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Muller takes a light
s reading from a scene
Pk with Harry Dean
T Stanton as Travis.

thﬁsﬂ thmgs seem to matter to him
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point onward was his only camera-
man until American union difhcul-
ties prevented Miuller from
shooting Hammett at Zoetrope
Studios in 1978. Once their part-
nership was disrupted, clashing
schedules kept them apart for an-
other five years, while Miiller in-
creasingly worked in both Europe
and the United States, most nota-
bly shooting The lLeft-Handed
Woman for Peter Handke, The
Glass Cell for Hans Geissendorfer,
Class Enemy for Peter Stein, Saint
Jack and They All Laughed for Pe-
ter Bogdanovich, and Repo Man
for Alex Cox.

Muller relates that his
greatest worry the first day of
shooting Paris, Texas was that
time and working with other peo-
ple had changed Wenders and
himself enough that they could no
longer work together with their
former ease. After two days of
working the tension dissolved and
they again found themselves
thinking along the same lines.
Muller says, “Wim and | seem to
have the same opinion or fecling
about how something should be
shot. We don’t have to talk about
it very much; mostly not at all.’

A harsh blue sky forms a
backdrop to the underside view of
a sweeping tangle of highway in-
terchange ramps in the light of
mid-day. In the foreground, in a
rusted pick-up truck, Travis is tell-
ing his younger son Hunter
(Hunter Carson), from whom he
had been separated for four ycars,
of his plan to go to Houston to

Miiller is not
anamored of high
tech sguipment.
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search for the

boy’s missing
mother. As the two talk, reaching
4 new plateau in their wary rela-
tionship, the space of the film
frame is carved up by angled con-

crete that veers off into the dis-
tance, giving father and son alike
the vulnerable air of children in 3
landscape made for aliens.

Miiller cites hjs awe, as a
European, at the vast strangeness
of the western American land-
Scape as a liability that had ro be
turned to his advantage in shoor.

ing Paris, Texas. “A; first,” he
says, “‘you just do a double-

take — whar am | doing? This is
too big, too beautiful; it is so ex.
otic, so strong.” He was con-
cerned rthat the American
uniqueness of the locarjons in
downtown Houston, the Texas
desert, or on the astonishing net-
work of highways, could over-
power the story, and he and
Wenders discussed how to avoid
what Miiller calls “showing off”
with locations while not avoiding
the striking images the landscape
provided. He says, “Whar | hate in
images is when people find a nice
location and they celebrate it roo

that balance between throw
something away in the picturest
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the Texas border town where:
Travis was found wandering.-___ 4
this scene, Travis is oblivious Ol
his surroundings and Walt is di?f =
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solitary cabin in the middle of no-
where. The room is the archetypal
ancient motel room in its dusty,
beat-up ambiance, but has a few
unique features in its garish red
bedspreads and the signs of the
zodiac stenciled on the wall over
the beds. Miller shot with the
room partially in shadow, with the
daylight slanting through a win-
dow at the foot of the beds. While
the more colorful aspects of the
room are fully discernible, they do
not overtly come to the viewer’s
attention.

“Showing off” is what
Miiller equates with singling out
portions of the image in a way that
15 inconsistent with the story. He
says, ““What [ try to avoid is point-
ing at something so that | become
patronizing to the people who
look at the image. I'd rather give
the audience the chance to dis-
cover it themselves. For me, that’s
a very important thing - that you
still have things to discover for
yourself.” As an example he men-
tions the scene in which Travis
stumbles into the dark bar. “You
don’t have to say everything to
make yourself clear. 1 don’t feel
the need to see his face that well
because I've got most of my infor-
mation anyway, In this specific
scene, 1f [ start lighting up the
whole bar it loses a lot of its char-
acter — it becomes a film set. The
location is really the means of tell-
ing the story as well, and when |
blow away a location with light
you lose something substantial.”

Another result of
Miller’s dislike of calling atten-
tion to portions of the image in an
artificial way is the fact that he and
Wenders never work with a zoom
lens. He says, “I think that’s an
easy way and a lazy way and a way
that’s not well thought out, of lift-
ing out something that’s impor-
tant.” As the more difficult alter-
native, he says, “You can make
something important in the way
you construct the image.”

The locations for Paris,
Texas were carefully selected by
Wenders, who had spent three
months traveling around Texas
through both cities and rural areas

to find the appropriate settings for
the story. Houston, Port Arthur,
numerous small towns and points
between were finally chosen.
Miiller emphasizes that Ainding lo-
cations has always been integral to
the development of the films he
has worked on with Wenders,
partly becausc the films are shot in
chronological order and because
often, the story undergoes change
and development as a result of
their interaction with the location.
“Everything starts with the finding
of the location. We find the loca-
tions that fit the story and fit the
man or woman who has to move
around in that place, so a lot is
already given. The same with the
light, actually, because you choose
a location, whether you’re con-
scious of it or not, because you
have a certain light there.” Since
Miiller’s preference is always to
use natural or available light, he
works to preserve and use the light
he finds as much as possible with-
out the addition of what he calls
“made” light. He says, “I tend to
very much respect the light that 1s
already there on the location.”
Shooting a film in chron-
ological order is Miller’s favorite
way of working, but a procedure
he has found in practice only in
the films of Wenders. He finds that
for himself, the advantages far out-
weigh the disadvantages, “There 1s
more of a development in every-
thing. You can invent new things
and fit them in the film and you
have no continuity problems. You
can change the story halfway
through without being bothered
by an ending that you might have
shot already. You really work
from A to Z; you can grow in the
film. Everybody goes with the
story. When you shoot the end of
the story the shooting is finished.”
The script for Paris, Texas was by
American playwright Sam
Shepard, but by the time shooting
was in progress Shepard was work-
Ing as an actor in Country, making
his participation in changes more
difficult. The story was sometimes
changing and evolving from day to
day as Wenders worked with
writer L.M. “Kit” Carson on the

adaptation, and the ending w_-f-f:'
not really determined untj ;; wiszs_-;.
time to shoot it. Miiller angd WEHS
ders sometimes discussed the o, -
of various endings as they di‘gg;;::-'
from one h}catllmn tO anothey.
Rather than considering this iy
of uncertainty a problem for b
work, Miller feels that he i Stim. -
ulated by the ris!(. He expresses s
preference for jumping righ; iy
and shooting a film rather than f;; -
being involved in lengthy pre-prg..
duction work or working wiy
storyboards, because he thigks
that the film really happens whep |
it is actually being made.
Miiller quotes a line fror
an unrealized Wenders script g
describe their working method for -
previous films — *“The adventure of |
this film is finding the images for |
the story.” Since they work with:
out a storyboard, it is entirely pos- |
sible for immediate impressionson |
the location to play a large rolein |
shaping the story. Shooting in the !
Southwest, Miiller was partict-
larly conscious, as a stranger inug-
familiar surroundings, of trymngto 4
wipe away pre-conceptions and let
his wonder or worry come to tht -
surface and work for him m ap-
proaching an image. He says, "be -
cause I'm not an American ﬂ'ﬂdiﬁ'ﬂl
not living in this country, and b-e':_?,':'j",f.at
cause I don’t even know the couft -
try that well, every place [ go 1
kind of baffled by what I see.) |
choose a point of view that some..
how translates how [ feel or ho¥ [
felt the first time I saw sﬂmﬁrhiﬂﬂ?;ﬂ’.
The impression it makes GH"LE,
flows into this whole decisiof -
making. | | 5 t]i;f::f':'-f";
Seeing things through == -
eyes of an outsider 1s imPﬂfmnﬂfﬂﬂj_.l
Paris, Texas. Travis, it’s mﬁlﬂ._;-;-._{-ii
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holic haze and a four fearF]ﬂﬂE..;_;_
state of amnesiac wandering ©
discover the look of the wor aﬂgr
to find himself no less an 04 F % -
in his brother’s home In LC;E o]
geles where his seven yeal ‘ﬂb e .
Hunter is being brought uP yhg-t’
brother and sister-in-law He
lieves his only hope f}f bel i
somewhere is to reunite hfﬂhﬂg} |
lently separated family by Lo
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not D¢ r-f':ai]a lets his own acute ob-
nes: Mul Lé;ttt’nle'lE this newly-
-‘fﬂ:ﬂ[mﬁ:] His faithful percep-
scer! ﬁiﬂ{:ﬂﬂ gives the viewer a
of Utf r;%mgﬂiﬂ{}n that heightens
e I:';-[lﬁ, of the action. The inte-
e fcm]a‘ﬁ air-conditioned car is
Hod wit}:l odd reflections and_the
EE has the srrained look of light
{.:EH ja.{g through heavy glass, em-
L?mquzjng the enclosure. The
ﬁ:ﬂ verging on cool, light of late
' an reflecting on the var-
faces in a small-town
harro0m depicts th_;-lt moment
when da}-time_hea; dies an{_j eve-
ning cool begins. The shadqwcd
flumination of a large room lit by
one bare incandescent bulb hang-
¢ from the ceiling conveys an in-
;macy that has a raw edge to it
created by the harshness of the
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light.
E Miiller is unaffected by
pre-conceived raboos, and dares
to compose shots that others
might categorically avoid. When
Travis scans the periphery of
downtown Houston with binocu-
lars, he catches for a moment the
sight of an American flag snapping
in the wind at the top of the stcel-
work for a new building. This shot
might be a cliché under almost any
circunstance, yet, like other views
n Paris, Texas that are so indigen-
ously American they could almost
parody themselves, Miiller brings
it off with cool objectivity. There
is the impartial quality of real light
inthe light he captures on film that
IFt:-; images speak for themselves in
E:"‘ffﬁl:lt&xt of the story. He says,
raont try to tell my own, sepa-
rate story with the camera.”
. Muller’s way of working
5 based on careful observation
and thought to arrive at Images
; itare not pat solutions to narra-
{jht‘.:._:'rub]ﬂ.mﬁ- As an example of
M.D:L;; f*]”“’jiﬁ at a solution he @E—
o ;t‘ filming of a scenc for
Whick ‘t{ﬁ';"H a nded anﬂ 7 1n
ng for ,3 t:i?j:ﬂ‘f.;};:;argct.cr Is wait-
while ang ;b5~ﬂ ) e -;}:.Eht St for a
Mean fqr I.‘]‘l]'i; 1;_.-; 1*? o ?t cmi]id
man, what she
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would see in the state of mind she
is in. You can film the arrival of a
train in a thousand ways, but
mostly it is done so thart the train
suddenly comes into the shot, or
you are filming it from far away,
but still you are ilming a train. We
filmed the grass that is pressed
down by the air pressure of the
train coming into the station be-
fore you see the train. When you
take the time you find things like
that. You don’t have to do camera
acrobatics to make it impressive.
Looking around and observing — it
is a more quiet way of working.
It’s not just knocking off shots.”
He elaborates on this method
with, “When you observe it as
work you get the impression that
nobody is working. I hang around
and look at it for a while and
slowly find an angle, then try an-
other one, At a certain moment it
satisfies me and it happens.” The
subjective nature of the decisions
he arrives at in finally filming an
image makes Muller reluctant to
theorize too extensively about
how it happens because “‘very
much comes straight out of the
belly.” He says, “Of course you
have your own little theories, your
little place in your head while
you're doing it, but it’s somehow
too private to put in words. At a
certain moment you come to a so-
lution that 1s very difhcult to the-
orize about, dithcult to defend.”

In discussing what is most
important to his way of shooting a
film Miller recalls that while
shooting The Left-Handed
Woman director Peter Handke
said to him, *“The images must
have power.” Miiller says, “You
can interpret power as making an
image that really hits you in the
stomach, that is very strong in the
movement inside the frame or the
movement with the camera, and
you have physical power. But, you
can also make a frame in which the
power doesn’t come from the sur-
face.” While this kind of image-
making requires patience and
thought on the part of the cin-
ematographer, 1t correspondingly
demands thoughtful viewing on
the part of the audience. He notes,

“Nowadays my kind of power is
much less used because it involves
some risk. If you don’t want to do
camera acrobatics to create a
powerful image then the other al-
ternative is finding things inside
the frame. Very often, on first
sight, the image may be boring to
the audience because nowadays
no image stays on the screcn
longer than two seconds. It makes
consumers out of people and
keeps them busy all the time. The
eyes never come to rest, and the
moment they have to look for
themselves, if things are not put on
a plate in front of them, they think
it’s boring. Not everyone, but in
general.”

Travis sits in a tiny, near-
dark cubicle with an expanse of
mirrored glass in front of him.
There is a shaded desk lamp on a
shelf beneath the glass and a plas-
tic sign that says “poolside” above
it. He holds a telephone to his ear.
Suddenly, the glass becomes a win-
dow and a small room behind it is
revealed when a young woman en-
ters, flipping a light switch and
flooding the room with light. Her
space is like a miniature stage sct
decorated with a piece of nude
statuary and some beach toys and
plants to simulate a poolside patio.
The woman wears a mini-dress ap-
proximation of a nurse’s uniform.
The scene is from Travis’ point of
view and he sees her clearly. It 1s
not until the woman beings primp-
ing in the glass and speaking with-
out making eye contact that the
audience, along with Travis, real-
izes that he is sitting in front of a
window of one-way glass; he secs
her but she sees only herself in a
mirror.

The peep-show location
for Paris, Texas is the setting for
the crucial reunion between Travis
and Jane. The end of the road in
this film 1s the painful confronta-
tion between husband and wife
who have not seen each other for
four years and who will only meet
on either side of the pecp-show
glass, never seeing each other si-
multaneously. According to
Miiller, the problems in shooting
these scenes were not great once

he achicved the correct lighy 1E1,-e[;',
to produce the desired effecr, 4
though it had been suggested 4,
he simulate the effect of the one:
way glass using plain glass, he g
he never considered it - that j; “,gi
actually easier to use the real thjy,
When shooting from Travis',-.'g;.’:-.
point of view It was necessary f@],
Travis to be dimly visible I:q:r Ih‘éff
light of the small lamp and by ¢,
light spilling through the gla:
from the other room, while gimyl-

at

taneously ““‘Nurse Bibbs” zp4
eventually Jane, had to be bright;
lit in the manner of the themes iy
the various peep-show rooms, |y
the final scene between Travisanf
Jane, shots from Jane’s point of
view will show a spot of lamplight
burning through the mirror untl:
Jane turns off her ceiling lightn
order to try to sec Travis’s face, At
that point the mirror effect re:
verses and she sees him illum-
nated by the lamp while he seeshis -
own reflection. Miiller says, ‘It
demanded certain light levels=[.
had to take great care that I didn't
overdo it and go wrong there. Its
the subtleties that are the most dif-*
ficult things — it’s like a lot of peo--

ple can play the piano but whit:
makes you a good player is ['hﬂ?-::
graduation in volume. It’s not ﬁm}
ing the notes in the right order, 1S
how you touch them.” i

A real complicationliz
shooting these scenes was the fﬁ'lfu
that they had to be shot qutflfl,‘i,f__:{.__]
and there was no room for 4 -
and error in the lighting. He s
“There was not enough tlmﬁ:.“ﬂ{;
enough money and we only hie
enough negative to complet¢ ¥ e
scenc and no money to buy m”ﬁ*ﬁ;
The last shot was also ﬂ”f'tgﬁh’;
roll.” The last scenc_bf[“@;}.';}i\f
Travis and Jane ends ?ﬂflth Mo
duous and emotional ¢!
single-take monologu€ o/ - o
tassia Kinski. There was '3"1&'13'5[{1{1{5.'&5
foot roll of m:gatn-’ellaft Hzml i
possibility of shooting H% i
that location. Kinski came? Iejaiﬁ
without a flaw, and Mu“ﬂr[ﬂ[hn
that they had to time the Shgﬂﬂ%
with a period when the juke ﬁﬂﬂﬂm
the raucous bar next dﬂf?f.h[ S
be off for ten minutes StAEEaE
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f};lw“ 1 problem with light first, |
T]S[ light. «Afrer Paris, Texas won

]l.'hﬂ Elalrﬂ-ﬁ' D}Or Et_ fhﬁf 7934
Cannes Film Festival in 1ts world
sremiere, Miller found that he
Was increasingly appmached by

critics and INtEIVIEWErs who |
qted an inside story on what |

wa
they assumed to be the technology

volved in shooting the film.

“In Paris, Texas they
wanted a hold on how it was done
and didn’t even look too closely at
the image. They started asking me
right away what filters were use@.
For many interviewers it was a bit

frustrating talking to me because |

no interesting technical details
came out of it. | finally said to a
man, ‘T'll make a bet - the first per-
son who can name more than one
flter | used gets a thousand dol-

lars” Because | dian’t. People as- |

sume images come from tricks that
can be duplicated. By duplicating
the technology you get the same

imgges. Just tell me how you did it |
.. It was just working with light, |
that's all, no flters. It’s not that

'm against it in principle, but in
ibs§ special film and in lots that I
did I found other solutions. | feel
hat T betray my own profession
When Tsolve problems with what |
think are cheap tricks. You can fil-

tfi“f or do tricks that blind peo-

PIE - g3y i
PIE~say the filter is so strong you

on’ - ' !
1t need to light very precisely |
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I get a camera from a camera
rental the first thing 1 do is let
them take off all the roys.” Having
tried this system on one film he
says, = I'm sure 1t’s sometimes very
useful, but I mostly didn’t need it
at all and it was only a burden - all
those extra cables restricting your
movements. What disturbed me
very much was that pcaple on the
set wWere not concentrating any-
more. They were standing behind
the monitor as if it were happening
there and not on the set. The
whole moment of truth was gone.
You could check everything, re-do
everything and you have endless
discussions. There is a moment
when you do a shot, there must be
a moment, when you say, ‘OK, we
have it,” and maybe you’re not so
sure about 1t, but sometimes you
must put a period there and go on.
The video always delayed that
moment.”’

Working most effectively
and enjoyably on a film for Muller
also means operating the camera
himself. “Doing my own operating
is 50% of the fun of my whole job,
and when | light a scene I think of
a special framing and movement.”
Having worked with an operator
only once in his life, he concluded
that that way of working was not
for him due to the inevitable difh-
culty in achieving the movement
and framing he designs for a scene
through another person who may
conceive of those things quite dif-
ferently. “Moreover,” he adds, *I
don’t like to have too many people
around the camera. | can concen-
trate better when there aren’t too
many people involved in this big,
black machine. I think it’s better
for the actors too. The whole
communication is easier with
fewer pcople to deal with - you
have an ideal triangle from direc-
tor, actor, cameraman, back to di-
rector.”” Following this line of
thinking, Miiller never works with
a second unit, feeling that it is a
catastrophe for one cameraman to
have to imitate another’s work.
He would rather work longer and
shoot the entire film himself,
choosing his films carefully so that
this is possible.

When Robby Miiller was
finishing secondary school in his
native Holland he thought he
would probably go on to the uni-
versity and study mathematics and
physics. Since he began to have
sneaking doubts about the mathe-
matics and physics part of the
plan, he chose to do his two years
of compulsory army service first.
With time to think it over he was
increasingly influenced by the fact
that none of his friends, all musi-
cians and painters, were going to
the university. The catalyst for his
new career direction came when
he met somecone who had at-
tended the Film Academy in
Amsterdam and realized thar this
attracted him. The Film Academy
only owned two cameras, one
16mm Kodak Special and a 3 5mm
that barely worked, but despite
this dearth of equipment Miiller
specialized in camera because he
didn’t think of himself as a writer.
Then, for five years he worked as
assistant to Dutch director of pho-
tography Gerald Vandenberg, a
cameraman who also had a strong
preference for the use of narural
light.

Miiller says that initially
his consistent use of natural and
available light was an accident of
circumstances. Holland had no
real film industry at that time and
the few films made there were very
low-budget. Often a production
could barely aftord the rental of a
camera ler alone have enough
money left over for lighting equip-
ment. He says, “l used to work
with that light and play with it and
wait for certain light because all
the things you could do 1n a big
production were not possible.
You couldn’t make the light you
needed so you had to choose loca-
tions because of the light,”

Categories and systems of
working, when applied to lighting,
are things that Miiller feels inhibit
pcople unnecessarily and some-
times prevent creative solutions to
problems. He relates his first expe-
rience in dealing with studio-
trained technicians. “They said,
‘Where do you want this spot?’
and I said; “There.” *So this is going

to be your key lighe | really.
them by saying, ‘What‘s}!u-
light?” And they said, ‘Ohﬁ.-: :
mean the other one s !
]Igh[:" I Sﬂid, ‘CBH It Wh‘c’lt B
For me it’s not a sy i
thing. When you need ;ii;dfzg%m
it means that you need anu:ﬁ}%?
light to complete the systep, amiwf
never thought about Eha;,}] E“
needed the light that | neegeg ]%EE
give 1t a name made no seng oo
me.” Miiller finds that one gf g
advantages of working op lﬂd
pendent films is thar the tecy.
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clans are younger, more curiog..

less formed by rigid ideas of hmyﬂ
things should be done and mep:
vitally interested in their warkH@
considers it a good sign when s

i

gafter comes to the dailies, and bz -

=i

encourages discussions aboyt
lighting among the people he:
works with. e

Miiller rejects the ides ﬁj
“style” as a certain pre-determined
look that a cameraman appliestog-
film, and finds that it’s a mfsr:crnﬁj
ception on the part of some d]ﬁfﬁi

tors that the dire::mr;iif%}
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photography is there to providean |
attractive wrapping for a film, He |
reveals that he once upset a ikt |
tor by saying, “Actually, you'a |
responsible for how the film ]
looks,” because the director ab
viously hadn’t thought of 1t tf*ﬂiﬁt
way. ik
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On choosing directors b
says, “In your career | thmk'-fﬂjilh
end up working with very spefie |
directors. They fit you and ‘rﬂ'ﬂt
the director. More and more Ir’ﬂ“w*
single out who you wold ket
work with, and when It waorks ”ﬂi
you stay together.” He be"??%fj‘i:
that cameramen should mﬂk“-%ﬁ?&:
choices carefully. “As a Cﬂmﬁ?:}ﬁ;}
man you are a kind of sailor Iff_’?"’!?f?;?;i_;-;
really figure out how often W“Ef‘h
at home and how often Yo% =2t
working it often furp rhaiii?.-i
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seven months of the yeah

dﬂing your jﬂb. It maiessf Sﬂ
sense to me that for too g
months to do sﬂmethlﬂﬂ A
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