Reenactment as Event in Contemporary Cinema

by

Sylvie Jasen

A thesis submitted to the Faculty of Graduate and Postdoctoral Affairs
in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of

Doctor of Philosophy
In

Cultural Mediations

Carleton University
Ottawa, Canada

© 2011, Sylvie Jasen



Library and Archives
Canada

Published Heritage
Branch

395 Wellington Street
Ottawa ON K1A ON4
Canada

NOTICE:

The author has granted a non-
exclusive license allowing Library and
Archives Canada to reproduce,
publish, archive, preserve, conserve,
communicate to the public by
telecommunication or on the Internet,
loan, distribute and sell theses
worldwide, for commercial or non-
commercial purposes, in microform,
paper, electronic and/or any other
formats.

The author retains copyright
ownership and moral rights in this
thesis. Neither the thesis nor
substantial extracts from it may be
printed or otherwise reproduced
without the author’'s permission.

Bibliothéque et
Archives Canada

Direction du
Patrimoine de I'édition

395, rue Wellington
Ottawa ON K1A ON4

Canada
Your file Votre référence
ISBN: 978-0-494-83233-2
Our file Notre référence
ISBN: 978-0-494-83233-2
AVIS:

L’auteur a accordé une licence non exclusive
permettant a la Bibliothéque et Archives
Canada de reproduire, publier, archiver,
sauvegarder, conserver, transmettre au public
par télécommunication ou par I'internet, préter,
distribuer et vendre des théses partout dans le
monde, a des fins commerciales ou autres, sur
support microforme, papier, électronique et/ou
autres formats.

L’auteur conserve la propriété du droit d’auteur
et des droits moraux qui protége cette these. Ni
la thése ni des extraits substantiels de celle-ci
ne doivent étre imprimés ou autrement
reproduits sans son autorisation.

In compliance with the Canadian
Privacy Act some supporting forms
may have been removed from this
thesis.

While these forms may be included
in the document page count, their
removal does not represent any loss
of content from the thesis.

Canada

Conformément a la loi canadienne sur la
protection de la vie privée, quelques
formulaires secondaires ont été enlevés de
cette thése.

Bien que ces formulaires aient inclus dans
la pagination, il n'y aura aucun contenu
manquant.



Abstract

This dissertation investigates the use of reenactment in contemporary documentary and
narrative films. It is specifically concerned with the meanings and repercussions of
reenactment for non-professional performers whose memories, emotions, and
subjectivities both inform the film’s depiction and are deeply affected by its making. The
study argues that reenactment is both an imitative and formative activity that not only
takes place on the screen but encompasses the entire filmmaking process. It therefore
expands what is understood as reenactment in film beyond the frame to address the
ethical and political implications of film production. This is what I call reenactment as
an event, a concept developed here through four case studies: Michael Winterbottom’s /n
This World (2002), Peter Watkins’ La Commune (Paris 1871) (2000), Igloolik Isuma
Productions’ The Journals of Knud Rasmussen (2006), and Roger Spottiswoode’s Shake
Hands with the Devil (2007). Indeed, the reenactment as event is less interested in
replicating or even representing the past than in evoking its current traces and ongoing
mmpact. The presence of the past is specifically marked in the body and the performance
of the non-professional actors. The amateur is thus a key site of the blurring of
temporalities (past and present) and of filmic categories (documentary and fiction). This
project therefore shifts away from the original-copy relationship that has preoccupied
much of the theorizing of reenactment in cinema. Whereas the original-copy comparison
implies a relationship between two separate and complete entities, this study argues that

neither the reenactment nor the referent constitutes a clearly defined and delimited object.
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Both are instead characterized by fluidity and lack of boundaries; just as the past persists
in the current memories and gestures of the performers, the reenactment extends beyond
the screen and continues after the film’s production. Moreover, an examination of
reenactment as an event centers on the singularity of the performance as a dynamic
process that simultaneously attests to and generates a continuity of tradition in

contemporary conditions.
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INTRODUCTION

The terms “recreation” and “reenactment” are often used interchangeably to describe
cinematic depictions of historical events. While both terms suggest a mimetic
performance modeled on a previous moment or situation their conflation obscures a
crucial point of divergence. In contrast to the circumscribing notion of a past re-created,
reenactment is more open-ended. While recreation implies an ideal of absolute fidelity
with the past (or, more accurately, a dominant narrative of the past), reenactment speaks
to something processual and contingent, premised on a continuity between the
contemporary staging of a cinematic production and the living history it engages,
however distant or recent. To understand reenactment in this way is to acknowledge the
production process as a formative experience, one underscored by the ethically and
politically charged relations of filmmaking. This dynamic is what I term reenactment as
an event.

This dissertation is specifically interested in contemporary films that acknowledge
their own artifice and construction. If reenactment ordinarily posits an iconic
performance that refers to a prior occurrence in place of the indexical immediacy of the
event itself, the notion of reenactment as an event proposed here insists instead on the
immediacy of the performance. Emphasis is placed less on the signifying operation of
reenactment than on the activity of staging as a material and experiential process that
generates particular affects, effects, meanings, and consequences for the participants

involved. Thus films that signal their own making demonstrate three central features of
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reenactment as an event: (1) the practice is identified as itself historically situated; (2) it
1s located in and comprises the entire production; and (3) it constitutes an affective
engagement with the past for the performers.

The first of these features is demonstrated by films which point to their own
temporal duality, that 1s, their effort to refer to the past while, at the same time, drawing
attention to the situatedness of the production in the present. In the documentary Little
Dieter Needs to Fly (1998) Werner Herzog returns Vietnam War veteran Dieter Dengler
to the exact site in the Laotian jungle where he had been held captive thirty years earlier,
asking him to describe the dehumanizing conditions of his ordeal and to reenact his
escape. With the assistance of local men who pose as his captors, Dengler demonstrates
how he was bound and abused, how he slept, and how he eventually managed to free
himself. During the reenactment he remains dressed in contemporary clothing and
describes the events in past tense to the camera. Hence, while a performance may imitate
actions or follow the trajectory of a prior event, it does not necessarily portray a historical
period or replicate the referent with detailed accuracy. In this way, the film’s emphasis is
not simply on the object of representation but also on the process of representation. This
last point is well illustrated by Peter Watkins’ La Commune (Paris 1871) (2000), in
which the Paris Commune is reenacted with actors in period costume yet in an
intentionally artificial-looking setting. The Communards also speak to a camera crew,
watch events unfold on television sets, and step out of character to discuss the film’s
production and the relevance of the Commune to current events and contemporary

conditions. Like Little Dieter, then, La Commune avoids the pretense of transporting the



viewer to the past, as if the prior events could be recreated in the way they originally
occurred. Instead, the viewer remains constantly aware of the actors as actors and of the
reenactment as a mediating and interpretive activity.

The “eventness” of the reenactment also extends beyond the screen. Not limited
to that which takes place in front of the camera, it encompasses the entire filmmaking
process (including such things as travel, rehearsal, research, various sorts of training, set
construction, costume design, the joys and ordeals of production, and so on). Michael
Winterbottom’s In This World (2002) illustrates this well. Production of the film, which
depicts the journey of two Afghan refugees attempting to reach London, involved
traveling the same route commonly taken by asylum seekers in the hands of human
smugglers. Although the filmmakers, the crew, and the non-professional actors do not
experience the kinds of difficulties and dangers typically faced by the refugees who make
this risky trip, the filming process nevertheless follows the typical trajectory, taking place
in actual locations, navigating difficult border crossings, and employing local means of
transport along the way. In some cases, the off-screen dimension of reenactment can also
include the preparatory work of a cast or crew, such as the construction of material
culture (costumes, sets, etc.) or an actor’s preparation for his or her role, as activities that
are modeled on previous occurrences and documented material. While Oliver Stone’s
Platoon (1986) is a fictional narrative about the Vietnam War, rather than a reenactment,
the actors prepared for their roles in an imitation of the physical conditions faced by
American soldiers in Vietnam. Tom Berenger explains that Stone put “the actors through

an intensive session in the Philippine jungle where [Platoon] was shot, forcing them to



haul sixty-pound packs and eat [army field rations].”! Whereas this “behind the scenes”
reenactment is in the service of creating an authentic depiction and adding to the film’s
realism’, in other cases the practice can have a different meaning and purpose. For
example, through the reconstruction of artefacts and clothing by indigenous communities
for ethnographic representations of a traditional way of life, the reenactment can work to
reinforce community ties and local histories that have been ruptured by decades of
colonialism. In this context, the film and what takes place on camera become one
fragment of a much larger instrumental project. It would, therefore, be a mistake to
privilege the film text as a site of meaning; rather, the entire production of the film has
significance and consequences for the participants involved. Indeed, it is precisely by
attending to reenactment in the present and in the production process that the films
examined in this study prioritize the meaning of the reenactment for the performers.
Performance is therefore the third central feature of reenactment as an event.
Whereas the terms “recreation” or “reconstruction” can imply a certain immutability —
the stasis of a museum display, a narrative orthodoxy — the element of performance in
reenactment is understood here as a formative operation involving collective
subjectivities and historical continuities. This study specifically concentrates on the
performances of non-professional actors, as both protagonists in the films and
collaborators in their production. Having ordinary people involved in the reenactment of
historical events, either as extras or as protagonists, is a common practice and one that

can provoke strong emotions on the part of the performers, especially when these actors

" Tom Berenger quoted in Marita Sturken, Tangled Memories: The Vietnam War, the AIDS epidemic, and
the Politics of Remembering (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 97.
? See Sturken, Tangled Memories, 97



have a personal connection to the events being depicted. Consider the Russian workers
storming the Winter Palace in October (Sergei Eisenstein, 1928); the National Liberation
Front members who play themselves in The Battle of Algiers (Gillo Pontecorvo, 1966);
the air traffic controllers of United 93 (Paul Greengrass, 2006), at work, made to watch
the 9/11 attacks all over again; or the Derry community members in Bloody Sunday (Paul
Greengrass, 2002) who reenact the massacre of Irish protestors by British paratroopers.
The following chapters examine a broad range of performers’ investments in the referent
— as witnesses to the actual events, survivors of the depicted trauma, descendants of the
historical figures, or representative individuals whose life circumstances are shared with
their characters. Here, the role of the amateur is crucial. It points us toward the ethical
and political stakes of reenactment, particularly the ways in which performers’ emotions,
memories, attitudes, and lives inform filmic representations and are, in turn, deeply
affected by their involvement in the production.

All three facets of the reenactment as event are evident in John Walker’s film
Passage (2008). As a documentary on the mapping of the North West Passage, it
includes a historical dramatization and demonstrates the process and effects of staging the
past. Initially written as a historical narrative feature, Passage transformed into a
documentary that combines segments of the original period drama with documentation of
its making, including preparations, rehearsals, and discussions among actors and
consultants. In this way, the film very effectively illustrates the distinction between
reenactment as a dimension of the production process and a staging in the present, on the

one hand, and period drama as a narrative depiction of the past, on the other. Moreover,



by documenting preparation for the dramatizations, Passage both represents historical
events and indicates how the past is constructed, contested, and interpreted. Specifically,
the film’s making initiates cross-cultural encounters that interrogate the ways in which
historical truths are constructed by explicitly addressing the power relationships entailed
in historical representations, the struggles over the meaning of the past, and their
potentially damaging consequences. At the same time, however, the film identifies the
conditions of production as potential sites of cultural exchange and dialogue. Cases such
as this therefore have significant implications for the study of historical representations in
film, revealing reenactment as a distinct pedagogical and ethical practice that involves
learning from others and from history.

Passage investigates the controversial circumstances surrounding the disappearance
of two British Navy ships, led by Sir John Frankiin, on an expedition to locate the North
West Passage in 1845. The film focuses on Dr. John Rae, who was commissioned by the
British Navy to continue the search and determine what happened to Franklin’s ships and
crew after they had been missing in the Arctic for three years. Rae’s search was
conducted on land with the assistance of a small group of Inuit whose skills for survival
in the Northern climate were invaluable to his success at completely mapping the North
West Passage (13,000 miles) on foot. From testimonies by local Inuit, Rae learned that
the crew from the earlier expedition had been encountered, that they appeared to have
gone mad from cold and starvation, and that their recovered corpses showed evidence of
cannibalism. Upon his return to Britain, Rae’s information about Franklin and his men

was rejected by both the Navy and Franklin’s widow who, with the help of Charles



Dickens, launched a campaign against Rae and the Inuit by accusing Rae’s Inuit
informants of cannibalizing the British Navy’s crew. Passage combines a variety of
formal strategies, to weave together a web of intersecting storylines, in different locations
and periods. The historical material is presented with expositional voice-over narration,
along with maps, drawings, photographs, and journal entries that explain the trajectory
and details of both voyages, and scripted sequences that dramatize the events with Lady
Franklin and Naval officers in nineteenth century Britain. This is juxtaposed with vérité
footage that documents the cast in rehearsals, Walker in discussions with the art director
on reconstructing the settings, and the actor who plays Rae, Rick Roberts, preparing for
his role.

Roberts’ preparation comprises much of the first half of the film and it is precisely
the actor’s own journey, which is modeled on Rae’s, rather than his scripted performance
in the role of Rae, that constitutes a reenactment. Roberts traces Rae’s voyage from his
home in the Orkney Islands to the Canadian Arctic and visits the exact locations where
Rae was known to have camped during his quest. Like Rae, Roberts composed his own
journal entries, which are relayed through voice-over; he also wore a skin parka while
traveling through the Arctic, participated in traditional Inuit dances and songs, and
learned the skills needed to live off the land, such as building an igloo or identifying
edible berries. The scenes in the Orkney Islands and the Arctic are separate from the
dramatizations. Instead of representing the past the scenes document Roberts’
preparatory research through physical immersion in Rae’s environments and activities.

This includes the actor being taught to shoot a rifle, but the contrast between his own



difficulties with the weapon and Rae’s skills as a marksman prevents a collapsing of the
two men’s experiences, or any assumption of equivalence between historical periods.
Thus, Roberts’ journey is neither an attempt to replicate nor represent Rae’s journey.
Rather, it acknowledges Rae’s voyage as its model while maintaining its own historical
specificity in the present. This means that the past exists as a resource from which
Roberts can learn, but over which the reenactment can never have mastery. So we see
Roberts, in the Arctic, making mistakes as part of this learning process; the Inuit guides
poke fun at his lack of survival skills and his poor decision-making. However, the point
is not merely to document Roberts’ own inexperience, but, more significantly, to make
the connection to Rae, the conditions he encountered and his reliance on the Inuit guides
for his survival and success.

By including the contemporary context of its historical representation, Passage
exhibits what the period dramatizations alone cannot, namely the continuity of the past in
the present and the ongoing impact of historical events on contemporary lives. This is
poignantly demonstrated through the case of Taqak Curley, a descendant of the Inuit who
helped Rae and an advisor on the film’s production. Although the Rae/Roberts narrative
is the main thread throughout the film, in the second half it is juxtaposed with yet another
journey, one taken by Curley on a reverse trajectory from Canada to London, England.
In London, Curley observes with amazement the statues built in honour of Franklin and
his crew’s “discovery” of the North West Passage. He also visits the exact room where a
committee of the British Navy planned the 1845 expedition and where he meets Ernest

Coleman, a retired naval officer and historian. Undeterred by Curley’s challenges,



Coleman firmly defends what became the official version of the events — that Franklin
and his crew discovered the North West Passage and were attacked and “mutilated” by
“Natives.” When Curley requests an apology for the “shameful and arrogant [labeling]”
of his ancestors, Coleman refuses. This heated debate between Coleman and Curley is
less a matter of determining the ultimate Truth about the past than it is about redressing a
persistent and damaging mischaracterization of the Inuit people. Thus, the film indicates
how the construction of official historical truths (or the perpetuation of falsehoods as
truths) 1s implicated in what E. Ann Kaplan refers to as “transgenerational trauma” as it
applies to “traumatic contact and residues of past colonial encounters.”™ That the
nineteenth century campaign marking the Inuit as savages and cannibals (which included
Dickens’ advocacy of genocide) has caused enduring emotional harm is made apparent in
a speech delivered by Curley at the end of the documentary. During a rehearsal for the
dramatization, Curley introduces himself to the entire cast and other participants as one of
the “savages” identified by Lady Franklin and Dickens, whose campaign “set out to
destroy the reputation of the Inuit race.” He refers to their efforts as a “character
assassination” that “still impacts my people since no one takes ownership to establish
reconciliation.” Curley’s speech is the most moving moment in the film because it
demonstrates the continued relevance and damaging effects of what might otherwise be
seen as a temporally remote and insignificant controversy.

The journeys undertaken by Curley and Roberts — the investigations,

reconstructions, and confrontations that each entailed — can be understood as

*E. Ann Kaplan, Trauma Culture: The Politics of Terror and Loss in Media and Literature (New
Brunswick, New Jersey, and London: Rutgers University Press, 2005), 115.



10
interventions in the present through the engendering of “contact zones,” or meeting
spaces for cross-cultural sharing, learning, and negotiation.” Although Curley’s meeting
with Coleman does not reenact a previous occurrence, it is predicated on historical events
and their depiction. Moreover, it reveals the continuity between those events and the
reenactment via the effort to intervene in the continued perpetuation of fallacies about the
Inuit (discourses which are put into question through Roberts’ reenactment in the Arctic).
Both events confront divisions of power with different results; while the confrontation
with Coleman reflects existing power relations, Roberts’ learning from the Inuit
destabilizes them. A third point of contact occurs in the film between Curley and
Dickens’ great-great grandson, who is present at the rehearsal when Curley gives his
speech and offers an apology on behalf of his family. While the film concludes with a
teary-eyed embrace between the two men and reciprocal invitations to each other’s
homes, the apology fails to provide closure, remove wounds or forgive past mistakes.
Instead, the historical material presented through the dramatizations and Curley’s pain-
filled speech continue to resonate beyond the apology and haunt the somewhat awkward
encounter with Gerald Dickens. Nevertheless, this ending establishes a point of departure
by opening the potential for exchange and understanding across cultural boundaries. It is
precisely this potential that Rae’s experience in the Arctic contained and which Roberts’
reenactment of it evokes without actually representing the past or assuming an exact
correlation with it. The reenactment, then, does not provide either Roberts or viewers

with a comprehensive knowledge of the past, whereby history becomes an object of

* See Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (London and New York:
Routledge, 1992).
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knowledge to learn about, but rather presents the historical event as a lesson, or a model,
to learn from.

By reenacting a journey across national borders, concentrating on a white Western
protagonist who navigates a foreign land, attending to traditional Inuit knowledge, and
alternating between the past and the present, Passage contains elements from each of the
following case studies: /n This World, La Commune, The Journals of Knud Rasmussen
(Zacharias Kunuk and Norman Cohn, 2006), and Shake Hands with the Devil (Roger
Spottiswoode, 2007). Each of these films is representative of a certain tradition or “type”
of reenactment in cinema. As an example of a reenactment of a journey, In This World
traces the typical route taken by contemporary asylum seekers through a human
smuggling network. La Commune belongs to a militant tradition of using historical
reenactment which concentrates on a specific historical event and period to
commemorate the political action of marginalized communities. The Journals of Knud
Rasmussen both belongs to and is a response to the history of reenactment in
ethnographic filmmaking, in which indigenous subjects reenact traditional activities of a
particular place and period. And Shake Hands with the Devil provides an example of
reenactment in a more conventional docudrama that employs survivors of a recent
national trauma to depict the Rwandan genocide. As films that highlight reenactment as
an event, these case studies demonstrate certain common features across ethnographic
films and mainstream docudramas, representations of the historical and of the topical.
However, the specificities of each project provide distinct sites for investigating the

divergent uses of reenactment in film, whether as a document (/n This World), as a tool
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for activism (La Commune), as a method of knowledge making and cultural renewal
(Journals), or as a means of working through personal and collective trauma (SAake
Hand).

What is significant to all of the films and especially illuminating for an
understanding of reenactment as an event is the way in which the production process is
either made visible in the films themselves or made public by documenting the
filmmaking through additional material, such as making-of-documentaries, published
production diaries, and websites for the films. Each case study is therefore examined in
the context of the information made available on the film’s production, the genre or
tradition to which the film belongs, and other cultural work to which the film is closely
related, whether that be the literature on which it is based or the body of work of each of
the filmmakers. Rather than regarding the film as an isolated text, such a reading locates
the film’s making within a larger, ongoing project. The production material in particular
indicates the way reenactment possesses an instrumental priority and purpose, as a
transformative experience for the amateur performers who belong to the marginalized
communities that are represented, including Afghan refugees, Inuit subjects, the Parisian
working class, and Rwandan victims of genocide. These subjects’ involvement in these
films establishes each production as an ethically, politically, and emotionally charged
activity that foregrounds the actors’ agency and the stakes involved in the representation
of their own cultural or national history.

As films that enlist popular participation in the staging of a collective past,

examples of reenactment in cinema belong to and share certain features with other



13
practices of public history. If historical reenactment can take many forms (including
living history museums, pageants, and military training), the term most often evokes
images of performers in full period regalia involved in the recreation of specific battles
from the Civil War, Vietnam War, First World War, and many others, which may or may
not take place for an audience of spectators. Typically, historical reenactments are
committed to commemorating defining moments of national histories. Alan Filewood
explains that this commemorative function informs the ways in which reenactors seek to
recreate the past in its material and visceral immediacy: “Reenactors typically resist the
notion of acting, preferring instead to speak of creating ‘impressions’ that commemorate
historical actuality through the production of authenticity, in body, in location, in material
culture and in the sensation of experience.” Filewood’s remark indicates the objective of
physical immersion in an environment that reproduces the material conditions of a
historical period with respect to clothing, food, accommodations, and paraphernalia.
Although historians often express skepticism about the priority given to a sensory
experience of the past, historical reenactment is typically regarded as concerned with
“history from below,” with its attention to the ordinary and everyday lives of historical
agents.6

In cinema, reenactment is equally used to produce commemorative records of
national historic events, such as the Bolshevik Revolution in October, the struggle for
independence in The Battle of Algiers, the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association

(NICRA) march in Bloody Sunday, and the Siglo XX miners’ strike in Bolivia in The

3 Alan Filewood, “People’s Theatre, People’s Army: Masculinism, Agitprop, Reenactment,” XCP: Cross-
cultural Poetics 13 (2003): 15.
8 See Vanessa Agnew, “Introduction: What is Reenactment?” Criticism 46.3 (2004): 327-39.
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Courage of the People (Jorge Sanjinés, 1971). These films present a “history from
below” less by focusing on quotidian details (although this is the case in In This World,
La Commune, and The Journals of Knud Rasmussen) than by employing and depicting
ordinary people as a collective hero in the staging of popular uprisings against oppressive
governments. Moreover, in many cases a “history from below” can have a deliberate
political intent by positing the memories and perspectives of marginalized groups as a
counter-document to official accounts of an event, its misrepresentation or its
suppression. This is demonstrated in The Battle of Orgreave (Mike Figgis, 2001), which
documents the reenactment of a British miners’ strike in 1984 that turned violent when
police attacked the striking workers. Figgis’ documentary examines the way the media
reports at the time supported the Thatcher government, especially in an instance where
television footage was edited in reverse order to appear as if the miners provoked a
cavalry charge by the riot police. Robert Blackson explains how the reenactment, which
was organized by the performance artist Jeremy Deller and performed by many ex-miners
from Orgreave, sought to counter the media’s misrepresentations by privileging the
miners’ perspective:

Significant to the reenactment is the fact that Deller, in large, relied on memories

from both miners and police officers to re-create the battle scene, rather than the

copious quantities of biased newspaper articles that initially reported the story.

By allowing personal memory to direct the course of the reenactment, rather than

the newspaper accounts, Deller’s work, The Battle of Orgreave, and the Mike

Figgis film that documented the performance were effectively righting old
wrongs.

7 Robert Blackson, “Once more..,With Feeling: Reenactment in Contemporary Art and Culture,” 47t
Journal 66.1 (2007): 32.
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Blackson argues that by employing ex-miners (alongside professional reenactors) 7The
Battle of Orgreave exemplifies how reenactment can provide a means of reclaiming the
past and a sense of agency on the part of marginalized communities.

A dependence on personal or collective memories as the foundation for a
performance is distinguished from more conventional examples of historical reenactment
that maintain an unwavering commitment to authenticity in order to, in Blackson’s

words, “better reflect an impersonal history.”®

Historical reenactments are usually
concerned with reconstructing a historical period with detailed accuracy in both the
environment (setting, costumes, props) and the performance (language, social
conventions, trajectory of action). Anachronisms are carefully avoided in an effort to
establish a complete illusion of inhabiting the past without contamination by the present.
Many filmed and televised reenactments similarly aspire to an authentic depiction by
filming at the location where the represented event occurred and by reconstructing a
mise-en-scéne that accurately reproduces the original setting. Some films ensure a
fidelity to the original by strictly relying on existing documents, previously recorded
footage, or written transcripts. By contrast, alternative approaches like Little Dieter and
La Commune embrace anachronisms to invite confusion of temporalities and to explore
the relationships between past and present. Both films are more concerned with
exhibiting the memories and interpretations of the performers than an adherence to

“getting it right”. And since both the performances and the filming are improvised in the

moment rather than predetermined by a script, the films register a dynamic and

8 Ibid.
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contingent engagement between the camera and the performers as opposed to providing
an illustration of documented facts.

As film reenactment intersects with historical reenactment in various ways, the
practice also has its own specificity within the history of cinema. Contemporary
examples are situated within traditions of reenactment in ethnographic films, historical
films, docudramas, and documentaries. Across these generic contexts, and regardless of
the historical period, reenactment in cinema blurs the boundaries between the categories
of documentary and fiction, which has often provoked discomfort and anxiety. From
reenactments in early cinema to documentaries and docudramas, hybrid films have been
charged with intentionally deceiving audiences, with confusing fact with fiction, with
attempting to disguise fiction as fact, or with distorting history. Although examples of
deliberate deception by filmmakers using reenactment are rare, reenactment’s status as a
performance exists in a tension with its potential function as a record or a document. If
reenactments that insist on a fidelity to authoritative sources seek to mitigate this tension,
those based on the memories of the participants preserve it by identifying the amateur
performer as a site of reenactment’s duality as artifice and as evidence. On the one hand,
the performer partakes in a constructed staging of a referent that is mediated by his or her
memory. On the other hand, the memory of the performer testifies to a truth of the
historical event that is grounded in personal experience. Thus, the evidentiary authority
of the reenactment is here located less in the authenticity of its representation, as in the
case of fact-based reconstructions, than in the past’s manifestation in and its effect upon

the present.
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Although the use of reenactment in film is as old as the medium itself, it has
attracted surprisingly little interest from cinema scholars. This neglect has begun to be
addressed and corrected with the emergence of a small but growing body of literature,
along with conference panels in the last few years and the first issue of a film journal
devoted to the topic.” Following theorizations of reenactment in historiography, art
history, and theatre studies, the recent impetus for the study of reenactment in film is in
part a response to a reemergence of the practice in contemporary cinema, especially
documentary. Another contributing factor is the intersection of reenactment with
questions of trauma, historical representation, cultural memory, performance, and early
(or proto-) cinema, as current areas of interdisciplinary academic research. The existing
literature establishes a valuable groundwork for exploring a rich, diverse, and under-
theorized area of cinema; but as articles or chapters in larger projects such studies are
limited in their attention to individual films, individual filmmakers, or a single generic
category. As the first full-length investigation of reenactment, this dissertation addresses
a wider range of films across generic boundaries and converges with three broad
discursive areas: documentary, docudrama, and representations of history, memory, and
trauma.

Perhaps because reenactment has been a standard practice in documentary
filmmaking since the production of early newsreels, it has primarily been mentioned in
passing within histories of the genre, theories of ethnographic cinema, and discussions of

specific films. It is only recently that documentary reenactments have begun to be

? Jonathan Kahana, ed. “Dossier: Reenactment in Contemporary Documentary Film, Video, and
Performance,” Framework 50.1/2 (2009).
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analyzed in some detail with foundational essays by Brian Winston and Bill Nichols."
While Winston concentrates on the use of reenactment during the classical period of
documentary and Nichols examines a self-reflexive function in more contemporary films,
both authors outline a spectrum of types of reenactment and explore its particular value as
a representational technique. Both essays also discuss reenactment as a form of fiction in
documentary that poses a potential threat to documentary proper. As a representation of
the historical world that constructs rather than captures the profilmic event, reenactment
weakens documentary’s traditional claims and assumptions of objectivity and
authenticity. Attention is therefore placed here on reenactment’s meaning for and within
the documentary genre. This dissertation includes analyses of a number of documentary
films but is not limited in its focus to a single generic category. Instead, it seeks to
demonstrate how reenactment as an event operates within a diversity of genres and
formal approaches, with similar tendencies and features found in both documentary and
narrative films. I specifically consider how questions of intervention, self-reflexivity,
process, and the ethics of filmmaking, which typically belong to the sphere of
documentary practice, are equally relevant to the staging of prior occurrences in the
production of narrative features.

Indeed, the case studies here largely belong to the genre of docudrama either by
depicting historical events in a narrative form or by combining the conventions of
documentary and fiction. In the literature on docudrama, comprehensive studies of the

genre in both British and American contexts posit critical perspectives on the ways in

"9 Bill Nichols, “Documentary Reenactment and the Fantasmatic Subject,” Critical Inquiry 35 (2008): 72-
89, and Brian Winston, “‘Honest Straightforward Re-Enactment': The Staging of Reality,” in Joris Ivens
and the Documentary Context, ed. Kees Bakker (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 1999), 161-70.






