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Ivan Ross, University of Chicago 
Triangle Film Salon | January 19, 2012 
"A Century of Civil War Projection:  Rendering History in Cinematic Reprise" 
[Chapter Three of my dissertation, "Mediating the Historical Imagination:  Visual Media and the 
U.S. Civil War, 1861-2011"] 
 
Dear Triangle Film Salon folks,  
Thank you very much for taking a look at this.  I have to admit up front that the title is a little bit 
of false advertising.  Rather than tell a history of films about the Civil War, in its present state 
this unfinished draft of the third chapter of my dissertation [chapters 1, 2, and 4 are now 
complete] merely outlines the stakes of my argument and offers just a wee little bit of supporting 
film analysis.     
I hope it's a pretty good read, though you should be able to tell early on that there's quite a bit 
you'll be able help me think through at our discussion. 
 
 Ken Burns opens The Civil War (1990) with an unassuming arrangement of sound and 

image that's pretty well representative of the melancholic and ruminative tone of the entire nine-

part series.  On the image track, specks of dust accompany a low-angle, stationary long shot of a 

cannon, aimed at and silhouetted against the tail-end of a sunset, with slow-moving purple clouds 

graduating into the disappearing sun's orange haze.  The most prevalent movement within the 

frame, aside from the slight jitteriness of the entire frame itself, comes from a chain that dangles 

from the underside of the cannon's carriage and shudders in the wind.  On the sound track, 

whistling wind accompanies a medley of quotations culled from two different Memorial Day 

speeches by Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr.--read, but not really acted, by the actor Paul Roebling:  

"We have shared the incommunicable experience of war.  We have felt, we still feel, the passion 

of life to its top.  In our youths our hearts were touched with fire."   

 This first episode of The Civil War closes with the same actor, Roebling, reading from a 

letter that the Union major Sullivan Ballou wrote to his wife shortly before suffering mortal 

wounds at the first major battle of the war, the First Battle of Bull Run.  Burns himself has called 

this "the most significant of all the first-person quotes" in the entire film, citing a number of 
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letters he has received from people who recited the words at funerals and weddings.1  It's the 

same voice, with the same inflection, accompanied by a montage of different iterations of the 

same cannon.  We progress from long to medium to close-up portraits of the cannon, ending with 

a composition that centers on the shuddering chain, now accompanied by silhouetted blades of 

grass likewise shivering violently in the wind.  Speaking over the somber arrangement of fiddles 

and guitars of the film's unofficial theme song, "Ashokan Farewell," and with some textual 

rearrangement and replacement, Roebling reads, "If the dead can come back to this earth and flit 

unseen around those they love, I shall always be with you, in the brightest day and the darkest 

night--always, always.  And when the soft breeze fans your cheek, it shall be my breath; or the 

cool air at your throbbing temple, it shall be my spirit passing by."   

 These two sequences bookend the first episode of the film symmetrically.  The visual 

indices of wind at the end recall the sounds of wind at the beginning, and Sullivan Ballou's 

breath upon his wife's cheek recalls the fire that touched Oliver Wendell Holmes's heart.  

Nature's elemental components, and the unpredictability and intangibility and inexplicability 

thereof, merge with the comparatively slight actions of humans.  Likewise, the microscopic 

components of historical events merge with historical narratives' aims to distill macroscopic 

significance from those microscopic components.  These cinematic bookends encapsulate how 

the war, with its eerie combination of excessive traces yet ultimate incomprehensibility, invites 

reflection on mortality, meaning, and remembrance like almost nothing else.  It also elucidates 

for us how narratives, and particularly narratives conveyed via the dense syntax of visual media, 

can prompt us to contemplate the difference between swimming through an overwhelming 

                                                
1 David Thelen, "The Movie Maker as Historian:  Conversations with Ken Burns," The Journal of American History 
81, no. 3 (December 1994):  1031-1050, 1036. 
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excess of details and flying over a symmetrical, succinct, and selective encapsulation of those 

details.     

 It almost goes without saying that Burns's film has invigorated the historical 

consciousness of its tens of millions of viewers.  Upon watching the series, these viewers 

become conscious of the Civil War's events and legacies, of how these events and legacies might 

not be as temporally foreign as once thought, and of how their own identity has been shaped 

indisputably in part by them.  More subtly, in keeping with my dissertation's overarching 

argument, I would say that the film's unique, unassuming, unrelenting style of cinematic 

narration--its carefully mapped yet probing and exploratory configuration of sound and image 

components--has played some role, less definable though it may be, in inflecting the historical 

imaginations of its viewers.  That is, the film's form, in however subdued a fashion, has inflected 

its viewers' conceptions of how we inscribe the past, how we narrate the past, and how we 

manipulate the past to bear consequence in the present.  Since the Civil War, and since the 

development of academic historicism in the United States that followed it, historians have asked 

questions about what history is, at root, and what sort of grand philosophical reflection it affords 

us.  And, I argue, they have consistently appealed to media technologies to metaphorize their 

answers:  history is best viewed panoramically, history is best viewed microscopically, history is 

best viewed via long exposure, history is best viewed immersively, as with a stereoscope, et 

cetera.  The discipline of media studies thrives on precisely that which one scholar has attributed 

to the discipline of history:  "the brackish ontological status of its object."2 

 

 

                                                
2 Eelco Runia, "Spots of Time," History and Theory 45, no. 3 (October 2006):  305-316, 306. 
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Media Metaphors for Historical Scale:  Envisioning the Historical Imagination 

 The mediascape's obsession with the U.S. Civil War coincided with the beginning of the 

conflict in 1861 and has persisted to the present day--from the current Sesquicentennial (marked 

by everything from a Ridley-Scott-produced documentary about the Battle of Gettysburg to an 

animatronic theater show at Conner Prairie Interactive History Park in Indiana), to the Centennial 

(marked in the 1960s by a slew of trading cards, comic books, board games, Westerns, and 

ViewMaster slides), to the Semi-Centennial (marked in the 1910s by the hundreds of Civil War 

films produced during a key transitional time in the evolution of silent film's narrative discourse 

and industrialization), to the Vigintennial (marked in the 1880s by countless painted panoramas, 

magic lantern slides, and stereographic cards), to the very outbreak of the war in 1861 (marked 

by a flood of photographs and lithographs and illustrated newspapers and history books).  This 

mediascape affords us a singular means of unearthing a corresponding archive of interrelated 

developments in the philosophy of history and in critical theory's assessment of media 

technologies' contextual import.  Media technologies that represent the Civil War have long 

inflected the evolution of the historical imagination, and I'm turning to these media objects to 

argue that the worlds of media theory and the philosophy of history might benefit from some 

mutual scrutiny.   

 All told, I'm seeking here what the contemporary media theorist Wolfgang Ernst has 

called a "media archaeology of the historical imagination."3  In a sense, the "historical 

imagination" amounts to an acknowledgment that history is neither immutable nor self-evident, 

or that marking a stark division between subject and object or historian and history proves an 

                                                
3 Wolfgang Ernst, “Let There Be Irony:  Cultural History and Media Archaeology in Parallel Lines,” Art History 28, 
no. 5 (November 2005):  583.  Ernst wrote this article in honor of Stephen Bann, whose extensive body of work—
especially The Clothing of Clio:  A Study of Representation of History in Nineteenth-Century Britain and France 
(Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1984)—has helped establish the stakes of these arguments. 
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insufficient way to conceptualize historical thinking.  In his 1935 essay "The Historical 

Imagination," R. G. Collingwood claims that historical thought is somewhat like perception 

itself.4  The historian conceives of the historical event as a unified thing, just as we perceive a 

room as a room, or a table as a table.  In both cases, a compendium of disparate evidence gives 

rise to a unified composite image in the imagination.  And yet, Collingwood says, "Historical 

thought is of something which ... is never a here and now."  Those things historians take to be 

their objects are "conditions no longer in existence" (233).  Only when an object ceases to be 

perceptible, he says, does it become an object for historical thought.  The historian's "picture of 

his subject," then, is necessarily a "web of imaginative construction" (242).  What the historian 

produces is at root "the product of his own a priori imagination" (245).  Collingwood assures us 

that he is not producing an argument for outright historical skepticism in establishing this 

fundamental discrepancy between original perception and historical construction.  Rather, he is 

only opening us up to contemplation of a "second dimension" of historical thought:  "the history 

of history," or the realization that the historian himself is as much an object of inquiry as the 

evidence from which he sculpts his narrative (248).  The historical imagination at large is "self-

dependent, self-determining, and self-justifying," Collingwood claims (248-249).5  In the realm 

of historical thinking, mediation abounds--not just in two degrees, but three or four or infinite 

numbers.  No work of history is ever complete, or ever "done once for all" (248-249), because its 

ultimate end is to prompt reassessment from future historians. Fundamentally, there exists no 

stable referent--no unified, coherent Past Time as witnessed from a bird's-eye point of view--

                                                
4 R. G. Collingwood, The Idea of History (Oxford:  Clarendon Press, 1993), 231-249.   
5 This idea prefigures Hayden White's work on charting the the narrative strategies that determined the works of 
nineteenth-century historians.  Michael Oakeshott's statement "History is the historian's world of experience" is 
similar--quoted in Martin Jay, Songs of Experience:  Modern American and European Variations on a Universal 
Theme (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2006), 218. 
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against which to compare the written, spoken, filmed, and photographed results of the historical 

imagination.6   

 Here, I seek only to impress upon our own historical imaginations the key role visual 

media play in determining the self-dependent, self-determining, and self-justifying developments 

of historical thought.  Unmediated access to past historical experience may be impossible, yet 

nothing spurs fanciful thoughts of recuperating the irrecuperable quite like visual media, with 

their intriguing inscriptive processes, their capacity at once to encapsulate a historical moment's 

significance and prompt unanswerable questions about other points of view, other consequences, 

other actions taking place just outside the frame, just beyond a plane of focus, just below a film 

stock's exposure threshold or just above a sketch artist's capacity to translate sensorial overload 

into coherent depiction. 

 At stake here is an issue that catalyzes debates in the philosophy of history:  how 

narratives of the past are constructed and what, in the end, their epistemological and experiential 

affordances might be.  From the time of the Civil War itself to today, writers have turned to 

visual media to metaphorize the contradictions and conundrums inherent to historical 

representation.  Historical narratives act as a photograph, a stereograph, a film, a panorama, a 

phantasmagoria, they say.  Present means of narrativization and archivization permit only 

imperfect, filtered access to the past, and philosophers of history often conceptualize that 

imperfect access in terms of representational and storage media technologies.  These media 

technologies, after all, foreground that tantalizing and ever-present gap between having an 
                                                
6 See Elizabeth Edwards, "Photography and the Material Presence of the Past," Historical and Theory 48 (December 
2009):  130-150.  Like me, Edwards investigates "the forms through which historical imagination might be made 
possible and be experienced" (131) and "the specific ways in which different material forms both become 
meaningful and produce meaning themselves" (136).  Similarly, Julia Adeney Thomas has argued, after Foucault, 
that historians should "treat [images] from some discursive framework of the past," and otherwise "excavate" how 
images make meaning rather than merely illustrate.  See "The Evidence of Sight," History and Theory 48 (December 
2009):  151-168. 
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experience and being able to relive and remediate that experience.  More often than not, media 

assume the role of predicate in these metaphors for historical knowledge.  That is, they become 

the thing put in service of a subject in order to create a more vivid mental picture of that subject--

in this case, history.  Each era's respective new media provide historians the predicates of their 

metaphors:  history is photographic, history is stereographic, history is cinematic, history is 

panoramic, history is phantasmagoric.  We might say that the popular media technologies of an 

era determine the bounds of that era's reflections on what history is.  Ever since the 1820s, when 

Leopold von Ranke made his famous pronouncement that historians ought to show things wie es 

eigentlich gewesen--whether that dictum is taken to mean "what actually happened" or "how, 

essentially, things happened"7--the reigning media objects of each successive era have provided 

writers a concise way to encapsulate figuratively just how reasonable and doable they deem such 

a task to be.  Written history sought to be "panoramic," "photographic," "stereographic," 

"cinematic," et cetera.  What those philosophers of history who turned to media metaphors 

consistently neglected, however, was that producers of panoramas, photographs, stereographs, 

and films were developing their own sophisticated historical discourse along the way, at once 

reacting to and contributing to the evolving, and interrelated, historical imagination and visual 

literacy of their spectators.    

 But over the last few decades philosophers of history have begun paying attention to the 

type of histories produced in visual and auditory media.  This is not to say that they have ceased 

using media metaphors to describe their own conceptions of the limits of representation; they 
                                                
7 The twentieth-century historian George Iggers has argued that those responsible for shaping Ranke's image in the 
U.S. in the 1880s misconstrued his ideas.  Their story of Ranke's strict adherence to objectivity and scientific history 
was a fable, he says, and "how, essentially, things happened" better captures the spirit of wie es eigentlich gewesen 
than "what actually happened."  See George Iggers, "The Image of Ranke in American and German Historical 
Thought," History and Theory 2, no. 1 (1962):  17-40.  Also see Stephen Bann, "The Historian as Taxidermist:  
Ranke, Barante, Waterton," in The Clothing of Clio:  A Study of the Representation of History in Nineteenth-century 
Britain and France (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1984), 8-31. 
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have not.  Rather, I mean that they have begun to take note of how media actually inflect the 

historical imagination, rather than merely provide a means of metaphorizing it.  Indeed, as 

Hayden White has put it, "[T]he kind of historical writing that comes out as narrative is an 

attempt to create something like a visual image."8  Or, as the historian Stephen Bann has 

similarly said, "[T]here is a type of historical consciousness that can be created specifically by 

images."9  The visual metaphors that run so rampant in historical writing--“we like to speak of 

‘images of the past’, of the ‘point of view’ from which the historian ‘looks’ at the past, of the 

‘distortions’ of historical reality which an incorrect ‘viewpoint’ is liable to create”--demand what 

the contemporary philosopher Frank Ankersmit calls “a strong argument in favor of the pictorial 

interpretation of the study of history.”10  History's innumerable traces, and the incapacity of 

historical investigation to recuperate those traces in their isomorphic totality, bear greater 

similarity to the dense syntax of pictures than the differentiated syntax of writing.11   

 As Hayden White led the charge in the 1970s to identify and systematize historical texts' 

necessarily literary construction, Ankersmit and other philosophers of history are now pushing 

for the recognition not of history as text, but of historical text as picture.12  White's Metahistory 

argues that historical texts can refer to the unadulterated past only at the minute level of the 

individual statement and that the overall narrative depends on the writer's preexisting 

                                                
8 See the interview in Ewa Domanska, Encounters:  Philosophy of History after Postmodernism (Charlottesville:  
University of Virginia Press, 1998), 36.  
9 Ibid., 247. 
10 Frank Ankersmit, “Statements, Texts and Pictures,” in A New Philosophy of History, ed. Frank Ankersmit and 
Hans Kellner (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 1995), 212-240.  Also see his Historical Representation 
(Stanford:  Stanford University Press, 2002), Narrative Logic:  A Semantic Analysis of the Historian's Language 
(The Hague:  M. Nijhoff, 1983), and Sublime Historical Experience (Stanford:  Stanford University Press, 2005). 
11 See Nelson Goodman, Languages of Art:  An Approach to A Theory of Symbols (Indianapolis:  Hackett, 1976), 
and W. J. T. Mitchell, "Pictures and Paragraphs:  Nelson Goodman and the Grammar of Difference," in Iconology:  
Image, Text, Ideology (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 1987), 53-68. 
12 See Hayden White, Metahistory:  The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe (Baltimore:  Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1973).   
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predilections for modes of emplotment and ideological implications.  Ankersmit seconds White's 

contention here, differentiating the individual statement from the work as a whole by dubbing the 

former a "description" and the latter a "representation."  Descriptions can be true or false, but 

representations cannot be true or false.  A historical text as a whole is a representation, in that it 

represents the writer, the writer's context, and some indication of the totality of the writer's 

collection of descriptions, but cannot in the end be judged true or false.  Ankersmit and others 

are appealing to visual images to foreground historical texts' paradoxical aims both to provide 

objectivity and promote empathy, both to encapsulate something grand in one sublime glance 

and to immerse the reader in a flood of sensuous details, both to tell a story and to overwhelm 

with details so numerous as to make the story all but illegible.  White intimates this himself, as 

he writes that all historical accounts are "artistic in some way," that historical discourse is "not a 

mirror image" of its object, and that all historical representations are negotiations between the 

"micro-level" of "congeries of physico-chemical impulses" and the "macro-level" of the "tidal 

rhythms of the rise and fall of whole civilizations."13  And likewise, over the last few decades, 

scholars of history films have theorized cinema's potential to shape popular perceptions of 

history, to convey the complexity of history, to replace concerns over accuracy with concerns 

over empathic connection, to reflect on the nature of history’s representability itself, to posit 

something besides monolithic and teleological views of history, to break down borders between 

fact and fiction, and to demonstrate that historical works reflect their own period.14  This 

                                                
13 See Hayden White, "Historicism, History, and the Figurative Imagination," History and Theory 14, no. 4 
(December, 1975):  48-67.  Also see Frank Ankersmit, Ewa Domanska, and Hans Kellner, eds., Re-Figuring Hayden 
White (Stanford:  Stanford University Press, 2009). 
14 See, for example, Marcia Landy, Cinematic Uses of the Past (Minneapolis:  University of Minnesota Press, 1996); 
Marcia Landy, ed., The Historical Film:  History and Memory in Media (London:  Athlone, 2001); Robert 
Rosenstone, Visions of the Past:  The Challnege of Film to Our Idea of History (Cambridge:  Harvard University 
Press, 1995); Pierre Sorlin, The Film in Hisotry:  Restaging the Past (Oxford:  Blackwell, 1980); Vivian Sobchack's 
introduction in The Persistence of History:  Cinema, Television, and the Modern Event (New York:  Routledge, 
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scholarship seeks to overturn historians’ conventionally negative verdicts on popular media’s 

historiographical promise. For example, one converted historian, Keith Jenkins, argues that film 

and other media have contributed to a shift in historical theory, positing a convincing and 

constructive “logical openness” of history—that is, an openness to endless readings as opposed 

to objectivity and closure.15  The literary and film historian Alison Landsberg likewise argues 

that display technologies have afforded their users “prosthetic memories” of events through 

which they did not actually live, and that such technologies therefore encourage empathic 

connection to the past.16  Hayden White himself has argued that the twentieth century’s traumatic 

events can neither be forgotten nor adequately accounted for, represented, or remembered, and 

that only modern media have the capacity to depict these events in both a requisitely fragmented 

and empathy-affording fashion.17  In line with White's evolution from literary to pictorial models 

of history, I myself am interested not in critiquing written historical texts, but rather in 

scrutinizing the actual images that we deem to be historical representations.  That is, I'm hoping 

to release "picture" from its strictly metaphorical status in philosophies of history, asking more 

minutely how images seep into the historical imagination, and why the concept of history gives 

us a singular means of addressing the relation of word to image, the relation of narrative to 

image, and the logical limits of visual representation.   

 Those logical limits of visual representation, especially in the realm of historical 

representation, revolve around the interrelated issues of scale, narrative, and the figurative role 

                                                                                                                                                       
1996); Vivian Sobchack, "The Insistent Fringe:  Moving Images and Historical Consciousness," History and Theory 
36, no. 4 (December 1997):  4-20; et al. 
15 Keith Jenkins, Refiguring History: New Thoughts on an Old Discipline (London: Routledge, 2003). 
16 Alison Landsberg, Prosthetic Memory:  The Transformation of American Remembrance in the Age of Mass 
Culture (New York:  Columbia University Press, 2004). 
17 Hayden White, "The Modernist Event," in The Persistence of History, ed. Vivian Sobchack (New York:  
Routledge, 1996), 17-36.  Also see, for instance, Georges Didi-Huberman, Images in Spite of All:  Four 
Photographs from Auschwitz, trans. Shane B. Lillis (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 2008). 
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optical devices play in negotiations between the two.  "History," the philosopher Paul Ricoeur 

writes in his last book, Memory, History, Forgetting, "functions in turn as an eyepiece, a 

microscope, or a telescope. ... When we change scale, what becomes visible are not the same 

interconnections but rather connections that remained unperceived at the microhistorical scale."18  

Michel Foucault likewise opens The Archaeology of Knowledge with a distinction between 

microscopic and macroscopic scales of history.  A single event assumes different scales of 

import depending on the intentions of the historian:  "On each of the two levels," Foucault 

continues, "a different history is being written."19  Macrohistorical approaches peer through a 

wide-angle lens, while microhistories zoom in optically to a longer focal length.  The longer that 

focal length becomes, the greater the number of details for which to account.  As the temporal 

scale shortens, the spatial scale, or the number of details to convey, grows in inverse proportion.  

History thus becomes a Sisyphean exercise in increasing the detail with which one writes while 

unearthing ever more details for which to account.  Going back even to a turn-of-the-twentieth-

century writer, William James has written that those who aim for a wide-angle, all-encompassing 

view of history "deliberately prefer ... to see things en gros and out of focus, rather than 

minutely."20  In the present day Frank Ankersmit has put it this way:  when "looking through a 

microscope or through binoculars, to focus on one spot inevitably leads to a blurred view 

elsewhere."21  And on what the philosopher Arthur Danto refers to as "microscopic inspection," 

the timeline of history's events will be "riddled with breaks"--with inconsistencies, 

                                                
18 Paul Ricoeur, Memory, History, Forgetting, trans. Kathleen Blamey and David Pellauer (Chicago:  University of 
Chicago Press, 2006), 211. 
19 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A. M. Sheridan Smith (London:  Routledge, 2005), 5. 
20 William James, "The Importance of Individuals," in The Will To Believe and Other Essays in Popular Philosophy 
(New York:  Dover, 1956), 259. 
21 Frank Ankersmit, Aesthetic Politics:  Political Philosophy beyond Fact and Value (Stanford:  Stanford University 
Press, 1996), 144. 
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discontinuities, overlapping consequences.22  A single tableau never suffices as a representation 

of any given moment, for every historical moment harks back to innumerable past moments and 

forward to innumerable future consequences.  In other words, zooming in from a "bird's-eye" 

vision of history to what I'll call a "mole's-eye" vision of history reveals ever more subtle and 

minute details.23  Narrativizing history by foregrounding these "mole's-eye" details over a 

"bird's-eye" summation changes not just the tenor of the depiction, but its very structure.  It 

changes the very story, not just the way the story is told.  And, in fact, it changes our conception 

of just what a historical narrative is.  It changes our conception of what the macroscopic stories 

that historians piece together with microscopic details can actually accomplish--whether, for 

instance, they can logically be judged as true or false, or are better judged by the emotion and 

empathy to which they give rise.  From whatever vantage point the historian works, the 

composite narrative he or she creates necessarily falls short in one regard or another:  it misses 

the forest for the trees, or the trees for the forest, or pays undue attention to one tree while 

altogether ignoring another one, or imposes connections between two different trees without 

adequately accounting for all the trees in between.  

 The point of my stressing the importance of historical scale for contemporary philosophy 

of history is to lead us more explicitly to the topic of visual media.  Identifying the media 

metaphors historians use gives us a chance to recognize that visual media in general, more so 

than writing in particular, might be a key to understanding the discipline of history for the 

foreseeable future.  Ankersmit, for one, likens a historical representation to a picture, insofar as 

pictures are, following Nelson Goodman, denser than written texts and cannot be judged as 

                                                
22 Arthur Danto, Narration and Knowledge (New York:  Columbia University Press, 1985), 166. 
23 See the historian John Kasson’s description of the “semiotics of the city” as read either from a “bird’s-eye” or 
“mole’s-eye” position:  “Reading the City:  The Semiotics of Everyday Life,” in Rudeness and Civility:  Manners in 
Nineteenth-Century Urban America (New York:  Hill and Wang, 1990), 70-111. 
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strictly true or false.  Ankersmit's example here is the descriptive statement "This cat is black."  

Writing can break that construction into a simple subject/predicate, falsifiable statement.  

Imaging, on the other hand, does not have the capacity to separate subject and predicate:  

referring to something in a picture and attributing characteristics to that something go hand in 

hand and take place simultaneously.  Ankersmit argues that history operates the same way:  "[I]n 

the historical text, reference and attribution always go together."24  The historian creates his 

subject at the same time he or she attributes qualities to it and places it within a narrative.  The 

overall narrative, like an image, has a life of its own.  It changes with its different audiences.  It's 

dense beyond the capacity of the human sensorium's comprehension.  Never mind the fact that 

an image of what we might call a "black cat" could, under scrutiny of imaging software, be 

revealed as not a "black cat," but rather one or two imperceptible bits of computerized code away 

from solid black.  The question that the discipline of history has always asked is how historians 

can parse individual, meaningful statements and consolidate them into an overall picture that 

represents a past event.  Historians have always looked to visual media and images to 

metaphorize that task, given those media and images' density and given the temporal 

conundrums they invoke.  In our era given over to the collection, storage, and real-time 

manipulation of data at speeds that exceed the capacities of the human sensorium, this question 

of parsing meaning from an excess of source material is as important as ever.  It is as important 

as ever to make sure we understand that the resulting historical narrative as a whole cannot be 

judged as true or false, but can only be judged by the overall impression it gives of an event or an 

era, much as a painting or a film cannot be judged on authenticity or accuracy alone but rather on 

the overall impression it affords, or the emotions to which it gives rise. 

                                                
24 Ankersmit, Historical Representation, 40. 
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Arthur Danto's Filmstrip and Ken Burns's Ideal Chronicler 

 At the beginning of the eighth episode of The Civil War, the camera soars via helicopter 

along the path of a river at dusk, toward a setting sun whose rays peak through silhouetted trees.  

A cross-dissolve brings us to another helicopter shot, with the composition consisting of one-half 

green field and one-half solid blue sky.  As the camera approaches a pack of horses on the crest 

of a hill, a mixture of whites and bays and chestnuts, the camera tilts down to center on their 

gallop.  All the while, the film's narrator, David McCullough, speaks these lines: 

In 1865 in South Africa whites drove the Basuto tribe from their land.   
In Afghanistan, Russian troop movements along the border were cause of great 
international concern.   
At a monastery in Austria, Gregor Mendel established the principle of heredity.  
And in Ireland the poet William Butler Yeats was born.  
In 1865 in America Samuel Clemens published his first short story, as Mark 
Twain.   
The 13th Amendment, abolishing slavery, was formally ratified.   
And the Ku Klux Klan was formed. 

    
 The film is unwittingly reiterating something that Michel Foucault has written of the 

historical archive--that it emerges "with greater sharpness, the greater the time that separates us 

from it."25  The existence of that historical hindsight is what permits historical works to strike a 

balance between cohesive emplotment and exhaustive description.  It's what permits historical 

works to know to identify William Butler Yeats as significant in the first place, and, secondly, to 

identify him as a poet.  To have written that statement about Yeats's 1865 birth in the year 1865 

would have been impossible.  Arthur Danto agrees.  It is perfectly reasonable, Danto says, to 

foresee future consequences for events with determinable outcomes--i.e., instead of saying that a 

person is putting a seed in a hole we say that he is "planting roses," and instead of saying that a 

                                                
25 Foucault, Archaeology of Knowledge, 130. 
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person is turning screws with a screwdriver we say that he is "repairing a radio" (160).  But the 

consequences of historical events cannot so easily be prophesied; to presume to foresee the 

eventual importance of the Ku Klux Klan in the year of its formation, Danto implies, is to 

presume the capacity for someone in the year 1642 to have written, "The author of Principia is 

born in Woolethorpe," as Isaac Newton did not publish that work until some forty-five years 

later (158).  This fundamental issue of historical narration is what prompts the likes of both Ken 

Burns and Arthur Danto to conclude that history is neither art nor science, strictly speaking.  

Danto puts it this way:  exhaustively recording every last micro-detail about each passing 

moment, with an eye toward scientific objectivity, makes you an "Ideal Chronicler."  But even 

this "gift of instantaneous transcription" can never yield a complete picture, or "artistic whole," 

because "the future will always reveal ever more consequences of past events" (pp.).  Burns puts 

it in simpler terms:  "The science of history would have you find in the reading of the telephone 

book the truest, most authentic sense of a people. ... The art of history ... would convince you that 

[the Civil War] wasn't brother against brother but heaving bosom against heaving bosom."  To 

confront history scientifically is to amass so many details as to render narrative cohesion 

impossible.  To confront history artistically is to merely approximate enough details to immerse 

a reader or viewer in a story.  Burns thinks that he, and not all the academic historians he accuses 

of having ruined history, manages to strike a balance between science and art.  Danto, on the 

other hand, thinks that all historians strike that balance, necessarily and without exception.26 

 Danto arrives at this conclusion by way of a cinematic media metaphor.  At the outset of 

his chapter on "narrative sentences," the most cited chapter in his philosophy of history, Danto 

                                                
26 These arguments in the philosophy of history recede into the 1960s, with scholars like W. B. Gallie, Morton 
White, William Dray, and Benedetto Croce.  For a concise overview (and an argument against conceptualizing 
history as narrative), see Maurice Mandelbaum, "A Note on History as Narrative," History and Theory 6, no. 3 
(1967):  413-419.  
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extrapolates wildly from something the philosopher Charles Peirce's writes of the nature of time 

and the nature of lived temporality.27  He takes one of Peirce's statements--"Our idea of the past 

is precisely the idea of that which is absolutely determinate, fixed, fait accompli, and dead, as 

against the future which is living, plastic, and determinable"--and uses it to catalyze his own 

analysis of history's temporal conundrums.  He writes,  

Consider the wild fantasy of the whole course of history going suddenly into reverse, like 
a film strip running backwards.  After a time would come the sound 'thgil eb ereht teL' 
and darkness would once again settle upon the face of the waters.  The future would then 
be the exact mirror-image of the past, and there would be a rule by means of which an 
exactly corresponding sentence about the future could be found for every true sentence 
about the past.  In such a case the future would be on an exact footing with the past in 
point of determinateness.28  
 

Danto's cinematic flight of fancy here leads him to conclude that Peirce is wrong, that the past is 

no more fixed than the future.  "We are always revising our beliefs about the past," he writes, 

"and to suppose them 'fixed' would be unfaithful to the spirit of historical inquiry" (145).  The 

history of the past changes as the future unfolds.  He illustrates this contention by scrutinizing 

the temporal implications of using different tenses in narrative sentences.  His examples include 

the statement, "The Thirty-Years War began in 1618" (152).  This statement, for obvious enough 

reasons, could not have been made in 1618.  Any such statement would have been an unfounded 

guess.  Such statements can only be made with historical hindsight.  Hence, having direct, 

eyewitness, unmediated access to the past is an insufficient and impossible aim of the historian, 

Danto contends.  As Paul Ricoeur similarly puts it in his account of Danto's argument:  "To talk 

                                                
27  Danto, Narration and Knowledge, 143.  These are Peirce's letters to Lady Welby--one of the places where Peirce 
defines his index/icon/symbol triad of signs.  See Chapter 4 for more on this. 
28 Ibid., 144.  Compare this idea to the filmmaker Hollis Frampton's idea of the "infinite film," presented in "For a 
Metahistory of Film:  Commonplace Notes and Hypotheses," in On The Camera Arts and Consecutive Matters:  The 
Writings of Hollis Frampton, ed. Bruce Jenkins (Cambridge:  MIT Press, 2009), 131-139.  Also compare it to the 
French writer Camille Flammarion's 1872 book Lumen, which posits the visual recuperability of the earth’s history, 
and appeals figuratively to photography to establish the stakes of this recuperability. Lumen’s main character flies 
through outer space, controlling his distance from the earth and the speed at which he moves, and therein traveling 
back in time to watch segments of his life unfold.   
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about the whole of history is to compose a complete picture of the past and the future. ... But 

there is no history of the future due to the nature of narrative sentences, which describe past 

events in light of subsequent ones unknown to the actors themselves."29  Moreover, seeking to 

erase historical distance is antithetical to, or even an outright obstacle to, the pursuit of historical 

knowledge.  To know the past in any regard is to presuppose temporal distance from it, as the 

past cannot be adequately emplotted before the future reveals its consequences.   

 Historical hindsight affords us a more discerning eye and a tidier narrative structure:  we 

can take the innumerable details of a "maximally detailed" past and home in on those details 

most relevant to the context and consequences we're trying to convey.  Ankersmit says this with 

the help of a cinematic metaphor as well:   

Our most naive narrative realist intuition is that the narratio [that is, the story as a whole] 
should be seen as the verbalization of all the individual images of a film made of the past.  
Each individual image is, in this conception, the analogue of a statement and the whole 
film that of the narratio. ... We forget, however, that the film-producer has very distinct 
ideas on what should and what should not be filmed.  So what is filmed does not 
correspond to the actual past--as this variant of narrative realism suggests--but to a 
selection of the past.30 

   
In other words, temporal distance between the historian and the event he or she seeks to depict 

permits that historian a finely honed narrative.  This narrative resembles not merely a ledger of 

unconnected events, but, as Ankersmit elsewhere puts it, a "picture of the past," such that every 

detail contributes to the overall picture.  But, he contends, we cannot see the past "as we see a 

tree, a machine, or a landscape."  Rather, we see it "only through a masquerade of narrative 

structures."   

                                                
29 Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, trans. Kathleen McLaughlin and David Pellauer (Chicago:  University 
of Chicago Press, 1948), 144. 
30 Ankersmit, Narrative Logic, 79. 
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 Amid his considerations on the spectrum of historical scale and temporality, Danto asks 

us to consider just how many ways one might describe the same historical event--how "answers, 

even to the same historical question, may have varying degrees of explicitness and detail."31  To 

what degree does the historian distill an event's significance down only to its present import in 

today's world, or to what degree does the historian elaborate on an event's minute details?  

Referring to Waterloo, for example, Danto suggests the multiple ways one could answer the 

question of "what happened" during that battle in 1815.  One could limit his or her response, 

quite succinctly, to the statement "Napoleon lost"--which might be the lone detail a bird's-eye 

observer would be able to gather.  But, Danto contends, at the opposite end of the spectrum is 

"what we might term the maximally detailed account of the Battle of Waterloo." The ultimate 

bird's-eye view of history would be one that rather impossibly accounts for all these maximal 

details and all those maximal details' future consequences.  The bird's-eye view would have no 

need for narration; all meaning would be crystal clear, present, and immediately available to 

sight.  The mole's-eye view, on the other hand, hints that narrativizing historical time is 

impossible, as the lived present of all individual historical experiences exceeds the capacity to 

narrativize. 

 "What, for instance," Arthur Danto asks, "would it be like to have perfect knowledge of 

the Empire State Building?  Or the apple on the table?  Or Brigitte Bardot?"  To perfectly 

represent any of these three things would not be to give an account of the object, but to recreate 

the object itself, in its totality, a perfectly isomorphic mapping--somewhat in the manner of 

Borges's famous earth-size map.32  There is, therefore, no history of the  present--"in the strictly 

                                                
31 Danto, 112. 
32 The story is "On Rigor in Science."  Miles Orvell, for one, makes this comparison in The Real Thing:  Imitation 
and Authenticity in American Culture, 1880-1940 (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press).   
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narrative sense of that term," Ricoeur adds.33  By consequence, to lament our imperfect 

knowledge of the past comes across as unimpressive or petty:  "The problem would have nothing 

to do with presentness or pastness, but with the very notion of knowing something," Danto 

writes.  Reconstituting a single moment in time proves difficult enough, let alone situating that 

moment among countless other such moments.  An artist who tries to recreate reality, Danto says 

amid his discussion of historical writing, tries to "go all the way, duplicating the landscape, using 

real trees, real water, real birds."  Even if Danto were successfully able to "go all the way" with 

the various objects of interest he cites in his essays on history--Brigitte Bardot, the Battle of Iwo 

Jima, or the Battle of Waterloo, for example--his attempts would prove inadequate.  And they 

would prove inadequate both spatially and temporally, as even a maximally detailed account of 

the past or present would fail to account for all future consequences of those maximal details. 

 Along the same lines, the mid-twentieth-century philosopher of history A. R. Louch has 

written that historical narratives are like maps or portraits:  they aspire to as clear and stable a 

picture as possible of an object that is subject to the whims of micro-temporal change.  History is 

a relativistic practice, Louch says, in that the image of the past it produces "is only acquired 

through long exposure" and can only asymptotically approach its ideal.34  He has put the 

historian's task this way:  "Imagine a game in which the identity of a thing, person, or episode, is 

guessed from the successive addition of lines on a sheet of paper.  It takes only a few lines to see 

something emerging, yet with a few more lines the early guess is dropped in favor of a new one.  

Sooner or later a point must come at which further strokes with the pen add only detail; nothing 

will change our view of what it is."  This is the game the historian plays, Louch says.  

Composing history cannot consist solely of adding line after line to a preexisting drawing.  If that 
                                                
33 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, 147. 
34 A. R. Louch, "History as Narrative," History and Theory 8, no. 1 (1969):  54-70. 
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were the case, the picture would become "a meaningless jumble of detail."  If surpassed, this 

point of diminishing returns would yield illegibility rather than cohesiveness.  Therefore, the 

historian must subtract certain lines, add other lines, adjust the tonality of line or that line, all for 

the ultimate purpose of negotiating a cogent middle-ground between an impossibly stable, bird's-

eye totality and an excessively dense, illegible "jumble" of mole's-eye details.  An excess of 

ground-level details ultimately yields blindness.   

 In addition to his history-as-drawing analogy, Louch also uses a cinematic metaphor.  

Time-lapse cinematography, he says, is like historical narrative:  each provides us a manageable 

image of something whose temporal scale far surpasses our sensory capacities.  As time-lapse 

cinematography allows us to see the blossoming of a flower in the span of a few seconds, 

historical narratives allow us to see the development of feudal economies into capitalist 

economies, and agricultural into industrial means of production--or, combining Danto and 

Louch's sentiments, the development of the year 1865 from a year of unknown consequences 

into the final year of the Civil War, the first year of the Ku Klux Klan, the year Yeats was born, 

the year South Africa whites drove the Basuto tribe from their land.    

 Louch uses two media metaphors, then:  history as a line-by-line drawing and history as 

time-lapse cinematography.  The time-lapse metaphor describes history as a single, impossibly 

large timeline that historians transform into something more manageable.  As a time-lapse 

photographer first reduces the blossoming of a flower into discrete, manageable, still images and 

then reconstitutes those still images into a smooth representation of growth, so too does a 

historian first reduce a timeline of events into more manageable bits and then reconstitute those 

bits into a flowing narrative.  The historian fills in the gaps he or she created just enough to 

maintain narrative continuity but not so much as to overwhelm the reader with extraneous 
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details.  The drawing metaphor looks at history from the other end of the spectrum of historical 

scale.  Where time-lapse cinematography sets out to reduce an impossibly long timeline into 

something more in tune with the human sensorium, a line-by-line drawing sets out to create a 

clear image of some whole out of tiny details.  Both metaphors present historical narrative as 

something that "stands proxy" for the "ideal viewings" of history to which we cannot be privy. 

   

 In the early 2000s, the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Museum in Springfield, Illinois, 

commissioned an animated video piece called "The Civil War in Four Minutes."  Here, a map of 

what Civil War contemporaries would have called "the seat of war" undergoes a constant shifting 

of colors and borders to account for every city won and lost and to tally the war's every fatality 

as the individual days of the conflict tick by.35  The video tells the story of the Civil War within a 

mere four minutes of accelerated plot time.  It starts with an unblemished map and erupts with 

occasional puffs of smoke--at The Wilderness, Spotsylvania, Cold Harbor, Atlanta, and so on--as 

the seconds (and days, and deaths) tick by.36  In a way, then, the piece evokes all of Louch's 

media metaphors:  history tries to present as clear and stable an image of the past as possible, 

while also trying to account for as many minute details as possible, while also collapsing those 

impossibly numerous details into a manageable, time-lapsed narrative.  As such, the piece also 

straddles the line between history as an inducer of empathy and history as a conduit of 

knowledge.     

                                                
35 See Beverly Serrell, "The Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library and Museum:  The Civil War in Four Minutes," 
Curator 49, no. 1 (January 2006):  105-108.  Also see see Darroch Greer, "Counting Civil War Casualties, Week-
By-Week, For the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library and Museum," 
http://www.brcweb.com/alplm/BRC_Counting_Casualties.pdf. 
36 Chapter Four discusses other components of the Abrahama Lincoln Presidential Museum in greater detail, along  
with the production company responsible for its multimedia components, BRC Imagination Arts. 
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 Also writing in the mid-twentieth century, along with Louch, Siegfried Kracauer likewise 

recognized the overflowing historical archive created by modern inscriptive storage media, or 

what he calls "the nonhomogeneous structure of the historical universe."37  Modern media 

purport to corral this nonhomogeneous structure and make it readily available for re-inspection, 

but in fact they mire us in an overwhelming "blizzard" of historical debris.  This debris proves 

too bewildering and unwieldy to narrativize responsibly.  Much like Ankersmit, Ricoeur, Danto, 

and Foucault, Kracauer differentiates between the micro and macro scales of history, arguing 

that differently scaled conceptualizations fundamentally alter, and hence do not just differently 

depict, the historical subject at hand.  Kracauer questions the historian Arnold Toynbee on this 

point.  Where Toynbee believes that the macro and micro scales of history provide mutual 

support and contribute to a single overarching historical project, Kracauer argues that the macro 

and micro are incompatible at root:  "Toynbee's suggestion of a merger of the bird's-eye view 

and the fly's-eye view is in principle unfulfillable.  The two kinds of enquiry may co-exist, but 

they do not completely fuse:  as a rule, the bird swallows the fly."38  Where I adapt the historian 

John Kasson's term "mole's-eye" to describe microhistorical vision, Kracauer turns to the "fly's-

eye" view.  Where I use "mole's-eye" to denote our ultimate blindness, our incapacity to see any 

more than an overwhelming onslaught of innumerable historical details that merge as one into 

blackness, Kracauer intimates a similar notion, insofar as the fly's-eye view entails a multiplicity 

of views.  Human vision melds two views into one via binocular vision, which from the outset 

entices us to think of vision as a unifying, totalizing sense.  A fly's vision, on the other hand, sees 

                                                
37 Siegfried Kracauer, History:  The Last Things before the Last (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1969), 136.  
Also see Miriam Hansen, Cinema and Experience:  Siegfried Kracauer, Walter Benjamin, and Theodor W. Adorno 
(Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2011), Chapter 9, and D. N. Rodowick, "The Last Things Before the 
Last:  Kracauer and History," New German Critique 41 (Spring-Summer, 1987):  109-139. 
38 Kracauer, History, 126-127. 
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myriad instances of the same object, never consolidating into one.  Kracauer “balked at the 

conception of reality as a totality that the theoretical intellect presumed to know from a position 

outside or above,” as Hansen has put it.  Consonant with Kracauer’s distaste for seeing “from 

above” is his assertion that the mass ornament resembles “the aerial pictures of landscapes and 

cities,” in that “it does not grow out of the inner elements of what is given but appears above 

them.”39  Kracauer considered the photographic record an irreducible totality as well.  He 

contrasts photography with memory, whose images are “full of gaps” and remain open to two-

way re-interpretation.  Photographs, on the other hand, “hide human history beneath a layer of 

snow.”  In place of or as an “antidote” to this view of photography as positivistic, Kracauer 

wanted to see photography and film “deflate myths and ideals,” “undercut the sovereign subject 

of bourgeois ideology,” “[undercut] a larger anthropocentric worldview that presumes to impose 

meaning and control,” and “undermine idealist and anthropocentric positions on the level of 

reception” (xvii).40  These visual media could serve as reminders that "one should speak of the 

march of times rather than the "March of Time."  Kracauer advocates a "radical de-emphasis of 

chronology," as he sees history not in terms of narrative cohesion but as "a hodge-podge of 

kaleidoscopic changes, like clouds that gather and disperse at random."41  With his purple clouds 

and setting sun and silhouetted cannon and symmetrical structure, Ken Burns demonstrates how 

historical films can sometimes manage to impose narrative cohesion while simultaneously 

intimating the random, elemental nature of historical change.  If nineteenth-century historians 

imagined a perfect, unadulterated, continuous, panoramic image of past, then twentieth- and 
                                                
39 See Miriam Hansen, “America, Paris, the Alps:  Kracauer (and Benjamin) on Cinema and Modernity,” in Cinema 
and the Invention of Modern Life, ed. Leo Charney and Vanessa Schwartz (Berkeley:  University of California 
Press, 1995), 362-402. 
40 See Hansen’s introduction to Kracauer’s Theory of Film:  The Redemption of Physical Reality (Princeton:  
Princeton University Press, 1997), vii-xlv.  Also see Harry Harootunian, History’s Disquiet:  Modernity, Cultural 
Practice, and the Question of Everyday Life (New York:  Columbia University Press, 2000), 90-92.   
41 Siegfried Kracauer, "Time and History," History and Theory 6 (1966):  65-78. 
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twenty-first-century historians have imagined what we might call an edited, highly mediated, 

moving image of the past--an image that at one and the same time immerses its viewers in the 

innumerable indices and details of the past, tells a complete and comprehensible story of that 

past, and hints at the paradoxes inherent in this dual aim of historians.   


