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From Realism to the Affective
Turn: An Agenda

lain McCalman and Paul A. Pickering

Ever since the late eighteenth century when new forms of visual
entertainment claimed to be able to use technology to replicate or simu-
late the literal details of nature, scholars, poets and intellectuals have
bemoaned the increasing dominance of the realist aesthetic. Classicists
such as Sir Joshua Reynolds and Romantics such as Samuel Coleridge
found the practice of literalist simulation to be debased and disgust-
ing. It demanded merely mechanical competence, eliminated the vital
creative role of the artist’s idealising imagination, and appealed to
uncultivated tastes attracted by the sensational wonders of the technical
facsimile. Art lost its age-old raison d’étre if it became indistinguishable
from literal nature.

From the outset, too, these forms of realist technology were linked
closely to practices of historical reenactment. The advent of naturalist
technologies in theatre scenography almost immediately led to mechan-
ical and visual reenactments of real-life historical events, such as social
pageants, battle-scenes and shipwrecks. These in turn quickly passed
into the new spectacular visual media of panoramas and dioramas and
into cinema thereafter. For many practitioners (and commentators)
modern manifestations of reenactment constitute the ne plus ultra of
realism. Every weekend countless re-enactors enjoy an ‘outlet from
hum-drum life’, taking the ‘unique freedom to roam the centuries - to
explore the intricacies of our ancestors [sic] minds and habits’.! Among
re-enactors are ‘hard core’ for whom authenticity is a byword, a means
to narrow the gap between past and present, as if counting the stitches
on a tunic or soaking leather in urine is a way to experience what it felt
like to live in the past.?

To modern semioticians such as Roland Barthes, intoxication with the
‘reality effect’ is quite simply the dominant aesthetic, or more properly




e

T

s VR AN T LR

2 From Realism to the Affective Turn

anti-aesthetic, of late modernity. Inventions like the commercial panorama
are said to have presaged the contemporary fetish for surrogate visual
experience, for digital and cinematic special effects, and for the ‘hyper-
realistic’ theme parks, fleshy waxworks and technology-filled museums
which so bewilder, bemuse and infuriate commentators such as Umberto
Eco. To the French social theorist Jean Baudrillard this contemporary
appetite for realistic simulation leads ultimately to the enthusiastic
consumption of the simulacrum, a real-life spectacle that never actually
took place.® Some historians have responded to reenactment with an
admixture of bemusement and derision. Greg Dening’s irritated dismissal
of the practice as the ‘present in funny dress’ still echoes through the
academy; Fred Inglis’s more recent characterisation of reenactment
as ‘dangerous tosh’ could become the bookend for Dening’s quip. In
between, the profession appears to be bent on ignioring reenactment, as
if by closing their collective eyes it will go away. It won't.

In the twenty-first century, advances in Computer-Generated
Imagery (CGI) and other forms of digital special effects have made it
possible to depict people and events of the past with seemingly literal
and living detail. CGI versions of historical figures that are grafted
onto actors can convey an illusion so real as to be indistinguishable
from archival footage. Does this make historical representation more
authentic? What does it mean for those who wish to patrol the bor-
derlines between fiction and historical truth? How do we distinguish
between a documentary and a fiction clothed in the compelling props
of ‘reality’? Art and the law provide suggestive pointers to a related
ontological problem. One of the unintended outcomes of postmod-
ern appropriation has been that the appropriated artwork can often
usurp the original, supplanting it in the mind of the viewer. Similarly
at a time when reenactments are increasingly being used in courts
of law, there is evidence to suggest that jurors are liable to confuse
the accused and the re-enactor. So too with reenactment in other
contexts. Those who witnessed a nineteenth-centu ry performance of
the trial of an Irish rebel or watched the latest Hollywood version of
the life of an Australian bushranger may not enly ‘believe’ what they
saw, but they are also likely to substitute crucial aspects of the reen-
actment for their previously held understandings of the original. It
would be a mistake {0 underestimate (he incredulity of the audience
but at the same time we must recognise the seductive power of what
is before thelr eves. It is more than 2000 years since Jesus told Thomas,
‘because thou hast seen me, thou hast believed’, but the point regardless
of medium remains much the same.’
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The burgeoning popularity of a new ‘bastard’ genre called ‘historical
reality television’ is also attracting vast viewing audiences as well as
waves of disquiet from scholarly historical quarters. New forms of tele-
vision are being increasingly linked with a long tradition of Western
enthusiasm for popular reenactments such as mock battles, heritage
scenes and living history museums using meticulously recreated material
environments and costumed actors. As the late Raphael Samuel put it,
‘Objects must be seen and felt and touched if they are not to remain
inanimate ... events should be re-enacted in such a way as to convey the
tived experience of the past’.®

Arguably, then, reality reenactment in some variant has become the
most widely consumed form of popular history. As John Brewer notes in
his essay, reenactment is like sexually transmitted disease, there is a lot
of it about these days. It also has a fundamental impact on education. A
recent survey of history departments in the UK, for example, suggested
that the vast majority of students enrolling in undergraduate courses
in history had gained their knowledge of history almost exclusively
from television and film.” Under the rubric of ‘experiential learning’ or
institutions and commercial sites of historical tourism, they dress up,
role play and ‘experience’ the past as part of the syllabus with little or
no reflection on the nature of the ‘’knowledge’ they gain. At the Jorvik
Centre in York, for example, visitors proceed down flights of darkened
stairs to the scene of a former archaeological dig in order to take what
might be called a smelly dodgem car ride through a reconstructed
Viking village.® Among the unconvincingly clothed manikins (a la shop
window) are ‘authentically’ dressed re-enactors, volunteer enthusiasts
designed to augment the experience. The re-enactors are passionate
about their contribution and, when questioned, expansive about its
educational role. Management obviously regards them as asset, featur-
ing them on the cover of a publicity leaflet with the unlikely invitation
to become a ‘time traveller’ (Figure 1.1).°

The public presentation of the past then is dominated by reenactment:
from ‘reality television’ costume dramas to weekend medieval tour-
naments performed by amateur enthusiasts. What lies behind this
appetite? What are its implications for the more traditional imperatives
of history as an inquiry into the past that seeks explanation and under-
standing rather than sympathetic and empathetic identification? Is
mimetic realism an essential component of reenactment?

When R. G. Collingwood argued famously in defence of reenactment
as an essential dimension of good historical practice, he meant that the
historian should make a strenuous imaginative leap into the past, trying
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Figure 1.1 Jorvik Centre, Publicity leaflet, York, England, 2008

as far as possible to obliterate contemporary knowledge and values:
s/he should try to become a medieval monk or a victim of sectarian
violence however impossible the aspiration. But he regarded this as a
purely intellectual activity. He did not envisage re-enacting the past
emotionally or physically - the historical equivalent of archaeologi-
cal fieldwork - nor could he have imagined the potential of technol-
ogy to aid the imaginative process.!” But is this imaginative process
enhanced or derailed by our modern capacity to immerse ourselves
in a hyperrealistic visual simulation of past environments with the
aid of CGI and virtual reality immersion technologies? If computer
gamers can replicate the ‘magic bullet' that struck Kennedv. does that
change the way we regard the findings of the Warren Comm ission?!!
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Conversely, is the modern form of television reality reenactment
compatible with the type of imaginative, rational or romantic interpre-
tations that Collingwood advocated? In practical terms it is also worth
exploring if the new forms of virtual reenactment have anything to
teach professionals about how to teach, practice or explore the intellectual
problems of representing history? If reenactment, whether physical or
virtual, can tell us something about context, provide a useful guide to pos-
sibilities and help us to appreciate the importance of material culture in
shaping experience, can it also help us glimpse the reality of the past?

This book is offered as a contribution to the quest for answers, an
opening gambit of sorts. The subtitle, From Realism fto the Affective Turn,
is not necessarily intended to imply a chronology - ‘from’ is a slippery
preposition — although some contributors (and others) would suggest
that its chronological implication is apt. As Foucault reminded us in
1971, the genealogy of words and ideas ought to be based on a ‘vast
accumulation of source material’ and ‘demands relentless erudition’.'?
The key terms which comprise the title of this volume have different
chronologies: ‘realism’ was coined well over a century ago whereas the
ink is scarcely dry on the first use of the phrase ‘affective turn’. Space
permits neither a voluminous compendium of sources nor uncommon
insight, but both terms merit further exposition.

In his seminal Keywords Raymond Williams notes the ‘almost endless
play in the word’ ‘realism’.’® As he shows, from as early as the fifteenth
century, the word ‘real’ was used both to denote something actually
existing (in contrast to the imaginary) as well as something innately
real (most obviously the hand of God). Realism, he suggests, was a
term derived from French and first used in the 1850s in Britain where
it quickly gained a number of different senses. One of these, the most
controversial, is the most relevant to our use of the term here: ‘a com-
mitment to describing real events and showing things as they actually
exist’.'* The controversy is useful to pursue. It arose, in part, because
realism was both a method and an attitude, the one not always coter-
minous with the other. More importantly Williams shows the lingering
sense that realism might capture that which is beyond the literally real.
Here he invokes the Platonic reference in Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound
to ‘forms more real than living man’. By the time Shelley put pen to
paper, his fellow Romantics, as noted, had flatly rejected literalist simu-
lation, essentially ignoring this use of the term. Nor were Romantics
the only ones to be dismissive of this distinction; the curmudgeonly
un-Romantic Thomas Carlyle referred insouciantly to Frederick the
Great’s ‘real sins’.!* The study of reenactment, unlike the practice which
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is mostly dominated by quirky ‘time travellers” and those referred to as
authenticity Nazis, slips between the two ‘reals’; a desire to learn from
the literal recreation of the past and, at the same time, a yearning to
experience history somatically and emotionally - to know what it
felt like.

A more recent concern catalogued by Williams has direct bearing on
the practice of reenactment. This objection concerns the medium by
which the real is represented. According to this view it matters not what
the medium is - ‘language or stone or paint or film’ - a superficial rep-
resentation is a ‘falsification making us take the forms of representation
as real’.'® With his notion of the hyperreal, Jean Baudrillard in many
ways takes up where Williams leaves off. Writing in 1985 Baudrillard
argued that in the postmodern world the image is no longer an obvi-
ously artificial place marker for the real thing. On the contrary, the
simulation - the simulacrum — is more real than the thing itself. The
example is not Baudrillard’s, but think of the bewildering absurdity
when Charlie Chaplin, possessed of arguably the most famous face
in the world at the time, entered a Charlie Chaplin look-alike contest
and did not even make the final. Simulacra are really real. At the same
time the ‘really real’ is not real at all, or at least not necessarily real, a
deliberate ambiguity. For Baudrillard, there was none of the certainty
evident in Carlyle’s bilious characterisation of a ‘wretched Simulacrum’
as a ‘hungry Imposter, without eyes or heart, practicing for a mess of
pottage ... blasphemous swindlery’.!” Whatever else it might denote,
Baudrillard’s notion of a hyperreality comprised of simulacra is a place
in which reenactment is flourishing.

The noun ‘affect’ is venerable by antiquity but the fact that it does
not appear in Williams’ Keywords is an indication of how recently
it has entered — or perhaps re-entered — scholarly discourse in the
humanities. Affective (also not discussed by Williams) is another word
with a long etymology and an examination of its use elsewhere in
the academy - in cognitive psychology, for example - would open up
far too many lines of enquiry than is possible or advisable to pursue
here.

The call for an ‘affective turn’, one of many scholarly turns since the
1980s, was first issued from within media, gender and cultural studies.'®
At a political level, as Lauren Berlant argued in 1997, ‘the politics of
intimacy’, riding on the back of the ‘affective turn’ has ‘usurped the
public sphere as a space for social antagonism and struggle, reducing

citizenship to personal acts and values, and reframing nationality as a
question of feelings and traumas’.??
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For humanists ‘affect’ and ‘emotion’ are, rightly or wrongly, more
often than not treated as synonymous. The sense in which ‘affective’
is used in the title of this book — ‘having the quality of influencing the
emotions’ — is regarded by Oxford’s renowned lexicographers as obso-
lete, a further indication of its recent emergence in academic discourse.
The impact of the ‘affective turn’ on study of history did not occur until
early in the new millennium. Affective history as a term was, if not
coined, certainty taken up by Chicago scholar Vanessa Agnew, a general
editor of this series. Under the banner of the ‘affective history’ marches
the study (if not the practice) of reenactment, sometimes at the forefront,
sometimes out of step. Reenactment has a.long - if contested - history as
an activity, but it too has only recently become the object of scholarly
enquiry.

Agnew had participated in the ill-fated (from an ontological view-
point) reenactment of the first voyage of James Cook’s Endeavour that
was screened on the British national broadcaster in 2001, an experi-
ment described by one of the present editors, lain McCalman, himself
a participant-victim, as ‘the little ship of horrors’.*® For a small group
of scholars, the searing experience of The Ship sparked an interest in
‘extreme history’. Did the ‘affective’ encounter with pain, suffering (and
the potential for death), narrow the distance between then and now?

Among many fruitful trajectories of this initial engagement with the
possibilities of reenactment was a typology developed by the éminence
grise of reenactment studies, Jonathan Lamnb. Lamb, another Ship
survivor and a general editor of this series, divided reenactment into
four types: house, pageant, theatre and real. House reenactment, he tells
us, ‘concentrates on the awkward little things that define a historical
moment’. Its interest lies in the ‘accumulating frustrations suffered
by the re-enactors’, much like the reality television shows which have
dominated programming since 2004. By contrast the distinguishing
feature of ‘pageant’ reenactments for Lamb is the ‘affirmation of a sense
of community or nation’. These ate not unlike the ‘commemoration
ceremonies’ described by Paul Connerton as ‘titual reenactments’
having a ‘cardinal importance in shaping communal memory’.?!

According to Lamb, ‘pageant’ reenactments range from the sublime
to the farcical. The most obvious example of the former is a passion
play; history offers numerous examples of the latter. Think of the Duke
of Eglinton’s tournament in August 1839 when, much to the amuse-
ment of the public prints, a number of Tory would-be ‘knights’ (and
others, including the future Napoleon 1II), spent a fortune to re-enact a
medieval joust in rain-soaked Ayrshire.?? For Lamb ‘theatre’ reenactments
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are more intimate than ‘pageants’ and involve ‘a certain amount of
extravagance ... in order to lift history above of literal fact, but not quite
to the level height of spiritual, national or communal pageantry’.?® The
definition of ‘real’ reenactments Lamb leaves to a Confederate re-enactor
featured in Toby Horwitz’s Confederates in the Attic who has perfected
the art (or artifice) of being a bloated corpse.24

The lines between these types are clearly not hard and fast, and they
were all forged in the same lre. Lamb's eatly thinking on the subject
almost invariably focused on the ‘extreme’ through the eyes, variously, of
Demadocus, Odysseus, R G. Collingwood, lane Austen, W. G. Sebald anid
I M. Coetzee's alter ego, Elizabeth Costello, From Austen’s Northanger
Abbey, for example, Lamb interrogates the understanding of histary
upheld by the novel's heroine, Catherine Morland. For Marland, the
attraction of the past is its capacity to open up the pain of its subjects
to sympathetic understanding. The ‘proper adjustment of pain to sym-
pathy’, Lamb opines, ‘seems to provide the affective basis of historical
reenactment’.?s

Sonon, however, a second wave of interes| brought other schalars and
other subjects to the conference table pleasure, art, science, poetry,
music, film, politics, the prosaic, the everyday. Consciously or uncon-
sciously then ‘extreme history' became 'affective history'. :.Ec we have
intentionally left the definition of reenactment loose and the range of
genre generous —indeed it is central to our objectives to help explore its
delinition and its boundaries. Readers who find our use of the term tuo
capacious and our perimeters too porous are invited to offer tighter or
narrower definitions in future volumes.

All the essays in the volume engage, in one way or another, with the
tuest for a definition and an appropriate delimitation of the subject as
well as the philosophical and practical questions revolving around the
vexed relationship between realism and affect, Withoul heading into an
epistemological cul-de-sae, it is worth recapitulating our critical ques-
tions, Is reenactment the kev 1o knowing whal it was like to live in the
past? Would the re-enactor’s holy grail of realism or authenticity narrow
the gap between past and present so that we might touch it? Exploring
these questions is aided by attention 1o genre and, to that end, many
of the essays here explore the place of reenactment in pursuits within
and bevond the academy - history, literature, music, theatre, dance, the
law, flm, television, public commemoration and historical tourism. A
couple of examples will suffice here. Sites of historical tourism - public
and commercial — (discussed here by several authars) are intrinsically
concerned with creating an affective relationship with the past hecase
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of the very fact that this past is objectified for the visitors. Some have
also dabbled with the use of sensory experience to augment this.
But how do we know what the past felt like; how it smelled, tasted,
sounded? As Norbert Elias has shown in relation to social etiquette,
including smell, the ‘threshold of repugnance’ is socially constructed
and varies greatly between cultures and over time.26 John Brewer also
makes this point in relation to neo-realist cinema that the assumption
that somatic experience and feeling are timeless is deeply flawed.

The uneasy relationship between realism, authenticity and affect
is further evident in cases where the boundaries of reenactment are
pushed towards improvisation. By allocating visitors unscripted parts
in otherwise professionally staged reenactments, tourist sites have been
at the forefront of this strategy. How much historical understanding is
advanced by this process is debatable, but turning tourists into ‘spect-
actors’ (to borrow a term from Augusto Boal?”), with all its Brechtian
connotations (drama-as-a-medium), has perhaps got more to do with
entertainment than pedagogy. On the other hand, Katie Kitamura
shows in her chapter that mixing re-enactors and the historical actors
themselves can reveal an instructive paradox. Exploring Jeremy Deller’s
staged reenactment of an infamous clash between picketing miners and
the police that had taken place 17 years earlier in Mrs Thatcher’s Britain,
Kitamura shows that the re-enactors in this extraordinary piece of per-
formance art were intent on recreating the event accurately down to
the last blow, while the veterans of the clash itself were only too happy
to rewrite history. In his chapter Stephen Gapps, however, shows that
unschooled re-enactors can sometimes lose their heads and attempt to
change history. In a scene reminiscent of the well-known episode of
Matt Stone and Trey Parker’s South Park in which Cartman foments a
rebellion among Confederate re-enactors who go on to ‘win’ the Civil
War, Gapps shows how, as a professional re-enactor, he almost lost con-
trol of those re-enacting the part of the Irish rebels at Castle Hill in New
South Wales in 1804.

Taking up much the same issue in his examination of Rossellini’s
cinema, John Brewer insists that students of reenactment need to find
a way of dealing with contingency and chance. In the interests of con-
ceptualising a poetics of reenactment Brewer suggests his own typology
that contrasts with Jonathan Lamb’s (and Connerton’s) in important
respects. In the light of the way that Rossellini’s films explore what he
calls the dialectic of the bigness of history and smallness of everyday
lite, Brewer goes on to call for an appreciation of the difference between
historical and poetic truth. A similar issue is canvassed by Paul Pickering
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in his discussion of the challenge thrown down by noted film historian
Robert Rosenstone.

Rosenstone argues that, unlike historians who cannot break the
bounds of linear narrative, filmmakers are able to create a past that ‘is
at once serious, complex, challenging, and “true” in its ability to render
meanings rather than the literal reality of past events’.28 Pickering
examines a number of films and television programmes devoted to
an iconic nineteenth-century Australian rebel and finds that none of
them fulfil Rosenstone’s promise, offering instead a range of distortions
(intentional and otherwise) driven mostly by the desire to exculpate or
profit. Nevertheless this investigation underscores the enormous power
of re-enacting the past on the screen (large and small). Historical films;
regardless of their concern with authenticity, are surely the quintes-
sential simulacra of Baudrillard’s imagination. The invitation to spectators
to believe their eyes is also a conclusion drawn by lain McCalman in his
chapter on de Loutherbourg.

Another point at which even poetic truth shades off into fiction is
also the subject of consideration in the volume. In their chapters both
Anja Schwarz and Paul Pickering discuss the controversy that engulfed
the Australian novelist Kate Grenville when she propounded an ‘experi-
ential’ theory of writing. Grenville was scorned by the academy both
for her shortcomings as a researcher and for her met hodalogical innov-
ation, which is actually reenactment by another name. Two issues
emerge from this debate: reenactment as a form of redemption and
reenactment as a methodology (to which we will return).

This question of redemption emerges strongly in Schwarz’s essay as
well as in jJames Walvin’s. Examining Grenville’s controversial novel,
The Secret River, alongside an Australian television series titled Outback
House, screened on the Australian public broadcaster in 2005, Schwarz
notes the fixation with the moment of colonisation and an underlying
sense of unease about belonging. Both the show and the novel, she
notes, are concerned not with understanding the past but with recti-
fying past wrongs in the present. In this respect Schwarz highlizhts
Cirenville’s use of knitting as a metaphaor, as if history can be unravelled
back to a ‘mistake’ - in this case colonial dispossession — and re-knit-
ted. In Outback House reenactment is the vehicle for this anachronistic
redemptive narrative. Again, it is worth noting that film and television
have proved to be highly popular sites for lingering over reenactment in
the presence of a mass audience. Folls wiing South Park, another popular
animated comedy, Family Guy, featured a Civil War reenactment where
the outcome was contested. The highly successful situation comedy
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Everybody Loves Raymond used the Civil War as a crucible not to rewrite
the past but to explore the affective capacity of reenactment in the
present:

RavymonD:  Either I'm on your side in this thing or I'm not going
to go.

FATHER: You can’t desert now.

Raymond: You can’t desert Dad, there’s no war here. It's just dressing
up in costumes like it’s Halloween with your friend Harry-
slash-Jebb.

FATHER: You shut up now. This means something to us. There’s
camaraderie here. There's spirit. You don’t understand
anything about this. You have no idea what it feels like to
stand on a battlefield pretending to fight for something
you believe in.??

In each case the object was not trauma but an almost insidious sense of
discomfort disguised by humour.

At a more general level Jonathan Walker in his chapter points to
the potential of reenactment to act as a metaphor. This comes close
to another intriguing paradox: actualising the past as signifier of
something else; resolution or understanding via a reenactment of a
reenactment. Stephen Gapps also makes a case for the cathartic value
of reenactment and he goes on to suggest that as a participatory activ-
ity, it is at the cutting edge of what he calls democratic history. Clearly
re-enacting for the benefit of the present is beneficial to both audience
and re-enactor but, at the same time, popularity is an odd index of
historical accuracy. Regarding history as ‘unfinished business’, Gapps
tells us, is useful at getting to the heart of unresolved issues; it might
also be taken as an invitation to make it up.

On this question of the tension between creativity and authenticity
James Walvin suggests in his essay that one of the central functions of
many sites of historical tourism is to assuage the collective guilt of the
history’s victors (in this case the beneficiaries of the slave trade). Walvin
shows, for example, that in tourist sites devoted to plantation history
reenactment and role-playing of various kinds are standard fare. These
pageants are almost invariably popular with visitors except when they
are used to disrupt the dominant narrative. Telling both sides of the
story, Walvin notes, has proven to be discomforting to descendents of
the victims and perpetrators alike. This conclusion suggests that the
generic consumer of public history is less concerned with a warts-and-all
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understanding of what happened than with closure even if this means
accepting a sanitised version of the past. Affect is not universally desir-
able; joy is welcome, revulsion less so. It is surely no accident that the
so-called history wars that have raged in many countries are almost
invariably about what citizens feel about their past - pride or shame.3°
Given that sites of historical tourism, as with historical films and television
shows, are firmly lodged in the education system, the implications of
this are considerable.

A third important strand in many of the essays is that they focus
on the history of reenactment. This is a neglected area. For all that,
new developments in aesthetics and technology have produced a
remarkable shift in the modes of presenting history; the practice
of reenactment itself has, as we have noted, a long history. Historicising
reenactment undoubtedly helps us to understand it. For example, both
in the postmodern world and in the past, reenactment has been crucial
to the creation and contestation of public memory. Part of the task of
historians is to explore its various manifestations and to track its devel-
opment over time, which, in itself, raises a number of contentious issues.
The final two essays written by Simon During and lain McCalman
respectively, for example, traverse some of the same historical ground
but offer different conclusions about the beginning of what we might
call modern Western reenactment. McCalman suggests that its incep-
tion is to be found in the experimental spectacles created by Philippe
de Loutherbourg in late Georgian London; for During these were
merely part of series of proto-reenactments that presaged the formal
commencement of the practice in the aftermath of the American Civil
War. By asserting that modern reenactment began in London in the
1780s, McCalman directly challenges the popular US view that the
fiftieth anniversary reenactment of the battle of Gettysburg heralds
the beginning of the genre. His suggestion that de Loutherbourg
presented the first disaster movie also contradicts numerous later
claims to originality.

The relationship of reenactment to the historian’s craft is as much a
practical question of method as it is a philosophical conundrum. This
is another issue raised in several chapters, including those which muse
over R. G. Collingwood's ideas. By exploring Cal lingwaood's early writings
aboul music, Kate Bowan draws attention to a fundamental n..::_:...?..:_ﬁ.._.n
in his thinking about the practice of reenactment. As noted, in relation to
history, Collingwood ultimately envisaged reenactment as an entirely
cerebral activity, but here we meet Collingwood the ‘man of action’,
or as Bowan puts it, the man who believed that the reenactment of the
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past as lived experience was important, who maintained that a student
of music could not imagine a Beethoven symphony without having
heard it performed. The issue of reenactment as an embodied activity
is also examined by Paul Pickering. By examining the extensive use of
reenactment in the criminal justice system — both inside and outside
the courtroom - Pickering notes that a similar range of issues are exer-
cising the minds of scholars. Although re-enacting is increasingly seen
as problematic when brought into the court as evidence, its potential
is embraced willingly by criminal investigators without any of the
angst displayed by historians. As an avid reader of detective fiction,
Collingwood knew this well; by restricting reenactment to his imagin-
ation, he forgot it. The debate about the place of reenactment within
the law is clearly an arena for future exploration.

So too with other &mn:u::mm.,: In her essay, Katie Kitamura draws on
cultural theory - in particular Nicolas Bourriaud’s notion of ‘relational
aesthetics’ - to consider performance art as reenactment. Similarly, Ruth
Phillips and Tracey Nicks highlight the potential for the study of reen-
actment through dance. In her chapter on music, Kate Bowan explores
formative attempts by a pioneer of the Early Music Revival to recreate
early Western music while festooned in Elizabethan pantaloons before
appreciative audiences of the Bloomsbury cognoscenti. She then goes
on to link this to the fierce debate among classical musicians about the
possibility of authenticity within historical music performance. This
debate has raged for decades and, as Bowan shows, it offers important
insight to students of reenactment on the tension between creativity
and authenticity and the limits and possibilities of the latter. A further
contribution to the discussion of reenactment as a methodology is lain
McCalman'’s notion of ‘reflexive reenactment’. Accepting the fact that
re-enacting can never fully capture what it might have felt like to be
there, he has argued that we should make a virtue of that shortcom-
ing. The very element of unpredictability, he suggests, can become a
source of creative exchange with the past, provided it is frankly acknow-
ledged.>? Taken together the chapters in this volume suggest that taking
reenactment seriously as a methodology is worth the risk and that its
potential is best explored through an interdisciplinary lens.

Finally the book explores the extraordinary potential of reenactment
as a form of extra-textual communication. It is clear from the essays by
Phillips and Nicks, Walker and Bowan that reenactments have a power-
ful and immediate impact on a visceral register and can reveal the past
in ways that words cannot.* Phillips and Nicks demonstrate how Esther
Deer, an acclaimed Hodenosaunee (Iroquois) entertainer who performed
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in Europe, Africa and North America under the name of Princess White
Deer, used reenactment to destabilize potentially paralysing stereotypes
of ‘Indianness’ current during the early twentieth century. Through
dance and costume, Deer conveyed a form of intentional hybridity at a
tHme when Indian identities faced the challenge of cultural evolution-
tsm and the belief that distinctive Native cultures could not survive.
This was reenactment as a form of protest without words, Similarly the
images Walker discusses in his chapter highlight both the difference
between somatic experience and text and the potential of the non-ver-
bal forms of reenactment.

At one level using reenactment might be seen to emerge from our
enquiry as little more than the historian’s equivalent to man‘dwmowomwnm_
or anthropological fieldwork, an attempt to take up R. H. Tawney’s well-
known injunction to historians to lay aside their books in favour of a
stout pair of boots * The value of this conclusion should not be gainsaid.
The noted hiographer Richard Holmes has given us a vivid example of
the value of reenactment, although he does not use the word, preferring
what he calls ‘foot-stepping’ ta describe his method. In his essay on
Miry Wollstonecraft, Holmes writes of his dismay at reading a line in
one of her letters in which she claims to have seen the king ?m_:.m taken
to his execution in 1793 from her apartment window.* Having done
his homework Holmes knew that the hapless Louis had travelled down
a different sireet, one running parallel to Woallstonecraft's, on his way
to the guillotine. The king’s route had been close enough to form the
basis of a goad tale for her correspondent hut was clearly false. This
revelation profoundly shook Holmes' faith in his m_.;:?r._... if she lied
about this, what else had she lied about? Was this proof positive that
her letters were tainted? In Paris, tracing her footsteps, Halmes went to
her apartments, and laoked from the window that had formed the basis
uf her fallacious account. From here, however, it became clear that she
could indeed have seen over the rooftops below to the king in doleful
progress. Wollstonecraft was vindicated. Holmes' attitude to his subject
was profoundly shaped by reenactment, a ringing endorsement of its
value as a historical method,

At the same time, exploring the matives and intentions of TE-ETIACOrs
can provide a useful window into shifting cultural practices and
contested values. If the gap between past and present is not narrowed
by the mimetic realism of embodied reenactment, the studv of
feenactments at fixed points on the continuum between then and now
helps us to map change over time and to understand the lived experience
of those doing the re-enact ing. Moreover the task of historians is not
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only to seek to understand the past, but also to engage with the ways
that it speaks to the present. In one form or another reenactment is
here to stay. It demands our ongoing attention. In many ways then this
volume is intended to set an agenda for taking reenactment seriously;
to open a page, to raise a range of issues, and to invite others to join in
the discussion.
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