
WERNER’S ECSTATIC TRUTH

Only dreamers can move mountains. Klaus Kinski’s motto in Fitzcarraldo 
encapsulates the majestic achievements of director Werner Herzog. In reality, 
however, Herzog claims he never dreams. 

Contradictions such as this are at the heart of the Herzog enigma. 
His feature films are far stranger than fiction and his documentary films 

involve staged, fictionalized moments. He calls this “ecstatic truth.” As Robert 
Musil once wrote, “Truth is not a crystal one can put in one's pocket, but an 
infinite fluid into which one falls headlong.”

At 61, Herzog has fallen headlong into widespread renown while 
consistently working outside the mainstream. In 1982, he hauled a 320-ton 
steamboat over a mountain with a cast of thousands of native Amazonian 
warriors. In the 1979 documentary Werner Herzog Eats His Shoe, he ate a 
leather boot on camera. He once walked, by foot, from Munich to Paris in a 
beatific attempt at keeping a friend alive. His advice for young filmmakers is to 
“work as a bouncer in a sex club.” 

In total, he has made over 45 films, including Cobra Verde, Lessons Of 
Darkness, Where The Green Ants Dream, Stroszek and Heart of Glass (wherein 
Herzog hypnotized the entire cast). “Perhaps I seek certain utopian things, space 
for human honour and respect, landscapes not yet defiled, planets that do not 
exist yet, dreamed landscapes,” he says. 

A self-actualized, intensely prolific figure, Herzog is currently making a 
documentary about the Loch Ness monster, of which he has said, "It would be 
wonderful if I found it and got it on film. I wouldn’t have to work in my life any 
more. Even better than getting it on film would be capturing it and having it as an 
exhibit at San Diego Sea World and charge a 50 bucks entrance fee." 

Yet another new documentary, Wheel Of Time, investigates Tibet’s annual 
Kalachakra celebration and its sacred Buddhist rituals. At one point in the film, 
the Dalai Lama explains that the center of the universe is inside each of us. "That 
makes me feel great,” replies Herzog. “I'll make sure not to tell my wife." Wheel 
Of Time was not going to be made until the Dalai Lama personally requested that 
Herzog get involved. “Apparently his holiness watches movies,” Herzog 
explained in a recent interview in what might very well have been a taxi on the 
way to Montreal’s airport at dawn. 

ADAM GOLLNER Your new film, Wheel Of Time, takes place in Tibet. Were 
you attracted to the idea of Buddhism for this new film?
WERNER HERZOG I am not Buddhist, I have only the knowledge about it that 
any average person of my age and education does. I do not want to be a tourist 
of religions. But I don’t need to be Buddhist to make a good film. When there was 
clear information from the Dalai Lama’s people that he wanted me to make this 
film, I just thought I should be daring enough to accept the challenge. It was one 
of the easiest films I ever made. 



AG How so?
WH It all came flying right at me. I just had to hold the camera. Everything was 
significant. That doesn’t happen often in one’s life, but I tried my best to be a 
good soldier of cinema. I would like to be a goalkeeper in a hockey game, but 
wearing no pads, no helmet, no protection. I just want to see what is coming at 
me.

AG At the celebration in Bodh Gaya, one pilgrim traveled for 3 1/2 years on 
foot while prostrating himself in prayer for the duration of his voyage. 
Wheel of Time examines values and people that are almost inconceivable 
to most westerners. How did you, as an outsider, come to terms with 
something as complex as the Kalachakra mandala?
WH I do not understand the mandala, but I loved filming it. I realize that it is the 
blueprint of an inner state of mind, but its deeper meanings elude me completely. 
What fascinates me about this mandala is how it’s made, and how quickly it is 
destroyed. 

AG How did you get started making films?
WH When I was a teenager, I tried to make projects, but they all failed. Puberty 
came late to me. Everything was setbacks and humiliations. At 17, a production 
company showed interest. Once they met me, they laughed me out of their office 
within 15 seconds. They kept looking behind me to see where the adult 
accompanying me was. That very same night, I started working nights as a 
welder in a factory. 10-12 hour shifts every night, even Saturdays, for the last two 
years of my high school. You can ask me anything you want, but I have no 
memory of those years. It was all a trance. I saved money and instantly started 
making 35mm films out of high school.

AG How do you choose who you work with?
WH I have had many intensive experiences in my life: not being in freedom; 
being in 30 degrees below zero temperatures without any protection; having no 
food for extended periods of time. This is what the Mexicans call “pura vida:” 
pure life. Once you’ve been there, you see very easily. 

AG Your films have always sought out these elements of “pura vida.” What 
are the ramifications of global homogenization on these values?
WH When you have a really good story, homogenization doesn’t matter. What 
alarms me is not what alarms the ecologists with their salad leaves and fluffy 
panda bears. I worry about the fact that, at an unprecedented rate, we are 
terminally, irrevocably, irretrievably losing languages and cultures. In Canada 
alone, there are seven indigenous languages that have only one single, last, 
definitive speaker of the language. They will disappear any moment now. There 
are tragedies going on as we sit here, as if the last Spaniard would disappear 
forever. I find that more alarming than the disappearance of a tree frog on a 
Pacific island. I have no answer, no remedy. We don’t even notice it. We will 
notice it when it is all over. 



AG If homogenization is not a threat to storytelling, what is?
WH What is happening now is that every five minutes our stories are being 
interrupted by commercials. Commercials are not a part of the beautiful and 
mysterious power of storytelling. In the future, there will be armed attacks on 
people who put commercials in between stories. We should have hand grenades 
ready for these people. I call upon all insurgents to attack! 

AG What do you think about Arnold Schwarzenegger as Governor of 
California?
WH (Long Pause) Only time will tell.

AG Your films tend to blur the lines between fact and fiction, between 
storytelling and documentary.
I’ve been very engaged in the difference between facts and truth. I don’t want to 
be an accountant of truth, I want to find essential truth, ecstatic truth. My films 
may take place in the past, but they involve no historical research. They are 
historically incorrect. People can call my films documentaries, but I wouldn’t 
touch this term with a pair of pliers. They aren’t like normal documentaries. I 
make people who are real into actors. I invent things, I stage things. I make up 
people’s dreams, I make them say, “I dreamt that I was dying and I saw gates 
opening in the sky and white horses came galloping out towards me.” I make 
them say this six times in a row. Only through invention, creation, fantasy can 
you reach into people’s deepest truths. I call this ecstatic truth. 

AG Can you give me an example of ecstatic truth in Wheel Of Time?
WH There is a scene towards the end of the film, in Austria, where a lonesome 
bodyguard stands after the Dalai Lama has left, protecting no one from not much 
of a crowd. This was dramatized – I asked the bodyguard to stand there for the 
shot. 

AG You are going to be releasing a book of your “mysterious and 
legendary” diaries from the period you spent working on Fitzcarraldo with 
Klaus Kinski. A couple of years ago, in your documentary My Best Fiend, 
you said that you had never dared re-read these diaries. What has it been 
like revisiting theses notes?
WH I tried 10 years ago to look at them, and wasn’t able to. Now, all of a sudden, 
it came very easily to me.

AG Can you describe them?
WH It is thousands of pages of fever dreams, all written in a subminiature 
handwriting. It’s such amazing prose. It’s descriptions of invented catastrophes 
that, by dint of inventing them, I was banishing away. So many things were going 
wrong that I started imagining the worst possible scenarios, and by writing them 
down, I ensured that they would not happen. In the end, none of them happened. 
It is a strange text and it goes far beyond the film. In fact, the film is hardly ever 



mentioned. Kinski hardly appears, just in footnotes like, “Morning K tantrum.” Or 
“Afternoon K two tantrums.” If it was over 10 hours of continuous screaming, I’d 
make note of it. 

AG What are you working on next?
WH Right now, I have done Wheel of Time, and the Loch Ness project, and I am 
currently working on 3 or 4 other films at the same time. It’s not in my nature to 
plan anything. I just stumble across these films – or rather, they stumble across 
me. They are like uninvited guests that I just try to get rid of by trying to push 
them out the door, out the windows, up the chimney. My problem has always 
been that I can’t work fast enough. 9 days is the longest I ever worked on a 
screenplay. Listen, farming a field is much more dignified than filmmaking. 
Filmmaking is like opening a window and shoveling money out. Filmmakers 
become clowns very easily. So we better keep our eyes open. We have to do 
other things outside the film world.

AG What do you do to keep your eyes open?
WH I travel on foot, write, cook, raise children. I stage operas. I would love to be 
a mathematician, to turn mathematical formulas into human language. I would 
give ten years of my life to play cello. I am always on the lookout to see if I have 
become a clown of my profession.

AG What is your involvement in this secretive new project about the Loch 
Ness monster?
WH Much is organized for surprise. I will not reveal much about this project, and I 
say this with great caution. It involves a variety of perspectives, and a variety of 
people. My involvement was substantial, yet when you watch it, stay until the end 
and watch the credits. They will tell you who has done what. They will tell you 
everything.

-Further reading: Werner Herzog’s manifesto, The Minnesota Declaration, at www.wernerherzog.com


