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CHAPTER 7

Experience and Remembering

History and film stand in a close reciprocal relationship not just with each 
other, but also with discourses of memory and remembering. While histo-
rians are frequently confronted with questions about the culture of mem-
ory, film studies is dominated by the idea that films are a medium for 
“storing,” “recording,” or “disseminating” collective memory.1 
Experiential approaches toward the relation between film, history, and 
memory, by contrast, are largely neglected or marginalized, despite the 
fact that we perceive film images and memories in a similar way: Both are 
glimpsed only as they “whizz” or “flash” by,2 remaining fragmentary yet 
still possessing a “hyperreal” quality.3 However, if, as Jean Baudrillard 
claims, it is no longer possible to disentangle our conceptions of the past 
and the historical reality simulated by media,4 this is due in part to a bodily 
experiential dimension. As Thomas Elsaesser observes, in the age of “liv-
ing” pictures, history—which once seemed objective—has evaporated, 
while memory “has gained in status, as the repository of genuine experi-
ence.”5 And so: “What more appropriate instrument to record and pre-
serve memory than sight and sound?”6 This shift toward embodied 
experience in the function of recording and preserving memories has also 
brought a shift in film studies discourse in its wake. Historical films in 
particular are increasingly understood as a point of intersection between 
processes of embodied memory and historicization. Building on this idea, 
the first section of this chapter explores the complex interrelationship 
between film, body, and memory. As fundamental elements of a 
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histosphere, I argue, embodied memories make it possible to experience a 
film’s historical world as a physical reality, and add a bodily experiential 
dimension to the mise-en-histoire, which until now has primarily been 
understood as a reflective process. I elaborate on these ideas in the second 
section, and combine them with theories of media-generated memories. 
Histospheres, I shall show, draw not just on existing embodied memories 
and conceptions of history, but are actively involved in producing personal 
experiences with identity-forging potential; in a second stage, these expe-
riences are then addressed as memories. In the third section, I examine the 
workings of one such stimulus–response model, whereby filmic figurations 
link the film’s historical world to the spectator’s embodied memories and 
produce a kind of déjà vu effect. I show that forms of experience and 
memory are not mere effects but constitutive, interdependent processes of 
histospheres.

Film/Body/memory

In the preceding chapters, I have shown how we as spectators are put into 
a state of immersive experience and imaginative empathy that structures 
our perception of the historical worlds configured by film.7 These worlds 
are also inscribed with historical references by a film’s mise-en-histoire.8 
However, whereas immersion and empathy primarily address somatic 
aspects of film experience, the mise-en-histoire is based mainly on 
constructivist- semiotic connections. One thing that links these two dimen-
sions of histospheres together is the relation between body and memory. 
To illustrate this by reference to a personal film experience: In my subjec-
tive perception of the subway sequence at the start of ku’damm 56, embod-
ied film experience and memory collided. At the sight of the brass handrails, 
I reflexively recalled the hard, smooth surfaces that my hand has touched 
on countless journeys on public transportation. In a moment of synes-
thetic reminiscence, I could even feel the shaking and vibration of the 
subway car, breathe the warm, stuffy air, and smell the distinctive electric 
fragrance of the underground. My unconscious somatic memory immedi-
ately passed into daydream. While Christian Metz uses this term to 
describe the simultaneous perception of film and “phantasy,”9 Siegfried 
Kracauer distinguishes between two directions of dreaming.10 The first 
leads toward the object in the physical reality of the film: “Released from 
the control of consciousness, the spectator cannot help feeling attracted by 
the phenomena in front of him. They beckon him to come nearer.”11 The 
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other direction leads away from the object toward the spectator’s own 
imagined or remembered image worlds.12 Histospheres behave analo-
gously: Based on our experience of a film, we place ourselves in the film’s 
audiovisually simulated historical world. At the same time, the subjective 
associations and mental images prompted by the mise-en-histoire cause us 
to drift in thought. This seeming paradox of the dream metaphor is 
accompanied by the exclusion of the spectator’s body from many theoreti-
cal accounts, an omission that is impossible to argumentatively sustain. 
Thomas Elsaesser and Malte Hagener rightly point out that “it is only our 
capacity to perceive the external world” that ultimately allows us “to pro-
duce inner constructs of this sort.”13 With the concept of “physical real-
ity,” Kracauer introduced a bodily experiential dimension to film 
perception; on his view, film perception draws on a pool of basic everyday 
experiences, which are mainly bodily and haptic in nature and thus located 
at a deeper level of processing than social and political structures. In this 
section, I shall combine these theories with a phenomenological concep-
tion according to which memories are not solely mental states but always 
also involve our sensory apparatus.

There is also a close interrelation between the physiological embedded-
ness of memory and the medium of film. The film scholar Heike Klippel 
draws attention to how in cinema the “mundane and material” have per-
meated “the mental” to an unprecedented degree and marked out mem-
ory as an incontestable, indeterminate site “in which the physical world 
and mental conceptions are interwoven.”14 On this theory, film functions 
as an “externalized process of memory,” in which the spectator’s biogra-
phy and the film’s plot interpermeate.15 This reciprocal relationship also 
occurs in historical films; we connect the film’s historical world, which has 
been configured for us to perceive, with embodied memories of basic 
everyday experiences. A histosphere is thus composed not just of audiovi-
sual figurations, but also of elements of our embodied memory. One 
example given by Vivian Sobchack in her work on embodied film experi-
ence is the enigmatic, perplexing first shot of the piano (1993; dir. Jane 
Campion). Sobchack says that her fingers already “knew” in advance that 
this shot showed the view through the protagonist’s hands (Figs.  7.1 
and 7.2).

Thanks to her memories of her own bodily experience, her fingers 
“comprehended” and “grasped” the image and “felt themselves” as a 
“potentiality in the subjective and fleshy situation figured onscreen.”16 
Sobchack’s thesis that her fingers reflexively knew what her conscious mind 
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Figs. 7.1–7.2 Remembering personal bodily experience: the view through the 
protagonist’s fingers in the piano

had not yet reflectively grasped17 implies that she was unconsciously access-
ing memories of earlier physical-sensory experiences. A film’s specific 
audiovisual configurations trigger the spectator’s embodied memory,18 
with haptic and tactile experiences occupying a privileged position in the 
process. As well as visually depicting surface textures, film can also impart 
information about the filmic world’s material constitution through sound. 
“Materializing sound indices”19 like the dull, shuffling steps on the par-
quet floor in the dance school in ku’damm 56 evokes different embodied 
memories than, say, the crunching of gravel on pavement. A histosphere’s 
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haptic qualities are gradually pieced together based on synesthetic linkages 
with the spectator’s embodied memories. The reliving of sensuous bodily 
experiences gives the histosphere a synesthetic quality through which a 
“somatic space of meaning” is created.20 Embodied memories of everyday 
experiences bleed into perceptions of the filmic world’s historicity. When 
we see the brass handrails on the subway at the start of ku’damm 56, most 
of us will probably have an idea, based on experience and memory, of what 
they feel like. The film’s historical world no longer seems quite so unfamil-
iar if we feel like we have an embodied memory of it. In years oF hunger, 
the female characters are often shown sewing or folding laundry. These 
incidental depictions of touching various fabrics, whether a dress made of 
coarse cotton or fine bedlinen, can awaken in us memories of correspond-
ing haptic experiences (Fig. 7.3).

The medium of this resonance is the skin, which represents less a 
boundary or dividing line between subject and world than a “semiperme-
able membrane […] that brings world and subject into relation and makes 
them mutually receptive and porous.”21 With regards to film’s synesthetic 

Fig. 7.3 Tactile resonance: fabrics in years oF hunger

7 EXPERIENCE AND REMEMBERING 



156

potential, one particularly significant point made by Hartmut Rosa is that 
the skin is “a dually sensitive and literally breathing and responsive reso-
nance organ that mediates and articulates the relation between body and 
world on the one hand and person and body on the other.”22 The skin 
reacts not just to physical stimuli from the environment, but also to men-
tal and emotional states.23 The boundary between purely physical and cog-
nitively driven reactions is fluid. For instance, a high-pitched sound, like a 
person scratching a blackboard, can prompt a direct, vegetative response 
such as goosebumps. By contrast, we experience the shiver that runs down 
our spine when watching a horror film as a reaction to the combination of 
audiovisual stimuli and narrative relationships. As we empathetically 
engage with the film characters or situations, we imagine, say, how it 
would feel if we ourselves were being spun through the air while dancing 
instead of Monika. In a manner closely bound up with our capacity for 
empathy, this process also awakens our memories of previous lived or 
filmic experiences. Media theorist Laura Marks’s analysis of the “skin of 
the film”24 expands on Sobchack’s concept of film as embodied experi-
ence: By signifying embodied memories, filmic space becomes sensuously 
available, enabling “contact” between the spectator and the film’s repre-
sented objects.25 Marks uses a similar vocabulary to Frank R. Ankersmit in 
his definition of historical experience, which he claims creates the impres-
sion of “authentic contact” with the past.26 Filmic spaces’ availability to 
sensuous, physical experience on the basis of embodied memories can also 
produce historical experiences of this kind. What Marks describes as the 
possibility of mediating intercultural experiences27 could, then, also help 
bridge the temporal distance to the historical past. Depictions of physical 
touch are especially well suited to creating a sense of intimacy and familiar-
ity that brings the historical world simulated by the film closer by invoking 
primordial embodied memories and instincts. Marks draws heavily on 
Gilles Deleuze (although critics have rightly pointed out significant depar-
tures from Deleuze’s thought in her work28), but I shall not consider this 
aspect further here as it would undermine my attempt to connect Marks’s 
theory to phenomenological approaches to film; for whereas Deleuze’s 
notion of the “crystal-image” implies film’s desubjectivized historicity, 
phenomenological approaches, including the present study, focus on the 
subject-bound experience of history afforded by film. The potential of his-
torical films to produce historical experiences emerges at the intersection 
between embodied film experience, memory, and imaginary referentializa-
tion. The skin, as in Marks’s work, functions as a metaphor for a 
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permeable membrane that not only spans the field of interaction between 
embodied and cognitive memories, but also that between autobiographi-
cal and collective memory. Attention was already drawn by Rudolf 
Arnheim to the interplay between film perception and “memory traces.”29 
Since embodied memory structures film perception as a dynamic matrix, 
the unceasing production of new experiences also influences and modifies 
our memories of previous experiences. This continuous configuration and 
reconfiguration adds a bodily experiential dimension to the mise-en- 
histoire, which until now has primarily been understood as a reflective pro-
cess. The flights of imagination prompted by a film’s historical references 
work in tandem with the immediate sensuous experiences while watching 
the film and the spectator’s embodied memories to help produce a histori-
cal experience.

The interplay of sensuous film experience and embodied memory also 
significantly influences the mode in which spectators experience the film. 
By contrast with older normative distinctions, Sobchack holds that fiction 
and nonfiction differ primarily in terms of the spectator’s expectations, 
experiences, and evaluations.30 Based on the premise that perceptions of 
film images generally involve both experiential modes, she sets out the 
idea of a “documentary consciousness” on the part of the spectator, an 
embodied, normative mode of experience that in fiction films transforms 
irreal into real.31 Taking the example of the actual death of the rabbit in 
Jean Renoir’s the rules oF the game (1939), she describes how the sud-
den, shocking change in our understanding of the film ruptures the cine-
matic fiction (Fig. 7.4).

For Sobchack, the death of the real rabbit was far more shocking and 
unsettling than the death of the fictional human character. She ascribes 
this to the fact that the death of the rabbit ruptured the autonomous and 
homogeneous fictional space and transformed it into a documentary 
space.32 Modal shifts of this sort can also be observed in historical films at 
points where we become aware of their referential relation to the past 
while simultaneously feeling the film’s physical reality. This gives rise to a 
parallel between the effect of a histosphere, which not only comprises an 
embodied experience but also semiotically produces historical references, 
and Roland Barthes’s “reality effect,” in which the “very absence of the 
signified, to the advantage of the referent alone, becomes the very signifier 
of realism.”33 In an analogous manner, in historical films filmic figurations 
take the place of historical referents. The embodied film experience does 
not run counter to the semiotic process but actually reinforces it by 
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Fig. 7.4 Documentary consciousness: the dead rabbit in the rules oF the game

making it possible to experience the film’s historical world as a physical 
reality. The imaginative illusion thus usually remains intact while also 
being given the validation of factual historical authenticity. However, there 
can be a discrepancy between filmic figuration and historical reference; for 
instance, if we do not find an actor “believable” in the role of a historical 
figure. Such cases will seriously undermine our imaginative empathy and 
immersive involvement.

Sobchack’s example of the dying rabbit shows that the shock effect of 
documentary consciousness is especially strong if the film’s fictional depic-
tion is indexically linked to an actual death. Although the route from 
Renoir’s rabbit to the deaths at the inner German border is long and ethi-
cally fraught, very similar psychological processes are at work in both 
cases. The violent death of the two protagonists at the end of sky without 
stars is even more disturbing if we know that it was not just film characters 
but also real people who lost their lives in a hail of bullets at the inner 
German border. Unlike Renoir’s rabbit, the actors in Käutner’s film were 
not actually harmed. But despite this, sky without stars is also able to 
shockingly evoke a feeling of unease that can be understood as a reaction 
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to a possible violation of ethical norms: Is it wrong to appropriate real-life 
deaths as an object of entertainment in fictional representations? Debates 
about filmic depictions of painful periods of history, in particular the ques-
tion of whether the Holocaust can or should be represented on screen, 
also revolve around ethical questions of this kind.34 Benjamin 
Moldenhauer’s reference to an “unease about films that tell stories of the 
historical past while remaining within the conventional framework of 
genre cinema”35 (as discussed in an earlier chapter) describes a similar 
inner conflict. However, while fictional depictions of historical events do 
not make the spectator complicit in the suffering of actual victims, 
Sobchack rightly asks whether the rabbit did not also die for her and her 
enjoyment of the film. She is far less moved by the death of the purely 
fictional human protagonist than by the actual death of the animal, for she 
knows intuitively that the human character Jurieux (Roland Tutain) only 
dies in the irreal fictional space.36 It can have a similar moderating effect if 
a historical figure is played by a well-known actor: We know intuitively 
that the real person does not die, which can dilute or override the power 
of the historical reference to the death of an actual historical individual. 
The shock is diluted by the dual presence of a person as a film character 
and as an actor. We feel that there is “one body too much”; the imagined 
body of the historical person and the filmed body come into conflict.37 
Matters are different when we primarily perceive the film character, either 
because we do not know the actor or because they embody the role so 
convincingly. As Sobchack puts it, film character and historical reference 
blend together in “the mortal gravity of the filmed event,” which 
“transform[s] the irreality of fictional space into a different ontological 
order of representation—namely, into the reality of a documentary space 
suddenly charged with existential and ethical investment.”38 However, the 
feelings connected to the documentary mode of experience need not be 
negative. The fact that the fictional historical world references actual his-
torical events and thereby gains an intuitively persuasive “documentary” 
character can also trigger empathetic excitement and a sense of living 
involvement, an impression of “authentic contact”39 with the histori-
cal past.

The tension between fictional and documentary modes of experience 
can generally be ascribed to a prereflective stage of film perception. 
According to Sobchack, this mode is not reflectively disclosed but physi-
cally “felt”: It is our body rather than our intellect that recognizes the 
fundamental existential difference.40 Consequently, it is unsurprising that 
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this knowledge is based on experiences linked to physical effects on the 
body. Whether it be the violent deaths of the rabbit in Renoir’s film or the 
protagonists in sky without stars, each of these examples relates to acts of 
violence and bodily destruction. This triggers a “flash” of recognition41 in 
which we are suddenly surprised “by the power of the object.”42 Affects 
and values erupt out of an existential and cultural knowledge that tran-
scends and contextualizes the homogenizing apparatus of filmic and nar-
rative representation,43 shifting our focus from aesthetic and narrative 
aspects to ethical values.

However, the shift to a documentary mode of experience need not be 
accompanied by a feeling of shock. If the action of the film ceases to hold 
our full attention, our eyes and thoughts begin to wander.44 We no longer 
see the film characters as subjects and part of the depicted world, but 
instead watch actors at work. If this happens while watching a historical 
film, we begin to scrutinize its historical accuracy and look for apparent 
errors by comparing the film with remembered historical references. A 
special effect can be achieved through the use of historical archive mate-
rial, which results in a dual mode of spectator experience: at once docu-
mentary and fictional.45 In years oF hunger, for instance, the difference 
between the aesthetics of New German Cinema and the grainy, scratchy, 
flickering archive footage inserted into the film creates a reflective aware-
ness of the relation between the fictional and nonfictional elements.

As with the distinction between the actual death of the rabbit and the 
fictional death of the character, we already “know” at a prereflective, 
bodily level of film experience which audiovisual conventions and aesthetic 
qualities typify documentary and fictional sequences respectively. This 
division between fictional and documentary modes of experience can also 
be undermined by audiovisual devices. Ari Folman’s animated film waltz 
with Bashir (2008) deals with a soldier’s missing memories of the Sabra 
and Shatila massacre that occurred at a Lebanese refugee camp in 1982 in 
the presence of the Israeli Army. At the end of the film, animated images 
of the atrocities give way to live-action archival footage of the victims’ 
bloated corpses and the despairing, weeping survivors. This juxtaposition 
makes us instantly aware of the historical referentialization, retrospectively 
transcending the boundaries of fictional space and consciousness. This 
shows that a fiction can be shockingly ruptured not just by extreme situa-
tions and events within the action of a film, but also by formal interrup-
tions of the film’s montage and visual aesthetics. Even synesthetically 
generated haptic film perceptions that result from audiovisual activation of 
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embodied memories can bring about a shift to a documentary mode of 
experience. However, unlike with shock, this does not create a distance or 
opposition between us and the film’s fictional historical world, but rather 
expands our imaginative modeling of this world. This sort of connection 
between activation of embodied memory and the daydreaming described 
earlier in turn fosters a hybrid fictional and documentary mode of experi-
ence that does not undermine our perception of the historical world simu-
lated by the film, but instead acknowledges and further intensifies it as a 
valid reality.

prosthetic postmemory

“In the struggle between history and memory […] technical images have 
won.”46 This observation by Elsaesser about popular culture entails both a 
widespread “mediatization” of individual memory and an increasing blur-
ring of the distinction between private and public images,47 which would 
accord greater significance to processes of perception and memory that 
make spectators into direct witnesses to and participants in historical 
worlds. The great relevance of memory to our everyday perceptions is also 
illustrated by a previously discussed sequence from sky without stars: 
When Anna’s gaze fixes on a framed photograph hanging on the wall at 
her parent-in-laws’ home, we intuitively believe that she is remembering 
something in that moment. We project our memory-infused perception of 
the world onto the film character. Memory “speaks” to us when we antici-
pate that the soldier in the picture must be Anna’s late husband, Jochen’s 
father. The film is making use here of mechanisms already described by 
Henri Bergson in his philosophical works from the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, though he did not connect these mechanisms to 
the medium of film that was emerging at more or less the same time. 
Bergson writes that “with the immediate and present data of our senses, 
we mingle a thousand details out of our past experience.”48 Our percep-
tion thus consists of “an incalculable multitude of remembered elements” 
and so is already a form of memory.49 Just as this model of perception and 
memory corresponds to a nineteenth-century way of thinking, so too can 
film be understood as a technical, cultural, and aesthetic legacy of that 
same period. Furthermore, the historicity of the moment of production 
inherent in the film image gives the impression, in the words of Stanley 
Cavell, of participating in an event “that has happened, which I absorb 
(like a memory).”50 Though Cavell does not draw a direct connection to 
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phenomenology here, his reflections anticipate a core element of 
Sobchack’s Address of the Eye: In both cases, the position of the camera 
outside the recorded world adverts to the absence of the spectator. We 
thus perceive the film as an intentional gaze of another—the cinematic 
subject, the camera, or the filmmaker.51 At the same time, films include us 
in their action, affect us like any other experience, making the filmic world 
sensuously available to us from the perspective of an embodied, situated 
cinematic subject.52 The deep-seated analogies between Bergson’s model 
of world perception “impregnated” by memories,53 Cavell’s theory of sim-
ilarly impregnated film perception, and Sobchack’s concept of film as 
embodied experience suggest that the filmic representation of historical 
worlds and the spectator’s historical consciousness correspond especially 
closely in the experience of remembering. We can infer that in a histo-
sphere, memories resulting from sensuous, embodied film experience 
intermingle with those “from the world of lived experiences”54 and mark 
out the world simulated by the film as a valid historical experience. Alison 
Landsberg even suggests that

the experience within the movie theater and the memories that the cinema 
affords […] might be as significant in constructing, or deconstructing, the 
spectator’s identity as any experience that s/he actually lived through.55

This thesis is supported by studies showing that people who lived through 
the Second World War mix up their own experiences of the war with ele-
ments from war films such as the Bridge (1959; dir. Bernhard Wicki).56 
But film experiences can enter into our personal memories even if our own 
biography does not coincide geographically or chronologically with the 
historical worlds depicted on screen. For instance, as a child of the 1980s, 
I of course know that I did not live through the 1950s. And yet thanks to 
films like sky without stars, years oF hunger, and ku’damm 56 I can have 
embodied memories of the 1950s that are based on sensuous experience 
of historical worlds constructed by film. Our immersive, empathetic 
engagement with films mean that even decades later these memories seem 
as vivid as moments from our childhood.57 However, Klippel notes that 
the intermingling and interpenetration of film and the spectator’s memo-
ries is not directed toward “discerning a historic truth,” but rather pres-
ents the opportunity “to attain, from a decentered perspective on the self, 
a form of knowledge not obtainable through inference.”58 By transposing 
August Gallinger’s concept of “recollective cognition” in this way, Klippel 
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formulates a fundamental condition for filmic production of historical 
experience as “self-experience,” which in turn connects directly to the 
theories of Frank R. Ankersmit.59 The “authentic contact”60 with the past 
described by Ankersmit can likewise be found in the work of Gallinger, 
who writes that the remembering subject has an “immediate belief in the 
factuality of their previous experiences [Erlebnisse].”61 As an element of 
film perception, the process of remembering must consequently be 
ascribed crucial importance in the production of historical experience. The 
audiovisual figuration of a historical world is configured by our recollec-
tive cognition and refigured by the associative-recollective mise-en-histoire. 
Histospheres draw on two forms of memory: a prereflective, bodily form 
that is activated while watching a film, and a reflective, historicizing one 
that allows the film’s historical world to be experienced as such. The first 
form, bodily memories activated by perceiving a histosphere, is similar in 
some respects to literary scholar Marianne Hirsch’s concept of postmem-
ory. In a study of descendants of Holocaust survivors, she shows that even 
members of the “generation after” can “remember” the “personal, collec-
tive, and cultural trauma of those who came before” even though they 
know them only through “the stories, images, and behaviors among which 
they grew up.”62 She continues:

But these experiences were transmitted to them so deeply and affectively as 
to seem to constitute memories in their own right. Postmemory’s connec-
tion to the past is thus actually mediated not by recall but by imaginative 
investment, projection, and creation.63

This aspect is especially relevant to histospheres, for historical films rely on 
the medium’s immersive, empathy-arousing potential rather than an 
embodied narrative performance by parents handing down memories to 
the next generation. Consequently, cinematic postmemory no longer has 
any indexical relation to actual traumatic experiences. Instead, the film’s 
historical world is linked to the spectator’s own embodied recollections 
and emotional memory.64 Imaginative empathy with the film’s gaze and 
the experience of a cinematic subject are again consonant with Sobchack’s 
phenomenological theory of a doubled address to the spectator.65 This 
process of subjectivation and fictionalization is also reflected at the visual 
aesthetic level, where there comes to be less focus on the experiences of 
contemporaries and archival footage, and more on their far more popular 
fictional recreations. For instance, film scholar Tobias Ebbrecht-Hartmann 
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observes with regard to depictions of the Holocaust and National 
Socialism that

since the early 1990s, a visual aesthetic has increasingly emerged that no 
longer relates directly to historical events but rather to the media images and 
narratives of those events that have been handed down.66

The referentialization of filmic postmemory thereby assumes a form best 
described using Landsberg’s concept of prosthetic memory.

The almost unbearable tension during the illegal border crossing, the 
close, stuffy confines of a West German postwar home in the mid-1950s, 
the exuberant joy of a rock ’n’ roll bar from the same period: I can remem-
ber all these things despite not having been alive at that time. Historical 
films like sky without stars, years oF hunger, and ku’damm 56 produce 
embodied memories that in the process of the mise-en-histoire are inscribed 
with historical references and marked as valid historical experiences. 
Landsberg calls this “new form of memory” prosthetic memory; it “emerges 
at the interface between a person and a historical narrative of the past, at 
an experiential site such as a movie theater or museum.”67 “Prosthetic” 
refers here to the specific bodily dimension of such memories, to which 
Landsberg ascribes the properties of artificial limbs but which nonetheless 
have a sensuous, experiential component.68 Consequently, the spectator 
has a sense of embodied contact with the historical past. The concept of 
prosthetic memory thus not only bears similarities to Ankersmit’s notion 
of historical experience, but also has the potential to shape conceptions of 
history and political identities.69 Landsberg notes that prosthetic memory 
has been intimately interwoven with the process of commodification since 
the early twentieth century, which “enables the transmission of memories 
to people who have no ‘natural’ or biological claims to them.”70 Historical 
films have a special capacity to make historical worlds that lie outside our 
social, cultural, and geographic environment available to experience. 
Although there are legitimate criticisms to be made about the commodifi-
cation of popular films, they do allow viewers to develop a ubiquitous 
historical consciousness based on prosthetic memory. Landsberg explains 
that “the technologies of mass culture” transform memories into a “por-
table, fluid, and nonessentialist” good that blurs the boundaries between 
personal and collective memory.71 Elsaesser expands this dynamic aspect of 
Landsberg’s theory further. Proceeding from the hypothesis that “in pop-
ular cinema collective and individual memory are not only constructed 

 R. GREINER



165

and assembled, but also deconstructed and worked through,” he proposes 
the term “parapractic memory.”72 On his theory, media memory is based 
on audiovisual errors that, similar to Freudian slips, “take hold in the 
psyche precisely in virtue of their ambiguity and reveal a truth that could 
not otherwise be manifested.”73 Elsaesser’s concept of parapractic mem-
ory lends support to the supposition that a living encounter with historical 
worlds simulated by film not only configures historical experiences and 
memories, but also produces (constantly refigured) conceptions of history. 
According to the historian Sylvie Lindeperg, this gives rise to “mirror 
structures […] that make reference to earlier filmic depictions through an 
intertextual play of quotations and counterquotations.”74 However, if 
most personal and collective memories and the conceptions of history 
constructed from them are based on media depictions, then the diagnosis 
of an “error” becomes essentially obsolete, since our conceptions of the 
past and the historical reality constructed by media can no longer be dis-
entangled.75 Despite legitimate criticisms of the rather frivolous use of the 
term “prosthetic,”76 I shall therefore take up Landsberg’s theory again 
and connect it to Marianne Hirsch’s concept of postmemory.77 Integrating 
these two approaches enables a better understanding of the role and func-
tioning of memory in filmic histospheres. For instance, the prosthetic post-
memory activated in film perception is based not on intergenerational 
transmission of biographical experiences, but on embodied memories of 
film experiences. In this special form of prosthetic memory, embodied 
memory and historical referentialization coincide. Histospheres thus uti-
lize two powerful processes of historicization that exponentially reinforce 
each other through their interaction and the fusion of personal and popu-
lar memories.

reminiscence triggers

Historical films not only create a multitude of highly subjective historical 
experiences, but also help bring about more general conceptions of his-
tory. The above-described impressions of the 1950s in the analyzed 
films—the tension of the border crossing, the narrow confines of the post-
war home, the exuberance of a rock ’n’ roll bar—draw on structures of 
audiovisual stimuli that I shall refer to as reminiscence triggers. In combi-
nation with our own embodied memories, they allow us to perceive the 
historical world constructed by the film in a mode of living encounter. 
This mode is enhanced by what Hugo Münsterberg calls a “certain warm 
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feeling of familiarity”78 and tends to be accompanied by positive emo-
tional responses, thereby overcoming experiences of otherness and differ-
ence from the world of our own lived experience. Unlike Kracauer’s model 
of a “flight of associations,”79 which ultimately leads into the subjectivity 
of the spectator’s own inner world, the concept of the reminiscence trig-
ger takes more account of the fact that we as spectators recognize our own 
everyday experiences in historical films. Audiovisually communicated 
impressions, as well as day-to-day activities such as the unpacking of new 
shoes at the start of ku’damm 56 or the children’s game of cowboys and 
Indians in sky without stars, have the potential, in Friedrich Nietzsche’s 
words, to create a “sympathetic resonance”80 in the spectator’s memory 
(Fig. 7.5).

The resonating images thus activate tap into primordial experiences 
such as moments of interpersonal touch, basic sensory impressions, or 
simple, universally relatable everyday events or encounters. Often, the 
underlying embodied memories are the result of media experiences. I do 
not need to have strolled down Kurfürstendamm myself in the 1950s to 

Fig. 7.5 A children’s game in sky without stars
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be able to remember it. Immersive, living encounters with film induce 
prosthetic postmemories that I can recognize in other films and that feel 
like my own memories. Nonetheless, at a reflective level I remain aware of 
the as-if nature of these postmemories. Sometimes, however, I forget, or 
do not realize, that these are not my actual memories. An intense yet indis-
tinct feeling of reliving the moment sets in: I have déjà vu. This too can be 
the result of a prosthetic postmemory created by film. Anticipating this 
point, Béla Balázs explains: “A repetition of the set-up can stimulate the 
memory of some past experience and produce the well-known psychologi-
cal effect of ‘having seen it before.’”81 As a “memory of the present,”82 
déjà vu is like the obverse of the historical film, which (especially at the 
level of meaning production) comprises a making-present of the past, an 
actualization of the historical-virtual. However, while, say, sequences of 
historical newsreel footage produce a historical context in virtue of their 
distinctive aesthetic and thereby make the potential for recognition trans-
parent and reflectively comprehensible, individual shots are far more inde-
terminate. The building by the jetty and the facade of the apartment block 
at the start of Jutta Brückner’s years oF hunger can only be roughly dated 
to a particular historical period, and are thus almost universally relatable 
(Fig. 7.6).

It is not just the content of the images, but also their specific formal 
features—the framing, the lighting, the camera movement—that can trig-
ger a feeling of déjà vu, which we subconsciously connect to earlier (film) 
experiences.

In order to better understand the processes underlying these déjà vu 
effects, Bergson’s model of memory will once again prove helpful. Bergson 
uses the term “false recognition” to refer to the intense impression of the 
“already lived,” a “complete reinstatement of one or of several minutes of 
our past with the totality of their content, presentative, affective, active.”83 
He believes that “the formation of memory is never posterior to the for-
mation of perception; it is contemporaneous with it.”84 As perception is 
created, memory forms alongside it, just “as the shadow falls beside the 
body.”85 However, “practical consciousness throw[s] this memory aside” 
for the moment of perception, giving rise to the illusion that “memory 
succeeds perception.”86 But if memory also seeps into consciousness in the 
moment of perception—if, that is, I recall a moment at the same time as 
living through it—I get a feeling of déjà vu. Bergson uses the metaphor of 
a mirror to draw a fundamental ontological distinction: While perception 
is “actual,” a physical reality that can be touched, memory is a “virtual” 
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Fig. 7.6 Universally relatable settings in years oF hunger

mirror-image.87 By contrast with Deleuze, who transposes the immanence 
of the virtual onto the ontology of the film image,88 here I shall concen-
trate primarily on a phenomenological interpretation of Bergson’s theory, 
in full awareness that this goes beyond the epistemological limits of his 
reflections. Embodied film experience as described by Sobchack integrates 
the virtual images and sounds of a film into our perceptions of “physical 
reality.”89 This process of connecting virtual to actual enables film experi-
ence to elicit a kind of doubling effect in the spectator. However, this is 
not Bergsonian déjà vu in the strict sense—the symptoms are the same: 
the intense feeling of already having lived through the present moment. 
But the present moment in question is not the moment of reception. That 
is, the feeling here is not that of already having seen a film like this; rather, 
in the very moment of perception we feel as though we ourselves can recall 
the film’s events. The embodied film experience overrides the virtuality of 
the filmic world, allowing it to be experienced in the present and falsely 
linking it to a vague memory. As Bergson puts it, memory is animated by 
the film’s “sensori-motor elements.”90 Their ability to latch onto a wide 
range of extra-filmic experiences makes reminiscence triggers ideally suited 
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to prompting such reactions. A film’s audiovisual stimuli and the specific 
context and atmosphere of a certain sequence are perceived as being iden-
tical with an often blurry memory. This phenomenon lies at the intersec-
tion between Bergson’s concept of memory and Sobchack’s concept of 
film experience.

Bergson describes the self being split into two persons: “one of which 
appropriates freedom, the other necessity: the one, a free spectator, 
beholds the other automatically playing his part.”91 In relation to film, 
Sobchack describes how the spectator sees the film’s visible images as a 
world, that is to say, adopts the film’s point of view.92 Using Bergson’s 
terminology, we could say that we “automatically” play our part in this 
world. However, on Sobchack’s phenomenological account of film experi-
ence, we also simultaneously perceive the film as an intentional point of 
view on the filmic world.93 This gives rise to another parallel with Bergson’s 
concept of memory: For when we recognize the film’s intentional point of 
view on the depicted filmic world as such, we also observe ourselves—as 
the spectator-subject that adopts this perspective on the filmic world to at 
least some degree. The phenomenological constellation of perspectives in 
film perception stands in constant interchange with our imaginations and 
memories: According to Klippel,

the picture […] in the viewer’s consciousness, is neither photographic nor 
from his own memory, it is a new one. It carries a specific “quality of knowl-
edge” and provides him with an aesthetic experience which has a very con-
crete relationship to the world.94

Reminiscence triggers seek to produce a feeling of maximum possible sim-
ilarity between the film image and the spectator’s memory, so that in the 
moment of perception the spectator has the impression of “false recogni-
tion.” The more strongly the film’s immersive potential fuses the specta-
tor’s point of view with that of the film on the historical world it has 
simulated, the more likely this is to elicit a déjà vu effect. Connecting a 
histosphere’s simulated historical world to the spectator’s embodied 
memories not only enables a concrete relationship to the world, but also 
transforms the aesthetic film experience into a historical experience. This 
interplay of aesthetic, psychological, and bodily elements forms the phe-
nomenological basis for productive historical knowledge as conceived by 
Benjamin. Benjamin himself compares the sudden “flashing” of a dialecti-
cal image to that of involuntary memory,95 thereby anticipating the effects 
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of prosthetic postmemory and reminiscence triggers. As Lena Stölzl writes, 
“history is not merely represented or repeated, but actively produced 
afresh.”96 Stölzl regards this way of understanding history as a challenge 
posed by the concept of the dialectical image; and it is this status as “his-
tory in the making”—history conceived no longer as a finished product 
but as a work in progress—that enables a “live” encounter with a histo-
sphere in its specific combination of memory and experience.

conclusion

In this chapter, I investigated how the discourse of media and remem-
brance has shifted to embodied experience, rather than focusing on the 
function of storing and recording. With a view to the theory and practice 
of historical films, I argue that histospheres function as a point of intersec-
tion between processes of embodied memory and historicization.

Whereas immersion and empathy primarily address somatic aspects of 
film experience, the mise-en-histoire is based mainly on constructivist- 
semiotic connections. One thing that links these two dimensions of histo-
spheres together is the relation between body and memory. We connect 
our perceptions of filmically configured historical worlds with embodied 
memories of basic everyday experiences. This adds a bodily experiential 
dimension to the mise-en-histoire. The reliving of sensuous bodily experi-
ences gives the histosphere a synesthetic quality through which a “somatic 
space of meaning” is created.97 By considering Laura Marks’s analysis of 
the “skin of the film”98 and Vivian Sobchack’s concept of film as embodied 
experience, I identified a further point of connection with Frank 
R. Ankersmit’s theory of historical experience: Filmic spaces’ availability to 
physical experience on the basis of embodied memories also enables 
embodied historical experiences. This can often reduce the temporal and 
cultural distance to the historical past; the film’s historical worlds no lon-
ger seem quite so unfamiliar if we feel like we have an embodied memory 
of them. At the same time, the unceasing production of new experiences 
also colors our memories of earlier experiences and modifies them in a 
continuous process of configuration and refiguration. While watching his-
torical films, there can thus also be modal shifts in which particular actions 
or stylistic devices can cause the fiction to be ruptured by a documentary 
consciousness. However, due to their referential relation to nonfilmic 
events from the past, historical films have always represented a combina-
tion of fictional and documentary modes of experience, so that the 
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imaginative illusion usually remains intact. Histospheres thus have an 
effect that mirrors Roland Barthes’s “reality effect,”99 with filmic figura-
tions taking the place of historical referents. In addition, the depicted his-
torical worlds are given the validation of factual historical authenticity, 
which can lead to an expanded imaginative modeling of the constructions 
of the past that we experience on screen.

Building on this, I argued that histospheres draw not just on existing 
embodied memories and conceptions of history, but are actively involved 
in producing personal experiences with identity-forging potential; in a sec-
ond stage, these experiences are then addressed as memories. To provide 
a theoretical grounding for these theses, I showed by reference to Bergson, 
Cavell, and Sobchack how memories resulting from sensuous, embodied 
film experience intermingle with those “from the world of lived experi-
ences”100 and mark out the worlds simulated by histospheres as valid his-
torical experiences. The audiovisual figurations are configured by our 
recollective cognition and refigured by the associative-recollective mise-en- 
histoire. Histospheres draw on two forms of memory: a prereflective, 
bodily form that is activated while watching a film (which I connected to 
Marianne Hirsch’s concept of postmemory), and a reflective, historicizing 
one that allows the film’s historical world to be experienced as such. 
However, unlike in Hirsch’s account of intergenerational transmission of 
memories, filmic postmemory does not stand in an indexical relation to 
the experiences underlying it. The historical worlds produced by films are 
instead associatively linked to our own embodied recollections and emo-
tional memory. The referentialization of filmic postmemory is best 
described using Landsberg’s concept of prosthetic memory. Landsberg 
does not regard “prosthetics” as synonymous with inanimate artifacts, but 
rather, as per the theory of Marshall McLuhan, as innervated, artificial 
extensions of the human body.101

By integrating the concepts of postmemory and prosthetic memory, I 
hope to have contributed to a better understanding of the role and func-
tioning of memory in filmic histospheres. My concept of prosthetic post-
memory refers to memories based not on intergenerational transmission 
of biographical experiences, but on embodied memories of film experi-
ences. In histospheres, processes of bodily memory and historical referen-
tialization thus coincide and mutually complement each other. A historical 
film’s specific audiovisual configurations can even, I argued, trigger the 
spectator’s embodied memories, with haptic and tactile experiences occu-
pying a privileged position in the process. I coined the term “reminiscence 
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trigger” for one such stimulus–response model, in which filmic figurations 
link the film’s historical world to the spectator’s embodied memories and 
produce a kind of déjà vu effect. A film’s audiovisual stimuli and the spe-
cific context and atmosphere of a certain sequence are perceived as being 
identical with an often blurry memory. I developed a theoretical account 
of this phenomenon that combines Bergson’s concept of memory with 
Sobchack’s concept of film experience. The aim of this account is to show 
that forms of experience and memory are not mere effects but constitu-
tive, interdependent processes of histospheres. As well as tapping into pri-
mordial experiences such as touch, basic sensory impressions, and 
universally relatable everyday events and encounters, reminiscence triggers 
can also address prosthetic postmemories engendered by films and allow 
us to relive them. Connecting histospheres’ simulated historical worlds to 
the spectator’s embodied memories not only enables a concrete relation-
ship to the actual world, but also transforms the aesthetic film experience 
into a historical experience. Through their specific combination of mem-
ory and experience, histospheres thus enable a “live” encounter with his-
tory in the making.
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by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction 
in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original 
author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence and 
indicate if changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the 
chapter’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to 
the material. If material is not included in the chapter’s Creative Commons licence 
and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the 
permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copy-
right holder.
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