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Abstract 

My paper explores whether and how artists and writers can make a meaningful contribution to the 

discourse around the Holocaust and other forms of state sponsored mass violence without 

aestheticising atrocity. My approach is to contextualise the work of Doris Salcedo's within a larger 

framework of the representation of indirect witnessing of traumatic events in images and situating 

the approach taken by Salcedo in relation to examples of Holocaust representation in creative 

works in other mediums produced in the half century since Theodore Adorno’s radical 

pronouncement that after Auschwitz poetry is barbaric : Cinema (Claude Lanzmann's film Shoah) 

and photography/text (Serge Klarsfeld’s book The French Children of the Holocaust). 
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Introduction 

 

 

 
 

Fig.1 Delaroche, P. (1855). La Jeune Martyr. 170 x 148 cm. Louvre, Paris 

For US $545 (plus postage and packing) the good people at wholesaleoilpainting.com will sell you a 

hand-painted portrait of a dead young woman, hands bound in front of her, floating on her back in 

water, with her face lit by the moon - or perhaps it is the light of her halo. At 76 by 66 centimeters this 

particular La Jeune Martyre (The young martyr) is considerably smaller than the original by Paul 
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Delaroche (1855) that has hung in the Louvre since 1895, but quite a bit larger than the postcard sold 

in the museum shop. There are however numerous other merchants, on and offline, who will sell you 

posters of various sizes, or reproductions printed on canvas, framed or unframed, of this and other 

images of aftermaths of violence. 

 

No Holocaust images have yet managed to find such an extensive market as Le Jeune Martyr but my 

interest in the problem of the aestheticisation of images of violence, has lead me to explore whether 

and how creative practitioners can make a meaningful contribution to Holocaust discourse, and the 

discourse around the innumerable subsequent genocides and politically motivated mass violence, state 

organized or otherwise - whilst avoiding the problem of aestheticisation. It is a problem which has 

concerned artists, film makers and writers for the more than half a century which has passed since 

Adorno's radical pronouncement that after Auschwitz poetry is barbaric, which has often been 

misinterpreted, and applied to creative practices generally. [1] Indeed in 1962 Adorno wrote "it is now 

virtually in art alone that suffering can still find a voice, consolation, without being immediately 

betrayed by it. (...) it is to works of art that has fallen the burden of wordlessly asserting what is barred 

to politics." [2] However it is imperative for art to 'de-aestheticize' itself [3] in relation to violence lest 

it results in making “ an unthinkable fate appear to have had some meaning." [4]  

 

In a contemporary context Doris Salcedo, a Columbian artist living and working in Bogota whose 

work deals both with specific acts of political violence in her native country and historical acts of mass 

violence such as the slavery trade and Holocaust, says she wants to "disassociate her work from the 

way art has represented torture. Mostly it has been represented as a spectacle, as something we can 

watch. The implication is that it cannot be stopped and the inactivity of the onlookers underscores this 

impotence." [5] In Salcedo's work “Aesthetics and politics join together to develop an ethical 

conscience that not only operates in the restricted space of the original investigation but also affects 

survivors of collective suffering." [6] Thus Salcedo transcends a number of the binaries which face 

creative practitioners in this process, which I have called the art of indirect witnessing [7], addressing 

both the past and the present, memory and experience, and survivors as well as perpetrators. 

 

Salcedo also quotes the German writer W.G.Sebald, who lived and worked in England in self-imposed 

exile for almost his entire professional life. Sebald "poses a question about how to form a language in 

which terrible experiences, experiences capable of paralysing the power of articulation, could be 

expressed in art." [8] Sebald’s own approach to memorializing the Holocaust in his novel Austerlitz is 

analogous to the way many of us learnt about it : through layers of narratives, through witnessing 

either directly or indirectly, the testimonies of survivors. Sebald’s view was that the only way to 

approach the Holocaust is : “obliquely, tangentially, by reference rather than by direct confrontation.” 

[9] and Austerlitz is one of the most interesting literary works about the Holocaust that I have come 
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across, and it is not a historical novel : It doesn't actually use the word Holocaust or mention the 

'horror' of the concentration camps. In making Neither in 2004 Doris Salcedo too tried to find a way to 

address historical ones as well as contemporary concentration camps and she mentions Australian 

government policy for asylum seekers in this context. She explains this work as follows : “Neither is 

an indeterminate space, located beyond my powers to articulate, to understand and measure the 

political structure in which we live. Neither is a piece about uncertainty and ambiguity." [10]  

 

In contextualising Doris Salcedo's work within a larger framework of the representation of indirect 

witnessing of traumatic events in images, by situating her approach in relation to two examples of 

Holocaust representation in other mediums, I will demonstrate that each of these creative works have 

significant similarities in their approaches to addressing the trauma suffered by others, characterized 

by  

1. avoiding the use of images of atrocities;  

2. "assuming responsibility towards the bereaved" to use Salcedo's own words [11]; 

3. going beyond simply describing specific instances of catastrophe; 

4. perhaps most importantly, by being able to be read and to function as a memorial. 

 

Shoah 

 

A memorial can also function, and Salcedo calls some of her works, an intervention, a facilitation of 

relationships, of conversations [12]. Claude Lanzmann's epic nine and a half hour Holocaust 

documentary Shoah (1985) too, functions both on the level of a memorial and an intervention. Far 

from pretending to be an objective documentary maker recording history for posterity Lanzmann 

directly intervenes in the testimonies of both victims and perpretrators: When a Nazi perpetrator 

refuses permission to have the interviews filmed, Lanzmann uses a hidden camera which transmits a 

suitably unstable grainy black and white picture to a Volkswagen Kombi parked outside. He films 

Abraham Bomba, a member of the team of Jewish barbers forced to work in the extermination 

chambers cutting the victims’ hair immediately before they were gassed, giving his lengthy testimony 

in a monotone whilst cutting the hair of a customer in a barber shop in Israel. When he finally breaks 

down, Lanzmann's unflinching lens never leaves Bomba’s face : 

 

“We have to do it. You know it. 

- I won't be able to do it. 

You have to do it. I know it's very hard. I know and I apologize. 

- Don’t make me go on. Please. 

Please. we must go on.” [13] 
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These are some of the most moving minutes of cinema ever made, but some have criticized Lanzmann 

for his unabashedly artful approach. [14] But is it a case of aesthetic stylization? Throughout the film 

Lanzmann’s camera wanders across the desolate landscapes: Treblinka, where stones stand silent to 

mark what happened there; Auschwitz, where railway tracks, towers and fences provide visual clues; 

and lingers in fields and forests where nothing out of the ordinary is visible. However I would argue 

that Lanzmann concern is not an aesthetic one. He is not looking to reveal beauty, far from it : we are 

struck by the ordinariness of these landscapes, for we had imagined they must look extraordinary, the 

places where it happened.  

 

In one of the film’s final sequences Lanzmann interviews Dr.Franz Grassler deputy to the 

Commissioner of the Warsaw Ghetto, who claims not to remember much about those "sad, bad times." 

But Lanzmann says : “I'll help you remember!” and quotes from the diary of Adam Czerniakow who 

died in the Warsaw Ghetto on July 23, 1942, leading Grassler to say : “Oh on the first of July… I was 

already there?” In this supremely ironic moment one of his dead victims is telling the Nazi where he 

was and when, during the Holocaust.  

 

There is no attempt at even a veneer of objectivity and why should there be? Rather than being 

historiographic the film intervenes in history. Further, like all meaningful creative works Shoah 

documents an intensely personal process, charting Lanzmann's own indirect witnessing and this 

subjectivity is made clear throughout by the visual and aural presence of the filmmaker himself. For 

Lanzmann’s aim is to engage the viewers’ empathy and rage, a kind of  “controlled incitement.” [15] 

It is the act of making itself, the creation of a text, in which both the viewer and the maker are 

engaged, and this is what makes the film such a powerful act of memorialisation. The work is as it 

were created anew over and over again during each nine and a half hour viewing, thus avoiding what 

Friedlander calls the redeeming function of narrative closure. [16] In Shoah "each individual 

testimony remains a story unresolved. The overall narration is neither linear nor circular; it is a spiral 

recoiling upon itself, then moving into new territory through a succession of forays." [17]  

 

Where films like Polanski’s The Pianist (2003) and Spielberg’s Schindler's List (1993) are arguably 

guilty of fetishizing and romanticizing the Holocaust, Lanzmann does not need to recreate images of 

atrocity using special effects and avoids using any of the archival images with which we are so 

familiar. Relying principally on the words of witnesses, perpetrators and bystanders Lanzmann creates 

a work of astonishing emotional depth without any narrative arc by allowing the testimonies to speak 

for themselves. 
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French Children of the Holocaust 

 

Where Shoah is a collection of fragments without "any possible totality or any possible totalization..." 

[18],  Serge Klarsfeld’s The French Children of the Holocaust : A Memorial (FCOTH) is a collection 

of fragments of a fragment. The book collects images of 2,500 of the more than 11,400 children 

deported from France by the Nazis, together with all of the names, addresses, places and dates of birth 

and death, and lists of the convoys of their deportation (where known.)  

 

As an object FCOTH occupies a unique space between archive and artwork, and, as a text, between 

historiography and memorial. It contains both cinematic and poetic elements. It functions as an 

instrument for remembering: The reader is invited to reflect on the lives, and deaths, of these children 

by looking at the images, and referring to the lists and dates. Accordingly the word “Memorial” is an 

important part of its title, but no less importantly Peter Hellman in the introduction refers to 

Klarsfeld’s books as “tools of explication, evidence and memory” [19], in recognition of the fact that 

simply to remember and reflect is not enough.   
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Fig. 2 Photographer Unknown Régine Ajdelson 1942 [24] 

 

Régine Ajdelson was born on 2 April 1935. This image of her was taken on nine days before her arrest 
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on July 16, 1942 at her home at 25 Passage du Prevot (4th arr.) It is a classic black and white portrait 

taken in a photographer's studio of a blonde girl in a simple white dress. She looks calmly at the 

photographer without smiling. The star is visible on the left side of her dress. After her arrest she 

would have spent some time at the Vélodrome d'Hiver of which we have a photograph taken on the 

same day, when tens of thousands of Jewish families were brought there after being arrested in their 

homes and on the streets of Paris and before their transport to the internment camps in the Loiret. 

Regine's mother Sarah was sent to Auschwitz on 3 August. We know from eyewitness accounts that  

parents had to be separated from children by French police using their rifle butts at the Loiret camps. 

So Régine would have spent two weeks alone at Loiret before being deported to Auschwitz on 

Convoy 20 of 17 August 1942. She was six weeks older than my mother. 

 

Apart from one inexplicable (and devastating) exception, Klarsfeld's book consists solely of images of 

the children before their deportation, taken as they were living their more-or-less ordinary lives, 

although some of the images existed only on gravestones. Each of these images function more 

effectively as memento mori - or secular icons as Susan Sontag calls them [20] - than the images of 

atrocity taken by the British Army in Bergen Belsen which so deeply affected a teenage Sontag when 

she chanced upon them in a bookshop.  

 

Like in the viewing of Shoah here we are actively engaged in the process of remembering, which as 

Sontag points out is an ethical act - since remembering is the only relationship we can have with the 

dead. [21] What we see in these images is people living their lives, even if the lives of many of them -

as we realize when we locate their names in the accompanying lists of transports - were about to 

undergo a rupture of an unimaginable kind. 



 9 

Shibboleth 

 

 
 

Fig. 3 Doris Salcedo Shibboleth 2007 Photo: Tate 

 

Shibboleth is the title of a book by Jacques Derrida about Paul Celan, Auschwitz survivor and poet. 

According to the O.E.D. Shibboleth refers to a word or sound which a person is unable to pronounce 

correctly; a word used as a test for detecting foreigners, or persons from another district, by their 

pronunciation. In the Old Testament the Ephramites' inability to pronounce the word Shibboleth led to 

42,000 deaths. 
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Shibboleth is also the title of a temporary installation by Doris Salcedo in the Tate Modern's cavernous 

Turbine Hall in London (9 October 2007 – 6 April 2008), but to say that it was installed there would 

be a misnomer. Doris Salcedo intervened in this space, choosing to subtract from it rather than 

bringing something into it, by bringing about a fissure in the very floor of the museum itself and 

exposing its fundaments; where, in a wonderous sleight of hand, she inserted a link fence which she 

first appropriated as a motif in 2004 with Neither, a work dealing with the issue of historical and 

contemporary concentration camps. 

 

This radical act of intervention in the architecture of an art institution was a work about difference, a 

work about an unbridgable gap. This was a work about an abyss into which you were in danger of 

falling, by which you could be swallowed up. For Doris Salcedo : “Shibboleth is a negative space: it 

addresses the w(hole) in history that marks the bottomless difference that separates whites from non-

whites. The w(hole) in history that I am referring to is the history of racism, which runs parallel to the 

history of modernity, and its untold dark side.” [22] 
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Fig 4. Klabbers, J. In the Turbine Hall Tate Modern December 2008 (Unpublished photograph) 

 

It would be a grave error to suggest that what remained in the Turbine Hill in when the exhibition had 

ended and the concrete had been poured in, was Doris Salcedo's Shibboleth, because one of its 

essential elements, the links of the fence, had been rendered invisible. However what remained, what 

remains, is a trace - a definite unmistakable and undeniable shadow - which shows where Shibboleth 

was, and reminds us of its referent. As Ivonne Pini had predicted in her review of Shibboleth in 

ArtNexus: “The transgression of cracking the floor open will leave a trace: however the floor is filled, 

there will be a scar, which will function as a memorial. “ [23] 

 

No doubt at some future time the institution will cause this broken ground to appear like a single 

smooth field again, but for now we can trace Doris Salcedo's intent with our hands and our eyes and 

wander along its path, all the while wondering whether in fact the museum also left intact the reminder 
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of the concentration camps which Salcedo placed inside the fissure and just filled the gap with 

concrete, or whether the links of the fence had been painstakingly picked out one by one.  

 

In any case there are not many contemporary art works which have managed to impress themselves so 

deeply into the very structure of the building which houses the museum that a visitor from far away 

who arrives long after its exhibition ended and another has been installed, is still able to perceive the 

effect of the work on it, and is thus provoked to contemplate the issues it raises.  

 

In this way Salcedo's work manages to be unique in the history of art, and as such it exists in a 

different kind of space, which public art works do not usually occupy. In view of the issue/s she is 

addressing in her work, in which she seeks to intervene, it is a space that is entirely appropriate. It is a 

critical space - but one which demands reverence and trust, because it allows us to listen to voices 

which had been silenced and words which had not uttered. [24] 

  

Conclusion 

 

It is not difficult to find examples of art or writing about the suffering of others which reads and feels 

inadequate, hollow or contradictory. As Michael Rothberg warns: “No ‘text' - and no museum, feature 

film or epic documentary - can embody the contradictory content of history in a coherent form." [25] 

and in reference to Holocaust art Inge Clendinnen identified ‘the inversion effect’ : "We expect the 

magic of art to intensify, transfigure and elevate actuality. Touch the Holocaust and the flow is 

reversed. The matter is so potent of itself that when art seeks to command it, it is art which is rendered 

vacuous and drained of authority.” [26] 

 

Perhaps one of the reasons why the works I have discussed succeed where others fail is that while all 

of these works are monumental either in size: FCOTH weighs in at three kilos and over two thousand 

pages), or duration : Shoah runs for nine and a half hours; or in the case of Shibboleth, in the extent of 

its intervention in the very architecture of the building which houses it; they do not seek to 'command' 

or to understand. Klarsfeld approaches the witnessing of the Holocaust obliquely, or rather indirectly. 

This is achieved in part by avoiding the use of images of atrocities, whilst Doris Salcedo's recent work 

does not refer to specific instances of catastrophe at all, and connects with the issues through 

references. These works are necessarily ‘difficult’ : they are intellectually and emotionally complex, 

and demand a great deal from their audiences. Further each work is open-ended and without closure - 

like an archive, even if one way of reading Shoah is as a kind of anti-archive, since Lanzmann collects 

the words of survivors, perpetrators and bystanders utilizing every conceivable means of extracting 

them, and then shapes the way in which we receive them; whilst Klarsfeld invites us to construct our 

own narratives, and Salcedo's methodolgy is markedly different again. Yet each of these works have 
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significant similarities also in their approaches to trauma suffered by others, characterized by 

"assuming responsibility towards the bereaved" in Salcedo's words. [27] These creative practitioners 

are the “caretakers of postmemory in a decidedly unredeemed landscape, (where) no resource, be it 

fictional, rhetorical, or visual, can be spared." [28]  

 

Is it possible that art can act, not as a substitute for historiography but as its antithesis or 

counterweight? To intervene in the present, to “watch over the Forgotten so that it remains 

unforgettable.” [29] and to imagine what was, and perhaps still is, possible. [30] Thus I would like to 

propose that the works I have discussed, difficult as they are, are examples of an art of indirect 

witnessing, in that they not only keep watch over absent meaning as Blanchot urged, but they are 

engaged what Jean Luc Nancy calls "Attentive, careful, affectionate vigilance." [31] 

 

‘Difficult’ art is perhaps more difficult now than ever, especially if it is to address the problem of 

violence in the wake of subsequent genocides and almost daily news of acts of individual and mass 

political violence. But, as I hope I have demonstrated, these are examples of creative works that 

sustain what Adorno called “the project of establishing humankind's autonomy in the world, even after 

that project has proven inherently contradictory.” [32] Indeed Buckner sees Adorno as arguing that 

whilst “natural scientific objectivity disavows the irrationality of modern life, art reveals an eccentric 

capacity to articulate this irrationality by preserving rather than effacing the contradictions that plague 

the subject.” [33] ; and Adorno in 1962 wrote "it is now virtually in art alone that suffering can still 

find a voice, consolation, without being immediately betrayed by it. (...) it is to works of art that has 

fallen the burden of wordlessly asserting what is barred to politics." [34] Such was Adorno's 

disillusion with politics as long ago as 1962 and I can't help but wonder what he would have made of 

it almost half a century later. Does Adorno's call for artists to do that which politicians can not (and/or 

will not) hold true today? If it does, and I think it does, it should, it must - this represents a huge 

responsibility for contemporary artists and writers, and an enormous challenge for our culture.  
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Notes 
[1] Adorno later returned to his statement about the barbaric nature of poetry after Auschwitz, to "redefine its 
emphasis, to underscore the aporetic, and not simply negative, intention of his radical pronouncement." (Felman 
& Laub, 1991, p.34) 
[2] Adorno Commitment, 1962, in Arato, 1982, p. 313 
[3] Felman & Laub, 1991, p. 33 
[4] Adorno, 1962 
[5] Borchardt-Hume, 2007, p. 109 
[6] Pini, 2008 
[7] Here I acknowledge the work of Andreas Huyssen, who in writing about an earlier work by Salcedo, speaks 
in terms of "the art of the witness; the art of the secondary witness to be precise, the witness to lives and life 
stories forever scarred by the experience of violence...” Basualdo, Princenthal, & Huyssen, 2000, p. 96 
[8] Salcedo, D, (2007). Proposal for a project for the Turbine Hall in Borchardt-Hume, 2007 
[9] Schwartz, 2007, p. 80 
[10] Borchardt-Hume, 2007, p. 109 
[11] ibid 
[12] ibid 
[13] Lanzmann, 1995, p. 117 
[14] Geoffrey Hartman, one of the founding members of the Yale archive of testimonies of Holocaust witnesses 
: "However effective this device may be, we sense its artifice.” Geoffrey Hartman. The Book of the Destruction 
in Friedlander, 1992, p. 118 
[15] Clendinnen, 1998, p. 202 
[16] Friedlander, 1993, p. 88 
[17] Friedlander, 1993, pp. 121-122 
[18] Felman & Laub, 1991, p. 223 
[19] Peter Hellman Introduction in Klarsfeld. 1996, p. viii 
[20] "Objects of contemplation to deepen one's sense of reality." Sontag, 2004, p. 107 
[21] Sontag, 2004, p. 103 
[22] Salcedo, 2007, p. 65 
[23] Pini, 2008 
[24] In the words of the Tate Modern Curator of Modern and Contemporary Art Achim Borchardt-Hume: “(But) 
this critical space is one that allows voices and thoughts to be heard that hitherto were silenced or remained 
unspoken. It is a space that demands trust and commitment, and that allows for going beyond the intention of the 
original speaker.” Borchardt-Hume, 2007, p. 17 
[25] Rothberg, 2000, p. 263 
[26] Clendinnen, 1998, p. 185 
[27] Borchardt-Hume, 2007, p. 1 
[28] Rothberg, 2000, p. 313 
[29] Langer, 1996, p. 21 
[30] Adorno, 1970/1998 
[31] Nancy, n.d. 
[32] Statler & Buckner, 2005, p. 8 
[33] ibid 
[34] Arato, 1982, p. 313 
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