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Introduction

The challenge of representation, or the paradoxical interplay between the
presence and absence of experience, constitutes a recurring issue in trauma stud-
ies. Contributors to cultural trauma studies usually emphasize that frauma can-
not, in its totality, be represented' or mimetically followed.? Scholars also argue that
trauma can barely be translated.®> As Tarja Laine puts it, trauma simultaneously
resists and demands representation: The reason for this is the dissociation of affect and
representation that is experienced in trauma.* As Andreas Hamburger points out, the
notion of irrepresentability of (social) trauma is reiterated like a mantra.® Accordingly,
psychoanalytic film theory, which focuses on the relation between the conscious
and the unconscious, real and unreal experiences, and the discontinuity of time in
the process of trauma'’s reenactment, has inspired several approaches to trauma in
film studies.® Some scholars note that consequently, post-traumatic cinema creates
a sense of confusion, disorientation, and repetition that aligns with the experience
of trauma.” By the same token, filmmakers avail themselves of flashbacks as the
central device for representing trauma in cinema,® along with other stylistic tech-
niques typical of post-traumatic cinema, such as parallel editing, ellipses, repeti-
tions, and proleptic flashes.” According to Julia Barbara Kéhne, films that mirror
the symptoms of trauma can fill the void of the amnesic absence of memory."
However, it remains unclear whether this is how film as a medium can resolve the
problem of the dialectics of trauma.

In this article, rather than contributing to psychoanalytic film theory within
trauma studies, I propose a different approach to the problem of trauma’s trans-
latability in the film medium, drawing from the postulates of neurofilmology. Af-
ter the theoretical reflections, I will present the outcomes of an experimental pilot
study with 10 participants watching The Last Execution (Nahschuss, dir. Franziska
Stiinkel, 2021), a 116-minute feature film that addresses oppression in the East
German communist regime. In the study, I applied popular neuropsychological
research methods: skin conductance and cortisol and alpha-amylase concentra-
tion in saliva, as well as subsequent one-on-one interviews after the screenings.
I treat the pilot project as a contribution to further research on the perception of
post-traumatic cinema. However, I also recognize its limitations and risks, which
I will point out in the last section of this article.

The German trauma of communist
oppression

The film I focus on exemplifies cinema that addresses the experience, impact,
and coping mechanisms of individuals or communities who have gone through
trauma. According to Joshua Hirsch, it is a cinema that not only represents traumatic
historical events but also attempts to embody and reproduce the trauma for the spectator
through its form of narration.” In the film, we follow Franz Walter, a scientist who
first collaborates with the inhuman regime only to fall victim to it. Even though
the film illustrates an individual’s traumatic experience, I assert that it belongs
to the category of cinema that explores cultural trauma, since it refers to a collec-
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tive emotional and psychological experience. Franz serves as a symbolic charac-
ter, representing the countless victims of executions, incarcerations, and brutal
persecutions that defined daily life in the German Democratic Republic (GDR).
On the other hand, the East German Ministry of State Security (Ministerium fiir
Staatssischerhiet), or Stasi — the institution that Franz works for and later betrays —
embodies ruthless state control and the violation of human rights. The film’s cre-
ators, primarily director Franziska Stiinkel, act as agents who can fill the gap be-
tween a traumatic event and its representation — to use Jeffrey Alexander’s terms.
Such agents may reactivate the traumatic memories from the state of latency and
make this experience familiar to a larger group of people.

As many countries in the Soviet bloc, GDR implemented state-ordered
violence. Persecutions targeted both individuals and groups of people, thereby
inflicting individual and collective traumas, as distinguished by Kai Erikson."
Methods of oppression comprised surveillance, wiretapping, tracking, blackmail,
abductions, brutal interrogations, isolation, putting on trial with no chance of de-
fence, and executions. Some of these methods resulted in what one can dub insid-
ious trauma, which refers to the effects of oppression that are not necessarily overtly
violent or threatening to bodily well-being at the given moment but that do violence to the
soul and spirit."* This kind of trauma is not eventful, as Michael Rothberg would call
it — it does not constitute one catastrophic event but many recurring events that
create a traumatizing atmosphere.'®

After 1990, the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) undertook several
steps to come to terms with the communist regime that formed what Neil Smel-
ser describes as the sociocultural context of the affected society.’® Above all, the
opening of the Stasi archives became the hallmark of German transitional justice.
The motif of disclosing the files appears at the end of The Lives of Others (Das Leben
der Anderen, dir. Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck, 2006). Critics often consider
this work the first German feature film to seriously deal with the legacy of the
Stasi'” after several road movies and comedies that expressed a specific nostal-
gia for the foregone era, popularly dubbed Ostalgie.'® Although some films that
addressed the Stasi persecution appeared soon after the political transition, they
failed to reach their intended audience.” Filmmakers renewed their interest in the
memory of communist oppression no later than the premiere of The Lives of Others
and a “flood” of TV dramas in 2007 and 2008 that reached millions of German
viewers,” along with other theatrically released films.*' Despite the strong im-
pression of realism and touching upon very painful memories of the GDR, these
films spare the audience the details of the unfortunately successful implementa-
tion of the so-called “decomposition” (Zersetzung) — a strategy designed to break
the spirit of an individual and erode human relationships, sometimes ending with
the victims’ death or an irreversible deterioration of their sanity.

Against this backdrop, Franziska Stiinkel’s The Last Execution seems to offer
no hope for a happy ending in the form of redemption or inner transformation.
Based on the life of Werner Teske, executed in the GDR in 1981, The Last Execution
follows Franz Walter (Lars Eidinger), a secret service agent drawn into a futile
struggle against the oppressive system. Offered a professorship in exchange for
aiding the GDR’s World Cup preparations, Franz accepts and undertakes espio-
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nage missions in the West with his colleague Dirk (Devid Striesow). However, as
the moral ambiguity of his work becomes apparent, Franz grows disillusioned
and plans his escape. Unwilling to release its grip, the regime arrests Franz for
high treason, culminating in a devastating sentence: death.

Vittorio Gallese and Michele Guerra claim that cinema is the art form that
more than any other brings us face to face with situations similar to those of the real
world.®® Furthermore, some historians like Robert Rosenstone and Robert Toplin
argue that historical films emotionalize, personalize, and dramatize history, and
they can arouse emotions, stir curiosity, and prompt viewers to consider significant ques-
tions.** 1 believe that The Last Execution serves as a perfect example of a historical
fiction film that brings viewers face to face with a real trauma. My argument is that
if a post-traumatic film can emotionalize history — or rather the memory of real
traumatic events — it must invite the audience to engage with the story in a way
that generates a series of negative emotions that can be evidenced empirically.

The Last Execution exhibits only a few characteristics of a typical non-real-
ist post-traumatic film that disrupts a classical linear narrative.”” The main story
unfolds from Franz’s perspective before his detainment, depicting his work as
a Stasi agent and his private life with his fiancée and later wife, Corina (Luise
Heyer). Prolepses that show Franz’s incarceration and trial interrupt this narra-
tive six times. The film opens with Franz being transferred to an unknown loca-
tion, sitting behind bars, and suffering a panic attack. These unsettling flash-for-
wards prepare viewers for future events and underscore the imminent downfall
of the protagonist. Besides these means, though, Stiinkel does not introduce other
non-linear narrative devices to mirror the effects of trauma.

When we take a closer look at the film'’s visual layer, we will notice that
shades of brown, grey, and green dominate the setting, with the characters’ cloth-
ing blending seamlessly into this palette and making them seem almost fused with
the mise-en-scene. Even in scenes with high-key lighting — for example, when Co-
rina and Franz explore their new flat or celebrate their wedding — a sepia-like ton-
ing lends the visuals an almost monochromatic quality. As a result, an underlying
sadness imbues even the rare moments meant to convey the characters’ joy. The
brief happiness appears illusory. Two notable exceptions to this sombre colour
scheme include the green-yellow budgerigar and the blue jumper Franz wears in
prison. Only shortly before his death does Franz visually distinguish himself from
the other characters.

Especially in the movie’s second half, when the protagonist’s defeat seems
inevitable, Nikolai von Graevenitz’s camera can no longer take its eye off Lars
Eidinger’s main character. As written in the press release, the image becomes ever
tighter, Franz's gaze ever more rushed.”® While the visual elements remain largely
monotonous and subdued, the narrative exerts a powerful sensory influence, en-
gaging the audience on deeply corporeal and emotional levels. By emphasizing
the somatic dimension of the characters’ experiences, the film intensifies viewers’
immersion, plunging them into a nightmare-like atmosphere. Trauma emerges as
the central theme, taking on a palpable, almost physical presence. This becomes
particularly evident in the scenes that portray the pressure exerted on the protag-
onist, where close-ups focus on Franz’s bodily reactions to unfolding events.
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One striking event occurs after the suicide of Langfeld, a football player on
whose case Franz and his superior work. Confronted with the sportsman’s lifeless
body, Franz vomits. Realizing that Langfeld failed to read his hidden message
on the toilet paper, Franz throws up again. In other scenes, when the protagonist
experiences excessive stress, we see or hear him sweat, sob, cry, scream, stam-
mer, breathe heavily, tremble, or embrace his body. In such intimate moments, the
camera adopts a subjective perspective, employing medium shots, close-ups, and
extreme close-ups to intensify Franz’s torment.

With a minimalist soundtrack and highly realistic, carefully staged sound,
the film conveys the traumatic nature of the events through sound as much as
through visuals. According to Michel Chion, who underscores the importance of
sound in film, audiences audio-view cinema, as sound enhances the visual expe-
rience.”” The Last Execution exemplifies this concept in the scene where the light
in Franz’s cell flickers on and off, accompanied by the buzzing of the bulb. Here,
diegetic sound amplifies the disorienting effect of the visual, emphasizing the
psychological toll of oppression. Two key moments when Franz plays music also
highlight the significance of sound. Early in the film, music from a record player
reflects Franz and Corina’s excitement over their new flat. Much later, wary of the
Stasi surveillance, Franz uses the record player to drown out their conversation.
With a sparse and restrained soundtrack, the film enables viewers to audio-view
Franz’s descent into trauma, rendering his experience viscerally perceptible. Thus,
constructed with both visual and auditory stylistic elements, the film’s mood
proves highly pessimistic. As I will show, it translates into the viewers’ mood.

Feeling trauma

As Katalina Kopka points out, bodies play a crucial role in modern warfare,
and some war films - for instance, The Hurt Locker (dir. Kathryn Bigelow, 2008) —
depict the characters’ bodies as a battlefield.” I argue that this concerns not only
war dramas as examined by Kopka but also some representations of oppression
in nondemocratic regimes. The Last Execution perfectly illustrates that the body
becomes the first instance of brutal persecution, even if the character does not en-
dure physical abuse. Therefore, this potential to elicit a strong emotional response
made me engage with The Last Execution and treat it as an artwork that perfectly
fits in the category of post-traumatic cinema. I asked the following question: if
trauma cannot be fully represented, maybe it can be felt? Perhaps the realm of
affects, emotional arousals, empathy, and sympathy could answer the dilemma
of trauma’s translatability. Thomas Elsaesser claims that film creates prosthetic
trauma.”® According to him, the mediated historical event influences the viewer
in an emotional way that defies rational understanding. In his commentary on
Elsaesser’s contribution, Allen Meek adds: The spectator is traumatized, not so much
in a psychological sense as in a culturally mediated one.*°

Some reservations regarding vicariously “acquiring” psychological trauma
while watching a traumatic event on screen seem justified. Studies on audience
reactions to film excerpts depicting rape via the third-person perspective demon-
strated that participants tolerated the trauma film well. They generally reported
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low to moderate negative emotions and found the experience no worse than typ-
ical everyday stressors.’! However, the study author was showing only a movie
excerpt and not an entire full-length film that has a long story to tell and a specific,
long-lasting mood to create. For the above reasons, I propose a new direction in
post-traumatic cinema research, focusing on full-length fiction films and inviting
discussion not only about how these films tell stories of trauma but also, more
importantly, about how viewers perceive, feel, react, process, and remember these
films. As Tamar Ashuri notes, it is only when the pain is communicated to an au-
dience that the trauma can be processed and the painful event comprehended.® In this
respect, I put forward the following central questions: What is the post-traumatic
film’s impact on the viewer? How should we define the viewer’s experience of
a post-traumatic film? Which categories of engagement in film — such as affective
empathy, cognitive empathy, sympathy and antipathy, stress, orempathic concern—
can best explain how viewers perceive a film dealing with trauma? How does
the mood of a post-traumatic film translate to the viewers’ mood? Only through
scrutiny of conscious, controlled, and processed (cognitive) reactions and uncon-
scious, uncontrolled, and unprocessed (affective) responses to the film can we
grasp the specificity of this audiovisual medium in translating traumatic events
into a comprehensive language.

When I speak of feeling trauma, my interest lies in three key areas. The first
area involves the mechanism of empathy and sympathy that viewers feel toward
characters. Joshua Oppenheimer, the author of two documentaries about the gen-
ocide in Indonesia in the 1960s, once said: I do believe that empathy can be triggered by
words, but what really triggers it is often the physical, or an imagining what would it be
like to be that body, to be in that space, in that temperature, in that emotional state. And so,
it is very important to me that cinema is a sensory and immersive medium, because I ac-
tually think that it is a terrible medium for words.® For studying the mechanisms of
empathy, one must focus on the film characters. Some scholars have demonstrated
that viewers witness the actions represented on-screen while internally acting out and
simulating the intentional actions performed by a character.3* This can be explained by
Gallese and Guerra’s abovementioned theory, according to which cinema brings
us very close to situations that happen in reality. As argued by Ed Tan, this ex-
tends to film characters as well, whom film viewers perceive as real people. All
in all, cinema creates an illusion of reality, where viewers temporarily accept the
film’s world and its people as real.

The second key area refers to the interaction between the film’s mood
and the viewer’s emotional state. The analysis of the film’s mood and the way it
affects the viewer’s mood should complement the examination of film characters,
scenes, or sequences that might trigger emotional responses and engage the viewer
empathically. Mood helps examine the choices made by the director to provoke a particu-
lar response in the viewer.* As Carl Plantinga contends, we can treat mood both met-
aphorically to describe the affective “character” of a film and literally as an actual human
mood.¥ Thus, the analysis aims, first, to define the film’s mood, understood as a set
of stylistic means that might trigger emotions in viewers, and, second, to consid-
er what mood can be expected to emerge in viewers. This corresponds to what
Greg Smith dubs a mood-cue approach.® As T have already shown, The Last Execution
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serves as an example of a post-traumatic film with a dense, gloomy, depressive,
and pessimistic mood, which is very likely to strongly affect the viewers’ mood.

Finally, the third key area pertains to embodied cognition, which suggests
that viewers simulate and act out internally the intentional actions they see char-
acters perform.” The area of interest lies in the brain-body relation, which becomes
the place where it is possible to re-discuss the viewer as a biological organism that re-
acts to very specific stimuli, as a body capable of establishing new intersubjective rela-
tionships, and eventually as a human being who can live a complete experience in front
of a work of art.*® The theory of embodied cognition corresponds to the essential
postulates of neurofilmology, whose representatives maintain that films engage
sensory, emotional, and cognitive processes, making the film-watching experience
a neurocognitive activity. In Adriano D’Aloia and Ruggero Eugeni’s view, neuro-
filmology focuses on the “viewer-as-organism,” by investigating with both empirical and
speculative epistemological tools the subject of audiovisual experience, postulated as em-
bodied, embedded, enacted, extended, emerging, affective, and relational. ' D’ Aloia and
Eugeni propose to integrate two models that have been hitherto regarded as op-
positional. The first one, the viewer-as-mind model, refers to theory of mind (of-
ten abbreviated to ToM)* and emphasizes cognitive processes related to both the
perceptive and the emotional. The second one, the viewer-as-body model, centres
around sensuous, affective, and motor processes. D’Aloia and Eugeni state that
the assumption of the “viewer-as-organism” model allows neurofilmology to overcome the
opposition between the “viewer-as-mind” and “viewer-as-body” models.* 1 think that
cognitive and affective processes in the film experience do not exclude but rather
complement each other, and the employment of the viewer-as-organism model
can give us a deep insight into viewers’ reactions to the screened film.

D’Aloia and Eugeni’s theoretical model aligns with a consensus among
scholars who utilize neuroscientific tools and agree that emotional responses to
films can fall into three system categories: physiological, expressive, and subjec-
tive.* An emotion may cause the heart to flutter and the palms to sweat (phys-
iological reaction). The eyes can widen (expressive reaction). Asked about their
emotions, the viewer might perhaps say, “I was shocked” (subjective reaction).
Hence, the active, rational meaning-making, combined with emotional experienc-
es and bodily sensations, lies at the core of film perception. All bodily, emotional,
and cognitive aspects of perception form a psychological whole. As Frank John
Ninivaggi claims, when nonconscious emotions are expressed behaviourally, for
example, by facial expressions, they are affects. When these are consciously iden-
tified and labelled with words, they are feelings.* A viewer must first experience
a film somatically to elaborate this experience intellectually, create a coherent
mental representation from this experience, and feel the emotion that belongs to it.
To sum up this line of my argument, I propose the implementation of a methodol-
ogy approved in neuropsychology and discussed in the neurocognitive theories*
but rarely applied to full-length fiction films. Such a study would also respond to
neurofilmology’s call to integrate the phenomenological sensuous theory with the
neuroscientific theory of embodied cognition.

Monika Suckfiill put into practice this modus operandi, analysing view-
ers’ reactions to an animated short film Father and Daughter (dir. Michael Dudok
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de Wit, Arjan Wilschut, 2000). Together with her team, Suckfiill studied the ex-
pressive, physiological, and subjective responses to a film with deeply moving
content, using face observation, ECG and GSR, and interviews, respectively. Al-
though the word “trauma” never appears in her publications containing the study
results,”” the film she selected does deal with trauma. Suckfiill says: The central
conflict ... results from the father’s leaving and the inner conflict of the daughter ... is
intensified as it becomes increasingly clear that she cannot reconcile herself with the loss of
her father.®® I strongly believe that the story presented in this film is consistent with
a traumatic experience. Moreover, the depiction of trauma involves repetitions
that might be considered as acting out the trauma. Indeed, several times in her
life, the daughter visits the place of her father’s departure and waits for his return
in vain. Notably, Suckfiill acknowledged her project’s limitations, particularly the
small sample size and the non-theatrical conditions of the film screenings. An ide-
al experiment would replicate a casual movie-watching experience, helping par-
ticipants forget the lab setting.

Pilot study

I conducted my pilot study in October and November 2024 on a sample
of 10 viewers of both genders. All were in their twenties. I asked each person
to watch The Last Execution and then share their impressions of the film in the
interviews. Meanwhile, the EDA (electrodermal activity) device monitored the
uncontrolled somatic reactions of the viewers’ bodies, tracking the changes in
the test subjects’ skin conductance.*” Another method consisted in the measure-
ment of two substances in the probands’ saliva. The first substance, cortisol, of-
ten called the stress hormone, rises in response to stress. Above all, it functions
as a measure of a long-term stress response and indicates how the body copes
with ongoing stressors. The second one, alpha-amylase, is an enzyme linked to
emotional states such as anxiety, fear, and excitement. Investigators sometimes
use it in studies that explore emotional regulation and psychological health.
Unlike cortisol, alpha-amylase tracks the real-time, immediate response and
provides insight into the activation of the autonomic nervous system. Since
cortisol levels reach their highest in the early morning, I carried out all exper-
iments in the afternoon when the hormone levels gradually decrease. To have
their concentration measured, I collected five saliva samples from each of the
ten participants: one before the screening, one 15 minutes after its ending, and
three during the screening, taken shortly after scenes that I identified as drama-
turgically significant: in the 33™ minute, after Franz and Corina’s wedding par-
ty, which constitutes the happiest moment in the entire story, in the 69 minute,
after Franz finds Langfeld, the football player, dead in his bathtub, and in the
88t minute, after Franz’s incarceration.

I asked each test subject to find a comfortable sitting position and connect-
ed them to two electrodes of the EDA equipment. I informed the viewers about
the study aim, procedure, and distressing nature of the film. I also asked them
to provide written consents and to fill out trauma history questionnaires — short
self-reports that assess experiences of potentially traumatic events. After the
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screening, I conducted interviews, asking the viewers what they were thinking,
how they felt after the film, how they found the protagonist, with whom they
could empathize, what the turning point in the narrative was according to them,
which scene made the biggest impression on them, whether they hoped for a hap-
py ending and when they gave up this hope, and finally, how depressed they felt
on a scale of 1 to 10.

Let us look at the EDA experiment results for subject 1 (see Figure 1).
In the graph, we see the EDA waveform with saliva collection markers — short
moments of a break at the time of saliva sample collection. The signal amplitude
is variable and we can notice cycles of increasing and decreasing conductance,
indicating a cutaneous response to the stimuli. The peaks in the signal, given in
microSiemens (uS), represent a sudden change in skin conductance, resulting
from the activation of the autonomic nervous system. Furthermore, the experi-
ment enables the assessment of the recovery time, defined as the time it takes the
signal to return to its resting value after a peak. A short recovery time suggests
a quick return to the resting state following the autonomic nervous system’s
activation, while longer recovery times may indicate more intense or sustained
physiological responses.

Fig. 1. EDA results with markers. Subject 1.

Each viewer has a unique nervous system and emotional makeup. There-
fore, it comes as no surprise that the experiment results vary. The graph reveals
a distinct pattern of skin reaction for person 4 (see Figure 2). After the first peak
at the very beginning, the value of the signal lowers and begins to increase only
gradually. We can observe rapid signal changes at the same time points as in graph
1, however, the peaks’ values prove lower. Contrary to subject 1, where we can see
a recovery period after the last marker at the film’s end, there is no recovery in the
graph for subject 4. This allows us to assume that the viewer felt emotional tension
until the very end of the film and even afterwards, as the study ended after the
display of the first closing credits.
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Fig. 2. EDA results with markers. Subject 4.

Each result requires individual interpretation, yet we can still draw gen-
eral conclusions from the experiments. The juxtaposed graphs represent the nine
experiments, with one subject excluded due to a likely electrode loosening. They
display 5-minute intervals on the horizontal axis. Twenty-two measure points cor-
respond to the duration of the experiment, covering the entire film and the first
part of the end credits (22 points x 5 minutes = 110 minutes). One graph contains
25 points because the viewer chose to watch the film through the end credits (see
Figure 3). Several graphs show local peaks midway through the measurement,
around the 10%-15"" measurement point, or the 50"-55" minute of the film. This
suggests similar responses in this part of the experiment. In general, many chang-
es in skin conductance become visible here, with either almost continuous increas-
es or alternating increases and decreases in values. In graphs 1, 5, 6, and 9, we can
see the peaks in a similar range of measurement points (around 10 to 15). Graph
2 stands out with a steeper rise later, after the 18" point, but some early peaks
also occur around points 8-10. All graphs demonstrate relatively low values at
the start of the experiment, likely reflecting the film'’s initial depiction of Franz’s
stable professional and personal life. Notably, graphs 2, 4, 5, 6, and 9 exhibit sharp
peaks approximately 10-15 minutes before the film’s end. These peaks correspond
to the climactic sequence in which Franz is arrested, imprisoned, interrogated,
abused, brought to a final meeting with Corina, sentenced to death, transferred to
an unknown location, and executed.

We must interpret some peaks with caution, as they occur immediately
after short breaks and saliva sampling. I hypothesize that, for some participants,
the intermission and sample-taking — not the film itself — triggered negative
emotions. All circles on the graphs mark these moments just before the breaks.
The signal typically decreases shortly after the break, indicating that subsequent
peaks again result from the film’s content rather than external factors. Some
graphs do not mark any breaks, suggesting no detectable signal change associat-
ed with the break.
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Fig. 3. Summary of the results of the EDA tests, with marked intervals after which
there was a skin reaction (part 1).
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Fig. 3. Summary of the results of the EDA tests, with marked intervals after which
there was a skin reaction (part 2).
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Fig. 3. Summary of the results of the EDA tests, with marked intervals after which
there was a skin reaction (part 3).
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The timelines in most graphs reflect the film’s specific emotional organ-
ization. According to Nico Frijda — later expanded upon by Ed Tan* - one can
distinguish the basic phases of such an organization in a classical film. The film,
along with our emotional engagement, begins in a balance phase, when the protag-
onist’s situation remains stable and emotions are relatively low. The second phase,
complication, introduces an unexpected event that disrupts this balance, harming
the protagonist and evoking negative emotional responses in the audience. This
disruption ultimately resolves through positive events, leading to the restoration of
balance, which brings feelings of relief and joy. Most graphs show only a few emo-
tional reactions to the events during the first 30 minutes of the film, while stronger
reactions appear after approximately 40 to 60 minutes. The peaks at the end of the
experiment indicate that The Last Execution does not offer any restoration of bal-
ance. The events have a negative valence, leading to anger and depression rather
than relief or joy, as confirmed by the interviews.

The cortisol analysis did not provide strong evidence for the emergence
of stress during the experiment. In two participants, I noticed that the cortisol
level steadily decreased during the screening, while in one case, it proved higher
in the final sample, collected about 15 minutes after the film’s end. For others,
cortisol levels alternately increased and decreased or remained relatively stable,
even though samples 3 and 4 were taken after disturbing scenes. For instance, in
subject 10, cortisol peaked in the middle and dropped to its lowest level in the last
sample. Additionally, five participants exhibited relatively high cortisol levels in
the first samples, collected before the most disturbing scenes occurred.

Regarding alpha-amylase, it showed no significant increases during the
screening. In most participants (four subjects), the highest alpha-amylase levels
appeared in the third sample, while only two persons showed peak values after
the screening ended. Moreover, in most cases, we can see a decrease in alpha-
-amylase after the peak, which suggests that stress may not have been the view-
ers’ primary reaction while watching the film. A possible explanation lies in the
role of pleasure experienced while engaging with an artwork. As evidenced
by evolutionary psychologists, this very sense of pleasure underlies all forms of
involvement with cultural artifacts.”

In addition to the previous methods, interviews provided data on cognitive
processes of engaging with the film. Responses showed how cognitive reflection,®
which relates to higher-level empathy — namely, conscious and controlled empathic
processes™ — followed unprocessed emotional arousal. When asked to assess their
level of depression after the screening on a scale of 1 to 10, the viewers replied in
a varied way, indicating 3 to 8 with a median value of 6.5. Requested to express
their feelings in a detailed way, the participants said they felt “anger,” “stress,”
and “sympathy” for Franz and Corina. They described being “overwhelmed by
emotions,” “terrified,” “exhausted,” “furious” because of the injustice, and “con-
firmed in the belief that capital punishment is wrong.” They also felt a sense of
relief that they did not live in the GDR. In light of Amy Coplan’s arguments, these
reactions do not qualify as empathetic because they are not sufficiently accurate rep-
resentations of target’s situated psychological states.>* In other words, there is no af-
fective matching between the viewer and the protagonist. Seeing fear, disgust, or
desperation in the protagonist did not provoke the same emotional states among
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the viewers, who reported anger or stress instead. For other scholars, such as Ja-
cob Israelashvili, Disa Sauter, and Agneta Fischer,”® such reactions reflect empathic
concern, understood as feeling compassion for another person. I argue that the
interviewees undoubtedly experienced what Peter Goldie labels in-his-shoes per-
spective taking — not imagining themselves as another person but imagining their
own thoughts, feelings, and decisions if they were in that person’s circumstanc-
es.” Furthermore, they clearly sympathized with Franz and hoped that he would
succeed in escaping the GDR. The same applies to Corina, for whom most view-
ers expressed sympathy. This reported compassion for the characters aligns with
Cynthia Hoffner’s study, where empathic concern was associated with less enjoyment
of depictions in which characters suffer or are severely injured.”

When asked about the most moving scene, four persons cited the last time
Franz saw Corina (01:34:43-01:38:12). During the interrogation, the Stasi officer
attempts to convince Franz of his wife’s infidelity. In a carefully staged meeting
between the two, it becomes evident that Franz and Corina still love each other.
Rather than casting accusations, they remain silent and embrace before being bru-
tally separated by the policemen (see Figure 4). Interestingly, only two interview-
ees identified the execution as the most moving scene and only one mentioned the
scene with Langfeld’s dead body (see Figure 5).

Fig. 4. Franz embraces his wife for the last time.
Still from The Last Execution.

Fig. 5. Franz vomits after seeing Langfeld’s dead body.
Still from The Last Execution.
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Fig. 6. Franz learns that the Stasi is going to fabricate
an innocent woman’s medical diagnosis.
Still from 7he Last Execution.

Regarding the narrative’s turning point, six persons pointed to the moment
when the Stasi officials accept the fabrication of Langfeld’s wife’s cancer diagnosis
and refer her for oncological therapy, although the woman is completely healthy
(00:32:42-00:34:24). From then on, Franz begins to question his employer’s op-
erational methods. He even tries to contact Mrs. Langfeld but gives up on this
idea after realizing that his colleagues are watching him. The meeting at the Stasi
headquarters, where the inhumane steps against the Langfelds are announced,
exemplifies what Carl Plantinga calls a scene of empathy.>® Although Schulte, an-
other officer, introduces the idea of falsifying the diagnosis, the camera, using the
rack focus technique, quickly shifts from him to Franz’s face, which gradually
reveals disagreement with the proposed method (see Figure 6). This scene proved
so significant that it caught the viewers’ attention as a pivotal moment in the story.

Conclusion

As T aimed to demonstrate, The Last Execution personalizes and dramatizes
history — it shows an entire range of the Stasi’s inhumane operational methods
that resulted in the erosion of interhuman relations and the physical destruction
of human lives. The story unfolds from the vantage point of Franz, who initially
collaborates with the Stasi but decides to withdraw upon realizing the extent of
the institution’s actions. Based on textual film analysis, I propose that the film’s
specific style, along with its protagonist — a character with whom one can easily
sympathize — invites viewers to engage emotionally and allows them to fathom
the nature of a traumatic experience.

I endeavoured to substantiate my hypothesis with an experiment includ-
ing 10 participants. The tests showed a strong emotional response to the film.
The subjects reported feelings of anger at the sense of injustice toward the pro-
tagonist and sympathy for him and his wife. In their view, the most emotionally
impactful scenes were designed to reveal the characters’ emotional states through
body language. These scenes of empathy enabled the viewers to connect with the
characters’ experiences and better understand their oppression. The analysis of
skin conductance demonstrates that in the so-called complication phase of the
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film emotional arousal proved significantly stronger than in the film’s exposition.
Several peaks in skin conductance measures during the film'’s finale that leads to
Franz’s death confirm the assumption that the film’s emotional organization lacks
a phase of balance restoration. In some cases, emotional arousal remained very
high even at the film’s end. However, the examination of cortisol and alpha-amyl-
ase indicates that the viewers did not necessarily feel stress during the screening.
Thus, the experience transmitted during the screening is not stress as such, let
alone trauma in general. Nevertheless, in the interviews following the screenings,
the test subjects admitted feeling anger — or even fury — and sympathy for the
protagonist, which means that they emotionally engaged with the story and de-
veloped the so-called empathetic concern.

The experiment certainly had some limitations. The EDA does not provide
insight into which emotions trigger the arousal detected during the screening.
While it measures the level of emotional arousal, it cannot differentiate between
positive and negative emotions. In other words, different emotions can elicit sim-
ilar physiological responses. For example, both fear and excitement can cause in-
creased skin conductance and an accelerated heart rate. This became evident in
my experiment as well, as one participant had increased skin conductance both
when the protagonist appeared stark naked and when he was seeing his wife for
the last time. Therefore, the EDA should be complemented with other methods
that measure the viewers’ physiological reactions, such as ECG,” as well as tech-
niques that focus on expressive reactions, for instance eye-tracking. However, the
latter only works for films in languages familiar to the test subjects, thus, the ones
without subtitles. Other tools include face-reading devices that detect face muscle
movements and analyse facial expressions. Face reading could help assess “low-
er-level” (preconscious and automatic) empathy processes in the viewers.

Due to the short duration of the project, I was able to experiment on a sam-
ple of only 10 people. Future experiments should undoubtedly involve larger and
more inclusive samples, since a viewer’s perception of a film results from their
age, gender, place of residence, and education.®” Furthermore, future experiments
should supplement the procedure with a mood questionnaire filled out before
and after the film, which will allow us to observe how the viewer’s mood changes
during the screening. Ultimately, the experiment should not conclude on the day
of the screening. Participants should receive intrusion diaries and instructions on
how to use them to record any intrusive memories of film scenes that might arise
over the following week, as is common in the trauma film paradigm.®' After one
week, subjects could submit their diaries and participate in a follow-up interview.

In the study, I included participants who did not live in the GDR due to
their young age. Ethical considerations constitute a primary concern in such re-
search, especially when screening films with stressful or disturbing content. To
minimize the risk of retraumatization, this research should exclude individuals
with traumatic experiences similar to those depicted in the films. This can be
achieved by using a trauma history questionnaire. Moreover, the proposed ap-
proach is interdisciplinary, requiring collaboration between experts in film studies
and neuropsychology to interpret the results effectively and integrate them with
prior textual film analyses. In the long term, focusing on multiple films that ex-
plore traumas of various kinds, represent various styles, and are made in various
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countries seems like a valuable and worthwhile research investment. The pro-
posed approach to post-traumatic cinema draws on empathy, sympathy, mood,
affect, and emotion, offering a large set of empirical data. This, in turn, contributes
to the discussion on vicarious trauma and witnessing — categories that prove es-
sential for understanding historical traumas and empathizing with their victims
in subsequent generations.
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Slowa kluczowe: Abstrakt
trauma kulturowa; Jakub Gortat
kino Odczuwanie traumy. Propozycja nowego podejscia do
posttraumatyczne; badania Kina posttraumatycznego
trauma w filmie; Autor bada reprezentacje traumy kulturowej w kinie, kwe-
komunistyczny ucisk; stionujac powszechne przekonanie o niezdolnosci filmu do
neurofilmologia; pelnego uchwycenia traumatycznych doswiadczen. Wpro-
empatyczna troska wadza podejscie do reprezentacji traumy wywiedzione

z teorie empatii wraz z pewnymi postulatami sformutowa-
nymi w dziedzinie neurofilmologii. Wykorzystujac Ostat-
nig egzekucje (2021) Franziski Stiinkel jako studium przy-
padku, autor analizuje przedstawienie traumy wynikajacej
z opresji w Niemczech Wschodnich. Metodologia obejmuje
analize tekstualng filmu, wywiady z widzami oraz pomiary
wskaznikow fizjologicznych, takich jak aktywnosé elektro-
dermalna i poziom kortyzolu podczas projekcji filmu. Wy-
niki pokazuja, ze Ostatnia egzekucja wywohuje silne reakcje
emocjonalne, skutecznie oddzialujac na widzow przez za-
angazowanie sensoryczne i empatie. To interdyscyplinar-
ne badanie przyczynia sie do zrozumienia, w jaki sposob
kino posttraumatyczne ulatwia emocjonalne i empatyczne
doswiadczanie traumy, podkreslajac jego potencjal w zaj-
mowaniu sie pamiecig kulturowa w szerszym kontekscie
wezesniejszych badan.
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