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Summary

The prevailing view of contemporary Irish cinema is predicated on assumptions about the 

nature and development of a national film culture. The most basic of these is that there has 

been a fundamental shift in the direction of Irish filmmaking, a shift away from the bold 

aesthetics and radical filmmaking of the 1970s and 1980s, towards a more commercial, and 

less meaningful, type of cinema. In fact, the recent Irish cinema is more formally and 

thematically complex, and has more social and cultural relevance, than the prevailing view 

suggests. This dissertation looks at Irish cinema in terms of how the narrative films of the 

last fifteen years treat the representation of emotion; specifically, the ways the films 

represent and engage with the emotions associated with loss. The dissertation begins with a 

review of the contemporary critical perspectives on the recent Irish cinema, and of the 

pertinent critical debates around the notion of national cinema. The dissertation then places 

these debates about Irish national cinema within the context of emotion theory, arguing that 

the prevalence of formal fracture in the recent Irish cinema is related to these films’ status as 

trauma narratives. The second half of the dissertation looks at these formal strategies - 

achronological narrative and flashback; ellipsis and descriptive pause; and repetition and 

circularity - in a number of exemplary Irish films. By taking a new approach, one based in 

cognitive theories of emotion as well as trauma theory and textual analysis, this work 

challenges the dominant critical response to contemporary Irish cinema. It offers new insight 

into the development of a national film culture, while also exploring the relationship between 

film form and the expression of emotion.
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Introduction

Over the past decade a traumatic break in the national imagination has opened 
up... There are vast sections of Irish society cut adrift from their moorings of 
identity, reduced to the status of consumers - rather than citizens - in a culture 
presided over by an ideology no more sophisticated than an 'open economy ’ at all 
costs. Is this sense of alienation the ‘deep structure ’ beneath a slate of fdms which 
include elements of Irishness only so as to fulfil international co-production 
requirements? Where are the stories that address who we are as a community 
today? 1

Tony Tracy’s commentary on the effect of economic upturn on the state of Irish cinema still 

reverberates some years after boom has turned to bust. Tracy’s observations, like the 

prevailing views of contemporary Irish cinema, are predicated on assumptions about the 

nature and development of a national film culture. The most basic of these is that there has 

been a fundamental shift in the direction of Irish filmmaking, a shift away from the bold 

aesthetics and radical filmmaking of the 1970s and 1980s, towards a more commercial, and 

less meaningful, type of cinema. A corollary to this is that the popular cinema produced in 

the years since the birth of the Celtic Tiger in the Republic and the Peace Process in the 

North mirrors an identifiable social optimism, a movement towards healing and 

reconciliation, and a liberalisation of Ireland as a whole.

In fact, the recent Irish cinema is more formally and thematically complex, and has more 

social and cultural relevance, than the prevailing view suggests. It constitutes a national 

cinema that has been working through the traumas of the past. My research looks at Irish 

cinema in terms of how the narrative films of the last fifteen years treat the representation of 

emotion; specifically, the ways the films represent and engage with the emotions associated 

with loss. By taking a new approach - one based in cognitive theories of emotion as well as 

trauma theory and textual analysis - this work challenges the dominant critical response to 

contemporary Irish cinema. The aim is to offer new insight on the development of a national

1 Tony Tracy, ‘Introduction’, in Irish Cinema 2006 - The Year in Review, ed. by Tony Tracy, Estudios 
Irlandeses, 2 (2007), p. 253 <http://www.estudiosirlandeses.org/Issue2/Issue%202/Film%20Reviews/ 
Film Reviews_2007.pdf.pdf> [accessed 10 July 2011]
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film culture, while also exploring the relationship between film form and the emotional 

engagement of film viewers.

In its consideration of film form and its relationship to emotional discourse, this dissertation 

addresses the dearth of such analyses in the field of Irish film studies. In Chapter One, I 

review the contemporary critical perspectives on the Irish cinema of the last fifteen years. 

The existing critical discourse, while replete with valuable insights into narrative themes and 

the representation of communities, rarely undertakes formal analysis of individual films. 

Although prescriptions for a healthy Irish cinema often call for a more adventurous aesthetic 

or for a rejection of classical Hollywood structures, there has been relatively little detailed or 

nuanced formal examination of the popular cinema in Ireland today.

There are, as a matter of fact, identifiable formal elements which characterise post-Celtic 

Tiger cinema and yet have been largely overlooked.2 While certainly not unique to Irish film, 

their disproportionate presence signals a trend in Irish narrative filmmaking. Interestingly, all 

are features which serve to create rupture and disorder. I assert that the films of the recent 

Irish cinema reflect the processes of recovery in the way that they organise events within the 

narrative. Through the use of fragmented storylines, nonlinear narration, and images 

emphasising absence and rupture, films facilitate specific emotional effects. Flashback, 

fractured chronology, ellipsis, pause, and repetition are the primary formal strategies used to 

achieve both the sense of encounter with the past, and the sense of disturbance which 

accompanies that encounter and which is endemic to the films.3 The frequency with which

2 The lack of critical discussion of fractured narratives in Irish film is all the more surprising given the 
extent to which formal fracture appears in the Irish novels and theatre of the same period. A cursory 
look at the work of such dramatists as Marina Carr, Tom Murphy, Paula Meehan, Christina Reid or 
Martin McDonagh suggests an interesting correlation. Amongst contemporary novelists, certainly, 
fractured and achronological narratives feature strongly in the work of such authors as Patrick 
McCabe, Anne Enright, Colum McCann, Carlo Gebler, Deirdre Madden, Joseph O’Connor, Barry 
McCrea, and graphic novelist Garth Ennis. Film form provides unique opportunities for the expression 
of emotion; a comparison to other forms of narrative expression could help us to better understand 
these.
3 The freeze-frame and the disruptive insertion of a photogram - generally the photographic or 
electronic image of a dead loved one - are other examples of such fracturing strategies.
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disjointed narration, ellipsis, and flashback are found, and the emotional impact of these 

strategies, is significant.

At this juncture, I should perhaps say a few words about the scope of this project, and in 

particular, the parameters of nationhood applied herein. Within the field of Irish film studies, 

the precise definitions of ‘Irishness’ and ‘Irish film’ are unresolved, part of the wider on

going debates about the legitimacy of nationalism as a theoretical concept, the legitimacy of 

defining a ‘nation’ in relationship to the political boundaries of the state, and the legitimacy 

of a ‘national cinemas’ approach; not to mention the specific debates over the legitimacy of 

the entities of ‘the Republic of Ireland’ and ‘Northern Ireland’. The lack of consensus 

regarding the status of the North of course underlies and problematises a coherent and 

complete discussion, as does the complex and hybrid nature of funding and production 

structures within the Irish and Northern Irish film industries. Furthermore, ‘Irish cinema’ 

should not be treated as a monolithic or homogenous entity, given the presence of competing 

identities and subcultures within the state.

Accordingly, the existing literature has generally employed a broad ‘working definition’ of 

Irish cinema which includes films by Irish or Northern Irish directors, produced fully or 

partly within the island of Ireland, as well as those which are produced elsewhere but have 

explicit Irish content, or those by emigrant Irish directors. For the purposes of this project, I 

have narrowed that working definition. I will consider films that have significant creative 

input by citizens from the Republic and Northern Ireland, only where produced within the 

Republic or Northern Ireland, or as co-productions with other film industries, where fully or 

partially funded by Irish or Northern Irish entities. In this way, I have limited the scope of 

the films examined to those that might reasonably be termed indigenous productions.4

41 use the term “indigenous” here in the manner in which it is used by the Irish Film Board and by 
policymakers; to indicate that the films originate (creatively and/or financially) within Ireland, not to 
indicate that the films are the product of indigenous peoples.
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An expansive demarcation of the boundaries of ‘Irish film’ is characteristic of the major 

scholarly and critical works on the topic. The foundational 1987 text Cinema and Ireland, 

co-authored by Kevin Rockett, Luke Gibbons, and John Hill, set the parameters through its 

inclusion of “Irish-theme films”, attempting “the most comprehensive overview to date of 

films made in and about Ireland.”5 The authors are careful to distinguish between indigenous 

productions and external representations throughout the work, but the inclusive and thematic 

bent of the definition persists. Likewise, Martin McLoone’s Irish Film: The Emergence of a 

Contemporary Cinema, published in 2000, is concerned with the representations of the Irish 

provided by filmmakers from the United States and Britain as well as those offered by 

filmmakers working within Ireland. This has been the approach of most scholars working in 

Irish national cinema studies.6

Kevin Rockett’s The Irish Filmography: Fiction Films 1986-1996, for instance, is organised 

very much in line with the prevalent ‘working definition’. In an introduction to the project, 

Rockett explains his ambitious intent “...to document as completely as possible all fiction 

films made in Ireland and about Ireland and the Irish produced world-wide since the 

beginnings of cinema.”7 The Filmography includes works made outside of the island of 

Ireland and by non-Irish directors, on the basis of their content.8 Rockett reminds readers that 

the vast majority of films about the Irish have been produced elsewhere. In his catalogue of 

nearly 2,000 films, organised by place of production, the section entitled “Ireland” contains 

only about 200 films, most of them produced after 1980. This dissertation, which considers 

films made in the last fifteen years, therefore includes films produced after the publication of

5 Kevin Rockett, Luke Gibbons, and John Hill, Cinema and Ireland (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse 
University Press, 1989), p. x
6 Most have also typically included discussion of both the Republic and the North. Although a few 
studies (such as Brian Mcllroy’s Shooting to Kill: Filmmaking and the ‘Troubles ’ in Northern Ireland 
and John Hill’s Cinema and Northern Ireland: Film, Culture and Politics ) have focussed specifically 
on ‘Northern Irish cinema’; in practice this means films that contain representations o/Northem 
Ireland, and the authors include films made outside of the region in their consideration.
7 Kevin Rockett, The Irish Filmography: Fiction Films 1896-1996 (Dublin: Red Mountain Media, 
1996), p. 1
8 Rockett does exclude films made in Ireland but without Irish-related narrative content, “films made 
in Ireland by non-Irish producers which have used the country as ‘another location’”; ibid.
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Rockett’s filmography. My own Appendices includes almost as many films as are listed in 

the entire “Ireland” section of Rockett’s filmography, an indication of the growth of 

indigenous production in recent decades.

Throughout this dissertation, I acknowledge the instability of the term ‘Irish cinema’. In 

Chapter One, I discuss at length the usefulness of and limitations to the concept of a 

‘national’ cinema. I also review the arguments over what makes a given film ‘Irish’, while 

asserting that the narrative content in itself is not a necessary or sufficient criterion for such a 

classification. This means that I have not included discussion of such films as Atom 

Egoyan’s 1999 film Felicia's Journey (adapted from a novel by Irish writer William Trevor, 

set partly in Ireland) despite its obvious status as a traumatic narrative. Conversely, I have 

included mention here of Danis Tanovic’s Shell Shock (aka Triage) (2009), a co-production 

that contains little overtly ‘Irish’ narrative content.

The films examined here comprise a wide-ranging selection of features and shorts, and I 

have attempted to look beyond the relatively small number of works which have been the 

focus of critical attention in the past. The works discussed include theatrical releases with 

relatively generous budgets and considerable box-office success (such as John Crowley’s 

2003 Intermission) as well as Irish language pieces with little marketing or theatrical 

exposure (Robert Quinn’s 2007 Cre na Cille), works by esteemed ‘Irish’ directors (for 

example, Neil Jordan’s 1997 The Butcher Boy or 1999 End of the Affair) as well as student 

films (like Kacie Smith’s 2010 Omar). My own ‘working definition’ of Irish cinema thus 

observes the parameters set by earlier and more distinguished academics: by limiting my 

study to indigenous or partly-indigenous productions, I hope to apply the term ‘Irish cinema’ 

with specificity. At the same time, I also have sought to include a broad selection of films 

within that definition.
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In the course of my research, I considered narrative films, features and shorts, produced in 

the last fifteen years. The period of my analysis thus encompasses the Good Friday 

Agreement and on-going peace process in the North of Ireland as well as the onset (and it 

now appears, the failure) of the Celtic Tiger culture in the Republic. I observed the 

characteristics of formal fracture and disorder in a significant number of these films. In an 

Appendix attached to this dissertation, I have listed 175 of those films, indicating where and 

how those films utilise the strategies of fracture explored here. These are films which, 

furthermore, display thematic concerns of traumatic loss and recovery. From these I then 

selected, for more detailed analysis within this dissertation, films which serve not as outliers 

or exceptions but as exemplars. These exemplars are discussed in the following chapters, 

working from close textual analysis and a comprehensive review of the critical discourse. 

The films discussed include The Butcher Boy (Neil Jordan, 1997), The End of the Affair 

(Neil Jordan, 1999), About Adam (Gerard Stembridge, 2000), Bloody Sunday (Paul 

Greengrass, 2001), Goldfish Memory (Elizabeth Gill, 2002), Song for a Baggy Boy (Aisling 

Walsh, 2003), Intermission (John Crowley, 2003), Adam and Paul (Lenny Abrahamson, 

2004), Six-Shooter (Martin McDonagh, 2004), Mickybo and Me (Terry Loane, 2004), 

Breakfast on Pluto (Neil Jordan, 2005), The Widow (Aideen McCarthy, 2006), Kings (Tom 

Collins, 2007), Cre na Cille (Robert Quinn, 2007), New Boy (Stephanie Green, 2007), 

Frankie (Darren Thornton, 2007), Hunger (Steve McQueen, 2008), Five Minutes of Heaven 

(Oliver Hirschbiegel, 2009), Savage (Brendan Muldowney, 2009), Shellshock (aka Triage) 

(Danis Tanovic, 2009), Helen (Christine Molloy and Joe Lawlor, 2009), Child of the Dead 

End (Desmond Bell, 2009), and Omar (Kacie Smith, 2010).

The films featured in this dissertation are narrative fiction films. In Chapter One, I explain 

that these films represent a hybrid mode of practice, borrowing from the modes of classical 

Hollywood and European ‘art cinema’ filmmaking. It is worth emphasising that the films 

discussed here are not experimental or avant-garde works, but mainstream feature films and
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shorts intended for theatrical distribution at cinemas and festivals. These films represent the 

popular cinema, such as it is, in Ireland.

My intent is to examine this popular national cinema. Popular cinema exists in a particular

relationship to the national and to the collective memory of societies. As Anthony Smith

remarks in his study of cinema and national identity, the nationalist message is

addressed to the imagination of the elite, but even more to the moral will, the 
emotions, and the shared memories of the masses...The artist and the writer alike 
have been at the heart of this project of popular national representation and renewal, 
clothing the ideal of the nation and its historical myths, memories and symbols in 
palpable dramatic forms which are easily accessible to the mass of the ‘national’ 
membership.9

I have consequently and deliberately limited my discussion to narrative films, mainly 

dramas, which have been produced, marketed and exhibited as works of fiction or 

fictionalised history. If, like experimental cinema, documentary is a mode that consciously 

tries to challenge the dominant cinematic paradigm - a narrative model rooted in literary and 

theatrical traditions - this dissertation looks not at such outright challenges, but at the 

traumatic rupturing of that paradigm within the narrative traditions. The documentary 

treatment of Ireland’s historical traumas is a topic worthy of further exploration, and I do not 

attempt to do it justice here. Rather, it is the very fictiveness of these works with which I 

engage. Nevertheless, before continuing, it is necessary to comment on the fuzzy distinctions 

between ‘documentary’ and ‘fiction’.

In Ireland as elsewhere, both the critical understanding and the creative practice of 

documentary have evolved. Critics, filmmakers and audiences have moved beyond the 

assumption that ‘documentary’ equals ‘actuality’, ‘truth’ or ‘objectivity’. It is accepted 

wisdom now that documentaries do contain performance, dramatization, enactment and re

enactment, construction and reconstruction, subjectivity and even misdirection, without

9 Anthony Smith, ‘Images of the Nation’, in Cinema and Nation, ed. by Mette Hjort and Scott 
MacKenzie (London: Routledge, 2000), p. 47
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surrendering their claim to the moniker. The strict dichotomy of documentary and fiction 

film no longer holds sway. This reflects in part a change in critical perspective, a rethinking 

of “traditional histories of film [which] tended to ignore the frequent intermingling of 

documentary and fictional devices in narrative films which constitutes a persistent tendency 

in the cinema from its very beginning.”10 It also reflects the evolution of filmmaking itself; 

as nonfiction filmmakers increasingly have incorporated conventions ascribed to fiction 

filmmaking in new modes of documentary, fiction filmmakers have also incorporated 

‘documentary’ conventions and signifiers." Contemporary documentaries are often hybrids 

and the formal boundaries between nonfiction and fiction film are fluid. Nonetheless, the 

distinction between the two classifications persists and is significant to the experience of 

viewers. As Carl Plantinga points out, that distinction does not depend upon aspects of 

“filmic manipulation”.12 Plantinga and others suggest that the distinction instead emerges 

through extra-filmic conditions and an implied contract with the viewer. Noel Carroll argues 

that the ‘documentary’ is created through indexing: the marketing, crediting, and exhibition 

of films as well as their formal conventions.13 Dai Vaughan posits a “documentary response” 

by the viewer in which the “image is perceived as signifying what it appears to record”.14 

Plantinga looks to the “expectations and conventions” and the “distinct social functions” 

associated with each mode. 15 The documentary and the fiction film extend distinct 

invitations to viewers; they make different claims to historical truth; they propose different 

viewing positions; and they promote different expectations about their own formal qualities. 

Paul Ward calls “documentary” a socially negotiated term: “What makes a documentary a

10 Gary D. Rhodes and John Parris Springer. Docufwtions: Essays on the Intersection of Documentary 
and Fictional Filmmaking (Jefferson, NC and London: McFarland and Company, 2006), p. 3
11 For extensive discussion and examples of the distinctions between fiction and nonfiction 
filmmaking, see, e.g., Rhodes and Springer’s Docufictions: Essays on the Intersection of 
Documentary and Fictional Filmmaking, Bill Nichols’ Blurred Boundaries: Questions of Meaning in 
Contemporary Culture, or Beyond Document: Essays on Nonfiction Film (ed. by Charles Warren).
12 Carl Plantinga, Rhetoric and Representation in Nonfiction Film (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1997), p. 11
13 Noel Carroll, Theorizing the Moving Image (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 
224-256
14 Dai Vaughan, ‘The Aesthetics of Ambiguity’ in For Documentary: Twelve Essays (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1999), p. 58
15 Plantinga, Rhetoric and Representation in Nonfiction Film, p. 11
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documentary resides...in the complex interaction between text, context, producer, and 

spectator.”16 Conversely, “fiction” films offer their own negotiated set of expectations. In the 

course of my analyses, I consider the adherence to or violation of those expectations. I have 

selected texts which promote their own fictiveness, and explore the deviations from narrative 

unity within those works.

Harvey O’Brien’s The Real Ireland: The Evolution of Ireland in Documentary Film is a 

chronologically organised study of the documentary form in Ireland. He finds that the 1980s 

and 1990s instituted a period of change in the nature of Irish documentaries, change that 

constituted not a revolution of theme or form, but an evolution.17 The “self-reflexive mode of 

documentary representation gradually found expression in Irish documentaries despite the 

noted relative absence of the observational and interactive modes which preceded its 

introduction elsewhere.”18 Lance Pettitt similarly notes the increasing hybridisation and 

reflexivity of the contemporary documentary in Ireland. He further remarks that “Some 

practitioners continue to think of documentaries as primarily an artistic, expressive activity 

using film for cinematic exhibition rather than as an expositional tool of journalism”, and 

points to the incorporation of “dramatic conventions and emphasis.”19 O’Brien explicitly 

relates the modification of the documentary form to questions of national identity and 

representation and to the shifting ground of postmodern, postcolonial and postnational 

‘Irishness’. In the increasingly fictionalised form, he finds “evidence of instability in the 

concept of ‘the real Ireland.’”20 Pettitt refers to the way that contemporary documentary “can 

powerfully articulate the histories, identities and aspirations of...the subaltern in Ireland’s 

past and present culture.”21

16 Paul Ward, Documentary: The Margins of Reality (London: Wallflower Press, 2005), p. 11
17 Harvey O’Brien, The Real Ireland: The Evolution of Ireland in Documentary Film (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2004), p. 192
18 ibid., p. 191
19 Lance Pettitt, Screening Ireland: Film and Television Representation (Manchester and New York: 
Manchester University Press, 2000), pp. 205-206
20 O’Brien, p. 194
21 Pettitt, p. 222
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As this suggests, there are a number of documentaries which, through their form and content, 

explore the traumas of Irish history. In acknowledgement of the indistinct boundaries and the 

problematic distinction of fiction versus documentary, I include in Chapter Five a short 

discussion of one such film, Des Bell’s Child of the Dead End!An Pdiste Beo Bocht (2009); 

Bell’s work is a fine example of the interplay between the fictional and documentary modes. 

Among other such contemporary works are the documentaries The Uncle Jack (John T. 

Davis, 1996); Dear Daughter (Louis Lentin, 1996); How Far Home (Brendan J. Byrne, 

1997); The Green Fields of France (Alan Gilsenan, 1998); I gCillin na mBhdis (1980-81)/In 

the Cell of Death (1980-8l)(Soma. Nic Giolla Easbuig, 1998); The Madness From Within 

(Colm Magee, 1998); The Hard Road to Klondike/Rotha Mdr an tSaoil (Des Bell, 1999); Ar 

Dover Fein (Louis Lentin, 2001); Darkroom (Ian Thullier, 2002); Tintown (Irina Maldea, 

2003); Undressing My Mother (Ken Wardrop, 2006), Seaview (Paul Rowley and Nicky 

Gogan, 2008); and The Bass Player: A Song For Dad (Niall McKay, 2009).22 These films all 

deal with themes of personal loss and grief (often in parallel with themes of national loss and 

grief), using some of the same formal techniques and conventions as the narrative fiction 

films explored in this dissertation, but their status as documentaries means that they may be 

engaged with very differently by viewers.

Having chosen to focus on popular cinema, I would like to address one more issue around 

the term ‘popular’ as it has been used in film criticism. One common criticism of the 

commercially-oriented and Hollywood-inflected contemporary cinema is that it is formally 

and therefore ideologically conservative. This position equates popular cinema with 

‘entertainment’ and ‘emotion’, as opposed to the distanced, intellectual, and rational cinema 

that rejects an aesthetic of pleasure. Andrew Britton, in his acerbic and insightful essay 

‘Blissing Out: The Politics of Reagamte Entertainment’, objects to such characterisations:

22 For a brief description of each, please see Appendix B.
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The theory [of Brechtian distanciation]...is curious because it assumes that an 
emotional involvement in a fiction entails an inability to perceive that the fiction is a 
discourse: if you are involved, you cannot possibly be aware of the ‘production of 
meaning’. It follows that we can have two kinds of relation to a fiction: we are either 
‘involved’, in which case we are impervious to the fact that the fiction is written, or 
we are ‘distanced’ and alert to it.23

Britton points out that, in fact, film viewing demands both intellectual and emotional 

engagement. What is more, the best fiction films “generate a continuous interplay between 

the deepest kind of emotional engagement and an analytical ‘out-sidedness’ to the dramatic 

world - an interplay in which each term is a component of the other and determines its 

specific character.”24 My research is concerned with fiction films precisely because of, and 

not in spite of, their appeal to viewer emotion.

Amongst the films of the 1990s and beyond, an increasing (albeit still select) number employ 

a ‘modular’ or ‘database’ narrative structure; a trend which cuts across lines of genre or 

national cinema, and which is particularly notable within mainstream commercial cinema - 

fractured chronology is no longer an automatic signifier of‘art cinema’. One explanation for 

this trend may be found in the arena of trauma theory; the function of re-constituted 

narratives in individual recovery. A second, macro-level, explanation points to these films as 

expressions of historical transformation and current crises in national and social identity. Of 

course, these are mutually supportable propositions - after all, historical transformation and 

crisis often coexist with or are instigated by trauma. Consideration of both of these naturally 

aligned propositions may be the most productive approach. Trauma theory tells us that 

narrative and representational fracture can express loss; in Chapter Two, I provide an 

overview of the way trauma theory has been applied in literature and cinema studies. The 

Holocaust has been the central province of trauma studies; however, the application of 

trauma theory encompasses a broader range of subjects. This chapter explores the ethics and 

efficacy of the discipline with regard to other traumatic situations and to the Irish experience

23 Andrew Britton, ‘Blissing Out: The Politics of Reaganite Entertainment’ (1986), in Britton on Film: 
The Complete Film Criticism of Andrew Britton, ed. by Barry Keith Grant (Detroit, MI: Wayne State 
University Press, 2009), p. 103
24 ibid., p. 104
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in particular. Attention to trauma theory is vital because it is trauma theory which both 

establishes, compellingly, that there is a need for the expression of the emotions provoked by 

personal or national loss, and also establishes the parameters of debate around what form that 

expression can or should take.

At the same time, trauma theory alone is insufficient. To understand the role of emotion in 

the recent Irish cinema, other approaches are required. As trauma theory evolves, there is a 

need to move forward from a psychoanalytic framework, and to consider issues of trauma 

with greater attention to the social and political context. There is also the opportunity to 

engage with a range of critical concepts and move away from “high theory” to productive 

discussions, especially of the social dimension of loss and mourning. I suggest that more 

attention, not less, to the social sciences can achieve this goal. The approach I wish to use 

relies on the work being done in the cognitive studies of emotion, rather than a more typical 

(and I believe less pertinent) psychoanalytical approach. Together with the models of 

recovery and representation proposed by trauma theorists, and with attention to the specifics 

of historical and cultural context, this provides a framework for understanding the prevalent 

concerns and themes of the recent Irish cinema.

While my dissertation is organised along formal, rather than thematic, lines, it is important to 

point out that Irish narrative cinema has increasingly begun to overtly discuss the losses and 

tragedies of Irish history. Writing about the films Michael Collins (Neil Jordan, 1996) and 

The Wind That Shakes the Barley (Ken Loach, 2006), McLoone remarks that their relative 

commercial and critical success

suggests that there is an audience for films which directly address complex social, 
political and historical realities. Indeed, the capacity to address local concerns - to 
develop an indigenous address - is surely fundamental to any definition of a national 
cinema and the popular reaction to these two films suggests that an Irish national 
cinema is as much a process of national questioning and exploration as it is of
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celebration. Irish audiences, it would also appear, are prepared to grapple with films 
that challenge and provoke as well as entertain.25

I have already argued that reference to these historical realities in the Irish narrative film is

both explicit and oblique, and is in fact pervasive in the recent Irish cinema. Looking at the

films of the recent Irish cinema as narratives of loss and recovery, the recourse to fractured

form seems to reflect the on-going difficulties and struggles around representation.

In the course of this dissertation, I examine films which make direct reference to cataclysmic 

historical events. As I discuss in Chapter Three, Kings deals with the impact of mass 

emigration on communities and individuals, as does Child of the Dead End. The Northern 

Irish ‘Troubles’ are the explicit subject of Breakfast on Pluto, Five Minutes of Heaven, and 

Bloody Sunday. Fifty Dead Men Walking (Kari Skogland, 2008), Divorcing Jack David 

Caffrey, 1998), and Omagh (Pete Travis, 2004) are just a few of the other ‘Troubles’ films 

produced in this period that use the fracturing devices of achronology, ellipsis, pause, and 

repetition to show the intrusion and repercussion of violent past events upon present 

experience. The related topic of the 1980-81 Hunger Strikes is the narrative focus of the film 

Hunger, discussed here at length in Chapter Four; the Hunger Strikes also provide the 

backdrop of the films Silent Grace (Maeve Murphy, 2001) and H3 (Les Blair, 2001), both of 

which rely on flashback to recall a pretraumatic state.

Institutional abuse is the instigator of individual and communal loss and trauma in the films 

Song for a Raggy Boy and The Magdalene Sisters (Peter Mullan, 2002). In Song for a Raggy 

Boy, flashback and repetition are used to suggest a parallel between the protagonist’s 

personal losses, sustained in the Spanish Civil War, and the injustices, oppression, and 

violence of life in a Catholic industrial school for boys. The Magdalene Sisters uses an 

episodic structure, fragmented storylines, and flashback to show the widespread abuse and

25 Martin McLoone, ‘National Cinema and Global Culture: The Case of Irish Cinema’, in Cinemas of 
Ireland, ed. by Isabelle le Corff and Estelle Espinoux (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars 
Publishing 2009), pp. 20-21
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degradation experienced by girls sent to the Magdalene laundries. Both films are 

biographical in origin, based on the recounted experiences of actual individuals for whom 

the re-telling may have represented an attempt at recovery.

The Famine may well be the central trauma of the Irish past, but it remains largely 

unrepresented in narrative film. 26 Irish film has not yet broken the ‘great silence’ that 

surrounds the Famine.”7 The short film An Ranger (PJ Dillon, 2008) is one rare attempt at 

dramatisation. In the film, a soldier returns home to Connemara to find that his family has 

died in the Famine, and a neighbour has taken possession of the homestead. The tale of the 

soldier’s revenge is fractured by a critical moment of ellipsis.

The recent cinema has begun to explore another piece of Irish history that had hitherto been 

relatively unexamined. The Irish Civil War is the subject of Loach’s The Wind That Shakes 

the Barley and Jordan’s Michael Collins', the first narrativising events through the 

experiences of two fictional brothers, the latter, a biopic of the IRA leader. Loach’s film is 

very much in the tradition of social realism. Michael Collins is a classical Hollywood docu- 

drama marked by exceptional moments of hybridity, fracture, and ellipsis, all framed as a 

flashback following Collins’ death. Other films that portray the traumatic impact of the Civil 

War on individual family life include How Harry Became a Tree (Goran Paskaljevic, 2001), 

and the earlier film Korea (Cathal Black, 1995).

26 There have been a number of documentaries about the Famine, mainly for television broadcast, and 
in 1995 BBC Northern Ireland produced a dramatic miniseries, The Hanging Gale, directed by 
Diarmuid Lawrence. Other works made for television include the 1997 adaptation of Marita Conlon 
McKenna’s children’s novel Under the Hawthorn Tree, directed by Siobhan Lyons and Bronagh 
Murphy.
27 The phrase ‘great silence’ has long been attached to the Famine. As recently as May 2012, Irish 
President Michael D. Higgins invoked the phrase in a speech commemorating the victims: “...from all 
this we have a legacy - many narratives - that have to be revisited, kept open, revised and made more 
inclusive of much that has been forgotten or perhaps deliberately avoided in a great silence amongst 
the survivors at home and abroad.” (Higgins, ‘Reflecting on the Gorta Mor, the Great Famine of 
Ireland: Some narratives, their lessons and their legacy’, Boston, MA, 5 May 2012.
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These experiences - mass emigration, civil unrest, institutional abuse, famine, civil war - 

have figured thematically within the recent Irish cinema. Most recently, the ‘Celtic Tiger’ 

and the rise and fall of the Irish economy, have had rupturing effects upon Irish society and 

upon the lives ot individuals. The recourse to a fragmented, episodic, and repetitive form is 

apparent in such Celtic Tiger films as Intermission, About Adam, Goldfish Memory, Adam 

and Paul, and Alarm. Meanwhile, the family issues of domestic violence, parental 

abandonment, and mental illness (and the wider social effects of these) are explored in such 

fractured films as Snap (Carmel Winters, 2010), All Good Children (Alicia Duffy, 2010), 

The Fading Light (Ivan Kavanagh, 2009), and Helen.

The themes of historical trauma and loss are rendered in these fiction films as dramas of 

individual mourning and recovery. These stories of national loss are presented in cinematic 

form as fractured, traumatic narratives. Film theorists like Allan Cameron and David Martin- 

Jones provide the conceptual link between fractured form and the concept of a national 

cinema. Cameron’s work on modular narratives and Martin-Jones’ work on national identity 

and achronology reinforce the foundations of my own approach. Fractured narratives are 

suited to story-telling paradigms of small nations (and of ‘minor’, non-national, cinemas) as 

a method of re-establishing social identities, especially hybridised or contested national 

identities. These re-establishing stories are particularly important in periods of cultural and 

historical re-examination. Fractured film narratives are a strategy for expressing emotions of 

loss (personal and national) and allowing the reassembly (or, equally, blocking the 

reassembly) of previously held identities. Through emotion theory, we might begin to 

explain the relationship of these fractured formal strategies to narrative representation and 

recovery. Mostly, emotion theories can add to dialogue about how film engages with viewer 

emotion, or expresses trauma in accessible terms. We can also, particularly through 

sociological and historical analyses, begin to fruitfully contextualise these films as products 

of national crisis and change.
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It is generally difficult for film studies to even talk about emotion. The reasons for this are 

manifold. There has, thus far, been no unified approach to theorising film emotion; rather, 

there are a set of varying and complementary methods. This is actually preferable to one 

‘grand theory’, argues Greg Smith in his important work Film Structure and the Emotion 

System, as it avoids reductionism:

.. .a theory alone does not show a critic how to analyze particular texts. On the other 
hand, an approach without a theoretical foundation can provide innovative readings, 
but it needs to be rooted in a cohesive, systematic whole to be convincing.26

Emotions, moreover, are prone to evaluative and moralistic labelling: thus one hears about

‘positive’ or ‘negative’ emotions. Cinema studies relegates discussion of emotion largely to

psychoanalytic theorists, where the conversation centres mainly around fear and desire.

Within film studies, furthermore, theorists looking to explain the relationship between film

texts and emotion have relied primarily on a concept of viewer identification that is tied to

ideas of false consciousness and viewer passivity and complicity. This becomes the basis for

a denigration of ‘mainstream’ or narrative cinema as the endorsement of dominant ideology,

lacking the potential for genuine social change or reflection. The result is a set of false

binaries - art versus popular; emotion versus reason - and an underestimation of the

cognitive and emotional activity of film viewers.

Challenging this, cognitive film scholars (including, notably, Noel Carroll, Murray Smith, 

Torben Grodal, and Greg Smith) have made some efforts to explain how emotion works in 

relation to viewers and to film form. In short, their approach posits that our emotional 

response, and our understanding of represented emotion, arises from rational and cognitive 

processes. The cognitive approach is an interdisciplinary one that draws upon sociology and

28 Greg M. Smith, Film Structure and the Emotion System (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2003), p. 6; Smith goes on to outline the “desiderata” of any academic approach to film emotion, 
criteria I have kept firmly in mind while writing this dissertation. For instance, a desirable approach 
should include consideration of individual films and their contexts, rather than relying on reductionist 
generalisations; a desirable approach must accept that an identifiable and relatively consistent 
emotional reading is possible without ignoring at the same time the varied responses available to 
individual viewers; and a desirable approach must be open to empirical research from fields outside of 
film studies alone, [ibid., pp. 7-8]
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anthropology, as well as upon neuropsychology and psychotherapeutic methods. The 

cognitive approach to film and emotion is based upon new information about how the brain 

actually works; the old divide between emotion and cognition no longer holds up to scrutiny. 

These emotion theorists validate ‘mainstream’ films and recognise the emergence or re- 

emergence of hybrid forms; ‘popular’ or ‘commercial’ films that appropriate attributes 

ascribed to ‘art film’.

For the most part, identification has been the way Lacanian and Freudian-dominated film 

theory explains the emotional relationship between film and viewer. Cognitivist Murray 

Smith posits a more complex model of identification that is based less on subject position or 

empathy but on alignment - the way a given film grants its viewers access to a character’s 

thoughts and emotions - and on allegiance - the way the film evokes sympathy for a 

character. The work of Smith and his colleagues suggests that certain film techniques 

encourage or impede emotional access and understanding. My work on recent Irish cinema 

asks if there are formal strategies that express or engage with emotion. Greg Smith describes 

‘mood cues’ and ‘emotion cues’; the numerous filmic elements that work together to prepare 

the audience to anticipate, predict, and be moved by onscreen characters and events. In this 

study, I integrate the idea, suggested by the cognitive study of film - that formal aspects of a 

work encourage particular ‘emotional readings ’ - with some insights from trauma theory — 

pertaining to individual and collective loss and recovery - for a deeper understanding of a 

national cinema and its propensity for fractured narratives.

Importantly, this framework necessitates a formal - rather than a thematic - constitution. My 

exploration of the films is organised not according to their subject matter, but by their 

noteworthy formal characteristics. I do not set out, for instance, to demonstrate how the films 

of the recent Irish cinema have depicted the events of the Hunger Strikes. Hunger is 

considered as one example, rather, of a traumatic narrative and analysed in terms of its 

defining formal strategies. All of the films included here invoke one or more of the major
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cataclysmic events of Irish history: famine, mass emigration, civil war, the Troubles, hunger 

strikes, internment, the economic and social restructuring of the Celtic Tiger. The application 

of an emotion studies framework creates the opportunity to consider the impact of such 

historical events and issues.

Given the unfortunate shortage of formal analyses in the study of national cinemas, I have 

avoided the purely thematic or content-based categorization of the films. Instead, I have 

organised my discussion into three sections, each devoted to an aspect of form. The 

following chapters build on the proposition that ‘imagined’ emotions are invited or 

encouraged by a film’s use of specific formal techniques, and on the observation that 

fractured narratives are endemic to the recent Irish cinema. This noticeable fracture arises 

from the manipulation of the three dimensions of film time: order, duration, and frequency. 

In Chapter Three, I focus on the first of these, temporal order, and on the rearrangement of 

events through achronological narrative and flashback. In Chapter Four, I look at elements of 

duration: ellipsis and descriptive pause. In Chapter Five, I turn to the final dimension of film 

time, frequency. This chapter looks at the use of repetition to communicate emotional 

disruption. These formal elements are all markers of the traumatic narrative; through the 

analysis of their use in a number of recent films, I will uncover their role as emotion cues.

Achronological narratives have become increasingly common in commercial cinema. The 

pervasive use of achronology, however, has long been associated with experimental or 

avant-garde cinemas. Chapter Three begins by reviewing the functions and effects of 

flashback in classical and modernist modes of filmmaking. The device of the flashback, as 

described by Maureen Turim, Andras Balint Kovacs, David Bordwell and others, produces 

certain distinct aesthetic and ideological effects in both classical Hollywood cinema and 

European art cinema. The recent Irish cinema, which combines elements of both these modes 

of filmmaking, uses flashback in ways associated with each. The chief function of the 

flashback in these films, however, is as emotion cue. Through a discussion of such films as
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The Butcher Boy, Omar, New Boy, Song for a Baggy Boy, and Mickybo and Me, I look at the 

relationship between flashback and the depictions of loss and emotion in recent Irish films. 

In the second half of Chapter Three, I analyse the achronological narrative structure of Tom 

Collins’ Kings. Flashbacks are used throughout Kings to express emotion, to replicate 

aspects of the grieving process, and to undermine narrative or emotional closure. Kings is a 

narrative of traumatic loss; the personal trauma of the bereaved is conflated with the wider 

national trauma of emigration. Flashback in this case is a clear marker of trauma; 

representing the disruptive intrusion of the past in the present.

Ellipsis and pause are devices used to manipulate the duration of film time. In Chapter Four, 

as in the preceding discussion of the flashback, I first review the way that ellipsis and pause 

have been used in classical and modernist filmmaking. Next, I look at some examples of 

ellipsis and pause in the recent Irish cinema. In films like Savage and The Widow, ellipsis 

and pause evoke aspects of the traumatic state and of the narratives of trauma, marked by 

gaps and hesitations. Ellipsis also creates perceptible absences within the narrative, 

indicative of the limits of representation and linguistic expression. Chapter Four discusses 

the relationship of ellipsis to absence and silence in such films as Bloody Sunday and Adam 

and Paul. My analysis of Hunger is focused on its elliptical strategies and the way in which 

these are used to sustain or alter the mood of the film, to express emotion, and to encourage 

viewer response through changes in subjectivity and character alignment. It looks, too, at the 

use of pause, arguing that Hunger offers a filmic equivalent of the literary technique of 

‘descriptive pause’ by creating imagistic spaces for contemplation and emotional immersion. 

As in the earlier discussion of Kings, I examine the critical reception and historical context 

of Hunger, establishing the film’s position as a trauma narrative and paying particular 

attention to how the emotional discourse of the film has been received.

In Chapter Five, I continue my discussion of fracturing strategies with a consideration of 

repetition and circular or ‘mosaic’ film narratives. If flashback is a filmic device that is used
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to change the order of narrative events, and ellipsis and pause are devices used to change the 

duration of events, repetition is used to change the frequency of events. Like flashback, 

ellipsis, and pause, repetition is a defining characteristic of the recent Irish cinema, where it 

serves to disrupt the narrative and cue emotional readings. I begin Chapter Five, as before, 

with a review of previous theoretical approaches to repetition in film. I also establish the 

formal relationship between repetition and traumatic narratives, before using examples from 

a number of Irish films to illustrate the primary function of repetition within these works - as 

emotion cue. In recent Irish films such as Shell Shock, Savage, The End of the Affair, Helen, 

or Five Minutes of Heaven, the repetition of elements reflects the traumatised condition of 

the protagonists. These are narratives of loss, both personal and national. Repetition in these 

cases also encourages shifts in perspective, introducing ambiguity about past events, and 

offering multiple subject positions, as in Robert Quinn’s Cre na Cille. Repetitive and circular 

narratives refute cause and effect and direct linear progression. Mosiac or network 

narratives, such as Intermission, depict traumatised communities and the fracturing of social 

bonds. Through examination of the repeated elements and circular structures, I demonstrate 

the relationship between these formal strategies and the emotional discourse of the films 

under discussion.

By looking at specific historic contexts rather than abstractions, and at specific elements of 

film form rather than narrative content alone, I ask what these films suggest about the 

possibility of recovery from loss and trauma, on both the personal and the national level. I 

also inquire as to why these strategies have been adopted, within Irish cinema, over more 

linear forms. Is there a relationship to the way other arts in Ireland have approached their 

own subject matter? Is recent Irish cinema following an established tradition of nonlinear or 

fractured presentation? Certainly, many of the fiction films are literary adaptations, and the 

structural qualities of the source works must be a factor. Beyond this, though, is there
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another attraction to these disjointed, disrupted, and sometimes disruptive forms? Are they 

particularly well suited, as I believe, for the types of stories these films seek to tell?

In the following chapters, I will attempt to answer these questions through a consideration of 

emotion cues, those formal strategies which encourage particular readings of traumatic 

narratives. Along the way, we may find some answers as well to Tracy’s plaintive query 

about the relationship between cultural alienation and the state of Irish filmmaking.

28



Part I

Theorising Emotion in a National Context
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Chapter One

Irish National Cinema/s: Hybriditv and Fracture

In May of 2003, the U.S.-based Virginia Foundation for the Humanities hosted the academic 

and cultural conference ‘Re-Imagining Ireland’. Five years after the Good Friday Agreement 

in the North, and in the midst of economic expansion in the Republic, Ireland was argued to 

have “re-invented itself as a modem, financially and technologically advanced, increasingly 

affluent European nation” and yet to possess a “conflicted modem psyche, caught within a 

rapidly changing cultural and social environment”, tom between modernity and 

cosmopolitanism and a past based in rural and insular traditions.29 Participants - including 

film scholars and historians such as Luke Gibbons, Roy Foster, Martin McLoone, and Rod 

Stoneman - reflected upon and debated the circumstances and ideal future orientation of 

Irish culture, including specific discussion of the film industry. The dialogues of that 

conference typified, and perhaps crystallised, the contemporary discourse around Irish 

cinema: reviewing the history of Irish film and film criticism; asking questions about the 

type of national cinema suitable for the ‘new’ Irish nation; challenging cultural narratives 

and commemorations; and advocating cross-disciplinary approaches in academic work.

Critical Perspectives on the Recent Irish Cinema

The dominant view amongst cultural critics and academics has held that the ‘First Wave’ of 

Irish cinema (roughly, from the making of Bob Quinn’s Lament for Art O’Leary in 1975 to 

the dissolution of the Republic’s Film Board in 1987) was a brief and culturally under

valued period of promise, while everything since the reinstatement of the Film Board in 1993 

has represented a decline into a commercially driven, ideologically empty, and culturally 

insignificant cinema. In large part, this perspective depends on an understanding of First

29 Virginia Foundation for the Humanities, 'Re-Imagining Ireland conference website’ (2003) 
<http://www.re-imagining-ireland.org> [accessed 20 March, 2009]
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Wave cinema that reads a number of canonical films as radical in form and content,

valorised as “formally inventive and politically intelligent”.30 These are films like Joe

Comerford’s Down the Corner (1977), Cathal Black’s Our Boys (1981), or Pat Murphy’s

Maeve (1982), which borrow from avant-garde tradition, employ reflexive structures, and

explicitly tackle issues of nationhood, ethnicity, sexuality, and Catholicism. By virtue of

their ostensibly experimental tendencies, these films are seen to constitute a more genuinely

national cinema - the “most Irish” cinema. In the words of Martin McLoone,

The most significant films, and therefore the most ‘Irish’ films, are those that operate 
in a Third Cinema sense of exploring the complex realities of contemporary Ireland, 
challenging cinema audiences by challenging dominant and sedimented notions 
about Ireland and the Irish.31

The “most Irish” films are created through the strategy of critical regionalism in which 

“questions of form are motivated by the encounter of dominant forms with a local cultural 

agenda”; the universal view is negotiated by the national, creating a cinema which exists, 

oppositionally, in the fringes.32

McLoone’s own contribution to the Re-imagining Ireland collection, “Moving Images: 

Cinema and the Re-imagining of Ireland” demonstrates a conflicted response to the feature 

films produced under the re-established Film Board. McLoone accepts that the best of these 

films “have re-envisioned Ireland by offering alternative cinematic images to those 

stereotypes, Hollywood and British, which dominated the screens for most of the twentieth 

century.”33 He singles out for praise those films which explicitly criticise the cultural 

nationalism, romanticism, and entrenched social institutions of the ‘old’ Ireland. McLoone 

also finds that many of the films show both the positive and the negative consequences of

30 Des O’Rawe, ‘The Northern Other: Irish Cinema and the Troubles’, in Representing the Troubles: 
Texts and Images, 1970-2000, ed. by Eibhear Walshe and Brian Cliff (Dublin: Four Courts, 2004), p. 
101
31 Martin McLoone, Irish Film: The Emergence of a Contemporary Cinema (London: British Film 
Institute, 2000), p. 127
32 Martin McLoone, ‘Ireland and Cinema’, in The Oxford Guide to Film Studies, ed. by John Hill and 
Pamela Church Gibson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 511
33 Martin McLoone “Moving Images: Cinema and the Re-imagining of Ireland” in Re-imagining 
Ireland, ed. by Andrew Higgins Wyndham (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2006), p. 
148
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Ireland’s globalisation: “...a close reading of recurring motifs and predominant themes

illustrates well that not everyone is a winner in the Ireland of the Celtic Tiger or the Northern

Ireland of the Peace Process.” McLoone suggests that the Celtic Tiger films are beginning to

address the insufficiencies of past representation:

Traditional cinematic representations of the Irish fall into two broad categories. The 
Irish are either romantically cute or pathologically violent. The problem of course is 
that neither of these generalisations is adequate to the complexities of contemporary 
Ireland, and both massively misrepresent the country in all its diversity and changing 
configurations. Most important, then, new Irish cinema represents a belated but 
dramatic response to once-dominant images of the culture of Ireland and of the Irish 
themselves, to characterisations that have circulated unchallenged for too long.34

This would seem to suggest a certain hopefulness about the Irish cinema of the 1990s and

early 2000s. Proceeding from this, however, McLoone becomes a convincing proponent of

the ‘decline and fall’ framework described above. In his oft-cited essay ‘Cinema, City and

Imaginative Space: “Hip Hedonism” and recent Irish Cinema’, McLoone expresses his

palpable disappointment with the direction Irish cinema has taken. He compares the changes

in Irish filmmaking during the 1990s to those in the city of Dublin: “the neoliberal

economics and global aesthetics of Celtic Tiger cinema gradually replacing the low-budget,

radical, and oppositional cinema of the 1970s and 1980s”, much as upscale, often

international, corporate offices and commercial shops have supplanted the “bohemian artistic

cluster” that was the old Temple Bar district.35 This newer Irish cinema, according to

McLoone, is hedonistic, complicit with a shallow and materialistic lifestyle based on

conspicuous consumption and individual satisfaction. Within the post-Celtic Tiger cinema,

political readings are possible, but the “politics have to be read out of the personal and

emotional.”36 In its avoidance of political questions and easy acceptance of liberal social and

sexual attitudes, McLoone locates a cinema of “smug complacency” that is not engaged with

the Ireland of the past.37 Or indeed, with much of the present; McLoone sees as perhaps the

greatest offence, this cinema’s refusal to acknowledge the darker sides of Irish society. In

34 ibid., pp. 161-162
35 Martin McLoone, ‘Cinema, City and Imaginative Space’ in Genre and Cinema: Ireland and 
Transnationalism, ed. Brian Mcllroy (London and New York: Routledge, 2007), p. 212
36 McLoone, Irish Film, p. 163
37 McLoone, ‘Cinema, City and Imaginative Space’, p. 216

32



keeping with the dominant critical discourse, McLoone perceives the new Irish cinema as 

optimistic, and in this optimism he finds a refusal of reality and a disturbingly apolitical 

worldview.

Debbie Ging, in ‘Screening the Green: Cinema Under the Celtic Tiger’, conveys a similar 

sense of disappointment with the changes in contemporary Irish cinema. She too valorises 

the First Wave, going so far as to call it a “Golden Age” of Irish cinema.38 Like McLoone, 

she identifies a lack of political resistance in the cinema of the 1990s and beyond. And like 

McLoone, she identifies two strains of contemporary Irish film: those films which are set in 

Ireland but which make no use of geographic or cultural specificity and could as easily be set 

anywhere else (or what McLoone calls “anywhere-but”39); and those films which rely on 

cliched, generally rural and utopian, images of Ireland designed to appeal to a global 

audience. Thematically and formally, Ging argues, these films are “unadventurous”.40 One of 

Ging’s primary criticisms is that the Celtic Tiger cinema is concerned with questions of 

representation, rather than of voice. She describes a global, culturally amnesiac cinema 

which offers a veneer of difference while it turns its back on a specific cultural identity. 

While creating an illusion of progressivism and diversity, it treats identity as a global 

commodity. Whereas the First Wave gave voice to marginalised populations and identities, 

Ging insists, the Celtic Tiger cinema merely gestures at the margins, treating these fringe 

identities as “subcultural styles” rather than giving agency to the marginalised or 

disenfranchised or questioning the political realities behind such marginalisation.41 Ging 

does not explicitly refer to this cinema as “optimistic” but her reading of the films assumes 

this, and complements McLoone’s view of a “complacent” Irish cinema.

38 Debbie Ging, ‘Screening the Green: Cinema Under the Celtic Tiger’, in Reinventing Ireland: 
Culture, Society and the New Economy, ed. by Peadar Kirby, Luke Gibbons, and Michael Cronin 
(London: Pluto Press, 2002), p. 178
39 McLoone “Challenging”, p. 52
40 Ging, p.186
41 ibid., p. 188
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While Ging and McLoone take the Republic’s Celtic Tiger cinema as their focus, John Hill 

has looked particularly at the cinema of - and about - Northern Ireland. Hill has long argued 

that the cinema of Northern Ireland has tended toward decontextualisation and 

depoliticisation. The prevalent model for Northern Irish cinema, which Hill traces back to 

Odd Man Out, has been one of fatalism, romanticism, visual expressionism and stylisation, 

and ambivalence towards violence.42 Above all, Hill says, it has avoided examining the 

particulars of the Northern Irish conflict, in favour of stories that emphasise fate and the 

universal themes of modernity, masculinity, and morality.

The notion of optimism is central to Hill’s discussion of post-90s Irish cinema. The 

ceasefires, he points out, provided the opportunity for new kinds of filmmaking: new genres 

(including genres which, like the romantic comedy, are inherently optimistic in their form), 

new characterisations, and new themes.43 Hill, though, sees this as a sort of qualified 

optimism, and he is careful to note that at times the films seem self-contradictory or 

ambivalent about the ‘new’ Northern Ireland. Hill acknowledges the way, for instance, that 

visual elements and ambiguous endings complicate the seeming narrative claims of 

“ceasefire films” like Nothing Personal (Thaddeus O’Sullivan, 1995) or The Boxer (Jim 

Sheridan, 1997) or the way that visual depictions of progress are tempered by irony and a 

sense of alienation in comedies like Divorcing Jack (David Caffrey, 1998) or romances like 

With or Without You (Michael Winterbottom, 1999).44 The moments of contradiction 

identified by Hill are further evidence of the ambivalence engendered by the divergence of 

the films’ explicit and implicit messages, and are products of fracturing or disruptive filmic 

elements which problematise the seeming optimism of recent cinema.

42 John Hill, Cinema and Northern Ireland: Film, Culture and Politics (London: BFI, 2006), pp. 191- 
196
43 ibid., p. 196
44 ibid., pp. 196-223
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The notion that decontextualisation and depoliticisation in Irish and Northern Irish popular 

cinema is related to questions of formal conservatism has been further articulated by Des 

O’Rawe in his look at ‘Troubles’ films, “The Northern Other: Irish Cinema and the 

Troubles”. O’Rawe argues that Irish cinema has continually failed to produce “politically 

intelligent” works.45 He blames this on a lack of film culture and of rigorous criticism, 

arguing that “...a genuinely political cinema can only emerge in places where an established, 

organically productive, and intellectually vibrant film culture already exists.”46 Moreover, 

argues O’Rawe, politically meaningful cinema relies on a culture that encourages and has an 

existing tradition of formal experimentation. In Ireland, institutional and cultural pressures 

have limited that sort of experimentation, while criticism, as O’Rawe maintains, has been too 

quick to accept compromise or excuse individual films for their lack of stylistic innovation.47 

Certainly, it is true that Ireland has not yet developed an identifiable film culture on a par 

with other European nations such as France or Germany. Yet within the popular cinema s 

alleged political and formal conservatism, there is also a nascent and progressive exploration 

of the margins.

What the afore-mentioned critics of Irish cinema have seen as a misguided, apolitical, or 

even dangerous optimism is read a bit differently by others. The sense that recent cinema is 

optimistic in its outlook is shared by these others, but that supposed optimism is sanctioned 

for its transformative potential. This reading belongs chiefly to the number of academics 

who have considered the films of the last fifteen years in terms of genre, transnational 

cinema, or sexuality, finding value in the way these films resist the clear labels and 

boundaries of Irish national identity. Barry Monahan, for instance, sees in the genre play of 

recent cinema the opportunity for new understandings of both national cinema and the 

international art form, binding “the local ‘familiar’ with a global ‘familiar in order to

45 ibid., p. 100
46 O’Rawe, p. 102
47 ibid., p. 96
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facilitate connections between indigenous and international unknowns”.48 Monahan’s 

“Attack of the Killer Cows! Reading Genre and Context in Isolation (2005)” looks at the 

inflections of Irishness in genre films. “Irish productions since 1990 have frequently 

displayed the same formal and stylistic tendency to address generic conventions through 

parody or self-referential mockery that creates its comedy by juxtaposing the local 

recognisable with universal genre structures. The comedy works because in different ways 

the local semantics fail to sit comfortable [sic] with the generic syntax.”49 Lance Pettitt sees 

an encouraging trend in the original screenplays of the 1990s, as they deal with “the diversity 

of contemporary Ireland or its recent past, often exploring social problems, migration, and 

the marginalized histories of the subaltern nation.”50 It is this narrative inclusion and 

exploration of the subaltern experience which, for Pettitt, best interrogates the Irish past and 

the problematic representations of colonialism and nationalism.

Ruth Barton’s view of the ‘New Irish Cinema’ can only be characterised as mixed. She sees 

the possibilities of this new cinema, a sort of silver lining to the cloud of globalisation. The 

films made in the decade after the reinstitution of the Irish Film Board, according to Barton, 

are increasingly global in orientation, but often they are also imbued with a sense of the 

local. In her book Irish National Cinema, Barton looks at the Celtic Tiger cinema and 

concludes that, at its best, it provides space for new conceptions of the Irish nation. She cites 

the inclusion, within mainstreamed representation, of such marginalised groups as 

criminalised gang members, Irish language speakers, disaffected youth and Travellers. She 

then looks outward at the films of the Irish diaspora, and the manner in which these works

48 Barry Monahan, ‘Playing Cops and Robbers: Recent Irish Cinema and Genre Performance’ in 
Genre and Cinema: Ireland and Transnationalism, ed. by Brian Mcllroy (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2007), p. 46
49 Barry Monahan, ‘Attack of the Killer Cows! Reading Genre and Context in Isolation', in Irish 
Cinema 2006 - The Year in Review, ed. by Tony Tracy, Estudios Irlandeses, 2 (2007) http://www. 
estudiosirlandeses.org/Issue2/Issue%202/Film%20Reviews/Film_Reviews_2007.pdf.pdf> [accessed 
10 July 2011]
50 Lance Pettitt, Screening Ireland: Film and Television Representation (Manchester and New York: 
Manchester University Press, 2000), p. 256
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can be seen to question exclusive notions of identity. Barton describes Irish cinema as 

mutable,

a slowly evolving artform that now seems to be splitting into multiple modes of 
address. As it changes, so it does not quite leave the ‘old’ Ireland behind, but 
concedes that its place is increasingly problematic. A liberation for some, a betrayal 
for others, Irish cinema is fragmented, contradictory, and increasingly eclectic.51

On the one hand, Barton acknowledges that the overall output of Irish cinema is

disappointing from a financial perspective, with limited box-office success at home and little

crossover to the international market. She also bemoans the scarcity of new talents to rival

the ‘big names’ of Irish filmmaking, such as Neil Jordan and Jim Sheridan, and the stale

representations of Irishness found, particularly, in foreign and co-productions. On the other

hand. Barton, writing in 2004, remains upbeat about the growth of film culture in Ireland,

positing that “Irish cinematic culture is now a much richer constituency than it was before

the ‘boom’ of the 1990s and...future filmmakers may fruitfully develop this achievement.”52

The liberating possibilities of the recent Irish cinema are brought to the fore in Natalie 

Harrower’s analysis of Celtic Tiger films. Harrower identifies two major strands of recent 

filmmaking, both seen as a result of the economic boom. The first strand of filmmaking is 

one that is critical of Irish social institutions. The second has produced a string of films that 

Harrower finds “generally celebratory of social changes. These films celebrate the economic 

success of the Celtic Tiger and its concomitant contribution to personal wealth, the growth of 

career opportunities, and the widening social freedoms that accompanied increasing 

liberalism in the 1990s.”53 Harrower is most interested in the way that these films position 

the Irish city as a place of sexual and social freedom and urbanity, and her readings of films 

like Goldfish Memory and About Adam place her firmly in the ‘optimistic and apolitical’ 

critical camp. These romantic comedies, says Harrower, “forego any significant political 

engagement, preferring instead to offer only the flush and celebratory side of urban Celtic

51 Ruth Barton, Irish National Cinema (London and New York: Routledge, 2004), p. 180
52 ibid.
53 Natalie Dawn Harrower, ‘The Performance of Critical History in Contemporary Irish Theatre and 
Film’ (unpublished PhD thesis. University of Toronto, 2009), p. 227
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Tiger Ireland.”54 However, this lack of substance is not interpreted as a fatal flaw; rather, 

Harrower stresses the films’ escapism and deliberate, even self-conscious, playfulness. The 

films are genre pieces, and their significance lies in their overt disinterest in national 

questions. Harrower’s reading is that the Celtic Tiger romcoms are hopeful and progressive, 

“...wishfing] into existence a pluralist moral landscape that a newly multicultural, post- 

Celtic Tiger Ireland is only starting to experience.”55 There is a great sense of optimism here, 

not only read within the films, but projected outward, onto the wider society and onto the 

project of filmmaking itself.56 It was in this context that, in early 2008, Tony Tracy 

characterised the decade before as a ‘golden age’57: “the decade gone felt like the beginning 

of a national cinema, the emergence of talent, themes, and the inevitable - if often cliched - 

working out of decades of unprocessed history and stories.”58

Since the 2003 ‘Reimagining Ireland’ conference, there has been a noticeable shift in critical 

approaches, growing out of, and simultaneous with, changes to the film industry and film 

policy. Whereas criticism before this time was dominated by a few key works and 

approaches (most notably Kevin Rockett, Luke Gibbons, and John Hill’s seminal 1987 work 

Cinema and Ireland), the early and mid-2000s saw a renewed vigour and volume in the 

writing about Irish cinema. The 2002 ‘Keeping It Real’ conference in Dublin and the 2005 

‘Irish Genres’ conference in Vancouver resulted in two important publications: Keeping It 

Real: Irish Film and Television, edited by Ruth Barton and Harvey O’Brien, and Genre and 

Cinema: Ireland and Transnationalism, edited by Brian Mcllroy. Each made significant

54 ibid., p. 234
55 ibid., p. 253
56 Harrower, rather unusually, recognises the formal distinctiveness of the Celtic Tiger popular films. 
“This new cycle.. .can be seen as decidedly postnational in its approach; the films show little concern 
for nations and borders, they blithely ignore conventional political, sexual, and formal boundaries, but 
at the same time they target international mainstream audiences.” [pp. 260-261, emphasis mine] Still, 
Harrower’s work is more immediately concerned with the transgression of political and sexual 
boundaries than formal ones.
57 Another attempt to locate the ‘golden age’ of Irish cinema; the phrase is more commonly used to 
describe the First Wave, cf Ging, p. 178.
58 Tony Tracy, Introduction’, in Irish Cinema 2007 - The Year in Review, ed. by Tony Tracy, Estudios 
Irlandeses, 3 (2008) <http://www.estudiosirlandeses.org/Issue3/IrishFilm&TV2007/ 
IrishFilm&TV2007.htm> [accessed 10 July 2011], p. 215
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intervention into the critical discourse around Irish film, providing an outlet for both new

academic voices and new approaches. Barton, in her introduction to Keeping It Real, notes

that the intention of the conference was to break out of the “one representational rut” in

which Irish film criticism was stuck at the end of the twentieth century.

If it isn’t the films of Neil Jordan (favoured text: The Butcher Boy, runner-up: The 
Crying Game) then it is the postcolonial pack (Joe Comerford, Neil Jordan) or 
gender (Pat Murphy, Hush-A-Bye-Baby, Neil Jordan). The Troubles are always good 
for a chapter, as is the legacy of nationalism. The same binaries also tend to 
reappear: city/country, Church/individual, feminine/masculine, colonial/native, 
global/local.59

Mcllroy, whose 1998 Shooting to Kill: Filmmaking and the Troubles in Northern Ireland 

was itself an early intercession into existing methodologies, focused his editorial efforts on 

genre in part because of his sense that existing criticism had been too narrow in the scope of 

films examined.60 The Genre and Cinema collection sought to broaden the range of titles 

examined, as well as to apply new interpretive strategies. The essays included covered a 

diversity of topics, but in common they looked at how genre conventions or classifications 

were used by filmmakers or viewers to maintain a sense of difference - the local within the 

global. While some found little to be enthusiastic about, for most the optimism perceived 

within Irish cinema engendered optimism about Irish cinema.

The fresh perspectives of the new millennium can be seen in the studies of diasporic cinema 

(Mcllroy, Diane Negra); gender and sexuality (Pettitt, Harrower, Elizabeth Butler 

Cullingford); psychoanalytic frameworks (Monahan, Gibbons); and examinations of genre 

dynamics (Fidelma Farley, Matthew Fee). Pettitt argues that the new cinema is political and 

progressive in its re-examination of the subaltern and the marginalised in Irish society.61 

Others, like Cheryl Herr, suggest that these films are progressive in their perspective on

59 Ruth Barton and Harvey O’Brien, eds, Keeping it Real. Irish Film and Television, (London: 
Wallflower Press, 2004), p. 3. Of course, the binaries and topics noted by Barton continue even today 
to dominate Irish film criticism. And this dissertation, too, includes some consideration of Neil 
Jordan’s films.
60 Brian Mcllroy, ed., Genre and Cinema: Ireland and Transnationalism (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2007)
61 Pettitt, Screening Ireland: Film and Television Representation
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migration, looking beyond their status as Irish films to engage with an active politics of the 

transnational.62 Dudley Andrew’s analysis, clearly building on the ideas of Herr and of Luke 

Gibbons, emphasises the potential of recent Irish cinema in these terms. From the 

“renaissance” of the 1980s (indigenous Irish cinema’s arrival on the global scene), Andrew 

identifies an emergent transnational and postmodern cinema.63 The “fluidity of the cinematic 

substrate confounds the binaries that nevertheless still organize the plots of most movies 

made in or about Ireland.”64 It is this “fluid binarism” which Andrew identifies as the 

primary contribution of Irish cinema to the art form. He also argues for a view of post-Celtic 

Tiger cinema which incorporates both critical regionalism (the local giving a unique shape to 

the universal) and rooted cosmopolitanism (the universal giving unique shape to the local) 

and which is therefore capable of being progressive and future-oriented while still in touch 

with its past.65 These critical perspectives emphasise the postmodern and postcolonial 

character of contemporary Irish cinema. Nevertheless, they reflect the same assumptions 

about the direction of Irish cinema: it is optimistic (for better or worse); it is commercially 

and globally driven; it mirrors a wider desire to heal from the past and move forward. As 

Ruth Barton puts it, the cinema of the 1990s displays an increasing “confidence that the 

events of the past may be put behind us.”66

The view of an optimistic, globalised, and insufficiently ‘Irish’ cinema, one that has moved 

on from its past, seems far too dismissive of the tensions and pessimism that are expressed 

by these films. One productive alternative approach, in terms of understanding the place of 

the new Irish cinema, has come from Luke Gibbons. Gibbons has been critical of both the 

post-Celtic Tiger cinema and the post-Celtic Tiger cultural climate, challenging the notion 

that Irish society is unequivocally better off as a consequence of economic growth, and

62 Cheryl Herr, ‘Images of Migration in Irish Film: Thinking Inside the Box’, in Genre and Cinema: 
Ireland and Transnationalism, ed. by Brian Mcllroy (London and New York: Routledge, 2007), pp. 
111-122
63 Dudley Andrew, ‘The Theater of Irish Cinema’, Yale Journal of Criticism, 15:1 (2002), p. 23
64 ibid., p. 25
65 ibid., p. 26-27
66 Barton, Irish National Cinema, p. 147
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seeing evidence of cultural commodification in the cinema. Gibbons seeks to “question the 

naive optimism according to which the ghosts of the past, even the recent past, are lifted by 

the cessation of conflict, or the first upswing in the economy”.67 Gibbons’ approach is 

closely aligned with the field of memory studies, and questions the ways in which cinema 

excavates, or provides “consoling fictions” that gloss over the historical traumas of the island 

of Ireland.68 He adopts a psychoanalytic approach and employs elements of trauma theory to 

explain Ireland’s current condition (and in Chapter Two, I will return to Gibbons’ writings 

on Ireland as a traumatised and haunted nation). Gibbons points out that telling one’s story is 

not enough to overcome trauma; a more committed ‘working through’ is required. He does 

not discount the Celtic Tiger cinema in this regard; in his estimation, recent Irish cinema has 

been exploring and excavating the past. Moreover, writers and filmmakers “have already 

taken it upon themselves to question the kind of omniscient or overarching narratives” that 

mythologise or essentialise Irish history.69 Yet Gibbons remains suspicious, largely because 

of what he perceives as its uncritical acceptance of global culture and its formal 

conservatism.

These changes in critical approach have brought about not quite a sea-change, but a certain 

realignment within Irish film studies. Nonetheless, critical perspectives remain firmly rooted 

in notions of thematic representation, largely neglecting other aspects of the films. The 

discourse about contemporary Irish cinema, although overtly championing formally 

adventurous modes of filmmaking, in fact says very little about form. Formal analyses of 

given films are rare. The critical emphasis instead has been on issues of representation (and 

by this is meant, most frequently, the narrative treatment of groups) and on narrative themes.

67 Luke Gibbons, ‘The Global Cure? History, Therapy and the Celtic Tiger’, in Reinventing Ireland: 
Culture, Society and the New Economy, ed. by Peadar Kirby, Luke Gibbons, and Michael Cronin 
(London: Pluto Press, 2002), p. 94
68 ibid., p. 97
69 Luke Gibbons, ‘Narratives of the Nation: Fact, Fiction and Irish Cinema’, in Theorizing Ireland, ed. 
by Claire Connolly (New York and London: Macmillian, 2003), p. 72
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It is my hope that this work, through an examination of emotional discourses, will add to the 

(too small) body of work that engages in formal analysis and therapeutic frameworks.

Again and again, critical and academic writing returns to the question of representation. One

of the expectations of national cinema is that it represent the imagined community, both for

the esteem of the community members and for the edification of those outside the

community. “We look to the visual arts to represent Ireland’s reality magically, as if they

could perform the supplementation of the actual and give it back in confirming

overabundance.”70 It is a fundamental truism of Irish film criticism that this expectation has

not been met, and that the proffered representations of the nation have been seriously

deficient. Films are accused of distortion; depoliticisation; dangerous nostalgia; and the

perpetuation of demonising or demeaning characterisations. It is impossible of course for

film, constrained by the inevitable limits of the form, to establish a unified or coherent

‘Irishness’. Colin Graham expresses this eloquently when he writes

.. .a linguistic presence or a visual shape can never be, nor truly replicate, the nation, 
which must be beyond and greater than the sum of any words written about it, or any 
archive of images collected to exemplify it.71

Nonetheless, the demands for accurate and ethical representation underlie the academic 

responses to Irish cinema discussed at the beginning of this chapter.72

A case in point is the 2009 work Ireland in Focus: Film, Photography, and Popular Culture 

edited by Eoin Flannery and Michael Griffin. The focus of the book is the varying 

representations of ‘Irishness’ across the three areas (feature films, photographic exhibitions, 

and popular visual culture); the film section contains four essays. Michael Patrick Gillespie’s

70 Colin Graham, ‘Foreword’, in Ireland in Focus: Film, Photography and Popular Culture, ed. by 
Eoin Flannery and Michael Griffin (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2009), p. xi
71 ibid.
72 For a harsh, but not atypical, consideration of representation in contemporary Irish cinema, one 
might turn to Hugh Linehan’s article ‘Myth, Mammon and Mediocrity: the Trouble with Recent Irish 
Cinema’”. Here, Linehan criticises the stereotyping and the ‘stage Irishness’ of films, especially those 
made outside Ireland, or by non-Irish filmmakers. Linehan suggests that these films are not concerned 
with or capable of understanding the ‘real’ Irish.

42



piece on feature-length films of the 1990s uses Waking Ned as a case study to argue for 

ironic and self-aware thematic readings of ‘Irishness’. Emilie Pine’s essay on The Dawn 

(Tom Cooper, 1936) discusses the film’s representation of the Irish Civil War and argues 

that the film is an incomplete attempt at closure. B. Mairead Pratschke writes on the series of 

Irish language newsreels, Amharc Eireann, made between 1956 and 1964. And Cathal 

McLaughlin’s essay ‘Cold, Hungry, and Scared: Prison Films About the “Troubles’”, is 

concerned with the fictional representation of prisons and political prisoners. Despite the 

‘visual studies’ approach of the volume, the discussion of Irish film is still concerned with 

themes, plot points, and characterisations, not visual techniques or filmic qualities.

While many have criticised filmic representations for presenting a flawed view of Ireland or 

the Irish, another complaint is the lack of any national representation whatsoever. A lack of 

‘Irishness’ has been widely perceived in the recent Irish cinema. Diog O’Connell remarks 

that, in the post-Celtic Tiger films, “...the central dramatic theme is usually more universal 

and often humanistic, less locally specific and rarely political, a characteristic of 

contemporary Irish writing that, on a surface level, could take place ‘anywhere’.’’71 This 

remark echoes McLoone’s conception of ‘anywhere-but’, the ostensibly Irish locale that 

contains no significant markers of specificity. As Ireland has become a more global, 

cosmopolitan entity, there is a sense by these critics that its onscreen presence has been 

emptied of local meaning and relevance.

What does it mean for a film to ‘be Irish’? And when is a film ‘Irish enough’? Perhaps the 

most exhaustive attempt to answer these questions, at least on the levels of theme and 

representation, has come from the work of Martin McLoone. McLoone’s model of critical 

regionalism, mentioned earlier, advocates a cinema which engages with the global but also 

with the culturally specific, in films that

73 Diog O’Connell, New Irish Storytellers: Narrative Strategies in Film (Bristol: Intellect, 2011), p. 
180
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...are seen to appropriate the forms of dominant narrative cinema and not merely to 
mimic them. The best of recent Irish cinema, therefore, explores indigenous culture, 
in all its contradictions, with an outsider’s eye, but at the same time subjects this 
outsider’s perspective to the peculiar interrogation of the local culture. It is a 
dialectical pas de deux and it achieves the doubling effect of avoiding a tendency 
towards essentialism while offering a critical response to the influences of the 
outside.74

In his essential 2000 work, Irish Film: The Emergence of a Contemporary Cinema, 

McLoone identifies certain (primarily thematic) elements which define Irish film.75 These 

include the interrogation of rural mythology and a concern with the urban experience; of 

state social and economic failures; of religion; of the position of women; of national 

histories; of the Northern Irish question; of diasporic Irishness; and “of film form itself’.76 

Michael Patrick Gillespie has thereafter pursued the question of ‘Irish enough’ in his essay 

‘True Grit: the Evolution of Feature-Length Irish Films in the 1990s’, and at greater length in 

his subsequent book, The Myth of an Irish Cinema: Approaching Irish-Themed Films. 

Gillespie uses discussion of a small number of key films to explore the notion of ‘Irishness’, 

challenging exclusionary definitions. Gillespie rightly points out that, despite the 

expectations of critics and viewers, judging the ‘Irishness’ of a film is problematic at best. 

The idea that the nation can be signified through a particular set of images or thematic 

elements seems absurd, yet it persists. “The criticism...suggests that simply meeting 

objective thematic criteria, although an important starting point, is not sufficient. One must 

also be able to argue the motion picture treats its themes legitimately.”77 Notably, Gillespie’s 

own approach - while an important response - is entirely thematic in nature. Rather than 

dispute the criteria, or even the rationale of having thematic criteria, Gillespie proceeds from 

here with his attempts to validate selected films (in ‘True Grit’, for example, the film he 

recuperates is Waking Ned [Kirk Jones, 1998]) by arguing that it in fact meets those criteria. 

He does not try to suggest a new framework that goes beyond the thematic; only that the

74 McLoone, ‘Ireland and Cinema’, in World Cinema: Critical Approaches, ed. by John Hill and 
Pamela Church Gibson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 128
75 This is an abbreviated list based on the more detailed schemata McLoone presents.
76 McLoone, Irish Film, p. 128
77 Michael Patrick Gillespie, ‘True Grit: The Evolution of Feature-Length Irish Films in the 1990s’, in 
Ireland in Focus: Film, Photography and Popular Culture, ed. by Eoin Flannery and Michael Griffin 
(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2009), pp. 59-60
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thematic readings of some films have been too narrow. When Gillespie writes of About 

Adam that “the flippancy...underscore[s] a growing cosmopolitanism that can rob a film of 

traits that make it Irish”, he endorses tacitly the notion that there are such traits.78 Gillespie 

sums up his approach as follows:

The query turns not on the degree to which a particular motion picture meets a fixed 
conception of Irishness. Rather, one must ask what elements of Irishness does a 
particular motion picture chose to emphasize its identity; and, I think more 
important, despite its thematic disposition, does that movie’s emphasis maintain its 
integrity as an Irish film?79

The work of critics like McLoone and Gillespie is exciting and significant because it 

identifies regional and local themes or images - the ‘Irish’ in Irish film - within the popular 

cinema. The next vital step is to look beyond the thematic, pursuing the ‘Irish’ within the 

formal structures and strategies of the films.

The ‘Cinema We Need’

The idea of a ‘national cinema’ is, in the first place, problematic. There are obvious 

challenges to the viability of such a construction: what constitutes a national cinema? How 

can cinema offer a satisfactory collective representation of a group of individuals with 

diverse interests and competing identities? Where the geographic or political boundaries of a 

nation are contested, how can a workable definition be established? Moreover, once the 

notion of ‘national cinema’ is accepted in principle, there remain questions about its practice. 

Who should provide the tangible support for a national cinema? What should it look like? 

What stories should it tell, and whose stories? All of these uncertainties are reflected in the 

critical discourse around Irish national cinema.

The term ‘national cinema’, as Andrew Higson has noted, is multidimensional.80 For some, a 

national cinema is defined in economic terms and correlates with the extent of the

78 ibid., p. 56
79 ibid., p. 57
80 Andrew Higson, ‘The Concept of National Cinema’, in Film and Nationalism, ed. by Alan Williams 
(Piscataway: Rutgers University Press, 2002), pp. 52-53
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indigenous film industry and infrastructure. In other words, a national cinema exists where

there is a sufficient level of local support and production. Alternatively, national cinema may

be defined by the film texts themselves; by their subject matter, themes, and story content.

Text-based definitions are also concerned with representation; the characterisations and traits

ascribed to the nation and its citizens. A third defining dimension is exhibition; defining

national cinema on the basis of what films are available to the public, or what films succeed

at the box-office. Finally, definitions of national cinema may be “criticism-led”; in this case,

the discourse around the cinema becomes the measure of its ‘national-ness’. Higson quite

rightly points out that this prescriptive approach

...tends to reduce national cinema to the terms of a quality art cinema, a culturally 
worthy cinema steeped in the high-cultural and/or modernist heritage of a particular 
nation-state, rather than one that appeals to the desires and fantasies of the popular 
audiences.81

Higson’s own approach advocates an examination of film audiences, looking at not only the 

content and quantity of films audiences come into contact with, but how audiences respond 

to those films. It seems as important to establish what the national cinema is and what it 

means to its audiences, as to develop prescriptive ideas of what it might become. This 

requires consideration of viewing practices alongside considerations of industry and policy, 

and of the dominant discourse. It also requires a re-examination of the film texts that are 

already being produced within the imagined community of the nation.

As wider notions of nationalism and identity have been challenged in recent decades, the 

notion of ‘national cinema’ has similarly faced increasing scrutiny and scepticism. It is no 

longer taken for granted that such a thing as ‘a national cinema’ exists, or that it can be 

unhesitatingly defined. While the ‘national’ or ‘world’ cinema still exists as a marketing and 

pedagogical term, it is certainly possible to question the relevance of the national in a 

supposedly globalised world. Moreover, the ethics of the national cinema approach demand 

some examination and interrogation. And yet, a consensus remains amongst film theorists

81 ibid., p. 53
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that for all its challenges and complexity, a ‘national cinema’ framework is vital and 

meaningful to the study of contemporary cinemas.

The parameters of that framework have changed significantly. Susan Hayward has outlined 

three assumptions that have historically underpinned the conception of national cinema, 

assumptions which are contested by current academic thinking.82 The first of these is the 

belief that the “the artefact ‘film’ speaks of/for/as the nation”, capable of representing 

something about the nation through its content.83 The second assumption is that the nation is 

a stable entity.84 Finally, national cinemas are placed in opposition to Hollywood cinema, 

defined as much by what they are not, as what they are.85 It is worth examining each of these 

assumptions before turning to the alternative conceptions of the national which inform the 

current thinking on Irish cinema.

The idea that a film text can be an artefact of the nation is problematic, not least because it

may lead to a rhetorical tautology. As Hayward explains,

... the cultural artefact, the cinema, as ‘national bounded cultural artefact’ produces a 
first set of problems. This territorial nation makes cinema into a historical subject. It 
stands for the nation - it is a means by which the nation can represent itself to itself 
{qua subject) and to its subjects (as object). This produces a narcissistic, self
reflexive and self-fulfilling view of national cinema, one in which the historical 
subject / object becomes Knowledge of itself and not the subject of knowledge.86

This in turn can produce exclusionary or limiting definitions of what is ‘national’; in other

words, an essentialist definition. Contemporary critics are aware of the dangers of

essentialism, and much of the recent work on national cinema seeks to correct overly

restrictive designations. In the 1960s and 1970s, national cinema was typically defined

prescriptively, based on ideas of the classic nation-state, with its presumably fixed

boundaries and homogenous populations. In the 1970s, work in the areas of psychoanalysis

82 Susan Hayward, ‘Framing National Cinemas’, in Cinema and Nation, ed. by Mette Hjort and Scott 
Mackenzie (London and New York: Routledge, 2000), p. 90
83 ibid., p. 91
84 ibid.
85 ibid.
86 Hayward, ‘Framing National Cinemas’, pp. 91-92
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and spectatorship within film studies, and in the areas of identity politics and nationalism

beyond film studies, began to problematise such definitions. In the decades since, the issues

of multiculturalism, postmodernism, and globalisation have shaped the debates around

national cinema.87 Stephen Crofts’ oft-cited essay, ‘Reconceptualizing National Cinema/s’

(1993), delineated seven identifiable types of national cinema.88 Significantly, though, Crofts

qualified this taxonomy with the acknowledgement that

It should be noted at the outset that, as in most taxonomies, these categories are 
highly permeable. Not only do individual films cross-breed from between different 
groups, but a given national cinema, operating different production sectors, will 
often straddle these groupings...Moreover, the export of a given text may shift its 
category...[as] distribution and reception criteria supplant production and textual 
criteria.89

Today, permeability, hybndity and qualification are intrinsic to the theorising of national 
cinemas.

This brings us to the second assumption mentioned by Hayward. National cinemas have 

historically been aligned, in terms of analysis, with bounded nation-states. These national 

units were treated as relatively stable entities. Now, film criticism recognises the shifting and 

redrawing of political territories, which may or may not coincide (but never correspond 

entirely) with cultural boundaries. Cinema studies must also pay attention to diasporic or 

nomadic communities and to the marginalised within and across national boundaries. 

Political theorists and historians such as Benedict Anderson, Ernest Gellner, Eric Hobsbawm 

and Anthony Smith have proffered new understandings of nationalism. These hold in 

common that nation is a construct; that national identity is ‘imagined’ and culturally derived. 

According to Anderson, the members of an ‘imagined community’ are united not through

87 Philip Rosen’s 1984 article ‘History, Textuality, Nation: Kracauer, Burch and Some Problems in the 
Study of National Cinemas’; Stephen Crofts’ 1993 ‘Reconceptualizing National Cinema/s’; and 
Robert Siam and Ella Habiba Shohat’s 1995 Unthinking Eurocentrism: Multiculturalism and the 
Media were key texts in this redefinition of the national cinema approach, while Andrew Higson’s 
‘The Concept of National Cinema’ made an important intervention by calling for greater attention to 
audience reception.
88 Crofts’ original essay on the topic, in 1993, identified seven types; in his 1998 reformulation, Crofts 
added an eighth variety; he also changed his unit of analysis from the ‘national cinema’ to the ‘nation- 
state’ in recognition, as mentioned below, of the heterogeneity and impermanence of national 
identities.
89 Stephen Crofts, ‘Reconceptualizing National Cinema’, in Film and Nationalism, ed. by Alan 
Williams (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2002), p. 27
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physical, economic or geographical interaction, but through commonly held conceptions of 

identity and interests; conceptions which are transmitted through a shared media. The nation 

is, Anderson writes

an imagined political community - and imagined as both inherently limited and 
sovereign... the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their 
fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the 
image of their communion.<)0

Gellner further divorces the construction of ‘the nation’ from geographical boundaries, 

arguing that “it is nationalism which engenders nation, and not the other way round.”91 

Under the right conditions - those where culture is “standardised, homogenised, [and] 

centrally sustained” - there may be coherence with political borders.92 Smith speaks of the 

way that nationalism relies on shared conceptions not only of the present and future, but of 

the past. Nations are built on the collective memory and collective forgetting that defines the 

community for its members. Hayward asks “What happens then to a nation newly emerging 

from colonialism, post colonialism or post-apartheid? To a nation - in other words - that has 

suffered erasure of its own collective memory?”93 The study of national cinemas must deal 

with the deterritorialisation and reterritorialisation of the imagined community in light of 

those ruptures. From the reformulation and denaturalisation of nationalism itself, arises the 

reconception of national cinema studies. The nation is non-essentialist and evolves to 

account for historical forces and changes in the needs of populations. Political boundaries are 

not necessarily tied to cultural boundaries, and individuals within a given nation-state may 

have competing identities. The relationship between a nation-state and a ‘national’ cinema is 

therefore uncertain and contested. Crofts for this reason prefers to talk about ‘nation-state 

cinemas’ rather than ‘national cinemas’, underlining what he describes as the “growing lack 

of congruence between nations and states”.94

90 Benedict R. O’G. Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism (London: Verso Books, 1991), p. 6
91 Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983), p. 54
92 ibid.
93 Hayward, ‘Framing National Cinemas’, p. 90
94 Stephen Crofts, ‘Concepts of National Cinema’, in World Cinema: Critical Approaches, ed. by John 
Hill and Pamela Church Gibson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 2
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Analysis of national cinemas must also account for the role of globalisation through the 

spread of communications, through increased travel and trade, and through the loosening of 

physical, linguistic, and technological borders. On the production side, there is an increasing 

flow between national industries and between artists or performers. There are new patterns 

of distribution and exhibition, through international film festivals or through the internet. 

Spectatorship, meanwhile, is “inherently globalized, multicultural, and transnational”, 

according to Robert Stam and Ella Habiba Shohat. Their essay, ‘Film Theory and 

Spectatorship in the Age of the “Posts’”, looks at the ever more complex nature of film 

reception. They compare the changing experience of spectators to that of the earliest cinema: 

a collision of new forms of visual material and viewing experiences with the “entrenched 

asymmetries of international power.” Film is globalised, but not equal, Stam and Shohat 

point out, as global hegemony and inequal power structures remain.

These are a few of the problems in talking simply about “a nation” or “a national cinema”. In 

fact, individuals lay claim to multiple citizenships, and can feel allegiance to more than one 

nation, community, race, social group or gender. Identities are manifold and hybrid, and may 

be unfixed or adaptive. Moreover, a focus on national cinema can ignore the variety and 

difference within not just a country’s population, but a country’s filmmaking practices.95

The national cinema approach is useful as a marketing system, argues Ginette Vincendeau, 

and also an aid to film scholarship, where it provides a way of organising and managing the 

vastness of the field. However, the scholarship tends to leave gaps, creating an insufficient 

catalogue and ignoring entire swathes of material, most particularly popular and genre films. 

Misapplied, the national cinema approach is in danger of homogenising a range of work, of 

pigeon-holing films, or creating a closed canon that ignores or excludes outliers. Writes

95 Ginette Vincendeau, ‘Issues in European Cinema’, in World Cinema: Critical Approaches, ed. by 
John Hill and Pamela Church Gibson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 56
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Vincendeau,

While some national surveys have suffered from the problems outlined above - 
especially the reduced canon on which they are often based - the matching of texts 
and contexts has been variously productive or reductive... As a result of a bias 
toward art films and for politically ‘subversive’ films, the entirety of a national 
production can be very sketchily examined...Conversely, as we will see, a few 
‘privileged moments’ in each national cinema continue to dominate public 
perceptions.96

Vincendeau further argues that by approaching European cinemas as national cinemas with a

singular aesthetic, scholarship ‘flattens out’ the differences within.

The essence of European cinema has been defined as residing in works that are, to 
various degrees, aesthetically innovative, socially committed, and humanist in 
outlook....[the European art films] propose a different spectator at experience-loose, 
ambiguous narratives, characters in search of meaning rather than action, overt 
directorial expression, a heightened sense of realism (including depictions of 
sexuality), and a slower pace - and therefore require a different viewing context.97

This tendency is compounded by what Hayward discusses as the third assumption of national

cinema approaches; that other cinemas are and could or should be defined in opposition to a

monolithic and hegemonic Hollywood cinema. Ideologically, this presents a problem, as it

actually perpetuates the idea that Hollywood is the centre and the rest are the marginal. Lucia

Nagib points out, in her ‘Towards a Positive Definition of World Cinema’, that the term

“world cinema” is too frequently and reductively used to simply indicate ‘non-Hollywood’

cinema.98 Like Nagib, Hayward argues that the dualistic opposition with Hollywood also

raises questions about the meaning of ‘dominance’ or ‘success’: “...it reduces the idea of a

national cinema to economies of scale and therefore to one concept of value: namely,

economic wellbeing.”99 By accepting the hegemonic position of Hollywood vis-a-vis other

cinemas, we perpetuate a binary and First-World perspective.

Some have suggested that the national cinema framework is no longer a fundamentally 

useful approach within cinema studies. Ian Jarvie, in his ‘National Cinema: a Theoretical

96 ibid., p. 58
97 ibid., pp. 56-57
98 Lucia Nagib, ‘Towards a Positive Definition of World Cinema’, in Remapping World Cinema: 
Identity, Culture and Politics in Film, ed. by Stephanie Dennison and Song Hwee Lim (London and 
New York: Wallflower Press, 2006), pp. 30-32
99 Hayward, ‘Framing National Cinemas’, p. 91
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Assessment’, tests this assertion.100 He uses Gellner’s theory - that the state provides 

individuals with access to cultural life, but that this cultural complex is independent of 

geographical structures — to judge the validity of calls for stronger national cinemas. Jarvie 

identifies three such calls: the protectionist argument, concerned with economics but not 

culture; the cultural defence argument which sees foreign cinema and culture as a threat; and 

the nation-building argument, which advocates positive representations as a method of 

cultural cohesion. Jarvie is dismissive of the latter two, culturally-based, arguments (he 

claims that the threat of “infection” by outside cultures is overblown, while “at most a 

national cinema can be a contribution to nation-building, neither necessary or sufficient”).101 

He is only slightly more sympathetic to the economic argument of protectionism.102 Jarvie 

concludes that the model of a cinema, or cinema analysis, based on the nation-state is not 

particularly viable, and that calls for national cinema are naturally conservative and 

regressive. Nevertheless Jarvie acknowledges, albeit with scepticism, the progressive 

position that a national cinema can make space for the existence of internal tensions and 

even the promotion or protection of heterogeneous identities. Furthermore, his examination 

of the national cinema framework in itself provides a foundation for further nationally 

oriented scholarship.

Rather than rejection of the framework, then, the national cinema scholars have proposed 

amendments that emphasise a wider scope (considering reception and industrial factors 

alongside aesthetics, for instance) and a less essentialist perception. Hayward, having 

outlined the problematic assumptions which have plagued national cinema studies, describes 

a future in which theorists “...get away from ‘historicising the subject’ and see...emerging 

(ideas of) the practices of power and knowledge (the very thing that nationalisms in their

100 Ian Jarvie, ‘National Cinema: a Theoretical Assessment’, in Cinema and Nation, ed. by Mette Hjort 
and Scott Mackenzie (London and New York: Routledge, 2000), p. 76
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discursivity attempt to conceal).”103 An approach which exposes the fractures and tensions 

within the nation and the cinema “...makes it possible to reterritorialise the nation...not as 

bounded, demarcated and distinctive but as one within which boundaries constantly criss

cross both haphazardly and unhaphazardly.”'04 Hayward cites Tom O’Regan’s work on 

Australian cinema as the “first steps” towards a strong alternative.105 O’Regan calls for a 

much broader approach to cinema analysis, one that considers not only the film texts, but the 

sociological, political, and cultural context of their production, distribution, and exhibition. 

This would require, correspondingly, an interdisciplinary approach within academia. 

O’Regan also advocates a move away from the overcharged binary opposition with 

Hollywood cinema. National cinemas should be seen as being “in conversation with not just 

Hollywood, but other national cinemas”.106 In other words, we need to reorient the entire 

perspective of national cinema studies and take a more multifaceted approach.

One way of doing so, according to Dudley Andrew, is to change the taxonomic view of 

world cinemas. Imaginatively, he proposes an ‘atlas’ of national cinemas; a collection of 

different conceptual maps, each bringing out a different aspect. Within this atlas, political 

maps would show the quantifiable film output of a nation-state; the quantity of productions. 

Somewhat more problematically, Andrew says that these political maps would also have to 

qualify the (less easily quantified) “prestige” of a film industry, based on critical assessment 

and festival performance.107 Demographic maps would illustrate the “availability of images”; 

the levels of dominance and hybridity in distribution and exhibition at cinemas or through 

home media.108 Topographical maps would show the presence of diasporic and marginalised 

cinema movements. Orientation maps would present the geopolitical orientation of films; the

103 Hayward, ‘Framing National Cinemas’, p. 93
104 ibid.
105 ibid., p. 92
106 O’Regan, Tom, Australian National Cinema (London and New York: Routledge, 1996), p. 115
107 Dudley Andrew, ‘An Atlas of World Cinema’ in Remapping World Cinema: Identity, Culture and 
Politics in Film, ed. by Stephanie Dennison and Song Hwee Lim (London and New York: Wallflower 
Press, 2006), p. 20
108 ibid., pp. 20-21
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way that “in their inclusions and exclusions, in in their scope and style, films project

cognitive maps by which citizens understand both their bordered world and the world at

large.”109 The most interesting set of maps in Andrew’s envisioned atlas, though, must be the

linguistic maps. These maps would plot the intersections between the dominant (Hollywood)

cinematic form and the indigenous product. Andrew bases his conception here on Franco

Moretti’s 1999 work Atlas of the European Novel, in which Moretti

.. .rightly complicates this crude ‘form/content’ binary with a third factor, indigenous 
local narration. For novelists and filmmakers may have learned a successful formula 
from Charles Dickens or D.W. Griffith, but they adapt it to their culture’s experience 
in a homegrown manner. This ‘manner’ inflects the standard form with the register 
of traditional oral or theatrical storytelling.110

Andrew’s proposed linguistic mapping equates to an exploration of the hybrid elements of 

national cinemas. It complements McLoone’s approach of cultural regionalism, Monahan’s 

reading of local semantics, and Pettitt’s attention to the subaltern.

Nagib calls for “the inclusive method of a world made of interconnected cinemas”; treating 

Hollywood simply as one cinema among many others of equal interest, if not equal 

influence.* * 111 This inclusive model would displace Hollywood as the artificial centre of film 

and cultural studies, and the privileging of the First World experience. She believes that 

Andrew’s ‘Atlas’ goes some distance towards addressing the problems with the discourse of 

national cinema, but still relies too heavily on the opposition between Hollywood and non- 

Hollywood cinemas. Certainly, his linguistic maps still rely on such a binary, and the 

suggestion, above, of smaller cinemas that are reared on and educated by Hollywood’s 

formulas, can be read as a bit paternalistic. Nonetheless, contemporary analysis must 

consider “...compromise film forms that are often as hybrid and ambivalent as the subjects 

that such movies represent.”112 Andrew’s ideas are presaged in Stam and Shohafs earlier 

remark that

109 ibid., p. 25
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111 Nagib, p. 34
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...the media imperialism thesis needs drastic retooling in the contemporary area. 
First, it is simplistic to imagine an active First World simply forcing its products on 
a passive Third World. Second, global mass culture does not so much replace local 
culture as coexist with it, providing a cultural lingua franca. Third, the imported 
mass culture can also be indigenized, put to local use, given a local accent... 113

Murray Smith, meanwhile, finds ‘the national’ precisely in the intersection and juxtaposition

of ‘dominant’ film forms with the local traditions:

...art films are generally characterized by the use of self-consciously ‘artful’ 
techniques designed to differentiate them from ‘merely entertaining’, popular 
cinema, these techniques frequently drawing on nationally specific legacies within 
the established arts... These ‘native’ cultural markers are often commingled with 
allusions, critical or affectionate, to American popular culture, this internal contrast 
further highlighting the national specificity of such films. 114

The notion of a vernacular, locally inflected, hybrid, cinema is key to the current 

reconceptions of national cinema. Taken together, the critical positions outlined above 

illustrate the need for new conceptions of nation-states; of transnational cultures and 

ethnicities; of pluralities and margins. In Chapter Three, I will return to the issue of the 

hybrid form, discussing how achronological and fractured narratives are a marker of the 

national within recent Irish commercial films.

Where does Irish cinema fit into all these taxonomies and maps? Crofts’ eight types of 

national cinema include, briefly: United States cinema (Hollywood and American 

independent cinema); Asian commercial cinema; European and Third World ‘entertainment’ 

cinemas and Anglophone imitations of Hollywood; totalitarian cinemas; art cinemas; 

international co-productions; Third Cinemas; and sub-state cinemas. In this last category, 

Crofts includes the Welsh, Aboriginal, and Quebecois cinemas among others “defined 

ethnically in terms of suppressed, indigenous, diaspora, or other populations asserting their 

civil rights and giving expression to a distinctive religion, language, or regional culture.”115 

Irish and Northern Irish cinemas would seem to exist within and between several of these

113 Robert Siam and Ella Habiba Shohat, ‘Film Theory and Spectatorship in the Age of the “Posts’”, in 
Reinventing Film Studies, ed. by Christine Gledhill and Linda Williams (London: Oxford University 
Press, 2000), p. 383
114 Murray Smith, ‘Modernism and the Avant-Gardes’, in World Cinema: Critical Approaches, ed. by 
John Hill and Pamela Church Gibson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 18
115 Stephen Crofts, ‘Concepts’, p. 6
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categories. McLoone worries that “Irish culture in general and Irish cinema in particular now 

inhabits some ill-defined space between the particular and the universal, between essentialist 

irrelevance and global insignificance.”116 Irish cinema is sometimes seen to occupy that 

third, unfortunate, group of films Crofts mentions - Anglophone films which attempt to 

imitate Hollywood cinema and, usually, fail.117 In fact, Irish cinema demonstrates the 

permeability of Crofts’ taxonomy, and the hybrid nature of small national cinemas in the 

world today.

The prescriptive approach to Irish national cinema, adopted by many of its critics, calls for a 

new model of Irish cinema, and suggests certain qualities that model should possess. We 

have this impulse at work already, in McLoone’s attempts to delineate the traits of a “most 

Irish” film. Des O’Rawe, as noted earlier, explicitly invokes questions of film form in his 

prescription for a more vibrant Irish film culture: film criticism needs to avoid “vagaries of 

cultural representation” and encourage filmmakers to adopt more experimental or avant- 

garde formal strategies.118 “[I]nevitably, narrative films...are not normally conducive to the 

production of politically intelligent cinema.”119 What is needed, argues O’Rawe, is “...a 

cinema that seeks to subvert standardized filmic tropes and structures in order to transform 

perceptions of historical and political realities.”120 This is one potential model of national 

cinema. Such a model must also include state funding; economic incentives; and 

governmental policy that encourages and enables independent filmmaking, alongside a film 

culture that promotes non-narrative and avant-garde modes of expression; delivers openly 

political and counter-cinema; and builds on traditions of modernism and formal 

distanciation.

116 Martin McLoone, ‘National Cinema in Ireland’, in Theorising National Cinema, ed. by Valentina 
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Of course, this prescription relies on the assumption that a non-narrative model is the ‘best’ 

option for a viable national cinema. Other models certainly exist, and offer alternative and 

achievable visions of an Irish, narrative, cinema. These alternative models already exist in 

the practices of other small, postcolonial, and (largely but not exclusively) English-language 

cinemas.

Indeed, one such model has already been proposed for Ireland. In 2005, Rod Stoneman 

reflected on his ten years at the head of the Irish Film Board, and reiterated a view he 

originally expressed in a piece in 1999 (‘Under the Shadow of Hollywood: The Industrial 

versus the Artisanal’). According to this view, Ireland’s best hope for a vibrant film culture 

lies in making more small films, anticipating that a few successes will attain market success. 

These will offset the losses made by other films which might be less financially successful, 

but which have artistic merit. Stoneman has argued that the best, if imperfect, solution to the 

Irish dilemma is an artisanal model of film production. “This model is, in my view, the only 

basis for any non-industrial version of cinema to play to its strengths, maintain its 

authenticity and integrity, and in the longer term to reinvent itself.”121 Stoneman maintains 

that a non-industrial model is the only desirable or possible model for Ireland. He draws 

“...a distinction between the industrial mode of production which could be found in the 

bottom left-hand comer of the United States (with minor variants in Hong Kong, Bombay, 

and Cairo) and the artisanal modes of production which existed everywhere else.”122 Non

industrial practices are the basis of European filmmaking: emphasising the role of the 

director or writer as auteur, operating with small or medium budgets; locally made and 

locally relevant; non-commercial; and diverse rather than formulaic. Artisanal filmmaking as 

presented by Stoneman is, essentially, a hybrid practice, allowing for a national cinema that 

does not imitate or compete directly with Hollywood, but which strives for artistic integrity 

and innovation, without wholly rejecting narrative and spectacular pleasures. Stoneman

121 Rod Stoneman, ‘Sins of Commission’, Screen, 33.2 (1992), p. 249
122 Rod Stoneman, ‘The War of the Flea and Other Tales’, in Re-imagining Ireland, ed. by Andrew 
Higgins Wyndham (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2006), p. 165
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acknowledges that this approach is a compromise between competing views, trying to please 

those who would like to see a ‘pure’ (i.e., non-commercial) national cinema as well as those 

wishing to maximise the economic potential. This results in some contradictory rhetoric. The 

1993 IFB by necessity adopted a more commercial approach than the original Film Board, 

which Stoneman says advocated “an unreconstituted auteurism, within an uncritical notion 

of national cinema”.1'3 The new Film Board instead made appeals to audience tastes and 

expectations, and to the demands of international funding bodies. It favoured a “market- 

responsive auteur” — a phrase Stoneman admits is “an oxymoronic formulation”. 124 

Stoneman’s view, not surprisingly, has been criticised by those who see in it too much 

concession to economic imperatives and Hollywood’s cultural hegemony. It is significant 

and admirable, though, not just for its pragmatism, but for its assertion that a national cinema 

need not be a cinema of displeasure125.

The idea of embracing a small nation’s strengths, rather than bemoaning its relative 

limitations, is at the heart of a viable national cinema. Colin McArthur has proposed the 

model of the ‘Poor Celtic Cinema’ - a low-budget, marginal cinema that tells local stories 

and responds to national concerns, without being unpleasurable or anti-narrative. This is a 

cinema modelled on European movements; Italian neo-realism or the French nouvelle vague, 

appealing to popular tastes and engaging with popular narrative forms without simply aping 

the industrial model of Hollywood cinema. Alternatively, O’Regan offers a comparable 

model of Australian national cinema. Pointing out that smaller, English-language cinemas 

exist in tandem with and around the margins of the megalithic Hollywood presence,

123 Rod Stoneman, ‘Sins of Commission IP, Screen, 46.2 (2005), p. 252
124 ibid., p. 253
125 The role of ‘popular’ cinema in developing a progressive national culture is often undervalued. But 
in fact, popular cinema is an important expression of a collective memory. Pettitt speaks, too, of the 
popular cinema as “a site where the lived contradictions of society are contested and re-presented” 
[Pettitt Screening Ireland xiii], while Anthony Smith’s work on the transmission of nationalist 
doctrine posits “that message is certainly addressed to the imagination of the elite, but even more to 
the moral will, the emotions, and the shared memories of the masses.” [Smith, “Images of the Nation”, 
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O’Regan stresses the need of localised cinema that complements the international.126 Small 

national cinemas can imitate and critique Hollywood practices. They can both participate in 

international markets and strive to fill niche markets domestically, by meeting the cultural 

needs of audiences. He advocates a locally oriented model that is culturally authentic and 

low-budget; or a ‘quirky and eccentric’ cinema that coexists alongside international norms.

The models that O’Regan, Stoneman, and McArthur describe are hybrids. They engage with 

Hollywood, not only in practical terms (sharing talent or funding bodies, e.g.), but aesthetic 

terms. In constant opposition to the Hollywood model against which national cinemas define 

themselves, the strongest critiques and the greatest pleasures for audiences can be found in 

the interplay of the universal and the specific. As Stoneman puts it, “Perhaps we need to 

recalibrate our expectations, concentrating on the interstitial, the interception of audience’s 

tastes and desires. Accepting that there are even some advantages of the marginal, the 

peripheral, the precarious.”127 Of course, Irish cinema is not the first or the only small 

national cinema to struggle with self-definition, and the claims of McLoone, Rockett, 

O’Rawe et al certainly echo the 1985 essay by Canadian film scholar Bruce Elder on ‘The 

Cinema We Need’. Pressing for a cinema of formal experimentation and avant-garde 

aesthetics, Elder argued that Canadian national cinema - the “most Canadian” films - should 

be non-narrative.128 Scott MacKenzie has eloquently responded to Elder’s manifesto, 

pointing to the “cinema we have”: Canada’s “new narrative” cinema, a narrative cinema with 

a high degree of social realism, influenced by avant-garde tradition, but ultimately narrative, 

commercial, and endorsing an aesthetic of pleasure.129 “The best we can do in terms of 

“defining” a national cinema”, writes MacKenzie,

is to point to a certain tension and tendencies within a given film culture. From the
vantage point of the late 1990s, if Canada does have a popular cinema, this is the

126 O’Regan, p. 49
127 Rod Stoneman, ‘Sins of Commission IF, p. 263
128 R. Bruce Elder, ‘The Cinema We Need’, Canadian Forum, 64:746 (Feb. 1985), pp. 32-35.
129 Scott MacKenzie, ‘National Identity, Canadian Cinema, and Multiculturalism’, Canadian 
Aesthetics Journal, 4 (Summer 1999) http://www.uqtr.ca/AE/vol_4/scott.htm [accessed 8 Febmary, 
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cinema we have: one that has meshed within its narrative structures avant-garde and 
experimental elements, derived both from Canadian experimental film and video and 
from European art cinema.. .Canada’s indigenous cinema, therefore, is always in 
dialogue with another.”130

Irish cinema, too, needs to look to the “cinema we have” and to the ‘tension and tendencies’ 

therein.

The ‘Cinema We Have’

The dominant view concerning contemporary Irish cinema is in large part a 

mischaracterisation bom out of a limiting critical discourse. Predicated on the notion that a 

truly “Irish” cinema should be a cinema of social realism, of formal experimentation and the 

avant-garde, overtly political in nature, this discourse identifies little of value or meaning in 

the so-called commercial cinema of the last fifteen years. In part, it is a straw-man argument, 

based on a simplified and misleading portrayal of the extant works. The discourse has 

created a canon of films which thus become the proof of a critical position, but which 

sidelines or excludes altogether those works which would seem to support a different set of 

conclusions. Certain films are valorised and treated as emblematic of the entirety of Irish 

cinema, while other candidates are neglected and dismissed.131 So, for instance, Debbie Ging 

offers the claim that only one feature length film of the 1990s dealt with homosexuality, as 

evidence that the films of recent years have been, in contrast to the First Wave cinema, 

unconcerned with marginal populations, politicised identities, or challenging morality.13" In 

fact, this claim is not entirely substantiated by a cursory look at actual film output between 

1990 and 1999, which reveals that there were at least five features and a dozen shorts 

produced which included a significant queer storyline [including, as it happens, The Crying 

Game (Neil Jordan, 1992) - one of the most popular and critically acclaimed films of the

130 ibid.
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1990s].131 While this is just one example, and might seem pedantic, it is significant that in an 

examination of film titles produced between 1990 and 2008, a much wider range of 

concerns, themes, and genres is represented than the critical discourse would suggest. Just as 

significantly, the range of visual strategies employed is also greater than the discourse 

allows. A dearth of formal and structural analysis means that the films are portrayed in the 

literature as more stylistically conservative and conventional than they actually are. Within 

individual films, the emphasis on overt themes or characterisations ignores or minimises 

those small points of resistance to convention. This may be what Barton has in mind when 

she notes the “moments of significance within otherwise forgettable films”.134 The hybrid 

nature of these films is key to an understanding of their status as ‘Irish’ film.

Higson has argued that any text-based analysis of national cinema must look at the stories

told; at the sensibility expressed; and, crucially, at their form:

There is the area of the style of those films, their formal systems of representation 
(the forms of narration and motivation which they employ, their construction of 
space and staging of action, the ways which they structure narrative and time, the 
modes of performance they employ and the types of visual pleasure, spectacle and 
display with which they engage) and their modes of address and constructions of 
subjectivity (and particularly the degree to which they engage in the construction of 
fantasy and the regulation of audience knowledge.113

These qualities can reveal what is uniquely national within the films. The critical discourse

has underestimated the significance of the recent Irish cinema, and has failed to fully

acknowledge the continuities either with earlier works of Irish cinema or with present trends

in popular culture. These recent works, characterised as they are by tension and anger, reflect

a larger sense of dissatisfaction and the gap between what we are told (be optimistic; things

are getting better) and what we experience. Through an ‘emotional reading’ of these films, it

will be demonstrated that the recent Irish cinema is marked by identifiable formal and

narrative characteristics, and is open to meaningful engagement by viewers.

133 Irish Film Genres Database (The Centre for Cinema Studies, University of British Columbia, 
2008) <http://www.centreforcinemastudies.com/irish_genres.shtml> [accessed 3 March, 2008]
134 Barton, Irish National Cinema, p. 12
135 Higson, ‘Concept’, p. 62
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Chapter Two

Putting Emotion and Trauma in the Frame

I have proposed in the preceding chapter that Irish cinema is characterised by strategies of 

narrative disruption and fragmentation. Moreover, I have suggested that these formal 

strategies reflect thematic concerns of loss and recovery, representing an engaged response 

to national crises and historical traumas. In this chapter, I will suggest a framework for the 

study of the recent Irish cinema, one that integrates ideas originating in both trauma theory 

and emotion theory. This framework offers a new lens through which to view the ‘national’.

I will begin by establishing the parameters of an ‘emotional’ approach to ‘national’ cinema, 

and placing emotion on the level of the national through the theoretical notion of 

melancholic societies. Next, I will discuss the characterisation of Ireland as a traumatised 

society. I will review salient points of trauma theory, as developed in the fields of literature 

and film studies. I will engage with arguments about the ethical and productive use of 

traumatic narrative. Finally, I will examine the models of formal film analysis suggested by 

the findings of the emotion theorists.

Emotion as Cinematic Discourse

The decision to engage with the Irish film through its expression of ‘emotion’ requires some 

clarification. While, in practice, the casual and unexamined discussion of emotion permeates 

writing about film, film studies has tended to shy away from the close analysis of emotion, 

on the basis that the concept is too slippery or lacks a common terminology. The exceptions 

have been in the arena of psychoanalytic and spectatorial studies. Moreover, work based in 

the cognitive sciences and in the interdisciplinary arena of ‘emotion studies’ has increasingly 

addressed the medium of film. Meanwhile, the critical framework of emotion studies has 

been well-established within complementary disciplines. Expressions and representations of 

emotion (including filmic expressions and representations) are not to be confused with the
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psychobiological, bodily, experience of feelings. Rather, emotion can be usefully seen as a 

discourse. Expressions of particular emotion are rhetorical strategies, rather than reflections 

of individual, felt, experience. A key work in emotion studies is Catherine Lutz and Lila 

Abu-Lughod’s Language and the Politics of Emotion. Lutz and Abu-Lughod cemented the 

notion of ‘emotion as discourse’. In essence, emotional discourse constitutes a culturally and 

socially constructed set of meanings, a symbolic system, albeit with a biological dimension:

To say this is not to reduce the concept of emotion to the concept of speech, even 
though a discourse-centred approach might be construed as a rejection or obscuring 
of the body. Although...we focus on emotions on discourse, working to pry 
emotions loose from psychobiology, that does not mean that we do not recognize the 
possibility that emotions are also framed in most contexts as experiences that 
involve the whole person, including the body.136

Carl Plantinga, as a cognitivist interested in film’s elicitation of emotion in viewers, defines

emotions as intentional mental states that are directed at someone or something. Emotions

express a relationship between a person and the world...Neither situation nor 
physiological response are sufficient to determine emotion; in many cases, the 
individual’s construal of the situation determines the kind of emotion that is 
experienced. Lest this theory be considered too individualistic, however, it should be 
noted that individual construals are not always subject to the whims of an individual. 
Emotional experience is heavily influenced by cultural context and social 
convention, so we must not neglect the sense in which emotions, though experienced 
by individuals, are often shared and in part influenced by cultural and historical 
conditions.137

The cognitivists concur that emotion depends not only upon instinctual or biological 

responses, but upon cognitive, language-based, processes. Emotion requires a social context 

and a discursive mode of transmission. An instructive parallel is found in the way music 

studies have approached emotion. Leonard B. Meyer’s 1956 Emotion and Meaning in Music 

remains an influential text. Meyer claims to be primarily concerned with “those aspects of 

meaning which result from the understanding of and response to relationships inherent in the 

musical progress”.138 Meyer argues that meaning derives from both the musical work itself,

136 Catherine Lutz and Lila Abu-Lughod, Language and the Politics of Emotion: Studies in Emotion 
and Social Interaction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), p. 12
137 Carl Plantinga, Moving Viewers: American Film and the Spectator's Experience (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2009), p. 55
138 Leonard B. Meyer, Emotion and Meaning in Music (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1956),
P-3
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and the “world of concepts, actions, emotional states, and character” to which it refers.139 

Both absolute and referential meaning coexist in a piece of music, “just as they do in a poem 

or painting” - or, to extend his point, a film.140 Response is not entirely natural or universal; 

a listener’s reactions and understanding rely on the extratextual world and specific cultural 

expectations. Emotional meanings arise from formal relationships within the musical work, 

and a listener’s understanding of those relationships is formed through both intellectual and 

emotional processes. Meyer in fact criticises the “groundlessness of the traditional 

dichotomy between emotions and intellect.”141 Meyer believes that initial emotional response 

is facilitated or hindered by the filters of culture and social experience (an essentially 

cognitivist position). At the same time, he insists upon the presence of “meanings which lie 

within the closed context of the musical work itself’, including emotional meanings.142

Meyer refers, too, to the need to consider emotion as discourse. He draws a distinction 

between the direct or bodily experience of emotion and the perception of emotional meaning 

in a musical piece. Listeners are predisposed to finding certain emotional meaning within a 

piece of music, based on their cultural expectations and on extratextual factors, and on the 

employment of denotative signs:

Motives of grief or joy, anger or despair, found in the works of baroque composers 
or the affective and moral qualities attributed to special modes or ragas in Arabian or 
Indian music are examples of such conventional denotative signs. And it may well 
be that when a listener reports that he felt this or that emotion, he is describing the 
emotion which he believes the passage is supposed to indicate, not anything which 
he himself has experienced.143

Patrik N. Juslin and John A. Sloboda, in Music and Emotion, point out that the musical 

experience of listeners or theorists invariably includes an aspect of affective response. Yet, 

despite the need to include emotion in a meaningful discussion, a lack of precision makes 

analysis difficult. To provide more such precision, Juslin and Sloboda have separated

139

140

141

142

143

ibid., p. 1 
ibid
ibid, p. 70 
ibid, p. 1 
ibid, p. 8

64



‘evaluative’ and ‘representational’ components of music.144 Evaluative components are 

subjective: mood, or listener preference. Representational components are more quantifiable: 

metre, tonality, rhythm, and so on. The combination of these representational components 

can be compared to linguistic speech patterns, with their individual components of phrases, 

tones of voice, speed of speech, or volume. Such patterns have formal equivalence in film, 

too. In this dissertation, I look at the emotional discourse within the recent Irish cinema, as 

expressed and represented by formal components.

A Cinema In Mourning

A preoccupation with loss and trauma defines the recent Irish cinema. Post-ceasefires and 

post-boom, Irish cinema has increasingly moved away from the model of the ‘gentle 

gunman’ or victim of history, and towards a model of personal loss, with its accompanying 

emotions of grief and anger. Luke Gibbons has written of Ireland’s turn towards a culture of 

therapy; this reliance on a psychoanalytic model of the individual pervades the cinema. Just 

as Gibbons has identified an increased emphasis on the individual, these films have drawn 

more on protagonists who contend with personal trauma and loss; it is this emotional 

dimension which is denied, is sublimated, or which spills over into violent expression. 

Emotions are a presence under the narrative surface, providing an organising principle as 

well as narrative drive and character motivation.

The attention to individual recovery and ‘film as psychoanalysis’ cannot be simply 

transferred to groups. Eric Santer and Alexander and Margarete Mitscherlich have built on 

the psychoanalytic model of individual mourning to discuss societies in mourning. The 

distinction they elucidate between mourning and melancholia is key to this discussion. 

Mourning is the process by which the separation of the living from the dead is accomplished 

and the “set of acts and gestures through which survivors express grief and pass through

144 Patrik N. Juslin, and John A. Sloboda, eds, Music and Emotion: Theory and Research (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 3-20

65



stages of bereavement”145 allows the bereaved individual or community to progress beyond 

the state of melancholic loss. In mourning, the subject first experiences, as shock, the loss of 

a separate and loved object, then reconciles this loss and moves on to form new attachments. 

The failure to mourn results in a pathological condition of melancholia. Rather than 

separation and consolation, the consequence is over-identification with the dead, a 

“repressed aggression towards a lost object”146 and a loss of the subject’s sense of self.

Individuals and societies engage in behaviours, however, which obstruct the mourning 

process, and film can also be complicit with these behaviours. One of these is over

identification with the victim position, which leads in turn to an inability to accept 

responsibility, empathise with actual victims, or take positive action. Another obstructive 

behaviour is the repetition compulsion, an endlessly repeating effort to recapture the sense of 

loss that was not fully felt or experienced in the shock of the initial moment of loss. If the 

cycle of blocked mourning is to be broken, it must happen in a social context; without 

witnesses, the subject cannot move beyond the state of melancholia, in which the lost object 

is idealised and separation from the self is not achieved. Cinema may provide the social 

context required, allowing the individual or community to attain a mature and resilient 

identity. Film, in other words, can perform constructive ‘mourning work’ or, alternatively, 

obstruct mourning.

To consider how a particular film enables, depicts, or obstructs mourning work, it is 

necessary to consider how that film engages in a discourse of emotion. The emotions 

associated most closely with loss and mourning are grief, fear, and anger. This creates a 

particular problem for the study of emotion in a national cinema, and doubly so in the 

context of a nation with a violent and contested past. The presence of such supposedly

145 Jay M. Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: The Great War in European Cultural History 
(Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995), p. 224
146 Richard Kearney, Strangers, Gods and Monsters: Ideas of Otherness (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2003), p. 165
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negative emotions is frequently distorted or downplayed by readings that seek to emphasise 

reconciliation and forgiveness. Within a social context that increasingly promotes 

forgiveness and positivity as fundamentals of personal happiness and social harmony, such 

an attitude suggests that there is an enlightened way to remember, grieve, and recover from 

the traumas of history. In so doing, it undervalues the productive role of emotion. Emotions, 

in other words, should not be confused with actions. Emotions are morally neutral and 

should not be viewed as “good” or “evil”. Emotions are expressed within a cultural context 

that relies on shared signifiers. Emotions, even those which are seen as painful or 

undesirable, may serve individual and social needs.147 And, vitally, the recognition and 

expression of emotions is a precondition of the model of recovery identified as mourning 

work. We must not be so eager to achieve or perceive reconciliation that we bypass such 

recovery.

The rejection of an enforced positivity can also be found in the model of survivor therapy put 

forward by therapists such as Judith Herman (whose 1992 work Trauma and Recovery is one 

of the definitive psychological texts on the topic). Herman identifies three stages to recovery: 

the establishment of safety; remembrance and mourning; and reconnection with ‘ordinary’ 

life. In the stage of remembrance and mourning, the individual tells the story of his or her 

trauma. The goal is not catharsis or exorcism, but integration. The action of organising and 

narrating one’s story - through the (highly cinematic) techniques of flooding or testimony - 

permits that integration. The link between narrative, emotion, and recovery is explicit; in this 

second stage, the individual expresses rage and chooses how to remember and grieve on his 

or her own terms. Resistance to mourning, explains Herman, can appear as “...a fantasy of 

magical resolution through revenge, forgiveness, or compensation”.148 If the revenge fantasy 

arises from helplessness and imagines a restoration of power, the forgiveness fantasy is just 

another attempt at empowerment. The survivor “imagines that she can transcend her rage

147 The role of the so-called ‘negative’ emotions in social recovery has been explored, with fascinating 
results, in the work of (among others) Barbalet, Paul Gilroy and Barbara Ehrenreich.
148 Judith Herman, Trauma and Recovery (New York: Basic Books, 1997), p. 189
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and erase the impact of the trauma through a willed, defiant act of love”.149 Gibbons writes

of the “consoling fictions” of the Irish national narrative.150

The suffering bound up with historical injustice and sustained cultural loss does not 
lend itself to overnight cures, and it may well be the process of disavowal, the 
surface optimism of a culture in self-denial, which poses the greatest problem to a 
genuine engagement with cultural difference.151

Consoling fictions are insufficient for mourning work. These fantasies represent a refusal to

mourn, and work against integration.

The validity of approaching Irish cinema through the lenses of mourning and trauma may be 

questioned, particularly as the primary focus of trauma studies has been the Holocaust and 

the accounts of Holocaust survivors. However, without ascribing any equivalency of trauma, 

and without neglecting the specificity of historical events, it is certainly possible and 

appropriate to apply the concept to other situations. Trauma theory has been frequently used 

to explore individual concerns (the experience of rape or torture survivors, e.g.) as well as 

national or international, communal, concerns (genocide, terrorism, slavery, e.g.). Film 

scholars such as Luke Gibbons, Brian Mcllroy, Cheryl Herr, and Dudley Andrew have 

established its usefulness in an Irish context. The melancholia/mouming distinction, evoked 

by Elsaesser in his work on the New German Cinema, can likewise prove useful and 

pertinent in the study of other national cinemas. Of course, cognitive therapists already use 

the knowledge derived from Holocaust-specific studies, in the treatment of individuals 

affected by a wider range of traumatic events. For instance, Herman’s foundational 

therapeutic model was developed, and is employed, in work with veterans, rape and 

domestic violence victims, political detainees, and terror victims. It is commonplace, in 

practice, to extend what has been learned about trauma in cross-cultural and historically 

varied contexts. Conceptually, post-psychoanalytic ideas about emotion, bodily processes, 

anthropological behaviours, and social communication are transferable. Certainly, “a similar

149 ibid.
150 Luke Gibbons, ‘The Global Cure? History, Therapy and the Celtic Tiger’, p. 97
151 ibid., 105
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sense of the insufficiency of representation combined with an insistently repetitive attempt to 

tell the tale can be found in other cases sharing this traumatic quality.”152 What is required, to 

avoid a “flattening” of the term, is specificity of context and a recognition of other, non- 

psychological, factors which contribute to the environment and experience of trauma

What then are the specific historical conditions of trauma on the island of Ireland? Within 

this work, 1 shall make reference to the examples of emigration, famine, captivity/hunger 

strikes, political terror (by the state and by dissidents), and linguistic and cultural loss. All of 

these have, certainly, entered into public consciousness as traumatic events. The 

circumstances of each, and their representation within the recent Irish cinema, will be 

discussed in the following chapters. The validity of applying trauma theory (by which I hope 

it is clearly meant a cognitively-situated, cross-disciplinary, post-psychoanalytic model) to 

the Irish context is questioned by not only those with an ideological stake in revisionism and 

denial, but by those who rightly wish to avoid suggesting an equivalency of disparate events. 

The primacy of trauma theory’s application within Holocaust studies creates academic and 

ethical barriers. There is also understandable resistance to the idea of the Irish as 

“traumatised communities”: Irishness is neither a stable nor a singular culture identity. 

Trauma can only be considered within specific social, cultural and historical contexts; 

otherwise, it remains an abstraction; moreover, the influence of social factors on traumatic 

states and recovery is an under-explored area of trauma studies. It is undeniable that the 

framework for a study of “Irish trauma” is already in place: a growing body of literature 

employs trauma theory to explain aspects of Irish and Northern Irish society. Trauma theory 

is used by Irish historians, politicians, community workers, literary critics, human rights 

activists and film scholars. It also is equally clear that the framework can add to an 

understanding of Irish historical narratives, films, novels, and theatre. In my discussion of 

the recent Irish cinema, I am attentive to the role of these films as narratives of trauma, and

152 Joep Leerssen, ‘Monument and Trauma: Varieties of Remembrance’, in History and Memory in 
Modern Ireland, ed. by Ian McBride (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), p. 221
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to their potential as ‘mourning work’, while always looking beyond trauma to emotion 

theory and to the specifics of the Irish social and historical context.

The characterisation of the Irish as pathologically concerned with past injuries and injustices 

is an obvious problem in any discussion of collective memory on that island. The existing 

literature on Irish cinema (discussed in Chapter One) deals extensively with this as well as 

with notions of atavism, repression, and denial. Nicholas Andrew Miller in his Modernism, 

Ireland and the Erotics of Memory, comments on Ireland’s national identification with injury 

and conflict, and on the recent changes within Irish society leading to a “new preferred 

narrative.”1'^3 Miller adopts elements of a psychoanalytic model, situated within a broader 

study of memory, to re-examine Ireland’s historical traumas and the discourses constructed 

around these. He claims that “Irish culture has begun to shed its identification with struggle 

as its principal and defining characteristic,” expressing an optimism about the future and a 

negotiation with the past.154 As Ireland refigures itself as a global and cosmopolitan nation, 

Irish identity must still depend on de-centering discourses, particularly cinema, memorials, 

and monuments. The Irish past is locatable in a “diversity of perspectives and shifting 

vocabularies of excentric discourses.”155 In even the earliest days of Irish cinema, Miller 

finds counter-memorial, healing space. It is significant that he clearly believes in the 

potential of popular cinema as a site of (narrative-based) recovery from a traumatic past.

Stuart McLean also evokes trauma theory in The Event and Its Terrors, his study of the 

Famine and its lasting cataclysmic impact on the social fabric. McLean perceives 

weaknesses in the trauma model - noting that the idea of a “national psyche” obscures 

internal cultural divisions, and arguing that memory can be limiting as well as liberating - 

and is careful to insist on the specificity of the Irish experience and the materiality of place

153 Nicholas Andrew Miller, Modernism, Ireland, and the Erotics of Memory (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002), p. 3
154 ibid.
155 11
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and body. Fearful of generalising that experience as part of “high theory,” he is cautious 

about using the vocabulary of trauma theory. Nonetheless, he calls on Cathy Caruth’s 

conception of trauma as “unclaimed experience,” prone to repetition because not made fully 

conscious, and on the notion of trauma theory as embodied, emotional memory.156 Most 

significant to McLean’s discussion, perhaps, is the notion of the contagion of trauma, spread 

to community through post-memorial discourse, images, and memorials.157 The Famine is a 

traumatic event in Irish history. The Famine history is a traumatic discourse, an unclaimed 

and incomplete fractured narrative which intrudes upon the present. McLean points, too, to 

the polyphonic nature of the Famine history, containing subaltern voices which intrude upon 

official history. The subaltern voices of Irish history are a product of traumatic situations, 

according to Joep Leerssen. History in Ireland is part of the Freudian “uncanny” in the sense 

that it is “linked to childlike neuroses and phobias of powerlessness.”158 Elsewhere, Ian 

McBride describes “providential” and “redemptive” narrative frameworks of, respectively, 

Protestant and Catholic communities: these frameworks seem to reflect those same phobias 

of powerlessness and repetitive, falsely reassuring, structures.159 For Leerssen, trauma theory 

offers a way forward from these repetitive and “wound-licking” impulses: what is required is 

“shared mourning”; a recognition of the traumas of varied communities, empathy and action 

that leads to catharsis. Official monuments and recognition - inscribing/includmg subaltern 

voices - are therefore a part of the recovery from trauma.

It is through narrativising and mourning loss that trauma is overcome, insofar as a new 

cohesion of self and community is attained. Without mourning, a mourning grounded in 

empathy and emotional release, the fragmentation and bereavement persist, preventing the 

individual or society from forming new attachments or resilient identities. The traumas of

156 Stuart McLean, The Event and Its Terrors: Ireland, Famine, Modernity (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2004), p. 156
157 ibid., pp. 109-110; 156
158 Leerssen, ‘Monument and Trauma’, p. 220
159 Ian McBride, ‘Memory and National Identity in Modem Ireland’, History and Memory in Modern 
Ireland, ed. by Ian McBride (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), pp. 1-42
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Irish history, as elsewhere, have given rise to melancholic and traumatised tendencies. As

Eng and Kazanjian demonstrate in their study Loss: the Politics of Mourning, melancholia is

in fact a precondition for the recovery from traumatic loss. In this view, melancholia creates

the conditions for a creative and progressive process:

...can we describe melancholia as facilitating the work of mourning by creating 
numerous disparate bodies, places, and ideals composing the symbolic world? Might 
we say that the work of mourning remains becomes possible through melancholia’s 
continued engagement with the various and ongoing forms of loss... Avowals of and 
attachments to loss can produce a world of remains as a new world of 
representations and alternative meanings.160

The “working through” of trauma can provide opportunities for new kinds of representation 

and a space for not only emotional expression, but also political and cultural possibility. 

Cinema, in turn, can be a unique vehicle for this expression.

The Nature of Trauma

Trauma is more than the experience of pain or injury; it is a wound-licking impulse 
which returns to, and revives, the painful memory in an ongoing recurrence...hence 
an impulse to return, again and again, to the scenes, to describe the event or the 
story over and over again and yet feel that it is never adequately described or 
formulated in a final, definitive form.'6'

The language of trauma studies, and with it the definition of trauma, has evolved across 

disciplines. While frequently employed, the terms are less frequently defined. Trauma is both 

an externally driven event and the internally-directed response to that event, both individual 

experience and the resulting socially-situated expression of that experience. Trauma is the 

event - an atrocity which violates both the individual’s body and integrity and social norms 

- and also the emotional response to a destructive and shocking assault on self and identity. 

The external event may constitute a single physical or psychic assault, or a series of assaults 

constituting a traumatic environment. Kai Erickson characterises the external event as the

160 David L. Eng and David Kazanjian, eds, Loss: The Politics of Mourning (Berkeley, CA: University 
of California Press, 2003), pp. 4-5
161 Joep Leerssen, ‘Monument and Trauma’, p. 221
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‘blow’; the internalized ‘condition’ follows.162 As Lenore Terr puts it, “Traumatic events are 

external, but they are quickly incorporated into the mind.”163 Incorporated, but not, as we 

shall see, integrated.

As already noted, trauma theory, especially in literary and cinema studies, has been 

dominated by discussions of the Holocaust. The earlier roots of trauma theory, however, are 

worth noting, and anticipate the range of issues to which the theory would come to be 

associated. Judith Herman traces the origins of trauma research to the work of Sigmund 

Freud, Josef Breuer, Pierre Janet, and Jean-Martin Charcot on women and hysteria, then to 

World War One combat neuroses, and finally to the spheres of her own particular interest, 

rape and domestic violence towards women and children. Trauma theory has taken new 

directions since Freud’s work on female hysteria. E. Ann Kaplan traces the development of 

trauma theory in the twentieth century, and observes a renewed interest in trauma during the 

post-Vietnam era, an interest concomitant to feminism and a return to the examination of the 

female experience of bodily trauma. In the 1980s and 1990s, interest in trauma theory grew, 

particularly in the social sciences: “Addressing the phenomena of trauma must have seemed 

one way for critics to begin to link high theory with specific material events that were both 

personal and which implicated history, memory, and culture generally.”164 Key texts on the 

representation and narrativisation of trauma were published in this period, beginning with 

Caruth’s Unclaimed Experience (1986), Herman’s aforementioned Trauma and Recovery 

(1992), and Dori Laub and Shoshana Felman’s Testimony (1992). Kaplan and Janet Walker 

subsequently made some of the first use of trauma theory within film studies. Trauma theory 

has since been widely applied in the study of not only World War Two and the Holocaust, 

but other wars (Vietnam particularly, but also the Iraq and Bosnian conflicts), genocides, the

162 Kai Erikson, ‘Notes on Trauma and Community’, in Trauma: Explorations in Memory, ed. by 
Cathy Caruth (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995), p. 185
163 Lenore Terr, Too Scared To Cry: Psychic Trauma in Childhood (New York: Basic Books, 1992),
p. 8
164 E. Ann Kaplan, Trauma Culture: The Politics of Terror and Loss in Media and Literature, p. 36
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AIDS epidemic, political terror, the ordeals of prisoners and hostages, and interpersonal 

violence.

Trauma, whatever the event of origin, is diagnosed through and defined by the physiological 

and emotional conditions it occasions. Trauma produces a fragmentation of self, identity, 

community, and memory, and arrests personal development (or, collectively, arrests social 

cohesion). “Traumatic events produce profound and lasting changes in physiological arousal, 

emotion, cognition and memory”.165 These changes, in the traumatised subject, lead to 

depression or to an inability to mourn loss and recover equilibrium and cohesion. The 

symptoms of trauma are inherently contradictory, a fact reflected in the debates over critical 

and meaningful representation of trauma. Survivors of a traumatic experience frequently are 

caught between “the will to proclaim” and “the will to deny”. Herman means by this a 

compulsion to retell or re-enact the origin event, coexisting with or alternating with feelings 

of numbness and denial. Symptoms may therefore be classified as “avoidant” or “intrusive” 

in nature.166 Avoidant symptoms are marked by an absence of apparent emotion, withdrawal, 

dissociation, and a lack of affect. Intrusive symptoms may include heightened emotions of 

rage, fear, or anxiety; recurrent “flashbacks” or dreams; and confusion. The experience of 

the past event intrudes repeatedly and unexpectedly into present experience. Individuals may 

demonstrate repetitive dialogue or actions as they consciously or unconsciously re-enact the 

initial event. In short, a shocking loss, not fully experienced contemporaneously, becomes 

the catalyst for a condition of profound disturbance marked by a lack of comprehension and 

characterised by fragmented perception.

165 Herman, p. 34
166 Sandra L. Bloom, ‘Trauma Theory Abbreviated’, (Philadelphia: Community Works, 1999), 
Sanctuary website (2009), pp. 6-7 <http://www.sanctuaryweb.com/PDFs_new/Bloom%20Trauma%20 
Theory%20Abbreviated.pdf > [accessed 10 October 2010]
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Caruth explains that the “unclaimed experience” - that which is not integrated - lives on as 

traumatic memory.167 Trauma particularly impacts memory, not simply because the origin 

event(s) create new, painful memories, but because traumatic memories may be difficult to 

integrate into the larger structure of existing and future memories. Trauma survivors may 

experience amnesia, flashback, or dissociative memory. At the same time, memory plays a 

role in recovery from, and transmission of, trauma within a social context. We draw on our 

‘ordinary’ (non-traumatic) memories to help explain or minimise the effects of trauma, and 

we use our culturally shared memories to guide understanding or provide a redemptive 

framework, rendering the experience more palatable and comprehensible to survivors and 

witnesses.

According to the model of literary trauma theory espoused by academics like Caruth, 

Felman, and Laub, trauma is a pathological condition in which the individual is thrown into 

cognitive chaos. A central point is that trauma creates an epistemological fissure. This recalls 

the oft-quoted words of Adorno - “to write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric” - and the 

position that trauma cannot and perhaps should not be understood, or ethically represented. 

Trauma makes itself present through its continued resurfacing and intrusion into the present, 

but the original occasion of trauma remains ambiguous and unknowable.

As the field of memory studies has grown, historians, sociologists, and cognitive therapists 

have added to the understanding of trauma and pushed it in new directions. The move away 

from a strictly Freudian conception of the traumatised subject seems essential. As subject 

identity is increasingly understood to be unfixed, fluid, and actively engaged in meaning 

construction, there has been an increased interest in the realms of neurobiology (how, for 

example, the brain’s pathways are actually physically changed by event of shock or trauma); 

the sociology of emotions; and the changing conceptions of spectatorship and audience

167 Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative and History (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1996)
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reception. This will almost certainly lead to more interesting and illuminating approaches to 

the role of trauma, the relation to emotions, and the potential of cinema (among other 

narrative forms) as a mode of recovery. This dissertation therefore seeks to explore questions 

of emotion and film form using approaches based outside of psychoanalysis.

Although the origins of trauma theory lie in the analysis of the individual experience, trauma 

also impacts on communities, where it surfaces in cultural narratives. This is particularly 

relevant to the application of trauma theory in film studies. The discussion of trauma and 

cinema is still focused largely on the Holocaust, although over time this discussion has 

expanded to examine a wider range of genres (still tending towards documentary and 

modernist filmmaking); national cinemas (including German and French cinema, but also 

now Korean, Aboriginal, post-Soviet, South African, Palestinian and Chinese cinema); and 

events (such as the experiences of post-colonialism, diaspora and migration).168 Denial, 

repression, and dissociation operate on a social as well as an individual level”; Herman 

argues that social forces collaborate with the perpetrators of traumatic atrocity by avoiding 

issues, providing secrecy, and silencing victims.169 But this dissociation and denial also 

functions on a deep cultural level, determining the parameters of public mourning, historical 

memory, and social discourse. Moreover, the fracturing and disintegration of the traumatised 

individual has parallels in the fracturing of social groups. Erikson, for example, suggests that 

communities can be traumatised, as well as individuals, within “a group culture...that is 

different from (and more than) the sum of the private wounds.”170 Because trauma is not only 

about the blow to individual psyche, but to the social framework, and because the same 

intrusive or avoidant symptoms can be identified on a communal level, the idea of 

“traumatised communities” has gained widespread acceptance. Erikson conceives of a

168 See, for example, Kyung Hyun Kim, The Remasculinization of Korean Cinema (Durham, NC:
Duke University Press, 2004); Nurith Gertz, Palestinian Cinema: Landscape, Trauma and Memory 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008); or the range of essays included in E. Ann Kaplan and 
Ban Wang, eds, Trauma and Cinema: Cross-Cultural Explorations (Hong Kong: Hong Kong 
University Press, 2004) 
l<>9 Herman, p. 2 
170 Erickson, p. 185
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collective trauma as “a blow to the basic tissues of social life that damages the bonds 

attaching people together...a gradual realisation that the community no longer exists as an 

effective source of support and that an important part of the self has disappeared... “17! 

Social identity, in this model, may be formed by the transmission of trauma, either through 

generations (see, e.g., Marianne Hirsch’s work on post-memory, or Santer’s earlier 

referenced work on melancholic societies) or through communication to witnesses. Some 

argue - like Stuart McLean, above, or Kirby Farrell - that the contagion of trauma can 

“infect” others who share the culture or ethnicity, leading to a post-traumatic culture. Farrell, 

in his examination of American post-traumatic culture, writes of “the contagious effects of 

clinical and political trauma, with predictable spasms of anxiety and rage, depression and 

mourning.”172 While the notion of a post-traumatic culture is open to criticism on the 

grounds that it is essentialist, or assumes transference between group and individual, there is 

considerable support for this idea in terms of mourning and social memory.

Recovery and Fractured Representation

It is a fundamental point of trauma theory that narration is a - perhaps the - strategy of 

recovery and reintegration for both the self and the community. “Remembering and telling 

the truth about terrible events are prerequisites both for the restoration of the social order and 

for the healing of individual victims.”173 Recovery is a three-stage process, according to 

psychotherapist Herman, the second stage of which is “remembrance and mourning”; in this 

stage, the subject tells the story of the experience.174 Historian Leerssen points to the need of 

both individuals and communities to verbalise trauma. For individuals, story-telling leads to 

meaningful self-historicisation. For groups, official or consensual story-telling activity must 

be accompanied by an acknowledgement of past injury and pain; testimony is required. 

Theorists Laub and Felman describe the wound of traumatic memory as a ‘black hole’ which

171 ibid., 187
172 Kirby Farrell, Post-Traumatic Culture: Injury and Interpretation in the Nineties (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1998), p. 16
173 Herman, p. 1
174 ibid., p. 175
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can be navigated through (the right kind of) testimony. Across and within disciplines, there 

is widespread consensus that narrative is a prospective remedy for trauma and a method of 

mourning loss. Disagreement persists, though, as to whether such a remedy is possible or 

ethical.

Michel-Rolf Trouillot tells us that historians silence the past in two ways — erasure (secrecy, 

denial) and banalisation - overexposure, loss of specificity and meaning; the flattening of 

events.17^ Dominic La Capra evokes this dual silencing when he describes the two extremes 

of Holocaust representation: on the one hand, denial and suppression of the truth(s), leading 

to artificial closure; on the other, an endless and hopeless repetition which renders all of 

history as ‘trauma’.176 Eric Santer puts it yet another way when he characterises the two 

poles as “narrative fetishism” and an “inability to historicize”.177 Compounding these 

concerns is an epistemological question: is it even possible, let alone moral, to represent 

trauma? How could one possibly approach an ethical and meaningful linguistic or visual 

representation of something on the scale of (to cite the most common example) the 

Holocaust?

The ethical requirement that there should be an art appropriate to exceptional 
experience dictates exaggeration of the forms of dialectical intelligibility against 
which the rights of the unrepresentable are supposedly being upheld. In order to 
assert an unrepresentability in art that is commensurate with an unthinkability of the 
event, the latter must itself have been rendered entirely thinkable, entirely necessary 
according to the thought.178

As we have seen, survivors of trauma struggle with the contradictory impulses of “the will to 

deny” and “the will to proclaim.” The inability to represent coexists with the drive to attempt 

representation. If narrative is the best hope of recovery through mourning, then what 

strategies of representation will best serve that cause?

175 Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1995)
176 Dominick LaCapra, Writing History, Writing Trauma (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
2001)
177 Eric Santer, ‘History Beyond the Pleasure Principle: Some Thoughts on the Representation of. 
Trauma’, in Probing the Limits of Representation: Nazism and the “Final Solution”, ed. by Saul 
Friedlander (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992), p. 144
178 Ranciere, Jacques, The Future of the Image, trans. by Gregory Elliott (London, New York: Verso, 
2007), p. 138
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Fo avoid the suggestion of closure or the perpetuation of false meta-narratives, some 

theorists of literature and film advocate silence and illegibility as formal techniques. While a 

historical narrative risks being oppressive or totalising, the ‘mute testimony’ of trauma is 

argued to be more valid. The foremost objection to this perspective is that silence — even 

contemplative silence - easily lends itself to denial and inaction, while also ignoring the 

needs and voices of those traumatised. On the contrary, narratives are essential to individual 

and social recovery. Elana Gomel reminds us of the need for speech and narrative: “...by 

elevating memory over history, trauma over narrative, silence over words, we participate in a 

dangerous war on temporality whose first casualty may be the ethical discrimination of 

violence.”I7y Silence and obscurity may well work against consolation and mourning. 

Moreover, the argument for mute testimony relies on the notion that silence subverts 

meaning. I would argue, instead, that it is the subject/spectator who subverts meaning, acting 

from a position of empowerment and resistance, and grounded in social context. In fact, 

narratives are inevitable and invaluable. Furthermore, some kinds of narrative can be ethical 

and effective. As Richard Kearney says,

...while some stories congeal and incarcerate, others loosen and emancipate...! am 
suggesting then that narrative imagination - in the guise of historical or literary 
testimony - may help prevent traumas from becoming fixated in pathological forms 
of melancholy, amnesia, or repetition.180

The “hermeneutic middle way” Kearney proposes is fragmented, polyphonic, and self

reflexive. The viewer/reader is positioned as both critic and empath.

It seems, then, that the right kind of narratives are required. For an example of the wrong 

sort, consider Fuke Gibbons’ appraisal of the original government inquiry into one of 

modem Ireland’s most traumatic events, Bloody Sunday.181 The telling and retelling of the

179 Elana Gomel, Bloodscripts: Writing the Violent Subject (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 
2003), p. 165
180 Kearney, p. 179
181 This incident and the official inquiries are discussed further in Chapter Four.
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story did not offer any closure in this case, because of the lack of therapeutic detachment and

impartiality, thereby producing “history without the talking cure.”182 Gibbons reiterates the

point in his essay “The Global Cure? History, Therapy and the Celtic Tiger.” While the

therapeutic model is invoked, just telling one’s story is not nearly enough - narratives must

be productive; they must explore and deconstruct, requiring active listeners as well as

appropriate forms of address. Near the beginning of this chapter, I discussed Santer’s

conception of ‘mourning work’, as a necessity for traumatised communities. Santer makes a

distinction between narratives that mourn and narratives that fetishise:

Both mourning and narrative fetishism as I have defined these terms are strategies 
whereby groups and individuals reconstruct their vitality and identity in the wake of 
trauma. The crucial difference between the two modes of repair has to do with the 
willingness or capacity to include the traumatic event in one’s efforts to reformulate 
and reconstitute identity. There are a number of paths along which such an 
integration might proceed.183

An integrationist narrative, Santer continues, must move towards “a radical rethinking and 

reformulation of the very notion of boundaries and borderlines”.184 Santer proposes a 

“transference” model of representation, one that admits the impossibility of closure and 

avoids fetishising the past through repetition. In essence, the transference model says that a 

“cure” for trauma is impossible, and yet strives towards it. What might this look like? If all 

memorialising is denial and fetishisation, as some have argued, perhaps a solution may be 

found in the “counter memorial”, objects and texts which emphasise a transitory or 

temporary state, are marked by ellipsis and fragmentation, and which are open to multiple 

and fluid interpretations, demanding active spectator ship.

Others make similar appeals for the ‘right kind’ of narrative. Gomel describes an ideal text 

as fragmented, sometimes incoherent, and with a destabilised self at its centre. Critically, she

182 Luke Gibbons, ‘History Without the Talking Cure: Bloody Sunday as “Modem Event”, in Hidden 
Truths: Bloody Sunday 1972, ed. by Trisha Ziff (Santa Monica, CA: Smart Art Press, 1998), pp. 101- 
109
183 Santer, ‘History Beyond the Pleasure Principle’, p. 152
184 .bid.
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points to the value of novels, fiction film, and especially fairytales.185 Psychologist Henry 

Greenspan, meanwhile, argues for an approach that considers form and construction - the 

process rather than the output. The patterns of speech and silence, hesitation and repetition, 

and the incomplete aspects of survivor narratives are all, by this argument, key to their value 

in recovery.186 As attempts to reconstruct the traumatic event are sure to fail, we should look 

at these as failed “abortive” attempts, not as “finished” narratives.

Film theorists have tended to follow the lead of literary trauma theory in these debates. The

unique capabilities of film to combine visual and narrative strategies of representation make

it a rich area of exploration, with its own particular challenges and possibilities. “Based on

what we know about the split between verbal and nonverbal thought, it may be that the most

useful way of understanding traumatic re-enactment is through the language of drama.”187

Obviously, issues of representation and identification are essential components of film

theorists’ application of trauma theory. Amongst film and trauma theorists, the debates about

ethical and adequate representation of the “unrepresentable” persist. Sandy Flitterman-

Lewis’ analysis of Night and Fog (Alain Resnais, 1955) operates within these debates over

cinematic representation. She finds an elegant solution in Resnais’

...strategy of tempering forgetfulness with a call to action...[which] allows him to 
represent the unrepresentable, to image an unspeakable terror, and to simultaneously 
produce both anxiety and reflection on the part of the viewer, precisely the 
combination that turns documentary evidence into living history and social action.188

Andrew Hebard argues that Night and Fog is an important film because it does not offer

false closure or fetishisation (the two key problems with traumatic representation): “Working

through is not a process of turning the ‘unreason’ of trauma into the ‘reason’ of narrative.”189

The film does not represent a model of recovery from trauma, but replicates it, and that

185 Gomel, pp. 189-195
186 Henry Greenspan, On Listening to Holocaust Survivors: Recounting and Life History (Westport, 
CT: Praeger, 1998)
187 Bloom, Sandra L., ‘Trauma Theory Abbreviated’
188 Sandy Flitterman-Lewis, ‘Documenting the Ineffable: Terror and Memory in Alain Resnais’s Night 
and Fog ’, in Documenting the Documentary: Close Readings of Documentary Film and Video, ed. by 
Barry Keith Grant and Jeannette Sloniowski (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1998) p. 205
189 Hebard, Andrew, ‘Disruptive Histories: Toward a Radical Politics of Remembrance in Alain 
Resnais’s Night and Fog', New German Critique, 71 (1997), p. 102
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replication relies precisely on the rough edges of the work. These two perspectives on a 

single Holocaust documentary are necessarily truncated here, but both point to Night and 

Fog's place as a narrative of loss and the specific strategies which, firstly, replicate aspects 

of the traumatic condition, and secondly, emotionally engage the viewer whilst positioning 

him or her as an active mourner.

The prevailing approach of film theorists towards the ‘right kind’ of narrative representation

is reflected in Janet Walker’s comments on the “trauma cinema” of the 1980s to the present,

in which unconventional filmic strategies raise epistemological questions about 
history, memory, and representation.. .a group of films, drawn from various genres, 
modes, and national cinemas, each of which deals with world-shattering events... in 
a non-realist style that figures the traumatic past as meaningful, fragmentary, 
virtually unspeakable, and striated with fantasy constructions [italics mine].190

Again, the emphasis is on fragmentation and incoherence. (Walker, notably, does open up

the canon significantly in her inclusion of “various genres, modes and national cinemas”.)

Linda Williams, referring to documentaries like Shoah and The Thin Blue Line, uses the

analogy of mirrors and refracted images to advocate for a particular sort of representation.191

These documentaries avoid closure and offer alternative explanations while still

acknowledging existence of more truths. They also comprise fractured narratives, marked by

repetition, meanderings, ellipses, and a discontinuity between image and sound.

Those films, of course, use documentary forms to explore the trauma of the Hoocaust. 

Kaplan is more open to the possibility of traumatic representation and recovery within 

“mainstream”, fiction, cinemas. In her essay ‘Melodrama, Cinema and Trauma’, for instance, 

Kaplan argues that even the relatively undervalued mode of melodrama can function “to

190 Janet Walker, ‘The Traumatic Paradox: Autobiographical Documentary and the Psychology of 
Memory’, in Memory, History, Nation: Contested Pasts, ed. by Katharine Hodgkin and Susannah 
Radstone (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Press, 2006), p. 109
191 Linda Williams, ‘Mirrors without Memories Truth, History, and The Thin Blue Line’, in 
Documenting the Documentary: Close Readings of Documentary Film and Video, ed. by Barry Keith 
Grant and Jeannette Sloniowski (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1998), 379-396
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accommodate fears and fantasies related to suppressed historical events.”W2 Kaplan is

centrally concerned with the way in which films bridge individual and collective experience

through the act of spectatorship. Cultures, as well as individuals, may be traumatised and

cinema - even commercial cinema - is a vehicle for expression and cohesion. Films

depicting trauma may provide viewers with an indirect experience, what she terms “vicarious

trauma”. 193 The term ‘vicarious trauma’ is used in clinical practice and service professions

to refer to the experience of care-givers, emergency responders, and so on; Kaplan’s use of

the term refers to the experience of spectators and media audiences, in relation to visually

mediated trauma. Vicarious trauma is not the same as a personal experience of trauma and

should not be seen as an equivalent state. However, viewer response is shaped and

intensified by the degree of the viewer’s direct experience of similar trauma, perhaps

producing the secondary effects of vicarious trauma. Explains Kaplan,

In a certain sense, all media response should be seen as at most vicarious trauma, not 
as experiencing trauma itself. Even then, in some cases, vicarious trauma...may be a 
misnomer...spectators do not feel the protagonist’s trauma. They feel the pain 
evoked by empathy-arousing mechanisms interacting with their own traumatic

194experiences.

The formal strategies of film are what make the vicarious trauma experience possible and 

productive: “Certain literary and cinema forms themselves not only may represent traumas in 

narratives but may reproduce the actual phenomena of trauma in aesthetic techniques.”195 

Kaplan’s film analyses identify a number of such filmic strategies, including the use of 

flashbacks, contrasts of sound and image, and colliding or interwoven depictions of 

interpersonal and political violence.196 These strategies create a distance between the 

spectator and the filmed images, while simultaneously encouraging identification: the viewer 

is both implicated in and is specularly removed from the narrative.

192 E. Ann Kaplan, ‘Melodrama, Cinema and Trauma’ Screen, 42.2 (2001), p. 203
193 Kaplan, Trauma Culture, pp. 87-92
194 ibid., p. 90
195 ibid., p. 99
196 Kaplan’s recognition of the specific formal strategies that produce a vicarious experience of 
trauma, even within mainstream films, is noteworthy. This dissertation, similarly, considers a set of 
formal strategies that convey emotions of traumatic loss.
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Gibbons’ work on Irish cinema and cultural narratives is illuminating. Not only does

Gibbons recognise the usefulness of trauma as a framework for understanding Irish cinema,

but he considers the sort of narratives which do or could adequately and ethically represent a

way forward. These are narratives which represent Kearney’s or Gomel’s “middle way’” and

which evoke the fractured, fragmented experience of the traumatised subject.197 Irish cinema

of this sort uses layers and digressions to “[skew] narrative coherence”: framing devices

create confusion about the source of narration; chronology is disrupted; storylines follow a

‘stream of consciousness’ rather than being highly structured.198 These narratives

...are not only disjointed in structure - the ‘deliberate gap in the narrative and [the] 
significant elision’ become the hallmark of the Irish national tale - but are also 
unable to achieve closure or a sense of an ending, let alone a happy ending.199

Finally, these films include those subaltern voices, questioning official or unified versions of

history by providing alternatives. Most of all, they recognise the presence of the traumatic

past in the present, rather than engaging in denial or deliberate amnesia.

Beyond Trauma - the Emotion Cue, Film Flow and Other Strategies

Trauma theory, for all that it is concerned with questions of emotional devastation and 

recovery, is remarkably devoid of much outright discussion of the emotions. This is 

particularly true of the application of trauma studies to film. This is in part due to the 

Freudian bent of so much of trauma theory, and the reliance on abstractions without 

empirical evidence (although film studies has seen some attempts to address this). The 

discussion is also hampered by the dichotomy of reason and emotion, and by the ‘art 

cinema’/’Hollywood cinema’ divide within film rhetoric. This divide has in fact turned 

discussion away from specifics of nation, genre, and film form, and ignores the possibility of 

what I have already described as ‘hybrid’ films - those with significant characteristics of 

both art and classical Hollywood cinema. Trauma theory does lead to a greater

197 Gibbons acknowledges - as do I - that this feature is not unique to Irish cinema, but “may take a 
distinctive form” therein, as it is not used to enhance but to question the real [Gibbons, ‘Narratives of 
the Nation’, p. 70].
198 Luke Gibbons, ‘The Global Cure? History, Therapy and the Celtic Tiger’, p. 73
199 ibid.
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understanding of the relationship between film form and recovery. What can emotion theory 

add to this? By looking outside of psychoanalysis and the literary foundations of trauma 

theory, towards cognitive research and the interdisciplinary study of emotion, we can add to 

our knowledge about the narrative representation of loss and begin to explain the relationship 

of formal strategies to narrative representation and recovery. Mostly, emotion theories can 

add to dialogue about how film engages with viewer emotion, or expresses trauma in 

accessible terms. We can also, particularly through sociological analyses, begin to fruitfully 

contextualise these films as products of national crisis and change.

Trauma theory, clearly, can be and has been usefully applied to the Irish and Northern Irish 

contexts, although a sustained analysis of Irish film based in trauma theory does not exist. If 

trauma theory and the study of narrative representation have much to offer to the discussion 

of Irish and Northern Irish cinema, a broader understanding of the relationship between 

cinematic emotion and filmic devices is also required. Cognitive and interdisciplinary 

methods of film study are particularly important. Without attempting to give a full account 

of the interdisciplinary work on cinematic emotion, then, it is instructive to consider a few 

of the relevant insights such work has produced.

One difficulty is that there is no single or unified theory of cinematic emotion.200 Despite the 

automatic assumption, present from the earliest days of film study, that fiction film is 

intrinsically bound up in the expression and instigation of emotion, the nature of emotion 

onscreen or of emotional response by viewers is actually rarely studied (the most notable 

exceptions being within the study of horror and melodrama). In part, this reflects the lack of 

understanding of the emotions across all disciplines, a deficit which has only really begun to 

be addressed in the last decade or so, as sociological, anthropological, neurological, and

200 This may not be altogether a bad thing. See, e.g., the persuasive arguments by Carroll and 
Bordwell regarding the need to pursue middle-level research and selective approaches to film studies; 
rather than over-reaching or essentialist ‘Grand Theory’, Carroll advocates a “piecemeal” approach to 
film analysis. [David Bordwell and Noel Carroll, eds, Post-Theory: Reconstructing Film Studies 
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1996), p. 58]
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memory studies have advanced the understanding of emotion systems. The difficulties of 

any kind of quantitative data collection (through audience studies, for instance) and the 

unreliability and unavailability of empirical evidence certainly hamper the development of a 

unified approach within film studies. Problematic distinctions between ‘reason’ and 

‘emotion’ (long seen as divergent processes) further limit the discussion, while the 

dominance of a psychoanalytical model, in what film scholarship does address the topic, 

means that oversimplification and abstraction prevail. Accordingly, some film scholars call 

for a cognitivist approach with attention to models and processes, placing an emphasis on 

devices and how emotions are represented to or elicited from viewers. “If one believes that 

there are continuities between the real-world experiences studied by psychologists and the 

spectatorial experiences examined by film scholars, this body of empirical evidence can 

provide rich insight.”201 Cognitivists favour a less abstract and more empirical approach to 

issues of spectatorship and film meaning. Their recent approaches to cinematic emotion 

challenge the prevalent understanding, which has been based in concepts of desire and 

identification, concepts originating in the work of Freud, Lacan, Metz, Mulvey, etc.; and 

which arguably draw the focus of study away from emotion and towards generalisations 

about an abstracted spectator’s drives and instincts. Greg Smith highlights some of the 

limitations of the psychoanalytic model:

.. .the concepts of pleasure, displeasure, and desire used in film studies are too broad 
to provide specific insight into how a particular film makes its emotional appeal at 
any given moment. If the range of emotion in the film theatre is reduced to some 
point on the continuum between pleasure and displeasure, we lose the flavor of 
individual texts. Similarly, if we claim that all mainstream film viewing emerges 
from the same scenario of repressed desire, we ignore the diverse motivations 
driving the spectator’s interest and emotion...while investigations of cinematic 
pleasure and desire are certainly important, the ambiguity and spaciousness of these 
concepts, as currently used, compromises their usefulness.202

Smith, Plantinga, Murray Smith, Ed Sioe-Hao Tan, and Noel Carroll have led the way in 

developing an approach to the study of cinematic emotion which goes beyond previous

201 Carl Plantinga, ‘Introduction’, in Carl Plantinga and Greg Smith, eds, Passionate Views: Film, 
Cognition, and Emotion (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999), p. 7
202 Greg M. Smith, Film Structure and the Emotion System, p. 5
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accounts of identification and desire. Instead, these “cognitive scholars tend to discuss 

emotion states in terms of goals, objects, characteristics, behaviors, judgements, and 

motivations.”'03 Outside of film studies, the work of sociologists such as J.M. Barbalet and 

Paul Gilroy informs our understanding of how emotions are transmitted within groups.

The psychoanalytic tradition also relies heavily on the notion of identification. Murray 

Smith’s work provides a thorough refutation of the identification model. According to 

Smith, analyses based in identification “perpetuate a view of mainstream filmmaking which 

at once overestimates the power of films made in this formal mode to simply ‘subject’ 

spectators, and underestimates the potential of such films to engage spectators in a thought- 

provoking manner.”204 His alternative conception is based instead on engagement, the “way 

in which narration of the film elicits particular attitudes and emotional responses towards its 

characters”.205 According to Smith, there are three levels of engagement: recognition, 

alignment, and allegiance 206. Together, these three levels comprise a ‘structure of 

sympathy’. Viewers are able through this structure to access the subjective space of 

characters and to make cognitive judgements about those characters’ choices and feelings. 

Critically, though, this access is sympathetic, based in acentral imagining and reasoning, not 

the central imagining of empathy - the viewer does not share emotions, but understands 

emotions. Smith explains this as the difference between “I imagine” and “I imagine that”:01 

Through varying constructed degrees of knowledgeability, communicativeness, and self- 

consciousness, a film’s narration grants or obstructs the viewer’s recourse to recognition, 

alignment, and allegiance. (In later chapters, I will discuss this construction in relation to the 

recent Irish cinema, evoking it most particularly in a discussion of the film Hunger.)

203 Carl Plantinga, Passionate Views: Film, Cognition, and Emotion, p. 3
204 Murray Smith, Engaging Characters: Fiction, Emotion, and the Cinema (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1995), p. 5
205 Murray Smith, ‘The Battle of Algiers: Colonial Struggle and Collective Allegiance’, in Terrorism, 
Media, Liberation, ed. by J. David Slocum (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2005), p. 97
206 Murray Smith, Engaging Characters, p. 73. For a succinct demonstration of the engagement 
model, see, e.g., Smith’s analysis of Battle of Algiers, cited above.
207 ibid.
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Noel Carroll has been perhaps the most outspoken and controversial critic of identification.

Identification theories propose that the viewer essentially feels what the character feels, a

quality of shared emotion. On the contrary, Carroll points out, a viewer’s emotional

engagement occurs despite a sense of difference:

If you look very closely at fictions, probably most of the time the psychological state 
of the viewer is different than the psychological state of the character.. .identification 
isn’t a good theory of our relationship to characters, because very often our 
emotional state in relation to the characters is not marked by shared emotions. Still, 
we have to have some sense of his perspective in order to actually pity him. That’s 
what I call assimilation. We feel bad for the character partly because we see how it is 
that the character, such as Oedipus, feels the way he does, such as guilty and 
shameful. But we don’t identify, or become one, with him, though we need some 
access to that viewpoint. Assimilation is access to a viewpoint without sharing the 
same psychological state as the character.208

Again, understanding and access are more fundamental to viewer experience than is 

identification.

It seems important to note that this understanding and access relies on social connections 

and cultural familiarity, as opposed to innate psychological drives. Alex Neill notes that the 

concepts of identification and empathy are endemic to discussion of emotion in narrative 

film, despite cognitivist problematising. Neill’s position that “empathic responses do not 

play a large part in our emotional engagement with fiction” is somewhat offset by his 

suggestion that fictional narrative can evoke emotions and, through examination of these 

emotions, an empathetic response.209 More than just imagining shared emotions, the process 

is about understanding, “coming to know what it is like” for a character. ~10 Such 

understanding depends on shared cultural experiences and shared knowledge.

Rather than rejecting the concept of identification, Berys Gaut claims to want to 

“...rehabilitate the notion of identification for cognitivist theories of film” by looking more

208 Ray Privett and James Kreul, ‘The Strange Case of Noel Carroll: A Conversation with the 
Controversial Film Philosopher’, Senses of Cinema, 13 (April, 2001) <http://www.sensesofcinema. 
com/2001/13/carroll/> [accessed 24 November, 2009]
209 Alex Neill, ‘Empathy and (Film) Fiction’, in David Bordwell and Noel Carroll (eds), Post-Theory: 
Reconstructing Film Studies (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1996), p. 177
2,0 ibid., 183-184
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closely at the assumptions underlying the term, and at the difference between sympathy and 

empathy.*" For Gaut, while identification is too insistent on fetishistic, perverse, or 

voyeuristic viewers, affective identification is still possible. He qualifies this through the 

idea of imaginative identification, in which a viewer can imagine him or herself to be in the 

position of an onscreen character, without actually feeling the emotions of that character or 

believing that he or she is in the same position: “...it is only those theorists who allow for 

the possibility of feeling real emotions toward merely imagined situations who can even 

allow for the existence of empathic identification with fictional characters...”.212 Perceptual 

identification (as through point-of-view shots or interior narration) does not necessarily lead 

to imaginative identification or empathy. However, Gaut notes that “certain film techniques 

may tend to enhance some kinds of identification.”213

Identification, crucially, is tied to ideas of false consciousness and viewer complicity in a 

dominant ideology. The concept of identification has become bound up in ideas of film form. 

Identification is associated with mainstream, commercial cinema, whilst estrangement is 

seen as a characteristic of art cinema. This in turn becomes a basis for the denigration of 

mainstream cinema as simply an endorsement of the dominant ideology, lacking potential for 

social change or reflection. On the other hand, emotion theorists validate ‘mainstream’ films. 

Some, like Tan, still rely on ideas about ‘art’ versus ‘Hollywood’ cinema, but more are 

convinced that the study of mainstream film is not only justified, but essential to an 

understanding of audience and of emotional engagement. An oversimplification of the 

Brechtian position creates false binaries: art cinema versus popular cinema; linear versus 

nonlinear; emotion versus reason.214 It also underestimates spectators, who are capable of

211 Berys Gaut, ‘Identification and Emotion in Narrative Film’, in Carl Plantinga and Greg Smith, eds., 
Passionate Views: Film, Cognition, and Emotion (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999),
p. 200
212 ibid., p. 206
213 ibid.
214 For a perceptive analysis of the way Brecht’s ideas have been incorporated into film studies, see 
Murray Smith’s ‘The Logic and Legacy of Brechtianism’, in Post-Theory: Reconstructing Film 
Studies, ed. by David Bordwell and Noel Carroll (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1996), pp.
130-148
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complex and divergent readings and emotional responses. A film does not have to be a 

radical text to offer space for critical spectatorship. Plantinga points, in Moving Viewers: 

American Film and the Spectator’s Experience, to ‘distancing’ strategies at work within 

popular Hollywood cinema; for instance, the use of irony in a film like Raising Arizona 

(Coen, 1987) or the alienation effect of complex narratives in ‘puzzle’ films like The Usual 

Suspects (Singer, 1995).

Bertolt Brecht, the influential Marxist theorist of the theater, seemingly embraced 
this distrust of emotional response as antithetical to critical thinking, and argued that 
the politically useful play should not arouse the emotions so much as estrange and 
alienate the spectator to keep him or her cognitively sharp and somewhat skeptical. 
The neo-Brechtian screen theory that dominated film studies at the end of the 
twentieth century evinced an implicit disdain for the “soft,” bourgeois—or at any 
rate, somewhat embarrassing—emotions of the audience.'15

Cognitive scholars, convinced by the findings of science and anthropology, embrace a new 

understanding of how the human brain actually works. Other film critics and historians are 

interested in the emergence of “hybrid” forms - “popular” or “commercial” films that 

appropriate attributes normally ascribed to “art film”. The old divide between emotion and 

cognition simply no longer holds up.

Amongst the cognitive theorists, there is a general agreement that emotional response does 

occur, individually and on a shared social level, and that these responses are guided (or, 

alternatively, suggested, led, dictated, imposed, or offered — depending on the theorist) by 

film form. There is disagreement over the extent to which viewers are capable of alternative 

responses, and variation about which aspects of film form are most efficient at eliciting 

viewer response, but the correlation between specific techniques and the resultant 

understanding of specific emotion is a core proposition of any such approach.

Torben Grodal explains the film-viewing process as ‘flow’.216 The model of filmic emotion 

he provides is based on the way the brain processes information. He has named this the

215 Plantinga, Moving Viewers, p. 4
216 Grodal’s work represents the most scientifically-oriented end of the spectrum of cognitive 
approaches. Grodal incorporates evidence from the fields of neurology, neurochemistry, and human 
evolution to build a complex argument about our biologically determined responses to film.
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PECMA flow model: Perception, Emotion, Cognition, and Motor Action.217 As a viewer

watches a film, emotional response becomes more complex, proceeding through the stages

of PECMA flow to attain resolution. Our emotional reading of a film depends on the way

our brain processes the narrative experience:

Canonical stories mimic the way in which actions in the world take place in time, 
and canonical order reflects this. The PECMA flow model describes how the 
fundamental narrative flow is based on the way in which incoming perceptual (story) 
information relevant to some vital concern of the protagonist activates emotions in 
the viewer that are linked to the protagonist’s preferences. The emotional activation 
of body and brain informs the viewer’s engagement in the film...The basic story 
experience consists of a continuous interaction between perception (I see a monster 
approaching), emotions (I feel fear, because I know or sense that monsters are 
dangerous), cognitions (I think that I’d better shoot the monster), and action (the 
actual motor act of shooting that changes the motivational emotion - fear - into 
relaxation).218

Certain elements of film form facilitate the ‘flow’ of emotional response or, conversely, 

restrict the flow and prevent the viewer from emotional engagement. Flow is blocked by 

“...associative, nonnarrative montage or by other redefinitions of the reality status of the 

images.”219 Spectacle and action are conducive to flow, while moments of visual arrest, 

discontinuity editing, or abstract imagery constrain flow. Flow is also affected by formal 

elements which produce a “subjective aesthetic”. 220 These include the use of still 

photographs, slow or accelerated motion, sound effects, repetitive movement, or associative 

editing. Grodal identifies (of particular relevance to the study of fractured chrononology I 

offer in the chapters ahead) the filmic manipulation of order, frequency, and duration as a 

method of interfering with flow: “The flow model also explains the experiential 

consequences that follow from tampering with canonical order - for instance, evoking 

distance or causing lyrical saturation by blocking the normal emotional development from 

evoking an emotion to its narrative outlet.”221 Emotional understanding is impeded or 

facilitated through specific formal elements within a given film.

217 Torben Grodal, Embodied Visions: Evolution, Emotion, Culture, and Film (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2009), p. 146
218 ibid., pp. 161-162
219 ibid., p. 128
220 ibid., pp. 229-249
221 ibid., pp. 161-162
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The centrality of film form to emotional response is echoed by Susan Feagin in her work on 

the arts and empathy. Feagin argues that individual readers of a literary work are capable of 

different types of response to the text - sympathetic, empathetic, and meta-level - and the 

formal devices of the work determine which type of response emerges. Whereas in real life, 

an individual may empathise based on ‘second-order beliefs’, his or her beliefs about 

another person’s beliefs, in literature, readers instead experience ‘art empathy’, imagined 

emotions triggered by formal features. Feagin goes so far as to propose that these features 

might be more critical to the establishment of emotional engagement than are second-order 

beliefs:

.. .the art emotion of empathy is not dependent on (or explained by) our beliefs about 
what is involved or the beliefs (desires, etc.) of the person with whom we empathize. 
Reading literature requires a different sort of perceptual attentiveness from “reading” 
people. Our thoughts occur as a result of many different factors, including the length 
of sentences, vocabulary and diction, shifts in voice, recurrence of images, allusions, 
and juxtaposition of episodes. These features of the literary work prompt our 
emotional responses to it, just as much as, or more than, and even instead of, our 
beliefs about what anyone would believe, desire, think of, or feel in real life.222

She is obviously speaking here of literature, but goes on to extend her observations to other

media. Elsewhere, Feagin turns from this general discussion of emotion and the arts to look

fruitfully at specific strategies employed in film, such as shot duration and timing. She finds

that the relative duration of images to one another, and the time between images, condition

viewers to particular emotional responses.

Ed S.H. Tan’s discussion of filmic emotion is more general, and is constrained by a 

dependence on David Bordwell’s schema of the art film versus the Hollywood film. Tan’s 

work was some of the first to examine the relationship between form and emotion, however. 

It is Tan’s contention that the diegetic effect of Hollywood filmmaking (what he calls 

“traditional filmmaking”; consisting of recognisable characters, forward-moving narrative 

flow, continuity editing, a clearly delineated sense of spatial relations, and sensory

222 Susan Feagin, ‘Imagining Emotions and Appreciating Fiction’, in Mette Hjort and Sue Laver, eds, 
Emotion and the Arts (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), pp. 57-58
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experiences with a high degree of verisimilitude) produce “F-emotion”, or “fiction-based 

emotion”.223 These are films in which “staging creates high levels of apparent reality that 

evoke emotions” and “the flow of time seems as linear and uninterrupted as in the real 

world. Flow is forward, the flashback is rarely used and if it is, only with circumspection. At 

least within separate scenes, all discontinuity is avoided.”224 More self-conscious “art film” 

techniques, according to Tan’s model, produce “A-emotion”, or “artefact-based emotion”. 

Viewers remain interested - motivated to engage with the narrative over the course of the 

film’s running time - because of both A- and F-emotions. Tan’s work does not offer a 

convincing examination of specific formal strategies or narrational techniques, but does 

suggest that film structures impose a mode of observation which results in either empathic 

or non-empathic viewer orientation. Accordingly, he asks if analysis of a particular film can 

thereby allow predictions about viewers’ modes of observation and, next, the emotional 

responses of audiences. I believe that we might also ask, conversely, if analysis of specific 

techniques can allow us to make predictions of response to a group of films, based on their 

shared structures.

The most systemic attempt to explain the relationship between film form and emotion 

comes from Greg Smith. Smith begins from the acknowledgement that scholarship lacks 

both a theory of emotion, as previously noted here, and an approach to filmic emotion. 

Smith asks what specific structures are best suited to take advantage of properties of the 

emotion structure. This question makes up the second half of his ambitious project, outlined 

in Film Structure and the Emotion System-, the first part asks how a viewer’s emotion system 

is structured in the first place. Smith uses case studies to look at the “cues” contained in a 

range of film texts. Smith also outlines the criteria by which cinematic emotion should be 

studied. Smith’s ideas on the relationship between formal strategies and viewer response 

provide an excellent starting point for individual film analyses.

223 Tan, Ed S.H., ‘Film-Induced Affect as a Witness Emotion’, Poetics, 23 (1994), p. 13
224 ibid., pp. 11-12
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Smith’s model posits an associative network of emotion, an alternative to the cognitivist 

positions outlined above, which largely see emotions as functional, “tendencies that 

motivate us toward goals and that are shaped by our situational expectations”. 225 

Acknowledging that the emotion system is highly flexible, and individual viewer response 

highly diverse, Smith asks how films manage to nevertheless create or maintain an 

emotional appeal. His answer is that film structures must first create “a predisposition 

toward experiencing emotion: a mood.”226 Then the individual film must sustain that mood 

through a series of perceptual hints, which he calls cues. The associative network model is 

based on the idea that the brain’s emotion system receives input form a variety of sources. 

As Smith summarises,

In my model, the various components of the emotion system are connected by a 
series of associative links. Emotions and emotion states (the nodes of the system) are 
tied to particular thoughts and memories as well as patterns of physiological 
reactions. Conscious cognitions (such as memories, social mores, and emotional 
labels), autonomic and central nervous system patterns, action tendencies, 
vocalizations, and facial patterns are all interrelated.2'7

The more input received, the more likely it is that an emotion ‘node’ will be activated,

provoking a recognition of the emotion on a cognitive level. Films present cues in varying

degrees and frequencies to trigger this recognition and create an “emotional orientation” to

the film; films may be emotionally dense, or emotionally sparse.2'8 Smith further theorises

that viewers engage with and make meaning from a film based not on emotions themselves,

which are fleeting, but on moods, which are more lasting. Moods and emotions influence one

another; by cuing emotions over the duration of the film, the mood can be altered or

maintained. Sound, mise-en-scene, editing, and camera-work can all provide the sort of

inputs which cue the viewer’s recognition of emotion. Within their broader arguments for a

relationship between form and emotion, the cognitive theorists include some analyses of

225 Greg Smith, ‘Local Emotions, Global Moods, and Film Structure’, in Carl Plantinga and Greg 
Smith, eds. Passionate Views: Film, Cognition, and Emotion (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1999), p. 106
226 Greg Smith, Film Structure and the Emotion System, p. 42
227 Greg Smith, ‘Local Emotions, Global Moods, and Film Structure’, p. 108
228 Greg Smith, Film Structure and the Emotion System, pp. 51-53
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individual formal devices. Among the specific emotion cuing techniques identified by the 

cognitive theorists are voiceover (M. Smith on Trainspotting)', polyvocality and multiple 

points-of-view (Greg Smith on The Accused)', duration and timing of shots (Feagin on 

Stranger Than Paradise)', visual repetition, long shots and close-ups (Murray Smith on 

Battle of Algiers)', and music (Plantinga on Titanic, G. Smith on Raiders of the Lost Ark). 

None of the accounts mentioned above take a close look at the impact of disordered 

narration, although several include it as one possible strategy or cue.

The traumatic narratives under discussion in this dissertation use formal strategies that 

disrupt, arrest, fragment, or disorder the viewer’s emotional engagement. Looking at the key 

emotion cuing techniques of achronology and flashback; ellipsis and pause; and repetition 

and circularity, I will demonstrate the relationship between the fractured narrative - 

especially as an expression of traumatic loss — and the emotional dimensions of film form. In 

the next chapter, I consider the fractured narrative, and especially at the ideas of Allan 

Cameron on modular narratives and David Martin-Jones on national identity and 

achronology. Fractured narratives are a new version of an older form of experimentation 

with cinematic time. These films are not a regression, nor are they an advance in the 

development of film language; that would imply an evolutionary model of filmmaking which 

is, ironically, linear and elitist. Rather, these films should be considered as a variation which 

reveals something significant about the social and national context in which they are 

produced and viewed. Fractured narratives are suited to story-telling paradigms of small 

nations (and of ‘minor’, non-national, cinemas) as a method of re-establishing social 

identities, especially hybridised or contested national identities. These re-establishing stories 

are particularly important in periods of cultural and historical re-examination. Fractured film 

narratives are a strategy for expressing emotions of loss (personal and national) and allowing 

the reassembly (or, equally, blocking the reassembly) of previously held identities.

95



This is another way of talking about the ‘national’ in cineia: considering how a given 

cinema employs story-telling devices and formal strategies, rater than an exclusive focus on 

themes and motifs or on industrial circumstances. In lookin at examples from Irish and 

Northern Irish cinema, one may ask what these narratives exprss and what alternatives they 

offer and then reject or exclude (what Martin-Jone; calls reterritorialising or 

deterritorialising). Furthermore, what do they suggest about tb possibility of recovery from 

loss and trauma (again, conflating the personal and the nation!)? Why have these strategies 

been adopted, within Irish cinema, over more linear forms? lie answers have implications 

for the study of both Irish cinema and national cinema more geerally.

Neil Jordan’s Breakfast on Pluto (2005) provides an illustratio of these cinematic strategies. 

It is exemplary of not just Jordan’s oeuvre, but of much of recnt Irish cinema, in its explicit 

concerns with loss, reconciliation, death, and mournim Furthermore, through its 

construction as a tale, it reflects the melancholic nature of Iish cinema, raising questions 

about denial and expression through a vulnerable and hauntd protagonist whose recovery 

from traumatic loss is initially blocked by an inability to corront or control the mourning 

process. The film, adapted from the 1998 novel by Patrick Mcabe, tells the story of Patrick 

‘Kitten’ Brady (Gillian Murphy), who is biologically male tit identifies as a woman and 

lives as a non-operative transsexual. Left on a priest’s dorstep as an infant, Kitten is 

searching for her lost biological mother, around whom sheias constructed fantasies that 

sustain her through her personal difficulties. These difficultie range from social exclusion, 

parental abandonment, failed love affairs and exploitation by nen, to unwilling involvement 

in paramilitary activity and wrongful accusation following a dadly bombing.

Brealtfast on Pluto is explicitly presented as a narrative. It i self-conscious about its form 

and the limitations and possibilities of narrative film to addres loss. Kitten, over the course 

of the film, attempts to turn her losses into palatable and cororehensible stories. Framed by
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Kitten’s voiceover and a brief prologue, the film is broken into chapters and presented as a 

fairy-tale.229

Like many other films of the recent Irish cinema, Breakfast on Pluto relies on strategies of 

disruption, most strikingly in the pivotal scene of the nightclub bombing, but also in its 

component structure. Dickensian chapter breaks (e.g., “I: In Which I Am Abandoned”) 

produce an episodic narrative; rather than continued flow or strict three-act structure, the 

film is composed of segments. The narrative is chronologically linear, but fractured and hung 

together by a loose sense of causality. Within each segment, a crisis occurs, prompting the 

end of that episode, and is followed by an ellipsis, indicating an elapsed period of time 

before the resumption of events. In some cases, this ellipsis is signalled by a fade, as after 

Kitten imagines seeing her mother in the tube station: the image drains of colour and fades to 

grey and then to black. These ellipses accentuate the status of the work as ‘story’, 

heightening viewer awareness of structure, artificiality, and voice, but also they are absences 

and disruptions.

In one of these segments, Kitten meets a young British soldier at a nightclub. The soldier is 

killed, and Kitten is injured, when the club is bombed by the IRA. Rupturing both image and 

narrative, the bombing of the nightclub is the intrusion of the Real (or what Kitten would call 

the Serious) into the world of fantasy created. It may also be seen as a comment on the 

failure of Kitten’s fantasy to forestall grief.

229 McCabe and Jordan collaborated on the screenplay for Breakfast on Pluto, having worked together 
previously to bring McCabe’s The Butcher Boy (discussed in Chapter Three) to the screen. The 
adaptation expands upon the events of the novel and changes some details and characterisations, but 
stylistically, the film preserves the disjointed and fragmentary quality of the source text. Structurally, 
the novel is broken into very short chapters, with little exposition around plot events. Characteristic of 
McCabe’s oeuvre, the novel is written in the first-person, with a highly subjective and unreliable 
narrator.
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As Kitten enters the London nightclub, she enters into a fantasy world. Meeting a young 

soldier, Kitten asks him to play the role of her fantasy lover, pretending his name is Bobby, 

and she clings to him as a possible love interest and saviour; yet another in a series of

destroyed space of the dancehall, showing

attachments to dangerous men, revealing of 

Kitten’s immaturity, compulsiveness, and 

emotional dysfunction. As they dance, an 

extreme close-up of Kitten’s eyes, across the 

soldier’s shoulder, suggests that her gaze is 

directed not at the viewer but at the image of 

her disguised self and her idealised partner, 

reflected in the mirrored wall of the club - a 

mirror image to which the camera cuts away 

an instant before it explodes, simultaneously 

blowing apart the surface and Kitten’s 

carefully constructed sense of self. The 

mirrored wall is blown apart, shards 

projected towards the stationary camera, as 

orange flames erupt behind the mirror, then 

fade to shadow and dust. In the next shot, the 

disco ball, with its hundreds of reflective 

faces, crashes to the floor amidst flames; a

prone arm and hand protrude awkwardly into 

the right foreground of the frame. Then the 

disco ball, too, explodes. The crackling noise 

of flames rises as the sound of the explosion 

fades; the camera now pans across the 

)le and a set of legs crawling from the frame.
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The camera tracks slowly over more broken and bleeding body parts, as the noise of 

ambulance sirens and sobbing rises on the soundtrack. As the tracking shot continues, it 

follows up one set of legs to settle on Kitten’s face, covered in blood. Rescue workers enter 

the room, and the beams from their torches resume the exploratory path of the camera; the 

beams of light illuminate portions of the scene, tracking over the bodies of victims and 

survivors. Kitten is still, while the rest of the frame is full of movement; in shock, she can 

only say to her rescuer, “my tights... they’re in ribbons.” Outside, the camera circles Kitten 

rapidly and chaotically, the shot now lit by the flashbulbs of news photographers. Next 

Kitten’s tights are cut off, and a close-up of Kitten’s face is held in freeze-frame, to the click 

of a shutter, as her male biological identity is discovered. A caption announces the next 

segment, “Smile of a Cross-dressing Killer?”

Kitten is a traumatised subject who takes control of the film, and of her life, by rewriting its 

events. This is most clearly articulated in the sequence following her detainment and 

interrogation. Taken into custody after her gender crossing is discovered by emergency 

workers, Kitten is accused of the bombing, her perceived sexual deviancy taken as an 

indication of political and moral deviancy. Beaten by the police and asked for a statement. 

Kitten instead constructs a fantasy sequence. In a long shot, a backlit Kitten stands in what 

appears to be an empty warehouse. Cutting back to the interrogation room. Kitten grabs a 

pen and begins to write. “STOP”, she prints, just as the song on the soundtrack, Buffalo 

Springfield’s “For What It’s Worth”, reaches its chorus of “stop!”. She suspends the real 

events that are spiralling out of control and begins to narrate. Just as in an earlier sequence 

(Kitten’s school essay imagining her conception), as Kitten writes, images match her 

voiceover narration. The impression is that Kitten is creating the images. As a secret agent, 

this fictional Kitten, movements choreographed to the peace anthem, enters a terrorist 

hideout within the warehouse, and easily defeats the multitude of identical IRA men. We 

then cut back to the warehouse, which we see now is in fact the ruined dancehall. The disco 

ball sits on the floor in the foreground; a backlit Kitten in the open doorway behind it,
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featureless in the shallow focus. She comes into focus as she walks towards the camera.

poses in time with the music, and sprays her perfume-weapon over the scene. Over the 

music, the sounds of the earlier explosion are heard in reverse, and fragments of broken 

mirror fly back together, away from the camera. The fragments coalesce into a patch of red 

which, as the camera pulls away, turns out to be the reflection of Kitten’s jacket, back in the 

mirrored wall of the disco. Now she is slow-dancing not with her soldier, but with her dead 

childhood friend, Lawrence, to the Bobby Goldsboro song.

As the film cuts back to the face of Kitten’s interrogator, he throws the ‘statement’ at Kitten, 

who is now sobbing uncontrollably. The sequence ends with Kitten imagining she sees her 

mother’s reflection in the two-way glass of the interrogation room and she collapses. Kitten 

has reversed the bombing and reasserted her active role, recreating her fantasy in part, but 

also re-encountering the loss and the dead.

Kitten’s refusal to really acknowledge loss is a way of denying the most violent intrusions of 

the Serious on her fantasy. The bombing sequence is the heart of this film about traumatic 

loss and recovery, depicting the fracturing of the self through the literal fracturing of the 

image. The significance of the sequence arises from the fracturing of the surfaces and the 

falsity of the ‘dream world’ Kitten has constructed in her efforts to cope with her losses in 

life (her mother, the security of family, secure gender identity, Lawrence). Death is Serious, 

the reality Kitten has been unwilling to face, even as she fantasises about it through her 

frequent recourse to the tragic ballad of Bobby Goldsboro. The formal fragmentation 

represents a narrative expression of Kitten’s traumatised state and incomplete mourning. 

Thematically and formally. Breakfast on Pluto typifies the recent Irish cinema’s 

preoccupation with loss and emotion.
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Part II

Fracture as Emotion Cue
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Chapter Three:

Time Wounds: Achronological Narration and National Loss

Near the conclusion of Tom Collins’ 2007 film Kings, the ghost of the recently deceased 

Jackie appears to his friend Jap. “The wake’s over” he tells the grieving Jap; “I’m not 

coming back.” The implication is that Jap has had his chance to remember, to mourn, and to 

heal - and he has failed.

The plot of Kings is deceptively simple: six friends emigrated from the West of Ireland to 

England in the 1970s; one of the men, Jackie, has just died suddenly, killed by a train. The 

others are gathered for his wake. However, the wake is less about remembering or mourning 

Jackie than it is about recalling the various conflicts and recriminations of the survivors. The 

film is structured around these conflicts, triggers for flashbacks through which the story of 

the once close-knit group is gradually revealed. At the film’s close, the men are more 

traumatised, and further from any sort of closure, than they were at the start. It is a story in 

which Jackie appears only on the periphery; far from being the central character, he is 

largely absent. Jackie’s death is only one of the losses the men have endured, although it 

provides the opportunity for their miserable reunion. As the film unfolds, it becomes clear 

that Jackie’s death may not have been an accident; the men respond to this in ways that 

embody the various stages of grief: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance.

After an evening of drinking and arguing, the men come together to toast their dead friend. 

They set alight glasses of poitin and raise them in tribute, an action which triggers the film’s 

final flashback sequence. As the camera pans hesitatingly between the men’s faces, Git, 

witness to Jackie’s demise, tells the cynical Jap, “You don’t know; you weren’t there.” Jap, 

refusing to accept the truth, replies, “It doesn’t matter if I was there or not.” The camera pans 

to Martain, on the other side of the table. The next cut enters the flashback; a medium shot of
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Git, walking with purpose through the train station. The next shot is from the optical point of 

view of a closed circuit television camera, showing a jumpy and pixellated view of Jackie 

walking forward, out of the frame. In the next medium-long shot, apparently that of another

closed circuit camera, Jackie walks onto the train platform. Yet another change in orientation

occurs with the next cut and subsequent 

over-the-shoulder shot of Git, following 

Jackie. The next tracking shot recalls a 

dream Git had at the film’s start; a point- 

of-view shot of the train approaching. A 

cut, and a full frontal medium shot frames Jackie on the platform. At this point, the flashback 

is interrupted by a brief return to the wake; in close-up, Martain declares “I don’t know.” 

With the next cut, the flashback returns; now, the camera appears to be positioned on the

train itself as it moves forward; Jackie 

appears on the left side of the screen. In 

the following full frontal shot, Jackie 

crosses himself. The flashback is again 

interrupted by a single shot from the wake, 

as Jap answers Martain, “Well, I do, and I say he slipped.” The camera circles unsteadily, to 

a close-up of Git’s face. Next, Git, in close-up, walks onto the train platform. The next shot 

is again from the train itself; Jackie now appears on the right-hand side of the frame. The

next three shots cut between close-ups of 

Git and Jackie’s faces; then, Jackie falls 

toward the camera in a low-angle frontal 

shot; the camera appears to be placed on 

the tracks. A quick cut and Jackie’s fall is 

repeated, this time in a straight-on shot looking directing at the front end of the train - Git’s 

point-of-view, presumably. This is reinforced by the reaction shot, a close-up of Git’s 

horrified face. No dialogue is audible in the scene; only the sounds of the braking train. An
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extreme close-up shows a photograph of the friends, taken on the day of their emigration; it 

blows along the train tracks where Jackie has dropped it.

Within this complex flashback sequence, multiple transitions occur: in time, in camera 

placement, in character alignment, in viewer orientation. Despite the first suggestion, 

through the initial transition, that this is a memory of Martain's, the editing and camera 

placement disperse perspective, shifting between motivated point-of-view shots and 

seemingly unmotivated angles and movements. Moreover, we see that Martain was not 

physically present at the event. It is impossible to ascribe the scene to any one character’s 

experience or position. Is it Martain’s imagination? Is it Git’s memory? Objective 

surveillance footage? The scene unfolds in such a way that it leaves little doubt about what 

happened to Jackie, and yet the enigma of his death remains unresolved and unsettling. 

Flashbacks permeate Kings, fracturing the narrative and replicating the unstable emotional 

states of the would-be mourners.

In the previous chapter, I explored the proposition that ‘imagined’ emotions are encouraged 

by specific formal characteristics of a work. I also suggested that fracture is a defining 

quality of the contemporary Irish cinema. In this chapter, my analysis turns to the 

achronological narrative, particularly the formal device of the flashback, to consider how it 

serves to disrupt the narrative flow and change the emotional address. After looking briefly 

at the functions and effects of flashback in classical and modernist cinema, I will discuss the 

relationship between flashback and the depictions of loss and emotion in recent Irish films. 

Finally, I will return to Collins’ Kings to examine its achronological narrative strategy.

The achronological narrative is the most fractured and destabilised type of what Allan 

Cameron has identified as “modular narratives”, contemporary fiction films that employ

104



nonlinear structures. Cameron identifies four types of modular narratives; the

achronological, the forking path, the episodic, and the split-screen.230

In its cinematic form, database or modular narrative goes beyond the classical 
deployment of flashback, offering a series of disarticulated narrative pieces, often 
arranged in radically achronological ways via flashforwards, overt repetition or a 
destabilisation of the relationship between present and past.231

Marsha Kinder prefers the term “database aesthetic” to describe these films, “narratives

whose structure exposes or thematises the dual processes of selection and combination that

lie at the heart of all stories.”232 David Denby writes of “disordered narratives” which move

“backward and forward in a scrambling of time frames that can leave the viewer

experiencing reactions before actions, denouements before climaxes, disillusion before

ecstasy, and many other upsetting reversals and discombobulations.233 In achronological

narratives, flashback is used alongside changes in pacing, repetition, and circularity not

merely to change the order of story events, but to create shifts in mood, emotional allegiance,

and subjectivity.

Often, these shifts are motivated not by character memory or character narration (as in the 

form’s Classical Hollywood predecessor), nor anchored by external frames, but are 

seemingly arbitrary or associative. In nearly all cases, the achronological narrative expresses 

disruption and chaos, perhaps (but not, I will argue, inevitably) moving towards an ultimate 

restoration of linear meaning. It is the form of modular narrative most widely appearing in 

recent Irish cinema, where its use is both pervasive and significant. From films with a clear 

and acknowledged debt to modernism and art cinema {Hunger) to overtly commercial 

romantic comedies that embrace Hollywood convention {Goldfish Memory), achronology is 

found in a wide range of the Irish films made since the reestablishment of the Film Board in 

1993 (see Appendix).

230 Allan Cameron, Modular Narratives in Contemporary Cinema (Basingstoke and New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), pp. 5-16
231 ibid., p. 1
232 Marsha Kinder, ‘Hot Spots, Avatars, and Narrative Fields Forever: Bunuel’s Legacy for New 
Digital Media and Interactive Database Narrative’, Film Quarterly 55.4 (2002), p. 6
233 David Denby, ‘The New Disorder’, New Yorker, 5 March 2007, p. 80
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Within popular cinema generally, the achronological narrative has become, if not quite 

commonplace, certainly accessible and relatively unremarkable for viewers. Although the 

form can be found throughout the history of cinema, it was in the 1990s that the current 

variation on the achronological narrative came more widely into use in Hollywood and 

independent Western cinemas; in Irish cinema, the fractured narrative has become 

increasingly common since the late 1990s. The postulated reasons for this increase in usage 

range from the technological to the sociological to the psychological. Some see the trend as a 

symptom of a postmodern aesthetic: Kinder and others, for example, point to the emergence 

alongside the ‘database aesthetic’ of the internet and digital technologies.234 M. Keith Booker 

has looked extensively at achronology as a trope of postmodern cinema, and argues that 

achronology can be ‘centripetal’ (as in its modernist form, where it conveys utopian ideals 

and is oriented towards wholeness) or ‘centrifugal’ (as in the dystopian postmodern form, 

where it denies the possibility of wholeness), but that in any case, its presence indicates 

something about the fragmentation of individual and social identities in the postmodern 

era.235 “What is particularly noteworthy about the past decade and a half is that it marks the 

point at which disjunctive narrative structures have fully entered popular cinema”, writes 

Cameron.236 He suggests a direct relationship to the moment of historical crisis that arose 

with the impending turn of the millennium. As well, the generation of filmmakers entering 

the scene in the 1990s may demonstrate increasing experimentation with the aesthetics of 

video games, comics, and music video; equally, cinephile filmmakers may be reworking or 

aping the stylistic choices of modernist filmmakers (hence ‘remakes’ like Twelve Monkeys). 

Booker believes that “the increasing fragmentation of postmodern film can in many ways be 

seen as a logical extension of older montage techniques and indeed of the evolution of film

234 Marsha Kinder, et al, The Labyrinth Project on Interactive Narrative (University of Southern 
California School of Cinematic Arts) <http://domsife.usc.edu/labyrinth/about/aboutl.html> [accessed
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Strange (Westport, CT and London: Praeger Publishers, 2007), pp. 3-6
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itself as a medium”, and that over time, such fragmentation has lost some of its initial 

distancing effect, making its way into the mainstream.2'7 Western audiences have, therefore, 

increased exposure to the achronological narrative form, no longer relegated to ‘art’ or 

‘counter’ cinema. Audiences appear, too, to take pleasure in the form, whether through 

intellectual engagement with the “puzzle film” or simply through the real incorporation of 

flashbacks, flashforwards, etc, into the lexicon of film language. Achronological narration 

can be unpicked by audiences and must no longer be tied to the concepts of displeasure or 

distanciation. In fact, the assertion that these films do not represent a radical departure in 

filmmaking is at the core of their significance. David Bordwell, Kristin Thompson, and 

others may argue that these are just trendy stylistic devices, or at most examples of limited 

innovation, but these dismissals sideline the question of their appeal to filmmakers and 

audiences: what need is being met?

David Martin-Jones takes up the question in his Deleuze, Cinema and National Identity. 

Martin-Jones relates the upsurge in the number of achronological narratives in popular 

cinema to interrogations of national identity, a proposition which of course underlies this 

dissertation as well. “During times of historical transformations”, writes Martin-Jones, “films 

often appear that experiment formally with narrative time.”239 He looks back to, for example, 

the ‘new wave’ cinemas of post-war Europe and the modernist treatment of narrative time. 

These new waves were expressing dissatisfaction with meta-narratives of memory, history, 

and identity. Gilles Deleuze saw in twentieth century cinema two conceptions of time. 

Deleuze’s distinction roughly corresponds to a distinction between the continuity-based 

Hollywood cinema and the ‘European art cinema’. The movement-image, in the classical 

Hollywood form, expressed a linear, causal mode of time, organised for the viewer through

237 Booker, p. 3
238 Bordwell and Thomson have argued their positions in a number of works, including Kristin 
Thompson’s Storytelling in the New Hollywood: Understanding Classical Narrative Technique or 
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(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008), p. 1
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an embodied protagonist. The European art film’s time-image, on the other hand, showed

time as non-linear, discontinuous, and labyrinthine. Martin-Jones engages with the

distinction between the time-image and movement-image, to consider how Deleuze’s focus

on the European modernist films also has relevance to a discussion of contemporary films.

These categories of image can help us to understand the way in which the films 
under discussion here [Martin-Jones’ study includes such commercially successful 
films as Sliding Doors (Peter Howitt, 1998) and Run Lola Run (Tom Tykwer, 1998)] 
envisage time, as so many of them appear to contain qualities usually associated 
with the time-image (especially a ‘non-linear’ or often labyrinthine model of time) 
but strategically deploy this non-linear model of time within a more broadly 
classical, linear, movement-image structure.240

The films Martin-Jones has included are drawn from the English, German, Hong Kong, 

South Korean, and American cinemas. Generically, formally, and nationally, the films are 

hybrids. Martin-Jones is looking at “an international body of films that self-consciously 

manipulate narrative time in order to negotiate transformations of national identity”241 

whereas 1 am looking at one national cinema which does so. Martin-Jones believes that the 

contemporary grouping of achronological films exhibit both facets of time-and movement- 

image:

many of the recent movement-images that express characteristics previously thought 
typical of the time-image (particularly a multiple, jumbled, reversed or otherwise 
non-linear narrative time scheme) should not be seen as evidence of a radical change 
in our conception of time. They do not illustrate the end of the movement-images 
dominance as Deleuze’s work suggests. Rather, these hybrid movement-/time-image 
fdms are time images, to a greater or lesser degree, ‘caught in the act ’ of becoming 
movement images.242 [emphasis in original]

The question Martin-Jones pursues is this: to what degree do the films, through their 

presentation of events, open up new possibilities of national identity and historical 

understanding? Films may re-territorialise, asserting the validity of one narrative through the 

restoration or confirmation of a linear timeline. Or they may de-territorialise, displacing the 

narrative truth into multiple versions.

240 ibid., p. 2
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Cameron, like Martin-Jones, is interested in the international scope of the achronological

‘trend’. His study considers French, German, South Korean, and Canadian films. And like

Martin-Jones, Cameron sees a relationship between the form and national anxieties. He links

narrative fragmentation (and segmentation) to the nation’s self-definition.243 For Cameron,

though, the underlying motivation has to do with ideas about national destiny; about

contingency and determinism. The anachronic narratives provide “heightened examination

of causes, effects, and coincidences.”244 These films are, for Cameron, about restoring order

and stability to the nation; emphasising the role of these films in re-territorialising (Cameron

minimises the contradictory potential of the films to de-territorialise):

The database structure of these films performs an ambiguous role... suggesting the 
chaotic workings of contingency, as well as providing order... At the same time, the 
audience is invited to take a certain degree of pleasure in establishing order out of 
these chaotic narratives, in spite of the pain and violence depicted on screen.245

As Cameron says, “Although the pleasure of navigating the narrative structures of these

films is undoubtedly central to their appeal, modular narratives also evoke a mood of

temporal crisis by formally enacting a breakdown in narrative order.”246 For Cameron,

viewer pleasure remains the primary motivator, but coexisting with this is a concern with

crisis resolution. I believe that the pleasure in these films arises from, and is not simply

coincident with, emotional engagement: first in the sense of traumatic loss engendered by the

form and subsequently in the rebuilding and reorientation of narrative. For stories of

traumatic loss, achronological narrative is the “best” - i.e., the most emotionally accessible

and linguistically familiar - mode of expression. The recourse to fractured narrative in recent

Irish cinema demonstrates a relationship between form and content that is robust and

reciprocal. In fact, some of the least innovative or radical Irish films, in terms of their

narrative content, are nonetheless indicative of a significant disturbance in terms of their

narrative strategies.

243 Cameron, Modular Narratives in Contemporary Cinema, p. 21
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Beginning with crisis and the breakdown of narrative communication and meaning, most

achronological films nevertheless most often move towards order. These are not films which

are unintelligible or anti-narrative; the emphasis is on unity across segments and on

repetition and reconstruction. This is true on both a formal level (visual and aural patterns

and connections) and a thematic level. Cameron argues that these are films which are

oriented toward “moral redemption and narrative order.” I would add that they may be

similarly oriented toward recovery and restored emotional equilibrium, albeit incomplete or

frustrated in my case studies. Cameron views the achronological narrative film through the

model of historical crisis; I suggest instead the model of traumatic loss and emotion.

Cameron does not use the framework and terminology of trauma but rather of ‘crisis’ and

‘contingency versus determinism’; this process is about the restoration of order as characters

come to terms with their destiny and find meaning in the fractured past. Writing on the film

21 Grams (Alejandro Gonzalez Inamtu, 2003), Cameron asserts:

On the one hand, the fact that we are given the story’s culminating events at the very 
beginning of the film seems to imply that the future is determined in advance. At the 
same time, the main characters in the film are all shown reflecting upon the meaning 
of their past experiences. Indeed, this film is all about reconciling oneself with what 
has gone before, as it concerns characters driven by emotions oriented toward the 
past, namely grief, guilt and gratitude.247

For Cameron, it is about chance versus predetermination, and he is less interested in 

questions of viewer engagement than in the works’ thematic conclusions. But in terms of 

traumatic loss, characters rewrite and reorganise events to regain meaning, control, and 

expression. 21 Grams, in this regard, can be seen to use a traumatic narrative form to show 

the efforts at recovery, and the emotional journey of the characters. We can liken this to the 

use of the achronological narrative in the Irish films under discussion here.

In Chapter Two, I examined the debates around the ‘right kind’ of narrative representation of 

trauma. Kearney has written about the type of narratives that demonstrate a ‘middle way’ 

between the defence of the immemorial (and the refusal to narrativise trauma) and the

247 ibid., p. 59
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creation of fetishistic, exclusionary, or simplistic master narratives. Among other things, 

“they speak in fragmentary voices which defy standard narrative continuity - but which 

narrate nonetheless.” 248 The frustration and repetition implicit in the nonchronological 

narrative echo aspects of the process of recovery and mourning. I would further suggest that 

the appeal and effect of the disordered form is bound up intimately with the experience and 

expression of emotions such as anger. Flashback, as will be shown below, can be particularly 

understood in relationship to trauma and recovery, and to the psychoanalytic ideas of the 

return of the repressed, the repetition compulsion, and the death drive; and of course 

flashback has a clear relationship to social memory and to the commemorative and ritualistic 

use of film as social performance. The next section of this chapter will look more closely at 

the flashback device and its importance to traumatic narratives. Subsequent chapters of this 

dissertation will consider other strategies of narrative fragmentation, such as ellipsis and 

circularity.

The facility of the achronological narrative as ‘recovery’ has been addressed, historically, by 

trauma theorists (as already discussed in Chapter Two) looking at avant-garde or modernist 

film and literary texts. What is missing from these discussions is the role of the national, an 

acknowledgement of the centrality of emotion, and of the popular. Recent Irish cinema 

makes use of flashback to interrogate not only the accepted national narrative, but the 

presumption of a ‘healing’ narrative. The flashback is used in pervasive, significant ways 

that go beyond its classical operation to add an emotional dimension.

Flashback as a Formal Device

Fracture, in the recent Irish cinema, sometimes arises from the disruption of time. As 

Bordwell has explained in his Narration and the Fiction Film, narrative time has three

248 Kearney, p.189
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dimensions: order; duration; and frequency.249 The dimensions of duration and frequency 

will be discussed in, respectively, Chapter Four (on ellipsis and pause) and Chapter Five (on 

repetition and circularity) of this dissertation. Order is the temporal relationships of story 

ifabula) events through the plotting or arrangement (syuzhet). Events within the film may be 

arranged in relationship to one another in four possible ways: simultaneous fabula and 

syuzhet (events occurring on-screen at the same time through, e.g., a split screen or deep 

space composition); successive fabula and simultaneous syuzhet (unusual; as when 

characters watch TV coverage of past events, so that the watching and the past events are 

presented simultaneously); simultaneous fabula and successive syuzhet (as with cross

cutting); or successive fabula and syuzhet. This last includes flashback, what Bordwell calls 

the ‘enactment’ of past events, and flash-forward.

In its simplest terms, a flashback is an interruption in the chronology of a narrative, in order 

to provide an on-screen depiction of events happening prior to those of the main, or 

dominant, plot. The flashback, or analepsis, may be external (as when the events of the 

flashback occur in a time outside the temporal limits of the dominant narrative), or internal 

(as when the events have occurred, and perhaps even been already depicted, within the 

temporal boundary of the dominant plot).250 Commonly, flashbacks fill in ellipses or gaps in 

viewer knowledge, or repeat information for the purposes of viewer coherence. Jennifer van 

Sijll claims that “The purpose of a flashback is to fill the audience in on important backstory. 

Many screenwriting books advise against them, arguing that flashbacks are an obvious catch

up device. It’s true they are a ‘catch-up device’; in fact that is precisely their function.’’251 

However, the function of the flashback is often more complex than this abbreviated 

definition would indicate.
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In its classical form, the flashback is introduced when the image in the present 
dissolves (or cuts) to an image of the past, understood either as a story being told or 
a subjective memory. Voice-over or (in silent films) intertitles that mark anteriority 
through language reinforce the visual and sound elements representing a return to 
the past. The flashback consists in the insertion of a past scene within the present 
flow of the film’s narrative, interrupting that flow”252

Menegaldo’s reference to ‘flow’ points to an essential effect of the flashback. Beyond giving

the viewer information about the characters and narrative events - inviting the viewer to

think in a particular way - the flashback can alter the viewer’s experience of those narrative

events and invite the viewer to feel in a particular way.

David Bordwell, in a blog entry entitled “Tell, don’t show”, attributes the contemporary use 

of “fragmentary flashbacks” and “jagged bursts” - which he acknowledges as very different 

from the classical mode of flashback - to “current screenwriting advice” that advocates 

showing over telling.253 Filmmakers are told that cinema is a visual medium and that 

uninterrupted monologues or expository dialogue are somehow less cinematic than are visual 

depictions of the past. Moreover, filmmakers are advised that the redundancy of flashback 

helps modem audiences to comprehend story events. Bordwell’s comments, while he is 

deeply critical of this “show, don’t tell” practice, are nonetheless pertinent to the notion of 

fracture I’ve identified. For instance, Bordwell uses the example of Persona (Ingmar 

Bergman, 1966) to argue for the effectiveness of the present-day monologue (the nurse 

Alma’s descriptive confession, to her mute patient Elizabeth, of an infidelity). “In sum,” 

asserts Bordwell, “by presenting this monologue wholly in the present, Bergman gives us 

two layers of action simultaneously, a charged sex scene and its long-range emotional 

consequences. But there’s more. Had he given us flashbacks, he could not preserve the flow 

of the present-time action.”254 The present-day confession preserves the emotional intensity 

and tenor of the moment between Alma and Elizabeth, and casts a retrospective light on the

252 Gilles Menegaldo, ‘Flashbacks in Film Noir\Sillages Critiques [online journal], 6 (2004) 
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original event. Bordwell reminds us that the flashback, in such cases, operates as a ‘talking 

cure’. It is precisely when the flashbacks of the recent Irish films obstruct such emotional 

flow that they resist the notion of a “cure”. Rather than interpreting this as a weakness of the 

films, though, it is more valuable to question the impulse behind it. Could it be that this 

mode of flashback demonstrates a lack of faith in or commitment to the very idea of a 

‘talking cure’ for trauma?

Bordwell has identified three advantages to the use of monologue or dialogue instead of 

visual flashback. In addition to “arousing the viewer’s imagination, and providing an 

unbroken arc of present-time action that can generate sympathy through face, gesture, and 

voice”, “a verbal recounting, unconfirmed by a tangible flashback, can stand as only a 

candidate explanation rather than the whole truth.”255 However, the films of the recent Irish 

cinema demonstrate that, in fact, flashback can effectively arouse the imagination, engage 

viewer emotion, and create ambiguity.

The use of flashback in the recent Irish cinema represents an evolutionary stage in the history 

of the device. Maureen Turim’s Flashbacks In Film (1989) remains the most influential 

examination of the cinematic flashback, comparing the usage and ideological dimensions of 

flashback before and after World War II. Turim characterises flashback as a device with 

radical artistic and ideological potential, but one which has been most commonly used in the 

service of more conservative aesthetic agenda. Flashbacks have both “...referential and 

narrative justification... a means of portraying thought processes or circuitous investigations 

of enigmas.”256 Turim claims that recent usage most often (at least at the time of her writing 

in 1989) was as exposition; generally redundant and repetitive of narrative information, and 

intended to assist in viewer comprehension. Turim refers to earlier narrative theory (such as 

Gerard Genette on vocabulary of flashback, Deleuze on bifurcated narratives, or Barthes on

255 ibid
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narrative codes). Mainly, though, she ascribes two functions to the ‘mainstream’ flashback - 

to portray thought processes, and/or to investigate enigmas. Exposition is, for Turim, the less 

interesting of these functions, because of its redundancy; in this case, the flashback provides 

an excess of information that is not vital to film meaning, and the device becomes a purely 

stylistic exercise. The investigative flashback, meanwhile, is aimed at clarification (the 

solution to a mystery) and integration (the resolution and restoration of law and order).

The use of flashback both heightens the awareness of structure of the work - distanciation - 

and draws in the viewer to create identification. This has ideological implications, as it 

presents historical events or periods in a subjective manner. This subjectivity makes the 

flashback a problematic device for some critics. Presenting history as an individual and 

emotional experience, the technique can establish a false causality, offer philosophical and 

psychoanalytical fatalism, and seem didactic and overly moralistic. According to Turim, 

describing or presenting events via an individual focalizer is flawed; it favours individual 

subjective experience over the varied responses of a collective, and wrongly implies a shared 

experience. Still, flashback can be used in historical films to convey “a certain tone of 

critique and retrospective guilt” - she cites the examples of Citizen Kane and The Power and 

The Glory - especially where aided by irony or contradiction.257 And Turim acknowledges 

that modernist or experimental use of the flashback can also point out and question those 

ideological implications.

Besides being used to subjectivise history, flashbacks have also been conventionally used to 

replicate psychoanalytic conceptualisations. We see this in film noir and in psychological 

melodramas, where the flashback is investigational or confessional, aimed at uncovering the 

past, either in a fatalistic and neurotic model (film noir) or a resolution/cure model 

(melodrama). In these cases, flashbacks are “...a mimetic representation of thought

257 ibid., p. 122
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processes looking to the past, whether they be dreams, confessions, or memories.”258 

Hayward argues that this sort of flashback positions the viewer as analyst; the viewer listens, 

evaluates, and participates in the ‘talking cure’.

In their article, ‘A Phenomenology of Cinematic Space and Time’, R.P. Kolker and J. 

Douglas Ousley claim that ‘‘The only syntactic equivalent for past tense in film is some 

variation of a cut or a dissolve.”259 Hayward discusses the way that flashbacks, in the 

Classical Hollywood model, have served as codes for the spectator. “Normally”, a fade or 

dissolve marks the beginning or end of a flashback; “generally”, a voice-over accompanies 

the shift to a flashback.260 The image shifts from present to past in a clearly delineated 

fashion. The spectator in turn relies upon such transitions to maintain a sense of temporal 

unity. Insofar as possible, the transition is naturalised and the sense of an underlying 

continuity and causality is preserved.

Turim, like Bordwell, Thomson, and Hayward, downplays the level of deviation that 

flashback displays from the classical model of film narration. The disruptive possibilities of 

the flashback itself are mitigated and offset. Flashback, according to Turim, is a modernist 

technique that “always implies a departure from the continuity assumed by linear 

narration.”261 However, within classical Hollywood cinema, this quality is moderated and 

rendered conventional through the use of highly coded transitions and rhetorical 

explanations. On the other hand, Hayward acknowledges the contradiction within the device. 

“There is an assumption of temporality and order in the flashback but simultaneously - by its 

very nature - it is patently calling into question our assumptions about chronological
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time.”262 This internal formal contradiction leaves the viewer “doubly positioned”. It is this

quality which endows the flashback with its potential as a fracturing device. This potential

for fracture may subsequently be realised, or restrained. During periods of crisis, the national

narrative is called into question. Devices like flashback are used to explore alternatives. As

Deleuze’s theories have suggested, this exploration can ultimately re-territorialise, by

restoring linear equilibrium and comprehension. Or it can be used to achieve de-

territorialisation, through association, disruption, discontinuity and the refusal of closure.

Martin-Jones explains how the flashback is used to re-territorialise, and ultimately endorse

Cold-war-era mythologies, in Hitchcock’s Vertigo:

Although the flashback renders the interval between perception and action visible, it 
actually enhances the linear unfolding of time. It posits an origin for the present in the 
past, and ensures a singular history to the narrative. In so doing it retroactively places 
the present as the telos to which the past seems to have inevitably led... In fact, Vertigo 
is itself marked by a narrative repetition that tends towards the same with a doomed, 
entropic and ultimately clicked finality. A flashback then, ensures that the classical 
narrative is a closed loop.263

Vertigo, then, provides an example of the classical, re-territorialising, flashback; it provides 

suture.

In summation, within classical Hollywood cinema, flashbacks have been used as a framing 

device; to set apart the past as a discrete historical unit; to unlock an enigma; as a 

confessional; and to render a wider historical experience in terms of the individual. The use 

of flashback in the classical Hollywood cinema can be distinguished from the use of the 

device in avant-garde, modernist, or so-called ‘art cinema’.

In the epistemological crisis that followed World War II, filmmakers (alongside novelists 

and poets) began to use the flashback in more experimental ways. The flashback was 

explicitly linked to psychic trauma, to questions of national suffering, and to issues of 

commemoration. Of the cinematic attempts to represent the Holocaust (as discussed in
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Chapter 2 of this dissertation), many relied on “...an analogue in modernist editing for the 

way in which the memories of the past...disturb the continuity of action in the present.”264 

During this same period, scientific understanding of the brain continued to evolve, offering 

new models of human memory and particularly, expanding on the concept of associative 

memory, and increasingly acknowledging the unreliable and constructed nature of memory. 

In such a climate, “the concrete visual reconstruction of a ‘real’ narrative past can no longer 

be taken for granted.”265 In modernist filmmaking, then, flashback took on new faculties: 

within the ‘art cinema’, it was used to cast doubt on a version of events; to present the 

possibility of unreliable narration; and as a subjective marker, and to represent story events 

within an “abstract narrative position”.266 However, Turim - writing in the 1980s - sees a 

failure on the part of mainstream cinema to continue this modernist exploration. For Turim, 

even where the flashback is used seemingly to provoke a re-examination of recent historical 

events, it too often falls short:

In these modernist flashbacks within highly politicized films, what is often at stake, 
then, is the extent to which the vision of the past serves a psychology of the 
individual in an appeal to a humanist tradition. If no critical strategy of the film can 
pose the ideology of the historical, political circumstance depicted outside a purely 
conventional notion of identification with heroic characters, then the modernism 
risks remaining but a stylistic decoration, one that merely varies Hollywood’s 
historical flashback. However, if the film can complicate the portrayal of the past 
beyond a fictive individual’s psychology, then a far more radical intervention can be 
made.267

Turim is highly critical of films that use flashback to oversimplify character motivation 

(particularly genre films - thrillers and action films) or that engage only superficially with 

the modernist principles of ambiguity and deconstruction.

Interestingly, Turim does allude, however faintly, to the future possibility of innovation 

outside of avant-garde cinema:

Turim, p. 232
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.. .there is much more work to be done on marked flashbacks in more direct narrative 
forms. Subjectivity is still so haltingly investigated, still so burdened with the 
limiting assumptions of classical narrative coding. I can imagine flashback films yet 
to be made that do not simply echo the brave transformations of the ‘new wave’ but 
make of the act of remembering and retelling something as yet unexplored.268

Perhaps this is where things now stand. Since Turim’s analysis, has the flashback begun to

serve another agenda? It seems so. As Cameron and Martin-Jones have argued, the

achronological narrative is very much symptomatic of wider cultural crises, of national

concerns, and of developments in social psychology and philosophy. In this view, the

flashback as it is used today is more than a referent to its classical or modernist predecessors,

and is charged with more political meaning and radical possibility than Turim’s analysis

would anticipate. It would seem that the ubiquity of the flashback in Irish cinema is more,

too, than a postmodern trope or stylistic fluke.

Flashback and Loss in the Recent Irish Cinema

The complexity of the narrative in these films varies from the straightforward - primarily 

linear narratives punctuated by one or more interior analepses - to more elaborate ‘puzzle’ 

structures. In some cases, the film is positioned as a flashback to an earlier historical period 

through its framing by first-person narration, as in Mickey bo and Me (Terry Loane, 2004), 

Sunset Heights (Colm Villa, 1999), Love and Rage (Cathal Black, 2000) or Breakfast on 

Pluto (Neil Jordan, 2005). In other cases, the film is composed of an essentially 

chronological narrative, punctuated by interior flashbacks which arrest the flow of images 

and narrative to express the intrusion of the past, as in Kings, New Boy, H3 (Les Blair, 2001), 

The Fading Light (Ivan Kavanagh, 2010), or Song for a Raggy Boy. In a third variation, the 

use of nonchronological narrative is pervasive and fundamental, allowing for multiple 

depictions of the same events; the repetition of shots or sequences; and temporal disorder, as 

in the case of such films as The End of the Affair, I Could Read the Sky, or Snap (Carmel 

Winters, 2010)

268 ibid., p. 246
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A number of recent Irish films use flashback as a framing device269. This is perhaps the most 

conventional usage, and the most akin to the classical Hollywood usage explored by Turim. 

These films begin and close in the present day, while the bulk of the narrative is contained 

within one or more extended flashbacks. A first-person narrator appears in the opening 

prologue; voiceover introduces and explains the events of the past. Transitions are indicated 

through this voiceover narration, most frequently in the form of an audio bridge. The 

narration may continue throughout the film, but more often it drops out as the events of the 

past unfold, only returning in the film’s conclusion. In these films, the first-person narrator is 

the re-teller of a past trauma. This usage can be compared to the ‘talking cure’ or 

confessional modes of the film noir flashback: through retelling, the moment of 

psychological crisis is uncovered, and the goal of the re-telling may be interpreted as closure 

or catharsis, or as a desire to solve a mystery. In the recent Irish cinema, however, these 

goals are frustrated by internal fracture and a lack of resolution.

At the beginning of Chapter Two, I discussed a scene from Neil Jordan’s Breakfast on Pluto. 

Brealfast on Pluto employs the framed flashback, in conjunction with other fracturing 

techniques, to depict the emotional state of a traumatised subject. The film opens with 

voiceover by Kitten, the protagonist, and is presented as her autobiographical recollections. 

The film is composed of segmented chapters, each given a captioned title in Kitten’s first- 

person voice. The film is immediately shown to be a subjective account of the past, and this 

subjectivity is reinforced throughout, by the presence of Kitten’s authorial voice and by 

Kitten’s unreliable narrational status. The subjectivity and ambiguity are key to 

understanding the film; this is an account not of historical events (although events such as 

the Troubles provide backdrop and momentum), but of Kitten’s emotional journey.

269 See Appendix A.
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Similarly, another Neil Jordan film, The Butcher Boy (1997), uses the framed flashback to 

guide emotional response to the film.270 The opening scene shows the protagonist, Francie 

Brady (Eamonn Owens) in a hospital bed, completely enshrouded in bandages. A voiceover 

(Stephen Rea, who plays the adult Francie, seen only at the film’s conclusion) begins: 

“When I was a young boy...” At this point, the camera zooms in from a close-up of

Francie’s almost entirely bandaged face to 

an extreme close-up of his eye. The iris 

dissolves into a medium shot of Francie 

and another boy, Joe (Alan Boyle). The two 

friends are playing ‘Cowboys and Indians’, 

applying war paint to one another’s faces. The voiceover continues, bridging the transition: 

“...I lived in a small town where they were all after me on account of what I’d done.” At this 

point, there is a straight cut to a long establishing shot of a pastoral bay; Francie stands in the 

foreground and emits a battle-cry.

Throughout the rest of the film, adult Francie provides a voiceover commentary. The 

younger Francie is the subject of the narrative. Imaginative but disturbed, Francie lives with 

his seriously depressed mother (Aisling O’Sullivan) and alcoholic father (also played by 

Stephen Rea), and wages a childish war against his snobby neighbours, the Nugents. After 

losing his mother to suicide; his best friend Joe to the Nugent’s son Phillip (Andrew 

Fullerton); his innocence to a priest in a reformatory; and his father to drink and disease, 

Francie has a break with reality and murders Mrs. Nugent (Fiona Shaw). Near the film’s 

conclusion, Francie escapes from jail and goes back to his home, setting it and himself 

ablaze. Firemen rescue the boy; as he is carried from the burning building, the camera cuts 

back to the hospital bed of the opening sequence. This is where the internal flashback 

concludes. The camera tracks the length of Francie’s body to reveal the extent of his injuries,

270 The Butcher Boy is based on the 1992 novel by Patrick McCabe. The novel is written in the first- 
person, using stream of consciousness narration and a psychologically unstable protagonist voice to 
create deliberate ambiguity.
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from Francie’s foot, in a cast, to that bandaged face. Francie is now telling a heroic version 

of the events to an elderly man in the next bed, who is so taken in that he gives Francie a 

cigarette and sweets. The voiceover resumes, in Stephen Rea’s voice: “But that was all a 

long time ago.” A musical track begins, and - as in the opening sequence - the camera 

zooms in on Francie’s iris. As the iris expand, the scene slowly dissolves into and holds for a 

moment on a long shot of Francie (now an adult played by Stephen Rea) walking with his 

doctor down a corridor. The pair walk past the slowly tracking camera. The next cut is to the 

adult Francie and the doctor, outdoors, with the hospital in the background. The voiceover 

confirms that Francie has been released, or as he puts it, given the “Francie Brady Not A Bad 

Bastard Anymore Award”.

The Butcher Boy is a black comedy; the humour in the film relies on Francie’s unique voice. 

The pathos in the film, too, derives from the disjunction between Francie’s understanding 

and reality. The film is fractured by the interruptions and interventions of the voiceover, as 

well as by Francie’s direct addresses to the camera. As he becomes more unhinged, the 

viewer is invited - through narration and flashback - to both question and empathise with 

Francie’s perspective.

Mickybo and Me (Terry Loane, 2004) also uses the framed flashback to personalise a 

narrative of historical trauma. The story of two young boys whose friendship is destroyed by 

the Troubles, the film begins with a short prologue. Shot in monochrome tones, and overlaid 

by the traditional tune “Tell Me Ma” the opening images are of a Belfast shopping street. A 

mother pulls a reluctant child along the street and into a shoe shop. As the shop door closes 

behind the pair, the tune on the soundtrack ends abruptly. There is a cut to the exterior of the 

shop, and the first rumbles of an explosion begin, accompanying another cut to the shop 

windows as they blow apart. The sound of the explosion builds and bridges the next two 

exterior shots, which depict the explosion from different angles. As the sound of the 

explosion fades out, alarm bells begin to ring, and a voiceover begins. A child’s voice,
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presently revealed to be that of Jonjo (Niall 

Wright), tells the viewer “Back in 1970, the 

whole world knew that Belfast was a 

divided city.” This voiceover and the sound 

of the alarms continue, bridging a slow 

dissolve into the next shot; a long shot of 

Jonjo’s family at the dinner table. The 

transitions here - the dissolve and the 

bridging voiceover - effectively turn the 

rest of the narrative into a memory, with a 

clearly subjective orientation. The film 

continues in an extended, external

fils
flashback from this point. Jonjo, a 

Protestant, meets Mickybo (John Joseph 

McNeill), a Catholic. The two become best 

friends and, after watching Butch Cassidy 

and the Sundance Kid, attempt to run away together, heading for Australia but not making it 

much further than the border with the Irish Republic. When they return home to Belfast, 

Mickybo’s father has been killed in a pub shooting. The boys’ friendship ends in the 

aftermath: in his grief and anger, Mickybo turns to his own family and community for 

support, and Jonjo is devastated and confused by Mickybo’s rejection.

Unusually, Jonjo’s narrational voice changes between the prologue and the conclusion. The 

final scene of the film is set in the present day. Mickybo receives a letter from his childhood 

friend. As he reads the letter, the contents are heard in voiceover, providing counterpoint to 

the film’s opening. The voice heard now is Jonjo as an adult. This has a dual effect; not only 

does it suggest that Jonjo’s childhood was lost in the retelling, but it produces a slight 

mismatch between the prologue and epilogue.
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In each of these cases, as with other Irish films using the framed flashback, the narratives are 

fractured, internally, by techniques such as the still photograph or freeze-frame, or by further 

achronology (internal flashbacks or ellipses, for example). Susan Hayward calls flashback 

“...a cinematic representation of memory and of history and, ultimately, of subjective 

truth.”'71 This is what Turim sees as an ideological affront: the use of a focalizer which 

prioritises one individual and suggests a common experience. However, these films are self- 

conscious in their presentation, calling attention to the high degree of subjectivity and using 

fracturing techniques to problematise the individual account. Rather than purporting to be the 

truth of an event, these films clearly situate themselves as a version of the truth, a truth 

filtered through the protagonist’s intense emotions of grief and anger.

I have argued that flashback serves as an emotion cue. By situating narrative events within 

the framed flashback, these films align viewers not with an objective retelling of events 

occurring in a specific historical context, but within the recovery process itself. Flashback 

structure is not a mere storytelling device, but intrinsic to alignment, empathy and emotional 

orientation. The uncertainty and ambiguity around, especially, contested events is preserved. 

The idea of ‘moving on’ or ‘leaving the past in the past’ is questioned, and the emotional toll 

of the past upon the present is brought to the foreground.

A more complex use of flashback is found in another group of Irish films. These are those 

films in which - rather than a single flashback which makes up the bulk of the film (as in 

Mickybo and Me) or even a series of flashbacks alternating with a present-day storyline (as 

in This Is My Father) - flashbacks of a single traumatic event, or of the pretraumatic state, 

punctuate a film otherwise located in the present-day. Such is the case with the short film 

Omar (Kacie Smith, 2011).

271 Hayward, Cinema Studies, p. 133
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Omar tells the story of an African asylum-seeker in Northern Ireland. As Omar (Yare 

Michael Jegbefume) attempts to start a new life, he is haunted by memories of his family, 

who were killed in an unspecified conflict in his (also unspecified) home country. The film 

contains four flashbacks; three visual and one audio. The first of these occurs in the opening 

sequence. Omar is handcuffed and is being questioned by a case worker, Thomas (Andy 

Moore). In the first few shots, Omar’s full face is not shown; he is seen in extreme close-ups 

of his lips and cuffed hands. As the case worker asks “Can you tell me what happened to 

your family?”, Omar is shown for the first time in a full-frontal close-up shot. He moistens 

his lips as though about to speak; instead, there is a dissolve, the first flashback. This is a 

medium shot of a group of four seated individuals. Although the group appear to be talking 

and laughing, there is no sound except that of the case worker’s voice, intruding on the 

memory. “I know it’s hard for you”, says Thomas, and the scene dissolves back to the close- 

up shot of Omar’s face. Omar speaks slowly, answering “There were four gunshots, then 

silence.” Thomas’s voice continues over the still shot of Omar’s face, promising to find him 

a flat. Music begins on the soundtrack, and the title “Omar” appears.

The second flashback takes place in Omar’s new flat. Thomas leaves Omar, after suggesting 

he try to make some new friends. “I have everything I need”, replies Omar. There is a cut to 

a close-up of a digital clock, another to a close-up of Omar’s hands as he chops vegetables, 

and then a slow pan up to his face. On the soundtrack, there is a faint sound of laughter; 

Omar turns his face away from the camera as a musical track - a piano tune - begins. The 

next shot is an eyeline match; the camera tracks around the doorway of Omar’s kitchen, to

reveal the same seated group of people as 

in the first flashback. The mise-en-scene in 

this room is very different from that of the 

kitchen in the previous shot: the lighting is 

warm, the colours are earthy oranges and vibrant pinks. The camera advances slowly on the 

group, who are smiling, eating and talking. Their voices cannot be heard; the only sound is
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the musical track. The next cut is to a reverse shot of Omar in his kitchen. The lighting is

cooler, and the colourful clothes and tapestries are gone, replaced by the plain white kitchen

fixtures. Omar steps towards the camera

and leans against the doorframe. The next

shot is, again, a medium shot of the family

group. The next cut is back to Omar in the

doorway; he turns and walks back to the counter, resuming his task. The music stops, and an 

over-the-shoulder shot reveals the stark and empty dining room. The shot lingers, then fades 

to black.

The third flashback is an aural flashback only. Omar is in bed, after another visit from his 

case worker. On the soundtrack, a single electronic tone builds in volume and intensity. 

Gunshots and screams are heard, as the camera holds on Omar’s face in close-up. As the 

electronic tone and the screams fade away, Omar begins to cry.

The final flashback follows an angry outburst by Omar. He has stopped going to his job, and 

has been reprimanded by Thomas for not ’moving on’. Omar, alone in his flat, throws 

groceries on the floor and rages, shouting and contorting his body. Pulling his curtains shut, 

Omar turns to face the camera. The same piano tune begins, and Omar visibly calms himself. 

The next cut is to a floor-level view; the camera tracks along the floor of the flat, showing 

the debris left there in Omar’s fit of rage. The next shot is a close-up of Omar’s face; his 

eyes are closed, and his head tilted back to rest against the curtains. He takes a deep breath, 

lowers his head, and opens his eyes. He smiles. The film cuts to a close-up of one of the 

women from the earlier flashback sequences, perhaps Omar’s wife. She is playing a drum, 

turned slightly away from the camera and smiling. The next shot is another close-up, of two 

of the other family members, presumably Omar’s mother and father. The next cut is back to 

Omar, watching from his spot in front of the curtains. In the next shot, a bowl of fruit fills 

the frame; Omar’s hands pick up the bowl. A low-level shot again shows the floor covered in
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debris, and Omar walking across it. In the 

next shot, the family group is in the 

background, while Omar, in the 

foreground, walks towards them. He turns 

and sits down in an open spot, handing the bowl of fruit to his mother, who puts her arm 

around him. He laughs, and the film ends on a straight cut to a black screen.

In this case, the subject’s inability to forget or overcome the events of the past is obvious, 

and the flashbacks are central to the film's depiction of loss. Omar repudiates closure. By 

choosing to enter into the pretraumatic state - actually walking into the flashback - any 

notion of catharsis or recovery is rejected. Omar cannot stay in the filmic present because he 

cannot move on from the past.

The intrusion of a past trauma on the filmic present can also temporarily redirect viewer 

emotion by playing with genre expectations of character development. Six-Shooter (2004) is 

a short film directed by Martin McDonagh. The film was very well-received, despite its dark 

content, by critics and festival audiences. It won the 2005 Academy Award for Best Live 

Action Short Film; Best Irish Film at the Foyle Film Festival; Best First Short by an Irish 

Director at the Cork International Film Festival; the Irish Film and Television Academy 

Award for Best Short Fiction; a British Academy of Film and Television Arts nomination; 

and numerous other awards and nominations. The film is a primarily linear narrative, but is 

broken by a single central flashback that fractures the narrative and emotional flow.

Six-Shooter opens with a close-up of Donnelly (Brendan Gleeson), receiving the news that 

his wife has died suddenly. Most of the film takes place on a train as Donnelly travels home, 

in a state of profound grief and shock. On the train, he meets three other people: a couple 

who have just lost a baby to cot death (Aisling O’Sullivan and David Wilmot); and a young 

man (Ruaidhri Conroy). The young man strikes up a conversation with Donnelly, but quickly
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reveals himself to be obnoxious and unstable. He singles the grieving mother out for a 

particularly cruel line of taunting, suggesting that she is responsible for her child’s death. 

After a photo of the child is ripped as a result of the harassment, the woman flings herself off 

the train; an event over which the young sociopath shows no remorse whatsoever. It is 

gradually revealed that the man has killed his own mother the night before, and eventually he 

is shot and killed by the police. In the film’s conclusion, Donnelly returns to his home, 

intending suicide.

After the woman has jumped from the train, Donnelly is overcome and begins to cry. He 

tells the young man that his wife has died, and says that the events on the train have 

destroyed his belief in God. The young man offers to tell Donnelly a story. Donnelly 

acquiesces. The flashback occurs here. The flashback is almost entirely silent, allowing the 

young man’s account to provide a continuous soundtrack to the visuals. The man tells his 

story of the “best day of [his] life”, attending a cattle fair with his father. A cow is stricken

with trapped wind; a man punctures a hole 

in the cow’s side to release the gas; the 

cow explodes. The sequence is brightly lit 

and coloured, making everything appear 

heightened and slightly unreal. Slow- 

"^3 motion is used to enhance the unreality. 

The sequence is shot throughout from a 

low angle, in accordance with the child’s 

visual perspective. The whole sequence 

feels absurd, exaggerated. The flashback to 

the story of the cow changes the emotional tone of the film, temporarily, from tragedy to 

black comedy. Moreover, the retelling, in this case, provides enjoyment to the teller, not a 

reliving of trauma, but a joyful reminiscence; highlighting the sociopathy of the teller. The
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absurdity and incongruence of the flashback sequence is juxtaposed with the tragedies 

unfolding on the train.

Kings and the Flashback as Emotion Cue

Tom Collins, in his feature film Kings, uses the flashback in more sophisticated and 

multifaceted ways to represent and express the emotions of loss. Kings is on one level about 

the violent death of an individual and the loss felt by the surviving mourners, but on another 

level, it is very much about the traumas of emigration - language loss, alienation, isolation, 

and especially the collective social trauma of emigrant communities.

Collins adapted the screenplay of Kings from Jimmy Murphy’s stage play The Kings of the 

Kilburn High Road. It is a bilingual film, with the dialogue switching between Irish and 

English. Collins made the decision to turn a linear ‘real-time’ play into a fractured, 

achronological narrative.272 The predominant formal device of the film is the flashback, both 

to the moment of the traumatic event and to the pre-traumatic state. These flashbacks serve 

conventional purposes, which I will discuss in a moment, but are also used in more 

ambiguous and unusual ways.

Kings contains 13 separate flashback sequences, plus one dream sequence which functions 

similarly. These represent three distinct periods of past experience - “A” sequences of 

nostalgia for the pre-emigrant period; “B” sequences of the reality of the emigrant 

experience in London; and “C” sequences of the most recent and visceral trauma, the events 

of Jackie’s death. Each set of flashbacks is visually coded and differentiated from the 

‘present-day’ strand of the narrative through the use of different film stocks, camera formats, 

filters, and transitioning devices or a lack thereof. The flashbacks are sometimes motivated 

by dialogue or by still images, and indicated by sound bridges, close-ups, etc. At the most

272 Kings follows in the footsteps, thematically, of earlier Irish films about the emigrant experience, 
notably / Could Read the Sky (Nichola Bruce, 1999) and On a Paving Stone Mounted (Thaddeus 
O’Sullivan, 1978). These earlier films also employ nonlinear narrative structures.
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conventional, they are psychologically motivated, oriented to an individual point-of-view, 

and cued by a technical device (such as the fade) or set apart by formal variation. However, 

the film just as often confounds these expectations - through the inconsistency of transitional 

devices and especially through violations of subjectivity. These transgressions blur the lines 

between “private memories” and “shared” slippages in time. Within sequences, there is 

inconsistency of point-of-view and of the depth and range of knowledge attributable to 

characters. This disconnects the flashback from the subjective experience of a single 

character and undermines any claim to identification or privileged perspective on the part of 

the viewer.

Indeed, the flashback is used here in some conventional ways (not least, opening out an 

admittedly ‘stagebound’ scenario) - as a framing device; to set apart the past as a discrete 

historical unit; to unlock an enigma (in this case, the precise nature of Jackie’s death); as a 

confessional; and to render a wider historical experience in terms of individual experience. 

As discussed above, these are characteristic of the use of flashback in, for instance, 

Hollywood genre film. The flashback also functions here in ways more associated with art 

cinema - to cast doubt on a version of events, to present the possibility of unreliable 

narration, and as a subjective marker. This represents a characteristic fusion of the classical 

and modernist use/interpretation of the flashback device.

The ‘present day’ strand of the film covers one day, that of Jackie’s funeral. This includes 

scenes of the men preparing, separately, for the funeral; of their travels around London that 

day; of the funeral service; of Jackie’s visiting father’s departure back to Ireland; and of the 

private wake held in the men’s favourite pub. These ‘present day’ sequences were shot on 

Super-16 film, on Panavision Primo lenses, in relatively high-contrast and resolution, with 

colour film stock and without any special filtration. The lighting is low-key. The images are 

crisply detailed, showing up the pores and wrinkles on the men’s worn and unhappy faces.
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The first group of flashbacks - what I have called the “A” sequences - show the men prior to 

their emigration in 1977. These are set in Connemara, and represent a nostalgic and idealised 

shared past. These segments are shot on Super-8 film, using a mix of negative and reversal 

film stocks27j. The images are grainy and the colour is heavily saturated. PJ Dillon, the 

cinematographer on Kings, explains

Super-8 stock is more grainy than Super-16 and has quite a distinctive ‘home movie’ 
look - especially the reversal and B&W stocks. There wasn’t really any prescriptive 
formula as to what we chose to use in any given situation, that was dictated by what 
seemed appropriate at the time of shooting and was often dictated by weather. For 
example, the day we shot the scene with the boys about to board the emigrant ship 
was overcast and dull and shooting on black and white afforded me the best 
opportunity to get some contrast into the images -1 also felt it would be evocative of 
black and white photos from an earlier era. We also shot some of this material on 
16mm hand cranked Bolex cameras, using antique lenses.274

Slow-motion, dissolves, and super-imposition are combined within the sequences, enhancing

their dreamlike quality. The deliberately shaky camerawork and shifting, hazy focus create

the effect of amateur footage. The saturated colour footage is intercut, at seemingly random

points, with moments of black and white. The change from colour to monochrome invokes a

shift in registers: from home-movie colour to newsreel black and white; from private

memory to public history. The conflation of the private sphere and the public sphere, of

individual experience and collective experience, underwrites the film’s engagement with

both personal loss and national trauma.

The first ‘A’ sequence is intercut with the 

opening credits. Despite its placement 

(prior to the main narrative), the opening 

sequence is coded as a flashback through 

the transitions and the use of intertitles. 

The production credits appear on a black screen. The first image of the film fades in slowly, 

and comes into hazy focus: a ‘Galway hooker’, a traditional sailing ship used in the West of

273 Negative film stock produces a more naturalistic look; reversal film stock is often used to give an 
unrealistic or retro look to the final image.
274 P. J. Dillon, private correspondence
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Ireland; the image is accompanied by a male vocalist singing a traditional Irish ballad. Titles 

announce that this is Conamara (the Irish language spelling is used), Ireland, in 1977, and a 

succession of brief images - young sailors, some of them wearing traditional Aran sweaters; 

a harbour with a stone wall in the foreground, a fleet of hookers - establishes the setting and 

the emotional timbre of the film’s prologue. On the soundtrack, and accompanied by 

English-language subtitles, an Irish radio announcer says that the annual boat race has been 

cancelled, since so many ship’s crews have been lost to emigration. The image of the 

harbour fades to black, and for the first time the film’s primary string instrumental motif 

rises on the soundtrack. The acting credits roll, as does a single intertitle reading “Over the 

years generations of Irish people emigrated to escape poverty and unemployment at home. 

Thousands found work on the building sites of England. Many settled in North London, in 

places like Camden Town and Kilbum.”

This title fades to black, and then fades in 

on a grainy, handheld shot of a group of 

men, walking away from the camera 

towards a ferry. A series of quick cuts 

introduces us to what we will leam are younger versions of the film’s main characters: a 

close-up of one is followed by a cut to a close-up of the next, which then dissolves into a 

tracking shot of birds swooping over the water. The camera cuts then to a close-up of another 

young man watching the birds as he looks out to sea; and then another cut is followed by a 

long shot of the ferry arriving in the distance. The next few close-up shots show us the 

remaining members of the group, each smiling at the camera, as if for a home movie. From 

an extreme close-up of one man’s eyes, the image cross-dissolves to a medium shot of the 

entire group - now walking towards the camera in slow-motion, laughing, drinking, and 

carrying their suitcases. The image fades slowly to black, and the title “Kings” appears as the 

music fades out and the sound of traffic noises transitions the viewer to the next, present-day, 

segment, beginning with a conventional establishing shot of a tower block and the caption 

“London, Thirty Years Later”.
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This first achronological sequence immediately establishes several of the major themes as 

well as the emotional tenor of the film. The visual quality of these shots - 8mm, handheld, 

grainy, poorly focused, and saturated - gives the images an aged effect, mimics the familiar 

look of that era’s home movies, and invokes emotions associated with nostalgia - loss and 

longing. The traditional, even cliched images of romantic Ireland are integral to this sense of 

nostalgia. The intensely personal story suggested by the images - the departure of six 

individual friends from their boyhood home - is transformed into something more 

‘historical’ than ‘home movie’, through the insertion of the black and white ‘documentary’ 

shots, the voiceover of the radio announcer, and the multiple images of non-characters (the 

anonymous young sailors in the first few shots). The occasional use of dissolves to transition 

between shots within the sequence renders the events slightly dreamlike - an effect which is 

strengthened by the similar use of dissolves in the film’s subsequent dream sequence.275 

Meanwhile, the use of fades to transition in and out of the sequence clearly sets it apart both 

temporally and stylistically and helps the viewer to organise this within the achronological 

narrative. Finally, and typical of the flashbacks in Kings, the sequence is neither 

psychologically motivated nor definitively identified with an individual character.

The film incorporates five other ‘A sequences’:

Jap looks at a photograph of the group. This cues a flashback positioned as a memory of 

the moment the photograph was taken, presumably on the day of emigration. This 

sequence is also set apart by the use of freeze-frame and monochrome.

Joe looks at a news clipping about Jackie’s victory in the Connemara hooker race; this 

cues a flashback to the day of the race. This flashback is also instigated by an individual 

character’s memory. This sequence also contains the second appearance of Jackie as an 

apparition or embodied memory.

275 The use of dissolves also belies the impression of the ‘home movie’, suggesting the agency of a 
more accomplished editor.
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Joe sees the holy water, cuing a flashback/memory of his promise to Micil, Jackie’s 

father.

Joe throws a funeral wreath into the water. This cues a flashback/memory to an occasion

on which Jackie saved Joe from drowning. Again, this flashback is precipitated by the

appearance on-screen of Jackie’s apparition. Dillon explains that the drowning sequence

was shot and edited differently from the other flashbacks:

...we shot Super-16 with Panavision Primo lenses. Film is normally shot with a 
camera shutter speed of 180 degrees. For this sequence we shot with a shutter speed 
of 90 degrees which has the effect of making the motion very slightly staccato. This 
is an almost subliminal effect but when edited into 180 degree material can feel like 
a slightly ‘heightened reality’ - the effect is difficult to put into words. In general the 
film has a slightly desaturated look but for these sequences we applied a more 
saturated grade which made the primary reds blues and greens more prominent.276

Joe visits the confessional. Jackie’s apparition appears again. This initiates a second,

expanded, flashback to the near-drowning. The flashback is followed by Joe’s

confrontation with the apparition of Jackie. This is the final ‘A sequence’ in the film.

The second set of flashbacks, the ‘B 

sequences’, depict the post-emigration 

reality of the young men’s lives in 

London. These show the men looking for 

work, and allude to the disintegrating 

friendships between the members of the group. Visually, these sequences are similar to the 

‘A sequences’ of the men pre-emigration. There are four such sequences, each of which is 

positioned, albeit loosely, as the memory of a different character.

Git sees a street sign for Cricklewood. This cues a flashback/memory of the men waiting 

with other labourers, hoping for day work.

Shay sees Micil off at the airport. A sound bridge provides the transition to a flashback 

in which Shay fires Jackie.

276 Dillon, private correspondence
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Joe looks in the mirror, leading to a flashback in which he leaves the flat and his friends 

to strike out on his own.

Mairtin and Joe talk outside the pub. In flashback, the other men visit Joe’s job site, 

looking for work; he hides from them and they are sent away.

The final set of flashbacks includes the ‘C sequences’, which explore the circumstances 

around Jackie’s suicide. There are three of these sequences:

Mairtin recalls telling Jackie not to ring him anymore.

Git, in a flashback memory seemingly cued by the men’s toast to Jackie, plays pool with 

Jackie on the evening of his death. The sequence ends with Jackie walking out of the 

pub.

A second flashback, discussed at the start of this chapter, expands upon Jackie’s actions 

the night of his death. This is the longest flashback sequence in the film, and is intercut 

with ‘present day’ images of the men hearing Git’s account. While initially presented as 

a memory, the sequence contains elements and events which could not have been seen 

by Git, or which are framed in a way not associated with his perspective (for example, 

the few seconds of surveillance camera footage, showing Jackie entering the train 

station). This is the final flashback in the film.

These sequences were shot, like the ‘present day’ sequences, on Super-16mm film with the 

same Panavison Primo lenses. Post-production, however, Dillon explains that the crew 

“applied a ‘bleach bypass’ style grade which has the effect of making the images very 

desaturated, more contrasty and more grainy than the bulk of the film.”"77

The use of flashback in Kings may at first seem to be quite conventional. On closer 

consideration, we can see that the achronological structure and flashback technique in 

particular are used in a manner that, borrowing from both ‘art cinema’ and ‘mainstream

277 ibid.
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cinema’, best transmits the complex emotions of loss and trauma. Kings keeps the viewer 

rationally involved, but also draws on the viewer’s emotional experience. A fractured 

narrative portrays the process of grieving and allows for the exploration of so-called 

“negative” emotions.

At times, the flashbacks in Kings are clearly coded as individual memories. However, at 

other times, the motivation for a particular flashback seems to be associational. The 

flashbacks are used to explore an enigma - Jackie’s accident is revealed to be a suicide - but 

the facts uncovered do not bring any closure or resolution. The flashbacks are divided 

between the multiple subjects, and in some cases, are even shared between subjects. The 

final flashback of Jackie’s death, for example, is not clearly linked to any one character, but 

seems to be a communal memory - and yet, it is a memory that none of them could possess.

The flashback in this case carries a political charge, challenging dominant narratives of a 

past experience (emigration as a triumphalist move to a better life, e.g.), and a reflection on 

present-day reality (the parallel experience of today’s emigrants to Ireland, e.g.). 

Significantly, and I think most intriguingly, the flashback also functions as an intrusion into 

the present which disrupts and arrests the flow of story and image, and which invites 

readings of irony, anger, and ambiguity. Rather than resulting in a restoration of order and 

comprehension (re-territorialisation), we have here disruption that further confuses and 

obstructs the presumed ‘healing’ momentum of narration.

It is useful to look at how film was positioned and received in order to understand its place 

as a trauma narrative. Kings was promoted through the festival circuit, and championed by 

the Irish Film Board and the Irish press as the first Irish-produced bilingual feature. The film 

was made with a budget of £2.5 million, received funding from Northern Ireland Screen’s 

Irish Language Broadcast Fund, the Irish Film Board, and TG4, and was produced by Irish 

production companies, Newgrange and De Facto Films. The film’s critical reception, at
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home in the UK and Ireland as well as in the United States, seems to have been enmeshed

with the film’s role in expressing the national trauma of emigration. In general, Kings

received good reviews in the Republic of Ireland, where it was critically positioned as a

major artistic and economic accomplishment. In addition to numerous festival awards, Kings

received 14 award nominations at the Irish Film and Television Academy Awards in 2008, a

record for any feature to date. The IFTA also selected Kings as the Irish entry for Best

Foreign Language Film in the American Academy Awards. The domestic critics, in

particular, lauded the film for its emotional intensity and for its frank treatment of a difficult

facet of the Irish past. Typically, Harry Guerin of RTF praised the film, calling it

...as riveting as it is disturbing...Kmgs superbly captures the experiences of a 
generation and has very important things to say as Ireland becomes home to many 
other nationalities...As an ensemble piece it works superbly because each actor gets 
to articulate some aspect of the emigrant experience.. .what [the cast] have achieved 
together here ranks as a career high point. They bring these characters so vividly to 
life that there isn’t one scene or exchange of dialogue that doesn’t ring true. Drink 
flows, denial is reinforced and rage boils over, while the tenderness the characters 
have for each other proves to be a lot harder to release. You’ll be drained and wiser 
by the end of it.. .Kings deserves to have a much bigger audience than just a small 
island.278

The rage Guerin acknowledges here is the dominant emotion of the film. The critical 

reception of the film seems in large part determined by the depiction of, and cultural memory 

of, emotions of loss. Time Out Chicago calls Kings “melancholy”.279 Ty Barr of the Boston 

Globe finds that the film “shares [Joe’s] opinion that nostalgia is delusion”, and tells readers 

that “if you’re expecting whiskey, rage, and the past that never stops eating at a man, you’ll 

get a full glass - and a full ear - of all three.”280 Guerin sees the depiction of such dark 

emotions as brave; the film “doesn’t balk from wandering around in the dark comers of the 

Irish male psyche.” Michael Phillips of the Chicago Tribune comments that “Flashbacks to 

more hopeful days add some perspective, but the soul of the material, for good or ill, lies in

278 Harry Guerin, ‘Kings' [review], Raidid Teilifis Eireann (2007) <http://www.rte.ie/arts/2007/ 
0920/kings.html> [accessed 8 November, 2009]
277 Hank Sartin, ‘Kings' [review], Time Out Chicago, 162 (2007) <http://www.timeout.com/ 
film/reviews/85411/kings.html> [accessed 8 November, 2009]
280 Barr, Ty, ‘An Irish Wake Fit for Five “Kings’”, Boston Globe (\ October 2008) <http://articles. 
boston.eom/2008-01-10/ae/29272370_l_kings-stereotypes-ancient-tongue> [accessed 8 November 
2009]
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the nostalgia, recrimination and longing guiding the barroom confrontations between the 

men.”281

Shelley Marsden of the Irish World wrote that “Tom Collins’ gritty but heartwarming film is 

universal because it speaks to the dispossessed and disenfranchised of every city’s streets.”282 

In both the UK and Irish reviews and press coverage, emphasis was continually placed on 

the film’s “universal” meaning and relevance, whereas American critics showed more 

interest in the film’s national specificity, the representation of Irish emigrants, the 

engagement with cultural stereotypes, and of course the parallels to and connections with the 

Irish-American diasporic experience. Surprisingly perhaps, the American press was less 

enthusiastic about the film than the domestic press. Barr expressed a common view amongst 

the American critics, saying that “At their best, the filmmakers rearrange the auld stereotypes 

in new ways, but they’re still stereotypes at the end of the day.”283 A1 Hoff of the Pittsburgh 

City Paper rather cynically writes “And if we do ultimately feel for these rather unlikable 

men, it’s more likely that we’re culturally preconditioned to cast a tear for boozy Irishmen 

who sing ‘Danny Boy’ off-key than that we’re moved by Collins’ skill at excavating the 

bitter ironies of one generation of immigrants.”284

Collins himself certainly displays in interviews a self-consciousness about the film’s cultural 

position and its national specificity, sometimes appearing inconsistent as he tries to claim 

both a universal and a historically contextualised position for the work. He tells the Irish 

Film Board, “This is a universal story - it’s not just about paddies”.285 Collins is also quoted

381 Phillips, Michael, ‘Movie Review: Kings', Chicago Tribune (4 April 2008) <http://calendar. 
denverpost.com/reviews/show/20569-review-kings> [accessed 8 November 2009]
282 Shelley Marsden, ‘When We Were Kings’, Irish World (25 September 2007) <http://www. 
theirishworld.com/article.asp7SubSection Id=10&Article_Id=3749> [accessed 8 November 2009]
283 Barr
284 A1 Hoff, ‘Tom Collins’ Melancholy Drama Catches Up with Middle-Aged Irish Immigrants Adrift 
in Today’s London’, Pittsburgh City Paper (17 January 2008) <http://www.pittsburghcitypaper.ws/ 
gyrobase/PrintFriendly?oid=40699> [accessed 8 November 2009]
285 Irish Film Board, ‘Ireland Selects Kings for Foreign Language Oscar’, Irish Film Board/Bord 
Scannan na hEireann (11 September 2007) <http://www.irishfilmboard.ie/irish_film_industry/news
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in the London Evening Standard as saying “This is an untold story of immigration and

loneliness which continues today with migrants from Lithuania, Poland and China”.286

Elsewhere he discusses how the film grew out of an intended documentary project

specifically about the plight of the London Irish:

I had seen the Irish men and women about the streets of London and felt that I had to 
do or say something...being involved in film I thought maybe I could make a film. 
Originally I was going to make a documentary but no TV station would support me 
so I thought, I got to make it bigger and different, something that cannot be ignored. 
I saw Jimmy Murphy’s play The Kings of the Kilburn High Road in the Tricycle 
[Theatre],..I set about getting the rights to make it as a film.287

One point that domestic and international critics agree upon is the difficulty the film has in

transcending its stage origins. The changes made from the staged version, Kings of the

Kilburn High Road, seem to be aimed at making the work more cinematic. The plot has been

restructured; additional scenes have been added to ‘open up’ the film, make it feel less static

and add exterior locations. The two-act play is set entirely in the interior of the pub; the film

adds a third act, comprised of the events leading up to the wake in the pub. These scenes

include a variety of locations; the men’s flats, inside the church, and on the streets of

London. The screen adaptation also includes a number of exterior shots in the second and

third acts, as when the men parade through the pub and street singing “Go On Home British

Soldiers” or step outside for a smoke and more private conversation with one another. The

geographic expansion of the work is accompanied by temporal and emotional expansion.

The addition of the first act provides more information about the shared past of the

characters; arguably, this is an opportunity for increased character understanding or empathy,

or for more emotional investment by viewers. But it also emphasises the emblematic quality

of the men: they are depicted both as identifiable individuals and as symbolic types, the Irish

emigrants.

/Ireland_selects_KINGS_for_Foreign_Language_Oscars_Nomination/582> [accessed 8 November 
2009]
286 Louise Jury, ‘Tale of Irish in London to be Shown at Cannes’, London Evening Standard
(5 November 2007) <http://www.thisislondon.co.uk/film/article-23395889-tale-of-irish-in-london-to- 
be-shown-at-cannes.do> [accessed 8 November 2009]
287 Tom Collins, ‘Director Tom Collins Writes About His New Feature Film, Kings and the Aisling 
Project’, The Aisling Project < http://www.aisling.org.uk/html/tom collins.php> [accessed 8 
November, 2009]
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The most significant structural change, however, is the addition of the flashback sequences. 

These provide more opportunity to open up the film, as the change in medium demands, by 

providing a wider range of locations, characters, and aesthetic choices. The flashbacks also 

allow for increased development of character back story and development. Through the 

flashbacks, contradictory readings are made possible; the flashbacks offer multiple and 

ambiguous perspectives and character motivations. Most essentially, the flashbacks 

emphasise the status of the work as a trauma narrative.

Since the 1930s, Britain has been the primary destination of Irish emigrants. After the First 

World War, the pattern of emigration began to shift as England replaced America as the 

ultimate destination of emigrants, and by the end of the 1970s, over eighty percent of those 

emigrants were heading to Britain. 288 Even during periods in which Ireland’s inward 

migration has exceeded outward migration, England has drawn a significant number of Irish 

migrants. And as of the 2000 census, the Irish were still the largest single immigrant group in 

England. Donal Harman Akerson observes three types of Irish migration to England: 

‘stepwise’ migration by those planning an eventual further trip (England as a temporary 

home en route to the United States or Australia, for example); migration by workers who 

maintain permanent ties with a home residence in Ireland, and ‘permanent’ migration by 

those who effectively remain in England.289 In the last case, emigrants may have intended a 

temporary stay, and this is a significant condition of unplanned or even unacknowledged 

permanent migration.

The period of migration illustrated in Kings, the 1970s, stands in contrast to the current 

experience of Irish immigrants to England. Recent literature, seeking to correct a noticeable

288 Nessa Winston, Between Two Places: Emigrant Integration and Identity: A Case Study of Irish- 
born People Living in England (Dublin: European Cultural Foundation, 2000), p. 7
289 Donald Harman Akenson, The Irish Diaspora: A Primer (Belfast: Institute of Irish Studies, The 
Queen’s University of Belfast; and Toronto: P.D. Meany, 1993), p. 197
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deficit of research and empirical data regarding the actual numbers and experiences of these 

migrants, defines two waves of migration. The ‘old wave’ of the 1940s and 1950s was 

composed mainly of unprepared individuals: single, uneducated, and with few specialised 

skills. Nessa Winston, in one of the few studies with much empirical data, extends the ‘old 

wave’ migration trend to the 1970s.290 The later ‘new wave’ of the 1980s and beyond 

consisted of more highly prepared workers, more educated, and with more specialised job 

skills. Later emigrants were also more likely to have existing social networks or to be joining 

previous arrivals in ‘chain migration’ that differed from the solitary experience and isolation 

of ‘old wave’ emigrants. As well, the ‘new wavers’ had greater opportunity for return visits 

and communication with the home left behind.

For individuals, such as the six men in Kings, the impact of emigration on physical and 

emotional health can be profound. Emigrants must often cope with social isolation, culture 

shock, discrimination, and a crisis of identity; for some emigrants, linguistic isolation is yet 

another issue.291 These problems were especially acute for the ‘old wavers’ of the 1970s. 

Irish immigrants to the UK, in the 1970s as in other periods, faced poor economic and 

working conditions, especially as manual labourers. In the 1970s, media attention to the 

Troubles in Northern Ireland added to existing stereotypes and suspicions about the Irish, 

while British policies (such as the Prevention of Terrorism Act) created further practical and 

psychological difficulties for those Irish living and working in the UK. The measurable 

effects of all of these elements - isolation, discrimination, poverty - have been documented; 

Winston’s study is one of the more thorough and instructive of the time. Standards of living 

were significantly lower in Irish-headed households, with fewer amenities and more over- 

crow'ding. Levels of poverty and homelessness were higher, with older men particularly at

290 Winston, p.27
291 The Kings of the Kilburn High Road is an English-language play; in Collins’ adaptation, the men 
speak mainly Irish (Joe begins by speaking English, but resumes speaking Irish as the wake progresses; 
the men refer to a promise made, in their youth, to only speak Irish). Their shared language is a 
symbolic representation of their emotional bond, as well as a marker of their difference and isolation 
from the larger community.
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risk. Mental health issues were disproportionately diagnosed among the Irish population in 

England, with significantly higher rates found of alcoholism, psychiatric hospitalisation or 

incarceration, depression, and suicide.292

Ireland has been described as the “ultimate diasporic nation”, not so much because of the 

geographic breadth and vast number of Irish settled around the world, as because of the 

cultural preoccupation with emigration, what Alice Feldman calls “a pervasive entanglement 

and pre-occupation with emigration - both for those who stayed and those who left...Irish 

collective memory is thus underpinned by the trauma and loss as well as opportunities and 

successes brought about through these multiple migrations, both forced and otherwise.” 293 

The centrality of emigration to the Irish national narrative - and to the narratives of the Irish 

- creates a sense of social cohesion within Ireland and also with the diaspora; an 

understanding of a shared loss that offers the possibility of empathy between in-groups and 

newcomers. Paradoxically, though, this may also prevent the sort of narrative ‘working 

through’ needed for recovery and a truly ethical response to the trauma of others. Ronit 

Lentin clearly engages with a loss/recovery model when she refers to “...the painful past of 

emigration, a wound still festering because it was never tended, and which...is returning to 

haunt Irish people through the presence of the immigrant ‘other’.”294 For Lentin, fictionalised 

narratives can represent a method of recovery, as well as creating a shared understanding 

between communities.

Loss of culture, home, and economic stability affects both refugees and voluntary migrants. 

Emigration has an impact on the individuals in transit as well as on the society left behind to 

deal with their absence. Kings reflects this - while a story about the experience of

292 Winston, pp. 9-15
293 Feldman, Alice, ‘Alterity and Belonging in Diaspora Space: Changing Irish Identities and “Race”- 
Making in the “Age of Migration’”, in Situating Contemporary Politics of Belonging, ed. by Nira 
Yuval-Davis, Kalpana Kannabiran and Ulrike M. Vieten (London: Sage, 2006), p. 102
294 Ronit Lentin, ‘Postmemory, Received History and the Return of the Auschwitz Code’, Eurozine (6 
September 2002) <http://www.eurozine.com/articles/2002-09-06-lentin-en.html> [accessed 20 April 
2008]
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traumatised individuals, the film also stands as a product of and for a society traumatised by 

the collective memory of mass emigration. The film’s production and release, of course, also 

occurs in the context of a new reality: Ireland as a nation of hnmigrants. This shift has led to 

more fluid notions of national identity, perhaps, but also to crises of national narrative and 

ethical crises about not just how to rewrite these national narratives, but how to 

accommodate and identify with the experiences of new immigrants from elsewhere.

The trauma of emigration affects other ethnic groups as well, of course. 295 For these 

communities, too, fictional narratives can provide a recognition (if not a resolution) of that 

trauma. Gareth Jones has written of the impact of emigration on the recent filmmaking from 

the Balkan regions, particularly of the way on which filmmakers themselves have become 

exiles from their homelands and their subjects. “Emigration is a traumatic event (in the 

strictly Freudian sense) for whatever reason it is undertaken, and filmmakers of the diaspora 

create from a base of latent trauma - the psychic disaster of their own exodus - whether they 

are aware of it or not.”296 One such filmmaker, Macedonian Mitko Panov297 (Livada, 1998; 

The War Is Over, 2010), tells Jones “Diaspora is the biggest trauma of all. Think of the early 

pioneers who simply got in a boat and sailed away, never to return. I can scarcely imagine 

their sacrifice, the inner turmoil, the pain of separation. The shock was so great it was still 

felt by the second and third generations, who grow up like resilient mutants.. ,”298 Of Panov’s 

own film, The War Is Over, a framed narrative composed of numerous internal flashbacks, 

Jones writes “...[the] uncertain gaze and fractured timeline reflect not just the failing 

memory of the narrator but also the traumatic amnesia inflicted by events themselves.”299 

The recourse to fractured narratives by the filmmakers of the diaspora, as much as the

295 Recent Bosnian cinema, for instance, displays not only similarities of theme and content with Irish 
cinema, but also similarities of formal fracture. See, e.g., Snijeg /Snow (Aida Begic, 2008), Grbavica/ 
Esma's Secret (Jasmila Zbanic, 2006), Kod amidze Idriza/Days and Hours (Pjer Zalica, 2004)
296 Gareth Jones, ‘An Inner Exodus: The Many Diasporas of Balkan Cinema’, Cineaste, 32.3 (2007) 
<http://www.cineaste.com/articles/an-inner-exodus.htm> [accessed 29 October 2009]
297 Panov himself is an emigrant; he left Macedonia at 19 to attend film school, first in Poland and 
then in the United States, and eventually migrated to Switzerland after a failed attempt to return and 
resettle in his homeland.
298

299
Gareth Jones 
ibid
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homeland, reveal the degree to which emigration is a traumatic event with repercussions for 

successive generations of the community.300

There is then potential power within these forms, the power to create emotional 

understanding and empathy with the experiences of other groups or individuals. The 

relevance of the Irish emigrant experience in the 1970s, e.g., may thereby - once narrativised 

and cued in a filmic treatment - allow a more ethical response to the equivalent experience 

of, for instance, Polish immigrants in Dublin today.301 The risk of simply repeating the 

narratives of loss, and of reliance on an identity sustained by that shared loss, is essentialism 

and an “aestheticized realm” in which empathy is no more than a false sense of homogeneity 

and an erasure of real difference.302 This is where fracture and fragmentation comes into 

play. Narratives that formally demonstrate the lack of cohesion and unity, through emotion 

cues and fracture, recognise the ambiguity and multiplicity of experience and deny the easy 

‘sealing over’ of cracks.

The complexity and nuance of the use of flashback in Kings might seem a long way from the 

ostensibly straightforward devices outlined at the start of this chapter. The framed flashback 

appears, on the surface, to be the most conventional and least disruptive variety of flashback 

found in the recent Irish cinema. Through the framed flashback, as seen in the examples 

above of Mickeybo and Me and The Butcher Boy, the viewer is offered access to the 

emotional state of the traumatised protagonist. These re-enactments function as therapeutic 

re-telhng; however, in these cases, the re-telling of trauma does not result in a cure. In 

contrast to the models of catharsis or enigma resolution offered by Hollywood genre cinema, 

the flashbacks do not lead to a sutured or integrated narrative recovery. Instead, they cue

300 For a discussion of the way that traumatic memory is transmitted across generations, see e.g., 
Marianne Hirsch; Ronit Lentin
301 Once (John Camey, 2006) makes similar points about the feelings of loss engendered by migration, 
within a circular and highly elliptical formal structure.
302 Breda Gray, ‘Remembering a “Multicultural” Future Through a History of Emigration: Towards a 
Feminist Politics of Solidarity Across Difference’, Women’s Studies International Forum, 21A 
(2004), p. 420
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viewer alignment and understanding by providing access to the ‘imagined emotions’ of loss. 

The high degree of subjectivity and even the unreliability of the narration are key to the 

emotional reading of the films. In other examples, such as Omar and Six-Shooter, the 

intrusive and haunting quality of the traumatic memory is literalised through the flashback 

device. The flashback in these cases is a rupture, fracturing the work itself. The flashback is 

not a subjective memory of the past, as above, but a violent disturbance of the present, 

intermpting the flow of narrative in a way analogous to the original trauma’s interruption of 

the subject’s reality. The grief and anger engendered by loss are invoked through a formal 

re-enactment of the original trauma. Kings uses the flashback to replicate both the subjective 

emotional states of grieving protagonists, and the disruptive and intrusive re-emergence of 

trauma.

As flashback and achronological narrative techniques mirror the manifestations of national 

loss, so further cinematic distortions of time can be employed to express and explore extreme 

emotional states. In the following chapter, I will describe and analyse the use of ellipsis and 

‘pause’ in recent Irish film, considering these durational devices as two more strategies 

which function as emotion cues.
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Chapter Four

Black Holes: Ellipsis and Pause

The opening scene of Brendan Muldowney’s Savage (2006) immediately introduces the 

film’s key devices of achronology and ellipsis. The camera is placed at ground level, and 

with a shallow depth of field, so that pavement fills most of the frame. In the top third, out of 

focus, a police car can be seen. After a second, a pair of bare feet and calves, streaked with 

blood, step into the foreground of the shot. As the handheld camera shakes unsteadily, the 

unseen owner takes a wobbly step towards the distant police car. The screen goes black - the 

first of many ellipses in the narrative. It is not until the film’s close that the viewer can fit 

this enigmatic event definitively into a chronology. In Savage's final sequence, the film 

returns to the scene. Now, the camera is placed behind the police car, reversing the visual 

perspective. In a long shot, the film’s protagonist - naked and covered in blood - approaches 

the police car. The viewer has just seen him slaughter two innocent men in a violent rage. 

The man raises his hands in surrender and repeats, twice, these words of reassurance: “It’s all 

right; everything’s going to be OK.” Of course, everything is not going to be OK, and it is on 

the repetition of this untruth that the film closes.

Savage’s Paul Graynor (Darren Healy) is a man struggling to recover from a violent personal 

trauma. Walking home through the Dublin streets, Paul is attacked by two men; he is beaten 

and castrated in an unmotivated attack, which leaves him physically and psychologically 

scarred and socially alienated. Paul’s assault, the traumatic event that drives the narrative, is 

filmed mainly in close-up, Paul’s face interspersed with tight two-shots in which his primary 

assailant pushes his face close to Paul’s and taunts him. After the initial attack, the assailant 

declares that Paul “hasn’t had enough.’ With the subsequent cut, the camera is repositioned, 

so that the remainder of the scene is filmed as though from Paul’s point-of-view, visually 

aligning the viewer with the victimised man. The assault that follows is filmed as a series of 

short takes and quick cuts: extreme close-ups of the attacker’s face, blurry and unevenly lit,
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cast in harsh blue light and deep shadows. The man’s fist flies towards the camera repeatedly, 

and with an increasing fury. The sound of the blows rises in volume and pace; at the same 

time, a reverberating, high-pitched tone is introduced, layered behind the clamour of the 

assault. On one final blow, the film cuts to black, in another example of ellipsis.

The reverberating tone continues, as the sounds of the alley cease. After a second of black 

screen, flashes of light begin to pass rhythmically across the frame, accompanied by rushes 

of sound. As the tone rises in pitch to a piercing high, the screen fills with a white light. 

Indistinct shapes begin to form, and blurred fragments of speech are heard, indistinguishable. 

The camera moves wildly; faces appear, shot from below; the scene appears to be a hospital 

corridor. The camera, still attached to Paul’s subjective perspective, fixes on the globes of 

light on the corridor ceiling. These blur, double, and refocus, before disappearing as the 

screen goes black once more, indicating a further ellipsis. The blackness, and accompanying 

silence, are held for several seconds before an intertitle fades in: “Fear”. As the title fades in, 

so do the diegetic sounds of a hospital monitor, and a man’s ragged breathing.

The next segment, ‘Fear’, begins after the ellipsis with a fade-in to a point-of-view shot. 

From a blurred object on a tray, the camera pivots around the room. With rapid, shaking

movements, it alights on various items: 

charts, monitors, another patient’s bed, and 

finally, a cart, wheeled into the room by a 

nurse. With a straight cut, there is a close- 

up of Paul’s face-beaten, bandaged, and distressed. “Help”, he says. As the nurse approaches 

and speaks to Paul, he repeats the word “help” two more times; his lips move as though to 

say more, but fail to form words. The nurse tries to comfort Paul, saying “It’s all right; 

everything’s going to be OK.”

This segment continues. Paul returns to his flat and tries, unsuccessfully, to master his 

extreme fear. He seeks help from the police, security from locks and alarms, comfort from
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his would-be girlfriend (Nora-Jane Noone). He changes his physical appearance, shaving his 

head. All of these efforts are shown to be futile, and Paul’s suffering seems unabated. Paul’s 

progression from ‘Fear’ into the next chapter, ‘Control’, is finally prompted by his 

frustration on viewing a news programme about his attack. On the television, a man speaks 

about the right to self-defence. “Someone breaks into my house, I’ll kill them.” There is a cut 

to black on his words, and the next episode begins.

The narrative follows Paul in his attempts at recovery, and in his evolution from a passive 

victim to an active perpetrator. Structurally, the film is divided into four episodes. Each of 

these segments is preceded and followed by an ellipsis, marked by several seconds of black 

screen, and an intertitle: ‘Fear’, ‘Control’, ‘Anger’, and ‘Revenge’. The use of ellipsis 

between these segments indicates a transition between chapters, but also between emotional 

states. Within these segments, too, ellipses are plentiful, marked by jump cuts or fades that 

cut in and out of the narrative. Ellipsis in Savage references Paul’s own emotional state: 

fragmented, insecure, and unstable. On a formal level, it creates moments of absence and 

fracture. Ellipsis replicates the unknowingness and unrepresentability of trauma. We can 

begin to see here the relationship, upon which this chapter will expand, between ellipsis and 

emotional discourse. The elliptical structure divides Paul’s traumatic state into categories of 

emotion - fear and anger - and coping strategies - control and revenge. Ultimately, these 

strategies fail, and the film ends with Paul’s complete break with society and reason.

Savage is an achronological narrative; the opening scene is in fact the film’s ending, and the 

majority of the film is a flashback to earlier events. Achronological narration often employs 

the strategies of ellipsis and pause, aspects of film pacing which work in conjunction with 

the time shifts produced by flashback or modular narrative. In this chapter, I will look more 

closely at these devices and their presence in the recent Irish cinema. As in the previous 

discussion of flashback, I will first review the way the devices have been understood by film 

and literary theorists, whilst proposing that their contemporary usage reflects a new approach
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to the discourse of emotion. I will look briefly at selected examples of ellipsis and pause in 

some contemporary Irish films. Finally, an analysis of Hunger (Steve McQueen, 2008) will 

look in depth at the elliptical strategies of that film, considering shot duration and sequencing 

and the relationship to viewer emotion and reflection. Again, the critical reception and 

historical context are discussed, with attention to the ways in which the film has (or has not) 

been read as a record of emotion, or a response to actual historical trauma.

Ellipsis and Pause as Formal Devices

Susan Hayward succinctly defines ellipsis as “a term that refers to periods of time that have 

been left out of the narrative.”303 Monika Fludemik writes that ellipsis is the situation in 

which “something that occurs in the fictional world is not mentioned at all on the level of 

narrative discourse.”304 These definitions are not quite nuanced enough to express the effects 

and affects of ellipses in a range of filmmaking practices. Ellipsis is a strategy for expressing 

the duration of time. The literary theorist Gerard Genette defines four such strategies: scene, 

summary, ellipsis, and descriptive pause.305 Ellipsis occurs when story duration exceeds plot 

(discourse) duration; events are abbreviated so that the on-screen passage of time appears as 

less than the time of the story. In the most basic sense, ellipsis is present in all cinema by its 

very nature; the space between each frame of film is itself an ellipsis, albeit one that goes 

unnoticed by the human eye. It is conventional, moreover, for films to exclude a great many 

incidental events from the narrative in order to depict only those events deemed essential to 

the narrative. Student filmmakers are, typically, instructed that “Ellipsis is both a narrative 

device and the most basic idea in film editing. Ellipsis concerns the omission of a section of 

the story that is either obvious enough for the public to fill in or concealed for a narrative

303 Susan Hayward, Cinema Studies, p. 97
304 Monika Fludemik, An Introduction to Narratology (New York: Routledge, 2009), p. 33
305 Gerard Genette, Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1979), p. 95-96. Scene time occurs when the story time and discourse (plot) time are equivalent. As 
the term suggests, film viewers are accustomed to a classical structure in which sequences of scene 
time are separated by transitional devices. Summary occurs when a condensed version of story events 
is presented, “without details of action or speech”. In films, summary is found most often in the 
montage sequence.
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purpose, such as suspense or mystery.”306 This directive, too, falls short of encompassing the 

many functions and uses of cinematic ellipses.

“Ellipsis is as old as The Iliad. But, as many critics have pointed out, ellipsis of a particularly 

broad and abrupt sort is characteristic of modem narratives.”307 Michael J. Toolan suggests 

that these literary naratives, in which “a series of detailed scenic presentations are linked by 

abrupt spatio-temporal jumps” (as when one chapter of a novel ends, and the next picks up 

the story after a lengthy period of time has passed for the protagonists), are not necessarily, 

or even typically, complex or uncomfortable for the reader. Rather, these are “simply an 

exploitation of the temporal discontinuity we not only tolerate but probably prefer in our 

narratives (so we do not have to read every dull thing a character does).”308 Similarly, in film 

we expect a certain degree of ellipsis. Seymour Chatman discusses the difference between a 

film cut and an ellipsis:

Ellipsis is sometimes identified with the “cut” between shots in the cinema, the 
transition between two shots linked together by a simple join, giving the impression 
during projection that the first shot is suddenly and instantaneously displaced by the 
second...But the terms ‘ellipsis’ and ‘cut’ should be carefully distinguished. The 
difference is one of level. Ellipsis refers to a narrative discontinuity, between story 
and discourse. ‘Cut’, on the other hand, is the manifestation of ellipsis as a process 
in a specific medium, an actualization parallel to a blank space or asterisks on the 
printed page. Or more precisely, a cut may portray ellipsis, but it may simply 
represent a shift in space, that is, connecting two actions that are absolutely or 
virtually continuous... And so with the other transitions or cinematic technology - 
the dissolve, the wipe, irising in and out, and so forth. These are all in the repertoire 
of cinematic manifestation, not parts of narrative discourse.309

Obviously, not all ellipses are created equal. Chatman is right to speak of the “abrupt” 

ellipsis as something distinct from the striving-to-be-invisible editing devices of classical 

cinema. Ellipsis in classical Hollywood cinema is frequently indicated through editing

j06 Gabriel Moura, ‘Ellipsis’, Elements of Cinema.com: A Student’s Guide to the Fundamentals of 
Filmmaking (2009) <http://www.elementsofcinema.com/editing/ellipsis.html> [accessed 1 November 
2010]
307 Seymour Chatman, Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1978), p. 77

08 Michael J. Toolan, Narrative: a Critical Linguistic Introduction (New York: Routledge, 2001), 
p. 49
309 Chatman, Story and Discourse, p. 71
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transitions, much like those that accompany the traditional flashback. Fades, dissolves, irises, 

and wipes are used to signal to the viewer that a jump in temporality has occurred. Where 

such transitions are not used - as in the case of jump cuts and unmatched edits - the effect 

can be disorienting to the viewer. Within the films discussed here, those classical editing 

transitions are used infrequently, adding to the perception of fracture and disruption.

At the most basic level, the ellipsis removes extraneous detail. Such pragmatic excision adds 

to the clarity of the storyline by highlighting causality, character goals and motivations, and 

deadlines - all essential elements of the classical Hollywood model of narrative (see 

Bordwell, e.g.). Toolan points out that ellipsis, “in the form of a spatiotemporal gap or 

aporia, is a narrational strategy of varying importance (depending on just what gets left 

out).”310 The erasure of detail which serves the dual objectives of clarity and comprehension 

is perhaps less ‘important’ as a narrational strategy than the more complex use of ellipsis to 

confuse or confound cognitive or emotional response. Nevertheless, there can be profound 

ideological implications to even these seemingly minor omissions. Ellipsis can be socially 

dictated, as when images or events are left out for reasons of censorship, ratings, or cultural 

tastes. Most obviously, this would include graphic images of sex or violence, but also, to 

avoid controversy or tension over the representation of contested events and images. Richard 

Maltby has written of one example of ellipsis in an archetype Hollywood film, Casablanca 

(Michael Curtiz, 1942). Rick and lisa have been reunited, and they kiss in Rick’s office; 

there is an ellipsis (marked by a shot of a tower with a searchlight at the top), and then the 

narrative returns to the two, still in the office, after an unspecified passage of time. Maltby 

argues that the scene offers two possible readings; the couple has had sex, or they have not. 

This is an example of an ellipsis that serves the purposes of both censorship and ambiguity:

.. .the movie neither confirms nor denies either interpretation. Indeed, it goes beyond
this ambiguity to provide supporting evidence for both outcomes, while effectively

310 Toolan, p. 49
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refusing to take responsibility for the story some viewers may choose to construct. 
This is a particularly fruitful example of the principle of deniability in action.311

In another example from Hollywood cinema, Cynthia Marie Erbs makes an interesting claim

about the censorial function of ellipsis in her work on King Kong (Merian C. Cooper and

Ernest B. Schoedsack, uncredited, 1933). She argues that textual censorship is behind the

ellipsis surrounding King Kong’s voyage, in chains, to America, potentially evoking

comparisons to the black slave experience. Erbs argues that the sequence was left out

because of the “tensions” about the characters of the white explorer, and Kong’s captor,

Denholm. 31~ Similarly, a film might use ellipsis to circumvent the direct representation of

difficult or shameful facets of national history.

Ellipsis is of course also used to create suspense, by withholding information temporarily. 

Fludemik identifies this - the creation of suspense - as a primary function of ellipsis.313 She 

argues, however, that this only applies to narratives that at least hold forth the expectation of 

linear time, not those narratives which are completely achronological in the sense that they 

make no effort to define the temporal relationships between scenes. The hybrid films of the 

recent Irish cinema, as discussed in Chapter Three, are still inclined towards the ultimate 

restoration of linearity.

The use of ellipsis can add to the ambiguity of meaning, working against the principles of 

clarity and comprehension to foster intentional ambiguity around events, motivation, or 

causality. This function of ellipsis is most readily associated with modernism and ‘art 

cinema’; Donald Richie, in an essay on Yasujiro Ozu (whose modernist use of ellipsis is 

well-documented), remarks that “...the spectator is so often called upon to bridge the 

ellipsis, to create a connection that the director deliberately left out, to contribute and hence

311 Richard Maltby, Hollywood Cinema, Second Edition (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2003), p.
481
312 Cynthia Marie Erb, Tracking King Kong: a Hollywood Icon in World Culture (Detroit: Wayne 
State University Press, 2009), p. 102
313 Fludemik, An Introduction to Narratology, p. 33
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to understand.”314 In this fashion, the ellipsis may encourage an active spectatorship and 

allow for ambivalent or contradictory readings.

At its most regressive, the ellipsis is an omission that minimises or obscures the true nature 

of a traumatic event, a silencing of history or of the individual. More progressively, maybe, 

the openness of ellipsis can invite evaluation by the viewer. In terms of pacing, which is very 

important to emotional response, the ellipsis can serve to accelerate the narrative. Of course, 

there is also an epistemological dimension to the ellipsis, which acknowledges that some 

truths are simply ‘unrepresentable’. The most affecting use of the ellipsis is that which has a 

purpose other than the strictly narrative - the use of ellipsis as emotion cue.

The ellipsis as emotion cue carries with it the sense that something has been not only 

omitted, but deliberately excluded from the narrative. The unseen is presumed to be 

significant, and the fracturing of time and image is likewise significant. The interruption of 

events, mood, and pattern is disruptive. The ellipsis may draw attention to what is missing, 

and what has been lost. Stalling the flow of emotion, the ellipsis may redirect viewer 

response through an abrupt change of registers, as when the ellipsis is followed by a shift in 

mood, environment, pacing, or mise-en-scene. Conversely, it may provide a space in which 

to rest, or even wallow, in the emotion before the resumption of the narrative.

In ellipsis, the narrative time stops, and the story time continues. In the opposite of ellipsis, 

the pause, narrative time continues and story time stops. Writing of the pause and the ellipsis 

in literature, Toolan defines ellipsis as the device in which “no text space is spent on a piece 

of story duration”, whereas the descriptive pause is “text without story duration”.315 In film, 

the true descriptive pause is a more uncommon strategy than in the novel. Helen Fulton, in

314 Donald Richie, ‘Stories of Floating Weeds’, Criterion website (2004) <http://www.criterion.com/ 
current/posts/320-stories-of-floating-weeds> [accessed 14 January, 2011]
315 Toolan, p. 49
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her work Narrative and Media, claims that

.. .the remarkable thing about narrative’s transition to the medium of film is that, to a 
most extraordinary degree, the descriptive pause becomes an irrelevancy. The 
medium is so visually rich - and every shot contains so much descriptive 
information (with the kind of immediacy the older realist novelists would surely 
have relished: ‘a picture tells a thousand words’) - that it is generally no longer 
necessary to have a camera pan around a room before the action can take place in it: 
we can have the room ‘described’ to us at the same time as we watch the action 
unfolding in it. Action and description have become fused?'6 [emphasis in original]

Fulton goes on to say that the descriptive pause remains in the cinematic medium primarily

in the form of establishing shots.317 Fulton then says something much more revealing.

But more importantly, even while it might have discovered a miraculous economy 
towards objective description, film is radically impoverished when it comes to the 
description of emotional or psychological states...when it comes to complex moral, 
psychological, or philosophical states, films have most often had to resort to the 
clumsy descriptive pause of the voiceover.318 [emphasis in original]

The notion that descriptive pause can exist outside of the voiceover is highly suggestive, and 

I believe is underexplored in the formal analysis of films generally. The pause is different 

altogether from the extension of time through editing (as when multiple shots of the same 

event are edited together sequentially, to show different angles or to linger on the event by 

showing it multiple times). Descriptive pause can be found in the purely visual 

contemplation of a single image, or even in the close examination of visual detail. Breaking 

the fusion of action and image, to which Fulton alludes, such pause creates exactly the space 

for an emotional register to emerge. The most simplistic function of the pause is to permit 

inclusion of relevant supportive details, but the functions can also be purely aesthetic and 

formalist; or to create tension and suspense. The pause may be contemplative, inviting the 

viewer to make meaning of the images. The pause decelerates narrative pacing, even within 

an otherwise accelerated narrative. And the pause serves to cue emotion.

316 Helen Fulton, Narrative and Media (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), p. 68
317 The difficulties in applying the term to examples of descriptive pause in the cinema have been also 
examined by Brian Henderson, Robert Siam, and Seymour Chatman.
318 Fulton, p. 68
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Kathryn Hume offers a model of narrative speed, expressing the pace of a literary narrative 

as the relationship between narrative time and story time.319 As stated, in ellipsis, narrative 

time stops altogether, but story time proceeds, unrepresented on the page. If narrative time is 

less than story time, Hume calls this “sped-up”. Where both narrative time and story time are 

equal, she calls this ‘scene’ speed. In “slow-down”, story time is less than narrative time. At 

the far end of the range is the pause; the stoppage of story time as the narrative time 

continues. In cinematic terms, the concept of narrative speed is of course expressed though 

the editing of sound and images, but one can see that Hume’s model remains useful.

Toolan defines narrative pace as “the rapidity of the telling of what does get told.”320 He 

believes that literary narratives are “exponentially more complex” than personal oral 

accounts, because the written narratives are able to use ellipses and pauses, which in turn 

allow for evaluation (internal evaluation by characters in the story, or external evaluation by 

readers).321 Similarly, a cinematic narrative is able to employ ellipses and descriptive pauses, 

alongside other devices that distort chronology (such as flashbacks, flash-forwards, freeze- 

frames, or inserted still photographs), to cognitive effect.

Marking Loss: Ellipsis and Pause in the Recent Irish Cinema

In the recent Irish cinema, ellipsis and pause are used to create emotional mood and to allow 

reflection, not only on the meaning of events, but on the feeling of events. In traumatic 

narratives, ellipsis and pause replicate the formal qualities of oral re-telling through their 

fracturing and hesitation. As in Savage, Aideen McCarthy’s short film The Widow (2006) 

makes use of ellipsis to endeavour to replicate the process of grieving. The Widow's 

narrative begins with a woman, Helen (Norma Sheahan), returning to her home after a 

funeral. She enters the house and proceeds with the normal activities of domestic life: 

cleaning, cooking, eating her dinner. As the film unfolds, it becomes clear that Helen is

319 Kathryn Hume, ‘Narrative Speed in Contemporary Fiction’, Narrative, 13.2 (2005), 105-124
320 Toolan, p. 49
321 ibid., p. 172
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mourning the loss of her husband and children. Helen undergoes the five stages of grief (as 

classically defined by Elisabeth Kubler-Ross and David Kessler): denial, anger, bargaining, 

depression, and acceptance.322 Ultimately, it is revealed that it is Helen herself who has died, 

and she is grieving her own death and separation from her family.

Each sequence in the film ends with a slow fade to black. The black screen is held for several

seconds, before the narrative resumes with Helen performing a different household task.

McCarthy consciously designed the film to feel segmented and discontinuous:

Instead of just one “look” for this film, I chose three distinct looks for very specific 
reasons. My goal was that they reflect the varying state of mind of the central 
character “Helen”, as she goes through the grieving process. The first Took’ is a cool 
steel blue colour intended to convey how alone Helen is and also how numb she is to 
what is going on. The second Took’ is a red streetlight effect through Venetian 
blinds, which helps to convey Helen’s agitated state of mind. It also underlines the 
surreal nature of the script as it is in stark contrast to the traditional ‘blue moonlight’ 
of night scenes in other films...The final look reflects Helen’s acceptance of death 
and her reconnection with her family. These scenes are bathed in a warm yellow 
sunlight...For the first two ‘looks’ (encompassing the denial, anger, bargaining, and 
depression stages) I decided we would shoot the film handheld to reinforce the 
disturbed nature of Helen’s mind. Then for the last segment of the film, (dealing 
with Helen’s acceptance of death) I use static shots, to show that Helen’s mind is

323now at peace.

Ellipsis is used here not to, conventionally, indicate the mere passage of time, but to indicate 

transitions between the five stages. The ellipses create gaps in viewer knowledge which help 

to sustain the enigmas of the film (who is it that has died? will Helen recover?) - but more 

essentially, the elliptical structure recreates what Roland Barthes has called “mourning’s 

discontinuous nature”.324 Helen’s process is interrupted; the sequences end abruptly and are 

disjointed from one another. The pace of the editing and camera movements veers from slow 

and dreamlike to rapid and lurching. McCarthy’s use of the elliptical narrative structure is 

deliberate and self-conscious.

322 Elisabeth Kubler-Ross and David Kessler, ‘The Five Stages of Grief, in On Grief and Grieving: 
Finding the Meaning of Grief Through the Five Stages of Loss (New York: Scribner, 2005), 7-28
323 Aideen McCarthy, 'The Widow', Aideen McCarthy [personal webpage] (2010) <http://www. 
aideenmccarthy.com/showreel/the-widow/> [accessed 22 May 2011]
324 Roland Barthes, Mourning Diary. October 27, 1977 - September 15, 1979, trans. Richard Howard 
(New York: Hill and Wang, 2010), p. 67
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A more sophisticated (and arguably more interesting) function of ellipsis and pause is found 

in the 2007 short film Frankie (Darren Thornton). Frankie uses an elliptical structure to 

portray one day in the life of a teenage father-to-be. Frankie (Ryan Andrews) is fifteen, lives 

on a working-class housing estate in Northeast Ireland, and is determined to be a good father. 

He practises by looking after a doll, which he pushes in a stroller as he goes about his day. 

The film’s loose linear structure allows Thornton to arrange events for maximum emotional 

impact, juxtaposing moments of innocence with moments that show the unpromising reality 

of Frankie’s situation. Ellipses and pauses are used, within the twelve-minute short, to create 

an introspective mood and allow time for viewer reflection.

The title shot is accompanied by nondiegetic theme music and the sound of trains. The latter 

provides a sound bridge to the next shot, a handheld medium close-up of Frankie pushing a 

stroller on some waste ground behind a housing estate. “It’s a fulltime job, getting ready to 

be a da”, he tells the camera. This direct address continues throughout the film, interspersed 

with scenes in which Frankie engages in dialogue with other characters, and frames 

Frankie’s perspective poignantly, giving the impression of a personal and emotionally honest 

confidence addressed to the viewer.

This footage of Frankie pushing the stroller is jarred by several quick jump-cuts. It is also 

intercut with short scenes illustrating his words. As he speaks of the hard work involved in 

antenatal preparation, his walk is intercut with scenes of Frankie seeking (and being refused) 

entry to classes at the hospital. He speaks of his mother’s laissez-faire approach to 

childrearing, and in cutaways, his sisters are shown. In some of these intercut scenes, Frankie 

appears, effectively speaking himself into the scene as a witness. On his walk, Frankie talks 

about his older sister’s own child and lack of involvement by that child’s father. In an 

intercut scene, and with Frankie’s words voicing over, Frankie looks after his niece himself. 

Similarly, as Frankie talks about his younger sister, the visuals show the sister’s father 

arriving to collect her for a visit; Frankie sits on a wall on the foreground. Later, Frankie
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talks about his own father’s abandonment of the family; on-screen, Frankie watches his 

father (Anthony Brophy) load musical equipment onto a van.325 This might be a flashback to 

a real event, a memory; equally, it might be a fantasy. The ambiguity is possible because of 

the loose sense of chronology provided. The play between Frankie’s reality and his fantasies 

gives the film emotional depth. There is a profound difference between what the viewer 

(perhaps cynically) anticipates as the probable outcome, and what the viewer might, through 

the alignment with Frankie, hope for. The openness of the film leaves the ending uncertain 

and suggestive, rather than definitive.

The chronological ambiguity of Frankie begins even before the title shot, in a short 

prologue. The opening shot of the film is a close-up of an infant lying sideways on a bed, 

facing right. Frankie’s voice narrates, “My name is Frankie Smith.” A reverse-shot, also in 

close-up, shows Frankie lying on the bed, looking left. As the narration continues (“I’m 

fifteen, and soon I’m going to be a daddy.”), the camera returns to the baby, who smiles, and 

then to another reverse-shot of Frankie, who also smiles. The next, overhead, shot reveals 

that Frankie is alone on the right side of the bed; where the baby would be, there is an empty 

space.

In a later sequence, Frankie looks directly into the camera and explains the concept of 

mirroring: “You need to let the child look into your eyes, and then when he smiles, you smile 

back. They get some sort of comfort from it. It’s to make them understand that they’re 

normal.” Frankie smiles, and Thornton cuts 

to a frontal close-up of the doll’s face, 

looking back at Frankie. The next shot is a 

wider view, a profile of Frankie, sitting on 

a discarded shopping trolley and staring at

325 Liz Greene has suggested that the deepest ellipsis of the film is that of the missing father; a trope of 
so much of Irish cinema, [private conversation]
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the doll in its stroller, the dismal housing 

estate in the background. The camera 

slowly dollies out, accompanied by the 

sound of traffic.

Finally, near the film’s conclusion, Frankie sits on a wall outside his girlfriend’s home. From 

a profile shot, there is a cut to a close-up of Frankie’s father; he is lying on the bed, just as 

Frankie did in the opening sequence. The father faces left; in a reverse-shot, Frankie faces 

right. In the next reverse-shot, the father smiles; a final reverse-shot, and Frankie smiles 

back. At this point, the film cuts back to Frankie sitting on the wall.

Frankie also uses shot duration in conjunction with ellipsis to cue viewer emotion. As with 

the slow dolly back from Frankie as he ‘mirrors’ the doll, an image of Frankie in silhouette, 

holding the doll, is held for several seconds. The voiceover falls silent as the viewer is left to 

contemplate the image. It evokes familiar images of fatherhood and love, while showing 

Frankie in a rare moment of contentment. The artificiality of the moment, and the 

contentment, complicates the effect, and points again to the tension between the pessimistic 

reality and the hopeful fantasy.

At the film’s conclusion, some other boys from the estate arrive, joy-riding. Frankie walks 

away from the stroller to join them, leaving the doll. However, this is not a definite ending. 

The very last shot of the film is a flashback: Frankie, in the profiled silhouette seen earlier, 

kisses the doll tenderly. It is an ambiguous ending. The viewer has been encouraged to align 

him or herself with Frankie, through the voiceover and access to his perspective. Yet at the 

same time, the viewer has been made aware, through cutaways, ellipsis, flashback, and mise- 

en-scene, of the social and environmental obstacles Frankie faces. The viewer may want 

Frankie to succeed, to be a “good father”, but knows this is an unlikely outcome.
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Frankie uses ellipsis to portray the painful personal experiences of an individual, albeit with 

resonance to communal issues of family breakdown and social disintegration in 

contemporary Ireland. Paul Greengrass’ Bloody Sunday (2002) uses ellipsis to create a sense 

of emotional and epistemological uncertainty in the retelling of a more public traumatic 

historical narrative. The film is a dramatic account of the events of January 30, 1972, when 

British Army Paratroopers fired upon Civil Rights marchers in Derry, Northern Ireland. 

Fourteen civilians were killed. 326 Bloody Sunday has been one of the most widely 

commemorated, and one of the most fiercely contested, incidents in modem Irish history. 

While eyewitness accounts maintained that the Army had attacked and killed unarmed 

protesters, the Paratroopers claimed to have been fired upon first. The initial investigation 

into events ended in the Widgery Report, which supported the soldiers’ version of events and 

found the march organisers responsible for the day’s violent turn. Twelve years later, a 

lengthy second investigation, the Saville Inquiry, completely overturned the Widgery Report. 

The Saville Report concluded that the soldiers had lied, that the Army had engaged in a 

cover-up, and that those killed were indeed innocent victims. In June of 2010, Prime 

Minister David Cameron issued a formal apology on behalf of the British Government. Such 

an apology seemed unlikely in 2002, when the contentious events in Derry were the subject 

of two television dramas; Greengrass’ Bloody Sunday and Jimmy McGovern’s Sunday.327 

Coming long after the travesty of the Widgery Report and long before the Saville Report, the 

films were interventions into, and representations of, pronounced and unresolved trauma.

Bloody Sunday is a narrative film that is imitative of a documentary, cinema verite style. 

Shaky handheld camerawork, unmotivated pans and zooms, naturalistic sound and lighting, 

nonclassical framing and obstructed point-of-view shots are used in conjunction with a

326 Thirteen demonstrators and bystanders were killed on the scene; another died several months later 
from his injuries. Another fourteen civilians were injured; twelve were shot and two others hit by 
Army vehicles, [<http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/events/bsunday/deadinj.htm>]

27 Bloody Sunday, produced by Bord Scannan na hEireann, Granada Television, Hell’s Kitchen 
Films, and the Portman Entertainment Group, was shown both on British television and, subsequent to 
success at the Sundance Film Festival, in cinemas.
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grainy and desaturated film stock. At the same time, the film employs a chronological three- 

act structure; the events unfold over a single day, beginning by showing the preparations of 

the marchers and ending on the same evening, following the classical Hollywood model of 

rising dramatic tension, goal-oriented characters, causal relationships, and clearly articulated 

deadlines. Aspects of melodrama permeate the film, and the sense of objective realism is 

offset by moments of subjectivity. Bloody Sunday is neither documentary nor art cinema; it 

is aimed at a commercial audience and is clearly narrative filmmaking. Like the other films 

of the recent Irish cinema, it represents a hybrid form, distinguished by ambiguity and 

fracture.

Within Greengrass’ film, narrative ambiguity is generated by what is not depicted onscreen; 

crucial information is ellipsed. Specifically, one essential detail is unseen - who fired first. 

The first live rounds fired are heard but are not explained and their source is not shown; the 

‘mystery’ of those shots - perhaps the central point of contention - provides some of the 

chaos and uncertainty which drives the action in the second act of the film. By leaving some 

doubt about the origin of those shots, Bloody Sunday allows viewers to continue with the 

film according to their own preconceived understanding, accepting the narrative by fitting it 

into their own framework. The film projects doubt, which the viewer may ignore if desired, 

or exploit to meet his or her own needs and orientation.328

There is clearly an epistemological dimension to the use of ellipsis in Bloody Sunday. The 

ambiguity engendered by the narrative form and the use of blackouts is complemented by the 

film’s refusal to limit itself to a single central subject. The dominant structural device of the 

film, its intercutting between storylines, results in a polysemic text that offers a plurality of 

voices. Perspective is split between four groups of players, and the film shuttles between

328 In my MA thesis, I considered the generation of resistant readings and political ambiguity within 
Bloody Sunday and other Troubles films; some of these ideas were first expressed in that discussion. 
[Jennie Carlsten, ‘A Cinema of Resistance, A Resistance of Cinema: On the Limits and Possibilities 
of Northern Ireland’s Commemorative Cinema’ (unpublished MA Thesis, University of British 
Columbia, 2005), p. 46-47]
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these four narratives — the British General Ford and his men, the Paratroopers on assignment, 

Ivan Cooper and his fellow march organisers, and Gerry and his group of friends - 

intercutting to show the cross-purposes, misunderstandings and mounting tensions. Bloody 

Sunday opens and closes with parallel press conferences, and throughout, commentary on the 

situation is delivered by the leaders of the respective camps. This creates the opportunity for 

multiple points of viewer identification; the assumption that viewers will orient themselves, 

emotionally, exclusively in respect to Cooper (as most critics do assume) is a tenuous one. 

The multiplicity of voices and viewpoints not only permits each player to articulate his own 

position, but also provides some endorsement of those positions. Moreover, the film 

emphasises the heterogeneity of perspectives through its presentation of dissent within 

communities. None of the communities created by the film’s structure is unified or 

homogenous; each is fractured and contentious.

These are not the only references to the breaches of viewer knowledge, however. The 

narrative uncertainty is echoed in the frequent use of fades, each lasting only a few seconds, 

throughout the film. The fades to black that punctuate Bloody Sunday serve not to create 

transitions between sequences and settings (where a straight cut is more often used), but 

rather, within scenes, where, like jump cuts, they create disjunction and rupture. Just as the 

split narrative means that there are some details left unseen, these blackouts are points where 

audience vision is denied; literal representations of the ‘unknowing’ that occurs in relation to 

history, reminding the viewer of the limits to the representation. Trauma theorists have 

written of the ‘black hole’ of traumatic memory that “cannot be articulated within the 

structure of rational discourse”.329 In Bloody Sunday, these blackouts (or black holes) seem at 

the same time to call our attention to the film’s very incompleteness.

329 Gomel, p. 163
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On an emotional level, the blackouts offer 

moments of silence in opposition to the 

(over)spoken narrative, providing a sort of 

‘breathing room’ from the clamour of the 

film. Visually, through the pans and 

obstructed compositions, and aurally, 

through the incessant telephone noises and 

overlapping dialogue, the film is 

oppressive; the blackouts provide dramatic 

silence. What is the effect of that silence? 

As discussed in Chapter Two, silence and 

absence can be argued to draw attention to 

loss, or alternatively, to conceal loss. 

Felman suggests that such silence may 

function as “muted testimony” that makes 

the viewer aware of the victims of the trauma by their very absence. Gomel - among others - 

conversely argues that silence covers over the existence of the victim, denying their 

existence and specificity.3311 These moments are too brief, perhaps, to be considered 

reflective, but they do create hesitation and invite contemplation.

Through its implicit acknowledgement of the subjective interpretation of events, Bloody 

Sunday calls the very concept of ‘witnessing’ into question. At the same time that it proposes 

vision as the source of knowledge, it reminds us that our own vision is always incomplete 

and subjective. Soldier 27, faced with the choice to assist in a cover-up or speak out against 

his fellow soldiers, insists “I saw what happened”, to which his comrade replies with an 

alternative version of the day’s events, concluding with “You know what happened, right?” 

Soldier 27 reluctantly accepts and repeats this version as truth. What one ‘sees’ and what one

330 ibid., pp. 164-165
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‘knows’ and reiterates after the fact are not the same thing. This scene is recalled at Cooper’s 

final press conference, at which he insists “They were innocent. We were there.” To the 

assembled journalists, Eamonn McCann cries “You saw it. You saw it. Go home and tell it.” 

The viewer, of course, was “there” as well and yet his or her own version of the story 

contains gaps and uncertainties; ellipses in the emotional and historical record.

Hunger: Ellipsis, Pause and Breakdown

Hunger is British director Steve McQueen’s 2008 film about the 1981 hunger strikes and the 

death of Bobby Sands. Hunger is a British/Irish co-production, written with Irish playwright 

Enda Walsh and produced by Blast Films; Channel Four; Film 4; the Broadcast Commission 

of Ireland; and Northern Ireland Screen. Hunger operates on a register of individual, visceral 

trauma - the beatings, starvation, and degradation of bodies - and on a simultaneous register 

of collective, social, and historical trauma. It expounds upon the notion of trauma as 

something unrepresentable, and something which cannot be expressed through language or 

through linear narrativization. The film is marked throughout by the absence, destruction, or 

failure of language. Through strategies of fragmentation, Hunger further demonstrates the 

futility and incompleteness of narrative, employing formal devices that present traumatic 

loss as a process of breakdown. These devices are disruptive to forward movement and 

comprehension: ellipsis, repetition, and flashback are used alongside silence, a stationary 

camera, and extended shots in place of movement or character action; moments of stillness 

and reflection co-exist with moments of over-saturation. The primary devices of the film are 

ellipsis and pause. Their effect is to invite contemplation and immersion while at the same 

time unsettling and distancing the viewer. The film plays with chronology, forces of cause 

and effect, and narrative flow to create unease and block any effort towards 

reterritorialisation.
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Hunger is a fractured narrative, in terms of its story structure: it is composed of three loosely 

unified segments which are distinctly different in style and pacing. Each segment is 

separated from the previous one by a significant ellipsis. The film’s trajectory moves from 

the nominally objective to the intensely subjective. The first segment is the most disordered. 

It parallels the experiences of a fictional prison guard, Raymond Lohan (Stuart Graham) with 

those of a new Republican prisoner, Davey Gillen (Brian Milligan). Throughout this section, 

stillness and silence are contrasted quite brutally with repetitive sound and movement. There 

is an emphasis on the materiality of substances, the physicality of the environment. There is 

no real interaction or dialogue in this section. Fragmentation marks this section of the film, 

to the degree that one can almost imagine the individual shots as separately exhibited images 

(which of course bears a relationship to McQueen’s work as a visual and installation artist). 

The third segment is elliptical and impressionistic, detailing the death of Bobby Sands 

(Michael Fassbender). This is the most subjective of the three sections.

The film, however, is also fractured internally, within segments. Segment I - the prison 

experience - is an achronological presentation of events. Within this segment, the daily lives 

of the two men, guard and prisoner, are portrayed, but the order of these events is 

deliberately obscured through flashback and ellipsis. Repeated images, such as the guard 

soaking his hands in a sink, loosely anchor the narrative, as does the use of diegetic sound. 

The passage of time, though, is confusing, even arbitrary. The sense of time slippage is 

reinforced by the unusual pacing. The use of ellipses and pauses causes the narrative to 

alternately accelerate and decelerate. Segment II - what might be termed the ‘language 

experience’ - is the dialectical fulcrum of the film. It is all language - a twenty-two minute 

sequence consisting of two shots, one a seventeen-minute take, with no internal ellipses and 

no camera movement. It is set apart from the other two segments by ellipses. This sequence 

occurs in ‘scene time’, as the narrative time and story time are identical. In this sequence, 

Sands meets with a priest, Father Moran (Liam Cunningham) and the two debate the merits 

and morals of the proposed hunger strike. The section functions as a digression.
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paradoxically, not to unify the film but to underline the disjunctive nature of the whole. 

Simultaneously, it illustrates the anger and frustration which permeate the film - the 

uselessness of talks and negotiation, the inability to bridge individual experience through a 

supposed ‘talking cure’. Segment III - the death experience - is largely chronological, as it 

shows the decline and bodily collapse of Sands, ending with his death. The notable exception 

to this chronological presentation is the film’s first external flashbacks, to Sands’ childhood. 

Hunger illustrates the use of fractured form to express emotions of loss and mourning. 

Through its tripartite structure, achronological narrative, fluctuating pacing, and 

preponderance of ellipsis, Hunger suggests the impossibility of narrative or historical 

reconciliation; taps into ‘negative’ emotions of anger and despair; and points to questions 

about audience identification and subjectivity.

The film opens, not with language or image, but with noise. Before the first credit rolls, a 

black screen is accompanied by the repetitive din of crashing metal. Listeners familiar with 

the history of Northern Ireland, or the tropes of‘Troubles films’, might recognise the sound 

of rubbish bin lids being banged on the street; for others, this is pure noise, with no 

immediately identifiable source. Next, the first credits appear on a black background, along 

with intertitles reading “Northern Ireland, 1981’’ and providing a brief historical context for 

the images that follow. A full minute after the sound begins, the first non-title image appears, 

a medium close-up of a young girl hammering away rhythmically with a bin lid. The camera, 

unmoving, holds on the girl’s image for twenty seconds; abruptly, all noise stops, and the 

title “hunger” appears on a black screen. The title shot is held for six full seconds - a lengthy 

pause of stillness and silence after the noise and dynamism. This sets a pattern which will be 

followed throughout Segment I: extended takes composed of repetitive noise and motion 

within the frame, building tension and emotion, arranged in counterpoint with extended shots 

of stationary images and relative silence. These silences can offer respite (a moment of calm 

after the din of the bin lids, for instance), or discomfort.
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At one minute and forty-seven seconds, the narrative of the prison guard begins; from the 

title there is a cut to a close-up of hands being plunged into a sink. Two rings sit next to a 

nailbrush on the sink, in a static and austere composition. The knuckles of the hand are 

bloodied. On the sound of an intake of breath, there is a cut to a close-up of a man’s face -

later it is revealed that he is a guard in the 

prison331. He exhales; his loud breaths and 

the dripping of water provide the 

soundtrack to this nineteen-second shot. 

The film cuts back to the sink, draining, and the hands putting on rings. The entire event of 

the hand-soaking has taken forty seconds, despite providing little clear narrative information 

or plot advancement. In fact, it is unclear where this sequence should be slotted into the 

overall chronology; from the very start, there is a sense of uncertainty created around the 

passing of time. The relationship between this sequence and the next (the same man dresses) 

is a loose one. A straight cut shows the legs of a man on a bed, sitting beside a carefully laid 

out uniform; another static composition, held for five seconds. Over the next few minutes, 

the morning routine of the guard is shown: in shots with no camera movement, none of the 

shots less than four seconds long, he dresses, eats breakfast, checks his car for explosives 

and his street for potential assassins. There is no dialogue, only the brief sounds of a radio, of 

toast being chewed, of crumbs falling onto a napkin and being brushed away. Each shot is a 

detailed image, composed of straight lines; each shot is still and quiet. The wife watches 

from a window as her husband turns the car ignition, and her expression barely flickers to 

register her relief when the car starts safely.

The next sequence I will discuss begins approximately five minutes into the narrative. A 

close-up shows the guard’s face reflected in a mirror. As his eyes close and his jaw 

constricts, the soundtrack is filled by the sounds of his breathing - thick, gasping breaths of

331 The guard’s name - Raymond Lohan - is provided in the film credits, but not used in the film. His 
anonymity contributes to the tenor of the work. In my discussion of later sequences, I have used the 
character’s name for the purposes of clarity.
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rage. The man visibly gathers himself and the breathing slows and regulates. The film cuts to 

a close-up of bloody hands in a sink full of water, a near match to the earlier shot that 

introduced us to this character. Within the frame are the tap, the blue sleeve of the man’s

uniform, and a large pair of scissors. Light 

plays on the water as he clenches and 

unclenches his fist, then pulls the plug to 

drain the sink.

In the next shot, the man is framed, in a full frontal long shot, against a brick wall, snow 

falling around him. This scene is notably muted in colour tones and lighting; the guard’s 

uniform shirt fades in against the grey brick, and there is a bluish cast to the image, which is 

slightly grainy. The faint sound of traffic or wind can be heard. As the man slowly raises a 

cigarette to his mouth, the only other movement within the frame is the downward drift of 

snowflakes. He exhales, and the camera tracks forward, closing slowly in on his form. The 

guard looks up, away from the confrontation with the approaching camera. Reffamed now in 

a medium shot, he takes another drag from the cigarette. The film cuts to an extreme close- 

up of the bloody knuckles on the hand that holds the cigarette. The image now is crisp, not 

grainy; every detail of the injuries, every hair on the hand is visible; on the soundtrack is 

heard the equally crisp sound of tobacco burning as the guard inhales; a snowflake falls and 

melts on the scabbed knuckles. The hand drops out of the frame, revealing behind it the 

blurred face of the guard; the depth-of-field is extremely narrow, and only the snowflakes in 

the foreground are in focus now. As he blows out a stream of smoke, a jump cut changes the 

angle on his face, which is almost unrecognisable, an unfocused near abstraction of a human 

face. There is a cut, returning to a medium shot, now in focus. The guard looks to the left of 

the frame; another cut reveals the object of his gaze, a rat; in a reverse-shot, the guard throws 

his cigarette end after the rodent, stretches his neck, and sighs. The smoke break is over, as is 

the descriptive pause. The entire smoking sequence, consisting of just six shots, has lasted 

almost a minute and a half. The sequence is contemplative and imagistic; despite its density
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of feeling, it cannot be said to advance the narrative momentum. Its meaning is ambiguous, 

as is its placement within the larger narrative of the film. The sequence demonstrates the use 

of extended shots as ‘descriptive pauses’; in which “nothing” happens in terms of narrative 

advancement, but which are incredibly dense visually and emotionally.

The achronological and elliptical structure of Hunger creates uncertainty and emotional 

tension. The viewer may have questions - who is this man? what is he thinking about? how 

was he injured? - but these intellectual enigmas are secondary to the immersive emotional 

experience, the mood of the film. The ellipses and pauses invite the viewer to engage with 

the film on a level of feeling and aesthetic reflection.

Nine minutes into the film, a new character is introduced. Davey Gillen’s arrival at the 

prison marks a temporal shift. The scene just before this shows the snowy prison yard. A 

brief snippet of an address by Margaret Thatcher is heard. After an ellipsis, marked by a 

static shot of tree branches and a fade to black, Davey appears in close-up. The story events 

which now unfold precede or overlap in time with events already depicted. As the young 

prisoner, Davey, settles into a routine, McQueen uses descriptive pauses to suggest the 

emotional tenor of his new life. In one exemplary pause, lasting one minute and fifty 

seconds, Davey watches a fly crawl on the grating of his cell window. The pace of the 

editing is slow, the figure movement is languorous, and there is no narrative advancement. 

Rather, this is a meditative and impressionistic space for the viewer, in which he or she is 

invited to share on a basic level the experience of a fictional subject. Such descriptive pauses 

are highly contrasted by the dynamism and brutality of other sequences, such as the one 

discussed below.

Davey and his cellmate Gerry are silently passing time; Davey is watching the fly again. In a 

cutaway, we see two guards at the end of the long cellblock hallway. They walk towards the 

camera, removing the identification cards from each cell door as they approach. Cutting back
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to the men in the cell, the camera begins to move, following Davey and Gerry as they move 

to stand against the back wall of their cell. “Get ready” says Gerry, the first and only line of 

dialogue in the sequence. A waist-high shot, the camera placed just behind the pair of 

prisoners, holds on the inside of the cell door. We hear the men breathing, and the sound of 

heavy footsteps on the other side of the door. Cuts to close-ups of each man’s face show 

their apprehension and fear. These close-ups are followed by an abrupt cut to the hallway: 

two guards, in a medium shot, pull a man from his cell. The camera is still; the burst of 

movement within the frame as the man’s body is thrust from left to right is accompanied by a 

sudden burst of sound; the clattering of the guards’ boots, and the shouts of the prisoner. In 

an over-the-shoulder shot, the guards slam the prisoner’s face against the opposite cell door. 

The prisoner struggles, and as he is flung back against the wall, his face is visible for the first 

time. This is the audience’s first glimpse of Bobby Sands. A cutaway shows Gerry and 

Davey in their cell: backlit, waiting, shifting nervously on their feet as they listen to the 

struggle outside.

A close-up of Sands shows him held to the floor by the hands of the guards; the hands are 

covered in bright yellow rubber gloves, standing out against the muted colours of the scene. 

The hands drag the prisoner along the floor; the camera tracks closely, keeping the prisoner’s 

body in medium close-up. Only the arms and legs of the guards are visible. At this point, 

there is a series of jump cuts; the body contorts and twists as it struggles. With each jump 

cut, the view of the body changes slightly, and a small section of time is lost. The first jump 

cut occurs as Sands is pulled through an interior security gate. The gate closes behind Sands, 

seeming to block the camera’s movement - the tracking stops, and the next shots are taken 

from behind the gate, the camera panning helplessly from side to side but making no forward 

progress. Violating the 180-degreee rule, the next cut places the camera in the path of Sands 

and the guards, now tracking backwards so that the men are in effect following the camera 

through the next security gate. Sands is dragged towards the camera, providing close-ups of 

his heavily bearded face. In another disorienting move, the camera takes on Sands’ point of
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view: an overhead tracking shot, from a camera positioned only a foot above the floor, 

seeming to represent Sands’ eyeline as he is carried. The next cut abandons this point-of- 

view effect. Again we see the guards dragging Sands towards the camera, jump cuts here add 

to the sense of confusion and compression of time, as the guards close in on the camera lens. 

A close-up shot, once again approximating Sands’ point of view, shows a pair of shoes. In 

the next shot, Sands is pulled to a standing position: his torso fills the frame, then the camera 

tilts up. Sands’ face, dirty and surrounded by his wild beard, is centred in the frame, between 

two guards. The next shot is from an inexplicably low angle, and shows the presumed owner 

of those shoes, the warden. The camera pans quickly to the right, and suddenly the guards 

are again framed in a medium shot, dragging the prisoner away from the warden and the 

camera. The camera movement makes no logical sense, contradicting the established 

physical geography of the space. The switch between point-of-view shots, omniscient 

camera views, and unmotivated extreme angles adds to the sense of distress and confusion in 

the scene. The jump cuts create more tiny fractures in the narrative flow.

At this point, there is a medium shot of Lohan, watching from a doorway. Lohan walks 

towards the shaking camera, his head and shoulders gradually filling the left-hand side of the 

frame. The next shot changes the angle again; now Lohan is on the right of the frame and 

facing the prisoner and guards. A series of shots and reverse shots are used to depict the 

violence that follows, alternating the camera position between Sands and Lohan. Sands aims 

a kick at Lohan, who, in a reverse-angle shot, jumps out of the way. In a reverse shot from 

over Lohan’s shoulder, the other guards hold Sands against the wall; the camera rotates 

counter-clockwise, moving around Lohan’s shoulder to reveal Sands’ face as he spits at 

Lohan. In the next reverse shot, the camera movement is repeated; this time, it is Lohan’s 

face that is revealed by the camera’s revolution. Lohan’s furious face and drawn-back fist 

dominate the frame, and the camera continues to rotate as his fist flies towards Sands. The 

next reverse shot places the camera behind Lohan, in order to capture the impact as the blow 

hits Sands. The pace of the cuts increases as Lohan readies another punch, misses, and turns
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away. Sands is dragged away, the camera sinking to almost floor level again to follow his 

progress. Lohan, in a medium shot, enters the bathroom; the camera follows as he picks up a 

small stool and slams it down in the centre of the room. There is a cut, and then a close-up of

Sands’ head, forced violently down onto the stool. A medium shot of Lohan in profile shows 

the guard standing at the sink; he rubs water on his face with quick, angry movements, 

grunting as he does so. The camera tilts down and Lohan grabs a large pair of scissors from 

the ledge by the sink. The next shot is a close-up of Sands’ grimacing and distorted face; 

held to the stool, his face is framed by hands in bright yellow gloves. Lohan’s hand seizes a 

chunk of Sands’ hair, and begins to chop away with the scissors. As Lohan continues to cut, 

the brutality of the act is communicated through a series of jump cuts, each shot a grotesque 

close-up, each capturing a different view, 

and each separated by a small ellipsis of 

time. On the soundtrack, the viewer hears

Sands’ animalistic groans. When the 

assault is finished. Sands’ head is yanked 

up and out of the frame. A medium shot 

shows Lohan returning to the sink and 

tossing the scissors down. In a low-angle 

shot. Sands is dragged to the bath. Another 

short series of jump cuts and ellipses are 

used as Sands is roughly bathed. In a

cutaway, Lohan’s face is reflected in a 

mirror; the noises of the bath continue, and 

he turns towards them. An overhead shot 

shows Sands’ face, in close-up, rising from 

the bathwater; a gloved hand pushes him 

back under. Another jump cut follows. Tf 

Sands. The camera is positioned at a very li

guards are now using a yard broom to scour 

t angle, water drops onto the lens. Lohan holds
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the yard broom; because of the extreme angle, Sands’ body is off-screen, and Lohan’s 

violent thrusts seem to be aimed at the camera lens itself. Lohan makes a final thrust and 

pulls the broom from the bath, sending a shower of water over the camera lens. From a side 

view of the bath, there is a jump cut and we see Sands’ head at the bottom of the screen and 

facing right - a flipped image of his body in the bath. Next Sands is dragged from the bath 

and from the room, leaving Lohan standing in the background of the shot. The camera is 

stationary, and the room is left in near-silence; the only sound is that of water gurgling in the 

sink. In a close-up, Lohan’s hand turns off the water; nondiegetic music begins; a single slow 

note repeated. The bloody scissors are visible next to the tap; the sink is filled. Lohan lowers 

his hands, knuckles bleeding, into the water. Again we see Lohan’s face reflected in the 

mirror; he winces. In the next shot, the camera is positioned by the bath; the gentle rocking 

of the bathwater the only movement in an otherwise static composition. The stillness and 

silence are shocking after the previous noise and constant agitation. The next image is shot 

from below. The camera dollies along the floor and points upward at Sands’ face as he is 

carried by his arms and legs. Sands is in the foreground, quite close to the camera, while in 

the background, the overhead lights and shadows roll past with the guards’ progress down 

the corridor. The haunting music continues. The last shot of the sequence is a long shot of 

Lohan smoking in a snowy yard, his hand in his pocket. This time, the camera is placed 

behind a grate, recalling the grate in Davey’s cell, and, in turn, recalling the trapped fly.

The sequence of Sands’ forced bath is followed by an elliptical transitional scene. A man in a 

chemical suit enters a cell, and uses a pressure hose to remove a perfect spiral, drawn on the 

wall with faeces. He aims the wand at the centre of the spiral, framed so that he seems to be 

walking into a vortex. In a long take, water blasts the faeces away; gradually, the frame fills 

with light, the sound of the water recedes, and the film score rises.

The viewer will have already seen that image of the guard smoking in the snowy yard, and of 

the injured hands in the sink; both in the first ten minutes of the film, although at that point,
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he or she doesn’t know where to place the events in the narrative chronology. The film has 

circled back in time; first the viewer is aligned with the prison guard Lohan and his 

experience, then time is ‘rewound’, and events unfold for the prisoner. This encourages a 

shift in allegiances, as well as an emotional shift. Lohan is no longer the focalizer for the 

audience, but the antagonist. His injuries now convey a moral ambiguity. After encouraging 

the viewer to feel concern for Lohan - showing his humanity through the most mundane and 

minute details, down to the crumbs falling from his toast - the narrative has shifted and now 

encourages the viewer to feel concern, even empathy, for Lohan’s victim.

As well as challenging viewer allegiances and alignment, the manipulation of pacing in the 

above sequences creates contrasts in mood. The first sequences set a languorous mood with 

the slow tempo of figure movement, sparsity of cuts, and lingering close-ups of detail (those 

crumbs again!). The later sequences use camera movement, dynamism within the frame, and 

jumpcuts to express the brutality and chaos of the experience. The clash between sequences 

dominates the ‘prison experience’ segment of Hunger-, the juxtaposition creates disturbance, 

tension and internal contradictions. Furthermore, these dichotomous sequences set up the 

emotional tension which underlies the deliberately paced and protracted ‘language 

experience’ and ‘death experience’ segments.

Another sequence which demonstrates the importance of pacing and chronology occurs at 

approximately thirty-six minutes. This sequence begins with a close-up of a young man in a 

helmet. He looks directly at the camera, clearly nervous. The acting and the composition

recall the earlier shots of Davey and Gerry 

in their cell, listening to the guards pull 

Sands to his bath. The high-contrast 

lighting makes the left side of the young 

guard’s face visible, while the right side is in darkness. In the next shot, we see that the 

young guard is in a truck with other men, all dressed in riot gear. The truck doors open, the
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men enter the prison, and begin to gather riot shields and line up along the prison hallway. 

There is virtually no dialogue, only the sound of a vehicle engine and then the sounds of the 

men assembling their gear, and the prison warden’s calm inquiry, “Everything in order?” 

Shots of the guards preparing themselves for the as-yet unknown event are intercut with 

close-ups of the young guard’s tense face. The men, arranged in rows along the corridor, 

begin to beat their shields with batons, roaring war-cries as they do so. The beating of the 

batons continues throughout the scene, providing an unrelenting cacophony of sound, against 

which the shouted threats or pleas of the men are unintelligible. The prisoners are pulled 

from their cells and thrown to the floor, whereupon they are beaten by the line of riot guards. 

One of the men is Davey; the camera follows him as he is beaten. There are no cuts in the 

rest of this scene; it is one continuous take, the camera moving at irregular speed throughout. 

The prisoners crawl through the gauntlet of riot shields, and the camera swings and tracks 

the men’s journey. As Davey is thrown face-first against a steel gate, the camera revolves 

360 degrees to present the scene. A very fast pan, first, shows Gerry being beaten a few feet 

away; the camera continues, more slowly now, to revolve. The young guard is standing still, 

shocked; as the camera moves on in its rotation, it now seems to take on this guard s point of 

view - a shift in perspective and alignment. The revolving camera reaches Gerry again, who 

is now undergoing a cavity search. Gerry headbutts the prison official overseeing the search. 

He is thrown to the ground, out of the frame, while a guard in riot gear begins to beat him 

savagely. The camera stops moving and holds on the guard and his repetitive blows, while 

the recipient of the blows remains out of frame. As the blows increase in pace, so too does 

the sound of the batons, gathering speed and gradually taking on a muffled quality.

The long take, which has lasted just under two minutes, ends here, as there is a cut to the 

interior of a cell. The camera holds on the cell door. The door opens, and two guards enter, 

supporting a naked and badly beaten prisoner between them. It is Sands. The guards push 

Sands forward and he drops. Cut to an overhead shot as the body hits the floor: Sands’ torso
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and head are on the right-hand side of the frame, light against the dark floor, his bruises and 

tom scalp visible.

The next shot is similar in composition: the young guard seen earlier appears in medium 

close-up on the right-hand side of the frame. The left-hand side of the frame is filled with an 

expanse of light-coloured wall, contrasting with the darkness of the guard’s uniform. The 

guard has removed his helmet, and is clearly distressed, shaking and crying. The sound of 

the batons continues. With the next cut, the view changes; the camera is positioned further 

away, so that the guard is still visible on the right-hand side, while more of the scene is 

visible on the left. The guard is on one side 

of that light-coloured wall; on the left, we 

now see the beatings continuing. In slow- 

motion, a half-dozen guards raise their 

batons and rain blows on a prisoner; the victim’s bare flesh appears only in glimpses at the 

bottom of the frame as he is pushed and pulled by his abusers. The slow-motion effect occurs 

only on the left side of the frame; the young guard’s breakdown is filmed in natural time. 

The sequence ends with a final shot of Sands lying on his cell floor. He turns over heavily, 

so that he is looking directly at the camera, his stare is fixed, his mouth and nose bleeding.

332The camera holds for several seconds on Sands as he smiles.

Within this sequence, the shot length stands in contrast to the rapidity of the onscreen action 

and movement within the frame. The camera’s refusal to look away forces the viewer into 

the position of witness. Within the same shot, emotional allegiances are shifting and chaotic. 

The film uses shot duration and pacing to create discomfort and disunity. In the split-screen 

shot, we see the beating of a prisoner on the left, in slow motion. On the right, we see the

332 The next sequence shows the older prison guard, Lohan, visiting his mother in a home for the 
elderly. While sitting with his mother, the guard is assassinated. The mother appears semi-catatonic: 
she is unresponsive and incapable of speech - once again, an inability of language to deal with 
trauma. This scene might also, albeit problematically, be viewed as an attempt at representational 
balance, showing the violence of the IRA in counterpoint to the violence of the prison guards.
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response of a traumatised witness-participant, a young guard, in scene-time. The passage of 

time transpires differently on each side of the screen. The split-screen offers the viewer a 

visual representation of one aspect of traumatic experience, the distorted perception of time. 

The violent events are decelerated on that side of the screen, as if re-shaped by the emotional 

response of the witness-participant. The viewer is presented with a paradox: two apparently 

simultaneous and yet completely separate time streams. The contrast in temporality 

accompanies the juxtaposition of emotions in this sequence. The effect of this disunity is one 

of chaos, fragmentation, and disorientation.333

Finally, let us look at the elliptical transition between Segment II (the language experience; 

Sands and Father Moran’s conversation) and Segment III (the death experience; Sands in the 

hospital wing). Sands and the priest finish their 22-minute debate. The next scene consists of 

two shots. The first lasts two minutes and forty-five seconds. This is a long shot of the 

cellblock hallway, an expanse lined on each side by the closed cell doors. In the far 

background of the shot, a man stands with a large broom and bucket. The man pours 

disinfectant from the bucket, and pushes it across the floor with the broom, moving from left 

to right and back again. In this repetitive pattern of movement, the figure slowly approaches 

the stationary camera. The rhythmic quality of the figure’s movements is accompanied by 

the rhythmic sound of the broom pushing the liquid. As the figure nears the camera, there is 

a straight cut to an overhead tracking shot, lasting forty-five seconds. This closely replicates 

the point-of-view tracking shot used earlier, when Sands is carried forcibly to his bath. The 

camera now glides over the wet floor. The overhead lights play on the puddles of 

disinfectant, and the sound of the push-broom recedes as Thatcher’s voice starts up, in

333 Emilie Pine reads this scene quite differently, as an (inadequate) “attempt at balance”: “The scene 
is extremely affecting because of its violence and lack of humanity. However, it fails entirely in its 
attempt to make the guard a sympathetic character, his tears at the conflict in no way parallel what is 
going on.” Pine therefore finds the sequence unconvincing and calls it “the least successful element of 
the film”. I agree that the sequence does not achieve representational or ideological parity, but believe 
that the power of the scene is not any less for that imbalance. [Emilie Pine, The Politics of Irish 
Memory: Performing Remembrance in Contemporary Irish Culture (Palgrave-MacMillan, 2010), p. 
180]
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voiceover; a public address condemning the hunger strikers: “They seek to work on the most 

basic of human emotions, pity, as a means of creating tension and stoking the fires of 

bitterness and hatred.”

As Thatcher’s statement ends, so does the 

segment, with a slow fade to black. The 

ellipsis is held for several seconds, before 

fading in on an unfocused medium-long 

shot of Sands in a hospital bed. A white 

feather floats silently across the frame. This 

is the start of the film’s final segment. The

slow, meditative quality of this transitional 

scene sets the tone for the rest of the film. 

The long fade to black indicates a retreat, 

but it also is a release, a relief from the 

sensory and emotional intensity of the preceding scenes. It is interesting that Thatcher’s 

statement speaks of human emotion, and of the ability of rhetoric to engage with emotions. 

McQueen’s film surely functions on a similar level, as emotional discourse. Hunger uses 

rhetorical cues, filmic rather than linguistic, to express emotion.

Emilie Pine, in her work. The Politics of Irish Memory: Performing Remembrance in 

Contemporary Irish Culture, looks at the way the hunger strikes have been commemorated 

in recent Irish culture. Pine argues that films about the hunger strikes are inherently flawed 

and insufficient, because their approach (the hunger strikers as victimised protagonists) 

“chooses...to represent the strike in emotive and visceral terms, rather than analytically.”334 

In fact, Hunger has been repeatedly characterised as an ‘emotional’ film rather than a

334 Pine, p. 125
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political one. Caroline McKenzie even observes a denial of politics in the film’s title: 

“notably, the film wasn’t called Strike."™ Although I take issue with this dichotomy, the 

point here is that the emotional register of the film is inseparable from the sense of time 

slippage. Fracturing the viewing experience replicates the simultaneous detachment and 

immersion which characterises the post-traumatic state, and then goes further, to deny the 

synthesis of the fractured images.

Concerns about its ‘emotive’ nature notwithstanding, Hunger was well received by the 

majority of critics.336 At the same time, Hunger was subject to some condemnation based on 

its representation of a highly controversial episode in Irish and British history. Some critics 

accused it of amounting to a “hagiography” of Bobby Sands, or of providing support for 

terrorist ideals.3370thers read it completely differently, Finding that it endorsed the Thatcher 

government’s actions or perpetuated the notion of an Irish atavism.338 The majority of critics 

have tried to position the film as a universal narrative, denying the specificity of the events 

depicted. It is curious that this is generally regarded as a point in the film’s favour; whereas 

films about Northern Ireland have more often been condemned for being too universal and 

devoid of historical or political context, Hunger is praised for its perceived universality. 

Steve McQueen is a black English citizen, bom to West Indian immigrant parents, who has 

studied art in London and New York. While the film’s sympathies have been debated by 

critics and politicians, McQueen positions himself as an outsider to Northern Irish affairs,

335 Caroline McKenzie, ‘Hunger’, Reverse Shot (24) (2008) <http://www.reverseshot.com/article/ 
hunger> [accessed 19 November 2009]
336 Hunger also won six Irish Film and Television Academy Awards in 2009, including Best Film; 
Best Actor in a Lead Role (Michael Fassbender), Best Actor in a Supporting Role (Liam 
Cunningham), Best Original Score, Best Sound, and Best Production Design. Stuart Graham and Enda 
Walsh also were nominated for Best Actor in a Supporting Role and Best Script, respectively. The 
film won the Camera d’Or for best first feature film at Cannes in 2008, among numerous other festival 
honours. McQueen received the Carl Foreman Award for Most Promising Newcomer at the British 
Film and Television Academy Awards in 2009 (where Hunger was also nominated for Outstanding 
British Film); and the European Discovery of the Year at the European Film Awards in 2008.
337 Tookey, Chris, ‘Hunger - More Pro-terrorist Propaganda’, The Daily Mail (30 October 2008) 
<http://www.dailymail.co.uk/tvshowbiz/reviews/article-1081911/Hunger-More-pro-terrorist- 
propaganda.html > [accessed 14 April 2009]; Cox, David, Hunger Strikes a Very Sour Note’, The 
Guardian (3 November, 2008) <http://www.guardian.co.uk/film/filmblog/2008/nov/03/hunger-bobby- 
sands> [accessed 14 April 2009]
338 McKenzie
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and asserts that he was not driven by a political agenda. “I essentially identify with both 

sides in the Irish conflict...! am an artist. I have no answers to the bigger political 

questions."3,, In the same interview, McQueen speaks about the emotions he experienced 

during filming: “It was real. And it was awful. You could feel the brutality of what the 

prisoners had to go through. It was a glimpse of the awful, brutal reality of the H-Blocks. It 

was like we had crossed a line and all of a sudden we were dancing with ghosts.”340 

McQueen alludes here to the film’s relationship to past traumas, and to its use of an 

emotional, as well as a historical, discourse.

The emotional intensity of the film is almost universally acknowledged by the critics, 

although it is not always seen as an asset. Hunger has been called a “confrontational” film.341 

Unusually, some critics openly acknowledge the current of anger that runs through the film; 

one French journalist said that the film should be called not “Hunger”, but “Anger”.342 Film 

critic Chris Darke argues that the film’s anger is aimed not only at the British government of 

the 1980s, but also at contemporary cases of political imprisonment and torture, specifically 

Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo Bay: “In its fury at torture and political imprisonment, Hunger 

is both a historical film and one very much of its time.”343 The preferred critical reading - 

that the film is ultimately a universal and humanistic tale about acceptance and reconciliation 

- seems difficult to sustain and on close examination is not supported by the formal or the 

narrative features of the work. As Sean O’Hagan writes, “There is a kind of controlled rage 

underpinning the film, generated by the brutality that became a kind of normality in the H 

Blocks.”344 As has been argued throughout this dissertation, this sense of rage is intrinsic to

339 O’Hagan, Sean, ‘McQueen and Country’, The Observer (12 October 2008) <http://www.guardian. 
co.uk/film/2008/oct/12/2> [accessed 9 November 2009]
340 ibid.
341 Jonathan Romney, ‘Like Buses, Great British Art Films All Come at Once’, Independent (2 
November 2008) <http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/films/reviews/hunger-steve-  
mcqueen-95-mins-15-brof-time-and-the-city-terence-davies-72-mins-12a-983573.html> [accessed 1 
November 2009]
342 O’Hagan
343 Darke, Chris, Hunger. On the Threshold’, Criterion Current (17 Febmary 2010) <http://www. 
criterion.com/current/posts/1375-hunger-on-the-threshold> [accessed 8 March 2011]
344 O’Hagan
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the film’s fractured form, and bound up in its relationship to national trauma, specifically in 

this case the trauma of the Hunger Strikes.

The 1981 Hunger Strikes were the culmination of a series of protests by paramilitary 

prisoners in Northern Ireland. From 1972 until 1976, prisoners convicted of ‘political’ or 

paramilitary offences were granted Special Category Status. This label allowed prisoners to 

have certain rights not held by so-called ‘ordinary’ prisoners, including the right not to do 

prison work or wear prison uniforms, and the right to be housed in cell blocks according to 

paramilitary association. Special Category Status was rescinded in 1976, as part of the 

Thatcher government’s policy of ‘criminalisation’. The ‘blanket protest’ followed: 

Republican prisoners held in the Maze prison refused to wear the prison uniform, which in 

turn led to restrictions on visits; loss of exercise periods; and the loss of sentence remission. 

The IRA targeted prison officers for assassination, and there was violence against both 

prisoners and guards within the cellblocks. In 1978, the protest escalated to the ‘dirty’ or ‘no 

wash protest’. Prisoners now refused to leave their cells to bathe (citing abuse by prison 

officers) or to use wash-basins in the cells. After a riot in which prisoners destroyed furniture 

in the cells (again, the incident was sparked by alleged beatings), the cell furnishings were 

removed. Prisoners refused to leave their cells and, prevented from ‘slopping out’ their 

chamber pots, instead smeared their waste on the cell walls. In 1980, the prisoners released 

their Five Demands, essentially calling for the restoration of the Special Category Status.345 

In October of 1980, seven prisoners from the Maze (later joined by three women from the 

Armagh Women’s Prison) began a hunger strike. The hunger strike was called off 53 days 

later, when it appeared that the British government was prepared to make concessions. 

However, these concessions did not materialise, and on the first of March, 1981, the second

34’ The demands were, in brief: the right not to wear a prison uniform; the right not to do prison work; 
the right of free association with other prisoners, and to organise educational and recreational pursuits; 
the right to one visit, one letter and one parcel per week; and the full restoration of remission lost 
through the protest.
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hunger strike began. This time, the strikers staggered the beginning of their fasts, a move 

meant to maximise the political effectiveness and public profile of the strike.

In the present day, the Hunger Strikes are the subject of widespread commemorative activity 

within the Nationalist community, remembered and refigured through a variety of media - 

physical memorials, songs, plays, street art (murals, banners and graffiti), websites - and 

performative rituals such as anniversary marches. The relative importance of the Hunger 

Strikes as a site of commemoration and community building seems to have grown since the 

1994 ceasefires, and this post-ceasefire interest in re-remembering the trauma is evidenced in 

a handful of film treatments of the topic, such as Terry George’s Some Mother’s Son (1996), 

Maeve Murphy’s Silent Grace (2001), Les Blair’s H3 (2001), and of course, Hunger.

There is no doubt that the Hunger Strikes are a contested narrative. There is disagreement 

not only as to what happened, or how the story should be told, but also over who should have 

the right even to tell the story. As discussed in Chapter Two, there are conflicting notions of 

who has been victimised. These controversies all figure in the critical and public discourses 

around the hunger strike films. Nonetheless, it is appropriate to consider Hunger as a trauma 

narrative. The individual trauma of Bobby Sands’ death, and indeed the abstracted and 

depoliticised trauma of a single human body in decay, can be read as a metaphor for the 

broader and politicised national trauma of a society forced to deal with loss (of control, of 

certain standards of civilised life, of a peaceful community, of innocence) through the figures 

of the hunger strikers. One need not be sympathetic to the hunger strikers’ cause to accept 

the film as an account of trauma, although invariably one’s own emotional response is in part 

determined by the extent of such sympathy.

The elliptical style of Hunger is reflective of its status as a trauma narrative. As I have 

discussed, ellipsis is a characteristic common to re-tellings of trauma: subject accounts leave 

out and avoid events which are perhaps too painful to address or which defy straightforward
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description - those aspects of an experience which are ‘unrepresentable’. In Chapter Two, I 

discussed, for example, Holocaust narratives and the so-called “black hole” of 

representation. Sukhdev Sandhu recognises Hunger as a trauma narrative when he calls it a 

“a visceral and vitally important reawakening of repressed memories.”346 The fragmenting 

formal strategies of the film express and replicate the conditions of trauma.

Accordingly, McQueen has claimed that the film’s unusual structure came about organically, 

calling it “the best way to translate onscreen.. .to visualise these images, this story.. .all about 

the language of the story.”347 About the innate fracture in the film, he says “The structure for 

me was all about initially floating on your back down a river and taking in your 

surroundings. And all of a sudden there’s a rupture, a fracture. Your surroundings have been 

distorted, you hit a rapid. The last part of course is the waterfall, a loss of gravity. And that’s 

how I sort of structured it in my mind.”348

The structure of the film, like the content, has been divisive for reviewers and academics. 

The lack of formal unity over the three segments has posed a problem for some critics. For 

instance, some find the dialectical second segment problematic. Jonathan Romney of the 

Independent writes that “The film’s first fifty minutes are so cogently compelling that what 

follows seems uneven.. .It’s a remarkable [middle] sequence, yet it feels as if a one-act 

drama has been dropped into a film that speaks most eloquently without words.”349 On the 

other hand, Kevin Maher in the Times praises the scene, saying it manages to “sum up the 

essence of wide-ranging political debate while simultaneously being engrossing, thought-

346 Sukhdev Sandhu, "Hunger by Steve McQueen - review’, The Telegraph (31 October 2008) 
<http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/film/filmreviews/3562731/Hunger-by-Steve-McQueen-review. 
html> [accessed 8 November 2009]
347 Commentary by Steve McQueen, DVD extras, Hunger, dir. by Steve McQueen (Twentieth 
Century Fox, 2009) DVD-ROM.
348 Jeff Reichert, ‘Breathless: An Interview with Steve McQueen’, Reverse Shot (2008) < http://www. 
reverseshot.com/article/interview_steve_mcqueen> [accessed 8 November 2009]
349 Romney
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provoking and deeply moving” - in other words, both political and emotional.350 David 

Gritten in the Telegraph suspects that it “...may be the boldest and most thrilling scene in 

any film this year.”351 The final segment of the film is problematic for Pine, whose view 

tends to perpetuate the division between the political and the emotional. She argues that both 

the flashback and the exclusive focus on Sands reverse an earlier move towards 

representational balance, and sentimentalise and depoliticise the events of the strike.352 

Likewise, the final segment of the film is found by McKenzie to be “too philosophical and 

apolitical”. About the hallucination (or what I would characterise instead as the embodied 

flashback) of the young Bobby Sands (who appears at the bedside of the dying, older, 

Sands), McKenzie writes, “This literalizing and extemalization of character psychology 

comes across as disingenuous in contrast to the film’s earlier restrained realism. The film 

cannot uphold the radical formal structure of its first half...”353 Romney, too, is disappointed 

by the disjunction between this segment and those that precede it: “...in its final moments, 

the film’s severity is diluted by some overtly expressive effects, personalizing his experience 

in a way that jars with the tough detachment that precedes.” 354 However, the uneven, 

fractured quality of the film is precisely the point - moments that disrupt; a structure that is 

deliberately jarring. So, for instance, O’Hagan describes a sequence in which the Republican 

prisoners are beaten by guards as a moment of “sustained, ritualistic violence in a work that 

is characterised by its poetic tone and slow, cumulative power.”355

In its production, its structure and its style, Hunger is an example of the hybridity in the 

recent Irish cinema:

350 Kevin Maher, ‘Steve McQueen’s Hunger: Featuring One of Cinema’s Greatest Ever Scenes’, The 
Times (9 October, 2008) <http://entertaimnent.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/film/ 
london_film_festival/article4908509.ece> [accessed 14 April 2009]
351 David Gritten, ‘Steve McQueen: I Just Wanted To Tell Bobby Sands’ Story in Hunger', The 
Telegraph (29 October 2008) <http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/film/3562644/Steve-McQueen-I- 
just-wanted-to-tell-Bobby-Sands-story-in-Hunger.html> [accessed 8 November 2009]
352 Pine, p. 111
353 McKenzie
354 Romney 
353 O’Hagan
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Hunger is coolly artificial, and openly betrays its creator’s background in the art 
world - one could almost pull apart specific images (urine flooding from underneath 
the cell doors of [the] Maze prison steadily joining into a single stream, the repeated 
superimpositions of birds flying through a grey sky, the constantly exposed flesh of 
the inmates) and array them on monitors around the walls of a gallery to near similar 
effect.356

McQueen himself says that he is a visual artist, not a filmmaker; his work prior and since 

Hunger consists of sculpture, portraiture, and video installations. In an interview with Time 

Out London, McQueen says that contemporary art is “more interesting” than cinema, going 

on to add that, when making Hunger, “I had to conform to some sort of protocol.. .At the end 

of the day all you can do in cinema is subvert the form, which is limiting. But, still, it’s a 

beautiful form.”357

Michael Atkinson places Hunger in a transnational context, alongside a number of “recent 

elliptical art films”.3'8 A sampling of such elliptical art films would include Gomorrah 

(Matteo Garrone, 2008), The Headless Woman (Lucrecia Martel, 2008), and The Broken 

(Sean Ellis, 2008); significantly, all are narratives in which the protagonist’s tale is triggered 

by a personal trauma. Within these films, Atkinson identifies a “new vibe, one that 

prioritizes rawness of experience over clarity, silence over explanations, impressionistic 

impact over plot.” Notably lacking in exposition, dialogue, and structural unity, these are 

films which derive their meaning precisely from their fractured form.

British critics were keen to claim Hunger as a British art film, positioning it as an exemplar

of the new direction of the best British cinema. Romney expressed this view in typical terms:

This year has unexpectedly brought signs of a resurgence of that endangered- 
presumed-lost creature, the British art film. I’m thinking of, among others, Joanna 
Hogg’s Unrelated, Duane Hopkins’ forthcoming Better Things, and two films by 
established names - Hunger, by Turner Prize-winning artist Steve McQueen, and Of 
Time and the City, a very personal documentary by long-absent maestro Terence

356 Reichert
357 Dave Calhoun, ‘Director Interview: Steve McQueen’, Time Out London (2008) <http://www. 
timeout.com/film/features/show-feature/5837/director-interview-steve-mcqueen.html> [accessed 8 
November 2009]
358 Michael Atkinson, ‘First Impressionism [review]’, IFC News (2010) <http://www.ifc.com/ 
news/2010/02/first-impressionism.php> [accessed 3 March, 2010]
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Davies. For all I know, these directors might balk at the suggestion that they’re 
making ‘art films’ - but what I mean is simply the kind of work in which distinctive 
film-makers pursue their vision with minimal compromise, minimal regard for box- 
office prerogatives.359

The desire to deny the Trishness’ of the film sits along the desire to classify it as an art film. 

This may say something about the tautological nature of the Irish cinema canon - if a film 

seems too artistic to be Irish, it must be something else! Romney further claims that 

“Hunger's, imagistic style bears little relation to any other British realist political drama.”360 

Yet in terms of both its national pedigree and its mode of filmmaking, Hunger is a hybrid 

object. McQueen - who appears routinely contradictory in interviews - refuses the label of 

‘art filmmaker’, and emphasises that Hunger is, above all else, a story. “What I tried to do 

was make the strongest, most powerful film I could from the events and the story. It may not 

have the conventional narrative of most feature films but that is my way of grappling with 

the subject. Art has absolutely nothing to do with it.”361

Of course, art has plenty to do with it. McQueen’s background as a visual artist is reflected 

in Hunger's formal and emotional strategies. McQueen’s notable past work includes a series 

of video installations: Bear (1993); Deadpan (1997); and Drumroll (1998). McQueen won 

the Turner Prize for contemporary art in 1999, on the basis of these works. Deadpan is a 

short 16mm film, in which McQueen references the Buster Keaton film Steamboat Bill Jr. 

McQueen plays the Keaton role, and stands in the centre of a collapsing house. The film is 

stark, silent, and shot in black-and-white. Like Hunger, Deadpan explores the relationship 

between the human body and its environment; in Hunger, it is the body that collapses. In 

2003, McQueen was appointed “Official War Artist to Iraq” by the Imperial War Museum; 

he travelled with British troops and ultimately produced an exhibition entitled ‘Queen and 

Country’. The project consisted of a series of commemorative stamp sheets, each stamp a 

portrait of a British soldier killed in Iraq. In his work previous to Hunger, McQueen used

359

360

361

Romney
ibid.
O’Hagan
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silence, unusual pacing and heavily detailed visuals to create a meditative viewing 

experience. Gritten refers to McQueen’s “penchant for placing more than one element in a 

frame, thus conveying sometimes contradictory ideas”: this penchant can be seen, for 

instance, in the afore-mentioned split-screen sequence oiHunger. McQueen’s art works have 

also explored, particularly with ‘Queen and Country’, issues of historical memory and 

commemoration, issues he would revisit in his feature film. Hunger is concerned with the 

memory of, and emotional discourse around, a public event. McQueen may repeatedly assert 

that he is not a political filmmaker, but his work is political in the way it challenges viewers 

and in its agenda of commemoration.

Criticism of Hunger reflects at times the inability to reconcile the presence of both the

‘political’ and the ‘emotional’ within film narratives. McKenzie even claims that through the

film “McQueen duplicates state censorship by denying the viewer any way to interpret these

images except through emotional response.”36’ According to this view, the strategies of

ellipsis and silence are dangerous; McQueen is silencing his characters.

...he tells the story of the hunger strike almost entirely through strong, evocative 
visuals, but in doing so, he continues to deny these Irish historical figures access to 
language (with one notable exception), favouring extradiegetic archival sound bites 
of British politicians to the voices of his characters. As a result, his depiction of the 
strike identifies with Loyalist and British views by strongly affecting viewers’ 
emotions without allowing for any political dialogue.363

Atkinson claims that Hunger “bursts with.. .implied backstory”.364 It is true that little context

is provided; the film relies heavily on the viewer’s previous knowledge of the historical

event. Some information is offered by the captions at the beginning and end of the film, and

some perspective is present in the brief snippets of archival audio; such as Thatcher’s

address on Lohan’s car radio. This is deliberate and essential to the emotional life of the

film, which relies on the viewer being thrust into the incomprehensible and morally

362

363

364

McKenzie
ibid.
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ambiguous reality of the characters, and on the juxtaposition between those sparse audio 

excerpts, and the visual and aural cacophony of the film’s first third.

While McKenzie is impressed by “how well McQueen conveys emotion through his use of 

colour and light”, she criticises McQueen strongly on the grounds that he is favouring the 

emotional over the political, as though the two registers cannot be compatible or even 

symbiotic.365 McNamee finds that McQueen: “...marries a particular filmic formal device of 

lingering on highly aestheticized details of human behaviour with an overall filmic 

sensibility of refusing ‘politics’ in favour of ‘humanity’.”365 Like McKenzie, McNamee 

believes that Hunger privileges emotion to the exclusion of politics, but the latter sees this as 

an asset rather than a liability.

Hunger is a film that is both political and personal, both intellectual and emotional. It is a 

hybrid form that uses techniques of temporal manipulation, evocative of ‘art cinema’, in the 

service of emotional discourse. The attempt to separate emotion and politics in the film 

ignores the interdependence of the two registers, which McQueen has combined through his 

sustained use of ellipsis, pause and other formal devices to produce an emotionally charged, 

fractured narrative of a historically significant event in Irish history.

Atkinson suggests that Hunger is an example of a new movement in cinema, and he connects 

this claim to the discontinuity of ellipsis (and by implication, pause): “Ellipses are only a 

means to their own discombobulating end. Can we call this Impressionism? (Cinema’s had 

expressionism and modernisms and abstractionisms, but never an Impressionism.).”367 In 

drawing a parallel to the nineteenth century movement in painting, Atkinson coincidentally 

reinforces my argument. If Impressionism relies on the use of ephemeral, subjective, and

365 McKenzie
366 Eugene McNamee, ‘Eye Witness - Memorialising Humanity in Steve McQueen’s Hunger', 
International Journal of Law in Context 5.3 (2009), p. 281
167 Atkinson
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atmospheric visuals to suggest (rather than to depict) emotion, so do these films rely upon 

specific formal techniques as emotion cues. Ellipsis and pause are durational devices, which 

have been used in the recent Irish cinema to evoke discourses of emotion. In such films as 

Savage, Bloody Sunday, The Widow, Frankie, and Hunger, ellipsis and descriptive pause 

offer a facsimile of the traumatic state, with its stops, starts, and gaps. Ellipses and pauses 

are used to interrupt the flow of emotion, redirecting viewer response by altering character 

alignment or allegiance. Contrasts of pacing, created through the juxtaposition of the two 

devices, create emotional depth and intensity. The “discontinuous nature of mourning” 

presents itself. The manipulation of temporal order and duration, as I have shown, is an 

intrinsic aspect of the recent Irish cinema of loss. In the following chapter, I will turn my 

attention to strategies which manipulate the frequency of narrative events: circularity and 

repetition.

189



Chapter Five

Lost Narratives: Circularity and Repetition in the Recent Irish Cinema

Halfway through Des Bell’s 2009 film, Child of the Dead End / An Pdiste Beo Bocht, the 

‘Navvy Poet’, Patrick MacGill, arrives in Scotland, destitute. “I approached the grand 

country house”, says the narrator, “Inside, the people were eating, drinking, and making 

merry.” The young MacGill is filmed from behind, backlit in a medium shot that frames him 

against a brightly lit window. The curtains are drawn; the people inside appear as silhouettes 

in a tableau that fills the frame. The next shot shows MacGill in profile, as he watches those 

inside. The light of the window, on the left-hand side of the screen, contrasts with the 

darkness on the right, where MacGill stands in the falling snow. “The damp seeped through 

my clothes, but I could not tear myself away from the scene before me.” The next shot is a 

medium close-up of one of the silhouettes; a woman, laughing. Next comes a cut, and a 

close-up of MacGill’s face, through the glass, as if seen by someone looking out of the 

lighted room. The next cut returns us to the original tableau; MacGill’s back, framed before 

the window, as he bends to the ground and picks up a rock. There is a cut, and then, again, a 

close-up of MacGill’s face, on the other side of the window. As the camera looks out at 

MacGill, the rock is thrown; the glass shatters. On the soundtrack, a woman screams. An 

exterior shot of the house shows MacGill, running from the scene. A quick tempo strings 

motif begins, and the narrator speaks again. “I ran for all my worth, a dog on my heels...”. 

The door of the house opens, and a dog runs out in pursuit of MacGill. Here, an iris-in occurs, 

transitioning to a segment of Charlie Chaplin footage; Chaplin runs from a policeman, a dog 

nipping at his legs. The music continues over the scene, and the growling of a dog is added. 

The Chaplin scene ends with a cut to archival documentary footage, and the narration moves 

on to the next chapter.

190



Over the next few sequences, MacGill achieves some literary success. This brings him.

eventually, to a dinner party where he socialises with wealthy patrons, including his future 

wife, Margaret. MacGill is asked to read 

one of his ‘navvy ballads’. He stands and 

performs, in a medium-long shot composed 

from the foot of the table, showing the 

opulence of the meal and setting, which 

contrasts with the words of the ballad. “I’m fed when I am working,” recites MacGill, as a 

close-up shows Margaret’s admiring face. The next shot is an image seen earlier - the profile 

shot of MacGill, looking in through the window. The subsequent cut back to the poet indoors 

gives the impression that MacGill is looking 

at himself. The film has circled back on 

itself, creating a disruption in the 

chronology and bringing both MacGills - 

the starving navvy and the newly successful 

writer - into collision. “But starve when on the tramp”, the poem continues, and the next 

shot is another repeated image, the ‘first’ MacGill in close-up, through the glass. “A stone 

has been my pillow”; there is a cut and the repeated image of the exterior tableau and the 

silhouettes within; “the moon above, my 

lamp.” On this line, there is another cut, 

back to the second MacGill as he concludes 

his reading. The guests clap, and the

sequence draws to a close, fhe sequence | off®J"'........ s • , .../J|lflM

fractures the linear progression of the narrative. It also signifies an emotional disruption. The 

‘first’ MacGill is a spectre that haunts his later self; even as MacGill attains popularity and a 

taste of social mobility, he cannot leave behind his past, his injured incarnation, or his 

connections to a traumatised community.
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Child of the Dead End is a docu-drama based on the life of Patrick MacGill, an Irish poet 

and novelist. MacGill came from an impoverished background, working as a railway navvy 

before finding success through his (largely autobiographical) novels, which dealt with the 

lives of poor Irish Catholic emigrants in Scotland. MacGill fought and was injured in World 

War I and afterwards suffered from post-traumatic stress, or shellshock.

This is an achronological, circular, and highly fragmented narrative. It uses flashback and 

ellipsis to move between biographical episodes from MacGill’s life; fictional depictions of 

scenes from MacGill’s novel; and extra-textual archival material that parallels the 

biographical events. The film is complex and self-conscious about its construction, 

deliberately blurring the lines between fiction film and documentary. Throughout the film, 

Bell uses a mix of archival images and new live-action dramatic footage. The archival 

material includes documentary footage, still photographs, and snippets of early fiction films 

(including Charlie Chaplin’s comedies and the anti-war film, J'Accuse [Abel Gance, 1919]). 

Bell juxtaposes and interweaves these existing historical materials with dramatic re

enactments of events in MacGill’s life. The segments function as mise-en-abyme, with the 

same actor (Cian Bell) playing both the young MacGill, and his novel’s protagonist, 

Dermod. Images and music are repeated throughout the film, highlighting the similarities 

between Dermod and MacGill, and calling attention to the interplay between historical ‘fact’ 

and narrative film ‘fiction’. The film begins and ends with scenes of MacGill’s later life in 

Hollywood; MacGill is played by Stephen Rea in these scenes, and the first-person framing 

narration by Rea spans the film to connect the disparate episodes and media.

Bell has said of the film that it is “a classic account of migration to Scotland.”368 The film 

explores the profound losses of MacGill’s life, beginning in the first scenes with the death of 

his brother; his own indentured servitude; and his emigration from Ireland; and ending with

368 Staff writer, ‘MacGill is Latest Donegal Story for Filmmaker Des Bell’, Donegal Democrat (9 June 
2009) <http://www.donegaldemocrat.ie/news/local/macgill_is_latest_donegal_story_for_film_maker_ 
des_bell_l_1993585> [accessed 14 September 2010]

192



his war experiences and subsequent physical and career decline. The film, with its layered, 

opaque and repetitive structure, is a study of tragic loss. By combining and confusing the 

historical, ‘objective’ past (located in archival footage and biographical evidence) with the 

layers of fictional filmmaking (located in the dramatised story o/MacGill and the stories by 

MacGill), Child of the Dead End conflates personal loss and personal narrative with the 

national tragic narratives of poverty, emigration, and war. It raises, but does not answer, 

questions about narrative form and the wounds of history.

In the preceding chapters, I have discussed how structural elements serve to disrupt and 

fragment film narrative. In so doing, these elements alter not only the chronology, but also 

the emotional tenor and discourse, depicting and perhaps even replicating emotions 

associated with loss. In Chapter Three, I considered the use of achronological narration, in 

which the temporal order of events is disturbed. In Chapter Four, I turned to the temporal 

dimension of duration, and the use of ellipsis or pause. This chapter considers alternatives to 

these devices and looks at further strategies of fracture that are based on the manipulation of 

frequency. These include circularity, repetition, and mosaic narrative. I will begin by 

reviewing the way repetition has been approached in film studies, and defining what is meant 

by repetition and circular narrative. I will also discuss the relationship between repetition and 

discourses of emotion. In particular, I will consider the significance to narratives of trauma 

and recovery. Finally, this chapter will explore the use of repetition and circularity in a 

number of recent Irish films, including Robert Quinn’s Cre na Cille (2007); Neil Jordan’s 

The End of the Affair (1999); and John Crowley’s Intermission (2003).

Circularity and Repetition as Formal Devices

Repetition is a fundamental formal principle of filmmaking, permeating the medium on 

every level. Raymond Bellour places the idea of repetition with variation at the heart of 

classical narrative film; his structuralist approach to individual film analysis looks to the
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symmetry created by internal repetition and subtle variation.369 For Bellour, this symmetry is 

the fundamental structure upon which films rely. On a macro-level, such repetition with 

variation determines the classification and evolution of film genres; as Barry Keith Grant 

writes, “Stated simply, genre movies are those commercial feature films which, through 

repetition and variation, tell familiar stories with familiar characters in familiar situations. 

They also encourage expectations and experiences similar to those of similar films we have 

already seen.” 370 Our emotional readings, as well, are shaped by such macro-level repetition, 

building on expectations of genre formed through earlier viewing experiences.

Of course, materially, the actual mechanism of motion pictures relies upon the repetition of 

still frames projected to create an illusion of movement. On a purely formalist level, the 

repetition of colour, shape, or movement makes up the aesthetic whole of a film, whether 

that be an experimental short or a historical epic. The patterns created by such repetition 

form the balance of unity and difference required to sustain viewer interest. Furthermore, 

repetition - of specific images, of rhythm, sound, colour, or story events - provides 

coherence. It helps to ensure that the most vital narrative information is clearly transmitted to 

the viewer. David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson, in their classic undergraduate text Film 

Art: An Introduction, discuss the five principles of film form: echoing Bellour, one of these 

five is the principle of ‘similarity and repetition’.371 The similarity and repetition principle 

establishes patterns within the individual film and across groups of films, creating and 

satisfying (or strategically frustrating) viewer expectations. It permits the viewer to recall 

and identify characters and settings, to predict outcomes, and to draw parallels between 

elements. On the other hand, the very next principle of film form delineated by Bordwell and 

Thompson is that of ‘difference and variation’. 372 This principle provides for contrast,

369 Raymond Bellour, ‘Cine-Repetitions’, Screen, 20.2 (1979), pp. 65-72
370 Barry Keith Grant, ‘Introduction’, in Film Genre Reader III, ed. by Barry Keith Grant (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 2003), p. xi
371 David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson, Film Art, An Introduction, Seventh Edition (New York: 
McGraw-Hill Higher Education, 2004), pp. 59-65
372 ibid.
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juxtaposition, and evolution within the film (and, indeed, across films). This creates the 

essential tensions, conflicts, and momentum to advance the narrative and to sustain viewer 

interest.373 The interplay of these opposing principles defines film style, and performs 

different functions in classical Hollywood cinema, modernist art cinema, or the hybrid 

national cinema works under discussion here.

The drive for a high degree of viewer comprehension is one of the qualities most associated 

with classical narrative cinema. By repeating dialogue, actions, or images, classical 

Hollywood cinema removes ambiguity: “A book is in hand all at once, and one may scan, 

skim, or skip back at will. Such is not an option for the ordinary film viewer...The 

Hollywood cinema paces its narration for maximum legibility; filmmakers have learned that, 

for perceivers who cannot stop and go back, cues must be highly redundant. Repetition, 

in the classical narrative, helps the viewer to form assumptions and make inferences about 

the meaning of story events. Bordwell calls this sort of “functional, significant” repetition, 

redundancy (in accordance with the work of literary theorists such as Susan Suleiman). 

Such redundancy can occur at the level of the fabula (story), as when one character confirms 

a piece of information already offered by another character. It may occur on the level of the 

syuzhet (plotting), as when the narration adheres to a particular point of view or draws 

parallels between elements. Finally, redundancy can occur in the relationship between fabula 

and syuzhet, as when the mise-en-scene shows something which is subsequently reinforced 

by character dialogue.376 Such redundancy is used plentifully in classical Hollywood cinema.

373 Torben Grodal describes the dialectic of repetition and variation in biological and emotional terms, 
as the novelty-habituation cycle. “On the one hand, familiarity creates positive feelings, and this 
fosters the tendency to repetition and the conservation of form and content... [but].. .habituation also 
diminishes salience over time, so that to reactivate an aesthetic experience and revive salience, you 
need to create ostranenie - estrangement - or variation.” [Grodal, p. 39]
374 David Bordwell, ‘Cognition and Comprehension: Viewing and Forgetting in Mildred Pierce’, 
Journal of Dramatic Theory and Criticism, 2 (1992), p. 192
375 Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film, p. 57
376 ,bid.
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But Bordwell points out that only certain kinds of repetition are common in mainstream

cinema.377 Within classical cinema, an event can be recounted multiple times, but usually

only enacted once. If an event is re-enacted, than a clear motivation for that re-enactment is

expected; most often, this motivation will be in the form of a character’s (subjectively coded)

memory, depicted as a prompted flashback. Unmotivated or objective repetition is

uncommon. Likewise, classical Hollywood cinema avoids repetition that detracts from

narrative continuity or creates ambiguity about the causal chain. Lev Manovich explains how

repetition runs counter to the linearity of the classical cinematic form:

...all nineteenth century pro-cinematic devices, up to Edison’s Kinetoscope, were 
based on short loops. As ‘the seventh art’ began to mature, it banished the loop to 
the low-art realms of the instructional film, the pornographic peep-show and the 
animated cartoon. In contrast, narrative cinema has avoided repetitions; as modem 
Western fictional forms in general, it put forward a notion of human existence as a 
linear progression through numerous unique events....Ford’s assembly line relied on 
the separation of the production process into a set of repetitive, sequential, and 
simple activities. The same principle made computer programming possible: a 
computer program breaks a task into a series of elemental operations to be executed 
one at a time. Cinema followed this principle as well: it replaced all other modes of 
narration with a sequential narrative, an assembly line of shots which appear on the 
screen one at a time.378

In addition to the classical mode, Bordwell details alternative modes of narration, including 

international art cinema, historical-materialist cinema (such as Soviet montage), and 

parametric cinema (such as the work of Ozu, Dreyer, Mizoguchi, and Bresson). Within these 

modes, repetition is seen to operate quite differently. In art cinema, for instance, the 

repetition of images is used to convey subjectivity and a psychological impression of time. In 

the historical-materialist mode, montage relies on the repetition of images and movement to 

create synthesis from the thesis and antithesis of separate shots. The juxtaposition between 

shots plays with repetition and variation to create meaning and feeling through collision. 

Finally, the parametric form uses “rhythmic alternation, recapitulation, retrogression, gradual 

elimination, cyclical repetition, and serial variation”379 to call viewer attention to subtle 

differences in each instance of repetition within a film. In this way, parametric film works

377 ibid., p. 80
378 Lev Manovich, ‘What is Digital Cinema?’ <http://www.manovich.net/TEXT/digital-cinema.html> 
[accessed 17 September 2011]
379 Noel Burch quoted in Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film, p. 286
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against the conventional linearity of narrative, suggesting instead an associative or 

spatialised narrative.

Repetitive exposition clearly enhances narrative comprehension. Just as importantly,

repetition can also be used to impede comprehension. While such impediment occurs,

according to Bordwell, largely in other (non-classical) modes of narration, it can be seen at

work in the hybrid films of the recent Irish cinema, including those discussed later in this

chapter. Through repetition, the pace and rate of comprehension are controlled.

Because viewing time sets constraints on memory, the spectator’s ability to construct 
a coherent fabula depends upon repeated reference to story events. To keep the main 
outlines of the action clear and to assure that proper hypotheses are launched, the 
narration must reiterate the salient causal, temporal, and spatial coordinates of the 
fabula. Repetition can heighten curiosity and suspense, open or close gaps, direct the 
viewer toward the most probable hypotheses or toward the least likely ones, retard 
the revelation of outcomes, and assure that the quantity of new fabula information 
does not become too great.380

Repetition also guides emotional comprehension. Through the symmetry created by 

repetition and variation, the viewer can make inferences about the emotional state of 

characters, and from those inferences, form allegiances or alignments (as outlined in Chapter 

Two). Reiterated information or recurring formal elements, although ‘redundant’ in strictly 

narrative terms, permit the viewer to recognise patterns of mood and tone. These repetitive 

elements become emotion cues.

Circular narrative, one of the types of modular narrative identified by Cameron et al, relies 

on a high degree of repetition as an organising principle. Circular narratives are those in 

which particular shots, sequences, or narrative events are repeated achronologically over the 

course of the film’s screen time. In a circular narrative, the film may end ‘back at the 

beginning’, or the structure may be episodic and temporally fragmented throughout. Within 

circular narrative films, the repetition of narrative events and of particular sounds or images 

provides the associative link between divergent strands. Repetition directs viewer

380 Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film, p. 80
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understanding of chronology within these films. It may be used low the passage of time; 

to suggest an order to events; or indeed to cast doubt on the ordeevents. It may also have 

an ontological dimension, suggesting that events occur outsid' linear time. Repetition 

functions in one way like the flashback, bringing past action ine present. It also layers 

time instead of linking events in a single chain. In this manner, ises questions about our 

understanding of time and its passage.

Sometimes, the repeated image or event acts as a closed paren s. Consider for instance 

the image of the smoking prison guard in Hunger (discussed Chapter Four). Here, the 

image brackets each end of a sequence occurring outside of alar’ linear time, and is 

preceded and followed by ellipses. In other cases, the repeated |e or event operates as a 

‘reset button’, propelling the viewer back to the onset of the pic. In the Irish film About 

Adam (Gerard Stembridge, 2000), for example, every discrsegment (each takes up 

another character’s storyline) begins with an event previously , but now shown from a 

different camera angle and with a different visual composition arrangement of shots.

The high degree of repetition in circular narratives is not anti-itive (in contrast perhaps 

to the use of achronology and repetition in high modernist work‘art cinema’); in fact, the 

repetitive structure is akin to that of many traditional fairytalest it is, as Cameron points 

out, “excessively overt” in particular feature films, and this 6S is the springboard for 

further examination.381 Cameron’s analysis of nonlinear filnrrative is based on his 

accurate identification of a new class of modular narrativelms that are hybrids of 

classical and modernist modes of filmmaking. These new ular narratives [his own 

discussion includes such films as Memento (Christopher Nolan.O), Pulp Fiction (Quentin 

Tarantino, 1994), and 21 Grams (Alejandro Gonzalez Inarritr03)] operate in a state of 

‘becoming’, a fluid state between chaos and order. Despite t fragmented structure, the 

films, he claims, “preserve diegetic wholeness” and offer a rntering impulse towards

381 Cameron, Modular Narratives in Contemporary Cinema, p. 10
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sense and order”. For Cameron, the circularity of the films raises questions of free will and 

determinism. Because the ‘ends’ of stories come before the ‘beginnings’, cause and effect 

are challenged by the forces of coincidence and fatalism.382 Sean Cubitt similarly remarks 

that the protagonists of circular narratives are not compelled to develop or change their 

destinies, as are the heroes of traditional linear narrative, but rather are challenged to accept 

their prescribed fates.383

In classical Hollywood mode, circularity and repetition are motivated by a drive for unity. 

Even for Cameron, who recognises the ambivalent and hybrid nature of these new circular 

narratives, unity prevails and is strengthened by the repetition of events and images. But 

what about repetition that serves instead the purpose of fragmentation and fracture? Not 

within the avant-garde or experimental cinema, or even the mode of European art cinema, 

but within what is commonly conceived of as mainstream narrative filmmaking? While I 

take issue with Cameron’s final assertion that circular narratives are always oriented towards 

moral redemption and narrative order, his recognition of the unique and hybrid nature of 

circular narratives — as a class of films poised between the modes of art cinema and classical 

Hollywood cinema - is an important starting point. However, the Irish films under 

discussion here challenge any notion of restoration and redemption through narrative form.

Repetition, in the context of the circular narrative, blocks the forward momentum of time 

and plot development by returning the viewer to a fixed point. It stymies character 

development and frustrates the achievement of goals. Bordwell refers to “abnormal 

repetitiveness” as the opposite of ellipsis; “telling us too little too often”.384 Excessive 

redundancy that obscures, rather than enhances, closure and coherence can leave viewers in

382 ibid., pp. 49-50
383 Sean Cubitt, The Cinema Effect (Cambridge, MA: MIT University Press, 2004), p. 237-239
384 Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film, p. 288
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what Fiona A. Villella calls a “state of unknowingness”.385 Circularity diverts attention from 

cause and effect progression, focusing instead on symptoms and mood. Most importantly, 

circularity blocks emotional progression or synthesis [see, in Chapter Two, the discussion of 

‘flow’ in the work of Torben Grodal] and replicates something of the condition of traumatic 

loss.

A National Compulsion? Circularity and Loss in the Recent Irish Cinema

The circular narrative has frequently been interpreted by filmmakers and spectators as an 

approximation of an abnormal psychological state. For critics like Villella, Timothy Murray, 

and Aviva Briefel, the circular narrative is most akin to a dream state, marked by character 

doubling, parallel universes, and associative rather than logical relationships. Maureen Turim 

also, in her discussion of repetitive flashback in film noir and melodrama, refers to the 

associative quality of these images. “The recurrence of...objects [in the mise-en-scene] also 

operates abstractly to engage structures of repetition and return.” 86 1 urim argues for a 

Freudian model, based on “configurations of a compulsive desire forcing repetitions that can 

only be stopped with death.”387 According to Freud’s explanation, people repeat negative or 

self-defeating behaviours because of an unconscious desire for death, the death dnve. The 

so-called “fate neurosis” consists of a repetition compulsion which is brought about by the 

instinct towards self-destruction. Freud used these ideas to explain the seeming need of 

disturbed subjects, particularly war veterans, to re-enact or repetitively return to memories of 

traumatic events. In this conception, the individual perceives him or herself as a victim of an 

external fate which the individual is compelled to relive.388 Briefel talks about the function of

385 Fiona A. Villella, ‘Circular Narratives: Highlights of Popular Cinema in the ‘90s’, Senses of 
Cinema (2000) <http://archive.sensesofcinema.eom/contents/00/3/circular.html> [accessed 7 May
2011]
386 Turim, p. 148
387 ibid.
388 Of course, these ideas have since been widely reworked or refuted. Cognitive Behavioural 
Therapists, for example, argue that people simply have a tendency towards patterns of thinking, which 
leads individuals to engage in similar self-destructive behaviours or relationships. Other theonsts have 
used Freud’s account of repetitive behaviour as a starting point for discussions of catharsis and 
expurgation, while still others have favoured biological and neurological explanations for compulsive
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circular narratives of certain horror films [The Sixth Sense (M. Night Shyamalan, 1999); The

Others (Alejandro Amenabar, 2001); Jacob’s Ladder (Adrian Lyne, 1990)] as a way of

repressing our knowledge of our own inevitable death; by re-watching these films and noting

the formal clues and repetitions which foreshadow the plot twists, viewers

develop an obsession with narrative detail that differs from the compulsive 
repetitions of the death drive by confirming our role as active spectators. The more 
we can prove that the on-screen figures are deceased, and the more we read their 
annihilation in the world around them, the more we confirm our own survival 
through our attachment to the intricacies of the narrative form.389

In other words, viewers are drawn to these narratives not only for intellectual reasons - the

enjoyment of decoding and solving their logical puzzles - but for emotional reasons - denial

of the fear and grief engendered by a sense of mortality.

Judith Herman acknowledges that traumatised subjects have a tendency towards re

enactment and repetitive narrative. Significantly, she finds that these repetitions can be 

harmful to the subject, but equally, they can be adaptive and potentially geared towards 

recovery. Freud viewed the repetition compulsion as a negative and unhelpful, destructive, 

instinct in patients. However, the ‘recurrent intrusion of traumatic experience’ that forms the 

repetition compulsion is seen by Herman and other post-Freudian theorists as a way of 

‘working through’ the traumatic condition in order to restore a sense of control by the 

individual.390 Paul Russell points out that such working through is a process driven by the 

emotions of loss, in which repetition is an attempt to engage with and successfully manage 

the devastating feelings experienced during the original event.391 Herman goes on to note 

that the process of revisiting traumatic events is an unpleasurable one for subjects:

Reliving a trauma may offer an opportunity for mastery, but most survivors do not 
consciously seek or welcome the opportunity. Rather, they dread and fear it. 
Reliving a traumatic experience, whether in the form of intrusive memories, dreams,

repetition. However, in all these therapeutic frameworks, excessive repetition and circular thinking are 
commonly presented as pathological and symptomatic.
389 Aviva Briefel, ‘What Some Ghosts Don’t Know: Spectral Incognizance and the Horror Film’, 
Narrative, 17.1 (2009), p. 100
390 Herman, p. 41
391 Paul Russell, ‘The Role of Loss in the Repetition Compulsion’, Smith College Studies in Social 
Work, 76.1-2 (2006), pp. 85-98

201



or actions, carries with it the emotional intensity of the original event. The survivor 
is continually buffeted by terror and rage. These emotions are qualitatively different 
from ordinary fear and anger. They are outside the range of ordinary emotional 
experience, and they overwhelm the ordinary capacity to bear feelings.392

The emotions engendered by the repetition compulsion are extreme: terror and rage. For this 

reason, people frequently try — albeit unsuccessfully — to avoid and repress such re

enactment or re-telling, which in turn leads to further emotional distress, social withdrawal, 

and dissociation. In Chapter Two, I discussed the role of the narrative in recovery from 

traumatic loss. Herman outlines three stages to recovery from such loss, the second of which 

is “remembrance and mourning”; in this stage “the survivor tells the story of the 

trauma...completely, in depth and in detail.”393 Herman describes the process by which the 

desired narrative is created:

Out of the fragmented components of frozen imagery and sensation, patient and 
therapist slowly reassemble an organized, detailed, verbal account, oriented in time 
and historical context.. .A narrative that does not include the traumatic imagery and 
bodily sensations is barren and incomplete. The ultimate goal, however, is to put the 
story, including its imagery, into words. The patient’s first attempts to develop a 
narrative language may be partially dissociated.394

Herman emphasises that this stage of recovery is one full of false starts, hesitations, and

repetitions. Such disruptions are significantly in evidence within the films of the recent Irish

cinema. For an example, we might consider again the sequences of Jackie’s death in the film

Kings, discussed in Chapter Three. The events surrounding Jackie’s suicide are repeated

within the narrative in order to add new information for the viewer, and consequently to

offer a new interpretation of those events. In this case, the narrative event is retold, but the

footage is not the same. In each repetition, the events are presented differently. The formal

differences not only indicate a revision of the meaning of those events, but also a revision of

the emotional discourse of the film. The repetition of the traumatic narrative illustrates the

need of the characters to ‘work through’ their loss and shock. The continued denial of Jap, in

particular, demonstrates the failure of the recovery narrative - the men may have finished

392 Herman, p. 42
393 Herman, p. 175
394 ibid., p. 177
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their wake, but they are not through mourning, and certainly have not accepted or expunged 

the past.

Representing Grief: Cre na Cille and The End of the Affair

Robert Quinn’s 2006 film Cre na Cille employs a circular structure to tell the story of 

Caitriona Phaidin (Brid Ni Neachtain), a recently deceased woman who spends her afterlife, 

buried underground, nursing a long-held grudge against her sister, and bickering with the 

other dead neighbours in her graveyard community. The film deals, in tragicomic fashion, 

with the issues of death, exile, emigration, language loss, and the breakdown of the family. 

The characters in Cre na Cille are obsessed with the mourning of those left behind; with 

their own memories of past transgressions; and especially with the way in which they 

themselves are commemorated. They do not want to move on, nor to allow the living to 

move on. The circularity of the film replicates the traumatised condition of its subjects. As in 

Kings and Hunger, there is a suggestion that narrative recovery is incomplete and ultimately 

insufficient for those struggling to cope with the emotions of loss and anger.

Cre na Cille, which is entirely in the Irish language, was funded not by the Irish Film Board, 

but by TG4, the Republic’s Irish language television channel, the Broadcasting Commission 

of Ireland’s ‘Sound and Vision’ scheme, and the Department of Community, Rural & 

Gaeltacht Affairs. ROSG, the production company behind the film, is a Connemara-based 

company with a mission of producing and promoting Irish-language film and television 

programmes. The film’s marketing and theatrical exhibition reflected this, and its 

understated critical reception, availability and public profile may in part be attributed to the 

lack of opportunity for Irish-language cinema.39'

395 For a discussion of the challenges facing Irish-language filmmakers, see Sean Crosson, ‘From 
Kings to Cdca Milis: Recent Trends in Irish Film and Television as Gaeilge', in Irish Cinema 2007 - 
The Year in Review, ed. by Tony Tracy, Estudios Irlandeses, 3 (2008) 
<http://www.estudiosirlandeses.org/
Issue3/IrishFilm&TV2007/IrishFilm&TV2007.htm> [accessed 10 July 2011]
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Cre na Cille is closely adapted from the Mairtin 6 Cadhain 1948 novel of the same name396. 

O Cadhain is a major figure in Irish-language literature, having been a prolific (if 

underpublished) author of short stories, novels, and political pamphlets. A nationalist and a 

Marxist, 6 Cadhain was also a member of the IRA. He was a proponent of land reform and 

of the promotion of Gaelic language and culture. Stylistically, 6 Cadhain is known for 

combining elements of modernism with traditional and dialectical language and idiom. 6 

Cadhain is sometimes referred to as an Irish modernist, but his work has been compared also 

with that of John Keane and Patrick Kavanagh. Gearoid Denvir notes that 6 Cadhain’s Cre 

na Cille enjoyed popular success amongst the Irish-speaking population, and was 

subsequently adapted in other mediums. 397 It seems interesting that 6 Cadhain’s style 

combines traits of both ‘high’ and ‘low’ art - much like the hybrid films of Irish national 

cinema. Like the other films discussed here, Quinn’s Cre na Cille has qualities of both ‘art’ 

and ‘mainstream’ cinema, functioning as a hybrid work of a small national cinema. It is 

representative of the recent Irish cinema in its thematic and formal representation of loss and 

fragmentation. The film draws upon Irish linguistic patterns and storytelling traditions.

Most of the film (as in the novel from which it is adapted) takes place underground amongst 

the dead, but brief segments show events in the lives of Caitriona’s family and neighbours 

above ground. After the opening sequence in which Caitriona’s own death and burial are 

depicted, the film is divided into chapters. Each begins with the death, and subsequent arrival 

in the afterlife, of another individual.

Caitriona dies, after extracting a promise from her son that she will be buried in the most 

expensive plot of the graveyard, and that a costly limestone cross will be erected over her 

grave. During her wake, Caitriona’s neighbours and family gossip about the dead woman

396 The film was released in 2007 and promoted as part of the centenary celebration of 6 Cadhain’s 
birth.
397 Gearoid Denvir, ‘Cre na Cille'' in Irish Cinema 2007 - The Year in Review, ed. by Tony Tracy, 
Estudios Irlandeses, 3 (2008) <http://www.estudiosirlandeses.org/Issue3/IrishFilm&TV2007/Irish 
Film&TV2007.htm> [accessed 10 July 2011]
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and her conflict with her sister, Nell. Caitriona is buried; on the soundtrack, a female voice 

sings a traditional Irish lament. In this scene, Quinn and cinematographer Tim Fleming have 

placed the camera below ground level, providing an extreme low-angle shot of Caitriona’s 

coffin as it is lowered into the grave. As the coffin is lowered towards the camera, it fills the 

screen, blocking out the bright blue sky behind. The screen fades to black and at the same 

instant, the vocals on the soundtrack are abruptly silenced, replaced by muffled sound effects 

mimicking wind and collapsing earth. A crack of lightning sounds, and a flash of light 

illuminates the black screen to show the inverted face of Caitriona’s corpse, her eyes wide 

open and moving. The next shot is a reverse-angle, Caitriona now upright in close-up. A 

distorted howling is heard on the soundtrack. The lighting is dim, intermittently brightened 

by sudden flashes. After a cut, a medium close-up shows a hand tossing some wooden 

boards aside, and a head emerging from the opening created: Caitriona crawling from her 

coffin into the space under the graveyard. Caitriona looks up, and in the next point-of-view 

shot, a hole in the earth is shown as the source of the scene’s only light. This underground 

space is an uncomfortable, rough, and claustrophobic cave; presented in sharp contrast to the 

scenes among the living: the latter are brightly lit with a palette of primary colours [recalling 

the mise-en-scene and Technicolor romanticism of The Quiet Man (John Ford, 1952)], 

composed mainly of medium and long shots. Within the grave, though, the film appears 

over-exposed, and devoid of colour. The lighting is low-key, dappled, and a green cast to the 

light gives the sets the look of being filmed underwater. The actors are partially illuminated; 

often, only faces or parts of faces are discemable. Bodies are shown in fragments and in 

close-up rather than medium or long shots. The world of the dead is clearly distinguished 

from that of the living, and is a place of visual fragmentation, confusion, and obfuscation.

After the initial sequences - Caitriona’s own death, burial and arrival in the afterlife - the 

narrative takes on an episodic form, with distinct chapters. Each of the next seven segments 

begins above ground with an on-screen title giving the season and year: “Spring, 1944 

through “Spring, 1949”. Within each segment, another villager dies and is buried, arriving in
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Caitriona’s graveyard community, whereupon he or she is pressed for details about the 

fortunes of those still left alive. Between each episode, the film repeats a series of quickly 

edited images, constituting a sort of ‘death montage’. This montage becomes the repeated 

element around which the narrative loops.

The “Spring, 1944” segment begins with the death of Caitriona’s neighbour, Seaim'n. Seainin 

collapses; the camera pans up towards the heavens, but stops abruptly at the treeline 

(invocative perhaps of the way that the characters are trapped in a state of unfinished 

grieving and transition). The next shot is a close imitation of that seen in the context of

J
 Caitriona’s own burial: shot from below, 

the gravediggers are framed against a 

bright blue sky. As dirt is thrown into the 

open grave, it covers the lens of the 

camera, blacking out the image. The screen fades to white. As in the sequence of Caitriona’s 

death, the soundtrack here is composed of layered sounds like the rushing of wind or 

collapsing earth. In extremely rapid succession, the white screen dissolves into an image of 

clouds; then to a grainy image of a Celtic cross, lasting only a second before dissolving into a 

long shot of the graveyard, the foreground 

indistinguishable and the sky burned out.

This in turn dissolves quickly into a close-up 

of the dead man lying where he fell, vacant 

eyes staring into the camera. This image 

lasts less than a second, and then dissolves 

into the image of a candle. Next, there is a 

cut to a black screen, and all sound effects 

cease, to produce a startling moment of 

relative silence. This silence is broken by a crash - a thunderous noise; recalling the sound of 

wood breaking apart or the ground falling in, perhaps. The montage ends here. The next cut
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is to an overhead shot of a prone Seainin, lit by rays of the greenish light that marks the 

underground scenes; he stands up. The next shot is a close-up of Caitriona’s profile; she then 

approaches Seainin and asks “who are you?”, a question that will be repeated throughout the 

film as each new arrival is greeted.

The death montage sequence is repeated, with only tiny variations, six more times

throughout the film. This provides an organising principle, breaking the film into clear

chapters. It sets the pacing and rhythm of the film. Finally, by controlling the chronology, it

also controls the mood of the film. The high degree of repetition and circularity creates a

film that loops back on itself, rather than progressing to achieve goal fulfilment and closure.

The repetition blocks momentum and produces a lack of dynamism. Repetition also

permeates the script. As Denvir notes in his review,

All that the inhabitants of the graveyard have at their disposal is their speech; the power 
of the spoken word as a means of both self-revelation and self-protection. Moreover, 
much of what they have to say is but talk for talk’s sake, as if they are constructing a 
wall of words around themselves as a form of protection against loneliness and 
aloneness. All the characters return to the same issues and statements again and again 
throughout the novel: Caitriona talks constantly of Nell and of her own desire for a 
cross of island greenstone to mark her grave; An Maistir Mor, the local schoolmaster, 
talks of nothing else but his young widow’s betrayal of him when she married the local 
postman, Bileacha an Phosta; Nora Sheaimn, the uneducated mother of the wife of 
Caitriona’s son, babbles continually about matters of culture and literature.398

Humour is derived from the repetition within the script, but this is equally countered by a

frustration of language. Despite the comedy of the performances and dialogue, the film is

infused with anger, pessimism, and hopelessness.

Neil Jordan’s The End of the Affair (1999) also uses repetition as a way of replicating an 

emotional state. Based on the 1951 Graham Greene novel of the same name, The End of the 

Affair is not an explicitly Irish film in terms of content; it was filmed in England; and only 

one of the three top-billed actors is Irish (the ubiquitous Stephen Rea). The Columbia 

Pictures film, however, was produced by Stephen Woolley and Neil Jordan, and scripted by

398 Denvir
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Jordan. Like all of Jordan’s films, it is devoted to the exploration of a traumatic event and the 

repercussions on an individual’s psyche.

The narrator of The End of the Affair (whose framing voiceover directs the story through a 

series of flashbacks and mise-en-abymes) is Maurice Bendrix (Ralph Fiennes), a cynical 

novelist and avowed atheist. Against the backdrop of 1940’s London, Bendrix carries on a 

long-term affair with Sarah Miles (Julianne Moore); Sarah is in a passionless marriage with 

Bendrix’s friend Henry (Stephen Rea). During the Blitz, Bendrix’s house is bombed and he 

is either killed or knocked unconscious; the film is ambiguous on this point. Believing him 

dead, Sarah makes an impulsive vow: she will give Bendrix up forever if God will spare 

him. When it appears that her secret bargain has been accepted, Sarah rejects Bendrix with 

no explanation. Two years later, in collusion with the cuckolded Henry, Bendrix hires a 

private investigator; both men believe Sarah to have a new lover. Through this investigation, 

Bendrix gains access to Sarah’s private diaries and leams of her bargain with God. 

Eventually, Bendrix and Sarah are reunited, but Sarah is now terminally ill. The film ends 

with Bendrix grieving alongside Henry, and raging against a God in whom he professes not 

to believe, but whom he hates “as though you existed”.

The End of The Affair is another achronological narrative. It begins two years after the affair 

has ended; two years after Bendrix’s ‘death’. Opening with a voiceover by Bendrix (“this is 

a diary of hate”), the film then moves backwards and forwards in time, requiring the viewer 

to piece together a more or less accurate version of events.399 The details of the affair are 

relayed first through Bendrix’s narrated flashbacks, and then through the device of Sarah’s 

diary. Time shifts are not signposted with dissolves, voiceover, or sound bridges. Jordan

31)91 have discussed elsewhere the ways in which Jordan’s work diverges from Greene’s original text, 
formally and thematically; some of my points here were introduced in that discussion. [Carlsten, 
Jennie, ‘“Somehow the Hate Has Got Mislaid”: Adaptation and The End of the Affair’, Cinephile: 
The University of British Columbia's Film Journal, 2 (2006), pp. 3-7]
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eschews such transitional cues; instead, he simply cuts between various time periods. This 

lack of transitional cues, as previously noted, is common to the ‘fractured’ film.

Narrative events are repeated; shown first through Bendrix’s experience and later from 

Sarah’s. Jordan represents this difference in perspective through subtle changes in camera 

movement. In an early scene, for instance, the estranged Bendrix and Sarah meet in an old 

haunt, for an awkward and (on Bendrix’s part) hostile meal. As the two talk about Sarah’s 

marriage, the camera tracks from left to right, fracing a predatory half-circle around the table, 

until Sarah breaks down and rushes from the restaurant. When, much later, the scene is 

revisited through the reading of Sarah’s diary, Jordan changes nothing in the mise-en-scene, 

but reverses the camera movement, which now tracks from right to left.

The film is fundamentally fractured by a single pivotal event, Bendrix’s presumed death in 

the Blitz. The bomb blast, the trauma at the core of the film, is repeated three times in the 

film. Bendrix’s ‘resurrection’ is shown in turn from the perspective of first Bendrix and then 

Sarah. In a third incidence, which I will discuss later, the blast is re-shown at a moment of 

emotional intensity. Again, Jordan uses variation in camerawork, and the inclusion of some 

additional shots, to alter the perspective. The narrative event is the same, but the meaning is 

recast.

The first depiction of the event occurs halfway through the film, in terms of screen time. The 

sequence begins with a close-up of the couple in bed. The camera pulls back, simultaneously 

rotating in a clockwise direction. The soundtrack layers three diegetic elements: the grinding 

sound of aeroplane motors, the scratchy sounds of a record playing in the bedroom, and the 

noises of the couple’s lovemaking. These sounds fall suddenly silent as the thunderous noise 

of a nearby explosion takes their place. The camera shakes on the shot of the couple. Next 

there is a cutaway to an exterior shot; a long shot of boys running and, in the background, a 

cloud of black smoke. A cut takes the viewer back to Bendrix’s bedroom and a close-up of
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the couple’s faces. The lighting is dim and uneven; Sarah’s face is largely in shadow, while 

Hendrix’s face is lit by an unknown source. The couple discuss their future, Sarah asking 

“Do you think love ends when you don’t see me?” On the soundtrack, the record continues, 

as do the sounds of the aircraft overhead. Another explosion is heard: there is a cut on the 

sound to Sarah’s face, and then a quick cut to a side view as the couple sits up and Sarah 

grabs her dressing-gown. The camera is handheld, shaking slightly. After the next cut, 

Hendrix pulls on a robe and says he will go downstairs to assess the situation. There is a cut 

to Sarah’s face in close-up, and she asks “let me go with you”; instead, Hendrix’s face enters 

the frame and the couple kiss. The next shot is of Hendrix’s back as he exits the bedroom. 

There is another cut, to a medium-long shot from the hallway as Hendrix enters. The space is 

hazy with smoke and refracted light. The camera tracks Hendrix as he walks to the top of the 

stairs and looks down to the foyer of the building; the camera tilts down in imitation of 

Hendrix’s perspective. “It’s clear”, he announces; the short line of dialogue forms a sound 

bridge over the next three shots, a series of 

quick cuts. In an over-the-shoulder shot 

from the bedroom, Sarah looks out; Hendrix 

is framed in front of a large stained-glass

window, visually trapped between the 

doorframe, stairposts, and window frame.

The next shot is a medium close-up of 

Sarah’s face; immediately on the cut, the 

frame is filled with bright light from an 

unspecified source; on the soundtrack, there 

is a great rushing of wind. As Sarah closes 

her eyes, the white curtains behind her fly 

into motion, presumably from the vortex of 

the building implosion. There is an almost
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imperceptible zoom in on Sarah’s face as the light intensifies, over-exposing the image. The 

rapid pace of the straight cuts continues with a medium close-up of Bendrix’s face, distorted 

by the force of the wind. The brightly-coloured stained-glass behind him is wavering, sucked 

in by the same wind. The film cuts back to Sarah in close-up, as bits of debris seem to float 

in the air before her, and back to Bendrix’s twisted features. A very quick cut shows the 

stained-glass window from an extremely low angle; it comes apart and implodes towards the 

camera as the rushing noises on the soundtrack build to a loud explosion. The next cut is to a 

medium shot from the bedroom as the window implodes and bits of wood and glass fly 

towards the lens. The next two fast cuts are to Sarah; first in close-up and then from a side 

angle as she buries her head in the bedcovers to avoid the shrapnel. The next shot is from the 

foyer below, an extreme low-angle view as Bendrix is thrown forward and down towards the 

camera. The next shot is a disorienting change in angle; Bendrix’s body is still falling. This 

overlapping depiction extends the time of the action. The screen fades to black. This fade to 

black can be read as the moment of Bendrix’s death or, alternately, as a period of 

unconsciousness. Either way, it is temporary: the black screen is replaced; an object in front 

of the lens appears to fall away, revealing a grey and indistinguishable scene. Debris 

continues to fall, gradually settling. The soundtrack is filled with the noises of falling rubble. 

A slow dissolve occurs, and in a disorienting twist, reveals the view not from the foyer (as 

the sequence to this point would suggest), but instead from above; it is a high-angle shot 

looking down at Bendrix’s upside-down body on the stairs. A musical theme starts up, a 

slow piano piece that continues through the rest of the sequence. In another dissolve, the 

camera reverses so as to frame Bendrix’s body in an upright position. A slow tracking shot 

moves in on Bendrix’s face. As he finally turns his head - alive after all - he is heard in 

voiceover. “I never heard the bang. I awoke after five minutes or five seconds to a changed 

world...for a moment I was free of feeling - love, hate, jealousy - and it all felt like 

happiness.” As he speaks, there is a cut to a side view of his face, now lit by an ambiguous 

source. Bendrix pulls himself up and begins to climb the stairs. The camera tracks his climb, 

also rotating clockwise as he mounts the circling staircase. This rotating camera eventually
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reveals, as Bendrix reaches the top of the stairs, Sarah’s back; she is kneeling at the bed, 

facing away from the camera. Bendrix gasps “Sarah” and she raises her head, says “Oh, my 

God”, and turns slowly. The camera is handheld, now just behind Bendrix’s shoulder as he 

approaches Sarah. “You’re alive?”, asks Sarah. “You sound disappointed”, replies Bendrix. 

Sarah stands and pushes past Bendrix’s shoulder, towards the camera. The piano theme fades 

out. Sarah tells Bendrix she believed him dead and he mocks her for praying; the sequence 

ends as Sarah leaves. This is where the film narrative, largely in flashback to this point, 

‘catches up’ to the beginning: the next scene shows Bendrix and Henry talking on a park 

bench, a return to the opening sequence of the film.

The sequence, from the sound of the explosion to the time Sarah sees him alive, consists of 

26 separate shots. The multiple cuts and changes in camera placement have two effects; 

firstly, these work to extend the duration of the event, and secondly, they complicate and 

fragment viewer orientation by moving between Bendrix’s visual perspective, that of a fixed 

observer, and that of a moving, participatory, camera.

Shortly after this account of the blast, Bendrix obtains Sarah’s diary and reads her 

description of the event. As he begins to read silently, Sarah’s voiceover begins, providing a 

sound bridge to another flashback of the event. The sequence begins, as before with the 

couple in bed together, picking up the plot at the point of Bendrix’s question to Sarah, “What 

will you do when it ends?” The conversation remains the same (“Do you think love ends 

when you don’t see me?”), but the shot is differently lit and composed: now the couple is 

shot from the side, Bendrix in the foreground, and with Sarah’s face centred on the screen. 

The lighting is even, and the camera remains stationary throughout their conversation. When 

the nearby explosion occurs, there is no cut; the camera remains steadily on Sarah as she 

pulls on her gown. From this point, the sequence is a mixture of shots - those identical to 

ones seen earlier, and those which are, even slightly, changed. The first cuts - to Bendrix 

putting on his robe, and then to Sarah as they kiss - are identical to those of the earlier
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sequence. The next, though, is different. An over-the-shoulder shot positions the viewer in 

the bedroom, behind Sarah, as she looks out to Bendrix, who stands at the top of the stairs. 

He looks down, looks back up, and says “It’s clear.” As before, the next shot is a medium

close-up of Sarah’s face; as before, the 

frame fills with light and the sounds of a 

building explosion are heard. This shot is 

not exactly the same, though - the curtains 

are still, and the small zoom on Sarah’s 

face (seen in the earlier sequence) is 

missing. The effect is subtle but real: in this 

version of events, there is less camera 

movement, a smaller number of cuts, and 

stillness within the frame. The next eight 

shots are identical, up to the fade to black 

as Bendrix loses consciousness. This time, 

however, the screen remains black for only 

a second, before returning to the image of 

falling debris and the sounds of settling 

rubble: the viewer remains not with Bendrix, under the rubble, but above, with Sarah. On the 

soundtrack, her voice is now heard, calling for Bendrix, and a nondiegetic musical theme 

begins; this time, it is a swelling strings piece, rather than the plodding piano theme heard in 

the previous segment. There is a cut to the top of the stairs; Sarah runs towards the camera, 

and as she rushes past, the camera rotates to follow her. As she runs downstairs, the camera 

moves with her, tracking and rotating in imitation of her point of view. After a cutaway to 

her face, the moving camera reaches Bendrix’s body on the stairs, and immediately cuts back 

to a close-up of Sarah’s horrified reaction. As Sarah falls to her knees beside Bendrix, the 

camera continues to revolve, changing direction now to circle the pair in a counter-clockwise 

rotation. A series of straight cuts follows, moving between close-ups of the two lovers.
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Bendrix appears dead; Sarah pleads with God. Then there is a cut to the bedroom, looking 

out onto the hallway again; Sarah runs in and throws herself down by the bed. She makes her 

promise, aloud, to God; she will give Bendrix up if God will restore his life. Over her 

shoulder, Bendrix’s shadowy figure walks towards the camera. “Sarah”, he says, and she 

raises her face so that her expression - appalled - is visible to the viewer but not to Bendrix. 

The next cut changes the position of the viewer once more; an over-the-shoulder shot from 

Bendrix’s side; this is the view we had in the earlier sequence. The next cut returns to 

Bendrix in the ‘present day’, reading Sarah’s diary.

The moments surrounding Bendrix’s revival are repeated, but with small variations of 

presentation. The viewer is led to understand the event differently. This speaks to both the 

central question of Greene’s novel and Jordan’s film - has a miracle actually occurred, or is 

it all simply a tragic misunderstanding arising from the protagonists’ fears and insecurities? - 

and to a larger epistemological question - how can a film represent the truth of a contested 

event?

Bendrix, as the primary narrator, positions himself as a logical and intellectual man. It is 

Sarah’s belief system which is initially presented as superstitious and irrational. This would 

seem, on first blush, to indicate a typically binary opposition of the ‘rational’ and the 

‘emotional’, with Bendrix personifying the former and Sarah the latter. However, it is 

Bendrix who is so blinded by emotion that he is unable to move forward or to make sense of 

his experiences. The rational and the emotional are not so easily contrasted, and certainly 

intellect is not privileged over emotion. It is significant that the film does not strive to 

present any of the protagonists’ points of view. Even within the sequences described above, 

Jordan chooses not to use point-of-view shots, or to align the camera consistently with any 

one perspective. Instead of creating subjectivity, Jordan maintains an emotional objectivity, 

letting the viewer ‘decide’ (a cognitive act, a puzzle-solving, even!) what to believe has 

happened and how to feel about it. Multiple views are offered, each equally plausible.
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The bombing is repeated once more within the film. After Sarah and Bendrix have reunited, 

they make love in Bendrix’s flat. Sarah is exhausted, and tells Bendrix she wants to sleep. A 

close-up of the couple in bed is a match to the close-ups that initiated the first of the 

bombing sequences; the figure and camera placement is identical. The next shot is a low- 

angle view, one not previously seen, of Bendrix at the top of the stairs, the window 

imploding. A very fast cut, and the screen is filled with a bright blast of light. A shower of 

debris rushes towards the camera, and once more, there is a fade to black. Over the black 

screen, a doorbell rings. The sound is accompanied by a straight cut to an overhead shot of 

the couple, in bed, in the present day. Later, it will be revealed that the doorbell 

(unanswered) was rung by Henry, arriving to tell Bendrix and Sarah the bad news - Sarah’s 

illness is terminal. In this case, the repeated event serves no narrative function at all. It exists 

as an emotion cue in the purest sense. If read as a subjective memory (whether Bendrix’s or 

Sarah’s), it indicates the still-traumatised emotional state of the individual. If read instead as 

an objective insertion or commentary, it foreshadows the news of Sarah’s imminent death.400

Jordan’s use of repetition throughout the film has several consequences. The film replicates 

the state of loss and the compulsion, brought on by trauma, to retell the story of the event. 

This repetition does not aid in recovery or closure. Bendrix remains wounded; if anything, 

the re-enactment of events (through the devices of flashback and mise-en-abyme) has only 

increased his hostility. (One is reminded again of Judith Herman’s remarks on the 

“fantasies” of revenge, compensation, or forgiveness.) Through repetition, the film conveys 

the emotions of loss: bitterness, frustration, denial, confusion, anger. By disrupting narrative 

flow through fractured chronology, the work forestalls narrative closure, goal attainment, 

and character development. The film, furthermore, complicates viewer response by creating 

uncertainty and allowing for ambiguous or contrary readings. Finally, the film text provides

400 In a significant change to the ending of Greene’s novel, Jordan reunites Sarah and Bendrix, albeit 
briefly; in Greene’s version, Sarah dies without ever forsaking her vow.
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a level of formal awareness that complicates the standard dichotomy between ‘emotion’ and 

‘reason’; ‘distance’ and ‘identification’; acknowledging that the viewer feels as well as 

thinks. The two concepts are not in conflict, but mingle within the viewer’s perception.

In both Cre na Cille and The End of the Affair, circularity and repetition replicate, in 

narrative form, aspects of the process of grieving. Repeated images, events, sounds and 

movements become cues for interpretation, aligning the viewer with the emotional state of 

the protagonists and turning the act of viewing into an analogue of mourning work.

Representing Anger: Intermission

The emotions of loss similarly, though less overtly, underpin the crime caper Intermission, 

John Crowley’s 2003 film about the intersecting lives of some small-time Dublin criminals 

and their victims. Here, circularity and repetition are fracturing strategies that turn a 

seemingly superficial genre film into a nuanced expression of emotion.

Part romantic comedy, part heist film, Intermission follows multiple protagonists. The 

storylines of three primary characters — John (Gillian Murphy), Jerry (Colm Meany), and 

Lehiff (Colin Farrell) - are intercut with those of a half-dozen other individuals; the 

relationships between characters are gradually revealed through the intersection of story 

events. John has recently broken up with Deirdre (Kelly Macdonald), an act he regrets, 

particularly as she has become involved with another man, older bank manager Sam 

(Michael McElhatton). Sam has left his wife, Noeleen (Deirdre O’Kane), who is devastated 

and angry over this betrayal. John’s friend Oscar (David Wilmot) is desperate to have a 

sexual relationship, while Deirdre’s sister Sally (Shirley Henderson) has turned her back on 

relationships after a bad experience. Lehiff is a petty criminal who involves John, Oscar, and 

their friend Mick (Brian F. O’Byme) in his plan to rob the bank managed by Sam; the young 

men take Deirdre hostage in order to force Sam’s cooperation. Jerry is Lehiff s self- 

appointed nemesis, a policeman with delusions of being a “tough guy”, and Ben (Tomas 

O’Suilleabhain) is the local television presenter who is persuaded to make a documentary
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about Jerry’s vigilante pursuit of justice. Meanwhile, another young criminal - a 

prepubescent boy on a bike (Taylor Molloy) - spends his days stoning buses and engaging in 

anti-social behaviour.

Structurally, Intermission is composed of fragments. There are 86 transitions between 

plotlines, in a 105-minute film. None of these sequences is very long; some consist of only a 

single shot or scene. The pace of the editing is rapid, with quick cuts between and within 

sequences. The sense of speed is reinforced by the visual style of the film: handheld camera, 

shaky pans and zooms, and canted framing. The screenplay, by playwright Mark O’Rowe, is 

dialogue-heavy, and the lines are delivered in the same rapid, abrupt manner.

The film contains two montage sequences; in each, the simultaneous experiences of the 

various characters are depicted. Intercutting here establishes that the events are occurring at 

the same time, and emphasise the interdependence of the individuals. These are scenes of 

little or no dialogue; instead, the characters are shown in moments of outward emotional 

expression (tears or rage).

Intermission is another example of a fragmented film, one of a group of popular films

featuring episodic and multi-character narratives. Building on the principles of repetition and

circularity, these films depict the loose relationships and divergent storylines of multiple

individuals. Villela describes the emergence of such films in 1990s’ Hollywood:

Popular cinema of the ‘90s saw some radical and fascinating experiments with 
conventional notions of narrative time and logic. Beginnings revealed themselves 
later to be endings; narratives followed circular routes; multiple narrative paths, 
independent of each other, crossed, entwined, merged and diverged; characters did 
not develop in any “conventional” way, they appeared then disappeared, dying in 
one scene and then alive in another.401

David Bordwell calls these films “network narratives”. Rather than featuring a single main 

protagonist, a network narrative

401 Fiona A. Villella, ‘Circular Narratives’
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... opens up a social structure of acquaintance, kinship and friendship beyond any 
one character’s ken. The narration gradually reveals the array to us, attaching us to 
one character, then another. And the actions springing from this social structure 
aren’t based on tight causality. The characters, however they’re knit together, have 
diverging purposes and projects, and these intersect only occasionally - often 
accidentally.402

Network narratives “are constructed in two main ways: crosscutting the storylines...or

presenting them in blocks that we must synchronize in our heads.”403 Alissa Quart calls this

“hyperlink cinema”, comparing these fractured, intertwined narratives to the experience of

net-surfing, in which one moves between and within individual sites.404 Structurally, these

films contain multiple storylines and protagonists, but each is connected and integral to a

larger collective narrative. Booker sees potential for the exploration of social relations in

such films, writing that hyperlink crime dramas

...have been regarded as shallow and superficial, far more interested in style than in 
substance. On the other hand, the intertwining plots of hyperlink films are 
particularly good at presenting the complexities of convoluted interpersonal 
dramas...[however] Hyperlink films seem better suited to the exploration of more 
down-to-earth political, social, and economic relationships...which often involve 
precisely the kinds of intricate webs of interconnections that underlie hyperlink 
cinema itself.405

These films might, alternatively, be thought of as ‘mosaic’; the picture emerging from the 

fragmented pieces as more than the sum of its parts. As in a mosaic, patterns are created by 

the repetition and juxtaposition of discrete elements. These include patterns of emotional 

expression.

On the surface, perhaps, Intermission would seem an unlikely fit in a discussion of trauma 

narratives. It has been generally treated, in the critical discourse, as a black comedy and 

action film; recognising the darker side of urban life, but not overly concerned with social or

402 David Bordwell, Poetics of Cinema (London and New York: Routledge, 2008), p. 190
403 David Bordwell, ‘New Media and Old Storytelling’, Observations on Film Art [blog] (13 May 
2007) <http://www.davidbordwell.net/blog/2007/05/13/new-media-and-old-storytelling/ > [accessed 
10 May 2011]
404 Alissa Quart, ‘Networked: Dysfunctional Families, Reproductive Acts, and Multitasking Minds 
Make for Happy Endings', Film Comment, 41.4 (July 2005), 48-51. Quart’s use of the term “hyperlink 
cinema” to describe these interwoven narratives should be differentiated from, e.g., Marsha Kinder’s 
use of the term to mean achronological narratives, as discussed in Chapter Three.
405Booker, p. 15
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historical context and not particularly reflective of national issues. Stylistically, the film has 

been compared repeatedly with other modular narratives and ensemble pieces, such as Love, 

Actually (Richard Curtis, 2003); Magnolia (Paul Thomas Anderson, 1999); Trainspotting 

(Danny Boyle, 1996); Amores Perros (Alejandro Gonzalez Inarritu, 2000); and Lock, Stock 

and Two Smoking Barrels (Guy Ritchie, 1998).406 An examination of the critical discourse is 

interesting for what it reveals not just about the film’s perceived status as a work of national 

cinema, but for the attention placed, within that discourse, on the film’s treatment and 

expression of emotion.

The film was highly successful, commercially and critically, both domestically and in the 

UK and American markets. It quickly became one of the highest-grossing Irish-funded films 

to date. One American review called it

.. .dazzling.. .a painfully raw examination of the power of love to build up those 
under its spell - in this case, a group of working-class Dubliners - and to tear them 
apart. It’s a roller-coaster ride up and down life’s bumpy track. The movie is often 
unsettling - random acts of violence outnumber those of kindness. But it’s also 
touching, startlingly original and even profound.407

The BBC claimed that “this raucously funny and compellingly gritty ensemble piece comes

complete with plenty of snap, crackle and Irish pop.. .Fast-paced, hilarious and completely

convinced by its own Blarney, this is Ireland’s best export since, well, Colin Farrell.”408

Domestic reviews were overwhelmingly positive as well, with such appraisals as “an

occasionally uneven but largely enjoyable movie, full of odd interludes and dark-as-porter

humour. It may not be as sharp or as funny as it thinks it is but, nevertheless, Intermission is

406 Intermission was one of the first Irish films to employ the mosaic structure. In an interview at the 
time of the film’s release, Crowley claimed “You can say ‘it’s a bit like an Irish Magnolia', but 
actually it’s not anything. It’s got its own personality. So yes, it’s an unusual structure to come out of 
Ireland.” [BBC]
407 Ruthe Stein, ‘Villains and Lovers, Full of Blarney, Face Off in Working-class Dublin’, San 
Francisco Chronicle (26 March 2004) <http://articles.sfgate.com/2004-03-26/entertainment /1741 631 
l_l_irish-film-james-joyce-cillian-murphy> [accessed 2 April 2011]
408 Jamie Russell, ‘Intermission’, BBC (25 November 2003) <htttp://www.bbc.co.uk/films/2003/ 
09/12/intermission_2003_review.shtml> [accessed 2 April 2011]
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an Irish film well worth watching.”409 However, other reviewers dismissed the film as simply

a stylistic exercise, albeit an “entertaining” one:

Like many stylish, whipcrack American and British indies made in the wake of 
Quentin Tarantino and Trainspotting, the film gets off on the same anything-can- 
happen storytelling brio, which at least keeps things lively. But without any resonant 
characters or ideas, it’s all empty calories.410

Intermission is rude, crude and full of lip. If it ends up a few punches short of a 
knockout, that’s down to first-time director Crowley, who hasn’t yet got the 
organisational grip to keep it together. You can feel the air leaking out of the movie 
when he has to resort to cross-cutting between two separate car chases towards the 
end, at the point when the strands ought to be converging rather than bifurcating. In 
more experienced hands, the whole could have been more than just the entertaining 
sum of its parts.411

Nonetheless, Intermission is concerned with the same themes of loss and mourning as the 

more overt trauma narratives discussed here. This is made explicit in the character of Sally. 

When she is first introduced, some back story is provided by the conversation between other 

characters: the audience is told that Sally went to England with a boyfriend, the relationship 

ended badly, and Sally has subsequently been unhappy, taking no interest in her personal 

appearance and refusing to socialise. Later in the film, again through another character (her 

sister Deirdre), we leam more details of Sally’s heartbreak. The boyfriend, in fact, tied Sally 

to her bed, defecated on her, and left her in her flat, where she was found days later in a state 

of hysteria.

Sally is in some ways a secondary character: certainly, her role in the heist is insignificant. 

However, her importance to an emotional reading of the film is paramount. Halfway through 

the film (both in terms of screen time and in the arrangement of the 86 sequences), the 

second of the film’s montage sequences occurs. This montage intercuts three events - an 

angry and increasingly violent sexual encounter between Noeleen and Oscar; a fight between

409 Caroline Hennessy, ‘Intermission’, Raidid Teilifis Eireann (28 August 2003) 
<http://www.rte.ie/ten/
2003/0828/intermission.html> [accessed 2 April 2011]
410 Scott Tobias, ‘Intermission’, The Onion A. V. Club (16 March 2004) <http://www.avclub.com/ 
articles/intermission,5189/> [accessed 2 April 2011]
41'Tim Robey, ‘Rude, Crude, and Full of Lip’, Telegraph (28 November 2003) <http://www.telegraph. 
co.uk/culture/film/3607409/Rude-crude-and-full-of-lip.html> [accessed 2 April 2011]
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Deirdre and Sam; and a therapeutic conversation between Sally and her mother. Watching 

herself in a television interview, Sally finally sees her moustache (up to now, an unconscious 

physical marker of her trauma), and breaks down. Sobbing, she tells her mother “Now I see 

it”; her mother consoles her, saying “You’ve been through the wars.” Sally’s mother talks 

about her own grief at the loss of her husband, and comforts Sally.

Sally’s traumatic personal event conjures 

up spectres from the Irish historical 

narrative. Her voyage to England and her 

return as a victimised subject reflect the 

national trauma of mass emigration. It is an 

Englishman who perpetrates a crime against Sally, and the nature of the crime seems 

particularly cruel and degrading; within the particular historical context and national

narrative, this surely creates an additional layer of meaning.412

Intermission is very much about the emotions of loss and anger. Where the critics do 

acknowledge the dark emotions dealt with in the film, they are disapproving. So Scott Tobias 

writes that “Unable or unwilling to look beyond mere visceral effect, the film treats brutality 

with disturbing matter-of-factness, as if a smashed jaw were as commonplace a welcome as a 

peck on the cheek”.413 Frederic and Mary Ann Brussat complain that “Here anger is a wedge 

that separates people from each other and takes all civility out of city life.”414 Sam Adams of 

the Philadelphia City Paper, commenting on comparisons between Intermission and Short 

Cuts (Altman, 1993), observes that “Altman’s movies are about the ways in which people,

412 The haplessly naive Oscar tells Sally that, faced with difficulties in life, a person has only one 
option: “You persevere” - a philosophy with an interesting resonance given Ireland’s national history 
and, indeed, its present difficulties.
413 Tobias
4l4Frederic and Mary Ann Brussat, ‘Intermission’, Spirituality and Practice (2004) <http://www. 
spiritualityandpractice.com/films/films.php?id=8323> [accessed 2 April 2011]
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like it or not, are all connected; Crowley and O’Rowe’s fashionably nihilistic drama (with a 

slap-happy ending smushed on) is about the ways in which they don’t or can’t connect.”415

In fact, the circularity and repetitious elements of Intermission display the lack of cohesion

and connection in contemporary Irish society; the alienation of individuals and the emotions

of loss and loneliness. Lenny Abrahamson’s Garage (2007) uses repetition to similar ends.

Alongside framing and composition, and disconnected shot arrangement, Garage uses a

circularity of language to illustrate the lack of connection between characters. Barry

Monahan considers the importance of speech in the film, placing it “against the background

of previous Irish films that may be considered verbally intricate or profuse.. .Garage offers a

gentle silence, a measure rhythm and a hollowed dramatic space”, and noting that

Abrahamson “uses the repetition of words and phrases to draw attention to, rather than fill,

uncomfortable silences.”416 Abrahamson himself suggests to the way in which circularity of

language functions as an emotion cue within the film:

It’s interesting how people meet and talk to each other, and you might meet them 
later and they’ll say I met so and so earlier and there’s something not quite right with 
him there’s something not good. But if you had heard their conversation all you
would have heard was “so how’s it going’ yeah great.....” and they would have
talked about nothing and yet all that stuff was happening between the lines. So I 
think what Mark [O’Halloran, the scriptwriter] does really well is that he takes 
scenes and he defines that absent thing with all this seemingly insignificant stuff 
circling around it...There is the circularity of dialogue that we spoke about. The 
more scripts you read, you notice the complete absence of how people actually speak 
- most scripts are incredibly artificial. You never get the real speech because 
someone will come along and say what is that doing there, how does that drive the 
plot forward, but yet I find that somehow if you do it right it can open up emotional 
territory that you just can’t get to with a standard dramatic three-act.417

In the circular and repetitive films discussed in this chapter (as well as those referenced in 

the Appendices), formal fracture and disruption work against catharsis or closure. As

415 Sam Adams, ‘Intermission’, Philadelphia City Paper (1-7 April 2004) 
<http://archives.citypaper.net/
articles/2004-04-01/movshts.shtml> [accessed 2 April 2011]
416 Barry Monahan, ‘Lenny Abrahamson’s Garage: A Drama of Cinematic Silence’, in Irish Cinema 
2007 - The Year in Review, ed. by Tony Tracy, Estudios Irlandeses, 3 (2008), p. 236-237 <http:// 
www.estudiosirlandeses.org/Issue3/IrishFilm&TV2007/IrishFilm&TV2007.htm> [accessed 10 July 
2011]
417 Tony Tracy, ‘In Search of the Subtext: Interview with Lenny Abrahamson and Mark O’Halloran’, 
Kinema (2008) < http://kinema.uwaterloo.ca/article.php?id=418&feature > [accessed 17 August 2011]
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Monahan writes of Garage, “These shifting perspectives create the sense for the onlooker of 

a fragmented community of individuals who at times approach certain personal and 

emotional interaction without ever making the emotional connection.”418 As in Intermission, 

the elements of formal fracture invoke the melancholic, fractured, community. While these 

mosaic narratives are often dismissed, they potentially offer the chance to explore the 

emotions of communities in recovery from trauma.

All of the films discussed here feature protagonists dealing with immediate and profound 

losses. Repetition and circularity underline their helplessness. The films refute easy 

solutions, or wilful amnesia about the past. In their stops and starts, these films replicate the 

fitfulness and incompleteness of trauma narratives. Circular, mosaic, and repetitive 

narratives demonstrate the way that manipulations of frequency cue emotional readings.

418 Barry Monahan, ‘Lenny Abrahamson’s Garage', p. 237
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Conclusion

At the start of this dissertation, I articulated the desire to recognise the Irish ‘cinema we 

have’, rather than to bemoan the absence of the Irish ‘cinema we need’. The critical 

discourse around the contemporary Irish cinema has provided great insight into the 

shortcomings and difficulties of an underdeveloped national cinema. Irish film scholars have 

written, compellingly, about the inadequacy of representation or the depoliticisation and 

decontextualisation of historical events within contemporary films. Others, taking a more 

industrial approach, have documented the lack of a strong film culture, consistent 

governmental support, or solid infrastructure. On a more positive note, recent criticism has 

explored the ways that contemporary Irish cinema challenges institutions and rigid 

conceptions of identity, and the ways in which the Irish cinema engages with classical genres 

to explore local issues.

These approaches, however, have tended to focus on ‘solutions’, offering prescriptive 

models for a new, ‘most Irish’, national cinema. Moreover, they have, sometimes quite 

explicitly, favoured a conception of national cinema that side-lines or denigrates 

“mainstream”, commercially interested filmmaking in favour of art cinema. This 

corresponds to an exclusionary canon that values the more experimental works of the Irish 

First Wave over the more recent offerings of narrative filmmakers. Correspondingly, there is 

a pervasive sense of disappointment about the state of the national cinema.

At the same time, the focus on themes and representations has not been matched by a critical 

focus on film form. Indeed, there has been very little offered by way of formal analysis. This 

both arises from and contributes to the critical consensus which says that a formal 

conservatism constrains the recent Irish cinema. There is a need to recognise, and to 

critically examine, the hybrid forms and stories that make up the recent Irish cinema. There 

is, furthermore, a need to consider the appeal of these forms and stories. I have asked,
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therefore, what can be learned from an examination of the ‘cinema we have’. Are there 

commonalities of form, as well as theme, which might serve as markers of a national 

cinema? How can we explain the presence of such commonalities? What can analysis of 

these formal and narrative strategies suggest about the nature of “the national” in 

contemporary cinema? Having observed a proliferation of fracture and disruption within 

these narrative films, I have then sought to explain this through an analysis of the films’ 

emotional discourses. How are the explicit narrative themes and representations, so often 

concerned with loss, grieving and recovery, further developed through film form? And given 

the intensely fragmented and contested ‘Irish identity’ in the twenty-first century, what can 

an ‘emotional reading’ of these films reveal?

This study has examined recent Irish film: my conclusions are drawn from analyses based in 

specific historical and cultural contexts. The strategies and tropes identified, though, can be 

found in other cinemas, where they may operate similarly. In particular, these strategies have 

been located in the cinemas of other nations with recent experience of national loss and 

trauma. My work adds not just to the study of national cinema, but also to the study of 

cinematic emotion, by helping to show the relationship between such loss and its formal 

expression. Attention to these specific formal strategies fills a gap in the complementary 

work on emotions in film.

This work thus represents an important and timely intervention into not only Irish film 

studies, or indeed the wider study of national cinemas, but also the study of cinematic 

emotion. I have built on the burgeoning work in cognitive film studies and emotion theory in 

the arts, to examine very specific formal strategies (flashback, ellipsis, pause, repetition and 

circularity) in relation to the expression of emotions; specifically, the emotions associated 

with loss and mourning. Eric Santer and Alexander and Margarete Mitscherlich have written 

of the difference between mourning and melancholia. It seems worth repeating Santer’s 

comments on the way forward for the melancholic society, a way which lies in integrationist
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narrative and “a radical rethinking and reformulation of the very notion of boundaries and 

borderlines”.419 The recent Irish cinema is a hybrid cinema, providing a site for the kind of 

rethinking and reformulation Santer advocates. Just as that hybridity offers the space in 

which such a reworking can take place, so a hybridised or multi-faceted approach to this 

research has proved revealing in analysing the films. By uniting elements of national cinema, 

trauma and emotion theories, I have been able to identify and demonstrate the connections 

between Ireland’s societal concerns and characteristics and the thematic and formal devices 

prevalent in its cinema - an approach which has ramifications for film studies as a whole.

In the course of my research, I considered 170 narrative films, features and shorts, which 

contain elements of fracture and disorder (these films are listed in the attached Appendix). 

From these, I chose the selection of films here, for closer analysis. The films selected are not 

outliers or extraordinary works; rather, these are works selected from across the range of 

recent Irish filmmaking, representing a variety of genres. Most would not be considered 

experimental or avant-garde works; however, many represent the hybrid nature of film 

output in the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland. On a narrative level, these films are 

all concerned with individuals who have suffered a loss and are engaged in a process of 

recovery. On a formal level, these films are all marked by moments of fracture or narrative 

disruption.

My work proceeds from the assertion that fractured film narratives are present, to a 

considerable degree, in mainstream narrative film. Moreover, I assert that this presence is 

significant, in that it reflects something about national identity. These assertions are 

buttressed by the recent and exciting work of David Martin-Jones and Allan Cameron. 

Martin-Jones uses Deleuze’s ideas on cinematic time to argue that national cinemas turn to 

achronological narratives when faced with historical crises. These fictions are used most 

frequently to reterritorialise, restoring the preferred national narrative. Cameron arrives at a

419 Santer, ‘History beyond the Pleasure Principle’, p. 152
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similar conclusion, arguing that achronological narratives are used to explore the preferred 

national narrative and alternative conceptions of national identity, ultimately restoring order 

and confirming the status quo. Approaching these films as narratives of national trauma, I 

have argued that the achronological and fractured form reflects and expresses melancholia. I 

depart from Cameron and Martin-Jones, recognising that the fractured and achronological 

narratives in the Irish case are not restoring order. Rather, there is a tension between 

reterritorialising and deterritorialising in the films, reflecting mutating and unfixed identities, 

and the instability and uncertainty of the melancholic state.

The application of emotion theory has enhanced this approach; emotion theory can add to 

dialogue about how film engages with viewer emotion, or expresses trauma in accessible 

terms. Amongst cognitive film theorists, there is a general agreement that emotional 

responses occur both individually and collectively, and are guided or encouraged by specific 

formal elements or techniques. My analyses of recent Irish films look specifically at these 

elements, and how they shape discourses of emotion. My approach has been guided by the 

work of Greg Smith on emotion cues, perceptual ‘hints’ that create, sustain, or alter the 

mood of a given film. Torben Grodal’s PECMA flow model explains how narrative is 

intrinsic to both our human experience of emotion and our response to depicted, Active 

emotion. Film form can either facilitate or obstruct that experience. Murray Smith’s model of 

audience engagement hypothesises that a viewer’s emotional reading of a film is shaped by 

allegiance and alignment with characters. In my analyses, I have considered how the formal 

devices of the films studied affect such allegiance or alignment, focusing specifically on 

those devices which are common to the fractured narrative.

Fracture comes about through disruption and manipulation of the three dimensions of film 

time: order, duration, and frequency. In Chapter Three, I considered temporal order and the 

rearrangement of events through achronology and flashback. In Chapter Four, I looked at 

aspects of duration: ellipsis and descriptive pause. Finally, in Chapter Five, I considered the
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dimension of frequency, and the repetition of events, information, or images. These formal 

elements are all markers of the traumatic narrative and also, I have demonstrated, function as 

emotion cues, encouraging and guiding emotional orientation.

Achronology is a strategy which reveals something significant about the social and national 

context. Achronological narratives are suited to the story-telling paradigms of small nations 

(and of ‘minor’, non-national, cinemas) as a method of challenging or re-establishing social 

identities, especially hybridised, marginalised, or contested national identities. Achronology, 

like the other strategies of fracture discussed here, is often associated with modernist 

filmmaking and art cinema. In the hybrid films of the recent Irish cinema, however, I have 

shown that these strategies operate differently.

The flashback, for instance, has been used to certain ideological and artistic ends in Classical 

Hollywood cinema and in European art cinema. This is one more way in which the recent 

Irish films are hybrids; they use the flashback in ways associated with both mainstream, 

Hollywood cinema, and with modernist or avant-garde cinema. In films like Kings, The 

Butcher Boy, Omar, Song for a Baggy Boy, or Snap, the flashback performs many of the 

functions Maureen Turim ascribes to the Classical Hollywood variant (to resolve enigmas or 

individualise historical experience, for example), while also creating subjectivity and 

uncertainty around past events (as in the art cinema variant). I have discussed the use of the 

framed flashback in films like Mickybo and Me or Love and Rage. The framed flashback is 

fairly standard in Hollywood genre films, where it is most often used to clarify or explain 

events of the past. The past is understood as a closed and discrete entity; “the past is another 

country”, as famously claimed in L. P. Hartley’s 1953 novel, The Go-Between. In the recent 

Irish cinema, however, the framed flashback is used to question that closure, and to show the 

past and the present as less clearly demarcated. The framed flashback is used to show one 

individual’s experience of history, in a highly subjective manner. Events and their meaning
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are left ambiguous. The framed flashback is motivated, within the narrative, by a subject’s 

attempts to deal with traumatic memories and the emotions engendered by loss.

Besides framed flashbacks, I’ve also discussed those films in which flashback interrupts the 

otherwise chronological narrative. In films like Omar or New Boy, flashback re-presents the 

pre-traumatic state and the traumatic event. In these examples, the past is an intrusion that 

stops the flow of action in the present. The flashback is clearly associated in these films with 

traumatic loss, and the flashback form replicates for the viewer the process of recalling that 

loss.

My analysis of Kings focussed on the flashbacks that appear throughout the film. I have 

shown how flashback, in this case, undermines closure or emotional catharsis. The 

flashbacks create uncertainty about perspective and motivation. Rather than positioning the 

flashbacks as subjective and attributable memories, the film presents past events as 

ambiguous and decentred. The flashback in Kings, as in so much of the recent Irish cinema, 

is used primarily and effectively as an emotion cue. It expresses the emotions of loss - anger 

and grief - and replicates something of the experience of mourning. Flashback is a clear 

marker of trauma; often used explicitly in the films discussed to represent the unhealthy or 

dangerous presence of the past in the present. The flashback also functions as an intrusion 

into the present which temporarily, at least, halts emotional flow. Rather than resulting in a 

restoration of order and comprehension, flashback reflects the incomplete and frustrating 

process of mourning work.

Ellipsis and pause, both aspects of duration, control the pace at which information is 

revealed or amended. This includes, of course, information that adds to an emotional reading 

of the film or creates what Plantinga describes as the ‘mood’ of the film. Ellipsis and pause 

also replicate aspects of the traumatic state, in which individuals cannot or will not 

remember some details of an event, and yet also can become immersed in the recollection of
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other details. We have seen, in films like The Widow or Savage, how ellipsis recalls Barthes’ 

“discontinuous nature of mourning”. Ellipsis produces a disjointed effect that evokes the 

condition of grief.

On another level, ellipsis produces a literal absence within the narrative, a loss of image and 

information for the viewer. Ellipsis, by calling attention to the moments of absence or 

narrative silence within a film, reminds the viewer of the limits to both historical knowledge 

and artistic or linguistic representation. This is the case in such films as Hunger, Adam and 

Paul, and Bloody Sunday, ellipses are not used to drive the narrative forward, but to suspend 

the narrative and evoke emotions of loss. Like the flashbacks described above, ellipses can 

create emotional as well as intellectual uncertainty and ambiguity. The ellipses in Bloody 

Sunday, for example, preserve doubt about the very nature of the traumatic event. And as in 

Hunger, it is not just the limits of historical knowledge which are foregrounded, but the 

limits of language and visual representation altogether. This is ellipsis, not for the sake of 

continuity and concision, but as black hole. Descriptive pause, meanwhile, creates a space 

for the contemplation of an image, even to the point of sensory saturation. Such pauses 

disrupt emotional flow. By altering the pace of the film, they prevent rather than aid 

comprehension and continuity. Hunger uses pause and ellipsis, alongside other strategies of 

fracture (including flashback and repetition), to represent traumatic loss and emotional 

breakdown.

Repetition can also alter the emotional discourse of a film. Like flashback and ellipsis, 

repetition is a feature of both Hollywood cinema, where the redundancy of information 

serves the goal of viewer comprehension, and art cinema, where repetition provides 

association between disparate elements or is used abstractly to create visual or aural patterns. 

In the hybrid recent Irish cinema, as I have established, the function of repetition is primarily 

as emotion cue. Repetition is inherent to the re-telling of trauma, and its presence in the 

recent Irish cinema is a reflection of the degree to which these films are concerned, both
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thematically and formally, with traumatic loss. In films like Shell Shock, Savage, The End of 

the Affair, Helen, or Five Minutes of Heaven, the repetition of images, dialogue, or events 

helps to express the traumatised state of the protagonists, and to involve the viewer in the 

process of their recovery. Repetition can reveal slight variation between versions of events, 

casting doubt on historical accuracy. It can change perspective and encourage new 

allegiances and alignments. Repetitive and circular narratives can refuse closure and frustrate 

direct linear progression. Repetition also appears in the form of mosaic narratives, such as 

Intermission, that present the world in an episodic and fractured fashion, emphasising the 

lack of social cohesion in the traumatised community.

The techniques of flashback, ellipsis, pause, circularity, and repetition serve as emotion cues: 

they shape the emotional discourse of the films. They obstruct the flow of emotion to 

prevent, ultimately, synthesis or catharsis, and so avoid a false sense of closure. Rather than 

smoothing over past traumas or offering ‘consoling fictions’, these films foreground the 

incomplete and inconsistent process of loss and recovery. As well, by encouraging shifts in 

alignment and allegiance, these devices offer multiple interpretations of events, and multiple 

subjectivities. Through the deterritorialising of national identity, these films provide an 

opportunity for the re-examination of the past. In their fracture and fitful presentation, they 

may serve as the earliest steps of mourning work, reflecting the state of melancholia which is 

necessary to real recovery.

This dissertation paves the way for investigation into related areas of film studies. For 

example, the cumulative effects of these formal techniques on actual viewers has yet to be 

explored. The lack of thorough and reliable audience studies is a problem across the 

discipline of film studies, and is one of the obstacles to the study of film emotion in 

particular. For this reason, my conclusions are necessarily and properly limited; my research 

has consisted of textual analysis, not audience study. I have spoken of the role of emotion 

cues in ‘encouraging’ or ‘impeding’ readings, and films can offer readings and provide
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support for those interpretations. At the same time, viewers are active participants, capable 

of adding to, resisting, or modifying those readings. I make no surmise about actual 

emotional response on the part of individual, real, viewers. Rather, I follow in the tradition of 

text-based analysis that considers the elements of the work and how those elements lend 

themselves to a preferred reading. Further research might consider the extent to which such 

preferred readings are accepted, refuted, or negotiated by viewers.

Other areas of interrogation suggest themselves. This study is distinctive in that it undertakes 

a detailed analysis of a single national cinema through the lens of emotion theory. Both 

national cinema studies and emotion studies have recognised the need for such ‘case 

studies’.420 Subsequent case studies might look at other national cinemas, and indeed, other 

emotions: is there an analogous expression of joy in, for example, the national cinemas of 

recently liberated peoples?

In this study, I have considered a wide range of films. There is, within these, a synchronicity 

between the thematic concerns and the formal strategies. Most could be loosely described as 

dramas, explicitly concerned with traumatic loss. However, I believe that formal fracture, as 

a marker of the national, can also be found in other genres or modes of filmmaking; that the 

recourse to fractured or fragmented narratives is more widespread. For example, in Chapter 

Five I mentioned the mosaic narratives of the romantic comedies Goldfish Memory and 

About Adam. Unlike most of the films discussed in this dissertation, Goldfish Memory and 

About Adam are not explicitly about historical or personal trauma. It is, in fact, precisely the 

‘lightness’ of their subject matter which has led to their praise or, conversely, their dismissal 

by the critics (see Chapter One). Nonetheless, these films employ the sort of repetitive 

structure and strategies of fracture which have become signifiers of ‘the national’ within 

Irish cinema.

420 See, e.g., Dudley Andrew’s ‘An Atlas of World Cinema’, David Bordwell and Noel Carroll’s 
introduction to Post-Theory: Reconstructing Film Studies, or Greg Smith’s recommendations for 
studies of emotion in cinema, in his Film Structure and the Emotion System.

232



Ibis leads to another way of talking about ‘national’ cinema in general; considering how it 

employs story-telling devices, rather than the exclusive focus on themes and motifs or on 

industrial circumstances. My research has implications for other national cinemas, as well. I 

emphatically do not claim that Irish cinema is the only one to employ these strategies; rather, 

that these strategies have a particular appeal and can be read within a specific context. This 

must then be sited alongside comparable studies of other national or sub-national cinemas. 

Cameron and Martin-Jones have focused their own studies of modular narratives on 

individual national cinemas; my study of Irish cinema adds to the overall body of work.

In the debates around national cinema, some academics and policymakers have advocated a 

‘middle way’ for small national cinemas; a way in which local cinemas exist as a 

complement to Hollywood’s international dominance. Rod Stoneman has advocated an 

artisanal, hybridised, model for Irish filmmaking. He calls for a cinema that does not imitate 

or compete directly with Hollywood, but which is locally produced and addresses local 

concerns. This model does not reject narrative, but is nonindustrial and non-commercial. 

This is a cinema based on viewer pleasure, “the interception of audience’s tastes and 

desires.”421 Fortuitously, the hybrid model does not only represent a viable alternative of 

national filmmaking. It also provides for the sort of mourning work described above. The 

hybrid national film uses mainstream narrative structures, but also incorporates formal 

devices and strategies more associated with art cinema. The hybrid national film represents a 

different understanding of the relationship between film and emotion. These film narratives 

use particular techniques of flashback, ellipsis, pause, and repetition to explore the process of 

emotional recovery.

Throughout this dissertation, I have argued that the fractured narratives of recent Irish 

cinema demonstrate a reciprocal relationship between film form and thematic content. For

421 Stoneman, ‘Sins of Commission IT, p. 263
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stories of recovery from loss, these disrupted, even fragmented, forms provide an 

opportunity to work through the associated emotions of grief and anger. They represent the 

best mode of expression for a culture marked by historical loss, collective melancholia, and 

emotional upheaval. It seems that, contrary to so much of the critical discourse in Ireland 

over the past fifteen years, ‘the cinema we have’ is, after all, remarkably close to the ‘cinema 

we need.’
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Kamera 300. Switzerland, Macedonia. 2010.

The Widow. Dir. Aideen McCarthy. With Norma Sheahan, Charlie Kranz. Warrior Films. 
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Ireland, UK, Germany, Italy, Spain, France, Belgium, Switzerland. 2006.

With or Without You. Dir. Michael Winterbottom. With Christopher Eccleston, Dervla 
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Appendix A

This appendix lists 175 Irish narrative films released between 1995 and 2011.
It includes features and shorts which contain fractured cinematic techniques to a 
significant degree, and/or which employ narrative themes of loss and mourning.
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TITLE

100 Mornings

2by4

48 Angels

About Adam

Accelerator

Adam & Paul

Alarm

All Good 
Children

All Souls' Day

DIRECTOR YEAR SUMMARY

Horgan, Conor 2009 Two couples try to survive in the 
immediate aftermath of an 
apocalyptic event.

Smallhome,
Jimmy

1998 An Irish emigrant works 
construction in New York, while 
struggling with his sexual identity.

Comer, Marion 2007 A dying boy decides to search for 
God, and sets off on a boat 
voyage.

Stembridge,
Gerard

2000 A charismatic man seduces a 
young woman - and the other 
members of her family.

Murphy, Vinnie 1999 A car thief and drag racer faces off 
with a gangster in a road-race 
from Belfast to Dublin.

Abrahamson,
Lenny

2004 Two Dublin junkies spend their 
day trying to obtain their next fix. 
They briefly try to reconnect with 
society when they attend the wake 
for a dead friend, but soon return 
to their marginal existence.

Stembridge,
Gerard

2008 A grieving woman moves to a new 
home and tries to rebuild her life, 
but soon finds herself under threat 
when her home is broken into 
repeatedly.

Duffy, Alicia 2010 After their mother dies, two Irish 
boys are taken to the French 
countryside by their long absent 
father. One of the brothers, Dara, 
becomes infatuated with the 
flirtatious Bella, their teenage 
neighbour. Tensions mount as
Dara becomes increasingly 
obsessed.

Gilsenan, Alan 1997 A grieving mother tries to uncover 
the truth about her daughter's 
death.
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An Ranger Dillon, P.J. 2008 A soldier returns to his Connemara 
home after many years away, to 
find that his family has died in the 
Famine, (short)

Angela
Mooney Dies 
Again

McArdle, Tommy 1997 As an American company takes 
over a small business, one woman 
protests; flashbacks reveal the 
source of the woman's 
unhappiness.

Anton (aka 
Trapped)

Cantwell, Graham 2008 After years at sea, a man returns 
home to 1970's Ireland, only to 
find himself drawn into the 
Troubles.

As If I Am Not 
There

Wilson, Juanita 2010 A young Bosnian woman is 
imprisoned in a Serbian camp, 
where she endures systematic rape 
and abuse.

Atlantic Ferguson, Conor 2008 A lonely farmer receives a letter 
from the woman he loved and lost 
many years before, (short)

Basket Case,
The

O'Neill, Owen 2007 A man deals with the death of his 
beloved wife, (short)

Beekeeper's
Son, The

Hannigan, Jamie 2007 A man attends his father's funeral, 
(short)

Beyond the
Fire

Murphy, Maeve 2009 An expelled Catholic Priest leaves 
Ireland for England, and begins a 
relationship with a woman 
recovering from a rape; both are 
haunted by their pasts.

Blind Eye de Burca, Damien 2007 A Jewish woman fleeing Nazi 
Germany pleads with an Irish 
immigration official for refugee 
status, (short)

Bloody Sunday Greengrass, Paul 2001 Intersecting, dramatised stories of 
the participants in the events of 
Bloody Sunday.

Bloom Walsh, Sean 2003 Adaptation of James Joyce's 
Ulysses.
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Bogwoman Collins, Tom

Boxed

Boxer, The

Boy Eats Girl

Boy From 
Mercury, The

Brave One, 
The

Breakfast on 
Pluto

Broken
Hawest

1997 Maureen is a mother living in the 
Nationalist Bogside of Derry 
during the Troubles.

Comer, Marion 2002 A Catholic priest is kidnapped by
the IRA and ordered to hear the 
final confession of an informer 
awaiting execution. The priest 
resists.

Sheridan, Jim 1998 A former IRA member is released
after a lengthy prison sentence; 
returning home, he opens a 
nonsectarian boxing club and 
reconnects with his old girlfriend, 
but cannot escape the violent ties 
of his past.

Bradley, Stephen 2005 Feeling rejected by his girlfriend,
Nathan commits suicide, only to 
be brought back to life as a 
zombie.

Duffy, Martin 1996 After his father's death, a young
boy becomes increasingly lost in 
the fantasy that he is a space alien.

Jordan, Neil 2007 After a brutal attack in which her
fiancee is killed and she is injured, 
Erica begins a vigilante quest for 
revenge against the perpetrators. 
Along the way, she develops a 
close relationship with the 
detective investigating the original 
crime.

Jordan, Neil

O'Callaghan,
Maurice

2005 Patrick 'Kitten' Braden grows up 
in a small Irish town, struggling to 
be accepted, and fantasising about 
the mother who abandoned her at 
birth. Kitten decides to go to 
London to search for her mother, 
but her relationships draw her into 
the Troubles.

1995 An Irish emigrant remembers his 
youth in the Ireland of the 1920s 
and the effects of the Civil War on 
his family.
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Brothers Sheridan, Jim 2009 After a soldier disappears in 
Afghanistan, his irresponsible 
younger brother steps up to look 
after the family left behind.

Butcher Boy,
The

Jordan, Neil 1997 A disturbed boy, growing up in 
1950's Ireland, blames a neighbour 
for his family's troubles and his 
mother's suicide.

Capital Letters 
(aka
Trafficked)

O'Connor, Ciaran 2004 Taiwo is a young African woman 
held by a human trafficker in 
Dublin. When she tries to escape, 
she must rely on the help of Keely, 
a middle-man for the traffickers.

Cherrybomb D'Sa, Lisa Barros, 
and Glenn
Leybum

2009 Three bored Northern Irish teens 
engage in increasingly dangerous 
and destructive behaviour.

Child of the 
Dead End /An 
Paiste Beo 
Bocht

Bell, Des 2009 Dramatisation of the life of Irish 
navvy poet and novelist Patrick 
MacGill, blending documentary 
and fictional elements.

Chronoscope,
The

Legge, Andrew 2009 Mockumentary about a female 
scientist who invents a machine to 
see into the past, (short)

Close Hopkins, Tom 2004 A woman's near death experience 
after a car crash, (short)

Country Liddy, Kevin 2000 Jack's mother is dead, and he lives 
with his brother, Con, and 
alcoholic father, Frank. When the 
boy's aunt comes to stay, things 
begin to improve. Soon, however, 
past and present secrets are 
revealed, precipitating acts of 
violence.

Cowboys and 
Angels

Gleeson, David 2003 A shy young man becomes 
roommates with an outgoing gay 
fashion student.

Cre na Cille Quinn, Robert 2007 The recently deceased Caitriona, 
buried in an Irish graveyard, 
nurses a grudge against her sister, 
and bickers with her dead 
neighbours.
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Crush Proof Tickell, Paul 1997 Neal, recently released from 
prison, rejoins his old gang, a 
group of inner-city Dubliners 
involved in drugs and the 'urban 
cowboy' subculture.

Dancing at 
Lughnasa

O'Connor, Pat 1998 A man reminisces about his past in 
rural Ireland, living with his 
mother and four aunts. The lives 
of the five single women change 
when their brother, a priest, 
returns from years spent in Africa.

Daylight
Saving Time

Butler, Jason 2010 A grieving man takes revenge 
against the company he holds 
responsible for his wife's death, 
(short)

Dead Bodies Quinn, Robert 2003 When a man accidentally kills his 
estranged girlfriend, he tries to 
cover up the incident.

Dead Meat McMahon, Conor 2004 A strain of mad cow disease 
spread to humans, infecting and 
turning them to zombies.

Deal, The Thomas, Delyth 2010 Two female police officers 
investigate a heist, carried out by a 
disorganised female gang, (short)

Deep Breaths Dillon, PJ. 2007 A man follows the woman he 
loves to her meeting with another 
man, with violent consequences, 
(short)

Dinner Party, 
The

Lennox, Michael 2009 Past trauma surfaces at a dinner 
party, (short)

Disappearance 
ofFinbar, The

Clayton, Sue 1996 When a young man vanishes 
without trace, his friend sets out to 
find him.

Disco Pigs Sheridan, Kristen 2001 Story of the friendship between 
two disturbed teenagers, as it 
descends into jealousy and 
violence.
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Ditching Factotum
collective;
Hackett, Stephen; 
West, Richard

2009 A handful of individuals band 
together for survival in a post- 
Apocalyptic Northern Ireland.

Divorcing
Jack

Caffrey, David 1998 A cynical Belfast journalist finds 
himself embroiled in a political 
conspiracy in this post-Peace 
Process black comedy/thriller.

Do Armed 
Robbers Have 
Love Affairs?

Kirk, Brian 2001 About to commit a bank robbery, a 
middle-aged criminal reflects on 
his choices, (short)

Door, The Wilson, Juanita 2008 A grieving father steals a door, 
(short)

Drinking
Crude

McPolin, Owen 1997 Paul emigrates to London, looking 
for work. He befriends a Scottish 
man, Al, with whom he returns to 
Ireland to work in an oil refinery. 
Paul finds he has been changed by 
his experiences away.

Eamon Corkery,
Margaret

2009 A small boy competes with his 
father for his mother's attentions.

Eclipse, The McPherson,
Conor

2009 A widower believes he is seeing 
ghosts. He strikes up a friendship 
with a visiting horror novelist.

Eireville Finlan, James 2002 In this tribute to Alphaville, Lenny 
is sent to a futuristic city in which 
the inhabitants speak only in the 
past tense. He has orders to 
assassinate the leader, Patrick von 
Pearseman.

Electric Fence Naletilic,
Davorka

2006 A man remembers a boyhood 
meeting with a stranger along the 
Northern Irish border, (short)

End of the 
Affair, The

Jordan, Neil 1999 Against the backdrop of the 
London Blitz, a cynical novelist 
begins a love affair with a married 
woman. When she ends the 
relationship, he uses a private 
investigator to uncover her 
motives.
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Even Gods Harrison, Phil 2010 A man meets his long-estranged 
daughter for coffee, and hopes for 
a reconciliation, (short)

Exiled Muir, Bill 1999 Emigrating to New York to escape 
the Troubles, a man is unwillingly 
involved in a gun-running 
operation.

Fading Light, 
The

Kavanagh, Ivan 2010 Three siblings return home to deal 
with their dying mother, and past 
traumas resurface.

Faeries of 
Blackheath 
Woods

Foy, Ciaran 2006 Disobeying her mother, a girl 
follows the faeries into the woods, 
(short)

Fifth Province, 
The

Stapleton, Frank 1997 A confused would-be-writer lives 
with his mother in rural Ireland 
and dreams of another life.

Fifty Dead
Men Walking

Skogland, Kari 2008 Based on the true story of Martin 
McGartland, a West Belfast man 
recruited by the British to inform 
on the IRA.

Fifty Percent 
Grey

Robinson, Ruari 2001 A soldier wakes up and finds 
himself in a wasteland, (short, 
animation)

Film with Me 
in It, A

Fitzgibbon, Ian 2008 Mark is an unemployed actor with 
girlfriend problems. He and his 
best friend decide to make their 
own film, but things get 
complicated after a fatal accident 
in Mark's flat.

Fishing the 
Sloe-Black 
River

Bourke, Brendan 1995 Parents in a small Irish town 
mourn the loss of their children to 
emigration, (short)

Five Minutes 
of Heaven

Hirschbiegel,
Oliver

2009 Joe is the brother of a Catholic 
man murdered by the UVF 
decades earlier; Alistair is the man
who committed the crime. A 
television show brings the two 
men together for a face-to-face 
meeting. One wants redemption, 
the other revenge.
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Flick Connolly, Fintan 2000 Two small-time Dublin drug
dealers get in over their heads with 
organised criminals.

Forgive and 
Forget

Walsh, Aisling 2000 A closeted gay man, David, falls 
in love with his best friend, Theo. 
Out of jealousy, David attempts to 
sabotage Theo's relationship with 
a woman.

Forgiveness Dowdall, Barrie 2007 As Erskine Childers faces his 
imminent execution by Free State 
firing squad, he asks his young son 
to shake the hand of the man who 
sentenced him. (short)

Frankie Thornton, Darren 2007 A disadvantaged teenager 
contemplates his impending 
fatherhood, (short)

Freeze Frame Simpson, John 2004 After being accused of a brutal 
multiple murder, Sean has lived a 
life of paranoid isolation, filming 
his actions 24 hours a day to avoid 
future allegations. But when he 
becomes a suspect in a new crime, 
the relevant videotapes have gone 
missing.

Front Line,
The

Gleeson, David 2006 An African immigrant is strong- 
armed into robbing the Dublin 
bank where he is a security guard.

Garage Abrahamson,
Lenny

2007 A mentally-disabled man lives a 
lonely life at a rural Irish garage; 
he strikes up a tentative friendship 
with a teenage boy.

Garden of 
Ireland

Deeney, Ciaran 2007 A serial killer meditates on his 
love of nature as he disposes of his 
bodies, (short)

General, The Boorman, John 1998 Drama based on the exploits of 
Dublin art thief Martin Cahill.

Goldfish
Memory

Gill, Elizabeth 2002 The lives of a group of Dubliners 
intersect as they befriend, date, 
break-up, and form new 
relationships with one another.
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Guard, The McDonagh, John 
Michael

2011 An unorthodox Irish policeman 
gets a new partner, an African- 
American FBI agent who has been 
sent to investigate a murder in the 
rural Connemara district.

Guiltrip Stembridge,
Gerard

1995 A wife suffers from domestic 
violence at the hands of her 
husband, an army corporal. 
Through flashbacks, the couple's 
secrets and conflicts are revealed.

H3 Blair, Les 2001 Dramatisation of the experience of 
Republican prisoners during the 
1981 Hunger Strikes.

Halo Effect,
The

Daly, Lance 2003 A chip-shop owner with a 
gambling problem struggles to 
cope with demanding staff and 
threatening loan sharks.

Hardy Hands Baugh, Chris 2010 A man returns to his hometown 
for a funeral and encounters some 
school-day bullies, (short)

Headrush Marcus, Shimmy 2003 A pair of small-time drug dealers 
take on a job for a local gangster.

Helen Molloy, Christine 
and Lawlor, Joe

2008 A young woman who was raised 
in foster care volunteers to play 
the part of a missing girl in a 
police reconstruction, and begins 
to blur the lines between her own 
identity and that of the missing 
girl.

Hold Your 
Breath

Smyth, Robin 2011 A grieving woman's hallucinations 
become increasingly intense; 
blurring the line between fantasy 
and reality, (short)

Hotel Rwanda George, Terry 2004 Based on the true story of a hotel 
manager who provides refuge to 
hundreds of Tutsis during the 
massacre by the Hutu militia.

How Harry 
Became a Tree 
(aka Bitter 
Harvest)

Paskaljevic,
Goran

2001 Embittered by the deaths of his 
wife and son, a farmer becomes 
increasingly spiteful towards a 
neighbour, (short)
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Hunger McQueen, Steve 2008 Depiction of the 1981 Hunger 
Strikes and the death of Bobby 
Sands.

Hunted Gleeson, David 2002 A man hears the tape recording of 
a man's murder, and begins to 
suspect he is somehow connected, 
(short)

I Could Read 
the Sky

Bruce, Nichola 1999 A dying man recalls his life, in 
fragmentary fashion: his youth in 
Ireland, his emigration to England, 
the death of his parents and his 
return home.

I Went Down Breathnach,
Paddy

1997 Just out of prison, the naive Git is 
forced to run an errand for a 
gangster.

If I Should
Fall Behind

Bushe, Morgan 2009 A family struggles to cope after 
the young daughter's death by 
drowning, (short)

In America Sheridan, Jim 2003 An Irish family emigrates to New 
York, where they struggle to make 
ends meet while also struggling to 
come to terms with the loss of a 
young son. The family forms a 
friendship with Mateo, an artist 
who is himself seriously ill.

In Bruges McDonagh,
Martin

2008 Two hit men, after a botched job 
in which an innocent child was 
killed, hide out in Bruges and wait 
for their next assignment.

In Dreams Jordan, Neil 1999 A woman seems to be psychically 
linked to a killer, but no one 
believes her.

In Loving 
Memory

O'Reilly, Audrey 2000 A woman mourns the death of her 
husband, (short)

In This Way Keogh, Andrew 2006 A married couple tries to deal with 
the aftermath of a crippling car 
accident, (short)
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Intermission Crowley, John 2003 John is a down-on-his-luck Dublin 
man with job and relationship 
problems. He plans a heist with 
friends, but things don't work out 
as they planned. Meanwhile, the 
lives of the would-be-criminals 
and their victims intersect in a 
variety of ways.

Isolation O'Brien, Billy 2006 Genetically-modified cattle begin 
to infect human beings.

Joy Lawlor, Joe and 
Christine Malloy

2008 A companion piece to the film 
Helen, this is the fictional police 
reconstruction of a girl's 
disappearance, (short)

Joyride Corkery,
Margaret

2006 Bored teenagers end up in danger, 
(short)

Joyriders Daly, Rebecca 2006 A young girl uses her imagination 
to escape her grief, (short)

Kings Collins, Tom 2007 A group of middle-aged men, who 
emigrated together from 
Connemara to Ireland many years 
before, gather to hold a wake for 
another member of the group.

Kisses Daly, Lance 2008 Two children run away together, 
hoping to escape troubled family 
lives, and end up relying on one 
another to avoid the dangers of 
urban Dublin.

Korea Black, Cathal 1995 In 1950's Ireland, two families 
remain divided by the Civil War. 
As one father grieves for his son, 
killed in Korea after emigrating to 
America, the other father pressures 
his own son to emigrate in order to 
end his relationship with the rival's 
daughter.

Last Bus 
Home, The

Gogan, Johnny 1997 Friends form a punk band in late- 
70's Dublin, but find their
friendship falling apart.
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Last of the
High Kings,
The

Keating, David 1996 Coming-of-age story about a 
teenager in 1970's Ireland

Last Night Morrissey, Conor 2006 A couple argue after a car 
accident, (short)

Love and
Other
Unspeakable
Acts

Fitzgerald B; 1999 A mother and daughter find the 
body of a drowned man.

Love and Rage Black C; 1998 An independent female landowner
becomes involved in a twisted 
relationship with a violent and 
obsessive workhand.

Magdalene 
Sisters, The

Mullan, Peter 2002 Four young women are abused at 
an institution for unmarried 
mothers.

Man Inside,
The

Bresnihan, Rory 2008 A man is trapped in his apartment, 
(short)

Mea Culpa Gilbert, Virginia 2009 When her widowed father begins 
to date again, a girl is violently 
jealous of the new woman, (short)

Michael
Collins

Jordan, Neil 1996 Biopic of the IRA leader.

Mickey B Magill, Tom 2007 An adaptation of Shakespeare's 
Macbeth, as performed by 
prisoners in Maghaberry prison.

Mickybo and 
Me '

Loane, Terry 2004 Two boys, one Catholic and one 
Protestant, become friends at the 
start of the Troubles in 1970. After 
watching Butch Cassidy and the 
Sundance Kid, the boys decide to 
run away together.

Most Fertile 
Man in
Ireland, The

Appleton, Dudi 1999 Believed to have unusually potent 
sperm, Eamonn is sought after by 
the infertile couples of Northern 
Ireland. He soon finds himself in
danger as a group of Protestant 
paramilitaries come after him for 
increasing the Catholic birth rate.
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Na Cloigne / 
The Heads

Quinn, Robert 2010 A man investigates the strange 
murders of women in Connemara.

Never Judge a 
Book

Forde, Jason 2005 A suspect is about to shoot a 
policeman; achronological 
narration reveals the events 
leading to the face-off. (short)

New Boy Green, Stephanie 2007 A schoolboy refugee to Ireland 
remembers his old school, and the 
violence of his homeland, as he 
tries to fit in with his new 
classmates, (short)

Nothing
Personal

O'Sullivan,
Thaddeus

1995 Two men, a Catholic father and a 
Loyalist paramilitary leader, cross 
paths during the Troubles.

Nothing
Personal

Antoniak, Urszula 2009 A Dutch woman tries to build a 
new life in Connemara.

Of the Sea Maxwell, Patrick 2011 An elderly couple face death 
together, (short)

Omagh Travis, Pete 2004 Dramatisation of the events and 
aftermath of the Omagh bombing, 
focusing on the father of one 
victim and his effort to find
answers.

Omar Smith, Kacie 2010 An immigrant tries to build a new 
life in Ireland, but is haunted by 
memories of his past, (short)

On the Edge Carney, John 2001 A depressed teenager enters a 
psychiatric hospital and forms 
relationships with other, more 
disturbed, individuals.

Once Carney, John 2006 An Irish busker meets a Czech 
immigrant; as they write songs 
together, they also fall in love.

Ondine Jordan, Neil 2009 An Irish fisherman, a recovering 
alcoholic with a seriously ill 
daughter, finds a Polish woman in 
his fishing net; his daughter 
believes the woman to be a selkie.
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Ordinary
Decent
Criminal

Other Side of 
Sleep, The

Paint

Park

Pavee
Lackeen: The 
Traveller Girl

Perrier's
Bounty

Pump Girl

Recollection

Reservation
Road

O'Sullivan,
Thaddeus

Daly, Rebecca

Tohill, Ryan

Camey, John and 
Hall, Tom

Ogden, Perry

Fitzgibbon, Ian

Moore, Carol

Tohill, Ryan

George, Terry

2000 Michael Lynch is a colourful and 
notorious art thief; Noel Quigley is 
the policeman determined to bring 
him down.

2011 Arlene has suffered from
nightmares and sleepwalking since 
her mother's murder. Years later, 
Arlene wakes up next to the body 
of a murdered girl.

2009 A widowed father tries to deal 
with his grief, (short)

1999 Catherine tells her psychiatrist the
details of a sexual assault she 
endured years before; in 
juxtaposition with Catherine's 
account, her attacker gives his 
remorseless version of the events.

2005 Portrayal of the difficult life of a 
child in the Traveller community, 
as her family faces eviction.

2009 In a film narrated by Death, small
time hustler Michael tries to come 
up with the money he owes to a 
vicious gangster.

2009 A young girl who works at a petrol 
station has an affair with an older, 
married man; when she is 
assaulted by his criminal friends, 
she seeks retribution.

2008 A man comes to after a car
accident, and finds a body in the 
boot of the car. With no memory 
of the accident or his own identity, 
he must piece together the events 
leading to the accident, (short)

2007 When a man's son is killed by a 
hit-and-run driver, the father 
becomes focused on revenge.
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Resurrection
Man

Evans, Marc 1998 Based on the true story of the 
Shankill Butchers. Ryan is a 
journalist investigating the 
sectarian murders carried out by 
psychopath Victor Kelly and his 
followers.

Rewind Dillon. PJ. 2010 A recovering addict with a shady 
past life, Karen has a family and a 
peaceful suburban existence.
When her old boyfriend turns up, 
recently released from prison, 
Karen's past threatens her 
happiness.

Rickshaw Rick Manson, Robert 2010 A Dublin rickshaw driver loses his 
vehicle when he tries to do the 
right thing for a pretty girl, (short)

Run of the 
Country, The

Yates, Peter 1995 Danny lives, following the death 
of his mother, with his policeman 
father in the Republic of Ireland.
In this coming-of-age story, he 
falls in love with a girl from the 
North.

Savage Muldowney,
Brendan

2009 A man subjected to a vicious 
unprovoked attack is drawn into 
extreme behaviour as he tries to 
come to terms with his situation.

Second Death, 
The

McDonagh, John 
Michael

2000 A man guilty about his past is 
haunted by the ghost of a young 
girl, (short)

Seer Courtney, Eric 2008 Seven strangers are trapped in a 
country house, with no memories 
of who they are or how they got 
there. A monstrous creature 
outside keeps guard. One of the 
seven, Mary, experiences 
flashbacks to her past, which may 
help them to escape.

Shellshock 
(aka Triage)

Tanovic, Danis 2009 An injured war photographer 
struggles with memories of his 
own experiences and with the 
recent disappearance of his 
partner.
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Shore, The George, Terry

Shrooms

Silent Grace

Six Shooter

Snakes and 
Ladders

Snap

Some Mother's 
Son

2011 Joe and Paddy were best friends,
but fell out against the backdrop of 
the Troubles. Joe emigrated to 
America, and Paddy married Joe's 
former fiancee. 25 years later, Joe 
returns, hoping to put things right, 
(short)

Breathnach, 2007 A group of American tourists, and
Paddy their Irish friend, go to the Irish

countryside to camp and take 
hallucinogenic mushrooms. As the 
teens begin to hallucinate, 
frightening things begin to happen.

Murphy, Maeve 2000 Set in the Armagh Women's
Prison during the 1981 Hunger 
Strikes. Aine is a disaffected 
teenager jailed after joyriding 
incident. Apolitical Aine makes 
friends with Republican Eileen. As 
Aine's Republican sympathies 
develop, Eileen goes on hunger 
strike.

McDonagh, 2004 A man whose wife has just died
Martin meets a sociopathic young man on

the train home. The younger 
man’s mother has died; also on the 
train are the parents of a baby lost 
to cot death, (short)

Me Adam, Trish 1996 Jean and Kate are friends and
partners in a street performers 
show. When Jean first becomes 
engaged, and then breaks it off, 
both women's lives are changed.

Winters, Carmel 2010 A mother speaks to a camera crew
about her son's crime; he 
kidnapped a child and was 
apprehended. Through flashbacks 
and fragmentary asides, the events 
of the past and present are 
gradually revealed.

George, Terry 1996 Two mothers, one staunchly
Republican and one apolitical, are 
brought together when their sons 
join the 1981 Hunger Strikes.
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Song for a 
Raggy> Boy

Walsh, Aisling 2003 A just and compassionate teacher 
in a boys' reform school, on the 
eve of World War II, tries to 
change the lives of his students.
He clashes with the authoritarian 
and abusive head teacher.

Spin the Bottle Fitzgibbon, Ian 2004 A criminal attempts to go straight.

Sugar Jolley, Patrick 
and Reynolds, 
Reynold

2005 A woman believes she is being 
haunted by her flat's former tenant.

Sunday McDougall,
Charles

2002 Dramatisation of the events of 
Bloody Sunday.

Sunset Heights Villa, Colm 1997 In a futuristic Ireland, Luke 
Bradley becomes caught between 
two rival gangs following the 
murder of his son.

Swansong:
Story of Occi 
Byrne

McDermottroe,
Conor

2009 Occi is a fatherless boy looking 
after an alcoholic mother. He 
struggles to carry on despite 
bullying, social exclusion, and 
mental illness.

This is My 
Father

Quinn, Paul 1998 Kieran, a middle-aged Irish 
American, visits his mother's 
hometown in Ireland, taking his 
teenage nephew with him. Kieran 
hopes to learn the identity of the 
father he has never known. 
Through flashbacks, the story of 
his parents' relationship is 
revealed.

This Is The
Sea

McGuckian,
Mary

1996 In the aftermath of the 1994 
ceasefires, two teenagers, 
Protestant Hazel and Catholic 
Malachy, face family and 
community opposition to their 
romance.

Tiger's Tale, 
The

Boorman, John 2006 A successful Dublin real estate 
developer finds his life crumbling
around him when his financial 
circumstances change. Meanwhile, 
a dangerous doppleganger begins 
to interfere in his life.
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Van, The Frears, Stephen 1996 The friendship between two 
middle-aged Dubliners is tested 
when they go into business 
together.

Wake Wood Keating, David 2010 A pagan ritual allows grieving 
parents to be temporarily reunited 
with their recently deceased 
daughter.

When Brendan 
Met Trudy

Walsh, Kieron J. 2000 A shy and lonely teacher falls for 
an unconventional woman who 
turns out to be a burglar.

Wlute Dress, 
The

Gildea, Vanessa 2006 A little girl prepares to attend a
First Communion ceremony.
(short)

Widow, The McCarthy,
Aideen

2006 A woman grieves the loss of her 
family, (short)

Wild About 
Harry

Lowney, Declan 2000 An obnoxious TV chef wakes 
from a coma with amnesia and a 
much nicer personality. As he tries 
to regain his identity, he must also 
face up to his past actions.

Wind That 
Shakes the 
Barley

Loach, Ken 2006 After fighting together for 
independence, two brothers end up 
on opposing sides in the Irish Civil 
War.

You and Me, 
Tide

Morrisey, Conor 2001 A man tries to take revenge on the 
sea. A flashback reveals that the 
sea took his teddy bear, (short)

Zulu 9 Gilsenan, Alan 2001 A trucker unknowingly transports 
human stowaways in his cargo, 
(short)
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Appendix B

This appendix lists the 13 Irish documentary films mentioned in the Introduction. 
These are films released between 1995 and 2011 which contain fractured cinematic 

techniques to a significant degree, and which deal with themes of loss and mourning.
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TITLE DIRECTOR YEAR SUMMARY

Ar Dover 
Fein

Bass Player: 
A Song for 
Dad, The

Darkroom

Dear
Daughter

Green Fields 
of France.
The

Hard Road to 
Klondike, 
The/Rotha 
M6r an tSaoil

How Far 
Home

I gCillin na 
mBhdis 
(1980-81)/In 
the Cell of 
Death (1980- 
81)

Lentin, Louis 2001 Using a mix of reconstruction and
archival photographs, depicts the 
1937 Kirkintilloch Bothy disaster, in 
which ten young migrant workers 
from the Achill islands were killed in 
a fire.

McKay, Niall 2009 The filmmaker explores his
relationship with his musician father, 
recalling a childhood marked by 
alcoholism and the breakdown of the 
family.

Thullier, Ian 2002 The director investigates the life and
mysterious death of his photographer 
brother.

Lentin, Louis 1996 Story of an Irish woman's search for
her biological parents. Abandoned as 
an infant, Christine Buckley was 
raised in an orphanage. The abuse 
she suffered is recalled through 
interviews, reconstructions, and re
enactments.

Gilsenan, Alan 1998 Memorialises the Irish men who
fought and died in the First World 
War.

Bell, Des 1999 Based on the biography of Mici
MacGowan, a migrant worker, and 
his emigration to America. Mixes 
dramatisation, archival footage, and 
excerpts from silent fiction films.

Byrne, Brendan 1997 
J.

Examines the life of Gerry Conlon, 
wrongfully convicted of the 1974 
Guildford pub bombings, after his 
release.

Easbuig, Sonia 1998 The 1980-81 Hunger Strikers are 
Nic Giolla interviewed about their involvement

and prison experience.
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Seaview Rowley, Paul 2008 Looks at Mosney, a former seaside
and Nicky resort near Dublin, now used as a
Gogan holding site for asylum seekers, and

the lives of the people held there.

The Madness 
From Within

Magee, Colm 1998 Interweaves archival footage and
interviews to examine the tragic 
events of the Irish Civil War and to 
tell the stories of those who 
participated.

Tintown Maldea, Irina 2003 Stories of a Kildare internment camp
where IRA men were held without 
trial after the Irish Civil War, largely 
as told by the guards and prisoners. 
The film mixes first-hand accounts 
and archival footage.

Uncle Jack, 
The

Davis, John!. 1996 The director reflects on the life of his
uncle, architect John McBride Neill, 
and the man's great influence on his 
own life choices.

Undressing 
My Mother

Wardrop, Ken 2006 The filmmaker's mother disrobes for
the camera, while recalling the 
vicissitudes of her life and the recent 
loss of her husband, the director's
father.
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