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Introduction

In  sev era l in terv iew s, M ich ael H an ek e h a s  d eclared  th a t  th e  sp ecta to r 
should th in k  about w h at he sees on th e  screen  and should engage actively  
w ith  th e  film . Indeed, H an ek e’s film s requ ire th e  view er to u nd ertak e a  good 
deal o f in te lle c tu a l effort, b u t also, I  would suggest, to have som e degree of 
in n er peace and em otional fortitud e if h e or she is to w ith stan d  th e em otional 
an x ie ty  cau sed  by th e  fea r and h orror h is  film s in cite . W hile th ese  observ a
tions could easily  apply to any conventional h orror film , H an eke places th e 
action  o f h is  film s in  con texts w ell-know n to a  ty p ical view er; he cra fts  h is 
film s in  such a  way th a t  th e  situ atio n s on th e screen  seem  n ot im probable, 
b u t ra th e r  deeply ingrain ed  in  th e h ere  and th e now o f contem porary  Europe 
(and th e contem porary  W estern  world in  general).

W h a t m ak es th ese  film s p articu larly  in tere stin g  is th e  fa c t th a t  a lm ost a ll 
o f th em  ta k e  place in  contem porary  E u rop ean  c ities  such as P a ris  and V ienna, 
or in  m iddle-class su m m er houses in  th e  Alps -  those iconic ce n tra l E uropean  
w eekend and holiday getaw ay d estin ation s. A t th e sam e tim e, h is  film s bring  
our a tte n tio n  to an o th er Europe, th e  one over-involved in  problem s linked  
to in te rn a tio n a l u n ification  and g lobalization. H an ek e’s film s m u st be seen 
in  th e  co n tex t o f th e  re ce n t h isto ry  o f Eu rop e: th e  d isso lu tion  o f th e  com 
m u n ist system , G erm an  u nification , terro rism , m ass m igratory  m ovem ents 
in  Eu rop e, and  in cre a s in g  hom ophobia and  te r ro r is t  p aran o ia , as w ell as 
g en era l g lobalization  and u nification  tren d s w ith in  th e new  global econom y 
and th e  W estern  world. Y e t th e  p aran o ia  and fears  p resen t in  a ll h is  film s 
rev ea l a  m uch deeper preoccupation w ith  th e s ta te  o f th e contem porary  world 
exp ressed  in  feelin g s o f m ou rning  and m elan ch o lia , w hich  su rrep titio u sly  
em erge from  plot, ch a ra cte r  m otivation  and film  aesth etics .

H an eke exp resses m elan ch olia  in  h is  early  film s and m asters  its  exp res
sion in  h is  la te r  accom plishm ents. T h ere  is a  co n sisten t au th o ria l th read  in 
a ll h is film s, w h eth er those only w ritten  by him , those w ritten  and directed, 
or those d irected  and produced. In  a ll h is film s, s im ilar  preoccupations are
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p resen t: m elan ch o lia  and m ourning lie  behind  th e  film s’ plots, deeply pervad
in g  every  lay er o f th e  film . T h u s, th e  goal o f th is  essay  is  twofold: first, to 
show how m elan ch o lia  is  c in em atica lly  com m u nicated  by H an eke; and sec
ond, to argue th a t  th e  lost o b ject in  th ese  deeply m elancholic film s is a  fam ily  
th a t  u ncan n ily  and synecdochally  rep resents/ep itom izes th e  d isap pearing  or 
defunct n a tio n -sta te , w hich supposedly h a s  no place in  th e new p o litica l and 
legal sy stem  o f th e  E u rop ean  U nion.

As p ortrayed  by  H an eke , a  fa m ily /n a tio n -sta te  is lin ked  w ith  trad itio n  
and a  sen se o f coherence and unity , w hile p o st-n ation al re a lity  and g lobali
zation  are  d isturbingly  negative. T h e new social and political developm ents 
re la ted  to g lobalization  ra ise  co n stan t and rep etitiv e qu estionings o f identity , 
a  deconstru ction  o f space and a  recon sid eration  of borders. T h ese unconscious 
fears  tr a n s la te  in to  a  m elan ch o lia  th a t  rev ea ls  i t s e lf  throu gh  rep etitio n  of, 
am ong o thers, ce rta in  frig h tfu l im ages; throu gh th e  a lien atio n  o f th e  protago
n ists ; and throu gh an  atm osp here o f th re a t  and u n certa in ty . H an eke draws 
from , and continu es upon, e a r lie r  tend encies in  E u rop ean  cinem a, in  w hich 
e x is te n tia l and philosophical reflection s dom inated. T ren d s o f m ourning and 
m elan ch o lia  appear in  Ita lia n  and F ren ch  film s o f th e  1960s and 1970s by  a r t
is ts  rep resen tin g  th e Second Ita lia n  R en a issan ce  and th e F ren ch  New W ave, 
respectively . L ik e  E u rop ean  film m akers, M ichelangelo  A ntonioni and A lain  
R esn ais , w hose m ourning exp ressed  g en era l e x is te n tia lis t  fears linked  to th e 
post-W orld W ar I I  trau m a, H an eke also  re la te s  m ourning  to specific social 
and p o litica l scenarios. H is fears  are  politically  and socially  grounded, re la ted  
to th e  n a tu re  o f dem ocracy, to th e  decline o f th e n ation  sta te , and to various 
perceptions o f E u rop e’s fu tu re by W estern  E u rop ean s.

Mourning and Melancholia

F reu d ’s thou ghts on m elancholia , la te r  developed and analysed  w ith  th e 
focus on “lost o b ject” by M elan ie  K lein , rep rese n t perhaps th e  b e s t s ta rtin g  
point for an  an aly sis  o f th is  topic in  H an ek e’s film s. In  1915, F reu d  com pleted 
h is paper M o u rn in g  a n d  M e la n c h o l ia ,  in  w hich he describes those two phe
nom ena to g eth er becau se both are  reactio n s to th e  loss “of a  loved person, or 
to th e loss o f som e ab stractio n  w hich h a s ta k en  place o f one, such  as one’s 
country, liberty , an  ideal, and so on”1. However, w hile he considers m ourning 
as a  n orm al reactio n  to som e loss, m elan ch o lia  req u ires tre a tm e n t b ecau se 
it  con tin u es over a  long tim e and is  u ltim a te ly  “u seless or even h arm fu l”2. 
M elan ch o lia  includes “p ain fu l dejection, cessatio n  o f in te re s t in  th e  outside 
world, loss o f cap acity  to love, inh ib ition  o f a ll activ ity  and a  low ering o f th e

1 S. Freud, Mourning and Melancholia, in: The Standard Edition o f  the Complete Psy
chological Works o f  Sigmund Freud, ed. J. Strachey, London 1953-1974, vol. 14, p. 243.

2 Ibidem, p. 244.
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self-regard ing  feelings to a  degree th a t  finds u tte ran ce  in  self-reproach  and 
self-reviling , and cu lm in ates in  a  delusional exp ectation  o f p u n ish m en t”3.

W h a t is ex trem ely  in tere stin g  regard in g  F reu d ’s observations is th a t  w hile 
th e lo st o b ject is clearly  id entified  by th e  m ourner, for a  m elancholic th e lost 
o b ject is “o f a  m ore id eal k ind ”:

[T]he patient is aware of the loss which has given rise to his melancholia, but 
only in the sense that he knows w hom  he has lost but not w hat  he has lost in 
him. This would suggest that melancholia is in some way related to an object- 
loss which is withdrawn from consciousness, in contradistinction to mourning, 
in which there is nothing about the loss which is unconscious4.

T h e w orth lessn ess, m oral d esp icability  and in feriority  resu ltin g  from  the 
m elancholic m u sings about loss “p oint to a  loss in  regard  to h is  ego”5 and “th e 
self-reproaches are rep roaches a g a in st a  loved o b ject w hich have been  shifted  
aw ay from  it  on to th e  p a tie n t’s own ego”6. T h ese sam e findings w ere la te r  
expanded upon by K lein  in  h er  w ork on th e  concept o f th e “lost ob ject.”

In Kleinian theory, we may say that to some extent it is out of pain that the 
internal object is born. The Freudian hallucination of the object is translated in 
Kleinian fantasy as a primitive form of projection that is reintroduced anew...
For Klein, anxiety about object loss is primarily connected to aggressive fan
tasies of destruction of the object. In her view, fear of the disappearance of the 
object may be experienced in a paranoid form -  the predominant anxiety being 
that of being attacked by the object -  or depressive form  -  the fea r  o f  losing the 
in ternalized  g ood  object7. [Italics mine -  J .F .]

A n o th er approach  to m elan ch o lia  w hich I find  p a rticu la rly  in sp irin g  is 
th a t  o f E lia s  C an etti, w ith  h is focus on b ein g  “devoured”: a  m elancholic feels 
guilty  and “th in k s o f o n ese lf as prey”8:

Melancholia begins when flight-transformations are abandoned because they 
are all felt to be useless. A person in a state of melancholia feels that pursuit is 
over and he has already been captured. He cannot escape; he cannot find fresh 
metamorphoses. Everything he attempted has been in vain; he is resigned to 
his fate and sees him self as prey; first as prey, then as food, and finally as car
rion or excrement. The process of depreciation, which makes his own person 
seem more and more worthless, is figuratively expressed as feelings of guilt. 
Guilt was originally the same as debt (in German there is still one word for 
them both). I f  one is in debt to someone one is to that extent in his power9.

3 Ibidem.
4 Ibidem, p. 245.
5 Ibidem, p. 247.
6 Ibidem, p. 248.
7 E. Sanchez-Pardo, Cultures o f  the Death Drive. Melanie Klein and Modernist Melan

cholia, Durham 2003, p. 53.
8 E. Canetti, Crowds as Power, London 1962, p. 347.
9 Ibidem.
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F reu d  and K lein , in  p articu lar, are  help fu l in  th e  w ork of cu ltu ra l th eo
r ists , who have used th e  above concepts to elu cid ate m any m odern w orks of 
a rt. F o r  in sta n ce , C h ris tin e  R oss in  A e s th e t ic s  o f  D is e n g a g e m e n t  describes 
re cen t in sta lla tio n  w orks, photography, and liv ing  scu lp tu res in  lig h t o f th ese 
th eories, w hile E s th e r  San ch ez-Pard o in  C u ltu res  o f  th e  D ea th  D riv e  analyses 
th e w orks o f V irg in ia  W oolf, D ju n a  B a rn es , C ou ntee C ullen , and R en ee M a
g ritte . T h e d etailed  and in sig h tfu l an aly ses o f th ese  two au thors have served 
as g re a t in sp ira tio n  to m y own an aly sis  o f E u rop ean  cinem as, and to th e work 
o f M ich ael H an eke in  p articu lar.

Haneke -  The Filmmaker

I f ir s t  h eard  and read  about H an eke on th e occasion o f th e  re lease  o f his 
B en n y ’s V id eo  (1992 ) and ag ain  w ith  th e  la te r  F u n n y  G a m e s  (1997), and was 
soon fascin ated  by th e  honesty  in  h is  p resen tation  o f a  society ’s an x ie ties and 
u n certa in ties . M any y ears la ter , I  decided to discuss H an eke and h is  film s in 
class and even dared tack le  C o d e  In co n n u  (2 0 0 1 ) in  m y w ork w ith  students, 
in  con feren ce p re se n ta tio n s  and  ev e n tu a lly  in  p u b lica tio n s. I  say  “d ared ” 
in ten tion ally , becau se H an ek e’s film s rev ea l layers o f com plexity  im possible to 
p en etra te  in  one reading, slowly rev ealin g  th em selves only throu gh an  agoniz
ing  process o f negotiation  and ra tio n alization  o f p a rticu la r fragm en ts and of 
th e ir  incom plete v isu al and a u ra l m essages. W hen C a c h é  (2005 ) w as released , 
I  decided to give H an ek e’s film s th e ir  due, to try  to p resen t m y thou ghts about 
h is film s on paper.

H an eke w as born in  M unich, G erm any, in  1942 . He sp en t m ost o f h is  life 
in  V ien n a, how ever, w here m any o f h is  film s w ere m ade; la ter , he also m ade 
film s in  P a ris . A  stu d en t o f philosophy, psychology and d ram a in  V ien n a, he 
becam e a  p layw righ t w ith  th e  Su d w estfu n k  T h e a te r  C om pany from  1 9 6 7 
1970  and la te r  w rote scrip ts for G erm an  te lev ision  w hich “m ateria lized ” in 
sev era l film s m ade for TV. Am ong th em  are  A fter  L iv e r p o o l  (1974 ); S p e r r m ü ll  
(1 9 7 5 ); D rei W ege z u m  S e e  (1 9 7 6 ); L e m m in g e  T e il  I  A r k a d ie n ,  T e il I I  V er- 
la tz u n g en  (1 9 7 9 ); V a r ia t io n  (1 9 8 3 ); W er w a r  E d g a r  A l la n ? (1 9 8 4 ); S c h m u tz  
(1985 ); and F r a u le in  (1986).

H is f ir s t  fam ou s film , T h e  S e v e n th  C o n t in en t  (1 9 8 9 ), a ttra c te d  a  g rea t 
deal o f a tten tio n . T h e story  o f a  m iddle-class fam ily  who u nexpectedly  and 
u nassu m ingly  k ill th em selves in  an  a ct o f collective suicide opened a  series of 
film s th a t  an aly se th e  s ta te  o f contem porary  society. L a te r  film s, B e n n y ’s V i
d eo , 71 F r a g m e n ts  o f  a  C h ro n o lo g y  o f  C h a n c e  (1994 ), and F u n n y  G a m e s  only 
reinforce th ese  f irs t depressing  p o rtrayals o f society. To th is  m atu re  stage of 
film m akin g  also belong two ad ap tation s o f g re a t lite ra ry  w orks, D ie R e b e l l io n  
(1993 ) and D a s  S c h lo s s  (1997 ). T h ese  ad ap tation s also explore th e absurd , the 
incom prehensible, and th e  b izarre, often resu ltin g  from  th e incom prehensible 
n a tu re  o f chance. H is m ost b r illia n t film s, C o d e  In co n n u , T h e  P ia n o  T e a c h e r
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(2001), T h e  T im e  o f  th e  W o lf  (2 0 0 3 ) and C a c h é ,  openly address th e  an xie ties 
o f th e  contem porary  person in  th e  W estern  world, and esp ecially  in  Europe.

Austria -  Haneke's Creche

As noted  above, H an ek e  h a s  sp e n t m o st o f h is  ad u lt life  in  A u stria , 
a  sm all, m odern, and b e a u tifu l cou n try  in  C e n tra l Eu rop e, w ith  a  rich  co
lo n ia lis t h isto ry  in  th e  1 7 th and 1 9 th ce n tu rie s  and one o f m u rky  a llian ces 
w ith  th e  N azi regim e d u ring  W orld W ar I I . A fter 1945 , A u str ia  em braced  
n atio n a listic  valu es, y et evolved into (or ra th e r  re tu rn ed  to) a  s ta te  organism  
w hich, lik e  th e  A u stro -H u n g arian  em pire, em braced  in te rn a tio n a l activ ity  
and m onitored developm ents in  neighbou ring  cou ntries. In  th e  decades since, 
A u stria  h a s  m an ifested  its  w ish to play an offic ia l p o litica l role w ith in  th e 
broad er E u rop ean  com m unity. In  th e  1960s, i t  p artic ip ated  in  th e  E uropean  
F re e  T rad e A ssociation  and C han cellor K re isk y ’s foreign policy in itia tiv es ; it 
m ade efforts to jo in  th e E u rop ean  U nion as early  as 1989  (A u stria  officially 
jo in ed  th e  E U  on Ja n u a ry  1st, 1995). Y e t th ese  o fficial ten d en cies tow ard glo
balization  and p artic ip ation  in  Europe as a  whole w ere also accom panied by 
d istru st and h esita tio n  on th e  p a rt o f th e g en era l population, who expressed  
a  strong  an x ie ty  in  view o f grow ing im m igration  and th e  g en era l re laxation  
o f border policies.

T h e  im p act o f new  im m ig ratio n  p olicies h a s  been  esp ecia lly  v is ib le  in  
th e  co u n try ’s ca p ita l, V ien n a , w here H an ek e s t il l  resid es and  w orks; it  is 
a  ch arm in g  city, y e t som ew hat provincial and sleepy, sh eath ed  in  its  storied  
past. V ien n a  h as w itn essed  sev era l w aves o f im m igration, esp ecially  during 
th e la te  1970s and ag ain  since th e  early  1990s -  m ainly  from  escap ees o f the 
com m u nist sy stem  in  Poland, R om ania, B u lg aria , and E a s t  G erm any. E sp e 
cia lly  a fter  1989 , V ien n a  h as becom e a  tru ly  in tern a tio n a l city  due to g rea t 
num bers o f im m ig ran ts (both legal and illegal), com ing from  th e  e a s t and th e 
south. Y e t w ith  its  rich  h istory , its  g re a t a rch ite c tu ra l b eau ty  and its  cu ltu re 
and science, V ien n a  h a s  been  alw ays perceived by A u strian s as th e  q u in tes
sence o f th e ir  own n atio n a l identity .

P olitica l h istorian  George Schopflin  m ay refer specifically to V ien n a when 
he m akes th e following g eneral sta tem en ts in  th e context o f n atio n al identity:

[The city is] a premier space for collective action and... [an embodiment] of the 
collectivity itself. There is, equally, a direct relationship between the nation as 
a political entity and its expression in the form of a city. The link between citi
zenship and the city is more than etymological. The city then becomes a part of 
the symbolic landscape of the nation10.

How ever, w ith  g lobalization  and u nification , V ien n a  h as becom e a  p ost
n a tio n a l and globalized place, a  hybridized and dialogued social and p olitical

10 G. Schöpflin, Nations, Identity, Power, Washington 2000, p. 236.
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organism . H an eke realized  th a t  th e  ch a ra cte ris tics  o f a  city  as a  locus o f n a 
tio n a l id en tity  h a s  becom e obsolete; he a rticu la tes  in  w ritings and interview s 
th a t  he u nd erstan d s th ese  new tren d s b u t is not en tire ly  en th u sia stic  about 
them . Y e t a lthough he is not specifically  n a tio n a listic  or an ti-g lobalization  in 
h is film s, he rev eals th ese  a ttitu d es in  th e  w ays he p resen ts large c ities in  his 
film s. S ta r tin g  w ith  T h e  S e v en th  C o n tin en t  and on throu gh  B e n n y ’s V id eo , 
71 F r a g m e n ts  o f  th e  C h ro n o lo g y  o f  C h a n c e , C o d e  In co n n u  and C a c h é ,  th e di
recto r h ig h ligh ts such phenom ena as grow ing violence, illeg a l work, im m ig ra
tion and isolation  in  th e  cities.

Early Films

O ne o f H a n e k e ’s f ir s t  film s m ade for te lev ision , D re i W ege z u m  S e e ,  is 
a  tw o-hour ad ap tation  of a  sh ort story  by Ingeborg  B ach m an . T h e film  te lls 
a  story  o f an  ag ing  photographer, E v a  (played by  U rsu la  S ch u lt), who “re 
liv es” h e r  life  in  a  serie s  o f ta lk s  w ith  h e r  fa th e r  and  o f reco llection s and 
m em ories she p resen ts in  q u ie t m onologues delivered v ia  voiceover. E v a  is in 
h er  fifties  and h a s  no fam ily  excep t for h e r  fa th er, whom  she regu larly  v isits  
once a  year. S h e  rem in isces about h er  p ast w hile she w alks in  th e  woods, lies 
in  bed, or rides th e  tra in . Sh e is com pletely  subm erged in  h er  p a st and h as no 
concern for h er  p resen t w ell-being.

T h e a esth etics  o f th e  film  corroborates h er  s ta te  o f m ind: th e  p resen t is 
conveyed in  dark, grim  colours, as i f  i t  did not e x is t in  rea lity , w hile th e  p ast 
is b rig h t and c learly  delineated . H an ek e th u s accu rate ly  p ortrays a  m elan 
cholic who sees th e  p a st as a  lo st o b ject to be m ourned and desired  a t  th e  
sam e tim e. E v a  sees h e r  p a st clearly  in  h e r  m om ents o f reflection , a  series o f 
p assion ate love affa irs , each  o f w hich h as las ted  for two or th ree  y ears and 
ended b itterly . As a  w ell-know n photographer, she h as been  able to fu lfil h er 
life p rofessionally  and to tra v e l a ll over th e world, b u t h as proven u nab le to 
m ain ta in  a  stead y  rom an tic re la tion sh ip  and th u s now lives alone.

T h is  film  rev ea ls  H a n e k e ’s e a r ly  p reoccu p ations: life  cr ise s  and m oral 
d ilem m as; gloomy and subdued a esth etics ; and sudden in tru sio n s o f m em o
ries or thou ghts in  th e  form  of rap id  film  in se rts  ap p earing  in  sudden flash es 
(each  la s tin g  2 to 3  seconds), h av in g  noth ing  to do w ith  th e  cu rre n t m om ent 
o f th e  film  -  such a  sequence appears a t  th e  very  begin n in g  o f D rei W ege zu m  
S e e , to be explained  and con textu alized  only la ter . T h e scene ta k es  place in 
th e a irp ort h o te l a t  w hich E v a  is stu ck  betw een  fligh ts; she accid en tally  en 
te rs  th e  w rong com m unal bathroom  and en cou nters a  young b lack  m an in  th e 
w hite room. However, w h at would otherw ise be an  easily  exp lain ab le event 
acq u ires a  d ream lik e a u ra  o f m y stery  b ecau se i t  is show n as a  b r ie f  f la sh 
b ack  a t  th e  very beg inning  o f th e film . W ith  th is  sim ple technique, H aneke 
in troduces an  e lem en t o f foreboding th a t  dom inates th e re s t  o f th e film . T h e 
sp ecta tor longs for th e  m ysterious even t to be given som e exp lan ation , w hich
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finally , only belated ly , arriv es. ( I t  is w orth  noting  th a t  th is  early  technique 
finds its  m a tu re  and  b r ill ia n t re a liz a tio n  in  C a c h é ,  in  w hich  th e  scen e of 
a  young M id d le -E a stern  boy w ash in g  h is  bloodied h an d s is c ru c ia l to th e 
exp lication  o f th e m ain  th e sis  o f th e  film  itself.)

E v a  can n ot change h e r  life; she m erely  rem in isces about and broods over 
h er  past. N eith er does she pu rsue a  m eanin gfu l re la tion sh ip  w ith  h er  fa th er; 
in stead , a t  th e  film ’s closing, she leaves h im  and decides never to re tu rn . H er 
inaction , h er  in e rtia , m ak es h er  deeply m elancholic in  th e  sen se of a  m elan 
cholic as th e  one who, “persuaded  o f th e  fu tility  o f a ll action , re tire s  to h is 
or h er  own in terio rity  to brood and m ed itate  upon th e  very  conditions o f the 
im possib ility  o f action  i t s e l f ’11.

A s im ila r  in a b ility  to act, a  profound ap ath y , is  p re se n t in  S c h m u tz ,  
d irected  by H an s M ich a e l F ru h b e rg  b u t for w hich H an ek e  w as a  w riter/ 
d ram atu rg e; th e  film  could easily  h ave been  m ade by H an eke h im self, given 
its  th em es and ch a ra cte ristics . T h e word s ch m u tz  m eans “dirt, filth , or sm u t” 
in  G erm an  and ap tly  describes th e co n ten t o f th e  film . T h e film  te lls  th e  story 
o f a  d ecrep it police sta tio n  in  an  abandoned in d u stria l d istric t; i t  is a  spraw l
in g  in d u str ia l bu ild in g  in  a  te rr ib le  s ta te  o f d isrep air. W alls u np ain ted  for 
y ears, its  in terio rs dirty, th e bu ild ing is on th e  verge o f collapse; it  is in  fact 
due to be dem olished. As a  w orkplace, it  is a lm ost u nusable.

A gain, h ere, H an eke activ a tes  th em es of disruption and d isap p earance in 
th e film : perhaps, h e p ostu lates, one’s sen se o f secu rity  and sign ificance cease 
to have any m ean in g  w ith in  th e  process o f d estab ilization , or m aybe th e  ru ins 
and chaos also forecast th e  deep a n x ie ties  o f H an eke and h is  contem p orar
ies concern ing  changes th a t  th e  processes o f u n ification  w ill b rin g  about in 
E urope. In  any case, th e  d ysfu nctional police sta tio n  brin gs to m ind closed 
down and abandoned factories and governm ent in stitu tio n s in  m any tow ns 
o f E a s te rn  G erm any, large and sm all, a fte r  th e u n ification  in  1990 . A t th a t 
tim e, E a s t  G erm an  factories and bu sin esses w ere regu larly  closed down b e
cau se th ey  did n ot com ply w ith  W est G erm an  stand ard s. Thousands o f people 
becam e dispossessed, w ith  n e ith e r jo b s nor m oney to survive. O th ers had  jobs 
b u t had  n oth in g  to do -  like th e  p rotagonists o f S c h m u tz  a t  th e  defunct police 
station .

As th e  film  opens, a  n ew ly -tra in ed  p olicem an is  se n t to th is  p ost and 
tr ie s  to perform  h is  job  according to th e  ru les h e h a s  been  tau g ht. However, 
noth ing  ever happens a t  th is  police station : h e h a s  noth ing  to rep ort and no 
one to ta lk  to. T h e only o th er police officer th e re  spends h is tim e drinking, 
w atch in g  pornography film s, and seducing local w om en, w hile th e  Police C on
tro lle r  “ov ersees” th e  w ork o f th e  sta tio n  only from  afar; s till, an  im posing 
figure, im m acu late ly  dressed, th e  C on tro ller tr ie s  to enforce order and a  sense 
o f w ork eth ics in to th e  two s ta te  rep resen ta tiv es  -  w ith  litt le  resu lt. F in a lly , 
he fires th e  forn icator and leaves th e  o th er officer to h is own fate.

11 E. Sanchez-Pardo, op. cit., p. 194.
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T h e new policem an tr ie s  to m ain ta in  th e  façade o f norm alcy  by m ak in g  the 
sam e g estu res o f opening th e  re g iste r  o f “cases to be solved” and m ain ta in in g  
a  p rofessional ap p earan ce (com bing h is h a ir  and keep in g  h is u niform  and his 
own room  in  order). However, as tim e goes by, both  h is ex terio r and in terio r 
façades d isin teg rate , and h e slowly descends into m ad ness and despair. His 
behaviour becom es e rra tic ; h e begins to see stran g e crea tu res around h is s ta 
tion (for in stan ce , a  peacock); he a tta ck s  th e  C on tro ller w hen th e  la tte r  tries 
to persuad e th e  p ro tagon ist th a t  h e should calm ly  and responsibly  continue 
h is duties.

F in a lly , th e  deranged officer k ills  a  young g irl in  w hite who m ysteriously  
ap p ears ou t o f now here (in  an  u ncan n y  referen ce to F r itz  L a n g ’s M , 1931) 
and shoots a t  p igeons fly ing  abou t in  th e  ru in s. W h en  dem olition  w orkers 
ap p ear w ith  an  order to destroy th e building, h e k ills  one and tries to k ill th e 
o th er one. W hen o th er police forces arrive, th e  bu ild ing is on fire and collaps
es sp ectacu larly . Aptly, a t  th e  end o f th e  film , an im age o f th e  A u strian  flag 
appears as i f  it  w ere a  p o litica l stam p upon th e  in n e r d estru ction  th a t  resu lts 
in  th e ou ter destruction.

T h e film  approp riately  illu s tra te s  m any m eanings o f “filth ”: sm ut, sexu al 
“d irt”; ideological d irt; p olitical; aesth etic . T h e sex u a l d irt defines th e  sexu al 
re la tio n sh ip s depicted in  th e film : th e two w om en shown are  both sex u a l ob
je c ts , presen ted  in  sex u al poses as sex u a l v ictim s. F o r  in stan ce , one o f them  
is a lm ost k illed , consum ed, by a  fire  eru p tin g  ju s t  as she and h er  p a rtn er en 
gage in  a  sex u al act. T he film  noir aesth etics  rein forces th e  feelings o f u n cer
ta in ty  and deep sadness th e  sp ecta tor feels w hen w itn essin g  a  slow process o f 
h u m an  d isin tegration . N ot su rprisingly , th e  grim  a esth etics  ch aracterizes the 
inside o f th e  sta tio n  only, fu ll o f shadow s and filth y  corners. W hen i t  com es to 
th e exteriors, th e  lig h t suddenly changes to b rig h t su n lig h t in  w hich dem oli
tion w orkers go about th e ir  b u sin ess. T h is co n tra st is so conspicuous th a t  it 
m u st sign ify  th e  im p ortan ce and obvious re lie f  th a t  th e  dem olition brin gs 
about. O nly throu gh dem olition, d estruction , or death  can  th e  new p olitical 
org anism  be built.

T h e sym bolic function  o f fire , in  its  pu rifying and d estru ctive functions, 
lin k  th is  film  w ith  th e m uch la te r  71 F r a g m en ts ,  in  w hich a  young m an shoots 
random ly a t  th e  custom ers o f a  gas station  and th en  com m its suicide by shoot
ing  h im se lf in  th e head. In  both film s, th e fire elim in ates those m em bers of 
society who cannot cope, for whom  th e contem porary re a lity  o f A u stria  and of 
a  changing  Europe is too m uch to bear. A gain, gu ilt com bines w ith  loss -  here, 
loss o f pu rity  and innocence -  m ak in g  th is  film  a  deeply m elancholic s ta te 
m en t about th e lost ob ject in  w hich th e protagonists are not only “sick  o f con
sciousness and conscience,” b u t who also fin ally  die as i f  u nable to clim b out

from the deep ditch of melancholia, devoured by remorse for the absence of “the
other,” for the emptiness or privation one believes oneself to be responsible for,



Michael Haneke. Mourning and Melancholia in European Cinema 93

a belief that explains one’s striving to confirm loss by enacting it, that is, by 
destroying both oneself and the loved one12.

T h is  m om en t o f d estru ctio n  p oin ts to th e  film ’s deep m elan ch o lia , its  
seem ing  aband onm ent o f a ll hope in  a  situ a tio n  hav in g  no possible solution. 
A fter all, th e  young p ro tagon ist in  S c h m u tz  can n o t leave th e  sta tio n  despite 
th e fa ct th a t  th e re  is no w ork for h im  to do. S im ilarly , th e k ille r  in  71 F r a g 
m en ts  sees no sense in  liv ing  h is  absurd  and sad  life.

T h ese  th em es of in te rn a l a lien atio n  and desp air preoccupied H an eke for 
som e tim e before S c h m u tz .  In  1984 , h e m ade a  film  for telev ision  -  W er w a r  
E d g a r  A l la n ? -  w hich  ad d resses th em es o f obsession  in  th e  fa te  o f E d g ar 
A llan  Poe, w hose life th e  film  illu s tra te s . T h is  b ea u tifu l film , w ith  its  noir 
aesth etics  and w ell-crafted  trav elin g  shots, portrays a  young p a in ter liv ing  in 
squalid  conditions in  V enice. H is only fascin atio n s are  a r t  and cocaine, which 
to g eth er b rin g  h im  on a  jo u rn ey  into m adness and despair.

A  s im ilar despair, b u t in  th e  con text o f am our fou, is p resen t in  H an ek e’s 
o th er film  for te lev ision , F r a u le in .  H ere, th e  w ife o f a  cap tu red  W W II so l
d ier fa lls  in  love w ith  a  F ren ch  w orker in  G erm any. W hen  th e  h u sband  re 
tu rn s from  th e w ar cam p, he is sick  and depressed, u nab le to love h is  wife. 
S h e  continu es h er  a ffa ir  w ith  th e lover for m any y ears a fter  th e  end o f th e 
w ar d esp ite th e  fa c t th a t  both  lovers h av e rem ain ed  m arried  to o th e r peo
ple and have ch ild ren  in  th ese  unions. In  th is  resty lin g  o f T h e  M a r r ia g e  o f  
M a r ia  B r a u n  (F assb in d er, 1979), i t  is not th e  recon stru ction  o f G erm any th a t 
H an eke deals w ith, b u t ra th e r  th e  destru ction  o f th e  fam ilies o f th e lovers, 
who can n ot re s is t th e  grip o f am our fou’s m adness.

Broken Families

H an eke often  tra n s la te s  a  longing for th e  coherence o f a  n ation  s ta te  into 
one for th e  coherence o f a  fam ily  u nit, w hich in  h is film s is th rea ten ed  con
sisten tly . A lready in  H an ek e’s early  film s, fractu red  fam ilies are  cen tra l. In  
1989 , h e shocked Europe w ith  h is  f ir s t  fu ll film  m ade for cinem a, T h e  S ev en th  
C o n t in en t ; h is o th er fam ous film s, B en n y ’s V id eo  and F u n n y  G a m e s ,  rep eat 
th e se  th em es o f dystopian  fam ilies . A ll th e  so cia l u n its  h e p re sen ts  in  h is 
film s -  fam ilies, couples, fa th er-so n  re la tio n sh ip s, m o th er-d au g h ter dyads, 
friends and lovers -  are  se t in  opposition to w h at th e  protagonists o f h is  film s 
m ost desire. T ig h t social u n its  are som ehow e ith e r  broken or prove non-ex
is ten t, or e lse  th ey  are  th rea te n ed  by  d isruption  or collapse, w h eth er from  
in te rn a l or ex te rn a l forces. T h e m em bers o f th ese  fractu red  fam ilies express 
th e ir  longing for m ore m eanin gfu l h u m an  con tact, a  co n tact w hich is p a in 
fully needed. N othing com es of th ese  desires, though, and H an ek e’s film s all

12 Ch. Ross, The Aesthetics o f  Disengagement. Contemporary Art and Depression, Min
neapolis 2006, p. 3.
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end on a  neg ative note. A sp ecta tor is u sually  le ft y earn in g  for m eanings and 
feelings th a t  are  qu ite sim ply now here to be found in  h is film s.

In  T h e  S e v en th  C o n tin en t,  an  a fflu en t m iddle-class fam ily, com prised of 
fa th er  Georg, m oth er A nna, and d au g h ter E v a, com m it su icide together. D e
spite liv ing a  seem ingly happy, su ccessfu l and norm al life, th ey  have conflicts 
th a t  p reven t th em  from  com m u nicating  w ith  one another. Eva, in  p articu lar, 
su ffers silen tly  from  th e ir  in ad equ ate com m unication. In  order to g et h er  p ar
e n ts ’ atten tion , she pretends th a t  she h a s  lost h er  vision. In stea d  o f seeking  
an  exp lan ation  from  h er  daughter, how ever, or try in g  to console her, A nna 
b ru ta lly  p u nishes E v a. One day, th e  fam ily  close down th e ir  b an k  accounts 
and inform  friends and fam ily  th a t  th ey  are  going aw ay on vacation . In stead , 
th ey  lock th em selv es in  th e ir  a p a rtm e n t and  slowly beg in  to destroy th e ir  
hom e b it by b it; th ey  also g et rid o f th e ir  m oney by flu sh in g  it  down th e toilet. 
F in a lly , th ey  com m it suicide and are  found dead, s till in  fron t o f th e ir  flick er
ing TV, by th e  police.

T h e la t te r  p a rt o f th e film  is filtered  throu gh b lu ish  colours, w hich som e
how add to th e  despair. T h is m elancholic hue sign ifies life on th e  su rface of 
ex isten ce  and an  in te rn a l im possibility  to exp ress re a l feelings and thoughts. 
D esp air seem s ev e rlastin g  for th is  fam ily  and h a s to end w ith  th e  su icid al 
d estru ction  o f everybody. U n lik e  D ec a lo g u e  (1988 ), in  w hich K rzy sztof K ie s
low ski p atien tly  and com p assionately  tr ie s  to u n rav el sev era l hu m an  lives in 
ten  film s ta k in g  place in  a p a rtm en t com plexes, h ere  H an eke avoids p a tien t 
ex p lan atio n s and p re sen ts  people w ith ou t apology or exp lan ation , roughly 
and grittily .

In  B en n y ’s V id eo , th e  young p rotagonist B en n y  k ills  a  school friend  w ith 
out any reason. In tere ste d  only in  how pigs are slaughtered , h e applies th e 
sam e m ethod to th e g irl; h e e lectrocu tes her, exp erim en tin g  d isp assionately  
and record ing  th e  a c t a t  th e  sam e tim e. T h e m u rd er is p a rticu la rly  h o rr i
fying b ecau se  it  is h idden from  th e  sp ecta to r, only to be rev ealed  la te r  on 
a  V C R  tap e accid en tally  discovered by th e  boy’s p aren ts. B en n y  h a s  record
ed th e  m urder, fascin ated  by th e  a c t itself, never rea lly  pondering its  m oral 
and e th ic a l consequences. T he terrified  p aren ts slowly absorb th e  enorm ity  
o f th e ir  son’s deed, y e t they  do not rep ort th e ir  son or th e  m issin g  g irl to th e 
police. T h e w hole fam ily  is  cau g h t in  a  h o rrific  dream , as i f  suspended  in 
a  K afk aesq u e u n -rea lity  w here m oral im p eratives never m ateria lize.

O nly once does th e  m oth er w ake up from  th is  dream , w hen she b u rsts  
abru ptly  into te a rs  during a  v acation  w ith  B en n y ; w hen th ey  re tu rn  hom e, 
how ever, they  continu e th e ir  lives as i f  noth ing  had  happened. T h e horrific 
d ream  descends once again , and th e re  is  no m oral exp lication  given. H orror is 
not com m unicated  verbally, nor is i t  exp lained  v isu ally  in  any way, le t  alone 
confessed; th e  deed is n ever properly acknow ledged or forgiven. T he fam ily  
continu e th e ir  daily  ex iste n ce  in  com p licit silence. U n lik e  th e  p ro tagon ists 
o f T h e  S ev en th  C on tin en t, th e  fam ily  in  B e n n y ’s V id eo  do not destroy th em 
selves, b u t continu e to live w ith  fu ll aw areness o f th e  m u rd er in  w hich a ll o f
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th em  a re  com plicit. T h e film  ends w ith  w h at San ch ez-P ard o  ca lls  a  “p a ra 
noid-schizoid” situ atio n  for th e  fam ily  m em bers:

[S]ubsequent losses reactivate the primitive paranoid-schizoid position. They 
are negotiated mimetically, and it is difficult to break the circle of aggression, 
fear of retaliation and defence that originates at this point [...]. [A] fantasy of 
dispossession of both a social and a psychic space is at work. Reality is per
ceived as an object destructive space13.

T h e film ’s fin a l scene, show ing th e  fam ily  ea tin g  d inner in  a ctu a l silence, 
ep itom izes th is  secre t, deranged  socia l gam e -  U n h e im lic h  -  w ith in  w hich 
th e fam ily  have decided to subm erge them selves. T he a c t o f m u rd er h as b e
com e a  se c re t (th e  H e im lic h )  and an y  feelin g s o f  g u ilt or sorrow  tu rn  into 
a  silen t, im p en etrab le  despair. T h e m em bers o f th is  irre triev ab ly  lo st fam ily  
u n it carry  on behind  a  façade o f su p erfic ia l ap p rop riaten ess and com pliance 
w ith  th e  conventional ru les o f society.

H an eke is even m ore shocking and ru th less  in  h is  destru ction  o f a  fam 
ily  in  F u n n y  G a m e s .  T h is film  te lls  a  story  o f a  m iddle-class A u strian  fam ily  
-  A nna, h e r  h u sband  Georg, and th e ir  son Sch orsch i -  who go to th e ir  cottage 
in  th e  countryside for a  w eekend. T h ere , th ey  are  approached by two ch arm 
ing youths, P e te r  and P au l, who in itia lly  w an t only to borrow  som e eggs, bu t 
la te r  ta k e  ad vantage o f th e fam ily ’s naivety , in cap acita te  th e fa th e r  by s h a t
te rin g  h is k nee cap w ith  a  golf club, and p lay  a  cru el gam e o f life and death  
w ith  th e  m oth er and th e  son. In  a  series o f “g am es” (one o f th em  based  on 
hide-and-seek), th ey  f irs t k ill th e  fam ily ’s G erm an  shepherd, th en  th e little  
boy; finally , a fter  m alicious to rm en tin g  o f th e w hole fam ily, th ey  n o n ch a lan t
ly k ill th e  m other by throw ing h er  out alive, bound w ith  tap e, into th e  lake.

T h e whole n arra tiv e , p rogressing  w ith  H itchcockian  dynam ism , is e leg an t
ly played out in  b eau tifu l surroundings of th e  A u strian  Alps: th e m ountains, 
th e lak e, th e  m anicured  law ns and e leg an t cottages a ll provide a  fam ilia r  and 
p lau sib le background to th e  horrific even ts unfolding on th e  screen. B o th  in 
vaders and invaded sp eak  th e  language o f E u rop ean  m iddle class -  th ey  are 
w ell-behaved, polite, and eloquent. P a u l and P e te r  are  accepted  by th e  fam ily  
b ecau se th ey  belong  to th e  sam e socia l m ilieu . T h e ir  p o liten ess and know 
ledge o f th e fam ily ’s cu ltu ra l background functions as a  sm okescreen  to th e ir  
re a l in ten tion s. T h e crossin g  of th e  property ’s boundary, th e  front gate, also 
im plies th a t  th e tru e th re a t  to th e u n ity  o f th e  fam ily  w ill come throu gh th e 
front, not th e  b ack  door. W h eth er throu gh p o litica l decisions or d em oraliza
tion from  w ith in , th e  fam ily  as a  hom ogeneous u n it w ill cease to exist.

A t one p oint in  th e film , H an eke lite ra lly  h as P a u l “rew ind” th e  film  in 
w hich he is a  ch a ra cte r, for th e  unfolding scene would provide too optim is
tic  an  ending. In itia lly , in  th is  scene, th e m other grabs th e  gun and shoots 
P au l; then , th e scene revolves into th e one in  w hich P a u l grabs th e  gun and 
shoots th e  son. I f  th e  f irs t ending w ere le ft in  place, th e  film  would be m erely

13 Quoted in: ibidem, p. 194-195.
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a  conventional th riller . B y  in troducing th is  m om ent o f “rew inding th e  tap e ,” 
H an eke im p licates th e  audience in  th e  process o f fab rica tin g  v iolen t im ages 
for th e ir  own vicious and vicariou s en joym ent. T h e actions o f P e te r  and P au l 
point to th e  sen se lessn ess o f em otions. T hey  don’t  ex is t in  P a u l’s and P e te r ’s 
w orld -  em otions are  irretriev ab le , abandoned ob jects w hich have no place in 
th e film  world.

F a m ily  is  also m ade defunct in  71 F r a g m e n t s , w hich te lls  th e  con cu rren t 
and in tersectin g  stories o f sev era l people, each  lonely and desp erate for h u 
m an contact. A  ch ild less couple y earn s to have a  child, b u t w hen th ey  adopt 
a  young A u strian  g irl, sh e re fu ses to com m u n icate  w ith  th e m  and in stead  
clings fran tica lly  to a  b rig h t w in ter ja c k e t . In  an o th er sequence, an  older m an 
seeks con tact w ith  h is estran g ed  d au ghter who w orks a t  a  b an k ; in  order to 
ta lk  to h er  privately , he stand s in  line a t  th e  b an k  w here she w orks. S h e  re 
lu ctan tly  lis te n s to h is com p laints w hile o th er cu stom ers stand  in  lin e behind 
him . E lsew h ere , a  young m an  plays tab le  ten n is obsessively; he fa ils to ta lk  
about h is p erson al problem s w ith  h is friend, and a t  th e  end o f th e film  he goes 
to a  gas sta tio n  w here h e shoots a t  p assin g  stran g ers  and th en  k ills  h im self. 
T he rep etitiv e  ta b le  te n n is  p ractice  by th e  youth, w ithou t any exp lan ation , 
rep lica tes th e m onotonous, rep etitiv e ponderings o f a  m elancholic, who m ay 
reh earse  sad events and thou ghts th a t  m ay or m ay not have happened  in  h is 
life and, la ter , com pletely  exclude h im se lf from  th e  re a lity  surrounding him .

71 F r a g m e n t s  is an  em otion ally  b ru ta l and  m erciless  film  in tersp ersed  
w ith  new s clips show ing m a ssa cres  and  w ars. U ltim ate ly , th e  f in a l v ictim  
o f a ll th is  m ayhem  is a  lonely boy, an  illeg a l im m ig ran t from  R om ania; ju s t  
as h e m akes f irs t co n tact w ith  th e w om an who y earn s for ch ildren , he is le ft 
alone ag ain  w hen she is shot and k illed  by th e  young gunm an. T he boy does 
not find refuge in  A u stria  b ecau se h is ersatz  fam ily  is th u s e lim in ated  a t  the 
s ta rt. T h e m other figure h as becom e a  “lost ob ject,” and A u stria  a  cou ntry  in 
w hich hap p in ess proves im possible. As R obin  Wood exp lain s in  h is analy sis 
o f C o d e  In c o n n u ,  y e t in  w ords th a t  apply eq u ally  to H a n e k e ’s o th e r film s, 
H an eke com m u nicates “a  sen se o f desp air w ith  our civilization , its  fu tu re and 
u ltim ate ly  w ith  th e  hu m an  race  itse lf”14.

In  C o d e  In c o n n u , as w ell, life in  P a ris  is presen ted  in  a  m osaic o f loosely- 
re la ted  even ts. In  th e  d om in an t frag m en t, we see A nne, an  a c tre ss  in  th e 
m iddle o f m ak in g  a  th r ille r  film . H er boyfriend G eorges is a  photograp her 
who ta k e s  p ictu res o f w ar a tro c itie s  in  Kosowo. G eo rg es’s b ro th e r J e a n  is 
try in g  to escape th e fam ily  farm in g  bu siness. In  an o th er p a ra lle l fragm ent, 
M aria , an  illeg a l im m ig ran t, begs on th e  stre e ts  o f P a ris ; she is cau g h t w ith 
out h e r  p ap ers and deported. S h e  re tu rn s  to h e r  h u sb an d  D ragos and  h er 
fam ily  in  R om an ia  and lies to th em  about find ing a  good jo b  as a  schoolteach
er  in  P a ris . F in a lly , b u t n o t exclu sively , th e re  is a  frag m en t w ith  Am adou, 
a  te a ch e r  o f A frican  descent. (T he film  s ta rts  w ith  Am adou, in  fact.) In  the 
b eg in n in g  sequence, A m adou sees J e a n  in so len tly  dropping a  p ap er b ag  in

14 R. Wood, In Search o f  the Code Inconnu, “Cineaction” 2003, vol. 62, p. 41.
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th e lap o f begging M aria . W hen he tr ie s  to force J e a n  to apologize to M aria, 
he is ta k en  aw ay by th e  police. T h is  sequence s ta r ts  a  w hole series o f events 
th a t  slowly reveals th e  p rotagonists o f th e film .

In  o th e r scen es form ing  th e  cores o f th e se  frag m en ts, we see ind iv idu 
als only loosely re la ted  to th e  m ain  ch aracte rs , such as A m adou’s uncle, who 
tr ie s  to solve th e  problem  of h is  young nephew . T h e m any su pporting ch a 
ra cters  con tribu te to th e  overall p ictu re o f a  society  th a t  its e lf  is like an  in 
com p lete and p atch y  m osaic. U n lik e  A ltm a n ’s S h o r t  C u ts  (1 9 9 3 ) and  P au l 
T h om as A n d erson ’s M a g n o lia  (1 9 9 9 ), w hich  o rg anize th e ir  fra g m e n ts  in 
a  chronolog ical and  log ical order, C o d e  In c o n n u ’s c h a ra c te rs  a re  secluded: 
th ey  do not com m u nicate am ong th em selves, nor do th ey  com m u nicate even 
w ith  th e ch aracte rs  occupying th e  la rg e r spaces o f th e ir  p a rticu la r fragm ents. 
N everth eless, together, as in h a b ita n ts  o f E urope, th ey  m anage to com m uni
ca te  to th e  view er a  m essage o f despair, loneliness, and profound isolation. 
T hey  try  to find a  place, a  m eanin g  in  life w ithou t id en tifiab le  fam ilies, s ta tes , 
n ations, or com m unities.

In  fact, th e  social units in  C o d e  In co n n u  a re  once again  defective and false. 
Am adou th in k s h e belongs to F ran ce , b u t is a ttack ed  by “h is own” people. Nor 
do h is A frican  re la tiv es  have a  sense o f id entity . T hey  do not know  w h eth er 
th ey  belong to F ra n ce  or A frica. (Som e o f th em  do not even know  w here A fri
ca  is .) A nne th in k s she h a s  a  m eanin gfu l re la tion sh ip  w ith  G eorge and is p art 
o f th e  com m unity  o f dw ellers in  th e bu ild ing w here she lives, only to realize 
th a t  it  is  a ll fa lse . N e ith er h e r  re la tio n sh ip  w ith  G eorge nor th a t  w ith  th e 
com m unity  o f neighbours is h o n est or based  on princip les of love and respect. 
A nne allow s a  young g irl to be abused in  th e  sam e bu ild ing despite th e  fact 
th a t  she h ea rs  h er  cries, and she pretends th a t  h er  re la tion sh ip  w ith  George 
is sincere. S im ilarly , h o n est and carin g  fam ily  re la tio n s are  a  fan tasy  in  th e 
case o f G eorge’s brother, Je a n , who ru n s aw ay from  th e  fam ily  farm , and of 
M aria , who lies to h er  fam ily  about th e n a tu re  o f h e r  w ork in  P aris .

B o th  71 F r a g m e n ts  and C o d e  In co n n u  explore th e  th em e o f incom plete 
fam ilies in  a  k ind  of a  n o n ch alan t and d is ta n t way. In  both  o f th ese  film s, as 
in  th e  e a r lie r  S c h m u tz  and D rei W ege zu m  S e e ,  fam ilies are  in  th e  process of 
d isin tegration . In  h is  la te r  film s, such as T h e  H o u r  o f  th e  W o lf  and C a ch é , 
th is  process o f d isin tegration  is m ore explicit.

Of Borders

M any of H an ek e’s film s also explore people in  c r itica l s itu atio n s o f siege 
or invasion  by outside and som etim es insid e forces. T h e situ a tio n  is rare ly  
explained  becau se th e p robabilistic  scenario  is u nim p ortant to th e d irector’s 
p u rposes; h e w an ts  to p re se n t people in  ex trem e s itu a tio n s , w here m oral 
choices are  d ictated  by th e  b asic  needs o f life -  access to food, w ater, and sh el
ter, for in stan ce . In  T h e  H o u r  o f  th e  W olf , people slowly b u t sy stem atica lly
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becom e in d ifferen t b easts . T hey  tu rn  into ru th less b u llies and su b ju gate th e 
w eaker, forcing th em  to endu re a ll k ind s of h u m ilia tio n s. B y  show ing such 
a  n eg ativ e  p o rtra y a l o f  society , H an ek e  re v ea ls  a  deep an x ie ty  ab ou t its  
p resen t s ta te  and, by inversion , a  longing for th e irre triev ab ly  lost: an  id eal 
fam ily, a  n ation  (or n a tio n -sta te ), or, m ore aptly, an  idealized  u n ity  w ith  th e 
m other figure, a  loss so acu te and ind escribable  th a t  he rep eats it  in  a ll its  
p erm u tations. H aneke sees th e  d isruption of fam ily  u n ity  throu gh th e com 
prom ise or collapse o f its  borders, as i f  i t  w ere a  nation  or p o litica l region.

[A socio-political unit] literally contains forces that mount up against and 
amongst one another under the centripetal pressure borders naturally exert. 
Those forces and pressures may often be uncomfortable, even repressive, and 
today they may be (seen as) arbitrary and dismissible, but borders provide 
constant orientation; for most citizens within them, they are like the walls of 
a house, reassuring rather than confining15.

M ich ael H ard t and A ntonio N egri in s is t  th a t

[O]ne of the defining characteristics of the contemporary postmodern world is 
the decline of the nation-state, which is associated with the real and imagina
tive porosity of borders. This is opposed to the real divisions and imaginative 
closures of space on which (modern) societies of discipline and colonialisms 
were previously built16.

T h is porosity o f borders is seen by Europeans as d isturbing and th rea te n 
ing, as is openly portrayed by H aneke in  F u n n y  G a m e s  and T h e  H o u r  o f  th e  
W olf. In  both o f th ese film s, th e protagonists experience u nu su al invasions into 
th e privacy of th e ir  hom e w hen th ey  are invaded by th e rep resen tatives o f th e ir 
own kind in th e form er film  and by th e outside enem ies in  th e la tte r  one.

Homophobia and Racism

B y  fa r  th e  m ost shocking  film  o f H an ek e’s oeuvre -  b u t also, in  a  curious 
way, th e m ost c lear -  is C a c h é ,  w hich openly reveals a t  le a s t  a  g re a t p a rt of 
th e reason  for th e d estru ction  or im plosion o f its  bourgeois fam ily: th e  ab an 
donm ent o f a  sm all A rab child  by  its  p aren ts  b ack  in  th e  1950s. T h e film  is 
about a  P a ris ia n  fam ily  com posed o f G eorges L au ren t, a  T V  h o st o f a  lite rary  
ta lk  show, h is  w ife A nne and th e ir  teen ag e son, P ierro t. O ne day, th ey  receive 
m y sterious su rv eillan ce video tap es w hich re v ea l d etails from  th e ir  p rivate 
lives. T h e source o f th e tap es is  so in scru tab le  th a t  th e  police can n ot give the 
fam ily  any help a t  all. G eorge tr ie s  to find th e p erp etra to r on h is own and 
com es across h is form er adopted bro th er, M ajid , an  A lgerian  boy. M ajid  de

15 A. Dudley, An Atlas o f  World Cinema, in: Remapping World Cinema. Identity, Culture 
and Politics in Film, eds. S. Dennison and S. Hwee Lim, London 2006, p. 25.

16 Quoted in: P. Rosen, Border Times and Geopolitical Frames. The Martin Walsh Memo
rial Lecture 2006, “Canadian Journal of Film Studies” 2006, vol. 15, no 2, p. 10.
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nies th e fa c t and la te r  com m its g risly  suicide in  fron t o f G eorges. T h e stunned  
fam ily  slowly d isin teg rates as a  re su lt o f th ese  events.

C on fla tin g  issu es o f ra c ism  w ith  th e  d isru p tion /d estru ction  o f a  fam ily, 
H an ek e p re sen ts  an  in trig u in g  th e sis : th e  o th e r ,  th e  im m ig ra n t boy, is  as 
m uch p a rt o f th e  E u rop ean  fam ily  as th e w hite boy. B y  g ettin g  rid  o f th e  M id
d le -E a stern  boy, th e  fam ily  effectiv ely  cu ts aw ay a  n ecessary  p a rt o f itself. 
T he abandoned son la te r  tu rn s on th e  fam ily  in  a  sop histicated  a c t o f venge
ance, w hich includes voyeuristic s ta lk in g  and a  ta c tic  o f te rro r th a t  leads re 
len tlessly  to th e  p ro tagon ist’s death  by suicide and to th e su bsequ en t d estru c
tion of th e  w hole fam ily. N eith er th e  m other nor th e  fa th er  u nd erstan d  w hat 
is happening, nor do th ey  u nd erstan d  th e ir  own son, P ierro t, who seem s to be 
siding w ith  th e m ysterious oppressors. P erh ap s th e  son h im se lf  o rch estra ted  
th e en tire  series o f events lead ing  to h is own fa th e r ’s suicide and th u s figu
ra tiv e ly  e lim in ated  a  w hole g en eratio n  o f prejud iced  E u rop ean s w ith  th e ir  
deeply ingrain ed  racism . N everth eless, th e  p a st e ra  seem s to be gone, erased  
w ith  one cu t to th e neck  o f M ajid  (now an  elderly  m an), who com m its a  grisly  
suicide in  fron t o f G eorges, th e  w hite m an, w atch in g  th is  a c t o f suicide in  h or
ror. In  its  p lace is a  s ta te  o f confusion and u n certa in ty  w ith  n oth in g  c lea r or 
obvious.

In  h is  an aly sis  o f th e  situ atio n  o f in  E urope in  th e  1990s and 2 0 0 0 s , Schop- 
flin  considers th e n a tu re  o f dem ocracy in  E urope and its  lack  o f accom m oda
tion for im m ig ran ts as one o f th e  m ost im p o rtan t E u rop ean  dilem m as, “how 
and w h eth er th e  W est can  d efine it s e lf  w ith ou t an  a lien  o th e r th a t  i t  can  
regard  as ex te rn a l to its e lf  and equ ally  w h eth er E urope or possibly  ‘E u rop e’ 
is flexib le enough to accom m odate cu ltu res th a t  are  sim u ltan eou sly  a like  and 
u n a lik e”17. T h ese  words serve alm ost as a  d irect illu stra tio n  to th e  th em es of 
H an ek e’s d istu rb in g  film s, in  w hich th ese  in te rcu ltu ra l accom m odations, or 
ra th e r  th e lack  of them , fea tu re  prom inently.

W hile W estern  E u rop ean s exp erience unspecified  an x ie ties  re la ted  to th e 
new, p ost-n atio n al stage in  Europe, E a s t  C en tra l E u rop ean s also struggle w ith  
u n certa in ty . W hile W estern  E u rop ean s m ay re a c t w ith  d isgust and contem pt 
tow ard poor im m ig ran ts from  R om an ia  or B u lg a r ia , th ose E a s t  E u rop ean s 
also rem ain  apprehensive as to w h at aw aits th em  in  th e  W est. U su ally , th e ir  
lofty exp ectation s o f a  generous and a fflu en t W est are  not fulfilled, and they 
feel profoundly d isappointed by th e  lack  o f com passion from  W estern ers. This 
p a rticu la r issu e clearly  em erges in  C o d e  In c o n n u , w hen a  R om an ian  w om an 
begging in  th e stre e ts  o f P a r is  is  trea te d  w ith  suspicion and contem pt.

Central and E ast Europeans are looking for security, stability, prosperity, iden
tity, status; everything indeed, from which they feel history has deprived them, 
from membership of their elusive Europe or “Europe,” for ju st as the West cre
ates the image of the East, so the East creates its own image of the W est18.

17 G. Schöpflin, Nations, Identity, Power, Washington 2000, p. 170.
18 Ibidem.
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T h is  confusion and u n certa in ty  em erges in  H an ek e’s film s and m an ifests 
its e lf  in  th e  lay ers o f m elan ch olia  th a t sm other, i f  not consum e E uropeans. 
W estern  E u ro p e an s a fra id  o f  th e  deluge o f im m ig ra n ts , a n tic ip a te  social 
change w ith  fea r and guilt. T hey  are  consum ed not only by th e  an x ie ties re 
la ted  to th ese  changes, b u t also by g u ilt b ecau se th ey  feel th is  way.

The Lack of Communication

In  a ll h is  film s about desp air ending in  suicide or m urder, H an eke deals 
w ith  th e th em es o f com m unication (or ra th e r  th e  lack  o f it), o f a lien atio n  and 
em otional d etach m en t -  th e  feelings only p artly  displayed, th e  reason s for ac
tion inexp licable. L ik e  A ntonioni in  h is  fam ous trilogy, L ’A v en tu ra  (1960 ), L a  
N o tte  (1961), and L ’E c lis s e  (1962), as w ell as in  h is  pow erful fou rth  film , T h e  
R e d  D eser t  (1964), H an eke lin k s th e  lack  o f com m unication w ith  th e g en eral 
crisis  and u n certa in ty  in  th e  W estern  societies.

T h e  P ia n o  T e a c h e r  only rein forces th e  p aradigm  of a  deeply dysfunctional 
fam ily  in  w hich th e  lack  o f com m u nication  is its  m ost profound experience. 
E r ic a  and h er  m other form  an  a b erra n t fam ily  u nit, com posed o f a  possessive 
and d estru ctive m other and a  w om an-child  rem ain in g  in  a  ch ild like s ta te  for
ever. T h e film , w hich won th ree  aw ards a t  th e C ann es F ilm  F estiv a l, inclu d
in g  th e  G ran d  P rix , h a s  been  called  v ariou sly  “pornograp hic,” “degrading,” 
and “too re lia n t on excessive v iolence.” N everth eless, i t  deals approp riately  
w ith  th e  fa ilu re  o f a  fam ily  and w ith  th e  d iscrep ancies betw een  th e  language 
o f th e  body and th e  language of speech.

T h is  film  about a  cold and u nresponsive piano teach er, E rica , who seduces 
h er  prospective student, W alter, deals w ith  v isceral, bodily com m unication, 
w hich is incom patible w ith  th e verbal. E r ic a  can  com m u nicate th e  U n h e im 
l ic h  only -  th e  deep d esires o f h er  body -  b u t is u nab le to com m u nicate in 
socially  accep tab le  co n texts. H er body com m u nicates its  d esire or in ex p lic
able longings th rou gh  self-m u tila tio n , v io len t and  self-serv in g  sex u a l acts, 
and th e  dem and for silen ce  w hen E r ic a  m ak es love to th e  boy. E r ic a  can  
n e ith e r  com m u nicate an g er tow ards h e r  ap p allin g  m oth er nor h e r  feelings 
for W alter. In  th is  sad istic  b u t also m asoch istic  scenario, E r ic a ’s lack  o f self
esteem  em erges as a  sym bol o f m elancholic Europe, m ercilessly  scru tin izing  
th e  o th er and also itse lf. B y  rem oving any sem blance o f an  em otional re la 
tionship  in  h er  dealings w ith  W alter, h er  young sexu al ob ject o f desire, E ric a  
reveals th e  em p tiness in  herself, a  d ram atic vacuum . S h e  is doomed, lo st in 
h er  own sexu al obsessions, able to h u rt h er  ob ject o f love and even to destroy 
it, as H an eke rep etitiv e ly  destroys th e loved o b ject in  a ll h is  film s. T he object 
m ay be a  person, a  fam ily, or a  social group, or it  m igh t be Europe, or it  m ay 
be a  de-centred, heterogeneou s, postm odern society  in  th e  s ta te  o f in stab ility . 
As E r ic a  m elancholically  devours W alter, so does H an eke destroy th e  sp ecta 
to r’s id eals o f social in teg rity , film  a fte r  film.
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N ot only T h e  P ia n o  T e a c h e r  b u t also a ll th e o th er H an eke film s p resen t 
d istu rb in g  m iscom m u nications -  d istu rb in g  b ecau se, w hile som etim es su b
tle  and perverse, th ey  touch a  nerve o f th e  m em bers o f th ose com m u nities 
in  w hich fam ily  ties, social id en tities  and e th ic a l principles have been  ab an 
doned, d erailed  and  a lm o st im p ercep tib ly  changed . In  th is  em otio n al g la 
ciation , h e re flec ts  upon con tem p orary  E u ro p e’s confusion and u n certa in ty  
am id st its  grow ing prosperity  and ch anging  social landscape.

T h e world o f H an eke is s im ilar in  its  grim n ess and desp air to th e world 
presen ted  in  a r t  w orks such as in sta lla tio n s , videos w ith  looped sequences, 
events w ith  rep etitiv e  actions, and contem porary  graphics, a ll o f w hich ex 
p ress “boredom , stilln ess , com m u n icational ru p tu re, loss o f p leasu re, w ith 
d raw al... and th e  form al stru ctu re  o f th e  w ork (includes) slow ing down, n ear 
im m obility , opacity, and looped rep etitio n  o f th e  im age, by w hich  a  loss o f 
sen se o f tim e and re la tio n  to th e  o th er endows th e  re la tion sh ip  betw een  th e 
view er and rep resen ta tio n ”19. In  th e film s of H aneke, we see obsessively  re 
p etitive actions, such as p laying th e  drum s in  C o d e  In co n n u  or th e gam e of 
tab le  ten n is in  71 F r a g m en ts .  T h ese g estu res do not solve any dilem m a or a n 
sw er an em otional need ; th ey  are like th e rep etitiv e ravings o f a  m elancholic 
person who sen se lessly  rep eats g estu res or actions to m ask  th e  re a l pain  of 
u nfin ished  or incom plete m ourning for th e  lost object. To re ite ra te ,

Melancholia arises as an acute response to the dangers and lethal traps with 
which external reality threatens our objects of love, admiration, and idealiza
tion. In a desperate attempt to safeguard the object at risk, its incorporation 
and preservation inside the psyche seems to be the most effective manoeuvre, 
but it has a very high cost. Along with the loss, the effacement of the object, 
a retreat of the subject from reality is also present in acute melancholic states- 
manic depression and involuntary melancholia. Melancholia is a measure of the 
intolerance and rejection that external reality imposes upon the individual20.

Haneke, a Melancholic?

In  exp lorin g  H a n e k e ’s film s, I  h av e m oved from  ex asp e ra tio n  to u n cer
ta in ty , from  sadness to a  k ind  o f am azed joy. I  have both h a ted  th e  g randeu r 
he exh ib its  in  h is  film s and en joyed th e  film s’ sp ark lin g  b rillian ce , th a t  ef
fervescence o f sp irit, h is sop histication  in  p resen tin g  th e v isu al arg u m en ts in 
h is film s. A t th e  sam e tim e, I have detested  H an ek e’s d idacticism , h is b ru ta l 
expositions o f ugly tru th s  about in h a b ita n ts  o f m ega-cities in  ce n tra l Europe, 
and h is w illingness to ju d g e people from  h is su perior position o f f i lm m a k e r -  
p h i lo s o p h e r .  H an eke leaves no hope in  h is film s, b u t throw s th e sp ecta tor into 
a  s ta te  o f desp air and pain  th a t  seem  to be reg u rg ita ted  in  th e  m elancholic 
search  for a  lo st object. In  th is , H an eke h im se lf  seem s to display th e  n arcissism

19 Ch. Ross, op. cit., p. xv.
20 E. Sanchez-Pardo, op. cit., p. 69.
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o f a  m elancholic who, as F reu d ’s pupil and co llaborator K a r l A brah am  puts 
it, often reveals an a rtis t ic  over-estim ation  in  h is d id acticism  and self-ag gran 
dizem ent. P ossibly  becau se H an eke deeply u nd erstan d s th e  hop elessness o f 
contem porary  W estern  life, h e exp ertly  puts those “lo st ob jects” on display for 
th e view er.

The so-called ideas of inferiority found in the melancholic only seem to be such. 
Sometimes they in fact represent delusions of grandeur as, for instance, when 
the patient imagines that he has committed all the evil since the creation of 
the universe. Even though the self-reproaches may be aimed at the love-object, 
they signify at the same time a narcissistic over-estimation of the patient’s own 
criminal capacities21.

In  th is  sense, H an eke announces th e  end o f th e  world in  a ll h is  film s and 
produces a  c in em atic re a lity  -  a  b ru ta lity  and a  hop elessness -  from  w hich 
th e re  is no escape. T h is v a s t a re a  o f desp air is la te r  in te llectu a lly  rew orked 
in  H a n e k e ’s m ost re ce n t m asterp ieces , T h e  W h ite  R ib b o n  (2 0 0 9 ) and L o v e  
(2012 ) in  w hich H an eke rev eals m elan ch olia  in  h is in te lle c tu a l an aly sis  o f the 
d estru ction  of fam ily  in  th e  con text o f fatherhood  and th e in te rn a l re la tion s 
betw een spouses in  th e  face o f death . D ue to th e ir  philosophical g rav ity  and 
th e e x is te n tia l qu estions they  ra ise , th ey  requ ire a  sep ara te  d etailed  an aly sis 
w hich goes beyond th e scope o f th e  p resen t essay.
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Fragm ents of this essay appeared for the first time in the essay E xasperatin g  
M iscom m unications. The C old  E u rope in M ichael H an eke’s F ilm s from  A ustria  in 
a special issue on Central European Cinema of “Canadian Review of Comparative 
Literature” 2007, vol. 34, no 3.
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S t r e s z c z e n i e

M ich ael H an ek e. Ż ałob a i m e la n ch o lia  w  k in ie  eu ro p ejsk im

W prezentowanym eseju autorka skupia uwagę na reżyserze Michaelu Hanekem 
i jego najważniejszych filmach w kontekście politycznym i społecznym. Kontekst ten 
zawiera w sobie niedawne wydarzenia polityczne w Europie, takie ja k  upadek sy
stemu komunistycznego, zjednoczenie Niemiec, terroryzm, masowe migracje ludno
ści, zjednoczenie Europy oraz wzbierająca homofobia i rasizm. Haneke obrazuje stan 
współczesnej Europy, z je j lękami i paranoją, poprzez ukazanie stanów świadomo
ści dokładnie badanych już przez Zygmunta Freuda w jego pracach na temat żałoby 
i melancholii. Po przeanalizowaniu twórczości Hanekego autorka dochodzi do wnio
sku, że sam reżyser zdradza objawy melancholii, i to w je j narcystycznym aspekcie -  
cechującym się złudzeniem własnej wielkości, przecenianiem zdolności demaskowania 
całego zła współczesnego świata.

S u m m a r y

In  the essay M ichael H aneke. M ourning an d  M elancholia in E uropean  C inem a , 
its author concentrates on Michael Haneke and his most important films and their 
political and social contexts. Such historical phenomena as the dissolution of the com
munist system, German unification, terrorism, mass migratory movements in Europe, 
European unification and increasing homophobia and racism constitute a setting to 
her analysis. Seen through the theoretical framework of psychoanalysis and especially 
through Sigmund Freud’s notions of mourning and melancholia, Haneke seems to por
tray the psychological state of contemporary Europe and its fears and paranoia. After 
taking the reader for a Hanekian journey, the author concludes that the director him
self may be a melancholic with delusions of grandeur and a narcissistic overestima
tion of his ability to reveal all the evils in the contemporary world.


