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Abstract

This thesis will take a comparative and dialectical approach in analyzing F for Fake,

asserting new claims in concert with existing criticism in the hopes of meaningfully contributing

to what is a relatively small body of work on the Welles film. It will engage with two main texts,

Walter Benjamin’s “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” (1935) and “On

Some Motifs in Baudelaire” (1939). Jackson Ayres in his essay “Orson Welles’s ‘Complicitous

Critique’: Postmodern Paradox in F for Fake” calls for the comprehensive exploration of Welles’

film in relation to Benjamin's 1935 seminal work, as well as a feminist interpretation of F for

Fake, a scholastic entreaty this thesis will attempt to satisfy in part. The trajectory of the

documentary film’s status in popular culture, including the legacy of Welles’ treatment of the

form, will be explored via the IFC television series Documentary Now! (2015), which parodies

iconic documentary films. This thesis is largely experimental, employing not only film, but also

literature, music, and the philosophical treatise in order to emphasize both medium specificity

and hybridity, as well as the importance of place and time to intangible images, feelings, and

memories so crucial to works of art and life itself.
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–– Chapter One ––

A Benjaminian/Frankfurt School Reading of F for Fake

“Les Films du Prisme Presentent,” reads the white text against a black screen, as a

sonorous voice introduces its “next experiment.” The voice, of course, belongs to Orson Welles,

not only an actor in this quasi-documentary endeavor, but also the writer and director of the

filmic venture that is F for Fake (1973). Welles begins the film with a magic trick he performs

himself, warning us to “watch out for the slightest hint of hanky-panky.” When he transforms a

key into a coin, he quickly dismisses any possible metaphorical meaning of the object, claiming

“the key is not symbolic of anything; this is not that kind of movie.”

Our director, writer, and actor promises us, as lights behind him turn on and off,

apparently being tested prior to the filming of the illusion that lies ahead, “during the next hour

everything you’ll hear from us is really true, and based on solid facts.” In that next hour, Welles

unfolds the tale of Elmyr de Hory, an infamous Hungarian art forger operating in the1940s –

1960s worldwide, and of Clifford Irving, de Hory’s biographer who turned out to be a forger

himself, penning a supposedly sanctioned autobiography of movie mogul and millionaire

Howard Hughes without, as it became apparent later on, Hughes’ consent or guidance.

Up to this point, scholarly discussions of F for Fake in relation to Walter Benjamin’s

seminal 1935 essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” have engaged in

only surface level comparisons. Catherine L. Benamou in her article “The Artifice of Realism

and the Lure of the ‘Real’ in Orson Welles's F for Fake and Other T(r)eas(u)er(e)s” maintains,

“…for Welles, as for Benjamin, once art begins to circulate and become accessible to more than

one set of viewers at one time, there is a shift in emphasis from tangibility and localized control

over phenomenal objects toward mediation and the broadening of art as a form of social



4



experience.”1 She mentions “…Welles's neo-Benjaminian reflection on the effects of the

marketplace on artistic practice,” providing a base on which this chapter will expand.2 Jackson

Ayres in his essay “Orson Welles’s ‘Complicitous Critique’: Postmodern Paradox in F for Fake”

declares, “the oft-mentioned relationship between Welles’s film and Walter Benjamin’s [essay]

still needs to be comprehensively explored,” and I agree with Ayres, but I also contend that this

exploration –– especially in regard to the last twenty minutes of the film which defy the

categorization of F for Fake as documentary, consisting of pure fiction and illusion –– requires

the addition of two other Benjamin works, “The Paris of the Second Empire in Baudelaire”

(1938) and “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire” (1939).3 The ideas put forth in the latter essay

suggest that Benjamin, had his tragic and untimely suicide not stopped him, might have

rethought his thesis in “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.”

“The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” probably Benjamin’s bestknown work, is often employed in analysis of F for Fake, and perhaps too expediently, for rarely

is it acknowledged that the theoretical text’s rather staunch commitment to communistic

principles is in some ways incompatible with Welles’ goals in F for Fake. However, everything

Benjamin sees in Baudelaire’s poetry, presented in “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire” –– a

transformation of his earlier essay “The Paris of the Second Empire in Baudelaire” and a move

away from the ideas put forth in “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” ––

also occurs in Welles’ film.



1



Catherine L. Benamou, “The Artifice of Realism and the Lure of the ‘Real’ in Orson Welles's F

for Fake and Other T(r)eas(u)er(e)s,” in F is for Phony: Fake Documentary and Truth’s

Undoing, ed. Alexandra Juhasz and Jesse Lerner (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,

2006), 145.

2

Ibid, 165.

3

Jackson Ayres, “Orson Welles's "Complicitous Critique”: Postmodern Paradox in F for Fake,

Film Quarterly 40 (2012): 17.
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This fact distorts the unwavering opinion of Benjamin and the Frankfurt School as a

whole that cinema under capitalism is incapable of performing as meaningful a critique of

prevailing socioeconomic conditions as poetry, the medium most suited to the opening and

reimagining of concepts à la Kant. Kantian concepts will also be discussed in chapters two and

three. F for Fake shows that cinema can achieve the same ends as poetry, Welles utilizing the

concept of the documentary form and twisting it to challenge the authenticity of the medium,

despite the fact that unlike poetry, film is not inherently built upon what for the Frankfurt School

is the mind’s main and most natural mode of cognition: language. While F for Fake is certainly

in dialogue with the ideas presented in “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical

Reproduction,” Welles’ intentions for the film better correspond with those of Charles

Baudelaire as described in “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire.” The poet Baudelaire and the

filmmaker Welles each critique capitalism from its depths, superficially championing the

expression of the commodity, but more importantly criticizing it from within its perspective.

It is tempting to read F for Fake purely through the lens of “The Work of Art in the Age

of Mechanical Reproduction.” The film itself makes it easy enough to do so with the value it

places on the depiction of the mechanical qualities of cinema and photography. The ringing of a

cash register at the beginning of the film starts us off in this realm, progressing to a mechanized

clicking like that of film looping through a projector as we go from one name to the next in the

opening credits. The film is paused and a still of a photographer and his camera provides the

background image to the appearance of the credited photographers’ names, accompanied by the

quiet snapping sound of an unseen shutter. Welles the magician cranks a screen down on a

mechanical contraption that he uses to make his co-writer/co-star Oja Kodar disappear, the

grinding, metallic sound and Welles’ physical labor emphasized. In the beginning of the film,
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Welles exhibits the artificiality of the set and presents workers wheeling away furniture, carrying

off lights, and adjusting microphones.

When the filmstrip loosens on the reel and we lose the picture we have been viewing on

the moviola with Welles, he chuckles amusedly and says, “Let’s start again. We’ll patch this

film together and we’ll try to patch together Elmyr’s version of this story.” The director is

filmed cutting and watching footage at the editing table4 throughout the first half of the film, the

mechanical process of the film’s making being shown to us after the fact. Or during. It remains

unclear, demonstrating F for Fake’s strange, non-sequential conception of time.

Benjamin argues the authenticity of a work of art lies in its “substantive duration” and its

“historical testimony,” and that because the latter “…rests on the authenticity, the former, too, is

jeopardized by reproduction when substantive duration ceases to matter,” an example being

Welles’ editing.5 The director in many scenes uses footage from another film (a never-realized

BBC documentary by Francois Reichenbach6) of interviews with de Hory and Irving as his base,

utilizing the filmic technique of shot-reverse-shot to assemble a fake conversation between the

two men that never actually occurred. Here, the medium of film and its technical possibilities of

reproduction assist Welles in counterfeiting an event, evincing the untruth and the inauthenticity

of the documentary film form.
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It is interesting to consider how the impact of F for Fake would be altered had Welles not

worked with celluloid but edited digitally. What would be lost in the absence of the physical

process of cutting, splicing, and gluing, with the diminution of manual labor in mechanical

reproduction?

5

Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” in Illuminations:

Essays and Reflections, ed. Hannah Arendt (New York: Schocken Books, 1968), 221.

6

This blurring of authorship is comparable to that in The Dialectic of Enlightenment in which

authors Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno do not clearly accredit chapters to each other,

instead blending together the text as Welles blends Reichenbach’s footage with his own.

7



Welles undermines Benjamin’s concept of “substantive duration” by disrupting real time

through the use of film time, stringing together de Hory and Irving’s words as if they were

responding to one another’s comments and arguing back and forth, despite the obvious fact that

the two are in separate rooms. In doing so, he threatens the authenticity of his work by falsifying

historical testimony, but Welles is well aware of this fact; he makes no attempt to feign

verisimilitude or authenticity, even exploiting the falseness of the scene to create a more

entertaining film. Have we forgotten so soon his warning at the beginning of F for Fake to

watch out for trickery and deception?

Benjamin writes, “for the first time in world history, mechanical reproduction

emancipates the work of art from its parasitical dependence on ritual. …But the instant the

criterion of authenticity ceases to be applicable to artistic production, the total function of art is

reversed. Instead of being based on ritual, it begins to be based on another practice – politics.”7

What are we to do, then, with F for Fake, a mechanically reproduced work of art that upholds

ritual as much as it does the political? Ritual is synonymous with magic in “The Work of Art in

the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” and magic is what Welles constructs F for Fake’s entire

narrative around – beginning with the magic trick that opens the film, progressing to the

aforementioned moment in which he makes Kodar disappear, and ending with the levitation of a

human body – while simultaneously objecting to and making a mockery of the market’s

monetary valuation of what is inherently subjective – the work of art.8

7



Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” in Illuminations:

Essays and Reflections, ed. Hannah Arendt (New York: Schocken Books, 1968), 224.

8

It is worth noting that cinema since its inception has been predicated on the notion of magic,

some of the earliest silent films such as Georges Méliès’ “Decapitation in Turkey” (1904) using

the cut and other formal techniques to create occult situations and mystical occurrences – in the

case of the Méliès short, the severance and subsequent reapplication of heads – not possible in in

the real world.

8
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