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What Ought to Be Done

We want to create an institution that is at first just an office
for initiating and coordinating some documentary work.

Ultimately, a (the) national image library.
Producing material to investigate the present, the future past.

This institution is intended to collect, i.e. secure what is there,
and produce, i.e. initiate what is not yet there.

Its work should be non-commercial; its resources and staff
should come from the public academic sphere.

Ways of working.
The institution commissions a team to produce film material
on a specific subject.

The institution coordinates the work of several teams working
on specific subjects.

The institution enables someone who is making a film about
a specific subject

either to realize documentary investigations on film that
would otherwise exist only on paper or in the head,

or it gives someone who has briefly touched on something
important in an existing work the opportunity to expand on
this subject.

Something on the documentary value of films
Just as in the work with written sources, documentation can’t
be left to journalism. The millions of kilometers that are
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produced each year in film and TV are ill suited to docu-
menting the real world in a way that enables you to work
with the sources.

Not only does the material lack indications of location, time,
and condition of the recording; it is entirely absorbed into the
final product—more so than with working with texts. From

a text that says something you can also deduce something that
is not said. You can state this by referring to the material
value of this text.

With film material you can perhaps deduce something else, but
you can hardly write anything else with it. If you try to do
this, as is common in compilation, you end up with untenable
statements.

A newsreel from 1947 tends to document how a newsreel was
cut and spoken at the time, rather than how things looked
then and what a speaker said. Unlike in textual work, editing
the negative definitively biases the material toward a parti-
cular substantial/representational interest. (Whereas a written
source is opened up to new uses through its interpretation).
TV broadcasters destroy their excess material (editing rem-
nants).

The specific purpose of utilization/expression in journalism
also prevents the adequately intense and continuous investi-
gation of a subject.

Moreover, not enough research is being done on what really
constitutes a useful library of images; the systematic and what
defies systematization.

What is called documentation shows the world as if it were
known, which has the effect that a few years later, we can no

Document

longer experience what it looked like. Images must be made
with which today’s strange world can be discovered and the
present becomes history. We need to produce building blocks.
First we need to develop them, and then we have to assemble
and disassemble.

With an institution like this we can also organize a coalition
of working people, not from an abstract understanding but
from the contact points of their work.
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SURVEY

we are writing this letter in order to see what you expect from
an institution as we design one. (see the attached first draft
by h. farocki). we are writing in order to find out in detail what
you could do for such an institute.

we assume
that the images produced and preserved by journalism, most-
ly tv journalism, have little documentary value. they are
produced by people who have a small set of expected assump-
tions in their heads. disposable illustrations of preconceived
regimes of thought and speech. hardly any processes are
recorded, almost only visual metaphors. the originals are cut
for one-time representation. a few years later you see that
the images have only documented the lingo of journalism at
a given time, nothing more. moreover, the images are hard

to access for legal reasons.

we assume
that in a joint effort, means of production must be procured
from teaching and research institutions in order to produce
film images with a genuine documentary value. they can be
made with the desire to preserve something that is there (and
not only its accepted expression), and they can be made with
the desire to convey something (and not only its accepted ex-
pression).

having found out whether and how we can constitute our-
selves, we intend to employ a secretary or go-between who
will investigate into fundraising full-time.

we ask you whether you would be willing and able to do this
work, or if you know someone who would like to do it (1).

Document

connections

we need to find out which institutions in the FRG could support
our proposal—universities and public authorities, unions
and parties, businesses and foundations. perhaps television
as well, if we approach it in such a way that a special agree-
ment becomes possible. it is important that you write down
every organization that might finance our work. note the
exact name, address, and respective contact person. also add
your experience with this person and organization. the orga-
nization could perhaps only promote only a part of our work.
so don’t skip even the remotest possibility, perhaps a company
that makes pedological movies (2).

also suggest whether we should join us an existing institu-
tion (3).

projects

in order to collect, compare, and connect, everyone should
inform us about their individual projects. short description.
including projects that have been rejected by tv and other
production facilities, interrupted or abandoned or dismissed
work. identify the status of the project: first idea, or includ-
ing 5 years of research... (4)

existing material

certainly there is a lot of material lying around in people’s
basements. short descriptions of this are also welcome. e. g.
“5 hours of conversation from august 1961 with a kulmbacher
potter about his glazes, 16 mm, black/white, synchronous
sound on two rolls.”

please also indicate other people’s accessible material (5).
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references

we have come to the conclusion that in order to put in applica-
tions we will need references, i.e. there should be members

of this initiative who have film footage, video, and audio tapes
to demonstrate that we are qualified to do documentary work.
please name works of yours that can fulfill this function (6).

plan

above and beyond your individual contributions, suggestion
about the desired areas of work and working methods of such
an institute are most welcome.

the enclosed sketch lists some possible working methods.
please describe, which ones you deem realistic for you and in
general (7).

equipment

do you have camera, editing table, tape recorder, video equip-
ment? do you have access to equipment from other individu-
als or institutions? please tell us the conditions under which
the hardware, possibly also film material and tv tapes, are
available (8).

disposition

it will be difficult to build up a working facility. we need to
know how much time and energy anyone can invest. please write
how you might available in the course of the next one and a
half years. please reply no later than september 30, 76. write to
the editors of filmkritik 8 munich 2, kreittmayrstraie 3 (9).

cordial greetings, on behalf of h. farocki

Commentary

Producing Building Blocks
The working paper “What Ought to Be Done”

At the end of 1975 Harun Farocki sat down at an electric
typewriter and began to write.' The two-page appeal, struc-
tured in short sections, is titled “What Ought to Be Done.”

It is accompanied by a two-and-a-half page “Survey,” which
was possibly written later in the summer of 1976.2 Farocki
does not write as a Romantic authorial subject. The text be-
gins emphatically with “we,” he signs the survey “by order.”
Whom precisely the “we” refers to in the two documents, and
at whose behest they were written, is not clear from the
texts. Shortly after Farocki’s death in the summer of 2014,
Johannes Beringer, who worked on many of Farocki’s
productions from the 1970s, gave us (another “we”) access
to the text in the form of a faded photocopy, together
with a collection of scripts, working papers, and treatments
from the years 1970 to 1982. Today he is unable to recall
anything about the background to the writing of the texts,
on possible group collaborators, or reactions to the survey.
Even the pages of Filmkritik from the years 1976 and 1977,
whose Munich editorial office is given as the return address
for responses to the survey to be received by September
1976, reveal only indirect traces.

1 As early as April 1975 a discussion of the terms “work” and “institute”
can be found in a letter to Farocki from Hella Jiirgens, which clearly
stands in a direct relationship to Farocki’s work on Filmkritik, 291, from
March 1975. A direct response to Farocki’s idea for a “documentary
archive” can be found in a return letter from Ingemo Engstrém dated
December 2, 1975.

2 Clearly no accident, the title is reminiscent of Jean-Luc Godard’s “Que
faire?” (1970), which in turn quotes Lenin’s “What is to Be Done?” (1902).
Frieda Grafe translated Godard’s manifesto for the book Godard/Kritiker,
Munich: Hanser, 1971.
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However, Ingemo Engstrom, intimately acquainted with
Farocki’s life and work at this time, clearly recalls that their
collaborative film Erzahlen (About Narration)(1975) provided
an important context for the paper. In an e-mail from March
2016 she wrote: “The first draft of Erzdhlen is dated February 12,
1975. This was initially written by Farocki for the WDR [West-
deutscher Rundfunk] and it actually contains a number of
elements which appeared again in the appeal ‘What Ought
to Be Done'.... However, Harun had already shared this idea
for a documentation center with me, in an abridged form, in a
letter from January 1975. Thus the idea of an appeal was
already circulating before the WDR draft of Erzdhlen and the
start of filming in summer 1975. An inaugural meeting for the
founding of a documentation center was also held in my
apartment at the time in the Nymphenburger StraRe in Munich.
This was mainly attended by people working for Filmkritik,

of which a number were also filmmakers, however there were
also two or three other people, Helmut Farber for example,

a rare individual in German cinema. | can’t remember whether
this meeting was held before or after the filming of Erzdhlen.
In a letter | received from Harun dated January 6, 1976, he wrote
that he had received a letter from the Swedish-based docu-
mentary filmmaker Peter Nestler. ‘| received an intelligent letter
from Nestler on the institute issue; Farber also came up with
some ideas.’ Thus the idea for the appeal ‘What Ought to Be
Done’ was developed at precisely the time we conceived and
filmed Erzdhlen. The film script also contained similar appeals
to filmmakers, e.g. ‘connecting several projects so that learn-
ing for the individual proceeds in an unbroken line’ or ‘author-
ship as the definition of a certain intensity in the relationship
to the means of production and subject.”

Engstrom’s description makes it clear that Farocki’s paper

3 Ingemo Engstrom: e-mail to Doreen Mende from March 31, 2016. The let-
ter from Peter Nestler to Farocki is available as part of this publication.

10

Commentary

was the product of lively discussion and that his text was
circulated, at least within a small circle. However, the idea for
an “institution,” as imagined by Farocki, has not resulted in the
actual establishment of such a body. Notwithstanding, in
addition to Erzdhlen, there are numerous other examples from
Farocki’'s “compound system” from the mid-1970s in which film
productions are explicitly conceived of as an “coalition of wor-
king people.” In 1976, together with Hanns Zischler, he staged
the two Heiner Miiller plays Die Schlacht (The Battle: Scenes
from Germany) and Traktor (Tractor), initially for German
television (Sender Freies Berlin/SFB), later for the stage at
the Theater Basel.* This was followed by the radio play

Das grof3e Verbindungsrohr (The Big Connecting Pipe) (WDR3),
broadcast in April 1976, a multi-voiced collage of histori-

cal documents exposing the alliance between German heavy
industry and burgeoning fascism, which was both the pre-
liminary result of research work and an important prelude to
Zwischen zwei Kriegen (Between Two Wars).

In the years prior to the completion of this film in 1978—an
“independent production funded by the participants,” as
stated in the credits—which was Farocki's first genuine film
for the cinema following a long and difficult production his-
tory, he primarily worked for television and radio. Many of
Farocki’'s Filmkritik texts and polemics from this time address
the inadequacies of photojournalism and the working

4 See the texts “Erneut Bedenkliches,” Filmkritik, 238 (October 1976): 500-08;
and “Ein Zigarettenende...,” Filmkritik, 241 (January 1977): 36-48, in which
Farocki and Zischler report on their work in Berlin and Basel. Today,
Hanns Zischler is unable to recall “What Ought to Be Done” or the back-
ground to Farocki’s appeal: “Strangely, | can’t ever remember hearing
of the project typed up here, only very vaguely, at the edge of my memory
horizon does it become clear that Harun’s relationship to Filmkritik
was much more intense and longer than mine” (Hanns Zischler: e-mail
to Volker Pantenburg from March 20, 2016).

n
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conditions of TV documentary makers.® Television work is also
the central subject of three programs that Farocki filmed
for the WDR series “Telekritik” (A Critique of Television) from
1973 to 1975. In Der Arger mit den Bildern (The Trouble with
Images) and Arbeit mit Bildern (The Struggle with Images)
the rhetorical character of the “Feature” genre is subjected to
detailed analyses, in Uber ‘Song of Ceylon’ von Basil Wright
(About ‘Song of Ceylon’ by Basil Wright), the British film from
1934 appears as an antidote to the slipshod pseudo-documen-
tary style of television reporting. “It cannot be demanded
of the feature that it only employ concrete expressions,” wrote
Farocki in an accompanying text to one of the “Telekritik”
programs, “however one can see that the majority of its ab-
stractions are just attempts to shirk the responsibility of
examining reality.”®

The “institution” proposed by Farocki was intended to fa-
cilitate other, social and collaborative processes, compre-
hensive and interdisciplinary studies without time pressure,
works that take the “documentary value of films” seriously.
In the first two sentences of the document, the enormous
breadth of what this institution could become is already

5 For example, see “Arbeiten-beim Fernsehen,” Filmkritik, 291 (March 1975):

110-17: the article is the result of discussions Harun Farocki held with
the WDR cutters Elke Christ and Erika Kisters. The conversations appear
to be part of the research conducted to gain a clearer analysis of the
working conditions in an “institution.” It addresses issues of co-deter-
mination, division of labor (“..should be a manual process; cutteris a
creative-technical profession. But beyond this, there should be no divi-
sion,” p.112), authorship, and the question of how images can be made
to talk, instead of “killing and silencing” them with texts. Farocki also
employed these talks in an episode of his radio series “Berufsarbeit und
Entfremdung - Sechs Studien zum Bewul3tsein abhangig Arbeitender.”
The episode is titled Elke C. und Erika K. — Cutterin (WDR 3, first broad-
cast on December 25, 1974).

6 Harun Farocki: “Driickebergerei vor der Wirklichkeit. Das Fernsehfeature /
Der Arger mit den Bildern,” Frankfurter Rundschau, June 2, 1973.
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apparent. Between the modest claim to be “just an office for
initiating and coordinating some documentary work,” and
the ironic-ambitious goal of becoming “ultimately, a (the) na-
tional image library” lies a vast, virtually impenetrable range
of logistical, work efficiency, and systematic tasks.

As an “institution” that invokes Farocki’s image research and
critique of the dominant image relations of the preceding
decades, the Harun Farocki Institut has been founded in a his-
torical situation in which, after decades of debates inside
and outside academia, a certain level of analyzing states and
conditions of the visual can be assumed. On the other side,

it can hardly be disputed that Farocki’s critique of a concept of
the documentary, which is content with showing the world
“as if it is known,” is as relevant as ever. His programmatic (and
highly Brechtian) demand for a historicized estrangement

of the present is combined with productivist ambition. The
slogan “We must produce building blocks” calls for compre-
hensive laboratory work, which, alongside the development,
manufacture, and deconstruction of these elements, should
also include their preservative-projective treatment. The rhet-
oric of the elementary and architectonic, intoned through

an insistent “must,” is not without a certain pathos. It can be
seen as a product of the paper’s appellative character. As

a prospectus for a future institute, it is both a political mani-
festo and an existential testimony to individual and collective
predicaments, disappointments, and irritations. At the same
time, the discussions and meetings that took place over an
extended period, in which thoughts on the “institution” also
circulated, appear like a means of production. Instead of de-
claring himself the “victim” of societal conditions, the author
should actively shape social reality, thus bringing the future
into the world of the present. As a result, “What Ought to Be
Done” transforms dissatisfaction with the existing into a
productive realism, which Farocki formulates in the present

13
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tense: in the prospective working paper the “institution” already
exists, it only needs to be realized with concrete means. This

is not meant in a utopian sense, but as an answer to “capitalist
realism”—going beyond mere analysis to expose the elements
of the media industry and to use them against it.” In distinc-
tion to the “capitalist realism” of visual artists in West Berlin
—whose politicization, thanks to the isolated position of
the city, had a greater system-analytical component than the
Disseldorf “Life with Pop”® which emerged under the influ-
ence of the economic miracle—the West Berlin filmmaker scene
around Farocki was closer to the possibilities for mass dis-
semination offered by radio and television and their effectivity
in the domestic environment, i.e. closer to the “Popularity

and Realism” (1938) as read in Brecht or as seen in Jean-Luc
Godard’s Numéro deux (Number Two) (1975). Although Farocki
was relatively familiar with the activities of West Berlin’s art
scene,® there was a form of arrogant mistrust with respect to
the effectivity of art as a political weapon among the filmmakers
gathered around the group of Deutsche Film- und Fernseh-

7 As occurred in a similar fashion around the same time at the interface
between the visual arts, video activism, and “Guerrilla Television”
in North America. See e.g. David Joselit, Feedback. Television Against
Democracy, Cambridge, MA/London: The MIT Press, 2007.

8 See René Block, introduction to The Berlin Scene 1972, Gallery House
London, October 21-November 19, 1972, no page reference. In Diisseldorf
in the early 1960s a group formed around Manfred Kuttner, Konrad Lueg,
Sigmar Polke and Gerhard Richter, whose happening Leben mit Pop,
held at the Berges furniture store in October 1963, should be seen in the
context of American Pop such as The American Supermarket held at
the Bianchini Gallery in New York in the fall of 1964. For the image-praxis
and working conditions in West Berlin from a feminist-film perspective
see also Helke Sander’s film Redupers (1977). With Mark Fisher’s book
Capitalist Realism. Is There No Alternative? (Ropley, Hampshire: Zero
Books, 2009), the concept of “capitalist realism” has enjoyed a renais-
sance in the contemporary art context as well as in cultural-theoretical
and political debates.

9 For example, Farocki knew and valued KP Brehmer’s work.
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akademie Berlin (dffb, the German Film and Television Acad-
emy) students expelled in 1968.”° If one considers Farocki’s
impact within the spaces and institutions of contemporary vi-
sual art from the mid-1990s, then one is struck by how his
relationship to this area of cultural production had changed,
perhaps had to change. The (partial) shift in his praxis was a
response to the reorganization of the infrastructures, in which
the production, display, and criticism of images now had
mass appeal. These changes inform the conditions of visuali-
ty which a “documentation center” of the twenty-first century
must address.

In addition, “What Ought to Be Done,” especially in the survey
section, also addresses, in a highly pragmatic fashion, the
anticipated economic realities of an independent, even seces-
sionist research facility in the 1970s. As a collection point for
documentary productions which refuse the mass media or
are rejected by them, Farocki envisaged a counter-institution.
Here, beyond the editorial departments of the television insti-
tutions dominated by leftwing liberals, new cinematic pro-
cesses could be developed based on radical conceptions of
reality and history—without excluding possible co-operations
with these self-same public service media as well as adult
education centers, universities, foundations, or even the private
economy. Farocki rejected the ideological (and potentially
sectarian) reflexes of a New Left, which in 1976 was already past
its prime. In the interest of a social-pedagogical agenda, he
was even prepared to embrace the idea of a “national image
library.”" His paper is also extremely realistic in its conviction

10 Farocki in informal discussions on the relationship between the art and
film scenes in West Berlin in the 1970s.

11 With reference to the rather incongruous “national” component of the
envisaged institution, it is possible that Farocki had the French Institut
National de I’Audiovisuel (INA) in mind. Founded in 1974, it was also
conceived as both archive and collaborative production facility. For film-
makers such as Jean Eustache and Straub/Huillet, but also interdisciplinary

15
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that the goal cannot be the creation of another highly preca-
rious institution where the only reward for one’s work is one’s
own idealism; Farocki was more than familiar with the eco-
nomic status of “small producers” within the cultural industry.”
The following applies then as now: “we need to know how
much time and energy anyone can invest.”

For the Harun Farocki Institut the issue of production condi-
tions presents the prospect of both interfaces and incompati-
bilities. As already indicated, the examination of documentary
images and their truth politics, which Farocki himself was
implementary in developing, has led to a fundamental change
in the manner in which they are handled. Furthermore, the in-
stitutional landscape in which such studies can be conducted
is now a different one. In the mid-1970s, the importance that
the globalized contemporary art industry would have for the
production, presentation, and mediation (economically and
pedagogically) of such images could not be predicted. Forms
of criticism and intervention, as Farocki imagined them forty
years ago from the perspective of a marginalized film author,
are now almost automatically located in the context of con-
temporary art. This transformation in the fields of operation of
visual theory and praxis must be taken into account—also
when pursuing the reconstruction of a historical constellation
of politico-aesthetic strategies.

For Farocki the founding of an institute appears to be a
possibility, even if only a thought possibility, to combat the
heteronomous and ultimately unacceptable conditions of
critical image production, as he and others encountered and

artists such as Robert Wilson, the INA in the 1970s was an important
(co-)producer. Godard’s two television films Six fois deux (1976) and
France tour détour (1979) were also produced with the assistance of the
INA. See “Das Institut National de I’Audiovisuel. Ein audiovisuelles
Versuchslabor,” an interview with Jean Collet, CICIM, 15 (May 1986): 6-28.

12 See Harun Farocki: “Anmerkungen zum Status des Kleinproduzenten,”
Filmkritik, 204 (December 1973): 555-57.
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experienced them, with the self-organization of criticism and
knowledge. The study and archiving of documentary and
other visual practices was to be conducted by a network (even
though this term may have sounded foreign in circa 1976)
of protagonists close to one’s own intellectual, political, and
artistic positions, above all those articulated in the magazine
Filmkritik, and whose center would be the “institution.” Last
but not least, “What Ought to Be Done” recalls Farocki’s con-
tinual call for visual literacy which would empower people to
both read and put together images—as if images constituted
a language whose syntax and grammar could be learnt in
school from the first grade.

For us this draft, together with the survey, is a source of inspi-
ration for a variety of reasons. They demonstrate how the use
of terms such as “research” and “archive” need not be reserved
for the official, state institutions. On the contrary, Farocki’s
championing of self-institutionalization, even though it remains
at the stage of a discussion proposal, confirms the necessity
and possibility of self-determined research—as well as making
it clear that this must not result in an autistic form of know-
ledge production. Today, when it comes to founding an inde-
pendent research platform within the cultural sector, the
paradigms of “artistic research,” inside and outside the uni-
versities, must be taken into account, together with an expand-
ing global scene of (more or less) independent collectives,
groups, and organizations who are working on the hybridization
of knowledge forms, aesthetic processes, and political activ-
ism. In addition, digital archives have generated completely
new ways of accessing cultural objects, which go hand in
hand with radically transformed ways of working and living.
However, these developments are not the only factors that
have changed. Today, when founding an institute, one is con-
fronted with a completely different environment compared to
Berlin in the 1970s. David Bowie may have moved to Schoneberg
in 1976, but the city at the time was far from being a source of
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attraction (or, at most, a strange attractor) for the international
cultural and scientific scene. By contrast, in 2016, invocations
of independence and self-organization must also confront the
neoliberal reality of self-employment, start-up hype, city mar-
keting, and the increasing precarization of cultural work.
Farocki explored such changes in the relations of produc-
tion in his methodology. He always linked the creation of film
and exhibition projects with considerations on the political
economy of images. By taking Farocki’s praxis as its starting
point, the Harun Farocki Institut cannot avoid engaging in a
continual process of reflecting on the conditions (economic,
political, social, and discursive) of its existence and means
of production as part of the project itself. Even the form of the
institute as imagined by Farocki, in other words a social and
physical site which is the product of a collective effort, can be
understood as a challenge to reconnect to the unrealized idea
of a research collective from 1976, albeit under new conditions
(which however, are not without their historical context).

Tom Holert, Doreen Mende, Volker Pantenburg
Berlin, May 2016
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Peter Nestler, S 194 00 Upplands Vasby, Dragonv. 56/IV

Dear Harun,

Thank you for your letter from 03/12[/1975] and the text
concerning a national image library. Naturally it would be a
good thing and there are numerous areas beyond industrial
production that should be documented, however the most
important side is industrial production. Swedish businessmen
realized this immediately following the emergence of cine-
ma, and from 1908-12 with the aim of promoting Swedish
industrial production which underwent rapid growth in the
preceding decades, a form of inventory was created through
Pathé (with English, Japanese etc. intertitles), real “building
blocks.” This excellently preserved material, which has
now been copied, was very useful to me.

Thanks to favorable conditions (NDR television) Wildenhahn/
Tuchtenhagen have created an important documentary on
agriculture in Schleswig-Holstein, a sector in which a lot
became apparent. Your proposal raises numerous questions.
Above all, how can such an institution obtain the large amount
of money required (and the necessary permission to film from
all manner of owners and property managers) when hidden
aspects of social reality in the FRG are not only to be collected
but such usage and montage is also to be made available,
when changes to the real present as it is recorded appear in-
creasingly urgent to more and more people. The case of Holzer
is a cautionary example from the FRG where the person
was not just fired from the university but also had his books
taken from the shelves.

Nevertheless, one should of course still attempt to create a
national image library. Under the precondition, which should
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be made explicit from the start, that the collected material
is to be made available to all in the form of dupe negatives
and copies, at cost price. If there are to be any restrictions,
then only on the side of the filmmakers who have produced
the requested material. The financing is the real threat to the
independence of the institution. It has to be money that one
can count on regularly. Not grants, sometimes more, some-
times less.

Here in Sweden there is the FilmCentrum (that I am part of),
a non-commercial film distributor similar to many in the
FRG e.g., simultaneously functioning as a coalition of film-
makers for the collective production of extensive documen-
taries (residential segregation in Sweden, the struggle of

the Vietnamese people). And now following a tough struggle
money is also coming from the Labor Market Authority and
the Ministry of Culture. Also compelled by the catastrophic
position of freelancers as a result of the rationalization of TV....

I am very much for this institution! And against a subsequent
purging of all the left wingers with the reactionary forces then

allowing the thing to rot.

Warm regards and happy New Year!
Peter
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