

















other promotional photographs in which she toyed with
gender and cross-dressing. Both were used as gallery
announcements. According to Pincus-Witten's Artforiom
artuicle, Benglis also created “pomographic polaroids™ fea-
rurmg hersell and Robert Morns,

32, The Benglis spread was one of just three color ads
the November 1974 issue and the only one to extend
across two pages. At the ume, Artforim was gradually
expanding its use of color printing as well as the number
and ambition of 1ts advertising pages. Needless to say, this
expansion contmues to this day,

FOSTER/FAROCKI contimeed from page 161

If the “immanent rationalization of the
technically organized world is implemented
completely,” Schmitt wrote in 1963, “then
the partisan will perhaps not even be a
troublemaker. Then he will vanish of his
own accord in the frictionless performance
of technical-functional processes, no differ-
ent than the disappearance of a dog from
the freeway.”*© However frictionless the
freeways of the present may be, Farocki is
one dog that won't go away. | |

Hal Foster 1s Townsend Martin Professor of Art and
Archacology at Princeton University and the author of
Prosthetic Gods (MIT Press, 2004).

NOTES

1. Volker Pantenburg, *Visibilities: Harun Farocki between
mage and Text,” in Harun Farocki, Dpring/Writings, ed.
Susanne Gaenshemmer and Nicolaus Schathausen (New
York: Lukas & Sternberg, 2001}, 18, Farocki made no
fewer than three films on the Viemam War,

2. Farocki edited and contributed 1o Fifmkritik unul ats
demise in 1984: he has also written for die tageszeitung and
Jungle World, and recently published a llingual edition of
his writings (see note 1), In effect, he not only examines
mdustral methods but pracuces them as well: “In my
work, | try 1o make a composite according to the model of
the steel mdustry, where every waste product flows back
mto the production process and hardly any energy 15 lost.
I fimance the basic research with a radio show; books stud-
wed duning the rescarch penod are dealt with in shows on
books, and some of what | observe while doing this work
appears i television shows™ {ilnd., 32). His move nto
image nstallanions might also be mn keeping with the
industrial fare of cinema: As it passes in part mto history,
it moves i part nto the art muscum, with the art gallery

as a4 way station.

3. “The category [essay hilm] is quite unsutable.™ Farocka
has remarked, “just like *documentary hlm,” which is also
not partcularly appropriate. In relevision, when vou hear
a lot of music and see landscapes—nowadays that's called
an essay film, too. Lots of atmosphere and fuzzy journal-
sm is ¢ssay” (zooo mrerview with Rembert Hiiser, quoted
m ibid.. 38).

4. This is not to sav that they are not “partisan,” on which
more below.

5- See especially Jonathan Crary, Techmiques of the
Observer: On Viston and Moderty m the :9”" Century
(Cambndge, MA: MIT Press, 1990). The films ramify wath
other entical projects, too, such as those of Paul Vinlio,
Manuel De Landa, and Samuel Weber; Martin Heidegger
and Walter Bengamin are more expliat pomnts of reference
for Farocks, Among the best texts in English on his work,
prompted by Intages of the World, are Thomas Keenan,
“Light Weapons,”™ Docinents 1/ 2 (Fall/ Winter 1992); and
Kaja Stlverman, *What Is a Camera?, or: History in the
Field of Vision,” Discourse 15, no. 3 (Spring 1993). Silver-
man draws an extensive comparison between Farocki
and Crary.
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6. Thomas Elsasser, “Introduction: Harun Farocki™
(zooz), www.sensesolcanema.com. See also Elsasser, ed.,
Hurun Farocki: Working the Sight-Lines (Amsterdam:
Amsterdam Umiversity Press, 2004). This conjuncture is
also much studied i recent film theory; see especially
Mary Ann Doane, The Emergence of Comematic Time:
Modernity, Contingency, The Archive (Cambnidge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2002).

7. Farocky, in a 1998 interview with Rolf Aurich and Ulnch
Kniest, quoted in Farocki, Imprimt/Writimgs, 24. Also
Brechtian 1s his interest in the particular expression or ges-
tus that signals a specific soaal formanon.

8. Farocky, on Imuages of the World, quoted m ind., 26. This
approach also guides his caticism; a text from 1982 begins:
“A photograph from Victnam. An unterestung photo. One
has 1o read a lot mro it 1o get a lot out of 1™ (id., r12).

9. The voung Warhol had a Brechnan side as well. Like
the post-Mythologies Barthes, too, Farocks is concerned
with the speaal discursivity of the photographic and filmic
image; both men also share a caution about the presump-
tive authonty of the mvth cnnic.

10. Farocks has coauthored a book on Godard with Kaja
Silverman: Speaking about Godard (New York: New York
University Press, 1998).

11. In part Farocki refers this failure to the sheer profusion
of images evident even then: “More pictures of the world
than the eyes of the soldier are capable of evaluating.”

12. Farocki follows these images with footage of a West-
ermn woman made up ina cosmetic salon: Agamn, such dis-
connection is the principle of his montage.

13. Benjamn discusses trainmg in industrial culture in *The
Work of Artin the Age of Mechanical Reproduction™ (1936]
and "On Some Motfs in Baudelaire™ (1939), among other
texts—an aspect of s work brilliantly eluaidared by Miriam
Bratu Hansen. See, mter alia, her “Room-for-Play: Ben-
jamun’s Gamble with Cinema,” October 109 (Summer 2004).

14. | borrow this formulation from Avital Ronell.

15. On seemg-as-targeting, see Samuel Weber, “Target of
Opportunity: Networks, Netwar, and Narratives,” Grey
Room, 1, no. 15 (2004): 6-27.

16. 1 discuss this effect m chaprer 7 of The Return of the
Real (Cambndge, MA: MIT Press, 1996). Benjamun gave
the ur-formulation of this fascist sublime at the end of
“The Work of An™ essayv: The “self-alienauon™ of
mankmd “has reached such a degree that it can expenence
its own destruction as an aesthetic pleasure of the first
order™ (llwminations [New York: Schocken Books, 1969/,
242). Perhaps there 1s some progress, at least in fascism,
for today the destruction 1s rarely our own,

17. An indispensable guide to this world 1s Thomas Y.
Levin, Ursula Frohne, and Peter Weibel, eds., CTRL
[Space]: Rbetorics of Survedlance from Bentham to Big
Brother (Karisruhe: ZKM Center for Art and Media; Cam-
bridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002).

18. Elsasser, *Introduction: Harun Farocki.™ “Films about
work or workers have not become one of the main gen-
res,” Farocki has commented, “and the space i front of
the factory has remamed on the sidelines. Most narrative
filims take pace in that part of life where work has been left
behmd™ (Impronet/Writings, 232). Another arnst who has
consistently worked agamst this lack of representation s
Allan Sckula; see, among other projects, s Fisé Story
(1990-94). If work rarcly appears in movies, its represen-
tation is also very himited on TV, where today it tends to
be restricted 1o cops, lawyers, and doctors, or some nastily
forensic combimation of all three.

19. At the Republican Convention in August, the greatest
cheers were for war—any war (against Iraq. terrorism,
Demacrats, the murderers of unbom children, gay couples
who seek the nght of mamage, etc.). But many non-
Republicans also recently thrilled to embedded views of

bombs over Baghdad.

zo. Carl Schmitr, quoted in Farocky, Tmpront/Writings, 160.

ROBBINS /CONCRETE COMEDY continued from puage 208
perceptual change turned. Duchamp’s was
a theatricalizing gesture enacted with a
playful attitude, a rendering of both the
context of life and the context of art as con-
structs. Like his contemporary Valentin,
Duchamp was essentially of the theater.

Duchamp’s second major contribution
to the history of comedy can't be described
by a single, 1solated gesture. It was carried
out, instead, over the trajectory of his
career. Plainly stated, Marcel Duchamp was
the first to thematize the question of the
artist’s sincerity. He consistently cast doubt
on whether or not he was to be taken seri-
ously. (Imagine the strength of character!)
In this he was truly a groundbreaking
comedian.

By 1920 or so, then, the two foundations of
concrete comedy have been established.
From the comedian Karl Valentin we get
the idea of an invented, theatricalized con-
text. Objects and gestures of the Valen-
tinian persuasion stand on their own merits
as comedy and infer their own comedic
context. Artifacts created and gestures
enacted by figures such as Jack Benny,
Robert Benchley, the Ramones, Ken Kesey
and the Merry Pranksters, David Letterman
and Jeffrey Vallance are appropriately placed
in this category.

Ot equal weight, import, and value are
comic actions that explicitly recognize,
engage, or activate context, including the
art context. Use of context as a material 1s
a possibility derived from the example of
Marcel Duchamp. The comedic output
of Marcel Broodthaers, Andy Kaufman,
Maurizio Cartrelan, and others fall into
this category.

Throughout the history of concrete
comedy, one or another of these integers,
the Valentinian or the Duchampian, will
figure. Space does not permit examination
of each fascinating wrinkle in every exam-
ple of concretist comedy.

Softinare

Plenty of comedy, of course, doesn’t result
in any sort of physical object at all. When
concretist instinct isn't communicated in a
proplike, theatricalizing object, how 1s it
manifested?

For an answer, hold the constancy of
the concrete aganst the changing character
of the backdrop. The concrete resists the
illusionistic, by definition, but the intensity
of that resistance varies in direct proportion
to the pressure applied by the forces of illu-
stonism. When concrete comedic instincts
are manifested within, for instance, the art
context (a context established specifically

i order to celebrate distillations of the
real), they enjoy a sympathetic presenta-
tonal syntax, and consequently need
merely a firm, resolute non-illusionism to
succeed. By contrast, concrete comedians
in the performing arts—a context defined
by proscenium-arch, “window™ media such
as stage, screen, and television—face far
greater pressure to bend a knee to the reign
of tllusion. Thus the concrete comedian 1s
pressured into a more aggressive stance
and, instead of settling for non-illusionistic
status, turns to anti-illusionistic measures.
By means exphait or subtle, via matenal
strategies or conceptual, the concretist jams
a stick in the gears of narrative, pricks the
dream-state of make-believe. The con-
cretist works agamst deep illusionism,
draws it into the shallows; there, it flops
about on the surtace—and consequently,
the surface becomes activated. Stretched
tight between illusionistic and anti-illusion-
istic forces, the surface goes taut and
springy with tension. Ironically, the surface
acquires substantiveness, meaning—"depth.”

To operate within this surface tension
demands a particular conception of comic
persona. Again, aestheticization is restrained.
Promoted instead: approaches to perform-
ing which carry a conceptual dimension
that enables the performer to remain essen-
tially, consistently himself or herself—i.c.,
to remain real. In his 1979 film Real Life,
director Albert Brooks plays Albert Brooks,
a director making a documentary about an
average American family. In place of an illu-
sionistic “doubling™ of identity, concrete
comedy sets forth persona as identity mul-
tiplied, say, one and a half times. This frac-
tional multiplication causes the audience to
wonder at and about the true personality of
the performer—about what 1s and isn’t per-
formance, about the “I” that exists in quotes.

Instead of grounding their comedy
entirely in craft and character and the trans-
parent melding of these in illusionistic, nar-
rative-driven media, performers like Andy
Kaufman, Albert Brooks (in the earlier
stages of his career), Alex Bag, Tom Green,
and the rock band the Frogs mobilize
selected facets of identity, organize them
into a facade, and extend them, via concept,
into an imaginative space rich with the ten-
sion between the actual and the pretend,
between sincerity and msincerity. A skillful
manipulation of comic persona can result
in a behavioral model at once identified with
that personality and separable from it as
concept. When watching Andy Kaufman we
don’t only enjoy Kaufman the performer—
his timing, voice, posture, and presence—
but the idea about comic behavior that he’s
exploring. Kaufman’s

continmued on page 256
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