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THIS IS MY WORKING-CREDO,
WHICH STILL HOLDS

Film is a series of images put together. Not a
sequence, not a story, but a series of images,
nothing more. The order of the images is less
important than the single image. The final con-
sequence of that assertion is that the images
may be put together blindfolded. That their
order may be determined by means of rules
that make allowance for a strong element of
chance. Like William Burroughs, I consider
chance a great inspiration. I allow chance some
leeway in my films, during shootings, but often
during editing, too. In various ways, I invite
chance to join in the game.
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Rules provide an important working principle
for me. [ invent rules. A new set for each film

- most often with the purpose of delimitating
my technical possibilities. What the camera

is allowed to do, and what it is not. What the
editing can do, and what it cannot. This restric-
tive discipline is of crucial importance to my
work. It is like making mental optics with
which things and events in life may be viewed
in a particular way. It is a way to create order
out of chaos. It is a frame, a Golden Section that
focuses and elaborates segments within brief
instants of time.

And when everything is in place, the rules are
plain and fixed, then the attitude is: Let’s see

CREDO

what happens, e.g. 66 Scenes from America,
Life in Denmark, Motion Picture. A series of
images - that’s what it is. Each image has its
story. Each image is a brief instant of time,
framed. Time flows through the image with
an effortless ease. We observe every motion,
hear every sound.

It’s like that. I put the images in order.

It becomes an order. And each image is
put next to another, is fitted into a pattern.
Becomes an addition. m

Jorgen Leth

Notes on love - Photo: Vibeke Winding
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IT’S A MATTER

CONFIDENCE

IS by METTE HIJORT and IB BONDEBJERG.

Chapter from "The Danish Directors -
Dialogues on a Contemporary
National Cinema” (Intellect Books,
2001)

HJORT: You're an unusually versatile figure.
Not only do your films span a number of
genres, your career as a whole embraces a
wide variety of activities. Indeed, in your case,
one is almost tempted to speak of a series of
parallel, yet interconnected careers. You've
published numerous volumes of poetry and
essays. When you were in your twenties you
worked for Aktuelt and Politiken as a journalist
with a special interest in jazz, sports, film and
theatre. More recently, you've become a much-
loved national figure as a result of your unique
commentaries on the Tour de France for
Danish TV and radio. One thing you cannot
lay claim to, however, is formal training in the
art of filmmaking. How exactly did you get
started as a filmmaker?

LETH: [ started writing early on. I'd worked as a
journalist and had written poetry before I made
my first films, but I'd always thought a lot in
images. This is clear already in my first collec-
tion of poetry, Yellow Light, published in 1962.
Poetry is often visual, and my poetry is particu-
larly visual. So mentally it wasn’t much of a shift
for me to start making films. I had some good
friends, with whom I collaborated artistically,
and we simply agreed that we would make a
film. At the same time we had a very intense
relation to various cinematic conventions and
wanted to change things. We wanted to simplify
things. That in a sense is an idea that has moti-
vated much of my work in film; I wanted to
work very directly with the medium, just as one
does when writing poetry. I wanted to avoid the
technical traps, to avoid giving centre stage

to techno-logy. In some ways there’s a direct
parallel here with today’s Dogme concept.

We threw ourselves into our first film, which
we financed ourselves; in fact, we did absolutely
everything ourselves. We borrowed equipment

and made a virtue of every necessity; the fact
that we simply couldn’t produce synchronic
sound became a virtue. We recorded the images
and sound separately. The film is called Stop for
Bud and we made it in 1963. That was my first
film and it gets around. It’s distributed world-
wide by a French distributor and was made in
the context of a congenial artists’ collective
consisting of Ole John, Jens Jorgen Thorsen

and myself.

The next film, Look Forward to a Time of
Security was even more radical, from a purely
formal point of view. I made it together with
Ole John, in Spain, where I was living at the
time. We simply put images and sound together
in the most incongruous ways, transgressing
every manner of cinematic convention. That,
then, was our first attempt to develop a quite
different take on film form, and it was to a
certain extent an education in itself. We simply
made the film and knew only what we felt we
needed to know about film technique. At the
same time [ was writing for the Danish daily
Aktuelt and had the occasion to interview
Antonioni, Godard, Bo Widerberg and a series
of Danish directors, so film journalism was also
part of my cinematic education. The films had
an impact on my poetry, and my entire career
has been marked by a certain interaction
between writing poetry and making films.

In 1966 we had the opportunity to make
a professionally produced film, The Perfect
Human. It was a great success, won a number
of prizes at festivals, received the Danish
Bodil-award and any number of other awards.
I suppose one might say that it provided the
entry ticket to making films on professional
terms. As a result I've simply skipped all formal
film training, but the ironic point is that I did
apply to the National Film School of Denmark
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OF HAVING
IN SIMPLICITY

Good and Evil - Photo: Henning Camre
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a couple of years later, unsuccessfully. By

then I'd already made at least five films, but

I was gently refused. The argument was that

I already knew the craft of making films and
therefore would be too overwhelming a
presence among the other students. I was
actually rather relieved to hear this!

HJORT: You're one of Denmark’s most im-
portant documentary filmmakers and many
previous interviews and critical discussions
have focused on the precise nature of your
documentary practice. Some critics have
described your documentaries as lyrical, and
you yourself have repeatedly underscored the
importance of a kind of ‘ethnographic wonder’,
as well as your desire, not to prove a particular
point, but rather to show realities in an open-
ended and thought-provoking manner. At
times, the documentary spaces you create
seem designed to provoke certain alienation
effects. I'm thinking, for example, of your use
of song lyrics to comment on the utterances
of the hippies in Nepal, who figure centrally in
Near Heaven, Near Earthb. In Témas Gislason’s
masterful documentary about you and your
work, From Heart to Hand (Fra bjertet til
bdnden), you equate Jean-Luc Godard with
poetry, and Francois Truffaut with prose.

Is your view on the tasks and challenges of
documentary filmmaking shaped by Godard,
and thus also, indirectly, by Brecht?

LETH: I'm glad you've included the reference
back to Brecht, for it’s true that he had an
enormous influence on Godard and therefore
also indirectly on me. In the 1960s I often felt
that Godard and I were travelling along parallel
trajectories. I've never, with the exception of
the interview I did with him, exchanged
thoughts with Godard or known him asa
colleague or friend, but I've always loved his
films and I've taught courses based on his work
at the Danish Film School. I've also written
about Godard'’s films - My Life to Live (Vivre sa
vie) and not least Two or Three Things I Know
About Her (Deux ou trois choses que je sais d’elle)
- describing his pseudo-anthropological
approach to reality, which is also my own. It’s
a question here of adopting a stance towards
reality that is marked by wonder, questioning
and to some extent naiveté, while at the same
time adopting a stance towards film that makes
possible a probing, analytic and experimental
relation to the language of film and its capacity
to describe reality. This is the same kind of
Verfremdung we find in Brecht and the idea is
that language in itself, the very way of posing
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the questions, is important. Although Godard
has been a key source of inspiration, the
influence of, for example, Andy Warhol and
Marcel Duchamp has been at least as important.
I often feel that I've been inspired primarily

by developments in the other arts, typically
painting or music. During the early 1970s

I worked closely with some Danish painters,
including Per Kirkeby. So developments in
painting, the modes of perception associated
with painting, have been very important to me,
and if the artist Duchamp has been important
to me, so has the composer, John Cage. Cage’s
philosophy of emptiness, the way he utilizes
temporal duration, have left definite traces

in my films. It'’s a matter of having confidence
in simplicity, in every single minute, in time

as it passes. I like the long take, where the
contemplation of time and events within a
single frame goes on for quite a while.
HJORT: In 1970 you co-directed The Deer
Garden, the Romantic Forest with the important
Danish painter, Per Kirkeby. The film is a
visually remarkable exploration of the
changing faces of a park that occupies a unique
place in Danish culture. Could you describe the
nature of the collaboration in question? I'm
interested, of course, in the ways in which a
painterly perspective might have shaped the
visual language of the film.

LETH: Kirkeby and I were friends and artist-
ically we had a lot in common. We worked
together as part of the artists’ collective,
ABCinema, in the beginning of the 1970s.

The driving force in that context was the idea
that artists from different schools and from
across the arts should be able to make films
together. I was invited to make the film about
the Deer Garden and it seemed perfectly
natural to ask Per Kirkeby to be part of the
project. The reason I wanted him to be part of
it was that, art historically, he is anchored in
and has a tremendous passion for romanticism
and the Danish Golden Age (1). And it seemed
to me that the Danish Golden Age provided an
excellent aesthetic angle on the Deer Garden.
From a compositional point of view we thought
of the Deer Garden in terms of a series of large
Golden Age paintings, and the depiction of
the seasons is also inspired by a Golden Age
aesthetic. There’s a great deal of stillness in

the film and at certain points the romantic
conception of things finds vivid expression.
HJORT: You studied literature and anthropo-
logy at the Universities of Arhus and Copen-
hagen, and your films are in many ways

dialogues with key anthropological thinkers.
I'm thinking, of course, of Notes on Love, which
includes a sequence that situates your filming
of primarily Melanesian women within the
context of Malinowski’s work on the
Trobriand islands just North East of Papua New
Guinea. You point out that Malinowski was
working here some seventy years earlier, that
his project at that time was ‘to describe love’
and that he is your ‘hero’. Notes on Love even
includes images of black and white photo-
graphs taken by Malinowski. Most contempo-
rary anthropologists associate Malinowski with
positivistic beliefs, and favour instead some
version of anti-realist anthropology, which
remains sceptical about our ability ever to
grasp the truth of a foreign culture. At times,
you seem closer to this kind of literary anthro-
pology, which foregrounds the poetic, writerly
activities of the anthropologist, than you do

to the realist anthropological theories of
Malinowski. Could you talk about your relation
to Malinowski, and your self-understanding as
an anthropologist?

LETH: I see anthropology and especially
Malinowski as tools that I can use in my films;
they provide a kind of aesthetic attitude. The
point is by no means to establish myself as

a disciple of Malinowski, or something like
that. What fascinates me about Malinowski

is his use of language and the distance

- the very precise distance - he establishes

in relation to his subject matter. A lot has
happened in anthropology since then and

I'm interested in people like Michel Foucault,
whom I've also read, but I can’t use his work

in the same way, although his ideas are per-
haps closer to my own way of thinking than
Malinowski’s are. I sometimes refer to Foucault
in my manuscripts. However, I can use
Malinowski. I can use his way of seeing and I
find the very idea of describing sexuality as a
phenomenon deeply inspiring. So I keep going
back to his major work, The Sexual Life of
Savages, which in some ways is my bible, not
on account of its propositional content, but on
account of its method. What moves me is his
almost naive relation to what he describes. His
straightforwardness and way of describing
things make him the romantic incarnation of
the anthropologist sitting in a tent and looking
at the natives. That approach has been deeply
inspiring throughout my work. I've wanted to
be someone who looks upon life with a sense
of wonder, someone who somehow asks the
most awkward questions. We're dealing here
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with an aesthetic attitude rather than some
position in anthropology. I have a frivolous
relation to anthropology. I simply use it as

a tool. My references to Malinowski go all the
way back to Life in Denmark. That is, when I
line up the women in that film, I'm drawing
on Malinowski. Indeed, there’s a hidden
reference to Malinowski; it’s almost a citation.
The subtitle reads ‘Women from a Provincial
Town’, and both the composition and title
recall Malinowksi.

HJORT: The concept of the exotic seems to
be central to your conception of documentary
film. Why?

LETH: I'm very interested in making the
banal exotic. A good example is Life in
Denmark, where I try to view the familiar
with a stranger’s eyes, try to adopt an analytic
stance towards what is most natural, obvious
and mundane. That’s the aim, what I try to
discipline my mind into achieving. In a way

I attempt to charge the most obvious reality
with meaning. When I write poetry, for
example, | may determine that everything

is a matter of choice, even the possibility of
ruling out certain options. My approach has
frequently been to rent a summerhouse some-
where and to isolate myself entirely from
everyday obligations and in order simply to

“l am perhaps related to the romantics
in that I believe that it is possible to
describe the things we see so simply
and realistically, and at the same time
so intensely, that they become charged
and enchanted.”

sit and describe the most immediate view:
what I can see on my table or through the
window. The driving force here has been my
conviction that reality can be charged that way,
can be somehow re-enchanted, to use an old-
fashioned romantic term. I am perhaps related
to the romantics in that I believe that it is
possible to describe the things we see so simply
and realistically, and at the same time so
intensely, that they become charged and
enchanted. I think this method makes possible
a certain transcendence, to speak a little mysti-
cally. It’s possible to adopt a certain perspective
on reality, which changes it and allows it to be
viewed with a sense of profound ethnographic
wonder. In this way the most obvious realities
are called into question as everything is dis-
sected in an almost experimental manner, and
reassembled in new ways. These are the ideas

that have motivated many of my more experi-
mental films, from Life in Denmark to Good and
Evil. In those films it was a matter of removing
things from their normal contexts and placing
them in an empty room where they could be
scrutinized.

HJORT: Many of your films have focused on
Danes and Denmark. In films such as Dancing
Bournonville and Peter Martins: A Dancer you
provide a cinematic interpretation and record
of outstanding moments in the cultural life of
the nation. In Life in Denmark you isolate some
of the driving concerns of ordinary Danes.
Films like Opbelia’s Flowers and The Deer
Garden, the Romantic Forest are lyrical explo-
rations of aspects of a specifically Danish
nature. Could you talk a little about the
intended audience for these national films?
Are these films directed primarily at a national
public, or at an international audience? Lurking
behind these questions is the issue that is at the
heart of current debates about the future of
Danish film: are international audiences inter-
ested primarily in that which is always already
international, or rather, in that which is experi-
enced as other, as different?

LETH: I rarely think of the audience when

I make my films. That’s perhaps a point of
view that few would share, but I really don't
think about the audience. The same is true
when [ write poetry. I don’t think about the
reader. This sounds coquettish, but it’s actually
true. That is, if 'm interested in something, if
the subject matter interests me enough to make
a film about it, then I simply make the film and
assume that someone will want to see it.

My view more generally is that not all films
necessarily have to have a large audience just
as a poetry collection can’t have lots and lots
of readers, compared to novels. At the same
time it’s clear that poetry is important, and
perhaps even necessary if literature is to
survive. It has an inherent power to inspire
people and retain its vitality across time. The
same is true of film, in my view. This, ideally,
is how I like to see things. I think that there’s
an unfortunate tendency to focus on what in
the television business is called ‘viewer ratings’
and to measure films in terms of their box
office success. I do, of course, realize that film is
different from poetry in that films cost money,
but since we are fortunate enough to have a
system that legally guarantees the development
of film art in Denmark, I think it’s important to
make the films one wants to make, without
thinking in terms of what may or may not be

popular. That’s my alibi for making films and
my political position on questions of cultural
production. It's important to be able to make
films in much the same way that poetry is
written. That is, it’s important to be able to
experiment with the language of film, to
ques-tion cinematic conventions, constantly,
so that the language of film can be revitalized
by means of a probing and experimental
stance.

As far as the relation between the national
and the international is concerned, I would
want to say that I've been fortunate enough to
see my films appreciated abroad. My films’
success at festivals, that is, in the eyes of a dis-
criminating audience, has in part enabled me
to continue making films in Denmark. If my
films were to be measured in terms only of
how many viewers see them in the cinema,
and that kind of thing, everything would
quickly grind to a halt. However, it happens to
be the case that Denmark has had a wonderful
distribution system for documentary and
experimental films. In this sense the Danish
Film Institute is really a kind of popular library
for documentary film; it’s had the effect of
making these films very accessible, and they’re
in fact much more widely utilized and viewed
than most people happen to think. Many of my
films have been shown in cinemas and were
made in cinema format, that is, 35 mm. As a
result their chances of being shown at festivals
have been good and many of them have been
internationally distributed. If we focus on the
concept of international film, I have to say that
I go to the cinema less and less, and feel less
and less satisfied by the experience when I
finally do. The kind of hybrid product that can
be referred to as an ‘international production’
is of course the most boring thing imaginable.
We're talking about a product of the most
average quality, the result of any number of
dramaturgical deliberations, market analyses
and so on. I don't believe in the idea of aiming
at that kind of film. A market is of course a
market; that can’t be denied, but I also believe
that there’s something called film art, which
has its own conditions of development, its own
imperatives and trajectories, which run parallel
to the market mechanisms or depart from them
entirely. Luckily of course, some films are great
art and at the same time good entertaintment -
and successfull. I like for example the work of
Scorsese, Tarantino, Ang Lee and Michael
Mann.

HJORT: You're intensely interested in love
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The Deer Garden, the Romantic Forest - Photo: Henning Camre
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Life in Denmark - Photo: Vibeke Winding




and, by your own admission, a great lover of
women. Yet, the view on love that emerges in,
for example, Notes on Love is anything but the
standard, romantic conception. In this film
the viewer witnesses a series of sequences in
which a man examines the face of a woman,
not gently and with compassion, but in an
almost unbearably clinical, dispassionate and
self-absorbed manner. The solipsistic and
unilateral nature of the interactions is fully
expressed in the following statements, which
are made by one of the men, and repeated in
a subsequent sequence: ‘I can tell you very
clearly what I'm doing to you. I'm holding you
in my arms. I'm kissing you. I'm pressing your
body against my body and won't let you go.
That’s what I'm doing to you.” Are you, in fact,
deeply doubtful of romantic conceptions of
love? If not, then what, exactly, were you
trying to convey with these sequences?
LETH: That's a difficult question to answer
because making that film was almost like
writing a poem; I'd almost want to say that it
was made instinctively. It's actually hard for
me to interpret the film, to say exactly what

I wanted to convey with it. It's a film cru in

the sense that it almost spells itself through

its material. I'm fascinated with this idea of
performing an action while at the same time
observing myself doing it. There’s a kind of
‘schizophrenia’, if you will, which is perhaps
part of life too - in both my poetry and my
films. It's a matter of intensely observing the
most basic activities while also engaging in a
form of self-scrutiny. This self-reflexivity was
very extreme at that particular point in time,
because I was at a certain stage in my life; I was
very introverted and my descriptions of love
in that film are almost macabre; they’re like
dissections. However, if you look at my poetry,
you'll find a lot of erotic images. I actually
think that it’s primarily the tone that’s different
in that film and in my poetry. I'm driven to
describe with great precision what I see, what
I feel, what I observe myself - and others -
doing. This motivating force is almost like
placing a magnifying glass in front of the

eye in order to observe reality, both feelings
and their expression; but it’s also a matter of
expressing a very frightening depth that is part
of love’s essence. This approach is perhaps
extraordinarily clinical and observational
compared with ordinary forms of acting, but

I think that many of the actors with whom

I worked felt that the experience in question
was unique. The actors had to be completely
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naked, both literally and metaphorically, and
this involved delving deep into themselves in
search of certain resources, since my stance
towards them was almost ethnographic. My
aim was to try to transfer the ethnographic
perspective from a really exotic and distant
world to a proximate world, to our own,
thereby transforming the realities into ethno-
graphic objects. The idea behind the film was
to turn love into an ethnographic object;

in itself a powerful thought. I was in a very
particular state of mind when I made Notes

on Love, and I wanted to proceed in a really
radical way, which has made it one of my most
extreme films. It was actually intended to be
more ironic, more lighthearted, but it ended
up becoming a very dark film. But I'm very
pleased with it, because while I was making it
I felt I was carrying out the project as a kind
of personal experiment. I wanted to peel away
everything that was superfluous, to remove
everything that might sweeten the film or
make it gentler, more comprehensible, if you
will. In that sense the film is as dark as a poem,
I think. I was also delighted to work together
with Per Kirkeby.

HJORT: The concept of narrative occupies

a central role in both your art and your life.

In Haiti Express you foreground the issue of
narrative in a series of voice-over statements
that thematise the difficulties involved in
beginning a story. You've frequently talked
about your love of Haiti in terms of narrative.
Your claim has been that in Haiti you’re con-
stantly in the thick of unfolding stories, the
beginnings and ends of which seem mysteri-
ous and obscure. A narrative, for you, is clearly
something quite different from the rational
construction with a beginning, middle and
end that Aristotle envisaged. What, exactly,

is your view on narrative, in art and life?
LETH: The question becomes quite powerful
when you mention both art and life. I think of
myself as a storyteller. I won't pretend
otherwise, but I don't tell stories in the way
that is expected. I've exploded that particular
narrative mode in my films, and I've done so
on purpose. First of all because I rarely have
what might be called a ‘message’ in my docu-
mentary films. There’s rarely something I
absolutely want to prove, and I've never been
tempted to tell stories in a conventional way.

I do on the other hand find it inspiring to work
with narrative if I can use a certain aesthetic
method as a starting point. In Haiti Express,
which you refer to, I take on the question of

narrative directly. I construct the narrative in
such a way that we don’t know where it leads
or ends. In so doing I turn the very form of the
feature film, the narrative, into a game. It's a
matter of playing with the concept of reality,
of never hiding the scaffolding or techniques
and of making them manifest instead. At this
point I find Haiti Express a satisfying film. It was
brutally received when it first appeared and for
many years I was very hurt by the negative
responses it received and I didn’t see it again
for a very long time. In recent years I've seen
it on several occasions with quite different
people and I'm really quite pleased with what
1 did with it. My aim in Haiti Express was to
work with a collapsable fiction that we moved
around in reality. That is,  had some actors
whom [ wanted to place in some real situa-
tions, and then [ wanted to write up the scenes
based on those situations.

I'd obviously made up my mind about a
lot of things in advance, and I had lists of the
scenes I wanted to shoot, but much of the time
the actors were simply placed within a given
chunk of reality, where they were expected to
make sense of their stories. Haiti Express’ story
was developed on a set that was real. This

“Pve always felt that it was more
exciting to undertake something
that was difficult and challenging,
something that wasn’t that straight-
forward or easy to grasp.”

was true merely as a result of choosing Haiti,
whereas the producer had a clear preference
for a more controllable location. He suggested
Guadeloupe or Martinique, but I was fascinated
by the idea of Haiti, quite simply because Haiti
was a banana republic, full of strange and sur-
prising things, a surreal political reality. It's a
question of letting yourself be challenged.

I've always felt that it was more exciting to
undertake something that was difficult and
challenging, something that wasn’t that
straightforward or easy to grasp. That’s why
I've never written a complete script. [ don’t
think it’s interesting simply to reproduce a
script on film. I think it's more exciting to
work with some sketches, which can then be
developed in relation to actual circumstances.
Real circumstances are very important to me,
tremendously inspiring. There’s this sense of
having some sketches, some angles, and also
some narrative elements, which can then be
moved around and played with. I like to retain
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that kind of openness in the actual process of
making a given film.

There are aspects of Haiti Express that I find
gratifying. For example, the interview with
Roberto D’Aubuisson in El Salvador in the
beginning. Arranging that took some doing.
He was after all an incredibly dangerous man,
the leader of the death squads and so on.

It was a coup that we managed to arrange

that interview. In fact, we conducted it under
false cover, as a TV crew from Denmark, but
we used 35 mm film. We managed to get
access to him and we’d consulted some of our
most expert colleagues before the interview,
Raymond Bonner from The New York Times
and Chris Dickey from The Washington Post.
We'd asked them what we should ask
D’Aubuisson. They suggested that we should
ask the most probing questions. Was he behind
the murder of the four nuns? Had he ordered
the murder of archbishop Romero? And so on.
The task in question was a very, very unusual
one for an actor. Imagine this Danish actor
who shows up and has to try to be a journalist.
However, Henning Jensen did a wonderful job
of his role and once he’d taken four valium
pills on the way to the interview he asked
those questions in a terrifying atmosphere,
surrounded by bodyguards and so on. I'm
very proud of the fact that we were able to
work so directly with reality.

Here we have that concept I want to
propose, the idea of collapsable fictions,
fictions that you can somehow unpack and
unfold; and then the story simply continues.

I do after all tell a story, a rudimentary one
perhaps. It's an old existential story about a
journalist in this case, who somehow loses
himself, loses his identity or his sense of self in

areality that becomes less and less perspicuous.

This is a well-known literary plot and I don’t
make any effort to complicate it. However,
every single scene, on the other hand, interests
me enormously, or rather, every scene is a
story in itself. Actually, it's really a matter of

a series of tableaux that have been arranged
contrastively, but everything in the film is real,
including the interview with the minister
towards the end, and I'm very proud of that.

I had requested an interview with the Minister
of Information and Jean Claude ‘Baby Doc’
Duvalier, but we were told that they wouldn’t
be able to meet with us, although they’d be
happy to answer our questions. Therefore

I sent in written questions and we got written
answers back. So that’s the dialogue in the

scene; we're actually using the Haitian govern-
ment’s responses.

HJORT: You've made a series of documentary
films about larger-than-life figures, individuals
whose extraordinary natural gifts are matched
only by their intense ambition to realise this
potential fully. I have in mind, clearly, your
bicycle trilogy - Stars and Watercarriers, The
Impossible Hour, A Sunday in Hell - and Peter
Martins: A Dancer. You've frequently expressed
contempt for the small-minded nature of
certain typically Danish attitudes. In Denmark
aradical, anti-authoritarian commitment to
equality leads easily to a dogmatic and debili-
tating refusal of excellence and its enriching
influence. Your position, quite clearly, is that
the quality of our lives can only be enhanced,
not diminished, through contact with excep-
tionally gifted persons. The lives led by these
individuals embody, somehow, some of the
very moral sources and virtues that we, in

our inept ways, are constantly struggling to
contact. Are the films in question an extended
meditation on the virtues of certain forms

of distinction and hierarchy, as compared to
misguided interpretations of equality?

LETH: Yes, your question articulates much
of what can be extrapolated from those

films. When I make films about great figures,
wonderful, brilliant performers, it is because

[ feel a certain fascination. Frequently my
starting point is a kind of polemic against
dominant tendencies of the time. In the 1960s
I made The Perfect Human, which in itself is

a kind of polemic against imperfection, the
cultivation of mediocrity. The sports films
were made during the same period in which I
wrote my sports poems. The latter were con-
troversial in 1967 because they cultivated the
sportsman as a hero, as a model, as someone
who’s capable of moving us. A great sports
performance is like theatre, where we can see
the qualities of our lives explosively displayed
in purified form, which in turn enables us

to situate ourselves in relation to our ideals.
Outstanding sports accomplishments
resemble Greek theatre, where all kinds of
characters and traits were put on expressive
display - heroes, villains, virtue and vice.

We owe it to the great performers to respect
them for this aspect of what they do. At the
same time, my interest has been in the
mechanisms underwriting the accomplish-
ments of these particular individuals. My
stance, once again, has been an anthropologi-
cal one involving curiosity about how the

various elements fit together. It's not enough,
in my mind, simply to admire a given
achievement. My aim is to ask how and why.
What does the workshop of Peter Martins, the
dancer, look like? I'm interested in peering
inside and the film is very much driven by my
own curiosity. That is, there’s something that
I myself want to know.

I knew absolutely nothing about ballet when
I first started working on the Martins film, but I
was fascinated by his charisma, by what he was
able to give us. What I saw in Martins, which is
also what I saw in the sports heroes, was the
charisma, the ability to facilitate or transmit
certain experiences. These kinds of experi-
ences are transcendental; the experience of a
great performance is something that enriches
our lives. That's why we congregate around it,
but my stance involves describing the work
that goes into these performances. My aim is to
penetrate and reveal what it is exactly that the
performers do, the mechanisms underwriting
their accomplishments. I maintain admiration

“Im deeply facinated by the relation
between word and image, which I've
explored in various ways from one film
to the next, using commentators, that is,
voice over, but also subtitles. In my mind
word and image needn’t go together.”

and respect as my starting point. But my aim

in the films has been to explain, to reveal, to
examine, to get to the heart of the relevant
processes, in order perhaps to enhance our
understanding of them. I'm not motivated by
moralising intentions. I simply want to explain
something. However, it’s true that there’s

a polemical dimension, a response to the
perhaps very Danish cultivation of mediocrity,
which I find disturbing and sterile.

HJORT: Some of your documentary films
experiment interestingly with the relation
between word and image. I'm thinking, for
example, of 66 Scenes from America, which
presents a series of almost hyper-real, postcard-
like images of America, that are identified, in a
series of significantly delayed, laconic and mini-
malist comments. The longest sequence is that
of Andy Warhol fastidiously eating a hamburger.
Having completed this exercise, Warhol delivers
the following line: ‘My name is Andy Warhol
and I just finished eating a hamburger.” What,
exactly, is the purpose of the intentionally
strained and awkward relation between images
and words in 66 Scenes from America?
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LETH: I'm delighted you've noted the delays
and timing, because that’s a powerful element
in the film. I'm fascinated by the relation
between word and image, which I've explored
in various ways from one film to the next, using
commentators, that is, voice over, but also sub-
titles. In my mind word and image needn’t go
together. I'm interested in how the individual
image is perceived or read. This goes back to
my fascination with the fact that films consist
of several separate elements: sound, image and

“As far as the film’s text is concerned, |
became fascinated by the fact that the
very gesture of providing information
can have the effect of categorising an
image.” (About 66 Scenes from America)

text. I'm fascinated by the possibility of pushing
the way in which the image is read in different
directions. For example, by placing the music
in unexpected places, which is something I do

a lot, sometimes following stochastic principles.

The principle of chance is very important to
me. That's frequently how I make a decision
and I often leave it to the film’s editor to orga-
nise the various elements into a sequence. The
concept of a sequence is entirely arbitrary as
far as I'm concerned. I never insist on a specific
sequence of scenes. In fact, I can easily imagine
throwing them all into a box and retrieving
them at random. I did precisely that in several
of my films. 66 Scenes from America is typical
in that respect. The material is organised
following different concepts. There are land-
scapes in which one sees a house, there are
flags, there are people. That’s how I organised
the material and after that it was the principle
of chance that determined the order in which
the categories appeared. As far as the film’s text
is concerned, I became fascinated by the fact
that the very gesture of providing information
can have the effect of categorising an image.
That’s a fascinating idea. In Life in Denmark

the subtitles are a very dynamic and controlling
element of the viewing experience itself, but in
66 Scenes from America I've reduced the verbal

“in 66 Scenes from America I've reduced
the verbal aspect to a minimalistic
phrase. That is, | sort of empty the film,
empty each individual scene of content,
by putting a label on it.”

aspect to a minimalistic phrase. That is, I sort of
empty the film - empty each individual scene of
content, by putting a label on it. I played around
with the effect of providing the relevant infor-
mation earlier or later in the scene. There’s
another interesting aspect: the people who do
the talking in the film have to introduce them-
selves after they’ve performed their actions.

In the Warhol scene I received an involuntary
and perfectly wonderful gift, which precisely
makes me believe in the magical significance
of chance. When I similarly situate the music

66 Scenes from America - Photo: Ole John



in different places, I do so because I am curious
to see what happens as a result. I think that
doing this kind of thing has a very stimulating
effect, just as the utterance in the Warhol scene
does. He is told that he has to say his name and
that he should do so when he has completed
his action, but what happens is that the action
takes a very long time to perform; it’s simply
agonising. I have to admit that I personally
adore that, because it’s a pure homage to
Warhol. It couldn’t be more Warholesque.
That’s of course why he agreed to do it. He’s
also almost sculptural in his way of placing
things, of handling them. It’s quite wonderful
and at the same time there’s something
movingly fragile about him, so much so that
one becomes quite concerned for him. I'm
deeply moved by the image of his fragility.
However, the scene has other chance gifts.
First of all there’s the temporal duration itself,
which makes it a pure John Cage scene. Time
passes and things happen, and the action in

Notes On Love - Photo: Kim Hattesen
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question is very simple and at the same time
very expressive and full of plasticity. Then
some light falls through the window, a sunray
changes the image twice by altering the light

“I really believe in a kind of magic of
the film material.”

on Warhol’s face. This is a pure gift, something
I have absolutely no control over. Finally,
Warhol happens to misunderstand what he’s
supposed to do, so there’s a long pause after
he’s finished eating his hamburger during
which time he simply sits there, ready. His
eyes flicker around and he doesn’t utter the
sentence immediately after he’s finished eating
as I'd expected him to. He sits there and we see
the concern in his eyes; the suspense almost
kills us, although we feel compassion too in a
way. At last, after a noticeable pause, he says the
phrase. The explanation for the delay is that he
was waiting for a cue. Now, this delay gives

the scene a quite different dimension, I think.
I like to think of many of these things, which
are inscribed within the film, as comprising a
kind of mysterious trace; that is, at some level,
as I've already suggested, I really believe in a
kind of magic of the film material. Magritte is
another source of inspiration. As you know
he accompanies his images with incorrect
information. The effect of this is incredibly
stimulating.

It’s pure surrealism. I'm interested in this idea

“I've been committed to the idea of con-
trolling things up to a certain point. And
beyond that point | prefer some
uncharted territory, so that chance and
circumstance can play a role.”

of claiming that something is something other
than what it in fact is. 'm interested in the
effect of these kinds of claims - just as music
can colour the atmosphere in a given scene.
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I've been committed to the idea of controlling
things up to a certain point. And beyond that
point I prefer some uncharted territory, so
that chance and circumstance can play a role.
That openness is tremendously important,
and it also explains why I refuse to operate
with banal dramaturgical principles. It’s
important to me that my films be moved by

a different kind of spirit, that their pulse be
different. The thing is that 'm sometimes
criticised because people don’t find my films
sufficiently representative of the phenomena
they explore, but my aim has never been to be
representative. I think it’s rather boring to have
to exhaust a topic, to have to hear all sides of
the story, as it were. I completely reject the
idea that documentary filmmaking should be
educational in a rational sense, the idea that it
has certain obligations along these lines. I don’t
think that film art should be educational, but
rather that it should expand some horizons
and make possible certain experiences that
people might find enriching or useful. How-
ever, the use value in question can’t reside in
some narrowly single-minded concentration
on where one is going or what one should be
trying to say with one’s images. The stories

I tell hopefully have a life of their own which
cannot be translated into use value. There

is of course a very reductive conception of
documentary filmmaking in many parts of
the world, and I'm one among a small number
of documentary filmmakers who make their
films exactly the way they want to, insisting
that this is how they tell their stories.

HJORT: You're one of a handful of Danish
filmmakers who have worked with a number
of different genres of filmmaking. What sets
you apart from your colleagues, however, is
your willingness also to blur the boundaries
between, for example, the genres of fiction
film and documentary film. Traberg is particu-
larly interesting in this respect as it documents
a period in the turbulent political history of
Haiti, while at the same time developing a
fictional narrative about the real-world jour-
nalist, Ebbe Traberg. What, exactly, were you
trying to achieve with this interesting blending
of fictional and documentary elements?
LETH: I discovered afterwards that Traberg

in a certain way is a remake of Haiti Express,
although it’s very different. It’s less stringent
than Haiti Express, but I wanted to make a film
with a fictional story that would capture a good
deal of my fascination with the exotic and the
qualities associated with banana republics.
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I really enjoy watching detective films myself,
so I dreamt of making a kind of detective film
and of perhaps adopting a playful stance in
relation to the genre. When I was writing up
the project together with Dan Holmberg we
talked about how the hero should be a worn
figure, a kind of Elmer Leonard hero, someone
whose life had been full of rather dubious
affairs. He should, we decided, look like
Traberg, who had been my good friend for
years and years, so we thought, why not use
Traberg? We thought that would work, so
that's what we did. We then created this set-

up that had him starting out in Spain, where

he actually lived, in order to find someone

or other. Holmberg, my cameraman, and I
actually agreed that we’d be very relaxed about
the nuts and bolts of the intrigue, that is, how
to get from one place to the next. Traberg just
needed a reason, the envelope and so on. We
decided that we’d feel no sense of obligation
towards, and would relate only vaguely to,

the demands of the genre. Tra