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COUNTERFACTUAL HISTORIES OF MOON LANDING

Summary. The article is devoted to the analysis of chosen examples of counterfactual narratives which diverge
from the typical alternative accounts of history written in the “what if” mode. It focuses on counterfactual
representations of space flight and moon landing as crucial historical events of the 20" century. The point of
departure for the text is provided by the New Historicist understanding of historical fact and historical event, with
particular attention paid to Hayden White’s concept of metahistory. However, to identify the possible functions
of the new counterfactuals, I go beyond the binary of past and present which lies at the core of White’s concept.
To this end, I employ Jacques Derrida’s concept of artifactuality, which describes the process of the production of
facts about current events. I apply this concept to analyse two examples of counterfactual films about space flight:
the comedy Moonwalkers (dir. Alain Bardou-Jacquet, 2015) and a mockumentary First on the Moon (dir. Aleksey
Fedorchenko, 2005). In these examples, I identify strategies of deconstruction of fact-making which Derrida
recommended in his essay. In the concluding part, I introduce the third example of counterfactual narrative,
which not so much deconstructs factuality but, rather, counteracts the process of cultural oblivion. In Hidden
Figures (2016), Margo Lee Shetterly reconstructed the role that African-American women played in the space
race, introducing them into the official historical narrative. In this case, I also compare the book with its cinematic
rendition to argue that counterfactuals introduce a new model of thinking of collective relationship with the past.

Keywords: counter(f)actuals, mockumentary, artifactuality, historical event, performativity, space flight, moon
landing.

FACTS AS PERFORMANCES histories which became widespread in the Western
culture from the 1970s onwards, as Catherine Gal-
I would like to approach the problem of counter- ) ) .

lagher argues in her recent book Telling It Like It

factuals, their possible definitions, functions, and , L .
P Wasn't: The Counterfactual Imagination in History

Itural value, starting f; ingl le—th . . . . .
culftural value, starting from a smgie example € and Fiction (2018).2 She identifies various traditions

feature film Moonwalkers (2015), which is based on of counterfactual narratives in both academic his-

historical events but frames them within an overtly fory and the realm of fiction, starting from the begin-

fictional fable. I believe that it succinctly encapsu- ning of the 18% century, when the modern concept

lates a host of problems that pertain to the ongo- ¢ history was established. Regardless of their func-

ing contemporary debates of historiographers and ;) counterfactual accounts of the past typically

cultural theorists on the problematic status of rep- present alternative realities which come into being

resentations of the past in Western culture. These
discussions began in the aftermath of the crisis of
legitimization of historical knowledge at least from
the onset of new historicism or, as some would
argue, from the beginning of modernity, when
the status of academic history as a superior dis-
course representing the past was undermined.! At
first glance, the director Alain Bardou-Jacquet and
scriptwriter Dean Craig employed a counterfactual

strategy which differs from those types of alternative

as a result of introducing a “bifurcation point” when
the known timeline of history splits. The bifurcation
results from a critical event (for example, a war or a
battle) having a different outcome from the actual
one. Therefore, such counterfactuals are written in
the past conditional mode and depict events which
could have taken place if history had taken a differ-
ent course. Gallagher traces the possible functions
of such hypothetical scenarios, showing their pos-

sible cultural and social functions. It is only recently



that this type of counterfactual narration about
alternative worlds has stopped being the dominant
mode of speculative thinking both in academic his-

tory and in the realm of fiction.

To corroborate Gallagher’s argument, it suffices to
take a cursory look at these forms of counterfactuals
which were dominant at the turn of the 21% century.
For example, in 1999, Niall Fergusson proposed his
concept of academic virtual history as a remedy to
the deterministic model of historiography inherited
from the 19" century.® In his view, analyses of past
possibilities, if carried out by professional historians,
should bring to the foreground the role of accident
in history, which should therefore be conceived of as
chaostory—an image of the past in which random-
ness reigns supreme. In the realm of literary stud-
ies, Karen Hellekson has investigated science-fiction
counterfactual narratives, treating them mostly as
examples of philosophic meditation on the concept
of historical time.* Undoubtedly, until recently this
“what if” format of counterfactuals was the most
widespread both in academic history and literary
writing. However, I will examine other possible
types of counterfactual accounts of the past which
are gaining prominence in popular culture. They do
not present alternative timelines and realities but,
rather, overstep the binary between fiction and fact
to provide a poignant commentary on the processes

of constructing historical events in public discourse.

Moonwalkers is significant in this context because it
features a counterfactual narrative which does not
alter the established course of history. The script-
writers tapped into a large pool of conspiracy the-
ories surrounding the landing of the first manned
spacecraft on the moon on 20" July 1969 by Neil
Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin, with the assistance of
the third crew member, Michael Collins. Moonwalk-
ers tells a story concocted out of a number of these
speculative alternative accounts of this momentous
event. They focus primarily on the one according to
which the footage, which viewers across the globe
could see live on television screens, was in fact a
carefully staged studio recording. Allegedly, the
whole event, just like all subsequent manned moon
landings, was a hoax or, rather, a propaganda piece

which was supposed to give the US the upper hand

over Russia in the space race, an integral part of
the Cold War. Bardou-Jacquet and Craig also drew
on those versions of conspiracy theories which
suggested the involvement of Stanley Kubrick in
the preparation of the footage. After all, his 2001:
A Space Odyssey premiéred a year before the moon
landing, to polarized critical opinions. Nevertheless,
it was universally acclaimed for its innovative special
effects, which even today are regarded as a milestone
in realistic depiction of space travels. Undoubtedly,
these alternative stories provide ample material for a
comedy plot, but the narrative twists in Moonwalk-
ers make it possible to read the film as something
more than just an intelligent piece of entertainment.
From the point of view of the issues I address in the
present paper, the film presents itself as a comment
on these cultural, social, political, and technological
changes which took place at the turn of the 1970s
and resulted in the crisis of legitimation of histori-
cal knowledge, with which we are still grappling. In
the following, I will be primarily interested in two
cultural phenomena which originate in this era. On
the level of social practices, I will refer to the rapid
development of new media, particularly television,
as an instrument for shaping knowledge about the
world. On the level of academic reflection, this
period coincides with the rise of new historicism,
which gained significance particularly after the pub-
lication of Hayden White’s Metahistory in 1973.°

The existing narratives about the moon landings
and space travel, regardless of their degree of fac-
tuality, provide excellent material for such analyses.
Over the last decade, this motif has been repeat-
edly used and recycled by popular culture, most
famously in Iron Sky (a 2012 comedy about Nazis
surviving on the dark side of the moon), Apollo 18
(a 2011 horror mockumentary about the discovery
of spider-like aliens on the moon, an event which
prematurely terminated the space programme) and
even Transformers: Dark of the Moon (2011). The
reason why this historical event provides ample
material and inspiration for such diverse narratives
is that, as Hayden White argues, the moon landing
in 1969 was so momentous and complex that its
meaning evades us until today.® This point has also

been made in a different theoretical context, that of
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social histories of space flight. Matthew D. Tribbe,
in his No Requiem for the Space Age (2014), argues
that nearly half a century after the termination of
the Apollo program its meaning for the history of
the 20" century remains unclear and disputed.”
White, in his two articles devoted to the problem of
the definition of historical event, looks for a reason
why space flight and the moon landing have turned
out to be so difficult to explain within the master
narrative of Western history. He places space travel,
alongside the rise of genetic engineering and atomic
weaponry, as one of unprecedented occurrences
that “even a modern peasant or bourgeois might be
forgiven for taking ... as «miracles»”® But it is not
only the momentousness of this event and the tech-
nological complexity involved that account for the
inability of historians, public media, journalists and
general public to grasp its meaning and full social
and historical reverberations. What makes the
moon landing at the same time prone to and resist-
ant to generalizing interpretations is that it provided
a point of convergence for the most significant cul-
tural developments of the post-war era, particularly,
the rise of military-industrial complex and mass
media, with television as the most significant infor-
mation outlet. In this context, Moonwalkers provides
an interesting example of a counterfactual narrative
which combines these motifs and provides a critical
comment on that moment in the past when, as Jon
Mckenzie argues, today’s culture of performance

was born.’

Not only does the film present the moon landing
as a major hoax but it also shows it as a result of
smaller-scale hoaxes, all working towards the crea-
tion of a history-making event. Bardou-Jacquet
depicts the late 1960s in a strikingly similar way to
how a performance scholar Jon McKenzie did in his
seminal book Perform... or else. From Discipline to
Performance (2001).'° The major thesis of the book
is that in the late 20 century the former societies
of discipline, as described and analysed by Fou-
cault (societies which functioned on the principle
of strict submission to norms, regulating life even
on the micro-level of biopolitics), have turned into
societies in which performance reigns supreme.!!

In this framework, performance is understood not

only as an artform which provides participants with
a possibility to, albeit temporarily, subvert domi-
nant norms or try out new identities. This type of
activity is called cultural performance by McKenzie,
but it is not the only definition.'? Performativity, he
argues, has become a prime value in other spheres
of capitalist society, namely in the sphere of man-
agement (organizational performance) and tech-
nology (technological performance).'® In these two
areas, performance is not a subversive but a norma-
tive and regulatory force, summoning both people
and machines to constant creativity—effectiveness
and efficiency. For McKenzie, space travel is a para-
digmatic event of this new post-war era because it
involves all three types of performances—an insight
that seems to lie also at the core of the script of
Moonwalkers.'* Bardout-Jacquet’s film presents the
moon landing as an effect of not one but a number
of hoaxes, which, however, from the point of view of
McKenzie’s argument, could be called performances

which effectively bring about a historical event.

The performative character of historical facts is
highlighted right at the beginning of Moonwalkers,
when a CIA operative, Tom Kidman, famous for
his effectiveness, is given an order to hire Stanley
Kubrick to film a fake moon landing. The record-
ing should be aired on television if the real mission
fails. Clearly, the first scene points to procedures
typical of both technological and organizational
performance as described by McKenzie, with the
American industrial-military complex of the 1960s
as a combination of the two. However, the power of
cultural performances is addressed as well: after all,
as the filmmakers demonstrate, the verisimilitude of
the moon landing watched on television screens was
judged against the background of KubricK’s 2001: A
Space Odyssey, with fiction providing a model for
presumably real events. But the disruptive forces of
performance are shown to be at work also on the
individual level, with characters acting as if they
took a page out of one of Judith Butler’s books on
performative aspects of identity.’> When Kidman
arrives in London, instead of meeting Kubrick’s
agent, he stumbles upon the agent’s cousin, Johnny,
a band promoter in debt to an East End gangster.
Johnny, lured by a 100.000 dollars that Kidman



offers for the production of the film, asks his flatmate
Leo to dress up as Stanley Kubrick and accept the
commission. Even when this hoax is revealed, the
three end up in a mansion-turned-commune run by
a German avant-garde artist Renatus, who not only
directs films in the style of Andy Warhols experi-
mental pieces but also organizes performances, one
of them clearly reminiscent of Hermann Nitsch’s
Orgien Mysterien Theater. It is in this liminal sphere
where the borderlines between fiction and reality
are blurred that the fake moon landing is filmed
and simultaneously broadcast to America, where it
is watched by army officials shocked at the appall-
ingly low technical level of the footage. But it is also
this scene of recording footage that provides a meta-
commentary on the performative power of media to
create historical events. On numerous occasions, we
can see at the same time the interior of the studio
(with a spacecraft made of tin foil and a flag made of
stiff fabric which moves in a way that suggests lower
gravity on the moon) and the screens of monitors on
which the hoax turns into a representation of a real
event. Clearly, at this point in the film, one could
treat it as a laboratory demonstration of how simu-
lacra oust reality. But the ending of the film points
to a different interpretation. Kidman, Johnny, Leo,
and a girl they have befriended in the commune run
away to Spain, for fear of revenge of enraged army
officials. During a stopover, they walk into a bar
where all the patrons are watching the transmission
from the moon landing. “They really did it. They
landed on the moon”, whispers Johnny, to which
Kidman replies: “They sure did” But after a short
pause, looking closely at the television screen, he
adds: “Didn’t they?”—this final comment suspend-
ing our certainty about whether the moon landing

actually took place.

It is hard to imagine a more appropriate conclusion
of a film depicting a momentous historical event as
a result of a variety of cultural, technological and
organizational performances. As Bardou-Jacquet’s
comedy seems to suggest, in a culture in which
every momentous event is co-constructed by media,
it makes no sense to ask about the veracity or falsity
of its representations. Whether the moon landing

actually took place or not seems irrelevant, because

it nonetheless became a historical fact, sanctioned
not only by official historians but also celebrated
worldwide in a series of public performances that
preceded and followed it. Bardou-Jacquet highlights
this point when, after the scene in a Spanish bar, he
ends his film with a documentary sequence, a mon-
tage of archival footage showing not only parades
honouring the astronauts but also excerpts from
media reports on the event, alongside other cultural
phenomena of the era such as, for example, space-

themed parties.

It is only now, after having analysed Moonwalkers
in the context of McKenzie’s theory of performance,
that I would like to return to my initial question
about the definition, form and value of counter-
factuals. Such a reading does more than prove that
the theoretical issues, not long ago confined to the
sphere of academia, enter popular culture. After all,
Moonwalkers is not the only work of this kind, and
the recent popularity of various forms of docufic-
tion or the unprecedented development of mock-
documentary conventions clearly shows that the
crisis of legitimation of historical knowledge rever-
berates throughout the entire spectrum of cultural
forms. Moreover, these phenomena, which employ
a whole gamut of counterfactual strategies, can be
regarded as a response to a specific problem that
professional historiography has been facing for a
few decades, when new historicists put into ques-
tion one of the foundational binaries of historical

research—that between events and facts.

FROM FACTS TO ARTIFACTUALITY

The issue of distinguishing facts and events has
been addressed by Hayden White in numerous
works, particularly in two essays: The Modernist
Event (1996)'° and The Historical Event (2008)."
Both are premised on a fundamental new-histori-
cist assumption that the relationship between events
and facts is much more complex than the traditional
19 century historiography would have it. Accord-
ing to a canonical definition by White, a “fact is
an event under description’, from which it follows
that “events happen and facts are established”!®

As White and a host of other new historicists have
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argued, the process of establishing facts involves not
only selection and interpretation of source materi-
als and artifacts but also a procedure called “emplot-
ment’, which consists of ordering information in a
causal order within a narrative stylized according to
literary conventions." Therefore, establishing facts
is also an act extended in time, a performative pro-
cedure that brings about a view on the past. From
this perspective, “facts are events of a special kind:
they are events in speech that are about other speech
events and other kinds of events beyond or outside
of speech.”? Also, the process of establishing facts is
dependent on a number of contingent and culturally
changeable factors, a topic which White addressed
in the earlier of the two mentioned texts. There, he
argued that the events under description differ in
terms of their complexity, particularly regarding the
changeable rules of reporting on them and the media
available in a given epoch and culture, not to men-
tion the wide context of dominant epistemologies.?!
The blurring of the border between events and facts
has undermined, White argues, another distinction
crucial for historiographic research, namely that
between fact and fiction.”> As a result, a whole spec-
trum of parahistorical forms has emerged, among
them such phenomena as docufiction, faction, info-
tainment and historical metafiction. White argues
that we live in an era in which every occurrence can
potentially be broadcast live (and, although White
wrote that in 1996, it is even more true today, in
the age of social media and portable multimedia
devices). Therefore, he concludes, it is impossible to
distinguish between event as such and the event of
reporting, or, as he puts it, between the inside of the
event and its outside, its beginning and its end(as

Moonwalkers so succinctly demonstratesd).?

I take issue with one aspect of White’s definition of
historical event. In a concluding passage, he offers
a definition of a historical event as “a happening
that occurs in some present (or in the experience
of a living group) ... [which] manifests itself only
as an «eruption» of a force or energy that disrupts
the ongoing system and forces a change ..., the end,
aim, or purpose of which can only be discerned,
grasped, or responded to at a later time** Strik-

ingly, although he so convincingly argues against

the foundational binaries of historiography, he still
seems to uphold one of them, which distinguishes
between the “present”, when an event is happening
and experienced on a social plane, and the “future’,
when it is described as a fact and endowed with a
meaning (this approach is clearly the result of an
analogy drawn in the same essay between the work
of a historian and the psychoanalytic uncovering of
trauma). However, in the light of White’s performa-
tive concept of fact as an event, shouldn we not also

problematize the traditional notion of the “present”?

This task has already been undertaken by Jacques
Derrida nearly twenty-five years ago in an interview
which reads as a supplement to his Spectres of Marx
(1993).% In this conversation, in response to a ques-
tion whether he feels like a “philosopher of the pre-
sent”, Derrida draws a distinction between two only
seemingly synonymous terms: the present and actu-
ality. Only the first one relates to the direct experi-
ence of that which surrounds us at a given time and
place. Needless to say, this experience is becoming
unavailable to us in the era of digital communica-
tion technologies, when every instance of “now” is
immediately mediatized and, therefore, “reaches us
through fictional constructions.”*® This recognition
is crucial for him because it does away with the uto-
pia of unmediated access to an event and puts an
end to the search for truth. Rather, as Derrida force-
fully argues, in the face of the prevalent “artifactual-
ity”, we should adopt a critical stance and “analyse
it through a work of resistance, of vigilant counter-
interpretations”? It is at this point that a space
opens for a different understanding of counterfac-
tuals then the one which I have mentioned previ-
ously. Moonwalkers provides an example of such a
counterfactual that does not present an alternative
world which has come into being because of chang-
ing the course of history through the introduction
of a bifurcation point in the well-established time-
line. Rather, it uses a fictional story that supple-
ments the existing narratives of the moon landing to
bring to the foreground the way in which the event
was constructed in its present time—in a series of
performances. In this respect, the film, as a “vigilant
counter-interpretation” of artifactuality, provides

an example of what can be called a counter(f)actual



narrative, which uses fiction to demonstrate the
workings of the media as a critical element in the

process of the making of a historical event.

The history of space flight and the moon landing pro-
vides particularly good material for narratives which
deconstruct the notion of the “present”. After all, that
event, hailed as pivotal in the 20" century and a criti-
cal moment in the development of human civilisa-
tion, was a paradigmatic artifactual phenomenon,
in which the whole world participated via television
networks and other media outlets. This event was dif-
ferent from the ones that White described as sudden
eruptions in the fabric of social life, which only subse-
quently can be explained and integrated into histori-
cal narratives. The Apollo program not only required
extensive preparation and technological innovation
but also had to be carefully publicised in order to
explain its significance to the nation and justify its
exorbitant cost. As historians of the American space
program demonstrate, before the first human set foot
on the moon, the general public had been informed
about the planned course of action, the technologi-
cal details of the flight and its possible future rever-
berations.”® The event was not only prepared and
expected but also carefully staged and presented by
the media. The thirty-hour coverage was broadcast
live by three American television stations to approxi-
mately 123 million viewers. Also, worldwide, the
broadcast reached all places with access to live tel-
evision, except for the Soviet Union, China, North
Vietnam and North Korea.?? Obviously, this resulted
from the political tensions of the period: not only the
recent war in Vietnam but also the Cold War, within
the context of which the space race took place. This
uneven distribution of the broadcast already points
to the artifactuality of the moon landing, which, at
the moment of its occurring, was variously reported

on and interpreted on both sides of the iron curtain.

The artifactual nature of the space flight is even more
salient when looked upon from the point of view of
those histories which focused on the Soviet side of
the race. Asif A. Siddiqi has investigated historical
narratives about the Soviet space program to reveal
the degree to which the official accounts of the space
exploits in the 1960s were subjected to the scrutiny

of institutions responsible for propaganda, primarily

Glavlit, the main censorship body within the Soviet
government.*’ Siddigi explores what he calls “rhetor-
ical tension™! that typified all reports on the space
program. This tension resulted from two opposing
impulses. The party and the government promoted
the space program as the epitome of the success of
socialism. Simultaneously, however, the conditions
of cultural and political competition with the United
States required deep secrecy about most aspects of
the activities of the scientists, engineers, army offi-
cials, and cosmonauts involved in the project of put-
ting a human in space. It is this tension that resulted
in various types of censors’ interventions into the
official reports that went into press and reached a
wide audience. However, it was not only a matter
of rationing information and concealing significant
details. The regime of secrecy required the employ-
ment of procedures such as the introduction of code
names for launch sites and spacecraft; or the prepa-
ration of cosmonauts for public appearances and
potential questions from the journalists (who were

also forbidden to require too specific information).

The management of information outlets by censors
and state officials was, however, a lot more compli-
cated in the international arena. For example, the
Soviet launch of the Sputnik could only be recog-
nized as a world record by the Fédération Aéronau-
tique Internationale (FAI) upon the submission of
the name of the launch site, a piece of information
which Soviet officials found extremely sensitive.*
Instead of the actual location of the cosmodrome
in Tiura-Tam, the Soviet media maintained that the
launch took place in a place called Baikonur, three
hundred kilometres away from the actual launch
point. The censors equally painstakingly fabricated
documents that went into public distribution. Sid-
diqi mentions airbrushing of photographs® and
public displays of parts of fake spacecrafts which
approximated those that were known from science-
fiction films*. Also, he tells a story about artists who
were commissioned to paint the Soviet space expe-
rience and also subjected to close scrutiny by cen-
sors. Andrei Sokolov, who had no security clearance
and painted only from imagination, accidentally
depicted too many details that made his pictures of

spacecraft too similar to the originals—therefore,
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they were forbidden to enter the public sphere. At
the same time, Aleksey Leonov, a former cosmonaut
with amateur painting skills, deliberately produced
distorted images of machines, spaceships, and sat-
ellites, because he knew what they looked like and
how they functioned.’® Siddiqi lists a great num-
ber of other instances of misinformation and fab-
rication of evidence, which had one common aim
in view—they were supposed to contribute to the
creation of the historical master narrative of Soviet
space flight as the triumph of technological prow-
ess, a narrative which would prove the infallibility of
all who contributed to it.*® Significantly, despite the
dubious nature of the sources that he handles, Sid-
diqi still adheres to the traditional historical meth-
ods of distinguishing between truth and falsity, and
his article reads like an attempt at filling the gaps
and omissions of official history from a great his-
torical distance. It is only from this perspective that
the construction of the artifactuality of space flight

can be discerned and critically examined.

I would like to take a closer look at another cin-
ematic counter(f)actual narrative which discloses
the artifactuality of the historical event with another
aim in view. Aleksey Fedorchenkos film First on
the Moon (2005) does not attempt to uncover the
silences of Soviet history but, rather, sheds light on
the mechanism of producing artifactuality at the
core of a historical event. Fedorchenko employs a
different set of conventions than Bardou-Jacquet
in Moonwalkers to impose a critical distance on
the viewer and expose the way a given image of
the past is constructed. The most obvious differ-
ence can be observed on the level of the relationship
between fiction and documentary evidence used
by the two filmmakers. Bardou-Jacquet used foot-
age from the moon landing and other documentary
sources within a fictional frame of a typical comedy
of errors. Fedorchenko, on the contrary, made a
film about an event that never took place. First on
the Moon tells the story of a Soviet moon landing in
1938 which, however, was not publicized because it
turned out to be a propaganda disaster. In a sense,
Fedorchenko imitated the gesture of historians who
enter archives which have so far been firmly locked

and protected from unauthorised intruders. His film

counts among those contemporary forms whose
rise White regarded as the immediate result of the
crisis of legitimation of historical knowledge in the
latter half of the 20% century. First on the Moon is a
typical mockumentary which confronts the viewer
with a selection of fabricated source materials,
which present themselves as pieces of archival foot-
age from the first half of the 20" century, supple-
mented with recorded interviews with witnesses of
the past events. Instead of the critical distance that
conventional comedy offers its spectators, here the
mockumentary form produces a different viewing
experience—a simulation of a scrutiny of authentic
materials. This positioning of the viewer is achieved
already at the very beginning of the film, with the
disclaimer: “Status of the archive of film material
does not meet the accepted standards of quality, but
it is included in the film because of its uniqueness.”*’
Fedorchenko makes his viewers take part in a delib-
erate hoax which, however, discloses the workings
of the propaganda machine and the secret services
which were responsible for gathering information

about the space program and then silencing it.

Fedorchenko’s film presents results of an investi-
gation into the life of a group of Soviet astronauts,
focusing on Ivan Kharlamov, captain of the space-
craft that allegedly managed to reach the moon
in 1938 and return to Earth, somewhere in the
Chilean desert. The film traces the documented
process of the selection of candidates, their train-
ing, early attempts at sending living organisms to
space, as well as the struggles of the engineering
crew with technological minutiae of the spacecraft.
Fedorchenko even includes footage from surveil-
lance cameras installed in the astronauts’ quarters
to constantly monitor their daily activities. The film
narrates the story of this first moon landing which
only now, after seventy years, could be disclosed to
the public, when the archives of the secret service
were opened and the Chilean Antofagasta Museum
revealed that it is in possession of the sole existing
piece of footage showing a Soviet spacecraft on the
moon. The tension between the fictional story and
the documentary conventions employed in the film
is responsible for the effect that this counter(f)actual

exerts on the viewers. A manifestly fictional story



shifts the viewers’ attention to the gesture of putting
the newly discovered, fragmentary and often unver-
ified archival materials into a coherent narrative.
However, it is not only the procedure of emplot-
ment, as described by White, that comes under
scrutiny in First on the Moon—it also brings to the
foreground the problem of filling the gaps in official
historical narratives based on archival sources from

the time of strict censorship and propaganda.

Fedorchenko involves the viewers in a complex
game of recognition and misrecognition of the
archival materials; a game during which the shaky
foundations of knowledge about the past become
apparent. Although, like in a typical documentary,
Fedorchenko includes accounts of eyewitnesses,
their testimonies very often undermine the authen-
ticity of the documents. For example, Kharlamov’s
wife, now an elderly lady, is shown watching footage
of her younger self, telling lies during an interroga-
tion about her husband’s whereabouts, when, after
the mission, he had fled the country, pursued by
secret service. Other witnesses also examine pho-
tographs and documents, either questioning their
veracity, or revealing the great degree to which they
themselves have forgotten details of the past events.
Sometimes, they simply do not know what actually
happened. This recurrent motif of examination of
documentary materials within the filmic diegesis is
just a reflection of the cognitive situation in which
Fedorchenko’s mockumentary places its viewers—
they are also constantly faced with archival sources,
trying to guess their provenance, decide about their
authenticity and interpret them when no commen-
tary is offered. On the level of the positioning of
the viewer, First on the Moon reveals another pos-
sible function of a counterfactual—it is an exercise
in “vigilant counter-interpretation” of artifactual-
ity, when it invites the viewer to carefully examine
documents which allegedly come from the past but
might just as well be fabricated or tampered with. In
this respect, the counterfactual narrative functions
as a cognitive exercise which sensitises the viewer
who, in the first decades of the 21% century, is daily
confronted with similar simulacral artifacts which

produce the effect of artifactuality.

CONCLUSION: EXERCISES IN
DECONSTRUCTING THE PRESENT

Fedorchenko draws on the tradition of counter-
factual speculative thinking which, as Gallagher
argues, was strongly present already in the late 18"
century,*® although it did not concern historiog-
raphy proper. Counterfactual narratives were very
often used as models for training military leaders.
Even Carl von Clausewitz, one of the leading mili-
tary theorists of the century, recommended the use
of alternative scenarios in simulations of great bat-
tles, so that future generals could capitalize on the
experience of their predecessors and develop tacti-
cal skills.* The two examples of films that I have
analysed above point to a similar function of those
counterfactuals which today are more and more
widespread in popular culture. They provide mod-
els of artifactuality which give their viewers ample
material for learning how to see through the work-
ings of artifactuality. However, the deconstruction
of artifactuality is not the only possible function of
counterfactuals, and the last example I would like
to introduce is a narrative which is much more
focused on renegotiating the existing accounts
of history by including experiences of the then-

excluded minorities.

A case in point is a 2016 biographical fiction film
Hidden Figures, based on Margot Lee Shetterly’s
book of the same title,** recounting stories of Afro-
American mathematicians who worked for NASA
in the 1960s and played a crucial part in the early
attempts of space flight, which ultimately led to the
moon landing in 1969. Admittedly, both the book
and the film focus on the turn of the 1950s as a
critical moment of space programme, which gained
momentum in the United States after Yurij Gagarin’s
successful first flight in space. This was the moment
when the American army and scientists intensified
their efforts to get the upper hand in the space race
over the Soviets, who have just proven that they are
at the forefront of rocket science. Hidden Figures
counters a significant omission in the history of
space flight which, from the outset, was conceived as
an undertaking that celebrated the WASP culture.*!
The aforementioned Tribbe dates back this wide-

spread conviction to Norman Mailer’s Of a Fire on
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the Moon (1970) eyewitness account of the events
that took place in July 1969.*> Mailer was critical of
WASP culture and regarded spaceflight as an omi-
nous event, presaging not only the dehumanizing
era of technology, but also the ultimate triumph of
White culture: “There would not be a future Black
civilization, merely an adjunct to the White”** He
even speculated about the reasons for the absence
of people of colour from the Apollo 11 mission:
“Blacks had a distaste for numbers not because they
were stupid or deprived, but because numbers were
abstracted from the senses** He even goes so far as
to say that if Afro-Americans were part of the space
programme, it would have to involve communica-
tion by telepathy. The presence of these racist stereo-
types in a book so manifestly anti-WASP, depicting
people of colour as resistant to the ailments of the
technological age because they communicate in
a less abstract and more corporeal way, probably
explains why they were excluded from the written
history of space flight. This is the problem that Shat-
terly faced in 2010, when she started working on
Hidden Figures and discovered that in the area where
her parents live in Hampton, Virginia, a number
of residents, black and white women, were retired
NASA mathematicians who worked as human com-
puters but were never recognized in the known his-
tories of space flight. However, Shatterly’s book is
not a typical historical account because, faced with
the scant sources, she had to rely on testimonies of
witnesses and confront or supplement them with
contextual, historical, and statistical data from the
period. In this respect, Shatterly’s book counters the
dominant historical narrative. Particularly interest-
ing in the context of my article is not only the con-
tent of the book, but also that which White called
the event of reporting—the way the book entered the
public sphere together with the film to stir contro-

versy, despite critical acclaim by mainstream media.

What becomes particularly significant in this case
is the fact that the publication of the book on 6
September 2016 was followed by the premiére of the
film on 25" December of the same year. Although
these two were released roughly at the same time, the
degree to which the film diverges from the book is

quite astounding. The film starts with an explanation

that it is “based on facts” and ends with a sequence
juxtaposing pictures of actresses with archival pho-
tographs of the real-life people they played, accom-
panied with information about their later fate. But
the entire plot of the film has very little to do with
Shatterly’s book. In the film, one of the three main
characters, Dorothy Vaughan, is unhappy because
she is not promoted to the position of the supervi-
sor of computers in 1961, although, according to the
book, she was nominated already in 1949. Contrary
to what the film shows, in the book Mary Jackson
does not have to go to court to receive permission to
learn in an all-white high school in Hampton—she
simply asks the city of Hampton and is granted a
permission. White characters in the film, such as Al
Harrison, directing the space unit, or Mrs. Mitchell,
a white supervisor, are fictional creations, combin-
ing features of real-life figures about which Shatterly
wrote. These few divergences between the book
and the film are just the tip of the iceberg. The film
counters the book which, in turn, counters official
history, and all of these are countered by critics,
particularly those concerned with the depiction of
race on screen. But interestingly, although the critics
noted that the film takes liberties with history, they
did not treat it as a major problem, acknowledging
that the cinematic medium requires a great degree
of simplification.** They were worried not so much
about misrepresentation of facts but, rather, the way
the film combined and supplemented the material
of the book to better demonstrate the scope of prob-
lems with which the characters struggle. One of the
scenes, a climactic one for that matter, turned out
particularly controversial, although it was clearly
intended as the “feel-good” moment of the film: Al
Harrison discovers that his black employee, Kather-
ine Johnson, is absent from her desk for 40 minutes
because she has to walk a mile to get to the nearest
coloured toilet. Harrison rips the sign “Coloured
Ladies Bathroom” off with a crowbar, declaring:
“Here at NASA we all pee the same colour” This
“white saviour” scene, a fictional addition to the
story presented by Shatterly, was the reason for a
wave of accusations of whitewashing and the subse-
quent debate about stereotypical representations of
white-black relationships and their impact on cur-

rent racial politics in the United States.



I do not want to go into the details of this debate
and consider its scope of influence on public life.
However, what is much more significant is that
the debate did take place and that it was initiated
by a series of counterfactual statements on the
past, which not only subverted official history but
also clashed with each other, creating tensions and
inconsistencies which did not seem to have been
finally resolved. And the case of Hidden Figures is
not unique, after all. Nowadays, most films based on
historical or documentary material are accompa-
nied with publication of the sources they used, and
usually there are more or less serious differences
between them. However, I used it by way of example
to suggest that the function and value of counter-
factuals goes beyond a mere subversion of master
narratives and a stage in the process of establishing
historical truth; as, for example, Jeremy Black would
have it.* From the point of view of the theories that
I have mentioned, particularly Derrida’s decon-
struction of actuality, counterfactuals are instru-
mental in changing the dominant model and aim
of investigations of the past—instead of establishing
truth, they create unresolvable tensions; instead of
master narratives, they offer local, situated knowl-
edge; instead of transparency of conventions, they
accentuate the eventness of every act of reporting;
they confound temporal continuity and chronology
in order to emphasise the relations between the past
and the present; instead of a final answers, they offer
a way to keep the dialogue alive. The social and cul-
tural reverberations of the acceptance of this model

are still the topic of an ongoing discussion among

historians and cultural theorists.
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KONTR(A)FAKTINES NUSILEIDIMO MENULYJE ISTORIJOS

Santrauka

Straipsnis skiriamas pasirinkty kontr(a)faktiniy naratyvy analizei, i$siskirian¢iy i$ istoriniy alternatyvy pavyzdziy,

kuriuose ryski ,kas jeigu“ retoriné figara. Straipsnio autorius susitelkia j nusileidimy ménulyje, kosminiy skry-

dziy kontr(a)faktines reprezentacijas kaip esminius XX a. istorijos liudijimus. Sio teksto pagrindu tampa naujasis
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istorizmas ir jam budingas novatoriskas istorinio fakto ir jvykio suvokimas, ypatingas démesys skiriamas Haydeno
Whiteb metaistorijos sampratai ir bruozams. Vis délto, siekiant identifikuoti naujas kontr(a)faktinés realybés funk-
cijas, $iame tekste atsisakoma Whiteo konceptams budingo praeities ir dabarties binariskumo. D¢l $ios priezasties
straipsnyje aktyvinamas Jacqueso Derrida ,artifaktiSkumo® konceptas kaip fakty apie esamus jvykius formavimo
procesas. Sis démuo tampa prieiga analizuojant du kontr(a)faktinius kino filmus apie kosminius skrydzius: kome-
dija Moonwalkers (,Lunatikai, rez. Alainas Bardou-Jacquet, 2015) ir dokumentinis filmas — satyra First on the Moon
(,Pirmas Ménulyje, rez. Aleksey Fedorchenko, 2005). Siuose kino filmuose pastebimos jau Derrida aktualizuotos
fakty karimui badingos dekonstravimo strategijos. Straipsnio pirmosios dalies pabaigoje pristatomas trecias kon-
tr(a)faktiniy naratyvy pavyzdys, kuris ne tiek dekonstruoja tai, kas tikra, patj faktiskuma, bet labiau priestarauja
kultirinés uzmarsties procesui. Margo Lee Shetterly Hidden Figures (,,Paslépti vaizdiniai®, 2016) rekonstruoja afro-
amerikie¢iy motery vaidmenj ir vieta kosminiy skrydziy perspektyvoje, kartu jas jtraukiant j oficialy istorinj nara-
tyva. Siame straipsnyje autorius taip pat lygina kino ir literatiiros produkcija pazymédamas, kad kontr(a)faktiskumo

dimensija tampa atspirties tasku aktyvuojant ir produkuojant nauja kolektyviniy santykiy su praeitimi suvokima.

Reik$miniai ZodZiai: kontr(a)faktiSkumas, dokumentiné satyra, artifaktiSkumas’, istorinis jvykis,

performatyvumas, kosminiai skrydziai, nusileidimas ménulyje.
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ArtifaktiSkumas, anot Derrida, - tai gyvenimo aktualizavimo procesas. Tai, kas yra gyvenimas, kuriamas ir inicijuo-
jamas pasitelkiant kazka, pvz., ribas, skirtingus ritmus, kontekstus, pasirinkimus, formas. Vadinasi, néra nieko nattra-
laus ar savaiminio, pats gyvenimas yra dirbtinis, jis nei§vengiamai konstruojamas atrankos badu.

27

ONIANVT NOOW 40 SHIYOLSIH TvnNLOVIYILNNOD


mailto:mateusz.borowski@uj.edu.pl

