around waiting until something’s become a tradition,’ he once asked, ‘or shouldn’t you rather roll up your sleeves and get to work developing one?’ So: completion come what may. Just sit down and write something rather than holding on to endless revision, rejig, reassessment. Let the ruin attract its own spectres.

         5.

         How to recapture him in all his stubborn, unyielding, messy glory? How to proceed in the spirit of? I decided to try and write the way Fassbinder himself worked: get straight to it and get going right away. The very opposite of what Robert Musil called an aesthetic of postponement. And so I gave myself a three- to four-month time frame. Yes, I had been thinking about doing this for a long time, but that was precisely the problem: I might and probably would go on thinking about it forever, and never get anything started never mind finished, the way he always did, while alive, month on month, year on year, without fail.

         6.

         Written from around the beginning of March towards 10 June, the fortieth anniversary of his death.

         7.

         Why exactly is it thank Christ he has escaped being turned into a monument?

         8.

         Why exactly is it he has been so dishonoured by not having been turned into a monument?

         9.

         Why hasn’t he been curated and archived and appropriated and name-dropped to death?

         Or: beyond death, and into a second or third afterlife. Especially as his films would seem to be so amenable to a certain strain of social-media cinephilia. The RWF mythos has everything! He was queer before his time, although even during his own time he was not universally liked or admired by the gay community, which had problems with some of his flawed gay characters. He was, to use the title of the new podcast-into-book, something of a ‘bad gay’.2 He was everything that a certain gym-body pink-pound capitalism-embracing gay scene was not. Not at all a box-tick, diplomatic, emollient, rub-along, gel’d hair kind of guy. He was untidy, excessive, overweight, spotty, badly groomed… and that was just his politics.

         10.

         PITCH: This story has everything! Sex, drugs, art, the city, modernism, cinema, and revolution! He contains multitudes! He became his own Hollywood!

         11.

         Fassbinder perhaps as my own equivalent of what Baudelaire was for Walter Benjamin. An urban poet in the turbulent, seeds-sown, messy era just before everything changed, before computers and global finance, before digital editing, and just before the arrival on the scene of the malign code of AIDS.

         12.

         For the longest time, until fairly recently in fact, I would remark to people that Fassbinder had a huge and axis-shifting effect on me. I’m no longer very sure what I ever really meant by this. Did it become something I just said, part of the unthinking small-talk repertoire we all possess? A stale and unanalysed repetition? I have to wonder now, why was I so pulled in by the RWF mythos? What call did I imagine was being answered? Was there any hope of a real ethic ever emerging here? Or was it just a door opening onto excess, pure and simple? A threshold or excuse or ticket for all kinds of lazy and reprehensible and long-term harmful behaviour?

         13.

         What is it to attempt a biography or overview or memorial or accounting in this era of Wikipedia and Twitter and all the other just-a-click-away info blocs and image banks? Exegesis become a game of hop, skip and jump. Information a matter of rhizomes and rabbit holes and riverbank drifts.

         14.

         In his films Fassbinder revealed a lot about himself, without necessarily appearing to tell us anything.

         There are heartless and manipulative characters throughout his work that might well be nominated as RWF stand-ins. If you’d asked him I suspect he would have cited Berlin Alexanderplatz as his spiritual autobiography and that book’s Franz Biberkopf as his strange, unlikely, uncanny double: a manual labouring, sometime jailbird, not especially literate, don’t-over-analyse-things, meat and potatoes, solid heterosexual kind of guy. The very opposite, you might think, of Rainer Werner Fassbinder. A curious double or doppelgänger or reflection.

         15.

         The Fassbinder episode for Germany in Autumn may be the utter antithesis of something carefully staged and set-designed and extravagantly lit and knowingly artificial, but there is still artfulness here. It was a considered response; he knew exactly what he was about.

         16.

         Working out some of the ways he managed to inscribe something like autobiography (or self-reflection, or an odd kind of doubling effect) inside films that don’t feel directly or obviously personal, is one of the reasons that even the RWF films I don’t think ‘work’ I often still find fascinating. I find some of the misfires more fascinating than his conventional ‘classics’ like The Marriage of Maria Braun. Example: I think Despair is pretty much a complete disaster on every level. I think his monumental Berlin Alexanderplatz is not the outright masterpiece it could and should have been. I think Chinese Roulette is chilly, forbidding, claustrophobic, its style almost inhumanly perfect, and all in all verges on rank arthouse self-parody. And yet… I am still utterly magnetized by them.

         17.

         In one of the last months of his life, he is hugely impressed by something Jane Fonda says to him during a phone call.

         In his foreword to the 1987 book Love Is Colder Than Death, producer Robert Katz relates an incident from Cannes 1982. Fassbinder was riding high, Querelle was about to be released, and he was already thinking about another project – Rosa L, a film about Rosa Luxemburg. He was even angling to get Jane Fonda to play the German socialist firebrand.3 At one point, Fassbinder took a call from Fonda.

         ‘What’d she say, Rainer?’ He looked very taken. ‘She said, “This is Jane Fonda herself.”’ The next day, whoever got Rainer on the phone heard him answer, ‘This is Fassbinder himself.’ In English.

         18.

         No, not merely my representatives or agents, all those I routinely use to screen calls, juggle requests and offers, get out of tiresome agreements I no longer wish to honour; not any of those who routinely speak in my name, but… I myself.

         A seeming whim or gag: ‘Oh listen to me, big fat sweaty Rainer Werner playing the grand diva!’

         But I notice that in so many of his interviews over the years there is a detail that is nothing like a joke. He talks over and over again about ‘self-identity’, how this was the very thing that nagged at and motivated and obsessed him, how it was in fact the one core thing, finding your true self and becoming identical with it.

         19.

         Wasn’t it precisely all his unceasing and unrelenting being himself that finally did for him? In other words, was Fassbinder himself really Fassbinder, himself, or was it just one more affectation or exaggeration or mask from a now overbearing, faster and larger-than-life, legend-in-the-making persona? Ronald Hayman concludes his 1984 book on Fassbinder with this cogent, pithy, indisputable verdict: ‘He needed the legend, and he sacrificed himself to it.’

         20.

         Against the backdrop of what was then still considered the necessary propriety of mainstream culture, Fassbinder did indeed look like a slob, a barbarian, a punk anarchist queer. In Germany he was a tabloid figure, a scarcely conceivable amalgam of Bertolt Brecht, Joe Orton, Daniel Cohn-Bendit, Sid Vicious and Orson Welles. A monster of sexual indulgence and shock horror left-wing quotes and bad drug rumours, alongside the outrageous workload. They called this monster by his initials as if to temper his outsize reality with a little compression or economy: RWF. And this arms-length persona of the monster RWF became a convenient baffle against the noisy demands of fame. Did he in fact suicide himself, by trying to live up to an exaggerated version of himself at large in all the mirrors of the world?

         21.

         They didn’t like him because he was out, loud, outspoken, clever, wilful, paradoxical, explosive. If he had just produced one careful, tasteful arthouse masterpiece every five years or so, no matter its subject matter or supposed politics (something like Death in Venice or Teorema, say) it would have been far more acceptable; but he went at it like a one-man revolution. If there is a thread that links the films (and the hurt, abused, doomed characters that people them: from Ali to Fox to Elvira to Veronika), it’s the feeling that there is something badly wrong with the state of post-war Germany. In its soil and its sky, its motives and its alibis, its over-reliance on logic and overarching greed and pervasive dissatisfaction. Like the characters in Walter Abish’s novel How German Is It (1980), people go about their aspirational lives while, under their feet, is a dark and unexcavated past. There may have been a post-war economic miracle but it was bought with the lives and souls of many unwitting victims. At the expense of a basic humanity: a dreaming, desiring, demanding humanity.

         22.

         Throughout the 1970s, he was written about (celebrated and criticized, both) in a way that others simply weren’t. Among European filmmakers Fassbinder was the most discussed, most controversial, most divisive. Subject of both the most biased and negative press, but also the most considered writing, in a way that simply didn’t apply at the time to contemporaries such as Wenders and Herzog. He was part of two or three parallel countercultures, and he was also part of the public discourse, positioned at the hot centre of things. He had cultural impact, was talked about, argued over, could not be ignored.

         23.

         Four decades on the messiness remains; he hasn’t become a smoothed-out icon or convenient role model; something in him still resists such easy appropriation. Too untidy and paradoxical. Difficult to canonize, difficult to mourn. Difficult to assimilate. He is the opposite of those modernist figures who leave behind a tiny nest of fragments, like the remains of an afternoon picnic: the cult of the little and the lost, the sliver and the fragment. He is the opposite of all that. He is an entire town, region, conurbation, country; die Fassbundesrepublik.

         24.

         Is there coherence among the works? Can we arrange them into a unity? We can tot them up, certainly, but even then… there are films, TV one-offs, two TV series, plays, acting performances, writings, interviews. There is now a curatorial Fassbinder Foundation, but is there an easily summarizable Fassbinder ethos or aesthetic? An RWF brand? Or does he simply smear all such notions into a glorious, dishevelled, contradictory mess? And is some aspect of this fundamental untidiness why he doesn’t seem to have had the thriving afterlife a lot of us expected? At various points in the last few years, scrolling through a social media timeline of sexual fluidity, tantrums, locked-in lives, queer pol, trans activism, cinematic nostalgia and seven types of ambiguous dysfunction… I often wondered: well now, how come Fassbinder isn’t hailed as king and absolute ruler of this wild and tattered kingdom?

         25.

         Always something monstrous about Fassbinder, even before he became the mythical beast RWF.

         One of the reasons his reception is still unclear is that it is still (perhaps more than ever) a difficult thing to reconcile all his manifold contradictions – if reconciliation is truly what we want or consider appropriate in this case. There is no obvious take-away moral. On one hand he might be viewed as someone at the tail end of modernism, with all its arrant sincerity, belief in revolution, big narratives, production values, masterpieces. On the other, he presents as jumpy and garish and nasty and grungy and punky and clubby and cokey and even something of a bully and a troll. Opulence. Bright colours. Queer characters. Sharp design. Anti ‘masterpiece’ – just fan them out, all the divergent, devious, deviant, dangerous, doleful films, one after the other. Let history concern itself with reasoned evaluation.

         26.

         The unholy trinity: Fassbinder the artist; ‘Fassbinder himself’; and the mythic ogre RWF.

         27.

         Fassbinder: monster of productivity. Even his output is outsize, excessive, impolitic. He is simultaneously insanely profligate and remarkably efficient. A life of appetites always being appeased: gross, untidy, extortionate. But in the films, every single detail is expertly in place, like a stained-glass window. The life has nothing that is neat or orderly; yet the work is exemplary. The very opposite of the wastrel genius who leaves a scattering of early work after early death or disaster or burn-out. Fassbinder met all his deadlines, every one. Here is just one brief example of his insane productivity…

         
             

         

         1976: I Only Want You To Love Me

         1976: Satan’s Brew

         1976: Chinese Roulette

         1977: Bolwieser

         1977: Women in New York

         1978: Despair

         1978: Germany in Autumn 

         1978: In a Year with 13 Moons

         1979: The Marriage of Maria Braun

         28.

         He emerges from the overlap of a number of discrete scenes or spheres. One is political: left wing – libertarian – post-1968 – gay liberation – ambivalent relationship with Germany’s Red Army Faction. Two: Hollywood and popular TV/film, taking in noir and melodrama, with special reference to Douglas Sirk. Three: European film, including but not limited to Bresson, Buñuel, Chabrol, Jean-Pierre Melville, Jean-Luc Godard, Jean-Marie Straub. Four: radical theatre, with special reference to Brecht. Five: European culture, including Genet, Artaud, Van Gogh, Alfred Döblin.

         29.

         Influenced by a politics of personal/collective liberation, but also gangster films and melodrama. Fritz Lang cross-referenced with R.D. Laing. He stands somewhere in the middle. He knows all about a critique of the ‘culture industry’ as handmaiden to so-called false consciousness and hegemony… but also loves Hollywood movies, pop music and pop art. This is how you end up with the kind of films he makes, which have lush texture and vivid colours and expert staging, but also an underlying seriousness about society and politics.

         30.

         Franz Walsch was the pseudonym he sometimes used when editing his own films: halfway between European high modernism and breezy Hollywood dialogue. Franz from Berlin Alexanderplatz’s Franz Biberkopf and Walsch from Raoul Walsh. A cinematic pseudonym, itself a kind of montage.

         31.

         This is what he says about his chosen mentor, Douglas Sirk, in an article published in the May/June 1975 issue of New Left Review:

         
            This is the kind of thing Douglas Sirk makes movies about. People can’t live alone, but they can’t live together either. This is why his movies are so desperate. All That Heaven Allows opens with a long shot of the small town. The titles appear across it. Which looks very sad. It is followed by a crane shot down to Jane’s house, a friend is just arriving, bringing back some crockery she had borrowed. Really sad! A tracking shot follows the two women and there, in the background, stands Rock Hudson, blurred, in the way an extra usually stands around in a Hollywood film. And as her friend has no time to have a cup of coffee with Jane, Jane has her coffee with the extra. Still only close-ups of Jane Wyman, even at this stage. Rock has no real significance as yet. Once he has, he gets his close-ups too. It’s simple and beautiful. And everybody sees the point.

         

         I thought it worth quoting this paragraph in full because it is such a telling statement. Fassbinder’s first response is very basic and human – he is not afraid to use words like ‘sad’ and ‘desperate’ and ‘beautiful’. But he also explains the film in formal terms – long shot, titles, tracking shot – without resorting to opaque or mystificatory insider lingo. He makes it sound like something you or I could do after he’d given us a 10-minute crash course in cinematography. He also sees exactly how bodies are positioned within the frame – again, in a very tender, human way. How people stand, how they share coffee, how they come and go from one another’s houses; in short, how they live.

         32.

         He starts in the late 1960s with a bare room and an idea of theatre and the arrangement of the bodies of several friends. Anti-Theatre, he called it: agitational, precise, make-do, basic, utopian. He ends up entangled in an early 1980s constellation of multimedia, television screens, VHS tapes, mountains of cash and a morose kind of non-stop 24/7 chemical dependence.

         33.

         Mid-afternoon reverie: a Fassbinder novel called All the Interiors of this World. The claustrophobic flats. The leather bars, basement clubs, sealed off film sets, stifling hotel rooms, tiny editing suites. Mirrors everywhere, throwing him back at himself. Wherever he wanders, endless dark shadowy reflections. An endlessly multiplied imago of the expanding self. His majesty the infant, grown outsize. The self in little envelopes. The self bisected in a mirror. A life somewhat resembling that of an old-time jazz musician: smoky interiors, little or no day light or sunrise or clean unfiltered morning air…

         34.

         ‘He’d just finished Querelle, his forty-third film, one motion picture every hundred days for the past thirteen years. That’s an industry unto itself, and it wasn’t the half of it. He’d produced, written, and cut almost all of his films, and he had acted in and done the camerawork for many. That’s prodigious efficiency. He’d made a lot of money for a lot of people, including himself. He had also created art. There was much to celebrate, though he continued to behave as though the world had done him wrong.’

         — Robert Katz, Love Is Colder Than Death

         35.

         There was a moment in the mid-to-late 1970s when West Germany felt like the crucible of almost everything you might want to be interested in or diverted by: music, art, film, politics, unfolding tragedy, contested liability. German might almost have been the name for everything we didn’t have in the UK. German art and German sound and German images. And even German politics.

         If it’s true that, as per Jules Michelet and Walter Benjamin, ‘every epoch dreams the one to follow…’, then what on earth was sheltering inside Germany at this time?

         36.

         Allegory: from a live coyote to a dead hare.

         37.

         Wider context. Late 1960s/early 1970s. Reclamation of the public sphere. Political demands voiced on the street. Protest marches. Public speech and critique and discourse. Situationists. Maoists. Free Speech movement. Stonewall. Women’s Liberation. Black Panthers. Up Against The Wall Motherfucker. Let a hundred flowers bloom. Squats and communes. Drag pubs, after-hours clubs and other unpoliced spaces. Unpoliced states of being. Italian Autonomia. Projects undertaken by non-academic outsiders. Uncredentialled researchers. Small presses. Autodidact waves. Turbulence. Joseph Beuys’s Free University. Conrad Schnitzler and Hans-Joachim Roedelius’s Zodiak Free Arts Lab. Munich Action-Theatre / Anti-Theatre.

         38.

         This was way back before everyone’s headspace had been colonized by the media, and we came to accept (and even welcome) the idea that media shapes all our responses. Halfway between ‘hippie’ and ‘punk’, one common ethos: do it yourself. RWF had that DIY do-it-now, do-it-quick ethos that punk and the best of hippie had in common. Liking or following Fassbinder at the time was more like the serial purchase of cheap paperbacks by your favourite author or albums by your favourite band, than it was anything off-puttingly grand. I still have the 1979 book I bought on Fassbinder with a detailed filmography where I ticked off each film as I saw it.4

         39.

         The brilliant John Waters, recently asked by an online magazine to name his favourite films of the 1970s, nominates all these Fassbinders: Gods of The Plague. The American Soldier. The Bitter Tears of Petra von Kant. Whity. The Merchant of Four Seasons. Why Does Herr R. Run Amok? Beware of a Holy Whore. Fox and His Friends. Mother Kunsters Goes To Heaven. Ali: Fear Eats The Soul. Chinese Roulette. In a Year of 13 Moons. The Third Generation. The Marriage of Maria Braun.

         40.

         Supposedly the aura was no more, but the sorts of events or encounters people continued to call ‘life changing’ still happened. Seeing in-the-flesh work by Kiefer and Baselitz for the first time in the late 1970s was one of those moments. We all knew about world-turning art that completely threw people in its own era (caused pushback, uproar, riots, police action) but how many times in our own lives did we personally feel such shock? It doesn’t necessarily concern an art that sets out deliberately to go against the grain. It’s more to do with the ambush of a slight untimeliness, both welcoming but unfamiliar. This was art that was both intimate and monumental; referencing tradition and yet out on a limb.

         41.

         1979. Meeting with Anthony Moore, to talk about his album Flying Doesn’t Help.5 He’d previously played with Slapp Happy and Henry Cow.6 The interview turns into a marathon drinking session, even by the standards of the time. At the end of the night, as I was about to leave and stagger away, he pressed into my hand the paperback Walter Benjamin collection, Illuminations. (Things like this happened in interviews back then.) Benjamin was not yet the omnipresent namedrop he has now become, and was still but a little translated, quoted or brandished.

         My recollections were pretty hazy the next day, never mind forty-three years on, but I think Moore’s reasons for gifting it to me it were to do with what accommodation might be possible between aesthetics and politics. (Between old-fashioned riffs and new forms of radicalism.) I can’t say the book had any immediate or galvanic effect on me. (Which wouldn’t itself have been very Walter Benjamin, after all.) Riffling through it, my first impression was that it seemed quite literary in a more or less rarefied way: The Storyteller… Unpacking My Library… Kakfa… Brecht. I can’t honestly claim that in a flash it woke me from my own slumber or stupor or particular set of presuppositions. But subsequently… slowly… whole new worlds would open up.

         42.

         Did I ever wonder: why are so many of the things I love either French or German? Did I ever think: how European is it? Or: why does the UK feel so parochial and un-European? Why are we so time-stranded and small-c conservative? Such a hidebound culture at the time; plenty of newspapers and small magazines and arts programmes but all of them so Oxbridgey and middle-brow. Absent a whole education in European culture, ancient and modern. I don’t recall ever feeling particularly English or British or Anglo Saxon or Celtic or whatever; this may have been partly the punkish, puckish spirit of the times, and partly a result of my own wildly dispersed, non-settled, non-linear childhood, which had nothing like a home town or immediate circle or anything like a secure sense of nationality.

         43.

         Amon Duul. Ash Ra Temple. Can. Cluster. Faust. Harmonia, Kraftwerk. La Dusseldorf. Neu! Popol Vuh. Tangerine Dream. Hearing a name like ‘Tangerine Dream’ you might think: Christ, this sounds like it will be the worst kind of pseudo-cosmic keyboard mush. But it was nothing of the kind. Decades on, works like Ricochet, Sorcerer, and Thief still sound astonishing, bracing, ESP ripples way ahead of their time.7

         44.

         Why was there such a great fit between so many of these groups and soundtrack music? Both the idea of it, and the reality.

         45.

         Of all the music I associate with the post-1977 period we (hesitantly, reluctantly, gingerly) call post-punk, which also coincided with the period when I first moved to London, these are the things that come immediately to mind: Neu! ‘75; Iggy Pop’s The Idiot; Michael Rother’s first two solo albums; the first La Dusseldorf album; Tim Buckley’s Greetings From LA; Robert Wyatt’s Rock Bottom and Ruth Is Stranger Than Richard; Annette Peacock’s X-Dreams; Marianne Faithfull’s Broken English; PiL’s Metal Box.

         46.

         New music from Germany in the 1970s wasn’t identifiably rock or classical or safely avant-garde; wasn’t comfortingly rebellious or raucous or even deliberately futuristic. Labels such as ‘punk’ or ‘hippie’ were and remain meaningless. Faust all lived together in a clothes-not-compulsory commune but made an absolutely unearthly racket, seldom bettered. Or, listen now to Harmonia Live 1974, it’s hard to credit how far in advance they were. Analogue trance teetering on the edge of digital everything. Something to do with velocity, but also its opposite: a form of stasis or zoning out. A small undercover redemption of technology, after its diabolical deployment during the war. Taking the malediction out of technology, lifting the malign spell, exorcizing its dark recent past. Sensing all these odd, unadorned potentials. Pastoral/industrial cusp. Mandala forms. Ambient fuzz and junkyard reverie. Sensing the radical otherness in so-called Muzak. Some kind of fascinated, half-hypnotized but relaxed interface with advanced circuitry. Hearing the future leak through.

         The last dying rays or embers of modernism, and the first signs of something else entirely.

         47.

         With all this talk of post-war German technology, last things and aftermath, I merely note that a key text for many of us in the 1970s was Gravity’s Rainbow (1973) by Thomas Pynchon. I first read it 1978/79. (‘You read Gravity’s Rainbow and you’re changed forever.’

         — Graham Lewis of Wire.)

         48.

         Rainer is born 31 May 1945, which is about as close to the dividing line between the ceasefire and the beginning of reconstruction as it’s possible to be. He is born a mere three weeks after American troops march into his hometown of Bad Wörishofen. Treaty of defeat/peace signed 7 May. Germany managed by interlopers. The Marshall Plan.

         For years it was claimed, by both himself and his mother, that his birth date was a year later, in 1946. Apparently his mother wished him to seem more of a post-war child, redolent of hope and new beginnings, not someone conceived in the twilight of disgrace and defeat.

         49.

         Rainer spends nine months of his first year of life not with his mother and father but in the country with an aunt and uncle, because his parents thought he wouldn’t survive an especially harsh Munich winter.

         50.

         The Fassbinder household is equal parts bourgeois and bohemian.

         His parents are cultured but not monied. In some ways almost deprived, but with easy access to music, paperbacks, clothes, TV, film. Both parents are big on literature and Rainer gets his first name from the illustrious poet of angels and cages.

         His father Helmut is a doctor, albeit a doctor who practises not among his own class, but in the midst of sex workers, street people, so-called guest workers, the proletariat. After he gives up medicine to become a poet, he keeps body and soul together by renting out cheap flats to the same people he’d frequented as a GP. Rainer’s mother, Liselotte Pempeit, translates American authors into German; Truman Capote is one of many. German into English, English into German. Her son will translate American brashness into a new kind of German baroque. The jagged currency of noir and melodrama, rendered in a rich new syntax of his own.

         51.

         His mother and father divorce in 1951. Rainer stays with his mother in Munich, while his father relocates to Cologne. All of a sudden, the unquestionable solidity of the parental bond crumbles. His mother is tubercular, absent for whole seasons. There are moves, circumambulations, stays; there are relatives, friends – there for a while then gone; there are absences – shorter or longer. He now has homes, plural; which means there is no longer A Home. If the traditional model of family (and the consoling circumference of relatives, hometown, country) fractures or fragments, what are the consequences for the child? One may thrive and blossom; another might wilt and fade; withdraw; become mute. This is all complicated, in his case, by what lies all around: the blasted, icy terrain of post-war Germany. Complicated, too, by whatever new arrangements the mother and father make – new lovers, new careers, new frames arrangements rules. Such early instability furnishes us with unreliable maps which we later attempt to use as reliable guides to adult life, as we grow and develop, fail and succeed.

         52.

         He is never quite certain who is family and who is not. With his father: who are relatives and who are patients and who are people renting rooms from him and who are… something else, more unreadable.

         53.

         Born into a world of shadows, ruins, suspicions. Grudging penance, downward glances. A blur of forced Gemütlichkeit and compensatory jabber; euphemism, indirection, misinformation. Imagine a film about the mothers and fathers of this period. Keeping up the appearance of bourgeois tact. Veils of respectability. Dignified hypocrisy. Everything he later attempts to smash. And with the resultant shards piece together a brilliant mosaic. (It looks so sharp you fear to touch its outline.)

         54.

         He is, of course, an only child. Left to his own devices, and given to extravagant dreaming. After so long spent alone in his own imaginative world, school is not a happy experience for anyone involved. He does not enjoy being one part of a classroom group. He is not malleable, biddable, fond. He is obstinate, unruly, unmanageable. It is only when he is sent to a Rudolf Steiner school that he calms down and mildly thrives. At the Steiner school he is allowed to create his own curriculum, devise his own course of study, choose his own activities. The Steiner ethos seems to have been key – even if ‘integrated and holistic’ don’t sound like very Fassbinder words to us now. But it seems to have been crucial: he learns to set his own itinerary, believe in his own ability to organize, seek out, accomplish. He doesn’t need any form of authority (paternal or maternal or otherwise) over him. Nobody overseeing him.

         55.

         Like Fassbinder, Rudolf Steiner is very difficult to summarize: we would need another book entirely. You can consult the same Wikipedia entry I did, where I was interested to see that Steiner was someone who turned his hand to anything and everything (music, architecture, writing, etc.) just as Fassbinder later would, when making his films. Interested, too, in the idea that Steiner ‘advocated a form of ethical individualism’. And that ethical individualism or ethical egoism, according to its own Wikipedia entry, is the ‘ethical position that moral agents ought to act in their own self-interest. It differs from psychological egoism, which claims that people can only act in their self-interest. Ethical egoism also differs from rational egoism, which holds that it is wholly rational to act in one’s own self-interest. Ethical egoism holds, therefore, that actions whose consequences will benefit the doer are ethical.’ This does sound more like Fassbinder.

         56.

         He doesn’t think he’s attractive like other boys. He sees himself as toad-like, but makes up for it with bluff, braggadocio, acting as if he’s completely irresistible. What soon becomes attractive about him is his pervasive sense of urgency and mission, attentiveness and bestowed intimacy. Implied possibilities. This impossible dreamer.

         57.

         At home he is at least surrounded by books. Poetry books and books of paintings. Compendia of myths and fairy tales. All these people sleeping and waking, dreaming and dying, too young or too old, caught out by time or nature or their own hesitancy or boldness. Should you go into the woods or remain indoors? Accept the magic beans a strange man wants to gift you, out of the blue? Should you dare the Outside to wrap itself around you, no matter the consequences? Children stolen by adults, and tricked by predators. Glass slippers, filled with blood. Bodies twisted into malign shapes, hidden or marooned in unsuitable places. Cemeteries and wells. Palaces and hovels. Rip Van Winkle, and Sleeping Beauty and… wasn’t there another one? This other one… what was their hypnotizing name? Rumpelstiltskin? What was that – straw into gold? What was that about? Why is that detail still so haunting?

         58.

         What does he dream of, in these early days? At what point do all the films he is beginning to daily wolf down at the cinema start to infiltrate his own dreams, both waking and sleeping?

         59.

         The idea of a parent letting a child go off somewhere on their own – the child being allowed to make and pursue their own decisions – is in itself quite new. For Fassbinder and a lot of other post-war kids, film and TV images played a powerfully intangible role. The establishment of the cinema as alternative homestead: how might this register inside the child’s still-developing mind? What effect might it have, using the cinema as a second home? Isn’t this the relationship a lot of us had with films and music and TV? Especially if our actual homes were not places of especial verve or safety or routine. Cinema as the child’s alternative nest.

         60.

         The young Fassbinder may have been riddled with doubts about his mother and his father and relations, his nation and his home, but one thing he never doubted for a minute: the movies. Always there in the background, and certainly not going anywhere. You can always turn up at a cinema and it will take you in, give you all its time and space and tell you a story with an ending of one kind or another but always an ending all the same.

         61.

         It’s not whether such endings are happy or unhappy that counts; what is key is your sense that things will somehow always magically resolve themselves.

         62.

         He says that from an early age his whole worldview is shaped by cinema and that for all intents and purposes he became a director very early on. The subterranean world of filmgoing. The cinema like a gymnasium where you learn to slouch and doze and dream. Look into this glowing screen: you might stroll down that street or sojourn in that bar or walk into that great ocean. Leave your old life behind. Start anew in moonlit Tahiti, or put all your trust in a reformed but still spicy criminal…

         63.

         ‘I’ve been seeing films since I was five; first, covered wagon Westerns, and then, from the age of seven, I saw everything. I actually went to the movies everyday, and later, two or three times a day, if possible.’

         — Fassbinder

         64.

         He thinks of himself as an orphan, adopted by cinema. He goes on claiming, well into his thirties, that he had no childhood. Or that the only one he had was thanks to the movies. Attentive babysitters and imaginary friends, at the cost of a ticket. (Very cheap, back then.) Ghosts of the war and ghosts on the screen.

         65.

         The half-light and tatty comfort of repertory cinemas make for a great place to hide. Gone to ground, you can feel like an outlaw in the margins of everyone else’s working day. The crime of a languorous and unproductive time, spent idling entirely inside reverie and dream. Alexander Kluge says that this feeling of hiding out, of feeling ‘safe for the time being’ was itself ‘part of the repertoire of repertory cinema’.

         66.

         Having such an obsessive hobby or pursuit can be a cover for small otherwise unacknowledged lacks in one’s life. This kind of cinephilia or cinema hunger, belonging to no academy, this kind of always-at-the-movies life, can in the end be a convenient way of postponing the living of real life, out there. At the movies, life’s nagging pains and banal repetition are all sublimed into something like a dream.

         67.

         Here, says the screen, unravel inside this image of someone else’s eyes. He takes it all in, gluttonously, it doesn’t matter: American B movies, European classics, pornos, cartoons, soap opera. It’s not merely a matter of glancing at the screen. The screen envelops us, coddles us, transports us to some other realm. Bodiless, but heart-quickening. A different experience of the passage of time. Repeating the same little jolt or dissolution every day, like a drug. The young RWF, fashioned by all those countless hours looking up at the screen, lost in the action and the stillness and the light. This artificial life that seems more real than the one he and we and everyone else has to live. A luxe of colours, skies, furnishings; a black and white passion play of damnation, desire and death. Glamour in the oldest sense. What it feels like is he is dreaming awake.

         68.

         The first generation that takes for granted the safe misadventures and hysterical laugh track and compressed histories of TV and film. An alternative curriculum; a prayer; a funhouse mirror.

         69.

         He even smokes as if he is acting in a film. He does not smoke in a dreamy, melancholic, reverie-facilitating way; this is a nervy, jabbing, point-scoring, aggressive, where’s-my-money-kid? gangster’s way of smoking.

         70.

         Like the analytic hour, the film always has an end.

         71.

         A grand theatre of emotion. Like popular song, it may not matter whether the words movie actors speak are ‘good’, in any old-fashioned poetic or literary sense. What is created is a gestalt.

         72.

         ‘Gestalt-psychology, gestaltism, or configurationism is a school of psychology that emerged in the early twentieth century in Austria and Germany, as a theory of perception. As used in Gestalt psychology, the German word gestalt signifies pattern or configuration; it is sometimes summarized using the adage, “the whole is more than the sum of the parts.”’8

         73.

         In all the Fassbinder interviews I’ve read, not a word about what art or painters he may have loved.

         74.

         A couple of years back, I hatched something of a minor obsession for the Italian Mannerist painter Pontormo, whose aesthetic immediately brought Fassbinder to mind. Colour overload. Women in staged groups. Resplendently artificial rather than grittily ‘true to life’. Unnaturally elegant. Highly florid. Sophisticated. Guiltlessly artificial. Pontormo’s colours in ‘The Deposition of Christ’ – … well, if Fassbinder had ever essayed a ‘religious’ film this is surely how it would have looked! Which is to say, far more like his own Querelle than Pasolini’s Passion of Saint Matthew. The Bitter Tears of Mary Mother of God.

         75.

         His core tension, device or opposition: lush/austere.

         76.

         It is called shooting, but rather than expelling any kind of projectile, this little box sucks all the world, its surfaces and contents, into its ravenous, mystifying interior.

         77.

         When I think about my own childhood, so many things (television, phonogram, mother’s jewel box, wind-up toys) now strike me as deeply strange: more than discrete objects, it is a world of interstitial space, places where was staged a kind of wide-awake fantasy or dreaming.

         78.

         All those ghosts, moving around up there without bodies.

         79.

         History returns to us in déjà vu flashes, clips and ripples, leftover dream garble. A feeling of being haunted by someone else’s reverie. Forms of psychic repossession. Tropes of rising, sleeping, dozing, waking, returning from the dead.

         80.

         One of the things post-war movies teach us: how to be frightened. How to endure (and enjoy) unbearable tension. Looming cliffhanger, raised heartbeat. Waiting for the resolution that never comes – and rarely convinces. As Fassbinder put it, speaking about his beloved Douglas Sirk: You don’t believe the happy ending, and you’re not meant to.

         81.

         The 1950s are a strange time: far less mapped and mythologized than the 1940s or 1960s. A time of deprivation and wild surmise. Simultaneously deluxe and utterly barren. Always just on the edge of hysteria. As painted by Douglas Sirk in technicolour shades. Let’s say: from Shockproof (1949) to Imitation of Life (1959). Blindingly bright colours, almost unreal. A series of fairy-tale grottoes inhabited by brash and unhappy adults. A very specific post-war cynicism, spun in bright gaudy ‘unnatural’ colours. Gangsters, B movies, noir, weepies/women’s films. Martin and Lewis. Frank Tashlin. Sirk. But also films like Violent Saturday, Pete Kelly’s Blues, I Died a Thousand Times.

         Films from the late 1950s and early 1960s are often far more uncanny than many earlier noir classics, because their realpolitik anxiety and barely suppressed violence occur against a backdrop of so much light and colour. It’s this same lurid, garish, studiedly artificial but somehow warming palette that Fassbinder will deploy in Lola (1981), which is indeed set in the mid-1950s.

         82.

         A buzz phrase from way back when: criticizing people for projecting.

         83.

         Unspeakable horror lurking behind the sturdiest post-war facades.

         84.

         We shelter inside movies, at the movies. Cinema architecture as a Cold War topography: bunker, safe space, crypt.
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