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thinking HISTORY

THE HOLOCAUST





REPRESENTATION & INTERPRETATION
INTRODUCTION

The moving images on the DVD are extracts from visual representations of the Holocaust. Some of the films are based on imaginary stories such as novels or plays; others are based on true stories that happened to real people who lived at that time. Some are told as fiction; others presented as fact. Some were filmed during the Nazi period whilst most were filmed decades afterwards.

The role of the historian is to analyse and unravel the different representations and interpretations of the past in order to create reliable meaning about what happened and why. Films and other moving image texts about the Holocaust are very useful sources for students of history and provide an excellent starting place for a historical enquiry into this catastrophic period in Europe’s history. When using any source material, and film is no different in this respect, history students must find ways to test the reliability of the interpretations offered. The activities in this resource will guide you towards doing this.

Professor Donald Watt
 proposes three criteria for judging a feature film from a professional historian's position:

1. "Firstly, the subject must be completely covered, within the limits of programme lengths and material availability. 

2. Secondly, it must be objective as defined by historian's practice, avoiding anachronism and bias, and it must seek to understand rather than to condemn. 

3. Thirdly, the facts must be accurate, and hypothesis, reconstruction and inference must be presented under their own colours." 

By contrast, some believe that the horror and scale of the Holocaust defies imaginary representation. Eli Wiesel, a Holocaust survivor and author of Night, said “One does not imagine the unimaginable”. 

As you work through different parts of this resource you will try to work out what the value of films can be for you as a history student trying to make sense of the past. In this activity you will use the extracts on the DVD as part of your analysis and comparison of how this period has been represented and interpreted through moving image sources. It is a good idea to source the DVD cover of the film and publicity material about it produced at the time of release to enrich your understanding of the filmmaker’s purpose, the genre of the film and its target audience.

FEATURE FILMS

Feature films sometimes give very simplified views of the past and can include fictional elements that have no basis in historical fact. Such films often are based on fictional novels or plays, although films that are ”based on a true story” can also include fictional elements. The DVD includes extracts of both these types of films:

Imaginary tales 

· Cabaret 

· Good

· The Boy in Striped Pyjamas 

Based on a true story 

· Judgement at Nuremberg 

· The Counterfeiters 

· Defiance

· Schindler’s List 

· The Pianist
· Fateless 
History students should be alert to the fact that scriptwriter and directors often include fictionalised elements in period films for dramatic impact or narrative coherence. Talk through these questions to stimulate your thinking on this topic; they can be applied generally to any film set in the past or specifically to one or more of the films listed above. You will be able to answer some questions from your viewing of the extracts whilst other answers will demand more research and reflection on your part.

· What is the message of the film? Does it tell us something about the time it was made or the time it was set? Or both?

· What is the purpose of the film? Is it to reflect on the present? Is it political? How does this affect its usefulness as a historical source?

· Does the use of fictional characters reduce the usefulness of historical films when learning about the Holocaust? Why?

· Many historical films are ”based on” or “inspired by” a true story. What do you think are the differences between films based on a true story and those based on a fictional text? Is a film that is inspired by or based on a true story a better source to understand the past than one based on a novel or play? 

· Why do you think filmmakers often introduce fictional characters into Holocaust narratives when so many people with true stories have existed?

· Scriptwriters, directors and producers sometimes change the order of events, or the outcome of them, to fit the ‘narrative’ of the film – does this make a difference to how useful a film is to a historian striving to understand the past? Consider the importance of chronology to historians – does it matter that filmmakers often reframe the chronology of events
· What kind of research do you think the people involved in making films about the Holocaust might have conducted? How does this affect the usefulness of the film in learning about history?

· How accurate is the film’s portrayal of the period in which it is set and how can you test the accuracy? Is anything missed out? Does this matter?
FACTUAL ACCOUNTS

DOCUMENTARIES offer visually constructed accounts of the past that intend to present a historically accurate interpretation of events. Usually involving thorough historical research, they provide an interpretation of the past that can be compared with that of written sources, still imagery and period films. Documentaries often use original footage that allows us to see historical events from a contemporary perspective. The film Judgement at Nuremberg, a dramatisation of the trial of Nazi judges after the war, also uses original footage of the liberation of Buchenwald, blurring the boundaries between documentary and drama.

Documentary makers intend to present evidence-based accounts that students of history should interrogate rigorously in terms of the reliability of sources, representation and interpretation of events. Such sources often include a range of media texts including still images and moving images. This is particularly relevant when studying the Nazi period as the Nazis themselves produced most of the footage shot during this period. This presents challenges for both the viewer and the filmmaker, as we should consider the extent to which the use of such footage might simply perpetuate Nazi representations of events. 

Documentaries included in the DVD are as follows:

· Night and Fog 

· Shoah

· Into the Arms of Strangers

· The use of original moving image footage and still photographs are dependent on what is available to historians and documentary makers. This can mean that the same images are used repeatedly in different documentary accounts. Does this skew our vision of events from this period and the importance of those events?

· Documentaries, like feature films, are constructed accounts that rely on specific editorial choices of what to include and what to leave out. To what extent might these choices affect our perception of the historical interpretation presented?

· Are all documentaries equal? Is one presenter more reliable than another? How do you assess the reliability of a presenter or narrator?

· What is the purpose of the documentary? Does it reflect on the time in which it was made? Is it political? To what extent does the period in which it was made affect our view of its historical significance?

· Would you describe the documentaries included in the DVD as primary or secondary sources? Explain your reasons. How does this affect how useful they are to the history student?

· Both Shoah and Night and Fog have been categorised for the purpose of this activity as documentaries as they aim to present factual information and the directors have used a series of filmmaking techniques to construct their accounts yet according to recent study of the subject “Claude Lanzmann and Alain Resnais have explicitly rejected the term ‘documentary’ to describe their films”
 After watching some of the clips from these films, can you explain why this might be the case?

NEWSREELS use film footage taken at the time. To some extent they give us an insight into the time they were produced, as well as what was important to the people taking the images. Some newsreel footage can come from sources other than news agencies and might even include ‘home movies’. For example, Nazi cameramen filmed some of the atrocities perpetrated by their own soldiers. It is important to consider the purpose of such filming and subsequent screening when assessing the historical value of such footage.

Despite being primary sources, newsreels are also problematic as historical sources, and present a number of difficult questions. As you watch the newsreel footage on the DVD, consider these questions as a starting point:

· Newsreels present a specific view of the past – is their view accurate and how can historians test their accuracy? Are certain things left out? How do we know and does it matter?

· Does the fact that these are primary sources mean that we automatically judge them as more reliable? Are they actually more reliable? 

· Is there a political agenda behind the creation of the newsreel footage? Does it present a balanced view of the issue? Is there a hidden message?

· For what purpose was the news footage produced? Where, when and why was it screened? How does this affect how useful the newsreel is as a historical source?

· How does war impact on the creation and screening of newsreel footage? What purpose did newsreels serve during wartime?

· Why do we shoot “home movies” or personal film footage? Does such footage aim only show significant moments? What do you understand might be a “significant moment”? Some Nazis took film footage of atrocities during the Holocaust – do you think such footage will only show ‘significant’ moments and who decides what is significant – the filmmaker or the viewer? 

· What do you think is the difference between a newsreel and a documentary?

VISUAL & ORAL TESTIMONY recorded by amateur operators, including home movies and professionally filmed personal accounts of events, provide an enormously valuable resource for history students. These first-hand accounts of events offer the chance to interact in an engaging manner with how real people remember the past. Survivor testimony of the Holocaust is a very important educational resource; some of the most compelling examples are archived by the USC Shoah Foundation Institute.
 Such eyewitness testimony provides the emotional landscape to many factual accounts of the Holocaust. By its very nature it offers historians subjective reflections on the past that can provide profound insights into the human perspective on what happened.

Although personal accounts are presented in the clips from Into the Arms of Strangers and Shoah, these films are defined as documentaries since these personal accounts are positioned within a constructed, edited narrative including voiceovers, archive footage and images other than the survivor talking about their experiences. 

The USC Shoah Foundation visual history testimony, by contrast, involves simply a survivor, resistor or liberator talking to an interviewer about their memories of the Holocaust. There is no extra footage, no commentary, no editing and the interviewer’s voice is not heard. The setting in which the interview takes place, however, may contribute to how the speaker is represented and may affect how the viewer ”reads” the testimony. 

There are questions that students of history should consider when assessing the value of personal footage. As you watch the visual history testimony on the DVD, consider these questions:

· How reliable are people’s recollections of the past? Especially in retrospect – can we trust people’s memories?

· There is potential for filmmakers to present a one-sided view, especially when considering people’s views on controversial events. How does this affect how useful personal accounts are as historical sources?

· How will the sudden increase in personal recording devices, mobile phones and portable digital video cameras, affect how future historians study today? Will the explosion of personal, corporate and government video and film on websites like YouTube and Facebook make the future historian’s job easier or more difficult?

� Quoted in Film Education’s Study Guide to Schindler’s List � HYPERLINK "http://www.filmeducation.org/resources/film_library/getfilm.php?film=1206" �http://www.filmeducation.org/resources/film_library/getfilm.php?film=1206�





� Holocaust and the Moving Image – representations in film and television since 1933 edited by Toby Haggith and Joanna Newman (p.124)


� http://dornsife.usc.edu/vhi/
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