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10 Imag(in)ing Painful Pasts
Mimetic and Poetic Style in War Films

Holger Pötzsch

INTRODUCTION

The image below (Figure 10.1) shows the work Sulamith (1983) by the Ger-
man artist Anselm Kiefer. The painting is inspired by Paul Celan’s poem 
Todesfuge and depicts the dark interior of a German Third Reich memorial 
site for fallen soldiers.1 It invites the viewer to contemplate possible rela-
tions between past and present and the issue of remembering and represent-
ing past pain and suff ering. A short reading of this painting will serve as 
frame for the argument presented in this chapter.

When looking at Kiefer’s Sulamith from a distance, two of the furrows 
between the large tiles forming the fl oor of the building seem to resemble 
railway tracks leading through the darkened hall towards a vanishing point 
at the painting’s center. Placed within the contexts of Celan’s poetic treat-
ment of the Nazi death camps and of monumentalist Nazi architecture, 
these possible railway tracks acquire the function of what Mieke Bal terms 
a navel—“an element, often a tiny detail, that hits the viewer, is processed 
. . . and textualizes the image on its own terms.”2

In the case of Sulamith, the railway tracks connect the painting to a 
specifi c discourse that concerns the problem of representing and remember-
ing the Holocaust. From the vantage point of the spectator located in the 
present, the tracks open for a two-fold historical trajectory both away from 
and bound toward the concentration camps of the past tacitly implied by 
the arch-like structure resembling a gate. As such, Kiefer’s work warns us 
against the threatening possibility of a development bringing us back to a 
past we believe to have overcome, while it at the same time alerts us to the 
problem of moving away from that past, of forgetting its pains and repeat-
ing its atrocities in new contexts.

In her book Anselm Kiefer and Art After Auschwitz, Lisa Saltzman 
contends that much of Kiefer’s work interrogates the question of how to 
approach the experience of the Holocaust, of “how to represent the unrep-
resentable.”3 Sulamith, too, constitutes an attempt to enable remembrance 
of that which defi es direct representation. As such, instead of casting the 
horrors of the camps into a series of explicit images tying the past to a set 

Gronstad & Gustafsson 1st pages_rev.indd   173Gronstad & Gustafsson 1st pages_rev.indd   173 1/16/2012   2:20:15 PM1/16/2012   2:20:15 PM



174 Holger Pötzsch

T&F Proofs: Not For Distribution

of objectifi ed surface features, Kiefer’s painting provides a frame for active 
reimagination—for contingent reconstructions of an ultimately elusive past 
out of a set of tacitly implied hints and traces. By not freezing past suff ering 
in purportedly accurate images, Sulamith precludes simple consumption or 
voyeuristic pleasure. Instead of being pacifi ed by an allegedly exhaustive 
representation, the spectator is challenged into a creative, and inherently 
political reimaginative endeavor. Therefore, the painting provides a good 
example of what I term a poetic style for the representation of past atroci-
ties and suff ering.

This essay is about the distinction between imaging and reimagining past 
pains of others. It approaches its object of inquiry from the vantage point 
of war movies and suggests a distinction between two styles of cinematic 
realism—a mimetic and a poetic style. While a mimetic style draws upon 
the alleged transparency of the fi lmic medium and purports to enable direct 
audio-visual access to past events, a poetic style raises awareness for the 
artifi cial nature of the cinematic image and the inherent constructedness 
of the past. Similar to Kiefer’s Sulamith, a poetically realist style of cinema 
facilitates active acts of reimagination of what ultimately defi es accurate 
imaging. This strategy, I will argue later throughout a conclusion, invests 

Figure 10.1 Sulamith (1983) by Anselm Kiefer. Courtesy of the artist.
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the poetic style with an ethically engaging potential. Firstly, however, I will 
introduce some key concepts that enable an understanding of the various 
ways through which the diegetic universes of fi lm and the actual world of 
politics constantly interact and mutually interfere. Then, I will illustrate the 
mimetic and poetic style with reference to the representation of past pains 
in four contemporary fi lms about confl ict and war.

APPROACHING A POETICS OF PAST PAINS

Employing a painting as an introduction to an essay on realist styles in war 
cinema may seem an odd choice given the signifi cant diff erences between 
the photographic image and other visual art. In his book Image and Mind, 
Gregory Currie argues for instance that the two medial forms exhibit 
entirely diff erent connections to their objects. While a painting regardless 
of its accuracy is “intentional,” photographic representation is “natural.”4 
This means that while the former can represent a dream, a lie, or a fi ction, 
“there can be photographs only of things that exist.”5

In spite of the apparent contrast between photography and painting sug-
gested by Currie, fi lm is of course also a suitable medium for the presen-
tation of fi ctional worlds—of precisely things that do not exist. Currie’s 
assertion is only meant to imply that, at an underlying level, the photo-
graphic fi lm image also provides access to a reality that is independent of 
the depicted fi ctional universe. His claim to indexicality implies that, on one 
level of analysis, for instance the movie Black Hawk Down (2001) pres-
ents the actors Ewan McGregor, Tom Sizemore and others in a Moroccan 
town in the year 2000 pretending to be US soldiers in Somalia in 1993. The 
audience, however, accepts the transformation of McGregor and Sizemore 
in Morocco into Sgt. Grimes and Sgt. McKnight fi ghting for their survival 
in the narrow streets of Mogadishu. As such, even though the fi lmic image 
provides indexical access to a preceding reality, it usually also points to a 
fi ctional universe. While the relation to the former is natural, the latter is the 
result of intentional connections and remains dependent on interpretation.

According to Currie, fi ctions including fi ction fi lms do not create illu-
sions of reality, but “appeal . . . to the faculty of imagination.”6 This means 
that spectators watching for instance Black Hawk Down retain an aware-
ness of the fact that what they are watching is not real but a reenactment. 
They actively combine sets of intentionally deployed cues, indices, and 
reading instructions to conjure up a fi lm-world—an artifi cial diegetic uni-
verse. This diegetic universe, however, is not entirely independent from the 
concrete life worlds of audiences. To retain their authenticity and plausibil-
ity artifi cial worlds have to actively address, and—in the case of fi ction 
often redress—this relationship.

To disentangle the relation between diegetic and extra-diegetic worlds, 
the concept of mimetic circle as developed by Paul Ricoeur comes in 
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handy.7 Ricoeur further develops the concept of mimesis introduced by 
Plato to encompass more than an (ultimately fl awed) refl ection of reality in 
art. According to Ricoeur, the concept of mimesis enables an understand-
ing of the complex processes through which reality and art—the concrete 
world and diegetic universes—interfere and interact. Ricoeur distinguishes 
between three forms of mimesis—mimesis 1, 2, and 3—which enter a close 
and mutually complementary relationship that can be visualized as a cir-
cle where the one always simultaneously preconditions and constrains the 
other two.

Mimesis 1 refers to prefi guration. It focuses on the life world from which 
a cultural artifact emerges and which is refl ected, negotiated, or remolded in 
this work in one way or another. Mimesis 2 directs attention to the cultural 
artifact itself as an intentional confi guration of formal elements enabling 
the emergence of an artifi cial universe, while mimesis 3 approaches pro-
cesses of refi guration entailing a feedback loop from the confi gurated world 
of the artifact to the life world. Mimesis 3 in other words accounts for 
potential political and discursive impacts of cultural expressions.

The structure and formal elements of the respective textual confi gu-
ration put certain restraints on possible refi gurative eff ects. Mimetic and 
poetic styles represent two strategies of predisposing such eff ects. A mimetic 
style rhetorically exploits the indexical valence of the fi lmic image for the 
purpose of investing diegetic universes with the referential truth-value of 
photographic representation. In the case of war fi lms this style suggests a 
direct, natural connection to what in reality is an intentionally depicted, 
diegetic event. A poetic style on the other hand is overtly intentional and 
refrains from tying the past to particular objectifi ed, quasi-indexical sur-
face appearances.

While a mimetic style casts past pains and suff erings into explicit images 
rendering the medium transparent and purporting to provide direct access 
to what happened, a poetic style denies certainties. Rather, the latter sets 
up a frame for active reimagination that retains the ambiguities, contradic-
tions, and inherent openness of a past that acquires a fl eeting and indis-
tinct, yet not arbitrary character.

In this context, it becomes apparent that both Kiefer’s painting Sulamith 
and realistic fi lms about past wars such as Black Hawk Down in spite of 
their ontological diff erences can be treated as similar in kind. Both consti-
tute complex confi gurations that are part of a mimetic circle and entail cer-
tain refi gurative (memory-)eff ects. However, while Sulamith draws upon a 
poetic style, Black Hawk Down bases its claims to authenticity and politi-
cal relevance on a representational strategy that purports to nullify the gap 
between cinematic confi guration and preceding event. Sulamith constitutes 
a frame for reimagination, while Black Hawk Down ties an ultimately 
contingent past to allegedly true images.

In the following, I will provide a sketch of each realist style, before a con-
cluding section approaches the ethical implications of either objectifying 
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past pains, or of retaining an openness of the presented material allowing 
for various contingent articulations.

MIMETIC AND POETIC STYLE IN FILM

Four movies are under consideration in this chapter—Black Hawk Down 
(Ridley Scott, 2001), The Battle for Haditha (Nick Broomfi eld, 2007), 
Waltz With Bashir (Vals im Bashir, Ari Folman, 2008), and The Other Bank 
(Gagma Napiri, George Ovashvili, 2009). I will initially focus on the fi rst 
three fi lms to contrast a mimetic and a poetic style of realism, before I turn 
to Ovashvili’s movie and show that indexical photographic images can be 
used to poetically represent past atrocities.8

Black Hawk Down, Battle for Haditha, and Waltz With Bashir pursue 
diff erent strategies when audio-visually representing past suff ering. All three 
movies set out to realistically re-enact past wars and all three do this from 
the perspective of involved soldiers. Scott’s movie deals with a particular 
battle during the US military intervention in the Somali civil war in 1993, 
Broomfi eld’s fi lm focuses on an incident during the US occupation of Iraq 
in 2005, and Folman’s animated documentary follows the attempts of an 
Israeli soldier to recover his memories of the Lebanon war in 1982. In spite 
of their comparable themes, the three movies exhibit crucial diff erences in 
style when representing suff ering in past wars. One diff erence is the way 
these movies authenticate their content.

War movies activate particular modes of authentication throughout their 
opening sequences. Cues or indices are provided to audiences that imply 
particular relationships between fi lm world and historical event; between in 
the terms of Ricoeur prefi guration and confi guration. It is here, in the begin-
ning of fi lms, that the historical backgrounds of the ensuing narrations are 
set and an explicit connection to a historico-political real is established that 
accounts for potential refi gurative impacts.

Throughout its opening sequence, Black Hawk Down activates an objec-
tifying authentifi cation strategy. Ridley Scott combines lines of written text 
asserting historical facts in a neutral, detached language with plain, seemingly 
documentary images illustrating these assertions. The lines of text are written 
in a typographic style reminiscent of a typewriter, connoting the truth-value 
still associated with investigative newspaper journalism, while the desatu-
rated images invoke similar connotations in relation to historical footage. The 
camera-eye moves slowly and with a steady trajectory over scenes of immense 
human suff ering, which the written text anchors to Somalia in 1992–1993. 
The sequence keeps a fi xed distance between the observing camera-eye and 
the suff ering individuals, creating an impression of detached factuality remi-
niscent of documentary movies or background features on news channels. 
This underlines an asserted proximity between the images presented through-
out the fi lmic narration and the factual events in 1992–1993.
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Battle for Haditha follows a similar, yet less assertive, strategy through-
out its opening sequence. Also, Broomfi eld’s movie claims authenticity for 
the presented images through the deployment of plain text that anchors 
the ensuing narration to a particular historical incident—the killing of 
twenty-four civilians by US soldiers in the Iraqi town of Haditha during an 
operation in 2005. This claim to factuality is supported by short interviews 
carried out with the men playing US soldiers in the movie. Since these men 
are not professional actors, but former US Marines having served in Iraq, 
this sequence problematizes the distinction between documentary movie 
and fi ctionalized re-enactment. The question for whom these men speak—
for themselves or the characters they represent—remains open. In addition, 
the narrative voice of the US soldiers is soon complemented by other, com-
peting perspectives, dislodging an emergent master narrative and alerting 
audiences to the perspectivization inherent in any representation of the past.

While Scott and Broomfi eld draw upon a mimetically realist style, Fol-
man adopts animation as a means to realistically represent the pains of 
a past war. This choice of style refl ects the overall theme of Waltz With 
Bashir, i.e. that the past is inherently a construct, constantly negotiated and 
merely temporarily validated, rather than objectively unearthed in the form 
of indexical traces. Already the opening sequence alerts audiences to this 
elusive character of the past. Instead of asserting historical facts, Folman 
opens his fi lm with the drawn visualization of a recurrent nightmare that 
haunts an Israeli soldier who had taken part in the Lebanon war in 1982. 
The narration introduces the never completely representable dimension of 
trauma as an important element in the commemoration of past wars and 
employs a poetic realism to stylistically emphasize this idea.

I will now provide a detailed reading of the three fi lms, before I turn to 
Ovashvili’s The Other Bank to show how purportedly indexical images 
can be put to the service of a poetic approach to the representation of the 
past pain.

THE PAST PAIN OF SOLDIERS’ BODIES: 
BLACK HAWK DOWN

Ridley Scott’s Black Hawk Down has been greeted as “one of the most con-
vincing, realist combat movies . . . ever seen.”9 In the movie “the experience 
of war is palpable” as it provides an “almost tactile sense of the confl ict.“10 
Such statements refl ect the fact that Scott’s movie pays particular attention 
to an accurate re-enactment of the battle in the Somali capital Mogadishu 
in October 1993. A detailed account of the events was available to the direc-
tor thanks to the research conducted by Mark Bowden on whose historical 
novel the fi lm is based.11 In addition, Scott acquired signifi cant support 
from the US military. He was able to cast actual soldiers and employ real 
military equipment including Black Hawk helicopters. Uniforms, weapons, 
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troop movements, intercom communication, and other features match the 
original ones of 1993 in considerable detail.

According to an article by Stacey Peebles, Scott employs the same 
45-degree-shutter technique used by Janusz Kaminski in Spielberg’s Sav-
ing Private Ryan (1998) to increase the realism of the depicted battle 
sequences.12 Kaminski explains in an interview that he chose this technique 
to be able to “emulate the look of [original war] footage.”13 In adopting this 
stylistic device, Scott draws on implicit intermedial references—on a widely 
familiar visual discourse—to imbue battle scenes with an aura of authentic-
ity vested in the implied truth-value of indexical war fi lm and photography.

Scenes featuring pain and suff ering during the violent incidents in the 
Somali capital that left eighteen US soldiers and more than 1,000 Somalis 
dead are predominantly focused on US soldiers. The repeated use of sub-
jective shots indicating their perspective, or a quivering hand-held cam-
era seemingly wielded by someone running under fi re, draw the spectator 
into the events. Wounds or bodies ripped apart are presented in consider-
able detail and suff erings are prolonged by such means as slow motion 
or sudden breaks in the action-ridden course of battle. This stretching of 
story-time allows the spectator to individualize protagonists and enables 
deeper emotional responses, yet at the same time works against a complete 
immersion in the world of the fi lm, as it also raises awareness for the delib-
erately composed character of the depicted scenes. The same can be said 
about the extra-diegetic musical accompaniment. The repeated use of sad 
or valorizing tunes provides clear reading instructions to the viewer. At the 
same time, however, these tunes counter the mimetic eff ect of the intercom 
communication that had been devised to match the recorded original. It 
seems that the means to enhance emotional involvement are achieved at the 
expense of immersion and verisimilitude.

Pain in Black Hawk Down predominantly means the corporeal pain 
endured by US soldiers. Wounds are depicted in great detail, yet the suf-
ferings of the victims appear stylized. Injuries are injuries to the body, 
which might lead to tragic death, but which have been suff ered for a noble 
and benevolent cause. In Scott’s movie psychological injuries, trauma, or 
humiliation do not feature as pains suff ered during war. As such, a US pilot 
who is almost beaten to death by a Somali mob is not depicted as scream-
ing in agony, begging his tormentors to stop, or as simply despairing, but 
as clinging to a photograph of his wife and child with the remarkable 
calm and detachment of sacrifi ce. Another scene showing the attempted 
treatment of a young US Ranger who had sustained severe injuries, indeed 
depicts the man as screaming in pain and agony. In the end, however, he 
dies peacefully in the arms of his comrades surrounding him uttering his 
last wish to tell his parents that he had fought well today. The mental 
consequences for the comrades unable to keep him alive are reduced to the 
(quickly rejected) claim that the joint operation center should have done 
more to get the men out.
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Suff ering Somalis rarely appear in Black Hawk Down and when they 
do their plight is meticulously focalized through US soldiers. Somalis suff er 
only as innocent victims of a violence unleashed by their own war lords, 
not due to the actions of US soldiers. As such, the young boy shooting his 
father by accident does so only because he attempted to lay a hideous trap 
for the US soldier through whose eyes the scene is focalized. In a similar 
way, the old man carrying the body of a child over a road forcing a US 
convoy to stop is fi lmed through the dirty windows of a US vehicle and no 
explanation for the child’s death is provided. Somalis remain objects of a 
US gaze, their suff erings imply the suff ering of US soldiers forced to witness 
such incomprehensible tragedy.

In sum, past pains and suff ering in Scott’s movie are re-enacted through 
techniques that create intermedial references to recognizable documen-
tary styles of original war footage. A mimetic approach employs stylistic 
devices that suggest an indexical relationship between the depicted images 
and historical events. By means such as an immersive camera and repeated 
cuts that seem to be dictated by events on screen rather than the dramatic 
considerations of a director, the fi lm achieves an immediacy in relation 
to its audience. However, certain montage techniques, uses of music, and 
a selective cinematic gaze excluding psychological pains and the pains of 
the Somali other partly undermine this mimetic surface realism.Through 
its style, Black Hawk Down does not create a frame enabling diff erent 
reimaginings of a historical event. Rather, in tying the past pains of Mog-
adishu to explicit, purportedly indexical representations, Scott’s movie 
serves to cordon off  competing memories of the incidents. Explicit imaging 
as such serves to visually facilitate the production of a historical master 
narrative that marginalizes pain other than that endured by US soldiers’ 
bodies. Instead of alerting the spectator to the inherent constructedness 

Figure 10.2 Black Hawk Down—Stylized pains to soldier’s bodies.
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and contingency of claims about the past, this mimetic approach creates 
a dominant image—the mimetically realist representation—and implicitly 
marginalizes competing accounts.

PROSTHETIC DOCUMENTATION OR 
DOUBLE INJURY? BATTLE FOR HADITHA

Broomfi eld’s Battle for Haditha is about the killing of twenty-four Iraqi 
civilians by US soldiers in the Iraqi town of Haditha in November 2005. It 
was fi lmed on locations in Jordan close to the border with Iraq. The direc-
tor used laymen—Jordanians, Iraqi refugees, and former US Marines—as 
actors and largely refrained from fi lming on a set. While shooting the fi lm 
the actors lived in the houses and barracks they occupied as protagonists 
and where parts of the action takes place. According to Broomfi eld such 
a general lack of staging made possible almost documentary shots in real 
time capturing the everyday practices of civilians and soldiers and enabled 
the Iraqi refugees and former US Marines to convincingly play themselves 
on screen.14

Broomfi eld predominantly employs hand-held cameras and long takes 
that are shot in real time to evoke an appearance of immediacy and docu-
mentary realism. This technique serves to achieve the impression that the 
audio-visual material has been produced by individuals on the spot to 
document what is going on. In line with this, the lens peeks from inside 
vehicles or moves between individuals in their homes, or while walking 
or patrolling the street. In the same way, some scenes resemble in style the 
video footage produced of successful attacks that can be found on insur-
gent websites.

This way, the fi lm makes intermedial reference to the truth-value associ-
ated with video and mobile phone footage emanating right from the battle-
fi eld. Such footage has recently been used in a series of documentary movies 
as an important source of documentation and was successfully emulated 
in a series of war fi lms about Iraq such as the HBO series Generation Kill 
(2008), or the movies Stop-Loss (2008) and Redacted (U2007).15 This style 
suggests a direct connection between image and event making it an impor-
tant device for a mimetic representational strategy.

While Black Hawk Down eff ectively brackets trauma and humilia-
tion, Battle for Haditha adopts a multidimensional approach with main 
emphasis on the psychological and corporeal pains endured during war. 
Like Scott’s movie, Broomfi eld’s fi lm is a precise reenactment of an actual 
event on the basis of meticulous investigation, interviews with involved per-
sons, and recourse to offi  cial documentation. Battle for Haditha, however, 
also includes the statements made by involved Iraqis to create a balanced 
account.16 This balancing again resurfaces in Broomfi eld’s deliberate triple 
focalization, where the events are made accessible to audiences through the 
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eyes and minds of US soldiers, Iraqi civilians, and Iraqi insurgents eff ec-
tively precluding the emergence of one authoritative master narrative. Patri-
cia Pisters notes in a recent article that this is a recurrent strategy in recent 
war fi lms where a “battle of screens implies . . . the necessity for multiple 
points of view” and this way increasingly replaces objectifying assertions 
of unequivocal historical truth.17

Besides the meticulous reenactment of the suff erings of civilians, Broom-
fi eld’s fi lm also attends to the suff erings endured by US soldiers. Unlike 
Scott’s movie, where the pains of past wars were largely reduced to styl-
ized corporeal injuries, Broomfi eld also chronicles the slow psychological 
breakdown and traumatization of young men left in the fi eld without suf-
fi cient assistance. Here again, the fact that the soldiers are played by former 
Marines and not professional actors provides an aura of authenticity to the 
depicted events. On several occasions during his voice-over commentary, 
Broomfi eld explains how certain scenes developed their own unintended 
dynamics vested in the resurfacing of actual experiences made by those men, 
but also by the Iraqi refugees playing grieving Haditha families in the movie.

Battle for Haditha casts the past pains endured by civilians during the 
massacre in explicit images. The movie visually documents a war crime of 
which no original photographic footage is available. This form of prosthetic 
documentation—or “prosthetic memory” to use the terminology developed 
by Allison Landsberg in her book with the same title—fulfi lls the impor-
tant role of raising awareness for, and thus enabling a commemoration of, 
a past atrocity.18 Through this excavation of a past event an important basis 
for political interventions countering such violations is laid, even though 
this carries the implicit danger of succumbing to what Élisabeth Dauphinée 
in a recent contribution to the journal Security Dialogue terms a “double 
injury”—the subsequent instrumentalization of the past pain of others for 
particular political purposes.19

Figure 10.3 Battle for Haditha—Prosthetic documentation or double injury?
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The mimetic strategy adopted by Broomfi eld ties audiences to a particu-
lar surface appearance of a past event. Through explicit imaging the fi lm 
positions the spectator as a possible passive consumer of past suff erings—
a position that might facilitate voyeurism and possibly pacifi es audiences 
and hampers critical political engagement. At the same time, however, the 
(prosthetic) visual documentation of the atrocity raises awareness for an 
incident that remained underreported in especially the US media. In addi-
tion, through a triple focalization, Broomfi eld dislodges any emerging mas-
ter narrative with reference to competing perspectives on the events. The 
mimetic images of the atrocity itself, however, ground all the presented 
versions. Whatever the reasons or contexts for the killings might have been, 
their factuality has to be accepted as a determinate frame for historical 
articulations pertaining to the event.

FRAMING IMAGINATION: WALTZ WITH BASHIR

Waltz With Bashir is an animated documentary about Israeli soldiers’ 
experiences during the Israel-Lebanon war in 1982. Folman’s fi lm opens 
up diffi  cult issues pertaining to representations of past pain: How reli-
able are memories? Can war memories be approached without approach-
ing trauma? Does the unrepresentability of trauma become indicative of 
an unrepresentability of war? In approaching such questions Waltz With 
Bashir posits itself not only as a fi lm about a particular battle (as do Black 
Hawk Down and Battle for Haditha), but also as a fi lm about war memo-
ries and the processes of their constitution and erasure in general terms.

Waltz With Bashir takes up the question of how individual, communica-
tive, and cultural war memories are constituted and negotiated. The fi lm 
is an autobiographical account of Folman’s own struggle to unearth sup-
pressed traumatic memories from his time as Israeli soldier during the 1982 
Lebanon campaign culminating in the Israeli facilitation of a massacre of 
Palestinian civilians by Christian militia in the Sabra and Shatila refugee 
camps. Folman attempts to retrace his lost memories with the help of offi  -
cial documentation and through interviews with his fellow soldiers.

In particular one scene is of relevance to this enquiry. A friend of Fol-
man—a psychiatrist—illustrates for him the functioning of human mem-
ory with reference to an experiment. Groups of people had been presented 
with rows of photographs from their earlier lives—among them one fake 
representing an incident that had never occurred. The psychiatrist reveals 
that 80% of the test persons recognized the fake event as something that 
had actually happened to them, while the remaining 20% accepted it after 
having though about it for a day. Folman uses this example to show that 
individual memories are inherently unreliable, proactive, and dependent 
on a peer group. They do not passively record and store past events, but 
actively constitute them, fi lling gaps and blind spots, and keeping at bay 
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harming experiences. Only in dreams and uncontrollable traumatic fl ash-
backs does the past at times infringe upon memory’s capacity to defi ne it in 
the light of the present.

Folman draws the stories, memories, nightmares, and traumatic fl ash-
backs recounted by the veterans he meets. The soldiers’ memories of war are 
presented as dreamlike or nightmarish visions, rather than clear-cut imag-
eries rendering accessible an unequivocal notion of the past. For instance, 
the story told by a former comrade of Folman, in which he vividly recalls 
his dream of fl oating on a giant naked woman while watching a deployment 
vessel being bombed, and the account of Folman himself remembering how 
he witnessed the silent disintegration of Beirut international airport into 
bombed out rubble while he was walking through the reception hall, are 
clear examples of the mutual enmeshing of memory, imagination, dream, 
and trauma in processes of commemorating war. On the other hand, sto-
ries such as the one told by a soldier recalling himself dancing in the street 
under heavy fi re, or the offi  cer driving to the entrance of the Sabra and Sha-
tila refugee camp and ending the massacre by simply giving orders through 
a megaphone fall partly under the same category. The drawn and animated 
stories might not be representations that prove absolutely true to the actual 
incidents, but they still retain validity. This validity, then, is not due to the 
stories’ direct connection to a preceding real, but due to the confi rmation 
through peer groups of co-commemorators.

Throughout the fi lm, the main protagonist slowly gains an overview over 
what happened and what his role in the events had been. He fi nally retraces 
the incident his nightmares are based on to the immediate aftermath of 
the massacre. Folman is shown standing at a check-point witnessing the 
emergence of desperate Palestinian civilians from the rubble of the refu-
gee camps. The scene resembles in style the nightmarish visions that have 
haunted him throughout the narration and indicates a successful negotia-
tion of the stories he has heard and his traumatic fl ashbacks.

In choosing an animated movie as medium, Folman consciously avoids a 
mimetic rhetoric that draws upon an implied indexical connection between 
re-enactment and preceding event to discursively charge its representation. 
However, the last sequence of Waltz With Bashir consists of documentary 
images taken in the Sabra and Shatila camps on the day after the massa-
cre. The photographs show terrible scenes of death and despair, including 
explicit pictures of mutilated and murdered bodies of Palestinian civilians. 
The documentary material doubtlessly has a shocking eff ect on the viewer. 
What before appeared as the strange dreams and unstructured recollec-
tions of a group of soldiers, suddenly acquires a cruel sense of reality and 
grim relevance. What does this sudden change in style at the end of the 
movie indicate?

In his discussion of memory in Waltz with Bashir, Garret Stewart argues 
that the inclusion of original footage at the end of Folman’s fi lm consti-
tutes more than “a formal capitulation to routine verité.”20 In his words, 
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“burst through the labors of animated reconstruction is the true archive 
of terror.”21 I agree with him and contend that the documentary material 
serves as a frame for collective commemoration. Just as gate and railway 
tracks in Kiefer’s Sulamith anchor the constructive endeavors of human 
memory pertaining to World War II to the Nazi death camps, any reimagi-
nation of the Lebanon campaign enabled through Folman’s fi lm is bound 
to acknowledge the existence of the massacre committed against Palestinian 
civilians. As such, the indexical photographic evidence constitutes a navel in 
Mieke Bal’s sense that frames audience engagement in a particular manner 
and connects contingent reconstructions to a concrete material basis. This 
basis does not determine memorial processes in the last instance, but adds a 
notion of necessity and verifi ability to constructions of historical narratives. 
As explicit images and creative reimaginings of past pains enter into fruitful 
dialogue, the past is brought to emerge as a contingent product of negotia-
tion rather than either blunt historical fact or entirely arbitrary construct.

FACING THE PAIN OF OTHERS: THE OTHER BANK

I will now turn to George Ovashvili’s The Other Bank and the role of the 
image of the face as a poetic frame for acts of contingent reconstruction. This 

Figure 10.4 Waltz With Bashir—Past pains between memory, trauma, and night-
marish vision.
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prepares the grounds for a subsequent engagement with the ethical implica-
tions of either imaging or actively reimagining the past pain of others.

Ovashvili’s movie tells the story of ten-year-old Tedo, a Georgian-
Abkhazian refugee now living at the outskirts of Tbilisi, who sets out 
on a lonely journey back home through a country ravaged by civil war. 
Ovashvili employs a mimetic style. Most of the fi lming is done on original 
locations and the actor playing the main protagonist Tedo is a lay actor, 
a boy who had himself become a refugee during the violent struggles in 
Georgia. As in Battle for Haditha, the lack of an artifi cial fi lm set and the 
ability of non-professional actors to play out their own experiences imbue 
Ovashvili’s work with a peculiar authenticity, vested in the simulated quasi-
indexicality of the presented images.

However, in relation to past pain and suff ering The Other Bank adopts a 
diff erent strategy. Only on very few occasions are death, violence, or atroci-
ties depicted directly and cast into explicit images. In Ovashvili’s fi lm, the 
pains of the past recede into the background without however acquiring an 
elusive character. They become accessible indirectly through traces; traces 
in the landscape and in the face of main protagonist Tedo.

Instead of imaging the actual destruction of towns, roads, and villages, 
Ovashvili presents the spectator with a landscape littered with ruins and 
abandoned buildings; ghostly traces of acts of violence now passed. Simi-
larly, the past pains of Tedo are not re-enacted in minute detail and reduced 
to a series of explicit images, but indirectly resurface in the dwelling, intru-
sive close-ups on the boy’s face expressing an abundance of feelings caused 
by doubtlessly traumatic experiences.22 The topographic traces of landscape 
and face have poetic qualities. They constitute a frame for reimagination, 
rather than an archive containing what posits itself to be a true representa-
tion of the past as it actually occurred.

The last scene of Ovashvili’s fi lm becomes indicative of this poetic 
approach to suff ering and violence. The Georgian boy wanders aimlessly 
through Abkhazia pretending to be mute in order to avoid exposing his 
ethnic background through his idiom. In a wood, he staggers into a band 
of Abkhazian nationalist militiamen—brute and threatening men that are 
responsible for the ethnic cleansing of the region. Not suspecting the boy 
to be Georgian they allow him to sit by the fi re and provide food, before 
they make him dance to the melody of a known folk song of the region. As 
always in threatening situations, Tedo tightly closes his eyes. While the boy 
dances with frightened and increasingly desperate movements, the camera 
zooms in on his stiff ened face until an extreme close-up of his closed eyes 
fi lls the screen. Then, a cut provides access to the inner world of Tedo. 
However, instead of fi nally visualizing the boy’s traumatic experiences, the 
viewer is presented with images of animals on the African savannah. The 
boy’s torments are not visualized, they remain unimaged. We merely get 
access to Tedo’s defensive mechanism—his mind’s strategy to keep at bay 
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the harmful images of past pains—leaving us, the audience, with the task 
to reimagine what appears unimagible.

The topographic traces, and in particular Tedo’s face, defy any attempts 
to grasp the pain of the other in its entirety. These traces cannot simply be 
consumed, and precisely therefore they prevent voyeurism, and acquire last-
ing, haunting qualities. They challenge the spectator to enter into construc-
tive endeavors; to reimagine, rather than passively watch, the past pain of 
Tedo and others. Through this poetic strategy, Ovashvili enables many dif-
ferent reimaginings within the frame set by the actual historical situation 
refl ected in the topographic traces of the landscape and its inhabitants. As a 
result, the mimetic rhetoric of the fi lm does not pacify audiences or exploit 
the victims, but precisely facilitates the evocation of a poetic and therefore 
ethical response by the viewer.

Employing the thought of Judith Butler, one might argue that what 
is brought to the surface through Tedo’s face is not so much our moral 
responsibility to intervene in one way or another in the specifi c Georgian 
confl ict, but the ethical demand made upon us by the other in general. In 
her book Precarious Life Butler draws upon the ethics of Immanuel Levi-
nas and contemplates the ways through which the life of the other acquires 
value. She asserts that the face alerts us “to what is precarious in another 
life or, rather, the precariousness of life itself.“23 As such, Tedo’s face points 
beyond his individual countenance and fate. His face becomes the source of 

Figure 10.5 The Other Bank—The face of Tedo.
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a general acknowledgement of the inherent relationality of human existence 
and the unavoidable, constitutive vulnerability this relationality implies. 
These qualities make the face a key component of an ethics of non-violence 
and facilitate an ethical response to the fate of the other as an alternative to 
short-lived moralist outrage or narcissistic voyeurism. This brings us over 
to the ethical dimension of the two styles outlined so far.

THE ETHICS OF IMAG(IN)ING PAST PAINS

Is it necessary to explicitly image the suff erings of the past in order to 
document misconduct and facilitate political struggles for justice? Or does 
explicit imaging entail exploitation, abuse, or even pleasure-seeking con-
sumption? Should we engage in attempts to reimagine what ultimately 
defi es representation? In other words, what are the ethical stakes of mimet-
ically or poetically representing the past pains of others?

In her book Regarding the Pain of Others Susan Sontag critically inter-
rogates the potentials of photography to move audiences.24 In her view, the 
aberrant proliferation of indexical images depicting the suff ering of others 
is problematic as such a ubiquity of horror tends to desensitize audiences. 
Sontag concedes that photography visually documents and draws attention 
to particular incidents. The presented events however, she continues, often 
remain unconnected and therefore prevent the emergence of a long-lasting 
response on the part of the viewer. Instead of being disturbed the spectator 
is shocked into numbness by increasingly ubiquitous, yet disparate, imager-
ies of atrocities and pain. According to Sontag, photography casts incidents 
of suff ering into fi xed imageries. As a consequence, past pains are confi ned 
and deprived of their disruptive and ethically engaging potential.

In an article that employs Sontag’s thought to the case of the Abu Ghraib 
images, Élizabeth Dauphinée voices fundamental reservations concerning 
the political use of explicit images of pain. Besides pointing to the danger 
of engaging in a “double betrayal” of the victims, she also warns that “the 
image . . . returns to us a fl attened representation that actually evacuates 
the image of the one in pain.”25 Imaging past pains, argues Dauphinée, 
forestalls an ethical response precisely in that it reduces the suff ering indi-
viduals to mere objects.

Judith Butler also draws upon the ideas of Susan Sontag. In her recent 
book Frames of War, she interrogates the political function of imageries 
of pain. Even though she to some extent shares Sontag’s reservations con-
cerning the mimetic representation of other’s suff ering, Butler nevertheless 
asserts that the photograph is not merely refl ecting, but “actively interpret-
ing” the world.26 This assertion points to the fact that the indexical photo-
graphic image also can have a profoundly poetic eff ect alerting the viewer 
to the necessary gap between representation and represented rather than 
purporting to nullify it. An ethically engaging image does not necessarily 
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merely show an incident in minute detail, but provides a frame for active 
reimagination of what lies outside this frame. By this attendance to what is 
not shown, but tacitly predisposes the image from the outside, attention can 
be directed to the regulatory regimes photographic images are embedded in.

What Sontag, Butler, and Dauphinée point to is what I attempt to cap-
ture with the distinction between mimetic and poetic styles in the war fi lm. 
The purportedly accurate images deployed by a mimetic style position the 
spectator as a passive consumer of ready-made historical representations 
that might induce certain shock eff ects and raise awareness for previously 
underrepresented incidents, but ultimately do little to induce long-term 
ethical engagements or critical introspection.

For instance, despite their mimetic appeal, the explicit images of suff er-
ing and pain deployed in Scott’s Black Hawk Down provide a sanitized 
version of the war and indirectly facilitate the marginalization of compet-
ing accounts. The suff ering Somalis are veiled, while the stylized nature of 
soldiers’ ordeals serves to deny psychological suff erings caused by traumatic 
experience. The mimetic images of Scott’s movie position the spectator as a 
passive consumer and potential voyeur, rather than facilitating critical (re)
constructive endeavors. In Battle for Haditha, on the other hand, mimetic 
images acquire the function of prosthetic documentation concerning an 
underreported war crime. In spite of this important political role, however, 
the explicit imaging of the atrocity might numb and pacify audiences, and 
entails the danger of doubly betraying the victims in exploiting their pain 
for a political agenda not their own.

In contrast to the mimetic style, a poetic approach makes explicit the nec-
essary discrepancy between image and depicted event. This style of realism 
not so much mimics surface phenomena to achieve what ultimately emerges 
as indexical truth eff ects, but raises awareness for the inherently contingent 
nature of our relation to the past in general. As such, this style directs atten-
tion to holes and inconsistencies, to what is not there, to what remains invis-
ible thereby challenging spectators to inquire into their own role as active 
producers of meaning and reproducers of socio-political orders.

Folman’s refusal to provide explicit indexical images in Waltz With 
Bashir for instance discourages passive consumerism and voyeurism, raises 
awareness for the constructed nature of the past, and facilitates an active 
(re)constructive engagement called for by Butler and Sontag. At the same 
time Folman’s use of explicit documentary images at the very end of the 
movie grounds contingent reconstructions in the documented factuality of 
the genocidal crimes committed against Palestinian civilians.

Ovashvili’s The Other Bank in contrast employs a mimetic style to 
achieve a similar poetic eff ect. The fi lm creates an intrusive absence as it 
consistently declines directly to image the past ordeals of main protago-
nist Tedo and others. This strategy facilitates critical refl ection and brings 
the audiences beyond the aff ective numbness of mere shock and disgust. 
In precisely not purporting to tell everything, to show everything, but in 

Gronstad & Gustafsson 1st pages_rev.indd   189Gronstad & Gustafsson 1st pages_rev.indd   189 1/16/2012   2:20:16 PM1/16/2012   2:20:16 PM



190 Holger Pötzsch

T&F Proofs: Not For Distribution

challenging the spectator to engage in active searches for meaning, the 
indexical images of The Other Bank enable complex understanding and 
forestall voyeurism as well as a double betrayal of the victims.

Obvious diff erences in style and the ontological connection to its object 
notwithstanding, The Other Bank acquires a similar reconfi gurative func-
tion as does Kiefer’s Sulamith referred to in the beginning of this essay. 
Through tacit deployments of hints and traces pointing toward suff erings 
now passed, both works lay the dead to rest, yet impose a responsibil-
ity on those living to actively reimagine what defi es simple imaging—to 
actively engage various possible historical trajectories lest we repeat. The 
Other Bank and Sulamith deny both aff ective shock and voyeuristic plea-
sure. Their poetic style facilitates an ethical response that calls for an active 
engagement with a politics of suff ering that often remains hidden behind 
explicit images of the other in pain.
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