
2. Shadows: Historical Temporalities 1

Going down that street ten thousand times in a lifetime . . .

. . . or perhaps never at all ...

— D A N I E L E I S E N B E R G , Cooperation of Parts

Our desire to understand the confusing and chaotic nature of historical events often
gives rise to narrative forms and their conventions. They are created to give a sense of
coherence or a rationale that helps explain why events occur in the ways they do.
Notions of inevitability, predictability, and causality are central to such conventions
and become binding agents that seem to cement fragments of events into seamless,
whole stories that satisfy our apparent need for closure.

This is a literary as well as an ideological problem, for as much as anything else,
the narrative representation of history consists of a set of forms that are created to
adhere to certain ideological and philosophical precepts. Such forms run throughout
the cultural representations that we use to structure events for specific meaning. For
example, in Judeo-Christian theology, messianic notions of events are central to the
way in which redemption structures and overdetermines the lives of the people and
societies that adhere to these religions. In secular Enlightenment philosophies, ideas
of progressive intellectual and scientific development posit a progressive present in
which an ever-growing body of knowledge redeems the ignorance of the past. Even
Marxist scientific materialism posits a similar progressivist but scientized history based
on causality. All of them, despite their manifest differences, cast inevitability as the
major structuring device for narration.

If narrative meaning results in the creation of formal structures that shape rela-
tionships between events, then the most creatively rendered relationships generally

3Q



40 — Shadows

produce the most convincing accounts whether they are based on events that actually
occurred or were imagined. Although it is simplistic to see history as merely creative
construction or vice versa, similar kinds of formal structures and systems of identifi-
cation are often at play in the narrative arts and scholarly research. In this sense we
can see the narration of history as having an analogous relation to fictional forms—
the novel in particular. As these forms structure our perception of events that occur
in the world as well as in the imagination, the question arises for both reader and
writer: How does one distinguish between history and fiction?

The ideology of linearity insists that one event seamlessly slides into another as if
preordained. In the continuity conventions in cinema, narrative form inscribes the
appearance of seamless causality in which each shot is cut to flow invisibly into the
next. In the cinema of continuity, conventions such as the eye line match, angle of
action, and the match cut were created to give time the illusion of a continuous veri-
similitude. For example, the five or six discrete shots that make up walking through
a door seem like one continuous action, making the last shot the inevitable conclu-
sion to the first.

In relation to how we understand the progression of historical events in the con-
ventional novel, and by extension in conventional film narrative, the role of foreshad-
owing is significant, for it is often the most transparent and manipulative. According
to literary theorist Michael Andre Bernstein, foreshadowing is the built-in evidence
of an inevitable conclusion to the story being read. From the beginning of such nar-
ratives, the reader or viewer starts to see signs that will lead directly to the "fate" of
the character at the end. The reader and author are locked in a bond, being able to
foresee the fate of the character long before the character himself does. The implication
is that if the character were more aware, he too would be able to read the inevitable
writing on the wall. Foreshadowing often removes the sense of the eventness of a sit-
uation in flux, the outcome of which is not inherently guaranteed. Foreshadowing
creates a reading of an event that gives an impression that all events have causal rela-
tions to one another by "naturalizing" what is described through the seamless elision
of one narrative event into another. For instance, in representations of catastrophe,
foreshadowing creates an air of inevitability: there was nothing that could have been
done. Given the "players" in the "drama," it could only have ended in disaster. More-
over, the implication of inevitability limits the sense of the possibility of individual or
group agency in a given situation. The singularity of such a narrative trajectory can
also work to discourage readers and viewers from actively engaging with the complex-
ity of possible outcomes as events unfold in a given history. Such a sense of possibility
is essential to any notion of individual or collective agency shaping representations of
one's own present in relation to events of the past. Aesthetically, foreshadowing also
limits narrative possibilities, since the formation of a story becomes a map highlight-
ing a single path leading to its conclusion. It forecloses the possibility of creating or
experiencing other routes. At the same time, foreshadowing relies on the emotional
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power of the knowledge of impending catastrophe; any other intellectual or emotional
engagement a person might have when confronting a life situation is precluded.

Another aspect of foreshadowing is backshadowing. Backshadowing takes place
when prior knowledge of a situation's outcome is shared by both the reader or viewer
and the author. In this construct, all actions and events move inexorably to a result
that is already known. Moreover, the emotional power of the narrative is based on what
the reader or viewer already knows, not on what is being learned. This shared knowl-
edge removes the possibility in the reader's mind of other ways a character might
respond or other ways an event could turn out in the face of how ultimately it did.
By making our knowledge of their doom the only source of judgment and concern,
it strips their lives of any significance. As Bernstein writes, for example:

The cruelly of backshadowing can be illustrated concisely by realizing that it regards

as pointless the lives of countless numbers of people over hundreds of years like the

Polish or Austro-German Jews who contributed to the building and maintenance of

the synagogues that were eventually razed by the Nazis. Each present, and each sepa-

rate life, has its own distinct value that later events cannot wholly take away. (Foregone

Conclusions, 41)

As Bernstein argues, when the narratives of characters' lives, whether fictional or real,
are structured by foreshadowing and backshadowing, both reader and author sit in
judgment of the characters and the meaning of their existence. These ordering devices
structure our perception of the movement of time in relation to concepts of inevita-
bility and causality that seep into the way we understand events in the world. Insidi-
ously, they become naturalized as the way we understand the history of our own lives.

With an awareness of these shadowing conventions, it is interesting to see how
intellectually manipulative these formal devices are and how they raise ethical ques-
tions about narrative form. Yet for the last several hundred years, the ability to fore-
shadow in the most intense and subtle ways has been a sign of literary skill. This
remains true even today, especially in mass-culture cinema, where the pleasures of
"Hitchcockian" suspense are often created through narrative foreshadowing under-
stood to be the highest form of cinematic narrative sophistication. Here the fate of
the character is foreshadowed through small clues given to the audience long before
the character has any sense of what will happen. The feeling of knowing, but not being
able to affect the outcome of the character's fate, casts the sense of inevitability over
the story's outcome.

As a counter to such narratives of linearity and inevitability, Bernstein and other
literary theorists have pointed to a form they have termed sideshadowing. To side-
shadow in historical narrative is to illuminate other aspects that existed simultane-
ously as part of the main trajectory of an event, showing the density in the dynamics
of that history. As Bernstein writes:
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Against foreshadowing, sideshadowing champions the incommensurability of the

concrete moment and refuses the tyranny of all synthetic master-schemes; it rejects

the conviction that a particular code, law or pattern exists, waiting to be uncovered

beneath the heterogeneity of human existence. (3-4)

Sideshadowing strategies take into account the reality of counternarratives that exist
within historical events and can open such narratives to multiple contingencies that
surround an event. Sideshadowing suggests that although things turned out one way,
they could also have turned out some other way, expanding the complexity and nuance
of events. Sideshadowing is generative of alternatives for the understanding of events
as a result of the multiple factors that surround them. Such a strategy allows us to

recognize that a whole orchestration of complex sentiments and concepts might be

occurring, not as it were, archaeologically beneath the surface ones as their foundation,

but instead topographically alongside of, and temporally concurrent with, the one we

notice and upon which our attention and interpretive acumen are focused. (6-7)

While sideshadowing does not deny the reality or historicity of events, it creates an
awareness of the indeterminacy of relations between them. There is no inevitable out-
come to anything, because so many things are happening simultaneously. Because
multiple possibilities open the way for different ways of interpreting an event, side-
shadowing displaces the question of the truth of an event—which can always be called
into question—onto the ethics of the event's representation.1

In an event as monumentally catastrophic as the Jewish Shoah, the backshadowed
knowledge of the destruction of an entire community can take on an air of inexora-
bility when the narrative of such total loss is not surrounded by other possibilities and
knowledge. Such a singular narrative of destruction can produce a sense of fate and
inevitability, foreclosing on the sense that the lives of those lost were also filled with
a cultural richness and sense of individual possibility that existed alongside the destruc-
tion. The three films that frame this chapter can be seen as narratives casting side-
shadows that throw into relief aspects of Jewish life that are often overpowered by the
searing brightness of the Shoah.

The Man without a World

Eleanor Antin's The Man without a World (1991) is a film of a film made to evoke an
absence, as a means to "see" what is no longer there (Figure 10). It is an act on the part
of an artist to engage with a past that no longer physically exists except through rep-
resentations of that world. The film, a 16 mm, black-and-white, silent feature, is part
of Antin's work as a conceptual and performance artist spanning three decades. One
of the most influential figures of the multimedia art movements of the 19608 and 19705,
Antin has long ago left the specificity of a single medium and moves easily between
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different ones, including drawing, photography, film, video, performance, and writ-
ing. Her use of a specific medium arises from the issues and ideas of a given piece.
This makes her practice distinct from that of a film director, who engages all ideas
through the discourse of cinema. This nomadic relation to different kinds of media
places Antin in the margins of specific media discourses and perhaps opens areas of
investigation unnoticed by artists whose primary relation to ideas is through their
single chosen medium. Her wide-ranging body of work focuses on the use of histor-
ical narratives and the appropriation of past events and figures to look at how aes-
thetic and social conventions are constructed temporally. About her work, Antin states,
"I see time as epoch and genre rather than as an unfolding process" (Levin, Beyond
Modernism, 107). As a feminist artist, Antin is particularly interested in looking at how
the image of women and their position in history is constructed through genre and
other narrative forms that become naturalized as fact, reality, and even social policy.
The activity of taking such histories apart, reformulating them, and reinscribing them,
with her own ideas and images is an attempt to destabilize representations of women's
histories that have become naturalized in specific forms. This can be understood as
an empowering act of appropriation that often leads her to new ways of thinking
about her position in contemporary society. Antin's recent work consists of re-creating

Figure 10. The Man without a World (Eleanor Antin, 1991). The Eastern European Jewish shtetl: a film of a film evoking

a world no longer there. Photograph courtesy of Eleanor Antin.



44 — Shadows

historical moments and then inserting herself into those temporal scenes by taking on
the role of an amalgamated character or a figure from that period. For three weeks in
1980, Antin created the character Eleanora Antinova and lived in a hotel in New York
City as this once celebrated but now retired black ballerina of Diaghilev's Ballets Russes,
darkening her skin color, dressing as Antinova, adopting the aristocratic trappings of
this persona, and giving public performances and lectures in character. Through the
process of transforming herself into a range of women characters of different races,
ethnicities, and professions from various moments in time, Antin combines her own
imaginings with historical research. In this way, she is able to experience in the pres-
ent how gender functions as a phenomenon of history, which she sees at once as fact
and fiction. For example, in the 1977 piece The Angel of Mercy, Antin becomes nurse
Eleanor Antin, RN, to evoke and comment on the stylistic, social, political, and moral
climate of Victorian England. Using re-creations of nineteenth-century tableaux
vivants, theatrical styles, and early photographic and cinematographic techniques that
give the appearance of historically authentic documents of the period, Antin places the
objectivity of historical perception in doubt. Her nineteenth-century photographs,
impressive as they are in their apparent authenticity, are simulations. As Antin writes,
"It is not the real thing which suggests the real in art, it is rather the slight disparity,
the unexpected even, that will give the appearance of truth" (Levin, Beyond Modern-
ism, 113).

During the 19905, Antin focused on Jewish history, especially pre-World War II
Yiddish culture both as it was lived in Eastern Europe and its immigrant culture in
the United States.2 Starting from the position that history is more genre construction
than event, in 1991 Antin became Yevgeny Antinov, the Polish Jewish film director of
The Man without a World. As opening titles indicate, The Man without a World is the
recently found "lost" film of this forgotten Yiddish film director. As Antinov, Antin
has inserted herself into the discourse of creative artifact as history. From this vantage
point, she can reimage a now-extinct world by creating a fiction and turning it into a
historical artifact, this time to explore the Yiddish cinema and Jewish shtetl life before
World War II. In this elegant gesture, Antin uses the events of World War II, a lost
era of film history, the extinct culture of the shtetl, and pure fiction to fashion the
parts of this "history" that are important to her.

Set in a shtetl in prewar Poland, the film centers on Zevi, a young man with pre-
tensions to being a poet, who yearns for the cosmopolitan artist's life in Warsaw.
Inspired by the arrival of a band of traveling Gypsy performers—replete with a balle-
rina (recalling an earlier Antin character), magician, and strongman—Zevi abandons
his family and girlfriend to be near the performers. He starts frequenting a local bar,
where he writes and recites symbolist poetry and argues politics and philosophy with
the local "intellectuals," who, like Zevi, have pretensions to being socialists, anarchists,
and Zionists (Figure n). The film moves from scenes of general daily shtetl life to scenes
in the bar to Zevi's home, where we meet his loving girlfriend, his tortured mother,
and his sister, who goes crazy as a result of being raped by Polish peasants. Throughout,
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Zevi is torn between being a "good Jewish boy," living the responsible life, and going
off to Warsaw with the Gypsies to live the life of a poet. In the end, his mother dies
of suffering—"Jewish mother" style. His sister dies after religious fanatics exorcise a
dybbuk that has possessed her, and finally Zevi agrees to do the right thing and marry
his now-pregnant girlfriend. His wife's rejected suitor crashes the wedding, killing sev-
eral of Zevi's best friends. Zevi, in a fit of rage, kills the suitor and is forced to leave
the shtetl to avoid arrest. The film ends with Zevi going off—without his pregnant
wife—with the Gypsies to Warsaw as Death follows close behind.

The narrative of the film is closer to an armature that supports images and situ-
ations that interest Antin than it is a story which is complex in its psychological or
plot development. Rather, like dreams, the narrative is based on condensation—of
different stories, myths, characters, and situations. Here Antin creates a montage of
Jewish cultural traits and archetypes. These come from an amalgam of sources, from
mystical Yiddish folktales to more-realistic stories about the difficulties of Jewish life
in Eastern Europe. Antin was influenced by stories of the great Jewish writers such as
Babel and Singer, by the Yiddish cinema itself, and by received images from her own
family history. The film is based on desire and loss by the artist, whose own relation-
ship as a first-generation Jewish American to this vanished world seems to take prece-
dence over issues of strict historical accuracy.

Figure 11. The Man without a World. Moishe's Cafe, where intellectuals gather to solve the world's problems, recite

poetry, and see modern dance. Photograph courtesy of Eleanor Antin.
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In the film, Antin has rendered visible through representations of representations
a compendium of Yiddish cultural archetypes and stereotypes that Antin—not Anti-
nov—knows are doomed to oblivion, since she is making the film in the present. The
film also comments on the immediate past of European modernist culture, incorpo-
rating a kind of social history of the different strains of pre-World War II intellectual,
political, and artistic ideas into the narrative. At the same time, the film incorporates
contemporary notions of appropriation and simulation embodied by Antin's project
itself. This is all woven together as a pretext for Antin's real agenda, which is to revive
the "lost" cultural archetypes of the now-extinct Yiddishkelt culture of Eastern Europe:
the romantic and lost poet who wants to get out of the small, oppressive town, the
Gypsy artists, the revolutionists, the Jewish mother, the fair maiden at once committed
to and oppressed by her family, the Rabbi, the dybbuk, the anti-Semitic Polish rapists,
and more broadly the village people, the towns, cities, a culture (art, literature, the-
ater, and cinema), a way of life, a language—all of which have been eradicated as they
existed before World II. What is left is a memory trace that, as time goes on, becomes
more distanced and sentimentalized. The title The Man without a World itself not
only speaks to Zevi's alienation from his own culture as a result of his intellectual and
artistic aspirations but also foreshadows the end of both these worlds in the decade
to come.

Because Antin's film engages social, cinematic, and art history from several differ-
ent vantage points, the film becomes an interesting source in which to look at the
phenomenon of narrative backshadowing, foreshadowing, and sideshadowing. For bet-
ter or worse, they are all rolled into one postmodern extravaganza that is at once an
embodiment of the perniciousness of backshadowing and points to a possible solution
to its linearities.

Though the Shoah is never mentioned, the end titles of the film speak to the end
of this "world," through reference to Jewish deportation out of the region. These titles
return the film to historical context, validating what we are already thinking about
throughout the film. Still, the entire narrative of the film is backshadowed by the
viewer's knowledge of the events of World War II. The viewer's prior knowledge of
what happened to the people portrayed in the film works to disarm any critical judg-
ment of the characters and makes possible a sympathetic and sentimentalized view of
this world, since, as we watch, we know it is already doomed. In this sense, The Man
without a World \s a world of ghosts. The film opens with a figure who comes to be
known as Death and conjures up the world we are about to experience simply by snap-
ping his finger. These are no longer real people who have all the complexity of human
beings. Rather, they are cultural archetypes and victims with whose ultimate fate we
sympathize and, from a vantage point of distance in time, mourn. Our sympathy has
its price: in the end, none of the villagers' actions have any consequence because of
this impending doom, and thus their humanity is reduced. Antin is more interested
in her desires for what this lost world represents to her personally and poetically in
the present than rendering the "archaeologically" correct image of it. Her shtetl is the
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wellspring of the elements of a secular, cultural Judaism that the now-assimilated and
educated American Jew can still embrace. Antin s shtetl is a world of argument, family,
art, politics, and religion. This is a world poised at the intersection between traditional
ethnic folk life and modernity. It has an innocence and purity that are no longer easily
questioned because it was destroyed from outside rather than from within. While few
of the characters in the film are particularly interesting, and many can even be seen as
simply embarrassing Jewish caricatures, especially as portrayed in the nonnaturalistic
acting style of the silent film—which can make the viewer even more aware of their
stereotypical nature—the backshadowed knowledge of their eventual doom disarms a
critical view and transforms what might be seen as embarrassment into sentimentality.

Since this world is gone for good, its memory can be used to support any polemic
or need one might have. As contemporary societies become more homogenized and
ethnic groups assimilate, the negative aspects of the ethnic past begin to recede as
sources of embarrassment and anger and yield to sentimentality and nostalgia. Time
and the safety of this assimilation seem to smooth the edges of the spectacle of eth-
nicity; for example, Old World customs, food, accents, dress, rituals, social styles,
which were once the mark of ignorance and backwardness, become the embodiment
of one's heart and soul forfeited in the process of assimilation. For example, the em-
barrassed, neurotic descriptions of copious quantities of pot roast and chopped liver,
forced on Neil by his aunt in Philip Roth's depiction of Jewish life in the 1960 Good-
bye, Columbus (3-4), have given way to sentimental and loving meditations on the
smells of onions, whitefish, and red herring in a delicatessen, which now connect Roth
to the lost history of European Jewish life in his 1993 novel Operation Shylock: A Con-
fession, written some thirty-five years later (378—79). This phenomenon is particularly
true of second- and third-generation immigrants who, in the context of a highly
assimilated culture, are now looking for some connection to their ethnic past, with
hopes of finding cultural authenticity in the midst of the contemporary hybrid cul-
ture of the United States. They and we attempt to reach out to a past that in its
ephemerality and idealized representations can be appropriated in any way needed.

The Man without a World creates an emotional intensity through the foreshad-
owing elements in the story. The film is filled with death and loss that carves a path
straight to Zevi's and the whole village's ultimate doom. The film begins with the
embodiment of Death popping into the frame—mystically and cinematically—with
a wave of a finger, creating the drama as if this were a world of the dead. This fore-
shadows the loss and death that will befall the characters in the film and ultimately the
whole culture, making the cataclysm of the Final Solution seem inexorable. Through-
out the work, we see foreshadows of the "end": the rape of the young woman by the
Polish peasants; the takeover of the bakery by a non-Jew, implying that there is a law
that has been passed banning Jews from owning bakeries. These are images from the
pogroms that beset these communities, which today we see as a foreshadowing of the
Shoah itself. In the last shot of the film, as the remaining artists leave for Warsaw, they
are followed down the road by Death.
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The sideshadow in the film is, in fact, the history of cinema, which opens up
other possibilities for representing a historical moment. Rather than making a natu-
ralized fictional representation of the lost shtetl world (a la the movie Yentlby Barbra
Streisand [1983]), Antin has made a fictionalized representation of a film that might
have been made representing that world. The Man without a World is a simulation of
a silent-era Yiddish film: a film of a film, as it were. Antin has gone back to a sec-
ondary historical moment—a moment in the history of cinema. She then places this
film in a real historical context. The opening titles (white letters moving across a black
background in a vertical crawl) inscribe the film not only in the history of cinema but
also in the political history of the Soviet Union. We are told that this is a lost work by
the great Yiddish director Yevgeny Antinov, which was recently discovered in Soviet
archives during perestroika. These opening titles become a fictional "factual" intro-
duction to frame the fiction. As images, the titles also work to further blur genres. The
self-conscious use of the convention of white letters moving across a black field at
the beginning and end have all the qualities of the authoritative voice of scholarship.
The titles "frame" the experience of the film not only as an entertainment but also as
an educational documentary film that shows a historical document and artifact of a
culture destroyed. This is consistent with popular Holocaust literature in which the
fictional story is usually given a historical immediacy and validation through a his-
torically based introduction. By inserting it into a political history, whether real or not,
Antin makes us understand that in its time, the film we are about to see was simply
an entertainment. But now, because of the forces of history, the film is more mean-
ingful than that. It is now an artifact—a shard from a lost world. For Antin, this cre-
ates an even larger field on which to sideshadow. This simulated artifact not only
interrogates the history of a people and the loss of their culture but also gives us a way
into the history of the representation of that culture. As an artistic action, Antin's
work raises many questions and issues having to do with the lines between the real
and the image and how they become inseparable: an image at times can come to have
more reality and presence than the object it is representing. This is particularly true
of representations of a world—such as the shtetlekh—that has been eradicated.

How, then, does one represent a world that no longer exists, a world that cannot
be returned to in order to find evidence, ruins, survivors, and the like? How do we
know what that world was except through the representations that were made of it?
Antin's knowledge of shtetl life does not come from real experience but rather comes
from copies of copies. So to make a film of a film that came out of that world, which
portrayed that world, is an act of disillusion in the sense that the artist is revealing the
source of the representation as opposed to creating a seamless illusion of a "real"
world. This places Antin right in the middle of contemporary postmodern art dis-
courses about issues of appropriation and the originality of objects and images.

Rosalind Krauss, in her description of the artist Sherrie Levine's pirated photo
print series of Edward Weston's photographs, in which she simply rephotographed his
images in violation of Weston's copyright, points out:
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Western's "originals" are already taken from models provided by others; they are given

in that long series of Greek kouroi by which the nude male torso has long ago been

processed and multiplied within our culture. Levine's act of "theft," which takes place,

so to speak, in front of the surface of Weston's print, opens the print from behind to

the series of models from which it, in turn, has stolen, of which it is itself the repro-

duction. (27)

Krauss goes on to place Levine in the discourse of copy that has been developed by
writers, among them Roland Barthes, who in S/Z characterizes the realist as not a
copyist from nature but rather a "pasticher," or someone who makes copies of copies.
Barthes explains:

To depict is to ... refer not from a language to a referent, but from one code to

another. Thus realism . . . consists not in copying the real but in copying a (depicted)

copy of the real. . . . (Through secondary mimesis [realism] copies what is already a

copy.) (S/Z, 55)

Similarly, Antin approaches her subject through opening the back door of cine-
matic representation, more specifically through the appropriation of its own history.
The Man without a World is a black-and-white "silent film" (with only a music sound
track) from 1928 made in 1991. Antin has explained that at the time she began re-
searching the film, many of the "lost" original Yiddish films were being rediscovered
and restored.3 As a result, she was able to study the mise-en-scene as well as the cine-
matic and dramatic styles of the original films in order to make her filmic simulation
in the style of that period. Here An tin's copy of a copy raises interesting questions about
what happens to the experience of the original work in the face of its more recent
double. Like a clone, what is the difference between two different objects if they are
made from the same material? This creates an interesting twist to Walter Benjamin's
claims of "the withering of the aura" of the original work of art through the infinite
reproducibility of the photographic. As Benjamin in his complex argument suggests,
the auratic is a play between the experience of an object as authentic and "the unique
phenomenon of a distance, however close it may be" (Illuminations, 222).4 In his argu-
ment, the development of mechanically reproduced art (photography and film) ful-
filled the desire to bring what was once experienced at a distance "'closer' spatially and
humanly" (223). A medium like cinema, which could be reproduced and thus shown
anywhere, anytime, fulfilled that possibility. The original films that The Man without
a World is based on were made as infinitely reproducible vernacular entertainments
and were rarely thought of as unique works of high art such as serious theater or
painting. But despite their mechanical reproducibility, as they have moved through
time and taken on the "shine" of the histories that surround them, they have also
come to have an auratic sense of a "unique phenomenon of a distance" of an authen-
tic and unique work of art.5 Ironically, rather than destroying the auratic quality of
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the original film, a remake or simulation such as Antin's confirms it. The Man with-
out a World plays with the auratic quality of early silent film in the present: a unique
document of a past moment experienced as something at a distance. To follow Ben-
jamin's thinking, The Man without a World, which is a copy of a copy, now becomes
the object that fulfills a desire to bring the past closer.

After a century of film culture, the aura that Benjamin saw in oil painting really
was not obliterated by photographic reproducibility but rather shifted and broadened
to include the new arts of cinema and photography. Rather than making a new print
of a lost "real" Yiddish film, using the reproducibility inherent to the cinematographic
medium, Antin uses the "aura" of the now lost or rarely seen early silent film as a mir-
ror to her own film. In doing this, she engages the history and loss of the relatively
unknown Yiddish cinema as a further reflection on lost Yiddish culture in general.
The film becomes a series of doublings that frame the experience of those watching
and thinking about the film. As in photorealist painting, part of the experience is the
knowledge that the hand-painted work looks so much like a photograph. One marvels
at the incredible technique of the painter, and at the same time one wonders why one
would make a painting look like the photograph on which it was based. A critical dis-
tance to the representation of the scene in the painting is created around technique
and the relation between photographic-chemical or (non-natural) impression and
handmade (or natural) expression.

In The Man without a World, the filmmaker uses modern technology to re-create
the look of the early silent cinema. The image is slightly sped up to give the feeling that
the film was shot at silent speed (18 frames per second) and is now being projected at
the modern speed for sound film (24 fps). Antin eschews contemporary continuity
conventions of shot—reverse shot and long, medium, and close-up shot combinations.
The acting is nonnaturalistic, invoking commonly held notions of silent film acting
with its emphasis on gesture and tableau. In fact, the whole film is nonrealist. On the
one hand, the mise-en-scene is theatrical rather than natural, with sets recalling the
German expressionist cinema of the 19205. On the other, there are scenes that portray
the difficulties of shtetl life. We see the poverty, the authoritarian control by both Pol-
ish law—as in the scene where a policeman accepts graft money to allow Jewish busi-
nesses to run smoothly—and Jewish law, where the father decides for the daughter
whom she will marry. But at the same time, Antin also freely moves the narrative
between the verisimilitude of this story line and sequences that are clearly fantasy and
even supernatural. For example, ghosts rise from the grave in the cemetery to mourn
the newly dead, and most spectacularly, a rabbi exorcises a dybbuk from the body of
Zevi's sister Soorelah (Figure 12). But what is consistent is the visual style of the film
and its disciplined adherence to the look of the earlier cinema on which it is modeled.

Yet despite the faithfulness of this simulation, there is still some slight disparity
that is hard to pinpoint. Perhaps it is the texture of the film: not as much silver
in today's film stock as in that of the 19205, which gave early black-and-white film
its luminosity. Once or twice there is a modern camera technique or contemporary
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element in the story or a modern gesture or expression in the actors' faces. But what
is missing is precisely the aura of the original. The Man without a World is at once an
original and its copy. Our awareness of the slippage between the two frames the film.
This frame creates a crack in the seamlessness of the film's historicity and opens the
possibility for other ways of thinking about the events surrounding the story of the
film. This perhaps widens the scope of our own relation to this past, making us con-
scious of the plasticity of events and how we understand them.

As our European past recedes, and because European Jewish culture was so effec-
tively destroyed, new generations of American Jews are losing much of the substan-
tive knowledge of the vibrant and rich culture of their European Jewish ancestry—
their language, literature, and other arts, and the way they lived their lives in the cities
and villages. Because of its catastrophic qualities and potential for spectacular repre-
sentation, the Shoah has become, almost by default, the central image of that Euro-
pean Jewish past, often at the expense of any knowledge of other events or elements
of that Jewish culture. It has locked Jewish history into a contradictory rebus in which
the Shoah is a culmination of European Jewish history, which, as Bernstein points
out, is conceived of as being "simultaneously unimaginable and inevitable" (23). This
has allowed the crime that is the Shoah to be appropriated by many for a myriad of

Figure 12. The Man without a World. The rebbe exorcises a dybbuk that possesses Sooreleh after she was raped in the

pogrom. Photograph courtesy of Eleanor Antin.
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politically and personally self-serving needs, particularly from the safety and affluence
of postwar assimilation.

What places The Man without a World among the most engaging and thought-
provoking instances of postmodern art making is that it is itself made up of a series
of sideshadows. Here foreshadowing is just one of many sideshadows. By creating this
film of a film, Antin has found a form to explore an amalgam of revisionist history,
myth and archetype, self-reflexivity and the artist's own subjective desire. The value
of sideshadowing can be seen in Antin's relationship to the European Jewish past,
which through her own lively and imaginative engagement opens that lost world onto
the present as a culture that continues to be generative of many of its values and ideas
despite its actual nonexistence.

Urban Peasants

Central to Bernstein's conception of sideshadowing within historical narrative is its
ability to take into consideration what did not happen as a result of the murderous
destruction as well as what did happen.

Rather than casting doubt on the event-ness of history, sideshadowing helps us reckon

the human cost of an occurrence by reminding us of all that its coming-into-existence

made impossible. The non-lives of the sideshadowed events that never happened are

a part of the emotional/intellectual legacy and aura of each actually occurring event,

inflecting it in distinct ways, as, for example, the extinction of the culture that sus-

tained Yiddish as a spoken and literary language has profoundly changed the way in

which Jewish life has been represented since 1945. (Foregone Conclusions, 14-15)

Not to take into account the what-might-have-been of what was lost or not to con-
sider what was continuing in Jewish life despite the catastrophe of World War II con-
demns those lost to a narrative of inevitable doom and produces a limiting sense of
nostalgia for what was by removing the necessity to imagine the what-could-be.

What about the Jews who "got away"? How are we to consider those Jews who
during the darkest moments of the Shoah were living lives elsewhere? There actually
was a Jewish quotidian during that period. To highlight this fact is to sideshadow the
annihilation occurring at the same time in Europe. The integration of these lived lives
and ongoing communities into the history of the Shoah is essential to producing a
more complex and polysemous conception of Jewish history in the twentieth century.
This sideshadowed history would be one that does not reinforce the backshadowed
histories of inevitability and singularity that seem to so infect current understandings
of the Jewish position in the world and continue to be appropriated for political and
ideological ends.6

Ken Jacobs's Urban Peasants (1975) is a film and sound work that casts a sidelight
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on those Jews who had left the ghettos and shtetls of Eastern Europe for the urban
centers of the United States before the Nazi destruction of their European communi-
ties. In an ironic and affectionate way, Urban Peasants shows not only what was lost
of the traditional Jewish life through assimilation but also the ways Jewish life contin-
ued elsewhere despite what was occurring in Europe. Urban Peasants is a sideshadow
on the narrative of annihilation and its claims of inevitability by showing the prosaics
of other Jewish lives through the use of home movies and other found objects. These
artifacts of everyday Jewish life speak to the idea of a quotidian existence in the midst
of catastrophe.

Ken Jacobs, a central figure of the American avant-garde cinema, demonstrates
an extraordinary sensitivity to the importance of revivifying lost or ignored histories in
the bits and pieces of film, what Benjamin might call the debris of cinema. Very much
in the manner of Benjamin's ragpicker, rummaging through the waste bins of New
York City, the archives of early cinema, or the attics and basements of relatives, Jacobs
finds lost and discarded images and sounds that have outlived their original use value
or were never seen to have value when they were made in the first place. Rummaging
through such material, Jacobs may try to see what the film strip "re-members," or he
points to what is missed in the frame as the images move through the projector at nor-
mal speed. Revivifying such material, bringing it to the light of the projector, Jacobs
at times simply shows it exactly as he found it in the manner of the Duchampian
readymade.7 In other works in his vast oeuvre, Jacobs "broods" over such found cin-
ematic detritus in a manner similar to Gehr's Eureka, rephotographing the material to
render visible aspects of the cinematic image that are often obscured by their orginal
contexts and forms.8 In still other works, Jacobs has invented alternate projection meth-
ods to explore new ways of perceiving these found-film artifacts. These new methods
include experimenting with 3-D viewing techniques and projection performances
using multiple and, at times, custom-built projectors, adding additional shutters to
create astounding new films from older ones.9 Like Antin's, Jacobs's body of work is
vast and varied, moving easily between different forms and media such as film, video,
installation, and performance. Also like Antin, Jacobs was born and raised in the
immigrant Jewish ghettos of Brooklyn and the fading influence of the decimated
Eastern European Yiddish world, but also in the vitality of European modernist cul-
ture and the sensibilities of the hybrid cosmopolitanism of midcentury New York
City. Steeped in this cultural in-between, the past and present can be seen to be deeply
connected to these artists' aesthetic desire to bring them together as a central impulse
and formal strategy in their art, linking them to an earlier era of prewar European
modernist Jewish culture and to figures like Benjamin, Kafka, and others. Jacobs has
made several works that document or attempt to bring into view the lost and dying
worlds of Eastern Europe and the New York City of his childhood including Urban
Peasants, which I will discuss in detail, New York Ghetto Fishmarket, 1003 (1992), Orchard
Street (1956), and The Sky Socialist (1964-65/1988), among others. His vast knowledge
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of early Yiddish cinema has also made him an important resource in the study and
restoration of that once-lost body of work.10

In the manner of the readymade, Urban Peasants is a fifty-minute image triptych
in which Jacobs brings together disparate found sound and image elements. It begins
in the dark of the movie theater with a seven-minute selection from an old language
instruction record called "Instant Yiddish." In typical fashion for such language instruc-
tion tapes, a woman with a distinctly American accent says a phrase in English, and
then the phrase is repeated in Yiddish by a man, with all the cadences and inflections
of a "native" speaker, after which the woman's voice repeats it again in Yiddish. There
then follows a space of silence for the listener to repeat the phrase in Yiddish. The les-
son begins with the male voice intoning, "Situation Three: When you go to a hotel."
The woman says, "Where is a good hotel?" "Wo ist a gutte hotel?" the man repeats.
The lesson continues in this manner:

I want a room;

For one person;

For two persons;

For a week;

I don't like it;

Show me another room;

Hot water;

A towel;

Soap;

Send breakfast to room 702 please;

I want five airmail stamps for the United States.11

It is not clear from the tape when this language lesson was made. From the perspec-
tive of the post-Shoah era of Jewish history, as one listens, multiple possibilities for
how to think about this recording as a historical document begin to emerge, and each
possibility inflects an implicit and explicit meaning of these words.

Based on the questions asked, one can imagine a Yiddish-speaking tourist from
the United States visiting a Yiddish-speaking city or town in which there are hotels with
Yiddish-speaking proprietors. Perhaps before World War II there were such places to
visit. Indeed, there were such hotels in Poland and in cities in other Eastern European
countries with large Jewish populations. Could such a language recording have been
made after the war? Doubtful. The language lesson becomes a macabre foreshadow-
ing of the destruction of the thriving Yiddish culture of Eastern Europe. At the same
time, from our position in the postwar present, such questions produce an ironic
backshadowing of the idea that there could be a Yiddish-speaking hotel to check into.
As the critic J. Hoberman observes of the film, "The assumption is mind-blowing:
Where in the world, with the possible exception of Birobidzhan, would one ever need
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to call room service in Yiddish?" (VulgarModernism, 189). Here this irony produces a
dramatic sense of the stakes of the destruction that took place: a culture so destroyed
that there is no longer a place or context to use a language to ask the most basic ques-
tions or to care for the most basic needs of daily life.

Urban Peasants sets into play complex temporalities as well as geographic relation-
ships in the history of prewar, wartime, and postwar Jewish life between Europe and
the United States. Each possibility for how the phrases in the language lesson are under-
stood is structured by our backshadowed, foreshadowed, and sideshadowed knowledge
of events. As a result, language itself becomes allegorical and doubled in its meanings;
words and phrases such as "soap," "Help," "I don't understand," "I have lost my pass-
port," "What is going on?" and "dead-end" take on a grisly double meaning because
the listener cannot help but allegorize the meaning of such words as a code for the
fate met by the people who used this language. These kinds of backshadowed meanings
are obvious enough, calling forth images of Gestapo roundups, mass deportations,
and gas chambers more easily than the image of an elegant hotel in the tourist section
of Jewish Warsaw. The irony is that in our historical imagination, we have endless
images of death camps and mass deportations, but the mundane image of a Yiddish-
speaking hotel is barely imaginable. As we have seen in earlier discussions, the mean-
ings of found material can easily become allegorical for present knowledge. Jacobs,
however, creates an even more complex set of relations in Urban Peasants. Foreground-
ing the mundane quality of the words in the lessons produces the deepest sense of
what is lost: the days of the week, questions about a room with a bath. Such prosaic
words and phrases emphasize the disruption of the everyday for the Jews of Europe.
They bring home the realization that the Yiddish language itself no longer signifies
the expression of quotidian needs but rather its impossibility for those who happened
to speak the language.

The language lesson temporarily ends, and the film images begin. As we sit in
silence, we see black-and-white home movies of what appears to be a petit bourgeois
immigrant family mugging for the camera on the streets of Brooklyn, New York. Much
of the filming is taking place in front of a butcher shop with both English and Yid-
dish writing on the windows (Figure 13). One distinguishes a family structure com-
prising several generations of people; from their dress, they are in various states of
assimilation. Life is on the street: they meet and socialize in front of the shop as the
kids run around on the sidewalks and play on the stoops. Elderly men and women are
still wearing clothes from the "old country," the middle-aged men are wearing con-
servative suits and ties, and young adult women are wearing quite fashionable urban
garb, all of which set the film in the late 19308 or early 19408, in the midst of the Nazi
extermination in Europe. Finally there are children and infants in play clothes and
dress clothes and infants in strollers. The camera work is the stuff of the amateur home
movie: shaky, awkward pans, often out of focus and overexposed, making the images
highly poetic and movingly nostalgic. The people being filmed gesticulate awkwardly
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for the camera, smiling, posing, walking directly toward the camera until they nearly
bump into it. These are motion pictures, after all, and one must move rather than
simply stand still in front of the camera! The images of the family were recorded by
Jacobs s wife's aunt Stella Weiss. Jacobs states in the film's description: "The title [ Urban
Peasants] is no put-down. Brooklyn was a place made up of many little villages; an
East European shtetl is pictured here, all in the space of a storefront. Aunt Stella's
camera rolls are joined intact (not in chronological order)" (New York Filmmakers
Cooperative, Catalog 7). As Jacobs's title and the images show, these are people caught
in a transitional moment between the traditional life of the Eastern European shtetl
and the modern urban "new world." The multiple generations of this family are, for
the moment, still intact, but the growing cultural gap between generations is painfully
clear. The older ones look uneasy and exposed on the concrete sidewalks, and we see
them doing their best to conduct a Passover seder in the cramped kitchen of a tene-
ment apartment. The variation of the exposure often gives the images a washed-out,
ethereal quality. At times it is hard to tell if we are seeing these people in the past or

Figure 13. Urban Peasants (Ken Jacobs, 1975). Members of Stella Weiss's family, Brooklyn, New York.
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the present. These are images of the elderly who are at once ghosts and survivors,
remnants of a destroyed world. But their strength is implicit in the herculean act of
having moved their families out of Europe.

For the younger ones, being on the American city street is more natural. Their
sense of safety is palpable as they joke around with each other and tease their children.
At the seder, the youngsters are barely paying attention. Jacobs seems to heighten the
sense of distance in their rural-to-urban transition in one sequence where the family is
picnicking in the country. The image becomes sepia-toned, lending the quasi-pastoral
image of the urban park a greater sense of nostalgia. There are images of weddings, of
polished silverware laid out on a table, a shot of an airplane flying by, a father teach-

ing his son to box. The images of this family are suffused with an innocence and hope-
fulness. The children look healthy and energetic; the young men and women are good
looking and well dressed. Despite the ugliness of the neighborhood there is a sense
that these people are safe and able to pursue their dreams. There is even a movie cam-
era to document the family's upwardly mobile rise as Americans. After about forty-five
minutes of these random images from unedited camera rolls, the film ends, and the
audience is back in the dark.

The language lesson with the English-speaking woman and Yiddish-speaking man
resumes: "Situation 8: When you are in trouble." Here the words seem more threat-

ening, their allegorical qualities even harder to miss. Among the words recited are the
following:

"Help."
"Police."
"Look out."
"Wait a minute."
"Stop."
"Don't bother me."
"What is going on."
"I don't understand."
"Danger."
"Please call a doctor."
"Take me to the hospital."
"Dead end."
"My passport."
"I am disappointed."
"I am an American."
"Everything is all right."

Beyond the irony that there is no longer a place to travel to speak Yiddish as a tourist,
the question of safety and danger, the historical palpability of this for all Jewish com-
munities, is central to Urban Peasants. Jacobs counters the happy images in Brooklyn
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with this dark list of Yiddish words, which as allegory speak to the concurrent expe-
rience of the European Jews at the time the footage was shot and also to what kinds
of troubles even American Jews might have when traveling abroad. The experience of
sitting in the dark, listening to these words in English and Yiddish, evokes narratives
that express the deep anxiety of assimilationist transformation and its limits. "Wait a
minute, stop. What is going on? I don't understand. Danger. Dead end. I am disap-
pointed. My passport. I am an American. Everything is all right." Hearing both voices,
one speaking in English and the other in Yiddish, breaks open the progressive narra-
tives of assimilation, revealing ghosts of the past speaking from a lost world and the
repressed sense of never being safe as a Jew, even given the confidence in America as
a place where Jews can be safely hyphenated. Or can they? The three sentences, heard
as the piece ends, "I am disappointed. I am an American. Everything is all right," ex-
press not just an anxiety but also a wariness about the American dream of melting pot
assimilation.

As we watch these seemingly carefree images of the family clowning around with
each other, showing off their new clothes and car, it is clear that the lives of these New
Yorkers and their Eastern European counterparts were nearly incommensurable and

cannot easily be compared. The viewer's backshadowed awareness of the fate of the
counterparts of this now American Jewish family creates a sense of unease and out-
rage that somehow even implicates these people in the fate of European Jews. These
images as contextualized by the language lesson can raise moral questions about what
Jews in the United States knew about what was going on in Europe and what was or
was not done to save them. At the same time, to burden them with such questions
simply because they are Jewish is employing the same historical logic used in Europe
to expel, deport, and exterminate them simply for being Jewish.

Urban Peasants raises an extraordinarily complex series of issues about Jewish his-
tory that continue into the present. These counterimages show that history did not
stop, nor did the variegated quality of Jewish life end in the midst of the Nazi effort
to obliterate it. Stella Weiss's images of Brooklyn's "urban shtetl" show a world that
seems rather colorless, and its people unexceptional, doing little of significance or
interest (Figure 14). But it is precisely the prosaic quality of the images that creates the
sense of historical contingency within Jewish life at that time. A "prosaics of the quo-
tidian" is what makes Urban Peasants so powerful as a work of history. Of such a pro-
saics, Bernstein writes:

It means learning to value the contingencies and multiple paths leading from each
concrete moment of lived experience, and recognizing the importance of those

moments not for their place in an already determined larger pattern but as signifi-
cant in their own right. (70-71)

The sense of dailiness is what is usually ignored in the intensity of the Jewish cata-
strophe, and Jacobs's foregrounding of the prosaic quality of the imagery in Urban
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Peasants casts a sideshadow on that history. The illumination of such countermo-
ments—especially the most mundane—can suggest the possibility for a future within
a history that indicates few such possibilities.

In Urban Peasants, Jacobs doesn't ignore the catastrophe. It is, of course, con-
tained in the film's sound track as the backshadowed knowledge of what happened to
the Yiddish speakers of Europe. But he sideshadows it with the everyday life of Jew-
ish emigres who were lucky enough to get out of Europe and whose lives continue.
With this seemingly simple gesture of placing the found sound track and images next
to each other, Jacobs indicates the enormity of genocide: the loss of the general use-
fulness of a language on the one hand, and an image of lives continuing on the other.
The film is not only a work of mourning; because we are also shown Jewish lives con-
tinuing despite the catastrophe, it can also be seen as an act of defiance. In 1977,
Jacobs insisted on showing the film every day in West Germany as part of the Docu-
menta 6 art exhibit in Kassel. As Hoberman suggests, the film becomes "a profoundly
moving—and enraged—gesture" (Bridge of Light, 347). The gesture of placing these
found sound and image artifacts next to each other creates a topos of geographies and
temporalities that puts into play a wide range of conflicting and conflicted emotions
for American Jews and others about the relationship between their prosperous and

Figure 14. Urban Peasants. Photograph courtesy of Ken Jacobs.
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relatively safe existence in America and the fate of their European counterparts. Urban
Peasants creates a history of a situation in the Jewish Diaspora at mid-twentieth cen-
tury that is based neither on causal rationale nor on inevitable occurrences. From nos-
talgia for a lost world to anger about its decimation, from the guilt of surviving to
hopes that America will be embracing, such ambivalence about how to think about
the history of European Jewish destruction continues to inhere in Jewish American
relationships to the Jewish Diaspora today.12

Cooperation of Parts

Films end, but wars don't. Daniel Eisenberg, the son of Holocaust survivors, returns,
in his film Cooperation of Parts (16 mm, 40 minutes, 1987), to the scene of present-day
Europe to explore relationships between his present and his parents' past. While The
Man without a World self-consciously appropriates an early film genre, and Urban
Peasants uses artifacts from the past as readymades to produce sideshadows that inter-
rupt the narratives of inexorability that surround the Shoah, Eisenberg's film engages
traditions of the autobiographical and diary film to explore relationships between
personal identity and history. In the period after 1980, these sub-genres have become
central strategies to the postmodern avant-garde film as a way to engage the complex
relationships between social history and personal experience. Uses of postmodern
forms such as pastiche and parody, the appropriation of found materials, and explo-
rations of identity construction have enabled filmmakers to move beyond the her-
meticism of earlier forms such as the lyrical film poem and purely formalist practices
of the structural film. This has helped filmmakers link personal and subjective vision
more directly to larger cultural formations and discourses.13

Eisenberg's film uses his own experience of coming to know his family's history
as another sideshadow of the Shoah to show how the force of a catastrophic history
continues into the present although the event itself ended long ago. Cooperation of Parts
shows how historical events can never be contained by the singularity of inevitability
but rather are inflected by chance and the personal and political choices that are con-
stantly being made. The importance that Eisenberg places on this notion of contin-
gency in history is exemplifed in the film's fragmented and open form.

In Cooperation of Parts there are no endings or beginnings; there are only frag-
ments of images and sound. These are bits and pieces of a trip, of events, moments,
architecture, proverbs, thoughts. Eisenberg, born in Israel in the early 19505 and raised
in the United States, visits northern Europe. Starting in France, he travels to Berlin,
then to Warsaw and Radom, Poland, the birthplaces of his mother and father, and to
Auschwitz and Dachau, where they were interned during the war.

In The Arrival of a Train at La Ciotat Station (Lumiere brothers, 1895), a film that
marks the beginning of cinema and imminently of the twentieth century, we see a train
pulling into the station and coming to a stop. Utopian in its vision, like all arrivals it
is a hopeful moment: people disembark from the train, greet one another. There is a
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sense of possibility. Newness seems to abound in this short strip of film as one experi-
ences the excitement of the new technologies of transportation and the new imaging
device that creates this moment. The motion picture camera and motorized trans-
portation are both central to the development of the twentieth century. Now, nearly
a century later, the film Cooperation of Parts, made in 1987, starts with the train leav-

ing the station and begins what is at once a personal pilgrimage and a homecoming.
The camera is now on board the train—camera and train have become one, gliding
over the well-used rails of twentieth-century Europe. This time the view is decidedly
dystopian; the close-ups of the rails and blurred trees, photographed from inside the
car, backshadow a century of deportations, emigrations, and dislocations. The image
of the railroad no longer signifies the possibility of beginnings, the opening up of new
sights and ways of living, as it did at the turn of the century; it now contains the omi-
nous quality of endings and severings. On board and returning to the site of his par-
ents' early life, Eisenberg questions his own identity in relation to this place, which
might have been his own world. His return to Europe is a sideshadow on the Shoah.
His parents' miraculous survival of the extermination camps, their postwar meeting,
marriage, and the creation of a family—Eisenberg's very existence—all are contingent
to the Nazi narrative of Jewish genocide. This child was never supposed to be born,
and this film never made. As Mark McElhatten writes: "Eisenberg marvels at the very
fact that he exists at all. Seeing himself as a statistical oddity in light of the numbers
exterminated and the numbers that survived, 'by all rights or reason I should not
exist'" (31).

The problem of how to construct an identity in the context of a European cul-
ture that Eisenberg is inextricably a part of, but which also tried to annihilate his fam-
ily and people, permeates his experience. It is central to the film. It is the sense of
being in between, at once inside and outside.

So I wind up asking the same question my mother asks, "Why me?"
Like a shock wave felt through several generations, It's a typology, a magnetized

personality.
A personality characterized mainly by suspicion, mistrust, an uncanny ability to

read the subtext.
This personality is the one that draws negativity to its self; never a nation, never

an idea.
What happens if I discover who I am, what then? (Eisenberg, filmscript, 49)

This is Eisenberg's burden. Having been born into a catastrophe that was not his own,
as if he were exposed to radioactive material, his parents' catastrophe becomes his, and
he has little choice in the matter and even less context. He is forced to live in the
shadow of events and experiences that not only were never his but are never rendered
clearly for him, spoken of only in hushed tones and disconnected stories. Alone, he
is left to sift through the fragments of past events that are never fully explained or
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articulated. It is in this uneasiness that the war nevertheless continues beyond its end,
which Eisenberg explores through image and sound fragments. As he states:

The fragment contains within it an implied reference to something that was once
whole. It suggests damage and violence, time and distance. These qualities I found
were integral to my own constitution and it was with the making of Cooperation of

Parts that this became clear. (61)

The filmmaker returns to the scene as both a ghost and a living embodiment of history,
using the motion picture camera as a kind of conjuring tool to evoke that history, as
if it lay dormant in the ground, in the architecture, the fence posts of the death camps,
and the railroad tracks (Figure 15). We see ephemeral reflections of people in windows
looking out—but at what? We see the edge of the mass graves at Dachau, statues and
frescoes in buildings pockmarked by bullets. The camera is never able to fix on a sin-
gle image, as if the ground is solid one moment and then liquefied the next. What we
see are image shards, off-kilter compositions, wisps of light. Is the filmmaker's eye
searching for evidence, for meaning? But of what? At Auschwitz the camera pans over

Figure 15. Cooperation of Parts (Daniel Eisenberg, 1987). Auschwitz: the filmmaker returns to the scene as both a

ghost and a living embodiment of history. Photograph courtesy of Daniel Eisenberg.
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the camp's grounds, moves obsessively through the empty bunkhouses. It peers into
the now-clean crematorium ovens, examines artifacts left by the prisoners; it inspects
in close-up the dirt roads and pathways of the camp. Is he looking for some proof of,
or key to, their meaning, or perhaps some kind of elision between past and present?
But the images are dumb; they reveal little except for the limits of what can be known
through vision. The promise of the motion picture camera as a tool that could reveal
the world beyond the limitations of the acculturated human eye has been a central
trope of the modernist avant-garde from Vertov in the 19208 to Stan Brakhage in the
19605.14 As embodied by Brakhage and Bruce Baillie, first-person camera work in the
American avant-garde was understood to be revelatory, making visible the most sub-
jective impulses of the filmmaker.15 But for a postmodern filmmaker like Eisenberg,
the camera is used to reveal the limits of what can be seen and known. His use of the
handheld camera seems to have an affinity with the first-person camera work of the
lyrical cinema. But Eisenberg's use of the handheld camera has a different agenda. He
is interested not so much in visionary revelation as in revealing the limits of the spec-
ular and the empirical. For Eisenberg, the idea that an image of a place could reveal
the secrets of an event or that his subjectivity could clarify the silent history of a land-
scape is an impossibility. In Cooperation of Parts, Eisenberg and his camera bear wit-
ness to what can never be completely known or understood. At Auschwitz what he
finds are questions and more questions. At times Eisenberg tries to give the image
primacy over language, but it is never enough. The inadequacy of the image and the
specular leads Eisenberg to language, and this turn to language is what ultimately sep-
arates this work from the modernist tradition of the lyrical personal film.16

The voice-over returns, constantly probing, by turns confused, speculative, judg-
mental, philosophically self-aware, and even childlike:

Momentary flashes of awareness, gradually replaced by a continuum o f . . . the mines,

the forests, the factories. . . . Which were your accomplices? Sometimes you tire of

explaining so you find yourself saying, "Examples are everywhere . . .

Everything reminds me of you . . . "

I asked simple questions, responses were measured.

What were they looking at?

Why couldn't they go?

How was it that you were there? (Eisenberg, 45)

At these moments of incommensurability between the images and his questions, the
filmmaker always returns to language for grounding, through his use of short proverbs
taken from Yiddish lore and the words of some contemporary thinkers and writers,
some remembered from childhood. They too are fragmented, at times synecdochical,
and appear throughout the film both as spoken text and as written text to be seen and
read. These proverbs can be analytical tools but more often than not are of little help.
Here are several examples:
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Words have no boundaries.
Hunger teaches a man many things.

As long as language lives, the nation is not dead.

Forgive others easily, but never yourself.

Pray that you may never have to endure all that you can learn to bear.

A charred place smells a long time.

If you wish to know a man, give him authority. (47)

Cooperation of Parts is a son's journey to war, a war into which he was born. He
is part of a series of events that were as random and unpredictable as who survived the
war and who did not. In the film's final scenes, we are in the courtyard of the apart-
ment where Eisenberg's mother once lived in Radom, Poland. The courtyard is filled
with children playing, skipping rope, running around. Clothes hang on the line; the
mortar is crumbling from the building's walls. The camera watches the children closely:
their feet, elbows, how they touch each other. Again only fragments—the camera moves
on ground that is not solid (Figure 16). Where are we located in time? Is this moment
the past? The present? A memory? A dream? A wish? And whose moment is it? The
final shot is a subjective camera moving down a Radom street; the compositions are

Figure 16. Cooperation of Parts. Photograph courtesy of Daniel Eisenberg.
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again fragmented, off center. The final title appears: "Going down that street ten
thousand times in a lifetime . . . or perhaps never at all."

Eisenberg sideshadows his own life, imagining this courtyard as his own. Here he
experiences the contingency of his own history. Could he have just as easily been brought
up in this courtyard as in the United States, or could he have never lived at all? The
film continues to liberate the history of the Shoah from the dehumanizing effects of
singular and inexorable history. Placing the imaginings of what might have or what
could have happened alongside the reality of what did doesn't lessen the horror of
what happened to the people who lived in this apartment building forty years earlier.
But having the what-might-have-been coexist with the what-did-happen releases the
victims from a helpless sense of their history as destiny to be passively lived with and
begins to untangle the idea of fate from history. It asserts the sense that history is
actively worked on and worked through and not simply given. What makes a work like
Cooperation of Parts so valuable is the way it unbinds the events referenced through-
out the film from any kind of backshadowed narration in which the filmmaker's exis-
tence, as the child of Holocaust survivors, can be understood as the closure to, or
redemption of, the horror of that event. In this film there is no linear trajectory that
moves to a simplistic impression of closure to events as do more conventional cine-
matic "Holocaust histories" such as Schindler's List. In that paradigmatic film, like The
Wizard of Oz in negative, we are brought from the black-and-white "film-stocked"
nightmare of the carnage of northern Europe into bright daylight, now in full color, to
the final redemption of Eretz Israel, where we find the remnants of the real "Schindler
Jews" being led to a grave by the actors who played them in the drama. Together they
are placing stones on the real Schindler's grave. Schindler has died, his Jews survived,
we have survived, the film ends. The Holocaust ends. They have become one and the
same. By contrast, in Cooperation of Parts, there are no cathartic moments of revela-
tion or transformation to give closure to the narrative. Though the film recounts per-
sonal experience and at times is even autobiographical, Eisenberg is never content
simply to become the traumatized subject at the center of a drama of victimhood. He
never uses the work as a confessional to give authority to his experience—as if the tes-
timony of personal experience was somehow more authentic and less mediated or
stylized than any other narrative form. Nor does this film function as a kind of ther-
apeutic device for the self-healing of the artist's personal wounds. Here we have a
functional creative artist who is exploring and thinking through multiple positions in
the world he was born into.17

But this is not life we are experiencing. This film is a creative act that makes an
opening to challenge our notion of what the result of the Shoah has been. In this
sense, Cooperation of Parts is all sideshadow. What we can experience is the process of
exploration, expedition, and struggle to construct an identity, replete with all the gaps
of knowledge and comprehension, with all the unknowables and the breakdown of
meaning. At the same time, we experience the process and problems of representing
such a thing. Throughout the film, one can see the process of the filmmaker trying to
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construct workable narratives for representing his experience, his parents' experience,
a European Jewish experience. But he doesn't stop there. This is too simple; it leaves
out too many complexities and contradictions. Rather than creating the illusion of
coherence by employing narrative devices that produce an ordered and rational com-
prehensibility of information and events leading to specific conclusions, Eisenberg
creates multiple pasts and presents, through layers of fragmented images, sounds, voices,
and scenarios. The relationship between meanings generated and the truth of those
meanings is constantly being placed in question. The filmmaker Trinh T. Minh-ha has
referred to the space between truth and meaning as the "interval":

Truth and meaning: the two are likely to be equated with one another. Yet what is

put forth as truth is often nothing more than a meaning. And what persists between

the meaning of something and its truth is the interval, a break without which mean-

ing would be fixed and truth congealed. ("Documentary," 77)

Finally, although Cooperation of Parts has elements of the historical documentary
and the lyrical autobiographical film, it is first and foremost an aesthetic work. It is
an experience that sensitizes the viewer to the possibilities of the past by producing a
history that insists on an engagement with the complexities of randomness, contradic-
tion, and contingency. This work is permeable; there are spaces for multiple readings,
interpretations, and even incomprehensibility. The viewer is able to think through
what is seen and heard in the text and relate that to what he or she knows or has expe-
rienced. Perhaps most importantly, time is not simply a representational element, pre-
tending to move into the past through theatrical means, for example, with the use of
periodizing mise-en-scene or black-and-white film stocks. Here time is a material ele-
ment, the duration spent with an image, time spent thinking and listening. These are
actually physical processes. The film uses its duration to generate its own present/its
presence. And ours. The film becomes a space for contemplation. The viewer is not
hauled into the screen as if it were a time capsule and taken into a new time zone.
Rather, there is the screen/film, and there is the viewer. It is this space between—also
an interval—that allows the viewer to experience himself or herself in relation to the
images and words, and even (or especially) to experience the silences and ruptures of
meaning, where one is able to contemplate the sense of loss and the implications of
what a Holocaust might mean, and the limits of what can be understood. Unlike
Schindler's List, which is structured around themes of transformation and redemption
(by the end of the film, Schindler is transformed, "his Jews" are redeemed through
their survival, the audience is redeemed by watching the film, and Spielberg is both
redeemed and transformed by rediscovering himself as a serious artist and a Jew), no
transformation occurs at the end of Cooperation of Parts. Eisenberg doesn't find his
true identity, nor does he come to understand his parents' experience better, nor does
he put it all behind him. What one is left with is the process of an attempt. Eisenberg
attempts to engage with past events, with the possibility of constructing an identity in
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relation to what remains unknowable. Throughout the film, he is at once representing
this process and resisting its representation. In the fragmentation that occurs through
this contradiction, one begins to understand the complexity of his position and, like
Eisenberg himself, begins to ask questions (Figure 17).

Like The Man without a World and Urban Peasants, Cooperation of Parts suggests
a different kind of formal and conceptual possibility for using cinema to interrogate
such a complex, multidimensional event as the catastrophe of the Shoah. I have used
the notion of the sideshadow to explore these films because it is a narrative technique
and because it illuminates the complex and layered images of the past these filmmakers
have created. But even more importantly, it suggests an ethics for representing the past
that breaks with conventional linear, causal narrative forms. Sideshowing is a means
to create a space in which people, cultures, and events can be contemplated in all their
humanity by opening up possibilities for seeing complexities.

Sixty years after World War II, if learning about the Shoah is to become an inte-
gral part of the socialization process in our society, then there also needs to be an ethics
of representation for that event. Such an ethics would include a way of producing art
from catastrophe that does not dehumanize the living victims, the memory of the dead,

Figure 17. Cooperation of Parts. "A charred place smells a long time." Photograph courtesy of Daniel Eisenberg.
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and the people who are experiencing the work of art. To do this, then, that work will
necessarily be an experience that is difficult, challenging, and contains the complex-
ity of catastrophe. Like the most radical of postmodern art, these films challenge the
modernist aura of authenticity, originality, and essential meanings, calling into ques-
tion narratives that are linear, universalized, or triumphalist versions of history. These
films are interventions into the "voice-over" of "official" history and culture, which
speaks at us, representing power and authority. The sideshadows of The Man without
a World, Urban Peasants, and Cooperation of Parts illuminate more-contemporary no-
tions of historical multiplicity that ask us to consider that the past is filled with con-
tingencies, marginalia, and imaginings, and that these are integral to any image of an
event like the Shoah. These are historical films that, while honoring the specificity of
the Shoah's occurrence, point beyond its singularity by making us think beyond hier-
archies of horror and suffering to consider a more nuanced notion of lives lived as part
of those histories.


