Frank Ryan film pulls back
from controversial thesis

Reviewed by Manus O’Riordan
g @ ueen’s set for
Nazi occupation”
was the headline
inthe Irish edition ofthe
Sunday Times last September
whenreporting that Queen’s
University Belfast had been
festooned with Naziinsignia
to represent wartime Berlin
fora film being made by
Desmond Bell, ofthat same
university, entitled “The
Enigmaof Frank Ryan”.

Thereportquoted Bellon
the declared purpose ofthe
film: “What we are really try-
ingtodoisto presenttothe
audience the kind ofenigma
that Frank Ryan was—how he
started outonthe leftand
ended up working for fascism.” The film’s histori-
cal consultant was stated to be fellow Queen’s
academic Fearghal McGarry, author of “Frank
Ryan” (2002), with one character-assassinating
chapterheaded: “Collaborator, 1938-44".

The completed film was premiered at the
Jameson Dublin International Film Festivalon
18 February. The publicity material generated for
its marketing contained the same message.
“Wartime Berlin comes to Queen’s” was the
proud boast ofthe press release from Queen’s
University itself, which continued: “Academic
and film-maker Professor Des Bell and historian
Dr Fearghal McGarry, both from Queen’s, are tak-
ingon one oftheir biggest assignments to date
with the production ofa film onthe enigmathat
was Frank Ryan. Ryanwas arepublican socialist
of1930s Dublinand International Brigade volun-

teerwho fought fascisminthe
Spanish CivilWar, and ended
his life working for the Nazis in
wartime Berlin.” (My empha-
sis—MO'R)

The film received asecond
showingon 26 February, fol-
lowed byadebate organised
by the journal History Ireland,
inwhich both McGarryand |
participated. My original
review refuting McGarry’s
thesisis online at [www.
irelandscw.com/docs-
Ryanz.htm]and | againtook
issue with himinthe
February debate.

Notwithstanding the char-
acterassassination that con-
tinues to be deployed by Bell
in promoting his film, how-
ever, | was pleasantly sur-
prised that the actual screenplay had pulled
back from the McGarry thesis and treated
Ryan’s period in Germany in all its complexity,
demonstrating that he most certainly was nota
collaborator.

It was, in fact, the film’s superficial treatment of
the Spanish Civil Waritselfthat turned out to be
its most disappointing feature. There was a cari-
cature of Ryan’s internationalist handling of
nationaltensions in the British Battalion, along
witha portrayal ofthe Battle of Jaramathat is his-
torically unrecognisable. And there was a failure
to seize the dramatic opportunity that the film
had opentoitifonlyit had gone onto re-enact
Ryan’s great rally of Brigadistas ofall nationali-
ties by leading them, with a mass rendition of
“The Internationale”, to recapture territory previ-
ouslyyielded upinanearlierretreat.



