The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas film analysis
The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas by Mark Herman; a historical film created in 2008.[footnoteRef:1] Based on a novel by John Boyne, the film is made by modern film companies and was designed more for emotional impact rather than for historical accuracy. This film review will discuss the main themes, explain how the film represents the holocaust, and discuss whether the film is historically accurate. This film review will be based on racism, discrimination, neglect, and dehumanisation. [1:  The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas, BBC Film, 2024 The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas (accessed 31 May 2026).] 

 Created around a series of events which took place during the times of the Holocaust between 1941 to 1945.[footnoteRef:2] Rauch states that the film ignores how race, class, and gender influence Holocaust representation.[footnoteRef:3] This thought is useful to critique, as the film only show’s racism in a very basic way, based on how the jews are treated throughout. This supports the idea that the film simplifies the Holocaust by focusing on relationships the wider social structures of persecution. Due to the film failing to show the full racial hatred of Nazi ideology. [2:  Robert W. Ross, ‘The Nazi Persecution of the Jews and the Holocaust,’ Shofar, 2.2 (1984), 27–31 (p. 28). ]  [3:  Stefanie Rauch, ‘Understanding the Holocaust through Film: Audience Reception between Preconceptions and Media Effects,’ History and Memory, 30.1 (2018), 151–88 (p. 154).] 

 Most Jewish children arriving at the camps would have been gassed upon arrival due to the fact they were no good for general labour,[footnoteRef:4] which would make the friendship between both boys inaccurate in a historical sense. Viewers are expected to have knowledge of the holocaust before watching due to the events not portraying key areas of the dynamic relationship between Jews and non-Jews. For example, how the Jews were spoken to, what pain was inflicted, and the true reality of the brutal trauma they endured.[footnoteRef:5] Throughout the film, the language is dismissive of factual historical events due to the language being more English than German. This raises questions about how fiction can simplify or distort real historical experiences. For example, in the fence scene Bruno and Shmuel talk in well-spoken English, which makes the moment feel less historically accurate, due to Jewish boys being forbidden an education.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  ‘Children and the Holocaust,’ BBC Religions: Judaism (BBC, 2014). BBC - Religions - Judaism: Children and the Holocaust (accessed 13 June 2026).]  [5:  Ruth Jaffe, ‘The Sense of Guilt Within the Holocaust Survivors,’ Jewish Social Studies, 32.4 (1970), 307–14 (p. 312).]  [6:  ‘Children and the Holocaust,’ BBC Religions: Judaism (BBC, 2014). BBC - Religions - Judaism: Children and the Holocaust (accessed 13 June 2026).] 

We are introduced to Bruno, the higher class, non-Jewish pairing of the focus of the film in the first scene-where Bruno is seen running, laughing, and playing with his friends in Berlin. The entire narrative since Bruno is clueless when it comes to Nazism does not make sense due to him living in an environment where his father is a Nazi officer with most boys joining the Hitler youth from the age of six and being the son of a SS commander.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Daniel Horn, ‘The Hitler Youth and Educational Decline in the Third Reich,’ History of Education Quarterly, 16.4 (1976), 425–47 (p. 425).] 

Matthews contends that the film shows narrative gaps about the holocaust out throughout, leaving important information on the Holocaust out, leaving some of the audience clueless on events that happened around that time, with the audience being expected to have previous knowledge of the holocaust before watching.[footnoteRef:8] Evidence shows that the film does not broadcast most of the true violence that went on, which makes the story emotional but less historically accurate. [8:  Amy T. Matthews, ‘Fantastic Narrative Strategies,’ in Navigating the Kingdom of Night (Adelaide: University of Adelaide Press, 2013), pp. 61–84 (p. 83). ] 

 During the film, the audience sees Bruno exploring, asking questions, and meeting Shmuel at the fence, giving the audience a limited, innocent view of the Holocaust, which makes the events emotional but not historically detailed. For example, in the scene where Bruno first meets Shmuel at the fence, their short conversation show’s Bruno’s innocence because he does not understand why Shmuel is so restricted to behind the fence. The film is created around the experiences of children; this shows how the director uses innocence to contrast with the violence of the Holocaust. Audiences are pulled to have a natural emotional connection with Bruno throughout the film, where this is unclear with the other little boy in the camp he connects with Shmuel.[footnoteRef:9] This emotional connection encourages the audience to see the events through a child’s eyes, rather than through historical accuracy.[footnoteRef:10]  [9:  Stefanie Rauch, ‘Understanding the Holocaust through Film: Audience Reception between Preconceptions and Media Effects,’ History and Memory, 30.1 (2018), 151–88 (p. 177).]  [10:  Ibid.] 

The move happens in the scene after the opening, when Bruno’s mother explains his father’s new role. The Author and directors have set the film around a child who simply does not understand his surroundings especially the war, where he has been sheltered away from these events. While the rest of the family, Bruno’s mother for example, is aware of the events taking place round the back of the house trying to shelter her son from it by forbidding him not to go round there.
 Scenes-where Bruno ignores his mother’s orders and meets Shmuel at the fence for the first time. Within the film show Bruno exploring out back, when he comes across a young boy sat on the floor behind wire wearing blue stripped pyjamas. Shmuel’s personality being bland does not give the audience an instance connection. Shmuel’s quiet nature limits connection, except for Jewish viewers with their own past experiences. 
During this scene when Bruno meets Shmuel at the fence the director uses music and camera distance using long and short shots to show the contrast between Bruno’s innocence and Shmuel’s suffering. Bordwell argues that audiences create meaning from visual cues a film presents.[footnoteRef:11] This supports how the director’s use of close-ups and framing in the fence scene guides the viewers focus to the boys´ emotions and innocence. This is clear in the mysterious, exciting music used as Bruno runs through the woods as he discovers a young boy sat at the fence, the music changes rapidly to a depressing state and directors use close shots of the two boys at the fence. [11:  David Bordwell, ‘Film Interpretation Revisited,’ Film Criticism, 17.2/3 (1993), 93–119 (p. 93).] 

 This is where the film maker brings in the audience, by showing the difference of two boys of the same age, who clearly have different lives. One presented well and looked after, while the other is fearing for his life, scared and hungry. The director shows a scene that resembles life on one side and death on the other. Bruno is clueless to what is happening to Shmuel not realising he is prisoner. Shmuel is shown as weak and vulnerable as well as powerless, while Bruno is privileged and safe, even though he does not realise it. 
The fence shows how adults and Nazi ideology can keep them separated, even though they form a strong friendship.[footnoteRef:12] This again shows the danger when moving to the part of the film where Shmuel is ordered to clean glasses as he had small hands, Bruno gives him something to eat and not realising the brutal actions of the Nazi regime, Shmuel eats the food and Bruno lies stating ‘he stole it’.  [12:  Daniel Horn, ‘The Hitler Youth and Educational Decline in the Third Reich,’ History of Education Quarterly, 16.4 (1976), 425–47 (p. 425).] 

The lighting throughout the film also varies when the camera is on Bruno the picture is bright and positive, however when the camera focuses on the camp with Shmuel it is dark and grey. The lighting choice helps the audience visually understand the contrast between safety and suffering. The fence is always centre of the frame reminding the audience how much of a barrier it is throughout the film. Sympathy is wanted for Shmuel while the audience feel frustration for Bruno’s lack of understanding. 
Throughout the fence scene the static camera shows a sense of stillness creating a false environment that hides the true harsh realities of the camp. The director uses camera close ups within the scene to highlight innocence and vulnerability. The fence lines also cut across the picture, visually imprisoning Shmuel, and symbolically imprisoning Bruno in ignorance. Both boys use a soft tone, with Bruno being well-spoken and Shmuel answering him with a timid voice through-out. The director’s choice to use colour shows that the film is not trying to look historically realistic, but to make the story feel more modern and emotional. The film has depressing and sad traits all the way through. Showing conflict between normal life and Nazi politics. 
Throughout this scene Bruno running through the woods this is where the director puts in birds and a peaceful, tranquil setting, while on the other hand on the other side of the fence Shmuel is sat on the dirty ground, with shouting and building sounds in the background. The director also shows gentle editing techniques throughout the scene to highlight the boys’ facial expressions, so the audience can also share their feelings and vulnerability throughout, giving the audience a feeling of tension and danger with the environment around them. 
However, the film shows how dangerous and manipulating the Nazi’s beliefs were, especially with Bruno’s father follow the Nazi rules without question, with teachings being based around the Nazi regime. In one scene the children are fully aware of what happens to the Jews when the male person serving wine at the table is brutally beaten for spilling it. Most Germans were oblivious to the events that took place during this time. Even though the film is set during the war it does not seem to follow normal war-film conventions as the evidence shows there are no battle scenes only a glimpse of the harsh realities of the Holocaust. 
The ending of the film, where Bruno and Shmuel die together in the gas chambers, while searching for Shmuel’s father, links clearly to the themes discussed at the start of the review. It shows the racism, discrimination, neglect, and dehumanisation that runs through the entire film. Their deaths highlight how Bruno’s innocence and Shmuel’s suffering are bought together in the same terrifying moment, showing the brutal and dehumanising reality of the 
Holocaust. In conclusion, the film uses Bruno’s innocence, his questions, and his connection with Shmuel to show racism and neglect in a Suttle way. Scenes-where they first met at the fence and the final moment were the boys die support this, showing how the film focuses on emotional impact rather than historical accuracy.
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