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School: Fine Art & Media
Module: Ways of Thinking ADAD 4018
Semiotic Analysis
Funny Games. 
Film. Austria 1997. (subtitled). Dir. Michael Haneke


[bookmark: _Hlk87969759][image: Funny Games (1997) - IMDb]It is likely that in choosing a subject (a moving image), that was itself intended as a semiotic critique of a cinematic form, (indeed, one where the semiotics are the real plot), I have probably bitten off more than I can chew (to begin with a metaphoric signifier! (Chandler, 2014). Therefore, this can be no more than a synopsis of a meta-analysis (applying the prefix in both its prefixal and adjectival uses). Figure 1

The ability to read signs is innate in all animals, concerning, at its most prosaic level, food, danger, procreation, and shelter. From experience, animals learnt that what is denoted, a broken branch, can also be connoted, there is a predator about. The evolution of an elevated human consciousness and the emergence of verbal language, wholly depends on our ability to ‘read sign’. We see, hear, feel, and react to signs all the time. However, for most people these are ‘unknown knowns’. Semiotics enables us to recognise what we didn’t know we already knew and to better comprehend signs and how they affect us. According to Hall’s Reception Theory (and his work on Representation), this is mediated through a collective culture (Hall, 2013). 
As Berger has it “…the way we see, is affected by what we know” (1973, p8). There must be a common ‘language’ (signs having the same meaning to all), our epistemological use of which provides us with a common conceptual map (Chandler. 2014), but a map that is forever a work-in-progress. 
This is especially true of cinema. Benjamin asserts that we master this common language or conceptual map, not by being taught, but “gradually by habit” (1935, Sect. XV), by apperception; here, in other words, by watching films.
Looking at a painting is an individual, even solitary, contemplative experience. Looking at a cinema film, is to join the collective emotional response of the whole audience, created by the common language of the medium. This is so, even though (counter-intuitively), the first takes place in a lit gallery where you can see and hear everyone else, whilst the latter is in the dark, the unseeable audience sitting in silence. The speed of the moving images, their invariable accompanying soundscape, and the information they provide, allow no time or space for personal reaction. As Duhamel says, “I can no longer think what I want to think” (cited Benjamin 1935, Sect XIV). 
Directed at the European/’Hollywood’ cultural community, Funny Games was advertised as a ‘thriller’ (‘nightmare’ in the original), anchoring itself in the full ontology of that filmic hegemony. 
This ontology indicates a three/four act structure with common tropes –sympathetic victim/s (people we identify with – the cult (Chandler, 2014) of the perfect family (the German ‘heimat’)), villains, hazard, violence, resistance, heroism, and final salvation (all the signified (Chandler, 2014)). What is now a naturalised code (Chandler. 2014); what audiences expect when seeing such a film.
However, Haneke intended his film as the binary opposite, a critique of the genre (the signified ‘thriller’), and of the trope of violence as a spectacle and a marketable consumer product; and specifically, of the paying audience’s complicity in watching it. 
        [image: Michael Haneke&#39;s Funny Games and the Lie of Reality | Filmslie.com]Figure 2
However, given Funny Games’ direct and indirect intertextuality and its deliberate lacunae and elisions, and, to get his audience beyond the denoted dominant reading, Haneke requires a cine-literate audience able to recognise his subverting of the lexicographical signage used - Metz’s language (Taylor, 1974, p.ix/Traversa, 2017). Indeed, either reading of this film would be incomprehensible to anyone not possessing this cultural code. As Benjamin asserts regarding cinema, “Everybody…is somewhat of an expert” (1935 Sect.X), or ‘has to be’ for films like this.
But this cine-literacy has limits, as it also provides the audience some safe intellectual distance, from where it can recognise that it is being played with, relish the game, and want to join in; even where it can be seduced into seeing the film as very black comedy or even satire. ‘We know this was a horrible film – but hey, we’re sophisticated, it was great fun!’
I note, but do not otherwise refer to, the muddying of the semiotic waters, by the additional steer provided to the audience by the sub-titles, some of which illustrate this essay.
I will use three examples to demonstrate how Haneke manages his subversion. The use of metonyms (Chandler, 2014) to resolve the want/absence of actual on-screen violence, the periodic breaking of the fourth wall (an absent signifier (Chandler, 2014)) and the (ab)use of MacPhail’s Macguffin (an analogical sign (McPhail, date uncertain)); but here subverted into myth (Chandler, 2014). 
Haneke was repeatedly accused of hypocrisy, that, while claiming his film to be a critique of violence as a commodity, he seemed quite happy splashing around in the blood of the victims. But this seems a wilful misunderstanding of Haneke’s concern, which is not with a simple representation of the actual acts of violence per se, but with the violence done to both the spectator and the ‘culture’, through the expectations of gratuitous violence that such representations encourage and normalise. 
He emphasises this by having all the ‘real’ violence happen off-screen; the blood spatters and moans being metonyms for the unseen. This isn’t unique to Haneke of course, many directors have eschewed the Peckinpahian ‘show, don’t tell’. But this reference to classic Greek drama, Shakespeare, Hitchcock and the Texas Chainsaw Massacre et al, counts on the audience’s individual imaginations being more powerful than a specific (and thus limiting) image. Because Haneke knows, that the spectator will provide the required “confrontational power of the spectacle of sadistic violence” (Le Cain, 2003). Additionally, he prevents the spectator denying their own creative role in the violence, by not providing the subliminal emotional guidance of a musical soundtrack. Haneke himself puts it this way, 
“…the ideal scene should make the spectator look away…things that are not shown and that the spectator needs to (imagine)…can be much stronger than the things that are actually shown”. (2010). 
I know from my own screenings of the film, that many people who walked out in disgust to complain, were dismayed to realise that the horror to which they objected, was explicitly a cadenza of their own imagining. They were prepared, in effect (even affect), to “experience (their) own destruction as an aesthetic pleasure of the first order”. (Benjamin, Epilogue, 1935).
                [image: A person looking at another person
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Breaking the fourth wall is also not unique but using your villains as a directorial stand-in and critic is certainly cinematically unusual. But here, it is used not as soliloquy or exposition, but as exegesis intended to remind the audience that this is a film, whilst also making them complicit in what is going on. The villains have frequent ‘in-scene’ dialogues about the suspension of the usual rules. Additionally, when challenged about why they were terrorising the family, the principal villain frequently looks straight at the camera and thus at each, individual, member of the audience and asks, ‘Why not?’; ‘Can’t stop, we’re not at feature length yet’ and when questioned about killing the son, ‘Who do you bet on?’. The audience knows that it could influence the outcome; ‘…of course, this is terrible, but there wouldn’t be a film without it’; and ‘we could leave, and the violence would end, stay and it will continue’. The audience becomes ‘Spectators at the Games’, aiding and abetting the perpetrators, giving the ‘thumbs down’ to every terrible event. They are one with the villains, cheering on everything, including child murder, and wanting more of it! 
As Haneke says “…anyone who leaves…doesn’t need this film; anyone who stays does”. (Puddicombe, 2017). 
Finally, the abused MacGuffin. Very early in the Act One set-up, we see Father drop his penknife in the bottom of their sailing boat. The camera is held on the knife, giving it significance, and meaning. The indexical convention (the cultural code) that every shot has a purpose, “Signification is never arbitrary” as Metz has it (Taylor M. 1974/Traversa O. 2017) lets the audience know that the knife (apparently an icon or analogical sign) will reappear, bringing with it the possibility of salvation. 
At the denouement, everyone dead, save Mother, who, tied up in the sailing boat and obviously about to be murdered, sees the knife: the audience sees the means of her escape. But Haneke subverts its iconic status into a myth, by having the villain, breaking the fourth wall for the last time, smirk at the audience, as if to say ‘Oh, come on’, picks up the knife, and throws it, and Mother, overboard. Perversely, a satisfying and logical, if uncomfortable, resolution. 
Having denied the audience the expected redemption, the villains sail on to their next act of terror across the lake. But now the audience is not invited, it’s had its fun, the film has reached feature length and it’s time for them to leave and go back into their own safe world and homes. Or so they hope. 
                [image: Image result for funny games quotes 1997]Figure 4
Haneke provides a complete universe that conceals the desired connoted reading beneath the dominant reading required by the genre. He plays the game to the end, his brilliant and subversive handling of the dualism at play, providing both a film and a critique, (a thriller and propaganda), that can be read individually or together. 
[image: Funny Games (1997) Brazilian movie cover]Unfortunately, it was always going to miss its target as the only audience which would understand what Haneke was doing (the knowing one), was not the intended one: the American audience, who largely do not do subtlety! So, he made a shot for shot English language remake.
Unfortunately, this too missed the target being largely perceived, by audience and critics (whom one might have expected to know better) as just a very violent thriller. Witness Brazil…Figure 5


I have discussed, seen and screened this film a lot in the past, but researching and writing this essay has allowed me to better understand the forces at play in such a multi-level work, and that sometimes you can be just too clever! (1,645)
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