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Fram ng the Hol ocaust: Contenporary Visions

Shel l ey Hornstein, Laura Levitt, and Laurence J. Sil berstein

This collection of articles, like previous volunes in the New
Per spectives on Jewi sh Studies series, explores the boundaries of
current Jewi sh studi es scholarship. Rather than trying to
determ ne what are sonetines posited as true, legitimte, or
aut henti c neanings, this volune, like the previous ones, asks:
What are the nechani sns, techniques, and di scursive practices
t hrough whi ch these neani ngs have been nade and what specific
forms of identification do they foster or exclude? A recurring
concern is how cultural representations and the neani ngs attached
to them are produced and di sseni nat ed.

Bui | ding on scholarly work on representation and the
Hol ocaust, this volune seeks, like nmany of those earlier works,
to contribute to the energing field of Jewi sh cultural studies.
In contrast to the majority of discussions concerning the
representation of the Hol ocaust, which focus on literary and

hi storical representation, this book focuses on the visual. The



cross-disciplinary structure of the volunme was intended to
encourage our contributors to reflect on sone of the basic
assunptions of the various fields in which they were trained. In
di al ogue with one another, artists, architects, art and
architectural historians, curators, cultural critics, literary
scholars, and religious studies specialists challenge one anot her
to highlight issues often rendered invisible by the disciplinary
assunptions of their respective fields. Furthernore, an objective
of this book is to situate these cross-disciplinary discussions
on the visual representation of the Hol ocaust within the context
of Jew sh studi es.

I nfornmed by contenporary critical perspectives, the book
directs a series of questions w dely discussed in cultural
studies to the visual representation of the Hol ocaust: \Wat are
the processes by which the past is renenbered and represented in
the present? What is the relationship between nenory, history,
and visual culture? How does the representational work of art
resenble or differ fromthat which is perforned by and in
literary or historical texts? To what extent and in what ways do
t hese representati onal processes chall enge sonme of the normative
assunptions about the Hol ocaust within Jewi sh studies or notions
of the aesthetic in the field of visual culture? Wiat difference

do the physical or geographical |ocations where works are



di spl ayed nake in terns of how they are seen or understood? How
do particul ar kinds of spatial arrangenents, fornms, and sites of
representation position the viewer so as to encourage or

di scourage, include or exclude specific interpretations? To what
extent do these works chall enge prevailing notions of Jew sh

hi story and Jew sh identity?

| mpossi bl e I mages: Contenporary Art after the Hol ocaust
evol ved out of “Representing the Hol ocaust: Practices, Products,
Projections,” a conference held at Lehigh University on My
21-23, 2000. The conference brought together Jew sh studies
schol ars, historians, art historians, and scholars of literature
as well as artists and curators. A primary goal was to open up a
critical space for the kinds of interdisciplinary conversations
about the visual arts and the Hol ocaust that are now at the heart
of this collection. Like the volume, the original conference
invitation asked participants to consider a sinmlar set of
guestions and how they inforned their work.?

It was at this conference that the editors first net, and it
was here that nost of the contributors presented early versions
of their essays. This unusual nultidisciplinary gathering in a
Jewi sh studies context highlighted the conveners’ concern that
Jewi sh studies scholars critically engage with works of visual

culture and the representational problens that this entails. W



have included a selection of works by those artists who presented
at the conference at the end of this volune.?

Di al ogue and cross-fertilization also informthe work of the
editors, conmng as we do fromdifferent fields of inquiry and
crossing academ c and disciplinary as wel|l as geographica
boundari es. Shelley Hornstein comes to Hol ocaust and Jew sh
studies fromher work in theories of visual culture and the
di sci plines of art history and architecture. Laura Levitt and
Larry Silberstein come to visual culture and the Hol ocaust
through their work with Jewi sh religious, literary, and
phi | osophi cal texts. Laura s approach is an outgrowh of, anong
ot her things, her extensive work on gender and American Jew sh
identity. In contrast, Larry’s engagenent with representationa
practices and their effects is informed by his extensive reading
in French poststructuralist philosophy and British cultura
studi es, an approach that he has recently applied in his study of
postzionismin Israeli culture. In her nost recent work Shelley
is concerned with issues relating to how architecture and pl ace
capture nenory and the theoretical issues that relate to
aesthetics, architecture, and pl ace.

As we have already indicated, |npossible Imges:
Contenporary Art after the Hol ocaust builds on scholarly work on

t he Hol ocaust and representation.?® These Jew sh studies



di scussi ons have often focused on the problematic of representing
what many consider to be the unrepresentable. Recognizing that
there already exists a growi ng | egacy of creative works that
engage the Shoah, we undertake to probe the processes by neans of
whi ch these works have cone into being and how they function in
particul ar contexts. The authors, focusing on specific works of
visual art, and in one instance a nusical conposition, pose a
nunber of inportant questions about representation that, while
often raised in discussions of culture, are |less frequently asked
in Jewi sh studies discussions. These questions include: What is
made visible, what is conceal ed, and what is obscured by specific
ki nds of artistic production? How and in what ways do these
artistic works continue to unravel sonme of our assunptions about
the role of the Holocaust in the present? Wat effects do
geographi cal and cultural contexts have on the ways in which
vi sual works are viewed, how they are shown, and the kinds of
exhi bition spaces that are used? How do responses to works differ
according to the audi ence? Wiat is the relation of nenory and
vi sual representations of the Hol ocaust to the formation of
contenporary Jew sh identity?

A highlight of the conference out of which this volune grew
was Art Spiegel man’s powerful keynote presentation. Spiegel man

held forth on the context, conditions, and creative processes



that resulted in his nowclassic Maus. This work was one of the
first to open up a new space that shattered boundaries between

| anguage and visual culture in relation to the Hol ocaust. As his
comments that evening, |ike his work, make clear, al

representations of the past are already acts of the present.*

Unravel i ngs, Contexts, Locations

Several of these essays may be viewed as thought experinents,
bridging disciplines and fields in an effort to grapple w th what
it means to represent the Hol ocaust or its resonances in and for
the present. Several authors question sone of the operative
assunptions in the field of Jewi sh studies in order to better
address these questions. They are particularly concerned about
the ways in which the conceptual and representational franeworks
we deploy directly shape the kinds of know edge we produce.
Taking it as a given that all know edge is culturally
constructed, |npossible Inages: Contenporary Art after the

Hol ocaust draws our attention to assunptions that are conmonly
taken for granted in Hol ocaust schol arship. O particular concern
is the notion that menory and history can be anything but parti al
and constructed in the present. The collected essays al so nmake

explicit the ways in which context matters. They thus seek to



make explicit how and in what ways the places where an arti st
wor ks shape what he or she produces; how and in what ways the
space or place in which a work of art is exhibited and how it is
identified or nanmed influence what is seen or not seen; how and
In what ways calling attention to certain details in a visual
wor k, a gesture, a color, an icon, can change the neaning
assigned to the work as a whol e.

For exanpl e, seeing a nonunent at Yad Vashemis different
fromseeing and readi ng about it on a web site (Stier), or
hearing Hitler’ s taped voice appear to speak Hebrew in Jerusal em
bef ore an audi ence of Israelis at the Israel Museumdiffers from
hearing Hitler’'s same taped and mani pul ated voice at the Jew sh
Museum in New York (Azoulay). O her issues addressed in the
vol unme i nclude: What does it nean for sonmeone in a place and tine
far renoved fromthe site and tinme of the events being
represented to renenber and represent these events? How, and in
what ways, does the physical structure of a nuseum exhi bition
shape or encourage particul ar understandi ngs of history while
di scouragi ng or precluding others? Who controls the space in
which a nmenorial is situated (Bonder)?

At stake in all these discussions is the difficulty of
approaching the | egacy of the Hol ocaust visually. At a 2002

exhibition at the Jewi sh Museumin New York, Mrroring Evil



curated by Norman Kl eebl att, the floodgates opened to an enor nous
controversy.® The controversy denonstrated the specter of
norality and propriety that is raised when the unwitten codes
relating to visual inages of the Hol ocaust are transgressed. Wo
gets to own these inages or who has the right to construct or

di splay images that invoke this past? What are the boundaries of
what can be represented, and who has the right to display or to
play with these evocative inmges?

As many of these essays explain, works of visual culture
relating to the Hol ocaust are often the site where issues of
obscenity, and propriety, and aesthetics are tested. Is it
obscene to ask viewers to identify with Nazi inmagery, to be
invited to play with inages of the Hol ocaust, to color in
col oring books, or to play with Legos (van Al phen)? Who is the
viewer as he or she goes through an exhibit at the |Israel Miuseum
(Azoul ay) ? Can one i nagi ne being Eva Braun reflecting on the
final days of her life with her |over Adolf Htler, as Roee Rosen
asks us to do in his piece Live and Die as Eva Braun? Is it
norally or aesthetically legitinmate in a play about the Hol ocaust
and contenporary Israeli |life to position Israeli actors as
perpetrators and Pal estinian actors as victins (Katz-Freinan)?

| mpossi bl e I mages: Contenporary Art after the Hol ocaust al so

rai ses questions about Israeli national identity and the



Hol ocaust. It explores the ways in which the Hol ocaust inforns
contenporary Jewi sh identity in the United States (Friedman), in
Canada (Hornstein), and in Western Europe, and the conpl ex issues

that the Hol ocaust poses for non-Jews.

Specific Organi zation

There are any nunmber of ways of reading these essays. As we have
al ready suggested, the issues they raise overlap and intersect at
various points. One may read themin relation to pedagogy and the
role of museuns in telling the story of the Hol ocaust. Here Susan
Derwin’s essay may be read together with those of Ernst van

Al phen and Ariella Azoulay. One mght also reflect on the
haunti ng nenory of the Hol ocaust discussed by Mchelle Friednman
inrelation to Oen Stier’s reading of icons. Additionally, one

m ght connect the taboos of identification raised by Norman

Kl eeblatt in conjunction with the dramatic production di scussed
by Tam Katz-Freiman. The nodel of groupings we propose is only
one of many different possible pathways through this material.

Al t hough we cluster the essays in a particular order, we

encour age readers to experinent by reading themin other
configurations, using any of the various broad thenes we have

suggested or others of their own choosi ng.



| . Geographies of the Heart: Places/ Spaces of Renenbrance

Al the essays in this section address issues of Hol ocaust nenory
in places far renoved from where and when those events took

pl ace. These essays include Shelley Hornstein' s “Archiving an
Architecture of the Heart” and Mchelle Friedman’s “Haunted by

Menory: Anerican Jewi sh Transformations.” Both these essays

expl ore how certain architecture, while seeking to anchor in a
physi cal place nmenories that have no place of their own, actually
subvert permanence and objecthood. It concludes with Julian
Bonder’s “A House for Uninhabitable Menory,” an essay about his

own attenpt to build a place for this kind of nmenory at d ark

Uni versity and the controversy that this entail ed.

I1. Israel and the Politics of Menory

Wiile Israel is clearly another place far renoved fromthe site
of the events of the Hol ocaust, the founding of the state was
inbricated in nost Jewi sh discourse relating to the Hol ocaust
shortly after the end of the war. Ariella Azoulay, in “The Return
of the Repressed,” explores the recent “return” of a powerful

subj ect that has been “repressed” in Israeli imgination: the

10



engagenment with Nazi culture. She does this by exam ning works by
Israeli artists that incorporate inmages and |i kenesses of Hitler
in a culture where his nane and i mage have been virtually absent.
In “Racismand Ethics: Constructing Alternative History,” Sidra
Ezrahi explores the ways in which Israelis’ understanding of the
Hol ocaust continues to shape the ways in which Israelis viewthe
| sraeli-Palestinian conflict and the effects of these ways of
seeing on contenporary lIsraeli politics.® In “*Don’t Touch My

Hol ocaust’ —Anal yzi ng the Baroneter of Responses: Israeli Artists
Chal | enge the Hol ocaust Taboo,” Tam Katz-Freiman explores the
controversy over who has the right to “touch,” that is,

artistically engage, the Hol ocaust in contenporary I|srael.

[11. Transgressi ng Taboos

In this section, Ernst van Al phen, in “Hol ocaust Toys: Pedagogy
of Renmenbrance through Play,” explores the sacralizing of the

Hol ocaust, al so discussed by Tam Katz-Freiman and Adi Ophir.

What does it nean, van Al phen asks, for artists to invite viewers
to “play” with the Holocaust? In his essay, “The Nazi QOccupation
of the "Waite Cube’: Piotr Ukla ski’s The Nazis and Rudol f

Herz' s Zugzwang,” Norman Kl eeblatt, |ike van Al phen, explores the

di sconfort that is produced in viewers of popular cultura

11



representations of the Hol ocaust. Looking carefully at Piotr
Ukl a ski’s The Nazis, Kleeblatt asks us to reflect on the ways
in which the Nazis have been glorified in popular culture and
rai ses the provocative possibility that the | egaci es of avant-
garde and fascist aesthetics may be nore closely related than we
m ght want to believe.

We end this section with a nowclassic essay by Adi Ophir.
Al t hough not focusing on questions of visual culture, “On
Sanctifying the Hol ocaust: An Anti-Theol ogical Treatise” serves
to make clear sonme of the dangers that result from sacralizing
t he Hol ocaust and its visual representations. Draw ng our
attention to the inportance of engagi ng i maginatively and
critically with the | egacy of the Hol ocaust, the chapter
chal l enges the reader to render visible in his or her own social
contexts those political and cultural processes that help to nmake

possi bl e fascistic forns of life in the present.

| V. Curating Menory

“Hol ocaust 1cons: The Media of Menory,” by Oren Stier, and “Sense
and/ or Sensation: The Role of the Body in Hol ocaust Pedagogy,” by
Susan Derwin, pointedly raise the question of how nuseuns

aut horize certain ways of seeing while inhibiting others. How are

12



the i mages we see in nuseum settings constructed? Wat inages or
objects are selected for us to see, and in what order are we
asked to view thenf? These chapters make explicit the ways in

whi ch nechani sns of control operate to create ways of seeing and
not seeing. More specifically, they analyze how, in Hol ocaust
nmuseuns, these operations close off certain discussions about the

Hol ocaust whi |l e aut hori zi ng ot hers.

Not es

1. These included sone of the foll ow ng questions: How are
menory and awar eness of the Hol ocaust being transmtted and
produced t hrough representational practices? Wat are the diverse
vi sual genres being used and to what effect? Wat are the
di stinct problenms confronting artists who seek to represent the
Hol ocaust ? What are the visual strategies being used by
cont enporary Hol ocaust nuseuns and nenorials to convey sonethi ng
about this past? And what are the intended audi ences for these
wor ks?

2. Larry Silberstein thanks Oren Stier and Stephen Fei nstein
for their valuabl e assistance in conceptualizing and structuring
t he conference. Speakers who contributed to the conference but

whose work is not represented here include Art Spiegel man, Peter
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Novi ck, Stephen Feinstein, M chael Berenbaum Barbie Zelizer,
Edward Lucie-Smth, and Andrea Liss. W gratefully acknow edge
the contributions of all those who both attended and presented at
the conference in shaping these discussions. Echoes of Peter

Novi ck’s inportant book, The Hol ocaust in American Life, are also
evident in sone of the articles in this book. Novick, too, nmade a
maj or contribution to the conference, providing a broader

cultural context within which to situate the proliferation of
visual representations of the Hol ocaust, particularly in the
United States.

3. This schol arship has raised crucial questions about the
l[imts of representation, using literary and critical theory. It
has challenged the limts of historical discourse and the
i nportance of nmenory. Sone inportant works in this growing field
i nclude: Sidra Ezrahi, By Wrds Al one: The Hol ocaust in
Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980); Janes
Young, Witing and Rewiting the Hol ocaust: Narrative and the
Consequences of Interpretation (Bl oom ngton: Indiana University
Press, 1988); Saul Friedl ander, ed., Probing the Limts of
Representati on: Nazism and the “Final Solution” (Canbridge:
Harvard University Press, 1992); and the ongoi ng discussions in
the interdisciplinary journal H story and Menory. Al so inportant

to this volune is the work of Janes Young on Hol ocaust nonunents
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and nenorials. This work hel ped open up Jewi sh studies to

di scussi ons about the work of visual culture nore generally. See,
for exanple, Janes Young, The Texture of Menory: Hol ocaust
Menorial s and Meani ng (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993);
Janes Young, ed., The Art of Menory: Hol ocaust Menorials in

Hi story (New York: The Jewi sh Museum and Munich: Prestel-Verl ag,
1994); Janes Young, At Menory’s Edge: After-Ilnages of the

Hol ocaust in Contenporary Art and Architecture (New Haven: Yale
Uni versity Press, 2000).

4. Art Spiegelman’s address was entitled “Maus: Packing
Menory into Little Boxes.” Norman Kl eeblatt’s origi nal
presentation for the conference was entitled “Art after Mus:
Contenporary Art and the Imaging of Nazism” This title cane from
Kleeblatt’s working title for the exhibition that he was then in
the process of putting together, which becane Mrroring Evil

5. W have included Ernst van Al phen’s essay on Hol ocaust
toys that he delivered at Lehigh University at the “Representing
t he Hol ocaust” conference. This essay has since been published in
a sonmewhat different formin Mrroring Evil: Nazi |nmagery/ Recent
Art, ed. Norman Kl eeblatt (New York: The Jewi sh Museum and New
Brunswi ck: Rutgers University Press, 2002), the catalog for the
Mrroring Evil exhibit at the Jew sh Museum March 17-June 30,

2002. The exhi bit included nany of the works van Al phen di scusses
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in his essay. W have al so included an essay by Nornan Kl eebl att
t hat di scusses two of the works that he, as curator, included in
Mrroring Evil.

6. Wiile Sidra Ezrahi chaired a session but did not present
a paper at this conference, the editors wish to acknow edge her
i mportant contributions to the conference. Al though witten for
anot her occasion and focusing on literature, her chapter, |ike
Adi Ophir’s, offers an incisive statenent of the politica
effects of representational practices. Both these chapters help
to highlight the social and political inplications of the other

essays in this vol une.
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