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Funny Games

SPOILER WARNING The following notes give away some of the plot.
Michael Haneke on ‘Funny Games’
How have audiences reacted to Funny Games so far?

Some people really related to the film because of the means used to tackle the
subject, while others were so directly affected and shocked that they weren't in
a position to engage with it on the level of ideas. | think it’s largely dependent
on the individual's sensibility towards violence. | intended to make the film in
such a way that in the first instance you can’t distance yourself from it, you
can’t coldly analyse it. Instead you feel very disturbed, and in order to free
yourself from these feelings you’re forced to engage with the film's ideas. With
some people this process happens more quickly than with others: a French
critic left the preview screening snorting with rage and calling the film ‘shit’;
three months later he was saying it was a masterpiece.

So the intention is the audience has to work through the film afterwards?

That’s the intention with every work of drama. Underneath the immediate level
of understanding is a deeper level that can be accessed after the fact. As a
filmmaker you always aspire to this, but whether it succeeds is another matter.
It’s the basis of the old-fashioned idea of catharsis: that the viewer is placed in
an extreme situation that opens the window on his or her subjectivity a bit
wider.

But since the audience for Funny Games isn’t necessarily the action-movie
audience, aren’t you in danger of preaching to the converted?

If | were a novelist writing a book about ecological issues, I'd have two options:
to write something artistically adequate and forsake the majority of my readers,
or to write something populist and reach as many readers as possible. The
question is: am | primarily an ecologist or an artist?

And you are primarily an artist?

Well, that’s for others to decide. What | would say is that | choose methods
that allow my theme to be explored on the most developed level possible, and
S0 run the risk of not being understood by certain people. But this is as much a
problem of the way the film is discussed by the critics beforehand — once a fim
is labelled an ‘art film’, the public stays away. | don’t believe the fim is so
complicated that anybody walking in off the street can’t understand it. | don’t
think that’s the case with any of my films. In our cultural industries there’s a
need to pigeonhole. Something belongs either here or there. This is the
dilemma of a culture industry dominated by film as a consumer item and not as
an art form. But without this problem | wouldn’t have made this film — if action
cinema didn’t dominate our media landscape with its depiction of reality, I'd
probably make love stories.

In both Benny's Video and Funny Games television appears almost as the
enemy. Are you really saying that the problem rests with television or video?

No, the problem doesn’t reside there. Funny Games deals in the final analysis
with the presence of violence in the visual media. Of course this means that
television plays a role, just as video did in Benny’s Video.
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But the last thing I'm trying to suggest is that if there was less violence on
television then we'd all be better people. What | do believe is that through this
permanent falsifying of the world in the media, leading us to perceive the world
only in terms of images, a dangerous situation is being created in the area of
violence. In our situation we have little direct regular personal experience of real
violence, thank goodness. But if I'm a child sitting in front of an evening
television series in which 20 people are shot and it’s all very entertaining and |
have no personal experience of violence, then it's not going to become
something terrible in my mind. And | think that this permanent presence of
violence — in television series, films, documentaries — means that a Coca-Cola
advertisement takes on the same level of reality as news footage. That's the
danger: everything becomes drained of reality, so violence appears easy to
exercise and with few consequences. Hence inhibitions about being viclent are
reduced.

There are moments in Funny Games — Georgie’s escape to the house next
door, Anna being picked up on the road by the killers when we think she’s
escaped — that remind me of American horror movies.

In order to attack a genre, you first have to establish it. I'm using the thriller
here, but | could have attacked the horror genre — it just would have looked
different. Elements from the history of the thriller appear as quotes — the
classical opening, the scene when the boy escapes to the villa — very classical,
like Hitchcock. And the audience only engages fully with the film when they
don’t know what’s going to happen, when they allow themselves hope.

| was thinking of the sub-genre of the violation movie: The Texas Chain Saw
Massacre, | Spit on Your Grave, Henry: Portrait of a Serial Killer. They focus on
terrorisation, victimising the audience and making straightforward escapist
pleasure problematic.

I've seen Henry, but not the other two. For me Henry isn’t a horror film but a
film critical of the media that compromises its subject because it’s too comical
at times. If the audience has the opportunity to laugh, then they’ve freed
themselves from the trap. It’s the same with Man Bites Dog - through its irony
and humour it becomes a consumer film, becomes what it sets out to critique.
That’s one reason why it was so successful: it allowed the viewers to leave the
cinema relaxed, not having to defend themselves against it.

Why are the characters in Funny Games all so bourgeois and the youths polite
and well mannered?

Because | didn’t want the violence to be explicable in sociological terms and
the youths to be written off as ‘other’, as happens with American films. When
the film came out | collected seven different newspaper articles from seven
different countries describing similar cases: boys from bourgeois homes, not
deprived or drug-addicted, but who just wanted to see what it would be like. In
a sense, too, the film is a critique of the bourgeois milieu. The fact that this
family can’t escape is due to the way they’ve tried to insulate themselves from
the world with their money, they’ve locked themselves in.

Richard Falcon, Sight and Sound, May 1998
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