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Abstract
Michael Haneke is one of the contemporary filmmakers who has reflected the most on past and
present history of Europe. The Austrian director has addressed in his cinema crucial historical events of
the European history of the XX century, with a narrative approach that privileged the account of trauma.
From the cultural origins of Nazism (The White Ribbon, 2009) to the effects of colonial politics (Caché,
2005) to recent conversations regarding immigration (Happy End, 2017), Haneke has always constructed
a gaze on History that was external, marginal and focused on the subtle threshold that divides private
and public: through the emergence of an analysis of the great issues of historical contemporaneity with
an endemic and subtle storytelling of familiar relations. This paper aims to focus on the modernity and
uniqueness of Haneke cinema in relation to the most recent European events, with an emphasis on the
modalities of narration and analysis through which the Austrian filmmaker dealt with the collective
traumas and most cogent social upheavals. Such a position is reflected in his approach to images with a
discontinuity that is both aesthetic (the VHS of Caché, the smartphone videos of Happy End) and narrative
(a form of storytelling that remains suspended), but also in his parallel between the neutrality of familiar
relations and the evental (événementielle) nature of historical events. On the one hand it is not the
authenticity of the blood ties that guarantees the harmony of the family, on the other for a people or a
nation to be part of something (namely, to be part of Europe) does not prevent the occurrence of major
catastrophes.
Keywords: Haneke, trauma, cinema, visual studies, history, Europe, événementielle, image.

Introduction
It is not easy to provide an exhaustive
account of Michael Haneke’s filmography.
Similarly, it is not easy to claim that, taken
together, his films allow to grasp a narration of
History. Yet one of the most unique
characteristics of his cinema is precisely the
ability to highlight the importance and the pivotal
quality of some fundamental historical moments
of our recent past, or of the most pressing issues
of our present. Haneke’s attention is especially
focused on the narration of tangible and concrete
issues such as violence, the complexity of
interpersonal relationships (above all within the
family unit) and, more generally, of the thin
border that divides the public sphere from the
private one. His intentions, on the other hand,
with regard to representation, have always
A. Horwath, G. Spagnoletti, La negazione è l’unica forma d’arte che si
possa prendere sul serio, in A. Horwath, G. Spagnoletti (eds.), Michael
Haneke (Turin: Lindau 1998), 58. All citations except C. Speck, Funny
Frames – The Filmic Concepts of Michael Haneke (London/New York:
Continuum, 2010); P. Brunette, Michael Haneke (Urbana/Chicago: Illinois
University Press, 2010); T. Elsaesser, European Cinema and Continental
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gravitated around worlds in which values and
goals – such as morally respectable social action
or the pursuit of individual and collective
pleasure – are radically questioned. Where this
representation prefers to depict the unpleasant,
uncomfortable and unsettling side of existence –
adjectives that aptly identify Haneke’s style. To
quote the director: “my films are a form of
conscious omission of the ‘beautiful side’ of life.”1
It is rather logical to consider that the stories
– or histories – narrated by Haneke’s films also
include such a thematic universe. And that inside
such a universe the director uses his cinema to
examine historical events that are not only crucial
in relation to contemporaneity – the focus is on
the twentieth century and on the first two
decades of the twenty-first century – but also
central by virtue of their particularly traumatic
nature. They are, in other words, events that have
Philosophy: Film As Thought Experiment (London/New York: Bloomsbury
Academic, 2019); W. Benjamin, Illuminations (London: Pimlico, 1999); G.
Borradori (ed. by), Philosophy in a Time of Terror. Dialogues with Jürgen
Habermas and Jacques Derrida (Chicago/London: University of Chicago
Press, 2003) are translated by myself from the Italian.
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marked or literally (re)written history in a painful,
violent and often dramatic way.
The relationship with history emerges in a
predominant and exemplary manner in three
films in particular. They are works that lend
themselves to readings, considerations and
interpretations of a textual nature. In these films
the historical process is always thematized and
summarized by a particular event that reflects on
the action, on the narrative situations and on the
behavior of the characters, but that also directly
addresses those who are involved as spectators.
The first, in a chronological order, is Caché (2005),
an emblematic work that dates to the middle of
the last decade. Among the many questions it
raises (linked above all to representation, the
politics of images and related media issues), the
film is inspired by and reflects on a particular
historical event that has not been fully dealt with
in France, where the film is set, namely the
Algerian war. The latter is addressed not so much
with a purely historiographic approach, but rather
looking at the sense of a legacy that still weighs
on the conscience and memory of more than one
generation of French people. In this film the
historical event creates a dialogue between two
epochs (the sixties, the decade in which the
Franco-Algerian conflict took place, and the first
years of the twentieth century, so the
cinematographic present) giving rise to a
reflection on the complexity of the contemporary
debate. The second film is The White Ribbon
(2009), a celebrated and award-winning work
(Palme d’Or at Cannes) dedicated to one of the
worst events of the twentieth century: the rise to
power of the National Socialist Party. Without
explicitly referencing this event, the film looks at
a specific generation (those who grew up in the
first decade of the twentieth century) that would
participate in creating the conditions for the
establishment of the Nazi doctrine in 1930s
Germany. By focusing on the events that
anticipate the forthcoming tragedy, on the
trauma that has not yet taken place and that
exists only in relation to what the viewer already
knows, Haneke addresses the historical moment
without the aid of a chronicle or of memory, and
forces viewers to confront history from the
perspective of the imaginary. The third film is also
Haneke’s most recent film: Happy End (2017).
Strongly focused on the present, the film focuses
on what is perhaps the most dramatic tragedy

taking place in Europe and at the same time its
lowest point in present history: what is known as
Calais Jungle. The camp is witness to the total
failure of the EU migration policies, around which
debates, fierce clashes but also important
cultural reflections have developed. Haneke uses
the filter of metaphor, and by telling the story of
the disintegration of a bourgeois family in the
north of France, he addresses the theme in an
indirect manner. Once again he identifies a
traumatic event whose impact is global, and
analyzes it by highlighting its most problematic
aspects. Also, however, observing its very
unfolding, so abstaining from all retrospective or
revisionist speculation.

History as Discontinuity
In the opening sequence of Hiroshima mon
amour (1959) by Alain Resnais, even before we see
the faces of the characters – two lovers –, we hear
their voices. The dialogue has become famous,
the male character says: “You saw nothing in
Hiroshima. Nothing”. The female character
answers: “I saw everything”. The sentence uttered
by the first (neither has a name), who is played by
the Japanese actor Eiji Okada, is repeated
numerous times as a sort of litany throughout the
film. The female character, on the other hand,
who is played by Emmanuelle Riva (curiously
enough, years later she also starred in a film by
Michael Haneke the title of which echoes that of
Resnais: Amour, 2012), insists on listing everything
she has seen, acting as witness. The film by the
French director takes shape in the space between
these two sentences. The historical narrative
revolves around the trauma caused by the bomb,
an event that has become fixated in the imaginary
to the point Hiroshima has become synonymous
(or antonomasia) with atomic bomb. To this
regard, the two lovers “are not talking about the
same things: she evokes collective memory, while
he evokes individual memory”, 2 yet neither is
lying, both are recounting an evenemential
experience they have witnessed. When
transported into the realm of cinema, the event
ceases to belong to an ontological historical
process and is exposed to the subjectivity of
experience, be it imaginary or documentary: “the
folds of historical memory are intertwined with
intimate memory, and the film inserts itself in the
space between the two characters, [...] creating an

M. Dinoi, Lo sguardo e l’evento. I media, la memoria, il cinema (Florence:
Le Lettere 2008), 110.
2
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interaction between the visible and the
unspeakable, thus forcing the latter to confront a
potential process of becoming image despite its
inability to testify.” 3
Like Resnais, also Haneke stages a sort of
deconstruction when extracting events from the
historical processes. The event the film revolves
around, in other words, does not take shape by
means of a historiographic interpretation that
looks at sequential order, it is not the result of a
linear narrative. Furthermore, although it is
constructed as a clear and undeniable temporal
breach in the flow of events, the director
highlights the fact it should not be intended as a
locus that sets in motion points of beginning and
end of historical processes. As already
thematized by Michel Foucault, history is never
singular, in that there are always countless
histories, with multiple temporalities and
velocities, assembled one with another, that
intersect, giving rise to events. An event is not a
fragment of time. Rather, it is the point of
intersection of two durations, two speeds, two
evolutions, two historical lines.4
Haneke’s approach to History seems to
consider precisely this discontinuity, to the point
it is made visible – with means that will be
analyzed in detail further on. Indeed the way
events are shaped in his films is influenced by a
decidedly anti-historical conception: in these
films a moment, an occurrence, or an event, are
never the consequence of a temporal continuum,
they are not consecutive events in a preestablished narration. This means that the
subject of analysis, of the narrative, is the very
breaking point, the evenemential quality
(événementielle) of a historical process, where
this perceptive construct must be analyzed from
the perspective of the historical materialism that
Walter Benjamin developed in antithesis to
historicism. 5 That is, through the study of History
as a real object, a dispositif that acquires a
material status and can be treated as a physical
and mobile element. That also allows to

introduce incalculable arguments, infinite
positions and that can be seen as having
countless meanings. Benjamin also spoke of
wreckage, of fragments, of a kind of History that
cannot be grasped, that cannot be understood in
its totality. With the well-known metaphor of the
Angelus Novus,6 the German philosopher laid the
foundations for an approach to history that goes
beyond historicism. From the perspective of
cinema, this approach rejects the very possibility
of a narrative, and because of this it does not
exist in a consequential, linear, temporal and
chronological form, but in the form of “piling
wreckage”.7 This concept recalls Jean-Luc
Godard’s experience in Histoire(s) du cinéma
(1998) – although in a different way and with
regard to a theoretical approach, not a
methodological one – where “what makes
historicism so dangerous from a materialist point
of view is its futile claim to objectivity, which
leads it to self-represent itself as a practice of
reconstruction.”8 In his films, Haneke approaches
the narration of history through a sort of
dissolution, as if history itself were considered in
the form of residual matter:

M. Dinoi, Lo sguardo e l’evento, 110.
See M. Foucault, Il discorso, la storia, la verità, it. transl. by A. Fontana,
M. Bertani, V. Zini, (Turin: Einaudi, 2001) p. 224.
5
See W. Benjamin, Theses on the Philosophy of History, in W. Benjamin,
Illuminations (London: Pimlico, 1999).
6
To clarify his critique of historicism Benjamin uses a comparison that
has become famous. Referring to Paul Klee’s painting Angelus Novus
(1920) the philosopher expresses the idea that the subject of the
painting is an “angel of history” whose “face is turned toward the past.
Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe
which keeps piling wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet.” (W.
Benjamin, Theses on the Philosophy of History, 249). The irretrievability
of the past is total because History presents itself as piling wreckage,

wreckage it is impossible to give an order to, the same way the past
cannot be redeemed.
7
“The angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what
has been smashed. But a storm is blowing in from Paradise; it has got
caught in his wings with such a violence that the angel can no longer
close them. The storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which
his back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward.”
(W. Benjamin, Theses on the Philosophy of History, 249).
8
M. Dall’Asta, La storia (im)possibile: ancora su Histoire(s) du cinéma, in
“La valle dell’Eden” n. 12-13, 2004, 110.
9
O.C. Speck, Funny Frames – The Filmic Concepts of Michael Haneke
(London/New York: Continuum 2010), 130.
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Haneke’s cinema does not seek to represent
the “truth of events,” such as that which is
commonly proffered by the media. Instead,
it thinks events as aporias, as paradoxical
and irreducible to one point-of-view, that is,
one explanation. It thinks them as
fragmented, multiple accretions of different
perspectives with a temporality of their own,
rather as unitary, eternally fixed facts in a
sequence.9
It is as if history were made up of pieces that
are part of something larger, of a whole they
become homogeneous to. Conversely the
narration is made up of elements, fragments, that
tell a part of this whole. It is wreckage made up of
images, but also of elements that belong to the
narrative, narrative methods and aesthetic
solutions that translate into cinematographic
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language (which is based on a continuity of vision
and sense) the discontinuity entailed by the
notion of event. The task of images – their way of
acting as an instrument of a story that resists
narration but that must however be understood –
is to guide and trace the trajectory that leads
towards and inside the events being investigated.
Their task is also to show how these events are
connected with the historical moment in which
they are remembered and compared with the
present times, whereby we see “events as
aporetic effects, a confrontation with them on
their level of ethics that does not simply relegate
them to the past, but actualizes them in the
present, ethical consequences and all.” 10

essence and scope of the subject. As Giovanna
Borradori points out, paraphrasing Jacques
Derrida’s reflection on the most important
traumatic event of contemporary history, the
terrorist attack of September 11, 2001: “Trauma for
Freud is the effect of an experience whose
intensity cannot be matched by the subject’s
usual response mechanism. A traumatic
experience entails terror because it designates a
danger that is both unpredictable and beyond the
subject’s control.” 14 Speaking of the attacks on
the Twin Towers, and commenting on the
relationship between trauma and image, Derrida
notes that:
trauma (commotion) consists in this: in an
instant we see chaos is possible. Chaos, i.e.
invisibility. The impossibility of making out
an image, this is what chaos is… we are
virtually captured by this absolute disorder
that we cannot see, of which we cannot
perceive the figure, and it is this
unpredictability of what is yet to happen,
and therefore the non-image of what is yet
to happen, that is frightening. It is not the
image itself that is frightening. 15

The Traumatic Image
Even though it is not the subject of a
documentary narrative, History in Haneke’s work
is configured as a fragmentary process that aims
at “deconstructing its apparent uniqueness [in
order to] bring out the undercurrents that have
fed it, allowing it to finally become visible, to
appear sensitively.”11 However, what Haneke’s
cinema focuses on, is the identification of a
trauma. Trauma seems to be the most suitable
psychoanalytical construct to explain how images
become formulas of the imaginary, icons and
patterns of representation. We may try to define
trauma – in an elementary way – as:
an event caused by a violent external force
that the subject is unable to elaborate, to
which the subject is unable to give meaning
to, and that precisely for this reason is
bound to manifest its consequences only
after some time, returning with a ghostly or
hallucinatory quality or as a real repetition
that reproduces the traumatic experience. 12
Without providing an in-depth analysis of
the concept of trauma, 13 limiting this analysis to
the historical discourse, and trying to
contextualize trauma in the phenomenology of
the event, we may say it is an element that
defines the action of individuals in a given
situation. Or, as postulated by Alain Badiou, that
it is what in modernity resemantizes the very
O.C. Speck, Funny Frames, 130.
M. Dinoi, Lo sguardo e l’evento, 110.
12
N. Pethes and J. Ruchatz, (ed. by), Gedächtnis und Erinnerung. Ein
interdisziplinäres Lexikon (Reinbek bei Hamburg: Rowohlt 2001) it.
transl. by A. Borsari, Dizionario della memoria e del ricordo (Milan:
Paravia-Bruno Mondadori, 2002) p. 600.
13
For a bibliography on the concept of trauma see N. Pethes and J.
Ruchatz, (ed. by), Gedächtnis und Erinnerung.
10
11
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Fear is the impossibility of seeing a horizon
beyond the event (and the self) or of forming an
image of it. In this sense, Haneke’s
cinematography does not provide any image of
the event it refers to. In fact, terror originates
from the obfuscation, from the concealment of
images, or from their complete extraction (which
also becomes abstraction) from the narrative
fabric. Trauma is thus configured as a territory
inhabited by all the fears the image conveys,
excavates or delivers to the spectator. Haneke’s
works have always been interested in and have
always aimed precisely at the thematization and
exploration of fear, from the most elementary
and primeval to the most universal or inscrutable.
In this sense, it is clear that the staging of a
historical event cannot but follow the paths that
are those of an exploration of traumas which are
closely linked to the subjectivity of spectators
and to the imaginary they relate to. Haneke
literally inserts his films in the space between
memory and experience, activating a narrative
G. Borradori (ed. by), Philosophy in a Time of Terror. Dialogues with
Jürgen Habermas and Jacques Derrida (Chicago/London: University of
Chicago Press, 2003), 147.
15
Conversation between Enrico Ghezzi and Jacques Derrida, recorded
December 2001, broadcasted in two episodes in January 2002 by
“Fuoriorario”, Rai Tre, quoted in M. Dinoi, Lo sguardo e l’evento, 200.
14
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that enhances the value of all direct and indirect
testimony related to the space and time of the
event he is observing.

The gaze and the event
Caché tells the story of Georges Laurent, a
literary critic and television presenter, who lives
in Paris with his wife Anne and their teenage son
Pierrot. One day Georges starts receiving
anonymous videotapes showing footage of the
exterior of his home and other places related to
his life and childhood. He is worried, and begins
to investigate these tapes to try and find out
where they come from. His search leads him to
Majid, the son of Algerian laborers who worked
for his family when he was a child. After tragically
losing his parents, Majid was adopted by Georges’
parents, only to be sent away because they
disagreed. Convinced that the man is behind the
tapes, Georges has him arrested and accused of
the attempted kidnapping of Pierrot, although he
is soon cleared. Majid, overwhelmed by the
events, ends up committing suicide in front
Georges, who is shocked. Majid’s death could put
an end to the mysterious tapes, but maybe things
are not what they seem…
The historical event that inspires the film
took place October 17, 1961. That day the French
police, having received orders of the prefect of
Paris Marcel Papon, former collaborator of Vichy,
violently repressed the peaceful demonstration
of Algerian immigrants organized by the National
Liberation Front, who were protesting against the
curfew that had been imposed on them in
previous weeks by same prefect. The repression
caused a massacre, an unspecified number of
people died (at least a hundred), most of them
killed by the agents with kicks and blows, or
thrown alive into the waters of the Seine. There
are no images of this massacre, French
authorities covered up the details of the event
and the French public opinion was kept in the
dark.16 France has done nothing to heal this open
wound and only in 2012 did the President of the
Republic François Hollande begin to openly
address what had happened. This is also why the
film focuses on concealment, on the idea of
something that is missing, that is hidden, that is
See L. Amiri, “La répression policière en France vue par les archives”,
in B. Stora, M. Harbi (ed. by), La guerre d’Algérie – 1954-2004, la fin de
l’amnésie (Paris: Robert Laffont, 2004), 403-416.
17
See F. Fogliato, La visione negata – Il cinema di Michael Haneke
(Alessandria: Edizioni Falsopiano, 2008), 152-161.
18
F. Fogliato, La visione negata, 161.
16
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caché. The scene has been “denied”, 17 it operates
on several levels and, while the event occupies a
subordinate position with respect to the
narrative, the film places it at the center of the
discourse. The fact that no image of the massacre
exists – or is never shown, not even in fictional
reenactments – allows to trace a comparison in
both textual and theoretical terms with another
absence: that of the author of the films contained
in the tapes. Which is also the absence of a
culprit. The tapes delivered to the Laurent family
have no owner, the images convey no gaze, as if
the message were: there is no guilt other than the
one that involves us all, the one that is passed on
from father to son and that makes everyone guilt:
“Haneke [...] does not explain, he finds nothing
and does not conclude anything because his
objective is to compare small and big faults with
the imponderability of sudden expiations.” 18
Even if the images contained in the tapes are
not directly linked to the historical event that
inspires the story, they convey the same
obscurity. The discontinuity with which Haneke
constructs the story serves not only to reveal the
potential brutality of the images and their
political status, but also to render the partiality of
reconstruction and memory. Precisely because
they are not able to recount one single History,
images act as testimony of removal. And it is
within this removal that what is missing, what
remains hidden, what cannot be traced, acquires
meaning:
Ultimately the images in Caché reveal
nothing, they are indecipherable and
deceptive, and seem to further confirm the
fact that Haneke’s research is focused on the
disintegrative dynamics of contemporary
society, and inevitably calls into question
the inconsistency of the media and the
manipulative potential of images. 19
The narrative revolving around the
disintegration of contemporary society involves
not only France, but all of Europe. And the
historical event in this sense broadens the
discourse to the entire continent, which is as
guilty of its colonial past as France. Just as there
is no image in the film that is not ambiguous,
deceptive, non-linear or totally objective 20 the
F. Fogliato, La visione negata, 159.
The final sequence shows little Pierrot leaving school and uses an
image we have already seen halfway through the film: a subjective shot
of his father Georges. In the ending, however, it is impossible to
determine the provenence of this image, its objective status. Haneke
does not provide viewers with any clue that might help to understand,
19

20
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last frame of the film is, in this sense, exemplary
– there is no historical narrative that is not
incomplete, partial and hidden. Which means
difficult to see, interpret and understand.
Whichever way one looks at it.
The White Ribbon revolves around the
memories of an old teacher who tells the story of
when, as a young man – between 1913 and 1914 –
he was schoolmaster in a small rural Lutheran
village in northern Germany. Over the course of
about a year a number of incidents occur in the
village, but nobody can figure out the motives nor
the who is behind them. While the villagers –
some with unspeakable secrets – go about their
lives, increasingly worrying acts of vandalism,
tragic pranks and acts of brutal violence take
place. The teacher starts to believe his students
are behind these events, the children of the
village, but as soon as he informs the pastor of
what he suspects, the latter removes him from
the village, irritated by the accusations. Shortly
after, on June 28, 1914, the First World War breaks
out.
“I don’t know if the story I want to tell you is
entirely true […]. But I feel I must talk about the
strange events that occurred in our village. They
could perhaps clarify certain things that
happened in this country.” The opening scene of
The White Ribbon clarifies some issues central to
our discussion. First of all, it tells us that history
is the result of reminiscence, of a kind of memory
that, because of its very nature, can never be
objective and, although it may be the result of
experience, is unable to produce a linear
historical narrative. It also tells us that in this case
historical events are elements that dialogue with
the future (which is actually the present in which
the story is narrated by a voiceover). Memories
from the future21 that, on the one hand, witness a
tragedy that has already taken place (in the words
of the schoolmaster) and, on the other, warn of
something that has not occurred yet (in the film’s
narration). Here too, as in Caché, the spectator is
denied any possibility of understanding and
constructing a valid, objective, and documented
sense of history: “apart from a few exceptions,
The White Ribbon [...] never shows violence, what
and shows something that could be a dreamlike projection of Georges,
who has just gone to bed, or another recording, or a new subjective shot,
this time of the real author of the tapes. We cannot know and will never
know because the director plays on the ambiguity. Haneke has said:
“clearly there is no single correct interpretation. The ending was
conceived in such a way as to generate different interpretations, so no
interpretation in particular is the right one. We can see what we want.
The same as with reality. We analyze things because we think they will
lead to this or that, but, in fact, we will never know.” M. Cieutat and P.

68

is shown is its most catastrophic effects, generally
with no omission. This choice prevents any form
of enjoyment on the part of the viewers, not even
a perverse sense of enjoyment is possible.” 22
What we see are in fact the consequences of the
various incidents that occur and affect the
characters in the film, not the events that might
allow us to reconstruct a story. Haneke once again
orchestrates a form of storytelling that remains
suspended and excludes all attempt at
historicization. The same discontinuity that in
Caché was obtained by using images in a certain
way here is generated by a narration that, right
from the very beginning, admits to its partiality,
while at the same time also preventing spectators
from constructing a uniform universe of meaning.
After all, the main theme of the film, namely
the representation of the generation that would
support the origin and rise of Hitler’s National
Socialism, is never directly stated by anyone, not
even by the headmaster telling the story. Neither
can it be grasped looking at how the plot unfolds.
In fact, the actual historical event evoked by the
film is not perceived as the outcome of the
development of an argument or a thesis. Haneke
himself states:
As a German speaker, I wanted to talk about
the childhood of the generation that would
bring the Nazis to power twenty years later.
But at the same time, I wanted to broaden
the horizon. I wanted to show that treating
an ideal in absolute terms and turning an
idea into an ideology is always dangerous. Of
course, what is happening today with
Islamism is different under many aspects.
But the underlying problem is the same.23
As an expression of a trauma that belongs to
memory, the historical event does not become
the metaphor of the “reduction of traditional
culture to a source of totalitarian domination” 24
but the outcome of a way of perceiving history
that is not only linked to the issue of Nazism. It
involves a broader and more open way of looking
at the processes and crucial phases of the entire
history of Europe in the first half of the twentieth
century:
Rouyer, Haneke par Haneke (Paris: Editions Stock, 2017) it. transl. by M.
Matteri, Michael Haneke – Non ho niente da nascondere (Milan: Il
saggiatore, 2019) 268.
21
A. Tricomi, Fotogrammi dal moderno – Glosse sul cinema e la
letteratura (Turin: Rosenberg & Sellier, 2015), 87-90.
22
A. Tricomi, Fotogrammi dal moderno, 87-90.
23
M. Cieutat and P. Rouyer, Haneke par Haneke, 308.
24
M. Cieutat and P. Rouyer, Haneke par Haneke, 68.
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Haneke has purposely avoided any precise
delineation of the film’s sociohistorical
critique, but it seems clear that it’s meant to
be a portrait of German society prior to the
beginning of World War I, with a hint of the
fascism to come. But he also insisted that he
wasn’t only, or even, offering an analysis of
the origins of fascism […]. No, he insisted, as
he had earlier, about the supposed
“Frenchness” of Caché, this problem
concerns everyone and in every nation, and
perhaps now more than ever. 25
It is no coincidence that the film ends with a
long sequence of great impact whose function is
to “bring [...] history back into History, reuniting
all the characters in a church.” 26 This is how
Haneke operates a narrative suspension in a
literal sense and delivers his characters to
History, inserting them in a space-time that can
be easily identified. Defined, that is, by a date that
represents the turning point of the twentieth
century: the outbreak of the First World War. At
the same time he places them in front of an
interruption in the flow of events narrated up to
that point. Viewers are left with the feeling that “a
nightmare has ended, and are led to try and
imagine how this generation will behave in the
future – two decades later.” 27 As if only once the
story is reversed, made to blend with historical
events, can the film acquire its true meaning.
Happy End focuses on the Laurent family,
whose members live in a luxurious villa in Calais.
The patriarch Georges, now old and tired of life,
repeatedly attempts suicide without success. His
eldest daughter Anne, who runs the family’s large
construction company with her son Pierre, is in
serious financial trouble. She is also faced with
the consequences of the death of a worker
following an accident on one of her company’s
construction sites. Anne’s brother Thomas is a
surgeon and must suddenly take care of his 12year-old daughter Ève when her mother, whom
he has divorced, falls into a coma, possibly
caused by his daughter. The incommunicability
and selfishness that characterize the family
members’ relationships with each other and with
the outside world create increasingly tense and
dramatic situations, from the attempted suicide
of Ève, to the shocking confessions of Georges
and to the madness of Pierre. Finally, Georges,
P. Brunette, Michael Haneke (Urbana/Chicago: Illinois University Press,
2010), 135.
26
M. Cieutat and P. Rouyer, Haneke par Haneke, 314.
27
M. Cieutat and P. Rouyer, Haneke par Haneke, 315.
25
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now confined to a wheelchair, during a lunch near
the beach, manages to convince Ève to push his
wheelchair into the sea. The man drowns slowly,
while the girl films the scene with her
smartphone.
It is space that determines History in Happy
End. Even before time, narrative dynamics and
aesthetic choices. Haneke examines one of the
most pressing – albeit ignored – issues of our
contemporary world and observes the way it
manifests itself. The center of this geopolitical
crisis is once again, for obvious reasons, Europe.
And Calais becomes its beating heart, its symbol,
the open wound that brings to light faults and
responsibilities, which also in this case belong to
many:
In France the issue of immigration and our
refusal to see the problems of the real world
are embodied by the word ‘Calais’. I can’t
make a film about migrants because I don’t
have firsthand experience of their lives. But
I can make a film about our autism and our
indifference to all kinds of suffering. 28
Haneke does not show the nightmare of the
Calais Jungle. The migrants are visible in two key
and very evocative moments of Happy End,
especially in the ending, but their role is
subordinate to that of the protagonists. The
director chooses to use the characters to tell the
story of the Calais crisis through a gaze that we
could define as internal to our history as citizens
of Europe but that is certainly external to our
experience. As in Hiroshima mon amour, nothing
of Calais can really be seen, nothing can be told.
This is what also emerges in Emmanuel Carrère’s
report: upon visiting Calais in 2016 the writer
described the same exact feeling: “The journey is
coming to an end [...]. In Calais I saw nothing, or at
least very little. And of the things I did see, many
of them are not reported in this account…” 29 What
has not been reported are the countless stories
of those who populate the coast of northern
France, hoping to cross the English Channel. The
stories of those who live in Calais and witness the
daily bustle of desperate people who crowd “the
largest slum in Europe”. 30 It is the same “us and
them” that Haneke describes by depriving the
viewer of the point of view of those living on the
other side; it is the same proliferation of stories
M. Cieutat and P. Rouyer, Haneke par Haneke, 362.
E. Carrère, A Calais (Milan: Adelphi, 2016), 44.
30
E. Carrère, A Calais, 19.
28
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told by a proliferation of images: smartphones,
computers, surveillance cameras, hospital
monitors. Screens of all kinds that, according to
the director, “attract attention because of where
they are located and the importance they have in
the story.” 31 But above all, these screens produce
images that do not belong to anyone. These
devices cause reality to lose its subjective status.
The moment it passes through a screen, the
historical narrative delegitimizes the role of
cinema as a medium. According to Haneke the
perception of reality increasingly depends on
interposed screens because reality becomes
more and more complex, difficult to perceive, see
and understand.
The protagonists of the film function as
metaphors of incommunicability and inability to
observe reality. The fact that they are members of
a family renders the relationship between the two
antithetical positions on which the story is based
explicit. If on the one hand the condition of the
desperate people camped in Calais is never
looked at with a humanizing gaze, on the other
hand what emerges is the total disintegration of
the social fabric that structures Europe. Just as
kinship does not guarantee harmony within the
family, being part of something (and even more
so of Europe) does not prevent a people-nation
from experiencing great catastrophes. It is for this
reason that Haneke presents us with what
Thomas Elsaesser calls abjection. 32 According to
the scholar the director’s aim both in Happy End
and in Caché is to make the viewer’s position as
uncomfortable as possible, and this is done using
the characters in a certain way: “Abjection can
make someone uncanny: [...] such is the case with
Majid, the Algerian in Caché, and also with Pierre,
Anne Laurent’s son in Haneke’s Happy End (2017),
a director especially adept at making audiences
‘uncomfortable’.” 33 This approach is aimed at
bringing out the dark and unpacified side of the
society being described.
Majid and Pierre are, in psychoanalytic
terms, (death) drive creatures rather than
desire creatures, hence their negative power
over others, a state not unrelated to Giorgio
Agamben’s homo sacer: they embody a truth
about society or about the world that has to
be sacrificed.34

M. Cieutat and P. Rouyer, Haneke par Haneke, 377.
T. Elsaesser, European Cinema and Continental Philosophy: Film As
Thought Experiment (London/New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2019)
129-162.

The film is, overall, a depiction of a world
dominated by selfishness, hypocrisy and deceit,35
that has lost its capacity to see and understand.
That tries to use the eyes of others, because the
abyss of History is too deep and cannot be
confronted directly.

Conclusions
Analyzing the most recent works of Michael
Haneke that focus on historical themes allows us
to consider the artistic production of the director
from the point of view of the many interpretations
it offers to understand the contemporary world.
This study aims to highlight the modernity and
uniqueness of Haneke’s cinema in relation to the
most recent historical processes taking place in
the European continent. The intention is to focus
on the methods of narration and analysis with
which Haneke addresses collective traumas and
the most pressing social upheavals. This position
translates into a specific approach to images that
postulates their aesthetic and narrative
discontinuity. It is also surprising to note that one
of the few gazes – and certainly the best known
and most authoritative – in the present film
scene, capable of observing and accurately
describing the process of historicization of the
contemporary geo-political discourse, is that of
an almost eighty-year-old director.
The analysis of the relationship between
gaze and event in Haneke’s cinema also aims at
better defining and clarifying the importance of
cinematographic art as an instrument of
representation of History. In an age in which
storytelling has become an increasingly
widespread
methodology
to
understand
contemporaneity, identifying its possible
articulations and interpreting its effects also in
terms of authorship seems crucial. In a broader
sense, this means viewing contemporary film
d’auteur as having a decisive role in the European
scenario of the twenty-first century – a scenario
that is culturally, socially, politically and
ideologically very complex. In this sense cinema
is a locus where narratives are deeper than reality
and where cinema becomes the tool most able to
highlight the crucial aspects of contemporary
history.

T. Elsaesser, European Cinema and Continental Philosophy, 134.
T. Elsaesser, European Cinema and Continental Philosophy, 134.
35
See M. Cieutat and P. Rouyer, Haneke par Haneke, 363.
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