SHOCK OPERA:

The First North American Film Rerrospecrive of Werner Schroeter

BY MONICA SAVIRON

< ¢ were 20 students at the Glm academy in
W&!unxh. and Werngt was I‘v} T Ereatest
eoventric there. The only dandy in the group,”
Wim Wenders sabd about his fricmd Werner Schrocter.
Dressesd in solemn Black, his Goe hidden bemcath the hatof
3 sodatary man, big nings shaping the languid movement of
Both his hands, 3 comstant cigarctte enhancing the romantic
aura of am artist destined o be born and 1o Jdic in April,
“the crucllest month™ (1945 - 2omol. Werner Schrocter i
one of the mont undlassifable, sriking, and sophisticated
European film directon of oar timse, Heemerged in the Lite
B a1 the same timse as Rainer Worner Fasubinder, Wim
Wenders, and Werner Merrog. and 1 up the soroen for 4o
yearswith astramge and sumpivous ilame, Schrocter weaved
hisway through the international avant-garde, collsborating
with Andy Warhel a1 the Factory and acting in the filma of
Rowsa von Praunbeim, one of the founders of the gay rights
movenient in Germany. A great lover of musk, poctry,
photography, and theater, Scheocter becams a Glmmaker and
producer through his passion for the teats, the opera, and
aborve all, the divas and sctrcines whe faccinased him —Maria
Callas, Magdalena Monscruma (his bove, his muse), Carole
Bouquet, luabelle Huppert. Ingrid Caven, and Bulle Ogler.
From May v 10 June u, the Musewm of Modern At wall
present a retrospective of 38 of Schrocter’s feature films,
alongiide rarithes in pémm, and never-belfore-soen Emm
caperimental works,

Werner Schrocter's flma are comphex vehichen of powerful
energy and senmsuality, They tend 1o lack the conventional
codes between content and meaning, and dide traditional
film theory paradigma. A shot-by-chot analysis would spoil
the cumalative, impression bstic, and emotional quality tha
characterizes a Schrocter film, often expressed through
shock, surprise, the sureeal, and the grotesque. The films
emanate 3 perpetusl melancholia for his bedoved ltaly,
imspired by a childhood filled with comstant travel, and
for his muses, who appear and reappear throughout his
entire filmography, exceptional performers acting in a
kird of theater of the absurd, where a constant munical
Bow emphasizes the adopted gestural excesses of the silent
cimoma. His Glms want to be s testament to the beauty of
the body, of the perfecily soalpied Mediterrancan Adonis,
trapped in the visaal stybe of what Later could be described
a1 “Almodovarian” painterly compositions, foating in an
almaost pon-narrative storyline with asynchronous sound.
The connection between the external lives and landscapes
of his characters and their inner urgings is Qatally broken,
like boddics separated from their voloes, This rupture is
reflected on a cinematic level through the fragmented pace
and structure of the flms, which unfold on 3 theatrical
terrain in which Schrocter directs every detail, every into-
matbon, every sdight devistion of the vokoe, every maance of
the soul. It is often through the gestures, poses, postures,
chothes, and lights that shine on Schrocter’s acton fasces and
bodics that this mabti-liyered reality comes into effect. Like
Warbel, Schrocter had a habit of making Polarcdd images
of the people be keved. Mis Blms a8 times feel like dramatic
receeations of these ephemeral instant images and the many
mcanings they held for him.

Pethaps owing 1o his bove of theater and opera, Schrocter's
filmas are bettor understood using the theoretical framework
of the performing arts. The prsamtbunstwerk, cpitomized
by Rikhard Wagner's operas, embodies the concept of a
totality whose parts canmod be separated. These parts are not
combined in harmony, but fight one another, step on one
another, conllicting, contradicting, and creating an innce
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chaos and despair—emblematic of bow Schrocter alio see
thee drama of the lives we live, e won the Golden Bear at the
Berlin Film Festival in 1980 for Palermo oder Walfiburg, in
which s court case is 3 refloction of the cullural differences
between the North and the South of Europe. In a sequence
that becomes a circus of hysterical consummation, the
young Sscilian Nicola, after falling in bove with & German
girl. is accused of murder. 11 is the thied part of a passion
play and the gestures seem comical, the voioes sre distorted,
the ponsense increases Dike bubbles in boiling water—i is
the metaphor of 2 world in which harmony simply docun't
exint, and pever will Schrocter’s world is one of blood and
bove and bonging. of Macks and reds, of cut crgans, explicit
amputations, wow indisons made by lovers of strangers,
o upon onesell—and wordv "Words on a sign, names on
a poster, book tithes, a name in 2 phoncbook, an epitaph
in Sovenlan on a gravestone, a placard, a line on a page
o« « Sometioes these fragmaents insist on being beard . . .
Language is panishment: everything is in it. and through
it orror makes all things vaniah.” This line, from Malinag
(190) represents the mentsl saffocation of Iuabelle Huppert's
charscter in an unforgettable performance as an snxious
wiriter whiost identity is in disarray: "1've never been happy.
bt U've seen beauty”

Scheoster explores montage as the sensory motor of 3
time that ceases to flow chronologically, but works as the
woenistence of diverse temporalities. We are in a world thay
challenges the spectatons own Capacity to make connections
and interpectations. Image repetition and circular narratives
trigger a kind of memory that forces us 1o question what we
Just s (which links to the theory of montage articulated
by Akenander Kluge, whose intervicws with Schrocter are
also part of this retrospectivel. This decamy confusion is
highlighsed by surrcal interuts of singhe, rapid sheots (bloody
eyes, bloody lips), o entire sequendes of capresslonistk
mannerivm, imphous provocations, and exuborant kitsch,
In Schrocter’s world, 5 fox can be the gocst cating a baked
chicken on labedle Huppert's kitchen’s table, or a young
boy can graft roses onto his lover's body, in a combination
of the figures of Christ and Saint Scbastian,

It is important 1o realize that this cinema emerges in
the second half of the zoth century in contexts of social,
pelitical, and sexual repression, dictatordhips, consorhip,
and relighous conflicti—a harrowing hall of mirrers within
which Schrocter loses himaelf amidat the madness, blame,
porn, and pain, Growing up in a country where millions
of prople were slaaghtered, Schrocter used s eccentricity
as o sdrcam in the abyss, & visceral effon 1o write a new an
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history that no loager worked within the oppressive syntax
of German culture, For Schrocter, the authority of Nari
power, represonted by the figure of the father—like in The
Kimpeom of Naples (19781, wheose Last word s the agoniring.
"Help!"—must be confronted in a mever-ending war, "Blood
camnod be wanhed with blood. Blood can aaly be washed with
water,” states one of the characters of The Rosr King (1986).
Wim Wenders comments in EIf Mikesch's documentary,
Mondo Lux (2000} "Death is the important topi in Werner's
films. His first feature, Fika Katapper,, There's no other
film where 5o many people dic. He destroyed them, those
sterylines, by having poople dic and go on or die three times
of die eternally.”

Schrocter crcated muliple wotlds for his charadtens tolive
and dis in. His actresses would often play double roles, o
be referred 1o by their real names, and travel through time
and space speaking 3 babdle of German, Fronch, Englih,
Italian, Portugocse, and Spanish. As Schrocter used to put
it "theeir world in a farce in which comedy and drama are
all one and the same.” His final film, Tomight (2008), is the
ssory of an imaginary city, the depravation and destruction
of a comeunity, incheding poor and rich alike, all in one
mbght, It is a dissecthon of creclty and horror: the infernal
hopehesaness of being, like a candle convumed by its own
intonsity. Brimming with musi from beginning toend, all of
his s depict a dance of human predatons chorcographed
in the stylish manner of an abandoned minwel, & modern
Fina Baash Tamrtheater, of a Karwo Ohro Bwtoh, Werner
Schrocter, the scsthete and the dreamer, beft ut with the
beauty of images that sear into the mind and the soul, like
the rapture of a face drenched in feathers of cthercal golden
ligha. or the joy in the perfection of a Callas aria, mined
with the tragic melancholia that TS, Eliot comes closest 1o
describing: "breoding lilscs out of the dead land, mixing
memory and desire.”
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