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ART FROM THE CONCETRATION CAMPS

Stephanos Rozanis, Director
[1993 commemorates the 50 years from the Holocaust.
Our museum has on display documents and materials that are handed over by Greek Jewish survivors].
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Taken from Chronicle 1941-1945 by Marcel Natjari, edited by Etz Haim institute. Salonika, 1991.
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Commenting on Theodor Adorno’s statement according to  speaking about death. Because in the camps art becomes
which “since Auschwitz fearing death means fearing worse  synonymous to death.
than death” (1), Jean-Francois Lyotard says: “What can make I do not mean here art as a cult of death, to use Walter
death not yet the worst is its being not simply the end but only ~ Benjamin’s notion (3); that is art as an “aestheticised
the end of the finite and the revelation of the infinite. Worse  fascination with death” (4). We could say that Expressionism,
than this magical death would be irreversible death, or simply ~ for example, is a cult of death, in the sense that it has
the end-including the end of the infinite”. (2). described dramatically the human condition into the

Speaking about art in the concentration camps means  impersonal, indifferent and barbarous Metropolis in terms of



the absolute terror of the suffering individual in painful
desolation, experiencing a self-destructive destiny, a
bureaucratic death and a mass extermination, long before the
individual knew the Auschwitz model. But Expressionism’s
aestheticized fascination with death already presupposes the
magical death, the “end of the finite and the revelation of the
infinite”. And still one can speak of constitutional experience
of art as an expression of this beautiful, magical death. For
aestheticizing death, art renders death not real. Through art
real death appears and at the same time hides itself; it comes
out to light and at the same time is lost in the order of the
imaginative, of the non real.

Art is never synonymous to death. It is synonymous to an
aestheticised death which is a revelation of the transcendental,
of a reality beyond reality, of a natural supernatural condition
which the individual experiences through art. Unless death
becomes an unreal death, a death which refers to the
supernatural reality of the infinite, art cannot either be
produced or function. Art cannot survive into the irreversible
death. The end of the infinite means the end of art. Then, the
worst for art is its being the end of its natural supernaturalism,
the end of its aestheticized game with death.

However, in the slaughter houses art becomes identical to
death. Its raison d’ étre is the irreversible death. Language itself
is distorted to a nexus of signifiers signifying nothing but
death. It loses its pure identity as a “constellation of
universals” (5); it loses this magical spark which is the union
between word and deed, to use Walter Benjamin’s terms (6).
Language being identical to death becomes absolute silence:
“there seems to be no language”, writes Edith Wyschogrod,
“which can make sense either of the death-world as a whole or
of the particular experiences it generates” (7). The
impossibility of expression is the destiny of language in the
death-world of the Nazi cycle of hell. “Then we became aware
... that our language lacked words to express this offense, the
demolition of a man”, confesses Primo Levi (8).

Death being the “ultimate signified” in the concentration
camps is a mere facticity: that is an affirmation of the end,
“including the end of the infinite”. This facticity points out the
nothingness of the human existence; the emptiness of its past
and future. Thus human existence is limitted to an isolated
present which destroys time, since it is the negation of past
and the negation of future. The mere facticity of death is the
destruction of all capacities of the inner self. It is the loss of
identity of existence as a continuum, as an affirmation of the
positive aspect of humanity in the world.

The self affirmation of the individual is distorted to a being-
for-death. From now on the individual will be a toy in the
hands of a so-called historical destiny, since its only time is the
isolated present, the historical present, and its only freedom
the “freedom for death”, as Martin Heidegger puts it (9). But
this “freedom for death” is the negation of freedom. Because

it distorts human identity to death identity, and defines
human essence as death facticity. Death is no more integrated
into life and civilization. And life becomes an unuttered
scream of death.

But the unuttered scream of death is the impossibility of
expression. One cannot speak of death if death is distorted to
a mere facticity, if death is not integrated into life and
civilization. The factum brutum of nothingness cannot produce
any form of expression: “Attempts to express death in
language are futile, all the way into logic, for who should be
the subject of which we predicate that it 1s dead, here and
now?” says Theodor Adorno(10).

But still, the victims in the mass death camps continue to
produce sketches of sickness and suffering. They continue to
utter their death jargon, hearing around them voices of
ultimate human despair: “You prevail and remain alive, draw
us, we shall survive at least on paper.” (Halina Olomucki).
They try to create on paper a name for the nameless, as Jean-
Frangois Lyotard would say: For the factum brutum of death
facticity cannot have any name: it is anonymous because it is
too terrible to comprehend. Thus, there is no experience to be
invested in the sketches of death, and the victim’s animal
scream remains out of the human speculation, that is out of
experience, since experience is identical to the speculative
element (11).

Then, can one still speak of art in the sketches of sickness and
suffering produced by the victims in the concentration camps?

The sketches of the death-world are fragments of memories
of horror, of atrocities, of a brutality that goes beyond human
comprehension. They are signs of a tyrannical jargon in which
death becomes a simple quantity of deaths, a measure for
measuring the number of deaths. Sometimes they are charts,
posters, books, maps and brutal instructions, created under
compulsion. But mostly they are spontaneous products of an
emotional reaction against oblivion: “my intention was to leave
documents about the crime of our people’s destruction”,
Halina Olomucki confesses, and she adds: “my sole purpose in
life was to live so I would be able to testify before the world
about the most terrible of all atrocities and the courage of all
the inmates of Auschwitz.” (12).

Evidence, testimony, documentation: art becomes another
means of recording the history of collective murder, and artists
undertake the role of a recorder and historian. They strive to
depict the brutal, incomprehensible reality, but only from the
one “side of reality’s veil”. The other side of reality which is
hidden by the veil, this side which demands art (13), remains
out of their possibilities and intentions because “the signified is
also and always death” (14).

The only freedom of the inmates is the freedom of an animal-
like scream. And memory cannot hold this scream, this
distorted freedom which “begins at the top of the chimney”.
Artists are trying to depict the chimney, to testify before the



experiences to be invested In the scraps or paper ana
cardboard, only the artist’s struggle to prevent forgetting the
down-to-earth history remains.

The destiny of art in the mass death camps is the impossibility
of inscribing itself in any aesthetic
destiny. Art becomes a death jargon
and degenerates into a non-art. The
one side of reality’s veil keeps the artist |
down-to-earth. For him there is no |
more an aesthetic destiny to demand.
There can be no justification ol
aesthetic standards in the evidence and
testimony of the death-world.

Moreover, the sketches of the death-
world cannot provide a link to the
artist’s former identity. Because in the 1
death camps any former identity of the
individual is eliminated. Under the
liquidator’s boot the only identity which

Imcomprenensiple terror, sulriering ana aespair. vvnen e

skeletons play for a dance” (19) dance is impossible and the
artist of the death-world destroys the signs of his art. If the
ultimate signified is death, art “is a language without speech, it

prevails is death identity, and the
individual experiences itself “as a
fungible and replaceable” (16) element
of the death-world. There is no life to live; only an “animal-like
ephemerality”. This ephemerality disorganizes consciousness.
Life 1s no more a continuum and the fragments of memories
from a previous life are experienced as if they do not belong to
the concrete individual, as if they are memories of somebody
else, of an unknown stranger. Death identity destroys the signs
of any former identity.

“Much of the art”, observes Tom L. Freudenheim speaking
about art from the concetration camps, “appears to be
dispassionate recording of people and places, sometimes even
expressing a sense of physical beauty despite the brutal
surroundings” (17). Theodor Adorno says of this state of
human mind under the liquidator’s boot: “thinking men and
artists have not infrequently described a sense of being not
quite there, of not playing along, a feeling as if they were not
themselves at all, but a kind of spectator” (18). This attitude
towards the insignificance of human existence in the
concentration camps is depicted in the “dispassionate
recording of people and places™ of the death-world’s sketches.
The artist is not quite there, he is not playing along. He is a
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has such a great affinity with muteness” (20).
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