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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Good evening and welcome to the closing night of our Spring LIVE from the New York Public Library season, tonight featuring Werner Herzog. My name is Paul Holdengräber, I’m the Director of Public Programs here at the New York Public Library. As all of you know, my goal here at the library is to make the lions roar, to make a heavy institution dance, and when successful to make it levitate. 
I would like to say a big thank-you to the Ford Foundation for their fantastic support of LIVE from the New York Public Library’s tenth anniversary as well as their support of many cultural institutions across New York City (applause) and particularly its president, Darren Walker. I also would like to thank the Financial Times, our media sponsor, and thanks to the continuing generosity of the Celeste Bartos and Mahnaz and Adam Bartos Foundation. It is my pleasure to read a warm welcoming note from Amalia Cosmetatou, the Executive Director of the Onassis Foundation USA. She would have loved to say these few words to you but alas is traveling today and she doesn’t quite yet have the gift of ubiquity. Here are her words. “This event marks the beginning of our collaboration with the New York Public Library and our joint initiative of Hellenic programming on the LIVE from the New York Public Library stage. As many of you know, the Onassis Foundation has been a relentless champion of Hellenic culture in New York and beyond, and it is with great enthusiasm that we are joining LIVE from the New York Public Library to further that mission. We promise to bring many more such conversations to the library, so please stay tuned. We are proud as well as honored that it is Werner Herzog who is inaugurating the series tonight.”
(applause) 

For their support tonight I would like to thank of course the Onassis Foundation and Amalia Cosmetatou in particular and Sophia Efthimiatou as well. I would also like to take this opportunity to warmly thank the two LIVE from the New York Public Library producers, Aisha Ahmad-Post and Tali Stolzenberg-Myers and my research assistant Anthony Audi. Thank you very, very much for keeping this LIVE from the New York Public Library program vibrant. 
Finally, as many of you know, for the last seven or so years I’ve asked each one of my guests to give me a biography of themselves in seven words, seven words that will or won’t define them, a haiku of sorts, or if you’re very modern, a tweet. I asked Werner Herzog some years ago for his seven words when he was on this stage and I think they still hold true. “Werner Herzog, filmmaker, originator from Sachrang, Bavaria.” Please welcome him to the stage.

(applause)

WERNER HERZOG: Thank you.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So wonderful to have you back.
WERNER HERZOG: Thank you.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’d like to start with one of your very early films, Last Words, one of the first films you made in 1968.

WERNER HERZOG: 1967, I think.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: 1967 or ’68.

WERNER HERZOG: It was finished in ’68.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You were twenty-four years old. You made that movie at the same time with—
WERNER HERZOG: Yeah, with the Signs of Life, which was my first long feature film, which I shot to a small part on the island of Crete and most of it was done on the island of Kos, which had a great significance for me because my grandfather with whom I had a very deep, in a way, a very deep connection worked there as an archeologist in the early twentieth century for eight years. And I’ve always felt much closer related to my grandfather than to my own father. The generation of my father has been the generation of the Nazis and I never really could connect and besides my physical father was practically all my life absent, he left the family, and I must confess, I do not have some, I never had some deep discourse with my grandfather, who was kind of young still and he would speak about his excavations in Kos, but that was the only lucid things that he said towards the end of his life. The last eight or nine or ten years of his life he was increasingly deeper drawn into insanity, and it pains my heart when I still see him at the gate of the house where he lived at the outskirts of Munich, and my sister, who was an angelic girl who was three or four years at the time, had to leave after two or three days of visit, and he would stop, from inside, he would stop passersby and said, “Please help me, can you summon police, they have abducted my daughter, they have taken my daughter,” and sometimes he would rush out and try to find her in the forest, and my grandmother would rush after him and find him somewhere in the forest. 

And he would every single night pile up furniture so that it was ready for transportation. He was under this fear to be deported, and he packed all his suits into suitcases every night, and every morning my grandmother unpacked it and placed the furniture back into its proper position, and we as children, something like five, six, seven years old, I mean, at that age you can be as cruel as it gets. My older brother and I would shout in the garden, “Herr Professor Menschenfresser,” which rhymes, Mr. Professor Cannibal, and he would come after us with his walking stick and we would climb into the high birch tree where he couldn’t follow and my grandmother noticed it one day, and man did she beat me up. (laughter) She spanked me, she had these big wooden spoons for the big soup cauldron, and I think she shattered at least two or three of these wooden spoons on my ass. (laughter) I truly deserved it.

There’s no doubt but I’ve always felt very close in a way to my grandfather and his impeccable sense of location. He had an incredible sense of finding places for centuries on the island of Kos, they would search for the Askleipion and he found it. Almost all the other monuments of ancient Greece like let’s say Mycenae or Knossos on the island of Crete, you knew where it was because the columns were sticking out of the ground. 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s look at some images of—

WERNER HERZOG: Of the excavation.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yes, of the excavation. Why don’t we look at images 22 and 23 to start with?

WERNER HERZOG: Yeah, so that’s, here, that’s something he, my grandfather did down below—can we go for the next, I think.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The next one. 

WERNER HERZOG: Next one, please, yeah, for example.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Can you imagine?

WERNER HERZOG:  This is toilets, latrines, you would sit next to each other. Kind of interesting how sanitation functioned at that time, and it was kind of a very—
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Basic.

WERNER HERZOG: No, not only basic, very well functioning. Can we see some—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Image nineteen, twenty, and twenty-one.

WERNER HERZOG: Well, that was some of the temples. It was actually like a center for medicine, Asclepius and Hippocrates. Let’s see the next ones, we can rattle them through and it was high up on the island and nobody ever suspected anything could be there, but he found it, and he would dig somewhere in a flat field in a large grove of oranges and dig somewhere and hit upon a late Roman bath. How did he do that?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: How did he do that?

WERNER HERZOG: I do not know, it eludes me, but I try to see with his eyes, what did he notice, how did you figure out for example all these trees were planted later? He saw the island still populated by forests and tried to figure out “where would I put, where would I put my temples, where would I put these things?” and he figured out, and it’s some sort of a quality that I have partially learned, partially somehow inherited from my grandfather Rudolf.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And that quality is what? I mean, how would you—
WERNER HERZOG: Reading, understanding landscapes, reading them, reading patterns in landscapes, and this is why I was so fascinated about Hercules Seghers, a Dutch artist, early Rembrandt time, who made small prints, very I mean, four hundred years ahead of his time and very mysterious almost completely abstract landscapes, and yet there were patterns in it. And I was looking for patterns, understanding the patterns of a landscape. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And in a way one might say four hundred years before some of your films?
WERNER HERZOG: Yes, I would say four hundred years before in art, this kind of kind of understanding of imagery was invented and evolved, so he was like a painter of the twentieth century—and it always fascinated me how do I read a landscape, how do I stage a landscape, how do I direct a landscape? Yes, you can direct human beings, an actor, and you can direct animals—I do that a lot. And you can direct landscapes to a certain degree, it became—later showed up, an element from Signs of Life, but the film you mentioned, Last Words, is a film that was done much of it during nighttime while during day I was shooting Signs of Life and it was about a man who was a musician, and I invented a story that he forcefully had to be removed as the last remaining occupant of a small island which was occupied by lepers, and what is so strange about the film, everybody who tells his story tells his story immediately again and then immediately again. 
So it’s a very extremely bold way to narrate a story and I of course completely and utterly invented and I love the kind of music how they played it and I do believe the old man is the one who plays the fiddle and he actually modern Greek they still speak about him during the night tragoudia, he sings the tragedies, and I do believe for example the Iliad was sung like that a little bit.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s hear it and then we’ll go to the Iliad, if we could look at video number 8 please?

[video plays]

WERNER HERZOG: Yeah. I really loved these two singers, and in a way they are very ancient and both could not read music scores or notes, and both, or no the older one was an illiterate. And I like the intelligence of illiterates and I may be completely wrong but I have some sort of a distant echo of something that Onassis, Aristotle Onassis, was an illiterate in his youth. I may be completely wrong, (laughter) but we have to verify it later on with the Onassis Society.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We will hear from them.

(laughter)

WERNER HERZOG: We will hear from them, we will get the angry reports back from them, but the mere idea that somebody who is a tycoon of shipping, a magnate of shipping, starts out as an illiterate, it’s just a wonderful idea, maybe my memories make it up, but the idea itself is fine, I like it.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But you were saying that in hearing that music, it made you think back to how you imagine the Iliad may have sounded.

WERNER HERZOG: Yes, somehow like that, almost like a spoken song, and of course accompanied by a lyre, or by but actually the fiddle that he plays is called lyra and the other instrument is bouzouki, so it probably is a long, deep cultural echo and memory of what actually happened 2,800 years ago.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Your first encounter with Homer?

WERNER HERZOG: That was in school, and I hated school and I must say, I had to learn ancient Greek and Latin, we had, I was in school with classical bias, meaning nine years Latin, six years Ancient Greek, and at the end, the last three years a little bit of English, so that’s how I picked up some English. And I didn’t like school, I’m very much self-taught, and I never trusted school, I never trusted instructors, I never trusted teachers, but something remained there and only after school, when I was long done with it, I started to like it, and I started to read, and of course my reading in Ancient Greek or in Latin is limited by knowledge of Ancient Greek drama, very, very limited. My knowledge of Greek philosophy quite limited. Of course we had to read Plato in its original in school but somehow it never touched my soul, it was other things, it was other things that moved me and keep my mind engaged until this very day. And that’s why we are sitting here, because we sometimes privately spoke about Ancient Greek literature.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The first lines of the Iliad, however much you disliked school, you remember, but you remember the first lines of the Iliad and you also—

WERNER HERZOG: Yeah, and I could rattle down more, but I’ll just give you the sound of the Iliad, the beginning:

μῆνιν ἄειδε θεὰ Πηληϊάδεω Ἀχιλῆος
οὐλομένην, ἣ μυρί' Ἀχαιοῖς ἄλγε' ἔθηκε

So, off the raft, sing me goddess, of the Peleus son Achilles, [QUERY]. The one that brought doom.” It’s just the sound of it and my mentor in all this, Herb Golder, is sitting here, actually his day job is being professor of Classics at Boston University, he pointed it out and of course [QUERY] which is an accusative form of this word, of this adjective, means not only he brought doom and destruction and ferocious sort of downfall not only to others, but it’s a form in between in Ancient Greek which means to himself as well, so it’s a very beautiful and very complex language, which is more complex in the Homeric Greek and in Classical Greek, and when you go to modern Greek, much of it levels in, for example, certain forms of there’s active, passive, and medium, the medium is almost completely lost. Hard to explain what it is, I don’t go into it, and pronunciation, [QUERY] is now all pronounced “e,” like in Ancient Greek you would shout for help, [QUERY] “to help,” now the Greeks say [QUERY] and almost everything is—[QUERY] now, so it has lost a lot of its complex structures and of course when we speak of much earlier forms of Greek, late Helladic, that was deciphered, Linear B, we will get to that later.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We’ll get to that. 

WERNER HERZOG: We do not know about the complexity of the syntax, because the texts would not allow that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Of course it’s fascinating to hear that the first word is wrath. I mean—something struck you.

WERNER HERZOG: Yes, there’s something that touches me deeply and what I have understood is that digging into Greek and Roman antiquity mostly but more so into Greek antiquity opens my understanding of our deep cultural roots. I do feel connected and I do understand no matter what’s coming at me in our civilization, in our time, in our evolution of things, I do have a sense of orientation. And it’s because the lines, the perspective lines, go back to Greek antiquity where all the main things that still move us today and that are still our lives today was somehow articulated for the first time. Probably some earlier forms but what we know of Greek antiquity, Homer, and then later, fifth-, fourth-, third-century literature and philosophy, it’s all what somehow still defines us.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And when you read it for the first time, it created in you certain images also, vivid images.

WERNER HERZOG: Also, yes, and of—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Landscape.

WERNER HERZOG: Parallels, landscapes, understanding, and of course for me a lot of it has to do with understanding the signs, reading the signs, and of course reading the signs goes back all the way to what has engaged me not long ago at Chauvet Cave, Paleolithic cave dating back 32,000 years in time with the most wonderful modern images of horses and animals and even proto-cinema, animals that have eight legs and sprint along, and apparently—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So it’s all connected in some way.

WERNER HERZOG: In a way, yes, a cultural memory that we have and when I say cultural memory, the eight-legged bison apparently was meant to be very fast and in motion and in Old Nordic genealogy of gods, the god, main god, Odin or Wotan, has a horse, Sleipnir and Sleipnir is the fastest of all horses because Sleipnir runs on eight legs, so there are some sort of cultural memories that over tens of thousands of years are—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And continents.

WERNER HERZOG: And continents or for example, there’s one image of a pendant rock and it’s in Chauvet Cave, I’m speaking of that, and that’s the only partial human being depicted, a woman, the lower part of a naked woman and a bison somehow embracing the woman with his leg, with his paw, and tens of thousands of years later, Picasso does a series of images of the minotaur and the woman, Le minotaure et la femme, so it’s very inexplicable and very strange, and I try to understand and decipher the signs.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And they resist in so many ways. 

WERNER HERZOG: Yes, and sometimes—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: They—we decipher, but they are also ciphers. You can’t quite, I mean, they’re enigmatic and they remain so. And that in—

WERNER HERZOG: Some of them we can decipher but some of them we won’t be able because there’s not enough evidence. And there’s wild speculations—for example in Chauvet Cave, there are palm prints, no, sorry, it’s not the whole palm, but prints like with a fist like round dots, and it was apparently the same person, the same man, because he apparently a man, a man’s fist, because he had a broken little finger, and the crooked little finger somehow shows up all over the place, and there is dozens of these dots, deeper in the cave you still find some of his dots, and there were wild speculations what that could mean and what kind of message and what sort of structural ideas are behind it, and we should be cautious about it, I kept arguing with a scientist, “what about”—because all these people are very young, they died between twenty-five and thirty-five— “What about a young man who every single time he got laid in the cave left a dot on the wall?”

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: How many dots are there?

WERNER HERZOG: Dozens. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Dozens.

(laughter)

WERNER HERZOG: So we have to be careful about reading too much into the signs and trying to wildly make sense of them.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And the person who started this for you as you were saying, is if we could pick—show image 35 and this is care of Herb Golder, who found this image for us tonight.

WERNER HERZOG: That’s from Little Dieter—this is my grandfather Rudolf, yes, okay, that’s how I know him, very distinguished, very formal, and, you see, it was also very tragic, because he had a very nice voice and the last two or three years he couldn’t recognize my grandmother anymore and he said “Madam” to her, and was very formal, and my grandmother told me one day you know what your grandfather did, he was served dinner and placed his, and he was in his best dress, he placed his cutlery neatly on the table, and he stood up and he bowed to her and he said, “Madam, if I weren’t already married, I would like to ask for your hand,” (laughter) and sat down, and ate his meal, so he really touches me, and of course sense of adventure, he was very young, already professor for Classics, and at age twenty-nine, I think he was already dean at the university, he dropped everything and shouldered the spade, married my grandmother, and went to the island of Kos and started to excavate and gave up his career and it was just on speculation.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And it’s a story that isn’t totally dissimilar in some way to Schliemann who also—I mean, I think there’s an interesting—I grew up knowing about Schliemann so much. 

WERNER HERZOG: Schliemann of course a wonderful figure, he was a very wealthy merchant. Early in his life as a young boy, he already read the Iliad and learned, later he learned Ancient Greek but very, very quickly he spoke fifteen languages, made a fortune as a merchant in Russia, and then dropped it all. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It all.

WERNER HERZOG: And married a sixteen-year-old Greek girl, who had to learn, before he married her, who had to learn the entire Iliad by heart (laughter) and when she proclaimed it to him, he married her. (laughter) And he also dug and searched for Troy of course in this case without anyone knowing where it was, because there was nothing sticking out of the ground, and he found it in western Turkey, the hill, hisarlık, where he dug.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: He also had a sense of finding the place.

WERNER HERZOG: Also, yes, but unfortunately, unfortunately today the methods at that time were so crude and so roughly hewn, they just dug with spades. Today they are still sifting through spoil heaps, and they find most astonishing things that were overlooked because they were small and they were not identified.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And what interests you I think might be in the microscopic you can find the macroscopic.

WERNER HERZOG: Yes, in some instances, in some caves, in the Swabian Jura a flute was found, pentatonic by the way, a flute was found but it was broken in many fragments, very small fragments, some of it by mammoth, made out of mammoth ivory, one made out by the tibia of a vulture’s wing, and it was put together by very, very imaginative people, and it was not recognized as something important because the fragments were so small, today when you look at Chauvet with laser precision, they literally in three-dimensional space place every single grain of sand in its proper position, it’s completely astonishing. And of course we wish at that time it existed, because for example when Kos, when Crete, Knossos was evacuated, Sir Arthur Evans just dug a search trench and within a week he runs across a whole archive of clay tablets, and they threw things away, and had spoil heaps what didn’t interest them, and they didn’t have much sense for stratification, for establishing how old it was, in which stratum you would find things.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’d like you to read the poem you wrote about your grandfather, because you’ve written poetry, and I think it’s a very—
WERNER HERZOG: Yeah, but it’s a very stylized way to see my grandfather. The poem is called “Rain-in-the- Face.” At age seventy-two after eating a yogurt, my grandfather put aside his spoon and lost his mind. In the garden he sang songs for the beetles and called himself Rudolf the Bear. He sang sweet bear songs. Before, he had a suit and cane and often stood up for law and order. His colleagues were called Nagel, Illemann, Muhr. At that time my favorite Indian was no longer alive. He was called Rain-in-the-Face and died at Little Big Horn. His father was named Kicking Bear and his mother White Cow Sees. 
It’s very strange but somehow when I read this I see the image of my grandfather.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s look at image 24 if we could.

WERNER HERZOG: Ah, yeah. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Who is that?

WERNER HERZOG: This is Ahmed. He was actually as a young boy, six, seven, eight-year-old boy, was the right-hand kid for my grandfather. He was a factotum, and I ran into him when I was the first time on the island of Kos following the footsteps of my grandfather and I heard there was one last surviving worker, he had about 450 or so workers, and Achmed of the Turkish minority had actually been around and he had a very tragic life because he was under persecution by the Greeks and children would throw stones at him. I actually did, brought him into the film and he tells about his travails and tribulations and at that time I started to speak modern Greek when I spoke with him and he quietly cried when he learned that I was a grandson of Rudolfo, of Rudolf, and he opened all the boards and all the drawers and said, “Everything in my house is yours, everything, everything.” 
And then he said that he had a granddaughter who was thirteen and I could marry her, (laughter) and I said, “I’m only sixteen and I cannot make a living myself, but this is a wonderful thing that you offer me to marry her eventually,” and I said, “I cannot accept this offer because I cannot even earn my own living, but I will have children one day and my firstborn will be named after you as well,” and the firstborn, his name actually has three names, Rudolph, Amos, for Amos Vogel, and Achmed, for Achmed, and so there’s a scene from Signs of Life.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s watch it. Let’s watch it. 

WERNER HERZOG: Shall we see it?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Video number 6, number 6.

[Video plays]

WERNER HERZOG: There’s lots of things in there. Of course the text was invented by me, it’s not a real inscription, and it was on the fortress, a Venetian fortress at the exit of the Port of Kos, it’s a small, very beautiful port, and many ancient stones from the Askleipion and other monuments were actually used as filling stones, and many of them had inscription, and my grandfather was the one who published them and translated them, so that’s partially taking a reference to my grandfather and of course Achmed, who is very dear to my heart, he was a very laconic and a very wonderful man.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And a bridge to your grandfather in some way.

WERNER HERZOG: In a way, yes, because he was the last one who worked with him and for him. 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But, Werner, I didn’t know this story at all really before preparing for tonight of your trip to Greece at the age of fifteen or sixteen. I know of your wild walks through, from Munich to Paris and around the border of Germany. But how—a very banal question. How did you get to Greece, and why did you go to Greece at the age of fifteen?

WERNER HERZOG: Well, it was mostly to look—to follow the footsteps of my grandfather, and just have a look, did he do a good job? What did he do there and then of course I spent some time first on the Island of Crete and I traveled the entire length of the island, but not following the coastline, it’s a long, elongated island with fairly high mountains, and I had a donkey and I traveled the entire mountains that stretch out over 240 or so kilometers.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: By donkey.

WERNER HERZOG: Yes, well, the donkey did his own thing. (laughter) I would stop when the donkey wanted to stop and sometimes he would march on and I could barely follow sometimes and would ride when the terrain was good and there was one thing that was really striking for me, because it became the central image of my first feature film. I walked along fairly high up, something like, 1,800 meter high, and I come to a some sort of a cliff and I look down into a valley and in this valley was something where I thought I was insane or there was something not right anymore, and it’s a central image in Signs of Life.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s see number 7 if we could.

WERNER HERZOG: And that’s a moment where the leading character actually becomes insane and locks himself up in the fortress and declares war against friend and foe, and shoots with firework rockets into the town and has to be overwhelmed by his own people. And that’s this moment where and I saw it as they see him.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And we’re just seeing the moment when he is becoming insane.
WERNER HERZOG: Yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And this moment of characters in your films that become insane, this is the first of many.

WERNER HERZOG: Yes, there were some others that were not that, well, clinically sane, Kinski wasn’t clinically sane, he was just wildly mad or something I don’t know, but in characters that he portrayed, no the really stark mad are very few in my films in fact, many of my characters make a lot of sense, (laughter) even the mad ones. Okay, let’s have a look at the clip.
(laughter)

[Video plays]

WERNER HERZOG: Unfortunate that the video transfer is pretty lousy, it jumps along, but it’s called the Valley of the Ten Thousand Windmills and really looked to me like a whole vast valley of flowers that had gone insane. And it took me a long time to realize that these were not flowers, that there was not a deranged landscape, it was a real landscape and there were literally thousands and thousands of windmills.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So it was not a mirage in any way.

WERNER HERZOG: No, but it looked like something was not right with me anymore, so there was that very deep sense of disconnect with the reality of the world, with the reality of a landscape, and I tried to understand it. Unfortunately it does not exist anymore, it was used for irrigation because it was a valley where they grew a lot of produce, and today I think it’s all replaced by some electrical turbines.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But you thought you were going mad.

WERNER HERZOG: Not going mad, I knew I was mad, either, and then I started to argue with myself—“if I’m not mad then it’s certainly the landscape,” so in understanding what was going on there became something which lingered in me and later it became the central metaphor in this film, the film somehow it’s like a pivot and the film rotates around it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m wondering what separates your consciousness from the consciousness that goes mad for real? Because there seems to be—
WERNER HERZOG: I better shouldn’t know and I don’t want to know it. So there is some sort of reflexive sanity inside of me that does not want to approach the question to the very last step and looking into this abyss. I’ve looked enough into abysses in my films but I don’t really want to look into that one. (laughter)
No, it’s not funny, I think. No, I mean it as I say it. And I’m not afraid. You see, I’d be the last one to be afraid, but I instinctively stay away from asking the question too deeply and looking too deep right down there, enough that I looked down into this valley with the ten thousand windmills and tried to figure out who was not right anymore.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And those who have looked too deeply do in fact go insane, some of them are figures that you love so much. I’m thinking of, you know, a statement of yours that I’ve always loved is the poet must not avert his eyes, which to my mind always sounded like something that Hölderlin might have said.
WERNER HERZOG: Right, and he was also somebody who traveled on foot. And he was the one who of course didn’t have cinema at his disposal but he went in my language, German, to the outer limits of what was possible, to the very margins of what was expressible, which was sayable. And somehow he lost himself too far into the last, into the last horizons of the explicable and his language is coming apart very quickly when he traveled on foot from France or Bordeaux—
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Bordeaux.

WERNER HERZOG: From Bordeaux to Tubingen or Frankfurt. And upon arrival he was stark mad, and of course there are some big odes that he wrote at that time and they start to come completely apart, incoherent and fragmentary and different versions of it and he lost the grasp on the outer limits and—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And one can’t say that this frightens you, but you stay away from it.

WERNER HERZOG: Yes, of course I do stay away from it, and I would be—I would be cautious. For example I always explain to young people who want to make films, travel on foot, read, read, read, and earn your money with your own hands, and don’t go do, don’t do boring office work, work as a bouncer in a sex club or work as a guard in a lunatic asylum, I say that with great ease, but I would never do that. I couldn’t be a guard, I could be a bouncer in a sex club. I would be good at that. 
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And you would have been good in Ancient Greek times.

WERNER HERZOG: Maybe, yes, and I keep thinking where would I have liked to be? And of course I would have liked to be in two situations, one is Roman antiquity, let’s not speak much about it. The counterpart who actually defeated Hannibal, who is also a great hero of mine, Quinus Fabius Maximus, who by retreating and being cowardly and hesitant, today he’s still considered as a coward, but he saved Rome, and he didn’t care that he was considered a coward, and until today he has his [QUERY] and of course in Greek Antiquity Leonidas, the Spartans defending Thermopylae in 400 AD against Xerxes, three hundred of them, actually they sent most of the army away, because they knew you cannot face over two hundred thousand armed men, and the ferocious opponent who was enraged, who had the Hellespont whipped and flagellated because there was bad weather, and then bad weather again at the Peninsula Chalkidiki, where today’s one of the fingers, Athos, he cut an isthmus through it, because bad weather, again storm, and he cut a canal, an isthmus through it, and with this anger in his stomach, two hundred thousand men come after three hundred Spartans and they stay there, they stay, and of course all of them perish, up to the last man, and there’s an epigram which I like a lot, and it says, “wayfarer, if you come to Sparta, please announce there that you have seen us laying slain as the law required us to do.” It’s a good, good line, and of course this heroic deed was not just perishing, it was perishing for the sake of the unity of Greece because of course unity, cultural unity, came through Homer, Iliad and Odyssey, and in terms of bravery and defending the homeland, Leonidas, and this deed was always somehow looked upon by all of Greece and formed some sort of sense of identity and sense of unity.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And where would you have been there?

WERNER HERZOG: Oh, anyone among the three hundred. You don’t have much space, it’s very narrow. I have been at the Thermopylae, which means hot springs, it’s actually still hot springs there, and there was a gate and the gate apparently wasn’t that wide and you probably could lock it with ten men standing abreast, but of course there were three hundred and there were in fact actually by treachery brought down because the Persian army went around on a mountain and came around in the back and attacked them from either side.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, Werner, what is so amazing to me is how incredibly vivid history is for you. I mean, you’re talking about it as though you have lived it, nearly. No, not quite, but nearly. And I know, you know, we both know Carlo Ginzburg, who wrote The Cheese and the Worms, and  I know that at some point you were interested in maybe working with him.

WERNER HERZOG: Yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And somehow there is a relation there about how one revivifies history, and about how one follows clues, and how one places oneself in that landscape.

WERNER HERZOG: Right, and of course it has to do with what is going on today. When you read Thucydides, the first real great, great historiographer, before that we had Herodot but that was more storytelling and that was little legends and episodes and so, but Thucydides the first really, really methodical thinking man who writes history in the depth of his intellect, in the depth of his understanding. And of course he was participant. In the Peloponnesian War he was one of the generals and then sent into exile because he lost a battle against Spartan attackers, and he had time enough and of course apparently he wrote down diaries or made notes and it’s a very, very intelligent understanding of history, of what was going on, far beyond what went on at that time because there’s one very fascinating moment where Athens attacks the island of Milos. Milos was actually a daughter colony of Sparta, the great enemy, and it went on for years and years. Athens attacks the small island and the few inhabitants there and want them to wean them away, force them away from Sparta, and there’s a dialogue that Thucydides reports, and the dialogue in many of the passages reads exactly, it’s kind of stunning, it reads almost exactly like the events now with the European Union and Greece in the kind of force and pressure upon them.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: How so? How so?

WERNER HERZOG: Well, Athens offered them to surrender peacefully and give them everything and leave it not to chance of warfare and just give yourselves up and take the humiliation and so. And it’s exactly the same phraseology you hear today, the Greek new government, under Tsipras and Stathakis, the finance minister, they use the same terminology, “they are humiliating us, they are pressuring us, they are like pirates going after us,” and all these, of course the situation is really dire for Greece, because they have accumulated debts that are staggering, and never in the world will they ever be able to pay everything back, so and they feel humiliated because the European Union and the International Money Fund and the central bank in Europe tries to force them to start certain reforms, and they feel pressured and they feel humiliated, but of course they cannot survive without certain reforms, for example, they need very basic principles like bookkeeping, the biggest, (laughter) they do not even know exactly how much they owe or for example the biggest hospital in Athens had no bookkeeping until recently, so it’s kind of staggering the things going on.

Q: (Inaudible.)
WERNER HERZOG: Pardon? We can talk about it later, but I think there are quite a few things that are not—not in the of the same standard as let’s say many of the other countries of the European Union. For example, a huge amount of civil servants, many more in numbers than any other state in the European Union and of course how do you bring them, how do you cut these numbers down? You will have unemployed people, you will have people who will be homeless, and can you enforce homelessness on Greece? You cannot. So it’s a very, very complex situation.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In this way—you know, I had mentioned Carlo before, but in this way history helps you understand the present.

WERNER HERZOG: In a way, yes, because the dialogue uses exchanges that are almost literally taken from Thucydides. Almost literally.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Consciously?

WERNER HERZOG: No, because the situation was a similar one. One overwhelming power that tries to enforce its will upon a small state, a small island, and there’s something—of course, there’s something not right with all this, and something is not right with the European Union, and it will drag on for a while, but it has to come to some culminating moment where things have to be settled. And settling—the only way to settle it, just liberate them from their debts and then they could function like a normal country. If they can somehow start to invest and they can start to bring down unemployment among young people—it’s staggering how high unemployment is and this situation has brought an entire generation somehow into an almost futile existence, they have no future, these young people.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: To go from the extreme present to the very, very distant past and to link it again to Carlo Ginzburg before we speak about Michael Ventris. Carlo Ginzburg wrote an extraordinary essay on the historian as detective, on fine—the historian becoming nearly a Sherlock Holmes. And I think in some way he fits the Herzog archetype in my mind, of someone who is sniffing and following, following the scent and the smell, to come realize something in that sign that will reveal maybe a culture or maybe a moment in history. Ventris for you is an incredible figure, and I’d like you to take us through Ventris a little bit, Michael Ventris, tell us a little bit who this man was and why he fascinates you so because you really wanted to talk about him today, so as I see it now, Werner, you’re going to give us a little master class on—

WERNER HERZOG: I should rattle through it very quickly but what happened is on the island of Crete, from Knossos was excavated, 120 years ago or so by Sir Arthur Evans, he came across a huge archive of clay tablets with strange inscriptions, script that dated back to bronze age, something between 1450 and 1250 and he suggested that it was not an Indo-European language, and that it was probably related to Etruscan, which with all probability is not an Indo-European language but we don’t know, we can read and we can read aloud Etruscan, because we have inscriptions and the alphabet is almost identical with the Latin alphabet. We can read it but we don’t know what it means because we don’t have the language and then actually when more was found on the Greek mainland on the Peloponnese in Pylos and Nicene all of a sudden there was a huge archive of thousands of clay tablets or hundreds in fragments in thousands of fragments and now the real question that fascinated me is to understand, to read the signs, to understand the signs. It’s completely stunning and it’s phenomenal intellectual achievement because his work and Chadwick, a scholar of ancient Greek very early Greek ancient Greek dialect helped along, it goes into the deepest understanding of structures of languages, it goes, and Ventris goes into the deepest mathematical understanding of encryptions and deciphering it with mathematical grids.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Decoding it in some way.

WERNER HERZOG: Decoding. It has to do with decoding, but also at the same time very deep understanding of language and structure of language, maybe we could show, rattle through some of the images of Ventris.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: These would be images 1 through 15.

WERNER HERZOG: Yes. There can we go into number 1, starting. There were seal stones that were found and they date back two thousands before Christ. Not understood is it ideograms or is it heraldic signs. Actually young Greek women wore it as amulets, and they were called galactopetrae, the milk stones. Can we see the next one? There are the—this is how these tablets look like, and if we rattle on please, next one, this is a transcription of Sir Arthur Evans, and that’s what we had. Actually on the right side of it, you see an ideogram and it means, it’s not a script, it’s an ideogram which means chariot, and then you see three lines, which is the number for three, and now you have about seventy or eighty or ninety sort of letters but of course it’s too much for an alphabet, and it was established that these were syllables. Can we rattle on a little bit, of course, now going into the structure of language when you look at the say Type A three words, one after the other after each other and they have different endings. And they have endings, inflections, or endings, nominative, negative, dative, and here are some of the cases. Zoom in when you look at the last sign of each word, they are like cervus, cervum, cervo in Latin. Can we rattle on? It’s a little bit like in Latin you have this strange enough, no, no let’s go on. There’s a sign for total, and that’s an interesting one, the left one, it’s the same and what is right to the sign is a masculine and a feminine ending. So it was established but there is a lot of deductive work in it. 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And that’s what you admire. 

WERNER HERZOG: Yes. Sign for total. But if it was a word, a masculine word, let’s say grains or chariots, it would have a masculine ending. And it was established and there’s an incredibly intelligent deductions. Can we look at the next one? Here to the right, the first round thing is the syllable kou, and then is ros, and kouros means boy and girl. Until today you have the same word in modern Greek. And then of course Ventris, can we rattle to the next? Started to compile a grid. Oh, no, this is very often repeated place-names, which helped to establish certain phonetic values to signs. Could we look at the next one? This is actually the grid and the basic values. It actually changed over time, over several months, because if you established that a certain value was not ta, te, ti, to, tu it was something else the entire grid would have to change, like in a cascading chain reaction, so that’s how the grid finally was established. Can we look at the next one? 
And for me it’s really totally fascinating. You have these very mysterious signs and then with incredible toil and deductive and understanding language you have phonetic values to it. Can we look at the next one? Because there’s a predecessor to it, Linear A and Linear B, it’s very hard to see here, which says Linear A and Linear B derived from it. Linear A is not decipherable because we do not know the language. And Ventris established that Linear B was a very early late Helladic form of ancient Greek.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So how old?

WERNER HERZOG: 1450 to 1250.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And Ventris's discovery changed—

WERNER HERZOG: Ventris actually as a boy he was at a lecture of Sir Arthur Evans about these tablets and he swore to him he had this dream to decipher it one day, and he became a World War II pilot, fighter pilot, and was also into deciphering encryptions and by profession an architect, and he went into this and with this great linguist Chadwick, they actually created this grid and the phonetic values and now we can read it.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: If he was here today, what would you ask him?

WERNER HERZOG: I would ask him some details, I don’t want to go into that. (laughter) But unfortunately he died at the age of thirty-three or thirty-four in a car accident, so it’s very tragic that he died so early.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:  But this idea of having an image so early on. 

WERNER HERZOG: And understanding, yes. And understanding, reading the signs, reading the signs out there in the world. Can we jump to the next? We’ll be over this very quickly. Linear A and Linear B, they’re very similar, but A means the column is Linear A, and then the numbers AB-18 and so they had almost algebraic signs for them and shifted the algebraic signs around so there was algebra in it. 
Next please. Again, next one, now ideograms, signs for man and woman, and deer for example, horse, they have no phonetic value, so they’re just ideograms. Fifteen horses for the battalion of [QUERY], so unfortunately what was the result of all of this is we do not have any poetry, we do not have any epic literature. All of this, all of what we have is actually bookkeeping, it’s bookkeeping and inventories and sometimes more elaborate. For example, person so-and-so had to sacrifice ten oxen to the goddess so-and-so on the day so-and-so and had to be accompanied by twenty maidservants and ten boys and ten girls.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So the decoding wasn’t of any literature that—

WERNER HERZOG: It doesn’t—it ultimately doesn’t—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Matter.

WERNER HERZOG: Matter. It’s a pity, maybe, maybe things like this existed, but I would say if there was epic poetry it was probably passed on like our singers at the beginning in Crete, it was an oral tradition. But these city-states became highly complex. Beginning with the new people invading Greece or moving into Greece and pushing out probably a non-Indo-Germanic people who lived there before and their city-states became complex, so complex that they needed in a way bookkeeping, inventories, lists of let’s say things that had to be done, name lists who had to show up for which festivity and things like that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Werner, you wanted to bring up Diodorus Siculus. Why? Why does he matter?

WERNER HERZOG: We should leave these images but for me the real incredible fascination is the intellectual, the intellectual challenge to have signs out there that make no sense at all and starting to understand them, and it’s not only from the point of view of phonetics and linguistics and how linguistics were actually understood as being an Indo-Germanic language is of great, great, great depth of understanding languages and of course algebra and logical grids and of course I do read as an evening pleasure Diodorus Siculus, a compiler more than a writer, much of his writing is actually lost, who compiled, who was kind of pretty stupid. He was really, really not very intelligent and contradicts his sources and has no great style, but all of a sudden when it comes to Philip II of Macedon and his son Alexander the Great he is incredible and it becomes complete and utter soap opera.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’ve made connections between that and WrestleMania.

WERNER HERZOG: Yeah, well, I’m interested in WrestleMania, because I think that Herb Golder, who is here with us, who has worked with me, believes that in WrestleMania there are crude forms of mythology and dramas going on and they are not in the fights. The fights are interrupted by commercials, but when the owner of the—of this whole enterprise shows up in the ring and his wife, allegedly his wife, in black sunglasses and in a wheelchair, is wheeled in and she has become blind because of grief because he, her husband, has four blond babes with breast installations like this on his arm and scolds her and says, “You’re stupid, you don’t have any boobs like this,” and the son steps up and confronts his father, but not in defense of the mother. The son steps up because he wants more of the money, he wants more of the pie of the money, so and I’m convinced that and Herb Golder is convinced that ancient Greek drama had some crude proto-forms that emerged a little bit like that.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s a perfect moment to introduce My Son, My Son. 

WERNER HERZOG: Yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: If we could, we’re going to watch the clip and then you’ll say something about it. If we could watch video number 4, please?

[video plays]

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think it’s—

WERNER HERZOG: Yes, two things I have to mention. Number one, Herb Golder is here, who brought me into this story, and I think Michael Shannon is also here, we just recently did a film in Bolivia, Salt and Fire, and he plays a leading character, a young actor, it goes back to a real story of Mark Yavorsky and Herb Golder had come across this in his interest about ancient Greek drama. Herb is also—has become a dear friend of mine and he’s also been assistant director in some films. We cowrote the screenplay and we have worked a lot and he’s actually also a black belt in various martial arts, so when he speaks and when he shows up, people listen. Herb, can you show yourself? Can you stand up for a second? This is my friend, Herb Golder. (applause) 
And so the story is very fascinating. A young man, a very talented writer and actor, Mark Yavorsky is in a stage production of the Oresteia and behaves more and more erratic. And he becomes scary to all the other actors because for example he asks for a real sword and seems to contemplate to kill his stage mother onstage during a performance, which ultimately the real Mark Yavorsky did not do. He took the stage prop, a real sword, and killed with the sword his real mother, and then surrendered to police. And actually he was put away into a—There was no trial. He was deemed insane by dint of insanity he was not declared as not being able to stand trial, which was against his furious protestations. He wanted to be convicted, and he wanted to die, and he wanted the death penalty and he wanted to be crucified on live TV on one of the nationwide channels. 
So after eight and a half years and so Mark Yavorsky was released from this maximum-security mental institution for the criminally insane. And Herb got me there. I kind of regret it, but it was also good that I met the real person, and he lived near Riverside in a trailer. We walk in and there is this strange memorabilia of Elvis and all sorts of things and a little shrine and candles with a poster of Aguirre, and I really shrank back, and I said, “Let’s get out of here.” (laughter) We actually spent one or two hours with him and then I said to Herb, “we will never get there again, this is not right,” and he still looked a little bit dangerous. I had the feeling he was still dangerous and not completely, he was not healed, so we made this film and—
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: This line, don’t participate.

WERNER HERZOG: Yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Because in a sense what you want is participate.

WERNER HERZOG: Yes, of course, it’s not something just acting.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But there’s something dangerous when you—

WERNER HERZOG: But he’s not acting anymore, he’s participating and there’s also an interesting word, yeah, “by necessity I did that,” “by necessity,” and it’s a very important concept in ancient Greek thinking because of course nature ruled a lot and the gods were ruling over the natural world and over human beings, but there was something that ruled over the gods, Ananke, the necessity, the overwhelming ruling principles of the universe, of the gods, of the real world, was necessity, and I find it very, very fascinating.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Should we watch another moment from the film, do you think? Maybe, maybe not. How did you find Michael Shannon? Because I mean, he’s an extraordinary.

WERNER HERZOG: He’s the best of his generation. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s watch number 5.

WERNER HERZOG: There’s no one like him.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Decision made. I should never ask you, just do it. Number 5.

[video plays]

(applause)

WERNER HERZOG: So the what the director of this stage production tells us is pure original sound Herb Golder, that was his—all his lines without anything but what is interesting in the previous clip when the chorus certain phrases they were put together, it was not really a coherent part of Aeschylus, for example. I think it was a copulation of various lines picked out from different ancient Greek dramas in order to fit what we wanted to do with this very scene. So we felt—we felt completely—
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Free.

WERNER HERZOG: Free to do that. And I think that’s and nobody notices because there’s some coherence and it comes from deep inside, and that’s a way I would deal with the factual part of it. Factually it’s not just one Greek drama, we took lines from others, and I’ve always in my films tried to make a clear distinctions and between truth, truth on the other side and the ecstasy of truth, something where we are transported outside of ourselves and where we have the moment of illumination.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Just before closing with a clip from the first movie we saw, I want to pay homage one more time to Herb Golder and show a passage that I particularly love. Nothing really to do with Greece, so the Onassis Foundation will have to forgive us for a moment but in a way everything to do with your way of working and your way of working also with Herb.

WERNER HERZOG: Seeing things. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Seeing things.

WERNER HERZOG: Excavating.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Digging things up. I mean, Herb Golder found this passage, which in a way—

WERNER HERZOG: It’s from—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Little Dieter Needs to Fly.

WERNER HERZOG: Little Dieter Needs to Fly, yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So if we should show video number 11.

[video plays]

WERNER HERZOG: Yeah. Actually all the footage, all the historical footage of the end of the war was found by Herb in the National Archives, and he came to me and he said, “I found something which doesn’t belong in the film at all, people staring at the first sausage that showed up in a butcher’s store and nobody could buy it.” And I found it so intriguing and so filled with such deep truth and understanding for the context of the time and for the context of Germany at that time, that I said it has to be in the film and I’m going to invent a story around it, like Dieter saw for the first time a sausage but he couldn’t buy it and so, so I start to invent but somebody, like Herb Golder has this incredible sense of unearthing the elements that have significance.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So it’s like an archaeologist. 

WERNER HERZOG: It’s something else, the comparison is a little bit limping but it has to do with sifting through things that have little significance it all of a sudden something sticks out that looks basically insignificant, people looking through a display window at a sausage. And yet there’s something so deep about it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And recognized in a sense the life you had led during the war in some sense.

WERNER HERZOG: Sure, because we were hungry as children, and I know what it means when there is not enough food and I mean children can cope with it easily, and even Dieter when he tells his mother took them to bombed-out houses and they tore down the wallpaper and cooked it because there were nutrients in the glue, it wasn’t that bad for us but it was pretty bad. And Dieter says, “Oh, I took it as it was and I slurped from the wallpaper and it was good,” so he didn’t mind and his brother didn’t mind and we as boys when we grew up at the same time didn’t really mind, but for the mothers it was terrible, who didn’t have enough to feed the children, and my mother was really desperate sometimes, and that’s how I remember her, moments when she was between anger and desperation, and she would say, “boys, shut up, if I could cut it out of my ribs, I would cut it out of my ribs but I can’t.” So we were kind of stunted and it still resonates in me and there are things, there are things that are in footage, and there’s tons and tons and tons of footage of postwar Germany and the destruction of Germany and yet very few of these shots have deep significance and it’s a little bit also with what has significance for me when I look into ancient Greek literature.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s an orientation. 

WERNER HERZOG: It’s yes, the kind of, the essential, the essential things that guide me until today or that guides our civilization until today unbeknownst, unbeknownst in many cases and I think it is a disastrous, a disastrous mistake that most of the universities are abandoning the departments for classics. It’s a monumental mistake, a mistake because—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Because we’re robbing.

WERNER HERZOG: We are robbing ourselves of our understanding and roots of our cultural identity, of a deeper understanding, who we are and where we are, and this is a very, very big mistake because of course the study of literature of antiquity, or the history of antiquity has no practical value. You see, when you train a medical doctor or a physicist or a computer specialist, there’s a university student and they churn them out and it’s right that they do it, but at the same time for saving money they abolish what is very, very essential. What has to do with understanding ourselves and I find it, I do not find it right and it’s as catastrophic as for example what you see around that young people do not read anymore, they do not read, they read Twitter or Facebook or things, but they do not read coherent stories, they do not have a sense for conceptualizing, they have no sense of language anymore, they have no sense of evolution of language. When you give them some Chaucer English, original Chaucer, they understand not a single word, and even people today, educated.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know it is very, I mean, it is very. You had me read and in some cases reread some of the Greek sources I read a long, long time ago, but it’s not easy. Reading Thucydides is not easy, it takes, it takes. I remember, I was back in Europe seeing my father, who is ninety-seven years old and who said this is the central text you need to read. This and other texts, these are central to our civilization, and he still could remember some of them.

WERNER HERZOG: And it’s not—he insists on civilization because he has lived through the time of barbarism, he had to flee the Nazis, and he ended up in Haiti.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: He did.

WERNER HERZOG: And impoverished and survived it all and grew fruit in some fields and had to become a farmer.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I remember very clearly when you met him for the first time, he had left Vienna at the age of twenty-one and ended up in Haiti as a—he had been a medical student in Vienna in the great medical school was Montpellier. There were two great schools in his mind, Vienna and Montpellier, and he arrived in Haiti and grew these vegetables and learned how to cultivate that land and your first question to him was—
WERNER HERZOG: I cannot remember.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Oh, it was incredible. You were so amazed by the stories I have told you and you said, you looked at my father who at that point was ninety-two and you said, “When you walked from the mountains of Port-au-Prince, from Kentskoff down to Port-au-Prince, what shoes were you wearing?” And I remember him looking at me and saying, “I like your friend,” but in a way it was that very particular, choosing a particular detail that nobody would—most people wouldn’t have asked him that question.

WERNER HERZOG: And of course he was cut off from literature, and he was cut off and he had seen barbarism and when a man as heroic as your father speaks about you must go back, you must look into this culture that defines us, he has, he has a deeper right to do that. You see, when I’m fascinated I’m just curious, and I try to understand what we’re all about, and I go into this. Your father now ninety-seven.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Born before the end of the First World War, but in your case it was transmuted and translated into your films. Greek history and literature and in some way the orientation, as Herb Golder says, of the Greek way of thinking somehow ends up in some of your characters. They have the central characteristics of some of Greek literature and history.

WERNER HERZOG: And going back again to the situation now which is a very tense, a very terse moment for Greece, I wish and I hope that common sense is going to invade the European Union and they will do the same thing that happened actually to Germany in the early fifties. Germany was relieved of all its monumental debts that it said and our allies said, “forget about what they are worth, let them have a new start,” and that’s what I hope is going to emerge in the next few weeks.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In closing I want to show a very short clip of Last Words, and you know which one.

WERNER HERZOG: The end of it, yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Where he says, “I have nothing to say.” Could you set it up a little bit for us?

WERNER HERZOG: Yes, everybody repeats stories that they are telling about some real policemen are greeting you and they keep on greeting you and they repeat and they repeat, they were actually tricked into doing that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: By you.

WERNER HERZOG: By me, yes, I said, and certain other things, a story that is being told, and here the story ends with a singer who is considered as being saved now by civilization who took him away from this lepers’ island where he was alone and ate lizards. The policemen or somebody repeats a dozen times, “We had to take him away from there because he ate lizards.” “We had to take him away because he ate lizards.” “We had to take him away.” At the end when I try to speak to him, he refuses to speak he says, maybe we can watch. It’s clip number.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Clip number 10.

(video plays)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Thank you very much, Werner!

WERNER HERZOG: Thank you.

(applause)
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