Video Review: “We dig a WW2 Bunker and find LOADS of relics! [Battlefield Recovery]” 

Video link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tli1DSsGXPA 

In 2014, National Geographic put forth a plan to release a show entitled Nazi War Diggers. The premise was at first glance simple and relatively harmless; a show following the excavation of Second World War Nazi militaria on Europe’s eastern front (Thornhill, 2014). Specifically, the show would have followed four individuals (see Figure 1), who would undertake excavations (ibid.). A trailer was released and along with the seemingly distasteful title, resulted in a campaign by many archaeologists and military historians to not air the show, particularly due to its seemingly haphazard handling of human remains, for its lack of archaeological methodology and for its sensationalism (Harvey, 2016; Thornhill, 2014). 
 
	Following this backlash, the show was rebranded as “Battlefield Recovery” (Barnett, 2016). The show aired for four episodes (IMDb, n.d.) and despite its popular viewership still received further complaints by professional bodies and individuals (Williams, 2016).Figure 1: Battlefield Recovery hosts (Thornhill, 2014).

	This review is focusing on the first episode Battlefield Recovery. The way in which the controversial excavation of conflict material is represented through documentary media will be analysed through its presentation. This review will put forth an argument that the particular construction of the documentary creates a narrative of entertainment around World War Two militaria, and that this has particular consequences for the view of this conflict heritage.
	The target audience of this documentary series was not people of archaeological background, but for a general public audience. The emphasis was on excitement and of sensationalism, referring to finds in unacademic language showcased by specifically describing finds as “treasure” (Addictedtobleeps, 2019). Here, as Appadurai (1986, p. 15) states, the finds of the show are placed in a very particular regime of value. Here, it is said that the “degree of value coherence may be variable from situation to situation”, in different contexts (ibid.). Indeed, Battlefield Recovery does treat these war relics as commodities of financial value, but also significantly as artefacts of aura or of fascination, and shifts the value of the militaria into that of a regime of entertainment. Figure 2: MP40 test firing (Addictedtobleeps, 2019).

The nonacademic sensibility is perhaps accentuated at its most extreme in a brief discussion of the MP40 submachine gun, whereby the hosts are test firing one whilst laughing and smiling (Figure 2). They describe the “love” they have for the gun, and devoid it of historical context. This treatment of the MP40, a gun produced and utilised in a particular social context of warfare, is particularly fascinating. This devoiding of context can be applied to a key concept by Marx (2013, p. 46) of commodity fetishism. This idea postulates
that as things are utilised and put 
into certain circulation, that under capitalist modes of production the human production behind things becomes obscured and decontextualised (ibid., pp. 46-49). This documentary completely fetishises Nazi militaria, focusing on the physical material and not the military context behind them.
	Despite this, throughout the episode the presenters are positioned as authoritative interpreters of the material they recover. The presenters have limited archaeological knowledge, consisting of three metal detecting enthusiasts and a militaria dealer (Thomas and Wilson, 2016). This authority is constructed audiovisually through their confident identification of artefacts, narration and the framing of them as knowledgeable figures of interpreting the past, in a quasi-archaeological way. As Fiske (1987, p. 21) argues, producers create a sense of television realism. This is the construction of a reality that is not empirical, but instead television is an “essentially realistic medium because of its ability to produce a socially convincing sense of the real” (ibid.). In this instance, the presenters’ identification and explanation of artefacts serves to authenticate themselves and the excavations that are carried out through these aforementioned audiovisual techniques. Following Appadurai (1986), this television realism facilitates the movement of the exhibited material from a regime of commemorative and historical value to one of entertainment. Consequently, the artefacts are presented as possessing intrinsic material or financial interest, a process consistent with Marx’s (2013, pp. 46-49) notion of commodity fetishism. 
	Recovered artefacts are framed through close up camera shots and suspenseful music and camera zooming techniques. This is a constructed emphasis on their materiality and recognisability over their historical meaning and context. The aesthetic qualities are foregrounded, accompanied by suspenseful music and sound effects, building anticipation and excitement. In this sense, the programme is utilising these objects as facilitators of narration, rather than as part of a process of archaeological interpretation. As in Fiske’s (1987, pp. 29-30) discussion of “documentary realism”, Battlefield Recovery utilises visual framing with hand held and visible cameras, natural lighting and natural sound to “give the impression that the camera has happened upon a piece of unmediated reality which it shows to us objectively and truthfully”. This audiovisual style is precisely not this though and is indeed used to give validity to the program and to socially produce meaning and pleasure for the viewer (ibid., pp. 15-20). 
	Taken together, Battlefield Recovery’s narration, constructed authority and audiovisual framing contribute to a construction of how recovered German World War Two artefacts are understood by the viewer. As Appadurai (1986, p. 15) suggests, the value of objects is contingent upon a particular context; in this context, the militaria in the show are inserted into a clear regime of entertainment. Through its editing, sequencing and narration a particular type of meaning is produced through these types of coding (Fiske, 1987, pp. 29-30). In this way, militaria is presented as possessing intrinsic interest (highlighted specifically by their discussion of the MP40 submachine gun); this actively obscures the social relations and consequences of warfare, a process aligned with Marx’s (2013, p. 46) notion of commodity fetishism. 
	This review has examined how Battlefield Recovery, focusing on one particular episode, represents conflict material. The construction and coding of the documentary produces a form of entertainment, rather than a contextualised history; the material can be understood as being in a regime of entertainment, consistent with Appadurai’s (1986, p. 15) concepts. Presented as possessing intrinsic interest, these artefacts are fetishised and taken out of their social context (Marx, 2013, p. 46) and this is facilitated by particular overt audiovisual techniques (Fiske, 1987). This has large implications of how the material past is viewed, raising questions regarding how conflict heritage is represented, resulting in a backlash and a call for more due diligence on the behalf of documentary producers (Williams, 2016; Thomas and Wilson, 2016).
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