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IN SHORT

Vienna’s Prater is an amusement park and a desire machine. No mechanical
invention, no novel idea or sensational innovation could escape incorporation
into the Prater. The diverse story-telling in Ulrike Ottingers film “Prater”
transforms this place of sensations into a modern cinema of attractions. The
Prater’s history from the beginning to the present is told by its protagonists and
those who have documented it, including contemporary cinematic images of
the Prater, interviews with carnies, commentary by Austrians and visitors from
abroad, film quotes, and photographic and written documentary materials. The
meaning of the Prater, its status as a place of technological innovation, and its
role as a cultural medium are reflected in texts by Elfriede Jelinek, Josef von
Sternberg, Erich Kastner and Elias Canetti, as well as in music devoted to this
amusement venue throughout the course of its history.



SYNOPSIS

Ulrike Ottinger's Prater transforms Vienna's beloved amusement park into a
cinematic experience. Through a hypnotic series of images, we discover the
Prater's dynasties - a carnie tells us stories from his life, we meet the descendants
of the "human torso" who established several new attractions in the Prater with his
wife and children at the turn of the century, the owners of the Schweizerhaus, a
firstclass restaurant whose ancestors were imperial huntsmen, and the Prater
repair man, who diligently keeps the illusion-machines running. We go on a
journey with today's visitors to the Prater along with those from the past, thanks to
a fascinating archive of images, without leaving our seats: Vienna becomes a
miniature Venice, with its canals, the Rialto Bridge, and the Ducal Palace. From
there, you can send postcards out into the whole world. And towering above it all
is the Riesenrad, the gigantic Ferris wheel that takes you up over the rooftops of
Vienna.

By day, the Prater is full of families. Children ride in go-carts and stare in wonder
at the puppet theater. At night, the park draws teenagers like a magnet, along with
the young-at-heart. The polite tea-time dance turns into a wild disco for lonely
hearts. In the whirling Centrifuge ride, teens move like acrobats to Eastern
European rap music, nothing can throw them off-balance. Young men slug the
humanoid "Watschenmann" with all their might to prove themselves. Up above,
the bright lights of the roller coaster sparkle. Rocket ejection seats, carrousels and
bumper-cars compete with the stars in the night sky. Reality and illusion, past and
present are all part of this wild tryst.

The breathtaking images in Ulrike Ottinger's Prater plunge each and every
spectator into their own universe of desires and sensations. The film brings
together the cultural history of the oldest amusement park in the world with
brilliant insights into the changing nature of technological attractions. We are
introduced to people for whom the Prater is a place for fun or for memories or it is
simply the center of their life. Vienna's Prater is a desiring-machine. We can
speed toward the moon with the latest technology for space travel. The Tunnel of
Horrors is filled with all the monsters from film history. The word "Prater," from the
Latin pratum, means "meadow" and originally referred to the imperial hunting

grounds that were located there.

Today it is a hunting ground for everyone's desires. Take a journey through time
and space - at the Prater, everything is possible!






CINEMA OF ATTRACTIONS

INTERVIEW WITH THE DIRECTOR
Stefanie Schulte Strathaus, asked the questions, January 2007.

Ulrike Ottinger: What you call a leap is for me a balancing act connecting
things. And to stick to Prater terminology, these tricks of creating relationships
between things that on a first, superficial glance don't seem to have anything to
do with each other are my specialty. The Prater's visitors, too, follow a dramaturgy
of stations, because one wanders as if in a procession from one attraction to
another. The Prater is connected with downtown Vienna in a direct line via the
Praterstrasse. From the Ferris wheel, you can see St. Stephen's Cathedral and
vice versa — an image of the connection between sin and penance. And so it is
traditional to go directly from one's confirmation in St. Stephen's Cathedral to
celebrate in the Prater. Many generations of Austrians followed and still follow
this ritual of dual initiation.

Although the Prater is in direct proximity to the downtown area, it is an
extraterritorial place. Here almost everything is possible. The poor encounter the
rich, the country the city, the foreigners the native Viennese. For well-to-do
tourists, especially those from India or the Emirates, a visit to the Prater is a "must"
on their European tour. Perhaps their new travel guides have copied the old
Baedekers, or they have a special predilection for this kind of amusement. A few
months before his sudden death, Oskar Pastior told me a Prater story that he
actually wanted to tell in the film. He traveled with his mother from Romania to
Vienna. When they sailed up the Danube back then, people said proudly: "We are
traveling to Europe."

Oskar Pastior was about 13 at the time; his mother was an enthusiastic Charleston
dancer. Stolid Hermannstadt was sometimes a bit too narrow for her
unconventional zest, so she especially enjoyed her rare excursions to the
metropolis. They went to the Prater on their first day. Their goal was a funhouse
called "Hotel Mysterious". It had stairs with moving steps, carpets into which one
suddenly sank down, floorboards that shifted as soon as one set foot on them, and
fans that produced the famous Marilyn effect. So with a pounding heart little



Oskar entered the "Hotel Mysterious", this place of sensory deception, with his
mother. His mother not only brilliantly mastered all the challenges, she also
entertained the crowd with Charleston performances, while Oskar stumbled after
her like a little oaf. All this could be seen by the crowd standing below, which
always gathered to watch people at the funhouse. Their little show was so
successful that the owner of the attraction offered the two of them free admission

any time they wanted.

As the world's oldest amusement park, the Prater was an important component of
world tour guides to entertainment and also, in the broadest sense, to culture. The
Prater was the model for Coney Island in New York, for the amusement park in
Budapest, and also for the old Treptower Park in Berlin, which the emigrants |
interviewed for EXILE SHANGHAI still waxed enthusiastic about.

What's fascinating about this place is how history, the cultural history of
amusements, becomes astonishingly visible across classes, social strata, the spirit
of the times, fashions, and technological developments and inventions. Its 250-
year history began when the former imperial garden and the aristocracy's hunting
grounds were opened up to everyone: as a recreational part in the "Green Prater"
and as an amusement park in what was called the "Wurstelprater", after
"Hanswurst", the character of the fool.

Ulrike Ottinger: The attractions here are called "illusion businesses", and that's
true of cinema as well. It too works with the strategy of enticement, to which the
viewer must add his own imagination to make it work. With this film in particular |
thought anew about the themes of illusion and imagination, imitation and
simulation, or techniques of simulation. Early cinema was a cinema of
attractions, and it was born in the travelling carnival. It has much more to do with
the Siamese twins of illusion and imagination than today's cinema does. The
latter has become primarily a cinema of simulation, analogous to the arcades
whose products are derived from aerospace research and pilot training. The



ventriloquist who seems to make his dummy speak is more of an imitator in the old
sense, like the animal voice imitators in nomadic or hunting societies.

What is illusion? Is it a rocking horse a child rides in a wild gallop? Is it a "snow
paradise" in an air-conditioned mall in the Emirates, where one can climb to a
summit or ski with high-tech equipment and clothing? Is it space travel, a flight in
a fighter jet, a racing boat, or a ride on a motorcycle with the aid of new
simulation technologies? Does this originate in the wish to create something one
would like to have but, because of cost or for other reasons, doesn't have? The
old amusement parks were able to fulfil people's wishes in an imaginative theater

of illusion or imitation.

The desire for a trip around the world was satisfied in elaborate panoramas
through which one rode in fantastically illuminated scenes. At the World's Fair,
one could stroll on an afternoon from Constantinople through Cairo to Kyoto and
take a detour through New York or Sydney on the way back. In the wax museum,
one could stand eye to eye with the great figures of the world, satisfy one's desire
for sensations with a delicious shudder vis-a-vis a notorious murderer, and view the

disreputable with a good conscience under the mantle of education.

Interesting for my image composition was the possibility of using attractions like
Starflyer, a huge merry-go-round; Super-8 Bahn, a roller coaster; the Blumenrad
Ferris wheel; the haunted house; or the giant Ferris wheel for tracking shots. The
effect is that of extremely elaborate tracking shots. And of course they are difficult
in terms of securing the camera, because you are dealing with tremendous
centrifugal force. For camera motion, | used only these movements; that was my
aesthetic principle. Otherwise | used a tripod, especially for the Prater
architecture, and a few hand-held camera scenes with people | followed
spontaneously. A camera was mounted in the Ejection Seat, an extreme catapult
attraction that flings those who dare ride it into the sky; the camera was
connected to a monitor for spectators. People always gathered around it,
fascinated by the cries of fear or pleasure. Later a video recording of this flight
through the air could be bought. | used this possibility and connected our little
HDV - and so we were there, "live".



Ulrike Ottinger: The mirror, but even more so the distorting mirror, has great
significance for me. It appears in most of my films, especially in the Berlin
Trilogy. | have made thousands of photo studies using it with Tabea
Blumenschein, Magdalena Montezuma, and also some with Veruschka from the
early 1970s to today. It is a disturbing or grotesque, sometimes also funny and
very expressive image for distortion, transposition, metamorphosis, transition, or
fusion. THE IMAGE OF DORIAN GRAY IN THE MIRROR OF THE YELLOW PRESS with
Veruschka as Dorian Gray operates intensely with these possibilities. In TICKET OF
NO RETURN with Tabea Blumenschein, mirror images dissolve when they are
splashed with liquids. In FREAK ORLANDO, metamorphosis is the means of
alienation. In this connection, it occurs to me how, on my first trip to India, at the
foot of temple stairways or in interior courtyards, | encountered beggars, lepers, or
people deformed by elephantitis - like those | had staged a year earlier in the
medieval episode of FREAK ORLANDO.

It is terrifying when your own world of images encounters reality. When | was
making FREAK ORLANDO, from 1980 to 1981, beggars were not such a familiar
daily sight as they are today, when in particular poor people from southeastern
Europe kneel with folded hands on every corner, the way representations of
benefactors are seen in the lower margin of old paintings as part of the scene.

Ulrike Ottinger: Yes, like in all of my films. The fiction comes frighteningly close

to reality, and reality is a construction, sometimes an illusion.



Ulrike Ottinger: The Prater is a time machine. That's why, in addition to my new
footage, | also worked with all kinds of quotations. Veruschka as Barbarella or as
an evil Barbie doll is also a quotation. Elfriede Jelinek wrote a personal and
simultaneously analytical text for the film. She reads this carefully worded text
with its complex meaning. So she quotes herself.

The film is self-referential, with documentary and feature film excerpts from the
turn of the century to the 1960s. From an incredible wealth of great literature, |
chose to quote Elias Canetti, Felix Salten, and an unpublished typescript by
Erich Kastner. Among the many photographic documents, Emil Mayer is
especially remarkable. He captured the Prater in photographs from the turn of the
century until the 1930s, with a predilection for the viewers' observations. Music
from mechanical music automats, fair organs, orchestrions, pianolas, punchcards,
mechanical dolls, music boxes, and the catchy tunes of the various periods are
all quoted. These quotations, in combination with the new images, not only
display history, they also form an amalgamation that clearly makes visible an

astonishingly constant structure of amusements through time.

Ulrike Ottinger: Like EXILE SHANGHAI before it, PRATER too reports on a site that is
extraterritorial. These places are miniature models of the world. Just as Shanghai
of the 1930s and 1940s focused the global political situation like a magnifying
glass, because all the parties involved in World War II, on both sides, were present
in Shanghai. Colonialism was slowly coming to an end, an incredible spectrum of
Chinese reform movements was virulent, and the Nationalists under Chiang
Kaishek battled the Maoists. All the precarious social and political banana peels
were present in one place, and everyone slipped on them. The Prater is also a
model that is subject to changes in time, fashions, and technology. The
developments toward an urban society and then a global village with its changed
living conditions are especially legible in the Prater. What the spirit of the time
finds attractive is offered. The enthusiasm for outer space brought the Ejection
Seat, the Mozart Year brought the Mozart Flip, the hand-operated carousel



developed into high-tech centrifugal attractions. Tests with astronauts designed to
determine their resilience and limits under acceleration or extreme braking

brought the Prater the newest extreme attractions.

Ulrike Ottinger: Along with the Ashanti village, there were also Kabyles, Fiji
Islanders, Hottentots, Native Americans, and miniature cities that the public could
view. | think it had to do with an encyclopedic view of the world. At that time,
almost all European countries had colonies and among the societies that
regarded themselves as "civilized", hegemonic thinking was the general
consensus. At the same time, there were life-reform movements whose slogan was
"back to nature" and that saw their ideal of a "natural life" embodied in these
"wild people". There were artists who journeyed to exotic countries, writers or
poet-anthropologists, whose work and imagination was greatly influenced by these
cultures. The gaze at the anthropological displays was an extremely contradictory
one and often characterized by ignorance and lack of feeling toward unfamiliar
people and peoples.

Ulrike Ottinger: The film has just been completed. I'm sitting in a Viennese
coffeehouse over my third café au lait answering your questions. Where in
Germany is there a public space where one can sit, think, write, and dream so
comfortably and undisturbed and without a hint of pressure to consume?
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EXHIBITION — MUSEUM FUR FILM UND FERNSEHEN, BERLIN

LZULRIKE OTTINGER *“

September 13 - December 2, 2007

Ulrike Ottinger is one of Germany’s most willful and unconventional filmmakers of
international stature. This exhibition honors the artist and her work by presenting — in
photographs, journals/notebooks and costumes — the diversity of the visual world she
has created in her documentaries and fictional films. The exhibition will be
accompanied by a retrospective of her films at the Arsenal cinema as well as a special

series of events.




ULRIKE OTTINGER - FILMOGRAPHY (EXTRACTS)

2004

2002

1997

1992

1989

1985

1984

1981

1979

1977

1973

TWELVE CHAIRS, 35mm, color, 198 min.

Premiere: February 8th, 2004, Internationale
Filmfestspiele Berlin

SOUTHEAST PASSAGE, DV-CAM/ DigiBeta, color, 363 min.
Premiere: June 8th, 2002, Documenta11, Kassel

EXIL SHANGHAI, 16mm, color, 275 min.

Premiere: February 18th, 1997, Internationale
Filmfestspiele Berlin

TAIGA. A JOURNEY TO NORTHERN MONGOLIA, 16mm, color,
501 min. Premiere: February 21st/22nd, 1992,
Internationale Filmfestspiele Berlin

JOHANNA D"ARC OF MONGOLIA, 35mm, color, 165 min.
Premiere: February 14th, 1989, Wettbewerb, Berlin
1985 CHINA. THE ARTS - THE PEOPLE, 16mm, color,

270 min. Premiere: October 16th, Festival International
du Film Documentaire, Nyon

DORIAN GRAY IN THE MIRROR OF THE YELLOW PRESS,
35mm, color, 105 min. Premiere: February 18th, 1984,
Berlinale, Internationales Forum, Berlin

FREAK ORLANDO, 35mm, color, 126 min.

Premiere: November 1st, 1981, 15. Hofer Filmtage, Hof
TICKET OF NO RETURN, 35mm, color, 107 min.
Premiere: October 27th, 1979, Hofer Filmtage;

Cannes, 1980

MADAME X - AN ABSOLUTE RULER, 16mm, color,

141 min.

Premiere: Steirischer Herbst, Graz, 1977

LAOKOON & SONs, 16mm, black&white, 50 min.
Premiere: March, 25th, 1975, Arsenal, Berlin



ULRIKE OTTINGER - SHORT BIOGRAPHY

Ulrike Ottinger was born on June 6, 1942.

She lived in Paris from 1962 to 1968, working as a painter and photographer. In
1966 she wrote her first screenplay, directed her first movie LAOOKON & SONS in
1972-73. In 1969, she founded the film club "Visuell" and the art gallery and
edition "galeriepress" in Konstanz.

Since 1973 she has been living in Berlin. In addition to making films she stages
operas and plays, as well as exhibiting her photographs at international exhibitors
and showing her films at retrospectives.
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