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CHRIS KRAUS is the author of the novels I Love Dick, Torpor, Aliens & Anorexia and Summer of Hate, as well as Video Green: Los Angeles Art and the Triumph of Nothingness and Where Art Belongs. A contributor to various magazines, she teaches writing at European Graduate School and lives in LA.

Praise for Aliens & Anorexia

“Aliens & Anorexia is a tantalizing, messy, wildly associative and often brilliant book that leaps effortlessly between autobiography, art criticism, philosophy and fiction … There are more ideas on every page of Aliens & Anorexia than in most books published in the last year. It is an exciting and courageous work.” Ben Ehrenreich, LA Weekly

“Kraus tries to get over herself and her cinematic mishap by interweaving the account of her flop with the life stories of other earnest visionaries who died with puny places in the canon. She hails the Damien Hirstesque meat artiste Paul Thek as someone who aimed for ‘a plateau at which a person might, with all their will and consciousness, become a thing.’ She presents her heroine Simone Weil as the Frida Kahlo of French philosophers: a frail Jewess who accepts Christ and eventually starves herself to death at 34 in a rapture of altruism, TB, and indignation that the world fell so short of her beloved Greek ideal of the Good. As Kraus narrates Thek’s and Weil’s sagas with redemptive fervor, you get the sense that her zeal to upgrade them from also-ran status thinly masks her desire to redeem herself … Typical of a certain kind of intellectual who filter everything through discourse, Kraus romanticizes actor-outers like anorexics, alleged alien abductees, and inarticulate girls …” Rhonda Lieberman, Village Voice

“Chris Kraus’s work is … one of the literary high points of the past two decades.” Rick Moody, Voice Literary Supplement

“Reading Aliens & Anorexia is like drinking cream: so rich you can only take one page at a time. It kept distracting me from itself. I had to get up and leave the book, possessed by some new idea I wanted to be alone with.” Lisa Carver, Toronto Globe & Mail

“Beautiful, tough, finely wrought, high-impact and happily unclassifiable, Aliens & Anorexia is painful, ironic, and ultimately liberating.” Gianluca Pulsoni, Il Manifesto

“Written in the first person, where emotional experiences can become philosophical concepts, Aliens & Anorexia offers up aliens, art, and anorexia as radical responses to the profound cynicism of capitalism.” Andrea Bowers, Artforum

“Neither modern or postmodern, Aliens & Anorexia travels through time and leaves indelible traces … Kraus looks beyond the sparks and dazzle of literary language towards a realm of grace and shadows, which in this book, she joins.” Marco Denti, Books Highway

Praise for I Love Dick

“The intelligence and honesty and total originality of Chris Kraus make her work not just great but indispensable—especially now, when everything is so confusing, so full of despair. I read everything Chris Kraus writes; she softens despair with her brightness, and with incredible humour, too.” Rachel Kushner

“I Love Dick is a classic. Here pain is the aphrodisiac and distance is the muse. Unrequited love is transformed into a fascinating book of ideas.” Zoe Pilger

“I know there was a time before I read Chris Kraus’s I Love Dick (in fact, that time was only five years ago), but it’s hard to imagine; some works of art do this to you. They tear down so many assumptions about what the form can handle (in this case, what the form of the novel can handle) that there is no way to recreate your mind before your encounter with them.” Sheila Heti

“Tart, brazen and funny … a cautionary tale, I Love Dick raises disturbing but compelling questions about female social behavior, power, control.” Nation

“Ever since I read I Love Dick, I have revered it as one of the most explosive, revealing, lacerating and unusual memoirs ever committed to the page … I Love Dick is never a comfortable read, and it is by turns exasperating, horrifying, and lurid, but it is never less than genuine, and often completely illuminating about the life of the mind.” Rick Moody

“I Love Dick is one of the most important books about being a woman … friends speak of Kraus’s work in the same breathless and conspiratorial way they discuss Elena Ferrante’s novels of female friendship set in Naples. The clandestine clubbishness that envelopes women who’ve read and immersed themselves in the texts shows how little female desire, anger and vulnerability is accurately and confidently explored in literature and culture … the book reveals far deeper truths than standard and uncomplicated love plots tend to.” Dawn Foster, Independent

Praise for Torpor

“Chris Kraus writes about the strangeness of the world in a clear American prose filled with emotion, but with no vapors of style … Chris Kraus is a great writer.” Michael Tolkin, Artforum

“Feelings about messed-up relationships cut back and forth with painful proddings of historical events, all rendered in a kind of open prose that allows a dirt road to lead to Desert Storm and end up in an analysis of Thirtysomething. The effect is so startling that it resuscitates words long fallen out of fashion: Torpor is honest and true.” Alex Kitnick, The Believer

“Torpor takes aim at the traditional bourgeois novel about marriage and family and delivers a book full of bullet-holes: the death of the novel, the fall of Europe, the end of the family, devastation of the arts. What is left standing? A battle-scarred but indefatigably hopeful I Love Lucy-esque Chris Kraus.” Michael Silverblatt, Bookworm

“Kraus is at work on a kind of philosophy … it is possible, she finds, to turn on in ourselves the bright light of the interrogation room … to expose all experience always to direct and sustained evaluation … Through the intention, perpetual effort to comprehend it, existence is transformed from a series of events … and therefore the world in which it is lived is something within our power to comprehend.” Elizabeth Gumport, n+1

“[Torpor] has more heart than any intellectual of the author’s caliber has gotten away with having since Céline. And, like Céline, she knows that life, alas, is not about feelings.” Gary Indiana, author of Three Month Fever
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Introduction to Aliens & Anorexia

“I thought he was a genius, i.e. we hated many of the same people.”

— Chris Kraus, Aliens & Anorexia

For many years, I imagined aliens landing nearby and extending an offer to go home with them, where I belong. I still do. I would scarcely miss this so-called world which, having failed to notice my existence, would little note my absence. Many people, I suspect, have had such feelings. So many, in fact, that one begins to wonder if this world of ours has already been populated by aliens. What happened to all the earthlings? To feel at home in this desperate world of ours is the surest sign that one has failed to recognize it. Alienation, as Plato well understood, is the first sign of recognition—recognition of what is there, and, more importantly, of what is not. Only a snowman, Wallace Stevens wrote, is cold enough to “behold nothing that is not there, and the nothing that is.”

Aliens & Anorexia is a book about a book, or rather, about a movie, Gravity and Grace, inspired by a book, Gravity and Grace, written by the alien (nicknamed “the Martian”), mystical French philosopher Simone Weil (“rereading Weil,” writes Kraus, “I identified with the dead philosopher completely”), who fantasized about parachuting behind enemy lines during WWII, not so much to save her compatriots in France from dying as to show the Germans that the French, too, know how not to take death seriously. (“Just because things seem serious,” says the Perfect Guy to Gravity, in Kraus’s movie, “doesn’t mean they really are.”) Kraus’s book, her second novel, is a rescue mission launched to save Simone Weil after her imaginary landing, her descent from the sky; to retrieve her from the enemy. But who is the enemy? As Weil knew only too well, it wasn’t the Germans. It was (as it always is) “one’s own”: in her case, the French, the Free French, women, Jews, Catholics, philosophers. To each of these Weil (or Kraus?) was the other, the alien, as in Rachel Brenner’s diatribe against Weil, Writing as Resistance, masquerading as a book, and Francine du Plessix Gray’s war against the French philosopher, Simone Weil, masquerading as a biography (not to mention Emmanuel Levinas, Martin Buber, George Steiner, Graham Greene, I. Rabi, … Need I go on? I must. Joyce Carol Oates is in a class by herself, declaiming that “Simone Weil’s life and posthumous career are … exemplary of the spiritual vacuum of our century: the hunger to believe in virtually anyone who makes a forthright claim to be divinely guided”). Chris Kraus, the unlikeliest of soldier-saviors, has stepped in where death itself has failed, to save Weil from the likes of Brenner, du Plessix Gray, et al.; to make the world safe for aliens.

The battlefield, for Kraus, is the body. A prison, as in Plato? Perhaps. But as Weil wrote, the wall that separates two prisoners is also, when they tap on it, their means of communication. Perhaps the body is, after all, our spaceship, the only vehicle we have for transcendence. But how do we use it? “The body is a lever for salvation,” Kraus quotes Weil as saying, “but in what way? What is the right way to use it?” Kraus’s experiments with S/m pull the lever one way. (Weil’s practice of celibacy pulls in another.) Does it work? Where was she trying to go? She wants, through her person, through her body, to become impersonal (“the chief element of value in the soul is impersonality …,” Kraus quotes Weil as saying), to break through the world of gravity to a place beyond space. Commenting on Sartre’s condescending, reductive account of women in The Emotions, Kraus says that “I think emotion is like hyperspace,” through which, via a “second set of neural networks” those who “experience an intolerable situation through their bodies” (“she felt the suffering of others in her body,” Kraus says of Weil) do not become Sartre’s “manipulative cowards,” but rather travelers beyond the reach of space. “Female pain,” says Kraus, flying in Sartre’s face and in the faces of Weil’s accusers, “can be impersonal.” Not for Kraus the standard line that “like all the female anorexics and mystics [like Weil, “the anorexic philosopher,” as in a sourcebook quoted by Kraus], ‘the girl’ can only be a brat … starving for attention.”

If we’re travelers, however, aliens trapped in and trying to get out of this world of gravity, where are the signposts to guide us? We must learn to trust what chance has thrown our way as if they were signs, as if chance itself were a sign from fate. The key words, here, obviously, are “as if.” But that way lies madness. Exactly. “When you don’t know what to do,” writes Kraus, “you look for signs.” Aliens & Anorexia is itself just such a sign that chance has thrown our way, a book filled to the brim, or so it seems, with a random sequence of road signs masquerading as the autobiography of Kraus’s frustrated attempts to realize Gravity and Grace, stories of strangers, friends, lovers, heroes, liars, swindlers, failed schemes, art that died before it had a chance to live. Or is it mere chance that Gravity and Grace shows up (in the original French) in the box of random effects bequeathed to her by her lost friend, Dan Asher, when he left her; chance that her hero, Paul Thek, aimed, in his art, for a state of “decreation,” à la Weil?; chance that her oldest, closest New Zealand friend, Chev Murphy, had, in his pantheon of female heroes, a picture of Simone Weil? “The philosopher of sadness,” Kraus calls Weil, adding that, “a single moment of true sadness connects you instantly with all the suffering of the world.” And could it not be, she wonders, that “sadness is the girl-equivalent to chance?” (“Throughout the 20th century,” she writes, “chance has repeatedly recurred as the basis of artistic practice among groups of highly educated men … crocodiles in clubchairs. … Girls, on the other hand, are less reptilian …”)

Sadness, however, should not be confused with self-loathing. Kraus brings up Weil’s infamous letter of October 3, 1940 to the Minister of Education, regarding the Vichy government’s policy of denying Jews the right to teach. “The letter,” says Kraus, “is cited often as evidence of Weil’s self-loathing anti-Semitism.” Cited by whom? According to Rachel Brenner, a similar letter, dated October 18, to Xavier Vallat, Commissioner of Jewish Affairs, “offers a revealing explanation of [Weil’s] celibacy,” when, in recounting her employer’s remark that her labors in the vineyard could inspire a real farmer to marry her, Weil added that “he doesn’t know … that simply because of my name I have an original defect that it would be inhuman for me to transmit to children.” Brenner’s self-confessed hatred of Weil blinds her to the fact that the letter literally drips with sarcasm. After noting the fact that “the presumption of Jewish origin” that attaches to her name has denied her the privilege of work, she comments, deadpan, that at least having no government salary gives her “a lively feeling of satisfaction at having no part in the country’s financial difficulties.” Nevertheless, “I do not consider myself a Jew,” and “have never set foot in a synagogue,” and yet regardless of this fact, “I consider the statute concerning Jews … as being unjust and absurd.” (“One waits in vain,” writes Joyce Carol Oates, unaware, it seems, of the existence of the second letter, or the sarcasm in both, “for Weil to protest the injustice of the statute.”) After all, wrote Weil, “how can one believe that a university graduate in mathematics could harm children who study geometry by the mere fact that three of his grandparents attended a synagogue?” One must be blind indeed, or cold as a snowman, to miss the irony when Weil goes on to say that her naïve employer at the vineyard “doesn’t know … that simply because of my name I have an original defect that it would be inhuman for me to transmit to children.”

Yet for Brenner (and du Plessix Gray would enthusiastically assent), Weil’s “decision to remain sexually ‘pure’ is further amplified by a sociopsychological explanation that connects the determination to defy her female gender to her self-denial as a Jew.” For Brenner, as for du Plessix Gray, there is an indissoluble link here: “her womanhood had to be denied in order to deny her Jewish identity altogether.” Repeating the absurdity that Weil considered her Jewish name a “defect” that she refused to bequeath her children, Brenner concludes that “the negation of her Jewishness and femininity are ineluctably connected.” Or, as du Plessix Gray puts it, “Weil’s ‘almost hysterical repugnance for the Judaic tradition … may well have been dictated by a projection of her curious self-loathing [which “underlines [her] manipulativeness and penchant for emotional blackmail typical of many anorexics”] onto her people.’” A repugnance that may also have been influenced by her teacher, Alain, “who,” she says, “was always extremely critical of ‘this God of the Bible who is always massacring.’” (Du Plessix Gray, it seems, unlike Weil, is undisturbed by divine massacres.)

Now, there is a madness that saves, and a madness that’s simply crazy. Will anyone rescue us from the madness of Brenner and du Plessix Gray? “Why do Weil’s interpreters,” writes Kraus, “look for hidden clues when she argues … for a state of decreation? She hates herself, she can’t get fucked, she’s ugly. … [I]t must be she’s refusing food, as anorexics do, as an oblique manipulation … shedding pounds in a futile effort to erase her female body, which is the only part of her that’s irreducible and defining.” Or rather: the only part of her except her “essential Jewishness” that’s irreducible and defining. “Impossible,” says Kraus, “to accept the self-destruction of a woman as strategic.” On the contrary, “Weil’s advocacy of decreation is read as … a kind of biographic key … as evidence … of her hatred-of-her-[Jewish] body, etc.”

Kraus’s rescue operation for aliens like Weil from behind enemy lines on planet earth is a gift, if, in the end, like all good deeds, it remains—as Weil herself would be the first to insist—a fool’s errand. It is no accident that the heroes of Kraus’s film are not only fools, but lunatics. (In the movie, says Kraus, “a group of earnest lunatics wait for Aliens to rescue them …”) Kraus’s attempts to rescue Weil, the parachuter manqué, the alien who never achieved lift off, the virgin, the red virgin, on board the spaceship, body—fueled by a series of (mostly abortive) sexual encounters, from imaginary phone sex, S/m, interspecies sex, sex between men and women, sex between women and women, intergalactic sex—are a joke, but a deadly serious one. After all, as the saying goes, there’s nothing funny about humor. Waiting for God, said Weil, is in the end all we can really do (though in the end, “we always do too much”), and from the lunatics in New Zealand waiting for their spaceship, and the flood, to Chris Kraus, the lover, waiting for Gavin, her partner in phone sex, to get back to her, to Chris Kraus, film maker, waiting for someone to take her movie, Weil’s idea of waiting, and no less her idea of God (or whatever she’s waiting for), is not so much realized as transformed, or metamorphosed, into something rich and strange; not the cockroaches of Kafka, but the “green and silver winged … miscegenated insects in aluminum” that Gravity, one of the heroes of Gravity & Grace, spends her time welding. Indeed, Gravity herself, no less than her friend, Grace, is a transfiguration of Weil’s Christian-Platonic ideas of gravity and grace. Ideas become people, the “word” become flesh; is this not, after all, the very idea of grace?

The spaceship that never arrives in Aliens & Anorexia does after all arrive, only it’s not inside the book, but rather, the book itself. From the moment we’re on board, we’re flying through a space that only looks familiar. We’re grasping for signposts to tell us where we’re going, but we can’t read them. They’re too jumbled; they’re going by too fast. We’re on a journey, led by the narrator, who’s on a journey led by Weil, who’s waiting for God to show her where to go. Everything we see and hear is extremely familiar, and at the same time, alien. Which is only to say that Kraus is not a snowman who can see only the nothing that is here, and nothing that is not. It is a journey worth taking, if you can take it. By the strangest of means, by the most alien of paths, Chris Kraus has succeeded in saving Weil, where so many before her have failed. In truth, if I hadn’t seen it, I wouldn’t have believed it.


Aliens & Anorexia

Countdown on the millennium clock at 34th Street and 7th Avenue in Manhattan, a grid of twitching light-dots advancing into numbers, ringed by brightly-colored logos of its sponsors burned into the plastichrome—TCBY Yogurt, Roy Rogers, Staples and Kentucky Fried Chicken—a neo-medieval message from our sponsors, instructing us that time is fluid but Capital is here to stay—

468 days, 11 hours, 43 minutes, 16 seconds to go


1

New York City, Autumn 1978

It is a large room on the second floor where Pisti and Eva live. Squat Theater, a Hungarian group of actors-artists-underground intellectuals whose work was banned in Budapest because it was “morally offensive, obscene” and did not “serve the objectives of the government’s cultural policy” are now living in a building on West 23rd Street, New York City with their children. They need a place where they can live and work, where they can dissolve and realign the boundaries between their collective daily life and their performances, the inside of their theater/house, the passersby and traffic in the street. They spend months planning and discussing the details of all of their performances, but they do not rehearse.

In Andy Warhol’s Last Love, Eva Buchmiller, a young woman with long hair in a short black slip sits in front of a bookcase at a table. She is channeling the voice of the dead Ulrike Meinhof through a set of headphones. She is smoking while she listens very hard:

….. zzzzz ……
This is Ulrike Meinhof speaking to the inhabitants of Earth. You must make your death public. On the night of May 9th 1976 in a special isolation cell of the Stammheim Prison where I was confined without sentence by order of the Chief Prosecutor of the Federal Republic of Germany, as co-leader of the Red Army Faction ….
zzzzzzzz

As the rope was tightening around my neck, at the moment of losing my mind, suddenly I lost my perception but regained all my consciousness and discernment. An Alien made love with me.

If it is true as certain newspapers write, that traces of sperm were found on my dress, these could be the traces of intercourse.

After making love, I could state that my consciousness went on functioning in a new and uninjured body.

Afterward the Alien took me to a special planet which belongs to Andromedas. The society there treats time and space with intensity, gentleness, discipline and freedom. Over…

In this play, Andy Warhol and Ulrike Meinhof, two cultural icons who might seem literally to oppose each other, come together—They are a dialectical synthesis transposed to psychic states. Years later, Buchmiller wrote: “Ulrike Meinhof is a legend who turned politics into tragic poetry… According to the principles of pop culture, Andy Warhol is a clone of himself. Thus, he is as real as he can get. How did Andy Warhol meet with Ulrike Meinhof? By chance.” On the 17th of January in 1996, 1 traveled from Los Angeles to Berlin.

I was traveling to Germany to attend the Berlin Film Festival, or, to be more accurate, since Gravity & Grace, the low-budget independent film that I’d been producing, writing, directing, editing and now distributing for the past three years had already been rejected twice in all three categories of the Berlin Film Festival, I was traveling to Germany to attend the European Film Market. In recent years, the European Film Market had been attached commercially as a sidebar to the Festival—a profitable trade show in which product deemed unsuitable for the Festival is bought and sold. Hundreds of European television dramas, Asian action movies, Latin American thrillers change hands among producers and distributors, TV acquisition agents, entertainment lawyers, banks and government consortiums. The European Film Market is the best venue for the secondary market of “world” film, i.e., anything produced outside of Hollywood.

Gravity & Grace was an experimental 16mm film about hope, despair, religious feeling and conviction. Driven harder by philosophy than plot or character, it skirted round the edges of the lives of two teenage girls and a disillusioned woman in her 40s.

Diary entry on the plane from Los Angeles to London, January 17, first nine hours of the 20 hour trip: “I don’t want to go to Berlin.”

Because none of my acquaintances or friends wanted to be the one to say the film had failed, they all pretended that this ‘invitation’ to attend the European Film Market was an honor and an opportunity. And then there was the urban myth that Jennifer Montgomery, the ex-girlfriend of my friend, the poet Eileen Myles, had signed a distribution deal last year at the Market for her feature film The Teaching of Children with New Yorker Films even though the film had been rejected by the Festival…

But Gravity & Grace was just so unappealing. It was an amateur intellectual’s home video expanded to bulimic lengths, shot and edited between three countries with a cast and crew of 70 or 80, costing about the price of a two-bedroom Park Slope co-op. In the six months following its completion, the film had been rejected by every major festival from Sundance to Australia to Turin.

Luckily, the New York Foundation for the Arts ran a program to service movies just like these. Started by the enterprising Lynda Hansen, the American Independents delegation bought out a block of slots each year at the European Film Market and resold them to a dozen filmmakers. The price—about $3000—paid for market registration and a single screening of the film. NYFA offered as a bonus, free of charge, inclusion of a one-page guff sheet for each movie in their American Independents promotional brochure and access at the Market to “the Booth,” which amounted to a message pigeonhole for each producer, which, as it turned out in my case, no one used.

By January 1996 I’d been living out of suitcases for two and a half years, raising money, hustling money, pimping the services of my husband Sylvère Lotringer, a distinguished European intellectual, to finance the film. Once, I thought I’d hit a high point of surrender to the movie’s waste, spending $350 on a single Fed-Ex, shipping 16 mm A&B rolls from New Zealand when the promise of free laboratory processing fell through, to Toronto where at least the rate of change was low. And yet I sensed I wasn’t at the end yet. There is a symmetry in following a spiral down as far as it will go. In LA, my friend Pam Strugar helped me make a bunch of home-made press kits—I remember a discussion about what color paperclips to use—and so I wrote a check to NYFA, bought a plane ticket and went.

Because the 35-pound answer print of Gravity & Grace was practically irreplaceable, I was carrying it, together with a bag of press kits, on the plane. And this worked out well, because the airline lost my bags at Heathrow while I was waiting to catch the plane to Berlin-Tegel that’d been postponed. It took three days to find them.

After 24 hours of travel, I stepped out into the cold and leaden air of January with the movie and no winter clothes. I was carrying a piece of paper with the address and phone number of the woman I was to stay with, who was a sometime-friend of a public radio producer in Los Angeles I barely knew. Gudrun Scheidecker was expecting me; we’d talked once on the phone. She’d once stayed a month one summer with the radio producer, who inexplicably saw my visit to the Market as an opportunity to extract repayment for some kind of debt, and I’d leapt at these arrangements because the rate of change between the US dollar and the German mark was low. By that time, I knew all about the rates of foreign currencies.

So in the early evening of January 18, wearing nothing but a sweater over traveling clothes, carrying the print and press kits, I took a taxi from the airport to Gudrun Scheidecker’s apartment in a central suburb known as Kleistpark.

Because both of us were girls, Gudrun Scheidecker told me everything about her life.

Although, as she herself quickly pointed out, she looked much younger, Gudrun Scheidecker was 48 years old. She’d never married but she had two lovers whose existences she’d been hiding from each other. This sounded complex but it ran according to a timetable: the first, she saw on Mondays and Thursdays; the second, Saturdays and Wednesdays and on the remaining nights she slept alone.

In Europe, certain kinds of counter-cultural time stand still. Gudrun Scheidecker spoke several European languages and described herself as a high-school teacher and a traveler. Her job allowed for unpaid leaves of absences, so she worked just long enough to stop and travel for a year. The city of Berlin wasn’t trying hard enough to flush the Gudrun Scheideckers out of upscale Kleistpark: she boasted that she’d had this unheated two-room rent controlled apartment with high ceilings for some thirty years.

Suddenly, Gudrun Scheidecker flashed her well-kept unstyled long brown hair and asked me if I liked the artist Sophie Calle. “Um, I guess,” I said. “I love her,” Gudrun squealed, “because she’s just like me!” And then she told me all about the new “hobby” she’d been pursuing to console herself during the years she couldn’t be in Bali or Sumatra or Fiji: “Do you remember the project Sophie made with the address book? Well,” she said, “sometimes I like to walk around the streets and look for good-looking men. I test for how long I can follow them without them seeing me.”

I looked at her with horror: a lanky woman wearing boots and jeans, a hand-knit sweater, the full dark lips and creamy skin of someone 28 years old. At 50, Gudrun Scheidecker had no past and no attachments, no profession, no possessions, nothing but her youthful looks to show. Curiously, the spectacle of Gudrun made me feel quite young. When you’re young, you look at older women like they’re ciphers. Ciphers that you’d rather not decode, because you know you might be looking at your future. Their defeats and compromises are so visible. You wonder if they notice that you’re studying their faces as they speak: the sagging flesh around their mouths and foreheads, the heavy fragile eyelids, wondering could she be me? Vague apprehension of a girl believing that she’ll beat the odds, although she knows full well the woman that she sees was also once a girl… Not wanting, then, to think too much about how anybody gets from here to there; or more precisely, not wanting to imagine the events that might deform a person over twenty years…

By that time it was dark and snowing. Gudrun Scheidecker helped me put my things away. Inside the apartment, it was cold. The room that we’d been sitting in, Gudrun’s bedroom, was heated with a small ceramic stove she stoked with coal. She gave me two wool blankets as she said goodnight because the second room, the guest room, had no heat at all.

The next morning, Gudrun handed me a subway map and wished me well. It was Monday morning. I caught the U-Bahn to the junction of the Kudaam, opposite the Zoo. A huge marquee outside the headquarters of the Berlin Film Festival announced the world premiere, tomorrow night, of an action movie starring Sharon Stone. The European Film Market was housed in a nearby office building that had been transformed this week into a convention center with four floors, six screening rooms, 340 information booths and 6,000 hungry media professionals.

The American Independents Delegation booth was located in a back corner near the Kodak Film display on the third floor. Gordon Laird, the New York Foundation for the Arts coordinator of this “delegation,” who I’d never met but talked to on the phone, handed me an information pack and schedule, then turned to greet someone important.

Well, I had nowhere else to go, nothing to do, so I leaned against the booth and looked through the brochures. Inside there was a list of screening times for the delegation’s dozen movies. Already I was sensing timing was important, there were a thousand screenings, and Gravity & Grace was scheduled to screen at 9 a.m. on Friday, the last day of the Market. I imagined people stumbling into the convention hall around 11, if at all, after a raucous closing party, or maybe several, which I also noticed I was not invited to. And everybody knows, the parties are the most important thing of all. The only way I’d gotten any meetings in Rotterdam at the Cine-market two years before had been by getting drunk and flirting with an ex-philosopher turned producer by telling him I was the grand-niece of the satirist Karl Kraus. And yet the only party invitation here was for a single NYFA-sponsored cocktail party Tuesday night…

I tugged on Gordon’s sleeve and asked him, “What about the parties?” “Don’t worry,” he replied, “you’ll meet people who’ll invite you to the other parties.”

Already this was seeming doubtful. All around us, business was in full swing and I was sweating, with no place to put the heavy shearling coat that Gudrun’d loaned me ’til my bags arrived, and so I shrugged and cracked a charmingly self-deprecating smile. “Well, Gordon, I guess if nothing else I’ll get to see a lot of movies.” He looked quizzically at me. “This is a market. Screenings are open only to the buyers.” Instantly my mind flashed upon the triangle between the convention center, the Kleistpark U-Bahn Station, and Gudrun Scheidecker’s apartment. I had no contacts, no appointments. “Remember now, you’re here to network,” Gordon said, dismissing me.

“Wait!” I said. No matter how much Gordon Laird hated me, how insignificant, absurd my presence was, I was a New York Jew, entitled to seek value for my money. “About my screening—it’s so early, on the last day of the Market, do you really think that anyone will come?” Gordon looked at me and said: “That all depends on you. You know, you have to work the Market, hand out flyers.”

My face flashed forward to a picture of myself, leafleting the Market floor in Gudrun’s shearling coat like a Jehovah’s Witness. It was not a pleasant image. Gordon caught it. “You know,” he said, “it might be possible for you to buy a second screening at a better time.”

When I agreed, he turned me over to his assistant Pam, a young black woman out of Sarah Lawrence College who gave me forms to fill and told me who to see. This project occupied another forty minutes and cost $300. And after all of that, it was still just 11:30 in the morning. Business was being transacted all around in other languages, and there was no place to sit down without paying $3 for a coffee and even if I did, no one would talk to me.

Outside it was gray and slushy. I shivered through the coat that I’d been sweating in all morning. Standing on the sidewalk with a big fat European Film Market Directory, a portable office in my handbag, home-made press releases, xeroxed letterhead, a felt tip pen, I’d reached the final destination of the movie, thinking, This is where it ends.

Within moments of her death in 1976, Ulrike Meinhof became an Alien. “It’s only at the moment of death when an earthling can achieve the quality and intensity which Aliens start with.” In the Squat Theater play, Andy Warhol arrives in the financial district of Manhattan riding a white horse. Meinhof comes back to meet him, inhabiting the host-body of a child. Zzzzzz. “You must,” she says, “make your death public.”

As channeled by Squat Theater, the myth of Warhol and the myth of Meinhof meet in a performance. Instead of scripting it, “a potential field of action was staked out.” This unpredictability made reality alive, and much more immanently theatrical than theater.

Long before the artist Gerhard Richter physicalized her mythic image in his blurry spectral paintings, Meinhof had recast her life as myth. How did she become one? While Andy Warhol, as Squat Theater says, “turned exhausted art into daily food and gained freedom in complete unity with the existing world,” Meinhof lived in opposition. Eva Buchmiller sees her politics existing outside of historical time, an act of “tragic poetry.”

What moves me most about Meinhof’s life is the way she underwent a public transformation. The way she left the conscious, conscience-driven world of academic public discourse far behind and entered, just before her death, a realm of pure sensation. As Squat describes an actor’s job, so she lived, “manifesting an existence that overrode its representation.”

Ulrike Meinhof crossed the line between activist and terrorist on May 14, 1970 when she helped Andreas Baader to escape from Tegel Prison. Posing as the TV journalist she often was, she set up an interview with him at the toney German Institute for Social Questions. When he arrived manacled between two prison guards she was waiting with her press card and a gun. Then two girls with wigs and briefcases walked in on cue and started flirting with the guards, creating a distraction for the masked man who entered brandishing a gun. In a blur that lasted thirty seconds, Ulrike pushed one of the wall-length leaded windows open, grabbed Andreas’s hand and jumped. They hit the ground and ran.

Until that time, Meinhof had been an increasingly militant but highly visible journalist and intellectual, married briefly to Klaus Rohl, a mainstream communist official who later claimed to have taught her everything she knew. “Her love for communism and for me,” he wrote later in a self-serving biography, “amounted to the same thing.” At 18 she was considered brilliant, winning scholarships and prizes, courted by the leadership of Rohl’s own party who saw a great political career in Meinhof’s future.

At 27, she was editor-in-chief of Konkret, an influential political magazine. She and Rohl had twin daughters and a country house. She lectured, commented on politics for television, wrote. She was the token woman on every panel. And yet, she didn’t like her life. “The relationship with Klaus, the house, the parties, all that is only partially fun; it provides me with a basis… to be a subversive element… It is even pleasing personally, but does not fill my need for warmth, solidarity, for belonging to a group,” she wrote in her diary when she was 31 years old.

During Meinhof’s difficult pregnancy, which caused her ceaseless, blinding headaches, Rohl took over her editorship at Konkret and turned it into a kind of German Evergreen: politics mixed in with arty pix of naked hippie girls, “a jerk-off rag,” she called it. In 1968 she divorced him and led a widely publicized insurrection at the magazine.
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