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“The Claim that the Holocaust is taboo in art comes from people who did not experience it personally. Holocaust survivors feel the exact opposite, that art revives something they want to bury in order to be able to cope with daily life… The Israeli evasion of the subject stems partly from a sense of guilt, but mainly from the desire to suppress the image of the Jew as victim.”  

- Itamar Ya’Oz Kest, Israeli Poet & Holocaust survivor
“A woman … attempts to recreate an image of her mother that has been erased or blocked through some movement of cultural dislocation … [creating] the new image from the memory of the sense of touch….offers a metaphor to emphasize the way film signifies through its materiality … vision itself can be tactile, as though one were touching a film with one’s eyes: I term this haptic visuality.”

Laura U. Marks, The Skin of the Film
Holocaust Film in Haptic Space


My paper will center on the representation of the “unrepresentable” in films concerning Jewish historical trauma and the Holocaust. I will examine the films Shoah (Claude Lanzmann, 1985), Walk On Water (Eytan Fox, 2004), and Kedma (Amos Gitai, 2002) – three of the most innovative and against–the–grain filmic readings of the Holocaust and its intertexts. These films re-envision the Holocaust and Jewish trauma by appealing to the microcosmic and the visual triggering of the sense of touch. Although Shoah has been called documentary while Walk On Water and Kedma could more easily be termed narrative films, all three films appeal to the traces of individual memory and the role that the memory of touch plays in those traces. Each film seeks out and interrogates the remnants of the events that made up the Holocaust – examining places, people, objects for the slightest trace of memory held in a gesture, a touch, an intergenerational moment, a silence. Touch related film techniques are used as a signifier for the unspeakable, as a method of constructing “missing” footage or unspoken histories, or as a marker of authenticity. I will also examine the ways that nationalities have been reconstructed after the traumatic event to efface or inscribe history or victimhood and to extend these inscriptions (and sometimes personal vendettas) even to those individuals and cultures born after the event itself.


As Itamar Kest intimates, everyone seems to have a different reason for avoiding the subject of the Holocaust – to efface a sense of guilt or deny Jewish victim status, to live more easily by forgetting, to avoid the mark of taboo. The films Shoah, Walk on Water and Kedma desire to tell precisely those stories that have been marked as taboo, pushing the viewer to approach with touch that which has been labeled unspeakable. Claude Lanzmann uses the haptic potential of film to relate the story of Israeli barber Avraham Bomba, who served as a barber in the gas chamber of Treblinka. Eytan Fox examines painful currents hidden within Israeli and German society and the microcosm of defiance and dissonance in a single family’s legacy to offer the possibility of redemption for second- and third-generation survivors in Walk on Water. Amos Gitai offers close-up personal histories of both Eastern European and Palestinian refugees in Kedma. These filmmakers explore the minutest details of personal stories. They question the notion of victimhood, of perpetrator, of trauma and redemption. The inscription of history can be found in the shape of an ear, the skin of the face, a hand with scissors cutting hair, a hand stroking a grandfather’s face or a hand holding a baby. 


Claude Lanzmann’s no-holds-barred approach makes for uncomfortable viewing, putting Avraham Bomba, the “Barber of Treblinka,” in shifting positions of witness, perpetrator, victim and prisoner of the interview and of his own memory. Lanzmann puts memory on trial and will not let Avraham stop calling up the event through words and gestures, pauses and tears, until he is satisfied that his cameras have recorded the last fragment of evidence for the prosecution. Lanzmann puts the Event itself on trial – individual memory, cultural memory, place memory, object memory – every detail comes into question. The camera has been set up inside Avraham’s barbershop in Israel. We rarely see the other barbers, and view Avraham through one of the wall mirrors. The camera itself never appears in the mirror, and we have no clear indication that we are ever seeing Avraham head-on. As Avraham speaks English, we cannot be certain that the other barbers and clients understand what he says. The only time his client looks alarmed occurs when Avraham describes quickly cutting hair to move people along at Treblinka. His hand moves accordingly roughly in the client’s hair and the client looks up, as if slightly put off by the gesture. Avraham clips hair methodically and expertly while speaking of cutting hair in the Treblinka gas chamber. He even claims that the experience quickly deadened feelings as a survival mechanism. We begin to suspect otherwise as he tells the story of a fellow barber’s wife and family who came into the gas chamber. 


The camera zooms in to an extreme close up of the side of Avraham’s face, as though the lines in his neck or the dent in his earlobe will serve as documentation for his memory. He cannot finish the story. He opens his mouth and wets his lips with his tongue, but no words come out. The camera watches him, hovering around his ear, his lips, the wrinkles under his eyes. His eyes become moist and he wipes them on a towel. Despite Lanzmann’s prodding, Avraham travels around the client several steps before he can bring himself to continue, and again the ear and the lines of his face document the memory for the camera. When he continues, his voice softens as he recalls how the barber tried to reassure his wife and family, even though he knew that he would never see them alive again. 


The mirrored location suggests the fragmentation of memory and the existence of multiple memories or testimonies. It gives a sense of the non-linear nature of the Holocaust as an event. The stylistics of the camera further complicate and nuance the retelling. We view Avraham from various angles through the mirrors, and in the extreme close-ups we get a sense of the intricate details of his face and its expressions of loss and grief despite the deadening effect of his barber work in Treblinka. The flesh of his earlobe, or the light color of his tongue as he moistens his lip provide us with tactile details that the shape the memory. We may suspect that the story of the other barber recreates his own story –  that he was the one who lost his family in this manner, or that he can access his emotions only through displacement. His work with the scissors reveals an access through displacement as well – he can speak about his memories only through the barber medium that allowed their creation in the first place. The impact of Shoah rests heavily on its ability to avoid archival footage in favor of creating its own haptic ties to the individual and cultural residue of the Holocaust. 

Footprints of Memory – Walk on Water

In Eytan Fox’ Walk on Water, the main characters –  Mossad (Israeli Intelligence) agent Eyal and German siblings Axel and Pia –  all bear the burden of their parents’ and grandparents’ legacies. Eyal’s mother survived the Holocaust in Germany, and he works for one of her friends, now in Mossad, who has become a Nazi hunter. His current mission is to find and kill Nazi war criminal Alfred Himmelman, who also happens to be Axel and Pia’s grandfather. Pia has been living on a kibbutz in Israel since she discovered her grandfather’s past. Her brother only learns this midway through the film, although his penchant for dating only non-German men indicates his feelings on the subject. This motley crew of damaged children provides a canvas for Fox’ exploration of lingering legacies of the Holocaust and the traces of the past still active in the present. Fox also offers some possibilities for balancing the forces of the past while living in the present and in one’s own generation.


 Eytan Fox explains that in Israeli society, “we grew up with the Holocaust within us. It [made us] blind to what [we] are doing to other people. A lot of times, Holocaust abuse justifies terrible things done to the Palestinians.”(Kramer, 1) When Fox’ folkdance troupe visited Germany in 1978, “we thought we would go meet tall, blonde aggressive evil people. What we met were these amazing, sweet, politically correct, environmentally conscious, aware people…. I grew up afraid of them and they were so nice. … It is so sad how hatred is a seed we planted in the hearts of kids. We are going to be working for years and years to try and fix this.” (Kramer, 2) Fox adds that Caroline Peters, who plays Pia, is actually the granddaughter of a Nazi, and that she was afraid that Israelis would not be as friendly as they were (a store clerk apparently thought it was “cool” when she recognized Peters). (Kramer, 2) The film sets itself up with a multitude of complications, from personal conflicts to national and intergenerational vendettas. 

When Axel finds out that his father’s birthday present will be a visit from his Nazi grandfather, he does not seem to mind that Eyal intends to kill the old man. As Eyal stealthily enters the grandfather’s room, holding a lethal hypodermic needle, he begins to realize that he has lost the emotional tolerance for killing. The impact of his wife’s recent suicide finally hits him. He backs away, defeated. Axel takes his place near the old man. We see an extreme close up of Axel’s face as he sits on the bed, watching his grandfather sleep. 

[clip from walk on water]

Walk on Water dredges up all sorts of ideas, cultural associations and stereotypes related to Israel and Germany, about Nazis and Holocaust survivors and about the legacies left by individuals and groups. The viewer has to process a Mossad agent that can’t kill anymore and joins a kibbutz, a sweet gay German man who kills his frail Nazi grandfather, and a granddaughter of a Nazi who leaves Germany to live on kibbutz and marry a former Mossad agent. Eyal and Pia’s child will have a very interesting family history. This is precisely what the film attempts to do: individualize the legacy of the Holocaust. When Axel caresses his grandfather’s face, he sends a message of hello, goodbye and a death sentence. He touches a man of his own flesh and blood, and cannot let the frail old man live after what the man has done to him and to his family. We see not the impersonal, lethal injection style of Eyal’s missions with Mossad, but a personal, familial, almost ceremonial form of execution. Axel uses his grandfather as a symbol of the horrific legacy that has been passed down to him – as though by wiping out the man he can rectify the history within himself.


Eyal has been groomed by his parents and by his work with Mossad to prevent what has already occurred. The two idealistic Germans seem to comfort him and give him a new perspective when the killing business becomes more than he can handle. When we trail him getting up in the night to see the baby, he calms the baby – an indication that his hand can comfort, not just kill. He e-mails Axel (we don’t know quite where Axel is) to tell him about his dream of walking on water. The dream presents a tactile vision – the texture of the sand, the water, the sound of the wind and its motion in the men’s shirts, hair and clothes. This last sequence presents a very powerful image, both touchable and tranquil. As the film ends, we somehow sense that on the individual level this tranquility can be possible, even in the face of a difficult legacy –  that as the damage was done on the individual level, so can the healing and reconciliation with that imprint be done on the personal level. The film does not imply that a single person can undo a national trauma, but that each person can only deal with the experience of that trauma on a personal level. The use of images to stimulate the sense of touch emphatically registers the personal nature of this negotiation by gesturing towards the microcosmic arena in which it occurs.

Touching Kedma

Kedma filmmaker Amos Gitai says, “The year 1948 is interesting because of the juxtaposition of the Jewish project and the Palestinian exodus. …there were immigrants from Europe, sent straight to the barracks … there was linguistic confusion … Some spoke Russian, some Polish, some Yiddish. The commanding officer spoke Hebrew. … I came across some diaries of women in the Haganah [Israeli Defense Forces] who had been in Bergen-Belsen … later on, during the war, they displaced whole Palestinian villages.” (Michelson, 71). Gitai clearly identifies the issues central to the film – the discrepancy between refugee and soldier, and the inconceivable notion of refugees fleeing one type of strife in order to create a refugee situation for a second group of people in a new land.


Gitai looks to history as a barometer of and an explanation for today’s conflicts. He elucidates, “I don’t think we can rewind history. The Zionist project involved from its beginning the displacement of Palestinian peasants. … the situation is dynamic and you may create new injustices by just trying to argue that the birth of the secular immigration was such that they must return to their countries of origin. … we must recognize the nature of our policy and we must acknowledge the memories and attachment of the Palestinians on the basis of their very existence in this part of the world.” (Michelson, 58) Gitai’s films often make use of haptic visuality – from the mud and bullets of Kippur to the architectural textures of a disputed house in A House In Jerusalem. Gitai uses extreme close ups in Kedma to tell the stories of several of the refugees. 

Two of the refugees from the ship Kedma relate their experiences during a pause in the trek across the Israeli landscape. Rosa (Helena Yaralova) tells her former teacher her story in close up – we can see the texture of Rosa’s hair, her face, her scarf, and the traces of hair on her companion’s shaven head. She tells him in an even tone about how she escaped from the ghetto, hiding under the seat of a streetcar and watching the legs of a Gestapo officer until they disappeared. Rosa looks out past the camera. Legs of other people pass between the two of them and the camera, blurred beyond recognition. Neither responds explicitly to the other – somehow the fact of their telling their stories means more than the exact details. We watch the light hitting their faces, our eyes defocus and refocus as legs cross in front of the camera. When Rosa’s former teacher puts on his cap, the action illustrates how naked his shaved head was during his recounting of his escape. 


The camera turns close ups into documents, creating evidence from their physical appearance, their functional, worn out clothing, and their utilitarian approach to life. Their faces register no emotion – in close ups, Gitai can show us how this knowledge has been etched into their faces and gestures. Gitai does not leave us with the image of these refugees, however.

[clip from Kedma]

When we see the Palestinian villager in close up, in the context of the “abandoned” house, we can read the details of his face, his eyes, his skin, his keffiyah (head scarf) and the way his feelings appear etched on his face rather than in the throes of emotional gestures or contortions. In these moments, we read him through touch, through haptic visuality, the caress of the eyes.  


In these films, we see responses to a lack of archival footage, and the failure of archival footage to give a complete picture of what happened and how it impacted and still impacts the individual it touches. We also see how the over use of existing archival footage that appears in film after film can cause the viewer to become as numb to it as the survivors of atrocities sometimes appear to be. Through the work of filmmakers Lanzmann, Fox and Gitai, and their microcosms of sense memory, touch and haptic visuality we begin to feel the impact of the Holocaust, not in the limited or unavailable footage of what was, but in digging out that history in the individual, in the idiosyncrasy. We experience it in those places and people to whom it is always present, in whom it lives in the smallest physical detail. These films posit a view of history as personal, individual and tactile, requiring the physical examination of these individuals, exposing the viewer in close up to the tactile manifestations of the past and of history as it lives on in a single person, a single expression, a wrinkle etched in an old man’s forehead. Through techniques of haptic visuality, these films devise a sensitive and compelling visceral presentation and invite the viewer to explore the boundaries of the senses in film, and ways of touching the unspeakable.
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