














 

 

 
George Robinson (02/11/2005) 

There are many reasons a film doesn’t get distributed in the United States. The mere fact that it isn’t in English and has
subtitles already puts it at a disadvantage. An unconventional approach to narrative, an unusually long running time, being a
documentary –– these all are frequently counted as demerits when distributors are looking for a film that will fill seats. It
would not be hard to assemble a long list of important films that have had little or no theatrical exposure here.
 
Indeed, the editors of Film Comment do something like that every year at the Walter Reade Theater, and their annual Film 
Comment Selects series is usually a good showcase of movies that either never or only barely make it onto a larger American
stage.  
 
“The Ister,” directed by David Barison and Daniel Ross, is an excellent example of a film that would probably slip through the 
cracks without such a forum. It is mostly in French, three hours long and about philosophy. The filmmakers, Australian grad
students in philosophy, set out on a journey up the Danube from the Romanian delta, past NATO-bombed bridges, the 
Mauthausen death camp, and end up at the river’s source in Germany, nearly 2,900 kilometers through the hellish heart of the
20th century. 

What they have in mind, then, is not a travelogue. Rather, they use the river as the string holding together an incredibly 
intricate and complex structure, with Martin Heidegger’s lecture on Friedrich Holderlin’s poem “The Ister” (the ancient
Roman name for the river) as the jumping-off point for a series of dialogues with French philosophers Bernard Stiegler, Jean-
Luc Nancy and Philip Lacoue-Labarthe and German filmmaker Hans-Jurgen Syberberg. The result is nothing less than a 
dissection of the nightmarish role of technology in human culture –– culminating in the Shoah –– and Heidegger’s eager 
acceptance of the Nazis rise to power. 

As unpromising as the premise may sound, “The Ister” is seldom less than fascinating, not only because the filmmakers chose
their interview subjects wisely and the footage of the great river is quite handsome. More important, the film is cunningly
structured in both small and large segments. There is frequent dry humor in the juxtaposition of image and soundtrack, as in
the counterpart of Stiegler’s discussion of the innate characteristics of the gazelle with a shot of an enormous garden snail. But
the larger structure of the film is an intricate interweaving of shots from the whole of the journey, repeated in a variety of
contexts, their significance being altered by their placement within the flow of images. 

The structural sophistication of the filmmakers is nowhere more apparent than in the introduction of the subject of the
Holocaust and Heidegger’s obstinate refusal to face the reality of Nazism even after the war. In the first half of the film,
Stiegler speaks at length about his concept of “technics,” or technology, as the extension of man’s self and the creation of the
ability of a culture to remember its past. Then Nancy talks about the historical development of democracy and the Greek idea
of the polis. Like a skilled angler, Barison and Ross have baited their hook, and it strikes home at the end of the segment when
a title reminds us that Heidegger’s lecture on “The Ister” was given in 1942 and that the polis he was addressing were Nazis.
 
Immediately following the intermission, the second half of the film opens with a clip from Syberberg’s “Hitler: A Film From
Germany,” in which we hear Himmler’s infamous 1942 speech telling the SS what their new task would be: the murder of
Europe’s Jewish population. The formal ingenuity and audacity with which Barison and Ross achieve this coup de cinema is
breathtaking, and the discussion that follows, in which Lacoue-Labarthe considers and dismisses defenses of Heidegger’s later,
callous mention of the Holocaust in connection with the Berlin Airlift, would almost be superfluous were it not so superbly
argued.  
 
I suspect that distribution for “The Ister” is still a long shot, and that is a shame, because while the film is much too densely
worked-out visually and too loaded with complicated ideas to be absorbed in a single viewing, it is rewarding enough that I
can’t wait to see it again. 

   
 



 
September 2004 
 
Excerpt from “Killing the Gatekeeper: Autonomy, Globality and Reclaiming Australian Cinema” 
By Matthew Clayfield  
 

The best and most significant Australian feature of the year thus far (and I don't see a better one 
coming along, to be honest) has been The Ister (David Barison and Daniel Ross, 2004), and I 
make this judgement based on both the quality of the film itself and on its importance to 
Australian filmmaking. The film's remarkable content and form aside, The Ister could well 
become a milestone in a new era of autonomy and creative freedom in the Australian cinematic 
landscape, if only we allow it to be – it's a fine example of what Australian filmmakers can do 
when they start to think outside the square they live in. This feature, which is based on a 1942 
series of lectures by the German philosopher Martin Heidegger (now that's a pitch to take to the 
AFC) was made without any government assistance at all. Love it or loathe it (and most 
responses are indeed extreme ones), here are two filmmakers that one cannot help but admire: 
they were able to make a 189-minute video-essay that relies heavily on audience 'participation' 
without a dollar of government funding, only to have Adrian Martin call it “the most 
intellectually rigorous and searching film ever made in this country.” Now, that's success. And 
The Ister's a revelation.  

 



 
 

 
 
Reviewer's Rating   User Rating  

Reviewed by Jamie Russell  
 September 2004 

A philosophical investigation in to the nature of being and time, covering everything from 

palaeontology to the Internet to genocide, The Ister is the challenging debut film from Australian 

philosophy students David Barison and Daniel Ross. Taking the 1942 lectures of German thinker 

Martin Heidegger and the poetry of Friedrich Hölderlin as their starting point, the pair travel along 

the Danube river ("The Ister") as a series of contemporary European philosophers discuss their 

relationship to Heidegger's work. 

Erudite and initially rather imposing, The Ister presupposes some knowledge of Heidegger, as 

philosophers Bernard Stiegler, Jean-Luc Nancy, Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Hans-Jürgen 

Syberberg chat independently about one of his most influential themes: the impact of technology 

on memory, culture and historical identity. Armed with a PhD and a digital movie camera, Barison 

and Ross trace Heidegger's ill-fated links to Nazism (the philosopher served as rector of Freiburg 

University from 1933-1934 and delivered his lectures on Hölderlin in 1942 as the Nazis were 

drawing up plans for the Final Solution) as they evaluate his pivotal role in modern thought. 

"AN IMPRESSIVE PHILOSOPHICAL EXERCISE" 

The film's masterstroke is the Danube river trip undertaken by the filmmakers, as the winding route 

allows them to expand the film beyond the merely academic, taking in the impact of NATO 

bombing raids on Yugoslavia, former Nazi concentration camps, and lessons in ancient history 

stretching back to Greek and Roman times. Journeying across the continent, the antipodean 

filmmakers create a series of bridges between past and present as they outline Heidegger's 

understanding of the way in which being and identity emerge from historical circumstances. 

As a metaphor for the ebb and flow of time, the river's a brilliant choice, recalling the stately 

desolation of Harvey Keitel's Balkan trip in Theo Angelopoulos's Ulysses Gaze as it collapses 

European geography and history into a continuous here and now. An impressive philosophical 

exercise and a meditative work of cinematic beauty. 



 
 

July 29, 2004 
Flow of rich philosophy 
Two Australians track the Danube in search of deeper meaning, writes Philippa Hawker. 

 

Three French philosophers, a German filmmaker and a duck. A river, a lecture series, a poem. History, memory, technology, 

politics. A Roman column, a bridge, a concentration camp. The Ister, a new Australian documentary, is a film of images, objects and ideas; 

a rich, dense and exhilarating series of connections, arguments and ambiguities that takes the form of a journey up the River Danube, 

from the Black Sea to its source.  

It is based on a 1942 series of lectures by the German philosopher Martin Heidegger, which drew on a Holderlin poem called 

The Ister, an older, Greek-derived name for the Danube. 

The film is full of historical associations and references, but it is a work in the present tense, a documentary with a sense of 

immediacy and inquiry, a film about past and present that makes use of cinema's power of associations, its ability to show the tangible, 

material aspect of things. 

For its two Melbourne filmmakers, David Barison and Daniel Ross, the project had its origins nine years ago, with a shared 

interest in Heidegger and cinema. 

"We came to filmmaking as cinephiles, being able to talk about films and philosophy ad nauseam, and wanting to put that to 

some practical end," Barison says. "Our goal was to find some audio-visual form that philosophy might have." 

Ross went on to write a PhD thesis; Barison worked in a range of areas, including the Age's online section. 

The Ister had its premiere at Rotterdam in January and has been invited to several international festivals. They plan to make 

another film together, and they're working on other ideas, including a book by Ross about contemporary politics that they'd like to turn into 

a TV series. 

After deciding on the lecture series as their subject matter, and studying it at length, they made a couple of trips to Europe, 

following the course of the river, visiting their interview subjects, and - when they found they had under-estimated the cost of petrol - 

taking a detour to Italy to borrow money from Barison's uncle. 

The philosophers can be heard at length, but this isn't a film of talking heads and dry statements. 

They had researched and analysed their material at length, and knew there were places and objects they wanted to film: but 

other elements of the documentary weren't pre-arranged. 

Once Stiegler agreed, their other subjects followed: philosophers Jean-Luc Nancy and Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, and filmmaker 

Hans-Jurgen Syberberg, all of whom had, in different ways, something to say about Heidegger, his philosophy and its contemporary 

impact. 

Ross and Barison returned to Australia with 12 hours of interviews in French, three in English, and about 50 hours of footage 

from the river. 

The philosophers can be heard at length, but this isn't a film of talking heads and dry statements. 

The Ister is slightly more than three hours long, and is screened with an intermission. 

Towards the end of the first part, a question about Heidegger is raised about the relationship between his life and his thought: 

his membership of the Nazi party, and a notorious comparison he made in 1949 between death camps and modern agriculture. 

He is still, Ross and Barison say, an uncomfortable figure for German audiences: French rather than German philosophers have 

taken up his work. 

And the pair were struck by the fact that at the screening of their movie in Munich, the audience avoided asking any questions 

about Heidegger or World War II. 



 
 
 

October 6 2004 
 
The Ister (David Barison & Daniel Ross, 2004, AU) 

An ambitious philosophical video essay , 'The Ister' takes its cue from Martin Heidegger's 1942 
lectures on the poet Friedrich Hvlderlin. Specifically, it's the latter's poem 'The Ister', musing on 
the river Danube, that exercises the controversial German thinker and provides the conceptual 
and visual framework for Barison and Ross' own meditation on his challenging philosophy. 
Journeying from the river's mouth to Germany, the film incorporates the reflections of key 
contemporary theorists on the changing nature of European civilisation and its conflicts, the role 
of technology and the character of philosophy itself. The result is a singular one, creating a 
layered and rigorous meditation on place and ethics that is strangely affirming. 

 
 
 

 

 

 
 
The Ister  
 
Philip French 
Sunday October 3, 2004 
The Observer  
 
 
Made by two Australian philosophers-turned-moviemakers, The Ister is a stimulating three-hour journey 
in time, space and the mind. They take us up the Danube from the Black Sea to Germany looking at life, 
art, politics, history and other things through the prism of a lecture given in 1942 by the Nazi-
sympathising intellectual Martin Heidegger on a poem by Friedrich Hölderlin. 
 



 
 

October 2004 

The Ister 
 
(Docu -- Australia) 
A Black Box Sound and Image production. (International Sales: Black Box Sound and Image, Fitzroy, Australia.) Produced, 
directed, edited by David Barison, Daniel Ross. 
With: Bernard Stiegler, Jean-Luc Nancy, Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, Hans-Jurgen Syberberg 
 
By SCOTT FOUNDAS  

Life is a long, but hardly quiet river in "The Ister," in which a trip up the Danube gives way to an expansive journey of ideas about 
the evolution of Mankind and the development of Western civilization. Tyro Helmers, David Barison and Daniel Ross have sunk 
their teeth into a heady intellectual stew, and results are invigorating thanks to the filmmakers' inspired linkage of images and ideas 
and commentaries from three of the world's leading philosophers. Already a veteran of major festivals, "The Ister" deserves a shot 
at specialized theatrical bookings, though tube airings will likely be more plentiful. 

Pic's title derives from the ancient Greek name for the Danube, subsequently chosen by late-18th-century German poet Friedrich 
Holderlin as the title for his poem about the river. 

In 1942, that poem became the basis of a lecture course delivered by Martin Heidegger at Germany's Freiburg U., which in turn has 
been cited by Barison and Ross as the impetus for their film. 

However, much as Heidegger declined to interpret Holderlin's poetry for his students, so "The Ister" is a film driven more by the 
notion of exploration than explanation, with Heidegger's voice ultimately but one in the film's sometimes harmonious, sometimes 
cacophonous ideological chorus. 

Starting at the Romanian mouth of the Danube, pic -- some five years in the making -- gradually winds its way along the nearly 
3,000-kilometer path back to the river's source, near Germany's Black Forest. And at each step of the trek, Barison and Ross 
employ a who's who of contemporary thinkers as tour guides. 

Among them is "Technics and Time" author Bernard Stiegler, who engagingly recounts the story of Prometheus, with fire giving rise 
to the contentious marriage of man and technology. As we journey further upriver, into the bombed-out cities of the former 
Yugoslavia and the skeletal concentration camp at Mauthausen, "The Ister" sees fit to remind us of some of the more troubling 
achievements of technical-age man. 

Barison and Ross log considerable face time with Jacques Derrida associates Jean-Luc Nancy (whose autobiographical "L'Intrus" 
served as the inspiration for Claire Denis' recent pic of the same name) and Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, who collectively help further 
the pic's discussion of the relationship between technology and politics, culminating in an explicit confrontation of Heidegger's own 
infamous claim that mass human exterminations like the Holocaust are but an inevitable byproduct of industrialized agriculture. 

In pic's final stretch, controversial German filmmaker Hans-Jurgen Syberberg (the seven-hour "Our Hitler") takes the reins, leading 
the filmmakers to the Danube's source and beyond as he contemplates the difficulty by which art and artists attempt to represent 
history. 

Presiding over such a philosophical feast -- at which it is possible to gorge oneself yet leave feeling elated -- Barison and Ross 
rightly minimize their own presence in the film. Instead, they focus their energies on pic's impressive visual design, which 
wonderfully pairs images captured along the way (in crisp, color-saturated digital video) to ideas being discussed onscreen. 

If it is possible for a film such as "The Ister" to have a star, it would have to be Stiegler, whose convulsive energy and tufts of mad-
professor hair jutting out from his balding head lend pic a special energy whenever he's onscreen (which is quite often). That, 
combined with the fact Stiegler began his career as an armed robber before turning to philosophy suggests he may be a subject 
worthy of his own film study somewhere down the road. 

Camera (color, DV), Barison, Ross; sound, Frank Lipson. Reviewed on DVD, Los Angeles, Sept. 21, 2004. (In Melbourne, Brisbane, 
Vancouver film festivals.) Running time: 189 MIN. 


