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VISIONS OF DARKNESS: THE
REPRESENTATION OF NATURE IN
THE FILMS OF WERNER HERZOG

Matthew Gandy

| think in the movies we have a possibility 1o go beyond our own existence in our collective
dreams, in our nightmares. We can somehow reach bevond, and we can ook through a win-
dow inte entire new worlds and see ourselves elevated and st}'li.:cd.'

he study of the representation of nature and landscape in cinema has until

recently been a neglected field of academic inguiry, A poorly understood area is
the relationship between nineteenth- and twentiethcentury jdeas about nature and
their presence in European cinema. In this paper 1 examine the symbolic signifi-
cance of nawre in the cinematic sublime of the German flm director Werner
Herzog. | show that Herzog's depiction of landscape finds echoes in romanticist and
existentalist strands of European thought, displaying a tension between pantheistic
conceptions of nature as a source ol spiritual unity and existentalist portrayals of
nature as a hostile other, [ argue that a critieal reading of Herzog's work allows us to
see how political and imperial ideologies drawn from the nineteenth-century remain
extant within his imagery, yet are disguised within his use of the cinematic sublime Lo
convey a romanticist cosmos of universal values which transcend time and space.

The increasing political and economic influence of Germany in the 1990s has her-
alded a renewed interest in the romantic tradition in European thought, what Fain
Boyd Whyte defines as “the aesthetic and emotional engagement with the intangible,
the unrepresentable and the unknowable’ and the attempt in art to capture 'ideas or
visions that tanscend our powers of imag’inaﬂnn'.? The political issues raised by the
renewed interest in romanticism are rendered all the more pressing in the current
context by the disintegration of the postwar liberal consensus in Germany and a
righoward shift in intellectual and cultural thought, as figures such as Ginter Grass
and Jirgen Habermas have been displaced by a new generation of rightwing
thinkers eager to draw on the contemporary resonance of nineteenth-century roman-
ticism as a basis for German identity, 1t is with these broader contemporary political
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developments in mind that [ shall explore some meanings of romanticism in the
films of Werner Herzog, which, according to the flm critic David Robinson, embody
an ‘innate and authentic romanticism’ marked by ‘their overwhelming assertion of
the ego’.' Herzog's work provides a unigquely rich illustration of the wnsions and
complexities of the romantic tradition and its relationship with twentieth-century
modernity. In particular, his films allow us to examine the status of assthetic repre-
sentations of nature in the constitution of political and cultural life, yet his work has
receiver comparatively little attention in the Anglo-American academic literature.'

The cinema of Werner Herzog is perplexing and extraordinary, provoking
extreme reactions in critics and audiences alike. Herzog is often placed in the new
German cinema alongside Rainer Werner Fassbinder, Hans Jirgen Syberberg, and
Wim Wenders.” His work has hitherio not attracted much critical interest outside the
fields of film studies and literary eriticism, yet his films explore central issues in our
understanding of the relationship between nature and culture. His collaborations
with the cinematographer Jorg Schmidi-Reitwein have attracted particular attention
for their stunning visual quality, variously described as ‘mesmerizing’, ‘hypnotic’, and
‘haunting’.” It is my sense of unease over the uncritical adoration from some quarters
and my desire to explore what lies behind Herzog's “privileging of vision™’ as the pri-
mary source of meaning in his work that have led me to write this paper,

Werner Herzog was born Werner Stipetic in Sachrang, southern Bavaria, in 1942,
His first major success was with Signs of life, which was awarded the Silver Bear at the
1968 Berlin Film Festival. Since that time he has made over rwenty feature films, of
which the best known include Aguirre, the wrath of God (1972); Nosferatu, the vampyre
(1978), and Fitzeamalds (1982). In addition to feature films, he has made numerous
highly acclaimed documentaries on a variety of topics including the lives of the deaf
blind (Land of silence and darkness, 1970), Emperor Bokassa's reign of terror in the
Central African Republic (Echoes from a somdre m&br‘m 1960}, and the environmental
impact of the Gull War ( Lessons tn darkness, 1992},

Although [ quote directly from Herzog a number of times in this paper, I do not
take his words simply at face value. Indeed, a central purpose of this paper is 1o repu-
diate responses to his work as a body of images inherently beyond criticism or analy-
sis. T show that his aesthetics can be located within a series of historical and political
discourses relating 1o the relationship berween natre and culture, the place of the
romantic sublime in German national identity, and the emergence of existential
ideas reflected in expressionism and the cinematic macabre. The analysis of Herzog's
work reveals a variety of possible stances ranging from neostructuralist 1o cultural
materialist. | argue here that a materialist position can most effectively tackle the en-
sion between romanticism and existentialism in his work, within the broader context
of colonial iconographies and the development of ecological politics.” Where appro-
priate, | have drawn on critical readings of Albert Camus and Joseph Conrad in order
to elucidate these conflicting themes of romanticist unity and existential alienation. 1
have tried to uncover the imperialist aspects of Herzog's work and show how he has
masked economic and political processes by the artificial exclusion of culture from
nature, along with the portrayal of historical sentiments and social relations as natur-
al and transcendent features. Through the recurring themes of geographical explo-
ration and heroic selfsacrifice T trace the linkages between the “galactic ambitions' of
western cultural and economie expansionism and the ‘dichotomous iconography’ of

Ecumene 19963 (1)



Visions of darkness: the representation of nature in the films of Werner Herzog 3

the imperial mind, embodied in [he tension between primordial nature as source of
innocence and as object of terror.”” Although 1 draw widely from Herzog's work in
this paper, | have focused my discussion on the five filins which best illustrate the
themes I wish to explore: Aguirre, the wrath of God (1972), The enigma of Kaspar Flauser
(1974), Nosferatu, the vampyre (1978), Fizearraldo (1982), and Cobra Verde (1988).

It is necessary initially 10 examine the meaning of the sublime in European
thought, and how nature and landscape emerged as central to the aesthetic vision of
the romantic movement. I have wsed the theme of namre in two main ways to refer
not only to perceptions of wilderness or "first nature’ but also to notions of the essen-
tial nature of existence, the idea of a natural human pawre beyond the distortions of
histery and culture." T then illustrate how ‘wilderness' landscapes take a central sym-
bolic significance in Herzog's portrayal of the relationship between nature and cul-
wire, 1 show how the Rantian idea of the sublime as a ‘lull and cumplcm primordial
experience of spuuu—ttmpl)rahl.}f links directly to the romanticist fascination with
nature and wilderness."” In the third part of the discussion | turn to Herzog's presen-
tation of individual struggle as part of an existential rebellion against nature isell,
thus extending his world beyond a spiritualized romanticism to a more gloomy assess-
ment of the human condition. Finally [ examine how the Herzogian sublime's insis-
tence on an autonomous realm of aesthetic experience is predicated on a denial of
the historical and cultural context within which his work is both created and experi-
enced by us, the audience.

Sublime nature in European thought

The idea of the sublime is central to our understanding of the relationship bewween
Herzog's work and the German romantic tradition, We can identily how the sublime
intersects with the analysis of Herzog's films in three main ways: first, through the his-
worical relationship between philosophical concerns with the experience of sublimity
and the emergence of the romantic tradition in European art; secondly, the simulta-
neous focus of the sublime on spatio-temporal transcendence and the experience of
nature; and finally, the contemporary interest in the sublime through the appropria-
tion of Kantian aesthetics within various neostructuralist interpretations of late twen-
tieth-century modernity."”

Within western intelleciual taditions it s usually the wriungs of the late classical
scholar Longinus who is credited with the recognition that ‘aesthetic pleasure could
be stimulated not only by the awareness of heaut}.' but also by a more mysterious and
elating experience known as the “Sublime’ """ Yet it was only in the early nine-
teenth-century that the experience of the sublime conveyed by European poets,
artists, and philosophers began to be ‘almost exclusively a certan sort of narmral
scene or a certain way of viewing natural scenes, or even Nature itsell”." Prior 1o the
nineteenth century, landscape painting, for example, had been regarded as one of
the ‘lesser genres’, but the increasing emphasis on the study of nature allowed a shift

‘away from descriptive painting towards the communication of pure visual experi-
ences’, a dfvclnpmr.'nt culminating in the emergence of abstract art in the early twen-
tieth century.,”” Social and economic developments in the nineteenth century
facilitated this change of emphasis in two main ways: first, the increasing autonomy of
the artist was assisted by a growing middle<lass audience and the freeing of artstic
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expression from the confines of private patrons; secondly, the impact of industrializa-
tion and the growth of cities contributed to the importance of landscape and nature
as a supenﬂr subject martter to the artificial and manulaciured environments of
modernity.” The study of landscape and particularly ‘wilderness’ thus contained a
sense ol artistic reaction against the destruction of natre coupled with new freedoms
in artistic expression.

Within the European tradition we can distinguish two main bodies of thought on
the meaning of the aesthetic sublime in the period up to the late nineteenth century,
derived from the thought of Immanuel Kant and Edmund Burke. The Burkean sub-
lime is based on the opposite of beauty: an z:csr_he[:c experience which is terrifving in
its enormity, darkness, or infinite extension.” For Burke, the terror of the sublime
was linked to fears for one’s own safery in an individualized aesthetic experience not
far removed from the burgeoning sell-interest espoused by the late eighteenth-centu-
ry political economy of Adam Smith," I shall return to the discussion of Burke's work
later in this paper in order to expose the gendered aspects of romanticist aesthetics.
It is in the work of Kant, however, that we find a more sophisticated treatment of the
experience of sublimity and the clearest exposition of the relationship between
nature and the aesthetic sublime, a connection which was crucial to the emergence
of European romanticism.

The Kantian sublime is concerned with the mind's limit, a threshold of transcen-
dent knowledge derived from our experience of nature which reminds us that our
imaginative abilities are finite, something which may "appear to oppose our judge-
ment [sweckwidrig fiir unsere Urteilskraft], to be inadequate to our power of representa-
tion".™ For Kant, the limit to our powers of imagination [Grenze der Einbildungskraft]
his the potential to provoke both fear and creativity; the scope of the human mind is
‘streiched and extended 1o encompass new conceptions of space and time, and thr
power of reason generates visions of the world that extend to the limits of fiction’.
Kant distinguishes between the ‘mathematical’ sublime derived from the effecs of
scale and magnitude on the imagination and the ‘dynamic’ sublime engendered by
the experience of power, which through the nineteenth century became increasingly
associated with machines, cities, and bustling urban life rather than natural phenom-
ena.” The scale and power of nature offered the early romantics a sense of insight
into the human spirit, and the opportunity to link the individual soul and the univer-
sal spirit, the fear of disorder giving way to a renewed conviction in the existence ol a
transcendent order. It is in Kant's third eritique, The entigue of judgement, that the
experience of sublimity is most closely :a.smclatcd with nature, yet the sublime exper-
ence can also extend to human artifice.™ The extension of the sublime to include
human artifice is significant, since representations of nature in painting, film, and
other media can engender a "harmonious tension b{:h\lrcn what is perceptually over-
whelming and what is nevertheless known 1o be artifice’.” ! What we find in the cine-
ma of Herzog is the atlempt 1o reconstruct the experience of sublimity through a
reworking of the romanticist representation of nature in which the audience is invit-
ed to respond as if it were actually experiencing the images firsthand.

It is impertant to note that although the sublime has proved a formative idea in
European thought, it transcends any particular historical tradition, and the experi-
ence of sublimity is known across all human cultures. Indeed, much western intellec-
tual thinking on this subject has drawn its inspiration from other cultures; both
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Hegel and Schopenhauer, for example, were influenced by Indian art forms. In the
German context, the suffusion of the romantic sublime with pantheistic spirituality in
the writings of Goethe and Morgensiern drew on a growing European fascination
with the Orient.” More recently, writers such as Albert Camus and Georges Bataille
introduce sublime discourse as an existential focus on nothingness, that which lies
heyond the distortions of various religions and metaphysical beliel sysiems as ‘the
more ohscure apprehension of the unknown; of a presence which is no longer in any
way distinct from an absence’.” The existential tradition in European thought can be
triced to the thought of Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, and is rooted in the disconcert-
ing emphasis on the difference berween the ephemerality of human life and the type
of existence possessed by inanimate objects.” In Herzog's cinematic sublime we
encounter an unusual combination of these aesthetic traditions, a juxtaposition of
nineteenth-century romanticism with twentieth-century existentialism; and it is the
tension between these different strands which [ explore in the next section.

In search of the ‘unembarrassed’ landscape

Herzog explores the limits of representation and meaning through the use of the
sublime to denote the threshold of human comprehension, This is conveyed cine-
matically by presenting the central characiers as visionaries struggling against nature
itself, often involved in hopeless quests and narratives with anticlimactic endings. In
emphasizing both the incomprehensible and the frightening aspects of the sublime
in combination with an emphasis on the individual aesthetic experience, Herzog's
work embodies aspects of bath the Kantian and Burkean romantic traditions. Yet his
aesthetic vision reaches beyond romanticism and the striving for spiritual unity with
nature to encompass existential readings of nature as something morally empty and
indifferent towards human life.

Herzog has been described as a 'director of landscapes’, with human life frequent-
ly presented as an insignificant presence in his imagery.™ His films are marked by a
fascination with the creation of original cinematic experiences found in the search
for ‘new landscapes, new images, things that have not been seen before’,” and ‘this
sense of the physicality of nature, of its material reality, and of man’s position within
it, vet apart from it, seems central to Herzog's personal universe’,” The search for
the wilderness of ‘first nature’ is a recurring theme in Herzog's work, in his use of
what he has termed ‘unembarrassed’ landscapes to form the setting for his films: an
unblemished natural backeloth against which his allegorical narratives can be played
out.” The idea of wilderness ‘as the repository of transcendent truth and uliimate
reality’ forms the metaphysical underpinning to the use of landscape in Herzog's
work, often using the narrative of a journey to symbolize a descent into a primordial
past.” Herzog's depiction of nature can be characterized as premodern in the sense
that nature is portrayed as an overwhelming and inimical force, in contrast with the
twentieth-century concerns with the destruction of nature as a fragile biosphere, In
this imporiant respect Herzog's reading of nature is at odds with the contemporary
environmental movement, though 1 show later in this paper that there are strong
areas of congruence between his antipathy to modernity and the ecological critique
of modernity.

Very few of his films include features drawn from contemporary urban society, and
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nature is depicted as a largely separate realm from human activity rather than as part
of an integral nexus of relationships whereby landscapes are created and transformed
by human societies. The film Heart of glass (1976), for example, was produced at
remote settings in the west of Treland, Bavaria, and Alaska, in order to provide wilder-
ness imagery. Herzog's own account of walking from Munich to Paris in 1974 pre-
sents a landscape which is oddly deserted of people, a premodern scene, within
which his own life takes on the guise of a romantic visionary prepared o undergo any
hardship in order to experience ‘the yarity of true aesthetic vision'.”" Herzog reveals
his antipathy to urban life and what he sees as the artificiality of modern culture in
contrast to the authenticity of nature, this nature—culture polarity forming a recur-
ring focus in his work.

Herzog's films provide many familiar symbols from the classic era of German
romanticism, In The enipma of Kaspar Heawser (1974) his imagery can be linked to the
Biedermeier period of early nineteenth-century German romanticism exemplified by
(aspar David Friedrich, Heine, Schiller, Schubert, and Schumann,™ A typical exam-
ple drawn from this period is Friedrich's Winter landscape (1811) (Figure 1), where we
find a combination of the aesthetic and metaphysical sensibilities of the romantic tra-
dition: the depiction of primordial nature through the darkness of the trees; the fas-
cination with the aesthetic sublime depicted by snow in wwilight; and the presence of
religious imagery lending a spiritualized dimension to the aesthetic experience. In

o e B4 TR — £ 54y

Figure 1 = Winter Landscape (1811) by Caspar David Friedrich. A typical romantic image from
the early nineteenth century combining narore with religious imagery. (The National Gallery,
London)
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Herzop's Nosferatu, the vampyre (1978) the silhouetted rocks rising before the ascemt
to Dracula's castle are reminiscent of Friedrich's The eross in the moustaing (1508},
Another example is Herzog's Cobra Verde (1988), where the bandit da Silva is depict-
ed in the classic romantic pose of contemplating nature as we see his back turmed
towards us, inviting the audience o look with him out onto the sea, a familiar image
in a number of Friedrich's later paintings such as Moonnise over the seq (1822),
Herzog's choice of music in his films and documentaries also draws heavily on the
nineteenth-century romantics; Beethoven, Brahms, Mahler, Wagner, and Grieg have
all featured prominently in his work.”

In addition to more spiritually infused early nineteenthcentury romantc influ-
ences, we can also find a more disturbing imagery in his work, drawn from late nine-
teenth-century European artists such as Arnold Boécklin, Ferdinand Hodler, and
Edward Munch. In Bocklin's Self-portrait with death the fiddler (1872) and Alfred
Rethel's Death as assasin {1851) there is a selfconscious abandonment of the panthe-
istic tradition, invoking both the Renaissance idea of the artst as melancholic and
also the medieval theme of the Dance of Death. In Herrog's Nosferatu, the vampyre
{1978) we find Lucy {played by Isabelle Adjani) wandering in the market place of the
port of Delft surrounded by strange scenes of death and ecstasy, her Nazarene image
of repose and pre-Raphaelite beauty contrasting with the trance-like dancing of the
dying citizenry. The imagery of Nosgferatu forms a bridge between the spiritualized
romanticism of the early nineteenth century and the increasingly macabre preccou-
pations of the late nineteenth century. These aspects of Herzog's work bring him
within the twenticth-century expressionist doctrine of ecstatic creation based on
visions, which drew its historical inspiration from the Sturm und Drang (storm and
stress) movement of late eighteenth-century German romanticism, emphasizing both
artistic autonomy and aesthetic transcendence, and featured widely in the German
expressionist tmrn’l‘l of the 1920s through the work of Fritz Lang and Friedrich
Willhelm Murnau.™

Herzog's landscapes ke on a more enigmatic and disturbing quality than the
spiritual representations of nature in the English pantheistic tradition of William
Waordsworth and John Ruskin, or American writers such as Walt Whitman, John Muir,
and Henry Thoreau. Herzog effectively breaks free from the spiritualized “nature
philesophy’ of Schelling, which had held such a strong influence over the nipe-
teenth-century German romantics.” From this different perspective, nature becomes
mmemmg alien and threatening to human life, as in Lhc “terrifvingly cold, empty and
vast” Canadian landscape described by Northrop Frye, * In Herzog's work the depic-
tion of extreme and threatening landscapes (desernts, open seq, impenetrable forest)
provides a better metaphor for his exploration of modern life and humd.n isolation
than the bucolic scenes typical of the spiritualized romantic tradition.”

To be a stone among stones

In Herzog's films the sublime is presented as the innawe materiality and transience of
human life juxtaposed with a natural time and space transcending history and cul-
ture. In other words, the Hertogian sublime is experienced at the point where cul-
ture ends and nature begins; where the agency of nature iself is revealed in its
overwhelming of human frailty. Examples include the scenes of death wrought by
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drought depicted in the opening minutes of Cobra Verde (1988), set in carly nine-
teenth-century Brazil, and the succumbing of humanity to morta]igz with the arrival
of the plague in the port of Delft in Nosferatu, the vampyre (1978)." In the opening
frame of Herzog's portrayal of a doomed expedition of Spanish conquistadors in
Aguirre, the wrath of God (1972), the insignificance of human life is clearly emphasized
by a ‘simulated split frame between sky, earth and man . ...

In the left we see the almost vertical drop of a vast mountain; on the right, wispy clouds
drifting across; in between, barely discernible to the eye at first we see a seemingly unend-
ing line of antsized men descending.”

Herzog's vision can be termed existential ingsmuch as it dramatizes the contrast
between human existence and the kind of existence possessed by natural objects.*
The individual can break free of society, but never from nature, never from the ult-
mate irrationality of mortality itself. Like Camus, Herzog is not very interested in
what Teilhard de Chardin termed the biosphere of living organisms, but is more fas-
cinated by the very physicality of the inanimate earth: its “rocks, sand, sea, winel and
mountains’."”

Where natural organisms do appear, as in the tangled and impenetrable jungles of
Aguirre and Fitzearralds, these represent an ‘earth-force, a manifestation of the natural
elements which obliterate the constructions of man’." The documentary of the mak-
ing of Fitsearraldo, Les Blank’s Burden of dreams (1984), reveals Herzog's profound
sense of alienation from Amazonian nature:

It's an unfinished country, it's still prehistoric ... It's like a curse weighing on an entire
landscape, and whoever goes 100 deep into this has a share of this cunse ... It's & land that
God, if he exists, has created in anger.”

For Camus, the natural world differs from the human world primarily in its enduring
being, in contrast to the ephemerality of human life. Yet this disparity berween the
human world and the natural ‘other’ necessarily entails a tragic vision. Like Herzog,
Camus aspires to this intense communion with nature but ‘complete union escapes
his grasp; he desires to abdicate his selfhood, to become a stone among stones, bt
his individuality intrudes; he feels intensely that such experiences belong to a state of
innocence, not so much a return to such a state, but a primal state of innocence in
which man knew not good and evil.*® Given the intensity of Camus's experiences it
seems to him ‘a ludicrous scandal that man should nevertheless be mortal’, but any
attempt at self-loss or transcendence is bound to be transient because world rejects
human life: the fundamental otherness of the world is inescapable:"

Even though many of my films take place in the Sahara Desert or the jungle, I'm not one of
those nature freaks or natare lovers = | have great reservations. There's oo much gone
wrong in creation iself. Nowadays you see it everywhere as if return to nature or natural
food would increase human harmony — as if there was any harmony in nature at all! It just
gives me pain in my stomach when 1 think about it. We simply have to wrestle some sort of
dignified existence away from the evil of the universe, of nature.”

The essential difference between Herzog and Camus's conception of natre is thar,
for Herzog, not only is nature an irreconcilable other but it is also imbued with a

moral vacuity, a mocking hostility towards human endeavour. In Aguirre, the familiar
colonial themes of unsaved souls, uncharted lands, and slave labour are gradually dis-
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tilled into an unrelenting conflict between primordial natre and a doomed and self-
deluding fragment of western civilization. The last sequence of Aguime shows the con-
guistadors’ raft drifting in circles on a vast, slow-moving river and invaded by
hundreds of monkeys. This final image providing dramatic svmbolism that the failed
expedition has reached the end, the simian invasion marking the last boundary
between natire and culture,™

The politics of vision

Having explored Herzog's representation of the boundary between culture and
nature, | turn now to the political significance of Herzog's aesthetic vision. There is
an implicit holism within Herzog's imagery, where the overall effect is greater than
the multiplicity of its parts, transcending the notion of an individualized linguistic
construction ol reality, Indeed, a recurring theme in Herzog's work is a central ele-
ment in the sublime experience: the inability of language 1o communicate effectively.
Herzog's work seeks to apprehend the incomprehensible in terms of the cosmic
ordering of nature or the human condition at a level which transcends specific his-
torical or cultural construces, Yet it can also be placed within intellectual traditions
which display a profound ambiguity towards modernity: urban anomie and western
consumerism in Strozeek (1976), the destruction of aboriginal culture by multination-
al uranium mining corporations in Where the preen ants dream (1984), and the human
and ecological impact of war in Lessons in darkness (1992). Herzog's cinematic images
often use a variety of unusual perspectives and lighting to intrigue the audience. In
his documentary about the aftermath of the gulf war, Lessons in daviness, the ravaged
landscape is presented o the viewer as both aesthetcally and intellecrually incompre-
hensible. One sequence of the film is diled Satan’s national park, likened by one
reviewer 1o Max Ernst’s apoca]}rplicgaiming Eurgpe after the rain, where nothing is rec-
ognizable and all is disintegrating.” What are we 1o make of these landscapes® Do
their unusual acsthetic characteristics place them beyond historical precedent or crit-
ical analysis, as Herzog would have us believe?

In The enigma of Kaspar Hauser (1974}, the narrative is based on a true story. On 16
May 1828 Kaspar Hauser, a youth of about 16, was found dazed in a Nuremberg
square. He was almost incapable of speech and lawer claimed 1o have been keptin a
dark cellar all his life. Looked after by people in the city, he [ast became an interna-
tivnal celebrity, only to be murdered in 1833 in a manner as strange as his appear-
ance five vears earlier.” In the film, Hauser 1akes the role of a ‘natural man’ without
any social conditioning, to be challenged by bourgeois science and culture in a series
of bizarre episodes. Hauser is pitied against the repression of instmtionalized medi-
cine and also a test of logic by a university professor, We see here the articulation of
Herzog's empathy with a Foucauldian aversion 1o "terroristic reason’, and the implicit
message that it is the town which is mad and not Hauser: *Society, intolerant of other-
ness, of physical defects, and of uncontrollable psyches, denies these damaged indi-
viduals their humanity through bureaucratic instimtonalization, persecution and
simple neglect,™

However, the link between the ‘metaphysical revolt’ of the individual and the
transformation of society is problematic. Herzog's critique of bourgeois rationality
never develops into a sophisticated political analysis of these systems of oppression
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(capital, medicine, science, etc,), but, rather, leaves us with the ulimate fudlity and
tragedy of these individual figures: hope persists simply in the form of perseverance in
the face of hopelessness. This political ambiguity of Herzog's vision is revealed in the
German title of the flm, Every man for himself and God against all [ feder fiir sich wund Gott
gegen Alle]. Jan-Christopher Horak draws a parallel here between Herzop's narrative
and the existentialist marxist vision of Camus, a ‘godless passion play, in which every
man is for himself, and the universe against all’, leaving us ‘with an anarchistic, albeit
humanistic vision of man'.*’ Similar criticisms can be levelled at Herzag's treamment of
slavery and colonialism in Cobra Verde, which scarcely moves beyond the tortured psy-
che of the former slavetrader.” This film is based on Bruce Chamwin's 1980 novel The
viceroy of Craidah, describing the rise and fall of Francisco Manuel da Silva, alias Cobra
Verde, a Brazilian bandit who in the early nineteenth century built a shortlived slave-
trading empire in the African kingdom of Dahomey.” The empathy portrayed
between da Silvi and the African slaves can be characterized in the tradition of Conrad
as a fantasy representation of the colenial universe, where the superficial representa-
tion of racial and ethnic solicirity belies a westernized cosmos based on a romanticiza-
tion of imperialism embodying contradictory emancipatory and repressive ideas.”

Herzog has consistently resisted attempis to rationalize or explain his work, and in
this sense he could be placed within the postwar critical reaction in the 1950s and
1960s towards the eold rmtionalism of high modernism. The insistence on an emo-
tional reaction to art, what Sontag referred to as the need [or an “erotics of art” in the
place of interpretation, was an influential strand in litcrary theory and aesthetics, and
an important precursor to the emergence of neostructuralism in the 1970s.” In inter-
views, Herzog has rejected any easy categorization of his work into any particular
period or historical tradition.” Many critics have endorsed Herzog's resistance w the
analysis of his own work as thoroughly consistent with the subject-matter he presents
to us, since the idea of a threshold of comprehension is embodied in the notion of
the sublime in terms of the tension between rationalism and irrationalism.™ Herzog
has claimed that ‘film is the art of illiterates, not of intellectuals’ and has fostered the
image of himself as a simple craftsman struggling to articulate his visions to a wider
world™ Interestingly, some critics have endorsed this view of Herzog by linking his
cinema with the phenomenological appeal of Husserl and Heidegger to simply ‘let
things speak for themselves' [zur den Sachen].” As with Conrad, there has been a ten-
dency 1o see his work as an exploration of ontological issues and predicated on the
‘symbolic representations of “transhistorical” realities’, lying outside the mundani-
ties of historical and political discourse.”

Yet for a sophisticated and commercially successful film-maker this eschewing of
critical analysis is disingenuous, We can examine his work more closely, both in terms
of the actual process of production and also in terms of the culiural and historical
context within which the projecis are conceived by the director and experienced by
his audience. Herzog and his images cannot be separate from the world; he is no lat-
ter-lay Hauser naively articulating the visual equivalent of primal innocence. In par-
ticular, his treatment of colonial representations of nature and wilderness cannot be
held at a deferential distance on the basis of the director’s historical circumstance,
since he is a contemporary film-maker reworking historical themes. An exploration
of these colonial iconographies is necessary in order to make sense of those processes
which have defined the structure of the modern world, and which continue to char-
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acterize the interrelationships between western political and economic institutions
and remote regions which feature prominently in Herzog's work.

I urn therefore o Herzog's blurring of fact and Action as he uses historical narra
lives to communicate what he sees a deeper level of meaning. If we examine his por-
trayal of the Spanish conquistadors in Aguerre, the wrath of God (1972), we find that the
film is a collage of fact and fction, vet Herzog insists that the very real dangers expe-
rienced in making the film lend it authenacity, and asserts that ‘the advaniage it has
over Hollywood is that it's real. The spectacle is real; the danger is real™
Interestingly, many reviewers ook the narrative 1o be historical Fact, yet there are a
number of significant changes: Pizarro is included in the 1560 expediton vet he had
in fact died twelve vears earlier; a variety of narrative events are gleaned from the ear-
lier Orellana expedition of 1540; and Herzog's use of Klaus Kinski 1o plav the lead
role bears no resemblance 1o historical accounts of Aguirre's appearance but usefully
allows Herzog to deploy Kinski's Arvan features as symholic of European impernalism
(Figure Ej_“* -l—frrgup; is, however, not interested in “‘documented history for s own
sake but in a symbolic reality, in a deeper truth”.”™ In other words, it is the underlying
universal rruth he secks o show us which is more significant than the need for histor-
ical accuracy. Indeed, Herrog himsell pus this point succinetly, describing Aguire as
‘not reallv a narrative of actual happenings or a portrait of actual people: At any level
it Is a film about what lies behind landscapes, faces, situations and works."™

A further issue is whether the siriving o produce specific acsthetc images justifies
any method of film production, and the way the resulting tensions help o expose the
complicated relationship between politics and aesthetics in Herzog's work. Herzog's
methods of Alm production have periodically met with hostility, most notably with his
making of the film Fizearralds (1982), which is based
on the real life of nincteenth-century rubber baron
Carlos Fermin Fizearrald, who built an opera house in
the Bragilian rain forest by dragging a ship over a
mountain. Three main charges can be levelled against
Fizcarraldo, First, Herzog's portrayal of the white rub-
ber baron during the rubber boom of 1880-1914 is
overly sympathetic to the colomial point of wview, in
stark contrast 1o his earlier portraval of Agusre, and
masks a period within which there was a frenetic dnve
for European colonial expansion.” Fizearraldo is an
archetypal European conqueror/ explorer, whose lin-
eage can be traced back to Pizarro and Columbus, and
his soft weatment may in part be auributed w the
needs of commercial cinema, with a budget over 1en
times that for Aguime™ The figure of Fizearraldo also
illustrates the ulumate fallure of the visionary dimen-
sion to western impenalism, where noble deeds, self-
dying daughter Flores (played sacrifice, and heroism cannot disguise ‘the wasting of
by Cecilia Rivera) in the gl Btopian desire when attached to pragmanc purposes
stages of the failed expedi- and immoral goals. i Secondly, the central metaphor
tion. (Contemporary  Films, of the torcible introduction of western cuiture to the
London) native Indians by way of an opera house, is lost amud

Figure 2 = Ayruirre, the wrath of
o (1972). Aguirre (played
by Klaus Kinski) cradles his
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the physical difficulues of dragging a ship over a mountan (Figure 3}, which for
Herzop lent the film ‘real texture’ in contrast o the use of special elfects; putting
‘the audience back into a position where thev can trust their own eves .I:_':.IJ.H...I And
thirdly, during the process of making the Blm there were charges of exploiting native
peoples as film exiras and the destruction of tracts of minfores:, provoking a critical
documentary, Ning Gladiz's Land of bitterness and prede (1984, the condemnation of
the German branch of Survival International, and even parallels drawn with Leni
Riefenstahl's infamous use of concentration camp gvpsies as exuas in Tigfland.” The
tensions with the Aguarana tribe in northern Peru reached such a crisis point that
Herzop's first camp was burnt to the ground on | December 1979 and a new location
was found 1500 miles further south invalving a new deal with the Machiguenga
Indians. The Indians for their parnt had difficulty in identifying as a distinet “pre-
modem’ culture to be portrayed in the flm, secing themsclves more as a class
pitted against the Peruvian government, business interests, and settiers. Just as in
the late nineweenth cemtury they [ought against the rubber barons, the Indians
now find themselves bauling for their land rights and the new barons of oil,
cocoa, and timber:’” vet these broader political and economic developments that

Figure 3 — Fierorraldo (1982). In this, perhaps Hergog's most controversial film, the marrative
revolves around dragging o ship over & mountain in order o construct an opera howse in the

heart of the Amazon jungle, (Contemporary Films, London)
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dominate the present also remain indiscernible in their colonial origins in Herzog's
Fitzearralde,

Similarly, one senses that the cult of the male explorer risking the ‘ultimate sacri-
fice’ of death iself, retains an ImpIIElT. and natumllrm:l conception of gender hidden
within the striving for universal meaning in his work.” * The idea of male rejuvenation
through travel into wilderness has a long historical lineage, and forms the obverse of
the ecofeminist earth-as-goddess theme.” The romantic cosmaos has, since its incep-
tion in the late eighteenth century, been portraved as a westernized male realm, as
suggesmd by the canonical nawre of male romanticist literawure, painting, and
music.” The metaphysical angst and heroism associated with the sublime experience
was characterized by Burke as a specifically male aesthetic, whilst the female aesthetic
wis restricted o the realm ol physical beauty, to the inferior world of the senses and
the everyday.”™ We also find in Herzog's imagery the familiar colonial juxaposition
between the clothed European and the nakedness of primordial culture, particularly
in Cabra Verde, where the coy innocence of primitive sexuality is unleashed as an army
of naked women step out of the pages of Natienal (:cog’raphic and advance across the
screen 1o assist da Silva in his military ambitions,” The romantic tradition is thus a
deeply gendered genre; in its historical and impernial interconnections it is predicated
on a specifically male-dominated universe, a cosmos in the service of man rather than
of humanity.

A further contentious issue is the relationship between Herzog's aesthetic and the
politics of modernity, and in particular the recurring tension between rationalism
and irrationalism running through the evolution of the idea of the sublime. In the
prewar period the German romantic wradition was easily assimilated into a National
Socialist aesthetic based on the attempt tw communicate a set of intrinsic natural val-
ues as the basis of natonal identity, often through the cultural emulation of the
longevity and strength of nature.” Though Herzog's own politcal vision has
remained somewhat elusive, he has condemned the political programme of the
Third Reich, and has always strongly suppored the expressionist film-maker Loue
Eisner, who was exiled in the 1930s but returned 1o Germany in the postwar years to
once again establish a ‘legitmate film culture’ in Germany.” The point at issue here,
however, is the implicit and hidden dangers of the elevation of the aesthetic to a priv-
ileged eritical position, through which one can draw a lineage between Herzog's
imagery in Heart of glass (1976), Fizcarraldy (1982}, and The dark glow of the mountains
(1984}, and the symbolic depiction of landscape in the films of prewar Germany. For
example, Siegfried Kracauer's analysis of German film making in the 1920s and 19305
reveals disturbing insights about the role of nature and landscape in German nation-
alism. In the early 1920s there emerged a specific genre of German art, the mountain
films of Arnold Fanck, Leni Riefenstahl, Luis Trenker, and Sepp Allgeier. In Fanck’s
The holy mountain (1927) we can see how 'the idolatry of glaciers and rocks was symp-
tomatic of an anti-rationalism on which the Nazis could capiralize’.”

Perhaps the most notable of these mountain films is Riefenstahl's The blue light
{1932}, where the ‘primal innocence’ theme is embodied i in 2 combinaton of myth,
nature worship, and the primacy of the aesthetic expenience. * Significantly, the main
character in the film, played by Riefenstahl herself, dies in her attempt to protect the
sacred source of the hlue light as a form of heroic self-sacrifice. This aesthetisiz-
ation of death through the emphasis on symbaolic rather than actual human life is a

Ecumens 1996 3 (1)



14  Matthew Gandy

recurring and disturhing element in the fascist aesthetic centml 1o the romanticist
rejection of capitalism and bourgeois culture,”™ The closest parallel in Herzog's films
is his emphasis on aesthetic authenticity through the experience of danger and
adversity in the production of his work, where, for example, the deaths and imjunes
to Indian extras during the making of Fitzearalde were seen as an unforiunate but
necessary sacrifice to be made in the realization of his higher arustic gouls, 1t is lor
these reasons that at least one film critic has accused Herzog (and Riefenstahl) of
having approprinted the romantic legacy, through a “steely romanticism” allied with
the triumph of the spirit over reason.” The imperialist adventures of the European
past form a prominent theme in Herzog's mythology, where we are shown ‘"the misty
idealism of the Northerners, who at the smallest encouragement dream of nothing
less than the conguest of the carth’, as they attempt to carry culiure and coherence
into the realm of nature.” In its imperialist formulations romanticism thus becomes a
metaphysical underpinning 1o exploration. conquest, and the appropriation of the
non-western world.

The problem with Herzog's political vision is that it is never able w move bevond
the recognition of the absurdity of existence, Whereas in the ‘metaphysical revolt” ol
Camus the logic of the absurd’ allowed a rediscovery of inner sell and an idenntica-
tion with humanity in general, in Herzog's narratives the central figures remain
wolated and alone. They cannot change the world because they cannot change
nature. Humanity is therefore condemned tooa weleological hiswory within which
*‘Machiavellian nationalism’ can flourish as the atempted naturalization of aesthetic
ideology.™ In this sense, Herzog's work is born out of a conservative and indwidual-
ized critique of modernity, one that creates an antificial separation of the ndividual
from society, and nature from culture. His exweme individualism, conpled with an
anti-rationalist rejection of modermnity and s institutions, is at odds with any lorm of
cooperative or demoeratic politics bevond the imagined idyll of rural auarky or
some form of "blood and soil-based bio-regionalism. We can trace a connecuon here
between Herzog's appeal 1o trans-histonical wuths and the German valkisch tradition
of nature as part of an organic union with culture as an ideological underpinning 1o
both German nationalism and environmentalism as it has developed since the lue
nincteenth century. Sublime nature and nationalism came together in an idealiza-
tion of peasant life, accompanied by anti-liberal sentiments, and reverence for wilder-
ness areas. These different strands of a conservative environmentalism were
particularly closely entwined during the tormative decades of German nation-build-
ing between the 1870s and 19305, and were epiiomized by the formation of the influ-
ential German League for the Protection of the Homeland in 1904, More recently,
the resurgence of the German green movement in the [980s and 19908 has crystal-
lized around a kft challenge to social democracy lostered in part by i reaction against
the legacy of conservative ecologieal politics and its close association with Nazisoy. Yeu
the central tenets of a political programme rooted in natre retin an ideological
ambiguity and a histerical continuity through the themes of anti-urbanism and the
veneration of rural life, artculated through the complex relationship between the
environmental movement and twenteth-century moderniey.

In Herzog's work we find a curious contradiction between lamentations for the
ecalogical impact of modernity and the desire o create original aesthetic experi-
enices, which reach their apotheosis in the acmal destruction of rminforest during the
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filming of Fitzearraldo, a flm which systematically obscures historical processes of cul-
wiral and landscape change in Amazonia. The film is thus ar ironic testament 1o the
way in which the conquest of nature has been a corollary to the economic and cultur-
al domination of non-western peoples.” In all Herzog's work the cause of environ-
mental degradation remains obscure. In Cobra Verde, for example, human suffering
and despair are seen as the inexplicable outcome of nature’s cruelty or the actions of
a malevolent god, as captured in the opening lines:

Eleven vears of droughu,

The rocks are sick, Evil 1s 3 trck.

1 will die now. Be l:':|1_|||._*lr ar the bench will crack
From sadness. Do not move, Stay stll.

The water, the earth and the sun turn black,
God, in His perplexing pretends iv's His Will,

The fear and longing for personal redemption through nature is a theme which
binds the European romantic tradition with contemporary ecological politics. We
find in Herzog's work a primordial caricaure of native peoples and rural peasant life
in the European past, a world which is possessed by "privileged insights into transcern-
dental realms and endowed with magical powers .7 The search for primal innocence
and the aesthetic refuge of the 'unembarrassed landscape’ is a recurring feature in
western thought, and is founded on an attempt to escape the realities of historical
process by appeal 1o a higher order of universal meanings residing outside urban life.
Whereas in Conrad's writings, for example, dramatic tension is developed through
the antagonism between western civilization and premodern cultures, in Herzog's
work the colonial dimension is subsumed within the broader tension between nature
{as a primordial realm) and culture (encompassing all the tappings of bourgeois
maodernity). The idea of the sublime has uniil recently been perceived as something
of an anachronism because of is close association with nineteenth-century romanti
cism and the depiction of nature. However, the political import of the sublime
embaodied in the yearning lor transcendence through nature is indispensable to the
current ideological strength of the environmental movement. It is the expenence of
sublimity in nature as a repository of deeper or universal meaning which has nour-
ished environmental ideas founded on the atempt (o gain an organic union with
nature as a solution 1o contemporary political and economic crises. This atempt to
‘naturalize’ or organicize social practice through a ‘specious lorm of universalism™
risks being lured into an aestheticized politics which masks the underlying social
processes which constitute society and its relationship with natwre,” The political
import of Herzog's self-conscious abandonment of reason is rendered all the more
disturbing by his self-professed lack of irony: the director really does believe that
through his blurring of dreams and reality, his mixing of historical fact and myth, he
is uncovering the images and visions hidden within his audience.” In reality, howey-
er, he is inviting us to empathize with a form of existential environmental deermin-
ism which would have sat comfortably within the political and imperial discourses of
the nineteenth century,
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Conclusion

My primary aim in this paper has been o place Herzog's representation of nature in
its historical and political context. I have shown how his cinema is a distant echo ol
an imaginary premodern world, replete with a nineteenth-century colonial iconogra-
phy of exploration and the mastery of pature. I have questioned whether the roman-
tc preoccupation with spatiotemporal transcendence, embodied in the experience
of sublimity, can reveal universal meanings underpinning the constitution of social
and political life and the historical ransformaton of the relationship between nature
and culture. I have suggested that Herzog's antipathy towards the critical analysis of
art is paralleled by the “against interpretation’ currents of literary eriticism in the
19505 and 1960s which contributed towards the development of neostructuralism in
the 1970s. Yer Herzog's work cannot properly be considered neostructuralist because
his aesthetic sublime strives 1o communicate universal meaning, Equally, his disdain
for bourgenis popular culture places him frmly within the elitist traditions of western
modernism.

A critical reading of Herzog's films raises a number of important questions about
the impact of cultural representations of nature in western thought. How can we
most effectively expose colonial sentiments lurking within western aesthetic traditions
of nature and landscape in contemporary cinemar How powerful are romanticist sen-
timents in forging reactionary responses o environmental change? To what extent
does the contemparary search for alternative ethical values in nature engender a mis-
placed universalisim revealed through the aesthede experience of sublimin? With a
clearer understanding of these types of questions we can better appreciate both the
origins and the contemporary weaknesses of western environmentalism, since it is
only through the development of greater social and historical sensitivity that we can
avoid a descent into Herzog's dismal cosmos.
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