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ABSTRACT 

 

APPROPRIATING THE PAST: LOOKING AT VISUAL EVIDENCE IN THE TWENTY-

FIRST CENTURY ARCHIVAL DOCUMENTARY 

 

by 

 

Zachariah Anderson 

 

The University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, 2024 

Under the Supervision of Professor Jocelyn Szczepaniak-Gillece 

 

Film and documentary scholars have long debated links between images, history, and 

truth. The field recently began addressing epistemological questions emergent when visual 

sources are circulated as evidence in an age of rapid image appropriation, manipulation, and 

circulation. To contribute to debates about imagesô digital-era evidentiary roles, I study twenty-

first century archival documentaries. By archival documentary, I mean a film that primarily 

comprises extant images (from government archives, home movies, surveillance footage, 

Hollywood films, etc.), rather than footage shot for the documentary. Films scholars and critics 

have applied many labels to these kinds of films: compilation, found footage, remix, etc. I favor 

the term ñarchival documentaryò because it emphasizes these filmsô historiographic methods of 

engaging with archival images as evidence to support truth claims about the past. Twenty-first 

century archival documentaries make visible and analyzable urgent concerns surrounding the 

evidentiary roles of images, especially in the wake of discourses related to disinformation, digital 

surveillance, and the ñpost-truth.ò I analyze archival documentaries to theorize targeted modes of 

looking in response to these concerns about imagesô affordances and limitations as evidence. The 

first chapter proposes ñpost-truth lookingò at photographs in response to Holocaust denialism. 

The second chapter advocates for ñvirtual looking,ò which highlights tensions between private 

and public when home movies are repurposed in histories of the Holocaust. The third chapter 
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proposes ñpoliced looking,ò which responds to the stateôs use of body-worn camera footage to 

legitimate policing. The fourth chapter argues for ñproblematic lookingò at controversial archival 

images to recognize their contingent use values in the twenty-first century. By exploring archival 

documentaries and their methods of engaging with visual sources, this dissertation project invites 

scholars to further historicize, critique, and reimagine how looking at images as evidence will 

shape future understandings of the past. 
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Introduction: Looking Historically at Archival Images 

Any (re)use of an archival image as evidence is an act of appropriating a partial, mediated 

trace of the past. Each of these acts of appropriation produces new meanings and knowledge in 

the present. In most cases, the original creator of an archival image did not plan for its potential 

future uses as evidence. As historian Peter Burke reminds us, images ï like all other historical 

sources ï ñwere not created, for the most part at any rate, with the future historian in mind. Their 

makers had their own concerns, their own messages.ò1 Contradictions inevitably emerge, then, 

between the various uses and contingent meanings of archival images as they are 

recontextualized as evidence. Jaimie Baron describes this recontextualization as a ñmisuseò of 

the original visual source. For Baron, ñevery reuse of a pre-existing recording is, on some level, a 

ómisuseô in the sense that its new use was not intended or at least not anticipated by its original 

producer.ò2 These processes of misuse are as old as images themselves. However, as the ease and 

pace of image appropriation have rapidly accelerated in an era of smartphones and social media, 

individuals are repurposing and encountering images as evidence in a variety of new contexts. In 

this project, I contend with the evidentiary roles of images in this age of easy and rapid image 

appropriation, manipulation, and circulation. As historians, documentarians, and everyday social 

media users appropriate and circulate images as evidence in the midst of these evolving 

circumstances, complex epistemological concerns emerge. In response, I contend with questions 

about how to look at visual sources as contributors to historical knowledge. Specifically, I 

consider visual sourcesô use values in the wake of the digital eraôs perceived threats to the status 

 
1 Peter Burke, Eyewitnessing: The Use of Images as Historical Evidence (London: Reaktion 

Books, 2019) 41. 
2 Jaimie Baron, Reuse, Misuse, Abuse: The Ethics of Audiovisual Appropriation in the Digital 

Era (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2021), 8. 
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of the archive, the image, and evidence.  

To explore these questions, I study the tactics of appropriation and montage in specific 

twenty-first century documentary films. While many kinds of documentaries appropriate and 

recontextualize extant images as visual evidence to support their arguments about the past, I will 

focus on a specific category of film that I call the ñarchival documentary.ò By archival 

documentary, I mean a film that primarily comprises extant images (from government archives, 

home movies, surveillance footage, Hollywood films, etc.), rather than footage specifically shot 

for the documentary. I argue that twenty-first century archival documentaries make visible and 

analyzable many of the eraôs most pressing concerns about image-based evidence. The kinds of 

documentaries I am studying are popularly described as ñfound footageò films ï and they are 

typically associated with the avant-garde. Yet I prefer the term ñarchival documentaryò because 

it emphasizes these filmsô historiographic methods of engaging with archival images as evidence 

to support truth claims about the past. I echo Catherine Russellôs claim that twentieth-century 

conceptualizations of what have been called ñfound footageò films ï including William Weesô 

influential taxonomies of compilation, collage, and appropriation ï are insufficient for analyzing 

many emerging twenty-first century archival filmmaking practices.3 In response, Russell 

proposes the framework of ñarchiveologyò to better understand how filmmakers are ñreflexively 

engaging with historical documents,ò including images.4 This project is inspired by Russellôs 

framework, but I am primarily interested in archival documentaries insofar as they provide 

opportunities to reconsider how to look at archival images as evidence in many other settings. In 

 
3 William C. Wees, ñIn the Domain of Montage: Compilation, Collage, Appropriation,ò in 

Recycled Images: The Art and Politics of Found Footage Films (New York City: Anthology 

Film Archives, 1993), 32-47; Catherine Russell, Archiveology: Walter Benjamin and Archival 

Film Practices (Durham: Duke University Press, 2018), 21. 
4 Russell, Archiveology, 27. 
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other words, this project is not a comprehensive history of avant-garde engagements with found 

sources. Instead, I argue that studying archival documentariesô tactics of appropriation often 

reveals meaningful insights about how to purposefully look at images as evidence in many 

contexts. Through the evaluation of twenty-first century archival documentaries and their modes 

of engaging with extant visual sources, I theorize and demonstrate modes of looking at images as 

evidence in direct response to the eraôs evolving conceptions of evidence and truth itself. 

Historical Modes of Looking 

Since the nineteenth-century emergence of photography and film, mechanically produced 

images have been described as bearing a unique relationship to the past reality they depict. This 

presumed privileged link between a photographically produced image and the past moment it 

represents has bolstered onlookersô faith in photographs and films as trustworthy sources, despite 

these recordingsô selectivity and affinity for excess and fragmentation.5 While paintings have 

also been used as evidence to support arguments about the past, photographically produced 

images have been positioned as the most authoritative modes of visual evidence because they are 

generated by mechanical and photochemical processes, rather than an artistôs hand.6 Over time, 

film scholars began to describe these mechanically- and photochemically-produced 

representations of the past in relation to the semiotic concept of indexicality. As Miriam Hansen 

 
5 For an overview of discourses surrounding the emergence of photographic film technologies, 

their potential promise as ideal media for storing/archiving the past, and these visual sourcesô 

ñcounter-archivalò forces of indeterminacy and contingency, see Paula Amad, Counter-Archive: 

Film, the Everyday, and Albert Kahnôs Archives de La Plant̄e (New York: Columbia University 

Press, 2010). 
6 This perceived link between filmôs automation and imprints of reality have inspired many 

debates and theories, including the much-discussed realist theories of Andre Bazin and his 

followers. For example, see Andr® Bazin, What Is Cinema? Volume 1 (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2005); Daniel Morgan, ñRethinking Bazin: Ontology and Realist Aesthetics,ò 

Critical Inquiry 32, no. 3 (2006): 443-481. 
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explains, the field of  

film theory adapted [Charles Sanders] Pierceôs concept of the index, designating a 

physical connection between sign and referent, primarily to describe the photochemical 

registration of light reflected off an object at a particular time and place, a connection that 

in turn subtends the iconic function of photographically-based images, their relation of 

resemblance to the objects they depict.7  

 

Some film and media scholars have since argued that ï because digital image-making 

technologies no longer rely on this photochemical imprint of light ï the digital era has introduced 

a ñwaning of indexicality.ò8 If one follows this argument to extreme conclusions, digital image 

generation and manipulation ontologically threaten the status of photographically produced 

images as evidence. In response to these claims, Mary Ann Doane argues that the concept of 

indexicality can be understood separately from technologies of image production ï and that we 

must evaluate the persisting ñsemiotic forceò of images in the digital era.9 Doane persuasively 

explains that an ñindexical imaginaryò might even be expanding in the era of digital image 

production and circulation, especially in the case of images depicting past suffering or death.10  

These complex debates about indexicality and technology inform my exploration of 

archival images as evidence in the early twenty-first century. However, I mostly shift away from 

this well-known semiotic framework of indexicality and its related ontological approaches. I 

begin with a fundamental assertion: the evidentiary values of photographically produced images 

ï whether these images were created via photochemical or digital processes ï have always been 

historically and discursively constructed, rather than ontologically or technologically determined. 

In other words, discourses about ontology, technology, and indexicality can strengthen what 

 
7 Miriam Hansen, Cinema and Experience: Siegfried Kracauer, Walter Benjamin, and Theodor 

W. Adorno (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012), 157.  
8 D. N. Rodowick, The Virtual Life of Film (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007), 145. 
9 Mary Ann Doane, ñIndexicality: Trace and Sign: Introduction,ò Differences 18, no. 1 (2007), 6. 
10 Doane, ñIndexicality,ò 5. 
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Tom Gunning calls the ñtruth claimsò for photographically produced images, but there is no 

static, ahistorical nature intrinsic to photographically produced visual sources.11 Photographs 

were manipulated to deceive onlookers long before digital deepfakes came along, and imagesô 

evidentiary roles were historical from the start. As I will demonstrate throughout this project, 

what exists within the frame matters; minor or even seemingly-illegible details in an archival 

image can inform our understandings of the past. Still, how we interpret, trust, and/or doubt the 

content of photographically produced visual sources will be shaped by the evolving truth claims 

made for these images within the specific contexts through which they are appropriated, looked 

at, and circulated to produce historical knowledge. 

Rather than focusing on indexicality or ontology, then, I explore the question of how to 

look historically at photographically produced visual sources in response to the early-twenty-first 

centuryôs evolving anxieties about what constitutes evidence, the image, the archive, and truth 

itself. My primary intended audience includes media scholars, documentarians, historians, and 

archivists working at the intersections of visual sources, archives, and evidence. That said, I 

analyze processes of looking that are relevant to anyone interested in media literacy and the 

question of how to purposefully look at appropriated images as historical evidence in 

documentary films, on social media, in history books, and elsewhere. Each chapter outlines 

distinct modes of looking at various kinds of archival images, but this project is guided by an 

insistence that all archival images are more than ñmere illustrationsò of the past; visual sources 

demand the kinds of careful looking and interpretation that committed historians apply to non-

 
11 Tom Gunning, ñWhatôs the Point of an Index? Or, Faking Photographs,ò in Still Moving: 

Between Cinema and Photography, ed. Karen Beckman and Jean Ma (Durham: Duke University 

Press, 2008), 27. 
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visual sources.12  

My attempts to move beyond visual sourcesô illustrative functions and to address 

questions about how to look historically are inspired by Courtney R. Bakerôs detailed studies of 

looking at images of African American suffering and death.13 Bakerôs work is especially 

foundational to my project because it provides a framework for studying how images can be used 

and looked at in specific social and historical contexts to consequentially shape understandings 

of the past and one another. Baker argues that encounters with visual sources play a privileged 

role in constructing who is human and, in turn, who is worthy of civil rights. To demonstrate this 

relationship between acts of looking and our understandings of the past and each other, Baker 

analyzes situations in which individuals and institutions stage encounters with images of 

suffering or dead bodies to either dehumanize or insist on the humanity of Black lives. For 

example, Baker explains how the photograph of Emmett Tillôs disfigured body in a coffin was 

appropriated and circulated to support racist justifications of violence. Yet Baker also 

demonstrates how this image was circulated by his mother and African American journalists to 

argue for Tillôs humanity (and, in turn, to fight for the civil rights that Black Americans 

deserved). Baker describes these latter processes of appropriating and recontextualizing visual 

sources as ñchoreographies of humane insight.ò14 As I will explain in more detail in this projectôs 

final chapter, a choreography of humane insight invites a process of looking that ñseeks 

knowledge about the humanityò of the imageôs subject.15 Baker traces similar choreographies 

across various contexts in the United States ï from slavery to the Jim Crow era, and from the 

 
12 Burke, Eyewitnessing, 12. 
13 Courtney R. Baker, Humane Insight: Looking at Images of African American Suffering and 

Death (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2015). 
14 Baker, Humane Insight, 8. 
15 Baker, Humane Insight, 5. 
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civil rights movement to racist police violence in the early-twenty-first century. Building on 

Bakerôs description of historically specific instances of choreographed humane insight, I 

approach archival documentaries as sites that stage encounters between spectators and 

appropriated visual sources. I analyze how these documentariesô tactics of appropriation and 

montage invite us to look at images as evidence in a variety of targeted ways.  

Like Baker, I privilege the verb ñlookò over the phrase ñthe gaze,ò despite the latterôs 

prominence in many corners of visual studies.16 The concept of the gaze has led to many 

productive debates in both academia and popular culture, especially in the decades since Laura 

Mulvey introduced her well-known psychoanalytical take on the ñmale gazeò in Classical 

Hollywood cinema.17 However, theories of the gaze are often detached from Mulveyôs focus on a 

specific national and historical mode of cinema. Also, many ahistorical understandings of the 

gaze tend to treat a visual text as if its original creatorôs intent controls its future evidentiary 

values or how onlookers will engage with and interpret its visual representations over time.18 

Still, I do not fully reject the underlying idea that the construction and organization of images 

can shape the perspective through which viewers are encouraged to interpret visual sourcesô 

meanings. As Baker suggests, encounters between images and onlookers are often 

choreographed in specific ways based on the hope that those encounters will produce certain 

responses from the onlooker. Yet the one-way notion of the gaze too often overlooks the 

complex and messy interplay between how historians, documentarians, and others strategically 

 
16 Baker, Humane Insight, 2. 
17 Laura Mulvey, ñVisual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,ò in Visual and Other Pleasures 

(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1989), 14-27. 
18 For example, some Holocaust scholars and historians warn against reiterating a perpetrator 

gaze when circulating Nazi-produced images as evidence. See Susan A. Crane, ñChoosing Not to 

Look: Representation, Repatriation, and Holocaust Atrocity Photography,ò History and Theory 

47, no. 3 (2008): 309-330. 
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appropriate and stage visual encounters with extant images to support arguments about the past, 

and how onlookers actively engage with appropriated archival images in ways the imagesô 

producers or appropriationists likely never intended. In short, the act of looking is never simple, 

fixed, or one-directional; modes of looking at a photographically produced archival image as 

evidence are shaped by historical processes of collection, appropriation, curation, juxtaposition, 

(re)contextualization, etc., as well as the onlookerôs own experiences, beliefs, and agenda. The 

point is this: looking ï which is an active, searching gesture that should be understood as 

historical and strategic, guided and individual ï meaningfully shapes our perceptions of 

humanity and history alike. 

Bakerôs study of looking at images depicting African American suffering and death 

contributes to a decades-long debate about the evidentiary roles of atrocity photographs. As I 

will explain below, atrocity photographs ï including those related to the Holocaust ï have played 

especially prominent and contentious roles in discourses about the perceived values and dangers 

of looking at images as evidence in documentary films and elsewhere.19 Today, scholars 

continue to disagree about how to look at (or whether to look away from) atrocity photographs. 

While these debates are very complex and unresolved, I offer a reductive summary here: one side 

believes that looking at visual traces of historical suffering inspires action to prevent similar 

atrocities from occurring again; the other side warns that looking at photographs of past pain and 

death desensitizes onlookers and distracts them from responding to present violence.20  

 
19 Atrocity images are also central to debates about digital images as evidence. For example, 

scholars address digitality and indexicality in response to 2004 digital photographs of prisoner 

torture at Abu Ghraib. See Doane, ñIndexicality,ò 5; Rodowick, The Virtual Life, 145-147. 
20 For example, scholars have debated the ethics and efficacy of looking at perpetrator-produced 

photographs as evidence. See Janina Struk, Photographing the Holocaust: Interpretations of the 

Evidence (London: I.B. Tauris, 2004); Susie Linfield, The Cruel Radiance: Photography and 

Political Violence (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2010). 
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My emphasis on how to look at photographically produced images as evidence rejects 

these polarized positions. I do not accept the naïve belief that simply looking at images of the 

past will change our actions and policies in the present or future. Photographs and moving 

images have been captured, looked at, and recirculated as evidence for a long time and ï as this 

projectôs first chapter details ï denial, hate, and violence continue to take many forms in the 

twenty-first century. And while I am sympathetic to fears of desensitization and distraction, these 

concerns should drive our careful reconsideration of how to look, rather than inspire us to look 

away. Plus, even if I did agree with the most extreme warnings that looking is dangerous and 

certain images related to atrocities such as the Holocaust should not be circulated as evidence, 

ñthe images are out there; the genie is out of the bottle.ò21 This is especially true in the wake of 

the early twenty-first centuryôs accelerating ease and pace of image appropriation and 

circulation. Even some of the most graphic atrocity images can be easily found in multiple 

settings online where they serve as evidence to support opposing visions of the past.22 This 

projectôs exploration of looking at images as evidence, then, is shaped by an understanding that 

images do not carry static meanings and they do not automatically trigger a change of heart or 

action from an onlooker, but they are all around us and shaping our understandings of the past. 

The question is how to look purposefully and historically. 

My search for historical modes of looking is also inspired by art historian Georges Didi-

Hubermanôs insistence on the need to purposefully analyze photographs that prisoners covertly 

 
21 Sven-Erik Rose, ñAuschwitz as Hermeneutic Rupture, Differend, and Image malgré tout: 

Jameson, Lyotard, Didi-Huberman,ò in Visualizing the Holocaust: Documents, Aesthetics, 

Memory, ed. David Bathrick, Brad Prager, and Michael D. Richardson (Rochester: Camden 

House, 2008), 116. 
22 For example, a search for lynching photographs on a ñMeme Generatorò site reveals images 

combined with hateful text, which can be circulated as historical ñevidenceò to support historical 

myths of white supremacy. See https://imgflip.com/memegenerator.  

https://imgflip.com/memegenerator
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recorded and then smuggled out of Auschwitz. According to Didi-Huberman, we are ñcharged 

with sustaining [these photographs] by looking at themò in spite of the imagesô inherent 

incompleteness and present onlookersô inability to fully know the past.23 In these well-known 

and controversial arguments about a responsibility to look, Didi-Huberman is replying to those ï 

including documentarian Claude Lanzmann (a filmmaker I describe in detail below) ï that claim 

Holocaust-related images have nothing to tell us about this unknowable past atrocity. In 

response, Didi-Huberman argues that specific modes of looking can reveal historical insights 

about Auschwitz and the experiences of its prisoner-photographers that have been neglected by 

conventional modes of engaging with visual sources. Through careful attention to the cameraôs 

proximity, its canted angles, its unintentional soft focus, etc., Didi-Huberman illustrates that 

looking at the Auschwitz photographs phenomenologically ï rather than only evaluating their 

surface-level content ï unearths traces of the photographersô life-risking experience of capturing 

and circulating the images.24 Critics accuse Didi-Huberman of aestheticizing atrocity, but his 

analyses persuasively demonstrate that strategically looking can construct new understandings 

about a prisonerôs experience specifically and the relationship between photographically 

produced archival images, atrocity, and historical knowledge broadly.   

My thinking is informed by Baker, Didi-Huberman, and other well-known responses to 

the links between photographically produced images and death from scholars such as John 

Berger and Susan Sontag.25 As I will describe throughout this project, many of these scholars 

 
23 Georges Didi-Huberman, Images in Spite of All: Four Photographs from Auschwitz (Chicago: 

The University of Chicago Press, 2008), 3. 
24 Didi-Huberman is especially critical of curatorial practices that manipulate and crop the 

prisoner-taken photographs to focus on ñwhat there is to see,ò while omitting the imagesô 

perceived excesses and ñnondocumentary weight.ò Didi-Huberman, Images in Spite of All, 34. 
25 John Berger, ñPhotographs of Agony,ò in About Looking (New York: Vintage Books, 1991), 

41-44; Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (New York: Picador, 2003). 
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have productively foregrounded the specific concerns related to cases of looking at atrocity 

images. However, I argue that all visual sources ï not only those that explicitly depict violence, 

suffering, or death ï demand the kinds of strategic and historical modes of looking that have 

been theorized in response to atrocity images. I echo Susie Linfieldôs suggestion that, although 

atrocity images continue to demand our attention and purposeful analysis, looking anew at 

ñopen-endedò non-violent images can also lead to critical thinking and insights about the 

historical contexts that led to violence and war, as well as the experiences of those that lived 

through past violence and political upheaval.26 For example, Linfield reproduces a 2004 

photograph from Baghdad, Iraq that depicts two young boys walking peacefully arm-in-arm; the 

warôs nearby violence remains just beyond the frame. This photograph was taken by an Iraqi 

dentist with a disposable camera that was supplied by an American magazine. Linfield argues 

that the ambiguities and unexpected elements in this ñquiet photographðnot really a war 

photographðtaken by a nonprofessionalò were especially significant in shaping her 

understanding of the ñtangled politics of the wars in Iraq.ò27 To be clear, Linfield staunchly 

rejects the position that one must look away from images depicting atrocity. Yet Linfieldôs 

analyses also suggest that a scholarly and cultural overemphasis on atrocity images alone risks 

overshadowing the question of how to look at other sources that shape our understanding of past 

political violence. My goal is to take seriously many of the ethical, epistemological, and 

historiographic issues raised by debates about atrocity photographs but to transpose these 

concerns to processes of looking at visual sources that appear non-violent (at least at first 

glance).  

 
26 Linfield, The Cruel Radiance, 29. 
27 Linfield, The Cruel Radiance, 28-29. 
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In this dissertationôs first two chapters, I analyze Holocaust-related visual evidence. I 

focus on critical processes of looking at unexpected kinds of Holocaust-related images, from 

glass-plate portraits of smiling Romanian families to 16mm European home movies. I prioritize 

these non-violent sources instead of the most frequently analyzed Holocaust-related images, such 

as Allied troopsô liberation photographs or the Nazisô visual documentation of their own crimes. 

In the third chapter, I address the subject of twenty-first century racist police brutality in the 

United States, but I do not only prioritize questions of how to look at the videos most often 

discussed in relation to this subject, including bystander cellphone recordings of white officers 

abusing or killing unarmed Black civilians. Instead, I also analyze modes of looking at seemingly 

non-violent appropriated visual representations, including body-worn camera footage of police 

officers peacefully interacting with citizens. And in the final chapter, I turn attention to a wide 

variety of appropriated audiovisual sources ï television news interviews, scenes from 

controversial feature films, viral YouTube videos, etc. ï to demonstrate how these disparate 

pieces of visual evidence can be reactivated to construct an entangled history of American 

racism, violence, resistance, and Black excellence. I argue that, rather than narrowly focusing on 

the values and limitations of atrocity images themselves, it is necessary to theorize processes of 

looking historically at many other kinds of visual sources that we encounter daily in our image-

saturated cultures. These images typically do not directly represent suffering and they have not 

historically attracted the same level of attention from media scholars, documentarians, or 

historians studying visual evidence and/or histories of violence. Yet we can look at these visual 

sources strategically ï including in response to twenty-first century concerns about the status of 

images, evidence, and truth ï to construct knowledge about the past contexts, experiences, and 

motivations that led to violence and injustice.  
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As will become clear in later chapters, I focus on archival documentaries that appropriate 

seemingly non-violent visual sources related to the Holocaust, policing, and histories of racism 

for many reasons. One of my primary motivations for prioritizing these specific topics of 

historical violence and injustice is the centrality of these subjects within broader debates about 

imagesô perceived values and limitations. As I will outline in the third chapter, video recordings 

of racist police brutality have proven fundamental to early-twenty-first century debates about the 

politics of the image and discourses about what visual sources can or cannot tell us about the 

past. Many of these recent discourses build upon prior debates about visual evidence, the 

efficacy of looking, and the representability of histories of violence. The subject of the Holocaust 

in particular was integral to late-twentieth century debates about the perceived limits of looking 

at photographically produced archival images as historical evidence, especially in documentary 

films. To begin theorizing modes of looking at photographically produced archival images as 

evidence, especially in relation to historical subjects of violence, it is necessary to first return to 

some of these most influential late-twentieth century discourses about historical knowledge and 

imagesô evidentiary roles. 

The Holocaust and the Perceived Limits of Visual Evidence 

In the 1980s-90s, contentious debates emerged about the (im)possibility of knowing or 

representing the myriad events collectively referred to as the Holocaust.28 In the wake of the 

Holocaustôs seemingly unimaginable modern genocidal violence, many philosophers, historians, 

writers, and filmmakers suggested that history itself had irrevocably fractured. Formerly 

 
28 For Giorgio Agamben, even a word like ñholocaustò ï especially as I am using it, with a 

capital ñHò ï is an ñunfortunate termò because it appears ñto give meaning back to what seemed 

incomprehensible.ò Giorgio Agamben, Remnants of Auschwitz: The Witness and the Archive 

(New York: Zone Books, 2002), 28. 
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accepted notions of historical testimony, knowledge, research, interpretation, narrativization, 

representation, and language seemed forever altered. By the 1980s-90s, even scholars actively 

working in archives and fighting against a growing cultural amnesia regarding the Holocaust 

publicly questioned whether one could really know or tell the story of what seemed to be 

unspeakable horrors. According to David Bathrick, these concerns about the inability to 

understand this specific historical subject contributed to an interdisciplinary ñdiscourse of 

unknowabilityò surrounding the Holocaust.29  

In the field of late-twentieth century philosophy, many scholars regarded the Holocaust 

broadly ï and Auschwitz in particular ï as a ñdecisive ruptureò that challenged assumptions 

about testimony and introduced complex epistemological problems.30 For example, Giorgio 

Agamben, building on Primo Levi, describes the ñMuselmannò ï a concentration camp prisoner 

whose extreme suffering has led to the loss of human capacities to reason or remember ï as a 

ñlimit figure.ò31 For Agamben, the Muselmann ironically becomes the only ñcomplete witnessò 

to the campôs horrors.32 This figure raises formidable questions about testimonyôs ñcapacity,ò 

since any survivorôs attempt to bear witness to the Muselmannôs experience remains inevitably 

incomplete.33 Jean François Lyotard also questioned the human capacity to understand this 

specific historical subject. For Lyotard, Auschwitzôs ñname marks the confines wherein 

historical knowledge sees its competence impugned.ò34 This conception of the past as 

 
29 David Bathrick, ñIntroduction: Seeing Against the Grain: Re-Visualizing the Holocaust,ò in 

Visualizing the Holocaust: Documents, Aesthetics, Memory, ed. David Bathrick, Brad Prager, 

and Michael D. Richardson (Rochester: Camden House, 2008), 9. 
30 Agamben, Remnants of Auschwitz, 99.  
31 Agamben, Remnants of Auschwitz, 63. 
32 Agamben, Remnants of Auschwitz, 60. 
33 Agamben, Remnants of Auschwitz, 77. 
34 Jean-Fran­ois Lyotard, ñThe Diff®rend, the Referent, and the Proper Name,ò Diacritics 14, no. 

3 (1984): 14. 
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unknowable introduced unsettling questions about how to respond to Holocaust denialism. 

According to Lyotard, if a denialist claims Auschwitz was not a site of systematic genocidal 

murder, that act of denial cannot be simply overpowered by statistics or hard facts because ï 

even after encountering this evidence ï one could never presently know the horrors and gravity 

of what occurred there. Lyotard situates the gas chamber as a key illustration of the ñdifférendò: 

a dispute ñthat cannot be equitably resolved for lack of a rule of judgement applicable to both 

arguments.ò35 Lyotard claims that, in response to the logic of Holocaust deniers, ñthe only 

acceptable proof that [the gas chamber] was killing is that one died from it. But if one is dead, 

one cannot testify that it is because of the gas chamber.ò36 These philosophers point to the limits 

of testimony and, in turn, the perceived impossibility of presently knowing and communicating 

the Holocaustôs past atrocities.  

While philosophers debated the post-Auschwitz limits of testimony and knowledge, late-

twentieth-century historians argued that the Holocaust was a ñlimit caseò ï a case that uniquely 

challenged many conventional historiographic practices central to archival research and the 

construction of narratives about the past.37 For example, in 1989, Saul Friedländer claimed that 

the ñhistorical exceptionalityò of the ñFinal Solutionò defied prior conceptions of historical 

interpretation, representation, and relevance.38 Less than a decade later, Friedländer published 

the first volume ï titled Nazi Germany and the Jews: The Years of Persecution, 1933ï1939 ï in 

 
35 Jean-François Lyotard, The Differend: Phrases in Dispute (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 1988), xi. 
36 Lyotard, ñThe Diff®rend, the Referent, and the Proper Name,ò 4. 
37 Dominick LaCapra, Representing the Holocaust: History, Theory, Trauma (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 1994), 45. 
38 Saul Friedlªnder, ñThe óFinal Solution:ô On the Unease in Historical Interpretation,ò History 

and Memory 1, no. 2 (1989): 73. 
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his carefully-researched and detailed historical account of the Holocaust.39 Friedlªnderôs lengthy 

histories remain among the most trusted narratives on the subject, but his years-long processes of 

research and writing only deepened his skepticism toward the historianôs ability to interpret 

sources, narrativize the past, and produce relevant knowledge when confronting the specific 

historical subject of the Holocaust.  

For other historians critically examining their fieldôs practices at the end of the twentieth 

century, narrativizing the events of the Holocaust revealed the validity of postmodernismôs 

broader critiques of objectivity, origins, neutrality, truth, and the authority of texts.40 For 

example, historian Dominick LaCapra argued: ñNowhere more than in discussions of the 

Holocaust do positivism and standard techniques of narrowly empirical-analytic inquiry seem 

wanting.ò41 Hayden White ï an especially influential figure in linking postmodernist critiques to 

historiography ï described the Holocaust as ñthe paradigmatic modernist event in Western 

European historyò that defied conventional processes of narrativization.42 White criticized 

historians who suggested that the Holocaust was completely off limits, but he argued that this 

kind of ñóunnaturalô eventò demanded ñantinarrative nonstoriesò that were ñless fetishizing than 

any traditional representation of them would necessarily be.ò43 As Friedländer, LaCapra, White, 

and other historians raised suspicions about conventional historiographic methodsô ability to 

 
39 Saul Friedländer, Nazi Germany and the Jews: Volume I, The Years of Persecution, 1933-1939 

(New York City: HarperCollins, 1998). 
40 For an overview of debates about postmodernismôs influence on historiography at the end of 

the twentieth century, see F. R. Ankersmit, ñHistoriography and Postmodernism,ò History and 

Theory28, no. 2 (1989): 137-153; Perez Zagorin, ñHistoriography and Postmodernism: 

Reconsiderations,ò History and Theory 29, no. 3 (1990): 263-274. 
41 LaCapra, Representing the Holocaust, 47. 
42 Hayden White, ñThe Modernist Event,ò in Figural Realism: Studies in the Mimesis Effect 

(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2020), 79. 
43 White, ñThe Modernist Event,ò 81-82. 
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discover and tell the truth about this specific subject, the Holocaust became a prominent site 

through which the fieldôs most fundamental assumptions and practices were reevaluated.  

In the domain of literature, the discourse of unknowability was extended to warnings 

about the limits of a writerôs imagination and the perceived failures of established aesthetic 

formulas or familiar genres. Theodor Adornoôs infamous postwar statement ï ñTo write poetry 

after Auschwitz is barbaricò ï loomed over many of these late-twentieth century debates about 

ethics, atrocity, and literary representation.44 Poets and other writers responded to Adorno by 

seeking new creative modes for addressing the subject of the Holocaust, while simultaneously 

echoing concerns about its representability and knowability.45 Poet Charles Bernsteinôs 1992 

description of this tension between literary experimentation and the Holocaustôs 

unrepresentability is worth repeating at length. For Bernstein,  

the scope or core of the Second War cannot be represented only by the conventional 

techniques developed to depict events, scenes, battles, political infamies. Only the surface 

of the war can be pictured. To be sure, the crisis of representation, which is to say the 

recognition that the Real is not representable, is associated with the great radical 

modernist poems of the period immediately before and after the First World War. In the 

wake of the Second War, however, the meaning, and urgency, of unrepresentability took 

on explosive new force as a political necessity, as the absolute need to reground polis.46  

 

Similarly, in 1989, acclaimed writer and activist Elie Wiesel argued that Auschwitz  

defeated art, because just as no one could imagine Auschwitz before Auschwitz, no one 

can now retell Auschwitz after Auschwitz. The truth of Auschwitz remains hidden in its 

ashes. Only those who lived it in their flesh and in their minds can possibly transform 

 
44 Theodor Adorno, ñCultural Criticism and Society,ò in Prisms, (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1988), 

34. 
45 Scholars have argued that Adornoôs phrase is often misinterpreted and that his own thinking 

about post-Holocaust representation was quite complex. See, for example, Antony Rowland, 

ñRe-Reading óImpossibilityô and óBarbarism:ô Adorno and Post-Holocaust Poetics,ò Critical 

Survey 9, no. 1 (1997): 57-69. 
46 Charles Bernstein, ñThe Second War and Postmodern Memory,ò Dialectical Anthropology 24, 

no. 3/4 (1999): 262. 
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their experience into knowledge. Others, despite their best intentions, can never do so.47  

 

Literary critics echoed these writersô concerns by arguing that Holocaust-related poetry, novels, 

memoirs, etc., had upended their ability to understand, analyze, and judge writing about the 

subject. For example, George Steiner argued that Paul Celanôs Holocaust-related poetry is ñnot 

amenable to critical paraphrase or equalizing interpretation. We move here in the sphere of lived 

metaphor, of language beside itselféò48 And literary critic Irving Howe warned that ñHolocaust 

writings often reveal the helplessness of the mind before an evil that cannot quite be imagined, or 

the helplessness of the imagination before an evil that cannot quite be understood.ò49 According 

to these late-twentieth-century perspectives, this specific historical subject had ultimately 

revealed the limits of imagination, aesthetics, interpretation, criticism, and language itself.  

All these perceived post-Auschwitz limits of historical testimony, knowledge, 

interpretation, and representation coalesced in turn-of-the-century debates about Holocaust-

related archival photographs and documentary films. As explained above, since photographyôs 

nineteenth-century emergence, discourses about photographic evidence have been rooted in 

claims about the imagesô indexical traces of past events that occurred in front of a camera. 

Documentary cinema ï a filmmaking mode closely associated with discourses about truth and 

knowledge ï frequently appropriates archival photographs as supporting evidence and illustrative 

b-roll. It makes sense, then, that documentariansô appropriations of Holocaust-related 

photographs would become central to debates about the perceived limits of historical knowledge 

 
47 Elie Wiesel, ñIn Holocaust Art, Even Death Can Be Trivialized,ò The New York Times, June 

11, 1989, https://www.nytimes.com/1989/06/11/movies/art-and-the-holocaust-trivializing-

memory.html.  
48 George Steiner, ñThe Long Life of Metaphor: An Approach to óthe Shoah,ôò Encounter 68, no. 

2 (1987): 61.  
49 Irving Howe, ñWriting and the Holocaust,ò in A Voice Still Heard, ed. Nina Howe (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2014), 283. 

https://www.nytimes.com/1989/06/11/movies/art-and-the-holocaust-trivializing-memory.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1989/06/11/movies/art-and-the-holocaust-trivializing-memory.html


19 

 

and visual evidence. If the Holocaust had been deemed unimaginable, unrepresentable, and 

unknowable, what could a photograph ï a source thought to carry a privileged link to the past ï 

tell documentary spectators about this specific historical subject?  

Many of these debates emerged in the wake of Alain Resnaisô documentary Night and 

Fog (1956). This approximately 32-minute film includes appropriated Holocaust-related 

photographs, footage recorded by Resnaisô crew at the former sites of the Auschwitz and 

Majdanek concentration camps, and a voice-over narration from French Resistance fighter and 

Mauthausen concentration camp survivor Jean Cayrol. Foreshadowing the discourses that would 

later position the Holocaust as a distinct challenge to historical representation, programmers and 

critics treated Night and Fog as an exceptional postwar object that disrupted prior conceptions of 

both documentary and arthouse cinema. Night and Fog was initially omitted from the Cannes 

Film Festival before protests led to its admission out of official competition. This choice implied 

that the festival and its jury could not ethically judge this film (or its appropriated photographs 

and Resnaisô approach to representing its historical subject) alongside other prestigious examples 

of international cinema. Fellow French New Wave filmmaker François Truffaut famously argued 

that Resnaisô film defied traditional categorization: ñIt is almost impossible to speak about [Night 

and Fog] in the vocabulary of cinematic criticism. It is not a documentary, or an indictment, or a 

poem, but a meditation on the most important phenomenon of the twentieth century.ò50 Another 

Cahiers du Cinéma critic wrote that Night and Fog ñis a film that, in principle, does not call for 

any cinematographic reviewéThe fabric this funerary oratorio is weaved of calls for respect, a 

 
50 François Truffaut, ñAlain Resnais: Nuit et Brouillard,ò in The Films in My Life (New York: 

Simon and Schuster, 1978), 303.  
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kind of silence whose breaking could be considered sacrilegious.ò51 Even Cayrolôs own narration 

within the film points to limits of documentary storytelling and the photographic image in 

response to the Holocaust: ñThe reality of these camps, despised by those who built them, 

unfathomable to those who endured them, we try in vain to capture what remains of iténo 

description, no image can convey their true dimension: endless fear.ò It seems that the subject of 

the Holocaust had equally upset long-held conceptions of the photograph and the documentary 

alike. As Andrea Liss summarizes, ñBy the very nature of their extremity and the ways in which 

they test the viewerôs empathy, Holocaust photographs challenge and expand the limits of 

documentary.ò52 

The release of Claude Lanzmannôs 1985 documentary Shoah reinvigorated conversations 

about the representability of the Holocaust and archival photographsô evidentiary roles. 

Lanzmannôs film ï which lasts more than 9 hours ï omits documentariesô traditional 

recontextualization of archival photographs as evidence. Instead, this landmark documentary 

constructs its account of the Holocaust via Lanzmannôs own visits to former sites of atrocity 

where he interviews individuals that witnessed the events first-hand. As Emma Wilson explains, 

ñthere has been a tendency to typify the two films, Shoah and Night and Fog, as differing, even 

opposing, responses to the call to bear witness to the horror of the Holocaust.ò53 While this 

understanding of the two films as strictly oppositional can be reductive, Resnais and Lanzmann 

represented two very different attitudes toward the evidentiary values of Holocaust-related 

 
51 Jacques Doniol-Valcroze, Quoted in Jean-Marc Dreyfus, ñCensorship and Approval: The 

Reception of Nuit et Brouillard in France,ò ed. Ewout van der Knaap, Uncovering the 

Holocaust: The International Reception of Night and Fog (New York: Wallflower Press, 2006), 

43. 
52 Andrea Liss, Trespassing Through Shadows: Memory, Photography, and the Holocaust 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1998), 1. 
53 Emma Wilson, ñMaterial Remains: Night and Fog,ò October 112 (2005): 89. 



21 

 

photographs. Some film critics praised Night and Fogôs use of appropriated photographs as a 

necessary response to postwar French cultureôs short-term memory about the Holocaust and 

others recognized the documentaryôs implied critique of French colonialism during the Algerian 

War.54 For other critics, however, Resnaisô approach revealed the potentially misleading roles of 

archival photographs. According to these critics, Resnaisô film presents atrocity photographs as 

anonymous symbols of human suffering, rather than identifying that many of the images were 

photographed by Nazis or that many of the pictured victims were specifically targeted because 

they were Jewish.55 In Shoah, Lanzmann displayed a more negative attitude toward Holocaust-

related photographs ï and he publicly critiqued the roles of these archival images in films like 

Night and Fog. Lanzmann described the omission of photographs in Shoah as a moral choice. In 

1994, Lanzmann famously stated that ï even if actuality footage of thousands dying in 

Auschwitzôs gas chambers did exist ï he would destroy it.56 Responding to an interviewerôs 

question about his choice not to include any of the countless Holocaust-related archival 

photographs that do exist, Lanzmann summarized his position: ñI have a mass of photos that 

come from the Institute for the Second World War in Warsaw. They do not mean anything.ò57  

Brad Prager argues that Lanzmannôs acclaimed documentary and this directorôs public 

statements were (at least partially) responsible for an unspoken Bilderverbot ï or ñban on 

 
54 Dreyfus, ñCensorship and Approval,ò 41-42. 
55 Dreyfus, ñCensorship and Approval,ò 44. 
56 Sylvie Lindeperg, Night and Fog: A Film in History (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 

Press, 2014), 107. 
57 Quoted in Marc Chevrie and Hervé le Roux, ñSite and Speech: An Interview with Claude 

Lanzmann about Shoah,ò in Claude Lanzmannôs Shoah: Key Essays, ed. Stuart Liebman 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 40-41. 
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imagesò ï in the documentary films and other texts about the Holocaust that followed.58 Of 

course, many filmmakers continued to appropriate Holocaust-related photographs, and Night and 

Fog still serves as a teaching tool in many history classrooms around the world. Still, nearly any 

twenty-first century appropriation of Holocaust-related archival images is in some way 

responding to the discourse of unknowability broadly and the post-Shoah ban on images 

specifically. As younger generations attempt to construct histories of the Holocaust, they 

frequently respond to the discourse of unknowability and the ban on images by reflexively 

engaging with archival materials in new ways and for new purposes. According to Bathrick, 

twenty-first century engagements with the archive and its Holocaust-related visual sources 

represent a ñgenerational shiftò that ñis marked by a fluency with theoretical discourse and a 

refusal to submit to the pieties that quite understandably defined first-generation approaches to 

the Holocaust.ò59 Marianne Hirsch similarly suggests that each generation will necessarily 

engage with the archive and its images in different ways. For Hirsch, Holocaust-related 

photographs have taken on a key role in constructing ñpostmemory,ò which she defines as ñthe 

response of the second generation to the trauma of the first.ò60 According to these views, 

younger scholars and artists are further removed from the Holocaust and are well-versed in 

historiographic theories about the limitations of all sources, so they are more comfortable (if also 

more reflexive) when working with archival images as historical evidence. This generational 

shift toward the archive has also been attributed to a practical reality that I will discuss in detail 

 
58 Brad Prager, ñOn the Liberation of Perpetrator Photographs in Holocaust Narratives,ò in 

Visualizing the Holocaust: Documents: Aesthetics, Memory, ed. David Bathrick, Brad Prager, 

and Michael D. Richardson (Rochester: Camden House, 2008), 22. 
59 Bathrick, ñIntroduction: Seeing Against the Grain,ò 16. 
60 Marianne Hirsch, ñSurviving Images: Holocaust Photographs and the Work of Postmemory,ò 

in Visual Culture and the Holocaust, ed. Barbie Zelizer (New Brunswick: Rutgers University 

Press, 2001), 218. 
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in this projectôs second chapter: the population of those who witnessed the atrocities first-hand is 

dwindling. Alison Landsberg summarizes this position when she argues that, ñas the last 

survivors are dying, the possibility of transmitting something like óliving memoryô becomes 

more and more precarious and ultimately impossible.ôò61 For this reason, Shoahôs documentary 

tactics, which prioritized the documentarian recording present-day interviews with survivors, 

will be unavailable to future generations. 

There are no clear historical breaks between documentary filmmaking approaches, 

historiographic practices, or archival methods. The specific narrative I have constructed about 

Holocaust-related documentary cinema ï which traced the early appropriations of archival 

images in Night and Fog to the ban on images in Shoah to the reflexive archival practices of 

second- and third-generation filmmakers working today ï is only partially satisfying. More 

relevant to this projectôs concerns is a broader recognition that the Holocaust has been (and 

continues to be) discursively positioned as a prominent challenge to prior understandings of 

historical knowledge and representation. Appropriations or omissions of Holocaust-related 

archival photographs in documentary films have been central to debates about the ethics and 

limits of visual evidence. The latest iteration of these debates ï which now also includes 

concerns about the post-truth and visual evidenceôs limits in the digital age ï is made legible by 

twenty-first century archival documentaries that reflexively engage with Holocaust-related 

images as historical evidence.  

Chapter Overviews 

The first chapter directly explores this relationship between looking, archival 

 
61 Alison Landsberg, Prosthetic Memory: The Transformation of American Remembrance in the 

Age of Mass Culture (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004), 111-112. 
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documentaries, and Holocaust-related visual evidence in the digital era. To begin theorizing and 

practicing processes of looking historically, I address questions about imagesô evidentiary values 

and limitations in the so-called ñpost-truth eraò of deepfakes, disinformation, fake news, etc. 

Because looking historically demands targeted responses to an eraôs very specific concerns about 

the status of the image and the archive, I argue for a narrower definition of the post-truth. This 

narrower conception of the post-truth is focused on individual acts/trends of public denialism 

that defensively counter recent truth claims, which have upset the denialistôs vision of the self, 

the nation, and/or the past. To illustrate this need for studying the post-truthôs specificity, I trace 

key modes of Holocaust denialism in post-Communist Romania. I focus on one type of twenty-

first century denialism that Michael Shafir describes as ñdeflective negationism.ò62 As I will 

explain in more detail, this process of public denialism blames German Nazis and a few 

exceptionally racist ethnic Romanians for the horrors of the Holocaust that took place on 

Romanian soil, while denying the antisemitic attitudes and violent actions taken by the 

Romanian state and many of the nationôs own citizens. I describe the ways this contemporary act 

of public denialism has been strengthened in the Internet- and social-media-eras, often via the 

appropriation and circulation of nostalgic pre-war and wartime photographs. In response, I 

advocate for a process called ñpost-truth lookingò at these kinds of images, including the popular 

and widely circulating glass-plate portraits taken by Romanian photographer CosticŁ Acsinte in 

the 1930s-40s. To theorize and practice this process of post-truth looking at archival images as 

Holocaust-related evidence, I turn to Radu Judeôs archival documentary The Dead Nation 

(2017). I argue that this filmôs tactics of appropriation and montage open space for looking at 

 
62 Michael Shafir, Between Denial and ñComparative Trivialization:ò Holocaust Negationism in 

Post-Communist East Central Europe (Jerusalem: The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2002), 
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Acsinteôs portraits in direct response to public acts of twenty-first century Holocaust denialism, 

including deflective negationism. In turn, I advocate for a mode of looking that reflexively 

confronts the status of the image, the archive, and the truth in a very specific context of post-

truth denialism. 

The second chapter continues this exploration of how to look at archival images as 

Holocaust-related evidence in the twenty-first century. Rather than focusing on questions related 

to post-truth politics and denialism, I turn to epistemological concerns that emerge when a 

specific kind of archival image ï the home movie ï is repurposed as evidence to support histories 

of the Holocaust. I trace how the relatively recent turn toward studying amateur-produced home 

movies has disrupted the fields of film studies and Holocaust historiography alike. In response to 

these changes, I address the specific consequences that arise when once-private home movies are 

appropriated and circulated as evidence in public-facing histories of the Holocaust. Leaning on 

scholars such as Patricia R. Zimmermann and Roger Odin, I argue that the study and circulation 

of home movies as evidence introduces inevitable tensions between private and public. Because 

home movies were typically recorded and exhibited by and for original family members, many 

ethical and historiographic concerns emerge when historians, documentarians, and public 

onlookers engage with these once-private visual sources as evidence. In the specific case of 

looking at home movies as Holocaust-related evidence in the twenty-first century, I argue that 

these concerns are heightened by the practical reality that most of the original family members in 

the 1930s-40s European home movies that are often studied as Holocaust-related evidence are no 

longer alive. Without access to these original insiders, outside onlookers must consider what is 

lost in the home moviesô transition from private discourse to public document. In response to this 

specific set of questions about the status of the image and the archive, I propose a process called 
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ñvirtual looking.ò This process reflects upon and imaginatively responds to the absence of 

original family members and their responses to their home movies in the present. To demonstrate 

this process of virtual looking, I turn to Abigail Childôs archival documentary The Future is 

Behind You (2004). This film appropriates an actual familyôs home movies from the 1930s-40s, 

but Child superimposes fictional names and an imagined narrative about a Jewish familyôs 

prewar and wartime experiences. I focus on the ways this archival documentary specifically 

constructs its narrative via one family memberôs imagined responses to the home movies. I argue 

that this process of imagining insider responses and purposefully complicating initial outsider 

interpretations of home movies can offer practical and productive tactics for those studying once-

private images as public-facing Holocaust-related evidence in the twenty-first century.  

While the remainder of this project remains deeply informed by prominent debates about 

the perceived unrepresentability of the Holocaust, the third chapter turns toward another set of 

discourses surrounding visual evidence. Specifically, I confront imagesô evidentiary status in 

relation to histories of United States police violence. I argue that the appropriation and 

circulation of bystander cellphone videos and police body-worn camera recordings have 

reignited public debates about the efficacy and ethics of looking at images as evidence of past 

state-sanctioned violence. To better understand the specific ways body-worn cameras are 

informing how the public witnesses past acts of policing and violence, I outline a process called 

ñpoliced looking.ò I argue that the public is trained to search visual recordings of police-civilian 

encounters, including body-worn camera videos, for clues that legitimate and naturalize, rather 

than reform, policingôs status quo. By historicizing this training process in the wake of the legal 

precedent set by the 1989 Supreme Court case Graham v. Connor, I demonstrate how the state 

circulates body-worn camera videos as evidence that police violence is a necessary and 



27 

 

reasonable response to a perceived civilian threat.63 My proposed mode of policed looking 

identifies this historically specific training process, which exploits an asymmetrical legal system 

that defines police violence from a threatened officerôs perspective. Policed looking at body-

worn camera videos as evidence directly responds to this training process and legal system by 

questioning why victimsô bodily movements should be interpreted as signs of a threat to an 

officer. In short, policed looking reflexively confronts the publicôs initial tendency to read body-

worn camera videos from the stateôs own perspective. To define this process of looking, I turn to 

Bill Morrisonôs archival documentary Incident (2023). Incident is comprised of body-worn 

camera recordings and other surveillance videos that were captured in 2018 when a Chicago, 

Illinois police officer fatally shot Harith ñSnoopò Augustus. By analyzing Incidentôs 

recontextualization of these recordings, I demonstrate how to recognize the ways the state has 

taught viewers to look at these kinds of surveillance images ï and how we might look anew in 

targeted, historical ways that move beyond the legitimation of policing. This chapter concludes 

by shifting away from Incidentôs focus on video recordings of explicit fatal violence and its 

aftermath. In conclusion, I practice policed looking at appropriated non-violent surveillance 

videos of policing in streaming-era true crime documentaries. Streaming-era true crime is a 

popular documentary mode in which the ever-expanding archive of body-worn camera videos ï 

including those that do not explicitly depict police violence ï are increasingly appropriated and 

recirculated. I argue that policed looking is equally necessary when encountering non-violent 

body-worn camera footage as evidence because this kind of visual source is consequentially 

shaping understandings of policing and crime in the twenty-first century.  

The fourth chapter summarizes many of this projectôs concerns about the question of how 

 
63 Graham v. Connor, 490 U.S. 386 (1989), https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/490/386/. 

https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/490/386/
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to look at archival images as evidence in an era of rapid appropriation, manipulation, and 

circulation. Rather than focusing on specific archival image categories ï such as glass-plate 

portraits, home movies, or police body-worn camera recordings ï I consider how historical 

knowledge is produced via everyday encounters with a barrage of diverse audiovisual sources. 

Building on Vivian Sobchackôs ideas about the expanding visual ñhistorical fieldò at the turn of 

the twenty-first century, I argue that onlookers must contend with the recognition that their 

understandings of the past are now frequently shaped by encounters with de- and 

recontextualized images that lack identifying information or details about their provenance. This 

chapter serves as a summation of this project because it reiterates the ways that any archival 

image can produce unpredictable, contingent values based on how it is used and looked at as 

evidence. To propose a process that reflects upon and responds to this unpredictability and 

contingency, I describe ñproblematic looking.ò I push against popular uses of the term 

ñproblematic,ò which is often deployed to describe racist, sexist, or otherwise offensive media 

objects or creators in the twenty-first century. Instead, I approach the concept of the problematic 

based on its less-discussed connotations, which are related to the unsettled and the debatable. I 

argue for a look that begins from a recognition that the evidentiary values of all archival images 

ï especially in the digital age ï remain unsettled, contingent, and problematic. To explore the 

process of problematic looking at appropriated visual sources, I turn to Arthur Jafaôs archival 

documentary Love is the Message, the Message is Death (2016). This archival documentary 

appropriates many diverse sources ï from cellphone recordings to dashcam videos to Hollywood 

film scenes ï to construct a non-linear, entangled history of American racism and Black 

excellence. I analyze this archival documentaryôs tactics of montage, including its collision of 

sources from ñhighò and ñlowò culture, its refusal to identify appropriated images, and its 
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invitation to reimagine the evidentiary values of even the most controversial images from the 

past. By practicing problematic looking at this archival documentaryôs many diverse sources, I 

conclude this project with an insistence that the evidentiary status of the image ï like the future 

itself ï is up for grabs. It will depend on how we choose to look. 
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Chapter 1: Post-Truth Looking ï Photographic Evidence and Holocaust Denialism  

Susan Sontagôs well-known responses to the act of looking at atrocity photographs 

illustrate a tension between the perceived power and limits of visual evidence in the wake of the 

Holocaust. In On Photography, Sontag describes her experience of first looking at Holocaust-

related photographs. Thinking back on her initial encounter with images of the Bergen-Belsen 

and Dachau concentration camps, Sontag states: ñNothing I have seenðin photographs or in real 

lifeðever cut me as sharply, deeply, instantaneously. Indeed, it seems plausible to me to divide 

my life into two parts, before I saw those photographs (I was twelve) and after, though it was 

several years before I understood fully what they were about.ò64 In this often-cited quote, Sontag 

describes the act of looking at atrocity-related photographs as the catalyst for both an historical 

fracture in her life broadly and her eventual ability to understand something about the subject of 

the Holocaust specifically. Yet Sontag later warned that atrocity-related photographs cannot 

directly communicate past horrors to present onlookers. In Regarding the Pain of Others, Sontag 

insists that photographsô meanings are largely constructed by the captions, narratives, or other 

framing devices that contextualize these images. In her analysis of photographs of dead bodies, 

Sontag explains, ñThese dead are supremely uninterested in the living: in those who took their 

lives; in witnessesðand in us. Why should they seek our gaze? What would they have to say to 

us? óWeôðthis óweô is everyone who has never experienced anything like what they went 

throughðdonôt understand. We donôt get it. We truly canôt imagine what it was like.ò65 These 

two versions of Sontagôs thinking about looking at atrocity-related photographs are often 

discussed as contradictory or oppositional, as if she replaced a naµve belief in photographsô 

 
64 Susan Sontag, ñIn Platoôs Cave,ò in On Photography (New York: Picador, 1977), 20.  
65 Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others, 125. 
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immediate power to convey the reality of past suffering with a conviction that photographs ï at 

least without detailed contextualization ï have little to tell voyeuristic onlookers about 

unimaginable horrors. Yet it is precisely this tension between immediacy and contextualization, 

as well as knowledge and unimaginability, that is made visible by archival documentariansô 

appropriations of Holocaust-related photographs as historical evidence. 

As explained in this projectôs introduction, archival documentarians appropriate extant 

images ï rather than record new footage ï to support their truth claims about the past. Spectators 

then look at these appropriated images, which are framed by the documentarianôs 

narrative/editing strategies, with a desire to encounter the real and to gain historical knowledge. 

When archival documentarians specifically appropriate and recontextualize Holocaust-related 

photographs as evidence, these films also make legible the tension in Sontagôs claims about 

looking at atrocity-related photographs. On one hand, watching appropriated Holocaust-related 

photographs in a documentary often reveals the shock and immediacy that marks encounters 

with traces of suffering or death. On the other hand, looking at appropriated Holocaust-related 

photographs in new settings, including archival documentaries, uncovers the imagesô 

contingencies and limitations. In the decades since Sontag offered her influential thoughts about 

looking at atrocity photographs, additional concerns about the reliability of images and evidence 

have further complicated these issues. Many concerns about imagesô evidentiary roles are now 

related to digital-era fears about fake news, denialism, online disinformation, and other perceived 

threats to the status of evidence itself. These concerns are often summed up by one fashionable 

phrase: the ñpost-truth.ò Although this phrase emerged in the 1990s, by the 2010s, the post-truth 

had become a trendy catch-all expression for referring to an era of social media indoctrination 

and right-wing populism. The Oxford English Dictionary even named post-truth its 2016 word of 
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the year and offered the following definition: ñrelating to or denoting circumstances in which 

objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal 

belief.ò66 When twenty-first century archival documentaries appropriate and recontextualize 

Holocaust-related images as historical evidence, the films also make visible these tensions 

between facts and emotions, trust and doubt, evidence and the post-truth. 

Photographically produced still or moving images highlight the slippery ground between 

objective facts and emotional appeals. Twenty-first century documentarians and spectators are 

increasingly aware that images can be easily manipulated or synthetically produced to spread 

lies. Yet even the most tech-savvy skeptics recognize that looking at photographically produced 

images of violence or suffering ï whether those images were generated via photochemical or 

digital processes ï can still elicit a sense of encountering a photographed subject or event as it 

really existed or occurred in the past. In a recent illustration of this tension between doubting and 

trusting atrocity-related images, a video depicting the Cameroon militaryôs execution of civilians 

circulated online to support truth claims about this past criminal violence.67 The government then 

denied the event by dismissing the visual evidence as an example of ñfake news.ò68 Following 

the Cameroon governmentôs dismissal of documented state-sanctioned violence, researchers for 

Amnesty International returned to the original images to carefully dissect details ï including 

digitally-stored metadata like the videoôs geolocation ï and to refute the governmentôs 

 
66 ñWord of the Year 2016,ò Oxford Languages, https://languages.oup.com/word-of-the-

year/2016/.  
67 ñCameroon: New Video Shows More Brutal Killings by Armed Forces,ò Amnesty 

International, August 10, 2018, https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2018/08/cameroon-

new-video-shows-more-brutal-killings-by-armed-forces/.  
68 ñCameroon: Soldiers Get 10 Years for Murder of Civilians,ò Human Rights Watch, September 

23, 2020, https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/09/23/cameroon-soldiers-get-10-years-murder-

civilians.  

https://languages.oup.com/word-of-the-year/2016/
https://languages.oup.com/word-of-the-year/2016/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2018/08/cameroon-new-video-shows-more-brutal-killings-by-armed-forces/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2018/08/cameroon-new-video-shows-more-brutal-killings-by-armed-forces/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/09/23/cameroon-soldiers-get-10-years-murder-civilians
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/09/23/cameroon-soldiers-get-10-years-murder-civilians
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denialism.69 Then, filmmakers behind the BBC Africa Eye documentary Anatomy of a Killing 

(2018) appropriated, studied, and recirculated the video as evidence to support additional claims 

about the killings and to seek justice.70 Images were first upheld as evidence of past violence and 

then those in power exploited commonly-held fears about imagesô potentially misleading 

evidentiary roles in the digital era to support their own public denial of that violence. After the 

credibility of the visual source was called into question, activists and documentarians looked 

anew at the previously dismissed images to support another round of truth claims in direct 

response to the governmentôs denialism.  

As this brief example demonstrates, the so-called ñpost-truth eraò ï a phrase I complicate 

below ï has not dismantled the evidentiary force of photographically produced images (including 

videos captured by digital cameras), especially in the case of images related to past violence. 

Instead, archival images take on a variety of conflicting evidentiary roles in supporting both 

denialists and those countering denialism, including cases of twenty-first century Holocaust 

denialism. To clarify this claim, I echo Keith Kahn-Harrisô distinction between commonplace 

denial and strategic public denialism.71 According to Kahn-Harris, ñWhereas denial can be 

carried out privately or publicly, denialism is intrinsically a public matter. It is not just an attempt 

to prevent something disturbing intruding on oneôs security, it is an attempt to overturn 

something, to beat it back so that it no longer even needs to be denied.ò72 The phrase ñHolocaust 

 
69 ñDigitally Dissecting Atrocities: Amnesty Internationalôs Open Source Investigations,ò 

Amnesty International, September 26, 2018, 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2018/09/digitally-dissecting-atrocities-amnesty-

internationals-open-source-investigations/.  
70 ñCameroon Atrocity: What Happened After Africa Eye Found Who Killed this Woman,ò 

BBC, May 29, 2019, https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-africa-48432122.  
71 Keith Kahn-Harris, Denial: The Unspeakable Truth (Cumbria: Notting Hill Editions, 2018). 
72 Kahn-Harris, Denial, 23. 
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denialò broadly encompasses many personal attempts to downplay the antisemitism and 

genocidal violence that took place during the Second World War. By post-truth Holocaust 

denialism, though, I am specifically referring to public attempts to overturn recent truth claims 

about the Holocaust that government officials and other public figures find so unpleasant or 

threatening that they want these truth claims expunged from political and social discourses 

altogether. 

To explore imagesô contingent evidentiary roles in response to cases of post-truth 

denialism, I turn to Romanian filmmaker Radu Judeôs archival documentaries that appropriate 

Holocaust-related photographs. I approach Judeôs post-2015 archival documentaries as spaces 

for exploring a process I call ñpost-truth lookingò at Holocaust-related photographs in response 

to specific cases of twenty-first century denialism. This mode of looking at archival photographs 

foregrounds visual tracesô potential contributions to denialism while also insisting on the imagesô 

evidentiary roles in responding to that denialism. Rather than dismissing images as misleading or 

assuming they can speak truth for themselves, post-truth looking insists that how we appropriate, 

look at, and share archival images can shape their evidentiary roles in either supporting 

denialism or exposing and confronting it. As I explained in this projectôs introduction, 

documentariansô appropriations of Holocaust-related photographs have been central to 

arguments about the perceived limitations of visual evidence. And many scholars have rightly 

pointed to the inevitable exclusions produced by the archive and the photographôs frame alike.73 

Yet how we look at the archiveôs extant images and the details that are included within those 

 
73 For examples of influential critiques of archival exclusion, see David Greetham, ñóWhoôs In, 

Whoôs Out:ô The Cultural Poetics of Archival Exclusion,ò Studies in the Literary Imagination 

32, no. 1 (1999): 1-28; Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of 

History (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995). 
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images can consequentially affect present understandings of the past.  

Scholars have debated the extent to which the present values of atrocity photographs are 

shaped by their recontextualization within a narrative. As mentioned above, Sontag argues that 

atrocity photographsô meanings are largely determined by accompanying captions. Judith Butler 

persuasively counters Sontagôs emphasis on captions and contextualization. For Butler, 

photographs themselves produce framed mediations of bodies and contribute to social 

understandings of certain lives as more (or less) ñgrievableò than others.74 According to this 

view, close attention to what a photograph contains or excludes can reveal how the photograph 

interprets the world, how the image frames the worth of certain human subjects, and how this 

visual evidence might then contribute to global political policies that determine which lives are 

worth living. This chapterôs exploration of post-truth looking does not consider these two 

conceptions of photographsô evidentiary roles mutually exclusive. On one hand, post-truth 

looking recognizes that ï with the help of captions and historical arguments ï Holocaust-related 

photographs can be used to support opposing political positions. It is important to recognize that 

perpetrators originally captured and shared many atrocity photographs within their own racist 

narratives to justify and celebrate genocide during World War II. These same photographs have 

since been appropriated to support historical arguments about the horrors of the Holocaust in 

documentaries and elsewhere. On the other hand, only paying attention to contexts, captions, or 

the arguments accompanying photographs risks overlooking what is visible within the frame, 

how that frame shapes our understanding of human subjects even in death, and how that visible 

information can be positioned as evidence in both seeking the truth and publicly denying it. 

For these reasons, post-truth looking responds to another warning from Sontag. In 

 
74 Judith Butler, Frames of War: When Is Life Grievable? (London: Verso, 2016), 23. 
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ñLooking at War,ò Sontag argues that to look at photographs as vague proof that war is abhorrent 

is to avoid the politics and histories of the specific nations, conflicts, and motivations for the 

violence that led to the pictured atrocities.75 John Berger similarly warns that encounters with 

atrocity-related photographs can produce an ahistorical and depoliticized sense that war is 

generally detestable and that humanity as a whole (including the onlooker) is to blame.76 Again, I 

would add Butlerôs reminder that these constructions of war and humanity are also largely 

shaped by what is visible in the photograph itself. Looking at photographs to simply remind 

myself that war is horrific or to mourn the failure of humanity does little to confront post-truth 

denialism. As I will explain below, although Holocaust denialism takes many forms, it typically 

defends the denialistôs nation, government, family, etc., from accepting responsibility for past 

and/or present antisemitism. Post-truth looking at photographs in response to Holocaust 

denialism seeks to understand, expose, and counter this avoidance of responsibility for the 

specific antisemitic attitudes and actions that led to past genocidal violence, as well as the 

present antisemitism that could motivate future violence.  

To evaluate Judeôs archival documentaries as invitations for post-truth looking at 

Holocaust-related photographs, this chapter first provides a narrower definition of the post-truth. 

Understanding archival imagesô potential evidentiary roles in response to public denialism 

requires a reconsideration of broad assumptions about the so-called ñpost-truth era.ò Then, to 

move beyond the vague phrase ñHolocaust denial,ò I outline a specific mode of Holocaust 

denialism in post-communist Romania that Michael Shafir calls ñdeflective negationism.ò77 

 
75 Susan Sontag, ñLooking at War,ò The New Yorker, December 1, 2002, 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2002/12/09/looking-at-war.  
76 Berger, ñPhotographs of Agony,ò 44.  
77 Shafir, Between Denial and ñComparative Trivialization,ò 23. 
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37 

 

Next, I offer an overview of how Romanian New Wave filmmakers, including Jude, have 

addressed post-communist social issues and explored subjects that were taboo during the 

communist period. Finally, I explore a selection of Judeôs archival documentaries, including The 

Dead Nation (2017), as spaces for theorizing strategic modes of looking at Holocaust-related 

photographs in response to specific instances of denialism in post-communist Romanian society. 

I argue that the tactics of appropriation and montage in Judeôs archival documentaries 1) point to 

specific post-truth denials of Romaniaôs past, including the nationôs role in antisemitic violence 

during World War II, 2) foreground the ways archival photographs can support deflective 

negationismôs false vision of Romanian wartime victimhood, and 3) invite further thinking about 

how to look anew at Holocaust-related photographs in response to that denialism.  

Historicizing the Post-Truth  

The popular definition of the post-truth ï a favoring of personally-reassuring appeals over 

fact-based arguments ï is quite broad and encompasses many modes of denial. Since the 2010s, 

pundits have adopted post-truth as a blanket term to describe the digital eraôs circulation of 

disinformation and the public lies or attacks on journalism exemplified by populist political 

figures such as former United States president Donald Trump, former UK Prime Minister Boris 

Johnson and other figures associated with Brexit, and right-wing populist leaders in post-

communist Eastern Europe, including Hungaryôs Viktor Orban and Polandôs Jarosğaw 

KaczyŒski. Yet the circulation of ideas, influence, and information ï including disinformation ï 

is older than digital technologies or recent political trends. As Arjun Appadurai argues, the 

circulation of information ï especially in the form of images ï that shapes how humans perceive 

reality has been foundational to the flow of culture and technology for a very long time; digital 
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media and networks have accelerated these ñcultural flowsò in an era of globalized capitalism.78 

And the general act of believing and sharing reassuring fictions while dismissing uncomfortable 

truth claims cannot be neatly attributed to any recent technologies or politicians. As Brian and 

Matthew Winston explain, concerns about fake news are much older than ñnewò media.79 Yuval 

Noah Harari goes one step further by arguing that the post-truth is as old as humanity itself. For 

Harari, ñhumans have always lived in the age of post-truthò because they have always 

constructed ñself-reinforcing mythsò that supersede uncomfortable evidence.80  

This long history of image circulation, (dis)information, and the post-truth undermines 

short-sighted claims about the newness of truthôs denial. Yet the term post-truth as it is typically 

deployed today emerged in a specific historical and national situation. Steve Tesichôs 1992 

article ñA Government of Liesò is commonly credited for coining the term post-truth.81 Tesich 

was writing in the wake of Americansô reactions to political scandals such as the Iran-Contra 

affair and the declassification of communication related to the Gulf War. Many Americans 

immediately rejected this freshly circulating evidence as truth claims about the countryôs past 

disgraces or failures were deemed unwelcome threats to a long-held vision of the nationôs 

innocence and infallibility. These threats to a mythical image of the United States emerged in the 

wake of other increasingly visible critiques of the nationôs past and present. According to 

Roderick A. Ferguson, the denials originally outlined by Tesich in the early 1990s ï and many 

reactionary denials that have since followed throughout the first decades of the twenty-first 

 
78 Arjun Appadurai, ñDisjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy,ò Public 

Culture 2, no. 2 (1990): 3. 
79 Brian Winston and Matthew Winston, The Roots of Fake News: Objecting to Objective 

Journalism (New York: Routledge, 2021), 17. 
80 Yuval Noah Harari, 21 Lessons for the 21st Century (New York: Spiegel & Grau, 2019), 240. 
81 Steve Tesich, ñA Government of Lies,ò The Nation, January 6, 1992. 
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century ï are not random; they are part of an unfolding history of direct reactions ñto the various 

critiques of forms of power coming from art, activism, and scholarshipò that spread throughout 

academia and beyond in the 1980s.82 In this sense, the denials of scandals and declassified 

documents described by Tesich in the 1990s did not occur in a vacuum; denials of the United 

States governmentôs documented wrongdoings contributed to self-protective reactions to the 

increasingly mainstreamed truth claims about the United Statesô history of genocide, slavery, 

inequality, and more. Lee McIntyre provocatively suggests that this link between controversial 

ideas from late-twentieth century academia and the post-truth denials that followed is not 

coincidental.83 For McIntyre, post-truth denialists, including climate change deniers, borrowed 

from late-twentieth century postmodernistsô skepticism toward objectivity and truth.84 As 

explained in this projectôs introduction, the Holocaust as an historical subject seemed to confirm 

many of postmodernismôs challenges to prior understandings of representation, knowledge, and 

historiographic practices. Whether one accepts these links between academic postmodernismôs 

critiques of truth, the discourse of unknowability surrounding the Holocaust, and the post-truth 

denials that followed, the point is this: the turn of the twenty-first century was marked by the 

questioning of objectivity, concerns about the limits of historical knowledge and visual evidence, 

and the spread of uncomfortable truth claims about Americaôs ugly past.85 As evidence-based 

truth claims challenged specific long-held myths ï including American exceptionalism, white 

supremacy, heteronormativity, etc. ï those who had benefitted from these myths self-protectively 

 
82 Roderick A. Ferguson, ñThe Backdrop of the Post-Truth,ò in The Long 2020, ed. Richard 

Grusin and Maureen Ryan (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2022), 54.  
83 Lee McIntyre, Post-Truth (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2018). 
84 McIntyre, Post-Truth, 139. 
85 In the 2020s, book bans and attempts to eradicate truth claims about the past in many U.S. 

schools are examples of recent acts of post-truth denialism that continue to defend mythical 

visions of the American nation. 
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and publicly denied new inconvenient truth claims as they were introduced.  

To explore archival imagesô evidentiary roles in supporting and refuting denialism, I 

understand the post-truth as both ancient and fresh, eternal and historically specific. An act of 

post-truth denialism is a set of contextually specific and public attempts to defend against 

disruptive truth claims, but this specific act of denialism contributes to a much longer battle over 

the vision of nation, self, etc. This narrower definition complicates sweeping, ahistorical claims 

about a ñpost-truth eraò in the age of political figures like Donald Trump. As Ferguson explains, 

many of the United Statesô twenty-first century post-truth denials must first be understood  

as a backlash not simply to the status typically enjoyed by the factual and the empirical 

but to the affective inroads made by anti-racist, queer, and feminist intellectual 

production. As such, the post-truth moment represents not only the demotion of empirical 

knowledge but the unseating of historical and cultural knowledge about racial, gender, 

and sexual minorities and its potential to disrupt the coherence of subjects privileged by 

race, gender, and sexuality and the innocence of the U.S. nation-state.86  

 

Building on Fergusonôs claims, my post-truth framework recognizes that post-truth reactions are 

not ï and never have been ï a denial of all facts or evidence broadly. Instead, post-truth 

denialism is a defensive reaction to currently disruptive truth claims. In post-truth situations, 

then, denialism does not persist in spite of archival evidence, including photographic or filmic 

sources. On the contrary, post-truth denialism occurs because unpleasant truth claims ï which 

are typically rooted in archival research ï have effectively undermined a consequential vision of 

national identity and history. By looking at post-truth denialism through this lens, we can see that 

it predates digital technologies while recognizing that specific instances of denialism are 

accelerated and/or amplified by the evolving social functions of visual media, emerging digital 

tools, and shifting political currents. In the long history of reinforcing favorable myths over fact-
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based disruptions, archival research and the circulation of evidence-based truth claims motivate 

the specific forms of public denialism that follow. To evaluate one recent situation of post-truth 

denialism within its own historical and national specificity ï and to study a model for post-truth 

looking at Holocaust-related photographs within this context ï I turn to post-communist 

Romania and the denialism of Romaniaôs actions during World War II. 

Deflective Negationism in Post-Communist Romania 

During the communist period in Eastern Europe, many archives and their materials, 

including photographs and other sources related to World War II, were heavily censored or 

hidden from view. In the 1980s-90s, after the fall of Romanian general secretary Nicolae 

CeauἨescu and other communist leaders throughout Eastern Europe, many of these archives were 

opened to historians and other researchers for the first time in decades. Scholars working in 

Eastern Europeôs former communist states, including Romania, have since carefully studied 

newly accessible archival photographs and other records, raised complex historical questions, 

and constructed new accounts of local wartime events and experiences. Many of the resulting 

historical accounts of Eastern European nationsô actions and experiences during World War II 

have contributed to a broader twenty-first century discourse about the cultural and local 

specificity of the Holocaust.87 This archival research into genocideôs regional specificity offers a 

nuanced picture of the war and challenges prior historical narratives that attributed antisemitic 

hate and violence to the evils of German Nazism alone.88 Photographic evidence and 
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microhistorical analyses of life in prewar and wartime Eastern Europe suggest that local 

antisemitic attitudes, policies, and violence often preceded and/or extended beyond the influence 

of German occupying forces. As Gaëlle Fisher and Caroline Mezger explain, closely studying 

ñEastern Europeðwhere Jews represented over a third and sometimes up to half of the 

population of cities and small towns, and where Jews were often murdered in close proximity to 

their homesðhighlights not only the social and political, but also the spatial, bodily, and 

óeverydayô dimension of violence.ò89 In this sense, studies and circulations of Holocaust-related 

photographs from Eastern Europe ï like the publication of post-communist historical accounts of 

the war there ï disturb prior assumptions about the uniformity of antisemitic hatred, complicate a 

perceived causal link between German occupation or alignment with Nazi Germany and local 

antisemitic policies, and produce insights about the everyday, personal aspects of violence that 

occurred between neighbors in specific nations and towns.  

As the sharing of Holocaust-related photographs and evidence-based truth claims upsets 

widely accepted understandings of the Holocaust in Eastern Europe, post-truth denialism follows 

closely behind. In post-communist Romania specifically, attention to these localized, everyday 

aspects of hate and violence has led historians to revise or reject dominant accounts of the 

nationôs conduct during World War II. Throughout the communist period, when many archival 

photographs and other records remained out of reach, official historical accounts denied local 

antisemitic attitudes, downplayed the genocidal violence that took place within Romaniaôs 

borders, insisted that German Nazi intruders were solely to blame for any violence that did 

occur, and discursively constructed Romania as the victim ï rather than perpetrator ï of that 
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violence.90 Post-communist archival access did not automatically lead to the truth. For example, 

immediately after the archives reopened, researchers released a very selective analysis of sources 

and doubled down on the communist-era narrative in findings tellingly titled Romania, the Great 

Victim of World War Two.91 That said, many twenty-first century historians have since studied 

these archival sources to counter the long-held myth of Romanian wartime victimhood and to 

detail the ways in which many Romanian leaders, soldiers, and civilians acted as perpetrators of 

racially-motivated violence. Jean Ancelôs 2012 book titled The History of the Holocaust in 

Romania ranks among the key texts on the subject.92 As Ancel explains about the construction of 

this detailed and lengthy historical account,  

The inaccessibility of the archives in Romania and the former Soviet Union had led to 

substantial errors in my understanding of [Romanian wartime leader Ion] Antonescuôs 

regime, its objectives, its modus operandi, the role antisemitism played in its 

considerations, the extent of its participation in the liquidation of the Jews, and especially 

the kind of relationship it had with the Third Reich.93  

 

Ancelôs book pushes against claims that the nationôs alignment with Nazi Germany imported 

antisemitism or forced the Romanian government to enact its violent policies. According to 

Ancel, the archival materials made available in the post-communist period provide incriminating 

evidence that ñthe participation by Romanians in the liquidation of the Jewish people 

wasépredicated on an antisemitic ideology that preceded Nazi racism and was the result of free 

choice, not German pressure or coercion.ò94 Ancel and other twenty-first century historians have 
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argued that Romaniaôs alliance with Nazi Germany legitimated many Romaniansô multi-

generational, regionally-specific antisemitic attitudes and opened the door for the Romanian 

government and military to enact their own agenda against their Jewish, Roma, and other 

minority neighbors.95  

Since its publication in 2004, the ñFinal Report of the International Commission on the 

Holocaust in Romaniaò has played a significant role in spreading these kinds of contentious truth 

claims about the nationôs past in twenty-first century Romanian society.96 Alongside historians 

from around the world, Ancel contributed to this damning report, which is often referred to as the 

ñWiesel Commissionò because it was led by Romanian-born Holocaust survivor and Nobel 

Peace Prize recipient Elie Wiesel. Following many detailed accounts of violence, the report 

concludes that ñthe total number of Romanian and Ukrainian Jews who perished in territories 

under Romanian administration is between 280,000 and 380,000.ò97 The report explains that, 

although German soldiers took part in much of the violence in Romania ï including the 1941 IaἨi 

pogrom ï and proudly photographed the atrocities, this violence was typically orchestrated and 

led by Romanians.98 These findings about Romanian-led massacres and antisemitic violence 

were officially recognized by the Romanian government after the reportôs release. Although 

communist-era narratives of Romanian wartime innocence or victimhood are still prominent in 

the twenty-first century, this report, Romaniaôs National Holocaust Commemoration Day, the 

Bucharest Holocaust Memorial for the Jewish and Roma Victims, a 2015 law threatening up to 
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three years in prison for Holocaust denial, etc., publicly remind many Romanian citizens about 

their nationôs role in the Holocaust.  

Archival photographs have played a consequential role in establishing and circulating 

these public truth claims. Many photographs taken by both perpetrators and Jewish community 

members during Romanian-led fascist rebellions and pogroms now circulate in new contexts 

online and elsewhere. For example, in the realm of academic scholarship, publications like 

Carmen ŝ©gĸoreanôs article about the 1941 fascist rebellion in Bucharest reproduce photographs 

and offer links for finding additional images online.99 To support further studies of these kinds of 

images, archivists from the Leo Baeck Institute identified and shared the locations of many 

formerly hidden archival documents, including photographs, as part of an ñonline guide to the 

Jewish archives of Bukovina and Transylvania.ò100 Documentary cinema has also publicly 

circulated many of these kinds of photographs. For example, when Romanian-born French 

documentarian Nellu Cohn premiered The Death Train at the 2019 Bucharest Jewish Film 

Festival, viewers expressed shock. This documentary, which is co-directed by William Karel, 

confronted viewers with photographs from the IaἨi pogrom; attendees of the festival explained 

they had not previously seen these images or understood the role Romanians played in the 

execution of thousands of Jews during this massacre.101 Many images related to this pogrom, 

including photographs taken by the Romanian intelligence services that coordinated the 
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executions, have also been printed in a book on the subject.102 On the stage, Romaniaôs Jewish 

State Theater presented ñThe Beautiful Days of My Youthò in 2020. The play, which was written 

by Holocaust survivor Ana Novac, involves the projection of Holocaust-related photographs on a 

screen behind the performers. And the Elie Wiesel National Institute for the Study of the 

Holocaust in Romania has supported many diverse projects that circulate additional archival 

images and truth claims. For example, recalling the collision of past and present images in Alain 

Resnaisô Night and Fog (1956), which I discussed in this projectôs introduction, the institute 

backed a 2020 photography exhibition that combined Holocaust-related archival photographs 

with digital pictures captured by present-day Romanians at sites where past atrocities 

occurred.103  

As scholars, filmmakers, historians, artists, activists, curators, and others circulate 

archival photographs to support truth claims about Romaniaôs role in the Holocaust, post-truth 

denialists defend prior visions of the nation as victim. Again, post-truth denialism does not occur 

in spite of archival research or evidence; public acts of denialism are defensive reactions to the 

archiveôs power to unsettle self-assuring conceptions of the nation, its people, and its past. 

Political scientist Michael Shafir explains that, in the wake of increasingly visible public truth 

claims about the Romanian Holocaust, denialism from government leaders, historians, artists, 

public intellectuals, etc., takes a variety of forms. Some extreme cases of denialism involve the 

ñoutright negation of the Holocaustò in Romania or elsewhere.104 Although the phrase 
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ñHolocaust denialò often implies this full-on dismissal of the Holocaust broadly, to claim that no 

concentration camps existed and that all photographic evidence is a total fabrication remains an 

extremist position.  

In Romania (and elsewhere), more common acts of post-truth denialism do not fully 

reject the fact that state-sanctioned, racially motivated murder took place and that these actions 

and sites were often photographed. For example, one popular denialist mode called ñcomparative 

trivializationò accepts the basic historical fact of the Holocaustôs occurrence. However, this form 

of denialism strategically shifts attention toward other historical atrocities. As Shafir explains, in 

post-communist Romania, comparative trivialization specifically minimizes the horrors suffered 

by Jewish, Roma, and other Holocaust victims in comparison to the atrocities committed against 

ethnic Romanians in the communist-era Gulag.105 Comparative trivialization supports twenty-

first century populist politiciansô attempts to recuperate the reputation of wartime Romaniaôs 

fascist Iron Guard and their members (referred to as the Legionnaires). To illustrate: in 2013, the 

Elie Wiesel Institute reported that Serban Suru ï the self-proclaimed leader of a contemporary 

Legionnaire-inspired group ï was illegally displaying fascist symbols associated with the Iron 

Guard. Suru responded via comparative trivialization by arguing that these symbols ñdo not have 

any fascist, xenophobic, or antisemitic connotations, but only anticommunist ones.ò106 This 

denialism counters public truth claims about the Iron Guardôs antisemitic violence by trivializing 

that brutality and instead emphasizing the groupôs fight against the violence perpetrated by the 

communist regime. These public acts of twenty-first century denialism either aim to position ñthe 
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Gulag and the Holocaust on relative equal footingò or go one step further to shroud ñthe 

Holocaust in the shadow of the Gulag, by insisting that the latterôs victims were far more 

numerous.ò107 This denialist strategy does not deny that photographs of atrocities committed on 

Romanian soil exist. Instead, it trivializes these images by pointing to the photographs of ethnic 

Romanians ï including members of the Iron Guard ï that were tortured in Stalinist prisons. 

Photographs of these victims are currently exhibited in memorials at the former sites of prisons 

in Romanian cities such as PiteἨti and Sighet.  

Another common mode of denialism ï ñselective negationismò ï more closely aligns 

with the communist eraôs official narrative of Romanian innocence or victimhood. Selective 

negationism accepts that Jewish, Roma, and other minorities were targeted and killed based on 

racist ideologies but denies there was ñany participation of members of oneôs own nationò in this 

racially motivated violence.108 For example, historian Corvin Lupu immediately responded to the 

publicly circulating truth claims of the Wiesel Commission by publishing a 2005 article. Lupu 

argued that the Holocaust had not occurred on Romanian land or under its leadership, despite the 

availability of archival photographs and sources that suggest otherwise. According to Lupu, ñthe 

idea that in Romania a genocide (Holocaust) has been perpetrated against the Jewish population 

cannot be accepted. On the contrary, in my opinion the Jewish people should be grateful to the 

Romanian people, a fact that has been acknowledged for several decades.ò109 While some 

publicly criticized Lupu for this denialism, others countered that he hadnôt denied the Holocaust 
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per se. According to this view, Lupu had not denied the truth; he simply offered an alternative 

interpretation of historical sources to suggest that the Holocaust took place outside Romania and 

that Romanians tried to help, rather than harm, their Jewish neighbors.  

For this chapterôs purposes, I am most interested in archival photographsô potential 

evidentiary roles in response to a closely related mode of twenty-first century denialism: 

ñdeflective negationism.ò According to Shafir, like the selective mode of denialism, deflective 

negationism pushes blame on outsiders. Yet deflective negationism often accepts that the 

German Nazis and a handful of Romanian ñaberrationsò were to blame for racist attitudes and 

genocidal violence in Romania.110 This mode of denialism perpetuates the communist-era 

narrative of ethnic Romanian victimhood while downplaying evidence of Romanian culpability 

as the historically contained actions of a few ñbad apples.ò Deflective negationism is a powerful 

denialist mode because it appears to broadly accept circulating visual evidence and many post-

communist research-based assertions about the Romanian Holocaust, including the wartime 

violence perpetuated by some ethnic Romanians or even some of its leaders. Yet deflective 

negationismôs blaming of violence on outsiders and just a few misled ethnic Romanian 

exceptions rejects the unsettling, evidence-based truth claims that many pre-communist-era 

governments and everyday citizens ï rather than a few extremists ï were guilty of targeted 

antisemitic hatred and violence. For example, Shafir explains that former President Ion Iliescuôs 

2001 speech to commemorate the anniversary of the Iron Guard-led pogrom in Bucharest offered 

a prominent public display of deflective negationism. Iliescu claimed that ñthe Iron Guardist 

óaberrationô had been a ódelirium of intolerance and anti-Semitism.ô Yet, he added, that brief 

ódeliriumô excepted, there has been no Romanian contribution to óthe long European historyô of 
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persecution of the Jews, and it was ósignificantô that there was óno Romanian word for 

Holocaust.ôò111 According to this denialist strategy, one can accept that photographs from 

pogroms offer visual evidence of the Holocaust on Romanian soil, while simultaneously pointing 

the blame at the limited ñdeliriumò of only a few Romanians and the evils of the German soldiers 

that took those photographs.  

I focus on deflective negationismôs denialism in response to Romaniaôs complicity in the 

Holocaust for three reasons. First, as discussed in this dissertationôs introduction, many of the 

most contentious and influential discourses surrounding historical knowledge, documentary 

cinema, and photographic evidence have emerged in response to the perceived unrepresentability 

or unknowability of the Holocaust. Second, as Eastern Europe has produced insightful research 

and responded to consequential political upheavals in the post-communist period, the ñRomanian 

New Waveò and its arthouse cinema exports have offered especially acclaimed and influential 

filmic responses to these insights and changes. Third, the archival documentaries of Romanian 

filmmaker Radu Jude offer a productive starting point for further analyzing the potential 

evidentiary values of archival images, including Holocaust-related photographs, in response to 

deflective negationism. A brief overview of the Romanian New Wave and a close analysis of 

Judeôs archival documentaries will generate productive questions about how media scholars, 

historians, documentarians, and others might look at Holocaust-related photographs as historical 

evidence in response to deflective negationism and other specific acts of post-truth denialism. 

Radu Jude and the Romanian New Wave 

Film critics and historians typically assign the ñnew waveò label to groups of acclaimed 

young filmmakers that have introduced innovative films in response to tumultuous national, 
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political, industrial, and historical change. The label ñRomanian New Waveò is often applied to 

films that began to explore social issues in post-communist Romanian society and won major 

international festival awards at the beginning of the twenty-first century. Prior generations of 

Romanian filmmakers worked in the pre-1990 centralized Romanian film industry, which some 

post-communist filmmakers dismiss as state propaganda. Following the centralized industryôs 

collapse, new generations of filmmakers began taking advantage of their creative independence 

to confront the social and political concerns emergent in post-communist Romanian life.112 Due 

to this creative independence and a lack of manifesto or shared agenda, the Romanian New 

Wave label incorporates a wide range of themes and styles. Still, Doru Pop argues that many 

early twenty-first century Romanian films share at least some of the following characteristics: 

ñthe concern with marginal characters and anti-heroic figures; shared dark humor as a key motif; 

interest in the troubled relationships between fathers and sons; and awareness of feminine issues 

and questions, at a broader thematic level.ò113 The beginnings of the Romanian New Wave, then, 

are linked by a response to post-communist social and political issues, often with a focus on the 

outsiders, conflicts, dark humor, and subjects that were taboo in communist-era Romanian 

cinema. 

International critics quickly analyzed these early twenty-first century Romanian films in 

relation to Italian Neorealism. Although comparisons between these two filmmaking movements 

are often ahistorical, this link allows international film critics to describe what they admire about 

twenty-first century Romanian films in a lexicon familiar to many arthouse film fans around the 
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world. According to this view, the Romanian New Waveôs realist representations of post-

communist Eastern Europe echo Italian Neorealismôs portrayals of postwar Western Europe. 

Film critics and historians have defined this perceived realist turn in post-communist Romanian 

cinema in a variety of ways. For example, A.O. Scott locates this realism in the Romanian New 

Waveôs narrow temporal focus, especially in the multiple acclaimed films that depict a single 

dayôs events.114 Stephen Zeitchik locates this realism in the Romanian New Waveôs pacing and 

formal methods, including many filmsô ñsignature long shots and rigorous minimalism.ò115 

Christina Stojanova moves beyond temporal and formal characteristics by arguing that the 

Romanian New Wave is united by its ñexistentialist realism,ò which counters communist-era 

cinemaôs ñpredilection for construing characters as victims of socio-historical circumstanceò and 

instead insists on individual agency and responsibility.116 This concept of realism is difficult to 

define and is even contested by some Romanian New Wave filmmakers, but the most acclaimed 

Romanian films of the early twenty-first century focus on marginalized individuals and the 

contemporary social issues they face via varying degrees of realism. 

Aspects of these trends are apparent in the most-discussed early Romanian New Wave 

films. For example, Cristi Puiuôs The Death of Mr. Lazarescu (2005) addresses post-communist 

Romaniaôs failing healthcare system through the story of an alcoholic man who is dying and 

unable to find medical help before it is too late. This film constructs its social critique through a 

blend of dark comedy and formal techniques often associated with realism: long takes, handheld 
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camerawork, location shooting, etc. In 4 Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days (2007), Cristian Mungiu 

also critiques Romanian healthcare, but Mungiu specifically applies a bleak, realist style to the 

story of college students seeking an illegal abortion in the final years of the CeauἨescu regime. 

Corneliu Porumboiuôs 12:08 East of Bucharest (2006), which takes place on the sixteenth 

anniversary of the 1989 Romanian revolution, employs a blend of realist style and dark humor to 

challenge present-day visions of a heroic revolutionary past and to question contemporary 

Romanian societyôs ability to change. All three films won a major prize at the Cannes Film 

Festival and inspired much international discussion about this ñnew wave.ò And each film 

focuses on individualsô experiences that take place in a single day. As post-communist archival 

research has countered communist-era historical narratives of Romanian wartime innocence and 

victimhood, the Romanian New Waveôs interest in realist aesthetics and its narrow focus on 

individualsô experiences within limited timeframes counter communist-era cinemaôs frequent 

emphasis on historical epics, its victimization of protagonists suffering under their historical 

circumstances, and its nationalist myths.117 

 Judeôs films represent some of the Romanian New Waveôs most contentious challenges 

to communist-era nationalist myths. While Judeôs earliest narrative films closely align with the 

realist style of the first Romanian New Wave films, around 2015 ï as international discourses 

about the post-truth and right-wing populism in Eastern Europe, the United States, the United 

Kingdom, and elsewhere were quickly spreading ï Judeôs films shifted toward reflexive forms 

and a more explicit focus on Romaniaôs dark past. For example, the narrative feature Aferim! 

(2015) critiques Romaniaôs history of bigotry and violence through a tale set in nineteenth-
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century Wallachia; Scarred Hearts (2016), which is set in the 1930s, draws attention to the 

antisemitic attitudes that fueled rising tides of right-wing Romanian nationalism in the interwar 

period and post-communist society alike; and I Do Not Care if We Go Down in History as 

Barbarians (2018) constructs its narrative through a docu-fiction structure ï including a real-life 

staging of historical violence near the Royal Palace of Bucharest ï to confront twenty-first 

century denialism of Romaniaôs role in the 1941 Odessa Massacre. Rather than perpetuating the 

myths of communist-era historical epics, these narrative films question the relationships between 

cinema and truth, as well as the intersections between Romaniaôs past and present.  

While international critics tend to focus on the narrative films of the Romanian New 

Wave, I argue that Judeôs less-discussed archival documentaries introduce especially provocative 

challenges to communist-era myths and make visible many concerns about photographsô 

evidentiary roles in the wake of post-truth denialism. To reiterate: archival documentarians 

support their arguments about the past by primarily or exclusively appropriating archival 

materials, rather than shooting new footage for their films. Judeôs post-2015 archival 

documentaries include The Dead Nation, The Marshalôs Two Executions (2018), Punish and 

Discipline (2019), The Exit of the Trains (2020), and Memories from the Eastern Front (2022). 

Rather than following the realist mode that typifies many Romanian New Wave narrative films, 

Judeôs post-2015 archival documentaries are more closely associated with the work of fellow 

Romanian filmmaker Andrei Ujica. Ujicaôs experimental documentaries are heavily inspired by 

the works of German filmmaker Harun Farocki. Ujica and Farocki co-directed Videograms of a 

Revolution (1992), which depicts five days of the 1989 Romanian revolution from contradictory 

perspectives via appropriated materials ranging from individual citizensô video recordings to 

state-produced television footage. Through montage, digital text, and voice-over, Ujica and 
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Farockiôs archival documentary troubles the shifting roles of images in the construction of 

history and politics. Later, Ujica revisited some of these reflexive strategies in the three-hour 

archival documentary The Autobiography of Nicolae Ceauѽescu (2010). In this film, Ujica again 

engages with a vast array of archival footage ï both official and unofficial ï to explore the 

relationship between images, the construction of history, and the actions we take in the present. 

The Autobiography of Nicolae Ceauѽescu specifically investigates imagesô roles in shaping 

Romaniansô understandings of this former dictator that was executed along with his wife 

immediately after the events depicted in Videograms of a Revolution.  

Judeôs archival documentary The Marshalôs Two Executions parallels many of the 

methods modeled by Farocki and Ujica. As in Videograms of a Revolution, Judeôs film 

juxtaposes varied and contradictory mediations of an historic event. In this case, The Marshalôs 

Two Executions presents two appropriated visual representations of wartime leader Ion 

Antonescuôs execution. The documentary crosscuts between cinematographer Ovidiu Gologanôs 

actuality footage of the 1946 execution and a staging of this execution as it is depicted in Sergiu 

Nicolaescuôs revisionist historical drama titled Mirror (1994). By juxtaposing these images ï the 

disturbing black-and-white, silent actuality footage of execution against the glamorous color 

images of Nicolaescuôs Hollywood-style scene, which are accompanied by a melodramatic 

musical score ï Judeôs film builds upon The Autobiography of Nicolae Ceauѽescuôs attempts to 

question how images of past Romanian leaders are (re)used to construct history for the present. 

In The Marshalôs Two Execution, a collision of actuality footage and staged hagiography draws 

attention to the ways Romanian cinema, historiography, politics, etc., continue to present this 

fascist leader as a martyr in the post-communist period. In other words, The Marshalôs Two 

Executions does not invite documentary spectators to look at the actuality footage as a record of 
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death that speaks truth for itself, nor does this archival documentary suggest that The Mirrorôs 

fictionalized scene has no evidentiary value beyond spreading lies about the execution. Instead, 

this archival documentaryôs montage invites a mode of looking at images as historical evidence 

in response to a key tenet of deflective negationism: the discursive act of constructing 

Antonescuôs martyrdom and, in turn, Romanian wartime victimhood.  

Deflective negationism does not deny Antonescuôs execution, but rather denies the active 

role played by Antonescu and many ethnic Romanians in genocidal murder by blaming 

foreigners or a few local racists. The Marshalôs Two Executions appropriates and recirculates its 

archival images in ways that encourage spectators to reflect on this visual construction of 

victimhood and to respond to how deflective negationism is formed, supported, and spread. Via 

appropriation, montage, and recirculation, 1941 actuality footage and a scene from a 1994 

revisionist historical drama serve as historical evidence of the act of denial itself. Spectators are 

encouraged to think about these imagesô contingent evidentiary roles throughout three 

interrelated processes: 1) the development of research-based truth claims, 2) the defensive public 

denial of those claims, and 3) the recognition and rebuttal of that denial. The Marshalôs Two 

Executions, then, invites a mode of post-truth looking that foregrounds archival imagesô roles as 

supporting evidence in the construction of a post-communist truth claim (Antonescu is a war 

criminal), imagesô roles in supporting post-truth denialism (Antonescu is a martyr), and imagesô 

roles in displaying and responding to that denial (Antonescu is a war criminal that has been 

defensively constructed as a martyr via deflective negationism). This deceptively simple archival 

documentary, which only lasts ten minutes, offers an opportunity for viewers to think about how 

looking at archival images can support truth claims, post-truth denialism, and its public 

refutation. 
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While The Marshalôs Two Executions appropriates film footage of events that occurred 

after the war, Judeôs The Exit of the Trains appropriates still photographs captured before and 

during the war. This archival documentary constructs an austere, nearly-three-hour exploration 

of the IaἨi pogrom in 1941. The film was co-directed by Adrian Cioflâncã ï an historian whose 

archival research and written work also strategically confronts Holocaust denialism.118 This 

archival documentary is divided into two parts. In the first segment, which is titled ñStatements 

and Testimonies,ò the image track presents photographs of those who were killed during the 

genocidal violence ordered by Antonescu and perpetrated by a combination of the Romanian 

military, German forces, and ethnic Romanian civilians. During this first segment, which lasts 

for more than two hours and forty minutes of the filmôs approximately three-hour runtime, the 

portraits are accompanied by the reading of various accounts from witnesses and survivors.119 

The Exit of the Trains lingers on its individual portraits for long periods of time without the 

rescaling or zooming effect commonly used in documentaries that appropriate photographs. 

Spectators stare at these motionless portraits while hearing disturbing stories of hateful violence. 

The second part of the archival documentary, which is simply titled ñImages,ò is much shorter. 

This concluding section presents photographs of dead bodies in trains, on streets, and in fields, as 

well as other images captured during or immediately after the pogrom. These images of atrocity 

are presented without any sound. 

On the surface, The Exit of the Trains invites a relatively conventional ï albeit 

demanding ï mode of looking at its appropriated archival images. Viewers look at portraits of 

 
118 Adrian Cioflâncã also served as a consultant on other films directed by Jude, including The 

Dead Nation and I Do Not Care if We Go Down in History as Barbarians.  
119 This segment also includes many instances of black (blank) frames between the portraits as 

viewers listen to the testimonial accounts. 
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victims as they hear stories about the horrific hate and violence they faced. If viewed with no 

knowledge of post-communist trends of public denialism, including deflective negationism, 

viewers might strictly look at these photographs as evidence that specific Romanian individuals 

were murdered during the one of the deadliest pogroms of World War II. However, if spectators 

approach The Exit of the Trains with an understanding of the specific context of deflective 

negationism, another kind of looking is called for. Rather than only looking at the appropriated 

portraits as records of the faces of individual Jewish victims, spectators are also invited ï often 

through the juxtaposition of sound and image ï to linger with these photographs as evidence of 

local antisemitism and hate, which fueled the violence perpetrated by ethnic Romanians against 

their own neighbors. For example, The Exit of the Trains presents a series of professional 

portraits of the Bercovici family. One of these portraits depicts a smiling man named Meilich. As 

spectators look at this black-and-white, carefully staged portrait of a smiling man peering at the 

lens, voiceover states:  

On the 29th of June 1941, we were all taken from our homes to the police station. On the 

way we were badly abused by Romanians following our convoy. Some fainted in the 

street. I wasnôt allowed to stop for a sip of water, though everyone begged them to treat 

me mercifully. At the station I was badly abused, and Romanians took my money and 

jewelry, worth over 800,000 lei. I returned to find my home devastated and robbed, and 

my husband and son were taken to the camp in IalomiŞa. My husband suffocated en route 

and was taken out at T©rgu Frumos. My son was shot in both legs and in IalomiŞa, though 

badly injured, had to do field labor. He laid sick in bed four months. 

 

After these words are spoken via voiceover, the archival documentary lingers on Meilich 

Bercoviciôs smiling portrait. During the entire story, viewers are invited to peer into this manôs 

eyes as he poses happily for the photographer. Throughout The Exit of the Trainsô first segment, 

viewers are confronted by the stares and smiles of those who would soon face the violence 

described by the voiceover ï violence often perpetrated by fellow Romanian citizens.  

 Other moments in The Exit of the Trains invite a mode of looking that confronts a key 
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tenet of deflective negationism: the false claim that the only ethnic Romanians responsible for 

violence were a few hateful anomalies. According to this view, antisemitism was a fringe 

element and violence was only perpetrated by the rare citizens that held exceptional views about 

Jewish, Roma, and other minority groups. Looking at appropriated photographs in The Exit of 

the Trains, viewers are encouraged to identify how this mode of denialism functions. For 

example, as the archival documentary presents a smiling portrait of a man named David 

Ackerman, voiceover states:  

He came striding into our yard with a bat and yelled for the nine of us to come out. With 

a fearsome expression and mad eyes, he herded us out of the courtyard with the bat, 

hitting my niece and my nephew, whose mouth was bleeding, and hitting my brother in 

the nape. He didnôt even let me lock the front door. The frothing beast herded us forward, 

to the delight of our neighbor, Judge Savel Margineanu, a notorious Fascist, and his 

family, gushing with joy that my mother, óthe old filthy Jew,ô who hadnôt left the house 

in years, was being herded with us.  

 

On one hand, this scene from The Exit of the Trains draws attention to the ñsatisfactionò of those 

neighbors watching, aiding, or committing the violence. On the other hand, when viewing this 

film in the context of post-truth denialism, the collision of sound and image might draw viewersô 

attention toward a recognition that smiling portraits of Romanian Jews can contribute to a 

deflective negationistôs view of Romanian victimhood. Because a deflective negationist typically 

admits that Jews were killed on Romanian soil but denies that common ethnic Romanians were 

responsible for the genocidal violence, these portraits can support denialismôs universalizing 

image of Romanian victimhood. The filmôs voice-over directly addresses and counters this 

denialist position. By confronting viewers with the ñsatisfactionò of ethnic Romanian neighbors 

watching or committing antisemitic violence, The Exit of the Trains invites a mode of looking 

that aims to expose and combat the public denial of past, present, and future antisemitism. 

 After more than two-and-a-half hours of watching still portraits and hearing disturbing 
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accounts of violence, The Exit of the Trainsô viewers encounter photographs of atrocity. Outside 

of Romania, these images of suffering and death in and around the city of IaἨi are not among the 

most frequently reproduced Holocaust photographs. Still, viewers of The Exit of the Trains have 

likely encountered many disturbing images of suffering and death from World War II, whether in 

famous documentaries like Night and Fog, in history textbooks, or elsewhere. The Exit of the 

Trains publicly circulates lesser-known photographs from IaἨi to support truth claims about the 

genocidal violence that was executed in a specific Romanian town. After the demanding 

experience of viewing The Exit of the Trainsô hours-long encounters with still portraits and 

audible accounts of violence, though, this archival documentary also invites a process of looking 

at atrocity photographs as evidence of the history of local hatred among Romanian neighbors, 

while pointing to the present denial of antisemitism. Through this process of post-truth looking, 

photographs of lifeless bodies now reveal the very specific, domestic hatred and violence that is 

actively denied via twenty-first century deflective negationism. 

Judeôs post-2015 archival documentaries are still linked to the Romanian New Waveôs 

general tendency to shed light on topics that were obfuscated or taboo during the communist 

period and its cinema. And these documentaries ï like the more widely-seen narrative features of 

the Romanian New Wave ï confront issues faced by Romanians in the wake of the nationôs 

tumultuous national, political, industrial, and historical changes. Yet Judeôs archival 

documentaries also diverge in meaningful ways. These lesser-seen archival documentaries echo 

the Romanian New Waveôs typical focus on formerly-taboo subjects and individual 

responsibility, but they mark a shift toward modes of looking at archival images that directly 

critique post-communist Romaniaôs construction of the pre-communist nation, its leaders, and 

everyday ethnic Romanians as wartime victims, rather than perpetrators of genocidal violence. 
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Films like The Marshalôs Two Executions and The Exit of the Trains confront these constructions 

of victimhood through formal strategies that move away from the realist style of the Romanian 

New Waveôs earliest narrative features and toward a reflexive questioning of the relationship 

between archival images, historical evidence, and post-truth denialism. To explore this 

relationship further, I will next provide a detailed analysis of Judeôs 2017 archival documentary 

The Dead Nation.  

Unexpected Holocaust-Related Images in The Dead Nation (2017) 

When encountering this chapterôs repeated phrase ñHolocaust-related photographs,ò I 

assume most readers first think of visual representations of atrocity. In twenty-first century 

accounts of the Holocaust, documentarians and historians often select, study, and recirculate 

photographic depictions of suffering or death, including those that comprise The Exit of the 

Trainsô final act. For historians investigating Romaniaôs role in the Holocaust, formerly-hidden 

or -censored photographs of suffering or death offer visible evidence to support truth claims 

about the atrocities that were officially denied during the communist period. It makes sense, 

then, that post-communist documentarians and historians constructing truth claims about the 

Romanian Holocaust appropriate and reproduce images depicting malnourished, beaten, or dead 

bodies. The most frequently reproduced photographs of suffering and death during World War II 

were captured in or around concentration camps in Nazi-occupied Western Europe, but 

photographs recorded in IaἨi, Transnistria, and other locations of Romanian-led genocide, such 

as the Kishinev Ghetto, are now circulated in many contexts. For example, in the written account 

titled The Origins and the Onset of the Romanian Holocaust, Henry Eaton reproduces a 

photograph portraying lifeless bodies in a street. A caption accompanying this disturbing 

photograph states: ñSeveral Jews including parents and child murdered on IaἨi street, June 30, 
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1941.ò120 Cohn and Karelôs documentary The Death Train appropriates and recontextualizes 

photographs of these same dead bodies in the streets of IaἨi. And historians producing claims 

about the horrors that occurred elsewhere in Romania or in various regions under Romanian 

wartime rule similarly reproduce images of suffering and death. For example, in Paul A. 

Shapiroôs book The Kishinev Ghetto, 1941ï1942: A Documentary History of the Holocaust in 

Romaniaôs Contested Borderlands, Shapiro appropriates and recirculates a disturbing photograph 

in which two malnourished women stare at the lens. A caption reads: ñSeverely beaten Jewish 

women in a Bessarabian village during a round-up for deportation to Transnistria.ò121  

I have chosen The Dead Nation as the primary site for exploring the process of post-truth 

looking at Holocaust-related archival photographs because this archival documentary 

appropriates many images that ï at least on the surface ï depict something quite different than 

familiar photographs of suffering and death. As in the first section of The Exit of the Trains, The 

Dead Nation appropriates professionally staged and captured portraits of everyday, often-smiling 

Romanian citizens (see figure 1). Rather than presenting portraits of Jewish victims before 

violence occurred, though, The Dead Nation selects and reactivates many portraits of the 

seemingly peaceful, often-smiling ethnic Romanian citizens that might have been complicit in 

prewar and wartime antisemitic violence. In other words, The Dead Nation presents cheerful 

portraits of those who might have participated in ï or at least ignored ï genocidal violence but 

have since been repositioned as victims through modes of post-truth denialism, including 

deflective negationism.  

 
120 Henry Eaton, The Origins and Onset of the Romanian Holocaust (Detroit: Wayne State 

University Press, 2013), 116. 
121 Paul Shapiro, The Kishinev Ghetto, 1941-1942: A Documentary History of the Holocaust in 

Romania's Contested Borderlands (Tuscaloosa: The University of Alabama Press, 2015), 39. 
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Figure 1: Many of the portraits appropriated by The Dead Nation were photographed in a professional studio. 

The Dead Nationôs appropriated portraits were captured by photographer CosticŁ Acsinte 

between the late-1930s and mid-1940s. These years span the period immediately preceding 

Romaniaôs alignment with the Axis powers until the eventual execution of wartime dictator Ion 

Antonescu (as seen in The Marshalôs Two Executions). Acsinteôs portraits are currently in the 

public domain and ï thanks to Cezar Popescuôs digitization efforts ï more than nine thousand 

images are currently accessible on Flickrôs online photo-sharing application.122 A brief scroll 

through this vast online album reveals stunning photographs of Romanian mothers holding 

babies, brides dressed in white, men riding horses, and children holding hands. Rather than 

confronting an onlooker with depictions of violence or death, these portraits collectively produce 

a peaceful and nostalgic vision of Romaniaôs pre-communist past. As the digital accessibility of 

images like those shot by Acsinte expands exponentially, it is of increasing urgency to 

 
122 ñCosticŁ Acsinte Archive,ò Flickr, accessed on April 14, 2024, 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/costicaacsinte/.  

https://www.flickr.com/photos/costicaacsinte/
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strategically select particular archival photographs in response to specific instances of post-truth 

denialism.  

Film critics have argued that The Dead Nation is about exposing what Acsinteôs beautiful 

photographs of everyday Romanian citizens do not show. For example, Patrick Holzapfel argues 

that The Dead Nationôs spectator ñreally is looking at missing pictures.ò123 I agree that this 

archival documentary draws my attention to the act of looking, invites me to re-consider what 

exists beyond the frame, and encourages me to dig beneath the photographsô most obvious 

surface-level content. However, at least for the purpose of exploring the process of post-truth 

looking, I am less convinced that The Dead Nation is primarily pointing to what is missing in 

these images. On the contrary, the filmôs acts of selectivity, montage, and circulation provide 

space for considering archival photographsô potential roles in responding to post-truth denialism 

by focusing on what is represented in these images. The Dead Nation invites a closer analysis of 

its appropriated images as historical evidence of everyday Romanian citizens and their leaders 

who were often, as historian Radu Ioanid argues, ñsteeped in the antisemitism of their 

culture.ò124 The root of deflective negationism involves a defense of Romanian innocence and a 

denial of antisemitism before, during, and after World War II. On the surface, this vision of 

prewar and wartime ethnic Romanian culture as innocent and noble seems indexically secured in 

many of Acsinteôs stunning photographs. In The Dead Nation, looking at these appropriated 

photographs anew suggests that many Romanians were willing to keep smiling for the camera as 

they and/or their neighbors actively participated in acts of targeted hatred and violence. 

 
123 Patrick Holzapfel, ñStripping Down Deceptions: Radu Jude and The Dead Nation,ò MUBI 

Notebook, July 12, 2017, https://mubi.com/notebook/posts/stripping-down-deceptions-radu-jude-

and-the-dead-nation.  
124 Radu Ioanid, The Holocaust in Romania: The Destruction of Jews and Gypsies Under the 

Antonescu Regime, 1940-1944 (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 2000), 71. 

https://mubi.com/notebook/posts/stripping-down-deceptions-radu-jude-and-the-dead-nation
https://mubi.com/notebook/posts/stripping-down-deceptions-radu-jude-and-the-dead-nation
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While deflective negationism suggests that only a few outliers in the history of Romanian 

society could be deemed antisemitic, historians argue that antisemitism was the rule among many 

prewar intellectuals, institutions, and communities, including ñstatesmen, poets, historians, 

philosophers, theologians, journalists, lawyers, university students and their professors, 

scientists, government ministers, and hierarchs of the Orthodox Church.ò125 This institutionalized 

antisemitism in the years before Romania officially joined the Axis powers cannot be attributed 

to Nazi influences or fringe positions. Alexandru Florian summarizes: ñAll the Romanian 

governments from December 1937 to August 23, 1944 promulgated anti-Semitic legislation.ò126 

In The Marshalôs Two Executions, Jude directly confronts the active construction of this 

antisemitic government and military as martyrs, rather than perpetrators. The Dead Nation shifts 

attention away from governmental or institutional antisemitism and toward that which deflective 

negationism most vehemently denies: the existence of past and present antisemitism among 

everyday ethnic Romanian citizens.  

The Dead Nation appropriates Acsinteôs portraits of common individuals spanning many 

ages and occupations as historical evidence of the personal, everyday status of hate among many 

Romanian neighbors. For example, The Dead Nation includes photographs of women at a beach, 

as well as a picture of a young boy held in the air as he strikes an acrobatic pose (see figures 2-

3). Other images depict a family sitting around a dinner table, men proudly posing in their 

workplace, and a group of musicians playing their instruments outside on a sunny day. At first 

glance, these photographs do not hint at evidence of everyday antisemitism. Looking a bit more 

closely, the photograph of the musicians suggests otherwise. A careful look reveals that a young 

 
125 Eaton, The Origins and Onset, 5. 
126 Florian, ñThe Perception of the Holocaust,ò 22. 
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girl in the middle of the frame is proudly raising her arm in a familiar fascist salute (see figure 4). 

As I will explain below, The Dead Nation appropriates other photographs that depict Romanian 

citizens, including children, proudly performing this gesture before the camera. In these 

moments, spectatorsô attention is drawn to the commonplaceness of this gesture among 

seemingly innocent citizens and their children. Yet The Dead Nationôs tactics of appropriation 

and montage also invite viewers to look anew at Acsinteôs other photographs, which do not 

include such explicit fascist gestures, for additional evidence of everyday antisemitism.  

 

Figure 2: The Dead Nation is comprised of many appropriated photographs captured at settings traditionally 

associated with leisure and fun, including the beach. 
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Figure 3: The Dead Nationôs diverse appropriated photographs include many different kinds of poses and actions 

proudly performed for the camera. 

 

Figure 4: The Dead Nation invites viewers to search appropriated photographs and (re)consider their potential 

evidentiary values, including in relation to a history of commonplace antisemitism. 

As Fisher and Mezger explain, violence in the ñborderlands,ò including portions of 

Romania, ñwas always personal. The discrimination, deportation, and murder of Jews occurred 

in front of their familiesô and neighborsô eyes. Even óonlookersô became so deeply implicated in 
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such acts of violence that the very notion of óbystander,ô in the borderlands, requires 

reconfiguration.ò127 While deflective negationists attempt to shield the Romanian public from 

unsettling histories while reiterating and defending communist-era myths, The Dead Nation 

illustrates that evidence of hateôs ordinariness and its denial might be found in unexpected visual 

sources. The Dead Nationôs selective appropriations ï which privilege professional portraits of 

happy ethnic Romanian citizens over images of victims, suffering, and death ï are key to the 

filmôs search for evidence of the typical, rather than fringe, status of antisemitism. Throughout 

this archival documentary, voice-over narration encourages viewers to look anew at seemingly 

peaceful portraits for evidence of everyday prejudice and its denial.  

As I will explore in later chapters, in many archival documentaries, narration in the form 

of sound or on-screen text guides spectatorsô attention toward surprising elements within an 

appropriated image or asks the viewer to consider contextual elements just beyond the frame. In 

Judeôs archival documentaries, the collision of sound and image often interrogates what visual 

sources might reveal or conceal. As Anastasia Eleftheriou argues in relation to The Exit of the 

Trains, ñSurely, the assemblage of the photographs defines Judeôs film. It is, however, only in 

relation to the spoken text that the filmôs editing achieves its intention of drawing our attention to 

the question of representability, the question of making the invisible visible.ò128 In The Exit of 

the Trains, the suffering of many Jewish individuals is made visible by looking at victimsô 

prewar portraits while listening to witnessesô disturbing descriptions of hate and violence. In The 

Dead Nation, a voiceover witness account similarly guides the viewer to look at appropriated 

 
127 Fisher and Mezger, ñIntroduction,ò 26. 
128 Anastasia Eleftheriou, ñDocumentation and Imagination: The Role of Montage in Radu 

Judeôs The Exit of the Trains (2020),ò Eastern European Film Bulletin 112 (2021), 

https://eefb.org/perspectives/the-role-of-montage-in-radu-judes-the-exit-of-the-trains-iesirea-

trenurilor-din-gara-2020/.  

https://eefb.org/perspectives/the-role-of-montage-in-radu-judes-the-exit-of-the-trains-iesirea-trenurilor-din-gara-2020/
https://eefb.org/perspectives/the-role-of-montage-in-radu-judes-the-exit-of-the-trains-iesirea-trenurilor-din-gara-2020/
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portraits anew, but this voiceover does not directly address the specific names or horrific 

experiences of the people whose faces are staring back in the archival photographs. While The 

Exit of the Trains juxtaposes the stories of violence with the photographed faces of those who 

suffered, The Dead Nation pairs Acsinteôs portraits of common ethnic Romanians with 

propagandistic speeches, fascist songs, and Judeôs own reading of the diary written by Jewish 

poet, writer, and physician Emil Dorian. Here, The Dead Nation juxtaposes sounds of hate and 

fear with the photographed faces of those who might have been responsible for cultivating or 

normalizing that hate and fear. 

The Dead Nation chronologically matches Acsinteôs photographs of unnamed Romanian 

individuals to the dates described in Dorianôs diary. As scholars have noted, the diary is an 

historical source that distinctly links the writerôs own experiences to the broader unfolding of 

time. For example, Irina Paperno argues that the diaryôs ñdaily mode of productionðthat is, the 

visible separate installments that correspond to the time of compositionðforegrounds its 

inherent link to temporality. The diary offers a unique narrative form, or template, for the 

tracking of the self in time.ò129 The Dead Nationôs collision of a Jewish doctorôs diary and 

concurrent photographs of smiling ethnic Romanians takes advantage of the diaryôs 

chronological structure and its connection between personal experience, wider historical events, 

and shifting social attitudes. The prewar rising tide of Romanian fascism is made audible by the 

soundtrackôs blend of a Jewish diaristôs fear and anger, popular songsô racial slurs, and the 

domineering tone of 1940s speeches; the photographs simultaneously make visible the 

ordinariness of the antisemitic attitudes fueling this rising tide. By juxtaposing joyous images of 

the past with the soundtrack of Dorianôs diary and the fascist songs and speeches, The Dead 

 
129 Irina Paperno, ñWhat Can Be Done with Diaries?,ò The Russian Review 63, no. 4 (2004): 571. 



70 

 

Nation welcomes a process of post-truth looking that examines portraitsô smiles, clothing, 

gestures, etc., to unearth an unsettling image of antisemitism within comfortable, nostalgic 

representations of pre-communist Romanian culture. For example, The Dead Nation presents a 

selection of Dorianôs diary that describes events taking place after the IaἨi pogrom in 1941:  

August 11th. Hatred against Jews is frantic. After the executions in IaἨi, far exceeding the 

official version, Jews were evacuated from Moldovan towns in closed wagons, dying 

horribly of thirst and suffocation. Tragic details keep pouring in. The train station scenes 

with miserable souls in sealed wagons, which no one could approach, exceed any sadistic 

fantasy. Hundreds of people in cattle wagons, drinking each otherôs urine, screaming 

until they died, exhausted. 

 

The diaryôs disturbing descriptions are accompanied by images of men, presumably in 1941, 

happily swimming and enjoying themselves in the water (see figure 5). The Dead Nationôs 

montage invites viewers to look at these images of smiles and swimming, rather than suffering 

and death. These unexpected visual sources offer evidence of the complicity of those living in a 

pre-communist Romanian culture that is either engaging in or ignoring what the diary describes 

as the ñtragic details [that] keep pouring in.ò  

 

Figure 5: The Dead Nation juxtaposes Dorianôs graphic descriptions with a photograph of a seemingly lovely day at 

the beach. 
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The story of violence described in Dorianôs diary has been carefully researched by many 

historians. Still, even with access to formerly censored archival materials, much remains 

unknown about the vastness of these horrific acts. For example, Ioanid explains: ñIt is difficult to 

estimate the number of victims of the IaἨi pogrom...how could anyone have counted? We know 

that at least 254 were buried in mass graves in the Jewish cemetery soon after the events of the 

pogrom, but we donôt know how many more and how many elsewhere.ò130 Photographs of IaἨiôs 

explicit violence are often reproduced to support truth claims about this violence, which is only 

partially understood today. Yet images of suffering and death have little to do with deflective 

negationismôs specific mode of post-truth denialism. These particular post-truth defenses do not 

deny that Jews were murdered in IaἨi; instead, they insist that ethnic Romanian citizens and 

leaders were not guilty of antisemitism and, in turn, could not be responsible for the horrors that 

occurred there. Through The Dead Nationôs strategic appropriations and juxtapositions, beautiful 

photographs of happy Romanian citizens swimming in 1941 start to tell a different story. Via an 

audibly guided post-truth look, anonymous images of summer fun serve as evidence of a cultural 

acceptance of the antisemitic ideologies that motivated or justified the active participation in ï or 

the disregarding of ï genocidal violence. The Dead Nationôs soundtrack guides the onlooker 

toward recognizing within these portraits the constructed vision of a pre-communist Romanian 

innocence and victimhood underlying many acts of twenty-first century denialism. 

The Prior Appropriations of Visual Evidence 

Since they were originally produced, Holocaust-related photographs from IaἨi and 

elsewhere in Romania have served as supporting evidence for a variety of claims about the 

genocide and who is responsible. As Ioanid explains, the wartime circulation of photographs 

 
130 Ioanid, The Holocaust in Romania, 77. 
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played a key role in justifying the Romanian militaryôs actions and keeping Romanian leaders, 

including Antonescu, up to date with details about how massacres were unfolding.131 As a film 

like The Exit of the Trains demonstrates, these same kinds of Holocaust-related photographs later 

served as evidence to support post-communist-era arguments about Romanian responsibility for 

the massacres. In the wake of Popescuôs digitization project, Acsinteôs portraits ï which I am 

also approaching as Holocaust-related archival photographs ï have been similarly reactivated in 

many new contexts to serve a variety of political and historiographic purposes. However, 

because the surface-level content of these professional portraits appears to separate them from 

familiar atrocity photographs, the artists, journalists, and others that appropriate Acsinteôs images 

are typically not interested in explicit historical arguments about the Romanian Holocaust. When 

these charming portraits are reimagined in new artistic contexts or reproduced by international 

journalists, the depicted eraôs local antisemitism and rising tides of fascism are often omitted or 

denied. To better understand how The Dead Nation invites a mode of post-truth looking at 

Ascinteôs portraits as evidence of both antisemitism and its denial, it is necessary to first track 

how some of these photographs have been recirculated as evidence in other twenty-first century 

settings. 

For example, Ascinteôs photographs have been colorized and manipulated by Australian 

artist and photographer Jane Long. In Longôs art series titled ñDance with CosticŁ,ò the original 

portraits are reworked to take on new surreal meanings.132 For an artwork titled ñDelicate 

Dancer,ò Long reverses and colorizes Acsinteôs portrait of a smiling young woman and positions 

 
131 Radu Ioanid, ñThe Holocaust in Romania: The Iasi Pogrom of June 1941,ò Contemporary 

European History 2, no. 2 (1993): 144. 
132 Jane Long, ñDancing with CosticŁ,ò accessed on April 14, 2024, 

https://janelong.com.au/dancing-with-costica.  

https://janelong.com.au/dancing-with-costica
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the woman next to a rhinoceros. And in ñTall Poppies,ò Long appropriates, colorizes, and 

rescales images of men from numerous Acsinte portraits, including men wearing military 

uniforms (see figure 6). Long repositions these soldiers and sailors in the bottom portion of her 

new image beneath oversized, imposing red flowers. The distinctiveness of Romaniaôs military, 

culture, and history is likely overshadowed by the onlookerôs pre-existing associations with the 

beauty of flowers broadly or the connotations of poppies (including their narcotic/psychoactive 

effects) specifically. In Longôs surrealist images, Acsinteôs photographs are severed from their 

original historical context of prewar and wartime Romania; unsettling questions about the eraôs 

racism or violence are silenced by pleasant colors, rhinos, and poppies.  

 

Figure 6: In Jane Longôs ñTall Poppies,ò Acsinteôs photographs are reworked in surreal contexts that are typically 

divorced from the historical specificity of the war, https://janelong.com.au/dancing-with-costica.  

As international journalists reproduce these images in stories about the success of 

Popescuôs digitization project, they also often sidestep the uncomfortable context of pre-

communist Romanian antisemitism. For example, journalist Kate Lyons appropriated Acsinteôs 

portraits for the U.K.ôs right-leaning Daily Mail in an article titled ñGhosts From the Land that 

Time Forgot: Race Against Time to Save Secret Black-and-White Archive of Doomed 

https://janelong.com.au/dancing-with-costica
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Country.ò133 Praising the value of Acsinteôs digitized photographs, Lyons explains that the 

images  

provide a history in pictures of the nation; a record of a people and a culture that some 

feared would vanish without a traceéThis striking collection is incredibly significant 

because it offers a glimpse of Romanian life during a period when the nation was closed 

off from the world. Romania disappeared from global view for much of the twentieth 

century, after they were placed under the control of the USSR following the Second 

World War. 

 

By describing the preserving and digitizing of this portrait collection as an act of saving crucial 

records of a pre-communist Romanian culture that had been destroyed by war and communism, 

the pictured ethnic Romanians are again discursively constructed as victims. To support the 

articleôs argument about the digitization project as the rescuing of records of a ñdoomed 

country,ò Lyons reproduces many of Acsinteôs portraits, including a wintertime photograph 

depicting four smiling young women posing near a sled. A caption reads: ñMoment of fun: These 

women enjoy sledding in the winter of 1940, just a few months before Romania was forced to 

join the Axis powers in WWII.ò134 The articleôs suggestion that Romania was ñforcedò to join 

the Axis powers reiterates deflective negationismôs attempt to place blame on unwelcome Nazis. 

As Florian explains, ñthe extermination of Romanian Jews by the Antonescu regime was not 

synchronized with the extermination carried out in Nazi Germany. Antonescuôs regime started 

the extermination earlier and stopped it while the Final Solution was only in its first stages in 

Germany.ò135 This early systematic violence against Jewish and Roma communities did not 

occur in other nations that eventually joined the Axis powers. Lyonsô Daily Mail article 

 
133 Kate Lyons, ñGhosts From the Land that Time Forgot: Race Against Time to Save Secret 

Black-and-White Archive of Doomed Country,ò Daily Mail, February 10, 2014, 

https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2555487/Costica-Ascintes-incredible-photographs-

Romania.html.  
134 Lyons, ñGhosts From the Land.ò 
135 Florian, ñThe Perception of the Holocaust,ò 23. 

https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2555487/Costica-Ascintes-incredible-photographs-Romania.html
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2555487/Costica-Ascintes-incredible-photographs-Romania.html
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appropriates Acsinteôs portraits as evidence to support post-truth denialistsô false claim that 

Romania was a victim forced into these ideologies or actions.  

The Dead Nation also appropriates Acsinteôs winter-time photographs of smiling 

Romanians riding in sleds and sleighs. For example, this archival documentary presents 

photographs of women posing on and around a sled, as well as a couple sitting in a horse-drawn 

sleigh (see figures 7-8). As spectators encounter these images of smiles, snow, and sleighs, 

voice-over describes many horrific events unfolding beyond the frame in 1941. The reading from 

Dorianôs diary states: 

January 24th. There was almost civil war. General Antonescu has explained: The 

Legionnaires tried to take the power. What happened in the VŁcŁreĸti area cannot be 

described. So many Jews were executed by armed Legionnaires. Dozens of Jewish bodies 

were found dead on the road. A merchant had his arms and nose broken, then he was 

shot. An old rabbiôs two boys were killed in his arms, another had his tongue and eyes cut 

out. Jews were hung in the slaughterhouse hooks, some were thrown in the sewage or on 

the streets. Two bodies were identified by a patient of mine. More bodies were kept 

outside the morgue, in the snow. They keep identifying more. People crowd the 

riverbanks by the morgue. When they meet, people tell of more crimes. As for torture and 

beatings, the list is infinite: Jews forced to drink petrol, crosses cut on their backs, 

beatings and killings by womené  

 

Photographs portraying this kind of brutal genocidal violence exist in many archives. Rather than 

appropriating available atrocity photographs, The Dead Nation presents the specific type of 

portraits reproduced by Lyons and others to construct a vision of a peaceful but doomed 

Romanian past. Here, the same kind of photographs are looked at anew to expose and challenge 

other appropriationistsô denialist visions of innocence and victimhood. 
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Figure 7: In The Dead Nation, viewers are invited to look at beautiful, snow-covered scenes and smiling faces as evidence in 

direct response to present denialism. 

 
 
Figure 8: Rather than presenting smiles and sleds as evidence of a now-lost innocence, The Dead Nation directly confronts 

nationalist myths. 

Lyonsô article about the preservation and digitization of Acsinteôs portraits also includes 

an image of a Romanian boy. This portrait is accompanied by a caption that reads: ñA young boy 

poses in Acsinteôs studioéin traditional dress, offering a salute to the camera.ò As mentioned 
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above, The Dead Nation appropriates many similar images of Romanian children raising their 

arms in a saluting gesture, but Judeôs archival documentary positions these posed salutes as a 

very different kind of historical evidence. The journalistôs caption publicly denies the broader 

implications of this salute throughout the collectionôs photographs; The Dead Nationôs 

juxtapositions of image and sound point to how pervasive and normalized fascist ideologies and 

their associated salutes were becoming by the end of the 1930s. The Dead Nation opens a space 

for looking anew and recognizing that these gestures were performed by many young children ï 

not just adults holding fringe political attitudes ï and that the prevalence of such gestures 

suggests the commonplaceness of antisemitism in prewar and wartime Romania. For example, 

The Dead Nation juxtaposes a portrait marked ñ1939ò with a diary entry from the same year. 

This portrait depicts a very young boy alongside a man that appears to be his father; both are 

dressed in military uniform. A diary entry reads: ñThings are progressing fast. Now thereôs a 

single Fascist Party and it will run for Parliament. They have a uniform; the Roman salute is now 

obligatory. The rest will follow.ò The Dead Nation then presents other photographs depicting 

young boys in various types of clothing, including uniforms from a newly formed right-wing 

organization akin to Hitlerôs Youth. Next, the archival documentary reproduces the exact image 

that Lyonsô article simply captioned as a young boy in traditional dress saluting the camera (see 

figure 9). The Dead Nation stages an encounter with this portrait as historical evidence of a 

1930s culture of antisemitism and a rising tide of Romanian fascism. For viewers looking in 

response to twenty-first century deflective negationism, this juxtaposition also invites spectators 

to consider how these images have supported acts of denialism elsewhere, from art to journalism.  
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Figure 9: By juxtaposing photographs depicting children performing this salute, The Dead Nation invites viewers to 

reconsider the gestureôs relationship to antisemitism and its normalization in prewar and wartime Romania. 

On one hand, The Dead Nation draws attention to the historical and political specificity 

that other appropriationists like Long and Lyons avoid. On the other hand, The Dead Nation still 

fails to identify many specific contextual factors and details, including the identities of the 

individuals in Acsinteôs portraits. This choice not to provide conventional identifying 

information might be attributed to a general lack of knowledge about the photographsô original 

subjects. For example, in relation to his digitization project, Popescu has carefully tracked down 

the names of some people photographed by Acsinte, but he admits that the identity of most of the 

photographsô subjects remains unknown. Some critics have argued that The Dead Nationôs lack 

of identification is a limiting and even potentially unethical historiographic approach. For 

example, Diana Dumitru warns that ï by appropriating so many photographs of unnamed 

Romanians from an undisclosed provincial town during the prewar and wartime period ï The 

Dead Nation might unintentionally present portraits of those opposed to anti-Jewish policies. 

Perhaps even more concerning is Dumitruôs recognition that The Dead Nation might 
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inadvertently present portraits of Romanian Jews as evidence of local antisemitism.136 I would 

add that the positioning of photographs of unnamed Romanian citizens as evidence of local 

hatred and/or complicity also risks falling into the trap I described in relation to Sontag and 

Berger above. When photographs contribute to a generalizing sense that the horrors of war are a 

result of the failure of humanity broadly, this generalization can distract from the specific 

political motivations and the individual actors responsible for past violence.  

These critiques and the limitations of The Dead Nationôs methods for appropriating and 

recontextualizing Holocaust-related photographs as evidence cannot be easily dismissed. That 

said, in the context of this chapterôs focus on post-truth looking, The Dead Nationôs insistence on 

anonymity can also be understood as a strategic response to deflective negationism. While 

deflective negationism depends on broad claims about the nationôs collective innocence or 

victimhood, The Dead Nation invites a mode of looking at Acsinteôs portraits in ways that 

confront this broader mythical vision of the nation. In The Dead Nation, specific photographed 

individuals are not named or accused. Instead, the denialistsô foundational assertion that hate and 

violence should be blamed on outsiders is directly refuted. Perhaps most importantly, in response 

to twenty-first century deflective negationismôs primary goal ï to eliminate public admissions of 

the possibility of present or future antisemitism ï The Dead Nation seeks visual evidence of a 

collective responsibility for recognizing a specific history of hatred, identifying its role in the 

present, and countering its denial. 

Conclusion to Post-Truth Looking  

As described in this projectôs introduction, repeated encounters with Holocaust-related 

 
136 Diana Dumitru, ñThe Dead Nation (Ἡara MoartŁ). Dir. Radu Jude. Grasshopper Films, 2017. 

83 Minutes,ò Slavic Review 79, no. 2 (2020): 416-417. 
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photographs contribute to what Marianne Hirsch calls ñpostmemoryò or a ñtransmission of 

cultural traumaò from one generation to the next.137 According to Hirsch, as a limited number of 

photographs or visual tropes are reproduced and encountered across a variety of texts about the 

Holocaust, these images begin to take on a ñmetaphoric roleò that heavily contributes to a 

ñmemoryò of past traumas for those who did not live through the traumatic events first-hand.138 I 

echo Hirschôs claim that generations removed from genocidal violence often produce a powerful 

form of postmemory by engaging with images of a traumatic past. Yet it is important to note that 

the ñmetaphoric roleò of photographs in collective memory and trauma might also support a 

fabricated memory about who was responsible for perpetrating past violence. In the context of 

deflective negationism in post-communist Romania, an onlooker can engage with atrocity 

photographs as transmissions of past trauma while avoiding the unsettling recognition that their 

own ancestors and nation are responsible for the violence that produced this trauma. The same 

can be said about denialists looking at Holocaust-related photographs or different images of 

trauma as evidence in many other twenty-first century contexts. In the United States, Holocaust-

related photographs are deployed as evidence of the American militaryôs heroic liberation of 

European concentration camps, but these photographs can also be used to support the 

comparative trivialization of Japanese-American internment camps at home. And the persistent 

viewing of other atrocity photographs can similarly produce false or misleading memories about 

the United Statesô past. To name two twenty-first century examples: photographs of torture from 

Abu Ghraib have been circulated to support the claim that the United Statesô war crimes can be 

blamed on a few racist exceptions and ï as I will explain in Chapter 3 ï visual recordings of 

 
137 Hirsch, ñSurviving Images,ò 220. 
138 Hirsch, ñSurviving Images,ò 227. 
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American police officers injuring or killing citizens of color are frequently shared as evidence of 

police officersô heroism and victimhood, rather than racist abuses of power. 

As these brief examples demonstrate, by focusing on post-communist Romanian 

denialism, I am not attempting to hierarchize atrocities or their denial. This kind of hierarchy is 

foundational to comparative trivialization. And I am not suggesting that post-truth looking is 

only relevant in the post-communist Romanian situation ï or that Romanian cinema has a 

monopoly on films that might inspire this kind of looking at Holocaust-related photographs. 

Instead, this chapter has made a case for a mode of looking that can only be understood and 

performed with careful attention to specific situations of denialism and the evidentiary roles of 

photographs that might support and/or counter that denialism. The Dead Nation and other 

examples of Judeôs post-2015 archival documentaries have been especially productive in my 

thinking about post-truth looking at Holocaust-related photographs because they provide such 

clearly targeted responses to specific instances of deflective negationism in post-communist 

Romania.  

That said, practically speaking, Judeôs archival documentaries have limited reach and 

appeal. Populist politicians espousing denialist rhetoric will probably not sit through these 

demanding and confrontational films. In other words, it would be ridiculous to situate these 

relatively unknown avant-garde works as single-handedly combatting deflective negationism in 

post-communist Romania. On a broader scale, it is also increasingly clear that simply fact-

checking false claims is not likely to dramatically change the mind of someone who believes and 

spreads disinformation. Yet I find archival documentaries like The Dead Nation both provocative 

and encouraging in a moment when hyperbolic claims about the death of indexicality, evidence, 

and truth itself feel both ubiquitous and disingenuous. This kind of archival documentary creates 
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a public space for lingering with appropriated Holocaust-related photographs and thinking 

critically about what roles they might serve in producing new truth claims, supporting denialism, 

or exposing and responding to that process of denialism. The goal is to look anew at archival 

photographs to better understand how denialism itself is constructed and supported, often with 

the help of visual evidence, in order to answer that denialism strategically. Post-truth looking, 

then, is both investigatory and combative. Although the archival documentary remains a niche 

subgenre of filmmaking, as a mode that appropriates and recontextualizes extant images as 

evidence, it can make many of these investigative and combative processes public, visible, and 

analyzable. 

In 2023, the Romanian government made teaching curriculum about the history of the 

Holocaust compulsory in schools. Denialism of Romanian antisemitism immediately followed. 

For example, emphatic public denialism has been espoused by members of the populist political 

party called the Alliance for the Union of Romanians (hereafter referred to as AUR). As AUR 

senator Claudiu Tarziu explained in a critique of required Holocaust education, ñThere has been 

no serious case of anti-Semitism in Romania, not only in the last year, but in the last 20 or 30 

years, and between the Jewish minority, which numbers several thousand people, and the 

Romanian majority, no conflicts of any kind exist.ò139 This claim denies documented instances 

of recent antisemitic violence, but it also points to the evolution of denialism and the potential 

future evidentiary roles of Holocaust-related photographs in Romania. Rather than denying the 

history of Romanian antisemitism during World War II ï as in the mode of deflective 

 
139 Claudiu Tarziu, Quoted in Madalin Necsutu, ñRomania Makes Jewish History, Holocaust 

Mandatory School Subject,ò Balkan Insight, November 18, 2021, 

https://balkaninsight.com/2021/11/18/romania-makes-jewish-history-holocaust-mandatory-

school-subject/.  

https://balkaninsight.com/2021/11/18/romania-makes-jewish-history-holocaust-mandatory-school-subject/
https://balkaninsight.com/2021/11/18/romania-makes-jewish-history-holocaust-mandatory-school-subject/
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negationism described above ï far-right leaders like those from the AUR are now increasingly 

focused on directly denying that antisemitism exists or remains relevant to Romanian politics in 

the twenty-first century. George Simion, a rising young right-wing political figure and current 

president of the AUR, was asked whether the Romanian state was responsible for crimes against 

Jews during the Second World War. Simion responded: ñNo one is denying it. This was the 

Romanian state, even if it was led by a dictator.ò140 When pushed to recognize that antisemitism 

pre-existed Antonescu, Simion surprisingly agreed. According to Simion,  

Indeed, there was antisemitic legislation carried out by King Carol II. He was a dictator, 

Antonescu was a dictator, [former President of Romania Nicolae] CeauἨescu was a 

dictator. We lived under several dictatorships. There were then ethnic problems and many 

antisemitic attitudes in our society. Fortunately, today there are no such attitudes, and we 

need to find the right path to prevent their reemergence.141 

 

The interviewer then asked Simion for a definition of the AUR party. Simion responded: ñA 

patriotic party that remembers the words of Donald Trump, who said that the fight is now 

between globalists and patriots. We are patriots.ò When the interviewer expressed surprise that 

Simion was proudly referencing Donald Trump, Simion explained: ñMy feeling is that we are 

fighting the same adversaries ï the Left and the extreme Left, who are trying to promote an 

agenda and abolish the idea of nations.ò142  

As this emerging form of post-truth denialism suggests, future defenses of the Romanian 

nation may no longer depend as heavily on a denial of Romaniaôs twentieth-century 

antisemitism. As more and more truth claims and examples of visual evidence are publicly 

 
140 George Simion, Quoted in Eldad Beck, ñóThe Holocaust Should Not be Part of the Political 

Game:ô Romania's 36-year-old Right-Wing Lawmaker Makes Waves,ò Israel Hayom, July 12, 

2023, https://www.israelhayom.com/2023/07/12/holocaust-should-not-be-part-of-political-

games-romanias-youngest-lawmaker-shaking-up-politics/.  
141 Simion, Quoted in Beck, ñóThe Holocaust.ò 
142 Simion, Quoted in Beck, ñóThe Holocaust.ò 

https://www.israelhayom.com/2023/07/12/holocaust-should-not-be-part-of-political-games-romanias-youngest-lawmaker-shaking-up-politics/
https://www.israelhayom.com/2023/07/12/holocaust-should-not-be-part-of-political-games-romanias-youngest-lawmaker-shaking-up-politics/
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circulated to counter the post-truth denialism of Romaniaôs responsibility for genocidal violence 

during World War II, twenty-first century modes of denialism will continue to adapt. In the case 

of AUR in 2023, blame is now deflected to past dictators and those antisemitic Romanians that 

are likely deceased and therefore supposedly unrepresentative of younger generations of proud 

ethnic Romanians. Despite these differences in modes of denialism, the root of deflective 

negationism remains intact. AURôs goal is still to defend a vision of the nation that has been 

threatened by archival research and to deny accusations of present-day antisemitism. How 

documentarians, historians, artists, journalists, media scholars, and others choose to look at 

Holocaust-related archival photographs will determine how this emerging mode of denialism 

will be supported, how it will be understood, and how it might be exposed and opposed in the 

public sphere. And how we look at archival photographs ï including Holocaust-related images ï 

in the wake of other post-truth denialisms will consequentially shape future understandings of 

documentary cinema, visual evidence, and truth. 
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Chapter 2: Virtual Looking ï Private Home Movies and Public Holocaust Histories  

In the previous chapter, I raised questions about how to look at archival images as 

Holocaust-related evidence in the first decades of the twenty-first century. I began to address 

these questions by analyzing Radu Judeôs archival documentaries and their appropriations of 

glass-plate portraits from the 1930s-40s. I referred to these photographs ï which present smiling 

ethnic Romanians sledding, swimming, and engaging in other pleasant activities ï as 

ñunexpectedò Holocaust-related visual sources. For those studying the Holocaust and 

constructing its histories, these portraits are unexpected insofar as they do not explicitly represent 

atrocity, as in graphic liberation photographs or many Nazi-produced images. In this chapter, I 

analyze acts of appropriating, looking at, and recirculating another kind of unexpected, non-

violent Holocaust-related visual source: the home movie. As I will explain below, in the late-

twentieth century, an interdisciplinary turn toward the preservation, study, and circulation of 

home movies unsettled prior understandings of the image and the archive alike. In the twenty-

first century, this interest in home movies continues to challenge established historiographic 

practices while fueling debates about what the archive is, what it holds, who it belongs to, and 

what kinds of histories can be constructed through it. For those studying World War II, the 

appropriation and circulation of home movies as evidence also raises provocative questions 

about what constitutes a Holocaust-related source, what we can presently know about past hate 

and genocidal violence, and how we might look at these previously neglected, non-violent 

images as historical documents.  

Photo albums, home movies, and other amateur-produced images that were once 

relegated to family closets or basements are now professionally preserved and studied as 

historical sources. Twenty-first century documentarians and historians recognize that these once-
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private images offer traces of domestic settings and everyday activities that are typically absent 

from historical accounts of the war. Yet appropriating and circulating these once-private images 

in documentaries, museum exhibits, and other public settings introduces unresolved tensions 

between the imagesô original functions in the home and their uses as evidence. Of course, 

documentarians, historians, museum curators, and others repurpose a wide variety of archival 

images ï not just home movies ï in ways that the imagesô original producer(s) likely never 

anticipated. Yet engaging with home movies as public evidence introduces specific discrepancies 

between our present uses and the imagesô original roles within the family. As Roger Odin argues,  

In the family domain, a home movie does not function as documentation. The family film 

is, in fact, a counter-document. The collective interactions at the moment of their 

shooting or viewing or in the individual interior discourses aroused are more important 

than the images. To read a home movie as a document is to ñuseò it for something that is 

not its own function.143  

Home moviesô values were originally constructed in private spaces as family members projected 

films, discussed them, and reacted to their own images on-screen. Present onlookers that do not 

belong to the era or family depicted in the home movies can see the imagesô most obvious 

content ï birthday parties, vacations, siblings playing together, holiday gatherings, etc. ï but 

much is lost in the transition from private discourse to public document. As I will illustrate 

below, when specifically studying European Jewish familiesô 1930s home movies, accepting this 

surface-level content at face value can lead to a present onlookerôs oversimplified reading of the 

images as signs of prewar happiness and harmony. Strictly reading these home movies as 

intimate evidence of prewar joy fails to confront how they functioned in the complex and messy 

historical construction of the family, the self, and Jewish identity. In turn, I argue for modes of 

 
143 Roger Odin, ñReflections on the Family Home Movie as Document: A Semio-Pragmatic 

Approach,ò in Mining the Home Movie: Excavations in Histories and Memories, ed. Karen L. 

Ishizuka and Patricia R. Zimmermann (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008), 261. 
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looking that reflexively engage with the gaps between home moviesô private functions in the 

family and their public uses as Holocaust-related evidence in the twenty-first century. 

To advocate for strategic processes of looking that recognize and confront tensions 

between private and public, I again turn to the archival documentary mode. Archival 

documentariesô staged encounters with images-as-evidence make visible and analyzable many 

concerns about the status of the archive, the image, and historical knowledge. When archival 

documentaries appropriate and recontextualize images to support twenty-first century truth 

claims about the Holocaust, they provide an opportunity for reconsidering how to look at 

Holocaust-related visual evidence in targeted and historical ways. And when archival 

documentaries specifically appropriate home movies that Jewish families recorded just before or 

during World War II, these documentaries make visible many concerns about looking at once-

private sources as public Holocaust-related evidence. To explore these concerns, I will analyze 

Abigail Childôs archival documentary The Future Is Behind You (2004) (hereafter referred to as 

TFIBY). This approximately twenty-minute film appropriates 16mm home movies shot by a 

family in 1930s Europe. In TFIBY, the home movies are recontextualized and recirculated as 

evidence to support a narrative about a Jewish familyôs prewar and early-wartime experiences. 

This story largely focuses on the familyôs changing lives during the rise of Nazism in Bavaria 

just before the war. TFIBY then concludes by briefly describing the experiences of family 

members that immigrated to the United States and Palestine in 1939, and the deaths of relatives 

that stayed behind. While TFIBYôs appropriated 16mm home movies depict an actual family, this 

archival documentaryôs historical narrative is fictional. As I will explain below, TFIBYôs story 

about a Jewish familyôs experiences in the 1930s frequently refers to actual historical events, but 

Child invented the individual names and stories of the people that appear in the appropriated 
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home movies.144 This fabricated narrative is largely told from the imagined first-person 

perspective of the home moviesô youngest daughter. TFIBY presents this young girlôs inner 

thoughts and personal responses to the home movies via superimposed digital text (see figures 

10-11). This family memberôs imagined reactions complicate outsidersô assumptions about the 

once-private imagesô public values as Holocaust-related evidence.145  

 

Figure 10: TFIBY manipulates these once-private images and adds superimposed digital text. This text provides 

fictional names, stories, and reactions to accompany the actual 16mm home movies. 

 
144 At the eighth annual Athens Avant-Garde Film Festival, following a screening of TFIBY, 

Child admitted that she does not know the identities of the actual people in the appropriated 

home movies that comprise her archival documentary. Child explained that a bookdealer friend 

gave her the anonymous European home movies in a shopping bag. Greek Film Archive, 

ñ8AAGFF2014 Intro/Q&A #19 A.Child & J.Gartenberg: óThe Suburban Trilogy,ôò December 

15, 2014, Video, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EOS8XXByOuk&t=1078s. 
145 The Future Is Behind You is the second installment in Childôs series titled The Suburban 

Trilogy, which also includes Cake and Steak (2004) and Surf and Turf (2008-11). The trilogyôs 

first installment appropriates 1950s-60s Kodachrome home movies but does not situate them in 

relation to imagined memories or perspectives. The third installment is comprised of profilmic 

footage shot by Child, rather than appropriated images. For these reasons, to theorize processes 

of virtual looking, I will only analyze The Future is Behind You on its own terms. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EOS8XXByOuk&t=1078s
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Figure 11: In addition to introducing names and events, TFIBYôs superimposed text often describes the imagined 

narratorôs inner emotions and thoughts about the home movies and the memories they spark. 

Inspired by TFIBYôs collision of actual home movies and imagined family responses, I 

advocate for a process called ñvirtual lookingò at home movies as Holocaust-related evidence. 

This process involves a strategic combination of studying home movies, imagining individual 

family membersô perspectives and reactions, and reflexively confronting the divide between 

twentieth-century private discourses and twenty-first-century public evidence. I argue that the 

virtual ï like related processes of invention and imagination ï can be a deliberate and self-

reflexive step in the study of once-private historical sources. Next, to better understand the 

shifting roles of home movies as public evidence, I historicize these once-private sourcesô roles 

in a variety of ñarchival turnsò during the final decades of the twentieth century. I explain how 

the preservation, study, and circulation of home movies challenged the status of the archive 

broadly and the construction of historical knowledge about the Holocaust specifically. Then, I 

explore these evolving concerns about looking, the virtual, the archive, and home moviesô 

evidentiary roles through close readings of TFIBY. I approach this archival documentary as a site 
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through which present onlookers can imagine family membersô private discourses, complicate 

their initial interpretations of home movies as public evidence, and confront inevitable gaps 

between private and public. Finally, I conclude by moving beyond this brief archival 

documentary and toward additional public settings where historians, filmmakers, and other 

onlookers encounter home movies. I will demonstrate how virtual looking as exemplified by my 

analyses of TFIBY is a relevant, targeted, and practical historiographic strategy for anyone 

looking at home movies as Holocaust-related evidence in the early twenty-first century. 

Home Movies and Interior Discourses 

Before further describing this process of virtual looking, it is necessary to clarify my use 

of the term ñhome movies.ò I echo Jaimie Baronôs insistence that the ñhomeò in home movies is 

more than a reference to the location where many of the images were recorded; the home must 

also be understood as ña previous, private context in which the recorded documents were (or are 

imagined to have been) intended to be shown.ò146 By the 1930s, the increasing affordability of 

16mm cameras and projectors ï as well as the introduction of 8mm technologies ï made it 

possible for some families to begin shooting and watching their own film recordings at home. 

These practices were later expanded and reshaped in the 1960s when families adopted the Super 

8mm film format and again in the 1980s with the introduction of videotape. Digital technologies 

ï including the smartphone ï have since replaced these popular production and exhibition 

formats in the home. Despite such major technological shifts, James Moran explains that aspects 

of the ñhome modeò associated with analog film production and exhibition have ñpersistedò in 

 
146 Jaimie Baron, The Archive Effect: Found Footage and the Audiovisual Experience of History 

(New York: Routledge, 2014), 91. 
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the digital era.147 For example, elements of prior home modes carry on when my family watches 

and discusses our cellphone-recorded images today. My sons and I gather around my phoneôs 

screen to watch our images in automated Google slideshows titled: ñThrowback videos,ò 

ñRevisit the moment,ò and ñ8 years sinceéò When viewing these slideshows, my family 

produces meaning through our conversations and what Odin calls the ñindividual interior 

discourses arousedò by our retroactive looking.148 However, as Moran warns, changing attitudes 

about the camera, the image, and the family mean that the home mode is historical and always 

evolving. My familyôs habit of recording fleeting moments on a cellphone and later briefly 

encountering the images in an automated slideshow differs considerably from the forms of 

production, exhibition, and meaning-making that I am describing as home movies in this chapter. 

For these reasons, the phrase ñhome moviesò hereafter refers to mid-century, silent small-gauge 

fi lms that were shot and privately projected by families. Because this chapter specifically 

addresses questions about looking at Holocaust-related evidence, my descriptions of home 

movies are focused on films that were recorded and viewed by Jewish European families just 

before ï and immediately after ï the Second World War began. These silent home movies shot 

in 1930s Europe were produced and encountered in ways that often have little to do with how we 

look at and use these recordings as public evidence today. The goal is to recognize and respond 

to these discrepancies between past and present, private and public. 

Some documentarians and historians identify and respond to this chasm between private 

and public by interviewing home moviesô living subjects in the present. For example, Péter 

 
147 By using the phrase ñhome mode,ò Moran is building on the claims of Richard Chalfen and 

Patricia R. Zimmermann about the links between amateur moviemaking and the familyôs 

representation of itself. James Moran, Thereôs No Place Like Home Video (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2002), 35. 
148 Odin, ñReflections,ò 261. 
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Forgács ï one of the most-discussed documentarians that engages with home movies as 

Holocaust-related evidence ï has interviewed living family members to support his stories about 

prewar life. When conducting research for his film Free Fall (1996), Forgács cross-referenced 

diverse sources and interviewed the home moviesô original family members from Hungary.149 

Although Forgács typically eschews talking-head interviews on-screen, his off-screen 

conversations with family members shape the stories he tells about familiesô prewar and early-

wartime experiences. As Free Fall and many of Forg§csô other documentaries from the 1980s-

90s illustrate, talking to actual family members has been a productive strategy for those looking 

at and recirculating home movies as Holocaust-related evidence. However, this direct access to 

living family members is often unattainable in the twenty-first century. As the number of living 

individuals that witnessed World War II diminishes, documentarians and historians lose the 

ability to view home movies with their original subjects, to record family membersô present 

reactions, or to ask about their memories of privately watching and discussing the images with 

relatives. At the same time, as I will explain below, the preservation, study, and circulation of 

home movies is expanding. This historical convergence ï in which access to home movies has 

increased while the family members that privately projected and discussed these images are 

passing away ï demands strategic modes of looking.  

In response, I advocate for processes of virtual looking at home movies as Holocaust-

related historical sources. By ñvirtualò I mean a look that is guided by the imagined perspectives 

and reactions of absent family members. Virtual looking is a process in which a present outsider 

imagines a now-absent family memberôs reactions to home movies, challenges initial 

 
149 For a detailed analysis of Forg§csô processes of interviewing family members and 

appropriating their home movies, see Efr®n Cuevas, Filming History from Below: 

Microhistorical Documentaries (New York: Wallflower, 2022), 65-94. 
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assumptions about the immediacy and obviousness of these visual sourcesô meanings today, 

reflects on what is lost in the transition from private to public, and reevaluates these appropriated 

imagesô evidentiary values for the future. Virtual lookingôs imagining of now-absent insider 

responses complicates common interpretations of home moviesô most immediate information 

and introduces new understandings of what home movies can (or cannot) tell us about the 

Holocaust. Although this mode of looking at home movies as Holocaust-related evidence is 

virtual insofar as it begins from acts of invention and imagination, the resulting historical 

insights are real. By disrupting initial readings of 1930s home movies as static symbols of prewar 

happiness, present onlookers can explore home moviesô performativity, the kinds of prewar and 

wartime experiences that home movies were often structured to omit, and the messy ways 

families constructed their identities through their private reactions to the images over time. That 

said, virtual lookingôs collision of actual home movie footage with invented discourses raises 

obvious ethical concerns, especially for historians and documentarians attempting to counter 

twenty-first century antisemitism and lies about the Holocaust. As I made clear in the previous 

chapter, Holocaust denialism is alive and well in the twenty-first century. As concerns about fake 

news, the post-truth, deepfakes, and digital image manipulation are amplified, so too are fears 

about imagesô roles in supporting disinformation and fueling antisemitism. Yet virtual looking is 

not deceptive about its acts of invention; it seeks real insights about home movies and the 

Holocaust in response to practical realities in the early twenty-first century, including the rapid 

expansion of archival access and the loss of a generation that lived through the war.  

My insistence on this link between the virtual and the real is informed by Gilles 

Deleuzeôs notion of ñvirtuality.ò150 Deleuzeôs conception of the virtual, which is rooted in the 

 
150 Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994). 
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ideas of Henri Bergson, introduces complex challenges to prior understandings of time and 

memory. To theorize modes of looking at home movies via imagined perspectives, I specifically 

focus on Deleuzeôs claim that ñthe virtual is opposed not to the real but to the actual.ò151 By 

linking the virtual to the real while maintaining its distinction from the actual, Deleuze opens the 

door for rethinking the substantive insights and tangible effects that might accompany the virtual 

in constructing historical knowledge. As M. Beatrice Fazi summarizes, by ñobjecting to the 

confinement of the real within the realm of the actual, representable and identifiable things, 

Deleuze made the virtual a productive field where the unexhausted conditions of the real are 

generated and expressed.ò152 Film and media scholars have built on Deleuzeôs framework to 

explore this link between images, the virtual, the productive, and the real.153 For example, Jeffrey 

Skoller studies the relationship between avant-garde filmmaking practices, history, and 

Deleuzeôs notion of virtuality. Skoller analyzes late-twentieth century experimental films ï 

including Childôs B/Side (1996) and James Benningôs Utopia (1998) ï to demonstrate that 

Deleuzeôs notion of the virtual can be a catalyst for revising conventional historiographic 

practices. Skoller argues that these avant-garde films reject a totalizing and teleological view of 

history; they instead invite speculation about unactualized events that might have been (or might 

 
151 Deleuze, Difference, 208. 
152 Although Fazi aims to complicate many slippages between the virtual and the digital, this 

framing of the virtual as a simulated space for exploring and producing the real remains an 

influential lens through which digital media is explored today. M. Beatrice Fazi, ñDigital 

Aesthetics: The Discrete and the Continuous,ò Theory, Culture and Society 36, no. 1 (2019): 10.   
153 These scholars demonstrate that the virtual can be approached in myriad ways that extend 

beyond the most obvious links between digital technology and simulation, as in the popular 

understanding of ñvirtual reality.ò See, for example, Brian Massumi, Parables for the Virtual: 

Movement, Affect, Sensation (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002); Anna Munster, 

Materializing New Media: Embodiment in Information Aesthetics (Hanover: Dartmouth College 

Press, 2006); Timothy Murray, ed., Digital Baroque: New Media Art and Cinematic Folds 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008). 
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eventually be).154  

My analysis of Childôs TFIBY is similarly rooted in an attempt to rethink historiographic 

practices via speculation. Yet virtual looking more specifically speculates about family 

membersô private perspectives in order to reframe present uses and interpretations of home 

movies as public evidence. Viewing home movies through an imagined perspective ï even 

though that perspective is not tied to an actual personôs documented reactions ï meaningfully 

challenges uncritical public uses of the images as evidence. And virtual looking cultivates real 

insights about the kinds of private responses mid-century home movies generated inside the 

family. By insisting on this productive link between the virtual and the real in the construction of 

twenty-first century knowledge about the Holocaust, I diverge from negative digital-era 

conceptions of the virtual. Specifically, virtual looking is distinct from concerns about the virtual 

being indiscernible from the real ï or, in Jean Baudrillardôs terms, the problem of ñsubstituting 

the signs of the real for the real.ò155 Many writers have explored connections between 

Baudrillardôs late twentieth-century warnings and more recent concerns about the inability to 

discern between reality and deepfakes or artificial intelligence.156 Yet virtual looking does not 

conflate imagined memories or interactions with actual lived experiences. Instead, I am arguing 

for a deliberate and self-reflexive ï rather than deceptive or undiscerning ï historiographic 

process. This process of virtual looking explicitly responds to the absence of the people and 

exhibition practices associated with mid-century home movies amidst the proliferation of once-

 
154 Jeffrey Skoller, Shadows, Specters, Shards: Making History in Avant-Garde Film 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2005), 92-108. 
155 Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 

1994), 2. 
156 For example, see John Nosta, ñThe óScientific Simulacra:ô When AI And Hyperreality 

Collide,ò Medium, June 7, 2023, https://johnnosta.medium.com/the-scientific-simulacra-when-

ai-and-hyperreality-collide-b676eb265045.  

https://johnnosta.medium.com/the-scientific-simulacra-when-ai-and-hyperreality-collide-b676eb265045
https://johnnosta.medium.com/the-scientific-simulacra-when-ai-and-hyperreality-collide-b676eb265045
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private images in public histories. Reevaluating 1930s home movies through imagined internal 

discourses, then, is a practical step for early twenty-first century onlookers that want to 

purposefully disrupt their initial assumptions about an era, a mode of home moviemaking, and a 

family that is not their own.  

As I explained in this projectôs introduction, I am seeking a clearer understanding of how 

archival images can be used and looked at in specific social and historical contexts to 

consequentially reshape understandings of the past and one another. To achieve this goal in 

relation to 1930s home movies, I must first introduce the contexts out of which the 

interdisciplinary study of home movies as historical sources emerged. I will specifically trace 

many disciplinesô late-twentieth century ñarchival turnsò toward the study of previously 

neglected visual sources, including home movies. These trends toward preserving and analyzing 

home movies grew out of historiographic interests in the history of everyday life, as well as the 

late twentieth-centuryôs broader challenges to conventional archival and historiographic 

practices. These turns toward home movies further challenged traditional historiographic 

methods, including those deployed by scholars writing the histories of film and the Holocaust 

alike. Exploring the process of virtual looking at home movies as Holocaust-related sources in 

the early twenty-first century demands attention to these specific contexts in which the status of 

film, the archival image, and evidence has been disputed and revised.  

The Archiveôs Historical Status 

The archive ï a vague and contentious phrase ï has referred to many different practices 
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and concepts over time.157 By the end of the twentieth century, as emerging digital technologies 

compelled archivists to reconsider many of their professionôs practical methods, this phrase took 

on new meanings.158 These changes demonstrate that the archiveôs definition, function, and 

status ï like processes of looking at home movies ï are historical.159 As digital media introduced 

new concerns and methods, academics were also contending with emerging critiques of 

empiricism and archival exclusion. These evolving methods and provocative theories led to 

debates about what constitutes the archive and what kinds of historical knowledge might be 

constructed through it. Many of these late-twentieth century reevaluations of the archive are 

attributed to influential postmodern and post-structuralist thinkers, including Michel Foucault 

and Jacques Derrida. For example, Foucaultôs late-1960s work challenges prior assumptions 

about the relationship between the archive and knowledge.160 Foucault highlights how power is 

discursively constructed in and through the archive ï and he influentially critiques archival 

practices and historiographic methods rooted in origins, teleology, continuity, and totality. By 

insisting that knowledgeôs formation is based on shifting methods, affordances, and limitations, 

Foucault motivates archivists and historians to contend with the disconcerting recognition that 

 
157 For a professional archivistôs critique of the phrase ñthe archive,ò which scholars in the 

humanities often divorce from the hands-on practices in ñthe archives,ò see Michelle Caswell, 

ñóThe Archiveô Is Not an Archives: On Acknowledging the Intellectual Contributions of 

Archival Studies,ò Reconstruction 16, no. 1 (2016). 
158 For an overview of archivistsô shifting roles ï from passive curator to active appraiser to 

societal mediator to community facilitator ï in the wake of digital technologies and other 

historical changes, see Terry Cook, ñEvidence, Memory, Identity, and Community: Four Shifting 

Archival Paradigms,ò Archival Science 13 (2013): 95-120. 
159 For analyses of archival practices within their specific historical contexts, see Terry Cook, 

ñWhat is Past is Prologue: A History of Archival Ideas Since 1898, and the Future Paradigm 

Shift,ò Archivaria 43 (1997): 17-63; Markus Friedrich, The Birth of the Archive: A History of 

Knowledge (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2018). 
160 For example, see Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human 

Sciences (New York: Vintage Books, 1970). 
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any eraôs processes of knowledge production are constructed, partial, and in-progress. Released a 

few decades later, Derridaôs Archive Fever further challenges prior conceptions of the archive. 

By connecting the archive to a psychological death drive, Derridaôs psychoanalytic method has 

inspired scholars across disciplines to reimagine the archive as more than a physical repository. 

And by questioning how the archiveôs forms, structures, and technologies restrict the possible 

meanings of the collection and its records, Derrida invites debates about whether any archival 

document or process of ñarchivizationò ï which ñproduces as much as it records the eventò ï can 

be neutral.161  

Laura A. Millarôs widely read textbook about archive management explains that, after 

Foucault, ñthe door to postmodernism was opened to archivists,ò while Derrida even more 

ñdirectly challenged the notion that records and archives were authentic, reliable and objective 

sources of evidence.ò162 As Terry Cook explains, these and other late-twentieth century theories 

encourage archivists to recognize that ñevidence, testimony, and records are themselves social 

and political constructs, each subject to mediation, interpretation, bias, and power 

relationships.ò163 In the field of history, these theories challenge historians to consider the 

tension between increasingly visible critiques of the archive and its persistent role in historyôs 

construction. In the late 1980s, historian Arlette Farge summed up many of these emerging 

critiques and tensions. According to Farge, historians must admit that the ñallureò of the archive 

endures, while also separating themselves ñfrom the idea of the archive as a reflectionðthe view 

that we can only extract facts from itðas well as the idea of the archive as conclusive proof, 

 
161 Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1996), 17. 
162 Laura Millar, Archives: Principles and Practices (New York: Neal-Schuman, 2017), 33. 
163 Cook, ñEvidence,ò 104. 
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which presumes that we can pin down once and for all the meaning of the documents.ò164 These 

evolving understandings of the archive, its images, and the knowledge they might afford led to a 

variety of ñarchival turnsò in fields beyond library and information science, history, museum 

studies, and other disciplines traditionally associated with archival practices. As Marlene Manoff 

summarizes, the twentieth centuryôs final decades marked a ñstriking growth of interest in the 

concept of the archive outside of the library and archival communities.ò165 This rising 

interdisciplinary interest in the archive was both inspired and complicated by warnings that 

concepts like evidence and knowledge are constructed and open to critique.  

In the realm of film studies, this growing late-twentieth century interest in the archiveôs 

limits and possibilities also challenged traditional methods for analyzing films and writing their 

history. In the postwar period, when the discipline of film studies was initially established within 

the humanities, the field was largely focused on studying theatrical films. By the late-1970s and 

into the 1980s, emerging interest in the archive inspired many film historians to direct their 

attention beyond the screen, to study diverse archival materials, and to situate various modes of 

film production, exhibition, and reception within broader historical contexts. The 1978 

International Federation of Film Archives conference in Brighton, England is cited as a key 

moment in film studiesô so-called ñhistorical turnò away from the primacy of the theatrical 

narrative film and toward archival research beyond the screen. At this conference, film scholars 

demonstrated various archival research strategies that complicated emerging ahistorical claims 

about the ñnewnessò of digital technologies. As archivist Jan-Christopher Horak explains, the 

conferenceôs ñempirical researchò methods also sought to counter the fieldôs prevailing 

 
164 Arlette Farge, The Allure of the Archives (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013), 122. 
165 Marlene Manoff, ñTheories of the Archive from Across the Disciplines,ò Libraries and the 

Academy 4, no. 1 (2004): 9. 
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assumptions about early cinema.166 Scholars categorize many research methods that followed as 

ñnew cinema histories.ò These approaches typically share an interest in archival research, the 

study of unconventional sources, and an objection to dominant historical narratives. As Richard 

Maltby summarizes, new cinema histories expose ñthe range of archival materialsò related to 

ñcinemaôs operational and institutional historyò ï materials that push ñagainst the adequacy of a 

total history of cinema founded on the study of films.ò167 In new cinema histories, the archive 

frequently replaces the film as the primary site or object of study. By the 1980s and ô90s, 

archival research about the earliest days of film history became a practical path toward 

contextualizing cinematic practices within a broader history of modernity, situating moviegoing 

within specific local contexts, and challenging assumptions about the mediumôs industrial, 

aesthetic, or technological origins. 

In this sense, film studies was ironically turning toward archival research just as other 

disciplines, including history, were reckoning with critiques of the archive. For this reason, some 

scholars have criticized the fieldôs late twentieth-century archival turn for avoiding certain 

questions posed by post-structuralist and postmodern critiques of empiricism. For example, 

Alison Butler warns that many film historical research methods too often ignore the ñplaceò from 

which these new cinema histories are constructed.168 According to this view, although recent 

archival practices have challenged a limiting focus on studying theatrical films, these methods 

often fail to recognize that no film history can be treated as universal or neutral. Katherine Groo 

 
166 Jan-Christopher Horak, ñFIAF Brighton 1978,ò UCLA Library: Film & Television Archive, 

June 8, 2018, https://www.cinema.ucla.edu/blogs/archival-spaces/2018/06/08/fiaf-brighton-1978.  
167 Richard Maltby, ñNew Cinema Histories,ò in Explorations in New Cinema History: 

Approaches and Case Studies, ed. Richard Maltby, Daniel Biltereyst, and Philippe Meers 

(Malden: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 9. 
168 Alison Butler, ñNew Film Histories and the Politics of Location,ò Screen 33, no. 4 (1992): 

425. 
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101 

 

also criticizes post-Brighton archival research methods. For Groo, trends in new cinema history 

pushed the field toward a ñrecuperative historical projectò that did not acknowledge the film 

archiveôs imperfections and absences.169 Yet film studiesô archival turn was at least partially 

shaped by Foucault, Derrida, and others that challenged empiricism, totality, and objectivity in 

relation to the archive and historiography alike. For example, Foucaultôs rejections of origins and 

teleological progress inspired many ñnewò film historians to counter the idea that early cinema 

was a ñprimitive,ò underdeveloped form on an inevitable trajectory toward more sophisticated 

modes of cinematic artistry. As Thomas Elsaesser explains, the fieldôs diverse archival research 

methods revealed that cinema could never ñadd up to a single (linear) history.ò170  

In this period, many film historians also began evaluating formerly overlooked moving 

images, including home movies, educational films, and other non-theatrical visual sources. By 

analyzing neglected archival moving images and their unconventional sites of exhibition, media 

scholars and historians further challenged the primacy of the theatrical narrative film in histories 

of cinema. Patricia R. Zimmermann argues that this turn toward a study of home movies as 

historical documents ï in film studies and beyond ï built upon many social history trends that are 

often summarized as ñhistory from below.ò171 As Zimmermann explains, since the 1960s, these 

kinds of social history trends have evolved and expanded into diverse interdisciplinary methods 

that aim ñto represent a wider and more diverse range of historical experienceò and to historicize 

 
169 Katherine Groo, Bad Film Histories: Ethnography and the Early Archive (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2019), 12. 
170 Thomas Elsaesser, ñThe New Film History as Media Archaeology,ò Cinémas: Journal of 

Film Studies 14, no. 2/3 (2004): 85. 
171 Patricia R. Zimmermann, ñIntroduction: The Home Movie Movement: Excavations, Artifacts, 

Minings,ò in Mining the Home Movie: Excavations in Histories and Memories, ed. Karen L. 

Ishizuka and Patricia R. Zimmermann (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008), 3. 
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ñeveryday life.ò172 In many cases, these history-from-below trends specifically aimed to 

highlight the lives of people that had been marginalized by both their contemporaries and the 

historical accounts that followed. By the 1980s, these earlier trends informed emerging studies of 

home movies that were driven by an interest in ñthe socio-cultural history of experienceò and the 

everyday lives of those absent from theatrical narrative films.173 Historians in the field of film 

studies and beyond began to recognize that home movies offer crucial ï albeit fragmentary and 

mediated ï traces of people, places, and events that institutional archives, Hollywood, and film 

historians have traditionally ignored or misrepresented. While film studiesô historical turns 

generally undermined assumptions about filmôs perceived historical evolution or function, the 

study of home movies specifically disturbed assumptions about what constitutes a film, a film 

archive, and the subject(s) of film history in the first place. I would add that film studiesô 

historical turn toward a variety of archival materials, including non-theatrical moving images, 

must also be understood in response to broader challenges to the status of the image and 

evidence. Many late-twentieth century archival turns and critiques of empiricism coincided with 

the contentious debates about the Holocaustôs (un)knowability and the limits of visual evidence 

that I outlined in this projectôs introduction. In short, film studies turned away from the screen 

and toward the archive as philosophers, documentarians, historians, artists, and others were 

raising alarming questions about whether archival images can really represent ï or even tell us 

any truths at all ï about the Holocaustôs horrors. 

Beyond film and media studies, in response to these concerns about the (un)knowability 

of the Holocaust, many scholars researching the Second World War also turned to once-private 

 
172 Zimmermann, ñIntroduction,ò 10. 
173 Maltby, ñNew Cinema Histories,ò 32. 
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visual sources. Family photo albums and home movies promised to provide very different 

subjects and perspectives than the kinds of Holocaust-related images studied by earlier 

generations, including atrocity photographs. This turn toward once-private sources did not 

resolve ongoing debates about the Holocaustôs (un)representability or the perceived limits of 

visual evidence. Yet family photo albums and home movies introduced alternative kinds of 

sources that were studied, appropriated, and shared to support new historical claims about 

everyday life in the years immediately before and during the war. As Bernd Hüppauf explained 

in the early 1990s, ñthe search for traces of Jewish life in towns and villages from times prior to 

the extermination program, interviews with survivors, and the restoration of the remaining sites 

of prewar Jewish lifeò had begun to shape historical research and teaching about the 

Holocaust.174 ñIt is within this context that private, amateur photographs of the Holocaust were 

ódiscoveredô and published.ò175 For example, in the 1990s, the United States Holocaust 

Memorial Museum duplicated 2,500 family photographs that had been held at the Auschwitz-

Birkenau State Museum; historians and other scholars then began studying these once-private 

images, translating their captions, and making truth claims about their subjects.176 In this period, 

other image collections depicting families livesô immediately before and during the war were 

also studied and circulated. For example, in 1997 ï six years after the death of Jewish 

photographer Henryk Ross ï many of his formerly hidden photographs of daily life within the 

Ğ·dŦ Ghetto were made public. Holocaust institutions were initially uncomfortable sharing these 

images of everyday life, including photographs of men and women in domestic spaces, young 

 
174 Bernd Hüppauf, ñEmptying the Gaze: Framing Violence through the Viewfinder,ò New 

German Critique 72 (1997): 5. 
175 Hüppauf, ñEmptying the Gaze,ò 5. 
176 Struk, Photographing the Holocaust, 197. 
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children playing games, and certain Jewish adults employed as the ghetto police.177 That said, 

Thomas Weber described the growing interest in Rossô photographs by the early 2000s. 

According to Weber, young onlookers were ñarguably more receptive to intimate domestic 

picturesò related to the Holocaust than the postwar generation.178  

Alongside this growing interest in the study of domestic photographs of daily Jewish life, 

institutions and researchers turned to home movies. For example, the United States Holocaust 

Memorial Museum began preserving and sharing many home movies donated by various 

families. Beyond museums, scholars began studying home movies to produce new historical 

claims about prewar life. For example, the recent discovery of a 1938 home movie led to a 

twenty-first century book-length study, which details life in Nasielsk, Poland just before the Nazi 

occupation.179 Others searching for new visual sources related to the Holocaust have even 

studied the amateur footage recorded by Adolph Hitlerôs mistress Eva Braun and his butler 

Arthur Kannenberg.180 Documentarians also began seeking new understandings of the Holocaust 

by appropriating, studying, and circulating home movies. According to Zimmermann, 

filmmakers introduced new methods for engaging with home movies that ñcombined historical 

exhumation of lost voices with artistic manipulation of lost images, interrogating the fracture 

between archival history and personal memory.ò181 As I explained above, in the 1990s, Forgács 

 
177 Franziska Reiniger, ñThe Jewish Photographer Henryk Ross: óI Wanted to Leave a Historical 
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178 Thomas Weber, ñIntroduction,ò in Ğ·dŦ Ghetto Album: Photographs by Henryk Ross 
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introduced many methods for studying and appropriating home movies in his well-known 

documentaries about Jewish familiesô prewar experiences in Hungary and elsewhere. 

To reiterate: various archival turns ï including film studiesô shift away from the theatrical 

film and toward historical research ï were informed by late-twentieth century warnings about 

archival exclusion and critiques of empiricism. Film historiansô study of home movies 

specifically challenged the primacy of theatrical films within their field. Outside of film studies, 

processes of preserving and engaging with images from family archives further unsettled 

traditional historiographic and archival practices, which had long overlooked the stories of 

common familiesô everyday experiences. For those studying the Holocaust, to turn toward home 

movies was to reject an exclusive focus on the atrocity photograph, which had been central to the 

eraôs debates about the image and historical knowledge. Analyzing and circulating home movies 

as Holocaust-related evidence also marked a shift away from chronicling wartime suffering and 

toward narrativizing underexplored aspects of prewar Jewish life. Postmodern and post-

structuralist critiques of the archive, empiricism, historyôs construction, and knowledge itself 

upended assumptions that any archival images or our present stories of prewar familiesô 

experiences will ever be fully objective or complete. Yet these turns toward formerly neglected 

sources, including home movies, demonstrated that studying, looking at, and sharing once-

private images can modify our present understandings of film, the archive, and the Holocaust.  

Home Movies, Outsider Interpretations, and The Future is Behind You (2004) 

Scholars have understandably focused on how home moviesô unique content, which 

separates these historical sources from atrocity photographs in many ways, challenged prior 

understandings of the Holocaust. Yet it is also necessary to consider how these once-private 

imagesô unique formal elements influence present onlookersô interpretations of their content as 
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historical evidence. For example, home movies carry visible signs of amateur production, 

including shaky handheld movements, unbalanced compositions, soft focus, and abrupt in-

camera editing. These formal traits ï along with the silence, scratches, and jittery frame rates 

associated with their outmoded technologies ï make home moviesô traces of family life seem 

especially intimate and authentic today. This sense of intimacy and authenticity is heightened by 

a recognition that the images were not intended to be seen by public audiences. As Baron 

explains, in home movies, ñthe recordingsô subjects seem to expect them to remain private, in 

other words, that the subjects will retain control of who sees or uses the recordings.ò182 In most 

cases, to look at appropriated home movies in public histories of the Holocaust is to view 

representations of private life without the consent of family members, including those that were 

killed during the war. Home moviesô amateurish formal traits and dated technologies, along with 

the viewerôs impression that pictured family members are behaving without the expectation that 

their images will later be viewed by outsiders, tend to produce a distinct version of what Baron 

calls the ñarchive effect.ò183 According to Baron, an onlooker experiences the archive effect 

when encountering images that they believe ñcome from another time and served another 

function.ò184 In the context of looking at home movies as Holocaust-related evidence, our 

recognition that the images served a private function contributes to the feeling that home movies 

depict life as it was actually lived immediately before and during the war.  

Onlookers presently know that individuals pictured in Jewish familiesô 1930s home 

movies would soon experience the horrors of the Holocaust. In turn, the archive effect produced 

by encounters with these home movies is often shaped by a mournful recognition that the prewar 
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family life represented in their images was violently stolen by perpetrators. Based on this blend 

of perceived intimacy, authenticity, and loss, outsiders tend to interpret 1930s home movies as 

intimate, direct access to Jewish familiesô prewar happiness, which those families did not yet 

know would be destroyed by genocidal violence. This kind of outsider interpretation is typified 

by Michael S. Rothôs descriptions of Forg§csô The Maelstrom: A Family Chronicle (1997), 

which appropriates the 1930s home movies of the Peereboom family from the Netherlands. 

According to Roth, Forgács  

revels in the joy of his subjects. Home movies are a medium of joy, and he wants us to 

feel that with his subjects. The movie camera comes out for the vacation, for the new 

baby, or for the first snow of the winter as if the ephemerality of those moments 

commanded us to record and capture them. Or is it that the sight of the camera triggers a 

certain gleeð a universal commandment to smile and find the Esperanto for ñCheese!ò 

The Peerebooms seem incredibly happy, full of a life force.185  

As in many responses to Forg§csô archival documentaries, Roth largely interprets the home 

movies as depictions of a shattered prewar joy, which present viewers are encouraged to mourn 

based on their knowledge of the Holocaust. In the case of The Maelstrom: A Family Chronicle, I 

do not disagree that the Peereboom familyôs home movies represent some mediated moments of 

prewar happiness. Yet I am interested in confronting the underlying structures of seemingly 

joyful home movies, as well as the gaps between our outsider interpretations and the imagesô 

original private functions.  

Like all archives and their sources more broadly, home movies do not provide direct 

access to a subjectôs actual experiences. Family archives and their home movies carry 

conventions, exclusions, and ideological underpinnings. As Crystal Mun-Hye Baik summarizes, 

ñthe home film is not a raw or objective source, but is always already mediated by a host of 
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factors, including the filmmakerôs subjective positioning, archival practices, and curatorial 

directives that frame what viewers see.ò186 While home movies depict subjects, settings, and 

events that are absent from many other kinds of Holocaust-related sources, home movies are 

selective and performative. Home movies are typically structured by their makersô attempts to 

produce a controlled representation of an ideal family life. In the specific case of home movies 

recorded by European Jewish families immediately before and during the war, family members 

often tried to produce a vision of normalcy as hate, violence, and war loomed just outside the 

frame. That said, a familyôs attempts to produce a stable vision of daily life are frequently 

undermined by the recordingsô contingencies and excesses. Home moviesô amateurish 

productions and their tensions between performance and candidness often point to unexpected 

meanings and circumstances that are not explicitly pictured. The home movie camera operator 

(usually the familyôs patriarch) cannot fully control what will be seen in their images, or how 

those images will be put to use in the future. This push-pull between control and contingency is 

especially apparent in cases when the mediated vision of a stable family is at odds with the 

increasingly unstable social and political conditions of impending war. As I mentioned above, 

the preservation and study of home movies has meaningfully reshaped the study of the 

Holocaust. Yet there is still much to learn about the consequences of looking at these partial, 

mediated, and unstable images ï which seem to provide intimate, direct, and authentic contact 

with happy lives ï as public evidence. 

To explore TFIBY as a site for theorizing and practicing virtual looking, I begin by 

analyzing how Childôs archival documentary responds to this sense of intimacy, directness, and 
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authenticity. TFIBY does not present its appropriated home movies as unmediated access to a 

harmonious prewar family life that would soon be destroyed by the Holocaust. Instead, this 

archival documentary complicates the home moviesô surface-level content to reconsider what the 

images might have meant to the actual family members that lived through this tumultuous 

period. At times, this intervention involves explicitly questioning the links between images, 

looking, performance, and knowledge. For example, TFIBY interrupts the flow of appropriated 

home movies by superimposing digital text that raises reflexive questions about the nature of 

home movies, memory, and history (see figure 12). This digital text poses the following 

questions: ñWhat is omitted?ò ñCan one only be intrigued by what one does not fully grasp?ò 

ñAre memories only reliable when they serve as explanation?ò TFIBY also undermines the home 

moviesô continuity via visible editing strategies: freeze-frames, slow motion, image re-scaling, 

and more. This intrusive editing involves tactics of ñfragmentation,ò ñdiscontinuity,ò and 

ñinterruptionò ï three traits François Bovier identifies among ñthe main tropes of Childôs 

films.ò187 Experimental filmmakers such as Child (and Forgács) often deploy these kinds of 

editing techniques to challenge conventional cinematic forms of coherence. In the specific case 

of TFIBY, these editing strategies also counter the appropriated home moviesô representations of 

a stable family to interrogate what Child describes as the visual sourcesô ñsubtext.ò188 TFIBY 

invites onlookers to engage with this subtext by drawing attention to how the imagesô mediation, 

amateurish excesses, and contingencies might have been recognized and discussed by their 
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original audiences. 

 

Figure 12: TFIBYôs superimposed digital text raises reflexive questions about imagesô selectivity and contingencies. 

To illustrate: in TFIBYôs opening scenes, home movie footage of smiling sisters is not 

positioned as an authentic glimpse into joyful family life just before the war. Instead, TFIBYôs 

disruptive editing tactics emphasize these family membersô performativity within the home 

movies. In the first appropriated shot, a smiling young girl, her older sister, and an adult male are 

pictured in an outdoor setting. As in many home movies, a family member ï in this case, the 

youngest sister ï stares directly into the lens; she then dances for the camera. The young girlôs 

direct address implies a close proximity between viewer and subject, but this intimacy is quickly 

interrupted when the documentary cuts to a few nearly illegible frames and then returns to the 

original shot. This jarring back-and-forth editing continues as the sisters walk toward the camera. 

These editing techniques of interruption and repetition illustrate what A.L. Rees identifies as 
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experimental cinemaôs frequent ñdoubt or mistrust of apparent continuity.ò189 In response to the 

postmodern and post-structuralist critiques of the archive and history that I described above, 

these editing choices can also be understood as challenges to historiographyôs traditional 

structures of continuity, causality, and teleology. Specifically, TFIBYôs disruptive montage aligns 

with many of the methods that Robert Rosenstone identifies as traits of postmodern histories. 

According to Rosenstone, postmodern historiographic methods tend to 

foreground their own construction; tell the past self-reflexively and from a multiplicity of 

viewpoints; forsake normal story development, or problematize the stories they recount; 

utilize humor, parody, and absurdist as modes of presenting the past; refuse to insist on a 

coherent or single meaning of events; indulge in fragmentary or poetic knowledge; and 

never forget that the present moment is the site of all past representation.190  

Many of these postmodern historiographic methods, including self-reflexive attempts to 

ñproblematizeò histories of the Holocaust by challenging a ñnormalò or ñcoherentò account of 

the past, are on display in TFIBYôs first moments. Immediately, the filmôs editing rejects linear 

storytelling, posits that historical knowledge and memory are fragmentary, and complicates the 

public onlookerôs initial readings of the home movies as intimate and unmediated traces of the 

past.  

Yet TFIBYôs superimposed first-person narration ï told from the youngest daughterôs 

imagined viewpoint ï most provocatively problematizes outsidersô processes of looking at home 

movies as Holocaust-related evidence. This daughterôs invented internal discourse draws 

viewersô attention to the home moviesô contingent meanings and varied viewpoints, rather than 

conforming the images to an enclosed, authoritative narrative. For example, early in TFIBY, the 

narrator responds to her own images by recognizing her past age: ñI was seven.ò Next, a shot of 
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her older sister is accompanied by this internal response: ñEllie was ten.ò These early reactions 

are mostly descriptive (names and ages), but the ñIò in ñI was sevenò invites outsiders to begin 

looking at the images through the young daughterôs imagined interior discourse. As TFIBY 

unfolds, viewers likely further recognize that this young family memberôs imagined reactions are 

pointing to the kinds of memories and interactions that they would have otherwise neglected 

without confronting the gap between private discourse and public document. For example, as the 

sisters pick flowers in a field, TFIBY rescales the home movie footage so that its images 

constitute only a small square space in the upper-left corner of the frame. In the now-unbalanced 

negative space surrounding the rescaled images, the narrator recalls: ñOn particularly fine days 

we went out into the fieldsò (see figure 10 above). TFIBY slows the footage of the older sister 

holding and smelling flowers before freezing on a moment when this girl looks quite somber or 

even worried. Text describes the narratorôs sparked memory: ñMama would walk ahead of us 

taking springy steps that were characteristic (I realize only now) of the German Wandervogel 

hiking movement, which must have had a lasting influence on her from her youth.ò As text about 

the hiking movement appears, TFIBY presents a slowed shot of the sisters walking down a hill. 

In the distant background of this shot, the daughters are followed by adult men and women. This 

sceneôs composition foregrounds the sistersô movements, rather than the adults. Based on the 

cameraôs position and the shotôs composition, it seems that the camera operator was most 

interested in producing a stable vision of happy children enjoying carefree sunny days. By 

reevaluating this home movie scene via the daughterôs imagined interior discourses, a public 

outsiderôs look is guided to the background of the image. Onlookers are invited to see footage of 

the narrator and her family through personal memories of her motherôs specific walking habits.  

This process of virtual looking opens space for speculating about how recordings of the 
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simple act of hiking might have triggered private conversations or memories about the rapid off-

screen social, political, and historical changes that the home movies were structured to omit. 

Notably, the invented narratorôs reactions to her home movies are positioned as retroactive. 

TFIBYôs digital text states that this daughter only later realized her motherôs walking style was 

tied to time spent in an interwar-period German youth group, which would be banned during the 

years of fascist control in the 1930s.191 As a public outsider, I am reminded that these home 

movies were always experienced historically and never carried static meanings, even for those 

we perceive as belonging to their original private audiences. This daughterôs imagined interior 

discourse points to the ways that archival images produce discrete meanings when viewed by 

different people at various moments in time. Building on Walter Benjamin, Skoller summarizes 

this link between diverse viewers, archival images, and contingent meanings: ñWhat is 

understood in these images is not merely based on what is seen in the image but is part of a 

dialectic that also includes what is known by the viewer and brought to the image, something 

that is always in flux and transforming.ò192 In the case of 1930s home movies, these images also 

produced different meanings for individual family members as they revisited their recordings 

over time. If the home movies were projected and collectively viewed in the late-1930s, the 

imagesô meanings were likely shaped by individual family membersô encounters with specific 

political changes and instances of hate and institutionalized antisemitism that were expanding 

off-screen. In the case of viewing a motherôs walking habits, a daughter might be reminded that 

these habits were learned in a group that had been recently replaced by The Hitler Youth and the 

League of German Girls. For family members that survived the war, these kinds of memories 
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and personal wartime experiences likely shaped how they responded to the images as they 

looked back on them during various stages of postwar life.  

By drawing attention to these personal and evolving responses, virtual looking echoes 

Baikôs insistence that a home movie ñis not a repository of fixed memory, but actively 

recomposes layered memories as multiple audiences, situated in different times and cultural 

locales, struggle to make meaning of competing narratives.ò193 In TFIBY, a young daughterôs 

internal discourses invite present outsiders to consider how and why a minor detail in the 

background of a shot ï such as a family memberôs style of walking ï might elicit certain feelings 

and memories related to prewar life. While this daughterôs memories are virtual, they point to the 

kinds of thoughts and experiences that initially evade outside onlookers encountering these once-

private home movies in the twenty-first century. Since these evoked feelings, memories, and 

meanings are quite different than those typically associated with atrocity images, virtual looking 

raises questions about what specific kinds of historical knowledge these non-violent, once-

private images might provide to generations of onlookers increasingly removed from 1930s 

home movie practices and the Holocaust. Importantly, these home moviesô pleasant images of 

children and hiking are no longer read as public evidence of prewar stability and happiness. 

Instead, present onlookers might begin to speculate about how a commonplace action, such as a 

motherôs walking, likely produced complex, shifting memories and emotions each time a 

daughter privately viewed her home movies and reflected on her tumultuous coming-of-age 

between the First and Second World Wars. 

Microhistor y, Conjectural Knowledge, and Imagination 

TFIBY similarly disrupts outsider interpretations of a home movie scene in which many 
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smiling young girls walk alongside their classmates. In this scene, the girls playfully tip their 

hats at the camera; a group of adults, which appears to include schoolteachers, follows closely 

behind. TFIBY interrupts these calm images of schoolchildren and their teachers with frenetic 

shots of a quickly spinning merry-go-round. Children are riding the merry-go-round, but the 

cameraôs close proximity makes it difficult to focus on the face of any individual child. After 

cutting back-and-forth between the chaotic carnival ride and the shots of students and teachers, 

TFIBY destabilizes the latter through reversals and repetitions. TFIBY then heightens this sense 

of instability by doubling/mirroring the image ï an effect that further unsettles a clear sense of 

space and direction (see figure 13). As mentioned above, these kinds of visible editing strategies 

upset the flow of cinematic and historiographic continuity. TFIBY then reframes this disrupted 

and discontinuous footage through the daughterôs imagined interior discourse: ñFather still 

believes Bolshevism to be the greater evil.ò Via virtual looking, once-private images of smiling 

children, teachers, and a merry-go-round are repositioned in relation to one young girlôs 

memories of her father discussing his interwar-period political beliefs. The images are not 

presented as intimate symbols of past happiness or stability; outsiders are invited to consider how 

images of a dizzying carnival ride might elicit unexpected memories for the home moviesô 

original audiences. Specifically, the images are reframed in relation to a daughterôs imagined 

memories of her father attempting to make sense of the radical shifts introduced by the left- and 

right-wing forms of government that emerged in the wake of World War I.  
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Figure 13: TFIBYôs visible editing strategies invite viewers to reevaluate home moviesô surface-level content and 

undermine a conventional sense of spatial and narrative clarity. 

Additional shots of a spinning amusement ride are then reoriented in relation to the 

daughterôs next imagined memory: ñOur teacher attacks French character, saying that, like Jews, 

they despise animals.ò The daughterôs virtual memories of her teachersô racist attitudes, like 

recollections of her fatherôs responses to major political changes, complicate onlookersô 

interpretations of the home movies and their representations of Jewish familiesô prewar 

experiences. Specifically, virtual looking invites viewers to think critically about feelings of fear 

and confusion experienced during political upheavals in the 1930s, even as family members rode 

merry-go-rounds, went to school or work, and smiled for the home movie camera. By linking 

these individual memories and experiences to broader political and historical contexts, TFIBY 

echoes many of the filmmaking practices that Efr®n Cuevas describes in the ñmicrohistorical 

documentary.ò According to Cuevas, these documentaries extend microhistoryôs aim ñto explore 

the past and to place the ómicroô analysis in relation to relevant macrohistorical contexts, thereby 
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making these documentaries historiographically representative in their own right.ò194 Because 

microhistorical documentaries tend to focus on stories of common people living through 

uncommon times, Cuevas argues that these films ï including many of Forg§csô archival 

documentaries related to World War II ï frequently appropriate home movies and other amateur-

produced materials from family archives.195 This interest in the experiences of common people 

links microhistorical approaches to the ñhistory from belowò trends mentioned above.196 While 

histories from below can take many forms, microhistory more specifically refers to a group of 

historiographic methods that narrow their focus on individual people or communities in order to 

upend or expand understandings of the broader historical contexts in which they lived. As 

Cuevas explains,  

Herein lies the main challenge of microhistory: to propose an alternative pathway to 

historical knowledge based on the microanalysis of personal and social relations. When 

writing microhistory, these authors seek to ensure that their analysis will make a 

significant contribution to our understanding of more general contexts of the society and 

culture to which their case study belongs.197 

The process of virtual looking echoes many of these goals of microhistory, including a focus on 

common family membersô experiences and an attempt to challenge and expand present 

understandings of broader historical contexts. 

Since Carlo Ginzburg ï one of microhistoryôs best-known practitioners ï famously 

compared historians to detectives, microhistory has been associated with processes of 

ñconjecture.ò198 Because microhistories tend to focus on the kinds of people and events that were 

not described in official records, historians are often forced to reach conclusions based on 
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especially fragmentary evidence or limited clues. Both microhistory and virtual looking offer 

tools for studying partial, mediated sources to produce ñconjectural knowledgeò about the 

past.199 And each method shares an interest in contributing to present understandings of macro-

historical contexts by carefully studying common people and their experiences. My analyses of 

virtual looking and TFIBY are heavily inspired by the ideas of microhistorians such as Ginzburg, 

as well as Cuevasô scholarship about the microhistorical documentary. Yet virtual looking 

diverges from many conventional microhistorical methods. Most importantly, virtual looking 

breaks from microhistory by moving toward a more explicit engagement with imagination in 

order to address the recent loss of those that lived through the Holocaust. Many of the most 

famous microhistorical accounts ï including Ginzburgôs The Cheese and the Worms and Natalie 

Zemon Davisô The Return of Martin Guerre ï produce conjectural knowledge about people that 

lived centuries before the advent of film.200 While aspects of virtual looking might also be 

relevant to engaging with sources produced thousands of years ago, the overt embrace of 

imagination I am describing here is an historically specific response to an early twenty-first 

century moment. To reiterate, this historical moment is defined here as a situation in which once-

private images are increasingly accessible as public evidence while present onlookers ï including 

documentarians and historians ï are among the first generations with little-to-no access to any 

living family members pictured in 1930s home movies. In response, virtual looking rethinks 

present onlookersô increasingly common encounters with home movies as public evidence, 

imagines now-absent family membersô discourses, and challenges what we think we know about 
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the broader context in which home moviesô subjects lived before and during World War II.  

For example, TFIBY appropriates home movie footage of girls performing at an outdoor 

event. This outdoor performance involves classmates lifting and lowering their arms in unison. 

As in many home movies, the camera is positioned at an obstructed angle and the images are 

underexposed; the girls frequently move through shadowed portions of the frame. Rather than 

exploiting these familiar amateurish production elements as signs of home moviesô authenticity, 

the girlsô performance and the duration of the shots are jarringly fragmented by multiple jump 

cuts. The youngest daughterôs imagined interior discourse then situates these fragmentary images 

in relation to a specific experience: ñAt school, Ellie refuses to salute. She is sent home.ò This 

virtual memory of an older sisterôs defiance complicates the familiar home movie footage of a 

seemingly happy childhood performance. Now, the young girlsô actions, which involve the 

rehearsed lifting of hands into the air, invite further thinking about the broader historical context 

of 1930s antisemitism (see figure 14). By narrowly focusing on the daily situations in which 

young Jewish girls were forced to make adult decisions in the face of racist authorities, present 

knowledge about the context of life before the war is expanded. In TFIBY, Ellieôs refusal to 

perform a fascist gesture at school is imagined. Yet this imaginative process invites complex 

thinking about how actual family members rebelled and faced punishment in their daily lives as 

antisemitism became institutionalized in 1930s Germany, including in childrenôs schools.  
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Figure 14: Via virtual looking, familiar bodily  movements ï such as lifting hands in the air ï can be reevaluated as 

evidence related to a young Jewish girlôs coming-of-age in the shadow of institutionalized antisemitism. 

As home movie footage of the childhood performance continues, the girls swing tree 

branches above their heads in choreographed motions. Freeze frames, digitally adjusted speeds, 

and repetitions disrupt these seemingly joyous images. Rather than presenting the home movies 

as illustrations of a happy performance before the war, the sceneôs montage draws attention to 

very brief moments when the girls are dancing in a circle with their branches held especially 

high. Over this dizzying footage of girls frantically spinning in circles, the seemingly pleasant 

performance takes on an unsettling new tone. As the girls rapidly spin, the narrator recalls: 

ñPalm Sunday: Windows of homes are smashed and Jews dragged through the streets.ò Initially, 

this narration feels less personal than TFIBYôs other imagined responses to the home movie 

images. Such a cold description of events seems more in line with conventional historical 

descriptions of the Holocaust than the imagined personal memories I am linking to the process of 

virtual looking. However, as the older sister and her classmates continue to move their bodies in 
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unison, the images are again reframed by the youngest daughterôs interior discourse: ñI recall 

little other than processions, marches, and parades.ò Through this imagined insider response, the 

girlsô synchronized motions take on alternative historical meanings in relation to a broader 

context of inter-war period militarism. TFIBY highlights this connection by cutting to the home 

moviesô footage of a parade, including soldiers marching toward the lens. Presumably, these two 

historical events ï the girlsô summertime performance and the familyôs trip to a parade ï are not 

directly connected in the original home moviesô timeline. Yet TFIBYôs re-sequencing suggests 

that a family memberôs encounters with private recordings of a childhood performance might 

produce memories of specific historical events, including parades and other encounters with 

increasingly prominent public displays of militaristic power in prewar Germany (see figures 15-

17). TFIBYôs links between on-screen representations of performed joy and off-screen militarism 

and violence encourage present onlookers to revise their initial responses to the once-private 

home movies as public evidence. Micro-level experiences of a young girl and macro-level 

historical events intertwine in ways that complicate the imagesô surface-level signs of happy 

interactions between schoolchildren. First, the choreographed raising of hands produces an 

imagined memory of fascist salutes, racist teachers, and a sisterôs rebellion. Then, TFIBY directly 

connects images of raised branches during an otherwise cheerful performance to a speculative 

memory about the actual 1934 violence on Palm Sunday in the city of Gunzenhausen. Imagining 

these individual memories and connecting them to specific instances of off-screen violence 

widens twenty-first century understandings of the context in which Jewish families lived in 

1930s Europe. 
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Figure 15: TFIBY offers some factual descriptions of specific historical events that are not pictured in the home 

movies. 

 

Figure 16: TFIBYôs interior discourse encourages onlookers to reevaluate the evidentiary values of this once-private 

recording of young girls performing a choreographed dance. 
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Figure 17: Via montage, off-screen historical events, a childhood performance, an interior discourse, and images of 

a parade point to overlapping memories of militarism and coming-of-age. 

When TFIBY presents additional footage of the outdoor performance, public onlookers 

are again encouraged to reevaluate the home movies through the narratorôs interior discourse 

about her older sister: ñEllie had a new friend.ò TFIBY freezes a shot just as all but two girls exit 

the frame. Following this unbalanced frozen image of two friends, TFIBY presents a shot of the 

two sisters walking toward the familyôs home movie camera; the older sister carries a small 

bouquet of flowers. As this older girl pushes her younger sister away, the images of smiling and 

flowers are reframed by the imagined narratorôs response: ñI was jealous.ò TFIBY then presents 

additional images of the older sister with her peers, including a slowed, repeated, and reversed 

shot of the older sister kissing two friends (see figure 18). As described above, in TFIBYôs earlier 

scenes, viewers were invited to reevaluate these playful images of a big sister and her new 

friends in relation to off-screen historical events, including the violence on Palm Sunday in 1934. 

Then, TFIBY encouraged onlookers to reinterpret this footage of a seemingly happy outdoor 

performance through the imagined memories of militaristic displays that children in Germany 
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witnessed in the years immediately before the Nazis invaded Poland. Now, present onlookers are 

also encouraged to ponder the experiences of jealousy and other emotions tied to a young Jewish 

girlôs coming-of-age in this specific historical context. By emphasizing this contradiction 

between surface-level playfulness, memories of violence and militarism, and private feelings of 

jealousy, TFIBY complicates the home moviesô perceived immediacy and draws attention to the 

kinds of interconnected, messy emotions that a family member might encounter when viewing 

their own home movies. These processes of virtual looking suggest that home movies offer 

insights into the kinds of personal emotions and experiences that we typically fail to see when 

looking at once-private images as public evidence. In turn, this process of virtual looking 

demonstrates that the micro-scale study of home movies through imagined individual discourses 

can broaden our understandings of macro-scale historical events and contexts, but it depends on 

how we choose to look.  

 

Figure 18: In TFIBYôs imagined interior discourses, a personal history of jealousy and the eraôs broader context of 

hate and violence are inextricably linked. 
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Once-Private Gestures and Emotions 

Imagining interior discourses leads to a focus on the kinds of emotions ï including 

jealousy, anger, shame, and frustration ï that original family members likely recognized and/or 

felt when watching their own home movies of the 1930s. In historical narratives about the 

Holocaust, these kinds of everyday emotions are typically overshadowed by descriptions of 

suffering and death. To draw attention to familiesô often-overlooked emotions and experiences, 

TFIBYôs editing recontextualizes home movie images and guides present viewers toward 

seemingly minor elements within the frame. Specifically, TFIBY isolates and reframes family 

membersô small gestures and bodily movements. This process recalls the techniques of well-

known experimental documentaries such as Michelle Citronôs Daughter Rite (1980) and Su 

Friedrichôs The Ties That Bind (1984) and Sink or Swim (1990). In these films, Citron and 

Friedrich appropriate their own home movies and draw attention to unexpected gestures, 

emotions, and experiences. Although these filmmakers engage with home movies recorded later 

than those I am describing in this chapter (Citron and Friedrich were born in the 1940s and 

1950s, respectively), their documentaries model similar editing tactics. For example, Daughter 

Rite repeats and slows Citronôs own home movies ñto unpack the pictures, exposing the meaning 

[Citron] knew lay just beneath the surface appearance.ò201 In one scene, by slowing home movie 

footage of her mother styling Citronôs hair, Daughter Rite draws attention to ñan agonizingly 

intrusive and possessive gesture.ò202 In Sink or Swim, Friedrich similarly complicates her own 

home movies by isolating specific gestures and suggesting the upsetting memories of shame, 

vulnerability, and frustration lingering behind these moments. For example, Sink or Swim slows 
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and freezes a shot of a young Friedrich playfully thrown into the air by her father. As Steve F. 

Anderson explains, although this is a familiar home movie scene, isolating and slowing this 

action points to ñthe total helplessness of the child.ò203 Because Sink or Swim reflexively engages 

with the links between home movies, memories, and trauma ï including trauma tied to this 

fatherôs overbearing and violent behavior ï the home moviesô playful bodily movements are 

reframed for outsiders. As Baron argues, Sink or Swimôs ñuse of slow motion, freeze frame, 

repetition, and voiceover narration in combination with these images serves to undermine the 

idealistic and nostalgic qualities of the images, pointing to Friedrichôs familyôs troubled 

dynamics.ò204  

In The Ties That Bind, Friedrich more specifically engages with home movies as 

Holocaust-related evidence. In this documentary, Friedrich attempts to better understand her 

non-Jewish motherôs experiences in Germany immediately before, during, and after the war. For 

example, The Ties That Bind disrupts a happy postwar home movie scene depicting a smiling 

young couple, presumably Friedrichôs mother and father. As outsiders look at these once-private 

home movies, Friedrichôs mother explains that she received a job working as a secretary for the 

American military government during the postwar occupation. The home movies are then 

interrupted by scratched text, which presents Friedrichôs own response: ñIsnôt that where you met 

Dad?ò In voice-over, the mother answers: ñThatôs right. And thatôs when I finally could give my 

sister some support with food and, you know, they had good foodéI would take leftovers home. 

Oh, my God. Itôs unbelievable. You cannot imagine what it meant to see the first donut ï and eat 

the first donut.ò The Ties That Bind then isolates a moment in the home movies as the young 

 
203 Steve F. Anderson, Technologies of History: Visual Media and the Eccentricity of the Past 

(Hanover: Dartmouth College Press, 2011), 96. 
204 Baron, Reuse, 28. 
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woman is holding and petting a cat. As this smiling woman peacefully strokes the catôs fur and 

directs her stare toward the lens, Friedrich slows and briefly freezes the image. Friedrichôs 

mother describes her reaction to the moment she finally witnessed ñgood foodò after the war: 

ñWe literally cried over it.ò The home moviesô surface-level content presents a happy young 

couple on a summer day. Yet the isolation of this small gesture ï a hand petting a cat ï is linked 

to a family memberôs specific memories of postwar hunger and tears. In the context of The Ties 

That Bindôs broader essayistic narrative, these memories contribute to a German motherôs 

attempts to understand, convey, and occasionally defend her familyôs own responses to Nazism 

and the war.  

These influential films by Citron and Friedrich point outsidersô attention toward minor 

gestures within the frame, off-screen experiences, and family membersô emotional responses to 

their home movies. TFIBY imaginatively transposes many of these approaches to processes of 

looking at strangersô home movies as Holocaust-related evidence. Via similar editing strategies ï 

and through the addition of virtual interior discourses ï TFIBY invites spectators to contend with 

the intersections between home movies, gestures, and the emotions felt by family members in the 

1930s. For example, TFIBY reevaluates home movie footage of bodies in motion on a family ski 

trip. In this footage, the narratorôs mother climbs a ski hill and smiles at the home movie camera. 

The next shot presents the younger daughter slowly drifting on her skis; she smiles with her 

hands held high in the air (see figure 19). Everyone has fun in the snow; no one, including the 

narratorôs mother, seems to have a care in the world. These carefree images are then interrupted 

by the daughterôs imagined interior discourses as TFIBY cuts to shots of the youngest daughterôs 

body swiftly skiing and tumbling on the hill (see figure 20). The narrator recalls an event in 

1935: ñThat winter, S. tells Mama a half-Jew might be embarrassing to his clientele.ò Previously, 
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TFIBY explained that the narratorôs grandmother was Jewish, and her father was a Christian. The 

narratorôs description is followed by additional images of skiing and a shot of the older sister 

playfully poking her ski poles at the home movie camera. The youngest daughterôs imagined 

response then continues: ñHe begs [Mama], with respect of course, not to take coffee at his 

caf®.ò The frenetic shot of skiing is then interrupted by a medium close-up; the older sister now 

lies on the snow after an apparent tumble. The home moviesô surface-level content presents a 

moment of mild embarrassment and even humor. Yet the daughterôs invented inner voice and the 

editingôs emphasis on her sisterôs gentle fall tell a different story. While the narrator recalls a 

racist café owner claiming that her mother was an embarrassment to his customers, the home 

moviesô playful tumble also triggers virtual memories of the embarrassment her mother felt 

when confronting racism during everyday routines, including buying coffee.  

 

Figure 19: TFIBY presents many familiar home movie scenes of smiling family members, including this daughter 

skiing down a hill. 
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Figure 20: TFIBY models a process of reframing this home movie scene of skiing via a family memberôs imagined 

discourse. 

In interviews, Child describes her interest in reevaluating minor gestures in home movies. 

Specifically, Child expresses her curiosity about home movieô smiles: ñWhen your mother and 

father just say: letôs take a photo; you might just be ready to go out and socialize; but you put on 

your smile. And I am interested in what is behind the smile.ò205 In TFIBY, Child repeatedly 

draws attention to home moviesô moments directly before and after posed smiles. For example, 

as the older sister poses for the camera, TFIBY isolates a moment when she briefly pauses her 

smiling and expresses frustration toward the camera operator. Superimposed text then describes 

the narratorôs imagined reactions to her sisterôs blend of posed smiles and annoyance (see figure 

21). The narrator explains: ñI am filled with wonder, anger, yearning, and revulsion in equal 

measure.ò The younger sister then enters the frame and performs her own forced smiles (see 

figure 22). This daughter recalls: ñI am ashamed that I do not belong.ò TFIBY then lingers on the 

 
205 Child, ñAbigail Child with Fran­ois Bovier,ò 128. 
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younger sisterôs repeated, forced bow and smile for the camera. Through the process of virtual 

looking, outsiders can complicate their initial readings of these smiles as symbols of prewar 

happiness. Present outsiders can recognize that, beneath the home moviesô posed smiles, family 

members often identified the shame and anger experienced by Jewish girls and women who were 

expected to perform happiness for their family and others, as the world beyond the frame told 

them that they did not belong. 

 

Figure 21: TFIBY lingers on posed smiles and encourages an examination of what Child calls their ñsubtext.ò 
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Figure 22: In TFIBY, viewers are invited to reconsider what these smiles might have meant to the original family 

members that performed and watched them. 

By reevaluating specific gestures, including smiles, present onlookers can also consider 

home moviesô original roles in producing staged visions of stability in unstable times. For 

example, TFIBY presents a familiar home movie scene: the wedding celebration. First, a shot of 

the two sisters smiling for the camera is reframed by the narratorôs imagined memory: ñIdentity 

cards are introduced in August.ò The next shots present the father in formal attire as he poses and 

smiles with his daughters. While these smiles seem to offer intimate signs of an ordinary family 

celebrating together, TFIBY again recontextualizes the images through the narratorôs interior 

discourse: ñFather does not want to face reality.ò This daughterôs imagined reaction suggests that 

home moviesô original audiences often identified their relativesô staged smiles as attempts to 

shield the family from ï or even deny ï instabilities beyond the frame. At the same time, this 

imagined response implies that a young daughter might have been frustrated ï rather than 

reassured ï by her familyôs attempts to carry on an act of normalcy for the camera, despite the 
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obvious dangers growing around them. This process of virtual looking at the familyôs smiles also 

confronts home moviesô contradictions between control and contingency. Parents often recorded 

home movies to construct a view of family stability, but minor gestures beyond their control 

suggest anger and frustration ï rather than unity and pleasure ï for children coming-of-age in the 

1930s.  

Next, TFIBY draws attention to this frustrated young narratorôs own performed smile. 

The young daughterôs imagined interior discourse states: ñNot that everything need be taken at 

face value.ò This sceneôs reminders that smiles often point to a staged normalcy, can produce 

frustration for their original audiences, and do not need to be taken at face value encourage 

onlookers to reimagine their uses of once-private gestures as public evidence. TFIBY then 

presents a series of slowed shots that depict the father kissing his daughters at the wedding 

celebration. The slowed pace draws attention to the younger sisterôs facial gestures, which reveal 

her visible discomfort during a kiss as it is performed for the camera. The youngest daughter 

then attempts to move past her discomfort and again playfully poses with her father. These poses 

are reframed by her imagined internal response: ñOne became less comprehensible to oneself, 

increasingly abstract.ò TFIBY then repeats various shots of posing until the older sister is seen 

addressing the camera in what appears to be her wedding dress; the narratorôs final words ï 

ñincreasingly abstractò ï are superimposed over the older sisterôs image. TFIBY further 

challenges viewersô initial readings of these once-private images by rescaling them and cutting to 

extreme close-ups, including a composition that isolates the older sisterôs mouth. By rescaling 

and recontextualizing these smiles in relation to a family memberôs imagined thoughts, TFIBY 

suggests that a home movieôs most deceptively simple gestures likely led to complex, 

contradictory memories and meanings for their original audiences. Public spectators can imagine 
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how these once-private recordings of kisses, smiles, and poses might have produced a daughterôs 

feelings of discomfort and a reflection on her own abstracted identity. 

In the 1930s, family members (re)shaped their identities through the collective acts of 

recording, projecting, and discussing their home movies. By speculating about those layered 

historical processes, present onlookers can unsettle their initial readings of home movies as 

evidence of already-formed identities. In other words, rather than approaching 1930s home 

movies as representations of a legible and fixed pre-Holocaust Jewish identity, virtual looking 

offers practical steps for engaging with home movies as sites through which identity was 

developed over time. For example, early in TFIBY, superimposed text states a series of names: 

ñPapa,ò ñMama,ò ñAunt Sally,ò ñUncle Leo,ò etc. This text offers a relatively conventional 

introduction to the documentaryôs invented names for the home moviesô subjects. Yet this 

introduction is abruptly interrupted by the narratorôs interior discourse: ñWe never thought of 

ourselves as Jewish.ò When looking at these images as public-facing Holocaust-related evidence, 

it is tempting to read the images as intimate access to the Jewish lives and identities that would 

soon be targeted by perpetrators of genocidal violence. Yet TFIBY reminds outsiders that a 

daughterôs understanding of her Jewish identity was changing in response to this period and the 

images her family recorded at the time. Via virtual looking, present onlookers can speculate 

about how this family memberôs perception of her own familyôs Jewish identity would evolve as 

she returned to the images at various stages of life, including in the wake of personal encounters 

with antisemitic hate and violence. This insistence on the instabilities and contradictions of 

memories, home movies, and history recalls Stuart Hallôs broader claims about identity and 

cinema. As Hall suggests,  

Perhaps instead of thinking of identity as an already accomplished fact, which the new 

cultural practices then represent, we should think, instead, of identity as a óproduction,ô 
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which is never complete, always in process, and always constituted within, not outside, 

representation.206  

Original family members recognize that the identities of their home moviesô subjects ï much like 

the potential evidentiary values of these once-private images more broadly ï remain unsettled. 

Present outsiders might push against the uses of home movies as mere illustrations of pre-war 

Jewish life and instead seek ways to foreground the imagesô roles in a familyôs unresolved 

production of identity.  

Conclusion to Virtual Looking 

So far, I have explored virtual looking in relation to a relatively obscure archival 

documentary. As I explained above, I chose this archival documentary because it makes visible 

and analyzable many concerns raised by the use of once-private images as public Holocaust-

related evidence. I then argued that TFIBYôs blend of actual home movies and imagined 

discourses offers a productive model for responding to these concerns. However, TFIBY is 

understood here as only a starting point; the next step is to practice the process of virtual looking 

in twenty-first century settings beyond the cinema. TFIBYôs acts of intervention and imagination 

can be adapted to many other public settings where home movies are now preserved, studied, 

and circulated. To demonstrate, I will transpose this process of virtual looking to my encounters 

with a specific collection of home movies that is currently accessible on the United States 

Holocaust Memorial Museumôs website.207 In 2009, Louis de Groot donated these home movies 

to the museum. The images were recorded by his father, Meijer, in Holland in the 1930s-40s. 

After the home movies were donated, they were digitized and publicly shared on the museumôs 

 
206 Stuart Hall, ñCultural Identity and Diaspora,ò in Selected Writings on Race and Difference, 

ed. Paul Gilroy and Ruth Wilson Gilmore (Durham: Duke University Press, 2021), 257. 
207 ñLouis de Groot Collection,ò United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, accessed April 14, 

2024, https://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/irn37168.  

https://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/irn37168
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site. Before modeling the process of virtual looking at these de Groot family home movies, I will 

describe how the museum frames these once-private images as public evidence. The goal is to 

understand how my initial interpretations of the home movies are shaped by the museumôs 

presentation of the archival materials for outsiders today. Then, I will practice challenging and 

reframing these initial outsider interpretations by imagining a de Groot family memberôs absent 

interior discourses. 

To introduce these digitized home movies to twenty-first century onlookers that do not 

belong to the de Groot family, the museum produced a brief online video. Much like TFIBY, the 

museumôs introductory video superimposes digital text over home movies to tell a brief narrative 

about a family ï and to raise questions about home moviesô evidentiary roles. For example, this 

text includes the following question: ñWhat can a familyôs home movies reveal about what was 

lost during the Holocaust?ò208 Before answering this provocative question, the museumôs video 

offers some context. The museum explains that Louisô father recorded the home movies until ñhe 

was warned of an upcoming roundup of Jewsò in 1941. As the introductory video presents home 

movie footage of smiling children in a field, superimposed text explains: ñHis family separated 

and went into hiding.ò The museum then names two of the home moviesô main subjects ï Louisô 

mother Sophia and his sister Rachel ï before explaining that they ñwere denounced, deported to 

Auschwitz, and murdered.ò A still image is then rescaled to isolate a young boyôs face as text 

states: ñOnly his son, Louis, survived by hiding with several families.ò As this video presents 

home movie scenes of children swimming and riding bicycles, the museum explains that Louis 

donated the footage and ñprovided details about the people memorialized on film.ò Finally, the 

 
208 ñThe Home Movies: Artifacts Unpacked Video Series,ò United States Holocaust Memorial 

Museum, accessed April 14, 2024, https://www.ushmm.org/collections/the-museums-

collections/artifacts-unpacked/the-home-movies. 

https://www.ushmm.org/collections/the-museums-collections/artifacts-unpacked/the-home-movies
https://www.ushmm.org/collections/the-museums-collections/artifacts-unpacked/the-home-movies
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introductory video responds to its prior question: ñWhat can a familyôs home movies reveal 

about what was lost during the Holocaust?ò The museum offers the following answer: ñThese 

joyful images remind us of what life was like before the Holocaust.ò209  

To be clear, I do not disagree that some of these publicly circulating home movies 

provide fragmentary, mediated traces of the de Groot familyôs joy. Yet by primarily framing the 

de Groot home movies as intimate evidence of a Jewish familyôs pre-Holocaust happiness, the 

museumôs video encourages the kinds of initial outsider interpretations that might be 

productively reevaluated. Digging a bit deeper into the websiteôs digitized collection, I find 

many diverse home movie scenes. The de Groot family goes to the zoo around 1937, attends a 

parade in 1938 or ô39, visits Sonsbeek Park repeatedly between 1936-1940, and spends time with 

extended family members in Spring 1941. The museumôs website follows these scenes with brief 

written overviews, which mostly describe the home moviesô surface-level content. For example, 

one of the home movies from Sonsbeek Park is accompanied by the following matter-of-fact 

descriptions: ñAn older man lights a cigar. Children, including Louis and Rachel, playing and 

crawling towards the camera. More shots of the adults lunching.ò210 These written overviews, 

which were likely informed by Louisô descriptions of his own familyôs home movies, benefit 

outsiders as they attempt to decipher what is occurring in the amateur-produced scenes. 

However, if I only focus on this surface-level content, I fail to contend with the messy 

contradictions between these home moviesô private and public functions. Confronting initial 

outsider responses and reevaluating the images through an imagined interior discourse can help 

 
209 ñThe Home Movies: Artifacts Unpacked Video Series.ò 
210 ñDe Groot Family and Friends Gather for Tea in Park Sonsbeek,ò United States Holocaust 

Memorial Museum, accessed April 14, 2024, 

https://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/irn1004337.  
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an early twenty-first century stranger (like me) respond to the museumôs provocative question ï 

ñWhat can a familyôs home movies reveal about what was lost during the Holocaust?ò ï in 

targeted, historical ways. 

To begin, I will address one of the digitized home movies described as ñRachel de 

Grootôs performance for a swimming diploma.ò211 According to the museumôs website, these 

specific images were recorded ñcirca 1938-1941.ò These underexposed home movies depict a 

young girl wearing a fancy dress. In one of the sceneôs final shots, this young girl and her peers 

proudly smile and bow for the camera. In these moments, I am reminded of TFIBYôs images of 

the young narrator smiling and posing with her peers. According to the museum, the young girls 

in the de Groot family home movies were participating in a tradition in which children earned a 

diploma by proving that they could swim in non-bathing clothes. In one very underexposed shot, 

it appears that Louisô sister Rachel is being congratulated on-stage for earning this swimming 

diploma. While Rachel and the other girls in this home movie scene appear to be very happy, 

their smiles and bows are clearly performed for the camera. By imagining Rachelôs internal 

discourses, present onlookers can challenge the tendency to read these images of performed 

bows as direct access to a now-lost happiness. We do not know exactly when the footage was 

recorded (as a reminder, the museum labels the swimming footage as depicting events ñcirca 

1938-41ò). Despite not knowing a precise recording date, onlookers can assume that ï by the 

time of Rachelôs swimming event ï the de Groot family was probably aware of many political 

changes unfolding across Europe in the late 1930s. Even if the footage was recorded before 

Germanyôs 1940 invasion of the Netherlands, it is likely that Rachel would have already started 

 
211 ñRachel de Groot's Performance for a Swimming Diploma,ò United States Holocaust 

Memorial Museum, accessed April 14, 2024, 

https://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/irn1004335.  
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to recognize many shifts in the world around her by the time her fatherôs home movie camera 

recorded the swimming celebration. Although a young child is usually not privy to specific 

changes at the level of government or military ï as in the Netherlandsô choice to increase 

military service time in 1938 or the mobilization of Dutch forces in 1939 ï we can begin to 

imagine the kinds of memories that these images elicited for a family member such as Rachel. 

Many Dutch children growing up in the 1930s likely learned that ï after the Nazisô rise to power 

in 1933 ï being Jewish was met with persecution in neighboring Germany. We cannot know 

which news stories or events a young Dutch child was informed about during this period, such as 

the stripping of German Jewsô citizenship in 1935 or the immediate aftermath of Germanyôs 

1939 invasion of Poland. But we can speculate about how one young girlôs Jewish identity was 

being shaped by her growing knowledge of disturbing changes abroad and at home in the late-

1930s. If Rachel watched these home movies sometime between their recording and her murder 

at Auschwitz in 1944, it is likely that images of herself smiling ï soaking wet before a crowd of 

adults and wearing a fancy dress ï produced memories and reactions that were far more 

complicated than simple reminders of pre-Holocaust joy.  

The museum introduces another de Groot home movie with the following title: ñIce-

skating in prewar Netherlands.ò212 The museum describes the pictured events as taking place 

between 1939-1941. As in TFIBYôs skiing scene, family members smile, participate in winter-

time activities, and harmlessly fall on the snowy ground. To begin disrupting and reframing these 

once-private images of smiling and fun, it is worth first questioning whether this de Groot family 

outing actually took place in ñprewar Netherlands,ò as the title suggests. If these skating scenes 

 
212 ñIce-Skating in Prewar Netherlands,ò United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, accessed 

April 14, 2024, https://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/irn1004341.  
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were recorded in the winter of 1939, the de Groot family members would be aware that Poland 

had already been invaded and that Great Britain and France had declared war on Nazi Germany 

that September. Alternatively, if the ice-skating was recorded in the winters of 1940 or 1941, the 

Dutch ï like their neighbors in Belgium ï had already surrendered to the Nazis that had invaded 

the Netherlandsô own borders. Either way, the political shifts that would force Rachel to go into 

hiding by 1942 were in full swing. Imagining Rachelôs micro-level discourses can further upset 

initial interpretations of the skating scenes as ñjoyful imagesò of ñprewar Netherlands,ò while 

expanding our understanding of this macro-level wartime context. For example, footage of a 

young boy ï presumably Rachelôs younger brother Louis ï repeatedly stumbling on his skates 

can be reframed by imagining the kinds of memories or responses produced for the home 

moviesô original audience. Rachel might recall this trip to the skating rink as an opportunity to 

shield her younger brother from the kinds of anxieties and fears that she and other older children 

were experiencing by that winter. Rachel was likely becoming familiar with the links between 

her familyôs Jewish identities and emerging forms of discrimination. Her younger brotherôs 

smiles and stumbles might have produced unsettling reminders about the roles that older siblings 

played in distracting and protecting younger brothers or sisters from the hate directed at Jews just 

beyond the frame.  

The museum introduces another de Groot home movie with the following title: ñChildren 

play at a farm in the Netherlands where Rachel de Groot spent the summer of 1941.ò213 The 

websiteôs written overview explains that Rachel spent this summer on a farm with her former 

nannyôs family. This overview also provides useful contextual information: ñvacation 

 
213 ñChildren Play at a Farm in the Netherlands Where Rachel de Groot Spent the Summer of 

1941,ò United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, accessed April 14, 2024, 

https://collections.ushmm.org/search/catalog/irn1004340.  
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opportunities for Jews were severely limitedò during this period. Many of the other de Groot 

home movies ï including the scenes from swimming and skating that I described above ï are 

given estimated years of their recording. This footage of the farm, though, is more concretely 

described as taking place in the summer of 1941. With this date in mind, it seems especially 

misleading to approach these specific home movie scenes as public evidence of ñwhat life was 

like before the Holocaust.ò Elsewhere on their website ï in a section titled the ñHolocaust 

Encyclopediaò ï the museum provides many more details about this period in the Netherlands. 

According to the museum,  

During 1940, the German occupation authorities banned Jews from the civil service and 

required Jews to register the assets of their business enterprises. In January 1941, the 

German authorities required all Jews to register themselves as Jews. A total of 159,806 

persons registered, including 19,561 persons born of mixed marriages. The total included 

some 25,000 Jewish refugees from the German Reich. A Jewish council was established 

in February 1941. The arrests of several hundred young Jews (sent to the Buchenwald 

and Mauthausen concentration camps) led to a general strike by Dutch workers on 

February 25, 1941. German officials brutally suppressed the strike. This action was 

followed by a hardening in Nazi policy.214 

These (and many other) major political and social upheavals had radically altered life for 

families such as the de Groots by the summer of 1941. This specific familyôs home movies from 

that summer do point to happy moments spent on a farm. Yet imagining Rachelôs interior 

discourses quickly counters present understandings of the scenes as ñjoyful,ò ñpre-Holocaust,ò or 

a ñvacation.ò For example, when I see the now-teenage Rachel smiling and approaching the 

camera in 1941, I can consider how she might have responded to these images with the memory 

of her father visiting and recording the footage during this tumultuous summer that she spent 

apart from him. On the surface, the farm scenes recall many familiar images of family vacations 

in home movies. Yet a Jewish daughter looking at footage of her fatherôs visit during this 

 
214 ñHolocaust Encyclopedia: The Netherlands,ò United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, 

accessed April 14, 2024, https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/the-netherlands.  
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wartime separation probably did not function as a memorialization of a happy vacation. I can 

imagine why Rachel might have felt a blend of fear and sadness at the sight of her visiting father 

only months after her family was likely required to register as Jews. And I can speculate about 

Rachelôs potential frustration when her father asked her to perform happiness for the camera ï 

despite it all ï during his brief visit. 

As I explained in this projectôs introduction, many scholars have questioned whether 

historians, documentarians, artists, or anyone else that did not live through the Holocaust can 

even imagine its horrors. This chapterôs argument for the productive roles of the virtual and the 

imaginative does not resolve these decades-long debates about the (un)knowability or even 

(un)imaginability of the Holocaust. Just because I can speculate about a teenage daughterôs 

potential reactions to her home movies does not mean I can know what she was experiencing as 

the camera or projector rolled ï and it does not mean that I can imagine what Rachel would soon 

experience at Auschwitz. Yet virtual looking suggests that ï if we hope to find something 

distinct in home movies as Holocaust-related sources ï we might look beyond their surface-level 

representations of lost happiness. It is very uncomfortable to imagine insider responses to the de 

Groot familyôs home movies when I know that Rachelôs actual reactions can never be recorded. 

Like so many Jewish family members in Europeôs mid-century home movies, Rachel was 

murdered. Louis, unlike his sister Rachel, was not murdered during the Holocaust; he shared 

many memories after the war, as well as some details about his familyôs home movies.215 Yet 

Louis passed away in 2020. As with many publicly circulating home movies, we no longer have 

access to the people depicted in the de Groot familyôs films. To imagine the private discourses 

 
215 ñLouis de Groot,ò United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, accessed April 14, 2024, 

https://www.ushmm.org/remember/holocaust-survivors/volunteers/louis-de-groot.  
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that the recording and exhibition of these images might have inspired is deeply troubling. This is 

the point. It is unsettling to imagine what the images might have meant to those that are now 

gone, but that discomfort can help us remain attentive to the gaps between private and public, 

past and present. Of course, many of the de Groot home movies do present Rachel enjoying her 

life before she was forced into hiding, betrayed, and murdered. But if we are going to appropriate 

these home movies as public evidence without Rachelôs consent, we should imaginatively use 

them as much more than reminders of her destroyed joy. Virtual looking aims to confront the 

uncomfortable question of what is lost ï and what historical knowledge might also be gained ï in 

home moviesô transitions from private discourse to public document. We can never see in home 

movies what was seen by original family members that watched and discussed them together, but 

we owe it to those family members to be both rigorous and imaginative as we use these images 

as public-facing evidence to construct knowledge about the Holocaust today. 
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Chapter 3: Policed Looking ï Body-Worn Cameras and Law Enforcementôs Legitimacy  

In the previous chapters, I contributed to debates about the perceived limits and values of 

visual evidence in twenty-first century histories of the Holocaust. Specifically, I addressed 

concerns about how to look at archival images as Holocaust-related evidence in response to 

denialism, expanding definitions of the archive, and the rapid appropriation and public 

circulation of once-private visual sources, often without their makersô consent. In response to 

these concerns, I theorized and demonstrated targeted processes of looking that confront the 

evolving political, cultural, and technological contexts in which images are appropriated and 

reused to support specific arguments about the Holocaust. In this chapter, I continue to theorize 

and demonstrate historical modes of looking at archival images as evidence. These modes of 

looking are still informed by my study of Holocaust-related sources, but I shift focus toward 

another set of concerns about imagesô evidentiary roles. Specifically, I aim to look historically at 

images as evidence in response to the contentious discourses that have emerged in the wake of 

viral audiovisual recordings depicting racialized police violence. In the United States, as videos 

of white police officers harming and/or killing Black citizens rapidly circulate online, these 

visual sources become catalysts for public debates about the politics of the image, the ethics of 

looking, and the efficacy of visual evidence in either justifying police violence or holding 

perpetrators accountable. Echoing many late-twentieth century responses to Holocaust-related 

atrocity photographs, scholars have again entered into public debates about whether to look at (or 

look away from) visual traces of political violence, suffering, and death.216 Despite 

 
216 For a thoughtful debate about the ethics of looking, see Alexandra Juhasz, ñHow Do I (Not) 

Look? Live Feed Video and Viral Black Death,ò JSTOR Daily, July 20, 2016, 

https://daily.jstor.org/how-do-i-not-look/; Kimberly Fain, ñViral Black Death: Why We Must 

Watch Citizen Videos of Police Violence,ò JSTOR Daily, September 1, 2016, 

https://daily.jstor.org/why-we-must-watch-citizen-videos-of-police-violence/.  

https://daily.jstor.org/how-do-i-not-look/
https://daily.jstor.org/why-we-must-watch-citizen-videos-of-police-violence/
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disagreements over the efficacy of looking at and sharing bystander videos that depict police 

violence, by the mid-2010s, many activists, lawyers, and politicians began to demand additional 

video surveillance that might document illegal uses of force and aid in prosecuting abusive 

officers. Quickly, a new kind of visual source ï the police body-worn camera recording ï gained 

public support. As I will explain below, with body-worn cameras (hereafter referred to as BWCs) 

came a promise of greater transparency, fairness, and trust. Yet BWC recordings ï like all 

archival images ï do not offer direct access to the past and they do not speak for themselves. 

These visual sources enter asymmetrical systems of power, and they can be used and looked at as 

evidence to support opposing claims about policing and histories of violence in America. 

When the state shares their BWC videos, they train the public to interpret these 

surveillance videos in very specific ways. Although BWCs gained support based on their 

promise of accountability, the stateôs training process is ironically designed to defend ï rather 

than reform ï the policing practices that led to public calls for more video technologies in the 

first place. As I will illustrate below, following violent encounters between the police and 

civilians, the state teaches the public to look at BWC videos as objective records of officers 

reasonably defending themselves against dangerous threats. To explore a mode of targeted 

looking in direct response to this training process, I again turn to an archival documentary. In 

Incident (2023), documentarian Bill Morrison appropriates 2018 BWC videos and other 

surveillance footage recorded in Chicago, Illinois. Incident recontextualizes these recordings to 

support a narrative about the events that occurred before, during, and after the fatal police 

shooting of a Black man named Harith ñSnoopò Augustus. Inspired by this archival 

documentaryôs practices of appropriation, montage, and narration, I propose a process called 

ñpoliced lookingò at BWC videos. By policed looking, I mean a process that highlights and 
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responds to the stateôs careful attempts to regulate public understandings of BWC videosô 

evidentiary values. Specifically, policed looking identifies and counters the ways in which public 

onlookers are taught to search BWC videos for clues of a threat to the officer wearing the 

camera. This question of whether an officer perceives a threat has become central to the legality 

of police violence in the United States. How the public chooses to look at BWC videosô 

representations of the past, then, will shape present and future understandings of the image, 

policing, and the systems through which state violence is frequently justified. 

On the surface, this chapterôs initial focus on BWC videos, public debates about police 

violence, and Incidentôs narrative about a fatal police shooting appear to be a detour away from 

this projectôs primary focus on looking at non-violent archival images. In the first two chapters, I 

advocated for modes of looking at seemingly peaceful portraits and home movies as 

unconventional sources in constructing histories of the Holocaust. Although this chapter 

emphasizes the specific relationship between BWCs, police violence, and the evaluation of 

visual evidence, I conclude by demonstrating how policed looking functions in contexts where 

the public views non-violent BWC videos. Specifically, I will transpose processes of policed 

looking to a popular setting ï the streaming-era true crime documentary ï in which the public 

encounters many different kinds of appropriated BWC depictions, including those that do not 

represent police violence. As the BWC archive exponentially expands, the public will likely 

encounter BWC videos in more and more settings, including true crime documentaries, which 

often present visual evidence of effective police investigators tracking down clues and solving 

crimes. How the public chooses to look at the stateôs surveillance recordings ï including the 

majority of BWC videos, which do not depict police violence ï will inform perceptions of 

policingôs legitimacy in the twenty-first century. The stateôs training processes will continue 
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encouraging viewers to study appropriated BWC videos (in true crime documentaries and 

elsewhere) as objective records of policingôs brave and necessary responses to a world of 

threatening criminals. If this training process is not questioned or countered, BWCs will 

ironically contribute to justifying many of the policing practices that activists hoped these 

devices would address. In other words, as Bryce Clayton Newell summarizes, BWCs will 

ñpredominantly legitimize official, state narratives and the use of state police poweréò217 

Policed looking traces the stateôs attempts to valorize policing and its exercises of power, while 

exploring new questions about the potential evidentiary values BWC videos might serve in 

future debates about policingôs legitimacy. 

Black Lives Matter and Discourses of Police Accountability 

To better understand how the state trains the public to interpret BWC footage as evidence 

ï and to practice targeted processes of policed looking in response ï it is first necessary to trace 

the broader history of BWC implementation in United States law enforcement. BWCs descend 

from a few key historical developments, including the increased affordability and mobility of 

video cameras, the public recording and circulation of videos depicting police violence, and the 

emergence of civil rights protests in response to these videos. This history of mobile cameras, 

bystander recordings, and activism is typically traced back to 1991 when George Holliday 

recorded Los Angeles police officers beating Rodney King.218 Hollidayôs bystander recording 

 
217 Bryce Clayton Newell, Police Visibility: Privacy, Surveillance, and the False Promise of 

Body-Worn Cameras (Oakland: University of California Press, 2021), 167. 
218 Images have been central to debates about state-sanctioned violence since photographic 

technologies emerged in the nineteenth century. That said, I have chosen to narrow in on the era 

of video-based bystander recordings exemplified by the Rodney King video. For details about 

the longer history of images, state violence, and protest, see George C. Wright, Racial Violence 

in Kentucky, 1865-1940: Lynchings, Mob Rule, and ñLegal Lynchingsò (Baton Rouge: Louisiana 

State University Press, 1990); Leigh Raiford, Imprisoned in a Luminous Glare: Photography and 

the African American Freedom Struggle (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011). 
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and its extensive public circulation set the stage for the consequential roles that video cameras 

would play in subsequent debates about race, violence, and policing. Hollidayôs shaky, grainy 

Video8 camcorder footage was shared by many news stations to support various arguments in 

escalating public disputes about United States policing. In turn, this video recording became a 

central piece of evidence in public battles over visions of the nation, its law enforcement, and its 

histories of racist violence. Some media hosts edited and recontextualized Hollidayôs bystander 

video to justify the Los Angeles police officersô brutal assault of King and to publicly deny racist 

policing practices. For example, conservative media host Rush Limbaugh isolated and looped a 

few seconds of Hollidayôs video to support the argument that the police are fair, King had 

threatened the officers, and he deserved to be beaten.219 Many other news outlets alternatively 

ñrepresented the beating as a óshockingô event, criticized the police officers for using their 

powers illegitimately, and described them as being irrational and excitable in their work.ò220 In 

1992, when the Los Angeles officers that beat King on-camera were acquitted of assault, the 

nationwide debates and the many protests that followed, including the events often referred to as 

the ñL.A. Riots,ò were inspired in part by the public circulation of Hollidayôs bystander video.  

In 2009, bystander videos of officer Johannes Mehserle killing Oscar Grant on an 

Oakland train platform similarly ignited contentious public debates about race, violence, and 

policing.221 Numerous witnesses captured these videos on smartphones, which were gaining 

higher-resolution cameras during this period. Journalists recontextualized bystandersô cellphone 

 
219 John Fiske, Media Matters: Race and Gender in U.S. Politics (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 1996), 129-130. 
220 Ronald N. Jacobs, Race, Media, and the Crisis of Civil Society: From Watts to Rodney King 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 84. 
221 Many killings between 1991 and 2009, including Amadou Diallo in 1999 and Sean Bell in 

2006, fueled discourses about race and policing, but the 2009 video of Grant especially amplified 

national public debates. 
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videos of Grant to support opposing claims about the legality and perceived necessity of police 

violence, much like when news sources circulated Hollidayôs camcorder footage recorded nearly 

two decades earlier. Yet the circulation of cellphone videos depicting Grantôs death also marked 

a considerable shift in how visual evidence would function in the twenty-first centuryôs public 

discourses about policing. Unlike in the case of Hollidayôs late-twentieth-century camcorder 

video, which was largely dispersed by professional media companies, the 2009 bystander 

cellphone recordings of racialized violence entered a swiftly evolving online environment of 

amateur video production and circulation that was driven by YouTube and social media 

platforms. In this context, everyday citizens shared and commented on bystander videos, directly 

contributing to online debates about the countryôs violent history and the (il)legitimacy of its law 

enforcement.222 In the years that followed Grantôs killing, as the ease of recording, spreading, 

and commenting on videos of police violence rapidly accelerated, online debates about past and 

present racialized violence in the United States grew louder.  

In 2013, many social media users organized their arguments about racism and state-

sanctioned violence under a concise slogan: #BlackLivesMatter. This hashtag first emerged in 

response to a Florida jury determining that ñneighborhood watch groupò member George 

Zimmerman was legally justified in killing Trayvon Martin, but the Black Lives Matter 

movement quickly began to focus more specifically on acts of police violence. In 2014, after 

officer Darren Wilson killed Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, the presence of Black Lives 

Matter and its public critiques of racist policing expanded online, gained attention from 

 
222 For example, four popular bystander videos that were uploaded to YouTube garnered 2,819 

comments within a month of Grantôs death. These YouTube comments ranged from outrage at 

the police to ñderogatory racial terms and insults.ò Mary Grace Antony and Ryan J. Thomas, 

ñóThis is Citizen Journalism at Its Finest:ô YouTube and the Public Sphere in the Oscar Grant 

Shooting Incident,ò New Media & Society 12, no. 8 (2010): 1286. 
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mainstream news sources, and spilled onto streets across the country. In the months and years 

that followed the killing of Brown, additional protests were inspired by fatal police violence. For 

example, after social media users shared Ramsey Ortaôs July 2014 cellphone video of New York 

police officer Daniel Pantaleo choking and killing Eric Garner, this bystander videoôs viral 

circulation prompted protests, escalated public debates about racism in policing, and pressured 

politicians to respond. In 2015, Feldin Santanaôs bystander cellphone recording of officer 

Michael Slager fatally shooting Walter Scott added fuel to online debates and protests in the 

streets. By 2016, when Diamond Reynolds livestreamed video footage of officer Jeronimo Yanez 

killing Philando Castile, bystander videos of racialized violence had become central catalysts for 

protests and national debates about policing.   

Yet it is important to recognize that most acts of police violence perpetrated against 

Black civilians during this period, including key cases that inspired the Black Lives Matter 

movement, were not captured by bystandersô cellphones. As I mentioned above, the Black Lives 

Matter hashtag evolved into a protest movement largely in response to the 2014 killing of Brown 

in Ferguson. While limited video recordings, including surveillance camera footage captured 

before the shooting, played minor roles in public debates about Brownôs death, these videos 

failed to provide a visual representation of the shooting itself.223 As the Black Lives Matter 

movement grew, its calls to hold abusive police officers accountable added substantial public 

pressure for police departments and politicians to respond. In turn, the idea of capturing video 

recordings of all police-civilian encounters spread quickly. State officials began to explore 

 
223 Journalists and social media users circulated surveillance footage recorded before Brownôs 

death to either justify or challenge the legality of his killing, but this limited visual evidence ï 

which did not directly depict the fatal violence ï played a much less prominent role in public 

debates than in cases where a killing had been recorded by bystanders. 
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proposals for equipping officers with body-mounted, constantly-recording cameras that might 

capture daily policing practices and rebuild trust between the police and the public. Although 

wearable camera technologies already existed, increasingly mainstreamed pleas for police reform 

became catalysts for the substantial financial investments, complex media storage infrastructures, 

and major policy changes that would be necessary to begin implementing BWCs in United States 

law enforcement. In September 2015, a national BWC pilot program rolled out with $23 million 

in federal funding. By 2016, nearly half of all U.S. general law enforcement agencies had 

invested in BWCs.224 Following cases in which officers did not activate their BWCs, such as in 

the March 2020 killing of Breonna Taylor, public pressure led to additional laws for regulating 

how these new cameras should be used in the field. In the wake of additional high-profile cases 

of fatal police violence in the United States, including the May 2020 murder of George Floyd, 

BWCs gained broad bipartisan support.225  

As this condensed historical overview suggests, BWCsô nationwide adoption and 

bipartisan public support were prompted in part by bystander cellphone videos and the popular 

demands for reform that followed. Yet this historical link between bystander recordings, 

activism, calls for accountability, and BWCs does not mean that these state-owned surveillance 

devices are presently achieving the goals that advocates originally envisioned. The limited 

empirical studies regarding these cameras offer mixed findings about their efficacy in reducing 

the stateôs use of force, producing more ñcivilò interactions between police and the public, or 

 
224 Shelley S. Hyland, ñBody-Worn Cameras in Law Enforcement Agencies, 2016,ò Bureau of 

Justice Statistics, November 2018, https://bjs.ojp.gov/library/publications/body-worn-cameras-

law-enforcement-agencies-2016.  
225 Chris Kahn, ñExclusive: Most Americans, Including Republicans, Support Sweeping 

Democratic Police Reform Proposals,ò Reuters, June 11, 2020, 

https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-minneapolis-police-poll-exclusive-idUKKBN23I37Z. 

https://bjs.ojp.gov/library/publications/body-worn-cameras-law-enforcement-agencies-2016
https://bjs.ojp.gov/library/publications/body-worn-cameras-law-enforcement-agencies-2016
https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-minneapolis-police-poll-exclusive-idUKKBN23I37Z
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holding officers accountable for their actions.226 Despite these mixed findings, the public is still 

predisposed to trust in BWCsô ability to produce objective evidence and to support the policeôs 

efforts to hold themselves accountable. I argue that the publicôs predisposition to trust BWC 

videos ï in spite of a lack of clear evidence that BWC adoptions have led to consequential, 

systemic changes in policing practices ï is rooted in the historically specific discourses of 

objectivity and accountability that shaped the publicôs understanding of these devicesô 

implementations in the 2010s and, in turn, continues to inform public assumptions about BWCsô 

functions in the 2020s. These discourses that surrounded BWCsô initial adoptions are distilled in 

Attorney General Loretta E. Lynchôs 2015 press release that accompanied the federal 

governmentôs BWC pilot program. According to Lynch, the United States government had 

invested in this large-scale project ñin order to enhance transparency, accountability, and 

credibility.ò227  

In the 2010s, many legal experts echoed the governmentôs discourses of credibility by 

framing BWC adoptions as a crucial step toward gathering objective courtroom evidence.228 As 

law professor Mary D. Fan optimistically stated in 2017, the BWC ñrevolutionò unfolding across 

American police departments is ñalso potentially revolutionary for courts, relieving the 

 
226 For a detailed overview of the many conflicting studies regarding BWCs and their effects, see 

Michael D. White and Aili Malm, Cops, Cameras, and Crisis: The Potential and the Perils of 

Police Body-Worn Cameras (New York: New York University Press, 2020). 
227 ñJustice Department Awards Over $23 Million in Funding for Body Worn Camera Pilot 

Program to Support Law Enforcement Agencies in 32 States,ò The United States Department of 

Justice, September 21, 2015, https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/justice-department-awards-over-23-

million-funding-body-worn-camera-pilot-program-support-law.  
228 For example, see Katie Fardenôs 2016 claim that, although there are many potential 

challenges to using BWC footage as legal documents in the courtroom, these videos would 

provide ñmore verifiable evidence than eyewitness testimony, which is often presented months 

after an arrest.ò Katie Farden, ñRecording a New Frontier in Evidence-Gathering: Police Body-

Worn Cameras and Privacy Doctrines in Washington State,ò Seattle University Law Review 40 

(2016): 294. 

https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/justice-department-awards-over-23-million-funding-body-worn-camera-pilot-program-support-law
https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/justice-department-awards-over-23-million-funding-body-worn-camera-pilot-program-support-law
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traditional reliability on testimony ï often just from one side ï to reconstruct events.ò229 Of 

course, discursive links between photographically-produced images and credible evidence are as 

old as cameras themselves. Yet the publicôs specific tendency to trust BWCs videos as objective 

documents that will hold police accountable must be understood in relation to the historical 

factors ï viral bystander videos, Black Lives Matter, and discourses of accountability and 

objectivity ï that surrounded BWC adoptions. Based on these historical factors, when the public 

encounters BWC recordings online, on the news, in documentaries, or elsewhere, these images 

typically produce a distinct kind of ñarchive effect.ò As a reminder, Jaimie Baron argues that the 

archive effect occurs when an onlooker encounters images that they believe were originally 

produced for another context and purpose.230 In the previous chapter, I argued that encountering 

once-private home movies in public-facing histories often produces an archive effect in which 

the home movies are interpreted as especially authentic evidence. Because onlookers assume that 

amateur-recorded home movies were originally produced for the family and were intended to 

remain private, encounters with these images in public settings often trigger a sense of access to 

unguarded truth and intimacy. Similarly, when onlookers encounter police-produced BWC 

footage in various contexts, these visual sources are likely to be interpreted as especially 

trustworthy and authoritative evidence because the onlooker assumes that these surveillance 

images were originally recorded to police the police.  

Due in part to the discourses of accountability that boosted initial public support for 

BWCs, rather than approaching these camerasô recordings with the high levels of skepticism 

typically afforded to state-produced surveillance media, many onlookers ï even those critical of 

 
229 Mary D. Fan, ñJustice Visualized: Courts and the Body Camera Revolution,ò U.C. Davis Law 

Review 50, no. 3 (2017): 955. 
230 Baron, The Archive Effect, 11. 
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the police ï are likely to interpret BWC footage as a fair and transparent record of policing. I 

historicize BWC adoptions in the United States as an answer to twenty-first century bystander 

videos of police brutality and the Black Lives Matter movement, then, not to suggest that BWCs 

met the demands of protesters but rather to clarify how the state capitalizes on the publicôs 

tendency to trust. Now that I have outlined when and why BWCs gained widespread support 

between approximately 2014-2020, we can begin to explore how these visual surveillance 

sources ï which the public is predisposed to interpret as privileged and objective documents ï 

presently function as evidence in the United States courtroom and in the court of public opinion 

alike. 

Graham v. Connor and Reasonable Police Violence 

Protestors, politicians, and representatives of the state have discursively framed BWC 

videos as privileged, objective records of policing. However, much like the other archival images 

I have described in previous chapters, from glass-plate portraits to 16mm home movies, BWC 

videos do not carry static evidentiary values. These visual sourcesô roles as evidence are largely 

shaped by how individuals look at the images in specific contexts ï and how BWC recordings 

are presently contextualized, circulated, and used to support arguments and narratives about the 

past. To understand how BWC videos are typically used as evidence, it is necessary to trace how 

these images ï which the public is predisposed to interpret as objective documents ï function in 

a very subjective and asymmetrical legal system that justifies most cases of police violence. 

Since the landmark 1989 United States Supreme Court case Graham v. Connor, American jurors 

have been tasked with judging whether an officerôs use of force was a ñreasonableò response to a 

police-civilian encounter.231 In this influential legal case, prosecutors alleged that Charlotte, 

 
231 Graham v. Connor. 
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North Carolina police officer M.S. Connor had used excessive force and violated the civil rights 

of a Black civilian named Dethorne Graham. After Graham quickly entered and then left a 

convenience store, he was confronted by officer Connor. This encounter grew violent, Graham 

was handcuffed, and he suffered multiple injuries, including a broken foot. In court, Connor 

claimed that he believed Graham was intoxicated and therefore a public hazard that demanded a 

forceful police response. In fact, Graham was not drunk; he was a diabetic experiencing an 

insulin reaction. When Graham entered the convenience store to purchase a much-needed sugary 

drink, he noticed a long line of customers. Graham quickly decided that his medical situation 

would not allow him to wait for other patrons to purchase their items, so he abruptly left the 

store. Although Graham had not committed a crime, the judges sided with the police by 

justifying Connorôs use of violence as an acceptable response to the perceived danger posed by 

Graham. The court insisted that the legality of this use of force ï in which an unarmed Black 

man was handcuffed and injured after committing no crime ï must be primarily evaluated based 

on the officerôs perception of the situation, rather than the actual conduct of the recipient of the 

state-backed violence.  

According to this Supreme Court ruling, ñThe óreasonablenessô of a particular use of 

force must be judged from the perspective of a reasonable officer on the scene, and its calculus 

must embody an allowance for the fact that police officers are often forced to make split-second 

decisions about the amount of force necessary in a particular situation.ò232 This precedent defines 

the legality of violence in terms of an individual officerôs personal interpretation and reaction to 

a given situation. In turn, this ruling aligns jurors with the perspective of perpetrators ï rather 

than victims ï of police violence. By legally framing a use of force as a ñsplit-second decision,ò 

 
232 Graham v. Connor, 396-397.  
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the court positions police violence as an individual officerôs reaction to a momentary threat, 

rather than a broader aspect of policing embedded in systems that disproportionately police, 

arrest, incarcerate, injure, and kill non-white citizens. Since Graham v. Connor, defense lawyers 

have guided jurors through the process of imagining how they might have responded in a similar 

moment of fear if they had to walk in an individual officerôs shoes. This asymmetrical legal 

system shields nearly all acts of police violence from criminal prosecution because it is very 

difficult for jurors to determine beyond a reasonable doubt that an officer could not have felt 

threatened or afraid before reacting with force. Typically, investigators and district attorneys 

decline to even charge individual officers because the state recognizes that prosecutors are 

unlikely to succeed in court. As Caren Myers Morrison argues, judging police violenceôs legality 

based on an officerôs split-second response to fear ñis a permissive standard, which allows 

officers to respond with deadly force to perceived dangers, either real or apparent ï even if they 

are mistaken ï as long as their belief is objectively reasonable.ò233  

In the BWC era, police departments and defense attorneys have more visual evidence 

than ever to support their claims that an officerôs use of force was an ñobjectively reasonableò 

response to a perceived threat. As I explained above, BWCs tend to produce an archive effect 

associated with discourses of objectivity and accountability, so they are typically interpreted as 

trustworthy evidence broadly. Yet BWC recordings are also uniquely suited to defending police 

violence as reasonable and necessary in the specific terms outlined by Graham v. Connor. 

BWCsô formal features ï which produce shaky, distorted representations of encounters from an 

officerôs perspective ï introduce a persuasive kind of evidence comprising visual signs of danger 

 
233 Caren Myers Morrison, ñBody Camera Obscura: The Semiotics of Police Video,ò American 

Criminal Law Review 54 (2017): 799. 
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to the officer wearing the camera. Notably, BWCs are mounted to perpetrators of police 

violence. As journalist McKenzie Funk reminds us, ñMany people think of body cameras as a 

tool for police accountability, but the primary subject of their surveillance isnôt the police ï itôs 

the public.ò234 This camera angle makes BWCs suitable for supporting claims of police 

violenceôs legitimacy because their footage seems to offer a first-person, objective account of 

threats to the police from an officerôs point of view. The cameraôs mounting position invites 

jurors and the public alike to align their own understanding of a police-civilian encounter with 

the perspective of an officer whose reasonableness will be judged based on a ñsplit secondò 

response to signs of a potential threat recorded by the BWC. Of course, as many researchers have 

warned, ñthe óperspective of the officer,ô the importance of which is addressed by Graham v. 

Connor (1989), is not necessarily the same as the perspective of the BWC on the officerôs 

chest.ò235 Whether the BWC is mounted to an officerôs chest or elsewhere on the body, the 

camera cannot directly reproduce an officerôs literal vision, which is affected by countless human 

and environmental factors. Yet the public is already familiar with this kind of camera perspective 

from prior encounters with many types of popular media, from horror films to first-person 

shooter videogames. Often, this camera angle is used to invite spectators or players to align their 

own point of view with a protagonist facing dangerous or dramatic situations. Because the BWC 

is not deliberately controlled by a camera operator, BWC videos accentuate this sense of first-

person instability, thrills, and danger. BWCsô unguided image production, which involves 

unbalanced compositions and automatic exposure adjustments, contributes to a sense that 

 
234 McKenzie Funk, ñShould We See Everything a Cop Sees?,ò New York Times Magazine, 

October 18, 2016, https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/23/magazine/police-body-cameras.html.  
235 Kathy Pezdek, Tyler Shapland, and Jessica Barragan, ñMemory Outcomes of Police Officers 

Viewing Their Body-Worn Camera Video,ò Journal of Applied Research in Memory and 

Cognition 11, no. 3 (2022): 401. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/23/magazine/police-body-cameras.html
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viewers are accessing an officerôs unmediated endangered perspective. These effects are often 

further heightened by the inevitable distortions that accompany BWCsô wide-angle lenses, which 

are designed to capture an especially broad visual field. Similarly, BWCsô obstructions ï 

including an officerôs own arms and weapon frequently entering the frame ï intensify the 

viewerôs first-person sense that the camera-wearing officer is facing a potentially hazardous 

encounter. Finally, in addition to BWCsô distinct formal characteristics, which produce a 

compelling impression of fear and endangerment from an officerôs point of view, BWC 

recordings share digital video technologiesô general ability to slow or freeze individual moments. 

As I will demonstrate below, taking a single frame ï or approximately 1/30th of a second ï from 

a BWCôs horror-film-like footage can highlight a specific gesture that might be interpreted as 

evidence of a past threat to an officer. These kinds of isolated moments or frames are specifically 

useful for supporting the stateôs framing of police violence as a ñsplit-secondò response to a 

threat, rather than a systemic problem. According to C. M. Morrison, ñFor all its benefits, video 

evidence encourages this atomization of facts, focusing the factfinder on literally the narrowest 

of moments in the encounter.ò236 When police departments isolate a single frame, they often 

encourage onlookers to interpret this still image as the moment in which an officer perceived a 

threat, made a split-second decision, and reasonably responded with a violent answer.  

In short, the public is predisposed to trust BWC videos as objective documents because 

these images were purportedly recorded to hold abusive police officers accountable. This belief 

that BWCs offer privileged, direct contact with policing amplifies the publicôs tendency to 

mistake these surveillance mediaôs visual representations for the past reality they fragment and 

mediate. As C. M. Morrison explains, ñBecause video evidence is so emotionally compelling, it 

 
236 Morrison, ñBody Camera Obscura,ò 800. 
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makes factfinders vulnerable to a host of biases, including naïve realism, or the belief that what 

one sees is the uncontroverted truth; the inability to recognize the role of subjectivity; the 

fragmentation of perspective; and identification bias.ò237 BWCsô typically-trusted recordings 

enter an asymmetrical legal system in which police violenceôs legality is determined by the 

subjective evaluation of an officerôs potential feelings of fear while responding to a perceived 

threat. BWCs are producing an unmatched archive of visual sources that are distinctly suited to 

aligning the public with an officerôs point of view, illustrating signs of potential danger, and 

isolating single frames and/or gestures to defend police violence as a reasonable split-second 

decision. Yet the publicôs general dispositions and BWCsô formal features cannot fully 

determine these videosô evidentiary values. BWC videosô functions still largely depend on how 

these sources are used ï and how we choose to look. The state recognizes this importance of 

gaining as much control as possible over how BWC videos are contextualized and interpreted as 

evidence. In addition to exploiting discourses of objectivity and accountability, the legal 

definitions supplied by Graham v. Connor, and BWCsô formal features, police departments, state 

officials, and their allies then attempt to train the public to look in very specific ways. 

Training the Public to ñReadò Body-Worn Camera Videos 

Bystander recordings, the Black Lives Matter movement, and increasingly mainstreamed 

accusations of systemic racism have publicly challenged the credibility of United States policing 

in the twenty-first century. In the 2010s, when many police departments across the country chose 

to equip their officers with BWCs, they took a consequential step toward countering public 

attacks on law enforcementôs legitimacy. Yet BWC adoptions alone have not permanently 

silenced demands for reforming or even defunding the police. In an era of bystander cellphones, 
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social media, and rapid image circulation, the state must also stand prepared to defend the 

legality and necessity of future police violence, especially in cases when white officers injure or 

kill Black civilians. In this section, I will demonstrate how the state exploits discourses of 

accountability and BWCsô formal characteristics when training the public to look at these 

surveillance recordings as evidence in specific ways. Through these training processes, BWCs 

have ironically become central to the normalization of Graham v. Connorôs definition of 

reasonable police violence broadly and the justification of individual officersô uses of force 

specifically. State officials share selective fragments of BWC recordings within strategic 

frameworks to protect and naturalize, rather than prosecute or reform, the police. When the state 

shares and deliberately contextualizes BWC videos, they teach the public how to interpret BWC 

recordings as a mode of evidence that justifies police violence as a necessary response to a world 

of dangerous crime.  Specifically, police departments ï along with their allies in news media and 

elsewhere ï teach public onlookers to search for individual body movements or gestures that 

might be perceived as threats to the officer wearing the camera.  

To illustrate the stateôs training process, in which the public is taught to actively discover 

signs of threats that legitimate policing, I will describe an example from Akron, Ohio. In 2022, 

Akron officers pursued a Black man named Jayland Walker in his car. After Walker exited his 

vehicle, eight officers chased him on foot. The chase concluded when officers fired more than 

ninety rounds; Walker died from injuries caused by the forty-plus bullets that hit or grazed his 

body. As in many twenty-first century officer-involved shootings, this fatal encounter was 

followed by a livestreamed press conference.238 During this press conference, local officials ï 

 
238 ñCity of Akron Press Conference,ò Akron Ohio, July 3, 2022, Video, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zckut1RTtgg.   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zckut1RTtgg
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including Akron Mayor Daniel Harrigan and Police Chief Steve Mylett ï demonstrated how the 

state trains the public to look at BWC footage. As in many situations when carefully selected 

fragments of BWC recordings are initially shared with the public, a representative of the state 

first reminded the in-person and livestream audiences that the police had willingly invested in 

BWCs and developed policies aimed at rebuilding the local communityôs trust. In other words, 

the training process often begins with prominent authority figures reminding the public why they 

are predisposed to trust BWC recordings as fair and objective records that effectively contribute 

to policing the police. In the 2022 Akron case, Mayor Harrigan specifically reminded the public 

that the police department had adopted BWCs in order to answer the local communityôs demands 

for greater ñtransparencyò and ñaccountability.ò To further exploit the publicôs tendency to 

believe that BWCs function as tools of accountability, Harrigan then praised the recent passage 

of a law that required the public release of the Akron police departmentôs BWC videos within a 

week of a violent police-civilian encounter. To underscore the discursive connection between 

BWCs, trust, and transparency, Mayor Harrigan continued: ñIt is clear [that] what our 

community wants is to be able to review the information for themselves; and it is our 

commitment to be open and as transparent as we can beéò239 As in many initial public releases 

of BWC footage after an act of police violence, before the public has been allowed to view a 

single frame of video, a representative of the state has framed BWC recordings as trustworthy 

records that provide transparency and hold abusive police officers accountable. 

The mayorôs spoken introduction implies that the publicôs demands to ñreview the 

information for themselvesò had been met by the Akron police departmentôs BWC adoptions and 

their related policies for recording, storing, and sharing video recordings. Yet, even after Mayor 

 
239 ñCity of Akron Press Conference.ò 
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Harrington had purposefully reminded the public that BWCs establish transparency and 

accountability, the police department still did not present BWC footage of the shooting itself. 

Instead, they showed a neatly edited and narrated video that recalls an online lecture or a 

boardroom PowerPoint presentation. This presentation-style video is largely comprised of still 

images, text-based informational slides, and a voice-over narration, rather than substantive 

scenes of raw BWC footage. In this persuasively constructed video, a narrator begins telling the 

police departmentôs account of events. This narrator ï with help from on-screen text ï claims 

that officers attempted to stop Walker for traffic and vehicle equipment violations before they 

heard a gunshot fired from Walkerôs fleeing vehicle. The police departmentôs presentation-style 

video then cuts to a brief scene appropriated from a BWC recording. In this short BWC clip, an 

officer verbally describes his belief that he had heard a gunshot. Next, the narrated video cuts to 

an informational slide with text that states: ñA flash of light can be seen on the driverôs side of 

the suspect vehicle.ò The police departmentôs narrated video then presents traffic camera footage 

that has been frozen and rescaled to back up the stateôs claim that a gunshot was fired from 

Walkerôs car window. To isolate nearly illegible details within this video footage, which was 

recorded by a very distant camera mounted at a high angle, the police digitally superimposed red 

arrows and circles (see figure 23). As I explained above, video footage is a powerful tool for 

supporting the stateôs justification of police violence as a reasonable ñsplit-second decisionò 

because individual frames can be easily isolated and enhanced. As the Akron example 

demonstrates, police departments often go one step further by digitally adding arrows, circles, or 

other visual markers that encourage public onlookers to search a single frame of surveillance 

video for clues that defend uses of force, much like a sports broadcaster draws arrows and circles 
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to guide spectatorsô attention toward key aspects of a replay video.240 In the Akron case, the 

public was trained to search a hard-to-decipher still image from a traffic camera for what appears 

to be a brief flash of light exiting a far-off vehicleôs window.  

 

Figure 23: Akron officials superimposed digital arrows and circles to draw attention to information that was 

otherwise illegible in surveillance footage. 

The Akron police departmentôs narrated video then claims that ï following a seven-

minute pursuit ï Walker exited his vehicle wearing a ski mask. In their presentation-style video, 

this claim is supported by an underexposed and ominous still image, which was isolated from 

BWC footage (see figure 24). Unlike the distant traffic camera footage, this isolated still frame 

from a BWC presents Walker from the officerôs own perspective. The narrator and on-screen 

text then explain that officers tried to stop Walker with tasers as he attempted to flee the scene. 

Next, the policeôs narrated video cuts to another still image extracted from a BWC recording that 

appears to depict a taser in an officerôs hand. Following the stateôs visually supported argument 

that police attempted to halt Walker with non-fatal weapons, on-screen text states that ñthe 

 
240 These attempts to draw attention to individual moments of threat, rather than racist systems, 

also followed the release of Hollidayôs camcorder video of Kingôs beating. To reframe this 

bystander camcorder footage as evidence that supported the policeôs justifications of its violence, 

ñcomputers enhanced it, technology froze its individual frames, slowed or reversed its motion, 

and inscribed explanatory arrows and circles upon it.ò Fiske, Media Matters, 127. 
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suspect stopped and quickly turned toward the officers.ò This claim that Walker abruptly turned 

his body toward officers is visually illustrated by a series of blurry still frames extracted from a 

BWC video. In these still images, which appear for mere seconds before the policeôs 

presentation-style video jump cuts to a new frame, the nearly illegible figure of Walkerôs body 

appears to be turning toward the camera (see figure 25). An Akron police logo then appears on-

screen as the narrator calmly explains: ñOfficers reacted by discharging their firearms and 

striking the subject.ò  

 

Figure 24: Akron officials isolated this frame as evidence that a masked Walker exited his vehicle. 
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Figure 25: Akron officials isolated a handful of frames and presented them via jump cuts to support their claims that 

Walker ñstopped and quickly turned toward the officers.ò 

Notably, this description of officers ñdischarging their firearms and striking the subjectò 

is not immediately supported by BWC footage of the shooting itself. Instead, as in many press 

conferences or other contexts where the public is trained to evaluate BWC recordings as 

evidence, the police first further developed their argument that Walker had posed a dangerous 

threat to officers. In lieu of presenting the graphic BWC footage that depicts officers shooting 

Walker more than forty times, the police departmentôs presentation-style video explains that a 

gun was found in Walkerôs vehicle after the fatal shooting had taken place. The police 

departmentôs narrated video then concludes by supporting this claim with a still image of a gun 

in the front seat of a car. Before presenting their BWC footage of officers firing over ninety 

rounds at an unarmed civilian, this presentation-style video has trained the public to look at the 

stateôs visual evidence for hard-to-see gestures or clues that Walker might have posed a threat to 

officers before they responded with a ñsplit-second decisionò to fire many bullets and kill him. 

The stateôs strategically constructed and narrated video ï which includes still images, digitally-

superimposed graphics, text-based descriptions, and a voice-over ï exemplifies how the public is 

first instructed to study BWC footage for the kinds of moments that might justify an officerôs 
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fatal use of force.  

Once this stateôs training process had been established, Akron officials finally played a 

longer clip from one officerôs BWC at standard speed. This BWC video includes scenes of an 

officer driving his police car, stopping and exiting his vehicle, and firing his weapon at Walker. 

During the livestreamed press conference, when the video finally reached the disturbing 

moments in which ninety-plus gunshots erupt from the eight officersô weapons, the public had 

already been trained to look in specific ways. Of course, the police cannot fully determine any 

individualôs response to this graphic scene of fatal violence. Yet the state had paved the way for 

many members of the public to interpret these images ï which they were predisposed to read as 

objective records of policing ï as proof that the officersô choices to shoot and kill Walker were 

necessary responses to an alleged gunshot fired from Walkerôs car window and his bodyôs 

threatening turn toward officers. Although the public had been informed that Walker was 

unarmed at the time he was killed, onlookers had been taught to ñreadò the BWC recordings as 

evidence supporting the police departmentôs claims that officers were defending themselves from 

the threat posed by Walker and the gun that was later found on his carôs front seat.  

After local officials publicly release and narrativize these kinds of BWC videos, 

journalists across the United States (and the world) recirculate and describe the same recordings 

in new contexts. As the BWC videos spread to audiences beyond the local community where a 

shooting took place, additional members of the public are also trained to look in specific ways. 

For example, when national and international news sources circulated the Akron police 

departmentôs BWC videos, these media outlets typically guided the publicôs engagement with 

the videos by publishing quotes from the leaders of the press conference. Specifically, many 

journalists shaped readersô interpretations of the images and sounds by incorporating Police 
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Chief Mylettôs descriptions of the shooting and the BWC recordings.241 NPR, BBC News, and 

Al Jazeera each published Mylettôs claim that ï by slowing the BWC videos and isolating 

individual still frames ï Walker can be seen ñgoing down to his waist areaò and making ña 

forward motion of his arm.ò242 To further support this description of Walkerôs alleged 

movements and threat to officers, some news outlets directly shared the police departmentôs 

presentation-style video from the Akron press conference. Even for the many readers that had 

not watched the local press conference or the police departmentôs narrated video, though, the 

quote from Police Chief Mylett offered a reminder that ï when encountering BWC recordings ï 

what is difficult or impossible to see in real time can often be scrutinized as evidence that a 

Black civilianôs body posed a threat to officers. As Sherri Irvin explains, ñIn our evaluation of 

videos showing police use of force, we are invited to scrutinize the body of the recipient of that 

force for movements or states that signify threat or resistance.ò243 This is a crucial step in the 

stateôs training process: the public is repeatedly taught to evaluate minor details (or even illegible 

moments) in BWC recordings ï which depict the victims of police violence, rather than the 

perpetrators ï as evidence of a civilian threat that demanded a forceful and even fatal police 

response. 

Steps taken by Akronôs mayor and police department exemplify how state officials train 

 
241 For example, see ñVideo Shows Akron Police Kill Black Man in Hail of Gunfire,ò Associated 

Press, July 4, 2022, https://apnews.com/article/police-shootings-ohio-akron-

829de644001793209e1c2dc3b2e22ca3.  
242 ñA Black Man Who was Killed by Police was Unarmed at the Time of the Shooting,ò NPR, 

July 3, 2022, https://www.npr.org/2022/07/03/1109624745/jayland-walker-akron-ohio; Patrick 

Jackson, ñJayland Walker: Ohio Police Release Video of Deadly Suspect Chase,ò BBC, July 4, 

2022, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-62032964; ñPolice Killing of Jayland Walker 

in US: What We Know So Far,ò Al Jazeera, July 4, 2022, 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/7/4/protests-after-video-of-jayland-walker-killing . 
243 Sherri Irvin, ñVideos, Police Violence, and Scrutiny of the Black Body,ò Social Research 89, 

no. 4 (2022): 1005. 

https://apnews.com/article/police-shootings-ohio-akron-829de644001793209e1c2dc3b2e22ca3
https://apnews.com/article/police-shootings-ohio-akron-829de644001793209e1c2dc3b2e22ca3
https://www.npr.org/2022/07/03/1109624745/jayland-walker-akron-ohio
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-62032964
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/7/4/protests-after-video-of-jayland-walker-killing
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public onlookers to engage with BWC videos in ways that mimic and normalize the process that 

a juror must undergo in the extremely rare cases when police violenceôs legality is challenged in 

court. As explained above, the legal precedent established by Graham v. Connor forces jurors to 

align with an officerôs perspective and to imagine potential threats that might justify a violent 

reaction. In the BWC era, public onlookers are taught to study moments or frames in these 

shaky, underexposed recordings to find signs of threats and to naturalize Graham v. Connorôs 

legal definition of reasonable police violence. Based in part on this legal definition, in April 

2023, a grand jury decided not to indict the eight Akron officers that fired more than ninety 

rounds and killed Walker. As this example demonstrates, most cases of alleged excessive police 

violence are not brought to trial, so the legitimacy of twenty-first century policing is largely 

contested in the court of public opinion. After the announcement that Akronôs officers would not 

be indicted, Ohio Attorney General Dave Yost defended the decision by reiterating the original 

press conferenceôs narrative. Attorney General Yost explained: ñ[Walker] reached for his 

waistband in what several officers described as a cross-draw motion, planted his foot and turned 

toward the officers while raising his hand.ò244 Yost then connected Walkerôs alleged motion to 

the legal precedent set by Graham v. Connor: ñThe law allows officers to use deadly force to 

defend themselves or others against a deadly threat.ò245 This is the same argument about 

Walkerôs body movements that had been visually supported by the series of isolated, blurry still 

frames extracted from BWC videos for the 2022 press conference. When looking at selective 

BWC frames in these trained ways, it appears that the Ohio Attorney Generalôs remarks are 

 
244 Eric Levenson, Dakin Andone, Polo Sandoval, Theresa Waldrop, and Laura Ly, ñ Grand Jury 

Declines to Indict Akron Police Officers in Killing of Jayland Walker,ò CNN, April 17, 2023, 

https://www.cnn.com/2023/04/17/us/jayland-walker-police-shooting-grand-jury/index.html.  
245 Levenson, Andone, Sandoval, Waldrop, and Ly, ñGrand Jury.ò 

https://www.cnn.com/2023/04/17/us/jayland-walker-police-shooting-grand-jury/index.html
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directly supported; the Akron officersô deadly police force is understood as a legal and legitimate 

defense against a threatening civilian. 

To counter twenty-first century accusations of systemic racism, police departments divert 

public attention away from broader discriminatory practices and toward narrow debates about 

individual officers making split-second decisions in the face of perceived threats. Because the 

state disproportionately polices Black communities, the growing archive of BWC footage offers 

an unprecedented volume of audiovisual sources that the public will be trained to evaluate as 

evidence that Black bodies endanger police officers ï and that only certain types of threatening 

criminals demand policing. As C. M. Morrison explains, ñWatching a compilation of police 

videos gives the impression that the only criminality that we need be concerned with comes from 

the street. Conversely, there is an almost-total lack of white-collar criminals. Again, this reflects 

a general conception of the poor, the disenfranchised, or simply the non-white as the enemy.ò246 

In many BWC recordings, even minor movements of a Black civilianôs arm ï movements only 

potentially recognizable by slowing or freezing BWC videos ï can be used to justify police 

violence, as long as jurors and the public first learn how to look for/at these bodily gestures. As 

Irvin explains, ñin line with a long history of racialized surveillance, official pedagogies train 

viewers to mine videos for evidence by scrutinizing the Black body as a site of pervasive 

threat.ò247 Of course, public interpretations of BWC videos and their depictions of civiliansô 

body movements are informed by broader social norms, including the historical construction of 

Blackness as threatening.248 And other kinds of evidence ï from oral testimonies to crime scene 

 
246 Morrison, ñBody Camera Obscura,ò 832. 
247 Irvin, ñVideos, Police Violence, and Scrutiny,ò 997. 
248 Sophie Trawalter, Andrew R. Todd, Abigail A. Baird, and Jennifer A. Richeson, ñAttending 

to Threat: Race-Based Patterns of Selective Attention,ò Journal of Experimental Social 

Psychology 44 (2008): 1326. 



169 

 

photographs to dashcam videos ï have also been used to justify police violence as self-defense. 

That said, BWCs offer a fresh and powerful kind of visual evidence that can provide clues of 

endangerment from an officerôs point of view. In the wake of early twenty-first century 

bystander cellphone videos, Black Lives Matter protests, public accusations of systemic racism 

in United States policing, and calls for defunding the police, the stateôs training process invites 

the public to actively participate in the legitimation of law enforcement as a necessary response 

to a threatening world of crime. BWCsô discursive construction as tools of accountability, their 

formal features, and the stateôs training processes are typically used to highlight this perceived 

threat to the police ï rather than the threats posed by police violence itself ï in a post-Graham v. 

Connor United States. 

Varied Perspectives on Policing in Incident (2023)  

To explore and respond to the stateôs training processes, I analyze Bill Morrisonôs 2023 

archival documentary titled Incident. This approximately thirty-minute film appropriates 2018 

surveillance and BWC recordings that were publicly released by the Chicago Police 

Department.249 Incident contextualizes its appropriated surveillance footage to support a 

narrative about Officer Dillan Halley fatally shooting Harith ñSnoopò Augustus. Rather than 

only recirculating the footage that the state initially deemed ñrelevantò to the public, Incident 

appropriates and organizes videos depicting the moments leading up to the shooting, as well as 

many of the events that unfolded in the immediate aftermath of this fatal violence. In many 

scenes, Incident presents this longer view of the leadup and the policeôs responses to the shooting 

 
249 For an example of reporting from one of the journalists (and one of Incidentôs producers) that 

sued the Chicago Police Department for the public release of these videos, see Jamie Kalven, ñIn 

the Aftermath of a Police Killing, The Justifications Begin Immediately,ò The Intercept, August 

13, 2022, https://theintercept.com/2022/08/13/chicago-police-killing-bodycam-harith-augustus/.  

https://theintercept.com/2022/08/13/chicago-police-killing-bodycam-harith-augustus/
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from multiple surveillance camera angles and BWC perspectives. Via split-screens and 

overlapping audio tracks, Incident draws attention to many aspects of the event and the officersô 

behaviors that were omitted from the stateôs initial public release of BWC recordings (see figure 

26). As I explained above, when police departments release BWC recordings after this kind of 

fatal encounter, representatives of the state ï and the news media that then recirculates the 

footage ï teach the public to interpret the images and sounds as evidence that justifies past police 

violence. Incident has been understandably praised for providing a broader view of the events 

surrounding the killing of Augustus. That said, while I agree that Incidentôs inclusion of 

previously omitted materials complicates the stateôs initial narratives, I am more narrowly 

interested in what this archival documentary might offer in my search for modes of targeted, 

policed looking. In response to this archival documentaryôs tactics of appropriation, montage, 

and narration, I will describe a mode of policed looking that reflects upon and responds to the 

eraôs specific training processes that teach the public to evaluate BWC videos as objective, 

trustworthy proof of policingôs efficacy and necessity. 

 

Figure 26: Incident frequently depicts events that unfolded both before and after the shooting from multiple camera 

perspectives at once. 

Augustus was a 37-year-old barber. On July 14, 2018, as Augustus walked down a 
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sidewalk near his workplace on Chicagoôs South Side, he was stopped by police. The officers 

that confronted Augustus expressed suspicion that he was carrying a weapon. When stopped by 

the group of officers, Augustus presented his permit to legally carry the concealed weapon. After 

presenting his permit, the police surrounded Augustus. As he attempted to break free and moved 

into the street, officer Dillan Halley shot and killed Augustus. Much like in the 2022 Akron 

example described above, immediately after this ñincident,ò the Chicago Police Department 

released two very brief videos containing BWC footage to support their claim that Augustus had 

posed a threat to the officers. Again, police violence was publicly defended and normalized by a 

claim that a civilianôs movements signaled a reach for a gun. Based on the legal precedent 

established by Graham v. Connor, the state pointed to a Black manôs bodily movement as a 

justification for the ñsplit-second decisionò to shoot and kill. And, again, manipulated BWC 

footage was presented as especially trustworthy evidence to support this definition of police 

violence as a reasonable response to a threatening world of crime.  

When the state initially released two versions of the brief, silent BWC footage presenting 

Halley shooting Augustus, the videos were preceded by a text-based slide that framed the 

situation as an ñAggravated Assault of a Police Officer.ò250 The first video, which is labelled as 

ñReal Time,ò lasts approximately twenty seconds. Despite the stateôs description of the video 

unfolding in ñreal time,ò this initial recording digitally freezes and rescales moments just before 

Augustus was killed in order to draw viewersô attention toward the gun at his waist. The second 

version of the BWC video is then presented with the same title ï ñAggravated Assault of a Police 

 
250 ñChicago Police Release Body Cam Video of Harith Augustus Shooting,ò The Washington 

Post, July 15, 2018, https://www.washingtonpost.com/video/national/other/chicago-police-

release-body-cam-video-of-harith-augustus-shooting/2018/07/15/aa772fd8-8872-11e8-9d59-

dccc2c0cabcf_video.html.  

https://www.washingtonpost.com/video/national/other/chicago-police-release-body-cam-video-of-harith-augustus-shooting/2018/07/15/aa772fd8-8872-11e8-9d59-dccc2c0cabcf_video.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/video/national/other/chicago-police-release-body-cam-video-of-harith-augustus-shooting/2018/07/15/aa772fd8-8872-11e8-9d59-dccc2c0cabcf_video.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/video/national/other/chicago-police-release-body-cam-video-of-harith-augustus-shooting/2018/07/15/aa772fd8-8872-11e8-9d59-dccc2c0cabcf_video.html
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Officerò ï but without the ñReal Timeò description. In this version, the video is slowed 

immediately after Augustus turns his body away from officers to flee toward the street. Via this 

digitally manipulated footage, the public is further trained to focus on Augustusô right hand that 

appears to reach behind his body ï a minor movement that was illegible at the first versionôs 

regular speed. In dramatic slow motion, Augustus falls into the street after he is shot. The state 

then concludes their video by repeating the first intertitle. The public has just witnessed a visual 

representation of the fatal shooting of a civilian, but the violence has been contextualized as 

evidence of the ñAggravated Assault of a Police Officer.ò  

When ABC 7 Chicago and other media outlets shared this initially-released footage, they 

reiterated (intentionally or not) the stateôs training process.251 These outlets shared the stateôs 

own strategically framed videos, including their textual descriptions of the event as an alleged 

aggravated assault and their editing choices that isolated specific moments as clues of a threat to 

officers. In turn, the public was repeatedly encouraged to interpret the silent BWC footage as 

evidence in very specific ways. In some cases, journalistsô own descriptions of the videos further 

reinforced the stateôs training process. For example, when CNN recirculated the initial video 

recordings, they added a description: ñChicago Police released bodycam video of 37-year-old 

Harith Augustus after a confrontation with officers.ò252 Watching the silent BWC recording after 

reading CNNôs caption, which can be read as framing the situation as Augustusô ñconfrontationò 

with the police, the public is taught to approach this kind of footage as evidence of police 

responding to a potential civilian threat. To be fair, CNN had only seen this brief selection of the 

 
251 Diane Pathieu and John Garcia, ñChicago Police Release Body Cam Video of South Shore 

Police Shooting,ò ABC 7, July 15, 2018, https://abc7chicago.com/chicago-police-shooting-

protests-harith-augustus-police-involved/3766539/.  
252 ñChicago PD Release Bodycam Video of Fatal Shooting,ò CNN, accessed April 14, 2024, 

https://www.cnn.com/videos/us/2018/07/16/chicago-police-bodycam-shooting-lc-orig.cnn.  

https://abc7chicago.com/chicago-police-shooting-protests-harith-augustus-police-involved/3766539/
https://abc7chicago.com/chicago-police-shooting-protests-harith-augustus-police-involved/3766539/
https://www.cnn.com/videos/us/2018/07/16/chicago-police-bodycam-shooting-lc-orig.cnn
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video so far; they were unaware that the footage recorded before the shooting ï including much 

of the footage that is appropriated by Incident ï would suggest that police were the ones that 

approached Augustus before he presented his permit for legally carrying a weapon. In other 

words, CNN likely did not know any more details than what the rest of the public had been 

trained to see in the extremely short BWC clips, which focused on the moments immediately 

before the shooting. But this is the point: as the state and many media outlets release BWC 

recordings to the public, they ask the public to engage with these images ï which onlookers are 

predisposed to trust ï in a search for clues of a split-second decision in response to a threat, 

which might justify policingôs status quo. 

As I explained above, since the 2010s, the state has faced growing pressure to publicly 

legitimate policing. By 2018, when Halley killed Augustus, many protests were unfolding across 

the nation in response to bystander videos and many accusations of racist police brutality. In the 

specific context of Chicago, city officials were attempting to maintain control over their image 

(and the cityôs residents) as the public waited for the trial regarding Officer Jason Van Dyke 

fatally shooting Laquan McDonald in 2014. The killing of McDonald, which was recorded on 

eventually-released dashcam footage, was central to many protests and public calls for BWCs in 

the late-2010s. In other words, in this specific Chicago summer of 2018, tensions were very high, 

the state was particularly pressured to defend its actions, and the evidentiary status of state 

surveillance videos was facing intense scrutiny.253 In this context, the state recognized the need 

to reinforce its training processes and to double-down on its defensive narratives when sharing 

and discussing the BWC videos recorded during the killing of Augustus. Police Superintendent 

 
253 Mitch Smith, ñChicago on Edge as Officer Who Shot Laquan McDonald 16 Times Faces 

Trial,ò The New York Times, September 4, 2018, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/04/us/laquan-mcdonald-van-dyke.html.  

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/04/us/laquan-mcdonald-van-dyke.html
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Eddie Johnson publicly reiterated the discourses of transparency and objectivity that surrounded 

initial BWC adoptions. Johnson claimed: ñThis video speaks for itself.ò254 In further defending 

the officersô actions, on behalf of the state, Johnson reminded the public to interpret the footage 

through the lens of the post-Graham v. Connor definition of police violence: ñThese things 

happen at a split second and officers have to make decisions quickly.ò255 

The Chicago Police Department and many news outlets encouraged onlookers to focus on 

Augustusô minor gestures during mere seconds of footage surrounding the shooting itself. In 

Incident, much longer portions of the policeôs BWC videos and other surveillance footage open 

space for considering the consequences of the stateôs selectivity and training processes. To 

explore a process of policed looking in response to this training, I will focus on a scene that 

occurs after the moments isolated by the policeôs initial release of BWC footage. In this scene, 

Officer Halley nervously attempts to leave the area where he had shot Augustus. As the police 

cordon off this location, tensions begin to rise between bystanders and the officers on the scene. 

Incidentôs superimposed digital text reminds viewers that these tensions between police and the 

community were already at a tipping point due to the upcoming trial related to McDonaldôs 

murder. In Incidentôs appropriated surveillance footage, officers anxiously wait for an ambulance 

to arrive and to transport Augustusô body away from the crime scene, which is attracting more 

and more public attention. As Halley and other officers impatiently wait, the angry cries from 

bystanders grow louder. In this unstable situation, Halley and his partner begin to verbally 

express concerns for their own safety. On camera, these officers start to vocalize fear for their 

 
254 P.R. Lockhart, ñAfter the Harith Augustus Shooting, Chicagoôs Policing Problems are Back 

in the Spotlight,ò Vox, July 16, 2018, 

https://www.vox.com/identities/2018/7/16/17576934/harith-augustus-shooting-chicago-police-

department-body-camera-footage.  
255 Lockhart, ñAfter the Harith Augustus Shooting.ò  

https://www.vox.com/identities/2018/7/16/17576934/harith-augustus-shooting-chicago-police-department-body-camera-footage
https://www.vox.com/identities/2018/7/16/17576934/harith-augustus-shooting-chicago-police-department-body-camera-footage
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own lives both in the moments immediately before Halley shot Augustus and in their attempts to 

flee the tense location where the shooting took place.  

Through its tactics of appropriation and montage, this brief scene makes visible and 

analyzable many concerns about how to look at BWC footage in response to the stateôs training 

processes. To begin, Incident appropriates footage recorded by a BWC, which was mounted to 

Halleyôs partner named Officer Megan Flemin. In the BWC video, Flemin frantically argues that 

Augustus had scratched her arm in the pre-shooting altercation. This vocalization of a perceived 

threat directly positions the actions of Flemin and her fellow officers within the framework 

constructed by Grahan v. Connor. As Flemin claims she was harmed by Augustus, her shaky and 

distorted BWCôs recording ï which is obstructed by Fleminôs arms as she points at areas where 

Augustus allegedly scratched her ï appears to offer visual evidence of a brave, injured officer 

that reasonably responded to a dangerous situation. Yet Incident visually contrasts this officerôs 

shaky BWC footage with images recorded by a distant and static surveillance camera. This 

distant surveillance cameraôs footage presents the same actions that viewers are simultaneously 

witnessing on Fleminôs BWC, but onlookers are now encouraged to also view these actions from 

an alternative, stable perspective. In the overhead surveillance cameraôs footage, officer Flemin 

awkwardly flails her arms around Augustusô dead body, which is still on the street (see figure 

27). In the concurrent BWC footage, the officerôs gestures seem chaotic, endangered, and 

defensive; from the wider camera angle, the officerôs bodily movements seem overly dramatic 

and insultingly indifferent to Augustusô dead body lying beside her.  
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Figure 27: By visually contrasting two different perspectives of the same moment, Incident invites a reflexive look 

that considers how we are trained to read BWC videos as evidence of an endangered officer. 

To some extent, the BWCôs shaky recordings are determined by the formal factors I 

described above, including the cameraôs placement on Fleminôs chest and the wide-angle lens 

that is designed to capture a lot of visual information. Yet Incidentôs juxtaposition of the shaky 

BWC recording and the distant surveillance footage offers a chance for viewers to recognize how 

they have been trained to interpret BWC images and their formal characteristics in specific ways. 

Officer Fleminôs shaky and distorted BWC footage recalls the handheld camerawork of many 

fictional action or horror films, as well as the playerôs perspective in first-person shooter 

videogames. Because the public has been specifically trained to interpret BWC footage as an 

objective and trustworthy record for holding the police accountable, this kind of footage can 

provide an especially persuasive mode of visual evidence for supporting the stateôs defense of its 

uses of force. In response, policed looking enables viewers to recognize the processes through 

which these kinds of recordings are used to position Flemin and her partner Halley ï the shooter 

ï as threatened victims, rather than perpetrators of violence. 

Incident then layers on a third camera perspective. In addition to the distant overhead 

surveillance camera and Fleminôs BWC, Incident superimposes Halleyôs own BWC recordings 
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captured in the moments after he shot and killed Augustus. In Incidentôs split-screened BWC 

videos, Flemin appears to be heroically protecting her partner from the dangers that Halleyôs 

own BWC is depicting. Halley nervously states: ñI gotta get out of here!ò On the surface, the two 

partnersô BWC recordings seem to provide clues about the officersô fears as they hurriedly 

search for an escape route. Then, as they rush over to their lieutenant, Halley nervously states: 

ñIôm a target.ò Flemin urgently warns the lieutenant that her partnerôs ñgotta go!ò To present 

these frantic conversations, Incident introduces yet another cameraôs perspective. Along with 

both officersô BWC footage, the lieutenantôs own BWC recordings are added to the mix, along 

with the static surveillance cameraôs footage. In these three concurrent BWC recordings, there is 

no visible threat; three members of the Chicago Police Department are simply approaching and 

yelling at one another (see figure 28). Yet this archival documentaryôs editing strategies have 

invited viewers to begin identifying the ways they have been trained to read these shaky and 

distorted images as evidence from the perspective of endangered officers. 

 

Figure 28: When Incident presents four concurrent camera angles, including three shots recorded by BWCs, viewers 

are invited to consider how the state has framed these images as evidence of endangered officers. 

Halley and his partner then begin to run away. As the scene progresses, Incident removes 

the lieutenantôs BWC perspective because he remains at the original location of the shooting. 
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The remaining split-screened BWC videos produce the feeling that Halley and Flemin are being 

chased by an off-screen pursuer. In fact, as the stable surveillance footage in the bottom of 

Incidentôs busy frame suggests, these officers are simply jogging away from a dead manôs body 

that is lying still in the middle of a closed-off street. Yet the officersô relatively slow movements 

appear desperate and chaotic in the BWC videos, especially as they attempt to climb over the red 

tape that was placed at the sceneôs perimeter by fellow officers (see figure 29). This kind of 

contradiction between BWC imagesô seemingly endangered perspectives and the reality of what 

is occurring before the camera was famously analyzed by journalists at The New York Times. As 

these journalists demonstrated, even less threatening situations ï including a civilian playfully 

dancing with an officer ï can be read as signs of a threat in BWC recordings.256 Via policed 

looking at the jogging scene in Incident, public viewers can similarly recognize how they have 

been trained to interpret this BWC footage as evidence of officers fleeing a truly dangerous 

situation. By complicating initial, trained interpretations, viewers can look again in search of 

alternative evidentiary values.  

 
256 Timothy Williams, James Thomas, Samuel Jacoby, and Damien Cave, ñPolice Body 

Cameras: What Do You See?,ò The New York Times, April 1, 2016, 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/04/01/us/police-bodycam-video.html.   

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/04/01/us/police-bodycam-video.html
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Figure 29: As in many BWC videos publicly released by the state, footage in Incident often presents an officerôs 

running, which appears hectic and hurried due to the cameraôs bouncing on the officerôs chest. 

As this scene continues, to further encourage this process of reevaluating the BWC 

recordings, Incident again juxtaposes the officersô frantic recordings with two static surveillance 

camerasô shots. In one of these two surveillance videos, viewers again witness Augustusô body 

lying on the street (see figure 30). Flemin yells: ñGet in the car!ò As the officersô hands reach in 

front of their BWCs and toward the vehicleôs door handles, wide-angle lenses distort their 

movements, making it appear as if the officers must enter the car to avoid immediate danger. 

Incident provides the opportunity to linger on these images, which are often absent from the 

stateôs initial public releases of BWC footage. Here, the construction of the fleeing officersô 

endangerment is directly complicated by the viewerôs encounter with images of the crime 

sceneôs remaining officers as they calmly wander around Augustusô body. As Seth Fein argues, 

the film serves as a reminder of how ñincidental, how bone-chillingly inconsequential, 

Augustusôs life appears to be to the police cavalierly conversing, indifferent to the victimôs body 

lying a few feet from their feet, as bystanders resolutely condemn the shooting of their neighbor 
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as a mortal misdeed.ò257 The process of policed looking provides a path toward recognizing and 

responding to the ways we have been taught to actively participate in this indifference as we 

interpret these kinds of BWC images as evidence from the perspective of violent and fleeing 

officers, rather than a fatally-shot man, lying prostrate on the street. 

 

Figure 30: In the top-left and -right portions of the image, Incident presents seemingly-frantic movements and 

distorted images from the officersô BWC videos. These recordings are contrasted with the stable images recorded by 

surveillance cameras, which are presented in the lower-left and -right corners of the frame. 

 Throughout Incident, similar techniques of appropriation and montage, along with the 

addition of digital text, invite reconsiderations of how and why the public typically reads BWC 

recordings as objective records from the perspective of police officers responding reasonably ï 

in a split-second ï to on-the-job threats. Yet the majority of BWC images recorded, stored, and 

appropriated do not explicitly depict the events immediately before, during, and after a fatal 

shooting. Individual ñincidentsò of police violence serve as catalysts for training the public to 

interpret BWC recordings in very specific ways, but the public then applies this training to BWC 

videos of all kinds in a variety of contexts. The goal of policed looking, then, is not only to 

 
257 Seth Fein, ñIncident in the Old Ale House: Director Bill Morrison Discusses His Latest 

Documentary,ò The Village Voice, November 10, 2023, https://www.villagevoice.com/incident-

in-the-old-ale-house-director-bill -morrison-discusses-his-latest-documentary/.  

https://www.villagevoice.com/incident-in-the-old-ale-house-director-bill-morrison-discusses-his-latest-documentary/
https://www.villagevoice.com/incident-in-the-old-ale-house-director-bill-morrison-discusses-his-latest-documentary/
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recognize and respond to these training processes in the moments immediately following 

contested acts of police violence. The goal is to look at all police BWC recordings historically, 

including videos that seem to present officers effectively and peacefully going about their daily 

activities. To conclude, I will demonstrate how policed looking can be transposed to a setting 

where the public is increasingly likely to encounter these types of appropriated non-violent BWC 

videos: the streaming-era true crime documentary. 

Conclusion to Policed Looking  

At the beginning of this chapter, I explained that ï despite my initial focus on BWCs, 

Black Lives Matter, and Incidentôs narrative of a fatal police shooting ï I am still primarily 

interested in the question of how to look at non-violent archival images as evidence related to 

histories of racism and political violence. Much like seemingly-peaceful glass-plate portraits or 

16mm home movies have a great deal to tell us about the Holocaust and the kinds of twenty-first 

century knowledge produced via encounters with visual evidence, non-violent BWC recordings 

have much to tell us about the status of the image and the construction of state-sanctioned 

violenceôs legitimacy. To support this argument, I will conclude by practicing policed looking at 

appropriated non-violent BWC videos in a true crime documentary. Netflixôs American Murder: 

The Family Next Door (2020) constructs a narrative about Chris Wattsô shocking 2018 murders 

of his pregnant wife, Shanann, and two young daughters, Bella and Celeste. This true crime 

documentary traces many aspects of the Frederick, Colorado police departmentôs investigation 

into the victimsô disappearance, as well as Chrisô eventual confessions of infidelity and murder. 

The true crime genre is filled with these kinds of horrific murder stories, which are regularly 

supplemented by archival materials. Yet I have chosen to conclude this chapter by practicing 

policed looking at American Murder: The Family Next Door (hereafter referred to as American 
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Murder) and its appropriated non-violent BWC videos because this film fits both the archival 

and true crime documentary modes. Critics have praised American Murder for its atypical 

ñdecision to eschew the traditional form of the televised crime documentaryðthe datelines, the 

dramatic narrator and emotional interviewsðto construct a narrative entirely out of archival 

footage.ò258 As American Murderôs opening title card proudly explains: ñAll materials in this 

film were captured by police, media, or uploaded to the internet. Personal footage and messages 

were also provided by Shanannôs family and friends.ò American Murder appropriates and 

recontextualizes many diverse extant sources, including Facebook posts, television news reports, 

convenience store surveillance recordings, interrogation room videos, etc. I will specifically 

focus on the question of how to look historically at this true crime documentaryôs appropriated 

non-violent BWC footage in direct response to the stateôs training processes outlined above. 

True crime documentaries such as American Murder and their audiences enter into a sort 

of social agreement. Although viewers accept diverse creative approaches to storytelling, true 

crime fans often engage with these documentaries expecting to encounter something real. I echo 

Elizabeth Cowieôs claim that a filmôs engagement with this spectatorial ñdesireò for interacting 

with and understanding reality sets documentaries apart from narrative or fictional films.259 

Drawing from Bill Nicholsô influential theories about documentary spectatorship, Cowie 

counters a popular belief that the documentary is defined by actuality content, established 

aesthetic techniques, or journalistic integrity. Staged content, various formal structures, and 

 
258

 Bilal Qureshi, ñAmerican Murder: The Family Next Door Review: Tragedy Reconstructed,ò 

The New York Times, September 30, 2020, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/30/movies/american-murder-the-family-next-door-

review.html. 
259 Elizabeth Cowie, Recording Reality, Desiring the Real (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2011), 3. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/30/movies/american-murder-the-family-next-door-review.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/30/movies/american-murder-the-family-next-door-review.html
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subjective perspectives can all fit within the documentary label, as long as viewers see the film 

with an expectation that their desire for encountering and knowing the real will be satisfied.260 In 

twenty-first-century true crime documentaries specifically, audiencesô desire for the real is 

closely tied to processes of evaluating evidence, drawing conclusions about criminal cases, and 

learning about policing and legal practices. In some cases, popular streaming-era true crime 

documentaries critique the United States legal system and a perceived ñmiscarriage of justice.ò261 

In other cases, true crime documentaries align spectators with the perspective of principled law 

enforcement officers searching for the truth and protecting citizens from a dangerous world of 

crime.262 Despite these two approachesô very different ideological positions, they share a 

processual ñjurificationò of audiences that creates a sense of spectatorsô personal participation in 

the evaluation of evidence and the pursuit of justice.263  

On the surface, American Murderôs jurification of its audience in the case of a white 

suburban father murdering his family seems far removed from debates about histories of racist 

policing. Unlike an archival documentary such as Incident, which explicitly engages with these 

debates, American Murder does not appropriate any BWC videos depicting violent encounters 

between white officers and Black citizens (or any other overtly violent encounters). And while 

Incident is designed to question the policeôs account of events, American Murder belongs to the 

 
260 Cowie, Recording Reality, 25. 
261 For popular examples, see the first seasons of the 2015 true crime docuseries Making a 

Murderer and The Jinx: The Life and Deaths of Robert Durst. Stella Bruzzi, ñMaking a Genre: 

The Case of the Contemporary True Crime Documentary,ò Law and Humanities 10, no. 2 

(2016): 275. 
262 For a popular example of this true crime mode, see the 2020 reboot of Unsolved Mysteries. 

And for a description of some distinctions between ñtraditionalò and non-traditional true crime 

modes, see Elizabeth Walters, ñNetflix Originals: The Evolution of True Crime Television,ò The 

Velvet Light Trap 88 (2021): 27. 
263 Bruzzi, ñMaking a Genre,ò 280. 



184 

 

true crime mode that valorizes policing as a necessary defense against dangers lurking next door. 

Still, American Murderôs processes of appropriating and recirculating BWC recordings present 

an opportunity for practicing policed looking, which will reveal how this valorization of law 

enforcement is uniquely bolstered by BWC videos and the ways we are trained to evaluate them 

as evidence. In other words, I approach American Murder as an opportunity for identifying and 

countering the stateôs attempts to align onlookers with a police officerôs threatened point of view 

broadly, as well as this true crime documentaryôs specific attempts to position BWC videos as 

evidence of reasonable officers responding to the dangers posed by our neighbors.  

To practice this process of policed looking, I will briefly analyze two scenes in American 

Murder. The first presents police officers searching an empty bedroom; the second depicts 

officers handing out missing-persons flyers to local residents. In both cases, the BWC videos do 

not depict overt violence or racism. Yet policed looking provides a path toward understanding 

and responding to the ways we are trained to read these appropriated BWC images as objective 

records of policingôs legitimacy, including the legitimacy of systems that uphold racist police 

violence. In American Murderôs climactic scene, Chris confesses graphic details about how he 

killed his wife Shanann. This disturbing voice-over is paired with BWC footage. Although the 

voice-over describes murder, the BWC videos do not depict violence. As in many sequences 

throughout American Murder, this scene presents appropriated videos that reveal domestic 

spaces and rooms in the Watts familyôs suburban home. This climactic scene specifically 

presents BWC footage recorded in the master bedroom. As Chris describes the moments leading 

up to murdering his wife, appropriated BWC images align this true crime documentaryôs jurified 

spectators with the point of view of an officer entering the darkened bedroom (see figure 31).  
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Figure 31: American Murderôs appropriated BWC videos produce a sense of fear and dread as an officer enters a 

bedroom, even though there are no present threats to the officer at the time of recording.  

Chris states: ñI felt [Shanann] get into bed. She started rubbing her hand on me, and we 

ended up having sex.ò The BWC shakily pans as the officer scans the bedroom. Chrisô voice 

continues: ñWhen I woke up later on in the morning, I pretty much told heréI didnôt think it was 

gonna work anymore. And she was like, óWhat happened? What was last night?ô She was like, óI 

knew something; I knew there was somebody else.ôò American Murder then jump cuts to a later 

moment in the BWC shot. The officer is now ominously approaching another door, this time to 

the master bathroom. Even though the murders were committed before this officer entered the 

bedroom ï and even though the officer is not in any direct danger ï American Murderôs 

juxtaposition of sound and image produces the sense of threat and dread that is so commonly 

foregrounded by the state. In other words, viewers are aligned with a threatened police officerôs 

perspective, as in cases when police departments position BWC footage as evidence to justify a 

white officerôs use of force against a Black civilian. Via policed looking, we can identify the 

ways that ï even before encountering footage of this specific officer entering this empty 

bedroom ï we have already been trained to interpret this non-violent footage as evidence of 

reasonable and necessary policing from a threatened officerôs perspective.  

Chrisô voice-over confession continues: ñI couldnôt just say, óYes, there is somebody 
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else.ô Then [Shanann] said, óYouôre never going to see your kids again. Youôre never going to 

see them again. Get off me.ôò Now, the officer and BWC are directly next to the bed. An 

officerôs hand enters the bottom-left corner of the frame and points a flashlight toward the bed. 

In the appropriated confession audio, Chris asks himself: ñIf Iôd never met [the other woman], 

would I ever have thought our relationship was bad? Probably not?ò The officer shines the 

flashlight across the bed and room. The center of the image is overexposed by the flashlightôs 

concentrated beam, while the distorted edges of the frame remain menacingly dark (see figure 

32). These appropriated BWC recordings recall the survival horror videogame genre, in which a 

threatened character wields a flashlight while approaching doorways into dangerous rooms. 

American Murderôs viewers are similarly positioned with the officer in this dark and seemingly 

dangerous space, shining a light and bravely searching for truth about the past violence that 

occurred here. Via policed looking, viewers can recognize how the state exploits these formal 

characteristics and perspectives to encourage an evaluation of this footage as evidence of a 

threatened yet courageous police officer. And onlookers can better understand how this true 

crime documentary is asking its jurified viewers to participate in the post-Graham v. Connor 

process of searching BWC footage for clues of threats that would defend the legality of police 

violence, even in encounters with this kind of non-violent video footage.  
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Figure 32: In this appropriated BWC shot from American Murder, an officer ominously shines a light on a darkened 

crime scene.  

Chris continues: ñI told [Shanann] I didnôt love her anymore. Thatôs when it happened.ò 

In the BWC recording, another officer enters the left portion of the frame. In this slowed footage, 

the second officer is also shining a flashlight in the darkened room. Although there is no 

immediate threat to these officers, the slowed, non-violent BWC images recall the stateôs 

frequent attempts to justify uses of force by slowing surveillance footage and training the public 

to study small details in the frame. American Murderôs BWC footage does not depict a literal 

threat to officers, but policed looking recognizes how we have been trained to study the digitally-

manipulated images as evidence of the police bravely facing dangers that might remain invisible 

at normal speed. As the officers walk through the Wattsô bedroom, Chris continues: ñ[Shanann] 

told me to get off her, and then I put my hands around her.ò As Chris begins to detail the murder, 

this key moment in the confession is accompanied by the slowed, unsettling BWC footage. 

Although Chris is describing the act of strangling Shanann, the audience is foremost aligned with 

the perspective of a reasonable police officer that appears to be confronting the danger that 

Shanann faced in this bedroom. In this climactic scene from American Murder, the BWCs do not 

present particularly threatening situations as officers explore an empty bedroom. Yet, via policed 

looking, viewers can begin to recognize how the public has been trained ï by the state, news 
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media, and many true crime documentaries ï to read even non-violent BWC images from the 

perspective of a threatened-yet-reasonable police officer. Notably, policed looking points to the 

ways this training process exploits BWCsô formal characteristics, which recall a survival horror 

videogameôs perspective, in teaching the public to engage with all BWC footage as objective 

ñproofò that law enforcement is a necessary and natural defense against danger.  

In another American Murder scene, the police are even further removed from any 

obvious signs of a criminal threat. In this scene, American Murder appropriates BWC footage of 

police officers politely asking the Wattsô neighbors if they have any tips about the whereabouts 

of Shanann or her daughters (see figure 33). This footage ï which was recorded before Chris 

eventually confessed to the murders ï presents concerned citizensô reactions as they receive 

paper flyers and respond to the police officersô requests for information about their missing 

neighbors. As officers walk door-to-door, their BWCs record citizens calmly answering officersô 

questions and willingly cooperating with the investigation. Most of these neighbors are white; 

they do not seem concerned about the police knocking on their front doors.  

 

Figure 33: American Murder appropriates BWC images of white citizens peacefully interacting with officers.  

American Murderôs appropriated BWC recordings of pleasant interactions between 

police and community members only rarely offer substantive clues about the murders. Yet, by 
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practicing policed looking, we can recognize how this true crime documentaryôs jurified viewers 

have already been trained to interpret these BWC videos as evidence that supports the 

documentaryôs portrait of collaborative, effective, and good-natured policing practices. In the 

twenty-first century, the state does not only share BWC videos of fatal violence as evidence to 

legitimate law enforcement. In many cases, the state circulates BWC recordings of officers 

responding to non-criminal threats or calmly interacting with grateful civilians.264 Of course, 

United States police officers do peacefully interact with citizens by handing out flyers and asking 

the public for assistance. That said, how we choose to look at police-produced surveillance 

images as evidence matters. American Murderôs BWC recordings of officers delivering missing-

persons flyers are a far cry from the bystander videosô depictions of violent encounters between 

white police officers and Black citizens that spurred public demand for BWCs (see figure 34). 

This is the point. If the public does not recognize and respond to the stateôs training processes, 

appropriated BWC videos ï whether they depict racist police violence or officers acting non-

violently ï will continue to legitimate and normalize twenty-first century policingôs status quo 

that BWCs were supposedly adopted to transform.  

 
264 For example, see Kristen Mirand, ñóPolice Officers Doing Heroic Things:ô BPD Releases 

Body Cam Video from Blizzard,ò WKBW, January 27, 2023, 

https://www.wkbw.com/news/local-news/blizzard-of-22/police-officers-doing-heroic-things-

bpd-releases-body-cam-video-from-blizzard.  

https://www.wkbw.com/news/local-news/blizzard-of-22/police-officers-doing-heroic-things-bpd-releases-body-cam-video-from-blizzard
https://www.wkbw.com/news/local-news/blizzard-of-22/police-officers-doing-heroic-things-bpd-releases-body-cam-video-from-blizzard
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Figure 34: American Murderôs appropriated BWC videos do not explicitly depict violence, but the public has been 

trained to look at these images as evidence of policingôs efficacy and necessity in response to non-police threats. 

As police departments dramatically increase spending on public relations and form new 

strategies for countering twenty-first century critiques of racist policing, civilians will likely 

encounter and interpret more BWC recordings in a variety of settings. Although Incident and 

American Murderôs techniques of appropriation and circulation support very different visions of 

policing and surveillance, both archival documentaries make visible the contentious roles that 

BWC videos are playing in debates about past police violence and law enforcementôs present 

legitimacy. The goal of policed looking is to consider how the public might engage with BWC 

footage in ways that emphasize and respond to, rather than perpetuate, these recordingsô 

evidentiary roles in defending policing as the only reasonable defense against a dangerous world 

of crime. 
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Chapter 4: Problematic Looking ï Controversial Images in Expanding Historical Fields 

In the previous chapters, I contended with various ways images are looked at and used as 

evidence in the twenty-first century. So far, I have focused on the evidentiary roles of specific 

visual source types: glass-plate portraits, 16mm home movies, and police body-worn camera 

videos. Regarding these image categories, I addressed questions about how to look in response to 

historically-specific concerns related to the status of the archive and evidence, including post-

truth denialism, the circulation of once-private images in public-facing histories, and the stateôs 

attempt to publicly legitimate policing. In this chapter, I move away from a focus on specific 

kinds of visual source types that are often carefully studied by historians and/or lawyers as 

evidence. Instead, I consider how to look at a wide range of audiovisual archival sources as 

evidence ï including commercially-produced images that originally belonged to television news 

stories and feature films ï in response to a broader twenty-first century issue: historical 

knowledge is now constructed via a flood of images that are rapidly appropriated and 

recirculated beyond the confines of traditional historiographic texts. Through daily run-ins with 

images that have been recontextualized in a variety of new informal settings, including online 

and on social media, present understandings of the past are reshaped in unpredictable ways. 

These visions of the past are formed by encounters with visual sources from ñhighò and ñlowò 

culture alike, including images that have already courted controversy in previous contexts. In 

response, this chapter investigates questions about how to practice targeted, historical modes of 

looking at images ï even especially controversial ones ï when we happen upon these visual 

sources in a barrage of reactivated, non-hierarchical, and mixed online visual content.  

Many kinds of visual sources are now easily de- and recontextualized online, often 

without consideration for these diverse sourcesô provenance. Yet these reactivated images, which 
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typically lack traditional citations or analyses from professional researchers, serve evidentiary 

functions in supporting specific visions of history, even as these visual sources are shared by 

non-professionals on social media or in other settings that are not typically taken seriously as 

sites of historical knowledgeôs production. Similarly, images depicting a variety of people and 

past events are now commonly reactivated in new contexts without concern for whether these 

visual sourcesô specific content has been deemed ñhistoric.ò Onlookers can still encounter 

archival images in traditional settings, such as history textbooks, museum exhibits, or 

documentary films, but they frequently engage with a wider range of visual sources in less 

conventional or controlled environments. In these many alternative audiovisual contexts, 

onlookers make sense of the past through diverse appropriated images that originated elsewhere: 

in feature films, television series, livestreams, advertisements, etc. Without clear distinctions 

between these imagesô original modes of production or their makersô intentions, countless 

images can now be encountered in just a few clicks, taps, or scrolls through social media and 

elsewhere online. Because each of these new encounters/contexts then contributes to an 

onlookerôs understandings of the past, this chapterôs goal is to consider how to look at these 

varied, fragmentary, and repeatedly-recontextualized visual sources in ways that recognize and 

respond to their contingent roles in producing twenty-first century historical knowledge. 

To propose a mode of looking historically at these diverse, rapidly reactivated images as 

contingent evidence, I turn to the archival documentary titled Love Is The Message, The Message 

Is Death (2016) [hereafter referred to as LM,MD]. This approximately seven-minute archival 

documentary, which initially premiered as a museum-bound video installation, appropriates 

images from a wide variety of twentieth and twenty-first century contexts: viral YouTube videos, 

1960s television news coverage, police dashcam footage, silent films, amateur cellphone 
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recordings, and much more. LM,MDôs viewers encounter these diverse images in an often-

overwhelming collage that quickly moves between seemingly-unrelated images spanning 

decades of Americaôs past. As I will explain below, I specifically study this archival 

documentary as history. Although this brief film does not include a traditional chronology or a 

clearly-stated argument about past people or events, LM,MDôs recontextualization of disparate 

audiovisual sources in its flow of unnamed images opens space for considering how historical 

knowledge is often constructed in the twenty-first century. LM,MD eschews familiar modes of 

description and narrative clarity while juxtaposing its diverse appropriated sources. Viewers are 

confronted with a variety of images from the past, which are accompanied by Kanye Westôs 

propulsive neo-gospel song ñUltralight Beam.ò By analyzing LM,MD as history, rather than a 

museum-based art object or music video, I reflect upon its unconventional historiographic 

methods, contend with its appropriated imagesô mutable evidentiary values, and consider how 

these images contribute to the filmôs non-linear, entangled vision of American racism and Black 

excellence.  

In response to LM,MDôs unorthodox engagement with a wide variety of visual sources as 

historical evidence, I advocate for a process I call ñproblematic lookingò at appropriated and 

recontextualized sources in the online era. Problematic looking begins from a recognition that 

when any archival materials are appropriated and recirculated in new contexts, including in 

never-ending scrolls of audiovisual content online, they must be looked at as contingent 

historical sources. By advocating for this process of problematic looking at the many different 

kinds of archival images we might encounter in new audiovisual settings, I signal a shift toward 

the term problematicôs association with the unsettled and debatable. This shift in focus 

challenges popular uses of the term problematic. Many twenty-first century film and media 
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critics employ this label to imply imagesô false stability and pre-determined dangers or values. 

These recent trends in journalistic film criticism fail to account for imagesô increasingly visible 

contingencies, especially in an era when even the images produced by major Hollywood studios 

are encountered as fragments in new contexts that reorient their meanings. Ironically, many 

online lists and reviews apply reductive labels that suggest filmic imagesô meanings are singular 

and settled, while these filmsô images are being reactivated on social media and elsewhere to 

produce new meanings alongside many other image types, including those produced by 

amateurs.  

In this rapidly evolving historical and technological context, the term problematic has 

paradoxically become one of the most prominent static labels in popular film discourses, despite 

this termôs fundamental link to the uncertain and unsettled. For example, the label problematic is 

frequently applied to films deemed overtly racist, homophobic, sexist, or otherwise offensive.265 

Of course, critiquing and historicizing the specific ways images have been positioned to serve 

falsified historical narratives or hateful misrepresentations remains an important task for the film 

critic and historian. However, exclusively affixing a broad, stable classification such as 

ñproblematicò to specific films suggests a predetermined danger of looking at certain images 

from the past, despite all imagesô contingent evidentiary values in the present. The blanket term 

problematic, when only applied to select films, also implies that other visual sources are 

somehow ñun-problematicò and even politically or morally pure, despite the fact that these filmsô 

 
265 For example, see Tim Gray, ñ10 Problematic Films That Could Use Warning Labels,ò 
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images are now de- and recontextualized to serve opposing political arguments in a variety of 

unlikely contexts, from memes to advertisements to TikTok videos.  

In response to these descriptions that imply films and other visual sources carry fixed 

meanings or evidentiary values, I approach LM,MD, the concept of the problematic, and 

processes of looking at appropriated and recontextualized visual evidence as opportunities to 

engage with imagesô instabilities and the unresolved ways they will be used to construct 

historical knowledge in the future. To address these instabilities of images and evidence, I will 

largely focus on LM,MDôs appropriated visual sources that have been deemed especially 

controversial or morally dubious. Although these controversial visual sources do not explicitly 

depict racist violence, they can be reactivated to support opposing arguments about the nationôs 

violent history. By evaluating the contingent evidentiary values of images that have already been 

labeled racist or offensive, I demonstrate that all imagesô future roles in shaping understandings 

of the past remain unsettled. I analyze LM,MDôs processes of appropriation and montage, then, 

to advocate for a process of problematic looking that foregrounds and confronts, rather than 

denies, the myriad ways any images ï including those that have sparked controversy online or 

elsewhere ï might contribute to the construction of historical knowledge in the twenty-first 

century. 

Films as History 

Before practicing problematic looking at LM,MDôs appropriated, controversial images as 

historical evidence, it is necessary to briefly trace broader debates surrounding the academic 

study of films as histories. Only a few decades ago, it was controversial to claim that any film ï 

let alone LM,MDôs unconventional, non-linear vision of Americaôs past ï should be analyzed as 

a legitimate mode of history. In the late-1980s, postmodern theorists and historians began paving 



196 

 

the way for many film and media scholars to evaluate a variety of films as historical texts. These 

writers suggested that films demand careful analysis in relation to their own historiographic 

methods and the kinds of historical knowledge they produce ï much like in the study of 

traditional written accounts. Leaning on theorists associated with historiographyôs linguistic turn, 

a sub-disciplinary study of ñfilms as historyò emerged to argue that cinematic techniques offer 

unique modes of organizing, narrativizing, and expressing history on-screen.266 While this trend 

especially gained ground in the 1980s, Siegfried Kracauerôs final (unfinished) book titled 

History: The Last Things Before the Last ï which was posthumously published in 1969 ï had 

already opened the door for this kind of scholarship. Kracauer traces the ñsignificant analogies 

between history and the two media which portray the world about us with the aid of a camerað

photography itself and photographic film.ò267 Building upon his own influential work on cinema 

and realism in Theory of Film: The Redemption of Physical Reality, Kracauer argues that both 

photographically-produced images and history are directly linked to realityôs ñintrinsic 

contingenciesò and the flow of everyday experience.268 Based on this view, Kracauer advocates 

for filmmaking and written historiographic methods that are invested in revealing ñlife as we 

commonly experience it.ò269 Although Kracauer remained skeptical of many filmic techniquesô 

interventions in the real, he identified the ways that both the historian and film might engage 

with the unpredictability of daily experiences. As Paula Amad summarizes, Kracauer 

 
266 For an overview of the influence of this ñlinguistic turn,ò see Robert F. Berkhofer, Jr., ñThe 

Postmodernist Challenge,ò in Beyond the Great Story: History as Text and Discourse 

(Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1995), 1-25. 
267 Siegfried Kracauer, History: The Last Things Before the Last (Princeton: M. Wiener, 2014), 

49. 
268 Kracauer, History, 45; Siegfried Kracauer, Theory of Film: The Redemption of Physical 

Reality (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997). 
269 Kracauer, History, 58. 
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influentially ñexplored the connections between photographic media and the discipline of history 

read along the lines of their shared responsibility to the indeterminacy and randomness of daily 

life.ò270 Based on this ñshared responsibility,ò Kracauer analyzed and favored cinematic 

techniques that embraced, rather than attempted to smooth over, historyôs heterogeneous flow of 

contingent experiences. 

Approximately two decades after the publication of Kracauerôs analogical argument 

about the relationship between film and history, historian Robert Rosenstone wrote a provocative 

essay titled ñHistory in Images/History in Words: Reflections on the Possibility of Really Putting 

History onto Film.ò271 Writing in 1988, Rosenstone opened this influential essay with a personal 

admission that his interest in both written history and historical films was relatively uncommon: 

ñFor an academic historian to become involved in the world of motion pictures is at once an 

exhilarating and disturbing experience.ò272 Describing first-hand collaborations with the 

filmmakers that adapted his historical research for the screen, Rosenstone warns that  

no matter how serious or honest the filmmakers, and no matter how deeply committed 

they are to rendering the subject faithfully, the history that finally appears on the screen 

can never fully satisfy the historian as historian (although it may satisfy the historian as 

filmgoer). Inevitably, something happens on the way from the page to the screen that 

changes the meaning of the past as it is understood by those of us who work in words.273  

 

Rather than dismissing film as an illegitimate mode of history, though, Rosenstone argues that 

these distinctions between written and filmic historiographic techniques demand an alternative 

mode of analyzing films as history. According to Rosenstone, ñWithout denigrating the power of 

 
270 Amad, Counter-Archive, 15. 
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the written word, one can claim for each medium unique powers of representation.ò274 In 

Rosenstoneôs view, filmmaking and written historiography share many traits, while their 

differences ï including fictional narrative cinemaôs proclivity for ñfavoring the visual and 

emotional data while simultaneously playing down the analyticalò ï means that films demand to 

be evaluated as history on their own terms, rather than simply dismissed as shallow 

entertainment.275 For Rosenstone, films as histories are limited by the mediumôs affordances and 

cinematic conventions, but written histories are also partial and constructed. As Rosenstone 

reminds us, ñwritten history, and especially narrative history, is also shaped by conventions of 

genre and language.ò276 In his later work, Rosenstone would build upon these ideas to argue that 

both filmic and written modes offer legitimate means of constructing histories, but each must be 

evaluated based on its own ñrules of engagement.ò277 

Postmodern historian Hayden Whiteôs article titled ñHistoriography and Historiophoty,ò 

which was also published in 1988, directly responds to Rosenstoneôs claims. As I mentioned in 

this projectôs introduction, White contributed to late-twentieth century debates about the 

perceived unrepresentability of the Holocaust in traditional written forms. In his critiques of 

historiographic conventions, especially in cases when historians are attempting to narrativize past 

atrocities, White suggested that certain subjects demand non-narrative, unconventional methods. 

Transposing these concerns about historiographic conventions to the study of films as history, 

White echoes Rosenstoneôs argument about the inherent constructedness of both written and 
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filmic histories.278 For White, ñEvery written history is a product of processes of condensation, 

displacement, symbolization, and qualification exactly like those used in the production of a 

filmed representation.ò279 Building on arguments he had already made in influential texts 

exploring historiographic theory, including in Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in 

Nineteenth-Century Europe, White argues that filmmaking makes visible many of the ways all 

written historical accounts are selective, narrativized, and manufactured.280 White proposes a 

specific term ï ñhistoriophotyò ï to analyze these shared traits between cinema and written 

history, as well as their distinctions. White defines historiophoty as ñthe representation of history 

and our thought about it in visual images and filmic discourse.ò281 While White emphasizes this 

filmic discourseôs deviations from written conventions, he goes so far as to compare academic 

historians to film editors.282  

These scholars influentially emphasized the close relationship between ñwritingò history 

on-screen and on the page. They also paved the way for a younger generation of historians and 

film scholars to engage with questions about cinemaôs distinct tools of historical expression. 

Many of these scholars, including Alison Landsberg and Eleftheria Thanouli, address additional 

concerns about the relationship between traditional written historiography and film. For example, 

Landsberg traces the distinct affective characteristics of moving images ï and argues that the 

immersive and emotional experiences associated with audiovisual representations might inspire 
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specific modes of ñhistorical consciousness.ò283 In turn, Landsberg advocates for modes of filmic 

and televisual historiography that cannot be achieved on the page, including a combination of 

moving imagesô affective possibilities with self-reflexive reminders about a viewerôs own 

distance from the past. Like Landsberg, Thanouli analyzes filmsô constructions of historical 

narratives and knowledge. However, Thanouli more specifically argues for a process of 

analyzing historical films to reveal a deeper understanding of how historyôs construction 

functions in other settings, including in traditional written historical accounts.284 Echoing many 

of Whiteôs claims, Thanouli argues that ñfilmic histories magnify, multiply, and intensify all the 

key traits of academic written history.ò285 According to this view, ñfilmic history remediates 

written history and, in that process, it allows certain features of the latter to come forward and 

acquire a certain visibility that was not possible before.ò286 This approach is clearly related to my 

own repeated claims that archival documentaries make analyzable and visible an eraôs key 

epistemological, evidentiary, and historiographic concerns. 

While the earliest arguments about films as history prioritized the study of narrative 

fiction films or commercial documentaries, my examination of LM,MD is specifically inspired 

by Jeffrey Skollerôs analyses of avant-garde films as history.287 Skoller argues that many avant-

garde films, especially those that have ñtaken up the problem of historical representation in light 

of the postmodern turn,ò explore the gaps and fissures that traditional written historiography and 
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historical narrative films tend to conceal.288 Rather than masking the unknowability of the past, 

the experimental filmmaking practices privileged by Skoller engage with ñthe limits of what can 

be seen and known.ò289 According to this view, specific avant-garde filmmaking techniques 

point to both the limitations of written historiography and the distinct advantages of films as 

history, especially for those pursuing reflexive, postmodernist approaches. Each chapter in this 

dissertation project has been informed by this sub-discipline of experimental films as history, but 

I have more narrowly focused on the archival documentary mode. By studying an archival 

documentary such as LM,MD as history, I demonstrate my specific investment in concerns about 

the relationship between filmmaking, archival images, historiography, and visual evidence in the 

twenty-first century.  

Before the 1980s, to study a non-linear, experimental work such as LM,MD as history 

would have seemed like a rather obscure or even questionable venture in the fields of history or 

film studies. Yet the growing discourses surrounding films as history, including the legitimation 

of experimental cinema as a serious space for ñwritingò history, have set the stage for exploring 

questions about how films engage with archival images as historical evidence. As the sub-

discipline of films as history suggests, we can investigate filmôs analogical relationship to written 

historiography, while determining its distinct limitations and affordances. This study of films as 

history also has much to tell us about the conventions through which all stories about the past are 

constructed, including on the page. I contribute to this scholarship by arguing that the study of an 

archival documentary such as LM,MD as history ï a history that is exclusively supported by 
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appropriated images and sounds ï raises especially productive questions about the roles of visual 

sources as historical evidence in an era of rapid image recontextualization and circulation online. 

The Audiovisual Historical Field 

Arthur Jafa ï the director of LM,MD ï is not typically studied as an historian. Jafa first 

established his filmmaking reputation by serving as Julie Dashôs cinematographer. He shot 

Dashôs short films titled Relatives (1989) and Praise House (1991), as well as her acclaimed 

feature Daughters of the Dust (1991). The latter marked the first wide theatrical United States 

distribution for a feature film directed by a Black woman. A few years later, Jafa served as 

cinematographer for Spike Leeôs Crooklyn (1994). As these examples suggest, Jafaôs own 

production of images has consequentially contributed to understandings of Black film history. 

Jafa has since continued working behind the camera on several projects, including the 2016 

music videos for Solangeôs ñDonôt Touch My Hairò and ñCranes in the Sky.ò However, much of 

Jafaôs career in the twenty-first century has been defined by a shift away from primarily shooting 

his own footage and toward archival filmmaking practices in the art world and music videos 

alike. For example, in his music videos for Jay Zôs ñ4:44ò (2017) and Kanye Westôs ñWash Us 

in the Bloodò (2020), Jafa appropriates images from a wide variety of archival sources, including 

some of the same images that appear in LM,MD. These twenty-first century audiovisual works ï 

which comprise appropriated and recontextualized extant images ï have attracted many diverse 

labels: video essays, found footage, music videos, expanded cinema, video art, etc.  

LM,MD blurs many of the boundaries between these categories of production and 

exhibition. For example, when LM,MD premiered in 2016 at Gavin Brownôs Enterprise in New 

York, Greg Tate introduced the project under multiple classifications: ñsolo exhibition,ò ñ7-
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minute video,ò ñthe viral outgrowth of an aborted found footage exercise,ò etc.290 When LM,MD 

was later featured at the Hirshhorn Museum, Jafaôs project was presented as part of a series titled 

The Message: New Media Works. In addition to the series titleôs reference to ñnew media,ò 

curator Mark Beasley described the experience in musical terms. According to Beasley, ñAs you 

walk through The Message, the exhibition unfolds as a musical LP, with each work as an 

individual track on a record connected by similar themes.ò291 The Washington Postôs description 

of this Hirshhorn exhibit typifies how reviewers tend to describe LM,MD by alternating between 

various terms. In this review, film critic Ann Hornaday described Jafa as a filmmaker, while she 

positioned LM,MD as a ñstunning video installation,ò rather than a film.292 Other scholars have 

productively analyzed their encounters with LM,MD in settings like Gavin Brownôs Enterprise 

and the Hirshhorn exhibit as an immersive, museum-bound event ï something Isabel Parkes has 

persuasively linked to an experience of the ñindexical present.ò293  

To further complicate matters, LM,MD is often viewed beyond a museumôs controlled 

environment. For example, in June 2020, in the wake of the widespread protests following 

George Floydôs murder, thirteen museums across the globe made LM,MD available as part of a 

 
290 Greg Tate, ñThe Changeling Mise-en-scéne: Arthur Jafaôs Meta Love and the New Black 

Reportage,ò in Love is the Message, The Message is Death (New York: Gavin Brownôs 

Enterprise, 2016). 
291 ñThe Message: New Media Works,ò Hirshhorn, accessed April 14, 2024, 

https://hirshhorn.si.edu/exhibitions/message-new-media-

works/#:~:text=The%20Message%3A%20New%20Media%20Works%20was%20a%20transfor

mative%20journey%20through,life%20in%20the%2021st%20century.  
292 Ann Hornaday, ñFilmmaker Arthur Jafa Makes His Hirshhorn Debut with a Stunning Video 

Installation,ò The Washington Post, November 15, 2017, 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/filmmaker-arthur-jafa-makes-his-hirshhorn-

debut-with-a-stunning-video-installation/2017/11/15/77337900-ca0f-11e7-8321-

481fd63f174d_story.html.  
293 Isabel Parkes, ñAdrian Piperôs óIndexical Presentô in the Work of Arthur Jafa,ò Burlington 

Contemporary 3 (2020): https://doi.org/10.31452/bcj3.indexical.parkes.  

https://hirshhorn.si.edu/exhibitions/message-new-media-works/#:~:text=The%20Message%3A%20New%20Media%20Works%20was%20a%20transformative%20journey%20through,life%20in%20the%2021st%20century
https://hirshhorn.si.edu/exhibitions/message-new-media-works/#:~:text=The%20Message%3A%20New%20Media%20Works%20was%20a%20transformative%20journey%20through,life%20in%20the%2021st%20century
https://hirshhorn.si.edu/exhibitions/message-new-media-works/#:~:text=The%20Message%3A%20New%20Media%20Works%20was%20a%20transformative%20journey%20through,life%20in%20the%2021st%20century
https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/filmmaker-arthur-jafa-makes-his-hirshhorn-debut-with-a-stunning-video-installation/2017/11/15/77337900-ca0f-11e7-8321-481fd63f174d_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/filmmaker-arthur-jafa-makes-his-hirshhorn-debut-with-a-stunning-video-installation/2017/11/15/77337900-ca0f-11e7-8321-481fd63f174d_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/filmmaker-arthur-jafa-makes-his-hirshhorn-debut-with-a-stunning-video-installation/2017/11/15/77337900-ca0f-11e7-8321-481fd63f174d_story.html
https://doi.org/10.31452/bcj3.indexical.parkes


204 

 

free forty-eight hour online streaming event.294 Others, including myself, have since watched 

unauthorized copies of LM,MD on YouTube or other video sharing platforms. LM,MDôs own 

journey from official art world installation to unauthorized circulation on social media platforms 

illustrates the ways many images ï despite their original sites of exhibition ï are now 

encountered in diverse settings that challenge hierarchies of ñhighò or ñlowò culture. As I will 

explain below, LM,MDôs own processes of appropriation and montage ï which juxtapose a wide 

variety of amateur- and professionally-produced materials ï reflect this era of expanding access 

in which diverse images and sounds rapidly circulate to produce understandings of the past in 

new contexts. 

At the end of the twentieth century, Vivian Sobchack described this blurring of lines 

between the ñhighò and ñlowò elements ï from history textbooks to historical films to other 

visual media ï that were shaping many Americansô historical knowledge.295 Writing in 1996, 

Sobchack sought a clearer understanding of the historically specific ways individuals were 

making sense of the past in a culture ñcompletely immersed in images.ò296 According to 

Sobchack, the twentieth centuryôs end had produced an image-saturated American culture in 

which it was becoming increasingly difficult to separate or hierarchize the many different 

encounters contributing to individualsô personal understandings of history. Sobchack argued that 

ï in an era when historians and everyday spectators were encountering images and historical 

 
294 Sebastian Smee, ñOne of the Most Powerful Works of Video Art will be Available Free 

Online this Weekend. Hereôs Why You Must Watch,ò The Washington Post, June 26, 2020, 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/museums/one-of-the-most-powerful-works-of-

video-art-will -be-available-free-online-this-weekend-heres-why-you-must-

watch/2020/06/25/941d5d36-b71c-11ea-a510-55bf26485c93_story.html.  
295 Vivian Sobchack, ñThe Insistent Fringe: Moving Images and Historical Consciousness,ò 

History and Theory 36, no. 4 (1997): 4-20. 
296 Sobchack, ñThe Insistent Fringe,ò 5.  

https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/museums/one-of-the-most-powerful-works-of-video-art-will-be-available-free-online-this-weekend-heres-why-you-must-watch/2020/06/25/941d5d36-b71c-11ea-a510-55bf26485c93_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/museums/one-of-the-most-powerful-works-of-video-art-will-be-available-free-online-this-weekend-heres-why-you-must-watch/2020/06/25/941d5d36-b71c-11ea-a510-55bf26485c93_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/museums/one-of-the-most-powerful-works-of-video-art-will-be-available-free-online-this-weekend-heres-why-you-must-watch/2020/06/25/941d5d36-b71c-11ea-a510-55bf26485c93_story.html


205 

 

narratives in a variety of places ï the words read in an academic history book could not 

supersede the influence of images encountered at the cinema or on television. According to 

Sobchack, in an image-dominant, mass-mediated culture, ñone discourse does not óundoô 

another: the acquisition of what counts as ólegitimateô historical knowledge does not óreplaceô 

that historical knowledge which is deemed óillegitimate,ô ómythological.ôò297 Instead, ñour 

encounters with a variety of historicized images and narratives from a variety of textual sources 

both layer themselves and sit beside each other as the historical fieldðand none of them can be 

completely erased.ò298  

To articulate how the audiovisual historical field was expanding at the turn of the 

century, Sobchack analyzed a video collage that originally aired during NBCôs 1996 New Yearôs 

Eve broadcast. Sobchack describes the 1996 year-end videoôs non-chronological juxtapositions 

of seemingly random images: an unspecified snowstorm, an O.J. Simpson court appearance, 

then-president Bill Clinton at a podium, an unidentified group of dancers performing the 

ñmacarena,ò a shot from Roland Emmerichôs blockbuster film Independence Day (1996), etc. 

For Sobchack, although this televisual montage of appropriated images does not construct a 

conventional linear historical narrative or even explain its imagesô specific content, the video 

should not be dismissed as an empty compilation. On the contrary, this non-hierarchical, 

affective encounter with 1996ôs apparently noteworthy moments reflects the eraôs image-heavy 

historical field and the ways in which late-twentieth-century mass-mediated culture was 

increasingly experienced ñin media res.ò299 In other words, by juxtaposing unidentified footage 

from both ñhighò and ñlowò settings ï without organizing these images around a clear beginning, 
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middle, or end ï the New Yearôs Eve video illustrates the ways historical knowledge is produced 

within a steady flow of recontextualized visual sources. Although LM,MD has earned many 

high-brow artworld accolades, on an historiographic level, Jafa builds upon methods very similar 

to those used by NBCôs now-forgotten 1996 video. Like NBCôs collage, LM,MD includes a 

variety of unidentified images taken from seemingly unrelated contexts ï including amateur 

videos, TV news footage, and theatrical films ï to construct a non-chronological, affective 

history of the United States. For example, a sequence in LM,MD includes an amateur video 

recording of a young boy desperately yelling at his mother, footage from Hollywood director 

Ridley Scottôs big-budget production Alien (1979), low-grade video recordings of white police 

officers beating a Black man, and a video of dancing at a New York City LGBTQ+ ballroom 

event. These sources are connected ï rather than segregated into ñhighò or ñlow,ò ñofficialò or 

ñpopular,ò ñactualityò or ñfictionò ï through LM,MDôs editing and the dynamic sounds of Westôs 

ñUltralight Beam.ò Via montage, each of these diverse sources is approached as an equally 

problematic element in an expanding audiovisual historical field.  

In addition to the video of dancing at a New York City LGBTQ+ ballroom event, many 

other appropriated images throughout LM,MD depict various forms of dancing and/or activism. 

These images include Beyoncé dancing on a balcony, 1960s protestors dancing like Chuck 

Berry, amateur footage of a woman twerking, Michael Jackson dancing in a car, Brooklyn 

dancer Storyboard P, and a shot of the two adult protagonists slow dancing in Charles Burnettôs 

film Killer of Sheep (1978). In Killer of Sheepôs well-known dance scene, a husband remains 

distant from his wife despite the intimate proximity of their bodies (see figure 35). Clifford 

Thompson aptly describes this husbandôs ñemotional detachmentò during the dance as ña defense 
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against the bleakness and hopelessness of his surroundings.ò300 LM,MD reactivates these bodies 

in motion within a historical field that includes decades-spanning records of movement and 

resistance. By linking Killer of Sheepôs detached dance to images of twerking, celebrities 

dancing, and the more explicit collisions of dancing and protest in the marchersô Chuck-Berry-

like motions, LM,MD does not approach Burnettôs groundbreaking narrative film, homemade 

dance videos, documents of protestors, etc., as offering fixed, hierarchical historical values. 

Instead, LM,MD offers an opportunity to look problematically and to think critically about the 

ways moving images from narrative films and elsewhere collectively contribute to 

understandings of the past ï in this case, an interconnected American history of dance and 

political resistance. LM,MDôs montage invites a process of problematic looking that evaluates no 

archival image as more ñhistoricò or ñlegitimateò than another; each contributes to the twenty-

first centuryôs evolving, image-saturated historical field in unpredictable ways.  

 

Figure 35: LM,MD appropriates a well-known shot from Charles Burnettôs Killer of Sheep. 

 
300 Clifford Thompson, ñGood Moments in a Tough World: The Films of Charles Burnett,ò 

Cinéaste 3, no. 2 (2008): 32. 
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LM,MDôs non-hierarchical collision of visual sources from ñhigh,ò ñlow,ò and 

everywhere in-between has been succinctly described elsewhere as a process of ñaesthetic 

levelling.ò301 By analyzing this film as history, though, LM,MDôs non-hierarchical juxtapositions 

of diverse image types and subjects are read here as a process of ñhistoriographic levellingò 

through which spectators are invited to actively engage with each image as an equally 

meaningful and problematic contributor to their personal understanding of the past. To be clear, 

Jafa ï like all historians ï selects certain images to serve as evidence in this film as history, while 

excluding countless others. And, as I have been arguing in relation to all archival images 

discussed throughout this project, LM,MDôs reactivated visual sources are themselves mediated, 

partial, and historical. Still, this archival documentaryôs non-hierarchical montage encourages a 

mode of looking that foregrounds the ways twenty-first century onlookers construct historical 

knowledge through a wide variety of images without a clear division of sources. LM,MDôs 

historiographic levelling draws attention to how all images ï despite their circulation in ñhighò or 

ñlowò settings ï are problematic-yet-prominent contributors to individualsô historical fields and 

their understandings of the past. And, by analyzing LM,MD as a non-linear history of 

celebration, hate, protest, violence, resistance, and creativity, we can consider how this archival 

documentary encourages viewers to confront its visual sourcesô potential roles in supporting new 

visions of American history in the future. 

Unsettled Histories in Love is the Message, the Message is Death (2016) 

Up to this point, I have mostly focused on LM,MDôs reactivation of appropriated sources 

that might be deemed ñpositiveò representations of Black life in the United States. I have 

 
301 Robert Enright, ñCinema Like the Music,ò Border Crossings 39, no. 3 (2020): 

https://bordercrossingsmag.com/article/cinema-like-the-music.  

https://bordercrossingsmag.com/article/cinema-like-the-music
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specifically described this archival documentaryôs collision of images depicting dancers and 

activists, as well as a scene from Killer of Sheep ï one of the most acclaimed independent 

American films about Black life. For the remainder of this chapter, I will shift focus toward 

LM,MDôs tactics of appropriation and montage in relation to visual sources that have been 

previously deemed racist or otherwise offensive in some way. As I explained above, problematic 

looking aims to recognize and respond to the contingent use values of all visual sources ï 

including especially controversial images that have attracted static labels ï in an era of online 

circulation and social media. To begin, I will practice problematic looking at LM,MDôs 

appropriated viral videos that have been previously critiqued as contributing to a specific racist 

Internet trend. The viral videos involved in this fad, which Aisha Harris calls the ñóhilariousô 

Black neighborò trend, typically include segments of television news interviews that were 

recorded immediately after dangerous situations.302 According to Harrisô critique, the viral 

ñappealò of these kinds of videos and the circulating footage of their Black interview subjects 

ñseems rooted in a ócolorfulô style that is always immediately recognizable as poor or working-

class.ò303 Often, as in the cases of the interview clips appropriated by LM,MD, this appeal leads 

to the reproduction of the interview subjectôs image and voice in a variety of memes and other 

appropriations that are shared by others already familiar with this broader Internet trend.  

LM,MD appropriates moments from one of these viral videos, which originated as a 2016 

interview recorded by Tulsa, Oklahomaôs ABC affiliate News on 6.304 In this interview, Michelle 

 
302 Aisha Harris, ñThe Troubling Viral Trend of the óHilariousô Black Neighbor,ò Slate, May 7, 

2013, https://slate.com/culture/2013/05/charles-ramsey-amanda-berry-rescuer-becomes-internet-

meme-video.html. 
303 Harris, ñThe Troubling Viral Trend.ò 
304 Dominique Mosbergen, ñóThe Building Is On Fire!:ô Woman's Epic Retelling Of Apartment 

Blaze Goes Viral,ò Huffington Post, January 13, 2016, https://www.huffpost.com/entry/michelle-

dobyne-interview-fire_n_5695dce8e4b086bc1cd5e564.  

https://slate.com/culture/2013/05/charles-ramsey-amanda-berry-rescuer-becomes-internet-meme-video.html
https://slate.com/culture/2013/05/charles-ramsey-amanda-berry-rescuer-becomes-internet-meme-video.html
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/michelle-dobyne-interview-fire_n_5695dce8e4b086bc1cd5e564
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/michelle-dobyne-interview-fire_n_5695dce8e4b086bc1cd5e564
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Dobyne describes the process of evacuating her family from their Tulsa apartment during a fire 

(see figure 36). Dobyne specifically recalls a conversation between herself and a friend as they 

decided to protect their children and flee the dangerous fire. In LM,MDôs appropriated clip, 

Dobyne states: ñShe said, óSomethinô ainôt right.ô I said, óAw, man.ô She said, óAw, man; the 

building is on fire!ôò The immediate recontextualization and circulation of these final words ï 

ñthe building is on fireò ï exemplify how a Black interview subjectôs statements can be quickly 

turned into a punchline or catchphrase online. Rather than positioning this controversial visual 

source as if it carries a static evidentiary value, though, LM,MDôs process of historiographic 

levelling invites a problematic look that draws attention to this viral videoôs contingent roles as 

evidence.  

 

Figure 36: LM,MD appropriates a portion of the Michelle Dobyne interview that was widely circulated in new 

contexts online. 

After presenting this portion of Dobyneôs interview, LM,MD cuts to WGN news footage 

of a furniture store engulfed in flames during the Chicago ñriotsò that followed Martin Luther 

King, Jr.ôs assassination (see figure 37). This 1968 news footage is accompanied by Dobyneôs 

voice as she states: ñI got my kids and we bounced.ò The archival documentary then cuts to 

additional WGN news footage, which was recorded earlier in 1964. This black-and-white shot 
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presents Martin Luther King, Jr. riding in the back of a convertible and waving at the camera 

(see figure 38). LM,MDôs non-chronological collision of appropriated television news footage 

opens space for practicing problematic looking, which contends with the ways these images 

spanning a half-century might be repurposed to support a variety of historical arguments. In this 

case, a 2016 video that was previously circulated as part of a racialized online trend is now 

historiographically levelled alongside visual traces of a civil rights leader, public anger, and 

activism. By rejecting static labels and inviting a problematic look at Dobyneôs interview, 

LM,MD encourages viewers to reconsider this videoôs contingent use values, including its use as 

evidence to support LM,MDôs entangled history of American violence, protest, and survival.  

 

Figure 37: LM,MD juxtaposes Dobyneôs 2016 description of an apartment fire with television news footage 

depicting rising flames during the Chicago ñriotsò of 1968. 
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Figure 38: Footage of the 1968 ñriotsò are followed by images of Martin Luther King, Jr., whose assassination 

became the catalyst for many similar protests around the country. 

While Sobchackôs analysis of the 1996 NBC video informs my claims about LM,MDôs 

processes of historiographic levelling, Sobchack was writing at a time when images were largely 

consumed ï rather than appropriated, manipulated, and/or circulated ï by everyday viewers. 

Sobchack had probably not anticipated how digital technologies would soon support a shift away 

from the mass media model in which NBC largely controlled the means of distributing its New 

Yearôs Eve compilation video and toward a moment in which anyone with a laptop or cellphone 

can capture, edit, and/or share images to support arguments about the past. As described above, 

Dobyneôs post-fire interview was originally recorded and distributed by an official ABC news 

station, but this video quickly went viral in new online settings. For example, moments of 

Dobyneôs original interview ï including the phrases isolated and appropriated by LM,MD ï were 

widely circulated in the form of an auto-tuned song and accompanying music video produced by 

popular online content creators The Gregory Brothers.305 As in other cases of this ñóhilariousô 

Black neighborò trend, these appropriations attempt to construct humor by leaning on historical 

 
305 The Gregory Brothers, ñNot Today (The Building Is on Fire) ft. Michelle Dobyne - Songify 

This,ò January 12, 2016, Video, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XpSOWfFtKJE.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XpSOWfFtKJE
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myths of white supremacy and resurfacing historical classist and racial stereotypes. Problematic 

looking in the twenty-first century, then, must recognize that these kinds of images are not only 

encountered in media res; the images constituting an individualôs historical field are also often 

experienced as appropriations ï in memes, social media posts, compilations, etc. ï which support 

new meanings, affects, and historical arguments.  

To further explore the contingent evidentiary values of visual sources in this era of rapid 

appropriation, I will analyze how LM,MD draws attention to its controversial imagesô own 

unsettled, unfolding histories. Ironically, LM,MD foregrounds imagesô complex, still-developing 

histories by withholding conventional descriptions of the appropriated images and where they 

originated. By omitting explanations of the appropriated imagesô subjects and past contexts, 

LM,MD invites spectators to actively draw their own connections between on-screen images and 

off-screen experiences, past and present. Static labels and categories suggest that filmic imagesô 

meanings and values are pre-determined, universal, and unchanging. Problematic looking at 

LM,MDôs unidentified images insists that because no two onlookers share the same lived 

experiences or knowledge about imagesô past contexts, the construction of visual sourcesô 

present significance is itself historical and deeply personal. For example, some viewers will be 

very familiar with LM,MDôs opening video. This footage originally aired as part of a television 

news interview in Cleveland, Ohio on May 6, 2013. Like the video of Michelle Dobyne that I 

described above, this interview widely circulated on YouTube and other online platforms. In this 

viral clip, Charles Ramsey describes his rescue of three kidnapped women and a daughter who 

had been born during her motherôs imprisonment (see figure 39). Jafa trims this viral interview to 

isolate Ramseyôs most infamous and recirculated lines: ñAnd she says, óCall 9-1-1; my name is 
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Amanda Berry.ô I knew something was wrong when a little pretty white girl ran into a Black 

manôs arms. Something is wrong here. Dead giveaway. Dead giveaway.ò  

 

Figure 39: LM,MD appropriates a portion of Ramseyôs viral news interview.  

By opening LM,MD with the well-known Ramsey video, this archival documentary 

invites onlookers to consider their personal experiences with this controversial visual sourceôs 

many prior uses. Some viewers will be familiar with screenshots of the interview in popular 

memes. Others will recognize the images from Ramseyôs book, in which he attempts to regain 

control over his own story in the wake of a ñmedia circus.ò306 Many of LM,MDôs viewers, 

though, will recall that parts of the interview were made viral again ï as with the Dobyne video 

described above ï in the form of an auto-tuned song and accompanying music video produced by 

YouTube stars The Gregory Brothers.307 As Jaimie Baron argues, this popular comedy groupôs 

ñsongificationò ï like various memes containing stills from the interview ï emphasizes Ramseyôs 

class status and reproduces elements of the Uncle Remus ñpre-established stereotype, which 

 
306 Charles Ramsey and Randy Nyerges, Dead Giveaway: The Rescue, Hamburgers, White 

Folks, and Instant Celebrity ... What You Saw on TV Doesn't Begin to Tell the Storyé 

(Cleveland: Gray & Company, 2014), 27. 
307 The Gregory Brothers, ñDead Giveaway ï Full Version,ò June 18, 2013, Video, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mqIHpNRRtS0.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mqIHpNRRtS0







































































