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Polish residents of Auschwitz —
still from Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah

Shoah, by Claude Lanzmann, more than
any other film since World War 11, has
fully justified Auguste Lumiére’s early
hapes for the cinema. Shoah’s power as a
representation of the holocaust has been
equated by commentators and viewers to
the events of history itself. In fact, all of its
very extensive footage, up to 100 hours
worth, is going to be housed in a special
archive at Yale University. The film’s
outakes will thus become another source
of historical information on the holocaust.
It is rare for a film to be taken this sezi-
ously and the act of converting the film
into an archival document is a fascinating
one, conflating as it does the differences
between history, representation and the
image. It was Auguste Lumiére who
launched, though by no means sustained,
the idea that images were mimetically de-
pendent upon their referent, thus promot-
ing the supposition that history could be
“pictured” if not reproduced through the
medium of film, It is one of the purposes
of this article to explore Shoak’s impact
precisely as historical reconstruction, as
image, as picture, and to more clearly situ-
ate its role in relation to the cinema as an
institution, The film’s role as a historical
document also raises other questions
about the history of the documentary
cinema.

Lanzmann initially approached his re-
search on the holocaust and the Nazi era
in what he described as a traditional way.
“For over a year [ read every history book
that I could find on the subject. I went
through all of the written archives to
which I could gain access.”? This prelimi-
nary comment reveals the strong fascina-
tton which he had with Nazism. It is this
fascination which provoked the following
comment. “As the research developed f
was asked by the people financing me to
explain what I was doing, to explain the
direction which I was taking. But to me
those questions were absurd. [ didn’t have
a clear conceptual framework for what I
was doing. I had a few personal obsessions
and I knew that [ had set myself a rather
difficult task, but the whole question of
concept was a difficult one for me. I would
characterize my knowledge at that stage as
theoretical, almost wholly derived from
my reading of books, a clearer way of say-
ing that would be that my knowledge was
essentially second-hand.”?

Lanzmann was faced with a series of
contradictory problems. In relation to the
holocaust, in particutar the extermination
camps, knowledge as such can only be
second-hand. Yet his way of characterizing
the problem points to a possible solution,
as if the history of that period has a large
hole in it which he will fill by a process of
substitution. In effect he has undertaken
his historical research with the film in
mind. As I hope will become clear, this has
more than just a passing relevance for the
final product. There are important differ-
ences between the activity of research per
se, that is, the investigation and explora-
tion of a particular period of history, and
undertaking that research with the inten-
tion of transforming essentially discursive
materials into images.

The notion of the second-hand implies
a separation between Lanzmann's fascina-
tion with the period and his desire to gen-
erate new truths from his research. Irre-
spective of whether it is first-hand or sec-
cnd-hand, whether it is oral history oz
legend, text or image, the shape and form
he gives to his research cannot avoid the
mingling of fiction and fact. The arbiter
here is not truth but the context within
which assertions are made about truth or,
put another way, the context within
which the second-hand is adjudged or
interpreted to be truthful. Of equal con-
cern is how his fascination will shape not
only the history he chooses to investigate,
but the very act of historical interpretation
itself.

Lanzmann goes on to explain the way
in which he extricated himself from the
vise of second-hand knowledge. First he
tried to find out as much as he could from
the survivors of the concentration camps.
He didn’t want just ordinary information
or even ordinary witnesses, he wanted
people who had been close, very close to
the killing and death.

“I was like someone who takes dancing
lessons, but never really learns how to
dance: [ found that the gap between
what I had learned via books and what
the people told me to be so large that
all of my earlier work seemed to be ir-
relevant.”

“I knew then that the only way I could
proceed was by going to the actual sites
— the concentration camps.~ and see-
ing them for myself. I realized that
knowledge was without value if it
wasn't combined with experience. To
know and understand I had to see. In
order to see I had to know.” ¢

Thus before hie actually made the film
Lanzmann encountered a fundamental
problem. He wanted to experience history,
experience the holocaust and then recon-
struct both his experience and the event.
He wanted to be part of a process which
would join historical enquity with repro-
duction, which wouid link the past with

the present, which would transform the
past into a ‘living’ event for the viewer.
The film continually uses the recollections
of its interviewees as a pivot for this desire,
as if their discourse, its intensity, its pow-
er, will overshadow the fact that he can-
not “show” what they are talking about.

How does that link up with his asser-
tion that knowledge of the holocaust is
inevitably second-hand? In some senses he
is trying to produce an empirical history,
one which will reflect reality and where
reality in turn will be reflected through
the image, His film will not only explore
death by extermination but will illustrate
its very processes, But note that his illus-
trations will be unique, will show that
which has not been seen before, an ico-
nography which will join data, reconstruc-
tion and the imaginary. The data, the re-
construction, and the image, will all be
joined to make the experience of the past
as real as possible.

His search for primary sources puts to
the side the very difficult problem that no
event is outside of the sign systems which
are used to communicate what has in ‘fact’
happened. Thus the event itself is suffused
with layers of meaning which have be-.
come textual and which cannot be fore-
grounded unless they are rewritten, retold,
or reconstructed, With that, a measure of
indeterminacy is introduced, something
which, as we shall see, Lanzmann is des-
perate to avoid.

In the film, Lanzmann combines his
images of concentration camp locations
with scale models of gas chambers, For
him, this combinaticn reflects an internal
pressure or urgency to understand an in-
comprehensible event and to reproduce in
great detail that which the imaginary and
images cannot fully reveal. He did this
because he could find ne archival images
or photographs to show him what had
happened. “There were two distinct peri-
ods. From 1933-39 we found photos and
filins of baok burnings, news footage of .
Jews being chased in the streets and perse-
cuted, Kristallngcht in 1938, etc. Suddenly
the war came. The people and countries
controlled by the Germans were cut off
from the world. From that period we have
a few rather inconsequential propaganda
films shot by the Nazis, including a gro-
tesque one from the Warsaw ghetto show-
ing Jews singing in fake cabarets, Jewish

Still from the Lumigre
brothers’ first programme,
1895, where the first
representation of a moving
train frightened audiences.
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Camp latrines, empty in
1955, Siili from Nuit et
Brouillard, Alain Resnais’s
1955 attempt to convey the
reality of the German death

camps.
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women parading the streets wearing ex-
pensive ciothes etc., all designed to show
the Jews as hedonists. As far as the process
of extermination goes, nothing — and
there was a rather simple reason for this —
the Nazis formally prohibited any filming
of the extermination in ordex to keep it a
secret.”®

Lanzmann goes on to describe the
monumental effort of the Nazis, Himmler
and others, to avoid leaving any traces of
the atrocities they were committing. It is
Lanzmann’s effort to confront this ab-
sence which interests me, because what
shocked him about the response of audi-
ences to his fitm was the way in which his
efforts at reconstruction were taken at face
value. The assumption was that archival
footage was being used and one viewer
said, “That was the first time I had heard
the ery of a child in the gas chamber.””

Aside from the reconstructions, he set
about interviewing people who lived in
the town of Treblinka. He even found the
conductor of one of the trains which had
been used to bring Jews to the concentra-
tion camps. “After I had talked to him, [
found the locomotive which he had used.
I told him, ‘Get on the locomotive and
we'll film an arrival at Treblinka.” I didn't
say anything else. We arrived at the sta-
tion and he made this incredible gesture
staring back towards an imaginary chain
of boxcars. He made as if he was going to
cut his own throat. To me that was an im-
age of truth which made the archival pho-
tos which we had seen completely irrele-
vant. After that I made ali of the peasants
repeat the same motion and it became
what it had always been, a sadistic gesture
directed towards their victims.”®

For Lanzmann, Shoah is both a fictional
film and a fiction of the real. Those people
he interviewed became actors, not only
telling their stories, but reconstructing
their own memories, in a sense redefining
their imaginary of history at both a per-
sonal and social level. “This film was not
about memories as such, 1 knew that right
away. Memories scare me. They're just too
weak. The film abolishes the past and pres-
ent. I relived the past as if it were in the
present.””

Let me deal in the first instance here
with the question of past and present in
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- about fiot feeling. For frrespective of ’the :
" ‘power of the images, they remain just
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. Syberberg’s Hitler, A Film From Germany.
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“ niied becatise viewing niever simiply repli- -
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- UUThiS gap s ‘atvehe eart of 4 dilenyma:
- for Shoah, which wants to make an impact
‘upon h1story and thus {o cliange the way
. =h:story has been seeri. ¥ simultariecusly -
CWan'ts to mwte the spectator into the gas

w 'chamber in: order 0 be more than a wit-.
ness i order o become the viétifm; to feel i

: -that which we canuot feel, the very mo«-
o ‘miefit wheri life and death are indistin-
- guishabléand crucially when lariguage :

S tneans nothmg and is efmiptied of a1l possi- -

- bihty of meanirig.: Thls “probiem, that im-
7 ages candot simply transcend their own:

limitations,. is responded 9] by E,anzmann .
at-the'level of editiirg. The film’ i fine - .

" houss lorig. He shot well over 200, This is
.atatio of 20 to one, A Tatio about which

" he was not happy, but which of nécessity,
he had to face if he was to transform his
film from a mere mass-of images into a
presenitable theatrical show. This is exactly
the problem. Irfespective of his intentions

~-and honesty, the exigencies of the me-

. dium’are not simply a hurdle to overcome,
they are at the centre of the question of

- How processes of fepresentation work. The

exigencies of the mediur form and e~

form the way history ¢an be seen and un-~

derstood and thus LanZmar miust bear

“some responsibility for producing a his- .
_-torical spectacle, a-respoitsibifity which he -
“would prefer to- avc)id glven hlS desu‘e to o
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: Furthermore, given that so much of ..
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' his filmi 15 about the traces of traces, yet he

- énded up reduéirig what he had filmed to

" the broad itlities of ad argiament condis

“tioned by the perforthative demands of -
“the cinema. 1 am not: suggestmg here that’
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; At one aud the same ﬁme Lanzmann
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s :as 1t is L retnev&i UIttmately Irus fa1th -

_the iniage is whiat betrays him since what
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“the imaginary at work, cannot sustain the
* tather intense contradiction between truth
“-and representation, Thus he never re-lived
- the past-as mich as he made the past sig-
* nificanit for the présent. In so doing he
~simiply fitled the hole.of history with the

cinerfiatic equivaletit-of a phantasm, the

. imaginary became the 1eal, for him, and in
" a strangely paradoxical way he repeated
- -one of the crucial characteristics of the
- - ‘adherence that so many Germans had for
Imiages offer hotror in‘much the same way

fascism. .
It is precisely the phantasm of power,

-the power to control events, to transform

history into a performance which ac-

- courits for the enormous popularity of a
:Eilm like Heimat, by Edgar Reitz, (which
tike Shoah is meant to bring history to life)

for it recovers that set of sequentiai move-
ments in time without which the history

- of Nazism seems inexplicable. At the same
- time, it is that recovery which reshapes

the fascination, conferring power onto

" both the filmmaker and the viewer so that
‘both can grasp hold of a set of events oth-
erwise governed by rules which seem to be

- disconnected from the presumed logic of

historical rationality. Foucault has put it

: . quite clearly, “Nazism never gave a pound
' what we have of the holdcaust is framed |

of butter to the people, it never gave any-

~thing but power. Nevertheless, one has to

ask oneself why, if the regime was nothing

-else butt this bloody dictatorship, there

were Germans up to May 8, 1945, who
fought to the last drop of blood, unless

- there had been some kind of attachment
to the people in power.”

This raises a further question. Daes a
film like Shoah threaten the historical

moment of which it is a part? Put another
- way, is the flm merely one of many,

'many films, particularly those of Germany

" in the seventies which ostensibly concern
-themiselves with history, the history of the
‘thirties and forties, in order to recover not
‘only the past (which will to some degree
-always remain outside of their grasp), but

ihe binds produced by the way the present

: inevitably recasts and reconstructs the
signifying properties of history? Unser

- - Nazi is confronted by the same problem,

- One of the characters in Kramer's film,

- > Thomas Harlan, himself a documentary

filmmaker, arranged for a former Nazi to
be Interviewed during the shooting of his
own film. Filbert, it turns out, was a brutal
mass murderer who felt little in the way of
guilt or repentance. This infuriated Harlan
who saw in Filbert niot only a representa-
tion of his father, but alse the problem of
guilt not being felt. Harlan is plagued
throughout Unser Nazi by the pain of not
being able to get Filbert to feel guilt. Fi-
nally, he physically assaults Filbert and
even then can feel no satisfaction. The
bind here is that the present has made
possible an image of the past without the
past itself rearing its head and producing a
real enemy. Thus Filbert cannot be killed
by Harlan and yet that is clearly what Har-
lan wants to do.

Images in films lead towards a past
they can conveniently picture and it is the
picture which becomes the threat. Yet
changing the picture won't necessarily
change the past. What is more the past as
picture may paradoxically map the ground
upon which signifying systems can replace
that which they were intending to reveal.
This led Foucault to say: “...how could
Nazism, which was represented by lamen-
table, shabby, puritan young men, by a
species of Victorian spinsters, have be-
come everywhere today — in France, in
Germany, in the United States — in all the
pornographic literature of the whole
world, the absolute reference of eroticism?
All the shoddiest aspects of the erotic
imagination are now put under the sign of
Nazism....”!?2 However, in a context where
replacement and substitution are the nec-
essary conditions upon which the Nazi era
can be concepiualized, no amount of the-
atre, no aesthetically perfect representa-
ticn can ever face the substance of that
historical moment. Why is it then that the
image seems to carry the burden of strate-
gically accounting for the horrors of that
period?

Thomas Elsaesser tries to answer this
question in the following way: “Syberberg
made Our Hitler, against and in anticipa-
tion of Joachim Fest's Hitler — A Career as
well as NBC's Holocaust. By structuring his
own film so much in terms of a critique of
showing and seeing, he indicates that
Hitler had already, in his appropriation
and use of the media, anticipated his own

still frem Hans-)iirgen
Syberberg’s Hitler, A Film
from Germary, 1977.
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A mountain of women's
hair. Stilt from Alain Resnais’s
Nuit et Brouitard.

revival and survival as spectacle. The
physical destruction of history and of Ger-
many is redeemed by ‘Hitler's heirs’
through the historically new category of
the show — the democratic leveller, ac-
cording to Syberberg — as we know it
from television and advertising, sublating
both history and personal experience. In
the age of the mass-media, the past itself
becomes a commodity, and historical ex-
perience cannot be transmitted in any
form other than as an object for consump-
tion, as a visual system of identification,
projection, mirroring and doubling, which
is to say, by short-circuiting the very possi-
bilities of understanding, knowledge and
the social processes of passing them on.”'
1 do not fully agree with Elsaesser’s
characterization of the mass media in part
because he describes a level of instrumen-
tality which mirrors the desire for control
which the media have, but which they can
never exercise unless that is, they “colo-
nize the imaginary” — a phrase which I
have borrowed from Kings of the Road by
Wim Wenders because it so aptly describes
the once again easy enemy which the me-
dia can come to stand for. However, it is
quite clear that commodification alters the
meaning of history if only by suggesting
that the past can be shown through visual
systems. The problem is that media like
film provide a mode of explanation replete
with a quite specific impact as if for ex-
ample, the empty hallways of a faded
Aushwitz in Night and Fog (by Alain Res-
nais) can be explained through the voice-
over, as if image and word, image and
speech can conjoin to reveal a pain both
real and metaphorical, both reconstructed
and imagined. Is it then an accident that
most efforts to deal with Nazism through
the cinema, like Lili Marleen and The Tin
Drum, turn towards the metaphorical as a
way of rediscovering the imaginary of the
event? If our language is so woefully in-
adequate how can our images escape that
inadegquacy? In part they try to escape by
elevating evil to an extreme level and thus
by exclusion try to prove the point that
even our imaginaries have not gotten
away from the instrumentai effects of the
images which surround us. But this notion
of instrumentality — the desire to effec-
tively produce an audience which mirrors
the messages sculpted into language or

film — is not all that different from the
way the Nazis themselves saw their own
propaganda machine.

In a quite extraordinary book by the
psychoanalyst Ernest Kris, entitled German
Radio Propaganda we are given the follow-
ing explanation: “Since the Nazis believe
that the immediate sensory experience
that participation provides exerts a more
powerful influence on man's attitudes
than arguments do, they use every verbal
propaganda technique that fosters the illu-
sion of immediacy and concreteness.
Hence their preference for the spoken
rather than the written word, for eye-wit-
ness reports rather than summary ac-
counts, for a personalized presentation of
the news rather than sober, impersonal-
ized discussion, for illustration rather than
explanation.”!*

The German listening audience was to
be molded into one by the listening expe-
rience, by nine news bulletins a day, by
the regularity and seeming normality of
that everyday experience, If you didn’t
own a radio then provisions were made to
listen in public squares and in factories,

etc.. What is important for our purposes
here is the notion of the audience and the
rather extraordinary victory claimed for
propaganda by the Nazis. Thus it was a
case of the German people merging with a
collective self defined in national terms by
the images and sounds of Nazi ideclogy.
As Kris points out later, the bombing of
Germany reminded the people of a pos-
sible gap between the message and the
truth and as this gap grew, as hardship
increased, the propaganda became more
intense and more idealized. He chooses an
example: “Over there is a woman worker;
her eyes are still red and full of tears; her
voice trembled, but on she went with her
work... A boy of sixteen was wounded; his
arm is bandaged; his head is bleeding un-
der his steel hat. Duesseldorf stood up to
it. Every one of its citizens is a hero.”'s But
this is precisely the clearest indication of
the failure of the message. In any case, the
message and the way it is comprehended
can never simply be identified with the
messenger, though it might be the desire
of the propagandists to confer that power

on themselves. The question is far more
complex than that. From our point of
view what is important is the perspective
from which truth as such can be ascer-
tained.

Now it is clear that, for Lanzmann,
truth will surface through the imagery,
through the power of the message to dis-
turb the viewer, to alter the viewer's own
self-image and definition of history. But
this assumption depends on whether the
viewer i3 willing to accept the claim that
the image can speak in truthful terms. The .
problem is, that to believe a cry has come
from a gas chamber in a film transforms
what “really happened” to the imaginary
of what really happened and paradoxi-
cally, that is a condition, a fundamental
condition of historical imagery, of histoxi-
cal cinema. The collapse of the distinction
is exactly a victory for the propagandist
which is why in Unser Nazi the construc-
tion of a narrative around Nazism is
shown to be a struggle with the paralysis
generated by the distance which has to be
taken from the historical in order to pro-
duce it. This distance is on the one hand
frightening because it suggests that evit
cannot be immediately pictured and thus
understood, and on the other hand it sug-
gests that distance must be the fundamen-
tal ground upon which the message has to
be constructed. Thus the message has to
co-exist with its impossibility (and this
does not mean that nothing can be said)
and with the difficulty that the past can
never be relived in the present.

In one sense, this is precisely the source
of our fascination with historical imagery,
linking what remains of the past with the
present, The filmmaker as historian real-
izes the past through his or her phah-
tasms, a relation between observation,
exploration, explanation and the imagi-
nary. The same can be said for the histo-
rian as filmmaker. Claims of truth, reality,
authenticity, set those phantasms apart
from their progenitors and presuppose a
kind of collective fantasy which we all
share. The significance of the effort to pic-
ture the holocaust is the manner in which
it has come to stand for a story which
must be repeated by every generation in
order to believe it, in order that is to at-
tach the truth values of the present to it.
Yet this only further reconstructs the gal-
lery of significations which mediate the
distance we have to take from it. The re-
sult is more and more levels of aesthetici-
zation till we finally reach Heimat, that is,
if the metaphor can be stretched, until we
finally find ourselves in the comfort of our
homes watching a televised reconstruction
of the fundamentals of kitsch.

Here is a contradictory middle ground
where art and history conjein, and where
the poetics of historical writing, historical
filmmaking, reveal a radical discontinuity
between events and the way that they can
be illustrated. That discontinuity, how-
ever, is one of the reasons why images can
appear to be historical since what they
name, what they give meaning to, are the
phantasms which separate them from the
past. At the same time, as the mediations
grow it becomes more and more difficult
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