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ABSTRACT

In this open access book, film scholar Rasmus Greiner develops a theoreti-
cal model for the concept of the histosphere to refer to the “sphere” of a
cinematically modelled, physically experienceable historical world. His
analysis of practices of modelling and perceiving, immersion and empathy,
experience and remembering, appropriation and refiguration combine
approaches from film studies, such as Vivian Sobchack’s phenomenology
of film experience, with historiographic theories, such as Frank
R. Ankersmit’s concept of historical experience. Building on this analysis,
Greiner examines the spatial and temporal organization of historical films
and presents discussions of mood and atmosphere, body and memory, and
genre and historical consciousness. The analysis is based around three his-
torical films, spanning six decades, that depict 1950s Germany: Helmut
Kautner’s sky WITHOUT STARS (1955), Jutta Briickner’s YEARS OF HUNGER
(1980), and Sven Bohse’s three-part TV series KU’DAMM 56 (2016).



So we beat on, boats against the curvent, borne back ceaselessly into the past.
F. Scott Fitzgerald
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

The film opens with shots of a barbed wire fence, warning signs, and bar-
riers, accompanied by a dramatic score and an omniscient voice-over that
embeds the historical situation depicted on screen within a particular nar-
rative. The narrator explains that the film is the story of East German fac-
tory worker Anna Kaminski (Eva Kotthaus) and West German border
guard Carl Altmann (Erik Schumann). The year is 1952, and the two
lovers are separated by the inner German border. Following a series of
almost static shots, the camera pans slowly, awakening the film to life.
Finally, human figures appear: refugees making their way along an over-
grown path on the bank of a border river.

As we watch Helmut Kiutner’s sky WITHOUT STARS (HIMMEL OHNE
STERNE, 1955), we construct a spatiotemporal structure out of moving
images, sound, and words that allows us to experience the history of
Germany’s division. The audiovisual figuration of the past becomes a liv-
ing encounter in the present. Conceptions of history are inscribed into the
filmic world’s formal and aesthetic features even before the plot begins.
The iconic images of the border and the voice-over commentary localize
the action in a historical setting distinguished by landscape, costumes, set
dressings, and the way the characters act and comport themselves. By cre-
ating visual and aural spaces, the film both represents and constructs his-
tory, producing a fluid historical world that we can synesthetically “live.”
This blend of historical model and fiction draws us powerfully into the
world of the film, and the immersion is helped along by the flow of the
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montage, the music, and the subjectivized gaze of the camera-eye. All
these operations bring us “physically and mentally closer to the action of
the film.”! T shall use the term histosphere to refer to the “sphere” of a
cinematically modeled, physically experienceable historical world. The
prefix “histo-” refers here not just to (popular conceptions of) history, but
also to a particular bodily dimension. In the phenomenological space
between audiovisual figurations and historical experience, a histosphere
functions—in the manner of histology—as an innervated tissue that relays
the potential semiotic meanings of the cinematically constructed past via
physical-sensory stimuli.? In this book, I conduct a “vivisection” of the
praxis of histospheres—an exploratory surgery on a living organism.

The narrator of sky WITHOUT STARS speaks auspiciously of the refugees’
hope of a life in freedom. While the repetitive score accentuates the tense
atmosphere, a close-up focuses on Anna’s watchful gaze. The situation
intensifies further when the smuggler betrays the refugees to two border
guards, causing an elderly man to suffer a fatal heart attack. The film cuts
to a dramatic zoom-in on Anna’s face, which strengthens the sense of
subjective experience and creates closer identification with the protago-
nist. To the sound of soaring strings, she seizes the initiative and leaps into
the river. One of the guards shoots and hits her, but despite her injury she
makes it to the other bank (Figs. 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, and 1.4).

By combining our living audiovisual encounter with our imaginative
empathy, the sequence allows us to experience the awful consequences of
Germany’s division. It also activates our own memories, whether of other
films or of our personal lived experiences. These kinds of associations are
accompanied by conceptions of history that are in turn closely bound up
with our individual biographies.®* The popular historical fiction film (or
simply, as I shall call it, the historical film*) thus comprises a dynamic pro-
cess that makes the past present in order to produce meaning in the here-
and-now. Against the general assumption that the constitutive feature of
historical films is that they represent history, I argue that it is instead their
audiovisual modeling and figuration of historical worlds, which enables an
immediate experience of history. This would imply that the essential crite-
rion of a historical film is the presence of a histosphere.

Although in film theory the boundaries between fictional and nonfic-
tional forms have become increasingly porous, it can nonetheless be help-
ful to distinguish between fiction and documentary films. In recent debate,
there have been efforts to free theory-building from getting bogged down
in questions of ontology; however, without wishing to take sides on this
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Figs. 1.1-1.4 Subjectivized experience and close identification with the pro-
tagonist in SKY WITHOUT STARS

issue, in my study I shall primarily investigate histospheres as an element
and phenomenon of historical ficzion films. I implicitly acknowledge that
specific forms of this phenomenon can also be found in documentaries and
other nonfictional film types, but believe that a theory of how histospheres
operate in nonfiction films would require further work and cannot simply
be tacked onto a discussion of their functioning in fiction films.

Despite their powerful immersive potential, historical films do not
enable an all-encompassing illusion. Our living encounter with a film is
only incompletely present; this encounter makes the past sensuously avail-
able, but does not allow it to be changed. In this respect, the spectator’s
perspective is reminiscent of Walter Benjamin’s remarks on the “Angel of
History” in Paul Klee’s Angelus Novus: Plunging backward into the future,
the angel looks with horror at the rubble of the past that piles up before
his eyes®; the “storm of progress” drives him “irresistibly into the future”
and is so strong that the angel can no longer close his wings. The medium
of film, by contrast, seemingly has complete mastery of the dimensions of
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space and time. Historical films can thus, I argue, achieve what Benjamin
claims the Angel of History cannot: They can “pause for a moment” to
“awaken the dead and [...] piece together what has been smashed.”¢
Applying Benjamin’s deliberations to histospheres, this would imply that
they are capable of changing the direction of our movement through time:
In the historical film we are no longer moving away from but closer toward
the past, entering thoroughly into it and allowing it to sweep us along.
Moreover, we can turn around and peer into an imaginary future from the
perspective of the past simulated by the film.” Our historical knowledge is
(at least temporarily) overridden by our immersive, living encounter with
the histosphere. Although we know, even while watching sky witHOUT
STARS, that Germany was reunified on October 3, 1990, at the same time
we /[ive the reality of the histosphere, in which the division of Germany is
far from over. Film transforms the past into a space of possibilities. In his
A Baedecker for the Soul, Béla Baldzs writes:

Do you not also see the many branching paths that you could also have
taken, that we could have taken, had we not been pushed by some chance?
They all belong to our past.’

Baldzs conceives of the past in a way that also includes options and
eventualities that did not come to pass. His deliberations can also be
applied to the relation between film and history. On this view, cinema’s
unique accomplishment would be making it possible to walk down, to
experience, the paths not taken in the past. This space of possibilities is
manifested not just in films’ modeling of a counterfactual or alternative
history, but also in the playful suspension of our historical memory. During
our living encounter with a film, our knowledge of the course that history
actually took recedes into the background and gives way to a sense of
contingency. The histosphere gives chance a second chance. Until the very
last moment, we believe it is possible—we fear, or we hope—that #his time
perhaps things will turn out differently.

Our conceptions of history are also influenced by the present: “History
is the object of a construction whose place is formed not in homogenous
and empty time, but in that which is fulfilled by the here-and-now,” writes
Benjamin.® Even historical films cannot cut themselves oft from the pres-
ent. A histosphere is always a product of the time the film was made. It is
like a “tiger’s leap into that which has gone before,” which secks out
“what is up-to-date, wherever it moves in the jungle [ Dickicht: maze,
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thicket] of what was.”!® The time of a film’s production is inscribed into
its audiovisual modeling of a bygone era. To fully understand this ambiva-
lent nature of histospheres, we must also discuss the effect of film on our
perceptions of the world. Siegfried Kracauer drew attention to film’s ten-
dency to explore the “texture of everyday life” and help us “not only to
appreciate our given material environment, but to extend it in all direc-
tions.”!! Films thus “virtually make the world our home.”'? Along similar
lines, Baldzs says that film teaches us “to see the intricate visual details” of
“our polyphonous life.”® In order to establish the sense of intimacy and
familiarity with the world described by Kracauer and Balazs, films model
audiovisual “lifeworlds,” worlds of lived experience.!* In a historical film,
these constructions form part of the histosphere. Sometimes, there can be
multiple competing lifeworlds in a single film. One example is SKY WITHOUT
STARS, whose histosphere is made up of two lifeworlds: West and East
Germany (both still in the early years of their existence). Anna alternates
between these two lifeworlds, without truly being at home in either. Her
son Jochen (Rainer Stang) lives with her parents-in-law in the West, while
her frail grandparents live across the border in the East. Eventually, she
and Carl discover an abandoned railway station in no man’s land; an other
place where they can be intimate.!® For a brief time, their lifeworlds over-
lap. This fleeting utopian moment anticipates and models the reunification
of Germany. On this construal, SKy WITHOUT STARS enables a “mixed, joint
experience” on the fine line between utopia and heterotopia, which Michel
Foucault describes using the metaphor of a mirror.'® This interpretation
can also be extended to historical films in general: If we understand a his-
tosphere as a filmic figuration that audiovisually models historical worlds
and makes them available to experience, then the spectator’s perception
oscillates between a mode of observation that strives for objectivity and an
immersive, living encounter. On the one hand, as spectators we enter into
the film’s depiction of a possible world; on the other, we constantly com-
pare this depiction with our own picture of reality. This picture in turn
depends on our experiences and memories, which themselves include films
and audiovisual media.'”

Standard theories of fiction based on possible-worlds semantics con-
ceive of the universe as a constellation of worlds. As film scholar Margrit
Trohler explains, these worlds “can be thought of like a solar system or
like a soap bubble ball made up of multiple chambers adhering together.”!8
A film’s histosphere can be understood as one such chamber. Although it
forms a self-contained sphere that models a possible historical world, it is
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also in direct contact with countless other chambers, including other filmic
histospheres. The walls between the individual chambers are permeable
membranes, which result in a dynamic interchange between them.! The
cinema screen can likewise be understood as a membrane between two
worlds.?’ Contra Kracauer’s criticism of the finite nature of the cosmos
presented in the historical film,?! as part of a constellation of worlds a his-
tosphere always points beyond itself and influences our conceptions of
history through a complex interplay with other possible worlds and media
experiences of reality.

With the digital revolution, the mediatization of our perception has
gained in intensity. “We are all part of a moving-image culture, and we live
cinematic and electronic lives,” the American film and media scholar
Vivian Sobchack observed back in 1988, and coined the notion of a “tech-
nosphere” that surrounds us and profoundly shapes our lifeworld.?? Since
then, audiovisual technologies and media have become ever more perva-
sive in our daily lives, so that nowadays filmic histospheres are even more
easily accepted and readily accessible to intuitive experience.

As I shall set out in the following chapters, a histosphere is far more
than a model-like representation of a historical period. As an immersive
experiential field, it does not merely address our senses of sight and hear-
ing, but entirely absorbs us. My theory of historical experience mediated
through film experience builds on Sobchack’s work on the phenomenol-
ogy of film.?* Sobchack describes film itself as an embodied experience that
addresses @/l the viewing subjects’ senses by way of a synesthetic interplay
of moving images and sound. Film is a mode of embodied being-in-the-
world with the capacity “to not only save sense but also to make sense”
through direct, prereflective experience.?* At the heart of her theory is the
idea that a film has its own body. Sobchack understands film as simultane-
ously a visible object—a world of film images—and a subject that has its
own point of view on the world.?® While film, like photography, objectifies
“the subjectivity of the visual into the visible,” the cinematic “qualitatively
transforms the photographic through a materiality that not only claims the
world and others as objects for vision (whether moving or static) but also
signifies its own materialized agency, intentionality, and subjectivity.”?°
Building on this phenomenological account, the historical film can be
understood as “an experiential field in which human beings pretheoreti-
cally construct and play out a particular—and culturally encoded—form of
temporal existence.”® Through a living encounter with a film, history is
made experientially available, and on the foundation of synesthetic



1 INTRODUCTION 7

perception, the film addresses the spectator’s entire body. We do not
merely see and hear the filmic figuration of a historical world; rather, it
completely surrounds us, so that it is as if we can physically feel it. Although
we are aware that this living encounter with history is based on perceiving
an audiovisual construction—a histosphere—the filmic experience of world
corresponds closely to our everyday perceptions, which the film experience
extends to spheres of past time that are inaccessible outside of cinema.
The evolution of histospheres over the course of film history closely
tracks the changing relationship between film and history. Back in 1896,
Max Skladanowsky filmed his brother Eugen playing the Prussian king
Frederick the Great. Less than twenty years later, D. W. Griffith’s THE
BIRTH OF A NATION (1915) and INTOLERANCE (1916), two now-controversial
works that revolutionized film aesthetics, revealed the historical film’s
immense potential for a complex making-present of the past. Griffith’s
lavish productions ushered in the era of historical epics. Then, in the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century, movements such as Italian Neorealism,
the French New Wave, and New German Cinema articulated an under-
standing in which contemporary American genre cinema was seen as part
of a cultural renewal.?® This development was accompanied by a democra-
tization of perception that decisively altered the relation between film and
history. Avant-garde montage concepts aimed at mobilizing the masses
gave way to a subjectivized address to individual viewing subjects. From
the perspective of a new society founded on egalitarian democracy, the
“form of aesthetic experience in the cinema” was now understood as “the
potential of an adequate experience of the world.”?” This formulation cap-
tures the essence of the histosphere: Observing and adapting the film’s
subjective perspective on a historical world enable us to have an individual
experience of history. Movement in space, as the basic element of film
images, was now joined as an object of filmmaking by perceptions and
explorations of time.3® For historical films, this meant a (at least partial)
move away from simply representing historical events, toward a phenom-
enology of the way the historical eras modeled by films are perceived.
The cinematic renewal movements that emerged from the 1950s
onwards not only created new ways of accessing history, but also redefined
the relation between image and sound. The essayistic historical fiction
films of the French New Wave led to a changed understanding of film
sound’s historical relevance. The director and film theorist Eric Rohmer
went so far as to describe Alain Resnais’s HIROSHIMA MON AMOUR (1959) as
“the first modern film of sound cinema.”® The film presents a dialogue
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between a French actress and a young man from Hiroshima in which per-
sonal recollections of historical events are explored and their reliability as
historiographical accounts questioned, and closely interweaves this dia-
logue with film images and other auditory elements. This move toward
film sound needs to be reflected in theoretical accounts of historical films
too. While previous research on film and history has primarily focused on
visual aspects, my study of histospheres also explicitly considers the andio
bistory of film.3? Taking account of sound and the diverse ways it interacts
with moving images provides the foundation to develop a theory of aundio-
visual history. The lavish historical productions that began to appear in the
early 1990s*® furthermore combine the subjectivized spectator experience
with a multi-immersive approach, pairing a living audiovisual encounter
with strategies of imaginative empathy so as to make history into an
embodied experience in which visual and aural perceptions extend synes-
thetically to the spectator’s whole body.

In order to explore the different aspects of histospheres in greater
depth, I shall analyze selected film sequences that help to ground and
illustrate my theses. I concentrate primarily on mainstream productions,
which thanks to their commercial marketing are well known and reach
relatively large audiences. However, I by no means wish to marginalize
experimental, noncommercial, and postcolonial films. My reason for not
considering such films here is, rather, that they lie beyond the scope of the
theories developed in this book, and so an equally detailed analysis of non-
mainstream historical films would have to be undertaken in separate, sup-
plementary studies. The present work, by contrast, focuses on three
popular productions: firstly, Helmut Kiutner’s sky WITHOUT STARS, which
depicts the (at that time still fresh) history of German division; secondly,
Jutta Briickner’s autobiographically inspired YEARS OF HUNGER (HUNGER-
JAHRE, 1980), which tells the story of an adolescence in the oppressive,
narrow-minded Germany of the Wirtschaftswunder years; and thirdly,
Sven Bohse’s three-part TV series ku’pamm 56 (2016), in which a Berlin
dance school becomes embroiled in existential conflicts over the repres-
sion of the Nazi past and the struggle for women’s liberation. From the
perspectives and horizons of their own times, each of the three films cre-
ates its own distinctive histosphere for the 1950s. An era torn between the
shadow of the past, national consolidation, and an economic boom is
evoked by motifs such as returning soldiers, the question of collective
guilt, the division of Germany, and the Wirtschaftswunder. Inspired by
Benjamin’s “Angel of History,” which falls backward into the future with
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his gaze fixed on the past, I have chosen films made at three different
points in time—1955, 1980, 2016—ecach with very different historical
coordinates that determine their perspective on the world of the 1950s.
Depending on whether a film was produced at a gap of three (sky wiTHOUT
STARS), twenty-five (YEARS OF HUNGER), or sixty (KU’DAMM 56) years from
the time it is set, the construction of its histosphere will be subject to dif-
ferent political, social, and cultural contexts. SKY WITHOUT STARS was influ-
enced by the same discourses evident in films like THE HEATH 1S GREEN
(GRUN IST DIE HEIDE, 1951; dir. Hans Deppe), THE GREAT TEMPTATION (DIE
GROSSE VERSUCHUNG, 1952; dir. Rolf Hansen), AREN’T WE WONDERFUL (WIR
WUNDERKINDER, 1958; dir. Kurt Hoffmann), and ROSEMARY (DAS MADCHEN
ROSEMARIE, 1958; dir. Rolf Thiele). The shock of Germany’s division was
still relatively fresh, and the integration of displaced persons and returning
soldiers had left its mark. Aesthetically, Kdutner’s film still bears the strong
imprint of classical German entertainment films, with the same careful
framing, orchestral score, and linearly told melodramatic plot. A quarter
of a century later, things had changed. Politicized New German Cinema
was challenging interpretations of history and criticizing the ills of society.
Taking a pessimistic view of the Wirtschaftswunder period, Briickner’s
YEARS OF HUNGER engages with a pivotal contemporary discourse that also
motivated works such as Rainer Werner Fassbinder’s BRD Trilogy.** With
its extreme documentary closeness, use of multiperspectival devices such
as polyphonic voice-overs, and essayistic incorporation of archival footage,
the film adopts some of the experimental aesthetic approaches of the late
1970s. xu’pamMM 56, finally, is a prototypical example of the multi-
immersive films that emerged in the 1990s. The depiction of family con-
flicts caused by the reintegration of traumatized soldiers returning late
from the war has parallels with S6énke Wortmann’s box office hit THE MIR-
ACLE OF BERN (DAS WUNDER VON BERN, 2003) and Oskar Roehler’s SOURCES
OF LIFE (QUELLEN DES LEBENS, 2013). The clash between the rock-‘n’-roll-
loving youngsters and the reactionary wartime generation recalls the com-
edy LuLu & jmr (2009), also directed by Roehler. One topic that is not
addressed in KU'DAMM 56 is the prosecution of Nazi war crimes, which is a
central theme in some other films produced in the same period about the
Hessian district attorney Fritz Bauer®®; however, the Auschwitz trials initi-
ated by Bauer only took place in 1959—three years after the events of
Ku’pAMM 56. This selection of films spans a wide period of time, allowing
us to identify differences that reveal how histospheres have evolved over
the course of film history.
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In summary, this book develops a theory of histospheres and attempts
to connect it to debates in film studies and other disciplines. My central
thesis is that historical films model audiovisual figurations of history and
make them available to experience in the mode of an immersive encounter.
The first three chapters begin by setting out the current state of research,
presenting some general findings on the relationship between film and
history, and formulating some initial points of connection with phenom-
enological theories. My approach is based on the observation that the
constructivist and phenomenological models that film studies have regu-
larly alternated between over the past ninety years stand in a dialectical
relation to each other.®® In order to illuminate different aspects of my
theory of histospheres, the following chapters are grouped under pairs of
concepts: “Modeling and perceiving,” “Immersion and empathy,”
“Experience and remembering,” and “Appropriation and refiguration.”
On the basis of these concepts, and taking account of overarching audio-
visual /perceptive and historico-cultural factors, I also discuss functional
dimensions of histospheres: the spatial and temporal organization of his-
torical films, mood and atmosphere, body and memory, and genre and
historical consciousness.

NoOTES

1. On the concept of immersion, see Christiane Voss, “Fiktionale Immersion,”
montage AV 17:2,2008, p. 71.

2. I am grateful to Hannah Schoch, University of Zurich, for drawing my
attention to this connection.

3. This is based on an understanding of artistic experience as a relational pro-
cess between object and spectator. See Bernhard Grof3, Die Filme sind
unter uns: Zur Geschichtlichkeit des friihen deutschen Nachkrviegskinos:
Triimmer-, Genre-, Dokumentarfilm, Berlin 2015, p. 58.

4. Definitions of historical film range from fairly unrestrictive conceptions
where any film that makes reference to or engages with history is classed as
a historical film to ones that impose stricter semiological and discursive
conditions. On this point, see the section “Historical films” in the next
chapter.

5. “There is a painting by Klee called Angelus Novus. An angel is depicted
there who looks as though he were about to distance himself from some-
thing which he is staring at. His eyes are opened wide, his mouth stands
open and his wings are outstretched. The Angel of History must look just
so. His face is turned towards the past. Where we see the appearance of a
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chain of events, /e sees one single catastrophe, which unceasingly piles
rubble on top of rubble and hurls it before his feet. He would like to pause
for a moment so fair [ verwezlen: a reference to Goethe’s Faust], to awaken
the dead and to piece together what has been smashed. But a storm is
blowing from Paradise, it has caught itself up in his wings and is so strong
that the Angel can no longer close them. The storm drives him irresistibly
into the future, to which his back is turned, while the rubble-heap before
him grows sky-high. That which we call progress, is this storm.” Walter
Benjamin, “On the Concept of History,” 2005, https://www.marxists.
org/reference /archive /benjamin /1940 /history.htm (last accessed May
1,2020), thesis 9. I previously discussed the significance of film as an agent
of history in the afterword to my dissertation on cinematic depictions of
new wars: Rasmus Greiner, Die nenen Kriege im Film: Jugosiawien—
Zentralafrika—Irak—Afyhanistan, Marburg 2012, pp. 468-469.

. Benjamin (2005), thesis 9.
. See on this topic Thomas Elsaesser, “Returning to the Past Its Own

Future,” 2018, https://film-history.org/issues/text/returning-past-its-
own-future (last accessed May 1, 2020). See also Elsaesser’s reflections on
a “poetics of mistakes” that “engage[s] with the consequences of cata-
strophic errors of judgment, and do[es] so in a way that allows the agents
their motivations without immediately casting them in the (negative) light
of what we now know retrospectively to have been the ‘wrong’ decision.”
Thomas Elsaesser, “Diagonale Erinnerung: Geschichte als Palimpsest in
STERNE,” in Hermann Kappelhoft, Bernhard Grof}; and Daniel Illger,
Demokratisierung der Wahrnehmuny: Das westenropiische Nachkriegskino,
Berlin 2010, p. 96.

. Béla Baldzs, Ein Baedeker der Seele: Und andere Feuilletons, Berlin

2002, p. 57.

. Benjamin (2005), thesis 14.
10.
11.

Ibid.

Siegfried Kracauer, Theory of Film: The Redemption of Physical Reality,
Princeton 1997, p. 304.

Ibid.

Béla Balazs, Theory of the Film: Character and Growth of & New Art, Scotts
Valley 2015, p. 55.

On the concept of “lifeworlds” and our pretheoretical experience of them,
see Alfred Schiitz and Thomas Luckmann, The Structures of the Life-World,
Evanston 1973, and Edmund Husserl, The Crisis of European Sciences and
Transcendental Phenomenology, Evanston 1970.

See Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias,” 1984,
http://web.mit.edu/allanmc/www /foucault].pdf (last accessed May 1,
2020), p. 4. Elsewhere in the same essay, Foucault speaks specifically of


https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/benjamin/1940/history.htm>
https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/benjamin/1940/history.htm>
https://film-history.org/issues/text/returning-past-its-own-future>
https://film-history.org/issues/text/returning-past-its-own-future>
http://web.mit.edu/allanmc/www/foucault1.pdf>

12

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.
22.

23.

24.

R. GREINER

cinema: “a very odd rectangular room, at the end of which, on a two-
dimensional screen, one sees the projection of a three-dimensional space.”
Ibid., p. 6.

“The mirror is, after all, a utopia, since it is a placeless place. In the mirror,
I see myself there where I am not, in an unreal, virtual space that opens up
behind the surface; I am over there, there where I am not, a sort of shadow
that gives my own visibility to myself, that enables me to see myself there
where I am absent: such is the utopia of the mirror. But it is also a hetero-
topia in so far as the mirror does exist in reality, where it exerts a sort of
counteraction on the position that I occupy. From the standpoint of the
mirror I discover my absence from the place where I am since I see myself
over there. Starting from this gaze that is, as it were, directed toward me,
from the ground of this virtual space that is on the other side of the glass,
I come back toward myself; I begin again to direct my eyes toward myself
and to reconstitute myself there where I am. The mirror functions as a
heterotopia in this respect: it makes this place that I occupy at the moment
when I look at myself in the glass at once absolutely real, connected with
all the space that surrounds it, and absolutely unreal, since in order to be
perceived it has to pass through this virtual point which is over there.”
Ibid., p. 4.

Margrit Trohler notes that even the real world “only represents one pos-
sible, ‘furnished,” and reduced world, and is always a construction,” albeit
one that, as a “reference world,” enjoys a “special status.” Margrit Trohler,
“Von Weltenkonstellationen und Textgebiuden: Fiktion—Nichtfiktion—
Narration in Spiel- und Dokumentarfilm,” montage AV 11:2,2002, p. 17.
Ibid., p. 15.

Analogies can also be drawn to Jurij Lotman’s concept of the semiosphere:
a semiotic space that surrounds every language and constantly interacts
with other semiospheres. Yuri [Jurij] M. Lotman, Universe of the Mind: A
Semiotic Theory of Culture, Bloomington and Indianapolis, 1990, p. 123.
See also the next chapter, “Fiction film and history.”

Once again, parallels can be drawn here to Foucault’s heterotopias, which
“presuppose a system of opening and closing that both isolates them and
makes them penetrable.” Foucault (1984, p. 7).

Kracauer (1997, p. 81).

Vivian Sobchack, “The Scene of the Screen: Envisioning Photographic,
Cinematic, and Electronic ‘Presence,”” 2016, https://reframe.sussex.
ac.uk/post-cinema/2-1-sobchack/ (last accessed May 1, 2020).

Vivian Sobchack, The Address of the Eye: A Phenomenology of Film
Experience, Princeton 1992.

Ibid., pp. 4-6.
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“That is, in terms of its performance, it is as much a viewing subject as it is
also a visible and viewed object.” Ibid., pp. 21-22. And: “Seecing is an act
performed by both the film (which sees a world as visible images) and the
viewer (who sees the film’s visible images both as a world and the seeing of
aworld).” Ibid., p. 56.

Sobchack (2016).

Vivian Sobchack, “‘Surge and Splendor’: A Phenomenology of the
Hollywood Historical Epic,” in Barry Keith Grant (ed.), Film Genre
Reader 111, Austin 2007, p. 300.

Hermann Kappelhoft, The Politics and Poetics of Cinematic Realism,
New York 2015, pp. 59-60.

Ibid., p. 60.

On this topic, see the discussion around Gilles Deleuze’s notions of the
“movement-image” and “time-image.” Deleuze assigns postwar film
images, which enable direct explorations of time, to the latter category.
Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 1: The Movement-Image and Cinema 2: The Time-
Imaye, Minneapolis 1986 and 1989.

Cited in Kent Jones, “HIROSHIMA MON AMOUR: Time Indefinite,” Criterion
DVD Collection, 2003, http://www.criterion.com/current/posts,/291-
hiroshima-mon-amour-time-indefinite (last accessed May 1, 2020).

Audio history of film “investigates how film sound can generate and shape
audiences’ experience of history. Our concern lies not just with the aes-
thetic dimension of film sound production, but also with its material, tech-
nical and cultural dimensions and their potential to model and produce
history. Our endeavour attends not simply to imagined or ideal spectators
(often stand-ins for the scholar’s own subject position), but also to how
real audiences use elements of film sound to interpret history or to how
critical and marketing discourses comment on sound and thus co-determine
the reception of historical films.” Winfried Pauleit, Rasmus Greiner, and
Mattias Frey, “Audio History of Film: Introduction,” 2018, https://film-
history.org/approaches /audio-history-film (last accessed May 1, 2020).
Two notable examples are the American productions SCHINDLER’S LIST
(1993; dir. Steven Spielberg) and rorresT cumr (1994; dir. Robert
Zemeckis), which triggered a veritable boom of historical films.

In order: THE MARRIAGE OF MARIA BRAUN (DIE EHE DER MARIA BRAUN, 1979),
VERONIKA VOSS (DIE SEHNSUCHT DER VERONIKA VOss, 1982), Lora (1981).
LABYRINTH OF LIES (IM LABYRINTH DES SCHWEIGENS, 2004; dir. Giulio
Ricciarelli), THE PEOPLE VS. FRITZ BAUER (DER STAAT GEGEN FRITZ BAUER,
2015; dir. Lars Kraume), DIE AKTE GENERAL (2016; dir. Stephan Wagner).
See Thomas Elsaesser and Malte Hagener, Filmtheorie: Zur Einfiibruny,
Hamburg 2007, pp. 164-165.
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permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copy-
right holder.
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CHAPTER 2

Fiction Film and History

The idea of a semiotic representation of the past is deeply rooted in film
theory.! In my reflections on the basic features of histospheres in the first
section of this chapter, I therefore make reference to a classic semiologi-
cal model according to which a film’s aesthetic and narrative production
of meaning is determined by its specific arrangement of signs. I draw
parallels to debates within historical studies that have enabled a reassess-
ment of fiction film as a historiographical medium and mode of concep-
tualizing history. The second section discusses theories of the relation
between fiction film and history. Building on the semiological and poet-
ological considerations set out in the first section, I posit a genre of
popular fiction film defined by its referential relation to historical events,
individuals, and lifeworlds. Historical films, 1 show, are constituted by a
specific constellation of aesthetic and narrative devices. Concepts of
credibility and authenticity are developed and constantly transformed in
a process of negotiation between filmmakers, films, and spectators. In
the third section, I argue that this is less a matter of incontrovertible
factual accuracy than of generating a feeling of authenticity. As well as
taking stock of the existing literature on film and history, this chapter
aims to develop a terminological apparatus for describing the conceptual
core of the historical film.

© The Author(s) 2021 17
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POETICS AND SEMIOTICS

A tall barbed wire fence, border signs, barriers, no man’s land—the mon-
tage at the start of Helmut Kiutner’s SKY WITHOUT STARS can be under-
stood as a narrative organization of signs referring to historical states of
affairs and their temporal and spatial coordinates. Consequently, semiol-
ogy can—all epistemic and other limitations notwithstanding—make a
contribution to a cartography of histospheres (Figs. 2.1,2.2,2.3,and 2.4).2

Viewed through the lens of semiology, the concept of the histosphere
is closely related to Russian semiotician Jurij Lotman’s notion of the
“semiosphere.” Based on Vladimir Vernadsky’s concept of the biosphere,
the semiosphere is a model of a semiotic space that is both “the result and
the condition for the development of culture.”® Every “language” (which
for Lotman explicitly also includes cinematographic expression) is
immersed in a semiosphere with which it stands in a close reciprocal rela-
tion.* The semiosphere of a “language” is in turn surrounded by other
semiospheres, which are always connected to a culture’s total semiotic

Figs. 2.1-2.4 Narrative organization of signs in SKY WITHOUT STARS
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space.® History and fiction film, T argue, are closely interwoven within this
semiotic fabric. This connection has existed since the invention of motion
pictures, which has implications for our understanding of both history and
film. Film projection as it were makes the past immediately present, draw-
ing (to quote film scholar Gertrud Koch) on the “camera’s ineluctable
recording function” and the “diegetic function of the moving image.”®
Regardless of whether a film is categorized as documentary or fictional,
this process can be understood in terms both of documentation and of
artistic arrangement and play. Although Koch does not call for the distinc-
tion between documentary and fiction film to be erased, she does suggest
that the relationship between film and history is largely independent of
this categorization.”

The modern distinction between fiction and nonfiction is relatively
new. In ancient and medieval times, there was no sharp separation between
poetry/literature and history.® It was only with Romanticism’s aesthetics
of creativity that poetry came to be defined as the sphere of the “marvel-
ous” (das Wunderbare), the “ideal,” and the “imagination” of an inventive
poct.” However, one feature still shared by historical and creative writing
is the “narrative composition of their elements”!?; fictional and nonfic-
tional elements are fused together in the mode of narration. This is the
basis of Hayden White’s theory of history, developed against the backdrop
of the linguistic turn.! White maintains that history is structured by
unconscious linguistic patterns of perception: To quote Axel Riith’s sum-
mary of White’s theory, the historian “generates meaning by synthesizing
disparate ‘raw material’ (individuals, actions, events, etc.) into a meaning-
ful narrative.”'? Film scholar Bernhard Grof3 describes how White’s
Metahistoryattempts “to reconstruct the rhetoric and genres of nineteenth-
century historiography and philosophy of history, that is to say, to distin-
guish history according to the rules of literary and rhetorical models.”!?
White draws a connection between historical writing and literary methods,
thereby calling the objectivity of history into question.!* Grof identifies in
this view “the constructivist supposition that history too is unable to get
around the mediality of its objects, which means that facts do not exist or
cannot be known prior to their representation but are themselves a prod-
uct of this representation.”*® This implies that fictional films can also be a
mode of historical expression. If, however, the knowability of facts is nec-
essarily tied to their mediality, this will be a crucial differentiating factor,
and so any attempt to equate written history and historical films based on
White’s theory will prove unworkable. For example, while film scholar
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Eleftheria Thanouli’s argument that historical films are essentially “magni-
fied miniatures” of written history may apply at the narrative level that she
is investigating, a phenomenologically based theory of mediated historical
experience will make the limits of her approach apparent.'® Below, I shall
show that the relation between filmed and written history is one of refer-
entiality and mutual complementarity, rather than similarity.

White’s thesis that historical writing is necessarily narrative!” also invites
closer attention to cinematic modes of narrating history. The montage of
visual signifiers of the inner German border at the start of sky wiTHOUT
STARS, in combination with the dramatic orchestral score and the explana-
tory voice-over, creates a meaningful narrative. Like a historian, the film
selects certain elements from the countless events of the past and weaves
them into a historical narrative. The deliberately composed series of images
at the start of sky WITHOUT STARS is linked together by montage and the
continuous soundtrack. The impassioned voice-over does not simply
explain that the inner German border exists, but asserts that it originates
in “discord and hate.” As the historian Siegfried Mattl observes of history
in general:

History in the modern sense—and the regulative idea of comprehensible,
and consequently “necessary,” developmental processes as objects of histo-
riographical knowledge—comes about only through being embedded in
series and chains of events, and hence in a way of thinking based on the logic
of cause and effect.!®

For historical films, this entails that the narrative logic must necessarily
point beyond its own boundaries. In order to be perceived as historical, it
refers to other historical narratives that have shaped our conceptions of the
historical period in question. In semiotic terms, the elements of films
involved in this process of historical reference are signifiers of signifiers'®,
narratively organized significations of other narratively organized signifi-
cations that in turn refer to the signified—the past. Actual historical reality
necessarily remains imaginary; films and other forms of history can merely
represent the past, they cannot “restore” or reproduce it. Like the medium
of film in general, historical films also generate meaning through a process
of signification. In film, the signified has “a conceptual character; it is an
idea. It exists in the viewer’s memory and the signifier merely actualizes
it.”2° Historical referentiality can be understood analogously. By system-
atically arranging audiovisual signs into a histosphere, historical films allow
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a “bygone world”?! to be imagined, though this requires a complex pro-
cess of negotiation between film and spectator. Koch suggests that it is
precisely the artificial, constructed character of the “cosmos of signs” that
makes a historical film so immersive:

One might think that it is precisely the concretist character of the sets, the
artificiality [ Kulissenhafte] of the painted and sawn scenery, that constantly
signals to spectators that this is an invented story. But the opposite appears
to be the case: The more symbolic and self-contained the aesthetic cosmos
of signs that envelop the spectators, the more readily they will succumb to
the myth.?

The credibility and immersive potential of a histosphere are, thus,
determined not by factual accuracy or naturalist faithfulness to reality, but
by the homogeneity and consistency of its cosmos of signs.?®

For a finer-grained analysis of the connection between cinematic signs
and conceptions of history, it is worth turning our gaze to the early film
theory of Béla Balazs. His deliberations on physiognomy explicitly distin-
guish between a deliberately crafted and styled film aesthetic, and a striv-
ing for realistic reproduction.?* Balazs believes that, by attending to
physiognomy, cinema can open up a new dimension; aesthetic devices
such as close-ups make the world shown on screen our own.? Although
this approach is still strongly influenced by a poetological understanding
of film,?® at a semiological level Baldzs does also create the theoretical
foundations for a histosphere that does not merely represent historical
worlds but creates and gives structure to them in the first place. His
approach remains helpful for a better understanding of histospheres, as
shown by a sequence from SKY WITHOUT STARS.

When Anna enters her parents-in-law’s home after her illegal border
crossing, the camera follows her gaze. On the wall is the portrait of a
young man in a Webrmacht uniform. The iron cross, artificial flowers, and
black ribbon on the frame make clear that it is a picture of the couple’s
son, Anna’s husband, who died in the war. We hear the rumble of an
engine, and the photograph starts to vibrate; it almost looks like it will fall
from the wall. A reaction shot shows Anna briefly pause and then turn
away (Figs. 2.5 and 2.6). This audiovisual metaphor may evoke associa-
tions with air raids, death, and destruction. As in Baldzs’s writings on the
physiognomy of film, emotional impressions are conveyed using audiovi-
sual figurations that make the filmic world itself into a means of affective
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Figs. 2.5-2.6 Audiovisual metaphor for the war in SKY WITHOUT STARS

expression. However, while in the 1950s this device would have been able
to awaken German audiences’ memories of their own lived experiences,
for modern spectators it can only be comprehended indirectly, by refer-
ence to other audiovisual or written representations. What this shows is
that filmic signs “evolve.”?” Which of the references in the historical cos-
mos of signs spectators will actually pick up on depends on their individual
historical experiences and knowledge.

Cinema’s access to the past can also be conceived in terms of Jacques
Ranciere’s philosophy of history, with histospheres comprising a specific
poetics of history that separates film from other arts.?® According to
Ranciere, the poetic relationship to the past mobilizes a “history-forming
power” that allows film to contribute to the writing of history. On this
construal, film is carrying out the aesthetic program of Romanticism: “the
reconciliation of feeling and intellect, individual and universal, subjectivity
and community.”? A histosphere utilizes this potential of the cinematic
medium in order to audiovisually model a historical world. Although film
is a product of the late nineteenth century, the modern cinematic poetics
of history goes beyond Romantic thinking. Like historiographic texts
from the second half of the twentieth century, which make their method
explicit and thereby possess a critical self-reflexivity, cinematic representa-
tions of history prompt us to think about our own historical conceptions.3°
This potential is already inherent in the cinematic perspective on the
world; we can refer here again to Balazs’s theory, which (according to
Matthias Hein) is intimately bound up with the idea of “‘expanding’ our
access to the world by means of the camera”; cinema not only fosters
“greater awareness of the world around us”3' but, in the case of the
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historical film, also a relational, reflexive awareness of the connection
between history and the present. The tension between direct, immersive
participation in a film’s historical world and the evolution of the signifiers
used in the film keeps our perceptions of the depicted historical era labile
and open. When we watch the above-described sequence from sky wiTH-
OUT STARS today, different historical levels are layered one on top of the
other. The film’s cosmos of signs comprises both the diegetic present and
the diegetic past (the time of the Second World War) as well as the cine-
matic conventions of the mid-1950s that are evident in the film; the con-
ceptions of history formed from this histosphere, and its own historicity,
are dependent on our sensuous experience.

Historical FiLms

A large hall behind glass-paned double doors, a counter with bar stools, a
display cabinet—in a series of almost monochromatic images, the opening
sequence of KU’DAMM 56 models the lobby of the Galant dance school.
Spacious musical tones create a spirited-away atmosphere. A young woman
steps into shot, expectantly opens a box, and takes out a new pair of sneak-
ers. Then she is flying through the air, swirled around by her dance partner
(Figs. 2.7, 2.8, 2.9, and 2.10). In film, writes Baldzs, even “the most inti-
mate human experiences can be the result and reflection of great historical
events.”? So too at the start of Sven Bohse’s TV series. The focus of this
historical experience is not some momentous geopolitical decision, but
Monika Schollack  competing in  “Berlin’s first rock ‘n” roll
championships.”

According to film scholar Jonathan Stubbs, this historical reference is
enough to classify Ku'paMM 56 as a historical film, a concept that Stubbs
defines very broadly. He classes as historical cinema all “films which engage
with history or which in some way construct a relationship to the past.”3
The historian Pierre Sorlin prefers a more restrictive semiological approach
and suggests that the criterion for whether a film belongs to the genre
should be whether it contains signifiers that allow us to identify it as being
setin a particular historical period.** In KupaMM 56, such signifiers include
the interior of the dance school and the costumes worn by the characters.
Sorlin emphasizes that historical films are concerned less with accurately
reproducing the past than with establishing relations.?® Robert Burgoyne
likewise considers it a constitutive feature of historical films that they bring
the past into dialogue with the present.*® Burgoyne also stipulates that the
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Figs. 2.7-2.10 A personalized historical experience in KU’DAMM 56

action must be based on documentable historical events (by contrast with
costume dramas).?” Robert Rosenstone adds the further condition that a
historical film “intersects with, comments upon, and adds something to
the larger discourse of history.”38

All these approaches assume that film is able to represent history. By
contrast, media scholar André Wendler suggests that historical films can-
not simply invoke, reference, cite, or relate to “history,” but must instead
“create interfaces between the complex dispositif of the ‘historical film’
and the no less complex media cluster of ‘history.””%* What Burgoyne
describes as cinema’s reenactment of historical periods* is thus (to repeat
my opening thesis) based not so much on representation but rather on
audiovisual modeling and figuration of a historical world, which in turn
enables an immediate experience of history. As a definition of the “histori-
cal film” genre, I therefore suggest that a histosphere functions as the core
of the “communicative pact”! between filmmaker, film, and spectator. As
an aesthetic-narrative construction, it not only determines the film’s rela-
tion to history, but also constitutes a formal criterion that allows historical
films to be distinguished from other genres.

Historical films are generally considered highly significant for our con-
ceptions of the past. Koch describes film as a powerful social institution
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that uses both documentaryand fictional representations to create imaginar-
ies that have been of undeniable significance in the history of mentalities, at
least insofar as this history can be grasped in terms of the forms and contents
of social memory.*?

Simon Rothohler goes even further, claiming that films themselves
“produce and furnish us with historical knowledge that, were it not
imparted through the aesthetic medium of film, would be unavailable to
us (at least in that form).”*? He attributes this capacity to film’s “amateur”
status, as manifested in its aesthetics.** In fact, form and content, audiovi-
sion, and conceptions of history cannot be disentangled. A histosphere is
not just a tool or medium for communicating history; it must be experi-
enced. To put it another way: The histosphere offers a discrete mode of
historical thought.*® At the same time, it also always interacts with the
period in which the film was made.*® When we travel back to the 1950s
with Monika Schoéllack (Sonja Gerhardt) in xu’pamMM 56, we encounter a
subjectivized figuration of a historical world, composed of images and
sounds, from the perspective of 2016. The readings and conceptions of
history that we can derive from a film are thus also dependent on the his-
torical horizon against which its histosphere was constructed.

However, historical films’ special relationship to the past has also made
them the target of criticism. Siegfried Kracauer, for instance, complains
that the medium of film depicts the past anachronistically by imposing
modern aesthetics.*” Conversely, Koch claims that the aesthetic devices of
cinema “are so bound up with modern perceptions of time and space, of
fragmentation and discontinuity” that they can only be fused into histori-
cal representations “at the cost of aesthetic regression.”*® On Koch’s view,
a historical film can only achieve its effect by denying the historicity of its
own perception.* However, Kracauer’s criticism is primarily aimed at
more historically distant periods when the medium of film did not yet
exist. His objection can instead be understood as a general criticism of his-
tory per se that could also be extended to modern historiographical pub-
lications whose methods of exposition were (analogously to the case of
cinema) not fully developed during the period of time they are about. The
same lack of specificity applies to Benjamin Moldenhauer’s “uncase about
films that tell stories of the historical past while remaining within the con-
ventional framework of genre cinema.”* Although Moldenhauer, by con-
trast with proponents of apparatus theories,” does not believe that
spectators are directly manipulated, his unease is based on reservations of
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a very general sort that other film genres must also contend with. While
sweeping criticisms such as “formulaic characters” and an “unreflective
evocation of empathy”®? might well apply for certain films, there are many
other examples where they do not and where a histosphere enables a
nuanced negotiation of historical meaning on the basis of film experience
in which the spectator is included as an actively thinking subject. Films like
SKY WITHOUT STARS, YEARS OF HUNGER, and KU'DAMM 56 engage with many
historical discourses of the 1950s, such as the confrontation with the Nazi
past, the division of Germany, or the fight for gender equality. They all
adopt an empathy-driven perspective that is, by and large, tied to the char-
acters; but it is precisely because the spectators are immersively, emotion-
ally absorbed that the historical discourses addressed in the films will
continue to work on them even after watching.

THE AUTHENTICITY FEELING

We see a jetty. In the background is a low building, perhaps a cafe. Between
the jetty and the building are trees and tables laid in white linen, over
which a string of lights is hanging. Jutta Briickner’s YEARS OF HUNGER
opens with a shot of this timeless setting, presented in high-contrast black
and white. A first-person narrator reflects on her life in a soft-spoken
voice-over. As she speaks, long, drawn-out tone sequences play. The film
cuts to an empty rowing boat, besides which an empty drinks can is float-
ing in the water. “And I forced myself to remember”—the voice-over
takes us on a journey through time. The facade of a large apartment block
fills the screen, and the camera moves across from window to window.
Concurrently with the cut to the apartment block, the narrator’s voice
changes. Now far younger, she reads from a book with gentle emphasis.
On-screen text reveals that the year is 1953 (Figs. 2.11 and 2.12).

Filmic representations of the past feel authentic if they are able to offer
us a “credible historical experience [ Erlebnis].”* To describe this phe-
nomenon, Mattias Frey has coined the notion of an “authenticity feel-
ing”—the “sensation of a media-produced, purportedly successful
historicity.”®* In YEARS OF HUNGER, the narrative layering of different peri-
ods of time, as an integral part of the histosphere, not only draws attention
to the film’s construction, but also conveys a sense of authenticity. The
narratorial voice, the camera’s observing stance, the filming in black and
white, and the on-screen text with the year serve as authentication strate-
gies and foster a documentarizing mode of reception.®® The histosphere
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Figs. 2.13-2.14 The car as status symbol in YEARS OF HUNGER

combines these audiovisual devices with the film’s “reality effect.”%® When
we travel back with the protagonist to the time of her youth, we feel like
we are coming into contact not with a media representation but with the
past itself. To achieve this effect, audiovisual details, such as the architec-
ture, scenery, and costumes, are used to mark out the histosphere as a
historical world.?” Vincent Bisson refers to such details as “historical signi-
fiers.”® Historical signifiers can include the way characters act and com-
port themselves, the depicted social milieu, cultural practices, and media
and its content. Iconic historical signifiers that are closely associated or
even equated with a particular time are especially effective. In YEARS OF
HUNGER, for instance, an extended close-up in which the young Ursula
(Sylvia Ulrich) and her parents (Britta Pohland and Claus Jurichs) studi-
ously polish the family’s new car emphasizes its importance as a status
symbol (Figs. 2.13 and 2.14). The car, an Opel Olympia Rekord, can be
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easily dated to the early 1950s thanks to the voluminous design with lots
of chrome parts, inspired by American models such as the Chevrolet
Bel Air.

Another strategy for generating a feeling of authenticity is to incorpo-
rate historical footage into the fictional action. Such sequences possess the
“that-has-been” quality that Roland Barthes ascribes to photography.*® In
YEARS OF HUNGER, the Communist Party ban introduced in West Germany
on August 17, 1956, is depicted using archival footage of clashes between
police and demonstrators (Figs. 2.15 and 2.16). A voice-over by the ret-
rospective narrator connects the sequence to the fictional action of the
histosphere. However, we remain fully aware that the images and sounds—
after the voice-over we hear a speech by then interior minister Gerhard
Schréder (not to be confused with the later chancellor of the same
name)—once served another purpose. Film scholar Jaimie Baron terms
this the “archive effect.”®® According to Baron, the use of archival material
creates a feeling of the immediate presence of history and awakens a desire
for direct, affective contact with the past.®! The archive effect makes use of
our yearning for the past, and can engender feelings of nostalgia.®
However, Baron stresses that this is merely a potential effect, not an inevi-
table one, and says that the precise effect of using archive footage will
depend on the interaction between film and spectator.®® It could bring us
uniquely close to the past, but could equally well be perceived as an artifi-
cial insertion or interruption. Koch attributes this heterogeneous effect to
the dissonance between the archival material and the film in which it is
inserted:

Figs. 2.15-2.16 Use of archival footage in YEARS OF HUNGER
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The film spectator regards as real above all anything that gives the impres-
sion of reality; by contrast, they will not be very impressed by anything that
disrupts, rather than conforms to, the medium’s illusory character.
Accordingly, it will not necessarily be historical images that themselves make
history, that shape our picture of history.**

Through its interaction with the histosphere’s immersively lived spatio-
temporal structure, modeled out of filmic figurations, the archival material
develops a hybrid character. Integrating the material into the film’s audio-
visual fabric and narrative logic allows it to fuse with the film. But at the
same time it remains to some degree a foreign body that can sometimes
disrupt the living, immersive encounter with the film. In YEARS OF HUNGER,
the archival material falls short of the “medium’s illusory character” due
above all to the lack of sound; the mute images are accompanied merely
by the interior minister’s speech. The sequence feels like a documentary
interlude, during which the immersive historical world is paused.
Nonetheless, the inclusion of the footage heightens the feeling of authen-
ticity. The archive effect makes it seem possible to grasp history directly,
and so the footage contributes to a “credible historical experience.”% This
tension between historical film images and the fictional elements of the
histosphere makes one thing clear above all: In historical films, the authen-
ticity feeling is fundamentally dual in nature, involving two, interrelated
aspects—a feeling of credible experience and a feeling of credible historical
referentiality.
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CHAPTER 3

Audiovisual History

Histospheres make history sensuously and experienceable through a com-
plex interplay of visual and aural elements not reducible to a simple stimu-
lus-response model. By utilizing several different sensory channels at
once, historical films create a synesthetic reality effect that cannot be bro-
ken down into its individual components. Nonetheless, it still makes sense
to consider relevant theories of visual and audio history whose ontologies
a histosphere absorbs and elaborates. The first section of this chapter sur-
veys the relatively new field of visual history, supplemented by some reflec-
tions on the cinematic movement image. I argue that a histosphere creates
not just disparate images but a visual sphere in which history is brought to
life. Research into audio history, especially the history of film sound, is an
even newer and less developed field. In the second section, I therefore
sketch the outlines of an audio history of film, and examine the aesthetics
and function of film sound, understood as an equally important expressive
dimension of histospheres. The two aspects are brought together in the
third section: In the perceptual mode of audiovision, film images and film
sounds model an internally consistent spatiotemporal structure that can be
synesthetically experienced and stands in a referential relation to the past.
I suggest that this fusion of sound and vision makes the historical film not
just a model of a historical world, but a form of perception in its own
right. Consequently, a histosphere is far more than the sum of its visual
and aural parts: It is a distinctively cinematic mode of access to history that
goes far beyond visual and audio history in isolation.
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VisuaL HisTory

Early on in sky wiTHOUT sTARS, the photograph of a soldier adds an addi-
tional historical dimension, supplementing the diegetic present with a per-
sonal past. The Webrmacht uniform, the black ribbon, Anna’s wistful
expression, the photograph, and its incorporation into the film’s world tell
a story that emphasizes the role of the individual in the larger historical
context of the Second World War.

Although written sources and accounts remain the primary focus in
studies of history, the iconic turn has raised awareness of the fact that
images also have the potential to constitute reality. Since the late 1990s, a
growing number of historians have recognized that “images, whether in
the form of films, photographs, or posters, constitute a specific framework
of meaning within which people perceive history and construct social
meaning.” Under the general heading of “visual history,” historian
Gerhard Paul explores the special role of visual media in the production,
communication, and popular understanding of history. He distinguishes
several ways in which images can figure in the historian’s work: They can
be analyzed as sources; they can serve as “mediums” of history; their use
in “visual practices” that generate their own realities can be studied; or else
the production and distribution conditions of “visual agents and actors”
can be investigated.? Increased attention is being paid to visual aspects of
history, especially in studies of modern and contemporary history, but
some historians still harbor reservations about images, which André
Wendler attributes to two problems that have not yet been definitively
resolved:

Firstly, there’s the question of whether and to what extent images can func-
tion as sources and documents, and secondly, there’s the question of what
information and historiographical knowledge can be found in images and
what methods must be used to unlock or apprehend this knowledge.?

The methodological uncertainties become more marked when study-
ing moving images.* Visual history centers primarily on photographs,
which can be easily archived and analyzed under controlled conditions.
Apart from the value of documentary footage as a source, film plays a rela-
tively minor role in historical studies, though as far back as 1947 Siegfried
Kracauer’s From Caligari to Hitler® attempted to understand the rise of
National Socialism through the lens of Weimar Republic cinema. As well
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as their potential for ideological critiques of this kind, films also offer a
dynamic aesthetic language that can influence the form and perception of
history. The definition of the cinematic movement image® as a meaningful
construct of changing image spaces always also involves the dynamics of
the spectator’s body. Visual history must rise to this challenge. In this con-
nection, Paul notes another potential of cinema that historians have “rela-
tively rarely” paid attention to, namely the moving image’s unique ability
“to allow people to participate in events either as they happen or retro-
spectively: its capacity for immersion.”” I believe that the histosphere
model provides the key to theoretical understanding of this aspect. The
photograph of the soldier in SKy WITHOUT sTARS demonstrates the powerful
historical charge images can be given if they are integrated into spectators’
reception at an immersive, emotional level. The photograph’s simulated
historicity—it is black and white and depicts a Wehrmacht soldier—requires
no further clarification. It refers symbolically to the Second World War,
which briefly obtrudes into the 1950s setting. Furthermore, the still pho-
tograph is integrated into the framing and montage of the film images,
allowing it to be experienced as part of the histosphere (Figs. 3.1 and 3.2).
Cinematic technology animates the previously static image and reconsti-
tutes its “visibility [...] and perceptual verisimilitude in a difference not of
degree but of kind.”® In the scene from SKY WITHOUT STARS, this figurative
animation is accompanied by literal movement on the screen: The picture
on the wall starts to vibrate and, in combination with Anna’s pain-filled
gaze, awakens associations with wartime air raids. By being included in the
histosphere, the photograph’s concrete referential level is greatly expanded;

Figs. 3.1-3.2 Incorporation of a photograph into the framing and montage of
SKY WITHOUT STARS
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it is not only the subject of the image that becomes significant, but also its
meaning for the character in the diegetic present of the 1950s. Here, we
see the histosphere not just producing a visible historical cosmos but
establishing relations between different historical times.

Aubpio History

If we only have the visual level to go on, it will be an inexplicable mystery
why the portrait of the soldier suddenly starts shaking in the early scene
from sky wITHOUT STARS. The answer only becomes clear if we also listen to
the sound: A loud rumbling noise suggests that the shaking is being caused
by a heavy truck outside. This noise also awakens associations with the
drone of the bombers that reduced German cities to rubble during the
Second World War.

The history of sound and its potential to model history is still a rela-
tively new field of research. Within the discipline of history, a first foray
into this area was made by Paul, whose visual history approach had earlier
heralded a paradigm shift from the dominance of writing to the domi-
nance of images. With Ralph Schock, he co-edited Sound des Jalhrhunderts
(Sound of the Century, 2013).,° an extensive collection of texts on the
cultural and media history of sound, the acoustic history of politics, and
the relevance of sound to twentieth-century history of memory. However,
just as in earlier work on visual history, film’s specific formal features are
largely neglected.

In film studies, meanwhile, the 1980s marked the start of increased
interest in the topic of sound, which as a discrete dimension of meaning
generates what Michel Chion calls “added value.”!® Subsequent work has
focused on sound design and the aesthetics and meaning of noise in film.!!
This was the point of departure for the study Awudio History of Film, which
explores a field that provides the missing link between film studies, sound
studies, and historical studies.!? The aim of the study was to “investigate
[...] how film sound can generate and shape audiences’ experience of his-
tory,”!® considering not just the aesthetic dimension of film sound and its
potential to produce history, but also its material, technical, and cultural
dimensions in relation to models and figurations of history. An example of
this can be seen at the start of ku’pamMm 56: Drawn-out tone sequences
and resonance effects create a spirited-away atmosphere, helping to situate
the action in the past. We see the rooms of the dance school. Monika
enters the shot and unpacks her new sneakers. Then a speaker announces
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“Berlin’s first rock ‘n’ roll championships,” thereby locating the scene
within a particular historical period. At the same time, percussive rhythms
and the sound of cheering spectators set in, creating an air of excited
anticipation. Monika races into the crowded venue, where the first couples
are already lining up. On the stage in the background, the band is getting
ready. A close-up of the first guitar riffs synchronizes the aural and visual
levels, and brings the sound of the 1950s rock music to life (Fig. 3.3). But
when Monika is flung into the air by her dance partner, transcendent notes
underscore the moment’s special character and stylize it as a historic event.
The audio history of film emphasizes that films create historical experi-
ences not simply through intensely affective images, but also by synes-
thetically combining images with sound. This idea builds on Vivian
Sobchack’s phenomenological approach, which understands film in terms
of'an embodied experience that implicitly also addresses the sense of hear-
ing.'* At a narrative level, film sound structures cinematic narration of
history by means of continuities and breaks, conjunctions and opposi-
tions. Auditory stimuli are also crucial in determining the mood of a film
sequence, by causing spectators to respond emotionally to the depicted
historical events and situations.!® The “instant credibility” of film sound
helps to generate a feeling of authenticity,!® while sound design shapes,
organizes, and structures the historical cosmos.

Fig. 3.3 Synchronization of image and sound in Ku’pAmMM 56
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HisTOrRY AS AUDIOVISION

The clattering and squealing of a subway train. The voice of a young man
(Trystan Piitter) breezily reading out a newspaper article about the scenes
of mass hysteria and wild excitement at an Elvis concert. We hear a middle-
aged passenger complaining about this performance, but the young man
continues reading. The next stop is announced over the PA system. There
is the sound of footsteps, and the young man briefly flirts with two young
women, who respond with a slightly amused air. At the same time, the
score swells from gentle piano accents to an insistent rhythm. Suddenly,
there is a loud roaring sound. This is the information provided to us by the
soundtrack. But was that really everything? Let’s start again, this time with
the images: We are inside a moving subway car. A young man reads a
magazine article aloud, annoying an older man. But the man’s compan-
ion, a friendly old woman in a hat, smiles mischievously. At the same time,
a young woman with sad eyes and a suitcase in her hand walks slowly
through the car. Nobody appears to notice her except the young man. She
pauses by one of the exits and glances at a letter with the handwritten
name “Frau Caterina Schollack” on the envelope. Then she takes a deep
breath and opens the sliding doors, even though the train is going at full
speed (Figs. 3.4, 3.5, 3.6, and 3.7).

Figs. 3.4-3.7 Subway ride and suicide attempt in KU’DAMM 56
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These may sound like two different films, but in fact they are both the
same sequence from KU’pAMM 56, with the focus on auditory perception
in the former case and on the visuals in the latter. It is only the combina-
tion of the two levels, the jaunty excitement in the young man’s voice and
the defeated expression of the young woman, the interplay of gazes and
the montage, the increasing urgency of the music and the interaction
between the characters, that creates an immersive pull, culminating in the
climax of the sequence: Monika tries to leap to her death, but Freddy
Donath (Trystan Piitter) grabs her. Film image and film sound cannot be
separated from each other here, even though they are telling different
stories concurrently. Moreover, each mode of perception influences the
other: “You do not see the same thing when you hear, and you do not hear
the same thing when you see,” observes film theorist and composer Michel
Chion.'” Chion introduced the notion of “audiovision,” a fused mode of
perception in which sound complements sight with a “series of effects,
sensations, and meanings.”'® Valenr ajouté, or “added value,” is the “sen-
sory, informative, semantic, narrative, structural, or expressive value that a
sound heard in a scene allows us to project onto the image.”" The com-
bination of the two perceptual levels creates an impression that cannot be
found in the image or sound taken alone.?® A histosphere can likewise be
understood as an audiovisual form of perception, whose immersive core
lies in the specifically filmic relation between image and sound. In the
above-described sequence, Freddy sounds almost euphoric as he recounts
the scenes of tumult and excess at the Elvis concert. Monika, by contrast,
appears withdrawn and almost apathetic. But when she opens the doors
and we can see how fast the train is racing through the dark tunnel, the
inner turmoil she is concealing becomes visible. In this sequence, the sub-
way train can be interpreted as a self-reflexive metaphor for the medium of
film: At the emotional fracture points where feeling bursts out, the audio-
visual excess draws attention to the underlying apparatus that produces it.
Monika’s suicide attempt transcends the bounds of the narrative. Through
the open doors, we see the outside world racing past us like a filmstrip, and
we understand that we have embarked with the film character on a journey
into the past.

In an essay on “historical sight and hearing,” historian Thomas
Lindenberger calls for historians to treat audiovision as an object of study
with a status equal to writing;:
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In order to properly interpret the experiences and stories of today’s “co-
livers” [ Mitlebende], they must also be understood as “co-listeners”
[ Mithorende] and “co-viewers” | Mitsehende]. Their lifeworld has been and
continues to be determined by the everyday presence of audiovision, their
experience of reality also mediated by the sounds of records and radio, the
photographs in magazines, the moving (sound) images in newsreels, feature
films, and television.?!

Conversely, the ubiquity of audiovision implies that history too must
find a valid mode of expression for this way of perceiving the world.
Histospheres have the potential to fulfill this role. Film images and film
sound model historical worlds that we measure against our prior (media)
perceptions, and that interfere with and transform our previous concep-
tions of history. But how a histosphere itself is perceived is also determined
by subjective factors. In the very moment of reception, film images and
sounds are augmented or overlaid by visual and aural associations.?? In the
process by which a film makes the past present, a histosphere is not only a
figuration of a historical world that can be synesthetically experienced, but

also an arena for negotiating conceptions of history.??
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CHAPTER 4

Film /History/Experience

Histospheres model historical worlds that spectators are able not merely to
audiovisually perceive, but also to physically and sensuously live. This
chapter describes the interactions and intersections between film experi-
ence and historical experience. In the first section, I introduce the phe-
nomenological theories underpinning the notion of film experience and
apply them to the historical film, focusing on concepts of embodied film
perception in which spectators have an impression of making direct con-
tact with a film’s historical world. This imaginary contact with history
bears similarities to Frank R. Ankersmit’s theory of historical experience,
which I examine in the second section.! The interconnections between
Ankersmit’s concept of historical experience and Vivian Sobchack’s phe-
nomenological theory of film experience? are considered in greater depth
in the third section, and related to other theories of film and history. The
aim is to synthesize existing theories and develop a concept of histospheres
in which sensuous and cognitive perceptions are fused into a unified cin-
ematic experience of history.

PHENOMENOLOGY OF FI1LMm

The fear of injury and death, the deep water of the river, and the dramatic
music at the start of sky WITHOUT STARS. Trees and a jetty, the peaceful
tweeting of birds, and the calm voice of the narrator in YEARS OF HUNGER.
Joy and excited anticipation, dancing and cheering in the first few minutes
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of kUpAMM 56. We feel the histosphere before we understand it; it is intui-
tively experienceable. If we wish to analyze this form of film experience
more closely, a phenomenological methodology lends itself especially well.
Although constructivist and semiological methods of film analysis can
explain how audiovisual processes can model a historical space—time struc-
ture, they cannot wholly make sense of how we are able to intuitively
experience a histosphere. The existential phenomenology of the philoso-
pher Maurice Merleau-Ponty, as applied to film by Vivian Sobchack, pro-
vides an explanatory model based on the interrelationship between the
living body and the lived world.? Viewed through this phenomenological
lens, the figuration of historical worlds in historical films appears in a
new light.

The film scholar Thomas Morsch describes the concept of embodied
perception central to Sobchack’s phenomenological theory as follows:

Film not only makes a world visible, but also a perspective on this world. It
is the only medium to afford access to something that otherwise remains
barred to us: the embodied perception of someone other than ourselves.
Anyone can see that someone else is also seeing something, but we cannot
see this seeing itself.*

Sobchack herself writes:

A film is an act of seeing that makes itself seen, an act of hearing that makes
itself heard, an act of physical and reflective movement that makes itself
reflexively felt and understood.®

She posits two levels of perception: The primary structures of a film are
founded in conscious experience and constituted as systematic communi-
cative competence, while the secondary structures generate systematic dis-
tortion constituted as ideology, rhetoric, and poetics.® Sobchack’s theory
complements conventional methods of film analysis by offering an alterna-
tive approach. Instead of abstracting the “wild meaning” of a film into
discrete codes, she argues that the film “makes sense by virtue of its very
ontology.”” The sensuous and meaningful expression of experience
becomes an experience for the spectator in its own right.

On Sobchack’s account, methods of constructivist analysis that dissect
films down into their individual components do not merely simplify but
distort; they reduce films to their production, structure, and aesthetics, so
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as to make them describable by theory. Phenomenology, by contrast,
describes perception as a holistic experience that elicits a multilayered,
prereflective impression. The histosphere model is based on a similar
notion of holistically experiencing a world. The river, the escape from the
guards, and the sound of gunshots in SKY WITHOUT STARS; the tranquil lake-
side idyll in YEARS OF HUNGER; the dynamic dancing and rhythm of the
music in KU'DAMM 56: Audiovision and movement form an elementary
experience that precedes and inaugurates the secondary, more abstract
meanings.® The audiovisual figurations thus prefigure the historical signifi-
cance of the histosphere, which is only manifested as such in the process of
reception—whether in the guise of the families torn apart by German divi-
sion in SKY WITHOUT STARS, the day-to-day life of a lower-middle-class fam-
ily in the Wirtschaftswunder period in YEARS OF HUNGER, Or a young
woman’s struggle to shape her own destiny in Ku’pamm 56. Histospheres
have their origins in sensory perception: a point anticipated by Siegfried
Kracauer, who wrote that “unlike the other types of pictures, film images
affect primarily the spectator’s senses, engaging him physiologically before
he is in a position to respond intellectually.” A phenomenological
approach to film builds on this recognition. While Sobchack describes
embodied perception as the aesthetic core of the medium, Steven Shaviro
bases his theory of the “cinematic body” on the spectator’s perceiving
body, which undergoes a genuine sensuous experience in the movie the-
ater.!'® Both approaches can be understood as part of a paradigm shift
“connected to the establishment of the body as a focus of interest in film
theory.”!! Sense and meaning, Thomas Morsch explains, are inherent in
the sensuous material rather than being added to the embodied percep-
tion at a later stage by “intellectual transformation.”!? Following Merleau-
Ponty’s phenomenological theories, Morsch argues that “the corporality
of the spectator should be understood as a productive power of aesthetic
experience.”!® The somatic constitutes “a form of experience that is already
meaningful in itself,” a “fleshly understanding” that cannot be replaced by
a cognitive notion of understanding.'* The film as embodied perception
does not simply evoke affective somatic responses such as desire and dis-
gust, but uses our body “as the ‘universal medium” in which perception
occurs and through which experience and meaning are mediated.”*®
Accordingly, a key aspect of film experience consists in “embodied under-
standing of cinematic materiality.”!® Film as embodied perception thus
refers to our day-to-day perception of the world, but differs from it mate-
rially. This difference is discernible in particular in the haptic, olfactory,
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and gustatory qualities of the filmic world, which are disclosed only
through the indirect (and unconscious) route of our synesthetic percep-
tion of film image and film sound.

Proceeding from this premise, Sobchack’s phenomenology of film is
based around a dual structure of secing and being seen.'” A film itself
“sees” a world of visible images. As spectators, we simultaneously perceive
these film images as a filmic world and as an intentional perspective on this
world."® The film constructs, as Morsch puts it,

a visible visual relation between an embodied eye and the sensuous world,
and mediates this relation in the form of cinematic expression as an experi-
ence for the spectator.'®

However, he argues, the intentionality of the film and that of the spectator
are not identical; the film’s perceptive activity is understood as being /ike
mine but not #s mine.?’ Both Morsch and Anke Zechner support this dis-
tinction with a comparison between film and photography: Film not only
makes an object and a perspective on it visible, but expresses this relation
in a way that, according to Morsch, determines “its specific communica-
tive character and aesthetic structure.”?! Zechner observes that film, by
contrast with the fixed, representing photographic picture, is not per-
ceived as an object “but as the experience of world by an anonymous
intentional subject that ‘pictures to themselves a representation [sich eine
Daystellung vorstellt] of the objective world.””?? This point can be illus-
trated by the example of the soldier’s portrait hanging in Anna’s parents-
in-law’s home early on in sky witHOUT stars. What enables a historical
experience here is not the photograph as a historical source showing a
soldier from the Second World War, but the film’s perception, its inten-
tional gaze, which here coincides with the gaze of the main character. We
see not just the purportedly historical photograph but also the film’s per-
spective on the process of coming to terms with the war that was under-
way in the mid-1950s. The picture also points to something else: Classical
film theory describes a productive relationship between cadre and cache,
where the aesthetically framed moving image creates a relative off-screen
space. Sobchack distinguishes here once again between the gaze of the
film and the gaze of the spectator: The film image may appear to us like a
geometric window in the darkness through which we can perceive a world,
but no boundaries of image exist for the gaze of the film itself.>® The film
peers upon an unlimited, internally consistent world. The more we make
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the film’s perception our own, the more the frame will blur until it dis-
solves entirely into the horizons of an open world.

Sobchack also refers to the joint act of seeing by film and spectator that
underlies every film experience as the “address of the eye,”?* which implies
an embodied, situated mode of being and a material world that can only
be perceived if the seeing and visible subject has its own body. The film’s
body has similar sensory capacities to that of the spectator.?® Just as the
human body cannot be reduced to its physiological and anatomical fea-
tures, nor can the film’s body be reduced solely to discrete technical mech-
anisms; rather, it is part of a complex phenomenology.?® We can
intentionally live through and physically experience the film’s incarnate
vision as if we were perceiving information from our own body.?” But even
if the film’s perception largely accords with our own, we are, as Sobchack
emphasizes, fully aware while watching the film that we are living through
another subject’s perception as part of our own perceptual experience.?
In terms of the histosphere model, this would mean that the film sensu-
ously perceives the simulated historical world and thereby makes this
world sensuously available to the spectator. It does so by evoking the
impression of being materially connected to the historical world. Although
Sobchack describes the film’s body as being invisible and genderless,* it
nonetheless has a physical presence that is expressed in audiovisual actions,
a particular stance, and an intentional style.?® Conversely, the audiovisual
processes that structure the histosphere mold the presence of the film’s
body into a historical body. If, when watching a historical film, a diffuse
sense of historicity sets in, this is attributable not just to the historical
world that the film presents to us but also to our visceral connection to the
film’s perceiving body. The embodied cinematic subject does not simply
convey the perceptual impression of a being-in-the-world, but is itself
shaped by the audiovisual processes that model the perceived historical
world. The film’s perception of world is also highly subjective. A film
always also tells a personal story, which the medium itself inscribes with a
subjectivized historicity. As Sobchack puts it, film experience allows us to
explore a world in the mode of an “autobiography” writing itself.3! In our
presence we live the film’s perception “as a visual, kinetic, and gestural
discourse, as the immediate and direct enunciation of its own present
engagement with the world enabled by a bodily presence in it.”3? The
historical world modeled as a histosphere becomes experienceable as the
perception of another through whose eyes we see and through whose ears
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we hear. This allows the spectator to identify closely not just with the
film’s characters but also with the cinematic subject and body.

Sobchack’s phenomenology of film can also help give us a better grasp
of the temporal aspect of histospheres. The present moment of a film’s
perception is linked to the time of its production by technical and stylistic
traces. In SKY WITHOUT STARs, we live through the early 1950s on the per-
ceptual foundation of a cinematic body from almost the same time. In
YEARS OF HUNGER, by contrast, the representation and perception are based
on a cinematic body from the 1980s, while KU’DAMM 56’s cinematic body
dates from the 2010s. Cultural and political factors and developments in
film design and technology can affect our individual perceptions and
thereby also the form of the film’s body. As spectators, we do not need to
consciously assume the perspective of a subject from the time that the film
was made; rather, we prereflectively adopt the specific perception of the
contemporary cinematic subject. At the same time, what is visible to the
film and the spectator as “images” is always the result of a process of selec-
tion. Within the context of a certain culture and history, the film selects
which parts of the filmic world will become visible and which will remain
invisible.?* What we see has already been organized and structured by our
vision and that of the film in a way that reflects a particular intention
toward the world.?* The histospheres in SKY WITHOUT STARS, YEARS OF HUN-
GER, and KU’