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The Horrible World of Michael Haneke 
Code Inconnu: récit incomplet de divers voyages (2000); La Pianiste (2001); Le 

Temps du Loup (2003); Caché (2005) 

 

Haneke is the least accommodating film-maker ever. There’s never been anyone like 

him. He makes what I call post-Sarajevo films. As “the former Yugoslavia” broke up, 

the fabric of its society disintegrated, and the middle-class people you’d worked with 

as colleagues turned overnight into racist enemies who tortured you. It’s the demon 

Bush and Blair have unleashed in Iraq, but what Haneke is doing is saying, “Look – 

you don’t need a political break-up and social disintegration to show these things – if 

you look below what things appear to be, at what they are, our colleagues are already 

our enemies who torture us”. 

 Civilization is barbarism, is his message. We’ve been kidding ourselves. 

 He films his material with an inhuman objectivity which is very hard to get into, 

helped by the fact that he likes to leave puzzles all over the place, puzzles which you 

forget five minutes after leaving the cinema: hence perhaps he goes better on DVD, 

though his puzzles are no less annoying there. 

 He’s not averse to killing animals on camera. 

 Isabelle Huppert, presentable and pretty, but lean, hungry, and radiating a clinical 

kind of air which repels sympathy, is his ideal actor (not Juliet Binoche, who’s too 

funny). Huppert is a walking, talking verfremdungs-effekt. I once saw her on stage as 

Mary Stuart, surrounded by English actors – she took the comfy reality their RADA-

nesses gave her, transmuted it instantaneously into horror, and played it back to them. 

Few of them were able to react. 

 

—————————— 

 

Near the start of Le Temps du Loup her husband is shot dead next to her. Haneke 

shows the shot being fired, but not the husband being hit; we hear a woman (not 

Huppert) screaming, and then he cuts to a close-up of Huppert, staring down at what 

we imagine is his body. Suddenly she vomits. Isabelle Huppert venting unanticipated 

fluids: it could be an emblem for Michael Haneke’s movies. 

 Le Temps du Loup is unusual, in that it really is set in a society which has been 

disrupted, though whether by fire, flood, earthquake, nuclear holocaust or civil war is 

not stated – we suspect Haneke is being metaphorical: this is the way he sees western 

Europe anyway. Near the middle section, someone or something dies. It seems to be 

small, so it may be a child – or it may be an animal. Someone is tying two sticks 

together, so we presume eventually (for we’re never told), that it’s human. They bury 

it – or at least put a mound over its body. Someone laments for it at great length, 

bitterly, with wails and moans and snatches of a language – is it Polish? Romany? 

Serbo-Croat? – we can’t tell, we’re never told, and there are no subtitles. Haneke 

shoots the people standing around the grave or mound from the hips down, so we 

can’t see which characters from the film they are. Slowly the wailing fades or goes 

away. One by one the legs move out of frame, while the camera remains on the 

mound or grave of whatever or whoever it is. Meanwhile, first four, then five, naked 

lights approach as a distance from the far edge of the field the burial – or whatever it 

is – has just taken place in. We never know who or what they are. 

 I think Haneke has watched a lot of Tarkovsky. 
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 We know who the people are in Code Inconnu: they’re a deaf-mute girl – she 

starts the film off, and is buried three-quarters of the way through – a Parisian actress, 

an immigrant from Romania, and a Franco-African youth with a social conscience. 

The actress lives next to the deaf-mute girl, and knows the refugee, who offends the 

youth, who doesn’t know the actress … they’re all chained together, but each knows 

only the next link in the chain. The unknown codes are in part the languages – French, 

Romanian, Mali – in which the actors speak (in this film they are all subtitled). 

Haneke shoots the film almost entirely in long takes: the opening shot, after the 

credits, is as long as takes get outside of Hitchcock’s Rope. Long takes which end 

with sudden fades to blackout. How the conviction this gives the action matches the 

mutual incomprehension of the characters, is another paradox to puzzle over. Some 

shots do, after repeated viewings, seem pointless and thus treacherously self-

indulgent: I’d like to hear Haneke justify the long, static take of Juliet Binoche’s 

boyfriend alone on the metro. The long, static take of Binoche being hassled by 

yobbos on the metro is, on the other hand, riveting. 

 

————————— 

 

La Pianiste is quite different. It looks like a normal film – mostly short takes, normal 

cutting, realistic, comprehensible characters and situations. 

 It’s the situations and characters. They may be comprehensible and realistic, but 

they’re the weirdest. Haneke’s inclination towards portraying the ways people find of 

exploiting and brutalising one another is, in this middle-class context, given free rein. 

 I first saw the film in the middle of the night on TV, and couldn’t bear it. I was 

able to take Isabelle Huppert in a video booth in a porn shop, watching a blue movie 

and sniffing a tissue from the trash-can. I was able to take Isabelle Huppert sitting on 

the edge of the bath and giving herself what we Bergman fans call the Ingrid Thulin 

Experience with a razor blade. But when Isabelle Huppert, wandering through a drive 

-in movie heater, found two people bonking in a car, heard the girl coming, and knelt 

down and lost control of her bladder, I could take no more, and switched off. 

 It’s all compounded by our understanding that Huppert is a formidable, though 

unpleasant, conservatoire piano teacher, a perfectionist with a particular love of 

Schubert. She inhabits parallel universes, one of an overwhelming beauty which she 

can share, the other of a bottomless squalor which only she can inhabit. 

 The soundtrack CD would be wonderful, if you could divorce it from your 

memory of the main character. 

 What’s remarkable is Huppert’s silent acting, in the close-ups while she is 

listening to music – Die Winterreise, the slow movement of a Schubert piano sonata, 

or the passionate movement from the Brahms string sextet which we all remember 

from Les Amants. Music and sex are, as every schoolboy knows, near allied, and the 

skill lies in the way Huppert suggests that she’s climaxing, while still preserving the 

aloof and fastidious exterior which is her way of showing the world how far above it 
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all she knows herself to be. The excess she experiences while listening to classical 

music, and the excess she experiences while smelling soiled tissues in a wanking-

shop, are in fact one and the same – but that’s not a point she could ever concede. 

 As a lover she’s a control-freak, refusing all kissing and confining intercourse at 

first to manual and (if he’s lucky), a bit of oral. Why a bright, big, sexy, confident and 

amusing young man like him (he’s Benoît Magimel), should be in love with her, is 

mysterious, but he is, even – we intuit – after her deliberate mutilation of the hands of 

one of her own pupils reveals her, also, to be a monster and a savage hypocrite. 

Disgusted by a masochistic wish-list she gives him, he tries to quit the relationship, 

but she throws herself at him after an ice-hockey practice – tries to give him a blow-

job – and it comes as no surprise (see above), when the moment of his ejaculation 

causes her to vomit. 

 

    
 

 If we’d missed the credits, there’d be no doubt in our minds by now that this was a 

Michael Haneke film. 

 Haneke allows himself two of his unendurably long shots. The first is in a 

cloakroom, as Huppert contemplates, and then carries out, her evil plan to put broken 

glass in the pocket of her pupil’s overcoat. The second is when, finally, in 

desperation, she allows Magimel to fuck her. Haneke lights her as if, and she acts as 

if, she’s a corpse. 

 Annie Girardot is excellent as Huppert’s mum. 

 

————————— 

 

 
 

Caché is rivettingly mysterious, but one doesn’t know if it’s being fair. Why, when 

the Algerian guy cuts his throat, does Daniel Auteuil not at once look at the back wall 

of the flat – the wall from which the shot is taken in which the Algerian guy cuts his 

throat – and search for a hidden camera? Why does no-one ever search for a hidden 

camera over the street from the flat where Auteuil and Binoche live – in the yard from 
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which several other normal, establishing shots are taken? Is the general failure ever to 

search for a hidden camera the meta-cinematic clue to the mystery which tortures the 

two mega-stars throughout the film? “The secret camera which is tormenting you to 

paranoia with what seem to you guilty self-images is in fact the camera making the 

film – the horrible camera of Michel Haneke?” 

 But does the Algerian really cut his throat? He slashes himself, and seems to drop 

down stone dead at once, lying inert. Surely if a chap slashed his own jugular and 

windpipe there’d be a lot of involuntary twitching? So maybe Auteuil imagines it all – 

the videotapes are part of his universe of paranoid delusion, into which Binoche is 

drawn will-nilly. 

 

 
 

 We notice that in the flashback with the decapitated rooster, it’s the Algerian boy 

who attacks little Daniel Auteuil – so maybe he was right to hate him. 

 Annie Girardot is excellent as Auteuil’s mum. 

 

— 

 

Or is the camera the eye of God? 

 All time is eternally present in God’s mind, and therefore in his eye. The fact that 

Auteuil was only six when he told the lies which had the little Algerian boy (as he 

then was), thrown out of his adopted farmhouse home and into the orphanage which 

screwed up the rest of his life, does not mean that his guilt won’t – selon God – follow 

him to his grave. Post-colonial guilt, even when at one remove, as here, remains post-

colonial guilt. Or is Auteuil secretly ashamed of his role as an Antenne-2 sort of 

Melvyn Bragg, editing dull bits out of academic conversations about Rimbaud, to 

concentrate on the sex? If so, he deserves everything he gets. The contrast between his 

book-infested apartment and the bare, undecorated walls of the Algerian’s apartment, 

speaks millions. 
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 Caché received six stars from Time Out. Six stars out of a possible five. It must 

therefore be the greatest film of all time. 

 Only God could have made it. 


