Theodor Adorno famously claimed that “to write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric.” Chose a depiction of the Holocaust and assess how successfully it engages with the complexities of representing genocide.

When examining a representation of the Holocaust it is important to consider the significance that it can have. Art and Media from the decades surrounding the Second World War are consumed by many who had no first-hand experiences of the horrors of the conflict, therefore becoming a source of learning and understanding for those consuming it, despite not always setting out to provide complete historical accuracy. This essay will focus on the 1997 Italian film, Life is Beautiful, and how it deals with these difficulties in representing the Holocaust. The significance of this film is that it is primarily a comedy, which makes the relationship between the picture and the subject matter even more divisive, and this essay will examine how an event considered by some too horrific to be represented adequately in mass media can be relayed in a movie designed to make its audience laugh. 
When analysing a film about the Holocaust it is crucial to consider that to many, no representation of the subject is adequate or appropriate. Young states that for those studying the Holocaust it essentially ‘begins with and ends with how the horror of mass murder is represented.’[footnoteRef:1] Baron sees the criticism levelled at films such as Life is Beautiful as based on two hypotheses[footnoteRef:2]; first that the Holocaust is so beyond thought and meaning that it cannot be represented appropriately on screen, and secondly that even if the subject can be accurately told it must follow the reality of how many Jewish lives perished as well as the participation of the clear majority of Germans. He views this as problematic, given that the Holocaust was an event planned and carried out by human beings, so there must be a way of understanding and comprehending it. If this lends itself to the argument that the event can be represented, there remains the question as to what the appropriate way is to do so. Solomon believes that many Hollywood films make the mistake of reducing the people involved to ‘archetypes and going for cheap emotional manipulation.’ Baron also reflects on the balancing act that films face when dealing with a subject such as the Holocaust, as if the full reality and horror of what happened is shown they risk being too depressing or upsetting.[footnoteRef:3] Using this analysis, it appears that making a film about the Holocaust will be divisive regardless of the approach taken. Films as a medium are popular as they are forms of entertainment and escapism and the full horrors of the Holocaust may be too much for some viewers. However, a film that does not stay true to the facts of the event and omits certain aspects will be accused of sanitising or even disrespecting the memory of those who died. Life is Beautiful is a film that Baron points to as one that many who were alive during the Holocaust or born in the aftermath would dislike, wanting an accurate historical depiction instead.[footnoteRef:4] This changed with those born in the decades that followed with many people accepting films that are creative with their representation, including the idea of using comedy to tell the story. The argument here is that those born later who had no first-hand knowledge will be learning a lot abut the subject from this media, so perhaps it is even more important to portray these events accurately. What is crucial to this debate however is that just because a film is not simply a recreation of the past does not mean that it is not relevant or that it cannot educate and inform as well as entertain. Life is Beautiful is a film that seeks to on many occasions make its audience laugh but at the same time retains a message regarding its subject matter.  [1:  J. E. Young, Writing and Rewriting the Holocaust (Indiana University Press, 1988). p. vii. ]  [2:  L. Baron, Projecting the Holocaust into the Present (Rowman and Littlefield, 2005). p. 3. ]  [3:  Baron, p. 4. ]  [4:  Baron, p. ix. ] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Life is Beautiful begins with a voiceover that declares whilst the story is one with sorrow, ‘like a fable, it is full of wonder and happiness.’[footnoteRef:5] The conflict between both sadness and happiness is key to how the film approaches the subject of the Holocaust. The first half of the film is very much a comedy, following the character of Guido Oreface and his attempts to woo a woman he keeps encountering by chance. There is very little in this half of the film that gives an indication of what is to come, aside from momentary references to Guido being Jewish, and one character casually discussing how much money the state could save if disabled and mentally ill people were simply eradicated. In one scene, Guido pretends to be a school inspector and is asked in front of a room full of children to explain how their race is superior, a scene which is played for laughs as he goes to ridiculous lengths to explain how the children’s ears for instance prove they are a better developed race. Although this sequence is clearly a comedic one, it does not mean the issue is lessened or dismissed. By playing his explanation in this way it ridicules the notion and offers a commentary on the issue without it being too heavy for the viewer. In one scene, Guido and his son pass a shop which has a sign declaring that Jews and dogs are not allowed in. When his son questions this Guido shrugs it off and jokes about it, giving a hint of what is to follow and establishing the relationship between the father and son, with the father protecting his son from the horrible reality. When Guido and his family are suddenly captured, there is a definite change in tone in the film. Baron sees the differing halves of the movie as representing the light and the dark,[footnoteRef:6] while Roger Ebert describes the second half of the film as being one that ‘smiles through the tears’.[footnoteRef:7] Guido’s role becomes to protect his son from the situation by pretending they are now part of a game. There is a scene where he pretends to translate for a German officer for the benefit of his son by announcing rules for their ‘game’, a scene that is once again played as comedy. This is not a scene however that seeks to downplay the subject matter or mock the situation, by doing this Guido is trying to shield his son from the reality of what is happening, his jokes and apparent cheery demeanour are only for that purpose. When he is shown away from his son it is clear he is being made to work to the point of exhaustion and pain, declaring at one point that they are all going to die, a moment not given any levity or comedy.  [5:  Life is Beautiful, dir. by Roberto Benigni (Miramax Films, 1997).]  [6:  Baron, p. 145. ]  [7:  R. Ebert, Life is Beautiful (30th October 1998) https://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/life-is-beautiful-1998 [Last Accessed: 14th May 2018].] 

There are a few moments in Life is Beautiful that appear to rely on sentimentally rather than fact. At one point, Guido finds a microphone to communicate over the tannoy to his wife and later he plays music over a speaker which she can hear, with the rest of her inmates remaining asleep. These moments seem to be largely unrealistic and the sentimentality that the film sometimes engages with is criticised by Schilkel, describing it as ‘a kind of fascism too, robbing us of judgement and moral acuity.’[footnoteRef:8] This seems to be a harsh judgement given that the film is clear about the story it is telling. Insdorf points to the beginning of the film, where the voiceover defines the film as a fable and one of both happiness and sadness.[footnoteRef:9] Benigni is clear in interviews that his was his intention, stating ‘I was working hard on the story and not on a theory of the Holocaust.’[footnoteRef:10] He adds that he included certain inaccuracies to distinguish the film from being one that is historically accurate, because ‘otherwise you are imitating, which is not respectful.’[footnoteRef:11] There is a question as to whether these moments are appropriate in a film about such a sensitive subject, many husbands and wives would have been separated, unable to contact each other by finding a microphone by chance or playing music through a window. Given the educational value films and mass media can have, especially a film as successful as Life is Beautiful it is a fair argument that these moments of sentimentality may give a wrong impression of the experience of Jews in concentration camps. However, it is important in this instance to remember that the film is clear from the start as to what it is trying to be. The first half of the film establishes the relationship between Guido and his wife, with several moments which themselves could be considered unrealistic, which should set the expectation for the rest of the movie.  [8:  Baron, p. 3. ]  [9:  A. Insdorf, Indelible Shadows: Film and the Holocaust (Cambridge University Press, 2003). p. 286. ]  [10:  B. Logan, Does this man really think the Holocaust was a big joke? (29th January 1999) https://www.theguardian.com/culture/1999/jan/29/awardsandprizes [Last Accessed: 13th May 2018].]  [11:  Ibid. ] 

Kobi Niv sees Benigni as doing the same thing to both the audience and his characters son in the film, giving those watching a sanitised version of what happened during the Holocaust.[footnoteRef:12] Kertzer sees this not as a negative, but as the central theme of the film. She believes that the viewer is being placed into the adult position, understanding what is happening even if it is not shown on screen, referring to it as the ‘visualising of absence’.[footnoteRef:13] This is a key distinction as to whether the events that are not shown in the film are thereby giving a wrong impression of the event. There are various moments where events are referred to, for example Guido’s son asks his father directly about being burnt in an oven. Just because the full horror of this is not shown to the viewer does not mean the film is sanitising the subject, it is merely a part of the story of Guido trying to protect his son. There is one moment where Guido carries his sleeping son and manages to find a huge pile of corpses. This is the most graphic the film ever gets and is explained by Kertzer as an example of the audience being placed in the adult role, given they and Guido are shown the horror of what is happening, but his son remains protected as he is asleep. Dawson calls the moment the ‘most glaring of several directorial misjudgements.’[footnoteRef:14] While the scene is perhaps not in keeping with the rest of the movie it is not fair to suggest the moment is not powerful, a lot of the criticism of the film is that is plays down what happened and the full facts, but a moment like this does engage with that, only it is only a moment and there is no extended sequence of people dying or of dead bodies. This is because, as Kertzer alludes to, the scene is still a part of the dynamic between father and son and therefore serves an important purpose. The film strikes a balance between alluding to the horrors that were taking place but also keeping these as subtleties rather than graphic visuals.  [12:  Baron, p. 143.]  [13:  A. Kertzer, Like a fable, not a pretty picture: Holocaust representation in Roberto Benigni and Anita Lobel. Michigan Quarterly Review, 39 (2000) p. 284. ]  [14:  T. Dawson, La Vita è Bella (Life is Beautiful) (1998) (6th June 2002) http://www.bbc.co.uk/films/2002/06/06/la_vita_e_bella_1997_review.shtml [Last Accessed: 14th May 2018].] 

The ending of the film is a divisive moment, as Guido is shot by a German officer to protect his son, who emerges the following day to find the camp has been taken by allied forces. He is then reunited with his Mother, proclaiming that he has won the game as his father had promised. This ending provoked a negative reaction from some critics, with Denby suggesting that the climax is tantamount to Holocaust denial.[footnoteRef:15] This is an extreme interpretation, given that Guido is killed suddenly and coldly, leaving his son and wife behind. Baron sees his death as an even more affecting moment given that losing a parent is a universally relatable experience, made even more harrowing when placed in the context of the Holocaust.[footnoteRef:16] He views the scenes as resonating effectively as they play out clearly enough that they don’t require analysis or interpretation. It is fair to say the ending is not a traditional ‘happy’ one as Guido has been killed in harrowing circumstances, the positive nature of these scenes being that his son and wife are safe and together. The voiceover playing over this is from his son, declaring ‘this is the sacrifice my father made’.[footnoteRef:17] Kertzer questions the logic of the sacrifice Guido makes as well as the abrupt nature of the films conclusion but concludes that it is essential for the story Benigni is telling. She discusses the difficulties that surviving parents and children experienced in their relationships, especially when the child was the age of Guido’s son and concludes ‘Guido must die therefore, not to save his son, but also to save his son’s fabulous memory of him.’[footnoteRef:18] The story the film tells is focused on the relationship between father and son and this ending is a part of that story. It is not a dismissal of the loss that took place as Guido is dead but in in his sons eyes he kept his promise that he would receive a tank at the end of the ‘game’, and that is the positive for the characters, that his son remembers Guido as someone who sacrificed for him and kept his word.  [15:  Baron, p. 3. ]  [16:  Baron, p. 2. ]  [17:  Life is Beautiful, dir. by Roberto Benigni (Miramax Films, 1997).]  [18:  Kertzer, p. 288. ] 

Despite the huge success Life is Beautiful enjoyed, it still attracted a lot of criticism as a film which sanitised and demeaned the subject of the Holocaust. Much of this criticism is unfair, given that the film from the beginning is clear about what it is and the story it is trying to tell. It is not a historical re-enactment and does not need to be, the film in its own words is a ‘fable’ and is trying to convey its own message. The most important part of the film is the emphasis on the relationship between father and son, and Guido’s attempts to protect his son from the reality of the situation they are in. Everything that happens in the second half of the film is related to this relationship and while there are scenes played for comic effect, the situation of a concentration camp is not played for laughs or demeaned, simply the scenes are Guido trying to create a farfetched scenario for his son to believe in. In the background of some of these scenes their fellow prisoners can be seen but at no point do any of them laugh or join in, the backdrop to these scenes are serious and solemn. None of the comedy happens in relation to the reality of the concentration camp or the Holocaust itself, it occurs despite this. Benigni is clear that he did not set out to make a historically accurate film, but to merely tell a story in a certain way and the film is clear from the beginning that it is not trying to do anything else. The negativity surrounding the film comes from a belief it lessens the subject by using comedy and not showing the reality of what occurred. However, filmmaking is one form of art and the artistic choices that Benigni chose to make were that he was telling a story of a father and son and their bond in such a horrible setting. Therefore, Life is Beautiful manages to represent the Holocaust in a meaningful way, even though it is not a film designed for historical accuracy, it is able to provide a relevance and meaning to the subject matter through its story.
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