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Introduction: Cinematic art and the void

Andreas Hamburger

What is the role of cinematic art in the representation and social
processing of traumatic historical events? Cinema itself has posed this
question prominently in the aftermath of World War II and the Shoah,
and scholars have written insightful books on trauma representation,
from Dominick LaCapra’s Writing History, Writing Trauma (2001) to
Susan Sontag’s Regarding the Pain of Others (2004) and Judith Butler’s
late answer Frames of War: When Is Life Grievable? (2016). Among the
most referenced books is Cathy Caruth’s seminal Unclaimed Experience
(1996), which among examples from literature also discusses a film,
Resnais’ Hiroshima mon amour (1959). She based her argument on a
rereading of Freud’s theory of repetition compulsion as the language of
trauma (1920g). Other than Freud, who struggled to capture the clinical
phenomenon of repetition compulsion in war veterans which seemed
to contradict the pleasure principle, Caruth substantialised the concept
of trauma, claiming that the traumatic experience is inherently irrep-
resentable; and this position has become a widely accepted topos in the
increasing trauma discourse ever since.

Often, in this debate, psychoanalytic terms and concepts are used and
applied to film theory, such as Freud’s Nachtrdglichkeit [“deferred action”

XiX
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or “apres-coup’], and, of course, psychoanalytic trauma theory. The pres-
ent volume tries to address this question again but also to give it a different
twist: it focuses on a dialogue between film scholarship and a more practi-
cal than theoretical psychoanalysis, and at the same time aims to give a
voice to diverse cultures of trauma cinema from Germany, South-Eastern
Europe, and Turkey. Which, as the reader will see, is not without conflict.

The first part of this book will explore the topic of film and trauma
from different theoretical perspectives. It starts with an introductory
chapter, “The Elephant and the screen: Cinema in the aftermath of
social trauma” (Hamburger, 2024a), which discusses the definition of
social trauma and post-traumatic cinema mainly (but not only) through
examples from German film history. Dijana Jelaca (2024) and Tatjana
Petzer (2024), both outstanding experts in South-East European film
history, will widen the scope and discuss the topic of film and trauma
from the perspective of film scholarship.

In the second part of the book, we will exemplify our findings with
the above-mentioned films and their psychoanalytical interpretations,
accompanied by interviews with the film-makers. The section will be
opened with an introductory chapter on film psychoanalysis and trauma
movies (“Filming history, filming trauma: Relational psychoanalysis of
cinematic art in the post-traumatic void”, Hamburger, 2024b)

It is not by chance that we selected the five national cinematic cultures
that will be addressed in the present book. Since 2012, an interdisciplin-
ary group of researchers from Bosnia-Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Germany,
and Serbia, later joined by colleagues from Turkey, had been studying
the psychosocial consequences of post-war and post-dictatorial societies
(Deli¢ et al., 2014; Hamburger & Scher, 2018)."! We researched processes of
attachment, mentalization, and trauma recognition as well as the impact
of social traumatic pasts on psychotherapy, development, education, and
migration (Hamburger, 2018; Hamburger et al., 2018a, 2019, 2020).

In our decade of collective work, we also addressed the cultural
mechanisms of othering and the conspiracy of silence (Hamburger
et al., 2018b). Film plays a significant role in such a societal negotiation

'With the support of the German Academic Exchange Service DAAD, managed by
Carmen Scher and her International Office at IPU. Over the years, our staff from these
countries shared their research with more than 900 students in our eleven summer
schools (Hancheva et al., 2018; Scher & Malmheden, 2021).
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of the traumatic past—or, in the constructing of it. In 2013, we offered
a first summer school on film and social trauma in Sozopol, Bulgaria,
where we discussed Charlie Chaplin’s The Immigrant (1917) (with
Vivian Pramataroff-Hamburger), as well as Danis Tanovi¢’s Triage
(2009), Kamen Kalev’s Iztochni piesi [Eastern Plays] (2009), and Florian
Henckell von Donnersmarck’s Das Leben der Anderen [The Lives of
Others] (2006) (with Camellia Hancheva and Svetlozar Vassilev).
When our project drew to a close in 2022, we decided to turn again
to cinematic art as an important domain of post-traumatic social dis-
course. But here we also inadvertently met with an obstacle. While start-
ing to organise our eleventh summer school as a film festival in Sarajevo,
in cooperation with the almost legendary Sarajevo Film Festival (which
had been founded while still under the Serbian siege), we were in for
a surprise. Colleagues from the former warring parties Serbia and
Bosnia-Herzegovina, more precisely Bosnian Muslims (Bosniaks) and
Serbs, who were well acquainted and had even become friends with each
other, suddenly got into an insoluble dispute about which films could
be shown, when, and where. The originally planned location for the
summer school, Sarajevo, was suddenly called into question: one of the
Serbian professors feared that Serbian students might risk being indicted
in Bosnia if openly speaking their minds (meaning that they might
argue that the mass murder of Bosniaks in Srebrenica hadn’t been an
act of genocide). Although this professor was the only one, even in the
Serbian group, who had this concern, we had to realise that there was a
political conflict overshadowing and invading our discussions. Shortly
before, the high commissioner for Bosnia and Herzegovina, Valentin
Inzko, had engaged in a public confrontation with Milorad Dodik,
president of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s constituent entity Republika
Srpska. Dodik had provocatively stated that, despite the ruling of the
International Criminal Court (ICC), he did not consider the mass kill-
ing in Srebrenica to be a genocidal act. Eventually, Inzko had used his
legislative power enshrined in the Dayton Agreement to penalise denial
of the genocide. Although this new law explicitly criminalises only the
seditious intent of such public statements (High Representative, 2021)
and although a real prosecution was extremely unlikely (and has not yet
occurred even in one single case, Grebo, 2023), the colleagues’ concerns
could not be dispelled, and so we didn’t find a solution other than to
move our summer school to Berlin—to supposedly safer territory.
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For me, the experience was quite puzzling. Was it possible that the
colleague was right, and Serbian students could be expected to deny
the genocide of Srebrenica? Did they really need protection from a per-
ceived attack by a Bosnian-Western opinion alliance, of which I would
be a part? I tried to argue that the genocide in Srebrenica had been
established beyond doubt by the International Criminal Court, but had
to learn that, as a fact, the ICC is widely regarded as a laughing stock in
Serbia and the Republika Srpska. There is, I was told, a saying: “It’s as
true as The Hague.” I really had to ask myself, as the project leader, how
much social reality I had simply blanked out.

What had our ten years of working together achieved even within
our own ranks? In our first joint paper with the programmatic
title “Academic model of trauma healing in post-war societies” we
had stated:

We come from different cultures, but we share similar aspira-
tions, being inclined to a thorough understanding instead of
quick judgments, to dialogue instead of quarrel, and to reflec-
tion instead of projection. If trauma causes the disintegration
of linking processes within the psyche, such that overwhelm-
ing traumatic experiences cannot be integrated into an affect-
connected longtime memory, but circulate like errant fighters
in the jungle of a fragmented autobiography—then what helps
is acknowledgement, respect, and connection by naming the
truth. (Deli¢ et al., 2014, p. 78)

Had we really skipped the first necessary step in overcoming social
trauma, acknowledgement, hushed it up, and gone on to the research
agenda? How could I take it for granted that our close cooperation
would prevent us from slipping into what for me seemed like prejudice
and a distorted image of history? It seemed that my expectations from a
German perspective did not readily fit those from other countries.
And this disparity did not only apply to the whereabouts of the
conference—it continued in the choice of the movies. As a rule, each
country’s staff members could nominate a movie they found to be
pertinent to the country’s social trauma. There wasn’t much of a doubt
for most countries, but it seemed very hard to find any Serbian film that
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addressed Serbia’s own active involvement in the Yugoslavian Wars.?
A first proposal by some of the Serbian colleagues, Ognjen Glavonic¢’s
Teret [The Load] (2018), which tells the story of a truck driver who
finds out that he unwittingly transported corpses from the Kosovo
war, was rejected by the same concerned colleague for painting too
negative a picture of Serbia. Eventually, the Serbian delegation chose
Goran Radovanovi¢’s Enklava [Enclave] (2015), a film about a boy
from a Serbian enclave in Kosovo and his being threatened. Camellia
Hancheva from Sofia University wrote a psychoanalytical interpreta-
tion of Enclava, while Biljana Stankovi¢ from Belgrade University con-
ducted the interview with the director.’

The confusion described above is certainly a result of my own cul-
tural partiality. In Germany, after a first phase of denial, the position
prevailed that social trauma must first and foremost be acknowledged
by the society of the perpetrators; but this view on the past is not unani-
mous and parts of German society tend to enjoy movies where the war
is depicted as a “normal” adventurous background (Hamburger, 2024a,
this volume). As a prominent example of the demand for acknowl-
edgement and breaking the conspiracy of silence, Lars Kraume’s Der
Staat gegen Fritz Bauer [The People vs. Fritz Bauer] (DE 2015) will be
discussed (Hamburger, 2024c), accompanied by Friederike Bassenge’s
interview with the director (Kraume & Bassenge, 2024).

Other countries from our network have also developed differently.
Bosnian films from the 2000s onwards transformed from “exclu-
sively ‘blaming the other’ (concrete ethnic others) to ‘blaming all'—
proclaiming, much more vaguely, that everyone involved in the war
should be considered guilty” (Levi, 2007; see also Tatjana Petzer’s (2024)
and Dijana Jelaca’s (2024) contributions to the present volume). In this
volume, Bulgarian psychoanalyst Nadia Kozhouharova (2024) will anal-
yse Jasmila Zbani¢’s Grbavica [Esma’s Secret: Grbavica | Grbavica: Land
of My Dreams] (2006), a film about the fate of a Bosnian girl born of a

? As further research has brought forward some examples, I will come back to this in
the epilogue (Hamburger, 2024d).

*The film analyses in this volume were generally written by analysts from a country
other than that of the film, while the interviews with the directors were conducted by
colleagues who shared their native tongue and culture.
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war rape and overcoming the social isolation within her own society.
The film analysis is accompanied by Damir Arsenijevi¢’s conversation
with the director (Zbani¢ & Arsenijevi¢, 2024) and an interview with
Ajna Jusi¢, a Bosnian psychologist and activist for war rape children,
conducted by Diana Husremovi¢ (Jusi¢ & Husremovi¢, 2024). While
this film already opens a path to mutual acknowledgement, another out-
standing example of cinematic reconciliation is Alen Drljevi¢’s Muskarci
ne placu [Men Don’t Cry] (BA 2017), which will be analysed by Bulgarian
psychoanalyst and film expert Svetlozar Vassilev (2024, this volume).

In Turkey, a tradition of critical and self-critical films exists—only
that this cinematic subculture is still under threat, and so are students
and professors who openly address certain taboo topics. We felt this
quite drastically when preparing for our Berlin film festival. A Turkish
film about the Armenian genocide in 1915, that we had selected for our
screening, had to be withdrawn because Turkish participants would
have been in danger of being blacklisted. And this, as opposed to the
Serbian colleague’s illusionary fear of students being threatened with
arrest in Sarajevo, is a reality.* As a consequence, we agreed on another
film, Ozcan Alper’s likewise thoughtful and brave, but less incrimi-
nated Sonbahar [Autumn] (TK 2008), analysed in this volume by Cem
Kaptanoglu (2024) along with an interview with the director, conducted
by Gamze Ozgiiriimez (2024).

Bulgaria, the fifth country in our network, did not experience a
lack of film productions with a critical focus on history, and there is no
threat to artists and researchers who choose to screen and discuss them.
Sadilishteto [The Judgement] (BG, DE, HR, MK 2014) by Stephan Koman-
darevisan example of cinema that puts its finger on the wound. It is inter-
preted in this volume by the German film psychoanalysis expert Vivian
Pramataroff-Hamburger (2024), accompanied by Camellia Hancheva’s
interview with the director (Komandarev & Hancheva, 2024).

*Apart from the official charges under Article 301 of the Turkish Penal Code, which
criminalises “denigration of the Turkish nation”—the most notable trials were against
Orhan Pamuk in 2005, and as recently as October 2023 against eleven former members
of the Central Executive Committee of the Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP) (MLSA,
2023)—there are blacklists that can end the careers of academic or administrative staff
and journalists.
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Different cultures, different wounds, different denials or acknowl-
edgements. What does it mean to “screen the scar”? In our book, we
hope to explore some of these questions by turning to the silver screen
as a paradigmatic art for cultural negotiation of social trauma.

As a conclusion of this journey, the different ways of dealing with
social trauma in the film cultures we visited in this volume will be
compared (Hamburger, 2024d). I will come back to my cross-cultural
astonishment described above about the extent of unaddressed differ-
ences in our own group. Will this comparison lead to a clear-cut result?
There is reason for doubt. The elephant is quite a different animal in
different rooms.
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