










the great ideal of the Enlightenment, is here on the side of autOmated mis­
siles, robots, surveillance cameras, and other eye machines. This has dire
consequences for work, a focal concern for Farocki. As Elsasser suggests,
ever since the Lumicre brothers m3dc the "first" film, Wlorkers Leaving the
Lumiere Factory in Lyon (I895)-that is, ever since cinema and industry
"made contact, collided, and combined"-"more and more workers have
been leaving the f3ctory." 18 Farocki h3s repeatedly returned to this work­
place (he made his own \Vorkers Leaving the Factory in 1995, the centen­
nial of the Lumicre version); yet when he does so in Eye/Machine, he finds
it so automated as to be almost absent of humans. However, like the
body, work is never transcended; it is onl}' relocated, redefined, and
retooled, and in Eye/Machil1e III there is no end of such training: Farocki
shows it underway at video arcades, before computer games, through
army ads. and so on; all of us TV viewers of the Gulf \'(far series. he
suggests, arc also "turned into war technicians." This is another of his
leitmotivs that elaborate on Benjamin: In a fa cist manner, such images
have produced 3 pervasive "empathy for the technology of war."19

Yet perhaps the grimmest implication of Eye/Machine is left unspoken,
if not unseen. Images ofthe \florld examines a world still based on the
indexical inscriptions of photography and film: However mythical or
mute the images may be, traces of facts can still be extracted from them,
laid bare in a modernist hcnneneutics of critical suspicion. Eye/Machine
points to a digiral reformatting of that old analog world in which images
now stream as phosphorescent infonnation and screens can be reset with­
Ollt residue, a universe of image now that may shape reality one moment
and dissolve it the next. This world in which everything appears mutable
and nothing transfofl1Klble is hardly new (it is called modernity), but the
technology available to our current masters is breathtaking.

And here Farocki bees a difficulty. (I will pass over the charge that his
COncern with the loss of human agency produces a humanist nostalgia; for
the most part he avoids this error, which is not so damnable in any case.)
Eye/Machine surveys a world of hyperalicnation, nOt merely of man from
world, bllt of world from man-a world of our making that l13s moved
beyond our reach. If this is so, how can a Brechtian alienation effect con­
tend with it? That is, ifhyperalienation is a general condition, its mimetic
exacerbation-the great old dare posed by Marx to make rrified condi­
tions dance once again to their own tune-offers little in the way of real
challenge: It might faU 011 deaf cars and dead feer. Again and again Farocki
shows consciousness drained from our images of the world. If this is so,
then their dialectical troping might be little more than 3 wishfulm3nipu­
lating. In short. he traces such a grim telos that it threatens to nail us all:
After yOtl view Images oftbe \Vorld and Eye/Machine, any grid-a per­
spectival painting, ;) computer screen. your from window-begins to look
like another target, a crosshairs about to line up.

At one point in Images oftbe \Vor/d, Farocki quotes Hannah Arendt ro
the effect that concentration camps were laboratories of totalitarianism
that proved "absolutely everything is possible" when it comes to human
domination. In E)'e/Macbil1e~ Farocki updates this proof. This is essential
work today, even though it tends to force him beyond his critical dialec­
tics toward a stark oppositionality. Yet such oppositionality also runs
deep in this old '68er, and it might be that his adamant will ro resist over­
weening power is what the Left needs most of all roday. At the end of a
1982 essay on the Vietnam War, Farocki quotes Carl Schmitt 011 the fig­
ure of "the partisan." (Schmitt was a German juridical theorist whose
writings on decisionist politics were of grent assistance to the Nazis; nor
surprisingly, there is a Schmitt revival raday.) OOllflJllIt.dv/l/Algl'lJO
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01 hcr Jln)11I11110tl.lll'h()ln~r.'l'hs III which ~he torcd " It h
~"llda .111,1 uo,vdrc,slng. Both were llSl·d .'s g:Jt1t'r~

:JnnOUIKl·lIlelll). Au:or'\1I11,: 10 l'Illl"!IS'W ilf('ll.~ Artforltlll
.Jnh':lc. Ikn!=h~ al\(• ..:rc.lled ~I'omo!=r.lphl..: pol.InJlds~ fl-.l­
IUnn~ he....df .lnd Rohl.:n ~ lom\_

1.1.. nl<: tkllgh~ sl'r'''ld ".I~ one of IU!>I II1I'\'C color .:Ids rn
Ihe NUI'clllhn 19-:"4 1~~IlC .:Ilullhe onl)" (lilt" to cXlt"nd
•I..:TOU 1110 1'.IAt·~. AI the Illlll.'. Artforltl1l Wol' gradu.:lll~

e'J'I.IrIlIJll~ II' USt" of ..oloT prrntUlS J~ wcll as Ihc nurnocr
Jlld .1mhllK>ll uf rh Jd\ l'n I~rns p.lSl.... l"1,,:Jlcss 10 ~a~ • Ihls
C'P.1Ihltlll rOllllllUl'~ 10 Ihl' d.t~'.
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If the '·imm~n(·nt r:ltioll~liz~lion of the
technic:lII)' org~nized world is implememed
complelely," Schmitt wrote ill 1963, "then
Ihe p~rtls~n will perh:lp~ not even be a
rroublelll:lker. Then he will vanish of his
OWI1 accord in the frictionless perfomlance
of techlllc~l-fullction~1processes, no differ­
elll Ih:lll th" dis~ppearanccof a dog from
Ihe frecway." 2.0 Howcver frictionless the
freeways of Ihc prcselH m:l)' be, Farocki is
onc dog [hat won't go ,lway. n
H.lI Fmler I!> To\\n~nd ~l.lrlm I'rof"'i$or of Art anJ
An.h.leolog) .11 Pnm;elOn Unnerl>lt\· .1llJ tht .mthor of
l'm:;tl!('lI< (;I/</s (f\ liT Prt",)• .:.00.).

Non,..
l. Volk~T1'.mrenhl1rl:. "VISlhrlur~~: Hanll1 Faro.:kl hcrween
l!luge alld 1'e'I." rn Il.mrn F.lrLJekJ. /m/lf/lltIWlnlmgs. cd.
"rr<;,lTllll' (,.lcn'!Wllner ,HId Nicol.l\I~ Seh.,tllnrr~cll (New

York: Luk.I' & ~lernh~'r!" 1.001). 18, FMockl Illade no
fewer rh.llllhree (11m' 011 thl' VIClllall1 War.

1.. F.,rorkl l·dll\·1! .md ,'Olllrrl1uled 10 fi/mkrlilk umrlu<;
dCIll"t' III l,s... : he h.1' ••1\0 1\ rUlell for d/(: 1,'g('$~~'IIIfIIK :lIId
Jllngle W'mM. .lIId fnl'lIl1)' puhhslwd.1 hlllllf:.ll:ll edl11011 of
hr~ IHllm~s ('1'" nnl,' I). In dfnl. ht" not (111)' t'xamines
IIIdu)lrhll 1ll1'lhnJ" hut pradlcl's Ihem as wel1: -Ill mr
work. I Il'\ In mAt" .It'QIllIJOSrll· :lCt'tmJlllg 10 ,h... mudd of
Iht 'll,,'1 1ll(lll~II)'. " hl'r" t'\'t"r)" "aSll' I'rtKluet flow, b:ld..
UlIolhl' rfO(hrCII()ll pmn'ss and hardl) .111)' ('Ill'rgy IS loq.
I fin.llle,' tI,,· h.ISrt rl's~·.lr<.:h wnh:l r.ldlU show; hook." "ud~
l<'d Jl1nng Ih~' r('<;.t:.u..:h IlCnod :m.. d<'-lll 11'llh III slluws 011
hooh, .md ).(Illl,' 01 I' h:lI I O~l'\·t while ,101111:, Ilns work
aplx\lf'!> rn IckllSlO1I !>holl:S~ (lllld.• ,1.'. HI} 1ll0\e mlO
1I11.I~r 11ISIJllatK)II} llught .11.... he III kt'qllng wnh In..·
rnJllllrul f.lfe of ..1neTll.:l: A, II pJS~') In p.lrl Into ht510~·.

rl 1I1U\C<; rll p..m IIl1n Ihl' ;lrt mU"<.':llll'. wllh Im..;ln galler}'
as J \\.n ~l.lllOn,

\. --n..:-c.lle~ot')' k $;n filmlls qUill' ul\sunJlll....- F.lroc.ki
hn r,·m:lrl.."1. ~IUSI like ·dO<."IllllCnt.l~ film.' whKh IS also
llOll),lnl<."Ill.:arh .lpprol'n.lIe.ln IckvI~,ol1. "llCll )ou~.u
.lIm of lI111Sk.: .In.l "t'l·l.llld,l,ll)<.'s-no".uiws that·s ,";IU,>d
:In <'S!>.11 film. 100. LOI' ~If atrno~pht're anJ fUll) IOUrn.U­
Ism IS ("'»)3) M ~.lOOO llllt'l'\ 1<'" wnh RCIllbt"rt IIUSt'r, quolr'd
11'11.,,1. ;II!.

~. Tllh r, 1101 10 ~.n lhou Ihey .It'\; nOI ~ll,IrtI!>.ln.~ on whICh
1110,.... I-..-l\>"

~. 'H'c r'I"'(I:llI)- Jonalh.n! Cr.U"y·. 7i....hmqlfN of Ily
()/~'r1~"": 011 \'jSIfIll ,md ModtTl"I)' m II 1911, C~lI'"n'
~Llln"n..lg.'.l\IA: l\lIT l're,~, l'~o).The films r.lI1l1f~· \\11h
olher cou..";11 proJCeh, IOU. su..h as lho~e of 1';1tl1 Vinllo,
~ bUild D... bud.I, .111,1 ~Imlld Wd"'r; M.,nm HcKlegger
.m,1 \X'.llteT lknj.lllllll anc more e~phClt PUlll!) of rcfercn..-r
for f.lmtkl. Among Ihe he'l le"( III I:'..nghsh Ull "I!> work.
pmlllllh,.1 h) fll/,lges of IJot' W'orld• .Ire Tholllols Keenan.
"ll~ht \X\·.11)lJII~, - /)o<.",I/,'/lfS II.:. (T'.lI!/Wmler I'}9:'); .1IId
K:lI.' "'rlH·rm.m, "\Vh.\! 1~.1 emwr,I? or: I hslO"" III Ihe
"Idd (If Vi""Il,- D,sC/mrs.: Ij. no. j (~prrl1S 1'J9 j). Sd\er­
nun dr.n" .111 l'Xlel1~I\'L' eomp:1f1'«1l1 hclwccn t'aro.:kl
.llld Cr.ll')'.
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6, Thom.b Els:isser. "lrllroduClIOl': I bnlll FarOl'kl­
(1.001.1, ww" .Sl·IlSl.'sofI111elll.l.com. St......llso Els:l~~cr. ed..
H.1rI111 f.lrrit:kt: W'orkmg II,.· SIR"I.IIIIN {AIII'lo:rd;UIl:
Amstcrdam UI\I\'Cf<;Il}' l'fe", 1.0041. ThiS I:OlllUlletllrC IS
abo 1II1lch ~Illdlcd 1II rc,elll film Ihco,.,-; s~ e5pc(1.11h
:\ 1:11')' Ann OO:ln,.. /'flo#' 11/I1~t'1/CI! 1# CIII.;m,l1!c '11",1':

Alo..fnmlv, (;oIl111l.l:e1l0'. T/lf' Aftllll'(' (ClrllhTld~e. MA:
Il.m:ud IIm'e.... ll} l"ress. 1.00:')•

7- FMOI.:LJ. III a I9'}R 11lIel'\'le\\ ""h Rolf Aunt'h .llld Uln..:h
Knesl, quoled m F.lrrn.:k.J. llIff/nllt W'rIIIllKs. .:...j. Also
BTCdlll.11l Is hIS Imer.OSI III Ih,> p.1n1cubr e'(pr~slon OT ges­
11I.s tlul !>/gJlals a sp.:'Clf..: ..ocJal fonnallun.

8. Faroo.:k.J. on ImJgN 0(11,.. \rorld. <luolCllln Ihtd.• z.6. 'Ilu)
.lpp~h.:alsoglllJcs rus ,TlI,..-.sm:.1 le'(l from 1.,.s:.lx-glllS:
-A phologr:Jph from VK'tnam. Alllllll'TI'SlUl~ pholo. One
has 10 reJd.:l 101 UlIO II 10 g.-I :I 101 OUI uf 11- ,IbId.. II :."

9. Th,' ,olln~ WJrhol had.1 Krrehll.ln "de J) "c11. L,k...
the pml-,\h'IIJOJogIN I\;mhc,. lUO. F:lrot:J,.1 IS l-oncemr'd
"'lIh Ihe spcC1.11 dJ'iCUf')I\ II) of I ho,. pholOf:,rJPIu..: and millie
lIIuge: bolh nX'n also sture a ClUllOn Jh",m In..· pmump­
llW .lUll\onll- of III.' mnh l'Tllll.

10. F:lrod:l ius 1·Q.'1Ulhored .1 N~",k 011 <.toJ.lrd \\ Ilh Kal.l
Slheml.'1n: .'\Jlt'.,kmg"bollt Go.I.m/ (:'\CI\ York: :'\el' York
Ulll\Crsll~' l"rt». t')98.

II. In r.lrt FJrockJ TCr rs Ihls (1111ln' II) Ihe: ~heeT prof\l~l(Il1

of IllU!;C' c:\'K1em 0:\ 11 lhen; "~lurc plllun'S of lhe wmlJ
Ih.IIl the ql'S of Ihe ,oIJ'I'r .,rot I,;'r.lhle o( culualrllg."

Iz.. Famd... folio", Ihese IIn.lgl·~ "lIh fOOl.1Ae Ilf J \Ve-Sl'
em I\orn.m Ilude Ill' III J ':OSlllellC ~.Ilon; Ag.un, slllh tlls­
COIll,e,"I1UI1 .., tho pmKlpl,' of Ius motU,lgI'.

IJ. Benjarnlll "hscuS\l'S Ir.1imng III Imhrqn;ll nillurc III ~Tlle
Work of An: rn Ih" Ag... of ~lrch:mtcJIR"proJuclion" (1956)
:lnd "On Some MOIJf~ III Bauddarrc" (r9;~J ..1111011g olh.'r
tl':o;ls-an :1~Jl"el 01 lu~ work hrrlll,lIId~' dueld,lled by Mrnalll
lklltl HanSt'n. St't'. mf('r 111,,1. her "Ruom·for-PI:I}·: Ben­
j:umll's Gamhlc with Cinerll.I," October r09 (Sumn1l'r 2004).

14. I borrow IIIIS formul:uton (r(Jm '\"11:11 Rondl.

IS- On s~ell1g·:I~·t;trgCllng.St'e ....mml'! Weher. ~T,lrg"1 of
0llponllllIlY: N,·lworks. N,'IW.1r, and ;":,lrr;lllle~.~ Grn·
Room. I. no. 'S (:.004): «.-1.7.

16. I di~c,l'i' tim c{{cn 111 Ch.l]lll'r 7 of 7'11(' Rf'llIm ofII,...
Re"l (C',:ullhndg.::. ~1'\: .\ tIT Press. 199M. HelljJ.mm ~a\ C
the ur·fOTllIul.lllon Ullhls f.lsc,sl suhllllle al till' end of
-Th.' Work of An~ 1'55.:1): Thc ~5df-.lhcnoltrnn~ ui
lllankllld -1l.1~ rc:l..-hcd ,u,h.1 dl'gr.·" Ih.1I II c.ln expcnl'llcc
liS 0\\'11 JCSlnletlon ali :In J.c,lhelll pll·.lsurt" of till' firsl
ord~r~ {//fIlIllI/l.ltIOI'S I:'\e-\\ York: xho..h'll Bool.s, 19691.
':'4:!.l. Perhaps Ihtre I~ ~()mt' Ilru~n·ss•.11 kJ.q m f:ls.:ism.
for 10.11\ lilt.· drslnl,'uun IS r.ln·I~' our own.

1-. All Indl)pt'lI$;l"k ~Ul,1c 10 Ihr\ world IS TholllJS Y.
L,·\lI\. Ul'iub Frohu<', .llld I'Ner Welbt.·1. ed~ .. CTRL
[Sp.lul: R1Jelont'$ of \/In'l!d/.I1/((' {rom 8"111".1111 10 /fIR
8mlfTer (K.\r\snlhc: ZK..\I (A:llIer for An :Iud" I,>du; (~Im­
bridg.... MA: .\IIT l'rr~~. 1.001. .

18. Els1\!iCr. -lntTOdu..:llOn: Hamil F:Jrot:k1.- ~Fl1llls :lbotll
work ur wOTkl'" h:J\e nut t..:collle one of Ihe m,lIn gtn­
res,- F:1rockl h:l~ ,,:ulllmellle..l. ~,lllJ the Sp.l'''' tn frolll or
1m.. bClOl'\ h:ls renum...d on Ihc "JdllleS. Most I1J.ITJll\C
films l:.kt pace In Ih.lI fUrt uf life- \\ Ill'rl- work has boxll kfl
hc:hllld~ (/mpnlll W'ntmgs• .:.p.. AnOlher arlrSt \\ ho I13S
..-ollsISleml) worked ,lgamsl thl) 1.:I..:k of reprcscnUIlOlllS
AlI.1ll S<:kllb: s...c• .:Illlong olher PWJCr,;I). hiS FlSb SlQn'
h990-94" If work nrd) :I1'1>C.l1"i UI mont·s, rl!> ro:prt':)cI1­
1.lllOn I!> al).() , ,.,., lmmed Oil lV. whtrc loJa\ 1\ l,-nds 10
hot: re~ln,;tr'd to lOOPS. bwyco. :Iud dnClor;. or som,. lusulr
furensK comhllUUOn (If .1I1Ihrt'<.'.

I,. At Ihe Repll"lJC:lll Cumellllon In Augusi. th,' greatC'S1
ch...crs I\t'r.· for \\.II'-an) \\ar (ag.IIl'~1 Ir.lq. lerroTl!>m.
Dcmcll:r,lIs. I h.· murderers of unbonl chrldren. SJ.~ lX>uples
who sci."k Ihe rlghl of Il1,un.ISc. ell.). Bill mall" non·
Repllllhc.ms ,160 r,'..:elrll\· Ihnllt"d 10 t'mhcJded "rews of
boomh, mcr Baghtl.lll.

z.o. Clrl ,,:hmlll, quoted rn 1-.,rtJ..kJ./lll/lr/llI'\~'nl/llg.s. 1(.0.

ROBBINS/CONCRETE COMEDY amlllllll'/ fm'" IAlgt!!oJJ

perceprual change lurned. Duch:unp's W:lS
a theatricalizing gesture en~cted with :l

playful attitude, a rendering of borh the
context of Iifc and the contexl of art as con­
stme/s. Like his contempor<try Valentin,
Duch~mp was esscnri:llly of the the~ter.

Ouchamp's second major contribution
10 lhe hismry of comedy c~n't be described
by a single, I~olated gesture. It was carried
out, instead, over the trajectory of his
career. Pbinly stated, Marcel Dltchamp was
/he {irst to themati~e the questiou of the
artist's siucerity. HI.' consistcml}' cast doubl
on whether or nOI he was to be taken seri­
ousl)'. (Imagine the ~trength of character!)
In this he was truly a grollndbreaking
comedian.

By 1920 or so, then, (he twO found:llions of
concrele comedy have been eSI~,blished.

From the comedian Karl V:llemin we gCt
the idea of an invenled, the~tricalizedcon­
text. Objects and geStures of [he Valen­
tin ian persuasion stand on their own mcri[s
as comedy and infer their own comedic
context. Artifacts crealed and gestures
enacted by figures such :l~ Jack Benny,
Robert Bcnchlcy, the R~lInolH;:s, Ken Kesey
and the Merry Pr:lllksrcrs, D.wid Lctter11l:ln
and Jeffrey Vallance arc appruprimcly pbced
in this category.

Of equal weighl, imporl, and v:llue arc
comic actions thai explicitly recognize,
engage, or ~ctiv:ne comext, including lhe
art context. Use of comext as a m:ltcrial is
a possibilily derived from Ihe example of
M:lrcel Duchamp. The comedic output
of Marcel Broodlhaers, Andy Kaufman.
l'vl:turizio Catrclan, and olhers fall intO
Ihis category_

Throughout the histOry of concrete
(.·omedy, one or another of these integers,
the Valeminian or the Duchampian, will
figure. Space docs not permit examina lion
of each fascinating wrinkle in every exam­
ple of concretist comedy.

i6>0lttlmrr
Plenty of comedy, of course, doesn't result
in any ,ort of physic~1 object al all. When
concretist instinci isn't communicated in a
proplike, thealricaliz.ing object, how is it
manifested?

For :In ans\\'er, hold the COll!>tancy of
the concrete again::.t Ihe changing character
of Ihe backdrop. The concrete resists the
illusionistic, br dcfinition, but thc intcnsity
of that resi:.tance varies in direct proportion
to the pn.~ssure applied by Ihe forces of illu­
sionism. When concrete comedic instincts
are manife31ed within, for inst:mcc, the art
context (a conlext established specific:llly

in order to celebrate di~lilblion~ of Ihc
real), they enjoy ~ symp~thelic prcsenla­
tional syntax, :lIld consequently need
merely a firm, resolute non-illusionism to
~ucceed. By contrast, concrete comedian::.
in the performing arts-a context defined
by proscenium-arch, "window" media ~uch

as stage, screen, and tclevision-f~cc far
gre:lter pressure to bend ~ knee to the rClgn
of i1Jusion. Thus the concrete comedian is
pressured into :l more aggressive ~t3nCC

and, inSlead of settling for J1on-illusiolll~lic

staws, turn~ to anti-illusionistic measures.
B}' means explicit or subtle, via materinl
slralegies or cOl1ceprual, (he cOl1cn:ti!>t jam,
a Slick in the gears of narrative, pric~ the
dream-state of make-believe. The con­
creti~t works ngainst deep illusioni~m,

draws it inro the shallows; there, n nop:.
about on the surface-and con~equently,

the surf:lCC becomes activated. Strctched
tight betweell illusionistic and ollti-illusion­
i~tic forces, the surface goes taut ~Uld

springy with tension. Ironically, the surface
acquires substantiveness. l1le~llling-"depth."

To operate within thi .. surbce tension
demands a pnrticubr conception of comIc
persona. Again, acstheticizarion is restrained.
Promoted instead: approachcs to perform­
ing which carry a collcepfual dimemioll
that en.:lblcs the performer to remain essen­
ti:ll1y, consistently himself or herself-i.e.,
10 remain rC:l1. In his 1979 film l~eal Life,
director Alben Brooks plays Alben Brooks,
a director making a documenlary :lhOUI.lIl

average American family. In place of :111 illu­
sionistic "doubling" of idelllity, concrete
comedy sets fonh persona as idemity mul­
liplied, say, one ~lIld a half times. This frac­
lional multiplic~tioncauses the audicnce to

wonder al :lnd :lbout the tnle pen.onalily of
the performer-:lbou[ what IS and isn't p(.'r­
fomlallce, about the "1" Ihat cxi~ts III (!lIotcs.

Instead of grounding their corned)'
entirely in craft and character and Ihe lralb­
parent melding of these in illusioni~t1c, nar­
ratiYe-driven media, performers like And}'
Kaufman, Alben Broob (in the earlier
st:lges of his career), Alex Bag, Tom Green,
and [he rock band the Frogs mobiltze
selected facets of identity, orgal1lze Ihem
imo a facade, and cxtend thl'm, vi:l conccpt,
into an imaginati\'e sp:lce rich wllh Ihe ten­
sion between the actual and the pretcnd,
between sincerity and insincerity. A skillful
m~nipulation of comic persona c:ln re,ult
in a behavioralmodcl at once Identified with
thai personality :lnd separable from it as
concept. \Vilen w:ltching Andy Kaufman we
don't only enjoy Kaufman tht: pcrformer­
his timing, voice, posture, ~nd pre",cllcc­
but the idc:l:lbout comic behavior that hc's
cxploring. Kau fman's amlmlleel Oil {Mr,' lf6
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