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Chapter 1 
An Illusion of Wholeness: The Auschwitz Album 
 
“The fictions we make about photographs are as unreliable as they are inevitable.”1 

 
In his novel, The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier and Clay, Michael Chabon 

writes that the appeal of magic lies in its promise of a restored wholeness: 

‘that something torn to bits might be mended without a seam, that what had 

vanished might reappear, that a scattered handful of doves or dust might be 

reunited by a word, that a paper rose consumed by fire could be made to 

bloom from a pile of ash.’2 He continues, though, that ‘everyone knew that it 

was only an illusion. The true magic of this broken world lay in the ability of 

the things it contained to vanish, to become so thoroughly lost, that they might 

never have existed in the first place.’ 

Chapter 2 examines mythology from the perspective of the – within 

limits – rational ways in which historians have conceptualised the Holocaust. 

This chapter, however, turns to the emotive aspect of the term, as revealed in 

the efforts of photography to reverse the terrible magic trick in which, as 

Chabon puts it, the Jews of Europe ‘had been slipped unseen into some fold 

in the pin-bristling map of Europe.’3 

Underneath this analysis, however, this chapter is aware that albums 

and collections are just examples of what Sophie Howarth has described as 

‘the unexpected and often incongruous places in which photographs appear 

‘by dint of their reproducibility, [becoming] unhinged from their original 

context.’4 As explored later, museums are another. 

Unhinged is an intriguing word, carrying as it does the suggestion of 

madness. And in many ways, I suspect, the memory of the Holocaust is a 

form of madness: an attempt to retrieve something that has been lost, to heal 

a wound in the collective psyche that is, in the words of Robert Eaglestone 

cited in the introduction, ‘something wider, more significant, and, precisely 
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because it is so all-pervasive, very much harder to pin down: a sense of ‘who 

we are’ and ‘how the world is for us’.5 

 The Holocaust is – or has become – a part of who we are, whether as 

Israelis, Britons or Poles as in this study, or more generally as Europeans or 

world citizens. The Holocaust, as Eaglestone tellingly demonstrates, opened 

up wounds in the comforting notions of progress and civility that we had 

employed to insulate ourselves from the actuality of the savagery with which 

civilisation was made to work. Auschwitz shocked us because we saw 

Conrad’s Heart of Darkness perfected in the heart of Europe, against the 

people who had, letter by letter and line by line, started the construction of 

those ideals. In doing so, the possibility that we were the savages became all 

too apparent.  

 And so, to avoid the message that the smouldering wreckage winked 

out in greasy semaphore, we built. At times frantically, we told stories that 

would pretend we could reverse the vanishing trick by taking on the identity of 

those who had suffered and carrying it through to whichever version of 

redemption we decided might justify that loss.  

 But to build those stories, we had first to destroy and distort. A 

character in Amir Gutfreund’s novel Our Holocaust is possessed by a 

question: ‘Only saints were gassed?’ The novel ends with the narrator trapped 

in a final confrontation with this broken Jeremiah, forced to acknowledge that 

what ‘had always appeared to be a frightening madness’ concealed ‘a 

profound erudition.’ As the book concludes:  

 
Everything, the Shoah, had been an ordinary occurrence. Ordinary people 
made it happen and ordinary people were its victims.6 

 
 This chapter will look at the first stage of the loss of that truth: the 

transformation of ordinary victims into extraordinary icons. Part of this will 

consist in captioning, whenever possible, their pictures by name. The work of 

Gideon Greif (a researcher at Yad Vashem) in restoring this central aspect of 

the humanity of the victims, though incomplete and ultimately (as I explore 

below) provisional, deserves recognition in this way, as do their stories. 

                                            
5
 Robert Eaglestone, The Holocaust and the Postmodern, Oxford 2004, p.1-2.  

6 Amir Gutfreund (trans. Jessica Cohen), Our Holocaust, The Toby Press, New Milford and 
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Though we must accept, at the same time that without them here to tell them, 

those stories must be largely conjecture.7  

 What we do know about this transport can be easily summarised. On 

May 24, 1944, a transport numbering approximately 3,500 people left the 

Berehovo Ghetto in Subcarpathian Ruthenia, a territory of Czechoslovakia 

annexed by Hungary in the late 1930s.8 Two days later, on May 26, the 

transport arrived on the railway siding built inside Auschwitz II-Birkenau for 

the Hungarian Aktion that had been planned since the collapse of Hungarian 

attempts to preserve a measure of independence in German-dominated 

Europe in late 1943.  

It was a hot day: the photographs show the sun glinting off the faces 

and hair of the deportees as they waited to find out what they had arrived to 

[Fig. 3]. The transport was arranged into two columns, one of men, the other 

of women and children, five people per row [Fig. 4] An SS doctor proceeded 

to select the Jews either for immediate death in the gas chambers or a more 

prolonged death through starvation and hard labour. The exact numbers of 

Jews selected for hard labour rather than death in the gas chambers is 

unknown; the photographs taken on that day by two SS-men suggest that 

perhaps 300 were so treated; according to Danuta Czech’s Auschwitz 

Chronicle,9 four admitted to the camp in May were two pairs of twins selected 

to be victims of medical experiments.10  

 After the selection, those chosen for hard labour made their way to the 

facilities set up in Birkenau for registration. Those who had been selected for 

death in the gas chambers also made their way through the camp, for the 

most part apparently to Crematoria IV and V in the woods beyond the camp, 
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though a few images suggest that others were sent to Crematoria II and III, 

located at the end of the railway siding.  

 Those who went to Crematoria IV and V had, in many cases to wait in 

the woods which hid the gas chambers from view: the limited capacity of 

these institutions meant that a bottleneck developed as the bodies had to be 

disposed of. The photographers who had been recording this process did not 

stop as they did so. The scenes might be from a picnic or summer outing: only 

the few images showing distress [for example, Fig. 15] indicate (possibly) that 

the smoke rising from the chimneys, and the sound of the screams, had 

reached them.11 

 It is impossible to accurately estimate the number of those who 

survived not only that day in Birkenau but also the months that followed. 

Those who survived were dispersed from Auschwitz and there is no way of 

knowing which of them died during that dispersal, or which of them saw 

liberation only to die shortly after.  

 This, though, is the first narrative invented about the Holocaust. In the 

wake of the discovery of the camps, those who remained became the 

survivors, while those who had not became victims. This has proved a durable 

distinction, despite the work done by Lawrence Langer and many others in 

exposing the fragility of the concept of survival. As one of Langer’s 

interviewees told him: 

 
I often say to people who pretend or seem to be marvelling at the fact that I 
seem to be so normal, so unperturbed and so capable of functioning – they 
seem to think the Holocaust passed over and it’s done with: It’s my skin. This is 
not a coat. You can’t take it off. And it’s there, and it will be there until I die…12 

 

 The notion of survival implies a return to wholeness which Langer’s 

research suggests is not supportable, despite the successful lives led by 

many survivors. As Jean Améry, who lived through Auschwitz and many other 

horrors, put it: ‘Whoever was tortured, stays tortured. Torture is ineradicably 
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 Lawrence Langer, Holocaust Testimonies: The Ruins of Memory, Yale University Press, 
New Haven and London 1991, p. 205. Ellipsis in original: I have retained it here to resist the 
sense that such utterances are simple texts for reproduction. 
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burned into him [sic], even when no clinically objective traces can be 

detected.’13  

 But such a conclusion would offer little hope. So ways had to be found 

to create not just ‘survivors’ – describing what had happened – but 

(capitalised) ‘Survivors’ whose testimonies could be made to carry an 

ontological weight. Tony Kushner has noted the tendency of some 

commentators to bestow a sacred quality on testimony, an approach which 

means that ‘the testimony itself, if not always in the form of soundbites, is 

rarely allowed to have space to reveal its own internal dynamics, especially in 

relation to the rest of the person’s life story.’14 

 None of the above should be taken to mean that those who survived 

are not survivors, or that what they survived was not terrible. It is simply 

observing that even a statement of fact is in itself a construction with 

consequences for subsequent communication of it. 

Photographs, being composed in most respects entirely of reflective 

surface, are even more prone to such distortion. While a photograph may 

appear to simply radiate light outward, in fact it reflects it, and the image 

which reaches us is composed more of what we attribute to it than of what it is 

made of. The temptation when ‘reading’ a photograph is to do exactly what 

that verb demands, and assume a pattern of agreed signs with a meaning 

independent of interpretation: treating photographs, in short, as documents. 

But the idea of a document (in the historical sense) is problematic when 

applied to photographs. 

Susan Sontag’s description of photographs as ‘a trace, something 

stencilled off the real’ is a reflexive reaction to photographs, and one on which 

her often-quoted response to seeing photographs of the liberated 

concentration camps is predicated: 

 
When I looked at those photographs, something broke. Some limit had been 
reached, and not only that of horror; I felt irrevocably grieved, wounded, but a 
part of my feelings started to tighten; something went dead; something is still 
crying.15  
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The emotions felt by Lilli Jacob, one of the deportees depicted, on 

finding the Album in Buchenwald shortly after her liberation, are unknowable. 

What can be said, though, is that she recognised these images as traces not 

of an abstract ‘real’, but of friends and family. Questions of subject-position 

and intention were almost certainly not her concern when she gave images 

from the Album to friends and family in Prague.16 She was, nonetheless, 

actualising a way of looking at images predicated on their ability to transcribe. 

Roland Barthes argued in Camera Lucida that the transcriptive 

capacity of the photograph to ‘fill the sight by force’ so that ‘nothing in it can 

be refused or transformed’17 was part of its violence, claiming it possessed a 

‘Totality-of-image’18 that could only be refused by a deliberate turning away. 

As he put it, ‘the only way I can transform the photograph is into refuse: either 

the drawer or the wastebasket.’19  

Yet in this regard, as in others, Barthes appears at least to contradict 

himself. For, if the photograph cannot be transformed, his earlier distinction 

between studium and punctum would fall.  

Studium, argues Barthes, is the viewer’s appreciation of an image’s 

general content insofar as they understand it culturally, their participation ‘in 

the figures, the faces, the gestures, the settings, the actions.’20 By contrast, 

punctum is ‘this element which rises from the scene, shoots out of it like an 

arrow, and pierces me […] that accident which pricks me (but also bruises 

me, is poignant to me).’21 In both cases, a totality of image would seem to be 

belied by the forces brought to bear in the interpretation of that totality.  

If one seeks to explain the viewing of images, however, one needs to 

resolve that contradiction. But how? 

The answer lies in the maintenance of a paradox: that while the 

photograph is a closed field which depicts what it depicts and nothing else, 

our reading of that depiction (or transcription from reality) is anything but a 
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closed field. In fact, it is open to a multiplicity of readings, defined at the edges 

only by the content. In short, we find an image and make of what is there what 

we want to.  

A striking example of this is the following image, which at first sight 

seemed to me to be an aerial picture, perhaps of the Nazca Lines in Chile or 

an airport at night. The sun seems to be setting from the west, and the clouds 

float across a desert, featureless except for the mysterious lines and curves 

on the ground far below.  

 

 
 
Except this is nothing of the kind. The image, entitled Dust Breeding, 

was a collaboration between Marcel Duchamp and the photographer Man 

Ray, showing a plate of glass on which Duchamp was cultivating dust for a 

later sculpture. Originally captioned ‘View from an aeroplane By Man Ray 

1921’ it provokes questions about how we decide what an image depicts. As 

David Campany summarises, ‘It indicates a false vantage point and leaves it 

to us what the subject matter might be.’22  
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Intended as a piece of deception (or provocation), Dust Breeding might 

seem to have little to do with the concrete realities depicted in the Auschwitz 

Album. After all, there can be no doubt as to what it depicts, can there?  

Except that there is. So far we have addressed the viewer’s experience 

and shown it to be flexible. Now we need to examine the other side of the 

photograph (so to speak) and consider what is depicted from the perspective 

of another set of choices by the image-maker, which mean that even the 

content is defined by something other than “what is there”.  

The most obvious level on which this is true is that of the viewfinder. A 

photograph encloses some detail and excludes others by defining what can 

be seen. In the case of the Auschwitz Album, this can be seen in a number of 

ways, which this chapter explores.  

Firstly, there is the level on which the photographers chose to depict 

this transport rather than any other. As Martin Gilbert has written, ‘they are 

only the photographic record of a single day out of the camp’s more than eight 

hundred days on which deportees arrived.’23 The content of these images, 

then, is partial in that sense, even if individual images are complete.  

In regard to individual images, however, we also have to see that 

viewing them out of their place(s) within the collection distorts them. Images 

within collections are viewed within what Darsie Alexander has termed a 

‘sequential framework [which] thwarts the desire to separate images, since 

each one gains meaning through cumulative effect.’24  

This is a problem for this chapter and this study, since none of the  

museums described displays all the images together, instead placing them 

within different ‘sequential frameworks’ (the museum and/or exhibition), 

lending them a new meaning. The question of how far photographic meaning 

is mutable is an underlying question of this study. 

The purpose of this chapter, however, is to look at the images 

themselves. By interrogating the omissions and structures within the 

collection, and asking what it was intended for, it will leave the reader with 

questions, which I pose now to problematise what follows: how far can these 
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images ever escape their origins as a product of those responsible for what 

they depict? By employing these images, how far do we have to tacitly accept 

the mentality which produced them?  

Methodologically, I will analyse each of the sections of the album in 

turn, through a close reading of one or two images which seem to me to be 

particularly significant. I make no apology for this essentially subjective 

choice, indeed one central point I would like to make with it is that, however 

explained or justified, all choices of this kind are fundamentally subjective: 

even (perhaps especially) the choice to conduct an apparently quantitative 

analysis of images – such as Catherine Lutz and Jane Collins’s examination 

of National Geographic25 – is dependent on a fundamentally subjective 

estimation of what is to be quantified.  

Moreover, the other goal which an avowedly subjective choice 

achieves is the presentation of what is important to me about the images. The 

reader can dispute what I find significant, but he or she cannot say that I have 

not been explicit about my preferences and underlying assumptions.  

 

Title page 
 

The album begins with two images and a title: ‘Resettlement of Jews 

from Hungary.’ It is easy to forget that these pictures are not only bound by 

association but physically bound within the pages of a book. Gideon Greif has 

described it as follows:  

 
The album that Lilli Jacob found was 33cm long and 25cm wide. It had a beige-
brown linen hard cover and consisted of fifty-six pages. The four edges of the 
album were fortified with black-coloured metal. The measurements of the 
photos are 8.2x11.1cm. The photographs show the arrivals of the transports 
from the beginning until the bitter end. In addition there is a smaller section 
attached to the back of the album, which includes 63 photos on 10 sheets of 
paper. These photographs do not relate to the transports from Hungarian 
territories but describe the visit of Heinrich Himmler to Auschwitz, several 
construction sites of buildings in Auschwitz and its satellite camps.26 
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The authorship of the collection is unclear, as is its journey from 

Auschwitz to Buchenwald. It has been assumed that they were the work of 

Bernhard Walter, the head of the Auschwitz Erkennungsdienst or 

Identification Service, responsible for the registration of prisoners and the 

recording of events within the camp such as suicides by ‘going to the wires’ or 

the results of medical experiments, and his deputy Ernst Hofmann. As the 

only people in Auschwitz authorised to take photographs, they are the obvious 

suspects, confirmed by testimonies from the Polish survivors from the 

Erkennungsdienst, who remember developing and mounting the images. 

Gideon Greif speculates that Richard Baer, commandant of Auschwitz in May 

1944 and of Buchenwald at the time of its liberation, may have been the 

owner.  

Serge Klarsfeld, in his facsimile edition of the album, is cautious about 

the authorship of the album. He notes that the first of the images on the title 

page of the album appears to have been taken in the workshop/studio of the 

Erkennungsdienst, in Block 27 of Auschwitz I. As he points out, ‘Walter and 

Hofmann were the only ones to have access to that studio.’27 

At the same time, Klarsfeld acknowledges the possibility that Walter 

was not involved, quoting extracts from his statements under interrogation in 

Germany between 1959 and 1962. In one such extract, from October 1960, 

Walter claimed that he had only taken photographs in an official capacity 

within Auschwitz I, while Hofmann was ‘the photographer for the outside.’  

The surviving members of the Erkennungsdienst prisoner staff were 

more emphatic in identifying the pictures as having been taken by Walter and 

Hofmann together, with some suggestions that Rudolf Hoess, the first 

commandant of Auschwitz seconded to the camp to oversee the Hungarian 

Aktion, also took some of the images. For this version of the album’s origins, 

however, we are dependent on the word of individuals.28 

Its purpose, however, is unknown. This is a fundamental assumption in 

my approach as, unlike some other collections depicting Nazi atrocity, such as 
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the Stroop Report on the destruction of the Warsaw Ghetto,29 the Auschwitz 

Album has no explicit agenda and as such leaves space for interpretation. 

The explanation of the Album developed in these pages – as a memento mori 

intended to explain its owner’s actions during the war to his postwar life – is 

offered in this knowledge, as a possible reading of the intentions of those who 

created it, rather than an exclusive insistence on a particular meaning. 

Indeed, my suspicion is that it is partly this very openness to interpretation 

that has made the Auschwitz Album such a popular source of imagery: 

lacking firm knowledge of their original purpose, the images can be placed in 

almost any context.  

The images from the title page [Fig. 1], however, support my 

interpretation. One is a portrait presumably taken in the Erkennungsdienst 

studio in Auschwitz I. The two men in it stare into the distance to a point 

outside the left-hand frame of the image. In the other, three men on the 

ramp30 in Birkenau look out of the right-hand side. In neither case do the 

subjects return the gaze of the camera. These images are peaceful, 

thoughtful: the subjects preoccupied with thoughts the viewer is not asked to 

guess at, or even asked not to guess at, just as the title of the collection asks 

the reader not to guess at what “resettlement” actually means. 
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 Sybil Milton and Andrzej Wirth (eds.), The Stroop Report: The Jewish Quarter of Warsaw Is 
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Figure 1: USHMM 77222 (l) (identities unknown) and USHMM 77223 (r) (the man on the 
left is Rabbi Naftali Zvi Weiss of Bilke). 

 
This tension threatens the documentary status of the images. The 

deployment of the images can be seen, in the words of Abigail Solomon-

Godeau, as ‘build[ing] pathos or sympathy into the image, [investing] the 

subject with either an emblematic or archetypal importance.’31 And this 

emotional message is meant ‘to obscure the political sphere whose 

determinations, actions and instrumentalities are not in themselves visual.’32  

But this in turn throws into question once again the very notion of 

‘documenting’ through photographs which, as already discussed, are partial 

views of a particular reality. This is acknowledged by Derrick Price in his 

discussion of the wider notion of ‘documentary photography’, which has come 

to be associated with both formal qualities of composition and an underlying 

sense that the aim of the documentary photographer is connected ‘with some 

notion of improving or ameliorating the lot of their subjects’33 – in other words, 

a set of codes and conventions external to the images rather than some 

intrinsic quality in the act of photographing.  

This is challenging in the case of Holocaust photographs, since to 

question these images on these terms throws the term itself – ‘Holocaust 

photographs’ – into doubt as at least potentially as much a construct as any 

other genre. And underneath that threat is another, greater one: that ‘The 

                                            
31

 Abigail Solomon-Godeau, Photography at the Dock, p. 169.  
32

 Ibid. 
33

 Derrick Price, ‘Surveyors and surveyed: photography out and about’ in Liz Wells (ed.), 
Photography: A Critical Introduction, Second Edition, Routledge, London 2000, p. 80.  
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Holocaust’ itself is as much a set of codes and conventions about the past as 

an act of mass murder. 

The way to defuse this ontological threat is to see that these views are 

not mutually exclusive. Just as the category of ‘Survivors’ has been 

constructed around the fact of those who survived, we need to acknowledge 

that “The Holocaust” has been constructed around the fact of mass murder 

that it describes.  The next chapter’s analysis of the diverse ways in which 

even academics – who might be expected to adhere to a common ‘scientific’ 

definition – demonstrates that “The Holocaust” has been defined in different 

ways at different times and places. This could only be the case if it were 

constructed rather than ontological: or rather, constructed as well as 

ontological.  

In the light of such a conclusion, suggesting that ‘Holocaust 

photographs’ is a constructed category seems less provocative than 

inevitable. And this means that we can pose a fundamental question: what 

constitutes a ‘Holocaust photograph’ and, by extension, ‘Holocaust 

photography’? 

In her seminal article on the visual record of the Holocaust, Sybil Milton 

set out the parameters of the ‘voluminous visual record about the persecution 

and murder of Jews and others in Europe between 1939 and 1945.’34 But this 

matter-of-fact definition opens up problems in itself: both in terms of the 

validity of the definition itself and what it means for our simple phrase 

“Holocaust photographs”.  

Firstly, one has to question Milton’s choice of period. As the previous 

chapter demonstrated, there is no commonly-agreed inclusive period which 

academics regard as encompassing ‘The Holocaust’, and the different 

choices create very different understandings of the event they all seek to 

explain. Subsequent chapters will show that museums are similarly eclectic in 

their views of what constitutes the object of study and display. This variety is 

important to our discussion: if the boundaries of ‘The Holocaust’ are 

moveable, then so also is the archive of images which can be designated as 
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depicting it. And the concomitant of this is that the set of images placed 

outside the archive is also the subject of negotiation. 

It might be argued that, in fact, then, the matter is simple: all we have 

to do is agree our terms and select from the images which conform to them. 

But this hides a deeper problem: that of scale. Even the most restrictive 

definition of the Holocaust, equating it with the ‘Final Solution of the Jewish 

Question’ agreed at Wannsee in 1942, means that ‘The Holocaust’ lasted 

three years and encompassed events across virtually all of Europe. As such, 

‘Holocaust photographs’ becomes a category so broad as to be 

unmanageable: all photographs from countries in which the murders were 

carried out, or from which deportees were taken, potentially become part of 

the neatly-labelled archive.  

This is compounded by the ways in which these images have been 

received by the historians of photography, who have tended to exclude 

images of the Holocaust despite their impact on its theory and the role of 

many ‘masters of photography’ in documenting it. Mary Warner Marien’s 

compendious Photography: A Cultural History,35 for example, includes some 

images from the liberation of the camps by Henri Cartier-Bresson and others 

as part of a recurring analysis of photographs of war, though she does not 

consider the impact of these images on photographic theory through (for 

example) the comment by Susan Sontag quoted in the previous chapter. Nor 

does she acknowledge that, through their presence in museums, websites, 

films, and books, they are some of the most ubiquitous photographs in 

modern society.  

 The reason for this is not clear, though I suspect that the way in which 

the Holocaust does appear gives a clue. An image by Cartier-Bresson 

appeals to the idea of photography as an art in a constant process of 

development. The content of the image – the unmasking of a former camp 

guard by former inmates – furthers the notion of progress by implicitly 

equating justice with visibility. The camera and photographer, even in the 

camps, are the instruments of positive values. The majority of Holocaust 

photographs, however, would undermine this progressive teleology, reducing 
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the act of photographing to (potentially) an undiscriminating search for the 

picturesque in front of us.  

Worse than this, moreover, the camera might be exposed as 

functioning to distance the perpetrator from the act: assisting in developing 

what Bernd Huppauf has described as a ‘cold gaze’.36 Philip Gourevitch and 

Errol Morris have explored this in the context of the photographs taken of Iraqi 

prisoners in the American prison at Abu Ghraib, noting that Sabrina Harman, 

the source of most of the images, had, by the end of her time at the facility 

‘repositioned herself as an outsider at Abu Ghraib, an observer and recorder, 

shaking her head, and in this way she preserved a sense of her own 

innocence.’37 A niggling doubt about whether the photographs from the 

Auschwitz Album turn viewers into similarly complicit witnesses provided the 

initial impetus for this project. If the camera can insulate the perpetrator from 

the actions he or she is involved in, we must consider very carefully the 

insulating effect it has on us, the apparently disconnected viewers. As Agi 

Rubin (herself visible in the Album) notes, ‘Photos are the outsider’s way of 

remembering Auschwitz’.38 

But, an imaginary interlocutor might point out, even if ‘Holocaust 

photographs’ is problematic as a category, then surely we must at least 

accept that these images are ‘photographs of the Holocaust’?  

Well, of course, we might reply, but then the problem of scale is raised 

again, albeit from a different direction. ‘Photographs of the Holocaust’ implies 

that these images encapsulate the whole within their frames – as though a 

single coincidence of photographer and subject were sufficient to summarise 

a process as vast as the Holocaust: as though the deaths of millions could be 

encompassed in a picture of one of them: as though an album of pictures, 

however voluminously filled, could contain the full reality of a situation.  

But the illusion of completeness is what the album is meant to suggest. 

Just as the recently-discovered album of photographs showing the Auschwitz 
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SS garrison relaxing at their nearby resort shows them ‘going about their 

business, socialising, enjoying the beautiful weather and mourning fallen 

comrades’39 [Fig. 5] this album shows a mournful, reflective population being 

‘resettled’. One might imagine the two albums, side by side on a shelf, both 

testifying to the partial realities of life and death they conceal, showing the 

world fixed in a contingent form that is not natural, however much they 

pretend otherwise. Instead, the albums give the events at Auschwitz ‘a clarity 

which is not that of an explanation but that of a statement of fact.’40 

 
Arrival of a Transport Train 
 

The title of this section continues the evasions begun on the title page. 

The train – not the Jews – has arrived, apparently (if the title page is to be 

believed) from Hungary. The first image reinforces this evasion, showing SS 

officers wandering in the space between the trains. Whether this is before or 

after the rest of the process of unloading is unclear, though a large pile of 

what appear to be suitcases further up the railway siding, and the belongings 

scattered under the train on the left, suggest that it may have been after the 

deportees had been unloaded and despatched to whatever fate awaited them.  
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Figure 2:  USHMM 77220. The rectangles show Crematoria II (on the left) and III (on the 
right). 

 
Other images in this section, however, make abundantly clear that the 

train was not simply a train but a vehicle carrying people, who are shown 

clambering down from the boxcars, finding their belongings and families, in 

some cases being warned of how to behave at their destination.  

How can all this be told from the photographs, like the image in Fig. 3? 

The short answer is that it cannot, at least not without bringing to bear the 

accounts we have of arrival at Birkenau, such as Elie Wiesel’s Night, which 

describes how he and his father were told to increase and decrease their 

ages in order to pass through the selection.41 Or the description by Jeno 

Schwarz of how ‘the stronger ones among us jumped out of the wagons, while 

the old and the weak pulled themselves slowly and painfully to their feet and 

prepared to climb out as well.’42 Or Helen Farkas’s account: 

 
We arrived at Auschwitz on May 24, 1944. We did not know where we were. 
The cattle car was opened and we saw young men in striped clothing and 
caps, with absolutely no hair. All of a sudden everyone was shouting. The 
German soldiers with their rifles and bayonets yelled, ‘Aus! Aus! Mach’s 
schnell! Mach’s schnell!’ Everyone tried to grab their belongings as we jumped 
out in a hurry. I ran as quickly as I could to get my mother’s medicine; Ethel 

                                            
41

 Elie Wiesel (trans. Marion Wiesel), Night, Penguin Books, London 2006, p. 30.  
42

 Jeno Schwarz (trans. Sidney Lightman), A Promise Redeemed, Butler and Tanker, Frome 
1964, p. 94. 



 55 

was running frantically to secure some of her baby’s belongings. The young 
men in the striped clothing kept saying to the young mothers, in Yiddish, ‘Give 
your child to an older person.’ Ethel said, ‘They are crazy! What do they mean 
give my child to an older person?’ We kept trying to grab belongings, but the 
soldiers began beating us back. Scared by the noise and commotion, Gyurika 
began to cry.43 

 
It is tempting to continue piling testimony upon testimony in an attempt 

to try and shock the reader with a detail that will engrave itself on the mind as 

particularly evocative: to find a punctum in these texts. But my purpose is not 

to describe arrival in Auschwitz so much as to emphasise that whatever truth 

we find in accounts or photographs is the result of a convergence of evidence 

and beliefs about what they depict/describe.  

 

 
Figure 3: USHMM 77229. Rectangles again show Crematoria II and III. 

 
This is why we have to look askance at the title for this section. Its 

studied neutrality appears to answer questions but in fact poses them: where 

have the trains arrived from? Who is on board? Where have they arrived? We 

know from the title page they are ‘from Hungary’ but no indication is given as 

to where they are being resettled. Once again, though, these questions do not 

                                            
43

 Helen Farkas, Remember the Holocaust: A Memoir of Survival, Fithian Press, Santa 
Barbara 1995, p. 31. 



 56 

compromise the physical and apparent ontological integrity of the album and 

what it depicts. It is, to appropriate Barthes’s phrase, possessed of a ‘totality 

of image’ that can either be accepted at face value or questioned. The 

presence of these people on the ramp in Birkenau was not denied, but the 

meaning of that presence was disguised.   

 

Sorting 
 

The next section begins with two very similar images. Gazing down 

and back to the main gate of Birkenau (from the top of the train seen on the 

right-hand side of the frame in Fig. 2), we see two columns of people, five 

people wide, stretching back to vanishing point. In the foreground, some SS 

officers are looking back at another group – another two columns, perhaps – 

which can be seen in the bottom right-hand corner of one of the images. The 

section is titled – along, implicitly, with the images – ‘Sorting’.  

 

 
Figure 4: USHMM 77319. 

 
Once again, the language of the title is curious. The calm detachment 

of Sortierung – sorting – is far from the harsh syllables of what the SS called 

this process: Selektion. What is the effect of this substitution? 

The essence of the change is to effect what Robert Jay Lifton identified 

in The Nazi Doctors as the mechanism by which those who carried out the 
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selections justified it to themselves. He termed it ‘doubling’, a ‘Faustian 

bargain’ in which the SS sought to separate their sense of who they were from 

what they were doing, because ‘the individual Nazi doctor needed his 

Auschwitz self to function psychologically in an environment so antithetical to 

his previous ethical standards’.44 As Leo Kuper noted in a review of Lifton’s 

work, ‘detoxification of the language used would have assisted this psychic 

numbing by rendering murder nonmurderous’,45 though he wondered whether 

Lifton’s ‘humanism’ was ‘somewhat misleading in the present context.’ 

Kuper concludes, though, by asking about the real challenges Lifton’s 

work poses. In short: ‘does one feel uncomfortable with the humanising 

element in his characterisation of the doctors because of one’s own desire to 

see them portrayed as demonic and totally removed from the human 

condition?’ The question can be reiterated visually, through the image below. 

 

 
Figure 5: USHMM 34582. Karl Hoecker relaxes with women at the SS retreat in 
Solahutte. 

 
This question is a key one when looking at artefacts such as the 

Auschwitz Album and the evasions they employ. It is tempting to simply sneer 

at the evasion of Sortierung, but we need to ask ourselves what these 

evasions really tell us. As Rebecca Erbelding, the curator at the USHMM 

                                            
44

 Robert Jay Lifton, The Nazi Doctors: Medical Killing and the Psychology of Genocide, Basic 
Books, New York 1986, pp. 418-419. 
45

 Leo Kuper, ‘Review: The Nazi Doctors: Medical Killing and the Psychology of Genocide by 
Robert Jay Lifton’, Political Science Quarterly, Vol. 102, No. 1, (1987), pp. 175-176. 



 58 

responsible for the newly-discovered album of SS photos mentioned earlier, 

noted in an interview:  

 
It makes you think about how people could come to this. They don’t look like 
monsters. They look like me. They look like my next-door neighbour. Is he 
capable of that? Am I?46 

 
Erbelding’s questions go to the heart of our relationship with the 

Auschwitz Album. We have to acknowledge that what we find moving is what 

the image-maker found arresting and chose to preserve in the second 

selection this transport was subjected to in the process of assembling the 

album. Even Klarsfeld concedes that ‘Contrary to other writers, we don’t see, 

in the style of these photos, an intention of mockery of human beings, the 

majority of whom have only a few moments left to live.’47 

John Berger’s observation that ‘We accept [an image] in so far as it 

corresponds to our own observation of people, gestures, faces, 

institutions…because we still live in a society of comparable social relations 

and moral values’48 is a deeply disturbing one in this context, but equally 

necessary. If we are to fully appreciate the gaze that the deportees – such as 

the woman in the photograph below [Fig. 6] – returned to the camera, we 

have to acknowledge it as one appreciated by those it is tempting to 

dehumanise as monsters. It is, in so many ways, more chilling to realise that 

they saw the humanity of these people and still murdered them in their 

millions.  
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Figure 6: USHMM 77236. Geza Lajtbs of Budapest. 

 

Men on Arrival/Women on Arrival 
 

These sections have been joined to illustrate the artificiality of the 

separation imposed by the Nazis both on the ramp and subsequently in the 

pages of the album. Here again, the album tries to present an artificial 

situation as reality. 

The first level of the deception then, is the separation itself, which 

obscures the moment of separation – or rather, to transform the words to their 

proper form, the process of separating. As Michael Weiss recalled in a 1995 

interview: 

 
Okay, now this is another...to be, to be honest with you, when the doors 
opened and all those tummel, what happened there, I really don't know. I don't 
remember details. I remember getting off that car and my mother had a piece 
of bread in her hand and she asked me if I want some. And I said, "no." And all 
of a sudden, I don't...and that was the last time I seen my mother in Auschwitz. 
That was the last time I seen my mother in Auschwitz. And I'm thinking today, 
those freight cars, that is a big... how these people got off. I was young. I could 
jump off and in that tummel, in that tummel, [sic] I…details, what happened, I 
really don't remember. And am trying to remember. I cannot see it.49 

 
The album does not show this separating, the trauma of which can be 

read in the stumbling speech of the witness. Just as ‘Sorting’ began with the 
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two columns, formed of countless such moments, neatly standing in line, so 

‘Men on Arrival’ consists of men waiting, generally staring ahead or at the 

camera. No women are visible. 

 

 
Figure 7: USHMM 77242. Zoltan Kolos,  Dr. Henri Hegedush, Dr. Lazar. 

 
‘Women on Arrival’ presents a similarly ordered vision of women and 

children. The first photograph [Fig. 8] centres around the smiling face of a 

young girl, whose curious gaze seems appropriate to a school outing rather 

than an extermination facility. These orderly worlds continue the freezing of a 

process of separating into a moment of separation begun in ‘Sorting’. 
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Figure 8: USHMM 77253. the woman at the far left is Lilli Jacob's aunt with her four 
children, the little girl in the centre is the daughter of Breine Slomovics, standing 
behind her. 

 
There are, however, moments where the separation does not make 

sense. The final page of ‘Men on Arrival’ begins with Figure 9, in some 

accounts the first one Lilli Jacob saw on opening the album in 1945. 

 

 
Figure 9: USHMM 77218. Sril Jacob and Zelig Jacob: Lilli's brothers. 

The photograph summarises how this image – and all Holocaust 

photography – has to be understood as what Marianne Hirsch has termed 
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‘family frames’.50 For now, we return to the implications of including these two 

boys – seven and nine years old – in the category of ‘men’.  

A cynical explanation might be that their uniforms were intended to 

evoke the idea of a Jewish threat. Far more disturbing, however, is the 

possibility that, as we explored earlier, whoever selected these images for 

preservation within the album found it as moving as we do: allowing 

themselves to build a pathos into the images which, building upon Abigail 

Solomon-Godeau’s observation quoted earlier, disrupts the pathos and 

exposes the contradictions of this closed world. For these two boys are 

neither men nor women – the only possibilities admitted by the section titles – 

but children. 

 

After the Sorting: Men fit for work/Women fit for work 
 

The titles of these sections introduce another element into the system 

of signification, that of ‘work’. The way in which it does so – through the idea 

of ‘fitness for work’ – also naturalises the next category: those ‘unfit’ for work. 

It fails, however, to either explain what that ‘work’ consisted of, or why this 

distinction – which has been made ‘between frames’ – is important. 

The idea of ‘work’ suggests productive activity, even perhaps a 

consensual exchange of labour for the support of life. In Auschwitz, however, 

work was intended as another, slower, means of killing while extracting value 

from the deportees. And, as the minutes of the Wannsee Conference make 

clear, the role of labour was secondary to the extermination: 

 
In pursuance of the final solution, the Jews will be conscripted for labour in the 
East under appropriate supervision. Large labour gangs will be formed from 
those fit for work, with the sexes separated, which will then be sent to these 
areas for road construction and undoubtedly a large number of them will drop 
out through natural selection. The remainder who survive – and they will 
certainly be those who have the greatest powers of endurance – will have to be 
dealt with accordingly. For, if released, they would, as a natural selection of the 
fittest, form a germ cell from which the Jewish race could regenerate itself.51   
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This typically guarded description of what became known as 

‘extermination through labour’, however, does no justice to what conditions 

were like. Once again, it is tempting to cast about for part of a testimony to 

convey the backbreaking dirt and futility of the work, but this is another area 

where the ability of those who survived to speak about it exceeds their ability 

to actually communicate what it was like. Instead, I will confine myself to citing 

Hermann Langbein’s laconic judgement on ‘work’ in Auschwitz: that the 

amelioration of conditions there in 1943 (through the provision of more, 

though still inadequate, medical treatment and the discontinuation of selection 

among ‘hospital’ patients) reduced the overall death toll among all 

concentration camp inmates (as opposed to the victims of the gas chambers) 

by a quarter.52 

The images give no hint of the work for which these people were “fit”. 

The men seem to vary between their late teens and late forties and either 

ignore the camera or glance sideways at it:  

 

                                                                                                                             
[2002]: Roseman notes in his introductory chapter that it is not clear why the meeting at 
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52
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 64 

 
Figure 10: USHMM 77259. The older man second from left is Jacob Fettman, from the 
Nyirjespuszta ghetto: on his left is his son, Menachem. 

 
The temptation to read these expressions is great, but probably has to 

be resisted, however unambiguous they seem, as in Fig. 10. Having survived 

two days of travelling in crowded, unsanitary boxcars with the dead and dying, 

it may be supposed that they were tired and far from happy, but to read much 

more than that requires the insertion of more information than the image 

gives. As Randolph L. Braham has pointed out, the Jewish inhabitants of 

Subcarpathian Ruthenia had been subjected to a string of antisemitic 

measures since the region’s annexation by Hungary in 1938. Unlike 

deportees from Poland, who were generally transported from the relatively 

developed societies of the Polish ghettos, they had survived ‘concentration’ in 

holding areas improvised from brickyards and other open-air locations. As 

Braham notes, by the time the deportations started on May 15, after weeks of 

such deprivation, many deportees ‘entered the freight cars convinced that 

they were bound to be better off at their unknown destination than in the 

ghettos and entrainment centres they were forced to leave.’53 Elie Wiesel 

notes at the beginning of his account of arrival in Auschwitz that it was only 

when a woman noticed the flames of the crematoria that they began to doubt 

the word of two men given permission to fetch water while they waited for the 

train to actually enter Birkenau: that ‘conditions were good. Families would not 
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be separated.’ As he notes, ‘Suddenly we felt free of the previous night’s 

terror.’54 

Wiesel’s feelings may or may not have been shared by these 

deportees, but that is the point: we cannot know what they saw and can only 

guess at what they felt. It is only by inserting the fact that they are pictured in 

Auschwitz, and our “knowledge” of what that means, that allows us to assume 

that we do. Even if we discount the images’ suggestion of an orderly, even 

cheerful atmosphere as the author of the album distorting what must (surely?) 

have been a tense situation, the testimony of those who watched the 

transports arrive concurs: there was often no panic, and almost no attempt to 

resist. As Tadeusz Borowski, a Polish inmate who assisted in earlier arrivals, 

noted, the deception of those about to die was ‘the camp law’ and ‘the only 

permissible form of charity.’55 Or one can read Primo Levi’s account of his 

early moments in the camp. 

 
And it is this refrain that we hear repeated by everyone. You are not at home, 
this is not a sanatorium, the only exit is by way of the Chimney. (What did it 
mean? Soon we were all to learn what it meant.)56 

 
Soon, but not then: what ‘Auschwitz’ meant was not a given, not yet. 

And to do justice to the expressions we have to remember this: that we read 

these pictures on some level as images of ‘Holocaust victims’ (or perhaps, in 

some cases, of ‘Holocaust survivors’) but that ‘The Holocaust’ is a creation of 

the time after, part of the attempt to make sense of what did happen. These 

people did not know they were victims of anything but the situation in which 

they found themselves: and that was tragic enough. The question of how far 

we can do without the extra narrativisation of ‘The Holocaust’ is one which I 

shall return to later, but for now pose explicitly as a problem to consider. 

The women are perhaps more consistently younger, but again there is 

little to be gathered from these photographs. Except that, once again, an 

image which challenges the easy division of the headings into ‘men’ and 

‘women’ [Fig. 11] is to be found on the opening page. 
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Figure 11: USHMM 77256. Identities unknown. 

 
Why is this image here? Does it represent, like Figure 9, a desire to 

disrupt the smooth narrative by inserting children into a world of ‘men and 

women’? Or is it, along with Figure 9, a deliberate attempt to sabotage a 

smooth reading and thus further obscure the actual processes recorded? It is 

the fact that we cannot know for certain that must drive our analysis of these 

images.  

 

Men no longer fit for work/Women and children no longer fit for 
work 
 

The images of men and women “no longer fit for work” are different 

from those that have come before. Up to now, the images have tended to 

depict groups, as in Figure 11, with a sense that focus on individuals has 

come accidentally.  

The images now under discussion, however, focus more deliberately 

on individuals. This focus raises two sets of questions, answers to which 

hopefully emerge in the rest of the thesis. For now, once again, I will use a 

discussion of some images to pose them.  

The overarching issue is that of identification. This can be seen in two 

ways. Firstly, how far can the people appearing in these images be identified 

in the sense of given a name? Secondly, however, how far and under what 

circumstances are we meant to identify with them: that is, adopt their 

sufferings as our own? 
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The first page of the section entitled ‘Men no longer fit for work’ is 

dominated by two pictures, reproduced below [Fig. 12]. 

 

  
Figure 12: USHMM 77280 (l) and 77281 (r). Identities unknown. 

 
The commentary in the Yad Vashem volume dedicated to the 

Auschwitz Album says of the image on the left that ‘This Jew was specially 

chosen to be photographed as proof of the “ugliness and abnormality” of the 

Jewish “race”’.57 The image on the right is claimed to be ‘an example of the 

“distinct features of the Jewish face and body”’.58   

It should be borne in mind from the outset that there is no textual proof 

for these assertions, though the images do conform to Nazi stereotypes of 

‘The Jew’ and, especially in the case of the image on the right, the star on his 

coat identifying him as a Jew is a prominent part of the composition. He is 

also pictured gazing out of the frame, turning him into a specimen rather than 

an equal partner in the photographic transaction, like the men who appear on 

the title page (see Fig. 1). Both his pose and his features recall the images 

from the title page which, for the Album, visually define the Jews to be 

‘resettled’. Yad Vashem’s caption, then, while perhaps overly certain in tone, 

is backed up by the image.  
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In the case of the image on the left, however, the composition is more 

ambiguous. While he is clearly encumbered physically, his gaze is direct and 

he has been allowed to arrange himself in a way that makes the nature of his 

disabilities unclear. He is certainly more than an example of ‘ugliness and 

abnormality’.  

What both of these images have in common, however, is a tacit 

justification of the heading. One of these men is clearly too old for work (at 

least of any physically demanding nature), and the other is physically 

challenged. What the ‘work’ they are not fit for consists of, however, is again 

excluded from consideration, though their membership in the group which is 

‘unfit’ suggests that it will not be administrative or indoors. The final image on 

this page (USHMM 77318) continues this, showing a group of elderly men 

and women (one is shown with a cane) sitting beside a boxcar. The images 

that begin the next section [Fig. 13] reaffirm this. 

 

  
Figure 13: USHMM 77338 (Babo, described by Yad Vashem as the "village idiot" of 
Tacovo), 77339 (Perla Schwarz or Fayge Cig), and 77340 (Identity unknown). 

 
On the face of it, this section is the most transparent. The images 

indeed show women and children, and for some it is hard to imagine what 

kind of work they could be fit for, regardless of what we know about the nature 

of work in Auschwitz.  

Further into the section, however, we find images of men, women and 

children waiting in (what we know to be) the wood next to Crematoria IV and 

V. The men are curious, since some of them at least would seem to belong 

more in the category ‘fit for work’. 
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Figure 14: USHMM 77348. Identities unknown. 

 
So what is concealed? Again, the nature of selection (or ‘sorting’ as the 

album has it): some of these men must be those who chose, like many did, to 

go with their families and (unbeknownst to them) face death. Those, in short, 

to whom Borowski’s ‘camp law’ was applied without mercy, though the guilt of 

those who did not know what lay in store for the families they allowed 

themselves to part from was in itself a paralysing thing to try and come to 

terms with afterward. 

These images take us to the very edge of what the Album can tell us 

about the Holocaust, at least in terms of the procedures that substituted for 

normality in Auschwitz. One photograph (Fig. 15) carefully placed well before 

the end of the album (thus avoiding any suggestion that it might be the end of 

the journey) shows the walls of the gas chamber in the background. 
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Figure 15: USHMM 77317. Identities unknown. 

 
The chimneys of Crematoria II and III have been visible before, in 

some of the images in the sections ‘Arrival of the Transport Trains’ and 

‘Sorting’ (see Figs. 2 and 3). Their presence is not connected, however to the 

presence of the trains on the siding – except, of course, in our knowledge of 

the connection. Once again, we read the images with our knowledge and not 

purely with the image’s content: a viewer innocent of the purpose of the 

chimneys in the background might not even notice them. Just as the walls in 

the background only explain the apparent distress of the woman in the centre 

when we connect it to written accounts of the screams echoing from the 

building, and the smoke that blew in the wind. 

It is this problem which thwarts our efforts to identify with these people. 

We cannot follow them into the gas chamber: we remain outside, both 

historically and philosophically. As Primo Levi noted in The Drowned and the 

Saved, even those who were there, in Auschwitz, and returned to talk about it, 

cannot describe the act of death itself.  

 
Those who saw the Gorgon, have not returned to tell about it or have returned 
mute, but they are the “Muslims”, the submerged, the complete witnesses, the 
ones whose depositions would have general significance. They are the rule, we 
are the exception.59 

 
There can be no survivors of murder. We have to recognise that we are 

at so many removes from these events that the effort to do anything more 
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than guess at their nature is almost certainly doomed to well-meaning 

frustration. Even our efforts to listen to the survivors, Levi tells us, will be 

frustrated by the impossibility for them of finding language adequate to the 

task.  

A good example of this effort is that made to identify those depicted 

within the album, an effort this chapter has so far relied upon. The reasons 

behind it – why giving names to these images is so important – is something I 

shall return to in later discussion of Yad Vashem, but for now I want to 

highlight the uncertainties.  

We have already seen, in Figure 13, that some of these people have 

been identified. This was done by, among others, Gideon Greif of Yad 

Vashem through his contact with a number of survivors in Europe, Israel and 

the USA, as well as ‘people who came to Yad Vashem on their own after the 

first edition was published and identified themselves or their relatives.’60 The 

solidity of his research explains the certain tone of his captions, reflected in 

mine. 

Greif also noted, however, that following a chance meeting with a 

survivor pictured in the album, several of the identifications (he did not say 

which) will be changed in subsequent editions. This poses a problem, which I 

want to discuss through the following photograph [Fig. 16], identified by Yad 

Vashem as being of Rabbi Leib Weiss of the Tacovo Ghetto. 
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Figure 16: USHMM 77290. Rabbi Leib Weiss and, behind him to the right, his son 
Shlomo. Or is this Mr Jakubovics of Berehovo? 

 

In the memoir (posthumously) co-authored with his daughter, the late 

Hugo Gryn, a survivor of Auschwitz originally from Berehovo, identified this 

man differently: as his cheder teacher, Mr Jakubovics.61 Can we presume to 

adjudicate these competing claims of memory in caption-form? 

One answer might be that, yes, on the basis of historical research, we 

can say that Hugo Gryn was mistaken. And the caption in Chasing Shadows 

is careful to note that ‘Hugo thought [my emphasis] he recognised this man as 

his cheder teacher, Mr Jakubovics.’ It seems, on the face of it, reasonable to 

accept the verdict of the team of historians behind the identifications at Yad 

Vashem, who have tried to match other sources to the testimonies. We seem 

to have found a point where the demands of memory are trumped by the 

method of historical enquiry.  

But there is no way of knowing for sure. We have to remember that, in 

Anna Reading’s words, the dividing line between memory and history is ‘the 

degree to which they are vested [my emphasis] with authenticity and 
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authority.’62 In other words, the trust we place in Yad Vashem’s researchers to 

tell the truth as far as they have been able to ascertain it is, like all trust, a 

matter of choice. So the question becomes: can we trust at all? As I argue in 

the chapters that follow, trust is possible as long as we see that it comes from 

our choice to trust in a particular authority and/or their version of events, 

rather than any accuracy that the account has in and of itself. 

This is dangerous territory, raising the possibility that outright denial of 

the Holocaust is a choice like any other. Even that sentence is open to 

manipulation by the unscrupulous, and I have to move carefully, reminding the 

reader that there is, as discussed above, no contradiction between accepting 

the consensual and constructed nature of narratives and retaining the 

knowledge that what happened indeed took place. The point to keep in front 

of oneself is that ‘it’ did happen, but that our efforts to talk about it are 

inevitably subject to distortion, since we cannot have been there: especially 

since those who were there acknowledge that their testimony is only ever 

partial. 

Another element of these more personalised images is their function as 

portraits. While it may seem hard to reconcile the idea of a portrait with this 

photography of victims, it should be borne in mind that the initial reaction of 

Lilli Jacob to possessing the album was to distribute images of those killed to 

their families. Once again, the totality of image of the photograph trumps the 

codes behind it since, regardless of why they were created, the image of the 

deceased was more important. Though equally one cannot know the extent to 

which the images were also valued because they placed the dead where they 

died, restoring a measure of history to their otherwise unrecorded deaths. 

There is no unitary definition of the term ‘portrait’, though the common 

features of all definitions are easily summarised.63 Firstly, a portrait must 

depict a person, in the sense of being an image that corresponds to a 

particular person. This correspondence, however, does not have to mean a 

‘realistic’ likeness, as Ludmilla Jordanova makes clear in her discussion of 
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Maggi Hambling’s portrait of Dorothy Hodgkin,64 and as even a short tour 

through the National Portrait Gallery will attest. 

Secondly, though, there is an undercurrent in the use of the term 

‘portrait’ that assumes a name as the defining characteristic. Given the above 

discussion of the essentially provisional nature of the naming of the deportees 

in the Album, this might seem to be a critical obstacle to terming the images 

portraits. If the man in Figure 16 can only (in all honesty) be provisionally 

named as anything other than ‘a deportee’ does the image fail as a portrait? 

However tempting it may be to answer yes, the work of many 

photographers in producing images of ‘types’ forestalls any certain response. 

The work of August Sander, for example, is frequently described as 

portraiture, though none of his ‘faces of the twentieth century’ are named. As 

Graham Clarke has explored, that ‘each portrait photograph was offered in 

relation to a larger, and definitive classification’65 does not ultimately stop 

them from fulfilling the first of the criteria I have identified: that they show a 

recognisable individual, though one interpreted (or interpreting themselves) 

within a broader scheme of meaning.  

The question raised here, of the degree to which a portrait must be the 

result of a contract (whether explicit or not) between the subject and the 

image-maker, is possibly the most thorny. Certainly, in relation to photographs 

taken by the perpetrators of genocide of their victims, it is the most loaded. As 

John Tagg (among others) has explored,66 photographs express a set of 

power relations among individuals: and the portrait is commonly regarded as 

a process in which, in the words of Peter Burke, ‘artist and sitter generally 

colluded.’67 Can this collusion, though, be reliably indicated visually? 

In his exploration of Sander’s Unemployed Man, 1928 [Fig. 17], 

Graham Clarke implicitly suggests that it can. He argues that the subject’s 
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placement at the side of the frame and disconnected gaze across the view of 

the camera ‘advertise a lack’ which suggests that ‘to be unemployed here is to 

be without status and, more problematically, identity.’68 

 

 
Figure 17: August Sander, Unemployed Man 1928. 

 
The contrast between Figures 16 and 17 is striking. Whether the man 

in Figure 16 is Leib Weiss or Mr Jakubovics, his engagement with the 

photographer and the act of photographing is palpable, unlike Sander’s 

(presumably) more conventionally ‘colluding’ subject. That Weiss’s (or 

Jakubovics’s) is (in my reading) an angry engagement is beside the point: 

collusion is not the same as willing agreement. 

An obvious counterpoint to these arguments might seem to be the work 

of Roman Vishniac, who photographed Eastern European Jewry (including 

the village of Berehovo) in the years immediately preceding World War Two. 

His desire to become a ‘spokesman to record their plight’, born of a sense that 

‘the world was about to be cast into the mad shadow of Nazism’ might seem 

to defy comparison. But Vishniac noted that much of his photography was the 

work of ‘a hidden camera to record the way of life of a people who had no 

desire to be captured on film’.69 While Vishniac’s motives are different from 

those on the ramp, who have to be held responsible for the deaths of those 
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they depicted, his admission at least exposes the potential violation of the 

person that any photography, however well-intentioned, can constitute. 

Nor are Vishniac’s images any more free of external narrativisation. As 

Vishniac continues: 

 
If I am to breathe life into the pictures that follow, it is by providing you, the 
reader, with my thoughts about them. The pictures depict people and places 
that no longer exist, yet in my memory they do exist. I hope that you will look at 
each picture with its story, and perhaps you, too, will see the world that I saw.70 

 
The world, though, is the one that he saw. His subjects have no more 

control over the reproduction of their images – to tell their stories about the 

world they more than saw – than the deportees on the ramp. That they 

conform to a vision we wish to have about the reality of life for Eastern 

European Jewry before the Holocaust, is a happy accident. Or is it? The 

extent to which a hard existence in volatile communities has been idealised in 

the interest of emphasising the tragedy of its loss is an issue that the 

exhibition at Yad Vashem raises particularly acutely, but Vishniac’s images – 

and still more his text – hint at it. And Vishniac’s statement should make us 

wary of trying to see the ‘world that was’ (as Yad Vashem calls its first 

gallery/installation) in ‘the world that I saw.’  

Leib Weiss (or Mr Jakubovics) has far more pressing reasons to resent 

the photographer’s intrusion, but our questions about his role in the frame 

spring from the same source as Barthes’s dissatisfaction with his own image 

as reproduced in portraits.71 We wonder whether the image corresponds to 

the self, wondering whether, in the words of Simon Schama (writing about the 

work of Richard Avedon), the image has ‘caught the shorthand signature of an 

entire life,’ whether the pose is ‘a print of individual spirit.’72 At the same time, 

though, we must ask the same questions of Sander’s image, or of Vishniac’s, 

however alluring their images can be.  

In that wondering, though, lies the power of the images. The space 

offered by the gaps in our knowledge to interpose our assumptions is what 

creates our interest. In a discussion of Dorothea Lange’s Migrant Mother – 
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another image produced without the consent of the subject in pursuit of an 

idealised picture of a population – Liz Wells notes the effect of finally naming 

the woman pictured. ‘One of the twentieth century’s most familiar and telling 

images was recuperated [sic] as an ordinary, aged woman who was poor in a 

humdrum way and no longer able to function as an icon of nobility and 

sadness in the face of destitution.’73 That no such resolution is open to many 

of the deportees from Berehovo is the reason for their continuing impact. As 

Sandy Nairne, director of the National Portrait Gallery, has written of a far 

more innocuous set of images: ‘Anonymous to the viewer now, and 

disconnected from all that linked them to a place, to a family or to a friend, 

their faces look confidently out, knowing full well who they are.’74 

 

After the Delousing 
 

These images desert the division between men and women that has so 

far structured most of the album, though the segregation of men and women 

within the camp is adhered to. They show the deportees after the processes 

of registration had been carried out.  

There are many accounts of this process, all of which emphasise the 

humiliation and brutality of being ordered to strip naked, be shaved all over 

the body, and herded through showers to be given a number in tattooed ink 

on the forearm. I wonder whether I am justified in selecting (that word again) 

individual accounts to stand for the others, or whether I must simply accept 

that I cannot do any measure of justice to all of them except through one.  

The effect of this process, as many survivors point out, was to turn the 

deportees from people into inmates, signified only by their number. Fania 

Fenelon identifies this moment as when she realised she was ‘no longer 

                                            
73

 Liz Wells, ‘Thinking about photography: debates, historically and now’, in Liz Wells (ed.) 
Photography: a critical introduction, p. 39. Wells quotes Lange’s comment on the question of 
the woman’s name: ‘I did not ask her name or her history.’ Also see James Agee’s questions 
about the ‘curiosity’ of ‘parading the nakedness, disadvantage and humiliation of these lives 
before another group of human beings’ whatever the altruistic motives for such a course: 
James Agee and Walker Evans, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men: Three Tenant Families, 
Houghton Mifflin, Boston 2001 [1939], p. 5.  
74

 Sandy Nairne, ‘Foreword’ to National Portrait Gallery, We Are The People: Postcards from 
the Collection of Tom Phillips, National Portrait Gallery, London 2004, p. 9. 



 78 

anything, not even a slave,’ but an individual for whom ‘there was no longer 

either code or law: I was alone, abandoned, consigned to the executioner.’75 

But the nature of that loneliness is exposed particularly clearly in the 

images, which show rows and rows of faces. This was loneliness in 

Auschwitz: in a sea of humanity, unable to decide (without the crucial markers 

of hair colour and style) whether or not the person next to you was a complete 

stranger or a close acquaintance.  

 

 
Figure 18: USHMM 77359. 1: Salomon Lazar; 2: Shismshon Falkovics; 3: Istvan 
Balasza; 4: Moshe Vogel; 5: Shmuel Yitzhak Smilovics. 

 
These images are not widely used, though a detail from Figure 18 

appears as the cover to my edition of Primo Levi’s If This Is a Man. The 

reasons for this are difficult to guess, though I suspect that the way the 

clothing hugs the still substantial bodies of the men runs counter to the 

popular view of those selected for hard labour: these are not emaciated “living 

skeletons” but still healthy men struggling to come to terms with a future they 

could not yet know. This, it should be pointed out, is in some ways a truer 

picture of the Holocaust, showing what was destroyed rather than the 

wreckage.  
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Introduction into the Labour Camp 
 

This is the final section of the album showing the deportees. They are 

moving from wherever their registration and delousing was carried out to their 

accommodation for that night, probably one of the ‘Quarantine areas’ within 

Birkenau, in which new arrivals learnt how to survive, or not.  

 

 
Figure 19: USHMM 77374. 

 
The motion of these individuals is the final lie in the album, as it 

suggests the validity of the title page. They have been resettled: clutching 

belongings (albeit not as many as when they left the trains) they seem to be 

moving purposefully forward. The numbers suggested by the column’s 

disappearance out of the frame of Fig. 19 are endless. Their clothing is not 

obviously that of prisoners.76 Even the chimneys of the barracks behind them 

help to explain away the chimneys of Crematoria II and III visible in Figures 2 

and 3. 

The only question, though, also lies in the motion. Where were they 

headed? What were they to do in their place of resettlement? In this regard, 

the motion – or rather, to quote Mary Warner Marien, our ‘willingness to 
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accept signs of motion as the real thing’77 – deceives, since it offers no 

answer as to destination. This deception – as in the photograph by Charles 

Nègre discussed by Warner Marien – ‘suspends the images between 

document and symbol.’78 It is the willingness to undertake that suspension 

that drives this study. 

 

Effects  
 

The final section shows none of the deportees. Or at least, it shows 

none of their faces. Instead, it shows their belongings, at first left by the empty 

boxcars, and then in ‘Canada’, the section of the camp (next to Crematoria IV 

and V) in which they, like their owners, were sorted through. Borrowing 

Conrad’s description of tribal plunder in Heart of Darkness: ‘an inextricable 

mess of things decent in themselves but that human folly made look like the 

spoils of thievery.’79 

 

 
Figure 20: USHMM 77381. The man holding open what appears to be a sheet is Chaim 
Raphael, from Salonika in Greece. 

 
The people in these images can be divided into two groups: inmates of 

the camp and the SS. Both groups have appeared before (see Figures 2, 3, 4, 
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6 and 15) but here they are the only people. As such it seems the correct 

place to reflect on their presences and absences within the album.  

Regarding the inmates, it is hardly surprising that their presence has 

rarely been registered in the album. From the point of view of those behind 

the camera, they are not individuals: they have long since become simply a 

mass of arms and legs, buying survival by being trapped in different kinds of 

collaboration with the regime. Both Borowski and Levi came to the conclusion 

– and it was almost certainly this insight that made their ‘survival’ unbearable 

– that it was not possible to survive in Auschwitz without participating in its 

crimes. Even being selected for labour almost certainly meant that another 

had gone to die. However heartbreaking the work in ‘Canada’, being 

confronted with the relics of the murdered, including their own families, some 

survivors of the Kanadakommando are candid that the benefits of the job (as 

well as the chance to impede the plunder) made these assignments highly 

attractive.80 

With regard to the SS, the first point to consider is that they have never 

been absent: even if we allow the (highly unlikely) possibility that the 

photographers were not members of the SS, these people are sent by them 

along the dusty paths of Auschwitz. Their presence here is a result of policies 

they have organised and carried out. Whether they appear in the frame or not, 

they are present in that sense.  

If, however, we assume that the photographers were members of the 

SS, then that presence becomes even more insidious, and the peculiar truth 

of Barthes’s insight that the photograph possesses a totality of image 

emerges. For, whatever, their role in producing these images, the SS is, by 

and large, not present in them. By themselves, the photographs can tell us 

little but what they tell us, just as a written document, on a certain level, 

contains only words that have to be understood – and that understanding 

comes through corroboration and comparison of what appears to be the 

intended message with other sources and evidence. As Robert Jan van Pelt 

reminds us in The Case for Auschwitz, it is the convergence of evidence that 

points to the truth. 
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The images of the SS that do appear in the Album generally give little 

evidence for the brutality and venality which most accounts agree were 

frequently displayed by many SS men, on the ramp and elsewhere. In Figure 

2, they appear much like any group of uniformed men – and it should be 

noted that SS-women are the real absence from this collection – not 

monsters. In Figure 4, they appear to be as nonplussed by the crowd that 

waits on the ramp as the crowd itself. Only in Figure 6 do we see an active 

role, as an SS-man holds the lapel of an older deportee. But our gaze is fixed 

by the woman in the centre – the act of selection depicted by the photograph 

is, remarkably, its studium rather than its punctum.  

The SS have become the epitome – or at least, one epitome – of evil in 

the late twentieth and early twenty-first century. Figures as extreme as the 

villain Karl Ruprecht Kroenen in the film Hellboy (Guillermo del Toro, 2005) 

are one side of this (as are the Imperial Forces in Star Wars), while Ralph 

Fiennes’s portrayal of Amon Goeth, the commandant of the Płaszów Labour 

Camp, in Schindler’s List is another. The ‘good Nazi’ of The Pianist is another, 

perhaps rather rarer, facet of the image of the SS, though one which depends 

for its effect on a deeper presupposition that monsters were the norm. The 

interesting work by David Cesarani tracing the shifts in perception of Adolf 

Eichmann, perhaps the most notorious of the genocidaires, argues that we 

have moved beyond this simplistic view.81 Perhaps we have as academics: as 

societies, we have perhaps moved less than we think. Perhaps, like the SS on 

the ramp, we ‘double’ our minds. 

But we do not need the SS to be monsters. In fact, as long as they are, 

we avoid the questions the Holocaust poses about us as human beings. It is, 

as discussed earlier, much more frightening if they were human beings who 

experienced moral doubts about what they were doing – and did it anyway. 

The question raised by Rebecca Erbelding – could we do this? – is much 

more pressing if they were, indeed, ‘ordinary’.82 As Max Aué, the protagonist 

of Jonathan Littell’s novel The Kindly Ones, reminds the reader: 
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If you were born in a country or at a time not only when nobody comes to kill 
your wife and your children, but also nobody comes to ask you to kill the wives 
and children of others, then render thanks to God and go in peace. But always 
keep this thought in mind: you might be luckier than I, but you’re not a better 
person. Because if you have the arrogance to think you are, that’s just where 
the danger begins.83 
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