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The Case of Sergei Loznitsa’s Austerlitz
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Abstract. This article discusses a documentary film, Austerlitz (2016), by
the Ukrainian film director Sergei Loznitsa. The film shows massive flows of
tourists visiting Sachsenhausen and Dachau concentration camps, therefore,
it is interpreted through the prism of dark tourism. The article argues that by
functioning as a piece of virtual dark tourism, Austerlitz is constructed as a
re-enactment of a collision with places of death. By refusing to moralize or
condemn bored concentration camp visitors, Loznitsa enables the viewer to
understand how radical experiences of mass destruction and death are being
recorded in tourism practices in today’s society. The French semiotician
and philosopher Roland Barthes argues that death is most clearly perceived
when it opens up as an act that has already taken place in the past, but at the
same time will also take place in the future — this has been and this will be.
The article concludes that exactly this is the effect of the documentary film
Austerlitz. By showing crowds of visitors walking in the empty spaces of
concentration camps, Loznitsa opens up a tragedy of mass destruction and
death that has already taken place, but at the same time will also happen.

Keywords: dark tourism, concentration camp, documentary film, Sergei
Loznitsa.

Introduction

This paper is part of a larger research which looks at the interpretation of the
embedded war forms and their visual exposition in film, photography and video
art.! In interpreting the ways in which the Holocaust is portrayed in cinema,
there is a clear tendency to depict outright crimes, mass destruction, and victim
suffering, and also the traces that all these have left in the daily life of today’s

1 The research is supported by the Research Council of Lithuania and is part of the project The
Everyday and the Representation of War Trauma in Late Modernity (MOD-17007).



2 Nerijus Milerius

society. One of the most controversial cases is when the threshold between
everyday practices and the signs of war memory is blurred by the incorporation
of war and other memorial sites into the tourist routes as attractions.

The combination of war crime memorials and tourist routes may seem
contradictory, morally unacceptable, or even blasphemous. However, the fact
that the sites of the Holocaust and other mass atrocities have become an integral
part of tourist routes is obvious in modern society. In the description of the
research John J. Lennon and Malcolm Foley carried out while visiting a number
of memorial sites, they emphasized the proliferation and intensification of dark
tourism, and the way it transformed the relationship to death: “in labelling some
of these phenomena as ‘Dark Tourism’ we intend to signify a fundamental shift
in the way in which death, disaster and atrocity are being handled by those who
offer associated tourism ‘products’” (Lennon and Foley 2000, 3). In describing
the relationship between dark tourism and society, Lennon and Foley notice
that contemporary society creates favourable conditions for the prosperity of
dark tourism, as much as dark tourism creates and forms new circumstances
for contemporary society. Therefore, dark tourism is not a peripheral side effect
of contemporary society, but a complex phenomenon intertwined with existing
memory modes and their visualization methods.

As they summarize the scale of dark tourism, Lennon and Foley call it a
symptom of late modernism — an era that makes everything, including places
and images of mass destruction, part of consumption. It is worth noting that the
end of the Cold War provided an additional impetus to the flows of dark tourism.
Therefore, dark tourism can be considered a symptomatic phenomenon not only
of late modernity, but also, as Rudi Hartmann argues, of the post-Cold War era
that opened tourist routes to the places where the Cold War demarcation lines
were previously drawn (Hartmann 2014, 168).

Taking into account the scale of dark tourism and the place of this phenomenon
in today’s society, the tactics of the Ukrainian film director Sergei Loznitsa’s
documentary Austerlitz (2016) to depict the Holocaust by capturing tourist flows
in Sachsenhausen and Dachau concentration camps becomes visible. While at
first such a choice might seem marginal and peripheral, he brings us to the very
epicentre of consumer and post-Cold War society. Therefore, when interpreting
Loznitsa’s film Austerlitz, the aims of this paper are twofold, first: to reveal the
artistic features of this documentary about the Holocaust experience in today’s
society; and second: to look at what the exposed dark tourism experience shows
about today’s society and its relationship to death and mass destruction.
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In order to achieve these goals, it is necessary to look at the slightly broader
context of dark tourism and cinematic representation. What is striking at first is
the fact that cinema may not be a passive documentation form of the dark tourism
phenomenon, but in itself it may adopt a form of virtual dark tourism.

Cinema as Virtual Dark Tourism

According to Kathryn N. McDaniel, virtual dark tourism not only reflects “real”
dark tourism, but it is itself one of the variations of dark tourism (McDaniel 2018,
3). While virtual dark tourism functions as one of the forms of dark tourism, not
only that it intertwines with memory practices, but it is also influenced by the
commercialization laws of capitalist society.

Of course, as one of the varieties and forms of dark tourism, virtual dark
tourism — literature, cinema, the Internet, computer games — has its advantages
and disadvantages. Virtual dark tourism, as McDaniel summarizes different
views, not only has no physical expression (it is possible to travel physically
without moving from place to place), but it often lacks the virtual traveller’s own
intention (McDaniel 2018, 4). On the other hand, to compensate for the lack of
direct presence, virtual dark tourism uses different aesthetic and artistic means
which must ensure the persuasiveness of visual representations. In addition,
virtual dark tourism undoubtedly democratizes the experiences of death by
involving much larger masses in the flow of tourist trips than those of physical
travellers (McDaniel 2018, 6).

In the age of virtual media, images of virtual dark tourism in many cases
precede and form models through which the contents of physical dark tourism
experience can be perceived. The fact that each person already has some virtual
tourism experience before physically arriving in a dark tourism destination
surely determines the dynamics of the dark tourism experience. It is obvious that
someone who has had some radical experience (imprisonment, coercion, murder)
through their own history or that of their loved ones, will experience a visit to the
location of such experience as a radical re-enactment. At a closer look, however,
it must be acknowledged that the re-enactment is also experienced by those who
relied solely on images of virtual dark tourism prior to visiting the dark tourism
locations. Therefore, the experience of re-enactment alongside travel is another
key component that operates in the experience of dark tourism.

According to Joram ten Brink, documentary cinema has long used the technique
of re-enactment as a way to relate to the past (Brink 2012, 180). He argues that
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a distinction needs to be made between the cinema that simply shows the re-
enactment of a historical event and the cinema that uses re-enactment as a creative
method. The fundamental difference, according to Brink, lies in the relationship
between the present and the past. While the depiction and re-enactment of
historical events undoubtedly privileges the past, and can therefore be judged
by how carefully history is recreated and depicted, re-enactment as a creative
method recreates the past in order to question the present (Brink 2012, 181-182).

But what kind of past is associated with the present? What is the impact of
the dark and traumatic past on the present?” How does the present deal with the
trauma of the dark past? Certainly, at least some of the answers to these questions
can be found by specifying the conditions which define to whom and under what
circumstances these questions are addressed, whose past and present are meant.
John E. Tunbridge and Gregory J. Ashworth, who distinguished death camp
tourism as a subtype of dark tourism, ask precisely — how dark, and for whom
and what (Tunbridge and Ashworth 2017, 22). Like genocide tourism, death
camp tourism is a highly polarizing activity that divides potential visitors into
the camps of potential victims, potential perpetrators and witnesses. Alongside
these main camps there is a mass of visitors who do not associate themselves
with any of these groups, but can adopt their feelings and mindset. According to
Ashworth and Tunbridge, visitors gravitating towards the camp of victims may

’

adopt the feeling of “this could have been me,” and, for a variety of reasons,
visitors who feel the perpetrators’ guilt maintain the feeling of “I could have done
that” (Ashworth and Tunbridge 2017, 74).

Participants and viewers of cinema as a form of virtual dark tourism that
exploits re-enactment as a creative method are not a unified mass either — they
can gravitate towards different camps, which provide respective models for
experiences of places of mass destruction, death and suffering. The re-enactment
of experience realized in cinema may begin to unfold along an unpredictable
trajectory that is the opposite of the expected. However, despite the attractiveness
of the form — or perhaps precisely because of it — the re-enactment of dark tourism
in cinema is likely to remain at the original point of the status quo. As Ashworth
and Tunbridge point out, the inhabitants of the occupied territories of fascist
Germany resisted, collaborated, or simply did nothing during World War II.
Therefore, post-war Europe — as well as the West — adopted deliberate heritage
amnesia as a form of social cohesion (Ashworth and Tunbridge 2017, 18). It goes
without saying that such amnesia does not have to be absolute — it can go well
with moderate forms of commemoration.
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This is the starting position of Loznitsa’s film Austerlitz: by using a slightly
curious or even somewhat indifferent tourist as a creative tool, Loznitsa offers to
embark on a death camp tourism trip. What the tourists portrayed in the film do
physically, the viewers of the film experience virtually. Because, as mentioned
above, the virtual tour inevitably functions as a re-enactment of the relationship
with the sites of death and genocide, the spectators of Austerlitz recreate their
relationship with the Holocaust, mass destruction, and death by repetition. What
will the nature of this recreation be? It is the biggest intrigue in Loznitsa’s film.

Touristic Experience as a Target and Device for
Criticism

As Loznitsa mentions in his film trailer, he is amazed — or even astonished — by
the situation of a tourist in the concentration camp. However, it would be wrong
to assume that Loznitsa superimposes himself on a concentration camp tourist or
unequivocally condemns them beforehand. On the contrary, Loznitsa takes the
stance of a tourist, at least initially, and turns into one himself. “This is the place
where people were exterminated; this is the place of suffering and grief. And
now, I am here. A tourist. With all the typical curiosities of a tourist. Without
any notion of what it was like to be a prisoner in the concentration camp having
a number, every day waiting for death, clinging to life. I stand here and look at
the machinery for the extermination of the human body. Traces of life, sometime
ago, long ago, here and now. What am I doing here? What are all these people
doing here, moving in groups from one object to another? The reason that induces
thousands of people to spend their summer weekends in the former concentration
camp is one of the mysteries of these memorial sites. One can refer to the good
will and the desire to sense compassion and mercy that Aristotle associated with
tragedy. But this explanation doesn’t solve the mystery?” (Loznitsa 2016.)

As it can be seen, Loznitsa identifies himself with the tourist experience, poses
a whole range of questions and even provides the primary suggestion as to what
answer to these questions should not be satisfying — it is an attempt to describe
and legitimize the experience of the tourist in terms of Aristotelian components
of tragedy. In Poetics, Aristotle states that the tragedy arouses pity and fear in
such a way as to culminate in catharsis. The possibility of catharsis in particular
redeems the cruelties the perceiver has to go through. Loznitsa deprives the
viewers of one of the most evident keys for the interpretation of the film by
stating that the Aristotelian paradigm of catharsis falls short in describing the
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experience of the memorial site visitors. Once he does that, the director invites
the viewers to look for answers together with him while observing the trajectories
of the concentration camp memorial site visitors instead of just using one theory
that is supposed to explain everything.

Nevertheless, it is certainly not easy to say what the visitors of concentration
camps think while being filmed. In the film Austerlitz, they are walking around
individually or in groups and transforming the process of memorial site
exploration into a museum experience. The wave of interest, as usual in the mode
of sightseeing, exchanges with the wave of tiredness and boredom. Individual
visitors struggle to resist it. Organized tour groups, however, are guided by
professionals who, in addition to informing the visitors, ensure that the visitors
keep sufficient level of interest, focus and attention.

At the premiere of Austerlitz in Vilnius, Loznitsa admitted that the stories of
the tour guides were recorded separately and of course with special preparation,
but not on site in the concentration camps. It is possible that the tour guides, being
aware of the use of their narratives in the film, have consciously emphasized the
breathtaking components of their stories. It leads to paradoxical and even macabre
results — the tour guides in Austerlitz begin a sort of competition as to who
would be the most frightening, imaginative and thus entertaining in conveying
the suffering of tortured and murdered victims. One of the most important

3

imperatives of tourism industry is to create “unforgettable and breathtaking”
impressions. However, while racing for the most shocking account of already
horrible atrocities, the guides reach a dangerous threshold. The process of building
something “unforgettable” in this case results in the opposite consequences — the
tour guide narratives are being formatted as if they were media products.

As much as the tour guide narratives are constructed like media products,
they also imply a corresponding relationship to history. In her work Scenes from
Postmodern Life, Beatriz Sarlo states that a specific form of memory prevails in
the flourishing television culture: “some image fragments manage to establish
themselves in our consciousness with the weight of iconicity, and are recognized,
remembered, and cited, while such other fragments are passed by and can be
repeated infinitely without boring anybody because, in fact, nobody sees them.
These latter images are padding, constituting a gelatinous tide in which other
images float and sink, and from which those that have established themselves as
recognizable icons can emerge” (Sarlo 2001, 52). According to Sarlo, memorable
icons interact with the mass of non-memorable images as if with “a contrasting
medium.” Therefore, as long as the mass of non-memorable images highlights the
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memorable icons enough, the appropriate ratio between what is passing by and is
not remembered, and what stays in memory and is remembered exists. As soon
as the contrast is violated and destabilized, a new space for zapping — attention
and channel switching — occurs. Sarlo foresees that the viewer would switch
attention or channel when there is a lack of memorable iconic images to keep the
sufficient attention (Sarlo 2001, 53). However, it is possible to see how a similar
result — the switch of attention — can be caused by an opposite tendency. When
everything is highlighted as iconic and meaningful, nothing forgettable remains,
i.e. there is no more “contrasting medium.” In that case iconic images overlap
and create friction. The sequence of unforgettable images surpasses the viewer’s
capability to perceive it. This is why the sequence of equally unforgettable or
equivalent images turns against itself and allows the zones of “relaxation” or
“wandering” within it.

The most symptomatic illustration of this paradox and one of the most
controversial moments in the film Austerlitz is when the visitors of memorial
sites forget themselves where there seemingly is no space for forgetting —
hence the ongoing posing for photographs and selfies. [Fig. 2.] The process of
photography is said to be time-breaking and “eternalizing,” and for a reason.
However, photographs and selfies on the site of mass extermination of people
do not bear any witness, they rather ignore that fact. The visitors create a kind
of “contrasting medium” for themselves, which would allow the shift from a
binding to a non-binding and relaxing mode. In this case the attention of a visitor
becomes a transmitting element, which helps the transformation from the iconic
to the insignificant to happen.

Of course, Loznitsa is not the first artist to notice the paradox that occurs
when the process of photography (or filming) itself pushes aside what is being
photographed (or being filmed). John J. Lennon and Dorothee Weber, who have
studied the commercialization of the town of Dachau and its concentration camp,
note that taking pictures in a concentration camp in literature and cinema is often
portrayed as one of the most inappropriate behaviours. At first, Lennon and Weber
draw attention to The History Boys, a play by British playwright Alan Bennet, in
which photographing each other eating sandwiches, holding hands and smiling
at each other are included in the list of inappropriate behaviour through the
perspective of one of the characters (Lennon and Weber 2017, 39). However, no
matter how obvious the parallels between Bennett, or other similar authors, and
Loznitsa may seem, it is impossible not to notice the obvious difference between
them. Taking pictures in a concentration camp environment can be directly or
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indirectly described as an extraneous activity that has nothing to do with this
environment. Loznitsa, on the other hand, without any moralizing burden, shows
that for a tourist figure, such self-capturing against the background of places of
death is an essential and inevitable procedure. From here arises the paradox of
every visitor who uses places of death as a sequence of sights — by capturing
themselves against the backdrop of “significant” places of death, these visitors
desensitize and downplay such places. The process of self-photography or self-
filming begins to erase what is being photographed or filmed.

Susan Sontag has described travel photography and emphasized that taking
photographs not only certifies the experience, but also refuses it, as it converts
the experience into an image, a souvenir (Sontag 2008, 6). How this procedure of
erasing experience is taking place in the age of digital photography has been well
illustrated by Grant Bollmer and Katherine Guinness in their text Phenomenology
for the Selfie that focuses on selfie technique. Bollmer and Guinness focus on
the technical aspect of selfies — when a person makes a selfie, the photographer
focuses not on the environment but on his or her image on the phone in which
the selfie is usually taken (Bollmer and Guinness 2017, 164—165). Although the
end result of a selfie is different — a person against the backdrop of a particular
environment —, the experience of taking a selfie itself is focused on forgetting
the immediate environment and reducing the person’s relationship with the
environment. As Bollmer and Guinness observe, such an effect of environmental
erasure is paradoxically noticeable even when a selfie is taken not for the sake
of amusement but to neutralize a terrifying environment. By photographing
themselves against a background of a terrifying environment and focusing on their
image on the phone, a person anaesthetizes the environment and thus separates
themselves from that environment (Bollmer and Guinness 2017, 172-173).

This attitude of the tourists eventually inflicts a doubt about the fact that the
concentration camp visitors, the documentary filmmaker and the viewers of this
film should definitely have the same experience visiting the concentration camps.
It is clear that not all of the memorial site visitors have the lack of attention and
focus, not all of them and their attention is formed by the logic of iconic and
insignificant events, and not everyone becomes thoughtful only when, according
to Watkins, the reflection is triggered by specially prepared “oases” for silence
and thinking.

The figure of a concentration camp memorial site visitor is multifaceted and
diversified. It splits into different, often incompatible identities, attitudes and
views. This diversification becomes even more evident when the spectators stop
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merely observing the migrating flows of concentration camp site visitors and start
asking themselves about the relationship between these memorial site visitor
flows and the title — Austerlitz — given to the film by its director.

Auschwitz and Austerlitz: The Paradoxes of the Mistake

Although it is macabre, it is very likely that some viewers initially do not
even notice that the film about concentration camp memorial sites, without a
particular reason, is named Austerlitz and not Auschwitz. Both names sound
similar, but refer to completely different memorial sites. Austerlitz is a place
primarily known for the battle of December 5, 1805, when the French army led
by Emperor Napoleon defeated the much greater forces of Russia and Austria.
Whereas Auschwitz is the place where the Nazis ran the largest concentration
and mass extermination camp in the twentieth century during World War II. From
a linear historical perspective, nothing in common is possible between Austerlitz
and Auschwitz. The probability of mixing them up and mistaking one for the
other can be explained only in one way — the focus here is on the memory of a
contemporary individual who often manipulates various historical facts freely,
and not on the linear sequence of historical facts.

The level on which the viewer becomes capable of mistaking Auschwitz
for Austerlitz essentially corresponds to the level where the curious, but also
distracted tourist thrives. It is difficult to get rid of the impression that the
confusion between Auschwitz and Austerlitz is the intention of the film director,
who foresees the initial lack of focus not only in the tourist he portrays, but also
in the figure of the spectator. By naming the film Austerlitz, Loznitsa confuses
the viewer and provides them with a clear hint which leads beyond the topos of
tourist experience. Austerlitz is not a direct reference to a physical place, but to
a novel of the same name written by the German writer Winfried Georg Sebald.

After reading the novel it becomes clear that the protagonist, architectural
historian Jacques Austerlitz, dives little by little into the depth of his own
memory. Brought to Wales before World War I as small child from Czechoslovakia
which was threatened at that time by Nazi Germany, he loses contact with his
parents. Many years later, after gaining the classical education and becoming
an architectural historian, Austerlitz meets a friend of his parents, who helps
him to recollect the scraps of memories — first of all, Czech and French idioms
that he once knew. The friend tells Austerlitz that his mother was brought to
Theresienstadt concentration camp. While watching the Nazi propaganda
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documentary, which shows peacefully working Jewish people in Theresienstadt
camp, Austerlitz thinks that he has seen his mother. Although the mistake
becomes evident shortly, the range of vision of the architectural historian has
already embraced the field of personal family history.

It is pretty clear where this relationship between the film and Sebald’s famous
work leads to. As Loznitsa says in the aforementioned quotation, he identifies his
first experience with the experience of a tourist, and emphasizes that he does not
know what it means to be a prisoner in a concentration camp, have a prisoner
number, and live in the anticipation of death every day. More than seventy years
have passed since the Second World War and the Holocaust tragedy, but almost
all of the visitors in Sachsenhausen, Dachau, Auschwitz and other memorials
share the same experience the film director described. Nevertheless, there are
plenty of other ways to individualize the form of relationship to the tragedy
of Holocaust, even in the absence of the direct experience. Sebald’s Austerlitz
represents an outstanding example of such individualization — the search for
traces of the protagonist’s mother, who was imprisoned and perished in the
concentration camp. There are many other examples, alongside this particular
one, which prevent the mode of touristic consumption of memorial sites. After
all, even artworks such as Sebald’s Austerlitz may serve as a suspending factor
for the touristic mode.

It is this suspension of the touristic mode of consumption of places of death
and the individualization of experiences that could pave the way for a radical
transformation of attitudes towards places of death, which some authors equate
to Damascene conversion (Tunbridge and Ashworth 2017, 13). Just like Saul
converted to his own opposite and became Paul on the way to Damascus, so can
visiting places of death — in some cases — lead to a radical change in the primary
intention with which one enters such places, to a conversion.

Loznitsa starts at the level where the viewer is still able to mistake Austerlitz for
Auschwitz, then moves to the level where Sachsenhausen, Dachau, or Auschwitz
acquire their own, unique contours. However, the memory that breaks, forgets,
operates in a long distance and returns, increases sensibility not only to something
that was experienced a long time ago and forgotten, but also to that which is not
yet experienced and invisible at large. The architectural historian, in one of the
defining moments in Sebald’s Austerlitz, admits that the dead are more alive than
the people living in concentration camps. In Loznitsa’s Austerlitz, the viewers
observe the concentration camp memorial site visitors, but imagining the contours
of killed victims is inevitable in the intervals between the filmed visitors.
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Genocide: Has Already Happened and Is Yet to Happen

The people who are no longer alive can become visible in the photographic or
cinematographic image. A notable photograph in this respect was taken at the
beginning of the twentieth century and was included in Daniel Lenchner’s found-
photograph collection.? It depicts graduate students at one of the Lakota schools in
North Dakota. There is nothing extreme about the photo at first sight — a couple of
rows of students and teachers. There are thousands of pictures like this around the
world. All of them belong to the same genre and the seemingly minor differences
between them are defined by the region, time and context of local traditions.
However, according to Lenchner, the most macabre highlight of this photograph
lies not in what is depicted, but in what is absent in the image. After taking a closer
look at the student rows, it becomes evident that there is not a single indigenous
American from the previously flourishing community which was based in the
area. As Lenchner notes, “it looks like a class portrait, but you could also say that
this is a picture of genocide” (Lenchner and Morin 2014).

Thousands of similar photographs emerged after the war in the territories
previously controlled by the Nazi regime. Like in the photograph of the Lakota
school, not only what is present is important; it is also important what is absent
from the image — thousands of Jewish young people who did not survive to see
their graduation. The photographs made in the period of peace, years before the
war, show the changing, maturing faces of students. The genocide during the
war destroys thousands of people. However, while looking at the students in
the after-war photographs, it becomes clear that the murdered students are not
erased, because it is impossible to erase the intense absence of the murdered
people from the image.

One of the most important privileges of visual media is to bear witness of
what does not exist anymore. Roland Barthes established two famous factors,
studium and punctum of a photographic image, and states that visual media
such as photography has a “collective” punctum intrinsic to the whole realm of
photography and that is — death. The specific time framework is essential in the
phenomenon of death as the punctum. Barthes uses the photograph of a prisoner
sentenced to death taken in 1865 to argue that the overlap of past and present is
one of the main characteristics of the punctum: “the photograph is handsome, as
is the boy: that is the studium. But the punctum is: he is going to die. I read at the

2 See:  https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/5gkyk3/nazi-era-snapshots-and-the-banality-of-evil.
Last accessed 28. 01. 2022.
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same time: This will be and this has been. I observe with horror an anterior future
of which death is the stake. By giving me the absolute past of the pose (aorist), the
photograph tells me death in the future” (Barthes 2000, 96, italics in the original).

Barthes connects the photograph of the sentenced prisoner to the photograph of
his mother as a small girl, which essentially inspired him to think of photography
and the phenomenon of its relation to death. When looking at the photograph of
the small girl, the overlap of future and past time — she will die and she is dead
— seems even sharper and even more painful. It is symptomatic that Barthes did
not include the photograph of his mother, which inspired the book, into the book,
leaving it in the invisible but actively implied space.

It is this invisible but actively implied zone that is, after all, the most intense
attention capturing plane of Loznitsa’s Austerlitz, the Barthesean punctum. Like
in the photograph discussed by Lenchner where the Lakota school graduates stand
in rows, and which at first sight does not represent anything horrible, the traffic
of people in Loznitsa’s Austerlitz does not seem exceptional and looks similar to
the traffic of visitors in other museums. Moreover, the visitors taking photographs
at the entrance gate of the concentration camp bring to mind the visitors who
take photographs at the entrance of a recreational zone or an entertainment park.
[Fig. 1.] Only the inscription on the gate Arbeit Macht Frei [in English, Work
Sets You Free] turns these images upside down and reveals that their meaning is
defined by something that is not present in the shots of these sauntering streams
of visitors. It is defined by thousands of victims killed in the premises of this
concentration camp. These victims and the bodies of killed people that are
invisible on the screen transform the loitering visitor streams with photo cameras
into something exceptional and special. Essentially the killed people are the
condition for the visitors — if there were no victims, there would be no memorial
with its distracted or attentive visitors. This is why, like in Lenchner’s case when
the simple photograph of the graduate students represents the sign of genocide,
also in this case hundreds and thousands of visitors, distracted or attentive does
not matter, manifest the traces of genocide of unthinkable scope. In her work,
The Generation of Postmemory: Writing and Visual Culture after the Holocaust,
Marianne Hirsch notes that photographic images stand out in an effort to reanimate
the lost or brutally destroyed past, but they also represent the consciousness of
impossibility to bring it back (Hirsch 2012, 36—37). It is also impossible to recover
the past because, paradoxically, the lost past has not completely passed, and this
is what the slow, almost static, animated photograph-like images of the visitors of
the Austerlitz concentration camp refer to. The visitor streams affirm — the mass
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extermination of people has already happened and the references to the lives of
future victims who were still alive at that time suggest that mass extermination
of people is yet to happen. Like in the aforementioned case in Barthes, the fusion
of the past and the future, when unthinkable tragedy which happened in the past
is still awaiting in the future, strikes us with its inevitability and irrevocability.

Once this directly invisible space, which organizes and defines the meaning of
the film Austerlitz is exposed, there is a kind of a return to the beginning — to the
question what could be the driving factor of both the memorial site visitors and
the film that captures them. If the motivation of visitors cannot be explained by
the Aristotelian wish to experience pity and compassion, as Loznitsa states, then
it would be impossible to draw the conclusion that the aim of the film Austerlitz
is the enlightening and purifying Aristotelian catharsis.

Final Remarks

The unthinkable tragedy of the genocide should serve as a lesson that is impossible
not to learn. Nonetheless, selfies taken in the locations of the gas chambers witness
such memorial site visitors behaving as if nothing special has ever happened
in that location. As mentioned above, Loznitsa does not attack the touristic
practices in the memorial sites of mass extermination but observes them through
a neutral gaze without an intention to moralize. The visitors, experiencing mass
extermination sites in touristic mode, are obviously not monsters of any kind, but
their “banal” boredom in the concentration camp premises macabrely connects
with the mass extermination of people, which took place there some time ago and
was hidden under the idea of the “banal” duty.

Perhaps this is the darkest result of Austerlitz: if even evil cannot teach
anything, that leaves no hope. Nevertheless, alongside the action on the screen
there is also the figure of the spectator. While looking at the visitors who look
at the mass extermination sites, the viewer enters an area of the highest danger.
There is a probability that the viewer of Loznitsa’s Austerlitz will get bored, in
the way some of the concentration camp visitors portrayed in the film do. The
boredom of the spectator in this case would testify a larger atrophy and ignorance
than that of the visitor, as while observing the visitors the spectator is not able
not to reflect. In her work Documentary Time: Film and Phenomenology, Malin
Wahlberg points out that documentaries — including Loznitsa’s Austerlitz — are
often characterized by isochronal representations in which real time coincides
with film time. Such isochronal representations are often perceived as specific
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meta-elements of cinema, because the extended shot and static camera make the
viewer feel their own gaze (Wahlberg 2008, 21). Placed into a real-time situation,
where static long shots are slowly replaced by other shots of visitors walking
around the concentration camp, the spectators of Austerlitz are forced to feel
their gaze and their potentially arising boredom.

It is this dangerous zone which witnesses the crossroad between ignorance
and decline, on the one hand, and attentiveness and reflection, on the other,
that is the essential gift of the film Austerlitz. It is much more precious than the
gift of promised and convenient catharsis. Nevertheless, this does not mean that
the phenomena of virtual tourism are superior to the phenomena of physical
tourism. It just means that by giving the viewer the opportunity to observe people
attending concentration camps, Austerlitz also provides an opportunity to look at
the conditions in which today an individual perceives confrontation with death
beyond imagination.
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Figure 2. Austerlitz (2016). People filming and photographing themselves and
one another in a concentration camp.
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Introduction

The relationship between modern technologies, new modes of visuality and altered
perceptions of temporality has been widely discussed by the critics, theorists and
philosophers within the framework of studies of modernity and the everyday life.
Mary Ann Doane, Murray Pomerance, John Orr, among other scholars, remark
that in the nineteenth century questions about time, memory and subjectivity
were relocated from the realm of religion to the realm of science and technology
(see Doane 2002; Pomerance 2006; Charney and Schwartz [eds] 1995, Orr 1993).

1 The author contributed this article to the research project entitled The Everyday and the
Representation of War Trauma in Late Modernity (Kasdienybé ir karo traumos reprezentacija
vélyvojoje modernybeje/ S-MOD-17-1), conducted by the Institute of Philosophy, Vilnius
University, and financed by the Research Council of Lithuania.
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Cinema, too, can be regarded as an outcome of industrialization, urbanization
and technologization — the processes that were taking place at the time of the
rapid modernization and colonization of the world (Doane 2002). Emerging as a
unique apparatus for recording and repeating images in time, early cinema did
not only portray the processes of the mass modernization of the everyday and the
expansion of capitalism, but also provided by means of its ability to reproduce the
photographic images a new means to reconsider the past in the present. That is,
early cinema allowed modern imagination to speak to its own time.

Since the invention of the cinematograph, film viewers and critics have
been discussing cinema’s capabilities to complicate habitual divisions between
visibility and invisibility, appearance and disappearance, living and dead. The
observations of Maxim Gorky, the Russian writer who in 1896 described cinema
as a soundless spectre and an art of phantoms, have remained pertinent (Gorky
1896). On the one hand, depictions of various kinds of unnatural or supernatural
figures have been continually employed in films to tell the stories about the
afterlife intruding our quotidian. All the way up to the present, audiovisual
motifs and figures of phantoms, ghosts, spirits, apparitions and other spectral
occurrences have been repeatedly used to entertain viewers around the world.
On the other hand, the history of cinema’s spectrality cannot be exhausted by
the scrutiny of popular representations of fictionalized ghosts. Cinema’s eerie
duplication of the real also characterizes a ghostliness that surpasses depictions of
the afterlife. From Ricciotto Canudo, Jean Epstein and Béla Baldzs through Sergei
Eisenstein, Siegfried Kracauer and André Bazin up to Maya Deren and Laura
Mulvey, cinema’s mechanical reproduction of photographic images inspired a
number of thinkers to discuss various ways in which films can either regain time
or mummify change. Conceived as a medium capable of re-exposing the viewer
to the past, cinema has often been discussed as a spectral medium that can alter
memories of historical events. With a focus on two works by contemporary
filmmakers that attend to collective war traumas, I will explore in what follows
cinema’s spectrality by putting Jacques Derrida’s thoughts on hauntology into
dialogue with contemporary forms of creative filmmaking.

Derrida and Spectrality: From Marx to Film
The book Spectres of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning and the

New International marks the ethical turn in Derrida’s scholarly work (Reynolds
and Roffe 2004, 49). The French philosopher proclaims that the hope of a righteous
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future is dependent on the willingness “to learn to live with ghosts” (Derrida
1994, xviii). As he writes: “no justice [...] seems possible or thinkable without
the principle of some responsibility, beyond all living present, within that which
disjoins the living present, before the ghosts of those who are not yet born or who
are already dead, be they victims of wars, political or other kinds of violence,
nationalist, racist, colonialist, sexist, or other kinds of exterminations, victims of
the oppression of capitalist imperialism or any of the forms of totalitarianism”
(Derrida 1994, xix).

With these words, Derrida puts forward his theory of hauntology, which, first
and foremost, presupposes the ethical importance of being considerate toward all
those who have already passed away or who are yet to be born, learning to host
both the past and the future in the present.

To haunt for Derrida is neither to be present as a ghost nor to represent a ghost
(Derrida 1994, 202). Instead, as Katy Shaw points out, his hauntology “gestures
toward the ‘agency of the virtual’” because the spectre is never fully here and now,
“yet is capable of exercising a spectral causality over the living” (Shaw 2018, 2).
The neologism itself is composed of two words, haunt and ontology. Contrasting
hauntology and ontology — the latter denoting fixed being and referring to a stable
identity moored to the present —, Derrida implies the ever-changing identity
full of spaces to be haunted in each and every moment of the fleeting present.
According to Derrida, being half-present and half-absent, spectres do not have a
fixed identity, their ontological status is indeterminate (Derrida 1994, xvii—xviii).
Hauntology, therefore, has nothing to do with mysticism, supernatural forces,
mythology or religious dogmas, nor can it be reduced to pragmatic teleology.

“The time is out of joint” — the phrase that originated in Shakespeare’s
Hamlet, is in Spectres of Marx redeployed to define the functional principle
of hauntology, i.e. the persistence of “a present past or the return of the dead”
(Derrida 1994, 126). To put it in simple words, being in the present for Derrida is
always overshadowed by the temporal trace of the past. The present, he suggests,
is never contemporaneous to itself, but rather is always comprised of elements
coming from the past. Calling into question the linearity of time, Derrida draws
attention to the ephemeral nature of the divide between present and past in order
to unbalance a progressive flow of history. In his ethico-political project, which is
oriented towards alternative (and more righteous) futures, Derrida questions the
simultaneity of time and history to reveal the presence of spectral spaces, gaps
between the perceptions of and reactions to historical events, otherwise ignored
by the logic of linear temporality and the quantitative separation between now
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and then rooted in the Hegelian understanding of history. It therefore does not
surprise that the theory of hauntology is considered as a method for exploring
the situations characteristic of simultaneously knowing and not being able to
explain, and as such, it is often brought up in the studies of collective traumas
and their representation.

Before examining the question of the representations of war traumas in the films
of the abovementioned filmmakers, I want to focus on the fact that apart from a
number of academic and literary employments of Derrida’s theory of hauntology,
it has not been stressed enough that Derrida extended his ideas to the realm
of cinema. Given the entire tradition of thought about cinema as a shelter for
ghostly appearances, it is no surprise that it found a place in Derrida’s theory of
hauntology and his attention to the unsteady boundaries separating past, present
and future. Arguing that the present is constantly haunted by spectres exposing
us to the potential path towards alternative futures we might have missed in
the past, Derrida was of course aware of the fact that cinema makes it possible
to capture temporally elusive events and ensure their spectral return. Though
Derrida was by no means the first person to write about the ghostly nature of
cinema, he attends to cinema’s spectrality in a unique way, defining its two
registers and connecting them to the discourse of psychoanalysis.

Derrida discusses the connection between cinema and ghosts for the first
time in his onscreen dialogue with French actress Pascale Ogier while playing
himself in one of the scenes in Ghost Dance (1983), a film by the British film
director Ken McMullen. One year after the scene with Ogier and Derrida was
shot, the actress died in a car accident. Derrida recalled the tragic event years
later while elaborating his thoughts on the hauntological nature of cinema in
his conversations with another French philosopher, Bernard Stiegler, first shown
on TV and later transcribed and published in book form as Echographies of
Television: Filmed Interviews (Derrida and Stiegler 2002). However, Derrida’s
interview on the “thoroughly spectral structure of the cinematic image” entitled
Cinema and Its Ghosts, published in the famous French film magazine Cahiers
du Cinéma in 2001, still remains the most comprehensive elaboration of his ideas
on cinematic hauntology (Derrida 2015).

To be haunted while watching film is not merely a metaphor for Derrida, nor
is it a concept that can be narrowed to a fixed definition of simply seeing ghosts
onscreen. Consistent with his general theory of hauntology, Derrida defines filmic
spectres as equivocal and ambiguous. According to him, the spectral presence in
cinema can be perceived only approximately, there is no definitive description
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of the process of hauntology as it presents itself onscreen. And yet, Derrida
elaborates his thoughts on cinema as a distinctive medium for the manifestation
of spectres. In his conversations with Stiegler, he expatiates on spectres’ ability
to introduce an element of heterogeneity into our perception of reality. Among
other themes, Derrida also refers to the spectre of Pascale Ogier, which, as he puts
it, haunts him every time he re-watches McMullen’s film (Derrida and Stiegler
2002, 120). This illustrates how film medium allows one to experience the
presence of phenomena that simultaneously are and are not present at the place
and time the film is being watched. Thus, through connecting the viewer to non-
corporeal ghostly images of reality, cinema provides an opportunity to exceed
habituated modes of perception by subjecting the film viewer to the “apparition
of the unapparent” and casting a fundamental doubt on the perception of the
linearity of time and the solidity of one’s subjectivity (Derrida 1994, 156).

How do ghosts from the past and the future make their way to the screen
and what is involved in this process? In the interview published in Cahiers
du Cinéma, Derrida delineates two different registers (degrees) of cinema’s
spectrality. “Elementary spectrality” is the name Derrida assigns to the first
register of the filmic apparition of the unapparent. For him, the first register
is guaranteed by a default aspect of the film apparatus. Cinema’s ability to
mechanically or electronically reproduce indexical (to certain degree) images
makes it, according to Derrida, elementarily spectral (Derrida 2015, 27). In other
words, through technological reanimation of the screen traces of reality that has
passed, each and every film gives rise to a series of spectral connections because
of the way the viewer’s perception functions. The second register of spectrality
is more idiosyncratic. It depends on particular aesthetic techniques consciously
employed by filmmakers in their films to make one “see new spectres appear
while remembering the ghosts haunting films already seen” (Derrida 2015, 27).
Alongside the first register, the second register of cinema’s spectrality is able to
produce critical and self-reflective perceptions of the past.

Although throughout the past century the technological nature of the
film apparatus has radically altered, manifestations of the second register of
spectrality in fiction and non-fiction films remain pivotal for explorations of
contemporary society and its connection to the past. Given the unprecedented
proliferation of digital images and the heated ethical and political debates over
representation that this proliferation has caused, an analysis of film’s spectrality
can be conceived as a critical way to concentrate on representations of the past in
the image-saturated present. Thus, I contend that considering hauntology in the
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name of doing justice to the past and to the future will provide a valuable ethico-
political method for researching filmic representations of historical traumas.
For, as Derrida demonstrates, spectrality is intrinsic to the film medium itself.
Posing challenges to the separability of past, present and future, cinema should
not only be understood as the mechanism for the mimetic reconstruction of past
events, but also as a space where the past can return in unpredictable forms over
time and even interrupt the present. In what follows, I will show that Derrida’s
ideas on cinema’s spectrality can be used to expand contemporary discourse on
ethics and politics vis-a-vis representations of historical traumas. To do so, I will
explore as case studies Sergei Loznitsa’s Ukrainian film, Reflections (2012) and
Deimantas Narkevicius’s Lithuanian film, Legend Coming True (1999).

Representation of Traumatic Events

As Mary Ann Doane has put it, the etymology of the word catastrophe is based
on the conjunction of the Greek words over and turn. The traumatic experience
of a catastrophe of any sort “overturns” everyday thought and behaviour,
exposing one to what lies beneath the visible layer of a seemingly solid and
ceaseless reality, namely contingency, discontinuity, and rupture (Doane
2001, 275). Cathy Caruth, meanwhile, writes how trauma designates “the
confrontation with an event that, in its unexpectedness or horror, cannot be
placed within the schemes of prior knowledge” and which takes the form of
recurrent hallucinations, dreams and pathological thoughts (Caruth 1995, 153).
An overwhelming encounter with a sudden catastrophe exceeds understanding,
occupying a space to which “willed access is denied” (Caruth 1995, 151).
Caruth further suggests that trauma is a temporal event, always experienced
too soon, too unexpectedly to be fully predictable and is not accessible to one’s
consciousness until it returns to haunt the victim later.

Dissociation caused by a split in the psyche’s symbolic function, which
often involves a delay in attention to the traumatic event, is one of the main
post-traumatic symptoms first diagnosed by Sigmund Freud. As Joshua Hirsh
writes, due to dissociation, in post-traumatic memory, as opposed to narrative
memory, linear chronology collapses. Temporal coordinates change and time
becomes fragmented, felt either too remote or too immediate (Hirsh 2008, 105).
Trauma, therefore, is not easily locatable through chronological reconstruction
of the horrific event precisely because its spectral location mirrors its own very
unassimilated nature (Caruth 1996, 4-5). Despite its perceptual strangeness,



Spectres of War in Deimantas Narkevicius’s Legend Coming True... 23

the narrativization and representation of personal and societal traumas is often
considered to be a necessary step in understanding post-traumatic breakdowns
of the personal or collective psyche. However, the common strategies of linear
narration cannot truthfully respond to the traumatic experience.

In Work of Mourning, Derrida takes issue with some points of Freudian
psychoanalysis vis-a-vis attempting to mourn in order to reconcile with the death
of a loved one. For him, mourning — in the Freudian sense —results in a conscious
wish to dismiss the traumatic event without allowing its ghosts to return. In other
words, mourning, according to Derrida, is often based on the attempt to ontologize
the remains of the deceased phenomenon — the attempt to identify and localize
the dead, thereby seeking to represent it as it was. This representation turns the
lack and scarcity of information into a desperate attempt to re-construct the event
of death and horror, which has almost never appeared in the form of figurative
image. Instead of accepting common practices of mourning, Derrida therefore
proclaims the necessity of an interminable mourning or a “half-mourning,” which
distinctly differs from the Freudian definition of the normal mourning treated as
a teleological and rational process towards reconciling with the loss that must
involve the full withdrawal of libidinal attachment to a deceased person. Derrida’s
concept of half-mourning lingers between the successfully resolved normal
mourning and the pathological melancholia, the two opposed reactions to traumatic
experiences originally delineated by Freud in his Mourning and Melancholia. As
is well known, for Freud, to fully recover from a trauma, one has to remember and
“relive” the repressed memories of the traumatic event. Mourning is considered
to be completed when the subject of a traumatic experience successfully manages
to accept the grief. Melancholia, however, according to Freud, results from a lack
of mourning and is conceived as a form of pathology caused by an unconscious
refusal to deal with trauma (Freud 1957).

In contrast to both: mourning and melancholia, the Derridian concept of half-
mourning keeps mourning and melancholia in an enduring state of tension
(Derrida 1986, xvii). Half-mourning means only partial forgetting, securing some
virtual agency for traumatic memories to haunt the subject. As Alessia Ricciardi
writes, half-mourning significantly differs from the Freudian conception of
mourning because it “does not pretend to achieve a successful ‘dismissal’ of the
lost object, but instead adopts an inconclusive psychic rhythm of oscillation
between introjection and incorporation” (Ricciardi 2003, 36). In other words, in
the case of half-mourning, the subject is perpetually re-exposed to the spectres
of their traumatic history rather than having forgotten them. By employing the
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notion of mourning against its Freudian use, Derrida connects the process of
mourning to the dismissal of trauma. For him, mourning in the Freudian sense
makes one unable to imagine the horror and results in a conscious wish to dismiss
the traumatic event without allowing its ghosts to return. Derrida thus proposes to
think about half-mourning as an alternative, as a never-ending process of working-
through the enigmatic and ghostly past. This understanding of mourning resonates
with Derrida’s thoughts on hauntology inasmuch as they both rely on the need for
ethically- and politically-informed spaces welcoming to spectres.

Therefore, I suggest to treat Derrida’s hauntological concept of half-mourning
as an indirect answer to some impossibility of mimetic attempts to represent
trauma. As opposed to either the subconscious repression of trauma or the
conscious overwriting of it, hauntological cinematic half-mourning can be
treated as a third way to attend trauma, as a non-representational and more
affective cinematic attitude towards historical events. In what remains, I will
apply Derrida’s hauntological insights to an analysis of the apparitions of war
traumas in Sergei Loznitsa’s Reflections and Deimantas Narkevicius’s Legend
Coming True, two contemporary creative non-fiction films.

Double Imposition of War and Everyday in Loznitsa’s
Reflections

A tension between the desire for reconciliation with the historical wound and
the impossibility of representing the atrocities of the traumatic war is inherent
in Reflections, a film by Sergei Loznitsa, the noted Ukrainian filmmaker, whose
original cinematic excavations of the complex historical events of the twentieth
century have secured him an exceptional place in contemporary Eastern European
cinema. Reflections is not the first creative documentary in which Loznitsa
examines the horror and absurdity of the historical events that have resulted in a
collective trauma. Blockade (2005), one of the most renowned documentaries by
the Ukrainian filmmaker, was his first attempt to expose viewers to the atrocities of
war by re-working the archival footage documenting the siege of Leningrad during
World War Two. In Austerlitz (2018), a more recent film, Loznitsa approached
the traumatic past in a different way. This time, the Ukrainian director did not
consult the archive of the genocide and instead remained in the present in order
to change its relation to the past and to Auschwitz, a site haunted by past trauma
and which has now become a Holocaust memorial, a place of dark tourism.
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Seeking to reactivate the collective trauma, Reflections employs a similar
strategy to Austerlitz. The film was produced for the anthology of audiovisual
works entitled The Bridges of Sarajevo (2014). Presented in cinemas and released
as a DVD, the anthology explores the history of the city of Sarajevo from the
outset of World War One to the present. What makes the Ukrainian director’s
contribution distinct from the other twelve films included in this collection is
that Reflections never leaves the present and does not attempt to tell the stories of
the turbulent history of the city by recreating or staging them, but instead bridges
(echoing the title of the anthology) the traumatic memories of the Bosnian War
with the peaceful urban quotidian of the present day.

The extremely bloody war began after the collapse of Yugoslavia and took
place in Bosnia and Herzegovina between 1992 and 1995. The ethno-nationalist
conflict escalated between the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina and those of
Herzeg-Bosnia and Republika Srpska, proto-states led and supplied by Croatia
and Serbia. The conflict included the Siege of Sarajevo, a prolonged blockade of
the capital of Bosnia and Herzegovina that lasted longer than the infamous siege of
Leningrad. In May 1992, the Serbs blockaded the city with approximately 70,000
troops. With poorly equipped Bosnian soldiers unable to break the blockade, a
total of 13,952 people, including 5,434 civilians, died during the siege, which
lasted 1,425 days (Bassiouni 1994).

The conflict ended after the NATO intervention, which forced the Serbs to lift
the blockade. But the conflict left a deep mark on the collective psyche of the
ethnically diverse city.

The Bosnian government reported a soaring suicide rate by Sarajevans, a near
doubling of abortions and a 50% drop in births a few years after the siege began
(Bassiouni 1994). Human casualties were followed by the destruction of the fabric
of the everyday. Obviously, then, the trauma experienced during the siege of
Sarajevo left a mark on the city and its inhabitants. On a surface level, however,
Sarajevo has made a full recovery. In terms of the functioning of the urban fabric and
the ongoing everyday activities, one can scarcely conceive the horrific events the
population of the city experienced in the 1990s. The past haunting the seemingly
peaceful present of the city is precisely what interests Loznitsa. Without giving
much information about the traumatic event of the siege, the Ukrainian director’s
film re-activates the spectre of a trauma in a purely cinematic way.

Throughout the film, we see a number of wordless photos of young Bosnian
fighters who died in the war. The photos that were taken during the siege of
Sarajevo in 1992 by photographer Milomir Kovacevi¢ are superimposed on
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the film footage shot in various contemporary spaces of today’s Sarajevo. The
mundane scenes including children playing in the street or young people having
dinner in an outdoor restaurant were recorded by the cinematographer, Oleg Mutu
for Loznitsa’s film. At first sight, Loznitsa’s film looks like an attempt to bring the
traumatic past into the present a la Freud, who in Beyond the Pleasure Principle
states that trauma should be understood as both an external event and an internal
psychological process. From a Freudian perspective, traumatic experiences are
usually “forgotten” because the conscious mind cannot make sense of them at the
time of their occurrence and, as a consequence, it develops a “protective shield”
against distressing memories, such as memories of war atrocities (Freud 1920).
The photographs of the participants of the Bosnian war, the external signifier of
the source of the collective trauma, are highlighted as if they could simply break
this Freudian protective shield. However, Loznitsa has a more complicated take
on the trauma of war that surpasses a simple attendance of repressed memories,
and resonates with Derrida’s ideas about half-mourning and its spectral potential.

Against the mainstream historical documentary strategies that frequently rely
on the documentation of the stories told by witnesses which are often illustrated
by the archival material, the reflections of the past in Loznitsa’s Reflections are
based on close-ups of the young and handsome soldiers who died during the
war super-imposed on the present-day urban sites. Significantly, this double
imposition was achieved by filming the images from the reflective surface of a
specially-constructed booth filled with the archival photographs of the fighters.
Such a material setup makes the film a mirror for the images of a peaceful urban
quotidian viewing its traumatic past: the frame of urban panoramas populated
with people walking the streets, sitting in the coffee-shops with their families
and playing games with their children suddenly haunted by the portraits of the
soldiers makes one simultaneously remember and forget.

In his aforementioned interview in Cahiers du Cinéma, Derrida directly
links his theory of film’s spectrality to psychoanalysis. According to him, it was
psychoanalysis that taught us that the dead can become more powerful, more
frightening and even more alive than the living. This is also consistent with the
definition of the Derrida’s spectral spaces that one experiences while watching
a film. In response to the question “Do you believe in ghosts?” in Ghost Dance
Derrida suggests a formula: “cinema plus psychoanalysis equals a science of
ghosts” (Derrida 1983). What links the two constituents of the formula? According
to Derrida, the spectre is what one imagines, “what one thinks one sees and which
one projects — on an imaginary screen where there is nothing to see” (Derrida



Spectres of War in Deimantas Narkevicius’s Legend Coming True... 27

1994, 125). As this quote elucidates, the philosopher distinguishes film images as
physical manifestations from imagination as mental activity, and, consequently,
equates the film experience with the psychoanalytical session (séance). As has
been pointed out by James Leo Cahill and Timothy Holland, the French term
séance for Derrida means both the process of the film projection (“une séance de
cinéma”) and the psychoanalytic session (“une séance de psychanalyse”) (Cahill
and Holland 2015, 6-7). As Derrida himself explains, “you go to the movies to be
analysed, by letting all the ghosts appear and speak. You can, in an economical
way (by comparison with a psychoanalytic séance), let the spectres haunt you on
the screen” (Derrida 2015, 27).

Moreover, in the interview in Cahiers du Cinéma, Derrida elaborates even
further that the film medium does not only project things to viewers, it also absorbs
the projections of viewers (Derrida 2015, 29). There are thus structural similarities
between seeing images on the screen and working through traumatic memories
in the mind. According to Derrida, the film experience can be compared to a
psychoanalytic session precisely because both are based on mediated encounters
with spectres. And yet, due to the two registers of spectrality at work in cinema,
cinematic encounters with the past are different from psychoanalytical sessions,
and in a way that is mirrored by the difference between Derrida’s and Freud’s
conceptions of mourning. This particular difference can be extrapolated into
broader thinking about the spectral functioning of films that deal with war traumas.

Creating a double imposition of images representing two different times,
Loznitsa does not provide a lot of hints as to their broader context, maintaining
instead a cinematic neutrality towards the siege of Sarajevo: the film does not
re-enact the actual war nor does it represent the atrocities. On the contrary, by
employing the material techniques to record the images of the everyday mirrored
on the surface of the reflective booth filled with the photographs of Bosnian
soldiers, Loznitsa creates a spectral place for the ghosts of the war to haunt
present-day Sarajevo. The horrifying and forgotten Sarajevo meets the peaceful
and melancholic Sarajevo. The black-and-white background blurs the distance
between the two temporalities. The ghosts of the dead soldiers and the people
who used to kill or tried to escape the killings face each other in this illusionary
and yet purely cinematic space, allowing the viewer to reflect on the presence of
the post-traumatic city haunted by its traumatic past.

Loznitsa’s film is therefore not only capable of enlarging the traumatic
images but also of facilitating the experience of the heterogeneity of space and
time (the attributes of cinematic spectrality identified by Derrida). Making the
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photographic past visible within the reflective booth mirroring the durational
present, Loznitsa creates conditions for an encounter with the traumatic past not
unlike a psychoanalytic session (Derrida 2015, 26). This is to say that through the
material construction of the double imposition, the trauma of the Bosnian war in
Loznitsa’s film is returned in a non-representational way to activate new pathways
of dealing with the past. In this respect, sound is an important technique in the
procedure of half-mourning the killed Bosnians. A few unexpected gunshots
intruding into the diegetic layer of sounds recorded in the streets of present-
day Sarajevo are heard throughout the film. They strengthen the hauntological
experience and remind viewers that the present is always haunted by the past,
even if the latter is barely visible or ignored. In other words, although the city’s
inhabitants appear to have successfully overcome the past (their daily activities
look as if the traumatic past has been forgotten), the gunshots on the soundtrack
make it so that the viewer is routinely awakened from the fantasy of forgetting.

Through the material implementation of the double imposition and the
application of the experimental matter-image-sound montage, Loznitsa does not
only remind about the societal trauma and invite viewers to walk through the
hard memories of the recent history of Sarajevo, he also reassesses the audiovisual
system through which traumatic memories acquire cinematic sensibility. What
Derrida names a first or elementary register of spectrality is present in the footage
of the quotidian life of the city and is inherent to the photos of the soldiers.
However, the secondary register of spectrality is what matters the most in this
film. The reflective booth made specifically to mirror the reality of war can
be understood as a device to call the present-day Sarajevo inhabitants (and,
consequently, the film’s viewers) to meet head-on the war spectres that have been
preserved from being forgotten without having been represented.

Aural Evidence and Ghostly Space in Narkevicius’s
Legend Coming True

The essayistic and personal films by Deimantas Narkevicius, one of the most
consistent and widely recognized Lithuanian film and video artists, have been
exploring the paradigmatic historical shifts in his own country and the entire
post-Soviet region. Renowned for his Once in the XX Century (2000), a reversed
video documentation of the removal of the communist statue of Lenin that took
place in Lithuania in 1991 designed as an ironic gesture pointing to the repetition
of history and the longing for or denial of certain political and economic
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ideologies, Narkevi¢ius’s body of work exemplifies an original examination of
the relationship between personal memories and political histories.

Legend Coming True, Narkevicius’s third film, is a non-fiction reflection on
the memory of the Holocaust that took place in the current capital of Lithuania
and the actions of resistance undertaken by Vilnius’s Jewish population. The
film refers to the traumatic past of the Holocaust in Lithuania that resulted in
the killings of almost the entire community of Lithuanian Jews. The Vilnius
ghetto was established in September 1941, a few months after the Nazis occupied
Lithuania. It was a key move in the Nazi-led process of separating, persecuting
and ultimately killing the Lithuanian Jews. During the two years of its existence,
starvation, diseases, street executions and deportations to concentration and
extermination camps reduced the Vilnius ghetto’s population of Lithuanian Jews
from an estimated 40,000 to almost zero. Only a few hundred managed to survive,
either by finding shelter among locals living outside the territory, hiding in the
forests surrounding the city or joining partisan resistance troops.

The history of the Jewish Holocaust in the country, which was silenced
by the Soviet regime in the post-war period to the advantage of the national
discourse, is still very often ignored in contemporary Lithuania, which regained
independence from the Soviet Union more than three decades ago. Without a
public discussion, the trauma of witnessing and participating in the Holocaust
has affected multiple generations of Lithuanians. In the late 1990s (when Legend
Coming True was made), its recognition was not common in the public discourse,
thus Narkevic¢ius’s film can be seen as a timely and much-needed reaction to
this situation. Narkevi¢ius’s one-hour-long film superimposes and edits together
sounds and images in order to re-activate the spectres of the most traumatic event
in the history of Lithuania. At the beginning of the film, a teenage girl appears in
front of the camera and retells, in Lithuanian, the founding legend of the city of
Vilnius. Afterwards, the screen turns dark and her voice gives way to the voice of
an elderly woman speaking in fluent Russian. The girl’s recitation of the widely
known legend about the establishing of Vilnius creates a sense of time being out of
joint. We hear about the prophetic dream of the iron wolf howling on a hill where
the town should be built, of the dream that famously encouraged Gediminas,
the Grand Duke of Lithuania, to build the town in 1333 and of the letters that
he sent to the leaders of different European countries inviting people from all
around the continent to come over and live in the new town. Contemporary
Lithuanians tend to link the foundational myth of the Grand Duke’s letters to an
idea of Vilnius’s inclusivity, diversity and tolerance, yet this entails a convenient
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forgetting or ignoring of the fact that despite such aspirations a large number of
Vilnius’s inhabitants passively or actively participated in the Holocaust and the
slaughter of Lithuanian Jews.

In contrast to the girl’s voice, the subsequent monologue of the older survivor
of the Holocaust unfolds in monotonous yet hypnotically rhythmic fashion.
At times dramatic and horrific, but always sad, the story of Fanja’s life in the
1940s covers a lot of ground from Vilnius to Germany, Israel and even Australia.
However, a visual layer, which the aural story is superimposed on, is constituted
by only four shots filmed in four empty locations situated across the present-day
city of Vilnius: the street where Fanja spent her childhood, the exterior of her
secondary school, the yard of Vilnius’s Jewish ghetto and the unspecified location
in Radninkai forest, where the Jewish partisan headquarters used to hide during
the Nazi occupation.

The film ends with Haisa, another survivor of the Holocaust, a Vilnius resident
who played an important role in the resistance movement. Looking directly
into the camera, Haifa sings, in Yiddish, Never Say (Zog nit keynmol), the vital
song of resistance, written in 1943 in the Vilnius ghetto by Hirsch Glick, which
became the anthem of the Jewish partisan movement. The title of the song derives
from the beginning of the lyrics: “Never say that you’re going your last way/
Although the skies filled with lead cover blue days/Our promised hour will soon
come/Our marching steps ring out/‘We are here!””. The song straightforwardly
contrasts the words of the foundational myth of Vilnius read at the beginning of
the film with the all-too-real horrors of the Holocaust. Indeed, in an interview,
Narkevicius referred to the girl as a “representative of the present that has not yet
been reconciled with the past” (Timofeev 2015).

Beyond the two short scenes that frame the film at the start, Fanja, who is the
main storyteller, remains invisible during the whole film. The woman’s voice
is heard as the screen is filled with imagery of the four sites that recall her and
Vilnius’s past trauma. Notably, in each of the four locations, Narkevic¢ius set his
8mm film camera to shoot for twenty-four hours at a speed of one frame a minute.
As a result, when the film is played at normal speed, the viewer experiences
four sequences of so-called time-lapse footage. Each provides a compressed
time recorded in the four spaces. Thus, in contrast to Loznitsa’s Reflections,
in which the editing of images from the reflective booth, of photographs and
sound carefully juxtaposes past with present making the trauma of the war haunt
the quotidian life of the present-day Sarajevo, in Legend Coming True, Fanja’s
testimonials recorded in the present day are exposed on places in Vilnius which
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look the same as they did during the time of the Holocaust. Only through Fanja’s
voice does the history of the past resurface and re-enter the empty historical
buildings of Vilnius — which, unlike the majority of the city’s Jewish population,
survived Holocaust.

Although the time-lapse imagery looks like it could designate a present time
(the sites of Fanja’s memory were recorded from sunrise to sunrise), the four empty
places signify the absence of their present time as well as a virtual future and seem
as empty as the rehearsed foundational myth of the city. Reverberations of Fanja’s
testimonies turn these sites of Vilnius into spectres of the past. Paraphrasing
Derrida, while listening to her voice, one feels that the ghosts have survived, they
are re-presentified, they appear in the whole of their speech, transforming the
urban materiality — the bricks and mortars that constitute the present of Vilnius’s
Old Town — available to Narkevi¢ius’s camera into a spectral space populated
with the ghosts of the past that, through this register of spectrality, finally re-enter
the viewer’s everyday (Derrida 2015, 32).

Describing the strategy he used to shoot in the places that were important for the
history of Vilnius’s Jewish community, Narkevicius calls the time-lapse a “very
strange visual effect that simulates the architectural point of view rather than a
human perspective.” According to the artist, “combined with the narrative of the
fate of people that have suffered under inhuman conditions, this effect creates
a different sense of time, a sense that the past is not something unattainable.
That the past can be entered and exited” (Timofeev 2015). Thus, in line with the
filmmaker’s thoughts and with Derrida’s ideas that the recording of speech in films
“gives living presence a possibility, which has no equivalent and no precedent,
of ‘being there’ once again,” I suggest that the superimposition of voiceover and
images as well as the spatially cleared and temporarily compressed urban images
exemplify another kind of the spectral presence characteristic of a capacity for a
“‘quasi-presentation’ of the world whose past will be, forever, radically absent,
unrepresentable in its living presence” (Derrida 2015, 32—-33).

The multi-dimensional spatio-temporal structure in Legend Coming True
exemplifies the film’s spectrality at work, exposing the spectator to the traumatic
event that haunts them by being visually absent. This absence of the images that
are being spoken about puts one into an active imaginative encounter with the
unpresentable events of the Holocaust which took place in Vilnius. As Derrida
writes, the films “that have represented the extermination can put us into relation
only with something reproducible [and] reconstitutable, [something] that is”
(Derrida, 2015, 32). Legend Coming True, however, remains (as does Shoah) at
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the same time where the tragedy has taken place and within the impossibility
that “it has taken place and can be representable” (Derrida 2015, 32). The film
restores the traumatic event without reconstituting it. By refusing to represent the
images of Holocaust, Narkevic¢ius’s film by no means weakens the intensity of re-
experiencing the trauma. Quite the contrary, by re-exposing and re-temporalizing
the sites of Vilnius that normally lack visible traces of the Holocaust, Narkevicius
counters the common state of forgetting it. Thus, by acknowledging the spectral
status of the memories of the Holocaust in contemporary Lithuania and respecting
the trauma’s unrepresentability, Narkevi¢ius pushes the viewer into the state of
half-mourning of the killed, which perfectly illustrates how the spectral images
can be, in Derrida’s words, “the testimony itself and a trace of the forgetting, [a]
trace of something without trace” (Derrida 2015, 31).

Conclusions

The “spectral turn” in memory and trauma studies has only recently been linked
with film studies. As Caruth, Kaplan and Wang among others write, haunting
is often understood as the return of repressed trauma, in the sense that “to
be traumatised is to be ‘possessed by an image or event’ located in the past”
(Blanco and Perrier 2013, 11). Spectres of the past, therefore, can be seen as a
symptomatology of trauma as they become both the objects of the present and
metaphors of the future.

Film is the perfect medium for temporal impositions, or, in Derrida’s words,
for the practice of cinematic conjuration (Derrida 1994, 120-121). As traumatic
images are continuously undone by the impossibility of exhausting the limit
experiences of catastrophe, filmmakers as well as film scholars are searching
for a language that could allow traumatic events to be conceived ethically and
comprehensively in such a way that viewers can access the painful past rather
than forget or dismiss it. As I showed, Loznitsa’s and Narkevic¢ius’s films both
create spectral places where different temporal dimensions meet. In so doing,
they showcase the influence of the traumatic past not just on how one lives in the
present, but also on how one conceives of the possibility of living “more justly”
in the future. Attempts to ignore, conceal or forget traumatic events, whether the
Bosnian War in Sarajevo or the Holocaust in Vilnius, invite potentially intense
hauntological effects. Without aiming at a filmic reconstruction of historical
atrocities, Loznitsa’s Reflections and Narkevicius’s Legend Coming True create
spectral spaces in order to invite the ghosts of the past to manifest themselves in



Spectres of War in Deimantas Narkevic¢ius’s Legend Coming True... 33

the present. In seeking to create spaces of possibilities for new futures, Loznitsa
and Narkevic¢ius do not rely on the conventional connection between mourning
and representation; rather, they connect mourning with the imagination. While
all films enable viewers to see the world, Loznitsa’s and Narkevicius’s works offer
reviews of the past from a reflective stance, and they refuse to reconstruct the
past as if it was an untroubled image simply needing the proper representation.
By superimposing the past on the present (Loznitsa) and the present on the
past (Narkevicius), both filmmakers refuse to place images of the past within a
determinate context, as if they were incapable of haunting the spectators from
more than one place and more than one time. As Narkevi¢ius has explained:
“Although my work deals with topical issues, the underlying problems usually
come from the past [...]. The new political situation has brought us back to the
revolving circle of history, which inevitably requires a vision. But when we
began to create this vision ourselves, the past began to creep in, phenomena that
had previously been hidden behind the surface of ideology. They led us into
unmarked, unwanted, unpleasant territory, clouding our vision of the future”
(Narkevicius, 2020).

The filmmakers’ efforts to explore the spectrality of film is a critical task in
the process of understanding how today’s media-saturated societies deal with
trauma that is situated in the past but haunts the present and threatens to haunt
the future. “To learn to live with ghosts” — even for Derrida himself the task was
by no means a simple one. To complete this task requires that one rethink ethics,
politics and aesthetics of representation vis-a-vis trauma, time and memory in
hopes of being able to learn and remember “more justly” (Derrida 1994, xviii—
xix). Mourning without dismissing the loss, coming to terms with a complicated
past without erasing it, mourning just half-way — these are the tasks proposed by
Derrida and cinematically enacted in the films by Loznitsa and Narkevicius.
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Abstract. The article argues for the relevance of intermediality in the
interpretation of Radu Jude’s films made after 2016: The Dead Nation (Tara
moartd, 2017), I Do Not Care If We Go Down in History as Barbarians (Imi
este indiferent dacd in istorie vom intra ca barbari, 2018), The Marshal’s
Two Executions (Cele doud executii ale Maresalului, 2018), To Punish, to
Discipline (A pedepsi, a supraveghea, 2019), The Exit of the Trains (lesirea
trenurilor din gard, 2020), Uppercase Print (Tipografic majuscul, 2020), Bad
Luck Banging or Loony Porn (Babardeald cu bucluc sau porno balamuc,
2021). Instead of framing Jude’s aesthetic in terms of the Eisensteinian
montage, as many reviewers have done, the article addresses the way in
which these films insist on the tensions between media, on creating an
ontological collage, not only a cinematic montage. The collage effect of the
films materializes in sensuously and intellectually layered permutations
that connect different media and shares some traits with the Surrealist play
of the cadavre exquis. The mixture of heterogeneous materials becomes a
strategy (informed by the ideas of Walter Benjamin) to reflect on history in
the conditions of postmemory as well as a way to explore the relationship
between media and reality through various positions of spectatorial
engagement and the affective metalepsis between reflexivity and immersion.

Keywords: Radu Jude, affective intermediality, postmemory, collage in film,
photography and cinema.

“History decays into images, not into stories.”
(Walter Benjamin [1982] 1999, 476.)

Collage Effect and Intermediality

Although never in the frontline of discussions about contemporary Eastern
European cinemas, the poetics of intermediality (i.e. an aesthetic highlighting

1 This work was supported by a grant of the Ministry of Research, Innovation and Digitization in
Romania, CNCS - UEFISCDI, project number PN-III-P4-PCE-2021-1297, within PNCDI III.
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the moving images’ relationship with the other arts and the media complexity
of moving images) has actually emerged in a variety of forms, and has proved
highly effective in registering how the cultures of the region perceive themselves
after the fall of the Iron Curtain caught in-between East and West, past and
present, emotional turmoil and more detached self-awareness. Radu Jude’s 2016
film, Scarred Hearts (Inimi cicatrizate) epitomizes one of the most relevant
strategies of such a poetics of in-betweenness: a pictorial stylization displaying
a fascination with the arrested, tableau vivant-like pose perceptible on the
border of stasis and movement, in-between photography, painting and moving
image.? This kind of stylization that we find in the works of a wide range of
Eastern European authors, is usually enhanced by scenes in which, signalling an
adherence to a cultural tradition, some of the great paintings of Western European
art history are recreated or alluded to,® often in images that can be considered
“cadaverous tableaux vivants,” as they display a live body as if it were a corpse.
These tableaux confront the mortality of the body with the immortality of art,
and intertwine the sensation of corporeality with the distanciating effect of a
conspicuous artificiality and aestheticization. They are capable of conveying
a wide spectrum of tensions between the experience of transitoriness and a
feeling of paralysis, and open up the image towards multiple philosophical
interpretations.* Belonging to the so-called second wave of New Romanian
cinema (the first wave making themselves widely known with a series of award
winning films marked by a kind of austere realist style in the early 2000s), Radu
Jude’s latest experimental works propose a radically different approach to reality
and a media-conscious reflection on history. They also explore intermediality as
an “art of in-betweenness” even further, moving from what I have distinguished
earlier as a “sensual” mode of intermediality (that brings forth impressions of
other arts through such painterly images as mentioned before) to experiment
with strategies based predominantly on a “structural” mode that unravels the
world on the screen into pieces and layers of media forms and representations
(Pethd [2011] 2020, 93-163). Thus, metaphorically speaking, Jude moves from
the pictorialism of the “cadaverous tableau vivant” to a construction that
resembles more the mashup of the cadavre exquis.

2 See more about this in the introductory essay to the volume, Caught In-Between. Intermediality
in Eastern European and Russian Cinema (Pethé 2020, 6-11).

3 Rembrandt’'s The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Tulp reproduced in Jude’s Scarred Hearts was therefore
chosen as an emblematic image on the cover of the book, Caught In-Between. Intermediality in
Eastern European and Russian Cinema (2020).

4 See more about this in: Sdndor 2014, Kirdly 2016a, Peth6 2016 and 2020, 6—10.
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The cadavre exquis or exquisite corpse was originally a parlour game practiced
by the Surrealists and used as a form of artistic creation (similar to the Dadaist cut-
ups) in which each participant added a segment to the finished artwork, taking
turns in writing or drawing, sometimes cutting and pasting pieces of photographs
onto a sheet of paper.® The resulting text or picture (or a mixture of the two) was
a collage composed of incongruous elements, each taken from different contexts,
connected to different authors, styles and sometimes media. Although there
have been cinematic experiments that aimed specifically to adapt the concept of
the exquisite corpse, like Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s film, Mysterious Object
at Noon (2000), blending documentary, collaborative storytelling and fiction,
in Jude’s case, I am using the term more loosely to highlight the mixture of
fragments offering glimpses into different worlds, the elements of contingency,
the multiplicity of authorial voices, discourses and media, as well as the exquisite
corpse’s paradoxical invocation of both life and death. All of these apply to Jude’s
films made after the sensuously intermedial period dramas, Aferim! and Scarred
Hearts (2016), which already prefigured this change in poetic strategy through the
abundance of literary and pictorial quotations.® The Dead Nation (Tara moartd,
2017), I Do Not Care If We Go Down in History as Barbarians (Imi este indiferent
dacd in istorie vom intra ca barbari, 2018), The Marshal’s Two Executions (Cele
doud executii ale Maresalului, 2018), Punish and Discipline (A pedepsi, a
supraveghea, 2019), The Exit of the Trains (lesirea trenurilor din gard, 2020),
Uppercase Print (Tipografic majuscul, 2020), Bad Luck Banging or Loony Porn
(Babardeald cu bucluc sau porno balamuc, 2021), all draw on various archival
sources and/or different types of representations in creating a fragmented and
medially layered cinematic texture. In what follows, I would like to unravel this
composite style, and bring into focus the inherent tensions woven into its fabric.

In interviews, Jude speaks of Eisenstein’s montage technique and the kind
of modernist political cinema represented by Jean-Marie Straub’s and Daniele
Huillet’s films in which montage is a means for delivering powerful messages.”
Along with this undeniable legacy, however, the heterogeneity of the materials
and the manner of their combination can also be framed from another perspective:

5 Apparently, the name originates from a phrase composed when they first played the game, “le
cadavre exquis boira le vin nouveau”/ “the exquisite corpse will drink the new wine” (Breton
and Eluard 1938, 6).

6 See Pieldner’s analysis of Aferim! (2016).

7 See, for example: https://www.ziarulmetropolis.ro/radu-jude-simt-nevoia-de-cat-mai-multe-
reactii-negative-violente-fata-de-filme/, and: https://www.observatorcultural.ro/articol/
tipografic-majuscul-este-un-film-de-montaj-in-sensul-stabilit-de-eisenstein/. Last accessed 12.
01. 2022.
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as an intermedial collage, i.e. a collage exploiting the rich connotations and
sensations ensuing from the juxtaposition of different media. Although they are
partially overlapping notions, some differentiating traits between montage and
collage are worth noting. Montage is most generally defined as the technique
of editing, i.e. piecing together discrete sections of films to form a continuous
whole. Sergei Eisenstein’s theory emphasizes the dialectical collision of images
and sequences, their rhythmic, affective and intellectual impact unfolding
in time. Accordingly, montage is described as something essential in creating
meaningful sequences of moving images. The notion of collage is more frequently
used to denote a technique in the visual arts, in which different materials are
assembled on a pictorial surface, heightening a sense of tactility, texture and
simultaneity. The key issue is how the parts relate to each other. Montage is a
process of adding up elements in conveying meaning, assimilating the parts into
a continuum, into an autonomous artwork, even when contrasts are involved,
or when image and sound are edited together in what Eisenstein describes as a
vertical montage. As he writes, “there is no difference in principle between purely
visual montage and montage that embraces different areas of sensory perception”
([1940] 2010, 329). Even in a most heterogeneous form that Eisenstein calls the
“montage of attractions,” in which there are “arbitrarily chosen independent [...]
effects (attractions)” and unexpected junctions between the arts (e.g. theatre and
cinema), the aim is for building a construction allowing for the convergence of
intellectual, sensual and emotional impact, mathematically calculated through

LEINT

“the sum of stimulants,” “to produce specific emotional shocks in the spectator
in their proper order within the whole,” leading to a particular ideological
conclusion ([1923] 1988, 34—35).

Collage, on the other hand, is based on fragmentation in which the pieces that
are “torn” from their original “place” retain their relative independence within
the new context, and pose a powerful challenge to the “aesthetic ‘autonomy’
of the painted surface, and to the principle of organic composition, the integral
relationship between part and whole” (Arthur 1998). Departing from the ideas
of Eisenstein, Jacques Aumont writes that the “montage of attractions” is “like a
fireworks display, a dazzling spectacle in which each ‘sequence’ (in fact there is
nothing very sequential about them) stands on its own, like an ‘aggressive moment.’
[...] Within this overall effect, however, each apparition loses its singularity”
(2020, 49). In contrast, the diverse elements in a collage “are subjected to an overall
artistic logic, but by virtue of their separate strengths preserve their heterogeneity”
(2020, 49). Unlike montage which is ubiquitous and essentially cinematic, Aumont
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considers collage an “inherently odd model” in cinema. Comparing film to “a work
of art which combines elements of diverse origins: drawings, photographs, prints,
sections of newspapers and even fragments of objects, all arranged in an inconsistent
manner,” is paradoxical, he affirms, “because a collage appears in one space while
montage occurs over time, thereby bringing memory (both short and medium term)
into play. In addition, apart from a few exceptional cases [...], the filmic material is
always materially homogeneous. It can only be heterogeneous in its origin, in cases
where the film is made up of pieces of film taken from ‘elsewhere’— found footage”
(2020, 49). Although Aumont makes a germane observation, it is conceivable to go
even further and reflect on a whole range of other possibilities in which the “separate
strengths” of “elements of diverse origins” come to the fore in cinema. Other media
(or images resembling or representing other arts) may disrupt the unity of the
cinematic discourse and introduce connotations and sensations that are never fully
absorbed by the Gesamtkunstwerk-like principle of montage® or a “self-effacing™®
narrative flow of moving images. They may demand the viewer’s distinct attention
and ability to perceive interactions, frictions or breaks between them, i.e. they may
act self-reflexively as instances of intermediality. This can happen not only at the
level of the image (undoing the amalgam of its palimpsestic layering), but also on
the profilmic level of the mise-en-scene (emphasizing embedded representations),
at the level of the vertical montage of sound and image, or the sequence of scenes.
There is therefore a correlation between the concepts of collage and intermediality,
in as much as the perception of heterogeneity that is essential in a collage is also a
prerequisite of intermediality, just as a focus on intermedial relationships always
highlights the relative autonomy, semantic complexity and dynamics of the parts
involved in a collage. With the rare exceptions of certain experimental practices
in which there are literally other materials glued on the film stock (e.g. in Stan
Brakhage’s Mothlight, 1963, that Aumont mentions, or The Garden of Earthly
Delights, 1981), the term is, of course, used as a metaphor. When we are speaking of
collage in film, we are actually speaking of a collage effect, much in the same way as
Jaimie Baron (2014) conceives the “archive effect” in terms of a specific audiovisual
experience produced in the context of experimental, documentary or fiction films.

8  One of the most important sources of inspiration for Eisenstein’s ideal of the “synchronization
of senses” (1957, 69—113) and the organic synthesis of arts was Richard Wagner’s concept of the
Gesamtkunstwerk. See a detailed elaboration of this connection in Finger (2006, 136—140) and
Somaini (2016).

9 This is a term introduced by David Bordwell to describe the perception of the so-called classical
narrative style, which “typically encourages the spectator to construct a coherent, consistent
time and space for the fabula action” (1985, 163).
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However, while “the archive effect” is based on the perceived temporal disparity
of fragments, collage in film is a form of intermediality that hinges on perceiving
medial otherness and the “separate strengths” of the media involved.

With the aim of looking more closely at the intricate forms and effects of
collage, a media phenomenological approach to intermediality and, as I will argue
further on, considering specifically the affective impact of media is more useful
than an abstract, semiotic frame of reference, because it enables a more nuanced
observation in the spirit that W. J. T. Mitchell has recently demanded, “allowing
theory to emerge as sensuous, articulate experience” (2017, 12). In view of this,
it is not just “the three great orders of media” that Mitchell mentions, “images,
sounds, and words” (2017, 12) that we can take into account, but, speaking
of cinema, also all kinds of moving images, as they engage our senses and
interact, “producing the double signification of ‘sense’ as feeling and meaning”
(2017, 13). Thus, we can speak of a “sense” of intermediality (i.e. a noticeable
and meaningful media difference and interplay) coupled with a collage effect
occurring through the perception of the admixture of any media form that is
deemed uncinematic in cinema, as well as through diverse technical formats
(analogue or digital film, varying resolutions, etc.), or even styles (i.e. certain
well-established patterns attached to historically distinct types of films), which,
placed side by side, throw into relief their own unique affordances in mediation,
in carrying specific meanings, sensations of quasi-materiality and affects within
the otherwise elusive substance of moving images.

A paradigmatic example of this is Alain Resnais’s famous documentary about
the Nazi concentration camps, Night and Fog (Nuit et bruillard, 1956), which
pieces together black and white archival footage and photographs with new
sequences filmed in colour, exploring the sites of the camps in the present. There
has been much debate around the ethics of showing the gruesome pictures of
corpses and emaciated bodies in the film, but leaving this debate aside, I would
only like to point out its blending of the principle of montage with collage and an
impression of intermediality, as it provides a relevant counterpoint to what we
see in Jude’s cinema. The film relies on the disjunction and incommensurability
between the archival images and Resnais’s recurring tracking shots scanning the
landscape around the former camps and the deserted buildings. Past and present
are associated with two kinds of images in the film, i.e. the photo-filmic archive,
with each individual picture and sequence recognized as both imprints and
remainders of a palpable reality that was there before, contrasting with Resnais’s
shots that are seen as images made in the present, as images of a movie, recording
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the sites of historical events, signifying an absence. Document and documentary
are connected not only to different time frames, but they appear on ontologically
different planes. Nevertheless, Resnais constructs a quasi-homogenous discourse,
stitching into its narrative fabric the essentially non-discursive archival material.
He does this by bridging the gap both between media (i.e. photography and
film, by combining them in smooth transitions, in a manner that seems to infuse
movement into stasis) and between these planes, through the accompanying
musical score and voice-over commentary which also provide emotional and
intellectual cohesion to the poetics of the film, wrapping up the interstitial collage
into a montage. Gilles Deleuze’s claim that Resnais “creates a cinema which has
only one single character. Thought” (1989, 122) captures a similar impression.
Furthermore, the film’s vantage point is clearly anchored in the present, as the
viewer’s gaze is carried around the sites. It is the gaze of the living looking at the
dead, invited to confront the past.

In comparison, Jude’s films dealing with past and present atrocities offer a
multiplication of viewpoints without a single definite anchor, through a collage
strategy that isreconfigured in a different way in each of his subsequent films. I will
examine Jude’s films produced between 2016 and 2021 through a few discernible
conceptual clusters. First, I will look at the films that reveal the epistemological
values and limitations of collage as a means of reflection on history, then I will
try to chart the affordances of the intermedial relations of words and images in
his photofilms, and lastly, I will address issues of affectivity, performativity and
metalepsis in the films that deal with a historical perspective projected over both
the recent past and the present.

Postmemory and the Angel of History

In The Marshal’s Two Executions Jude uses a minimalist collage form, a mirror
structure, placing side-by-side fiction film and archival footage. The short film
shows the execution of Ion Antonescu, Romania’s leader and Hitler’s ally during
the Second World War, recorded in 1946 by cameraman Ovidiu Gologan, and
compares it to the scene as it isrendered in the biographical film directed by Sergiu
Nicolaescu, The Mirror (Oglinda, 1994). The correspondences are striking, as
Nicolaescu remakes almost shot-by-shot the original film. Despite these parallels,
however, the comparison works towards the perception of a similar disjunction
and incommensurability as we see in Resnais’s film, but without the organizing
principle of a montage. Jude is not interested in constructing a narrative but in
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deconstructing the images through their association.!® Nicolaescu’s sequences
are immediately decoded as fiction, even before we can observe the subtle,
manipulative changes in the reconstruction. The imitation of the colour palette
of old movies and the vigorous voice-over introduction, the steady camera, the
dramatic dialogue enhanced by the surging music and the close-ups create an
image shaped by clichés of cinematic imagination in stark contrast with the
silent, black-and-white footage of the execution, which is opaque, unsteady and
uncanny. Nicolaescu aims to rehabilitate the marshal, the scene’s resemblance to
the original footage serves a rhetorical purpose, the differences in framing, and the
alignment of the camera with the executioners and their guns point to the victims
presented as heroes. The original footage concentrates on the people who are
executed by the firing squad; it is filmed for the most part by a handheld camera
and makes us feel the tension of the eyewitness of a horrible act, the abjection
of the dead bodies, thus allowing a glimpse into something that is very hard
to see. Nicolaescu constructs a fictionalized account, an unflinchingly sutured
vision of the historical event with the familiar devices of narrative cinema,
fabricating a rhetoric of objectivity through its connection to the source material
and documentary style voice-over in order to deliver his own unequivocal
interpretation of the events.

In this manner, the sequence from Nicolaescu’s film clearly supports Jacques
Ranciere’s contention that the essential feature of fiction is “not a lack of reality
but a surfeit of rationality,” an ordering of events according to “consequences of
a chain of causes and effects” (2020, 1). Whereas the original footage — with the
flickering images partly fading into mist and the lingering on the gaping eyes
and mouths of the corpses, with the wavering and jumpy camera movement —
allows a sense of subjectivity to seep both into the recording of the event by a
mechanical device and into our present day perception of the fragile archival
material, opening up the image into an abyss. It appears as something outside the
rational order of fiction, what is more, in Julia Kristeva’s words, “it jettisons the
object into an abominable real” (1982, 9). [Figs. 1-4.] Alternating between these
two kinds of moving images (and implicitly, between two different points of
view), Jude cuts up the original succession of the shots in both films, resulting in
a series of fragments spliced together as distorted mirror reflections. The jarring
discordance of this heterogeneity along with the experience of repeated ruptures

10 See this idea emphasized in this interview: https://romania.europalibera.org/a/cele-
dou% C4 % 83-execu % C8% 9Bii-ale-mare % C8% 99alului-compara % C8 % 9Bie-radu-jude-
(interviu)/29826508.html. Last accessed 12. 01. 2022.
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in the mashup goes beyond the rhetoric of the proposed intellectual exercise
(“a comparison,” as announced by the film’s subtitle). It amplifies the affective-
performative qualities inherent in any collage, i.e. the unresolved tension both
between the different sources of the images and between the sensuous features of
each sequence ripped apart.

The short film is actually a kind of by-product of the feature film, I Do Not
Care If We Go Down in History as Barbarians, which invites the viewer to plunge
headlong into the abysmal depths and spirals of history. The title is a quotation
from Deputy Prime Minister Mihai Antonescu, who was speaking in the summer
of 1941, before the start of the ethnic cleansing on the Eastern Front (and who
was later executed together with Marshal Ion Antonescu in 1946). The film is
about a young woman’s political art project staged in the centre of Bucharest,
consisting of a re-enactment of the massacre of Jewish people in Odessa in the
autumn of 1941, and making a film about it in order to raise awareness of the
atrocities committed by the Romanians. The synopsis of the film, published in
the official press leaflet, is a mere list of keywords thrown together in a manner
suggesting a cut-up, fragmented text, indicating a clear engagement with the
principle of collage.’ The director’s statement from the same official leaflet
includes a quotation from Walter Benjamin’s essay on the philosophy of history.
The fragment is a philosophical ekphrasis of a painting that Benjamin owned,
Angelus Novus (1920) by Paul Klee [Fig. 8]. In Benjamin’s compelling poetic
interpretation, the painting “shows an angel looking as though he is about to
move away from something he is fixedly contemplating. His eyes are staring,
his mouth is open, his wings are spread. This is how one pictures the angel of
history. His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events,
he sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage and hurls it in front
of his feet. The angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what
has been smashed. But a storm is blowing in from Paradise; it has got caught in
his wings with such a violence that the angel can no longer close them. The storm
irresistibly propels him into the future to which his back is turned, while the pile
of debris before him grows skyward” (2007, 257-258).

11 “Military reenactment — Hannah Arendt — show — 1941, “the year that keeps returning,” as seen
from 2018 — quotations — firearms — archive footage — the Odessa massacre — 16 mm and video
— the Military Museum — negationism — videomapping — burlesque — dialogues — fanfare — Isaac
Babel — fragmented narrative — Wenn die Soldaten durch die Stadt marschieren — trivialization
by comparison — script by Marshal Antonescu — fire —directed by Radu Jude — featuring Ioana
Tacob, Alexandru Dabija, Alex Bogdan — barracks jokes — ordinary people — nunca mds! — the
present past, the past present.” (https://www.betacinema.com/index.php/fuseaction/download/
Irn_file/175689.pdf. Last accessed 12. 01. 2022.)
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The film is in fact a vision of such a “pile of wreckage” or “debris” of history
assembled for the most part according to the principle of mise-en-abyme, i.e. a
vortex structure of superimpositions of narrative layers, images, texts, objects and
theatrical mise-en-scéne in which all the embedded layers reflect one another.
We may see an allusion to this in the segment in which the protagonist is holding
up an old photograph against the building in front of which it was taken, and
captures the building again in its present state in a joint picture with the historical
photograph, replicating its point of view on her mobile phone, while the scene
itself (showing the act of taking a photo of a photo) is constructed as another
version of the same shot [Fig. 5]. This multiple mirroring also reveals how such
a mise-en-abyme construction overlays not only a series of representations, but
connects past and present, mediation and immediacy, inviting the viewer to
reflect on all these juxtapositions.

Jude frames the movie self-reflexively, starting with a film within a film,
showing in a kind of prologue a fragment of archival footage on a digital monitor.
As the screen goes blank, the title appears on the same monitor hinting both at the
historical origin of the quotation that takes the place of the archival images, and
at the film in the process of being edited. The film then shows a film crew at work
in a museum among glass cases filled with guns. The film’s clapperboard appears
in close-up, identifying this to be the shooting of a Radu Jude film, Is This What
You Were Born For? (Pentru asta te-ai ndscut?), which, as we learn from several
sources,'? was the original, provisional title of the film. Thus, the two titles are
connected to objects belonging to different phases of a film production (editing
and shooting), and have divergent connotations: the final version closely linked
to the evoked historical time and the embedded provisional title linked to yet
another time frame and to a mere idea of a film preserved, encapsulated within a
work that has already surpassed this incipient stage. Jumping from the archival
images to the museum as a shooting location, the film conflates a reflection
on history with a reflection on the means of reflections on history, as well as a
preoccupation with its own history, with the recording of its own progress both
as an act of physical creation and as a thought process. This latter is also made
explicit by the gesture of the protagonist turning to the camera and introducing
herself as the actress, Ioana Iacob, playing the role of Mariana Marin in the film
and saying a few words about wha