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This dissertation explores legacies of Jewish loss in three American photographic 

anthologies published over the course of the twentieth century. I argue that the images 

bound within the volumes reveal a fluidity between familial and cultural memory in order 

to foster ethnic, cultural, and religious togetherness. The photographic books function as 

sites of community formation, framing a shared painful past around which to construct 

identity and visualizing migration as a trauma that underlies American Modernism.  

Reflecting the process of unearthing the ancestral past, my study is structured in 

reverse chronological order. I begin with an analysis of Behold a Great Image (1978), a 

collection of photographs submitted to an amateur photography contest and compiled by 

editors Sharon Strassfeld and Arthur Kurzweil. I suggest that the book functions as a 

visual conduit into a painful past—one that reveals a continuity between the losses of 

recent history and present-day efforts to revive and celebrate cultural particularity. The 

subject of the second chapter is Raphael Abramovitch’s The Vanished World (1947), an 

album of photographs of rural European villages taken for immigrant audiences in the 

United States during the interwar period. This section explores the ways in which these 
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images, reframed in the volume as monuments to the victims of Nazi terror, take on new 

layers of resonance as the entwined histories of cultural displacement and genocide 

continue to recede. Centering on the journal Camera Work (1903-1917), the final chapter 

contends that editor Alfred Stieglitz made his own Jewishness visible even as he 

obscured it, veiling it in the complex relationships he created between image and text. 

Without relinquishing his hard-earned place as an American cultural leader, he framed 

unanswerable questions about what it means to live between classes, between racial 

categories, and between cultures. 
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Introduction 

THREADS 
In this dissertation, I weave together frayed and tangled threads: I consider how 

three distinct, yet intertwined, photographic anthologies visualize legacies of loss as 

fibers that tie us to our ancestral histories and bind us to one another. My work centers on 

the knotted legacies of Jewish suffering—the allusions to rootlessness, dispersal, 

catastrophe, and homecoming—that emerge in Alfred Stieglitz’s Camera Work (1903-

1917), Raphael Abromavitch’s The Vanished World: Jewish Cities, Jewish People 

(1947), and Sharon Strassfield’s and Arthur Kurzweil’s Behold a Great Image: The 

Contemporary Jewish Experience in Photographs (1978). I argue that these three 

anthologies frame homesickness as a pain that is experienced not only individually, but 

also shared across generations and between members of social groups. Entwined histories 

of loss take shape photographically and textually in these books as what scholar Teresa 

Brennan describes as “affective threads,” weaving relationships between otherwise 

diverse and disconnected individuals.1 By seeing, and by feeling, resonances between 

their own ancestral histories and traumatic cultural events, viewers find, in these books, a 

deeper awareness of connection—a deeper understanding of what it means to live as 

survivors and inheritors of trauma and a deeper sense of cultural, ethnic, and religious 

togetherness. 

 My chapter on Camera Work explores the traces of Jewish loss that are woven 

into the fibers of the journal that Stieglitz edited between 1903 and 1917 (figure 1). With 
                                                
1 Teresa Brennan, The Transmission of Affect (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004), 9-10. 
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its beautiful hand-pulled photogravures and carefully-selected essays, poems, and 

reviews, the periodical was not only an important forum for intellectual debate, but also 

what art historian Roger P. Hull describes as a “piece of fine bookmaking.”2 Camera 

Work served, on the surface, as a vehicle for the dissemination of ideas and artistic ideals. 

In its pages, Stieglitz showcased photographs and texts by artists and writers who shared 

his philosophies, fought alongside him to transform the United States into an 

international artistic center, and joined him in the struggle to elevate photography to the 

status of fine art. For Stieglitz, the son of two first-generation German Jewish 

immigrants, however, the journal also opened up a space to frame questions about what it 

meant to be an American artistic leader who was, according to the sociological theories 

and widespread cultural myths of the time, not quite American. In Camera Work, I argue, 

he found almost-hidden ways to explore his own ancestral past without surrendering his 

precarious place among the intellectual elite. Questions about Jewishness take shape in 

his publication in the hazy edges of invisibility and through a series of visual and textual 

codes, subtly challenging uneven distributions of cultural power.  

  The chapter, “Between Visibility and Darkness,” begins with a discussion of 

mimicry as a strategy of survival and rebellion that was central to Stieglitz’s editorial 

practice. I argue that his endless effort to veil his ancestral past—his continually 

                                                
2 Roger P Hull, "Camera Work, an American Quarterly" (Northwestern University, 1970), 10, 11, 17. 
Several other scholars have made note of Stieglitz’s refined craftsmanship, suggesting that Camera Work 
became a book unlike any of the other photographic publication of the era. Christian A. Peterson, for 
example, argues that Stieglitz was careful and deliberate in his selection of content. It was ultimately the 
quality of the plates, printed on delicate, translucent paper and set apart from the text, he continues, that 
would transform Camera Work into a “collectible object” and mark Stieglitz’s success as an editor. See 
Christian A. Peterson, Camera Work: Process and Image (Minneapolis: Minneapolis Museum of Art, 
1985), 10-11, 17, 29.  
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unfulfilled struggle for the impossible ideal of whiteness—was ultimately what made his 

Jewishness visible. 3 I build on this analysis in the second section of the study by 

exploring Stieglitz’s autobiographically-loaded image The Steerage in the context of 

Camera Work (figure 2). I argue that by arranging images and texts around the 

photograph, Stieglitz found subtle ways to frame unanswerable questions about 

Jewishness without drawing his own ancestry to the surface. The images of glittering 

waterways that he published alongside The Steerage in his pivotal October, 1911 issue 

serve as the visual anchors of the third part of the chapter, “American Trees.” I 

investigate how Stieglitz, through the lens of his camera and the pages of his journal, 

returned, again and again, to re-frame the shorelines of New York as a means of 

beginning to work through the excitement and disappointment of his own ambivalent 

homecoming. Finally, in “An Eternal Flame,” I discuss Stieglitz’s timid decision to 

display The Steerage in an exhibition designed for the mostly-Jewish residents of New 

York’s Lower East Side. I suggest that his hesitation—and a related disagreement that 

eventually ended his friendship with the show’s curator John Weichsel—grew out of 

Stieglitz’s longing to plant himself in what he repeatedly referred to as American “soil.”4  

 “Stones in that Great Monument,” the second chapter of my dissertation, centers 

on The Vanished World (1947), an anthology designed in the immediate wake of Hitler’s 

downfall as a monument to the Jewish victims of the Holocaust (figure 3). Abramovitch, 

                                                
3 As I discuss at greater length in “Between Visibility and Darkness,” I refer here Homi Bhabha’s 
discussion of mimicry. See his seminal article "Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial 
Discourse," October 28 (1984), 126, 129. 
4 Wanda M. Corn, The Great American Thing: Modern Art and National Identity, 1915-1935 (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, Ltd., 1999), 32. 
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a longstanding contributor to the New-York based Yiddish-language newspaper The 

Jewish Daily Forward, built his anthology primarily out of photographs taken in Eastern 

and Central European Jewish villages that first appeared in the Sunday Art Section in the 

1920s and 30s. He spliced through this overarching narrative—this nostalgic vision of 

abandoned, now-decimated homelands and cast off traditions—with photographic 

allusions to the more recent history of despair and devastation. Abramovitch bound these 

layered legacies of Jewish loss in a large-format, horizontally-oriented volume filled with 

thin, fragile pages that, following the structure of traditional Jewish books, turn from 

right to left. I argue in my chapter that in The Vanished World, stories of leaving home 

are enmeshed with stories of mass murder; ordinary and extraordinary losses intersect 

and entangle. Even as images of the ancestral homeland allowed viewers to connect with 

an atrocity that was at once devastatingly close and unimaginably far away, the ghostly 

presence of the Holocaust hovered over the long-ago, less catastrophic traumas of 

homesickness and assimilation. Abramovitch’s anthology allowed viewers to see, and to 

see again—from a different perspective and along a broader historical trajectory—their 

own familial pasts. Through the dark shadows of the Holocaust, they may have also 

found, in the anthology, a way to work through the earlier devastation of rupture and 

relocation.  

I structure my chapter around the faded contours and publication history of an 

image by Warsaw-based writer and artist Alter Kacyzne (figure 4). Taken on assignment 

for The Jewish Daily Forward between 1921 and 1929, The Old Road-Maker in 

Ostroleka, Poland was circulated in The Vanished World in 1947. In 1963, it was 
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reprinted in the pages of The Yizkor Book of the Community of Ostrolenka, a memorial 

book designed to honor the decimated Jews who once lived in the village. I begin, in 

“1963: Telling Stories,” with a discussion of the history and structure of the Yizkor book, 

tracing the new layers of resonance that Kacyzne’s image continues to take on as history 

unfolds and the temporal distance from the Holocaust continues to widen. In the 

following section, “1947: Beneath the Surface,” I engage with questions about how 

catastrophic trauma, though nearly-invisible in The Vanished World, pulses around the 

edges of the photographs arranged across its pages. The legacy of the Holocaust surges 

into view in bursts and flashes, intertwining with the more everyday losses of leaving the 

homeland and settling in the new home. In “1924: Translation and Re-Vision,” the final 

section of the chapter, I suggest that Kacyzne used his camera as a writerly tool, re-

framing his photographs as he would revise lines of text. As viewers encountered his 

images in the Jewish Daily Forward, and again in The Vanished World, they had a 

different experience of revision—of re-vision, of seeing again—that, I argue, encouraged 

them to begin to move beyond their long-ago losses.  

Behold a Great Image, an anthology that takes a very different approach to the 

visualization of Jewish loss, was conceived in the context of a counter-cultural spiritual 

collective in 1975 and completed, after the fellowship began to collapse, in 1978 (figure 

5).5 Organized by a group of religious seekers who met on the outskirts of New York to 

pray together beyond the bounds of the Jewish establishment, the book was designed as a 

charitable project—one that would support underfunded artists, endorse the flourishing of 

                                                
5 Arthur Kurzweil, interview by Tara Kohn, 26 August 2010. 
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Jewish creativity, and produce proceeds for future philanthropic work. Without the 

support or guidance of their former partners in ritual practice, writers Kurzweil and 

Strassfeld finished the volume, piecing together the submissions they received in 

response to an amateur photography contest on the theme of the “contemporary Jewish 

experience.” 6 They divided the wide-ranging photographs into thematic categories, 

printing them side-by-side on sleek, glossy pages interspersed with traditional sayings 

and quotations from religious literature. I suggest that in Behold a Great Image, 

generations of assimilated Jews who were born in the United States and raised at a 

distance from the cultural traditions of their predecessors found photographic pathways 

back into their own familial histories. By engaging visually with traumas that they never 

experienced firsthand, they found a way to reclaim their long-abandoned Jewish 

distinctiveness. In Behold a Great Image, Kurzweil and Strassfeld opened a space for 

their audiences to begin to uncover a sense of ethnic pride and cultural solidarity in the 

present through a recovery of the past—through an uncovering of ancestral roots.  

 “Encircling and Returning” begins with a discussion of Behold a Great Image as 

a project that hinges on a vision of unity. Structured around a series of visual repetitions, 

I argue, the project privileges sameness over difference as a means of fostering Jewish 

togetherness. In their anthology, Kurzweil and Strassfeld framed what they describe as a 

collective “experience”—a notion, as I point out, that was central in broader discussions 

about the boundaries of Jewishness and Jewish art in the late-1970s. Structured around 

                                                
6 Sharon Strassfield and Arthur Kurzweil, "Editors' Preface," in Behold a Great Image: The Contemporary 
Jewish Experience in Photographs, ed. Sharon Strassfield and Arthur Kurzweil (Philidelphia: The Jewish 
Publication Society, 1978), 6. 



 7 

Bea Stadtler’s photograph Reconstructing the Past, “Fragments,” the second section of 

the chapter, suggests that suffering emerges as one of many threads woven together to 

form a foundation for cultural solidarity in Behold a Great Image (figure 6). I draw out 

the legacies of loss buried in these pages: the dark language of despair that Arthur A. 

Cohen evokes to frame the volume in his introductory text; the presence—and near 

absence—of Holocaust imagery in the volume; the ways in which the wreckage of 

catastrophe takes shape, in and around the anthology, as a starting point for rebuilding 

and revival. In the concluding passages of the chapter, “The New York Public Library: A 

Return,” I explore a journey of self-discovery that began, for Kurzweil, with a 

photographic encounter and led, in many ways, to Behold a Great Image—and to the 

evolving sense of familial and cultural history that his viewers, in turn, uncover when 

they look through the volume he edited with Strassfeld. 

Although Camera Work, The Vanished World, and Behold a Great Image frame 

different sets of problems, they are connected by a series of threads, by direct lines of 

influence and strands of coincidence. Seven years before his images of Eastern European 

Jewry were published in The Vanished World, for example, Roman Vishniac escaped 

from a deportation camp in Clichy, France and relocated to the United States. Trained as 

both a biologist and a photographer in his native Russia, he established himself as a 

successful New York artist and visible advocate of Jewish culture. In 1955, his 

photographs appeared in Edward Steichen’s landmark exhibition The Family of Man at 

the Museum of Modern Art, and in 1976, Vishniac served as a judge for the contest that 

became the foundation of Behold a Great Image. In the early years of his career, Steichen 
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was a central member of Stieglitz’s circle and a frequent contributor to Camera Work, 

and as I discuss at length in the first chapter of this study, the catalogue published in 

conjunction with The Family of Man later became a central formal and structural model 

for Kurzweil’s and Strassfeld’s anthology.  

Behold a Great Image, The Vanished World, and Camera Work are bound in this 

study not only by these concrete linkages, but also stitched together by my critical 

approach. Wound through each chapter of the dissertation are questions about fluid, ever-

shifting constructions of Jewishness and the way they transform over the course of the 

century, the ways that photographic shots contain surges of traumatic memory, and the 

way that visual anthologies write histories of loss. Braiding fibers of inquiry and lines of 

questioning across the three anthologies, I explore how legacies of rupture are transmitted 

across and between generations. I consider the possibility that loss, though painful, can 

also be “paradoxically productive,” as Judith Butler puts it —that it can serve as a pulse 

beneath currents of creativity.7 

In reconciling the threads of this project, I am deeply indebted to the essay that 

Butler contributed to David Eng’s and David Kazanjian’s important 2003 anthology 

Loss: The Politics of Mourning. In “Afterword: After Loss, What Then,” the closing 

statement of the book, she suggests that by expanding our understanding of loss beyond 

the disciplinary boundaries of psychology and psychoanalysis, we can derive new 

                                                
7 Judith Butler, "Afterword: After Loss, What Then?," in Loss: The Politics of Mourning, ed. David L. Eng 
and David Kazanjian (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 468. 
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approaches to the study of the social realm.8 The pain of the past cannot be fully 

recovered, she continues; it comes back to us in the form of fractured remains, becoming 

the raw materials, the pieces, that allow us to rebuild and restore.9 Butler contends that 

although the legacies of past suffering cannot be reversed or rewritten, and although they 

cannot be recovered whole, they have an “animated afterlife” in the present.10 Past losses 

build the foundations for a certain kind of togetherness, a form of cultural solidarity that 

hangs on the fragile threads of trauma—a form of political agency that is, in fact, 

dependent on rupture. In this understanding, familial losses and the ways that they 

intertwine with broader cultural histories can create a sense of belonging, or, in the 

context of this dissertation, a sense of Jewishness.11   

The chapters of this study, echoing the process of shaping Jewish togetherness in 

the present through fragments of a traumatic history, are structured in reverse 

chronological order. By peeling away layers of a painful legacy and by re-imagining their 

familial past as part of a larger, collective history, readers found in Behold a Great 

Image, The Vanished World, and Camera Work a space, as Kurzweil phrases it, to 

“‘enter’ Jewish history.” By beginning “with today, with [themselves] and work[ing 

their] way back” through shared legacies of displacement to places left behind, they 

recovered a sense of Jewishness, a sense of cultural solidarity.12 Following the structure 

of this journey of self-understanding, I suggest that the social fabric of the United States, 

                                                
8 Ibid, 467. 
9 Ibid.  
10 Ibid, 468. 
11 Ibid.  
12 Arthur Kurzweil, “Digging Up Jewish Roots,” Rutger’s Jewish Review, December 1977, 21. 
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a country made up of immigrants and their descendents, is woven out of threads that 

extend back through history to distant cultures. Traces of ancestral homelands and past 

ruptures continue to shape our understandings of our current home. In my focus on 

Jewishness in particular—on what I describe in the following section as the ever-

changing, ever-shifting “evolving something else”—I aim also to create what scholar 

Karen Brodkin describes as a “microcosm of the American race-making process.” 13 I 

aspire to cultivate questions about Jewish loss that have the potential to encompass other 

immigrant groups, to broaden into a larger discussion about the many ways in which 

ethnic identities are constructed and continually reconstructed around works of art and 

across the shifting American cultural landscape. 

THE EVOLVING SOMETHING ELSE 
Many of us are children of refugees from countries that no longer exist, from 
atrocities no one spoke of, from traditions that had been trampled over earlier by 
the same forces; and in living on a new continent, most of us have begun to be 
something else, transplanted and hybridized. This evolving something else has 
never been resolved adequately, and perhaps it is irresolveable—unless resolution 
itself returns to its linguistic roots, which meant to unloose or dissolve, to clarify 
by liquefying, not by solidifying.  

   --Rebecca Solnit14 
 
 Stieglitz tried to resolve his Jewishness when, nine years after he completed the 

final issue of Camera Work,  he struggled to compose an autobiographical statement for 

                                                
13 Rebecca Solnit, A Book of Migrations: Some Passages in Ireland (London and New York: Verso, 1997), 
7-8. And Karen Brodkin, How Jews Became White Folks and What That Says About Race in America (New 
Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1999), 22.  
14 Solnit, A Book of Migrations: Some Passages in Ireland, 7-8.  
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the 1926 volume of Who’s Who in American Jewry.15 Compiled by editors Julius 

Schwartz and Solomon Aaron Kaye, the volume was designed as an index of Jewish civic 

and artistic leaders, scientific innovators, and titans of industry who had made their marks 

on American culture. 16 The book, as Stieglitz noted in a letter to his friend Herbert J. 

Seligmann in August of that year, was “very ‘select,’” and perhaps it was a sense of pride 

that prompted the photographer to agree to contribute an essay.17 Distancing himself from 

the many Jewish cultural leaders who, as Schwartz and Kaye describe it, chose “to be 

omitted rather than associate their names with those of their racial colleagues,” Stieglitz 

promised to reveal his familial history in a way he almost never did publically.18  When 

he agreed to contribute an entry to the volume, he pledged to make himself visible not 

only as a cultural leader, but also as a Jew. 

 As Stieglitz began to write his essay for Who’s Who in American Jewry, he found 

himself staring day after day at a blank page. He was unable to conjure the sentences that 

would translate his Jewishness into something definite and tangible. “I can’t come to any 

conclusions about what I have ‘done’ in the world,” he confessed to Seligmann after an 

unsuccessful attempt to draft the entry. Stieglitz could not define what it was that made 

                                                
15 Letter from Stieglitz to Seligmann, 10 August 1926, Alfred Stieglitz/Georgia O’Keeffe Archive, Yale 
Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University (hereafter 
YCAL), MSS 85, Box 44.   
16 Julius Schwartz and Solomon Aaron Kaye, eds., Who's Who in American Jewry, 1926 (New York: The 
Jewish Biographical Bureau, Inc., 1927), 3.  
17 Ibid. And Letter from Stieglitz to Seligmann, 10 August 1926, YCAL MSS 85, Box 44.   
18 Schwartz and Kaye, eds., Who’s Who in American Jewry, 1926, 3. As Schwartz and Kaye point out in 
their preface, several potential contributors declined the opportunity to appear in the volume out of fear that 
their carefully-concealed Jewishness would be made public. 
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him a “‘who is whoer,’” a guiding light among American Jews.19 In the letters he 

addressed to Seligmann—a fellow traveler, an intellectual with German-Jewish roots—

the photographer let his guard down. He was unusually truthful about who he was and 

honest about the rising pressure he felt as his ink remained unspilled. To write an entry 

for Who’s Who in American Jewry from this place of truth was the advice that Seligmann 

gave to his friend. To break through the writer’s block, as Stieglitz interpreted his 

confidant’s counsel, he needed to find a truth that would transcend the limitations of the 

assignment that Schwartz and Kaye gave him—a truth that pushed back against the 

restrictive boundaries of the “damned stuff the Editor’s want[ed]” and “the rot they 

ask[ed] for.” 20 

 Stieglitz emerged from a short-lived burst of inspiration only to fall into deeper 

dismay. He realized that the truth he was just beginning to recover could not fit within the 

limited structure of his assignment for Who’s Who in American Jewry. Rather than 

writing an essay, he learned, he would need to find a way to contain his Jewishness in the 

empty spaces of a form—into the prescribed formula of a questionnaire that he began to 

describe in his correspondence with Seligmann interchangeably as the “Jewish blank” 

and the “Jüdische blank.”21 Stieglitz’s fluctuating vision of who he was and the confining 

limitations of the form were, in Seligmann’s words, “diametrically opposed.”22 Unable to 

reconcile the two, Stieglitz collapsed under pressure and surrendered the project 

                                                
19 Letter from Stieglitz to Seligmann, 29 July 1926, YCAL MSS 85, Box 44.    
20 Letter from Stieglitz to Seligmann, 4 August 1926, YCAL MSS 85, Box 44. 
21 Letter from Stieglitz to Seligmann, 10 August 1926, YCAL MSS 85, Box 44. 
22 Letter from Seligmann to Stieglitz,  19 August 1926, YCAL MSS 85, Box 44.    
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altogether, begging Seligmann to take over the task in a moment of desperation. “I’ve 

tried and I failed,” Stieglitz pleaded, “[f]ill out the darned thing as you see fit and send it 

to the editor,” he continued, “I don’t want to see it. Imagine me dead which I am.”23 

 In his following letter, Stieglitz tempered his bleak comments, admitting that they 

had taken shape in a moment of passing anguish. “I really was so wretched yesterday—

I’m not so bad today,” he confessed, “I felt that nothing really mattered much anymore—

this constant torment that seems to fall on my way.”24 His feelings of futility and despair, 

I suggest, emerged out of the unachievable task he was given by the editors of Who’s 

Who in American Jewry: to make solid what was, by its very nature, liquid. Schwartz and 

Kaye asked him to mold his constantly shifting Jewishness into the narrow, confined 

spaces of the “Jüdische blank.” They needed him to reconfigure an elusive “evolving 

something else,” in Rebecca Solnit’s words—the fluctuating state of in-betweenness that 

surfaced in the gap from Stieglitz’s German-Jewish past to his American present—into a 

static, something concrete.25 The evolving something else that Stieglitz could not find a 

way to resolve for the Who’s Who of American Jewry spiraled, as it does for all 

descendants of immigrants in Solnit’s estimation, out of the experience of living as a 

transplant, not quite rooted in one place, not quite settled in the other. It spilled and 

seeped out of the experience of living in the borders and boundaries between nations, in 

the hybridized, tangled space between the old and the new. 

                                                
23 Letter from Stiegitz to Seligmann, 9 August 1926, YCAL MSS 85, Box 44. 
24 Letter from Stieglitz to Seligmann, 10 August 1926, YCAL MSS 85, Box 44. 
25 Solnit, A Book of Migrations: Some Passages in Ireland, 7-9. 
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 Solnit suggests that the evolving something else cannot be resolved in the usual 

sense of the term; it can only be resolved through processes of dissolution and 

loosening—by softening rather than hardening, by melting rather than solidifying. 

Although Stieglitz could not find a way to resolve his own Jewishness into something 

fluid and ethereal within the confines of the Jewish blank, Seligmann eventually found a 

fleeting solution to the problem. On behalf of his distraught colleague, he ultimately 

submitted an entry for Who’s Who in American Jewry that was “bristling with fact”—that 

framed the evolving something else as something stable and unchanging.26 First, 

however, he sent an alternate version to Stieglitz, a private essay that brushed up against 

the limitations of Schwartz and Kaye’s questionnaire. “I am tempted to send the Hebrew 

Parnassus the following,” Seligmann wrote in a letter, revealing that he, too, recognized 

that the task of filling out the Jüdische blank in a way that was truthful was, in many 

ways, an impossible one:  

 Name:   Immaterial 
 Education:  By Self 
 Born:   Yes 

Career:  Disagrees with everyone, including self, on what he has done. 
Sometimes known as a hellraiser. 

Synagogue: 
  Mosque:    The Room 
 Cathedral:  
 Chapel: 
 

                                                
26 Letter from Seligmann to Stieglitz, 11 August 1926, YCAL MSS 85, Box 44. Following Stieglitz’s 
request, Seligmann never sent Stieglitz a copy of the final entry, and, unless he decided to read the edited 
version that came out in the publication, the photographer may never have seen it. Stieglitz did not continue 
his dialogue about the Who’s Who of American Jewry with Seligmann after the entry was submitted, and it 
remains unclear how, or if, he responded to his friend’s efforts. A revised version of the entry that 
Seligmann went on to submit to the volume appears in Schwartz and Kaye, eds., Who's Who in American 
Jewry, 1926.Who’s Who in American Jewry, 600-601. 
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In these initial responses, Seligmann wrote open-ended responses to the unanswerable 

questions listed on the form, piecing together phrases designed to “rouse…absolute 

incomprehension” in their “Heebrew [sic] friends” and leaving parts of the Jüdische 

blank blank.27 Refusing, in this earlier draft, to fill the form with solid, tangible details, 

Seligmann instead opened up an expansive emptiness—a space where Stieglitz’s 

Jewishness could continue to pour, spill, fluctuate, and resolve by dissolving.  

In this dissertation, I aim to approach Stieglitz’s Jewishness in the way that 

Seligmann did in the half-blank Jüdische blank. Rather than fixing it as something stable, 

my objective is to open channels for it to flow as an evolving something else, intangible, 

in perpetual flux. To this end, I rely on several studies that restore the history of 

Jewishness and ethnic whiteness during the early years of the twentieth century—a 

history that positions Stieglitz and many of his colleagues not only between cultures and 

between nations, but also in an unstable and ambiguous racial category that fluctuated 

between blackness and whiteness. As David R. Roediger argues in his 2005 study 

Working toward Whiteness: How America’s Immigrants Became White: The Strange 

Journey from Ellis Island to the Suburbs, many contemporary scholars have uncritically 

grafted current notions of monolithic whiteness onto earlier epochs. 28 Both preventing us 

from examining the ways that discussions of immigration and assimilation took shape 

during the early years of Stieglitz’s career and allowing us to skew, or even to forget, the 

racialization of recent immigrants, recent historical literature has, in effect, created a 

                                                
27 Letter from Seligmann to Stieglitz, 11 August 1926, YCAL MSS 85, Box 44. 
28 David R. Roediger, Working toward Whiteness: How America's Immigrants Became White: The Strange 
Journey from Ellis Island to the Suburbs (New York: Basic Books, 2005), 13. 
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“‘white ethnic’ history” for a historical period that had no “white ethnics.”29 In reality, as 

Roediger notes, newly-arrived Europeans and their descendants, were not, as they are 

today, a subdivision of the white community. Rather, they were subjugated racial 

‘others.’  

 Roediger’s work builds on the research of several scholars who have engaged 

with the evolving history of Jewish identity in the United States. Werner Sollors’ 1986 

book Beyond Ethnicity: Consent and Descent in American Culture, Mathew Frye 

Jacobson’s Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy of 

Race (1998), and Brodkin’s How Jews Became White Folks and What that Says About 

Race in America (1999) are notable contributions to this field. In his foundational study, 

Sollors explores the tension between genetic constructs and inherited traits on one hand, 

and our ability to “mature as free agents and ‘architects of our fates” on the other, in 

order to explore shifting constructs of ethnic distinctiveness and cultural particularity.30  

Building on his discussion, Brodkin begins from the same premise that the history of 

Jewishness in the United States is one of transformation and change. She explores the 

intersections among constructs of race, class, and gender in order to frame a series of 

questions about the fluidity of ethnoracial identities and the ways they are imagined and 

re-imagined with each passing generation.31 In his study, Jacobson focuses more 

specifically on the shifting boundaries of whiteness in American history, mapping out the 

                                                
29 Ibid, 13, 18.  
30 Sollors Werner Sollors, Beyond Ethnicity: Consent and Descent in American Culture (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1986), 6.  
31 Brodkin, How Jews Became White Folks and What That Says About Race in America, 1.  
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significance of racial definitions and designations on the legacy of immigration from 

Europe and assimilation in the United States.32 Roediger, who similarly explores the 

transformation of “new immigrants” (a term, he notes, that signals both the biological and 

cultural dimensions of constructions of not-quite-whiteness between 1890 and 1945) into 

American ‘whites’ in the decades after Word War II, expands the sites of racial change 

beyond the legal and intellectual realms that are at the center of Jacobson’s work.33 

Taking into account elements of social history, daily life, and popular culture, Roediger 

investigates the slipperiness of race-based categories, suggesting that the definitions of 

whiteness and Jewishness continually shift to suit particular sets of needs. 

As these recent studies collectively demonstrate, pioneering sociologists during 

the progressive era created complex, inconsistent, and unstable visions of European 

migrants by citing both biological and cultural determinants.34 Jacobson points out that 

the overwhelming influx of European immigrants that poured into American ports during 

the early period of Stieglitz’s career led to a new regime of racial understanding, one that 

categorized incoming immigrants—who, in earlier decades, would have been understood 

as white—as genetically-inferior racial types.35 In these years, it was common for newly-

arrived Jews and American-born ‘whites’ alike to refer to the “‘Jewish race’” and 

“Hebrew blood,” and the process of assimilation was, for Stieglitz and many of his 

                                                
32 Matthew Frye Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy of Race 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998), 6. 
33 Roediger, Working toward Whiteness: How America's Immigrants Became White: The Strange Journey 
from Ellis Island to the Suburbs, 8.  
34 Ibid, 66. See chapter 3 for a more detailed analysis of the determinants of racial identity during the early 
twentieth century.  
35 Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy of Race, 14.  
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colleagues, both a process of becoming American and becoming white.36 To make 

matters still more complicated, as Roediger points out, tensions emerged within and 

between different immigrant groups as they struggled to find a sense of solidarity and 

stability—as they fought to balance, often precariously, between languages, cultures, 

nations, and racial categories.37 This is a problem that I discuss in more depth in the 

closing section of my chapter on Camera Work, which centers on an argument between 

Stieglitz and a Polish-born colleague that took shape through their conflicting ideas about 

how to support first- and second-generation immigrant artists. My study of Camera 

Work, more broadly, begins the process of restoring a history of early American 

modernism that has, until now, been hidden underneath present notions of white identity 

and ethnicity as monolithic and not composed of ethnic particularities. My discussion 

explores the ways that Stieglitz’s career intertwined with his constantly-shifting 

Jewishness, at times biologically-determined and inflexible, but more often culturally-

based and adaptable. 38 

My choice to consider Camera Work, The Vanished World, and Behold a Great 

Image as interrelated case studies allows me to trace the “evolving something else” over a 

span of decades—to explore the fluctuating constructions of Jewishness that continued to 

condense, melt, and trickle across the generations. By the time that Abramovitch 

published The Vanished World in 1947, the gap between Jewishness and whiteness had 
                                                
36 Eric L. Goldstein, The Price of Whiteness: Jews, Race, and American Identity (Princeton and Oxford: 
Princeton University Press, 2006), 1. And Roediger, Working toward Whiteness: How America's 
Immigrants Became White: The Strange Journey from Ellis Island to the Suburbs, 9-10.  
37 Roediger, Working toward Whiteness: How America's Immigrants Became White: The Strange Journey 
from Ellis Island to the Suburbs, 116.  
38 Ibid,19.  
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narrowed substantially; after the fall of fascism in Europe, tendencies toward anti-

Semitism and intrawhite racialization began to wane in the United States.39 Out of the 

despair of World War II emerged a very different, much more inclusive vision of 

Americanness that expanded to enfold Jewish immigrants who, in the preceding decades, 

lived in the fringes between blackness and whiteness, between the abandoned homeland 

and the new home.40  

As historian Eric Goldstein argues, this newfound social acceptance did not 

resolve (if resolve, here, means to solidify) the fraught relationship between what it 

meant to be Jewish and what it meant to be American.41 Although the language for 

describing Jewish difference changed—the term  ‘ethnicity’ rose to take the place of the 

broadly-accepted racial designations of previous decades—constructions of Jewishness 

did not immediately, or consistently, change.42 In fact, hoping to maintain the shreds of 

what made them different as assimilative pressures continued to increase, many Jews 

sustained an understanding of their familial and communal ties that took shape along 

racial lines.43 During this period, Goldstein notes, American Jews struggled to integrate 

their unprecedented position of privilege with the long, and all-too-recent, history of 

persecution that they, or their ancestors and relatives, endured.44 My chapter on The 

                                                
39 Brodkin, How Jews Became White Folks and What That Says About Race in America, 47, 50.  
40 Goldstein, The Price of Whiteness: Jews, Race, and American Identity, 189, 194, 191. And Jacobson, 
Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy of Race, 14, 201. And Roediger, 
Working toward Whiteness: How America's Immigrants Became White: The Strange Journey from Ellis 
Island to the Suburbs, 8, 33.  
41 Goldstein, The Price of Whiteness: Jews, Race, and American Identity, 208. 
42 Ibid, 204.  
43 Ibid, 194, 204.  
44 Ibid, 194.  
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Vanished World, in many ways, centers around this tension between Jewishness and 

Americanness, between what could be seen and what was suppressed, hidden, and 

silenced. I explore, in this study, a notion of Jewishness that emerges around a history of 

loss and a vision of rupture from the homeland, but that renders almost-invisible an 

unspoken history of mass murder and racial discrimination in Europe that rested uneasily 

with the ever-vanishing distance between Jewishness and whiteness in the United States. 

In part, it was the conservatism of the monolithic understanding of whiteness of 

the 1940s and 50s that prompted the renewal of ethnic distinctiveness and resurgence of 

Jewish pride underlying Behold a Great Image.45 As Jews became further and further 

Americanized in the years following World War II, anxieties about how to conserve 

religious tradition—to celebrate cultural particularity—began to swell.46 The loosely-

organized Jewish Renewal Movement that took shape out of this fear of blending in, of 

vanishing into the melting pot, rose on the heels of several other identity-based 

movements that gained visibility in the 1960s and 70s, most notably the Civil Rights 

Movement, Black Nationalism and feminism.47 In his important 1970 article “The 

Making of the Jewish Counter-culture,” Strassfeld’s and Kurzweil’s colleague Bill Novak 

traces the origins of the movement even as it unfolded.48 He notes that as the 1967 war in 

                                                
45 Brodkin, How Jews Became White Folks and What That Says About Race in America, 173. 
46 Goldstein, The Price of Whiteness: Jews, Race, and American Identity, 211-13. 
47 Ibid, 214.  
48 First broadcast as a speech on station WBAI-FM on November 26, 1969 in New York City, Novak’s 
“The Making of the Jewish Counter-Culture” appeared in print the following year in the journal 
Response—a periodical that was founded by a group of undergraduates at Columbia University in 1967, 
edited by Novak himself, and widely acknowledged as the central literary organ of the Jewish identity-
based movement. Jacob Neusner, a professor of Religious Studies at Brown University, re-circulated the 
article in altered form in his 1972 anthology Contemporary Judaic Fellowship in Theory and Practice. The 
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Israel fostered a renewed sense of solidarity among Jewish communities spread across the 

globe, many young, politically engaged Jews living in the United States who had been 

actively involved in the Civil Rights Movement were edged out of the fight for social 

equality.49 As the “white-and-black-together struggle” became instead a “specifically 

black movement,” Jewish activists began to feel that their cultural identities and radical 

politics were conflicting, and often mutually exclusive.50 It was not until the early 1970s 

that they began to reconfigure the lesson of Black Nationalism into a “Jewish lesson”—

into a strategic model for their efforts to revive and celebrate their own cultural 

distinctiveness and spiritual roots. 51 In response to the rallying cry “[y]ou have a culture, 

so dig it. You have a people! Work with it. You have a history and a body of literature—

study it,” he argues, Jewish radicals began to rejoice in their particularity.52 In the first 

chapter of this study, I argue that the Behold a Great Image project made Jewish 

difference palpable, visible, by drawing traditional, and long-since abandoned, values, 

beliefs, and rituals into the light. As Strassfeld and Kurzweil collected and arranged 

photographs and texts for the volume, the editors pieced together the shattered remains of 

shared histories of suffering in order to celebrate ethnic particularity and foster 

togetherness—to recover a sense of Jewish pride. 

                                                                                                                                            
collection of essays in Neusner’s book, compiled as part of his broader exploration of Jewish communal 
structures, suggest that established social forms continually fail to bring isolated individuals together in 
meaningful ways.  
49 Bill Novak, "The Making of a Jewish Counter-Culture," in Contemporary Judaic Fellowship in Theory 
and in Practice, ed. Jacob Neusner (New York: Ktav Publishing House, 1972), 142. And Bill Novak, "The 
Making of a Jewish Counter-Culture," Response: a Contemporary Jewish Review 4, no. 1 (1970), 8.  
50 Novak, "The Making of a Jewish Counter-Culture," 8. 
51 Novak, "The Making of a Jewish Counter-Culture," 142,  
52 Novak, "The Making of a Jewish Counter-Culture," 8.  
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As Goldstein rightly points out in his 2006 book The Price of Whiteness: Jews 

and Other Immigrants in Urban America, the scholars who have paved the way for my 

study of Jewishness—Sollors, Jacobson, Brodkin, and Roediger—have posited the 

processes of becoming American, of becoming white, as an achievement, and not as a 

loss. In my own study of Jewishness as an evolving something else, as a continuously 

fluctuating state of becoming, of balancing, I look to Goldstein’s text as a model. I aim, 

in this study, to engage with the emotional complexity that comes with the erasure, and 

later with the recovery, of ethnic, religious, and cultural particularity. I explore the 

continual process of negotiating between the past and the present as both a gaining of 

something and a leaving of something behind, as both a triumph and a tragedy. My 

research suggests that constructions of Jewish identity and collectivity morph not only in 

response to changing cultural ideologies, but also, on a more intimate and sensory level, 

through affective engagements with continually receding legacies of loss. The evolving 

something else, the continuous fluctuations of Jewishness that spilled within and across 

the decades of the twentieth century, distilled, dissolved, and liquefied—resolved in 

Solnit’s sense of the word—in bursts and surges of memory, in flickers and flashes.  

FLICKERS AND FLASHES 
…photography can provide special access to experiences that have remained 
unremembered, yet cannot be forgotten. 
 -Ulrich Baer53 
 

 In the local Barnes and Noble  bookstore in 1984, Nettie Katz flipped open 

Vishniac’s large-format volume A Vanished World to find a photograph of herself as an 
                                                
53 Ulrich Baer, Spectral Evidence: The Photography of Trauma (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002), 7.  
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eleven-year-old-girl (figure 7). The image, circulated in the anthology among a collection 

of images that also appeared in The Vanished World in 1947—the same year that Katz 

left behind her home in Sweden to resettle in the United States—framed, for her, a 

different time, a different life. There, on a page in Vishniac’s volume, she saw her own 

wide eyes peering back at her across the decades and over a vast distance, from 1939, 

from a detention camp in Zbaszyn, Poland. She felt a surge of emotion as she traced the 

surface of the photograph, seeing—seeing again, for the first time in forty-five years—the 

dusty, dilapidated room where she once lived, the collapsing bunk where she slept while 

she was imprisoned, the tattered, unlaced boots she wore when she worked, and the rough 

blankets she wrapped herself in to stave off the cold. 

As Katz noted in a 1995 video interview for the USC Shoah Foundation Institute, 

the memory of living in these dark shadows remains hazy, but she recalls the snap of the 

shutter with a sharp clarity. It was through Vishniac’s lens that she found a way to look 

back on a rupture that she could not even begin to grasp in the innocence of her youth. 

“As children, you don’t realize what’s going to happen,” she noted the testimony she 

gave to oral historian Miryam Rabner, but “when I was with Roman Vishniac, you know, 

when he came and took my picture, that I never forget.” Again and again during the 

interview, she remembered the moment he picked her out from a group of imprisoned 

Jewish children and asked her to pose for the photograph. “I didn’t know what a camera 

meant—what it was,” Katz noted, and even when he left the camp, disappearing into the 

night, she had no understanding of why he decided to take the picture or how it would 
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change her life.54 It was only later, looking back over these broken years that she began to 

piece together what happened. Vishniac, using the photograph to “prove,” in his words, 

the dire conditions of her life in Zbaszyn, found a way to secure foster parents for her 

through the Red Cross.55  

In the interview, Katz wove a fractured narrative out of the fragments of her 

traumatic past that coheres around the camera that Vishniac hid under his coat the night 

he smuggled himself into the camp. The click of the shutter became, for her, the instant 

that marked the last time she ever saw her mother, her father, her older brother, Moritz, or 

her younger sister, Regina. It became the moment she was released from the tightening 

grip of death.56 The year and a half she spent living in Zbaszyn became, through the 

fractures of traumatic memory, the year and a half she spent waiting for the photographer 

to come to her rescue. The new life she began in Sweden, moving between foster families 

and orphanages, became the new life that began with a snap and a flash. It was by 

returning to this story throughout the interview, by remembering the tenor of Vishniac’s 

voice when he spoke to her in Yiddish that day in the camp, that Katz brought her past 

into focus: her childhood home in Hannover, Germany, the rising wave of anti-Semitism 

she faced each day at school, and the Orthodox services she attended with her family. It 

                                                
54 Katz, Nettie. Interview 1529. Visual History Archive. USC Shoah Foundation Institute. Accessed online 
at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum on December 20, 2010.  
55 Eric Levin, "A Fateful Photo from the Holocaust Leads Photographer and Subject to an Emotional 
Reunion in the Bronx," People, April 23 1984. 
56 Katz continued to receive letters from her parents until 1942, and she never found out what happened to 
them. “I don’t know anything, no,” she said at a particularly emotional moment in the USC interview, “I 
don’t know. God is with us. That’s all.” In 1945, she was reunited with her brother, Leo, who survived the 
War in Auschwitz. See Interview 1529. Visual History Archive. USC Shoah Foundation Institute. Accessed 
online at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum on December 20, 2010. 
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was by returning again to this story that she was able to recount the painful night she was 

separated from her brother, Leo, and deported, with the rest of her family, to the camp in 

Zbaszyn and the course of events that led to her freedom. Through the image that 

Vishniac took, a photograph she never saw with her own eyes until that day at Barnes and 

Noble, she found a way to bridge her life before the break with the life she built after the 

catastrophe.  

Although Rabner, in conducting the interview, struggled to steer Katz toward a 

linear chronology, to contain the deluge of memories as they spilled out, the survivor 

continued to circle forward and backward through the years. Hers is a story that snaps the 

boundaries of linear narrative, a story that returns in fragments. It revolves around a sense 

of history as a continuum that was broken in a flash, spliced apart by the camera that 

pulled her away from her family and out of darkness. The structure of Vishniac’s image, 

the way it caught an instant with a click, the way it draws a splinter of the past into view 

in a flash, reflects the way that the painful past flooded back to Katz as she looked at the 

photograph in 1984, and again when she discussed it during her interview in 1995. It 

brought back flickering details about her traumatic past—some, like the dust caked 

around the bottom edge of her boots in the photograph, clear and distinct, others, like the 

swaths of white fabric draping from the far edge of the bunk, hazy. It also brought into 

view the gaps in her memory, the dark fissures she forgot or repressed in her effort to 

make sense of the way her life unfolded around the time she spent in Zbaszyn. “You see, 

all these little details,” she confessed at a moment in the interview when she found herself 

unable to weave the fragments together into a cohesive narrative, “I have no memory. No 
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exact memory of them.”57 These details, never fully grasped or absorbed, neither 

remembered or forgotten, lingered in her memory; they surged into view in bursts of 

nonsequential time through the encounter she had with her own past in the pages of 

Vishniac’s anthology. 

I argue in my dissertation that, like the photograph that arrested, in an instant, a 

history that was too painful for Katz to assimilate into the unfolding narrative of her life, 

the images in The Vanished World, Camera Work, and Behold a Great Image carry with 

them shattered pieces of the past—or what scholar Ulrich Baer describes as “the shrapnel 

of traumatic time.”58 In his 2002 study Spectral Evidence: The Photography of Trauma, 

Baer explores the affinity between the properties of the photographic medium and the 

nature of trauma, suggesting that there is a link between the snap, the flicker of the flash, 

and ruptures so painful, so “explosive, instantaneous, distinct” that they remain 

unexperienced.59  The connection that he draws between photography and the structure of 

traumatic memory is particularly salient in the albums at the center of this study. Binding 

together visual traces of histories of loss, The Vanished World, Camera Work, and Behold 

a Great Image open up a space for viewers to connect to their familial pasts through 

pulsing, flickering affective engagements with fissures that linger on the fringes of 

memory—with stray strands that fray around the edges of cognition.   

                                                
57 Katz, Nettie. Interview 1529. Visual History Archive. USC Shoah Foundation Institute. Accessed online 
at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum on December 20, 2010. 
58 Baer, Spectral Evidence: The Photography of Trauma, 6-7, 2.  
59  Ibid, 6-7.  
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In the course of my research, I found other stories about viewers who, like Katz, 

looked in the pages of photographic anthologies to find their own images reflected back 

at them. Eli Yardeni, for example, was studying abroad at the University of Houston 

when he discovered a photograph of himself in Behold a Great Image (figure 8). He was 

caught on film years earlier in the uniform he wore as a soldier in the Israeili army with 

the weapon he once carried propped up against the seams of his slacks. It was through a 

direct visual encounter with an image from his own past in the pages of the published 

book, as it was for Katz, that the losses of his past came rushing back to him in an 

instant.60 Although these examples have been crucial to my understanding of how 

photographs can carry with them splinters of traumatic memory, I focus in this project 

primarily on instances of visual recognition that are more elusive and indirect. My work 

centers on flickering surges of past losses that, like the “lining of a dress at the hem or the 

lapel,” as Judith Butler describes them, are “suddenly, even unexpectedly, felt against the 

flesh, the leg or the neck,” evoking sharp, strange, and often inexplicable stabs of 

familiarity.61  

Camera Work, The Vanished World, and Behold a Great Image, I suggest, bring 

immigrant viewers closer to where they came from, to who they are, through 

photographic traces of the faraway homelands where they once lived and worked—back 

to everything and everyone they left behind when they resettled on American shores. 

Other readers, born and raised in the United States, recover a sense of self along a visual 

                                                
60 Arthur Kurzweil, interview by Tara Kohn, 26 August 2010. And Eli Yardeni, interview by Tara Kohn, 2 
September 2010.  
61 Butler, "Afterword: After Loss, What Then?," 468. 
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pathway and through a deeply imagined and felt connection with their forebears. Through 

the images in these books, they find bursts and instants of recognition, flickers of 

inherited memory, flashes of a cultural and familial past they remember only indirectly. 

My consideration of traumatic memory, of the way that it is carried across oceans and 

through generations, rests in many ways on Marianne Hirsch’s notion of ‘postmemory,’ a 

form of second-generation remembrance “defined through an identification with the 

victim or witness of trauma, modulated by an admission of an unbridgeable distance 

separating the participant from the one born after.”62 As she elaborates in her 2008 essay 

“The Generation of Postmemory,” the term describes the relationship between successors 

of survivors and the painful experiences of their ancestors. She argues that traumatic 

memories can be transmitted so deeply from one generation to the next that the 

postmemory of the one born after the catastrophic event can take on the very real 

qualities of firsthand memory. Although postmemory mimics memory in terms of its 

affective power, she notes, the two are not identical. Unlike memory, postmemory is not 

the consequence of a direct ability to recall the past, but rather an imagined construction 

rooted in an emotional investment with a dark familial past.63  

Hirsch notes that her own work builds on a number of important concepts that 

have emerged out of the field of memory studies, including Ellen Fine’s theory of “absent 

memory,” James Young’s notion of “received history,” and Froma Zeitlin’s “vicarious 

                                                
62 Marianne Hirsch, "Marked by Memory: Feminist Reflections on Trauma and Transmission," in 
Extremities: Trauma, Testimony, and Community (University of Illinois, 2002), 76.   
63 See Marianne Hirsch, "The Generation of Postmemory," Poetics Today 29, no. 1 (2008), 103, 107-109 
and her book-length study Marianne Hirsch, Family Frames: Photography, Narrative, and Postmemory 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997). 
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witnessing,” among others.64 As evidenced by these examples, developments in theories 

of second- and third-generation witnessing and remembrance have been largely driven by 

the extreme ‘limit case’ of the Holocaust. Nevertheless, discussions about the 

intergenerational transmission of trauma have become increasingly important outside of 

genocide studies.65 My project has developed along the same trajectory: postmemory 

became an important theoretical construct for me in my approach to atrocity, but its reach 

has expanded to inform my discussion of more ordinary, everyday forms of Jewish loss 

and the ways in which various forms of trauma tangle into one another on the pages of 

Camera Work, The Vanished World, and Behold a Great Image.  

My dissertation engages with the ways in which everyday losses sweep up against 

catastrophic trauma. I maintain, as scholar Laura Levitt argues, that there are inextricable 

links between the atrocities of the Holocaust and the intimate, familial, and often-

unexamined personal tragedies that continue to haunt our daily lives.66 By “attending to 

those ghosts closest to home” and acknowledging the connections and intersections 

between the cataclysmic and the ordinary, Levitt suggests that we can arrive at more 

complete and textured understandings about what it means to identify as a Jew in the 

United States.67 This contention is central to my dissertation. In my work, I build on her 

understanding that at the intersections among different forms of Jewish loss—among 
                                                
64 Ellen Fine, (“The Absent Memory: The Act of Writing in Post Holocaust Literature” in Lang 1998: 41-
57), James Young, (“Toward a Received History of the Holocaust,” History and Memory 10, 5-42), Froma 
Zeitlin, (“The Vicarious Witness: Belated Memory and Authorial Presence in Recent Holocaust 
Literature,” History and Memory 10: 5-42). 
65 See Hirsch, "The Generation of Postmemory," 106, 104-5. 
66 Laura Levitt, American Jewish Loss after the Holocaust (New York and London: New York University 
Press, 2007), 132, 207.  
67 Ibid, xxvii.  
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immigration, assimilation, homesickness, and mass murder—we can locate a deeper 

awareness of what it means to live and to live on, to bridge the fractured pieces of 

traumatic memory, and to endure inherited pain with an expanding sense of self-

understanding in the present.  

Levitt notes that it is important to remain wary of the dangers of this kind of 

comparative work, and I strive in this study to maintain distinctions between divergent 

forms of suffering, the ways they surface in our memories, and the ways we begin to 

work through them and move forward.68 As Ann Cvetkovitch notes in her book-length 

study An Archive of Feelings: Trauma, Sexuality, and Lesbian Public Culture, 

juxtapositions between catastrophic ruptures and more everyday forms of suffering put 

pressure on our definition of the term ‘trauma’ itself. They push us to question its 

significations, its possibilities, and its limitations.69 Following her example, I use the 

word ‘trauma’ to describe both everyday and catastrophic pain, but with an awareness of 

how this nontraditional definition may threaten or weaken the significance of the term as 

a descriptor of severe anguish. I contend in this project, however, that pain does not have 

to be catastrophic—it does not have to end in death, as Cvetkovich puts it—to be 

important.70 Visual allusions to decimated villages, mass murder, rupture from the 

homeland, the pain of casting off ancestral tradition, and familial tragedy all matter in the 

                                                
68 Ibid, 132, 207.  
69 Ann Cvetkovich, An Archive of Feelings: Trauma, Sexuality, and Lesbian Public Culture (Durham and 
London: Duke University Press, 2003), 278. 
70 Ibid. 
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context of this study; they are entwined in the pages of Behold a Great Image, The 

Vanished World, and Camera Work.  

 Recurring metaphors in my project, the terms ‘flickers’ and ‘flashes’ appear as 

allusions to Jewish loss, to the flash of the camera, to the flicker of the flame, and to 

longstanding traditions of mourning and remembrance.71 I use them to describe the bursts 

of traumatic memory and postmemory—the broken pieces of the past, the shrapnel of 

traumatic time—that surface through the snap of the shutter and the silvery tones of the 

photographic print. In this dissertation, I explore the histories of loss that remain almost 

completely hidden in Behold a Great Image, The Vanished World, and Camera Work, 

that pulse, in flickers and flashes, in and out of view: nearly-invisible ancestral legacies 

that linger beneath the surface, that surge through the cracks between image and text only 

to fade away again. The image of flickers and flashes, for me, signifies the shattered 

fragments that are never forgotten, that are never remembered, that take shape in these 

volumes as a “picture of the past that flits by.”72  

A flash of the past, as Walter Benjamin argues in his essay “Theses on the 

Philosophy of History,” “can be seized only as an image which surges up at the instant 

when it is recognized and is never seen again.” 73 It can be grasped only in surges and 

bursts, in the sudden sensation of fabric against flesh, in the snap of the shutter. The 

anthologies at the center of this study write such a history of loss—a history that takes 

                                                
71 In Jewish tradition, it is customary to light a yahrzeit candle each year in memory of the deceased loved 
one. 
72 Walter Benjamin, "Theses on the Philosophy of History," in Illuminations: Essays and Reflections, ed. 
Hannah Arendt (New York: Shocken Books, 1968), 255.   
73 Ibid.  
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shape in flickering visions and in glimpses of memory and postmemory. My objective in 

piecing together this study is not to fix fleeting images, momentary flashes, into a 

continuous, seamless narrative, but rather to develop alternative approaches to the 

practice of history. As Eng and Kazanjian articulate the problem in their reading of 

Benjamin’s text, my aim is to activate a bridge between what has been lost and what 

remains, to “‘seize hold of…memory as it flashes up,’” to write history with a “flash of 

emergence, an instant of emergency, and a moment of production.”74 

WRITING THE BREAK 
It is not as if thinking ceases, but after such an internal break, it continues, and 
that continuation is founded and structured by that break, carries the break with it 
as the signature of its history. 
 -Judith Butler75 
 
 
There is a crack in everything. That’s how the light gets in. 

  -Leonard Cohen76 
 

Five years before her photographic work appeared in the pages of Behold a Great 

Image, the Cleveland-based oral historian and writer Bea Stadtler published The 

Holocaust: A History of Courage and Resistance, a pioneering and widely-taught 

textbook for school-aged children (figure 9). The book, according to prominent scholar 

Yehuda Bauer a significant contribution to the then-underdeveloped field, was driven by 

an underlying “mission of truth to young people who want to know the truth;” it took 

                                                
74 David L. Eng and David Kazanjian, "Introduction: Mourning Remains," in Loss: The Politics of 
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shape as a project of preservation.77 Stadtler worked in her study to protect the broken 

fragments of a painful past for generations born long after. Piecing them together into a 

narrative of loss and redemption, she opened up a space for her readers to see “the world 

in which we live” through an almost-unspoken and nearly-invisible history of darkness. 

Aiming to inspire students to struggle with the shattered pieces of history as a means of 

reaching new understandings about what it means to be Jewish, of what it means to live 

as successors of suffering, Stadtler’s book weaves textual fragments into a fractured 

narrative—seamless enough to be comprehensible to young students, yet marred with 

irresolvable fissures.78  

Facing the title page of her chapter Kristallnacht, a section of the book that 

focuses specifically on a history of shattering and breaking, she published a drawing by 

the book’s illustrator David Stone Martin. Rendered in thin, sketchy outlines, the image 

depicts the spatially disorienting interior of a synagogue engulfed in flames (figure 10). 

Curving forms of fire merge, almost seamlessly, into the lines that mark the sharp edges 

of the broken glass scattered across the floor, tilted up into the surface of the picture 

plane and flattening the image. In the foreground of the drawing, Martin depicts a 

kiddush cup suspended over the shards of glass as it falls from an elevated surface. The 

                                                
77 Bea Stadtler, The Holocaust: A History of Courage and Resistance (New York: Behrman House, Inc., 
1973), xi, xiii. Stadtler’s textbook became an essential resource not only for Jewish parents struggling to 
impart knowledge to their children, but also for educators across the country who, often in spite of much 
debate around the psychological damage that knowledge of mass murder could inflict on children, 
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American Schools (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 19.  
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ceremonial vessel is bent at the handle, disjointed in anticipation of its imminent falling 

apart, its base pointed toward the burning torah that lines the left edge of the page as the 

open end faces downward at an angle. It dangles in the air, caught on the page at the 

moment before it collides into the shard of glass outlined beneath it. In a sense, the 

drawing mirrors Reconstructing the Past, a photograph that Stadtler took three years after 

she submitted The Holocaust: A History of Courage and Resistance for publication—an 

image of rebuilding after the crash, of an archaeologist in the process of piecing a once-

intact vessel together in the years after the moment of rupture (see figure 6).   

The central thread that ties Stadtler’s innovative Holocaust textbook to her 

photograph of a fractured and half-mended vessel, one that is also central to this 

dissertation, is the question of how and why to conserve the darkest legacies of Jewish 

history. In these two projects, however, Stadtler takes two divergent approaches to what 

writer Arthur Cohen, in his introduction to Behold a Great Image, refers to as the 

“process and technique of history”—to the problem of how to trace the moment of the 

break years after the break, of how to make a ruptured past present. 79 In The Holocaust: 

A History of Courage and Resistance, linear—despite its splits and fissures—in the way 

it weaves together a dark past, Stadtler merges broken pieces of text into a spliced-

together, but transparent and legible, narrative. Intertwining a series of seemingly-

objective facts with carefully-selected archival materials, she buries, in the seams 

between sentences and chapters, the missing pieces, the fragments of the past that remain 
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ever-unknown and unexperienced, that remain outside the fabric of cognition. The 

photograph she submitted to the Behold a Great Image contest, in contrast, does not 

record or re-present a legacy of loss as a web of interrelated facts and memories; rather, it 

stands as a metaphor for the process of “conjugat[ing] both tenses simultaneously: the 

past and the present,” for the practice of writing of history.80 In the photograph, it is not 

the written word, but rather the shattered fragments the archaeologist cradles between his 

fingertips that evoke the break. These pieces are what allow him to re-shape the cracked 

surfaces of the once-whole vessel and what guide him as he makes the curving forms of 

the past visible and meaningful again. They are also the raw materials Stadler uses, in her 

photographic practice, to make visible the fractures of past destruction that can never be 

mended. 

Framing broken fragments as an allegory for the process of approaching the 

fissures of the past, Reconstructing the Past evokes allusions that recur in a range of 

significant philosophical and literary texts about approaches to history. In his 1992 Nobel 

Lecture, for example, Derek Walcott evokes the same image of the shattered vessel, of 

restoration, in his reflections on his work as a writer: 

Break a vase, and the love that reassembles the fragments is stronger than that 
love which took its symmetry for granted when it was whole. The glue that fits 
the pieces is the sealing of its original shape. It is such a love that 
reassembles…fragments, the cracked heirlooms whose restoration shows white 
scars…and if the pieces are disparate, ill-fitting, they contain more pain than their 
original sculpture, those icons and sacred vessels taken for granted in their 
ancestral places.81 

                                                
80 Derek Walcott, Nobel Lecture: The Antilles: Fragments of Epic Memory (1992 [cited April 25 2012]); 
available from http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/1992/walcott-lecture.html. 
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Walcott goes on to frame the gathering and piecing together of broken shards to reveal 

cracks in formerly-seamless surfaces as an analogy for the art of making, or “remaking,” 

poetry out of what he calls “fragmented language”—broken remnants of ideas and 

sentences that have, like the ceramic pieces in Stadtler’s photograph, been unearthed 

through a process of “excavation.”82 In his 1988 study The Writing of History, Michel de 

Certeau draws upon similar allusions in his discussion of the “selection between what can 

be understood and what must be forgotten” in order to make sense of the past in the 

present. Like the vessel that takes shape in the archaeologists hands, the fragments left in 

piles on the shelves in the background of the image, history, for de Certeau, is crafted out 

of “shards created by the selection of materials, remainders left aside by an 

explication.”83 Benjamin, in “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” also explores our 

tendency to understand the past as an inevitably subjective, linear, and ordered “chain of 

events.” History, in his view, is in fact a distant rupture that we can approach but never 

make contact with; it is “one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon 

wreckage” until we can no longer untangle a beginning from an end.84 Within this 

discussion, he, too, draws upon the language of breaking and mending to explore the 
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problems inherent in writing about the past: what is not merely the difficulty, but 

ultimately the impossibility, of ever “mak[ing] whole what has been smashed.”85 

In his recent book Wartime Kiss, art historian Alexander Nemerov reflects, too, 

upon an approach to the past that resonates with Stadtler’s image—with her vision of 

recovering pieces and, more broadly, with the structure of the photographic medium. He 

describes the act of making history, of being in the presence of the past, as a search for 

fragments—for images, for archival documents, for connections—that “feel…like a 

disturbance on the surface of things,” like traces of fabric on flesh, like ruptures in the 

unfolding continuum of time.86 For Nemerov, the process of researching and writing the 

past is similar to the act of engaging, visually, with a photograph. It is a practice of sifting 

through materials and waiting to be interrupted, broken, or “punctuated” by what, in the 

words of theorist Roland Barthes, is the punctum: a visual detail of the photograph, or, in 

the case of historical research, a fragment of the past, that “shoots out…like an arrow” to 

“wound” the viewer or to “pierce” the historian.87 This model of making history, one that 

has been central to my own work, makes no claims to wholeness. Instead, it approaches 

the past as a project of recovering fragments, moments, and piecing them together into a 

cracked surface, a story that maintains visible fissures.  

Drawing on Walcott, de Certeau, Benjamin, and Nemerov, I aim in this study to 

handle the shards of history like the archaeologist in Reconstructing the Past: to trace 

                                                
85 Ibid.  
86 Alexander Nemerov, Wartime Kiss: Visions of the Moment in the 1940s (Princeton and Oxford: 
Princeton University Press, 2013), 2.  
87 Ibid. And Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, trans. Richard Howard (New 
York: Hill and Wang, 1981), 26-27.  
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their fragile planes and rough edges, to leave spaces for their cracks and ambivalences, to 

draw them into the present. Indeed, one of my central objectives in this study is to 

develop structural and rhetorical strategies for writing histories of shattering, and I 

attempt in the chapters that follow not to resolve the ruptures of the past, but rather to 

make them visible. In my practice of research and writing, I aim, in Leonard Cohen’s 

words, to reveal “the crack in everything,” in every splinter of the past that punctures me 

and every fragment of history that I piece together; “that’s how the light gets in.”88 

Kurzweil, in an interview he conducted with the poet and musician in 1993, described 

Cohen’s image as a specifically “Jewish idea,” tied to ancient lore and religious 

tradition.89  Perhaps, then, my process of recovering the past, of “preserv[ing] the break” 

is, on some level, a Jewish one—a Jewish approach to a history of Jewish loss.90  

My project is also deeply informed by the varied forms of remembrance that take 

shape within and around the periphery of Camera Work, The Vanished World, and 

Behold a Great Image. I believe that photographic allusions to loss have much to teach us 

about the practice of writing history, especially when the wounds they evoke are as deep 

and gaping as they are in this study. The images that punctured me in the process of 

assembling the dissertation carry with them devastating losses, flickers and flashes of 

traumatic time. My project is rooted in the silvery tones of the shards, stones, and 

shorelines that surface in the photographs I explore, the textual images of homelessness 
                                                
88 Cohen, "Anthem."  
89 Arthur Kurzweil, "'I Am the Little Jew Who Wrote the Bible': A Conversation between Leonard Cohen 
and Arthur Kurzweil," review of Reviewed Item, The Jewish Book News, no. November 15 (1993), 
http://arthurkurzweil.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/Leonard-Cohen-Interview.pdf.  
90 James E. Young, The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and Meaning (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1993), 185.  
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and homecoming printed in the surrounding pages, and the bindings, style, and packaging 

of the books that contain them. Indeed, I have structured the dissertation to function much 

like an anthology in the sense that it weaves together sometimes, but not always, 

contiguous fragments: objects, bodies of knowledge, and ideologies. My aim, in 

reflecting upon the ways in which these photographic albums approach the ruptures of 

the past, is to develop structural and rhetorical devices that transcend the limitations of 

linear narrative—to make transparent my own inability to make whole the allusions to 

shattering and rupture that surface in these pages.91 

Echoing the broken planes depicted in Stadtler’s photograph and the fractured 

structure that Benjamin developed to shape his “Theses of the Philosophy of History” as 

a series of broken, yet interconnected, pieces of text, the central section of my first 

chapter, “Encircling and Returning,” is arranged as a series of written pieces.  Like the 

shards that build up the cracked vessel in Reconstructing the Past—revealing scars and 

narrow fissures across a surface, once whole, that has been smashed and pieced 

together—the passages that make up the section are divided by page breaks and aligned 

so that they are almost, but not quite, seamlessly connected. I use Stadtler’s photograph 

as glue, as mortar, to bind them, framing the process of piecing shards together as a 

metaphor for thinking through histories of loss, of wreckage, of what has been shattered. 

In the closing passages of the chapter, I cycle back, across these written pieces, to the 

place where I begin—to the Dorot Jewish Division of the New York Public Library, 
                                                
91 This approach to writing—founded on an evolving understanding of how each syntactical and structural 
choice carries with it a potential for critical intervention—was shaped in large part by my previous work 
with Roberto Tejada, who inspired me to develop my life-long interest in the performative qualities of the 
written word and the ways that language can enact visual qualities. 
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where Kurzweil first discovered the photographs of his ancestral homeland that inspired 

him to recover his own Jewish roots. Structurally, my intention is to enact a central thread 

that ties the chapter together: the notion that Behold a Great Image became a platform for 

readers to follow Kurzweil on his path of self-discovery, to understand who they were 

through a process of return and recovery, to circle back in order to move forward.  

In my chapter on The Vanished World, I draw upon the themes of road-building, 

re-building, and monument-making that emerge in Kacyzne’s photograph Old Road-

Maker in Ostroleka, Poland—an image of a Jewish worker who, gripping two 

cobblestones in his hand, kneels on a patch of still-bare earth in an incomplete path (see 

figure 4). Using the visual resonances of the image, I frame broader questions about the 

anthology as a crumbling, and constantly evolving, site of rememberance. The 

photograph, I suggest, took on varied layers of meaning as it was printed and re-printed, 

and I explore it in the context of the Yizkor Book of the Community of Ostroleka and The 

Jewish Daily Forward to deepen my discussion of Abramovitch’s anthology as place 

where entangled histories of Jewish loss intersect and collide. In my structural approach, 

I am deeply indebted to Alessandro Portelli’s 2004 book The Order Has Been Carried 

Out. In his study, the literary scholar and oral historian analyzes testimonies centered 

around the Fosse Ardeatine, a massacre that devastated the city of Rome on March 23, 

1944. He argues that although previous scholars have explored the event—an attack on 

German police forces by an underground Resistance group that was followed, 

immediately, by a severe Nazi retaliation—as a single, self-contained, episode, it was not 

set in motion with the first moment of violence or concluded with the counterattack. 
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Instead, he suggests, it began much earlier, with the lives of each victim and perpetrator 

and the escalation of war, and it never reached a closing stage. It continues, like The 

Vanished World, to be a site from which familial and cultural memory takes shape. 

Drawing upon Portelli’s understanding of what it means to write a history that traces the 

tangled web of antecedents and reverberations, and not only isolated moments of rupture, 

I consider Abromavitch’s volume as a hinge between the other two publications that 

distributed Kacyzne’s photograph. Placing The Vanished World at the center of a history 

of circulation that spanned nearly four decades, I frame the volume as a node in a long 

and layered legacy of trauma, a “place where so many stories lead” and a “place from 

which countless other stories emerge and branch out.”92  

 In my chapter on Camera Work, my organizational approach is to carry ideas and 

images across the boundaries between each section, so that each piece of my analysis 

begins where the last one ends, branching out from a familiar place into a new and 

different direction. In my discussion of Stieglitz’s photograph The Steerage in the context 

of his 1911 volume, for example, I explore the images that he published on the 

surrounding pages. I conclude with an analysis of The City of Ambition, a photograph of 

the New York City skyline that serves, in turn, as a central thread for a different line of 

questioning in the following section of the chapter (figure 11). My aim, in organizing 

“Between Visibility and Darkness” around permeable borders and boundaries, is to enact 

the process of reading images across the volumes of the journal, a serial publication that 

                                                
92 Alessandro Portelli, The Order Has Been Carried Out: History, Memory, and Meaning of a Nazi 
Massacre in Rome (New York: Palgrave, 2004), 13.  
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Stieglitz envisioned as an ongoing project—a whole artistic vision circulated in pieces 

and over a range of years. His dedicated viewers read through each installment through 

the lenses of the previous issues, finding new ways of seeing and re-seeing the images 

and texts he selected for his publication, new layers of meaning in old pages. I aim too in 

this choice to perform, structurally, what Butler describes as the experience of rupture 

from the homeland, of settling in a new home. “What is new, newness itself” she 

suggests, rests on the foundation of the places left behind, “and so it is a newness that has 

within it a sense of belatedness, of coming after,” a past that remains alive and pulsing in 

the present.93 For immigrants, or for the inheritors of long voyages and lands left behind 

who, like Stieglitz, lived in the waves and on the coastlines between cultures and nations, 

the present is always inflected with images of former places; flickering memories of the 

ancestral homeland are, in turn, shaped by the new home.94 In beginning each section 

with a familiar photograph or textual image, returning to it from a different perspective 

and using it as a foundation for a different kind of analysis, my ambition is to transfer 

fragments of the previous section—symbolically, the back issue of the journal or the 

homeland left behind—into the present analysis, the current volume, the new home.  

In tracing the surfaces of the photographs in Behold a Great Image, The Vanished 

World, and Camera Work, the texture of the pages, the captions and essays that surround 

them, I attempt in this dissertation to present a model for writing histories of trauma that 

                                                
93 Butler, "Afterword: After Loss, What Then?," 468.  
94 Ernst van Alphen, "Imagined Homelands: Re-Mapping Cultural Identities," in Mobilizing Place, Placing 
Mobility: The Politics of Representation in a Globalized World, ed. Ginette Verstraete and Tim Cresswell 
(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2002), 53.  
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delve into the methodological possibilities embedded in visual sites of memory. I have 

found in piecing together the piercing fragments of the past that the closer I come to 

making contact with the ruptures of history, the more elusive they become. They slip 

further into obscurity; they push back against me.95 In my process of recovery, of 

restoring traces of the past and drawing them into the present, there remain missing 

pieces, buried and irrecoverable, cracks in the surface that I cannot mend or smooth over. 

It is in the visual allusions to traumatic histories, as they emerge in photographs and 

photographic albums, that I have found a pathway into these darkest corners of the past, 

into these irresolvable ambivalences. I aim to suggest in this project that the ways in 

which pieces of the broken past come into our view through a flash and a flicker, through 

the camera lens and in crumbling pages, can offer us organizational structures for the 

practice of writing history—for the practice of writing the break.  

In my project, “In Flickers and Flashes: Recovering Jewish Loss in Three 

American Photographic Anthologies,” I follow the visual and structural contours of 

Behold a Great Image, The Vanished World, and Camera Work to re-weave the buried 

fibers of Jewish loss across the surface—to make visible a legacy of suffering that was 

always there, always present, but often hidden in the seams of historical discourse. I 

frame Jewishness as an evolving something else, a form of cultural inbetweenness that is 

in a continual process of becoming. It resolves only by dissolving, seeps over the course 

of the twentieth century, and spills over the publication history at the center of this study. 

                                                
95 This discussion is informed by several conversations that I have had with Alex Nemerov, whose thinking 
about what it means to be an historian has been deeply influential to me throughout the dissertation process.  
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In the volumes I explore, familial losses intertwine with catastrophic trauma in flickers of 

memory and postmemory; they surge up in pulses and bursts of traumatic time, in the 

fissures between image and text, and in the snap and flash of the camera. These ruptures, 

these threads of loss that weave the texture of the photographic anthologies, unwind to 

form materials for rebuilding and foundations for cultural revival. 
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Chapter 1:  Encircling and Returning 

THE (JEWISH) FAMILY OF MAN 
From day to day we are brought face to face with the differences in life. Of 
course, those differences are there. They are differences of race; they are 
differences of creed; they are differences of nation. But you measure up those 
differences against the things that we are alike in…We can’t overlook the 
differences, but unless we arrange these pictures so that they stress the 
alikeness—the similarity—we have lost out. 
 -Edward Steichen96 
 
Raised in a secular home with little Judaic education, author, editor, and publisher 

Arthur Kurzweil was in his early twenties when he began to feel drawn towards Jewish 

tradition, a need to understand his past, and a means of exploring and expressing his 

connection with God.97 His personal journey, an uncovering of his own ancestral roots 

that led him on a path toward a deeply religious life, began on an afternoon in the spring 

of 1970 that he spent exploring the collections of the Dorot Jewish Division of the New 

York Public Library. It was the first time he had ever been inside the building, and as he 

recounts the experience, he stood near the doorway for a moment, looking out at the 

“cross section of Jews …spread over many decades and many worlds” seated around the 

long tables.98 Without much information to go on except for the name of the shtetl of his 

ancestors, he was skeptical about his chances of finding any information about his 

familial history. What he discovered, to his surprise, was an entire book dedicated to the 

                                                
96 Edward Steichen, as quoted in Eric J. Sandeen, Picturing an Exhibition: The Family of Man and 1950s 
America (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1995), 3.  
97 Arthur Kurzweil, On the Road with Rabbi Steinsaltz: 25 Years of Pre-Dawn Car Trips, Mind-Blowing 
Encounters, and Inspiring Conversations with a Man of Wisdom (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2006), 3-4.  
98 Arthur Kurzweil, From Generation to Generation: How to Trace Your Jewish Genealogy and Family 
History, Revised ed. (New York: HarperCollins, 1994), 1.  
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memory and violent destruction of Dobromil, the small Jewish village that his father, 

grandparents, and great-grandparents once called home. Carrying the Dobromil memorial 

book, a link to his past that was not, as he feared, irrecoverably lost under Nazi terror, 

under his arm, he found an empty table and sat down.  

Kurzweil spent several minutes looking at the cover of the book, noticing the 

fading black canvas that covers the hard surfaces and the gold letters that spell out the 

title in English on one side and Yiddish on the other (figure 12). He read these words 

over and over in disbelief before he calmed his nerves enough to flip the book open and 

scan through the pages.99 Unlike most books published in memory of decimated Jewish 

villages, the Dobromil Yizkor book, first published in 1963 by former town residents 

who had organized landsmanschaften in New York and Tel Aviv, includes a lengthy 

English-language section (figure 13).100 In their preface, the editors of the book note that 

they veered from the tradition of including only Yiddish and Hebrew texts because they 

wanted the book to be accessible to readers like Kurzweil—third- and fourth- generation 

immigrants raised with little or no religious training in English-speaking households, but 

who were nevertheless interested in learning about their ancestry.101 Although he could 

comprehend much of the text, Kurzweil notes that when he first opened the book, he was 

unable to contain his excitement long enough to focus on any particular passage. He 

                                                
99 Ibid., 3. For a broader discussion of the Memorial Book tradition that developed in the wake of the 
Holocaust, see the second chapter of this dissertation.  
100 Landsmaschaften, or organizations made up of recent immigrants from villages in Europe who band 
together in their new homes shortly after arrival to provide financial and emotional support to one another, 
will be discussed at greater length in chapter 2.  
101 Memorial Book Dobromil,  (Tel Aviv: Dobromiler Society in New York and the Dobromiler 
Organization in Israel, 1963), n.p. 



 47 

began instead to flip through the pages quickly, glancing at the essays without reading 

them. In his rush and anticipation, even the familiar English words lost their meaning, 

becoming abstract patterns and shapes.  

It was only when he turned a page to find a photograph captioned “Main Street in 

Dobromil” that he finally stopped, pausing for so long to take in the scene that he lost 

track of time (figure 14).102 The grainy image he encountered, a wide-angle shot of a row 

of simple buildings with wooden roofs that fade into a faint sky and slant up toward the 

top of the picture plane, appears on the page in such sharp contrast that it is difficult to 

make out the visual details. The photograph centers on an undulating pattern of dark 

doorways against light walls that intersects with a dusty dirt road, partially paved in 

cobblestone. For Kurzweil, this image of the road that cut through his ancestral home—a 

place that he had never been to before or seen with his own eyes—was eerily familiar. It 

confirmed what he, in his search for a connection with his past, had already imagined, 

dreamed about, and sensed: that “there was a Dobromil, it did have dirt roads, and little 

houses,” and that it somehow looked just the way had always imagined it would.103 At 

that moment, Kurzweil felt a deep connection to two homelands at once. He understood 

that he was “born in New York but came out of a shtetl,” “a child of America” but also a 

Dobromiler.104 He was able to project himself into his ancestral homeland from a reading 

room of the New York Public Library, surrounded by Chasidic scholars hovering over 

                                                
102 Kurzweil, From Generation to Generation: How to Trace Your Jewish Genealogy and Family History, 
3.  
103 Ibid, 4.  
104 Ibid, 10-11.  
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holy texts, young students working on their term papers, and scholars sorting through 

archival documents.105 He felt an awareness of his own ethnic distinctiveness and cultural 

heritage through an imagined connection to the village of Dobromil that was shaped by 

his lived experiences in New York, the city in which his act of imagining took place and 

that had always been his home.106  

When he looked at the photograph, Kurzweil caught a glimpse of a “world [he] 

often longed for but knew [he’d] never find,” a world that had been brutally destroyed.107 

He found his way back to Dobromil indirectly, through the visual contours of the 

photograph. Reemerging into the present to find himself, once again, in the New York 

Public Library, he felt a resonance with the scholars and students around him and a sense 

of connection to a Jewish community that he had never before felt a part of. The break he 

experienced through the photographs in the book, rather than immobilizing him, carried 

him forward: it deepened his awareness of where he came from, brought him closer to 

finding “his own way, his own Jewishness,” and animated his decision to make his search 

for his spiritual and cultural roots central to his life’s work. 108  

As part of his project to understand his cultural ancestry and manifest his ethnic 

and religious identity as vital, and only recently discovered, parts of himself, Kurzweil 

engaged in extensive genealogical research and began to uncover the past he now knew 

                                                
105 van Alphen, "Imagined Homelands: Re-Mapping Cultural Identities," 66-67. 
106 I am indebted here to Ernst Van Alphen’s discussion of immigrant identity as defined an identification 
with the place of origin as mediated by an engagement with the current home. For more on this, see his 
essay “Imagined Homelands,” 53. 
107 Ibid, 6.  
108 Ibid, 19.  
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he had.109 Believing that other descendants of immigrants—like him, “the results of 

decisions made my [their] ancestors…of risks, of struggles of hardships, of celebrations, 

of faith”— had similar journeys of self-discovery to make, he began to circulate writings 

about his emergent understanding of his own past.110  He recounted his experiences in 

regular contributions to The Jewish Week and in his books The Kurzweil Family History 

and Genealogy (1976) and From Generation to Generation—a widely-read study that 

paired firsthand narrative with guidelines for conducting research on family history.111 

Increasingly thirsty for religious wisdom, he also became a dedicated practitioner of 

Judaism during these years and developed life-altering relationships with the important 

Jewish thinkers Elie Weisel and Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz.  

In collaboration with writer, editor, and activist Sharon Strassfeld, Kurzweil also 

began work on the project at the center of this study: an amateur photography contest 

organized around Jewish themes and the resultant 1978 anthology Behold a Great Image: 

The Contemporary Jewish Experience in Photographs.112 As Kurzweil and Strassfeld 

point out in their editor’s preface, the anthology was designed to bolster the careers of 

                                                
109 Arthur Kurzweil, interview by Tara Kohn, August 26, 2010.  
110 Arthur Kurzweil, "The Kurzweil Family History and Genealogy,"  (New York: 1976), 5.  
111 In addition to his books, Kurzweil published a number of important articles during the early years of his 
career, including “Past Shock: How One Man Took a Journey into the Past and Discovered…Himself” (LI 
Newsday’s Magazine for Long Island, September 19, 1976, 10-13), and “Digging Up Jewish Roots” 
(Rutger’s Jewish Review, December, 1977, 20-21).  
112 In a poster intended to publicize the project and solicit submissions, Kurzweil and Strassfeld, who 
agreed early in the planning stages to take on leadership roles and to administer the contest, outlined the 
entry rules. Their hand-written text, contained by designer Maris Engel’s line-drawing of a photographer 
bent over an old-fashioned folding camera and using a prayer shawl to block out excess light, lists the 
regulations as follows: 1) the photographs should reflect “aspects of the contemporary Jewish experience,” 
2) the contest was open to amateur photographers only, 3) each participant could submit up to ten 
previously unpublished photographs, and 4) entries could be made up of either unrelated images or 
sequences of thematically linked photographs. See “Strassfield and Kurzweil, "Editors' Preface," 7. 
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aspiring Jewish photographers and make previously hidden artistic talents visible to the 

public. However, in the competition and corresponding photographic book—a record of 

the “best entries,” the most exemplary artistic visions of Jewish life—they succeeded in 

doing more than that.113 They created a space for collaborators, contributors, and viewers 

to engage with photographic images in much the same way that Kurzweil did when he 

opened the Dobromil memorial book in the reading room of the New York Public 

Library. Behold a Great Image, as I argue in this chapter, offers readers not only “a way 

to go back,” but also “a way to go forward.” To borrow Kurzweil’s language from an 

article he contributed to one of Strassfeld’s other publications, the pages in the book carry 

with them traces of the Jewish past that allow audiences to begin to uncover who “[they] 

were” in order to understand “who [they] are and who [they] want to be.”114 

During the years that Kurzweil was gradually finding his way into a deeply 

observant life and recovering his familial history, Strassfeld, raised in a close-knit 

Orthodox family in Providence, Rhode Island, was searching for a way to reconcile her 

religious upbringing with her increasingly feminist and egalitarian politics. 115 On their 

intersecting journeys toward self-revelation, they began to collaborate on the hugely 

influential Jewish Catalog, a three-volume series that grew to be the Jewish Publication 

                                                
113 Sharon Strassfield and Arthur Kurzweil, eds., Behold a Great Image: The Contemporary Jewish 
Experience in Photographs (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of America, 1978), 6.  
114 Arthur Kurzweil, "Geneaology," in The Third Jewish Catalog: Creating Community, ed. Michael 
Strassfeld and Sharon Strassfeld (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of America, 1980), 186.  
115 Sharon Strassfeld, Everything I Know: Basic Life Rules from a Jewish Mother (New York: Scribner, 
1998), 56. Strassfeld recalls that although she was initially anxious about revealing to her grandfather that 
she had strayed from the Orthodox practice she grew up with as a result of her shifting social and political 
concerns, he remained to her a dedicated and generous religious teacher to her throughout his life (56). See 
her book Everything I Know: Basic Rules From a Jewish Mother. (New York: Scribner, 1998), 47. 
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Society’s second best seller—ranked just after the Bible.116 Co-edited by Strassfeld and 

featuring contributions by Kurzweil, the project was modeled after the popular Whole 

Earth Catalog, and began as a guidebook for a do-it-yourself, collective, and socially-

conscious brand of Judaic practice and Jewish cultural expression.117 A few years later, 

Strassfeld and Kurzweil both became dedicated members of the Derech Reut Tzedakah 

Collective, a counter-cultural spiritual fellowship that took shape around an engagement 

with social justice and a dedication to charitable causes. Kurzweil and Strassfeld began to 

develop Behold a Great Image in this context, with the other group affiliates who shared 

with them an interest in reviving ancient Judaic models of togetherness and finding 

meaningful ways to live Jewishly. 118 Their project began as an experiment in how 

alternative forms of giving back, “less tangible, perhaps, but no less important” than the 

more conventional practices of offering fiscal donations to those in need, could to support 

underfunded artists and endorse the flourishing of Jewish creativity.119 Even as the 

                                                
116 Marc Silver, "The People Behind the Jewish Catalog," Baltimore Jewish Times, September 22 1978, 62. 
See also George Savran and Richard Siegel, "The Jewish Whole Earth Catalog: Theory and Development" 
(Brandeis University, 1972). Although Response and other student magazines occasionally published 
articles on the havuah movement, it remained largely invisible in the Jewish mainstream until the first 
volume of the widely-circulated Jewish Catalog series in 1973.  
117Ibid, 63. The Whole Earth Catalog, published regularly by Stewart Brand between 1968 and 1972 and 
sporadically until 1992, was an important countercultural reference guide and sourcebook for communal, 
natural living. 
118 Michael Strassfeld et al., "Communities," in The Jewish Catalog: A Do-It-Yourself Kit, ed. Michael 
Strassfeld, Sharon Strassfeld, and Richard Siegel (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of 
America, 1973), 283. And Michael Strassfeld and Sharon Strassfeld, "Tzedakah Collectives," in The Third 
Jewish Catalog: Creating Community, ed. Michael Strassfeld and Sharon Strassfeld (Philadelphia: The 
Jewish Publication Society of America, 1980), 32. Michael Berenbaum, who was then finishing his 
doctoral work at Florida State University and teaching a course that was part of Kurzweil’s curriculum, 
introduced the two, and Kurzweil went on to contribute essays to all three installments of Strassfeld’s 
publication. Arthur Kurzweil, interview by Tara Kohn, August 26, 2010. 
119 Strassfield and Kurzweil, "Editors' Preface," 6. The project, however, did encompass some forms of 
financial giving: the award winning photographers received modest cash projects, and the book was 
designed as a self-sustaining source of income for future charitable work. Strassfeld and Kurzweil continue 
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project was taking shape, however, the cohesiveness of the collective began to break 

down, and many participants, questioning whether or not funding for the arts should be a 

priority given what they believed to be the more pressing issues of social upheaval, 

suffering, and survival, eventually abandoned the cause. In the end, it was without the 

guidance or support of their former partners in prayer and in philanthropy that Kurzweil 

and Strassfeld publicized the competition, collected the photographic submissions that 

poured in, and assembled the anthology.120 

In bringing together the images they collected from across the country and 

binding them together in the pages of Behold a Great Image—positioning them side-by-

side, sometimes overlapping, but never occluding or superseding one another—Strassfeld 

and Kurzweil made visible an ideal of togetherness that the Derech Reut Tzedakah 

Collective imagined, but could not, in practice, uphold. Members of the group, longing to 

find room for both individual expression and cohesiveness, were ultimately unable to 

carve out a space for difference and diversity within their ideal of like-mindedness, to 

balance their conflicting drives for diversity and for similarity. Teetering on the edge 

between the personal and the communal, the collective that began the project was not 

only “always being built,” but also always breaking apart.121 It began to fracture as soon 

as it was pieced together, to disintegrate as soon as it was assembled. Their photographic 

anthology Behold a Great Image, however, hit bookstores in 1978, and continued to live, 

                                                                                                                                            
to donate the proceeds they make on book sales to mutually agreed-upon social and political causes. See 
Strassfield and Kurzweil, "Editors' Preface," 6. And Arthur Kurzweil, interview by Tara Kohn, August 26, 
2010.   
120 Arthur Kurzweil, interview by Tara Kohn, 26 August 2010.  
121 Strassfeld et al., "Communities," 284.  
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in print, long after the collective unraveled. Emerging out of the collapsing circle, it 

filtered into a wider Jewish community and resonated in unexpected and often 

untraceable ways, creating “the kind of public,” to quote scholar Michael Warner, made 

up not only of friends and collaborators, but also of strangers near and far—the kind of 

public “that comes into being only in relation to texts and their circulation.”122  

The public that began to take shape as Behold a Great Image branched out and 

extended its reach became an elusive, shifting, and ever-evolving community of viewers 

bound, in Kurzweil’s words, by a shared “need for revival, for renewal, for a 

reconnection.”123 Visually and structurally, the anthology even echoes a widely-known 

photographic book designed to foster a similar sense of fellowship: the catalogue for 

Edward Steichen’s 1955 exhibition The Family of Man (figure 15). Featuring 

photographs by the Russian-born photographer Roman Vishniac, who also served as a 

judge for the photography contest that yielded Behold a Great Image, the catalogue was 

continuously in print since it first appeared, and it was the first photographic book that 

Kurzweil ever studied closely. In fact, as part of an assignment for a creative writing 

class he took in school, he wrote a short story inspired by a single image reproduced in 

the pages of Steichen’s book—a photograph of two children fighting over a teddy bear by 

W. Eugene Smith (figure 16). Part of Kurzweil’s library ever since, The Family of Man 

                                                
122 Warner defines a public, in one sense, as a social entity organized around the circulation of visual, 
audio, or written texts and the web of citational references that surround them. Different from a group, 
audience, or crowd, publics take shape “in excess of its known existence” because texts can be read and 
used at different times in different places by otherwise unconnected viewers. See  Michael Warner, Publics 
and Counterpublics (New York: Zone Books, 2002), 66, 16, 67-74.  
123 Arthur Kurzweil and Miriam Weiner, eds., The Encyclopedia of Jewish Genealogy, vol. I (Northvale, 
New Jersey amd London: Jason Aronson, Inc., 1991), xix.  
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was the photographic anthology with which he was most familiar when he began to work 

on Behold a Great Image.124 He was not, however, thinking consciously of the 1955 

volume during his collaboration with Strassfeld or aware of the ways in which it 

influenced his editorial decisions.125 The formal and ideological similarities between The 

Family of Man and Behold a Great Image, then, are elusive, but nevertheless salient. 

They reveal not a calculated attempt on Kurzweil’s part to pay homage to an anthology 

that had been important to him in the past, not a direct line of influence, but rather 

flickers of familiarity that, based on his previous visual encounters, permeated 

unconsciously, and perhaps coincidentally, into his work.  

Although Kurzweil was largely unaware of the connective threads between The 

Family of Man and his own anthology, it is likely that their designer, Adrianne 

Onderdonk Dudden, was quite deliberate in her choice to use Steichen’s catalogue as a 

model for the page layouts she developed for Behold a Great Image. Involved in the final 

stages of the project, she handled the formatting decisions before the anthology went to 

press, selecting the number of images that would fit on each page, the scale of each 

reproduction, and the placement of quotations and captions.126 It is in these structural 

details that the resonances between Behold a Great Image and The Family of Man are 

most apparent. Both the anthology and the catalogue contain large-scale photographs 

framed by smaller reproductions, often arranged asymmetrically across the pages and 

interspersed with excerpts from carefully-selected texts. Divided by borders of various 

                                                
124 Arthur Kurzweil, interview by Tara Kohn, 26 August, 2010.  
125 Ibid.  
126 Ibid. 
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widths, the images are printed, in many cases, without margins; they bleed into the 

corners and edges of both books and over the blank spaces between facing pages (figure 

17). 

In addition to the parallels in formatting and structure, there are also similarities in 

the overarching narratives that emerge in Behold a Great Image and The Family of Man 

through the sequencing and grouping of images. Steichen, and later Strassfeld and 

Kurzweil, pulled thematic threads out of the entries they received in response to their 

open calls for photographic submissions and wove them together to form the contours of 

their respective books.127  Out of his efforts to make visible an “essential oneness of 

mankind throughout the world,” to “stress…alikeness” over diversity, Steichen organized 

the photographs in his exhibition and corresponding catalogue around what he refers to in 

his introduction as “universal” life events: cycles of love and birth, learning and growing, 

death and mourning.128 The Family of Man, according to scholar Eric J. Sandeen, hinges 

around the curator’s deliberate choice to develop a “rhetoric of unity” that would begin to 

mend the ruptures of recent cultural trauma and undercut the fear of impending nuclear 

war by reminding viewers across the globe of the lines of connection that draw them 

together.129 In his 2005 study Photography and Community in the Twentieth Century, 

Louis Kaplan adds that through The Family of Man, Steichen expressed a utopian vision, 

                                                
127 Although Steichen, unlike Kurzweil and Strassfeld, collected proposals from professional artists in 
addition to amateurs and hobbyists, he considered each entrant’s reputation secondarily, only after he had 
pieced together the exhibition and made his final decisions for inclusion. For further discussion, see 
Sandeen, Picturing an Exhibition: The Family of Man and 1950s America, 42.  
128 Edward Steichen, “Introduction,” in The Family of Man (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 
1955), n.p.  
129 Sandeen, Picturing an Exhibition: The Family of Man and 1950s America, 2.  
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an underlying mythic sameness that binds an all-inclusive, imagined “human 

collective.”130 Behold a Great Image, too, centers on a kind of pictorial repetition, a 

visual language of similarity, but instead of shaping a fantasy of human togetherness like 

The Family of Man, it fosters a sense of ethnic pride and solidarity around the notion of a 

collective “Jewish experience.” 

In selecting the phrase “Jewish experience” as part of the subtitle for Behold a 

Great Image, Strassfeld and Kurzweil signaled an interest in framing a shared past 

around which to form a sense of collective identity. They drew upon notions that were 

circulating more broadly in art world discussions at the time—particularly among art 

writers and curators struggling with questions about how to visualize Jewishness. In the 

catalogue essay for his 1975 exhibition From Chagall to Kitak: Jewish Experience in the 

20th Century, held at the Jewish Museum in New York, for example, art historian Avram 

Kampf argues that the expansive, diverse collections of works by American Jewish 

artists—often defying attempts to define the parameters of “Jewish art”—are 

interconnected in that they are rooted in shared histories and emerge out of a 

“collective…Jewish experience.” In his definition, “experience” is a “continuous process 

of the living organism interacting with all aspects of the world in which it lives:” 

                                                
130 Louis Kaplan, "Photo Globe: The Family of Man and the Rhetoric of Photography," in American 
Exposures: Photography and Community in the Twentieth Century (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2005), 59-60. Steichen’s The Family of Man has long garnered criticism for emphasizing similarity 
over cultural difference and diversity, erasing the particular historical context of each image, and its 
saccharine emotionality—most famously in writings by Roland Barthes, Edmundo Desnoes, Alan Sekula, 
and John Tagg. Susan Sontag and Marianne Hirsch have offered more sympathetic readings of the 
exhibition, celebrating Steichen’s efforts to unite an international community in the wake of catastrophe in 
spite of the limitations of his project. See Hirsch, Family Frames: Photography, Narrative, and 
Postmemory, 48-77 and Susan Sontag, On Photography, (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1973), 34.   
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Experience means observing, encountering, and undergoing. It is feeling, sensing, 
thinking and remembering. It means enduring situations and conditions, it means 
changing. When we may encounter and undergo similar conditions we may talk 
about shared or collective experiences, even though each person reacts in his own 
way to a common situation. As one scans the twentieth-century landscape of art 
one discerns salient features of the Jewish collective experience, which are only 
too familiar to those who have been alive in this century.131 
 

These “salient features” of the Jewish experience, for Kampf, are the migration from the 

tightly-bound shtetlach of Eastern Europe to the “strange atomized world” of the west, 

the ensuing collision of cultures, and the struggle for survival in an unfamiliar land.132 

Jewish artists, he suggests, remember the world they left behind while “feeling and 

sensing” their way into “new beginnings, new landscapes, new cities.”133 It is this 

conflicting desire to adapt to new environments and to maintain a sense of cultural 

particularity, this notion of Jewish experience, that according to Kampf, “produces 

friction and fissures in the individual and the collective, stirs emotions and ideas, and 

leaves the traces” in the work of Jewish artists.134 

 Reflecting on similar questions in her catalogue for the 1982 exhibition Jewish 

Themes/Contemporary American Artists—six years after she had worked, alongside 

Vishniac, as a judge for the photography contest that evolved into Behold a Great 

Image—curator Susan T. Goodman notes that while many of the Jewish artists who 

reached maturity during the 1970s looked back to their cultural heritage for inspiration, 

                                                
131 Avram Kampf, Jewish Experience in the Art of the Twentieth Century (S. Hadley, MA: Bergin & 
Garvey, 1984), 9-10.  
132 Ibid, 10.  
133 Ibid.  
134 Ibid. 
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their work, collectively, does not point to any clear definition of “Jewish art.”135 Rather, 

she argues, their wide-ranging practices “testify to the variety of Jewish experience,” both 

revealing both “special conditions, traditions, and emotions that have delineated Jewish 

life and history” and current cultural trends—in particular, the impulse to reclaim and 

celebrate ethnic, cultural, and spiritual distinctiveness after decades of assimilation.136 

In interweaving photographs in the pages of Behold a Great Image, Strassfeld and 

Kurzweil crafted a vision of the Jewish experience that reflects the ideas put forth by 

curators like Kampf and Goodman. The Jewish experience that surfaces in Behold a 

Great Image takes shape around recurring themes of ritual and tradition, trauma and 

recovery, work and celebration—around shared events and histories that point toward an 

“essential oneness” in order to foster a sense of cultural solidarity. “To be a Jew is to be 

aware of one’s past,” as Kurzweil argued thirteen years after the book first went into 

circulation. In the wake of Europe’s violent history and widespread acculturation and 

integration in the United States, he continues, “[w]e feel a deep responsibility not only to 

preserve the past, but to participate in its rejuvenation and become a part of its future.” 137  

Merging pieces of history into the present, Behold a Great Image does just that: it 

cultivates ethnic particularity and social change by visually intertwining “very old ideas” 

and images of contemporary Jewish life, allowing viewers to move forward with a deeper 
                                                
135 Goodman is referring here specifically to the artists represented in the exhibition, held at the Jewish 
Museum, New York from June 2 through September 12, 1982: Edith Altman, Harvey Breverman, Maxi 
Cohen, Alain Gavin, Alain Kirili, R.B. Kitaj, Vera Klement, Komar and Melamid, Robert Natkin, Irving 
Petlin, Milo Reice, Susan Schwalb, Ernest Shaw, Laura Shechter, Jenny Snider, Mindy Weisel, and Jerome 
Witkin. 
136 Susan Tumarkin Goodman, Jewish Themes/Contemporary American Artists (New York: The Jewish 
Museum, 1982), 5.  
137 Kurzweil and Weiner, eds., The Encyclopedia of Jewish Genealogy, xix. 
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sense of self. “[I]t is in this sense,” to borrow the words of their colleague Bill Novak, 

“that [it was] most radical.”138 Like Steichen’s catalogue, in Sandeen’s reading of it, 

Strassfeld’s and Kurzweil’s anthology collapses difference and “burrow[s] to a more 

literally radical level where…people could be affected at their roots.”139  

Beginning as the shared vision of a group of young Jewish activists who 

celebrated their cultural distinctiveness by reviving time-honored forms of gathering and 

giving together, Behold a Great Image developed into a project that was radical in two 

seemingly contradictory senses of the word: ‘root’ and ‘reform.’ It both visualized a 

return to cultural roots, an uncovering of familial and cultural memory, and worked to get 

to “the roots of problems in society” and spur social change by cultivating religious 

solidarity and ethnic pride. The anthology opened up a space for participants and early 

viewers to “come out of the closets and into the streets,” to embrace their Jewishness and 

make it visible, to remember and reflect, to come together.140 

FRAGMENTS 
…let this glass be the last broken thing in the world. From now on let 
there be no more breaking hearts, no more breaking spirits, no more 
unsaid prayers. 

-Shlomo Carlebach141 
 

  We’ll mend together. That’s what we’ll do; we’ll mend. 
-Tony Kushner142 

                                                
138 Novak, "The Making of a Jewish Counter-Culture," 146.  
139 Sandeen, Picturing an Exhibition: The Family of Man and 1950s America, 53. 
140 Marc Silver, "The People Behind the Jewish Catalog," Baltimore Jewish Times, September 22 1978, 61. 
141 Rabbi Dr. Naphtali H. Carlebach, The Carlebach Tradition: The History of My Family (New York: The 
Joseph Carlebach Memorial Foundation, 1973), 97.  
142 Tony Kushner, Angels in America: A Gay Fantasia on National Themes (New York: Theater 
Communications Group, 1995), 109. 
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I.  Bea Stadtler’s 1976 photograph Reconstructing the Past, an elderly archaeologist 

pieces ceramic shards back together to re-shape what was once a vessel (see figure 6). 

Focusing closely on his delicate task, he tilts his weight forward. The angle of his spine 

creates a diagonal line across the right half of the picture plane, mirroring the lines of the 

fragile, unfinished pot that seems to lean, just slightly, toward the wall at left edge of the 

image. His long white coat, neatly pressed at the collar and creased along the length of 

his arms, spills over his workbench and creates a deep triangular fold at the edge of his 

leg that repeats the negative spaces between the supports of the sand-filled wheelbarrow 

before him of him. The archeologist patiently attempts to recreate a seamless whole by 

lining up the fractured edges of each fragment, but his work reveals the cracks between 

each disparate piece, the veins and scars—traces of the break. The walls behind him, like 

the shards of hardened, weathered clay along the surface of the vessel that meet, but do 

not quite match, are notably incongruous along the seam at the corner of the room. Bound 

together with mortar, the large, rough blocks of stone that build up the left side of the 

picture plane look older than those in the background, as if the room itself was 

constructed in segments, in phases divided by time. Behind the archaeologist’s back, and 

occluded from our view, there is a break in what at first glance appears to be a long, 

horizontally-oriented shelf scattered with shards. It is, in fact, built in two distinct parts: 

the first a single piece of plywood and the second a wider, sturdier shelf placed slightly 

lower on the wall, at the height of the man’s mid-back, and extending to the right edge of 
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the picture plane. Echoing the vessel in the center of the image, then, the pictorial space 

itself never entirely coheres. It is fractured. 

Likely one of several scenes that the Cleveland-based photographer framed while 

traveling in Israel, Reconstructing the Past was reprinted among images of tailors, 

carpenters, and shoemakers in the section of Behold a Great Image entitled “Trade” 

(figure 18).143 Centering on the curving form of an unfinished vessel, the image is 

carefully composed to evoke a circular pattern of looking. The negative spaces inside the 

delicate handle and between the archeologist’s right thumb and the jagged, incomplete 

edge beneath the lip of the vase point up toward the fragments on the shelves behind him. 

These suggested lines draw the viewer’s eye next to his face, in profile, down the arc of 

his shoulder, across his left hand resting on his knee, down the contours of his fingertips 

and back toward the edge of the wheelbarrow—the handle of which, built out of a hollow 

metal tube, extends to the left edge of the page it is printed on in Behold a Great Image. 

Guiding our attention to the borders of the image, the metal handle encourages us to flip 

the page backward, toward the pages that come before, toward the front cover, toward 

theologin and author Arthur A. Cohen’s essay at beginning of the book. 

 

II.   “The photographic images before us exist in five-fold removal from the flow of 

the real,” writes Cohen in his contribution to Behold a Great Image. The photographer, 

                                                
143 My contention that Stadtler took her image Reconstructing the Past in Israel comes from a conversation 
I had with Steven Feldman, currently the Book Publications Officer at the United States Holocaust 
Memorial Museum. His reading of the image, based on his experience as a former editor for archaeological 
journals, is supported by the fact that Stadtler identified several other photographs that she submitted to the 
Behold a Great Image project as Israeli scenes.  
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he continues, “lays over the flow an eye of perception,” catching an instant in “a squint 

and in the image, traced upon a rectangle of paper…sequestered from light until removed 

and bathed.”144 The photographs in Strassfeld’s and Kurzweil’s anthology, like all 

mechanically-produced images, are, for Cohen, made by five interconnected layers of 

distancing: artists begin by wading into “the river of the real,” using “light that swathes it; 

the box that focuses it, the eye that frames it; the brain that shapes the will to see and 

forms the decision to make the image” to cut and fix a still moment in an endless, 

ceaseless current of time.145 Interestingly, in the context of Behold a Great Image, it is 

Cohen’s essay itself that takes on the very qualities he attributes to the photographic 

image. Laid out across a page of the anthology beneath a reproduction of Maris Engel’s 

announcement for the photography contest that inspired the images that follow it, 

Cohen’s essay is, in many ways, removed from the very project it represents.146 It is a 

break in the flow of the book (figure 19). 

Mentioning the Behold a Great Image project only tangentially, Cohen’s essay 

“Introduction/Sight, Images, Photographs” explores, primarily, the intrinsic qualities of 

the photographic medium. It is only toward the end of his text that he makes specific 

reference to Strassfeld’s and Kurzweil’s book, describing it as “a grammarians syntax of 

Jewish life” that emerged as a reflection of the “many eyes” that framed, captured, and 

                                                
144 Cohen, "Introduction/Sight, Images, Photographs," 7. 
145 Ibid.  
146 The poster intended to publicize the Behold a Great Image contest and solicit submissions, reprinted in 
the resultant anthology, centers on a line line-drawing of a photographer bent over an old-fashioned folding 
camera and using a prayer shawl to block out excess light.  
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pulled scenes out of the endlessly pulsing vein of reality.147 He argues that the 

photographic book more broadly—never merely a collection of discrete images, but 

rather an intertwined, interdependent sequence—reveals the “skin and texture of reality” 

in all its complexities by connecting multiple viewpoints into a cohesive vision.148 

Suggesting that the photographs bound in a book (and, by implication, the texts that 

frame them) are never distinct and separate, he notes that they are rather inextricably 

connected.149 Cohen himself, however, had minimal involvement in the production of the 

anthology, and his own words are markedly tangential to the project. Indeed, he never 

once met with Strassfeld or Kurzweil to discuss their overarching vision for the book, and 

he may not have even seen the collection of photographs he describes in sparse, often 

unspecific, language in his introductory essay.150 Conceived on the periphery of the 

bookmaking project, “Introduction/Sight, Images, Photographs” took shape as an 

addendum—one commissioned not by the editors, but rather, as a marketing strategy, by 

the staff of the Jewish Publication Society. 

The disconnect between Cohen’s essay and the Behold a Great Image project is 

made most immediately visible in the rhetorical disjuncture between “Introduction/Sight, 

Images, Photographs” and the preface that Kurzweil and Strassfeld co-authored and 

printed on the facing page (figure 20). In contrast to the editors’ uplifting and idealistic 

language, their stated aim to “enrich the spirit of the community of as a whole” by 

                                                
147 Cohen, "Introduction/Sight, Images, Photographs," 8-9.  
148 Ibid, 8.  
149 Ibid.  
150 Arthur Kurzweil, interview by Tara Kohn, 26 August, 2010.  
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“draw[ing] out (and draw[ing] in hitherto unknown Jewish talents,” Cohen’s text is 

loaded with dark metaphors and brutal images of loss and anguish.151 For Kurzweil and 

Strassfeld, the anthology was “an exhilarating experience,” “an opportunity to share in 

the creativity of its true creators, the photographers from far and wide who sought to 

capture one or another facet of the variegated Jewish experience of our day.”152 It was for 

Cohen, however, an example of the interconnectedness between the instant that the 

shutter clicks and the “catastrophe and tragedy” of lived experience.153 Suggesting an 

inherent violence in the image-making process that mirrors the pain of existence, Cohen 

argues that the camera “seize[s]” its subject “at a particular instant, obliging it to stand 

still before its end, before it falls (bomb or body), hits (bullet or punch), or before it 

comes to earth and settles into the various attitudes of crumpling and dying.”154 What 

Strassfeld and Kurzweil describe as a grassroots, community-based celebration of Jewish 

distinctiveness and cultural solidarity, Cohen characterizes as a moment frozen in an 

unending torrent of pain and suffering.155 

                                                
151 Strassfield and Kurzweil, "Editors' Preface," 6.  
152 Ibid. 
153 Cohen, "Introduction/Sight, Images, Photographs," 8. 
154 Ibid.  
155 The impulse to discuss photography as a form of violence or death is one that Cohen shares with a 
number of important theorists. Roland Barthes, for example, suggests that the photographic image is always 
a record of something that has been, a trace of a moment that will end and a subject who will die or who 
haa already perished, and, in that sense, a “catastrophe.” See Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on 
Photography, 96. Building on Barthes’ discussion, Marianne Hirsch argues that photographs function on 
one level as “ghostly revenant[s]” of the past, often providing the most direct link between the memory of 
one generation and the postmemory of the next. See Hirsch, "Marked by Memory: Feminist Reflections on 
Trauma and Transmission," 81 and “The Generation of Postmemory,” 107-108, 115. Similarly, Susan 
Sontag, in her exploration of Roman Vishniac’s images of Polish Jews—circulated, significantly, in The 
Vanished World—that our understanding of photographs are “overwhelmingly affected by the knowledge 
of how soon these people will perish.” All photographs, she suggests, and especially those that anticipate 
histories of disaster, eventually become not merely records of lives, but also ghosts—allusions to death.   
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Although “Introduction/Sight, Images, Photographs” is many layers removed 

from Behold a Great Image, it is also deeply embedded within it—featured prominently, 

even, in its opening pages. Cohen’s essay, on one level a rupture, a break, in the current 

of Strassfeld’s and Kurzweil’s project, also plays a paradoxically central role in shaping 

the reader’s encounter with the sequence of images and texts that make up the book. Like 

“Introduction/Sight, Images, Photographs,” Suellen Snyder’s grand-prize winning image 

of an abandoned religious center on the Lower East Side, serving as the visual anchor of 

the book, for example, displays decay and sorrow, traces of loss. Sunlight filters into the 

dark, dingy space she depicts in Zitomer Yeshiva, New York City, Stripped Interior, 

casting shadows over the uprooted floorboards, dust, and debris that cover the synagogue 

floor. The layers of white paint on the ceiling, flaking to reveal the plaster beneath, have 

gathered in chips in the pews that once seated practitioners as they prayed. The bench at 

the center is haphazardly tilted at a severe angle that cuts across the center of the 

photograph and the corner of the room, creating the right edge of a triangle that is 

completed visually by the pew in the foreground and the shadow of the railing along the 

stairway of the photograph printed along the bottom of the facing page (figure 21). 

Another photograph that Snyder submitted to the Behold a Great Image contest, this 

second, smaller image, Anshe Slonim, Norfolk Street, Oldest Synagogue in New York 

City, similarly depicts religious institution in a state of disrepair, in this case a faded 

wooden sign turned on its side and propped up against the entryway to the temple. The 

                                                                                                                                            
(See On Photography, 70). 
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images on the following two-page spread in the section of the book on “Synagogues” 

contain a collection of photographs that Snyder took on similar subjects: deserted, 

forsaken sacred homes along the streets of New York’s Lower East Side (figure 22).  

On the back cover of Behold a Great Image, however, Zitomer Yeshiva, New York 

City, Stripped Interior appears again, the second reproduction printed alongside Bill 

Aron’s second-place photograph New York Havurah School and Irving I. Herzberg’s 

Hannukkah Candles, the third place winner (figure 23). In this context Snyder’s 

photograph of the crumbling rubble of a once-important spiritual gathering place appears 

above and to the left of Aron’s image. His, a view of another, more vibrant, religious 

center, frames a group of school children circling their teacher as he gazes down at the 

unfurled scroll resting on the table before him. If Snyder’s photograph echoes the pathos 

embedded in Cohen’s essay, New York Havurah School stands in many ways as a visual 

counterpart to their editor’s preface. Aron’s photograph, in fact, pictures a communal 

effort to revive and transmit Jewish tradition to the younger generation within the very 

counter-cultural Jewish community that nurtured the initial stages of the Behold a Great 

Image project.156 The juxtaposition between the two photographs reveals the same 

interweaving of emotions, the same intermingling of celebration and mourning, that 

                                                
156 In 1973, the members of the New York Havurah, the Washington, D.C.-based spiritual collective 
Fabrangen, and the Boston Havurah began the tradition of meeting several times a year for weekend 
retreats to discuss this issue of tzedakah, the Judaic obligation to perform charity. During one such meeting 
at Weiss’ Farm in New Jersey in the spring of 1975, members from all three collectives broke off into small 
groups to pool their resources and discuss allocation priorities. One of these clusters became the Derech 
Reut Tzedakah Collective—the Judaic fellowship that initiated the Behold a Great Image project. See 
Michael Strassfeld and Sharon Strassfeld, "Tzedakah Collectives," in The Third Jewish Catalog: Creating 
Community, ed. Michael Strassfeld and Sharon Strassfeld (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of 
America, 1980)., 31. And Strassfield and Kurzweil, "Editors' Preface," 6. 
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emerge in the gap between Cohen’s “Introduction/Sight, Images, Photographs” and 

Strassfeld’s and Kurzweil’s opening essay—the same multifarious, even conflicting, 

visions of the Jewish past and present that are contained within the single frame of 

Reconstructing the Past. Read through the lens of Strassfeld’s and Kurzweil’s editor’s 

preface, the fragmented vessel at the center of Stadtler’s image becomes a sign of 

unearthed history and heritage, a marker of pride and a symbol of cultural renewal. In 

dialogue with Cohen’s written allusions to suffering, his themes of destruction and decay, 

in contrast, the same visual details emerge instead as a trace of pain and rupture, of 

irreparable “sorrows and sadnesses,” caught and frozen in the lens of Stadtler’s 

camera.157   

 

III.   “The box before the eye is not alone the history of a technique and process,” 

writes Cohen of the camera in his introduction to Behold a Great Image, “but a process 

and technique of history.”158 Selecting pieces out of the current of reality, he continues, 

the photographer arrests instants, moments, and preserves them.159 The making of an 

image, like the writing of history, he suggests, is never neutral and unbiased. Rather, 

inevitably, it involves a moment of judgment—a decision about what to include in the 

frame, on the page, and what to leave outside its bounds. It is a way, as he puts it, of 

                                                
157 Cohen, "Introduction/Sight, Images, Photographs," 9.  
158 Ibid, 7.  
159 Ibid.  
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“making an assertion about history,” of determining what will be remembered and what, 

inevitably, will fade away.160  

Just as the archaeologist in Stadtler’s photograph chooses pieces to complete his 

work and leaves others scattered along the shelves behind him, Kurzweil and Strassfeld 

assembled their book by placing visual fragments side-by-side, leaving out the pieces that 

did not fit in order to shape a cohesive, though inevitably incomplete, whole. In making 

selections from the submissions they received in response to their amateur photography 

competition, Kurzweil and Strassfeld added layers to the act of history-making that, to 

borrow from Cohen, the entrant photographers began at the instant each shot was 

snapped. Containing only 350 of the approximately 1,000 images they initially received 

in response to their amateur photography contest on Jewish themes, Behold a Great 

Image is at once a trace of the collection and the only enduring sign of the larger, now 

nonexistent, archive that took form in response to their call for entries.161 The book stands 

as a cross-section, and the surviving part, of what was once a much larger set of images 

that have since been split apart and dispersed—some returned to the artists, some taken 

and marked up by the publishers, others given away as gifts, and still more, perhaps, 

buried deep in storage and forgotten.162 Like the term “fragment” itself, which, as literary 

scholar Ian Balfour points out, connotes both a presence and an absence, Behold a Great 

Image is at once a tangible visual record of a recent Jewish past verging, for early 

                                                
160 Ibid. 
161 Strassfield and Kurzweil, "Editors' Preface," 6.  
162 Arthur Kurzweil, interview by Tara Kohn, 26 August, 2010. 
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viewers, on the present, and a sign of what was missing, of what was never 

photographed, of what was never selected for publication. 

Conspicuously present in their haunting near-absence are the photographs in 

Behold a Great Image that make direct and overt references to the catastrophic suffering 

of the Holocaust. The shortest section in the entire book, the four-page spread titled “The 

Holocaust,” reflects two layers of what Cohen refers to as history-shaping decisions 

(figure 24). The first, the countless photographs of monuments and memorials that were 

left untaken, excluded from the lenses of the many photographers who set out to find 

glimpses of the ‘contemporary Jewish experience.’ The second, the submissions that, like 

the shards left along the shelves behind the archaeologist in Reconstructing the Past and 

never incorporated into the vessel, were excluded from the pages of Behold a Great 

Image during the editing process.  

The history of catastrophe that the anthology writes—published at the height of 

America’s obsession with the catastrophe and disseminated into a public sphere that was 

increasingly saturated with images of destruction—if not idiosyncratic, is unusual for its 

time. Positioned between lengthy sections on “Jewish Weddings” and “Cemeteries,” 

“The Holocaust” both opens and closes with stark, ominous photographs by Canadian 

photographer Stephen Epstein (figure 25). In the first, The Gates of Hell, Auschwitz, a 

chain-link fence cuts across the surface of the picture plane, creating a barrier between 

the viewer and the railroad that once carried starving, skeletal victims of Nazi terror 

(figure 26). The second image, also taken at Auschwitz, depicts a row of empty barracks 

cloaked in ghostly shadows (figure 27). Between Epstein’s images are three other 
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photographs that frame Holocaust memorials in the United States, Israel, and Europe, 

respectively: Kenneth J. Hilfman’s depiction of the memorial at the Beth-El Cemetery in 

Paramus, New Jersey, near his hometown; Georgia photographer Harriet Leibowitz’s Yad 

Vashem, Jerusalem; an image of artificial hands, legs, and limbs tossed into a disordered 

pile at Maidenek by New York artist Sy Rubin (figures 28-30).  

Following historians Edward Linenthal, Raul Hillberg, and David Wyman, 

psychologist Henry Greenspan notes that the year 1978, when Behold a Great Image was 

first published, marked a particularly significant turning point in Holocaust memory and 

representation throughout the United States.163 In response to the evolving social and 

political concerns, the emerging interest in Jewish collective self-understanding, and a 

deepening cultural reverence for disaster and trauma, the active stigmatization and 

repression of Holocaust memory in this country gave way to a widespread cultural 

fascination with catastrophic suffering.164 The very same year, there was an explosion of 
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large-scale visual and cultural projects focusing on the mass murder of European Jews. 

NBC aired Gerald Green’s miniseries Holocaust, a popular television event that drew in 

an estimated 120 million viewers and opened up a floodgate of genocide-related 

Hollywood films.165 Jimmy Carter established the presidential commission that 

eventually oversaw the development of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 

in Washington, D.C., and scholars across the country began, many for the first time, to 

develop curricula and write books devoted to the atrocity.166 Kurzweil’s and Strassfeld’s 

anthology, however, does not include the “all too familiar pictures of martyred Jews in 

varying states of life and death” so common to the visual representations of the Holocaust 

that emerged in the era (and as Yehiel E. Poupko refers to them in his contribution to The 

Third Jewish Catalog).167 The five photographs that make up the Holocaust section of 

Behold a Great Image frame empty spaces, dark shadows, stone monuments, barbed-wire 

fences, and prosthetic limbs. These are not graphic, not violent, images. Rather, they 

picture frozen, inanimate objects and abandoned spaces loaded with the weight of past 
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suffering, instants arrested photographically out of what scholar James Young refers to as 

the ever-evolving “life of the monument over its seemingly frozen landscape.”168  

In his 1999 essay “America’s Holocaust: Memory and the Politics of Identity,” 

Young expresses the concern, shared by many scholars, that because of assimilative 

pressures in the United States, catastrophe has become an increasingly important way for 

minority groups to mark themselves as culturally distinct. Alongside the widespread 

popularization of Holocaust memory during the late-1970s, he notes, developed a 

tendency for American viewing publics to collapse the “whole of Jewish history” into a 

legacy of shattering and breaking.169 I suggest that the section devoted to the Holocaust in 

Behold a Great Image resists the trap that Young points to. Unlike many other 

Holocaust-related cultural projects that took shape during these years, Strassfeld’s and 

Kurzweil’s anthology frames catastrophic suffering as a part—and a notably concise part, 

at that—of the complex, multilayered celebration of Jewish ritual, remembrance, culture, 

and livelihood, it builds up in texts and photographs. Like the singular shard that the 

archaeologist in Stadtler’s photograph grips in his right hand and presses against the 

rough edges of the partially-repaired vessel before him, “The Holocaust” is but one of 

many pieces that shapes the contours of Behold a Great Image. The photographic 

references to the recent legacy suffering emerge in the anthology not as traces of a brutal 
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end, but rather as painful pieces of a past that underlie, but that do not define, evolving 

understandings of what it means to be Jewish in the present. 

The editors emphasize the connectedness between the agonizing ruptures in 

Jewish history and current efforts to rebuild and revive by printing a passage from the 

sacred texts at the top of the second page of the spread, just above Hilfman’s photograph 

of the Holocaust memorial in Paramus, New Jersey: “He who kills an innocent person is 

responsible for the blood of all the victim’s potential descendants, to the end of time” 

(figure 31)170 Significantly, this reference to future generations, to the heirs of 

catastrophe, resonates with much of Kurzweil’s own writing on the Holocaust from the 

period. In his genealogical research and associated publications, he discusses his efforts 

to understand himself as a product of history by uncovering the harrowing experiences of 

his ancestors. “For those of us who were far from those events or born after them,” he 

writes in The Kurzweil Family History and Genealogy, “we can see how strange our fate 

actually is.” 171 “We are the results” of random chance, of death and survival, of exile, he 

writes, struggling to come to terms with the rippling effects of destruction not merely on 

those directly in its path, but also on his own life and on his generation, divided from the 

catastrophe by time and distance.172   

For Kurzweil, it was the piercing absences he discovered in his research, the bare 

branches of his own family tree, that allowed him to see the Holocaust “not as someone 
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else’s moment in history,” but rather as “one of [his] moments, one of [his] tragic 

moments”—one of the moments that made him who he was.173 It is this vision of history, 

this notion that an awareness of absence can shape a sense of presence, a sense of self, 

that he aimed to reveal in the editorial choice he made with Strassfeld to frame the 

photographs of shadow-soaked barracks and barbed-wire fences with a textual reference 

to the “victim’s potential descendants.”  Like the archaeologist in Stadtler’s photograph, 

Kurzweil and Strassfeld, in organizing the section on the Holocaust, formed visual traces 

of history into a ghostly outline of a cataclysmic break that will never cohere or resolve. 

Piecing together photographic fragments, present-day allusions to the darkest corners of 

the Jewish past, they opened spaces for viewers to grapple with the problems of “Living 

After the Holocaust” (to borrow the title of Poupko’s essay), of living beyond the break 

and with irresolvable ruptures. Their project was not simply one of mourning and 

remembrance, of looking backward. Rather, it was designed to encourage viewers to find 

ways to reconnect with their ethnic distinctiveness by seeing, and feeling, the weight of 

loss and to integrate that painful history into the complex vision of contemporary Jewish 

life that takes shape around it. The history of destruction emerges as a single thread in the 

textured fabric of the book—a strand that opens a space for readers to recast the shattered 

pieces of a legacy of loss into raw materials for rebuilding. 
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IV.   The fractured surface Reconstructing the Past contains a wide range of textures: 

the rough edges of the stone masonry that line the left-hand side of the picture plane; the 

smooth, fragile surfaces of the fragmented shards; the wrinkles in the fabric of the coat 

that hangs off of the archaeologist’s shoulders. The soft grains of sand that brush up 

against the edges of the wheelbarrow, a protective layer that cradles the delicate, 

unfinished vessel as he carefully handles each broken piece, indicate that his is a project 

not only one of recovery and rebuilding, but also one of preservation. He works both to 

reconstruct the past in the present and to conserve it for pedestals and glass cases, for 

museum galleries, for impending viewers and future generations. This theme of 

preservation—of retracing and protecting fractured pieces of a painful Jewish past for 

viewers born long after—that Stadtler explores visually in her submission to the Behold a 

Great Image contest was an underlying concern that also shaped the work she did as an 

oral historian for the American Jewish Committee.  

Around the time that Stadtler made Reconstructing the Past, she began 

interviewing Cleveland-based Holocaust survivors for a large-scale oral history project 

that was realized out of a growing recognition of the importance of recording and 

preserving the “voices pleading to be heard” for researchers “now and in the future.”174 

The audio recordings and transcripts she produced, along with countless others, comprise 

the Holocaust Oral History Project of the William E. Wiener Oral History Library. 

Housed in the Dorot Jewish Division at the New York Public Library, the archive took 
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shape as part of a broad cultural impulse to write histories of the marginalized and 

underprivileged, to document the experiences of “ordinary” people who, as sociologist 

Anne Kessler Harris phrases it in her 1975 study Envelopes of Sound, often “could not 

record their own stories.”175 She goes on to argue that this method of documentation, 

deeply entwined with the social concerns and egalitarian ideals of the period, opened up a 

space for scholars to work outside the constraints of the institution and to write histories 

for those who had been “denied a sense of history.”176 The specific oral history project 

that Stadtler was involved with also emerged within the context of the growing interest in 

Holocaust history and memory during the 1970s—the same cultural fascination with 

trauma and victimization that underlies the visual allusions to the catastrophic past in 

Behold a Great Image. By listening, and by acting as witness, Stadtler encouraged the 

survivors she interviewed to break thirty years of relative silence, molded unheard 

memories into narrative sequences, and preserved long-buried histories of suffering as 

written and recorded documents.177  

Stadtler’s work for the American Jewish Committee reflects the Holocaust Oral 

History Project’s overarching objective not only to produce an archive of previously 

unrecorded first-hand accounts of Nazi terror, but also to delve into the ways in which 

traumatic memory continues to filter into the lives of survivors and those closest to them. 
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This is certainly a central concern in the interviews that she conducted, for example, with 

Polish refugee Sender Wajsman, his wife, Mindelle, and their three children between 

February 2 and August 11, 1975 (figure 32). In framing questions that reveal fissures and 

absences, silences, ruptures in the past that continue to haunt the present, Stadtler formed 

thematic threads that weave all five of the interviews she conducted with the Wajsmans 

together, making visible the unbridgeable experiential gaps and cracks that both divide 

and form unbreakable bonds between the family. Central to each transcript, and 

beginning in her discussion with Sender, is a discussion of his difficulty in sharing his 

dark past with the family he built after resettling in New York, and later, Cleveland: 

Q: …How do the children, your children respond to your…Do you ever, like sit 
down and the conversation comes up…I’m sure you don’t say “Okay, now let’s 
talk about my experiences,” but if the kids…have the kids ever asked you 
particularly? 
 
A: I don’t think they asked me and I don’t think they have to ask me because, first 
of all, they feel that this is a very touchy point. When I have to talk about it, 
sometimes I don’t sleep nights. Even if I don’t talk about it, I don’t sleep 
nights.178  

 

In this exchange, Stadtler encourages Wajsman to disclose the difficulty he has in 

opening up to his family about his painful story, his inability to share with them the 

suffering that ruptured his early life in Vilna. Out of his fear of waking dormant 

memories, of inciting nightmares, he was largely unable to convey to them the pain he 

felt when his mother and sister were taken by the Gestapo and transported out of the 
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ghetto on Yom Kippur in 1941. He could not express the guilt he endured when he 

discovered that they had already been murdered by the time of his failed attempt to bribe 

Nazi authorities for their safe return. There were silences surrounding the harrowing days 

he spent in hiding before a Polish neighbor turned him over to the Lithuanian police, the 

three days and three nights he was tortured after he tried to flee, and the moment his 

brother was shot and killed right in front of him. He never fully divulged to his wife and 

children the sorrow that weighed him down when he learned that his father hung himself 

or the rush of fear that shivered through Sender’s spine the many times he thought he, 

himself, was about to die.179  

Like many survivors, especially in the years between the Holocaust and the 

emergence of large-scale oral history projects in the 1970s, Sender Wajsman was often 

unable to find the words to describe what Greenspan calls “horrors for which there are no 

words.”180 However, as Stadtler reveals in her interviews, his wife and children felt the 

weight and rippling effects of his unspoken pain in different ways. Mindelle Wajsman, 

who was born and raised in the Bronx in a Yiddish-speaking household, noted in her 

discussion with Stadtler that her husband’s past was never “the sort of thing where you 

sat down and said, ‘Now we are going to talk. Now you are going to hear.’” It was never 

an experience that she asked him about, but rather the “sort of thing that as a situation 
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arose, as a condition arose…it was brought out, it was discussed, it was talked about.”181 

Their oldest son Itzik, who was twenty-one years old at the time that he met with Stadtler 

to talk about his father’s experiences, similarly noted that he felt anxiety about asking 

Sender to remember and relate the traumas he endured, and that they consequently 

remained largely mysterious to him:  

I didn’t want to ask about it because I…from whatever knowledge I had of the 
general situation, I imagined that it would have been difficult to talk about and 
probably somewhat aggravating to talk about, so I never asked too many 
questions. And the answers, you know, were not brought out in general, I didn’t 
ask and I, for the most part, wasn’t told.182  

 

Like his mother and his brother Itzik, Sender and Mindelle Wajsman’s youngest son 

Label, who was a fifteen-year-old high school student at the time of the interview, 

struggled to understand the suffering Sender endured without asking his father about it 

directly. In response to Stadtler’s prompt “did you ask questions when you were small 

and were they answered?,” and her more leading question “weren’t you curious about 

what happened to your dad?,” Label recounted that although he wondered about his 

father’s experience during the Holocaust, he never pressed Sender to answer questions.183 

 Mindelle and Sender’s only daughter, Eudyce, who had initially refused the 

American Jewish Committee’s request for an interview, decided to meet with Stadtler to 
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document her experiences as a second-generation Holocaust survivor five months after 

the rest of her family had already given their testimonies. She noted toward the end of her 

interview that she felt compelled to add her voice to the record largely in response to the 

transcripts that took shape out of those earlier conversations—she felt strongly and 

deeply about issues that her brothers had skimmed over in their testimonies. She was the 

first child born to a father who, shattered by his catastrophic, and all too recent, 

experiences in Nazi-occupied Europe, “didn’t want children” because he could not bear 

the possibility, however distant, of ever seeing them “killed or hurt or taken.”184 As the 

daughter that Sender was not sure he could bring into a world filled with misery, Eudyce 

was shaped by the pain that her father lived with, but rarely discussed, in a very different 

way than either of her younger siblings. At twenty-four years old, she felt particularly 

enmeshed in his pain at the time of the interview. Indeed, in response to Stadtler’s 

question about the ways in which her father’s Holocaust experiences had seeped into her 

familial life, she said:  

I think I always just had strong feelings. It’s hard to describe exactly what those 
feelings were. I think when it hit me the hardest is maybe in the past five years 
because those five years I was the age that my father was when he was going 
through all of this, so that I think that when I was maybe in my—you know, the 
earlier years or my teen years…I was learning something...but I don’t think I felt 
as strong an identification until I was a little bit older, in my twenties already, and 
then I think my feelings were amazement that my father went through all this, and 
here I was the same age, and I thought, “Well, I guess you develop some kind of 
inner strength,” but at the moment my feeling was, I don’t know how I could ever 
go through something like that myself, you know, how did he ever survive?185  
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As she points out in this section of her testimony, Eudyce felt a chilling empathic 

connection to her father as she herself approached the age that Sender was during the 

years he lost his family in Europe, and, perhaps consequently, she was particularly 

sensitive to his recurrent bouts of suffering at the time she met with Stadtler. Like 

Mindelle, Itzik, and Label, she shared her fear of asking her father direct questions about 

his childhood or his life in the ghetto—her anxiety about planting “reminders into his 

head that would put him through…pain”—unless he himself broached the 

conversation.186 During an especially salient moment of her conversation with Eudyce, 

however, Stadler veered from her standard list of questions, revealing that Sender’s 

daughter was a careful observer of the wordless, subtle, unconscious, and almost 

imperceptible ways that he worked through his suffering: 

Q:  …Do survivors or their children, and I guess I can ask you this, although I 
didn’t ask the others, I don’t think, manifest any particular behavioral patterns: 
depressions, nightmares, fears of electricity or barbed wire, irrational outbursts of 
anger, refusal to accept authority? Are they frightened of violence or shooting, 
guilt, responsibility? 

 
A:    I know my father has had nightmares, and there have been several times that 
I’ve had nightmares where I’ve imagined something happening by Nazis to me 
or—and to my family. And I know that there are a few times when around Yom 
Kippur time, which is when my father’s mother and sister were taken away, that 
I’ve woken up because my father has woken up and has been gasping for air 
because of the nightmares. 

As far as other different kinds of behavioral patterns, I think for my father 
he wants so much for everything to be right, that he’s the kind of person, and I 
don’t know if it’s because of the background of the holocaust [sic] or if this is just 
his personality—he really likes to check out all of the angles first and preferably 
not make any mistakes. And I think he wants that for us, too. I think that there is a 
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different kind of protectiveness that he wants us to have—he doesn’t want us to 
go through pain and doesn’t want us to make mistakes. He wants things to go 
smoothly and right for us.187  

 

Eudyce, in this passage, revealed with remarkable insight that her father had difficulty in 

sharing his traumatic history not only because it “hurt so much” for him to remember, but 

also because it was just that—traumatic.188 Glimpses of his past came back to him in 

fragments, in flashes and ruptures that he could never—not even in the testimony he gave 

to Stadtler—integrate into a whole, complete, and seamless narrative. Remnants of the 

catastrophe filtered into his nightmares, his daily habits and behavioral patterns. They 

lived in his body and surfaced uncontrollably. They were underlying, sometimes latent, 

forces that continued to affect his familial relationships and to shape the way he raised his 

children.  

This section of the transcript from Stadtler’s interview with Eudyce is also 

significant in that it reveals the complexity of the role that Stadtler played as an oral 

historian. As she ventured away from her premeditated list of prompts, she stumbled over 

her words as she phrased her new question, wondering out loud whether it was an 

appropriate one to ask and implying that she was unsure of the kind of response it would 

evoke. There was a moment of hesitance in her statement “I guess I can ask you this, 

although I didn’t ask the others, I don’t think;” this point in the transcript and audio 

recording discloses the effort she made to find a way to phrase the question, to think 

through the decision she was making to take the interview in a different direction. She 
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articulates the second half of this question, however, with an urgency and fluency that is 

unusual in her interviews, listing the behavioral patterns she expects to see in Holocaust 

survivors—“depressions, nightmares, fears of electricity or barbed wire, irrational 

outbursts of anger, refusal to accept authority”—quickly, almost breathlessly, as if the 

words were rehearsed. In Eudyce Wajsman, it seems, Stadtler found a subject with the 

insight to handle a question that demanded a nuanced response, a question that the 

interviewer had been waiting to ask. In reciting these words, carefully reasoned but left 

unspoken, she was reacting in the moment of the interview to Eudyce’s thoughtfulness, 

compassion, and deeply felt sympathy for her father.189  

The work that Stadtler did to shape the contours of the broken, catastrophic past 

in her interviews with Eudyce Wajsman and her family manifests in a different form 

during an interview that she conducted in 1984, nine years later. As an oral historian for 

the Cleveland Section of the National Council of Jewish Women, and as part of a project 

designed to build an archive of interviews recorded on film, she continued to cultivate the 

skills she began to build when she was working for the American Jewish Committee in 

the mid-1970s. The recorded testimony of Lvov-born survivor Miriam Wexberg that 

Stadtler culled and witnessed, recorded several years after Behold a Great Image was 

published, evolved out of this endeavor. The interview begins with a close-up shot of 

Stadtler, wearing a light blue blouse with a high collar and long, flowing sleeves and a 

black skirt that falls below her knee, as she makes a brief introductory statement. The 

camera then pans out to include Wexberg in the scene, seated on a beige chair. Both 
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women have their hair cropped short, and they wear similar round, plastic eyeglasses 

(figure 33). As Stadtler asks her first question, the camera shifts to focus in on Wexberg, 

revealing the microphone attached to the white sweater she wears over her black button-

up shirt (figure 34). From this point onward, Stadtler remains just off-screen. Her voice 

intervenes occasionally to interject questions and to redirect the shape of the narrative. 

 Following Stadtler’s initial prompts, Wexberg begins the testimony with a 

discussion of her childhood. She recounts the experiences she had coping with anti-

Semitism on a daily basis at the primarily non-Jewish school she attended with her sister, 

the day that the Germans entered the city and her father came home from his store with a 

head wound, and the night her uncle, the father of two young children, was taken from 

his apartment and never heard from again. She remembers the years she spent living in 

hiding as a young adolescent, starving and lice-infested, her constant fear of being 

discovered, and the loneliness she endured that was so overwhelming that at times that 

she almost wished she would be.190 

At this point in the interview, Stadtler interrupts Wexberg to ask about her 

relationship with her sister, who was also in hiding in these years, but who, because of 

her non-Jewish appearance, was living more comfortably in a neighboring village: 

 
Q: Was your sister in touch with you all this time? 
 
A: …Our meetings were very precarious…I would see her. She would walk by 
the store and kept on going. When I saw that, I came out, and I would follow her 
at a distance. She would walk, further on, past the church. And then past the 
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church there was a narrow path, no people. I would catch up with her and we 
would exchange a few sentences and then she would go back and I would go 
back…Our meetings were rather covert because of this constant fright that we 
may slip up or I would be her giveaway.191  

 

As Stadtler speaks, forming a question that encourages Wexberg to delve deeper into her 

memory of the pain she felt after being separated from her family and the fear that she 

would be found—or, perhaps worse yet, expose her sister’s Jewishness—the interviewer 

gestures with her hands. Her fingertips brush across the lens of the camera and, enter into 

the frame (figure 35). This moment in the video, though almost certainly inadvertent, is 

an important moment of photographic excess: it evokes Stadtler’s efforts to integrate the 

past and the present, to sculpt, as if by hand, Wexberg’s words into a story with both 

historical significance and contemporary resonance.192  

The ghostly presence of Stadtler’s hand as it interjects into the scene, blocking out 

part of Wexberg’s shoulder and signifying the interviewer’s role in the process of writing 

history (or, more accurately in this case, of speaking history) evokes the parallel visual 

themes that emerge Stadtler’s earlier photographic work Reconstructing the Past —

questions about integrating the ruptures of the past into the present and the importance of 

hands and fingertips as symbols of that process. In the photograph, the archaeologist’s 

thumb and forefinger bend carefully around a shard of clay, the wrinkles between them 

mirroring the seams and cracks between the fragments that build up the partially-mended 
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Leete’s Island Books, 1980), 203.  
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vessel. Dangling from his other hand is a half-smoked cigarette, its fragile ashes tilted 

precariously toward the floor, suggesting the scent of burning tobacco. The picture plane 

is anchored compositionally between his two hands as they balance the immediacy of 

each smoky inhale and the ancientness of every fragment, evoking a careful equilibrium 

between the broken pieces left in the wake of destruction and the present-day effort to 

rebuild and revive, a fragile integration of the past and the present. 

These themes emerge again, in a different form, in a particularly resonant moment 

toward the end of Stadtler’s interview with Wexberg, when the oral historian once again 

returned to the question of trauma and intergenerational transmission. Echoing her earlier 

conversations with the Wajsmans, Stadtler asked Wexberg to reflect on the silences that 

divided her from her children before they found a way to open up lines of communication 

and their later conversations about her Holocaust experiences: 

 
Q: Did you speak a lot about your experiences, um, or did you just recently start 
to talk about them? Did you tell your children? 

 
A: No. I have not spoken to my children about my experiences for many, many 
years. And my daughter tells me—well, now we speak about it all the time. And 
my daughter Marsha tells me that when she was growing up, she was reading all 
these books on Holocaust, and she thought that all the things that she read 
happened to her parents. And she was deeply troubled by that, but she would not 
approach us. Uh, for fear of evoking all of those bitter memories, but when we 
started talking, we started talking when, when the community started listening. 
And my children have been asking me to—mom I know it’s so hard for you, but I 
would like to know. [Wexberg pauses, leaning forward in her chair as tears begin 
to stream down her face] 
 
Q: So you made some tapes for them? 

 
A: Yes I made a tape. And my husband made a tape. The kids listen to the tape, 
and I feel that now that I made the tape, I have opened that path between me and 
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my children. That secret that, um, separated us is no longer there, and it really was 
very important to, to say it. I feel that I have done what I should have done. I feel 
much better about it. I cleansed myself. And I—And they know that there was a 
family. 
 
Q: Uh huh. That they had a genealogy. 

 
A: Right. My daughter has made a tree. And, uh, she went to listen to, uh, uh—
this person— 
 
Q: Arthur Kurzweil. 
 
A: Kurzweil, who speaks on genealogy, and she’s been writing to every place in 
his book to see if perhaps there will be a trace of someone who survived. 
 
Q: Do you think, uh, let me rephrase it. To what extent do you think the 
Holocaust has affected your present health, your emotional health? 
 
A: Well, it certainly has affected me and others like me. Outwardly, we do not 
look unusual. We have adjusted. But our scars are very deep. And, um, um, they 
have perpetuated onto my children. They are very much aware of what 
happened.193 

 

This series of exchanges documents the relief, bound up with intense suffering, that 

Wexberg experienced when she recorded her story, when, after years of burying her 

traumatic past, she uncovered it. Revealing her “deep…scars” and making visible the 

“secret” that had previously left a gaping rift that divided her from her own children, 

Wexberg was able, on some level, to “cleanse herself,” to redistribute the weight of the 

pain she carried with her on her journey from Lvov for Cleveland. In the process, as she 

points out here, she inspired her children to begin to explore their lineage, the family that 

had been violently torn away from them in the years before they were born, the ancestral 

past that they never knew they had. Central to their research, not insignificantly, was the 

work on Jewish genealogy that Kurzweil began during the years he was developing his 
                                                
193 USHMM, RG-50.091*0133. 
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photographic anthology with Strassfeld. His interest in his familial past, one that served 

as an important foundation for the Wexbergs as they began to piece together a sense of 

their ancestry, was also an underlying force in Behold a Great Image as a whole and 

evocatively contained within the borders of one visual fragment of it in particular: 

Stadtler’s Reconstructing the Past. Mirroring her work as an oral historian, Stadtler’s 

efforts to mold cohesive narratives out of ruptured memory, her photograph alludes to 

themes of shattering and renewal, of merging the past and the present, of “rebuilding our 

shattered families and seeing where we come from to know where we are going,” of 

mending.194 
 

V.   The theme of breaking and mending, contained within the borders of 

Reconstructing the Past, emerges in a different form in the photographs that frame it in 

Behold a Great Image (see figure 18). Printed in the anthology just above and to the right 

of Stadtler’s image is third-place winner Irving I Herzberg’s Carpenter, Jaffa, depicting a 

man with a long, graying beard that frames the edges of his face and spills, wiry and 

tangled, over the first two buttons of his shirt (figure 36). He has rolled his sleeves up to 

his elbows, and the knuckles of his right hand wrap tightly around the handle of his 

hammer. Coiling his arm back, he pulls the implement of his labor tightly into his chest 

as he gazes wistfully beyond the lens of the camera. Herzberg’s image frames the 

potential energy that that the carpenter grips in the sinews of his muscles—latent force 

that will be released at the instant he chooses to swing his hammer, to smash and 

demolish, to piece together, build, or restore. The two images that Strassfeld and 

                                                
194 Kurzweil and Weiner, eds., The Encyclopedia of Jewish Genealogy, xxii.  
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Kurzweil selected for the facing page, submitted to the photography contest that yielded 

Behold a Great Image by Ricki Rosen and Louis W. Young, both frame scenes of sewing 

and making, of alteration (figure 37). In Young’s photograph, an elderly Israeli tailor, 

hunched over in work, runs his thumb across the surface of a piece of coarse, dark fabric. 

Wisps of white hair peek out from the edges of his yarmulke, and he furrows his brows as 

he completes a stitch with his needle and draws his string of thread taught. This image, 

possibly picturing his work on the torn seams of a well-worn garment, like 

Reconstructing the Past and Carpenter, Jaffa, evokes a connection between rupture and 

repair, of making whole and new what was frayed and ripped apart. 

The photographs on these pages, the tensions between breaking and mending, 

underline another layer of significance of the image of the vessel in Stadtler’s 

Reconstructing the Past: its resonance with the Kabbalistic view of divine creation. In 

this understanding, developed by preeminent sixteenth-century Rabbi Isaac Luria, whose 

“ideas, ways of thinking, and metaphors” have, according to Kurzweil, become “standard 

accepted notions that Kabbalists have studied for the last five centuries,” the world began 

with an infinite expanse of divine light. The creative force we describe as God so loved 

this light that He wanted to mold it into form, and in order to shape it, he needed to 

withdraw His own essence. He contracted inward and left behind an empty space—

infinitesimal in relationship to His infinity—out of which all of existence began to 
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unfold.195 God created vessels to act as protective shells, or containers, into which he 

poured pure, holy light.196 When some of the rays began to atomize as they descended 

into the physical realm, however, the vessels, unable to hold the intensity and radiance, 

shattered. The broken shards, fragments marked with the residue of holy light, scattered 

across the empty space and became the pieces that make up the physical world.197  

This cosmic break, which theologians refer to as Shevirat ha-Kelim or ‘the 

Breaking of the Vessels,’ created the condition of exile and the emotional, psychological, 

and spiritual turmoil that haunts our physical reality. It is humankind’s divinely ordained 

task to restore the world, to make whole what was shattered, to become partners in the act 

of creation. Each soul, in Lurianic theory, bears the responsibility to gather together 

broken shards and raise the holy sparks contained in “each of the details” of our world 

high, releasing them back into the infinity that is God.198 It is through devotional piety, 

the contemplative act of repair known as Tikkun Olam, that human beings will divest the 

divine from the material and return the spiritual balance of existence, ushering in the 

messianic age.199  

                                                
195 Lawrence Finn, "Tikkun: A Lurianic Motif in Contemporary Jewish Thought," in From Ancient Israel 
to Modern Judaism: Intellect in Quest of Understanding, ed. Jacob Neusner, et al. (Atlanta, Georgia: 
Scholars Press, 1989), 36.  
196 Ibid., 37. And Arthur Kurzweil, Kaballah for Dummies (Indianapolis, Indiana: Wiley Publishing, Inc., 
2007), 87.  
197 Kurzweil, Kaballah for Dummies., 87. And Finn, "Tikkun: A Lurianic Motif in Contemporary Jewish 
Thought," 37.  
198 Kurzweil, Kaballah for Dummies, 88. Thank you to my godmother Judith Schmidt for pointing me 
toward this interpretation of Stadtler’s Reconstructing the Past and for her insightful comments on this 
section of my study. 
199 Finn, "Tikkun: A Lurianic Motif in Contemporary Jewish Thought," 38-39.  
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As scholar Lawrence Finn points out, Luria’s image of the breaking vessels, his 

notion that each human being realizes his own elemental wholeness through the process 

of perfecting the world, has taken on new meanings in contemporary Jewish thought and 

culture. Although in the Lurianic texts, Tikkun Olam referred to a restoration of divinity 

that would dissolve the physical world into a purely spiritual form of existence, he 

argues, it is a term that, beginning in the 1970s, has also come to signify a very different 

kind of mending—one that is very much grounded in the material realm and associated 

not with spiritual wholeness, but rather with ethical responsibility, social justice, and 

political activism.200  

It is this more worldly manifestation of Lurianic imagery that Strassfeld 

references directly in the introduction to The Third Jewish Catalog she co-authored with 

her husband. Responding to criticisms that their previous volumes had been too “inner-

directed,” too focused on personal growth, they include the final installment “less ritual 

and more ‘issues,’ less ‘how-to’ and more pointers and signposts indicating the Jewish 

way for ethical living.” The Strassfelds go on to frame their project as one bound up with 

broader efforts of cultural restoration, one that was made “in the hope that it will bring us 

all closer to our goal of tikkun olam—the reordering and repairing of the world.”201 The 

Strassfelds, as they point out in this passage, compiled essays for the 1980 volume that 

focus not on ritual, but rather on justice and political action, on the restoration of the 

                                                
200 Ibid., 52.  
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Community, ed. Michael Strassfeld and Sharon Strassfeld (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of 
America, 1980), 5.  
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physical world. In his essay “Social Action,” contributing author Jonathan Wolf echoes 

the Stassfelds’ introduction, underlining the religious foundations of ethics and cultural 

engagement. He notes that Jewish tradition has never delineated strict boundaries 

between religious obligations and social responsibility, and Judaism has “never been 

simply a religion of sacraments and liturgies, but rather a vibrant and compassionate 

culture.”202 “The Jewish ideal,” he continues, “is in some senses a political one: not the 

perfection of individual souls, but tikkun olam—the repairing of the world.”203  

Luria’s conception of rupture and fragmentation, as Finn argues and Wolf begins 

to suggest, had a particular metaphorical potency not only within the volatile political 

climate of the 1970s, but also in contemporaneous theological debates, particularly those 

that grappled with the catastrophic break of the Holocaust. Indeed, Finn, through his 

reading of Emil Fackenheim’s 1982 study To Mend the World—Foundations of Future 

Jewish Thought, argues that Tikkun Olam has taken on significant weight for what 

Kurzweil called the “rebuilding generation”—the generation that, in the aftermath of 

cataclysmic destruction, struggled to “put the pieces back together again, to take that 

shattered people and put them back together again.”204Among other Judaic scholars who 

draw upon Lurianic imagery, Fackenheim, as Finn rightly points out, labels the mass 

murder of European Jewry as a “‘total rupture’” that can never be, but, that paradoxically 

                                                
202 Jonathan Wolf, "Social Action," in The Third Jewish Catalog: Creating Community, ed. Michael 
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January 4 2011]); available from 
http://www.jewishledger.com/articles/2010/04/07/news/on_the_cover/news01.txt.  



 93 

must be, mended.205 Like iterations of Tikkun Olam that describe Jewish ethical and 

moral responsibility, readings of the ‘Breaking of the Vessels’ that have filtered into 

religious discussions of the Holocaust fundamentally transform Lurianic imagery: it 

stands here not as a need for divine restoration, but rather as a need to mend the earthly 

realm, to approach wholeness by piecing together broken fragments left in the wake of 

past destruction.206 

 These notions of Tikkun Olam were not only underlying forces in Strassfeld’s 

Catalog project—her activist work—and Kurzweil’s efforts to recover and repair a 

broken past through his genealogical research, but also in the photographic anthology 

they edited and published together during the same years. Behold a Great Image, a 

grassroots, community-based project designed as a platform for struggling artists and a 

resource for future charitable funds, merged photographic fragments in its pages out of a 

larger impulse to mend the world through ethical action. It is also a volume that traces the 

traumatic breaks of recent history and integrates them into the present, reframing 

ruptured shards as pathways toward self-understanding and cultural renewal. Like the 

image of the broken vessel in Stadtler’s photograph Reconstructing the Past, forever in a 

state of becoming, of being restored, Behold a Great Image writes a history of loss that 

moves toward, but never reaches, wholeness—that strives to mend, but does not, and 

cannot, repair the break. 
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206 Ibid, 42.  



 94 

THE NEW YORK PUBLIC LIBRARY: A RETURN 
Why in the year 1970 would a young man in his twenties, born and raised in the 
New York suburbs, be elated at being called a member of a shtetl? What was the 
point? What did it mean? Who really cares? I have no answer for it, except to say 
that the more I learn about the shtetlach of my ancestors, the more at home I feel. 
It was in these places that my ancestors struggled to survive, and something 
within me drives my body and soul to visit the streets of my families’ past. I visit 
them in photographs, in stories, in names, and in dreams. 

-Arthur Kurzweil 207 
 
 

Although Kurzweil felt strangely “warm and at home” when he pictured himself 

in a distant village along the border between Russia and Poland from a reading room in 

New York Public Library, he had never, at that moment in the spring of 1970 when he 

first encountered the photograph of his ancestral homeland, even traveled outside of the 

United States (see figure 14).208 The image of the village where his forebears had once 

lived and worked from the Dobromil yizkor book—a photograph that, in its indexical 

qualities, has a capacity to draw traces of the past into the present—served as a 

particularly salient bridge back to a place that he never experienced himself, but a place 

that was, on some level, somehow, his. In its seeming directness and transparency, the 

image, itself a survivor of the devastating destruction of the Jewish population of 

Dobromil, opened up a palpable symbolic channel between Kurzweil’s home in New 

York and the birthplace of his relatives. The series of faceless figures that line the street, 

positioned far enough from the camera lens that they are blurred and obscured, are 

stripped of any identifiable features. Although they are, in the context of the memorial 

                                                
207 Kurzweil, From Generation to Generation: How to Trace Your Jewish Genealogy and Family History., 
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book, explicitly defined as the townsfolk of Dobromil, they are left undefined as 

individuals. Kurzweil was, consequently, able to graft his family history onto the scene, 

replacing the faceless figures with his own relatives: his father, who was just a young 

child when he left Dobromil to resettle in America, his grandfather the tinsmith, and his 

grandmother who worked in the milk business. As he looked at the image and began, 

once again, to turn the pages of the book, he pictured himself walking along the main 

street of the shtetl with his grandmother and helping her to carry milk back to his father’s 

childhood home.209 

 After having such a deeply personal encounter with a panoramic view of the town 

center, Kurzweil was shocked when he turned over another page of the memorial book to 

find an image of his paternal great-grandfather, Avrahum Abusch, in a group portrait of 

the Jewish trade organization of Dorbomil (figure 38). In looking at a portrait of an 

ancestor he had never known in a book devoted to the history of a Polish shtetl he had 

never been to, Kurzweil saw a trace of his own history, his own familial loss, as part of a 

larger history. He began to understand that the pain of feeling disconnected from his roots 

was not his alone, but rather a trauma that is shared among the descendants of now-

decimated European villages and between the inheritors of an unbearably dark past. As 

he looked up from the photographs in the Dobromil yizkor book, he found himself once 

again among the “peculiar congregation of Jews” he had watched hesitantly from the 

doorway of the library in the moments before he approached the card catalog, but no 
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longer felt so “unlike them all.”210 They became for him not distant strangers, but instead 

silent witnesses of his unspoken self-discovery, unwitting passengers on his inner journey 

toward self-understanding.211 “Had the man across from me not been engrossed in the 

Talmudic text in front of him, he would have seen me shake,” Kurzweil writes, 

describing the intense emotional and physical reaction he had at the moment he 

uncovered the photograph of his ancestor:  

A picture of my great-grandfather. I could say it over and over and it would still 
sound unbelievable to me…that discovery opened up the door to a search that has 
taken me many years and that, I am happy to say, offers no end in sight. The 
discovery of that photograph said one thing to me—one thing that changed my 
life. “You have a past,” it said, “a past and a history, and you can discover it if 
you want.”212  
 

As Kurzweil begins to suggest in this passage, the process of seeing the homeland of his 

relatives and the portrait of his great-grandfather uncovered, for him, an understanding of 

Dobromil that was not based on an experience of living in, or even being in, that place. 

His connection to his familial past was predicated instead on a longing for a connection 

to the place of his origins and mediated by a painful acknowledgment that he would 

never be able to understand the village as his ancestors had.  

As his genealogical research unfolded in the years that followed, Kurzweil 

learned that over half of his family had been murdered during the Holocaust, and that his 

grandfather, along with two of his five siblings and their families, had survived only 

because they decided to leave their homes in Europe in the years leading up to the 

                                                
210 Ibid, 19.  
211 Ibid.  
212 Ibid, 6.  



 97 

War.213 The destruction of Dobromil became for Kurzweil not a distant historical event, 

but rather a deeply personal tragedy that had left his family shattered.214 His imaginal 

encounter with the past that took shape through and around his discovery of the Dobromil 

yizkor book, however, was not simply a painful recognition of everything and everyone 

he had lost during the harrowing years that preceded his birth. It was instead, as he 

describes it, “a journey of much joy and some terror,” a series of collisions between 

complex and conflicting emotions.215 As Kurzweil unearthed his roots, his piercing 

awareness of absence became entangled with feelings of nostalgia, curiosity, fascination, 

and the excitement of an ever-evolving sense of self. The photographs in the Dobromil 

Yizkor book produced, for Kurzweil, a kind of rupture that interrupted his sense of time 

and space. It pulled him backward into the past and across expansive geographic 

distances; it inspired him, a few years later, to begin his work on Behold a Great Image—

to create a space in the pages of his own photographic anthology for his readers to 

experience similar visual connections with their own Jewishness.  

 Indeed, this was the very kind of encounter I had when I first flipped through 

Behold a Great Image thirty years after it was published and found, to my amazement, a 

portrait of a man that I recognized pressed up against the edges of the left-hand corner of 

one of the opening pages. Taken by contestant Stephen Fox, the photograph depicts rabbi 

and songwriter Shlomo Carlebach with shadows cascading across his graying beard, 
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beneath the lower edge of his nose and the creases of his cheeks, and along the right side 

of his face (figure 39). The edge of the Star of David pendant he wears around his neck is 

tucked into the front placket of his white, button down shirt, and, grinning, he tilts his 

head into the sunlight. He peers up and past the lens of the camera, never quite meeting it 

directly with his gaze. Lifting his chin up and to the left and raising his eyebrows to 

reveal subtle wrinkles across his forehead, Carlebach takes almost exactly the same pose 

in the photograph as he does in an image taken the day that he officiated my parent’s 

wedding in December, 1978—the very same year that Strassfeld and Kurzweil completed 

their anthology.  

Aside from the suit jacket he wears over his blue shirt to mark the solemnity of 

the ceremony, the image of Carlebach flanked by my parents, deeply engrained in my 

memory as an icon of family lore, is almost identical with the one that I found in Behold 

a Great Image. Even in my initial encounter with the book, Fox’s hauntingly familiar 

portrait incited a detailed visual memory of the family photograph I spent hours poring 

over in my parent’s wedding album when I was a child. As I examined the image of 

Carlebach in the anthology, I envisioned the ghostly outlines of my mother and father 

next to him, recreating the family photograph in my imagination. I could picture my 

mother with white flowers encircling the crown of her head in my mind. I superimposed 

her image onto Carlebach’s, remembering how she presses her cheek against the rabbi’s 

neck and peers out through the tangles of his graying beard in the photograph from her 

wedding. I envisioned my father perched at Carlebach’s other shoulder, turning his thin, 
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tuxedo-clad frame in slightly, his curly, dark hair covered with a yarmulke for one of the 

only times in his life.  

I looked at the portrait for a long time, recalling inherited memories, fragmented, 

pieces of the ritual symbolizing the intertwining of lives that had led to my own, 

moments of my family’s history that I was not yet born to witness. I imagined the man, a 

stranger, who overheard my parents discussing their wedding plans and stood up from his 

table to announce their news to the other cheering diners in a crowded restaurant. I 

pictured my father in his trousers and suspenders, his jacket folded carefully over a chair, 

frantically cleaning up the mess left behind from the cast party for Annie Hall even as the 

guests began to arrive at the New York loft where the wedding was held. I could almost 

remember Carlebach’s voice bending unexpectedly around chords and weaving between 

English and Hebrew as he prayed and my grandfather’s palms slamming the table along 

with the rhythm, the way they always did when he was rejoicing.  

As I awoke from my daydream, the faint, imagined figures of my mother and 

father dissolved, and I looked at the portrait as it actually appeared. In Behold a Great 

Image, Carlebach stands alone, the space around the edges of his shoulders where my 

mother and father are positioned in the family photograph cropped out. Reproduced on a 

page of the anthology that also features Herzberg’s Old Man, Jerusalum, Ricki Rosen’s 

Two Matrons, Boro Park, and a half-page print of Sheldon Moskowitz’s Child, Santa 

Barbara, Fox’s portrait is distinctive in that the caption, Shlomo Carlebach, names its 

subject as an individual (figure 40). In that moment, it struck me just how well known he 

was during the 1970s, just how widely recognizable his name—and his image—would 
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have been when it first appeared in the anthology. I realized that although I had always 

known that he had honored and commemorated the coming together of my family, I had 

never fully understood his significance as a cultural presence. This portrait of Carlebach, 

the famously charismatic spiritual teacher who guided countless young seekers back to 

their religious roots, would have been as immediately identifiable for many early readers 

of Behold a Great Image as it was for me.216 

I closed the book and looked again at the cover, running the palms of my hand 

over the glossy surface of the dust jacket and around the edges of the red print outlined in 

thin black lines that spells out the title. I tried to comprehend what it meant to find an 

image that resonated with me on such a deeply personal level published in a widely 

circulated book, a public platform. I was overwhelmed by a growing awareness that my 

familial past was interwoven with, and embedded in, a larger cultural history. Raised, like 

Kurzweil, on the periphery of the Jewish community and without any traditional religious 

schooling, it was one of the most salient connections I had ever felt with my Jewish roots. 

It was a moment that I remembered, later in my research, when I first read Kurzweil’s 

narrative about the afternoon he looked through the Dobromil yizkor book and found 

images of his ancestors and the home they left behind, uncovering a part of himself that 

had long been left unexplored. My experience was certainly not the same as his; the time 
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I spent looking at the portrait of Carlebach in Behold a Great Image did not thrust me 

back into an unreachable past or across oceans to a distant homeland. I found myself, in 

that moment of rupture, not in the faraway shtetl of Dobromil, but instead on the familiar 

streets of Manhattan five years before I was born. The visual encounter I had through the 

pages of Kurzweil’s anthology, however, allowed me to relate deeply to his description 

of the permeable boundary that opened up between the way of life he knew and a history 

he absorbed through his predecessors and remembered only indirectly. 

Behold a Great Image, a project that emerged out of intertwining journeys of self-

discovery, of recovery and revival, became for me—and for countless other American-

born, assimilated Jews—a space to reclaim my cultural roots by engaging viscerally with 

forsaken traditions and visually with shared histories that I never experienced firsthand. 

Out of their shared longing for a sense of Jewish solidarity, of togetherness and 

belonging, Kurzweil and Strassfeld integrated fragments and traces of the past into the 

present, placing photographs of counter-cultural religious practices in dialogue with 

images of abandoned, deteriorating synagogues, framing visual allusions to the Holocaust 

with textual references to future generations, and evoking themes of rupture and 

rebuilding. Their book celebrates cultural, religious, and ethnic distinctiveness and 

cultivates Jewish togetherness through a Judaic understanding of time—of history—that 

Kurzweil’s spiritual teacher Adin Steinsaltz describes as “a process, in which the past, 

present and future are bound to each other, not only by cause and effect but also as a 
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harmonization of two motions: progress forward and a countermotion backward, 

encircling and returning.”217  
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Chapter 2:  Stones in that Great Monument 

1963: TELLING STORIES 
…traces of the storyteller cling to the story the way the handprints of the potter 
cling to the clay vessel. 
 -Walter Benjamin218 
 

 The dusty stone on the road 
knows Pedro, and his father before, 
knows the water from which he was born: 
it is the mute word of earth: 
it says nothing because it’s the heir 
of the silences before, the motionless ocean, 
of the empty land. 
 -Pablo Neruda219 
 
Calligraphic lines swell and taper across the cover of the Yizkor Book of the 

Community of Ostrolenka, their angled edges forming the outlines of Hebrew characters 

(figure 41). A drawing of an oil lamp balances between ledges mapped out by the letters, 

and a tear-shaped flame—formed by two undulating lines that meet at a triangular point 

and tethered down by a wick—frame raw threads interwoven in the space between them. 

Beneath this hardbound cover, beneath the texture of the fabric spread across the surface 

of the book, are pages filled with stories: stories about a Jewish village on the 

Northeastern border of Poland that flourished until, under the Nazi regime, it was 

consumed by the “flames of the furnace;” stories that stand as textual yahrzeit candles 

and oil lamps, as ritual flickers of commemoration; stories told by the former residents of 

                                                
218 Walter Benjamin, "The Storyteller," in Illuminations: Essays and Reflections, ed. Hannah Arendt (New 
York: Shocken Books, 1968), 91-92.  
219 Pablo Neruda, excerpt from “Stones of the Sky,” as quoted in David Scheinbaum and JoAnne Van 
Tilburg, Stone: A Substantial Witness (Albuquerque: Museum of New Mexico Press, 2006), v.  
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Ostrolenka who, to borrow from Walter Benjamin, found a way to honor what came 

before, what was lost, by “let[ting] the wick of [their lives] be consumed completely by 

the gentle flame[s]” of their tales.220  

The Yizkor Book of the Community of Ostrolenka, a container of stories, would 

have been almost entirely illegible to readers like Kurzweil (and me) who grew up far 

away from the place of their ancestral origins, who never spoke Yiddish at home, and 

who did not learn to read Hebrew.221 Published in 1963 by the Association of Former 

Residents of Ostrolenka in Tel Aviv, the book has no English-language section.222 

Instead, in keeping with tradition, it was written primarily in Yiddish, with some articles 

contributed in Hebrew, and others, particularly those that trace the history of Ostrolenka 

during the Holocaust, translated in both languages.223 The book, printed on fragile paper 

in an edition of less than a thousand, culled a primary audience of survivors and exiles 

who once lived in the village—readers who had personal connections to the authors, who 

carried with them memories of the marketplaces and yeshivas and the weight of every 
                                                
220 Chaim Chamiel, "With the Book," in Yizkor Book of the Community of Ostrolenka, ed. Yitzhak Ivri (Tel 
Aviv: Irgun Yotzei Ostrolenka in Israel, 2009), 19-20. And Benjamin, "The Storyteller,"108-109.    
221 As I discussed in the previous chapter, Kurzweil became a noted scholar of Judaic texts later in his life. 
I refer here to his experience in 1970, when, in his early twenties and before he began his religious training, 
he was unable to translate the Hebrew characters and Yiddish text he encountered the Dobromil yizkor 
book. For further discussion, see “The (Jewish) Family of Man.” 
222 In 2009, Tzipora Hauser, with the support of Yehuda Chaimel—the current chairman of the Jewish 
Community of Ostrolenka in Israel—completed and printed a complete English translation of the 
Ostrolenka Yizkor book. In his introduction to the new edition, Chaimel notes that the effort to translate the 
book reflects both a decline of Yiddish-speaking survivors and a growing need for future generations of 
descendants to “know about their roots—where they came from.” See Yehuda Chamial, "Introduction," in 
Yizkor Book of the Community of Ostrolenka, ed. Yitzhak Ivri (Tel Aviv: Irgun Yotzei Ostrolenka in Israel, 
2009), 15. Although I draw from the 1963 volume—the only iteration of the publication that would have 
been accessible to viewers in the 1960s and 70s—in my description of the book as a physical object and the 
photographs published within it, it is the later translation of the book that I depend on in my discussion of 
the text.  
223 "Notes of the Editorial Staff," in Yizkor Book of the Community of Ostrolenka, ed. Yitzhak Ivri (Tel 
Aviv: Irgun Yotzei Ostrolenka in Israel, 2009), 25.  
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loss.224 Drawn into the web of intersecting tales by the gravitational pull of personal 

resonance and recollection, these viewers, as scholars Jack Kugelmass and Jonathan 

Boyarin put it, share an immediate, almost dialogical, relationship with the writers. It is in 

this sense, this intimacy between reader and author, that, as a genre, the Yizkor book 

closely resembles oral traditions of storytelling.225 “We who were not born in Eastern 

Europe,” however, and who encountered these pages later, from a geographical and 

linguistic distance, are, in many ways, “excluded from the storytelling round; we arrived 

too late” to comprehend the lines Chaim Chamel wrote in memory of the day he entered 

the heder, the elementary school, draped in his father’s prayer shawl.226 We, of later 

generations, were born and raised too far away to decipher the words that form Chaim 

Drezner’s tribute to Icel Sojka, a “quiet and logical” Worka Chassid who married into the 

family of the renowned writer Fiszel Lachower, opened a fabric store, and, later, ran the 

flour mill on the corner of Lozma street (figure 42).227 We arrived too late to engage with 

the descriptions of carefully arranged rows of trees along the shady borders of the city 

park, to read about the streets that Chaim Nowinski, Awraham Kugel, and others  “paved 

with round, unwrought stone.”228  

                                                
224 Jack Kugelmass and Jonathan Boyarin, eds., From a Ruined Garden: The Memorial Books of Polish 
Jewry (New York: Schocken Books, 1983), 14.  
225 Ibid. 
226 Ibid. And  Chaim Chamiel, "Episodes and Memories," in Yizkor Book of the Community of Ostrolenka, 
ed. Yitzhak Ivri (Tel Aviv: Irgun Yotzei Ostrolenka in Israel, 2009), 189.  
227 Chaim Drezner, "Icel Sojka," in Yizkor Book of the Community of Ostrolenka, ed. Yitzhak Ivri (Tel 
Aviv: Irgun Yotzei Ostrolenka in Israel, 2009), 174. 
228 Aweizer-Drori Kupferminc, "Figures, Memories, and Deeds," in Yizkor Book of the Community of 
Ostrolenka, ed. Yitzhak Ivri (Tel Aviv: Irgun Yotzei Ostrolenka in Israel, 2009), 199.  And Yitzhak Ivri, 
"A Look at the City," in Yizkor Book of the Community of Ostrolenka, ed. Yitzhak Ivri (Tel Aviv: Irgun 
Yotzei Ostrolenka in Israel, 2009), 59-60.  
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What would open up to us, as we flipped through the pages and past the letters 

that curve and bend around the margins of the pages to form the words and sentences we 

could not read, are photographs. Pausing, just as Kurzweil did when he first discovered 

the memorial book of his own ancestral homeland, to look at scenes of a place we had 

never been, we would shiver with each elusive flicker of inherited memory. We would 

linger over the portrait of the son of Chaim Szerjter, a water supplier, even though we 

never knew him, and we would stop to examine the image of two horse-drawn carts 

crossing paths along the bustling cobblestone street behind the synagogue (figures 43 and 

44). We would trace our hands over the surface of the photograph printed above it: an 

image of a solitary worker in the middle of an unfinished road strewn with stone (figure 

45). Leaning back against his heels, his knees sink into a patch of bare earth. He pauses 

from his task and gazes calmly into the distance (figure 46). Wisps of gray hair peek out 

from beneath the brim of his hat and tangle into a long beard across his chin. In the upper 

right hand corner of the image, just behind the fragmentary path scattered with rocks, 

Warsaw-based photographer and playwright Alter Kacyzne depicts the base of a building, 

or, perhaps, the edge of a windowsill. A series of jagged steps cut into the right side of 

the picture plane and a stone slab, forming a frame across the upper edge of the image, 

crumbles into ruins before it dissolves into shadows. When we, the descendants of 

immigrants who never walked along the cobblestone paths that marked the daily routes of 

our forebears, read the book, when we read the image, we read through the shadows of 

ruin and across an insurmountable fracture; we read differently than our ancestors. In this 

chapter, I engage with these tiers of understanding and expanding distances, the layered 
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ways in which stories about the waning Jewish past become legible in ever-widening 

temporal and experiential fissures. I suggest that catastrophic trauma, “[l]urking at the 

edge” of these bound photographic remnants of what has been brutally shattered, is 

entangled with, and inseparable from, stories of homelands left behind, of homesickness, 

of painful and unbridgeable distances from ancestral roots.229 

The Yizkor Book of Ostrolenka, designed to “tell the story…[of] exterminated 

lives, hovering somewhere” and to celebrate the culture that once pulsed through the 

streets, the veins, of the village, marks the end of another kind of story—a story of 

printing and re-printing, of publication—that began thirty-nine years earlier in the pages 

of the widely circulated Yiddish-language newspaper The Jewish Daily Forward.230 

Emerging, in editor Yitzak Ivri’s terms, out of death, out of “ruins” to memorialize a way 

of life now lost, the Yizkor book was circulated amid countless memorial texts that took 

shape beginning in the immediate wake of the Holocaust.231 Along the “difficult road” of 

collecting contributions for the volume, as he describes it in language that resonates with 

Kacyzne’s image of cobblestones, Ivri and his collaborators “roused and called upon 

[their] townsmen the world over,” extending pathways out in all directions, and, in 

particular, shaping an important network between Tel Aviv and New York.232 Forming as 

counterparts to the Irgun Yotzei Ostrolenka—The Association of Former Residents of 

                                                
229 Carol Zemel, "Imagining the Shtetl: Diaspora Culture, Photography, and Eastern European Jews," in 
Diaspora and Visual Culture: Representing Africans and Jews, ed. Nicholas Mirzoeff (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2000), 196.  
230 Yitzhak Ivri, "Preface," in Yizkor Book of the Community of Ostrolenka, ed. Yitzhak Ivri (Tel Aviv: 
Irgun Yotzei Ostrolenka in Israel, 2009), 17.  
231 Ibid.  
232 Ibid, 18.  
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Ostrolenka—in Israel, landsmanschaften, or societies made up of exiles and immigrants 

from the village, also took shape in New York. One such collective, founded in 1912 by a 

“handful of poor young boys who came from Ostrolenka to the United States full of hope 

and ambition,” gathered on the Lower East Side for decades, eventually evolving into an 

institution that worked to unite Ostrolenka’s former inhabitants who had resettled across 

the United States.233  

Affiliates of the Ostrolenker Progressive Young Friends met monthly in order to 

provide emotional and financial support to one another as they made their way in an 

unfamiliar land, most often gathering in the Forward Building on East Broadway. It was 

in this space, an important cultural institution that housed the archives of The Jewish 

Daily Forward, that they likely uncovered the print of Kacyzne’s photograph that was 

later circulated in the Ostrolenka yizkor book. Although the artist himself was unable to 

escape Nazi-occupied Warsaw, a relatively small body of his photographic work—about 

seven hundred prints and, in some cases, negatives—survives as part of an archive that he 

completed between 1921 and 1929 on assignment for The Forward and the Hebrew 

Immigration Aid Society of New York.234 Produced as part of a project, in the artist’s 

own words, to document “all the places in Poland that may be of interest to the reader in 

America,” the images were originally published in the Sunday art supplement of the 

newspaper in the 1920s and housed, for many years, in the Forward Building.235 The 

                                                
233 Journal of the Ostrolenker Progressive Young Friends, April 11, 1937; YIVO Archives; RG 1040. 
234 Alter Kacyzne, Polyn: Jewish Life in the Old Country, ed. Marek Web (New York: Metropolitan 
Books, 1999), xv-xvii.  
235 The archive was later moved to the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research, where it is currently located. 
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Ostrolenker Progressive Young Friends, heeding the call for images of their homeland 

that they received from their friends and relatives in Tel Aviv, most likely found The Old 

Street Paver in Ostrolenka in the archive during one of their meetings and sent it to 

Israel, where it made its way into the yikor book. 236 Perhaps, when they lifted the 

photograph out of a dust-covered box and gathered together to look at its fading surface, 

they remembered, in a flicker and a flash, seeing the same image before, or even twice 

before: once in The Jewish Daily Forward in 1924, and once again in Raphael 

Abramovitch’s 1947 volume The Vanished World: Jewish Cities, Jewish People (figure 

47).  

Now conspicuously absent from the archive and excluded from later photographic 

anthologies that include Kacyzne’s work, the image of the road-maker appears in 

Abramovitch’s volume in a section titled “Jews at Work,” pressed into the right corners 

of the page facing Roman Vishniac’s photograph House Painter, Vilno (figure 48).237 The 

caption, arranged across the blank space between the left edge of the photograph and the 

                                                
236In a recent conversation, Chana Pollock, the photo-archivist at the Jewish Daily Forward, supported my 
theory, noting that when images are missing both from the archival collection at YIVO and from the 
uncatalogued collections that remain in the Forward building, they most often resurface either in personal 
or public collections in Israel. 
237 Most recently, other photographs from the Alter Kacyzne Archive in New York were reproduced in 
Marek Web’s edited volume Polyn: Jewish Life in the Old Country (1999). Images from the collection are 
featured, alongside images by Roman Vishniac and Menachem Kipnis in the anthology that Lucjan 
Dobroszycki’s and Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s published in response to a 1977 exhibition modeled, as 
the curators note, after Edward Steichen’s The Family of Man. See Lucjan Dobroszycki and Barbara 
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, "A History of Jewish Photography in Poland," in Image before My Eyes: A 
Photographic History of Jewish Life in Poland, 1864-1939, ed. Lujan Dobroszycki and Barbara 
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (New York: Shocken Books, 1977), 32. Three years earlier, several of Kacyzne’s 
photographs from the collections also appeared in Abraham Schulman’s volume The Old Country: The 
Lost World of East European Jews (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons). Like The Old Street Paver in 
Ostrolenka, Kacyzne’s photograph On the Main Street is also printed both in the yizkor book and in The 
Vanished World.  
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gutter of the book, spells out an alternate title for the image: The Old Road-Maker in 

Ostroleka, Poland.238 These photographs, and the other visual traces of once-vibrant 

Jewish villages that fill the pages of The Vanished World, were—like the written stories, 

fragmented memories and biographical sketches, and photographs in the Ostrolenka 

yizkor book—compiled through a closely-knit network of collectors and contributors. As 

Abramovitch points out in his introduction, he gathered images from many of the 

newspaper’s dedicated readers, whose names he lists in the acknowledgements section of 

the book.239  Anticipating the strategy that Ivri and his associates developed years later in 

making the Yizkor Book of the Community of Ostrolenka, Abramovitch also appealed to 

landsmanshaften and Jewish organizations for visual submissions, hoping, yet inevitably 

failing, to make present in the pages of his book every once vibrant, now decimated 

Jewish city and cultural center in Central and Eastern Europe.240 He supplemented the 

images submitted by individual readers, societies, and collectives with photographs from 

the archives of the Yiddish Scientific Institute (now YIVO) and the Jewish Daily 

Forward. The images that Kacyzne and his colleague Menachem Kipnis produced in the 

1920s for the journal’s Sunday art supplement form the core of the collection that 

Abramovitch re-circulated in The Vanished World. The editor supplemented their 

photographs with a range of images that Roman Vishniac made on assignment for the 

                                                
238 The spellings ‘Ostrolenka’ and ‘Ostroleka’ are used interchangeably in English-language texts. 
239 These contributors include S. Ageloff, K. Bernstein, N. Blumenthal, Cantor A. Freedman, Elias 
Friedenberg, J. Gross, Rabbi Chaim G. Lande, A. Lekuch, I. Levin-Shatzkes, Rabbi S. Padolefsky, H. 
Rotstein, Henry Stein, Hekebe Stack, J.E. Shuluf, S. Tulchinsky, and Ida Wolfson. See Raphael 
Abramovitch, ed., The Vanished World (New York: Forward Association, 1947), 14.  
240 Ibid, 12-13.  
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American Joint Distribution Society. 241 Containing over five hundred images from 

personal collections and public archives, the anthology stands, in Abramovitch’s words, 

as a visual record of irrecoverable loss, a “camera’s eye reflection of Jewish life in a 

number of East European countries on the eve of the great catastrophe.” 242 

As both Abramovitch and Ivri point out in their introductory texts, the images and 

writings published in The Yizkor Book of the Community of Ostrolenka and The Vanished 

World were collected and arranged as textual memorials—monuments constructed out of 

overlapping images, the same raw materials.243 As the old road maker in Kacyzne’s 

image places pieces of polished rock in the unfinished path, the editors “erect[ed]” in 

bound pages, as if in stone, what they describe as “dignified monument[s]” and 

“monument[s] of remembrance” in honor of the countless victims of Nazi brutality.244 

Their books, however, defy traditional definitions of monumentality: they are not rigid, 

not unchanging urns designed to hold fixed memories of rupture and sacred truths, but 

rather fluid spaces that continue to evolve. 245  Like the pieces of rock scattered along the 

                                                
241 Ibid, 13. The same year that Abramovitch circulated Vishniac’s work in The Vanished World, the 
photographer published his images in a slim volume titled Polish Jews. In 1977, as he was working as a 
judge for the photography contest that yielded Behold a Great Image, Vishniac’s work was published again 
alongside works by Kipnis and Kacyzne in Image Before My Eyes: a Photographic History of Jewish Life 
in Poland, 1864-1939. 
242 Ibid, 11.   
243 Following James Young’s terminological distinction, I use the term ‘monument’ here to refer to 
material manifestations of the process of memorialization. Although the terms ‘monument’ and ‘memorial’ 
are often interchangeable, he points out, a monument is always a memorial, but a memorial, which is not 
necessarily a tangible object, is not always a monument. See Young, The Texture of Memory: Holocaust 
Memorials and Meaning, 3-4.  
244 Abramovitch, ed., The Vanished World, 10-11. And "Notes of the Editorial Staff," 25.  
245 James E. Young, "Memory/Monument," in Critical Terms for Art History, ed. Richard Shiff and Robert 
S. Nelson (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2003), 241. My discussion of traditional definitions 
of monumentality—understandings that, as he has argued, have been widely contested in recent decades—
is grounded in Young’s analysis in this essay and in his book-length study The Texture of Memory, 1-14.  
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road paver’s path—and like the dusty stone on the road that Pablo Neruda refers to in the 

poem with which I began—the images and texts that build up these books retain their 

solidity, their form, on the printed page as history unfolds around them. They “drag…old 

meanings into new contexts” as time lapses, and new tiers of resonance continue to build 

up on their surfaces like layers of sediment, forming slowly, almost imperceptibly, over 

the old.246  

In contrast to built commemorative structures, The Vanished World and The 

Yizkor Book of the Community of Ostrolenka, as James Young argues, were designed to 

“make room for memory not within the landscape so much as within [viewers] 

themselves.” 247 They transform the continuously-fluctuating place of reading into a 

memorial space. As books, and as bound collections of visual and textual stories, they 

heighten the interactive qualities that all monuments have: their meanings are redefined 

with each reading, with each wavering interpretation of the photographs and texts, with 

each flickering flash of memory or postmemory.248 As both Ivri and Abramovitch point 

out in their introductions, the books aim to visualize a traumatic past in order to create a 

space for viewers, for the “surviving remnant” to “experience it emotionally,” to learn 

                                                
246 Ibid, 241. My suggestion that the course of history is recorded in the layers beneath the surface of stone 
is founded upon Roger Caillois, The Writing of Stones, trans. Barbara Bray (Charlottesville: University 
Press of Virginia, 1985), 107. 
247 Young notes that Yizkor books were, in fact, the first sites of Holocaust memory—written and 
published long before the first stone edifices. He argues that traditional memorial texts often stood in the 
place of gravesites, symbolically and ceremonially replacing the tombs that countless murdered victims 
were systematically denied during the genocide. See Young, The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials 
and Meaning, 7.  
248 Ibid, xi-xiii, 3.  
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from it, and to move toward cultural renewal and transformation.249 “Besides the bleeding 

past,” Ivri and his colleagues note, “there was also tomorrow,” a continuation and an 

unfolding. The Yizkor Book of the Community of Ostrolenka, they suggest, is not in the 

end one of victims, but one of “those who have remained alive” to look back on a 

traumatic history.250 Similarly, Abramovitch dedicates The Vanished World to “those 

who are tied irrevocably to the past epoch as well as those who are beginning to write this 

new chapter,” who are not only vanished, not only “bowing their heads toward the mass 

graves,” but also struggling to rebuild, beginning to move forward, enduring.251 These 

books carry viewers forward by opening a space for them to look back—back across a 

history of shattering, back across oceans and expansive distances, back to the homeland, 

back to a time before war and destruction.  

 Like The Yizkor Book of the Community of Ostrolenka, The Vanished World 

commemorates a devastating history, “immortalizing for future generations” all that was 

lost, by telling stories about life in the shtetl before catastrophe struck.252 Indeed, 

Abramovitch’s volume structurally echoes traditional Judaic texts, and, in particular, the 

format of the traditional memorial book.253 The pages in The Vanished World, hardbound 

                                                
249 Abramovitch, ed., The Vanished World, 10-11. And "Notes of the Editorial Staff," 25.  
250 "Notes of the Editorial Staff," 25. And Chamiel, "With the Book," 25.  
251 Abramovitch, ed., The Vanished World, 10-11.  
252 Ibid. 
253 According to the historical record, the first memorial book was produced in 1296 by Isaac ben Samual 
of Meningen. Written in Nuremburg, the text documents decimated Jewish communities between the Rhine 
and the Danube over the span of the preceding 200 years, and consists of lists of names, places, and dates 
designed to evoke memory and prayer over neighbors and relatives who were murdered for being Jews. In 
the widespread resurgence of this book-making tradition of the 1960s, 70s, and 80s, these lists were often, 
as they are in both the Dobromil and Ostrolenka yizkor books, supplemented with biographies, memoirs, 
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in red fabric with a strip of black running down the length of the spine, turn not from left 

to right, but rather from right to left. As in the Ostrolenka yizkor book, it also has a map 

printed on the inside cover (figure 49).254 Rather than charting important public gathering 

places in one particular village, however, the map in Abramovitch’s volume sketches out 

the geographical relationships between the shtetlach scattered across Eastern and Central 

Europe in the years leading up to World War II—an editorial decision that indicates a 

broader intended audience, one with a wide range of familial pasts and ancestral 

homelands. Although Abramovitch’s essays are, like the texts in yizkor books, translated 

in two languages and printed in parallel columns, they are written in Yiddish and English 

rather than the customary Hebrew and Yiddish (figure 50). The Vanished World, then, 

borrows from a book-making genre that operates along the boundary between written text 

and spoken word, but it is more encompassing, more wide-reaching, in the stories it tells. 

It is a monument built of images and texts gathered not only from the ruins of Ostrolenka, 

but also from Warsaw, from Vilna, from Carpatho-Ruthenia and Maciejowice. It not only 

draws in Yiddish-speaking immigrants, and not only exiles and survivors who crossed 

national borders to pick up the shattered pieces of their lives in the United States, but also 

assimilated, American-born Jews who could not read the languages of their ancestors. For 
                                                                                                                                            
photographs, and discussions of the town’s political, spiritual, professional, artistic, and intellectual 
organizations. 
254 In pointing out these parallels, I draw from Carol Zemel’s suggestion that Roman Vishniac’s 1983 
anthology A Vanished World—a visual text that borrows its title from Abramovitch’s earlier iteration and 
features many of the same photographs—echoes customary yizkor books. I suggest, however, that while 
both the 1947 and the 1983 volumes, like memorial books, are designed as spaces that allow viewers to 
“fulfill the commandment to remember the dead and the vicissitudes of the past,” the formal resonances are 
more striking and, perhaps, more deliberate, between traditional yizkor books and Abramovitch’s 
anthology. See Carol Zemel, "Z'chor! Roman Vishniac's Photo-Eulogy of East European Jews," in Shaping 
Losses: Cultural Memory and the Holocaust, ed. Julia Epstein and Lori Hope Lefkivitz (Urbana and 
Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2001), 81-82.  
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some readers, the photographs of faraway homelands published in the book are visual 

conduits back to places where they once lived, places that they left behind in the decades 

before the war, places where they worked and prayed and managed, by luck or 

circumstance, to survive. Others, when they look through the book, feel only flickers of 

connection, flashes of familiarity with places they never knew and only imagined, places 

they could never reach and find whole.  

In her recent study of Kacyzne’s work, art historian Carol Zemel argues that The 

Vanished World configures pre-war images of the shtetl as forewarnings of the death and 

devastation, framing them as predictive of the darkness that would follow.255 I suggest 

instead that the Holocaust, though it haunts these pages, is not the beginning of the story 

the anthology tells, nor is it the end. The history of genocide is entangled with the very 

different resonances the photographs contained during the interwar years; it lingers 

beneath the surface of images of the homeland. New meanings, like new layers of 

sediment, continue to take shape in the pages of the book as the history of catastrophic 

loss continue to wane, as the old world becomes increasingly faraway and unreachable. 

In The Vanished World, all of these stories, these legacies of loss and histories of 

circulation, come together. They are interwoven, bound within the edges of fragile pages 

and stitched together in a carefully arranged sequence of images. Photographs of once-

                                                
255 Drawing on Michael Andre Bernstein’s term “backshadowing”— “a kind of retroactive foreshadowing 
in which shared knowledge of the outcome”—Zemel contends that The Vanished World collapses the 
nationalistic and diasporic resonances of Kacyzne’s photographs by framing them, instead, as records of 
impending doom. She does this in order to point out the central problem that she aims to resolve in her 
article: that scholars have overlooked the cultural context out of which these images emerged and, as a 
result, flattened the meanings they evoked for viewers during the pre-War years. See her article Zemel, 
"Imagining the Shtetl: Diaspora Culture, Photography, and Eastern European Jews," 196.   
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thriving Jewish villages emerge, in the book, alongside visual traces of violence and 

suffering, evoking, at once, a world left behind and longed for and a world that was 

brutally destroyed. Abramovitch’s anthology is not only, then, as he describes it, “one of 

the…stones in that great monument” to the catastrophic losses of the past.256 It is also, 

like the stones along the path in Kacyzne’s photograph Old Road-Maker at Ostrolenka 

Poland—connected by the mortar-filled fissures between stones, binding pieces of 

polished rock together even as they diverge and separate out into a number of fractured 

trails—a place where interwoven stories of Jewish loss split and remerge.257 The 

Vanished World pivots between cataclysm and everyday loss, along the fringes of 

atrocity, and in the fissures that took form before, and continue to emerge after, the 

traumatic break of the Holocaust. 

1947: BENEATH THE SURFACE 
To write stories concerning invisibilities…is to write ghost stories. 

  -Avery Gordon258 
 

Now sitting in musty libraries, hushed rare book collections, or spotless study 
rooms, looking back through old books with photographs pasted in them, we 
frequently find those photographs spotted, stained, and faded with age, having 
lived lives like other natural things and on their way, dust to dust, to the grave if 
not already in it.  
 -Carol Armstrong259 

 

                                                
256 Abramovitch, ed., The Vanished World,13. 
257 Portelli, The Order Has Been Carried Out: History, Memory, and Meaning of a Nazi Massacre in 
Rome, 13.  
258 Avery Gordon, Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 2008), 17.  
259 Carol Armstrong, Scenes in a Library: Reading the Photograph in the Book, 1843-1875 (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 1998), 16.  
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Among the “constituent stones” that Abramovitch carefully aligned and bound in 

the pages of The Vanished World are the rough, flat slabs that build up the stairwell in 

Roman Vishniac’s Crowd Waiting for the Rabbis at the End of the Court (figure 51); 

broken tombstones framed by bare branches in a desolate Jewish cemetery (figure 52); 

piles of rubble left in the wake of destruction (figure 53); materials for building, piled up 

and spilling over cobblestone surfaces, jagged and raw (figure 54).260 When he compiled 

and arranged images, photographic stones, for his publication, Abramovitch made the 

decision to reprint them in a state of material disintegration, “without embellishment,” 

without “‘improv[ing them] by retouching,” and without softening their rough edges.261 

They appear in these pages in a state of falling apart, of corroding. They are scratched 

and faded, marked with particles of dust and traces of chemical decay. The anthology is a 

monument constructed out of fragile paper, printed words, and gradually dissolving 

photographic traces of a vanished world—and not out of durable materials like marble 

and steel. It is pliant and fluid, a place of remembrance that bends, folds, and fades as 

time passes. It is a monument as art historian Carol Armstrong, borrowing from Barthes, 

defines the term: it makes tangible, in “destined-to-crumble pages” the process of aging. 

It is a monument that, “like footprints, traces in the eroding sand” is also a sign of 

material dissolution, a marker of “ruins…[and] remains.”262 Abramovitch articulated his 

                                                
260 Abramovitch, ed., The Vanished World, 13. The editor used the earlier Americanized spellings 
‘Vishniak’ and ‘Kacyzna’ in the captions he wrote for his 1947 volume.  
261 Ibid.  
262 Armstrong, Scenes in a Library: Reading the Photograph in the Book, 1843-1875., 16. See also 
Young’s discussion of what he describes as the “counter-monument”—memorial spaces that refute 
conventional understandings of the monuments by making their own material dissolution visible. Young, 
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message in The Vanished World through what I will term as the rhetoric of 

dematerialization—through a deliberate choice to lay bare the inevitable process of decay 

in a way that frames the perceived permanence of physical materials, of memory, even of 

stone, as illusory.  

The signs of dematerialization that Abramovitch lays bare in The Vanished World, 

intensified through sharp contrast in black and white, fade away in later published 

iterations of the same images. They are hidden and buried through processes of 

restoration, and in their place, details emerge. Printed in the pages of The Vanished World 

as it was physically disintegrating, Kacyzne’s 1925 photograph The Little Old Market, for 

example, appears again in Marek Web’s 1999 volume Polyn: Jewish Life in the Old 

Country (figure 55). Retouched, re-sized, re-printed, and re-titled with the artist’s original 

caption Kreminits (Krzemieniec, Rowne Province), the later reproduction of the image 

emerges on the page in a gradation of gray tones. The previously invisible transitions 

between white and black—absorbed, in Abramovitch’s volume, in harsh lights and 

shadowy depths—reveal the subtle textures of the dry, crumbling edges around the 

footprints left behind in mud along the cobblestone. The gray tones bend around 

contours, sculpting cheeks and noses beneath what, in the 1947 version, appear as 

haunting suggestions of dark eyes that barely emerge before they fade into white. The re-

printed and touched up version of the photograph makes visible and palpable the 

splintered wood of the shingles that line the rooftops, the coarse surface of each piece of 

                                                                                                                                            
"Memory/Monument," 244 and Young, The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and Meaning, 27-
48.  
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rock gathered in the left-hand corner, the smoothness of the stone that builds up the path 

that cuts through the center of the print. It gives us a sense of the physical presence of the 

dilapidated house behind the pile of rock, the fading and peeling of the paint and the 

grain of each layer of plaster exposed beneath it. In Abramovitch’s anthology, the details 

of these surfaces—the materiality of stone and wood, of the materials that make up the 

built space that Kacyzne pictures—dissolve, not only echoing, but also revealing the 

dematerialization of the photograph itself, its faded and scuffed surface. 

Like most of Kacyzne’s surviving photographs, The Little Old Market, once part 

of the collection at the Forward Building, is now housed at the YIVO Institute for Jewish 

Research.263 It is from these archives that Web selected images for his anthology, and 

through his publication that the restored image became widely accessible in recent years. 

Because The Old Road-Maker in Ostroleka, Poland vanished like a ghost in the years 

after Abramovitch completed his volume, it was never retouched. Without access to the 

negatives or original print, it is impossible to know how it once appeared. Like The Little 

Old Market, it is, in the context of The Vanished World, scratched and discolored, caught 

on a page of the anthology in an instant in the midst of its own ongoing, inevitable 

process of physical dissolution (see figure 4). Emerging in the photograph among liver 

spots, scuffs, and scratches, there is a faded passage around the road-maker’s hat that 

bleeds into the unfinished path behind him, encircling the crown of his head like 

                                                
263 The YIVO archives hold the negative, one original print, and five reproductions, filed under the 
alternate title Horses and Wagond on Bread Street, Kremenits.  
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emanations of holy light.264 This discoloration, etched around the edges of the worker’s 

aging face without obscuring the details of his features, stands as a mark not of the 

unrelenting passage of time, but rather of the printing process. The fading is most likely 

the physical residue of an unsuccessful effort to dodge the image, or to correct the 

unevenness of the negative by decreasing the exposure for this particular passage—to 

draw the darkness cast across the center into light.265 The fading, though not a sign of 

physical decline, resonates with, and even, in its conspicuousness, heightens, the effect of 

Abramovitch’s editorial decision to leave raw the photographs in his anthology: his very 

deliberate choice to articulate his message through the language of decay.  

For the editor, the tarnished, untouched surfaces of the photographs in The 

Vanished World enhanced their power as conveyors of a dark truth, as what he describes 

in his introduction as “documents” that “record” a world that was once present and is 

now painfully absent.266 The signs of dissolution serve in the book as a kind of evidence, 

creating for the viewer what Abramovitch hoped would be an experience of ‘factness.’ 

                                                
264 In Jewish mystical sources, the concept of Ohr Makif, or encompassing light, describes rays that filter 
down from God to the earthly realm, but that are not absorbed and remain external to the soul. This light 
transforms into an aura that cloaks religious seekers and encircles their heads like a halo, revealing their 
true nature and desire for spiritual enlightenment.  
265 Thank you to the photographers involved in PhotoLab and to my brother, Jesse Kohn, for helping me to 
decipher the marks on the surface of this image.  
266 Abramovitch, ed., The Vanished World, 11, 12-13.  I draw from Roland Barthes’ suggestion that 
photographs are inevitably traces of moments that will end and subjects who will die or who have already 
perished Susan Sontag, and, later Marianne Hirsch argue that Vishniac’s images of Polish Jews are 
particularly affecting because as we can no longer look at his subjects without acknowledging their 
forthcoming, tragic fate. They are, like all of the images in The Vanished World and others that fall under 
the category Hirsch terms as “Holocaust photographs”—both images of horror and destruction and 
photographs of everyday life that are connected to the genocide by context—are inevitably, markers of 
what no longer exists. See Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1981), 
96. And Susan Sontag, On Photography (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1973), 70. And Hirsch, 
Family Frames: Photography, Narrative, and Postmemory, 20-21.   
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The editor drew upon the rhetoric of dematerialization as part of his project to establish a 

“rhetoric of fact”—an artistic idiom that “foster[ed] the illusion of actuality” by burying 

signs of manipulation beneath the perceived naturalness of physical decay.267 Indeed, his 

choice to circulate photographic prints without retouching them was a widespread 

aesthetic strategy in books designed to make the hidden reality of Nazi brutality visible, 

urgent, and painfully immediate during and just following the War. In his volume 

Extermination of Polish Jews, album of pictures, published two years earlier in Lódz, 

Poland, for example, editor Gerszon Taffet reprinted worn, ripped and faded 

photographs. Often, he arranged them asymmetrically, slanting them, seemingly 

unsystematically, across the pages (figure 56). The images in his collection, most of them 

taken by perpetrators as “‘charming’ keepsakes of their criminal and cruel activities,” 

appear sequentially in the anthology. They trace a history of escalating discrimination 

and violence that ends with a visual record, framed as photographic proof, of the most 

“inhuman and excruciating moral and bodily torments” inflicted on Jewish victims.268 

Collected and arranged for an international audience with text translated and printed not 

only in Polish, but also in Russian, English, French, Yiddish, and Hebrew, the crude, 

untreated photographic surfaces and stark contrasts between black and white in 

Extermination of Polish Jews reflect the harshness contained within each frame. 

                                                
267 James E. Young, Writing and Rewriting the Holocaust: Narrative and the Consequences of 
Interpretation (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1988), 65, 67-8. Quoting here 
from Young’s critique of literary realism as a rhetorical device for coping with the loss of the Holocaust, I 
suggest that his discussion, though grounded in documentary theater, is also a useful framework for 
considering genocide-related documentary photography.  
268 Gershon Taffet, Zaglada Zydostwa Polskiego, Album Zdjec = Extermination of Polish Jews, Album of 
Pictures., Centralna Zydowska Komisja Historyczna W Polsce ; Album 1 (Lodz: Wydawn. Centralnej 
Zydowskiej Komisji Historycznej przy C.K. Zydów polskich, 1945), np.  
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It is only in rare instances that The Vanished World brushes against the 

devastation, pain, and suffering pictured in Taffet’s anthology—that it falls into the 

darkness and approaches the gaping depths of the traumatic rupture. A photograph 

captioned The Beginning of the End, for example, published in Abramovitch’s anthology 

as part of his section devoted to the city of Warsaw, frames a man in the foreground 

cloaked in a long black coat. He is marked as a Jew not only by his traditional garb, but 

also by the band he wears around his arm (figure 57). Stooped in labor, he works 

alongside two other men who, standing along the wall of a building that cuts across the 

right edge of the image, lean into shovels and tools as they struggle to clear snow out of a 

pathway. As one of very few photographs in The Vanished World that trace the rise of 

persecution that swept across Europe, it is strikingly similar in composition and subject 

matter, though less brutal and explicit, to an image circulated in The Extermination of 

Polish Jews. Included in a section that Taffet organized in order to trace the “famine, 

cold…[and] slave-work” that foreshadowed the impending massacre, the photograph 

similarly depicts a group of Jewish men and women alongside the wall of a building 

(figure 58).269 Marked with armbands, they too endure the misery of forced labor, but 

they do not scrape snow with their shovels and pick axes. Instead, they rake rubble, 

pieces left in the aftermath of destruction; perhaps even piles of bones.  

In The Vanished World, photographs that trace the swelling of violence that 

preceded mass destruction—images like The Beginning of the End and Warsaw in 

Flames, which depicts the billowing smoke rising from a consuming fire—are few 

                                                
269 Ibid. 
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(figure 59). They are scattered across the pages as interruptions between visual 

utterances, fractures and cracks in the central story that the anthology tells: a story set in a 

more distant past, before the traumatic break. Indeed, although Abramovitch frames the 

book as a disintegrating monument to the millions of victims who “perished from 

starvation, deportation, epidemics, and as a result of military operations” in what he 

describes as “the greatest catastrophe known to man,” the photographs he selected for the 

volume rarely picture the horror of torture and mass murder.270 For the most part, The 

Vanished World, unlike The Extermination of Polish Jews, represents bustling 

marketplaces and not pillaged and decimated cultural centers (figure 60); piles of stone as 

building materials, and not as places to hide in the “nightmare-like…moments before 

execution” (figure 61); paths paved in cobblestone and not in bodies—not in the skeletal 

flesh of countless innocent Jews who suffered through the “most inhuman and 

excruciating…torments” only to end up lifeless, arranged in neat rows against barbed-

wire fences (figure 62).271 

 The pain and despair that is central in The Extermination of the Polish Jews pulses 

beneath the surface of The Vanished World, lurking in the dark spaces between pages, 

scattered in the few images of destruction, and lingering along the edges of photographs 

of the life that once existed in Jewish villages. The strangely pale section surrounding the 

crown of road-paver’s head in Kacyzne’s photograph, then, is not only a trace of a former 

presence, of everything that was destroyed, and not only a mark left behind during the 

                                                
270 Abramovitch, ed., The Vanished World, 7.  
271 Taffet, Zaglada Zydostwa Polskiego, Album Zdjec = Extermination of Polish Jews, Album of Pictures, 
np.  
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printing process. It is also a visual sign of erasure. It is a sign of what cannot be seen. It 

obscures our view of the path, wiping away part of the background and rendering it 

invisible. It is a ghostly outline against which an emptiness takes shape—“photographic 

evidence of [an] absence.”272 Like the stones that the road-maker holds in his hands—

smoothed by “subterranean levels of suffering,” “roasted in the heat of some non-human 

furnace,” and containing sedimentary layers and histories we cannot see—the discolored 

passage in the photograph draws what is buried to the surface. It makes us painfully 

aware of the invisible.273 It stands as a sign of what, in sociologist Avery Gordon’s 

words, is “there and yet hidden,” what is on the verge of disappearance but nevertheless 

real, what is elusive and ethereal but undeniably present: the very atrocity that the book 

was designed to memorialize.274    

Abramovitch compiled photographs for his anthology in the immediate post-War 

period, three decades before survivors began to share their harrowing stories, monuments 

began to take shape in the built environment, and large-scale genocide-related projects 

erupted in the visual and cultural sphere. These stories of loss and survival were often left 

untold.275 The Holocaust remained an unnamed, unspoken, unseen rupture, festering and 

seething, as it is in The Vanished World, beneath the surface. As historian Peter Novick 

notes, discussions of the catastrophe, both within and outside of Jewish circles, were 

scarce during these years, and often focused not on loss, but rather on instances of 

                                                
272 Gordon, Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination, 33.  
273 Caillois, The Writing of Stones, 32.  
274 Gordon, Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination, 46, 42.  
275 For further discussion of the rise of Holocaust-related cultural project in the 1970s, see the first chapter 
of this study. 
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heroism and resilience.276 The dark reality of victimization, the torments and tortures 

pictured in The Extermination of Polish Jews, were repressed, and even shunned in the 

United States, in part because intellectual leaders believed that they reinforced negative 

stereotypes of Jews as self-pitying, eternal sufferers.277 The devastation that is painfully 

visible in Taffet’s anthology, but verges on invisibility in The Vanished World, was, 

during this period, an all-too-present, all-too-tragic reality in Poland, but a recent, yet 

distant and unreachable past for Abramovitch’s primary audience, made up of first-

generation immigrants who left Europe in the decades before World War II and their 

American-born descendants.  

When early viewers looked at the faded passage in The Old Road-Maker in 

Ostroleka, Poland, they not only saw what was nearly unseen but present, but they could 

also almost see through the surface that had dissolved away in the process of dodging, see 

beyond it, see past it, see past. The Vanished World opened up a space that allowed them 

to connect visually with the more everyday losses that came before, the places that they 

left behind and never saw again, where they once lived and worked, that they knew 

indirectly through flashes of inherited memory. In the photographs bound in the pages, 

the familial, intimate losses of immigration and assimilation—of homesickness—

intersect with a legacy of cataclysmic trauma. These histories, these different forms of 

                                                
276 Novick, The Holocaust in American Life, 115.  
277 Ibid., 121-122. Novick argues that the Holocaust became “an embarrassment” in the late 1940s and 
1950s not, as many have argued, because of the guilt Americans felt about their unresponsiveness to the 
atrocity, but rather because of radical changes in international political sphere (85). He suggests that as the 
government struggled to create theoretical links between Nazism and Communism under the newly coined 
term ‘totalitarianism,’ the Holocaust became the “‘wrong atrocity’” (87). It was not, in other words, 
rhetorically useful in fostering the type of political consciousness that government officials hoped to foster 
in the context of the Cold War. (115). 
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suffering, melt into one another, colliding, entangling, and splitting apart like cracks in 

stone surfaces, like fractures that “approach one another without overlapping, explore one 

another without joining, brush like antennae.”278 

Like most citizens of the United States, viewers of The Vanished World were 

saddened, grief-stricken, and devastated by the catastrophic events of the Holocaust, but 

relatively few of them had been directly implicated or traumatized.279 The visual traces of 

their own far-away homes, flashes of the cobblestone streets they once walked or 

remembered indirectly, brought them closer—closer, paradoxically, than brutal images of 

terror and torment—to what was, for them, a distant and dark chasm, engulfed in silence. 

Though almost imperceptible, the atrocity takes form in The Vanished World through 

what Gordon describes as a form of haunting, an entangling of “familiarity and 

strangeness” that collapses our sense of time and place and draws out repressed cultural 

trauma.280 It was by remembering, by seeing and feeling, a loss from long ago, that they 

were able to begin to “seize in an instant,” or, perhaps, to be gripped and overwhelmed 

by, the Holocaust, a harrowing and unknown past that had only just “flickered by a 

moment before.”281 The lives they left behind, the lingering pain of the rupture from a 

homeland that appears, photographically, on almost every page of The Vanished World, 

became the surface against which the gaping absence of the Holocaust took a shadowy, 

even ghostly, yet painfully real presence.  

                                                
278 Caillois, The Writing of Stones, 52.  
279 Novick, The Holocaust in American Life. 3.  
280 Gordon, Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination, 55, xvi.  
281 Ibid, 164.  
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These visible and nearly-invisible forms of suffering, intertwining on the pages of 

The Vanished World, filtered into the present, making themselves felt as readers flipped 

through the pages. As they approached the shadows of a distant and ungraspable atrocity, 

they also saw—directly, and not obliquely—their own, more intimate legacies of 

suffering, their own “endings that are not over.”282 Framed as monuments to the 

Holocaust, the photographic allusions to devastation also function as what scholar Laura 

Levitt describes as “legitimate, morally permissible route[s]” to questions about 

immigration, assimilation, feelings of uprootedness, and other, more everyday legacies of 

loss.283 Through the scuffed and scratched surfaces of the photographs bound in The 

Vanished World, beneath the faded passage that bends around the old road-pavers hat, 

they could see beyond the devastation of mass destruction to the homes they left behind 

years earlier, to the places they longed for. Perhaps, as they remembered their former 

lives in flashes and glimpses, they looked past the surface of Abramovitch’s anthology to 

see, too, the pages of The Jewish Daily Forward, where they encountered many of the 

same images—where, in the Sunday art supplement, they saw a photograph that was 

almost identical to Kacyzne’s Old Road-Maker in Ostroleka, Poland. 

1924: TRANSLATION AND RE-VISION 
…translating…the range of registers brings us back to the question of maintaining 
the texture of the original.284 
 -Joel Berkowitz and Jeremy Dauber 

 
 
 

                                                
282 Ibid, 195.  
283 Levitt, American Jewish Loss after the Holocaust, 24.  
284 Joel Berkowitz and Jeremy Dauber, "Translator's Note," in Landmark Yiddish Plays: A Critical 
Anthology, ed. Joel Berkowitz and Jeremy Dauber (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2006), 79. 
The authors refer here to the particular challenges of translating the tone of the elevated, philosophical 
language that Alter Kacyzne intertwines with simple dialogue in his Yiddish-language play The Duke. 
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…continuous revision is the literary performance of the working through of 
trauma…285  
 -Susan Suleiman 
 

 
 On Sunday, December 14, 1924, editor Abraham Cahan circulated a photographic 

portrait of Khaim, a ferryman with no documented surname, in the lower left corner of 

the Art Supplement in The Jewish Daily Forward (figure 63). Peering directly at an 

unknown photographer, the subject squints his right eye as he stands on the bank of the 

Vistula River in Kazimierz. His white beard, partially hidden in shadows cast by the brim 

of his cap, cascades over the neckline of his shirt and falls into the collar of his worn coat. 

The cigarette he grips between his middle and index fingers points up toward the thumb 

of his right hand, forming an imagined line that extends out to the oval-shaped edges of 

the frame and, diagonally, across the array of photographs arranged on the page: an 

image, taken by another unnamed photographer, of the Daugavpils-based Hasidic leader 

Sholem Mark surrounded by eight of his grandchildren, a wide-angle shot of a gathering 

at the marketplace in Pinsk, and, at the top right corner, Alter Kacyzne’s A Jewish Street 

Paver of Bialystock, Poland (figures 64-66).286 As in his image Old Road-Maker in 

Ostroleka, Poland from The Vanished World, this related photograph from The Forward 

frames a man kneeling in the middle of a fragmentary path. His sleeves are rolled up to 

his elbows, and he bends forward along the length of his spine as he aligns pieces of 

stone in the earth beneath him.  

                                                
285 Susan Robin Suleiman, Crises of Memory and the Second World War (Cambridge, Massachusetts and 
London, England: Harvard University Press, 2006), 140.  
286 Information about the subject matter comes from the translations of the Yiddish captions available in 
the YIVO photo archives. 
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 In this issue of The Forward, the images in the Art Section are packed tightly 

together; the edges of their frames overlap (figure 67). The top of the portrait of the 

ferryman cuts into the bottom of Kacyzne’s marketplace scene, and the corner of that 

image, in turn, obscures the passage of A Jewish Street Paver of Bialystock, Poland that 

extends beyond the worker’s downward gaze and his outstretched arms. Intersecting 

along the physical plane of the page, the photographs were circulated as part of what was, 

in New York’s Yiddish press, the first of its kind: a multi-volume story told in 

photographs. The high-quality, sepia-toned reproductions, distributed in weekly 

installments across the span of many years, weave a visual tale of traditional Jewish life 

in the old country—of homelands left behind and longed for. These visual narratives took 

shape alongside written stories, published in the surrounding pages, about the challenges 

of negotiating a foreign land.287   

In the surrounding pages of The Jewish Daily Forward, readers found breaking 

reports, political and social commentary, and letters to the editor in a language that was, 

for many of them, both familiar and strange. Yiddish, the mother tongue for many Jewish 

immigrants filtering into the Lower East Side in the early decades of the twentieth 

century, had a longstanding oral tradition, but what the newspaper’s contributing editor 

Jacob C. Rich describes as a still-evolving and “uncertain existence” in written form.288 A 

language of storytelling, of daily communication, of struggle and celebration, Yiddish 
                                                
287 Dobroszycki and Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, "A History of Jewish Photography in Poland," 25-26. The 
authors note that the first installment of the Art Section in the Jewish Daily Forward appeared one year 
earlier, in 1923. As it evolved over the years, the supplement became more increasingly thematically 
unified until it began to cover singular events.  
288 Jacob C.  Rich, The Jewish Daily Forward: An Achievement of Dedicated Idealists, the Extraordinary 
Story of a Unique Newspaper and Its Publisher (New York: Forward Association, 1967), 22.  
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had a vocabulary and a life in Europe’s Jewish villages that coincided with, but also 

diverged from, Hebrew, the language of scripture and religious study.289 In The Jewish 

Daily Forward, the tone and cadence of spoken Yiddish is approximated in text. It is 

transcribed, translated, and transformed into strings of Hebrew characters that carry with 

them resonances of religious roots, allusions to scholarship and prayer.290 Scattered 

through these lines were the English words that were permeating steadily into American 

Yiddish.291 The articles in The Forward, then, linguistically intertwined the spoken 

stories with the written narratives, the everyday with the holy, and the traditions of the 

homeland with the process of assimilation. 

Although most of the newly-arrived Jewish New Yorkers who purchased copies 

of The Forward at newsstands across the city were native Yiddish speakers, many of 

them struggled to understand the written incarnation of the language during the 

publication’s formative years.292 A substantial sector of the reading public never 

encountered newspapers or other printed Yiddish-language sources in their former 

homelands. Many immigrant women, who were often excluded from the religious 

schooling that was compulsory for their male counterparts in the old country, were also 

                                                
289 Young, Writing and Rewriting the Holocaust: Narrative and the Consequences of Interpretation, 27. 
And Rich, The Jewish Daily Forward: An Achievement of Dedicated Idealists, the Extraordinary Story of a 
Unique Newspaper and Its Publisher, 21.  
290 Rich, The Jewish Daily Forward: An Achievement of Dedicated Idealists, the Extraordinary Story of a 
Unique Newspaper and Its Publisher, 21.  
291 Ibid, 31. 
292 By the height of its popularity in the early 1930s, The Jewish Daily Forward reached over 250,000 
loyal readers not only in New York, but also in other major cities across the U.S. and abroad. See Isaac 
Metzker, ed., A Bintel Brief: Sixty Years of Letters from the Lower East Side to the Jewish Daily Forward 
(Garden City, New York: Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1971), 11. And Rich, The Jewish Daily Forward: 
An Achievement of Dedicated Idealists, the Extraordinary Story of a Unique Newspaper and Its Publisher, 
3.  
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unfamiliar with the Hebrew letters that compose each Yiddish word in The Forward.293 

Longing for the comfort of familiar places and guidance for their new lives in a strange 

land, these viewers likely turned past the columns of text to the photo-essays in the 

Sunday Art Supplement. They studied pages that, with no written words aside from the 

captions printed beneath each image, told stories about current events, the latest 

American fashions, Jewish celebrities, and traditional Jewish life in European shtetlach. 

Taken by several artists based in Poland and employed by the newspaper, the 

photographs of forsaken homelands printed at the end of the Art Section every Sunday 

were also, in a sense, translations. They were printed transcriptions not of a spoken 

language, but rather of lived and felt experiences. They were, for early viewers, 

approximations of unreachable places, of marketplaces, houses, and synagogues already 

imprinted in slivers of memory, of former lives.294  

Kacyzne, in his image A Jewish Street Paver of Bialystock, Poland, translated 

memories of once-traversed cobblestone paths into an image, a material object, that 

served his audience—immigrant readers who had recently resettled in New York—as a 

visual bridge from strange, crowded urban streets back to the homeland. Indeed, in every 

facet of his career, the artist was continually engaged on some level in the practice of 

translation. Perhaps better known during his lifetime and in his own country as a Yiddish-

language poet, playwright, and essayist than he was as a photographer, he was fluent in 

                                                
293 Rich, The Jewish Daily Forward: An Achievement of Dedicated Idealists, the Extraordinary Story of a 
Unique Newspaper and Its Publisher, 22.  
294 My argument here is based on Susan Suleiman’s suggestion that writing is always a form of translation, 
an imperfect record of lived experience. See Suleiman, Crises of Memory and the Second World War, 174-
5.  
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Russian, Polish, German, French, and Hebrew. Moving between and across languages in 

his written work, he transformed the varied tones of spoken language into lines of poetry, 

adapted great literary works of the past for the Yiddish stage, and altered theatrical works 

into screenplays. He developed his skill with the camera during the same years he 

produced his first literary compositions; at the age of fourteen, when he moved to the 

south of Ukraine to apprentice with a local photographer, he also began to write.295 As he 

shifted between linguistic systems and across modes of representation, he worked to 

maintain the cadences of language and the nuances of memory—to protect the “texture of 

the original” word, idea, or vision.296 In his work as a visual artist, tied, from its 

inception, to his literary practice, he was able to translate the felt experience of rupture 

into his photographic prints.  

Kacyzne’s photograph A Jewish Street Paver of Bialystock, Poland is one such 

visual translation of the texture of living in two places at once. The image stands as a 

photographic approximation, a visual analogy, of what scholar Ernst van Alphen 

describes as the cultural experience of the migrant: the “endless process of combining 

fragmented images and stories from the homeland and places dwelled in after the 

homeland.”297 Leaving gaps between each stone, cracks to be filled with mortar, the 

solitary worker in the photograph creates a pathway out of raw, unwrought stone, a vision 

of wholeness built up of pieces. His physical toil, the labor of building a road that 

remains, in the photograph, ever unfinished, alludes to the less tangible process of 

                                                
295 Berkowitz and Dauber, "Translator's Note," 61.  
296 Ibid, 79.  
297 van Alphen, "Imagined Homelands: Re-Mapping Cultural Identities," 60.  
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merging the old world and the new—the unending labor of reimagining a sense of 

Jewishness, a sense of self, by seeing and “reliving past places” through the lens of an 

unfamiliar new home. Like the road-maker in the image, who brings pieces together, the 

readers of The Forward were struggling to integrate splinters of the shtetl and pieces of 

New York, to create pathways that extend back to their former homes in Europe, to build 

a place to stand, to live, in a strange new land.298    

Evoking metaphors of splitting and doubling, of fractures, of geographical 

divides, A Jewish Street Paver of Bialystock, Poland is also, in a more literal sense, a 

translation of Old Road-Maker in Ostroleka, Poland—a scene, almost the same but not 

quite, that Kacyzne shot at a different moment, in a different city, and from a different 

angle.299 Both traces of half-paved paths not only endured the violent destruction of the 

Kacyzne’s records, manuscripts, and notes, but also survived the photographer himself, 

who resolved never to leave his beloved Warsaw even under the threat of escalating anti-

Semitism.300 In the wake of such catastrophic loss of life, of materials and 

documentation, there are no remaining records to indicate which photograph the artist 

took first. The Old Road-Maker in Ostroleka, Poland is carefully composed, almost 

rehearsed in the way it frames the worker in a network of stone and mortar—as if the 

artist had already learned to set up the shot when he first encountered the scene in 

                                                
298 Ibid, 66-67.  
299 I borrow the phrase ‘almost the same but not quite’ from Homi Bhabha’s work on mimicry. See Homi 
Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994), 127. I discuss this essay in further detail in 
Chapter 3.  
300 Kacyzne, Polyn: Jewish Life in the Old Country, xxi, xvi. According Nakham Blitz, a young Yiddish 
poet and one of the few surviving witnesses of a killing rampage in Tarnopol, Kacyzne was brutally beaten 
to death by a Ukranian soldier in July of 1941 (xxii).  
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Bialystock. The faded passage around the old road-paver’s head, however, indicates that 

a section of the negative for The Old Road-Maker in Ostroleka, Poland was too dark to 

produce the even tonal gradations characteristic of Kacyzne’s photographic work. It is 

perhaps more likely, then, that A Jewish Street Paver of Bialystock, Poland was 

Kacyzne’s effort to make visible what, in Ostrolenka, had been obscured in shadow and 

lost in the translation from the negative to the positive print. In making one image, at any 

rate, Kacyzne returned to rework the other, to edit and refine what he must have realized 

was a significant, metaphorically loaded image of road building, of merging pieces.  

Kacyzne’s photographic process, and, in particular, this act of revisiting a scene 

that he had shot before and framing it, once again, from a different perspective, was 

deeply entwined with his writerly practice of revision. It was the visual equivalent of 

coming back to a sentence, editing the syntax, and exchanging one phrase for another; it 

was like using the lens of his camera, rather than his pen, to inscribe the same idea on a 

page using different words. Both photographs depict a road maker who grips a piece of 

cobblestone in the palm of each hand as he kneels in the middle of a half-paved road. In 

one, however, Kacyzne positioned the younger, clean-shaven worker from Bialystock in 

profile, stressing the muscular tension in his subject’s forearms as he attends to his task. 

The other frames not the folds through the length of the worker’s trousers, not the curve 

of his subject’s back as he hunches over in work, but rather the expressive details of his 

weathered face and the buttons down the front of his vest. In these photographs, as in his 

literary work, Kacyzne retraced and reinterpreted the first image into the second. He 

maintained its tone and texture, but reframed and rephrased it. It was, for him, a process 
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of revision in Susan Suleiman’s sense of the term: it was a moment of seeing anew, of re-

seeing—of re-vision.301  

Stretching the parameters of Suleiman’s definition beyond the act of “writing and 

rewriting,” I use her term ‘re-vision’ in the context of this study to encompass also the 

process of viewing and re-viewing. I suggest, using this theoretical framework, that when 

Kacyzne shot and re-shot this scene of labor, he set in motion, for his viewers, an 

experience of seeing again, of return, that spanned two decades.302 The Old Road-Maker 

in Ostroleka, Poland first appeared in The Vanished World twenty-three years after A 

Jewish Street Paver of Bialystock, Poland was published in The Forward, but both 

publications emerged from the same sources and likely drew overlapping audiences. In 

fact, Abramovitch, who was himself an important socialist thinker and frequent 

contributor to The Forward, worked in collaboration with Cahan, the newspaper’s chief 

editor, to produce the 1947 volume. They selected many images for The Vanished World 

that had already appeared in the newspaper in the 1920s and 30s, using the crumbling 

visual remnants of the older site of memory to construct a new monument.303 Published 

and distributed, like Cahan’s newspaper, by the Forward Association, Abramovitch’s 

volume reached viewers who were, in some cases, longtime, dedicated readers of The 

Forward. As these readers looked through the pages of the 1947 publication, they did not 

                                                
301 Suleiman, Crises of Memory and the Second World War, 140.  
302 Ibid, 177. The author borrows this phrase from the title of James Young’s book Writing and Re-Writing 
the Holocaust.  
303 Rich, The Jewish Daily Forward: An Achievement of Dedicated Idealists, the Extraordinary Story of a 
Unique Newspaper and Its Publisher, 53.  
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simply see images of their former homelands on the verge of catastrophe. They saw these 

images again, for the second time.  

Turning the pages of The Vanished World and pausing to linger over Kacyzne’s 

image Grandfather Teaches His Grandson, Biala, Poland, for example, these viewers 

may have felt a flash of familiarity that was sparked not only by their nostalgia for the 

homeland, but also by their vague recollection of seeing the same photograph before 

(figure 68). Inevitably, the details of the memory of finding the photograph in The 

Forward during the summer of 1926 had faded by the time they saw it pressed up against 

the edges of a page of The Vanished World (figure 69). The texture of the photograph—

the soft curves of the boy’s cheek against the book splayed on the table, the folds in the 

fabric of his grandmother’s sleeve, his grandfather’s fingertips bent in response to the 

angle of his elbow—most likely evoked only a momentary flicker of recognition that 

was, almost certainly, difficult to place. Perhaps, however, a glimpse of their initial 

encounter with the photograph came back to them when they saw it again in 1947, and, 

along with it, traces of the entangled feelings they once experienced—flashes, however 

fleeting and elusive, of what the image evoked in them when they first saw it as newly-

arrived immigrants. It is possible that the half-realized recollection of seeing the image 

before even supplanted the original memory-image, taking hold and taking over the 

shimmering, ever-waning vision they held from actually being in that faraway place. In 

the pages of The Vanished World and through their affective connection with an image 

they had seen years earlier, tremors of their pasts, of their journeys across oceans and 

between homes, surged through them.  
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Although many of the images, repeated and reprinted in The Vanished World, 

remain unchanged, faded and scuffed with age but otherwise indistinguishable from the 

images circulated in The Forward, the site of reading around them shifted. The bound, 

horizontally oriented pages of the 1947 anthology had a different weight and grain than 

the thin, fragile folds of the newspaper. Whereas the layout of each edition of the Sunday 

Art Supplement was packed tight with photographs, overlapping at the borders, 

Abramovitch isolated a single, large-format reproduction across each page of his volume. 

The publications, produced for divergent reasons, also contextualized the photographs in 

very different ways. In The Forward, these images of Eastern and Central European 

Jewish villages made a former, yet still achingly familiar, way of life visible and present 

for immigrant readers once again. The same photographs took on new strata of meaning 

in The Vanished World, becoming also records of catastrophic loss and ghostly specters 

of everything that was decimated under Nazi persecution. The repetition of images is not 

merely a faithful, unchanging replication, but rather a repetition with difference, to 

borrow Suleiman’s term from psychoanalytic theory. It allowed for reinterpretation—for 

a return to a past rupture that was mutable, unstable, shaped by the constant unfolding of 

history and continual fluctuations of memory.304 It opened up a space for viewers both to 

see again and to see anew. 

Suleiman, in her 2006 study Crisis of Memory and the Second World War, 

suggests that as a literary practice, revision, or the process of rewriting—of editing and 

altering—can performatively embody the psychological process of working through 

                                                
304 Suleiman, Crises of Memory and the Second World War, 140.  
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trauma. Beginning with recent re-readings of Freud’s most developed discussion of 

repetition and recovery (published just one year before Kacyzne began taking 

photographs on assignment for American Jewish organizations), she maps psychoanalytic 

notions of traumatic and narrative memory onto artistic strategies for registering pain.305  

In her rehearsal of Freud’s notion of the “compulsion to repeat,” she notes that traumatic 

memory rips away our sense of chronology.306 It is associated with stasis, rigidity and 

endless, ever-unresolved melancholy; it creates in us a need to repeat, to imagine the 

scene of rupture over and over. Narrative memory, in contrast, remains tied to our 

understanding of historical time and allows us to place trauma in the past, to mourn it, to 

work through it, and to move forward into the future and toward healing.307 Suleiman 

places Freud’s analysis in dialogue with a correlating critical framework that scholar 

Sidra Ezrahi develops in her 1996 essay “Representing Auschwitz.” For Ezrahi, in 

Suleiman’s understanding, there are two interrelated, yet contradicting, cultural responses 

to catastrophe. The first, paralleling Freud’s notion of traumatic memory and ceaseless 

repetition, is the “‘static or absolutist approach.’” In this method, writers of Holocaust 

testimony, fiction, and theory situate a fixed notion of self in a static, unrelenting place. 

“‘The dynamic or relativist position,’” in contrast, corresponds to narrative memory, 

                                                
305 Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure Principle contains an elaborate discussion of repetition, an idea that he 
also explores, more concisely, in “The Uncanny.” He completed both manuscripts he completed in 1919, 
but circulated the article before he released the book-length version in 1920. For more on this publication 
history, see Sigmund Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, trans. James Strachey (New York and London: 
W.W. Norton and Company, 1961), xxxviii. The following year, in 1921, the Hebrew Immigration Aid 
Society (HIAS), a New York-based Jewish activist group, hired Kacyzne to document the plight of Polish 
Jews who were hoping to leave their homes to resettle in the United States. He continued to develop his 
photographic work on assignment for The Forward beginning in 1924.  
306 Ibid, 18-19, 43-46.  
307 Suleiman, Crises of Memory and the Second World War, 139-140.  



 139 

repetition with difference, and approaches atrocity by developing strategies for describing 

an “‘ongoing renegotiation of that historical reality.’”308 Suleiman, in finding the 

intersections between Freud’s psychoanalytic theory and Ezrahi’s cultural criticism, 

suggests that through the literary practice of revision, or constant return to and 

reinterpretation of trauma, writers can enact the psychological process of mending, the 

working through of trauma and the working toward healing, in cultural form.309 

I maintain that Suleiman’s argument can be translated from an analysis of the 

writerly practice of revision into an interpretive scaffold for the experience of re-vision—

from the act of reworking lines of text to the act of re-viewing photographs. A site of 

visual repetition with difference, The Vanished World reframes photographs of an 

abandoned homeland as ghostly traces of catastrophic loss, offering viewers at once a 

new context for reading them in the wake of destruction and elusive, flickering memories 

of seeing them in newsprint years earlier. Although it is significant in the context of this 

chapter that Suleiman’s analysis—and the theoretical foundations on which she builds—

emerge out of the horrors of war and the study of genocide, the visual repetitions in 

Abramovitch’s anthology did not open up a cultural space for mending an unmendable 

atrocity. Instead, the Holocaust served in his book as a lens through which to re-see an 

earlier traumatic break: the rupture from the homeland. For readers of The Vanished 

World who had encountered the same photographs in The Jewish Daily Forward, the 

visual repetition, the re-printing of images they first saw as they were struggling to build 

                                                
308 Sidra Dekoven Ezrahi, "Representing Auschwitz," History and Memory 7, no. 2 (1996), 121-164. As 
quoted in Suleiman, Crises of Memory and the Second World War, 140.  
309 Suleiman, Crises of Memory and the Second World War, 140.  
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new homes in New York, brought back the loss of leaving the lives they knew behind. 

The more recent legacy of mass murder, the painful recognition that they could never 

return to Europe to find their former homes intact, was what created the difference. The 

haunting allusions to the catastrophic cultural trauma, layered beneath and around the 

edges of each photographic trace of the lives they left behind, allowed readers to see, or 

rather to see again, their own displacement as a fracture in an unrelenting unfolding of 

time—a fissure in the broader trajectory of a devastating history.  

 Each photograph in The Vanished World that once appeared in The Forward was 

a repetition that allowed viewers to re-imagine a difficult personal and familial loss in the 

context of a catastrophic cultural trauma. Kacyzne’s divergent, yet interrelated, images of 

half-completed cobblestone paths, however, amplified this experience of re-vision. In the 

fissures and junctures between A Jewish Street Paver of Bialystock, Poland and Old 

Road-Maker in Ostrolenka Poland, between the original depiction of the scene and the 

translation, emerged a repetition with a different form of difference. In this instance, it 

was more than the printed space around the photograph that shifted, more than the 

captions and framing text, and more than the texture of the paper. There were also 

changes within the frame itself, photographic revisions that gave viewers a new angle, a 

new vantage point from which to see a continually fading past. It was also this repeated 

scene of road building that created, beneath the large-format, hardbound cover of the 

Yizkor Book of the Community of Ostrolenka, another repetition, a final re-vision. Some 

viewers—viewers who, in their youth, left their homes in Ostrolenka to resettle in New 

York, who watched the sepia-toned, photographic tale of traditional Jewish life take 
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shape in The Forward, who found the same images again in The Vanished World, who 

sent the photograph from in the archives housed in the Forward building to their fellow 

countrymen living in Israel—would have felt another shiver of familiarity when they 

turned a page of the 1963 volume to uncover, once again, Kacyzne’s re-titled image The 

Old Street Paver in Ostrolenka. Contained within this image, for them, the entire 

trajectory of a story, their story, the chapters enfolded and twisted together. These readers 

found in the photograph—in all the tangled layers of meaning it assumed, in vague 

memories of all the places they had seen it before—the story of leaving home, of being a 

stranger in a strange land, of resettling, of horrific loss and destruction, of unbridgeable 

distances, of building a new life.  

 The center point of this story, the axis around which it rotates, is The Vanished 

World. It serves as the midpoint between two other publications, the juncture in a history 

of circulation and re-circulation, the hinge in an ongoing process of re-vision and 

recovery. Abramovitch’s volume is a place where the tangled threads of loss, the visible 

and the nearly invisible, the translations and repetitions, merge and emerge. By twisting 

familial histories of immigration into a legacy of genocide that was, in 1947 when the 

book first appeared, still unnamed and hidden, but painfully present beneath the surface, 

The Vanished World brought immigrant viewers closer to their own, more intimate 

losses. It also placed the rupture from the homeland within a longer historical legacy, 

perhaps helping them to transform traumatic memory into narrative memory—to find 

emotional distance, to move beyond it and toward healing. It is through the amalgamation 

of images with layered meanings that The Vanished World finds its rhetorical power and 
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cultural significance: it binds together many knotted stories, stories that came before and 

stories that, ever unfinished, continue to take shape with each new generation. 
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Chapter 3:  Between Visibility and Darkness 

IN THE PENUMBRA 
I am the mirror that no breath can mist. I glow like the full moon behind the rush 
of moods. I may be veiled, but cannot be obliterated. I am the eternal spectator of 
change.  
 -Benjamin de Casseres 310 

 
In a review of Luxembourg-born photographer Edward Steichen’s exhibition at 

the Montross Gallery in New York, critic Charles Caffin suggests that the artist’s work 

demonstrates an ability to filter elusive truths through physical matter. The article, 

published in a 1910 issue of Alfred Stieglitz’s fine art journal Camera Work, goes on to 

argue that Steichen’s misty night scenes reveal a hidden, intangible ‘spirit’ that permeates 

the physical world. Concrete objects, barely perceptible through the haze of twilight, 

emerge out of the “penumbra, between the clear visibility of things and their total 

extinction in darkness” (figure 70).311 Although Caffin is referring to an entire corpus, his 

use of the word “penumbra,” evoking both the blending of light and shade on the surface 

of the photographic plane and the partial shadows cast during a lunar eclipse, takes on a 

particular resonance in relationship to Steichen’s 1904 photograph Moonlight, the Pond 

(figure 71).312 From the edge of the lake near Caffin’s Long Island home, peering “across 

[the] dim water,” Steichen made the image in August of that year, framing in the lens of 

                                                
310 Benjamin de Casseres, "The Minutes," Camera Work 41 (1913), 21. 
311 Charles Caffin, "The Art of Eduard J. Steichen," Camera Work 30 (1910), 34.  
312 The curatorial staff of the recent exhibition Stieglitz, Steichen, Strand at the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art in New York (November 10, 2010-April 10, 2011) also drew this connection between Steichen’s image 
and Caffin’s essay, suggesting, in the wall text written to accompany Moonlight, the Pond, that the critic’s 
evocative references to the shadowy spaces between darkness and light emerged out of his reflection on 
“such pictures.”  
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his camera a “half-realized, half-baffled vision” of trees along the shoreline.313 Emerging 

from velvety blackness, they dissolve into a feathery web of leaves at the upper edge of 

the picture plane. The bare branches in Moonlight, the Pond, shimmering in the silvery 

light of the rising moon, cast distorted reflections, stretched and elongated, on the still 

surface of a pool of water.  

Making his own familial past visible even as he cloaked it in darkness, I argue in 

this chapter that Stieglitz used his journal as a space to open up unanswerable questions 

about what it means to live in the penumbra between classes, between racial categories, 

and between cultures. Echoing the physical process of peeling back the thin sheets of 

translucent paper in Camera Work to reveal the delicate, granular pages beneath, I aim to 

uncover the histories of Jewish loss that are not only contained within the individual 

objects that he selected for the journal, but also obscured in the liminal spaces between, 

across, and within issues. In these pages, legacies of homelessness and homecoming 

emerge in almost-invisible form: they take shape in allusions and metaphors, in 

repetitions and re-visions, in half-lights and shadows. Shining a flickering light over the 

darkness that Stieglitz carefully cast across the pages of Camera Work, I examine the 

layered meanings that emerge in the journal in order to explore Jewishness as an 

underlying question that breaks through the surface of the publication and leaks over the 

edges of its pages. These submerged themes of rootlessness and return rise up and take 

shape as a kind of critical intervention, allowing Stieglitz to subtly contest social 

inequality without revealing his own Jewish heritage.  

                                                
313 Caffin, "The Art of Eduard J. Steichen," 35, 34. 
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Stieglitz’s allusions to histories of Jewish loss surface in the cracks between the 

texts and images he arranged in his pages, in the threads that weave them together. In a 

1906 volume of Camera Work, for example, he created a subtle link between Steichen’s 

photograph Moonlight, the Pond and a related essay by their colleague Benjamin de 

Casseres. The essay, entitled “The Brain and the World, Dedicated to Eduard J. 

Steichen,” appears in the issue of the journal following the one that distributed Caffin’s 

review of Steichen’s exhibition (figure 72).314  In it, de Casseres suggests that there is 

something ungraspable and fleeting about our lived experience of the world around us. 

“We never come into contact with things, but only with their images,” he writes, evoking 

Stiechen’s shadowy nocturnes and alluding most directly, it seems, to the row of trees 

reflected off the surface of the water in Moonlight, the Pond. “We never know the real—

only effigies of the real…we do not pursue objects; we pursue the reflection of objects,” 

he continues, exploring the same themes contained within the frame of Steichen’s 

photograph: illusions and mirrors, “the Image and the Mirage,” the blurred lines that 

divide representation and reality.315  

Transformed in the dim light into an elusive, flickering mirror, the water in 

Moonlight, the Pond creates a visual echo of the trees that line the upper edge of the 

                                                
314 Stiechen, who was a first-generation immigrant from Bivange, Luxembourg, published work in the 
early years of his career under his given name, Eduard. It was only later, as he adapted to American culture, 
that he changed the spelling to Edward. He emerges among several non-Jewish artists, including Alvin 
Langdon Coburn and Charles Caffin, who play a central role in this chapter. I suggest that Stieglitz added 
additional layers of meaning to their photographs and texts when he incorporated them into Camera Work, 
finding ways to subtly explore questions about Jewishness through works by artists of both Jewish and non-
Jewish descent—by immigrants, native-born artists, and transatlantic travelers. 
315 Benjamin de Casseres, "The Brain and the World, Dedicated to Eduard J. Steichen," Camera Work 31 
(1910), 27. 
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photograph—a “reflection of objects”—that is, to borrow the language of the cultural 

critic and postcolonial theorist Homi Bhabha, “almost the same, but not quite.”316  

Steichen’s photograph frames an image of what we perceive as the ‘real’ repeated by  

“effigies of the real,” subtly warped copies of each trunk, each twig, each branch, 

extended, almost imperceptibly, along the vertical axis of the picture plane. The reflection 

evokes what Bhabha describes as the “slippage produced by the ambivalence of 

mimicry,” the excess that always and inevitably emerges out of the struggle to conceal 

signs of difference through acts of mirroring. 317  This language, in Bhabha’s 1984 essay 

“Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse,” describes a central 

tactic for maintaining inequitable power structures. Mimicry, he argues, is a fraught and 

ultimately unbridgeable pathway to cultural inclusion that reduces the colonized subject 

into a “‘partial’ presence,” “‘incomplete’ and ‘virtual’”—into an inevitably distorted 

double, a strained and stretched mirror image, of the colonizer.318 

In her rehearsal and re-reading of Bhabha’s work, Laura Levitt draws upon the 

theory of repetition and reflection to frame American Jewishness as a form of excess. 

Mapping Bhabha’s analysis of the colonial project onto the liberal state, she argues that 

both systems are structured around a perpetually unfulfilled promise of emancipation 

through assimilation. Like colonized subjects, she argues, European immigrants living in 

the United States fall prey to the inherent failure of mimicry. Their efforts to mirror the 

                                                
316 Homi Bhabha, "Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse," October 28 (1984), 
126. 
317 Ibid, 127.  
318 Ibid.  
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mainstream, to dissolve into the melting pot, reveal a longing for acceptance that always, 

in the end, exposes their Jewishness—their perceived and felt difference.319 Drawing 

from Levitt’s argument, I suggest that Stieglitz struggled throughout his career with such 

a paradox: his efforts to conceal his ancestral past in the shadows was, in many ways, 

what made it visible.  

Born in 1864 in Hoboken, New Jersey, Stieglitz was instilled, on one hand, with 

what art historian Nancy Newhall describes as a “deep Jewish sense of family” and, on 

the other, with an awareness of how assimilation could open up pathways to success in 

the United States.320 His father, who left Hannover-Münden, Germany as part of the 

migratory wave that hit American shores in the wake of the 1849 revolution, remained 

committed to Jewish social causes and intellectual traditions throughout his life.321 He 

became an established businessman, however, only after he had cast off his prayer shawls 

and changed his name from Ephraim to Edward.322 His wife, Hedwig Werner Stieglitz, 

was born in Offenbach—near Frankfurt—and raised in the Orthodox faith. Arriving at 

the port of New York when she was just eight years old, she, too, absorbed widespread 

lessons about the importance of Americanization. As a means of skirting racial 

                                                
319 Laura S. Levitt, "Photographing American Jews: Identifying American Jewish Life," in Mapping 
Jewish Identities, ed. Laurence J.  Silberstein (New York: New York University Press, 2000), 82. And 
Laura Levitt, Jews and Feminism: The Ambivalent Search for Home (New York: Routledge, 1997), 7.  
320 Nancy Newhall, as quoted in William Innes Homer, Alfred Stieglitz and the American Avant-Garde 
(Boston: New York Graphic Society, 1983), 6.  
321 To name one example, Edward Stieglitz contributed funds to Mount Sinai Hospital, an institution 
designed to provide medical care for the growing population of Jewish immigrants, until his death in May 
of 1909. For the condolence letters sent to his family, see YCAL MSS 85, Box 242.  
322 Anne Elizabeth McCauley, "The Making of a Modernist Myth," in The Steerage and Alfred Stieglitz, 
ed. Anthony W. Lee, Defining Moments in American Photography (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: 
University of California Press, 2012), 42-43.  
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discrimination and finding opportunity in her new home, she buried outward signs of her 

religious upbringing.323  

As the son of two first-generation German Jewish immigrants, Stieglitz was 

profoundly conflicted about his ancestral heritage, and he struggled, as his parents had 

done before him, to veil his Jewishness throughout his career. He gained a level of social 

mobility by distancing himself from the swelling tides of European migrants who were, 

according to sociological theory and widespread cultural myth, flooding into American 

ports to unravel the social fabric of the nation. 324 The position that he established among 

the artistic elite, however, remained unstable and precarious. In order to become an 

American cultural leader, he had to shed—or at to least strip away—markers of his 

familial background. He had to fight, constantly and continually, to become an 

American.325  His Jewishness, however, always lurked in the shadows; it surfaced in his 

                                                
323 Nancy Newhall, as quoted in Homer, Alfred Stieglitz and the American Avant-Garde, 6.  
324 James Bryce, "The Latest Phase of Immigration," in The American Commonwealth (New York: The 
Macmillian Company, 1933), 472. See also Frank Julian Warne, The Immigrant Invasion (New York: 
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America,1.) For further reading on the racial history of newly-arrived Jewish immigrants and the processes 
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American Culture, Roediger, Working toward Whiteness: How America's Immigrants Became White: The 
Strange Journey from Ellis Island to the Suburbs, and Goldstein, The Price of Whiteness: Jews, Race, and 
American Identity.  



 149 

yearning for a sense of belonging, in his over-eagerness to hide the Jewish past. Like the 

mirrored image in Moonlight, the Pond that produces a visual slippage, he remained a 

stretched reflection, an effigy of the real—almost the same but not quite, “almost the 

same but not white.”326  

The excessive Americanness that took shape in and between the images and texts 

in Camera Work became a shadow that Stieglitz cast over his Jewishness, but through the 

cloak that he used to veil his immigrant past shimmered a half-realized, half-baffled 

vision of who he really was. His immigrant ancestry always glimmered faintly in the 

penumbra, in the haze between visibility and darkness, in the slippages that emerged out 

of his fervent attempts to mask it. His longing not to be different is exactly what marked 

him as what was, in poet Leonard van Noppen’s words, a “sad exile[].”327 Sadness, as 

Van Noppen insinuates in his contribution to Camera Work 31, is an underlying structure 

of cultural displacement, a central framework for understanding the feelings of loss 

endemic to processes of assimilation (figure 73).328 According to psychotherapist Shinhee 

Han and literary scholar David Eng, it is a direct and unavoidable consequence of what 

Bhabha frames as the ambivalence of mimicry, of the slippages it produces and 

                                                
326 Levitt, "Photographing American Jews: Identifying American Jewish Life.", 82. And Levitt, Jews and 
Feminism: The Ambivalent Search for Home, 6-7. And Bhabha, "Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence 
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327 Leonard Van Noppen, "The Land of Delusion," Camera Work 31 (1910), 28.  
328 David L. Eng and Shinhee Han, "A Dialogue on Racial Melancholia," in Loss: The Politics of 
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Although this study emerges out of an interdisciplinary, collaborative consideration of depression 
specifically within the Asian American community, Eng and Han frame their work as a methodological 
model for analyses of other immigrant groups and a starting point for establishing theoretical connections 
between them (344). 
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reproduces.329 In their collaborative essay “A Dialogue on Racial Melancholia,” Eng and 

Han draw upon Bhabha’s ideas in their exploration of the affective dimensions of 

becoming American. The authors suggest that because immigrants and their descendants, 

who take on the unresolved losses of their ancestors through intergenerational 

transmission, can never completely assimilate, they cannot fully work through the 

experience of rupture and move forward.330 Their physical and emotional losses, their 

longing for the homes they left behind, for their cultural distinctiveness and ancestral 

traditions, for whiteness—a cultural ideal that is always just beyond their grasp—linger 

in the form of unresolved suffering.331   

In his foundational writings on grief, as Eng and Han note, Freud describes 

mourning and melancholia as two different, yet entangled, psychic responses to loss.332 

Mourning, as he suggests in his 1917 essay “Mourning and Melancholia,” is a finite 

process of pulling away from the lost loved one, of detaching from a lost ideal, freedom, 

or homeland—eventually, of reaching closure, working through grief, and moving 

beyond suffering. Melancholia, in contrast, is an endless, ambivalent attachment to loss 

and the residues it leaves behind, an interminable form of mourning.333 Freud’s concept 

of melancholia, as Eng notes in the introduction he wrote with David Kazanjian for their 

anthology Loss: The Politics of Mourning, hinges on an understanding of the past that is 

                                                
329 Ibid, 349. 
330 Ibid, 353, 349, 352. 
331 Ibid, 352. 
332 Sigmund Freud, "Mourning and Melancholia," in The Standard Edition of He Complete Psychological 
Works of Sigmund Freud, ed. James Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 1957), 243. See also Eng and Han, 
"A Dialogue on Racial Melancholia," 344-5. 
333 Freud, "Mourning and Melancholia," 243.  
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ever-unresolved—that continues to flicker, flash, and draw its “ghosts and specters, its 

flaring and fleeting images” into the present.334 As Eng and Han argue, melancholia is an 

underlying and ever-invisible structure that defines what it means to be, and to remain, 

almost the same but not quite; what it means to become, and to continue to become, 

American.335 The sadness of acculturation, of continued exclusion, takes shape only as a 

“negative or absent presence” or a “repetitive national haunting;” it emerges, as 

Stieglitz’s own Jewish past surfaces in Camera Work, only in the penumbra, only in the 

dark shadows cast by the widespread cultural myths of inclusion, freedom, and national 

exceptionalism.336 

In their discussion of melancholia as a structure of assimilation, Eng and Han 

dispute Freud’s understanding of unending grief as individual pathology. They 

reconfigure it instead as what Raymond Williams has termed a “structure of feeling” that 

is social in nature, shared within and between immigrants and their descendants who, 

together, continue through the generations to mourn the ongoing and repeated loss of the 

unattainable ideal of American whiteness.337 The ever-incomplete process of 

assimilation, they argue, is as vital as it is painful, as productive as it is sorrowful: it is a 

tactic of survival, of renewal, of mending a “series of unresolved fragments” into a 

whole, of building a new life in a new land.338 It is a tactic, I argue, that propelled 

                                                
334 Eng and Kazanjian, "Introduction: Mourning Remains," 4.  
335 Eng and Han, "A Dialogue on Racial Melancholia,"344. 
336 Ibid, 344-7. 
337 Ibid, 345.  
338 Ibid, 345. In this passage, Eng and Han draw upon the metaphor of fragmentation and piecing together 
that is central to the first chapter of this study. Through the rhetorical choices they make in their essay “A 
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Stieglitz forward in his photographic and editorial practices—a struggle that strengthened 

his connection with the other first- and second- generation immigrants and transatlantic 

voyagers in his circle, a struggle that inspired him to put down artistic roots in what he 

repeatedly described as “‘the Soil right here.’”339 Histories of Jewish loss, forming 

tangled ties between the intellectuals who gathered in Stieglitz’s gallery at 291 Fifth 

Avenue and published work in his journal, wove a foundation beneath their discourses 

about what America was and about what an American art could become. As sad exiles, 

they gathered around a shared longing for a sense of home. “Men sail the seas for 

adventure,” as de Casseres puts it in “The Brain and the World,” but Stieglitz and his 

associates preferred to feel and to see the “wonder and mystery around [them].” They 

lived their lives and built their careers based on a shared understanding that “[h]e who 

goes a-seeking leaves himself behind.”340  

In this sense, I argue, Stieglitz’s vision of American modernism—an art rooted in 

the earth around him—took shape out of a history of dislocation, a legacy of Jewish loss, 

and a longing for home. In Camera Work, he pieced together a tapestry of images and 

ideas that was, on the surface, distanced from politics and centered, instead, around 

myths of originality, newness, universal expression, and ongoing, relentless forward 

motion.341 Beneath the surface of his journal, however, beneath what Caffin refers to as 

                                                                                                                                            
Dialogue on Racial Melancholia,” they reiterate the importance of images of shattering and restoration in 
histories of immigration and assimilation, of loss and rebuilding.  
339 Wanda M. Corn, The Great American Thing: Modern Art and National Identity, 1915-1935 (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, Ltd., 1999), 32. 
340 de Casseres, "The Brain and the World, Dedicated to Eduard J. Steichen," 28.  
341 The notion of originality as an underlying construct in the discourse of modernism is a myth that Stieglitz and 
his colleagues subscribed to and that scholar Rosalind Krauss later challenged. She argues that artistic inventiveness 
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the  “concrete appearances of daylight,” Stieglitz cloaked his German-Jewish past in 

“half-lights and shadows.”342 Questions about histories of Jewish loss seeped through the 

surface of his work in the conscious and unconscious codes he embedded in his editorial 

choices, in the visual and textual repetitions scattered across the pages of his journal, and 

in the form of excess Americanness and ambivalence.  

Mimicry, for Stieglitz, was not only a tactic of survival, but also a strategy of 

subversion; it allowed him to wage a subtle, nearly-imperceptible war against social 

inequity from within the penumbra, to fight without revealing his own Jewishness. 

Because of all of the slippages that mimicry creates, as Bhabha suggests, it is a 

“menace;” it not only reinforces power, but also “disrupts its authority.”343 It creates a 

“double vision,” and in that doubling, it repeats a partial, incomplete image of a dominant 

culture that was once perceived to be tangible enough to imitate.344 In his endless effort to 

define what it meant to be American and to make American art, Stieglitz destabilized the 

very system of power and exclusion that pushed him into the impossible, ever-incomplete 

project of assimilation in the first place. He revealed that there was no vision of the 

nation that could be grasped and repeated, but that it was, instead, a mythic and 

constantly-shifting ideal that, in the end, “hides no essence, no ‘itself.’”345 What Stieglitz 

                                                                                                                                            
developed in relation to, and in spite of, the “ever present reality of the copy as the underlying condition of the 
original.” Revealing the arbitrary nature of the lines we draw between the original and the copy, she argues that the 
notion of modernism as tied to originality depends on an active repression of the complementary discourse of the 
copy. See Rosalind Krauss, "The Originality of the Avant-Garde," in The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other 
Modernist Myths (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985), 162-168.  
342 Caffin, "The Art of Eduard J. Steichen," 34-5.  
343 Bhabha, "Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse," 129. 
344 Ibid.  
345 Ibid,131. 
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made visible in the slippages that emerged in his work, to borrow Tony Kushner’s words, 

was that he could never find a way to fully “live in America” because “no such place 

exists.”346  

 In his search for home, for roots, for America, Stieglitz unfolded what Caffin 

describes as “heightened visions” in Camera Work—stretched reflections of a culture that 

remained too changeable to be fixed, too elusive to be mirrored.347 Piecing together 

photographs and poems, drawings and essays, fragments of his ancestral homeland with 

splinters of New York, Stieglitz created a “slight excess of nothing and yet the measure 

of all.”348 With merely “a drop of blazing oil that…bubbled out of a beaker of the flame,” 

he ignited a critical intervention with a subtle spark, exposing a vision of America that 

was, like the ‘real’ trees in Steichen’s photograph, ultimately only an illusion, a mirage, 

an image.349 In the pages of his journal, Stieglitz developed strategies of survival and 

rebellion without drawing his own Jewishness into light. From the shadows between 

visibility and darkness, he became a “mirror that no breath can mist.”350 “Glow[ing[ like 

                                                
346 This passage comes from the opening monologue of Kushner’s acclaimed play Angels in America. In 
the scene, set at the funeral of Sarah Ironson, the grandmother of Louis Ironson—a character that remains 
central to the unfolding plot—Rabbi Isador Chemowitz describes what it means to build a new home in 
“this strange place, in the melting pot where nothing melted:” “[s]he was…not a person, but a whole kind 
of person, the ones who crossed the ocean, who brought with us to America the villages of Russia and 
Lithuania,” Kushner writes, evoking the experience of displacement that Stieglitz, as an inheritor of that 
“Great Voyage,” grappled with in the pages of Camera Work.” At the end of the Rabbi’s speech, Kushner, 
like Eng and Han, suggests that the process of assimilation, of building a new home, is never complete. 
Rather, the journey from the old world to the new is carried through generations and across centuries: 
“every day of your lives the miles that voyage between that place and this one you cross. Every day,” he 
writes, “You understand me? In you, that journey is.” For the speech in its entirety, see Kushner, Angels in 
America: A Gay Fantasia on National Themes, 16-17.  
347 Caffin, "The Art of Eduard J. Steichen," 36.  
348 de Casseres, "The Brain and the World, Dedicated to Eduard J. Steichen," 28. 
349 Ibid.  
350 de Casseres, "The Minutes," 21.  
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the full moon” rising from the horizon line that cuts across the surface of Steichen’s 

Moonlight, the Pond, as de Casseres writes in an essay published in the January, 1913 

issue of Camera Work, the careful, quiet political work that underlies Stieglitz’s artistic 

project “may be veiled, but cannot be obliterated.”351  

A VISION THAT RISES FROM THE SEA 
My apparently unseemly hurry has for its object a burning desire to record, 
translate, create, if you like, these visions of mine before they fade.  
 -Alvin Langdon Coburn352 
 
According to photographer Alvin Langdon Coburn, the thirty-sixth issue of 

Camera Work, published in October, 1911, was “without question the most finished 

book” Stieglitz had yet completed, and it met great critical success.353 As one reviewer 

noted in the journal Photography in December of that year, the volume was not only the 

editor’s most successful installment up to that point, but it also stood as a “useful 

reminder that the head of the Photo-Secession is not merely an enthusiastic and untiring 

organiser [sic], but is himself a pictorial photographer in the very front rank.”354 Stieglitz 

was personally involved in each of the layered creative acts that structured Camera Work 

36 into a complex, multidimensional object that marks an important hinge in the history 

of the journal’s publication. He began in this volume to combine texts with his own 

images in unexpected ways, denying his readers any easy access to the logic of the 

                                                
351 Ibid.  
352 Alvin Langdon Coburn, "A Relation of Time to Art," Camera Work 36 (1911), 72.  
353 Letter from Coburn to Stieglitz, December 6, 1911.YCAL MSS 85, Box 112. 
354 "'Camera Work': A Stieglitz Issue," Photography  (1911). YCAL MSS 85, Box 111.  



 156 

relationships between them and opening up a wider range of interpretive possibilities.355 

In these cracks and fissures, Stieglitz carefully veiled the seams of his cultural 

inbetweenness. References to his German Jewish ancestry, however, spill over the 

surface of the issue like the water that trickles over the edge of the still pool in Moonlight, 

the Pond. Histories of Jewish loss remain as elusive and intangible in Camera Work 36 as 

the mirror image of trees that extend across the surface of the pond in Steichen’s 

photograph. They are, however, nevertheless present. They are nevertheless real. 

In the pages of Camera Work 36, Stieglitz first disseminated his most overt 

photographic statement about the masses of European immigrants that were arriving daily 

into American ports in the years that followed his own ancestors’ transatlantic voyage: 

his 1907 image The Steerage (see figure 2). Between the undulating chains that cut across 

the center of the picture plane and the ladder that rises across the right edge, the image 

frames two classes of passengers, divided on separate decks, aboard a Bremen-bound 

ocean liner. Beneath the wealthy patrons scattered across the upper level, the lower plane 

of the image depicts a crowd of migrants who were rejected by immigration authorities in 

New York and sent back to their homes in Europe—or who, like Stieglitz, had 

established themselves enough to visit their homeland voluntarily.356 Other scholars have 

argued that the reason he waited four years to publish his 1907 photograph was that 

Stieglitz did not, in fact, recognize the importance of his print the instant the shutter 

                                                
355 Melanie Rachael Arauz, "Articulating 'American': Text and Image in American Modernism" (The 
University of Pennsylvania, 2000), 80. And Katherine Hoffman, Stieglitz: A Beginning Light (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2004), 245-6.  
356 McCauley, "The Making of a Modernist Myth," 41.  
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clicked, as he later asserted.357 I suggest instead that it was precisely because he 

understood just how loaded his image was—how dangerously close it came to exposing 

his ambiguous racial identity and compromising his career—that he decided to wait until 

he had found the right context to reveal it to the American public. He was cautious about 

circulating the image because of his ambivalent, slippery grasp of his own ancestral 

identity, because of his desire to reach the soaring summits of his ambitious artistic vision 

unhindered by anti-Semitic discrimination. 

By creating a sequence of objects in the pages of the journal and pointing toward 

a certain understanding of the image, Stieglitz attempted to contain the potential threat 

The Steerage posed to his position among the intellectual elite. His journal was an ideal 

context for the image, however, because individual readers could engage with the images 

and texts in any order and for any length of time, finding a multitude of possible 

connections and meanings between them. “Hanging” it among other photogravures and 

texts in the pages of Camera Work, he found a way to distribute the image widely to his 

supporters even as he invoked the same types of spatial and conceptual relationships that 

he built up along the walls of his gallery at 291 Fifth Avenue.358 The issue of Camera 

Work that features The Steerage functions as a bound retrospective of Stieglitz’s own 

photographic work and features his talents as an artist and as a curator of bound pages. 

Maintaining complete control over each editorial decision, Stieglitz, as scholar Alan 

Sekula points out, was a “magazine artist” in the highest sense of the term. The 

                                                
357 See, for example, James S. Terry, "The Problem of 'the Steerage'," History of Photography 6, no. 3 
(1982), 211.  
358 Arauz, "Articulating 'American': Text and Image in American Modernism," 84, 80.  
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photographer molded each fragile page of Camera Work, arranging every image and line 

of text that merge around The Steerage to draw out particular embedded meanings while 

veiling others.359  

My consideration of Stieglitz’s artistic and editorial choices builds on the analysis 

that Sekula unfolds in his seminal 1975 essay “On the Invention of Photographic 

Meaning.” Exploring the image as a visual “utterance” that carries with it a message, he 

suggests that photographic meaning emerges in the space between the picture plane and 

the “rhetoric of related utterances” that frame it—the surrounding discourses that, though 

hidden, render it legible.360 Photographs, as he suggests, are never transparent; their 

messages are never wholly contained within the edges of the frame. Rather, they take on 

significations in relationship to the veiled systems of knowledge that pulse around their 

edges and beneath their surfaces.361 In order to deepen his theoretical analysis, Sekula 

focuses, in particular, on The Steerage, reading the image as Stieglitz framed it in the 

context of Camera Work 36—its original intrinsic ideological framework. Sekula 

suggests that the surrounding pages of the volume open up the latent potential for 

meaning contained within the photographic frame.362  

Engaging with The Steerage as Stieglitz placed it on a page of the issue, encircled 

with a range of photographs and critical writings, Sekula begins a process that I aim to 

complete in this study: he initiates an exploration of the meanings that emerge in the 

                                                
359 Allan Sekula, "On the Invention of Photographic Meaning," in Photography in Print, ed. Vicki 
Goldberg (Albuquerque University of New Mexiso Press, 1981), 458.  
360 Ibid, 453.  
361 Ibid, 453-4.  
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space between image and text through a method that art historian Carol Armstrong 

describes as an “oscillation between close looking and equally close reading.”363 Whereas 

Sekula situates The Steerage in the context of Camera Work 36 in order to question the 

boundaries between social documentary and fine art photography, I explore Stieglitz’s 

Jewishness as an underlying, and ultimately unresolved issue that breaks through the 

surface of the volume in ways that are at once intentional and unconscious. 

As in other issues of the periodical Camera Work 36 begins with a series of plates 

(figure 74). Selecting prints from the body of photographic work he created between 

1892 and 1911, Stieglitz filled the first pages of the volume with six visually and 

thematically linked photogravures that track a succession of departures from and arrivals 

to New York. An impression of the city emerges in the collection that, in many ways, 

foreshadows the textual image woven in the essay that Stieglitz selected for the final 

pages of the issue: Coburn’s “A Relation of Time To Art” (figure 75). On the surface, the 

article explores photography as the ideal medium for capturing the frenetic pace of New 

York City. A writer and photographer who was born in Boston to a non-Jewish family, 

Coburn suggests in the essay that the only way to “record, translate, [and] create” visions 

of the constantly-moving, ever-evolving metropolis “before they fade” is through the lens 

of the camera—through the click, snap, and speed of the shutter.364 “To me,” he observes, 

                                                
363 Armstrong stresses the importance of this critical strategy, suggesting that although photographs are 
now often stripped from their original contexts and displayed along museum walls, the book was once the 
primary framework for the photograph, and, in fact, played a central role in the development of the medium 
See her study Scenes in a Library: Reading the Photograph in the Book, 1843-1875, 3. 
364 Coburn, "A Relation of Time to Art," 72.  
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describing the final phases of his transatlantic voyage back to the United States after 

living, for two years, in the quiet suburbs of London: 

New York is a vision that rises out of the sea as I come up the Harbor on my 
Atlantic liner, and which glimmers for a while in the sun for the first of my stay 
amidst its pinnacles, but which vanishes, but for fragmentary glimpses, as I 
become one of the grey creatures that crawl about like ants at the bottom of its 
gloomy caverns.365 

 
Recalling the glittering waterways, the shorelines and skyscrapers of lower Manhattan 

that he saw as he approached the city, gripping the railing of the ship deck, Coburn closes 

the issue with his textual descriptions of the same New York that Stieglitz depicts 

photographically in the opening pages. Beginning with his 1910 image The City of 

Ambition, an image Stieglitz took during his commute back into the city from Deal 

Beach, New Jersey, the sequence approaches New York from a distance, over a 

waterway, and through the billowing smoke that rises from steam vessels and factories 

(see figure 11). The photographs suggest the exhilaration of arrival, of the final moments 

of a crossing, that crescendos, as in the excerpt from Coburn’s essay, to a 

“sudden…plung[e] into the rush and turmoil” of the city (figure 76).366 The distance from 

the shoreline—the suspense of arrival—that Stieglitz sustains in the preceding images 

collapses in Old and New New York (figure 77). He took the closing image of the 

sequence, framing the skeletal structure of a rising skyscraper, instead from street level. 

He took the image as one of the grey creatures that wander the city streets after the 

                                                
365 Ibid.  
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arduous and thrilling moments of transition, after the sparkling edifices have faded and 

fragmented into gloomy caverns—after settling. 

Because The Steerage, in terms of subject matter, echoes The City of Ambition, 

Lower Manhattan and the other photographs included at the beginning of the issue, it 

would arguably have made the most sense for Stieglitz to circulate the photograph he 

took during his 1907 voyage back to Germany as part of this set. Following the logic of 

this series, he could have even used The Steerage as the opening image of the issue, 

moving his viewers along a visual pathway that followed the contours of his own 

transatlantic journey—from open ocean, to shorelines, to shore, to street. Nevertheless, he 

made the interesting and pointed decision to set it apart from his other visual meditations 

on passage and transition. Not only did he mark the photograph’s importance by visually 

dividing it from his other related work, but Stieglitz also guided his readers through one 

possible visual pathway through the magazine. If they looked through the pages in order, 

they would have examined the first series of plates and read the collection of essays he 

selected for the issue before turning a page to reveal The Steerage. On one level, then, the 

photographs and essays he selected for the first half of the journal act as a means of 

priming his audience for their first encounter with what would arguably become the most 

iconic work of his long and influential artistic career. 

One of the texts that Stieglitz slotted between the series of plates that fill the first 

few pages of the issue and The Steerage is an excerpt from the philosopher Henri 

Bergson’s influential book Creative Evolution (figure 78). First published in English 

translation the very same year that Stieglitz circulated the issue, Bergson’s work explores 
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various facets of human knowledge as driving forces in artistic expression. The 

philosopher, like Stieglitz a descendent of Jewish immigrants, questions the myth of 

evolution as a forward progression toward a developmental summit, arguing conversely 

that we can often find patterns of stasis, retrogression, and divergence in the natural 

world.367 In the passage quoted in Camera Work, Bergson creates an ideological 

disassociation between instinct and intellect, arguing that whereas one is capable of 

analyzing stable, static form, the other is responsible for grasping movement and 

energy.368 Significantly, he uses evolutionary language in his discussion of form and 

artistry. In making this choice, he draws upon terminology that echoes concurrent 

ethnological writings that racialized new immigrants by fracturing white identity into 

stratified categories. Just as the social scientists of the period divided the American public 

into a splintered “hierarchy of plural and scientifically determined…races” whose innate 

characteristics resulted from their differing evolutionary trajectories, Bergson splits 

instinct, intuition, and intellect into distinct, biologically-determined, and mutually 

exclusive categories of artistic aptitude.369  

Although there are several pages in this volume of Camera Work that create 

spatial divisions between Bergson’s passage and The Steerage, Stieglitz positioned them 

on facing pages, creating a mirroring effect and a subtle visual link between them (figure 

79). It is no accident that he circulated this politically and metaphorically loaded 

                                                
367 Henri Bergson, Creative Evolution, trans. Arthur Mitchell (New York: Random House, 1911), 156.  
368 Ibid. As quoted in Camera Work 36 (1911), 20.  
369 Warne, The Immigrant Invasion., 3. And Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color: European 
Immigrants and the Alchemy of Race, 18. 
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photograph, a work he himself later describes as “a step in [his] own evolution” alongside 

a philosophical essay that similarly masks references to social inequality beneath a 

discussion of formal ideals and artistic facility.370 Through his editorial decision, Stieglitz 

offered his immigrant readers, and, in particular, the Jewish modernists who shared his 

struggle to balance the opposing drives for artistic success and cultural distinctiveness, a 

kind of key for decoding The Steerage. In other words, by positioning his image in visual 

dialogue with a text that employed a similar strategy for exploring social issues, Stieglitz 

hinted that beneath the new ideas he set forth about art-making in his photograph—ideas 

about the potentials of the photographic medium—were questions about what it meant to 

be both an intellectual leader and a racially-marked Jew.  

If Bergson’s essay illuminates the strategies Stieglitz consciously developed to 

explore questions about Jewishness, a short essay entitled “The Unconscious in Art” by 

de Casseres, also published in the 1911 issue, highlights instead the ways in which the 

artist “brings a message to the world that he himself does not know the import of” (figure 

80).371 The author, an important Philadelphia-born writer of Spanish-Jewish descent who 

was deeply influenced by Bergson’s Creative Evolution, identifies great art as an 

expression of the infinite and argues in this essay that the role of the artist is to translate 

ideas that transcend comprehension into tangible form.372 He suggests that it is only the 

                                                
370 Dorothy Norman, Alfred Stieglitz: An American Seer (New York: Random House, 1960), 75. 
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titled book “Chameleon: Being a Book of My Selves,” one critic described the essayist as a direct 
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rare manifestation of genius—the creation that comes out of the depths of the 

unconscious, the work of art that cannot be immediately understood—that that is capable 

of stirring intense thought and emotion in the viewer.  

“The Unconscious in Art” celebrates Stieglitz’s achievements by recasting the 

questions raised by The Steerage specifically, and Camera Work more broadly, as open-

ended, rooted in the unconscious, and beyond logic. For Sekula, de Casseres’ article is an 

example of “bourgeois esthetic mysticism,” rooted in the romantic language of 

Baudelaire and Poe, that aims to elevate photography beyond the realm of the mechanical 

and into the status of poetry and painting. The essay, in Sekula’s reading, forms the 

center of the implicit discourse surrounding The Steerage, making the photographic 

message—one about the boundless artistic potential of the camera—visible.373 I suggest 

that the article also opens up a second, subtler, layer of meaning: it implies that the 

photograph, as it is embedded in the surrounding pages of the journal, is significant 

because it asks questions it cannot answer. “It is the unknown, the indefinable,” as de 

Casseres phrases it, the issues raised in the work that cannot be completely 

comprehended or resolved, that mark its success as a work of art.374  

Although de Casseres makes no direct reference to The Steerage in “The 

Unconscious in Art,” he weaves a number of water-based metaphors into his prose. His 

description of works of art that inspire emotions so overwhelming that they “wake 

whirlwinds and deep sea hurricanes,” for example, is quite poignant in relation to 
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Stieglitz’s photographic record of his transatlantic journey. De Casseres’ symbolic 

language points toward the storm Stieglitz himself weathered as he struggled to negotiate 

his own ambivalent position between the titans of industry scattered across the upper 

level of the ship and the homeward-bound migrants below.375 As the photographer 

himself pointed out in “How The Steerage Happened”—the widely-cited folkloric tale he 

later constructed about the image—the photograph is a compositionally-balanced and 

fastidiously-composed “picture of shapes.”376 In another sense, however, it is spatially 

disorienting. In looking at the photograph, it is difficult to pinpoint the place where 

Stieglitz was standing in relation to his fellow passengers on the ship when he snapped 

the shot. According to Stieglitz’s narrative account, he had to separate himself from the 

other travelers on board in order to capture the image. He found an angle that allowed 

him to give equal visual weight to both social groups only by standing alone, on the 

                                                
375 As art historian Anne McCauley suggests, Stieglitz traveled on the upper deck of the ship alongside 
native-born ‘Americans’ and other immigrants of German descent who had established successful 
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Anthony W. Lee, Defining Moments in American Photography (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: 
University of California Press, 2012), and Terry, "The Problem of 'the Steerage'." 
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outside—in what was, as his colleague John Weichsel once put it, his own “self-chosen 

exile.”377 

In the shadows cast by the discourse that Stieglitz created around it in the pages in 

Camera Work—heightened further by the narrative account he later wove—the surface of 

The Steerage became a metonym for the photographer’s process of image-making and the 

artistic potentials of the photographic medium. Indeed, Sekula argues that through the 

implicit system of knowledge that the photographer carefully wrapped around the surface 

of the image, The Steerage was transformed into “phenomenological equivalent of 

Stieglitz-being-in-that-place.”378 It became a vestige of the moment that the photographer 

stood on the ledge of the ship and on the verge of making an image that contained the 

emergent promise of the fine art photograph. Using metaphor and allusion, text and 

image, translucent pages, and symbolist fiction, Stieglitz attempted to craft a system of 

knowledge that would wrest the image from the subject matter it contains—to create a 

photographic meaning that is strangely dissociated from the crowd of migrants he framed 

in his lens.379 This struggle, as Sekula argues, was a “fundamental act of closure,” an 

                                                
377 In his introduction to The Steerage and Alfred Stieglitz, Anthony W. Lee takes up this problem, 
suggesting that Stieglitz’s own account, like much of the photographer’s story about the photograph, was 
factually inaccurate. Stieglitz, Lee argues, was not perched “‘as far forward on the deck’” as he could be, 
but rather on the platform of the deck below the bridge. Lee’s assessment, based on a study of 
contemporary reconstructions of the Kaiser Wilhelm II suggest that Stieglitz may have heightened the 
distance between himself and his fellow travelers for dramatic effect. It was a choice, I suggest, that 
allowed him to express a feeling of alienation in spatial terms. See Anthony W. Lee, "Introduction," in The 
Steerage and Alfred Stieglitz, ed. Anthony W. Lee, Defining Moments in American Photography (Berkeley, 
Los Angeles, and London: University of California Press, 2012), 11.  
378 Sekula, "On the Invention of Photographic Meaning," 466.  
379 Ibid, 465-6. 
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effort to eclipse the social and political implications of the image.380 I contend that it was 

also a fundamental act of mimicry. Distancing The Steerage from its own subject matter, 

Stieglitz made an inevitably-failed attempted to detach himself from his own Jewish 

difference, his own precarious place between two cultures. He attempted, rhetorically, to 

dissociate himself from his position between the two decks, among the waves, and on the 

outside—to reconstruct himself as American, as white, as the same. The deeply personal 

resonances of the image, however, leaks out of the surface of The Steerage in the form of 

slippage; they emerge in the excess of the mythology he built up around it, of his struggle 

to contain and suppress the allusions it makes to his own Jewish roots. 

In his photographic and editorial choices in Camera Work 36, Stieglitz posed 

unanswerable questions about his own ancestry and explored ambivalences beyond 

resolution. Leaving the matter of Jewishness open-ended, hidden in the shadows, he 

made what de Casseres would have called ‘great art’—art that inspires viewers to look 

again and again, to try to understand more, but to leave each time knowing less.381 In this 

significant volume of the journal, Stieglitz’s understanding of his Jewishness emerges 

only in the penumbra, in the codes he strategically buried beneath the rhetorical veils he 

cast, in the unconscious excess of his efforts to conceal it. His Jewish heritage takes 

shape in the journal as a “vision that rises” from the cracks between image and text, like 

the image of New York that Coburn weaves in his essay for the issue, just “before [it] 

                                                
380 Ibid, 467.  
381 Caffin, "The Art of Eduard J. Steichen," 17.  
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fade[s].”382 It spills out across the pages of Camera Work 36 as evolving and changing as 

the rising skyline he frames in Old and New New York; as elusive and ungraspable as the 

smoke that rises over the soaring rooftops in his photograph The City of Ambition. 

AMERICAN TREES 
American trees, the pine tree for example, are similar to trees in Europe, but the 
American trees have their own character. 

  -Alfred Stieglitz383 
  
 When Jewish theater director and drama critic Harold Clurman composed his 

essay “Alfred Stieglitz and the Group Idea,” he evoked visual and textual images of New 

York from pages of the 1911 volume of Camera Work that first made The Steerage 

visible in the public sphere. Written for the 1934 anthology America and Alfred Stieglitz: 

a Collective Portrait, the article suggests that although the Hoboken-native’s career took 

form among the shimmering towers of New York, it was molded by the waves between 

Germany and the United States. In vivid language that, on some level, must have 

resonated with Stieglitz, who carefully preserved a typescript manuscript of the essay in 

his personal archive, Clurman describes the photographer as “an American…of German 

extraction” who framed the rising skylines and pulsing city streets of New York with the 

sensitivity and wonder of a “foreign[er].”384  Lingering on the shorelines, approaching 

                                                
382 Coburn, "A Relation of Time to Art," 72. 
383 Alfred Stieglitz, as quoted in Herbert J. Seligmann, Alfred Stieglitz Talking: Notes on Some of His 
Conversations, 1925-1931 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1966), np.  
384 Harold Clurman, "Alfred Stieglitz and the Group Idea," in America and Alfred Stieglitz: A Collective 
Portrait, ed. Waldo Frank, et al. (New York: Aperture, 1934), 131. For the copy of Clurman’s manuscript 
that Stieglitz saved among his personal affects, see YCAL MSS 85, Box 98. The argument that Clurman 
put forth about Stieglitz’s work in 1934 resonates with the central contention of controversial catalogue 
essay for Max Kozloff’s exhibition New York: Capital of Photography (New York, New Haven, and 
London: The Jewish Museum and Yale University Press, 2002). As Karen Levitov suggests in her 
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America across a watery distance and from the outside looking in, Stieglitz found a way 

to merge, in Clurman’s words “fragments of old world grace” with “the rising emblems 

of new world power” on single sheets of photosensitive paper, binding them together in 

the pages of Camera Work.385  

The city that Stieglitz returned to in 1890 after spending his student years in 

Berlin was, for Clurman—as it was in Coburn’s description of the consuming “gloomy 

caverns” and smoke-obscured skylines—a “gloomy ‘city of ambition.’” It was “a lonely 

world: active, ambitious, pushing its way frantically and fantastically to a goal it did not 

know.”386 Within the boundaries of the city, Clurman argues, Stieglitz realized “the great 

dream of his life:” to “create further life” in the midst of towering skyscrapers and 

crushing industrial progress—to plant artistic seeds in the few bare patches of 

undeveloped soil and cultivate his artistic vision. Stieglitz found in New York the place 

where he, as an artist who lived and worked in the liminal spaces between continents and 

cultures, finally arrived.  

                                                                                                                                            
introduction to the catalogue, the exhibition was designed to explore questions about why so many Jewish 
Americans found international acclaim as photographers and how their “ethnic sensibilities,” to borrow 
Kozloff’s own phrase, shaped their work as artists (5, 9). He argues that whereas gentile artists approach 
the city from a documentary perspective, Jewish photographers collectively frame New York from the 
perspective of outsiders who “appear to be making, even negotiating, their way” through the urban streets; 
their images are fluid, “improvised,” rather than “fixed and essential” (70, 77). Although Kozloff makes 
problematic and essentialist generalizations in his efforts to find a thread of continuity between Jewish 
photographers across the twentieth century, he is one of very few contemporary scholars to consider 
Stieglitz’s work in light of his Jewish ancestry. His reading of The City of Ambition, in particular, echoes 
Clurman’s earlier response. Stieglitz, Kozloff suggests, “superimpos[ed] a European sensibility” onto his 
image of New York, “legitimating the American place with accents of old-world culture” and hints of 
“nostalgia” for his ancestral homeland (13). 
385 Clurman, "Alfred Stieglitz and the Group Idea,"131.  
386 Coburn, "A Relation of Time to Art," 72.  
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This image of arrival that Clurman sketches in “Alfred Stieglitz and the Group 

Idea” is one that the artist himself retraced again and again, in his words, his photographs, 

and his editorial decisions. As his friend and colleague Herbert J. Seligmann once 

observed, Stieglitz often repeated variations of a single narrative, editing the structure and 

tone in order to emphasize certain ideas and downplay others. The tale of his 

homecoming was no exception: Stieglitz wove it and rewove it with each retelling, 

altering it not in “spirit or essential fact but in form.”387 In his 1966 volume Alfred 

Stieglitz Talking, Seligmann reflects on Stieglitz’s story of return and reentry into 

American culture, recording from notes and memory, but with as much accuracy as 

possible, the tone and rhythm of the artist’s voice.388 “I came back to this country from 

Germany thinking to find it free,” as Stieglitz noted during a conversation he had with 

Seligmann in 1926:  

but I was less free here than I had been as a student in Berlin, because there was 
no sense of responsibility toward other people. And without responsibility there 
can be no freedom. At least trees can only be themselves. No apple tree was ever 
known to bear anything but apples, none ever bore plums.389 

 

                                                
387 Seligmann, Alfred Stieglitz Talking: Notes on Some of His Conversations, 1925-1931, vii.  
388 In the introduction to Alfred Stieglitz Talking, Seligmann describes his project as a transcription of the 
notes he carefully took after his conversations with Stieglitz. For years, he wrote down “from memory and 
as soon as possible after the event, sometimes the same night, sometimes the next day” the details of what 
he had heard. These records, as Seligmann readily admits, were shaded by the inaccuracies of memory and 
unable to capture the tone of Stieglitz’s voice, the silences between thoughts, the overtones, or the ways in 
which the words were charged with emotion. As an effort to “preserve their directness and authenticity,” 
however, they remain virtually unchanged, aside from a few grammatical corrections. In rare instances, 
Seligmann notes, Stieglitz himself made subtle revisions to the transcribed notes in order to clarify the 
points he made in earlier spoken dialogues (vi-vii).  
389 Seligmann, Alfred Stieglitz Talking, 84. As art historian Sarah Greenough points out, Stieglitz was 
interested in the image of the apple, on one level, because of its symbolic dimensions and its connotations 
of Americanness. Many of his colleagues, in fact, drew upon the apple as a symbol of national 
distinctiveness. See Sarah Greenough, "From the American Earth: Alfred Stieglitz’s Photographs of 
Apples," Art Journal 41, no. 1 (1981), 48-9.  
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In this version of the narrative, Stieglitz suggested that the rush of excitement he felt as 

he entered the port of New York quickly dissolved into disappointment. The despair 

stemmed from a pressure to become someone he was not. In order to succeed in New 

York, he found that he had to transform himself into an American tree—a tree with “its 

own” distinctly national “character”—when he remained, like the branches stretched 

across still water in Steichen’s Moonlight, the Pond, a strained and distorted reflection.390 

In the years after his arrival in the United States, he struggled to grow new roots in 

concrete like the budding tree at the center of his photograph Spring Showers (1900), 

another image he published in Camera Work 36 (figure 81).  

In a different version of the spoken story, one that writer and photographer 

Dorothy Norman recorded in her foundational study Alfred Stieglitz: An American Seer 

(1960), Stieglitz described traversing the watery road from Europe to America only to 

find that the “land of [his] dreams was nowhere to be discovered.”391 As a student in 

Berlin, he went so far in expressing his “feeling for [his] home country” that he draped a 

                                                
390 Alfred Stieglitz, as quoted in Seligmann, Alfred Stieglitz Talking: Notes on Some of His Conversations, 
1925-1931, np. Significantly, Seligmann follows this passage of his text immediately with a reference to 
the artist’s European lineage, further implying a connection between Stieglitz’s Jewishness and his feelings 
of isolation: “Stieglitz said he had been talking yesterday with his brother and his brother had told him he 
had three rabbis—teachers in his ancestry,” Seligmann notes. “Stieglitz said he always regarded himself as 
a teacher;” he had always understood himself as an inheritor, however indirectly, of his Jewish forebears 
(np). 
391 Alfred Stieglitz, as quoted in Norman, Alfred Stieglitz: An American Seer, 34. Like Seligmann’s Alfred 
Stieglitz Talking, Norman’s book Alfred Stieglitz: An American Seer is an attempt to translate Stieglitz’s 
spoken stories into written words, with as much accuracy as possible. According to scholar Peter Bunnell, 
Norman’s book stands as the product of the twenty-year relationship that the author cultivated with 
Stieglitz and her “subsequent efforts to bring the full measure of his work into print.” (Peter Bunnell, 
"Alfred Stieglitz and Camera Work," in Degrees of Guidance: Essays on Twentieth-Century American 
Photography, ed. Peter Bunnell [New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993], 13). In Norman’s own 
words, Alfred Stieglitz: An American Seer is a celebration of Stieglitz’s “presence,” “his magnetism,” his 
ability to “sp[eak] his life out loud;” it “combines what he said and what he photographed with other 
relevant written and pictorial material” (9, 12). 
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twelve-foot long American flag around the portrait of his German-born mother he hung 

in his apartment, earning the title “that crazy American” among his friends and 

colleagues overseas.392 Although he never fully embraced his German-ness, even while 

living in his ancestral homeland, he described feeling an even greater sense of 

homelessness in the years that followed his homecoming. Suspended in an ambivalent, 

culturally-constructed racial category between blackness and whiteness, he was acutely 

sensitive, according to Norman’s transcription of his retelling, to the unbridled racism of 

a nation that “made [a] difference…between the white man and the dark, the white man 

and the yellow.”393 He was astonished by the incredible “unhappiness” he observed in his 

own self-proclaimed homeland and among his so-called “own people” and disillusioned 

by a promised land that broke its promises.394 Although his reencounter with the United 

States only “intensified [his] desire to go back to Europe,” he believed that “for those 

truly alive, life could be satisfying anywhere” and decided to remain in America and find 

his artistic footing along the harsh metropolitan boulevards.395 

                                                
392 Norman, Alfred Stieglitz: An American Seer, 28. 
393 Ibid. Stieglitz’s rhetoric—his suggestion that he was living in a nation that “made” distinctions between 
races—takes on a deep significance in light of the scientific ‘finding’ that the Europeans who relocated to 
United States could be divided into a splintered hierarchy of racial categories. The Jewish ‘race,’ among 
many other ‘races,’ was, quite literally, “made,” or invented, in response to widespread, escalating fears 
that the influx of immigrants would poison the social structure of the United States. For more on this, see 
Brodkin, How Jews Became White Folks and What That Says About Race in America, 27.  
394 Norman, Alfred Stieglitz: An American Seer, 34.  
395 Ibid, 34-5. In the years before Stieglitz returned to the United States, anti-Semitic discrimination was on 
the decline in Germany. The spread of industry and capitalism across Western Europe led to a widening 
acceptance of Jewish citizens, and Jews living in Germany, in particular, were finding unprecedented 
opportunities to participate in cultural and intellectual life during the years he spent abroad. See Brodkin, 
How Jews Became White Folks and What That Says About Race in America, 106-7. And Michael A.  
Meyer, ed., German-Jewish History in Modern Times, vol. 3 (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1997), 2-4.  
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In a particularly salient interview with Dorothy Norman, Stieglitz described his 

photographic practice as a force that helped him to negotiate his cultural surroundings, 

even in the years before he found the words he needed to craft and revise the story of his 

return. “I loathed the dirty streets, yet I was fascinated…I wanted to photograph 

everything I saw,” he notes, “[i]t was my business experience that drove me into New 

York’s streets and so into finding myself in relationship to America.”396 His photographic 

fascination with public, urban spaces, as he suggests in this passage, was not only 

fundamental in shaping his artistic identity, but also a means of reintegrating himself into 

the national milieu after spending time abroad. His camera became his way of 

transforming himself from a crazy American in Germany back into the second-generation 

German Jew in America he once was—his way of reconstructing himself as the 

American in America he longed endlessly to become.  

As part of his project to understand his home in New York through the 

fragmented memories of the home he built and left behind in Germany, he returned again 

and again to the scene of arrival. He framed and reframed the moment of his return, 

visually approximating, as he approached the city from the shorelines of New Jersey, the 

approach he once made on a transatlantic liner. In the way that Alter Kacyzne revised his 

scene of road-building, Stieglitz used his camera as a writerly tool, repeating, reworking, 

and re-presenting a moment of hope and a rush of excitement that, looking back, he knew 

would soon dissolve into disillusionment and despair. These images, for Stieglitz, became 

a way of working through loss, an endless striving for the impossible ideal of 

                                                
396 Norman, Alfred Stieglitz: An American Seer, 39. 
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Americanness, a re-vision—a repetition with difference.397 In making these images from 

across a watery distance, Stieglitz pictured the city rising from the sea, its towers shining 

in sunlight, occluded in smoke, on the verge of becoming the oppressive gloomy cavern it 

would come (and by the time Stieglitz took his images of the shoreline in 1910, had, for 

him, already come) to represent. His own tangled, dark history—a rupture and departure, 

an arrival and disappointment—repeatedly resurfaced in his photographs of glittering 

waterways despite his efforts to suppress it, to move forward.  Past losses surged into his 

view again and again in circular, endlessly repetitive flickers of sadness that he could not 

overcome, that he could not leave behind.398  

When he bound them together in the opening sequence of Camera Work 36, 

Stieglitz created for his immigrant colleagues and recently-arrived subscribers, an 

experience of seeing again; he created for them a different version of re-vision. As they 

turned past The City of Ambition and The City Across the River, pausing to examine the 

shadowy contours of images of ferryboats off the coast, they found Stieglitz’s New York 

emerging and re-emerging from the coast, hovering over flickering waterways (see 

figures 11 and 76). Peeling back the fragile pages to reveal the horizontally-oriented 

photograph Lower Manhattan, they had to rotate the magazine to the side, shifting the 
                                                
397 Suleiman, Crises of Memory and the Second World War, 139-140. I discuss Suleiman’s theory of re-
vision more fully in the second chapter of this study. 
398 As Freud points out, cases of melancholia are often characterized by an inability to untangle what has 
been lost from the inextricably intertwined traumas that surround it. For this reason, a block forms along 
the pathway to consciousness, mourning, and, ultimately, healing, and the work of melancholia becomes 
endlessly repetitive, with no resolution. Following Frued’s theory, I suggest that Stieglitz was not always, 
and perhaps not ever, fully aware of the ways in which his images made visible his own losses, or even 
what those losses were. Rather, the entwined ruptures of immigration, homelessness, and assimilation 
continued to emerge in his photographic work in a cyclical pattern typical of melancholia. See Freud, 
"Mourning and Melancholia," 243-260. 
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site of viewing around them in order to see the city not only again, but anew—from a 

different perspective (figure 82). With each pictorial and editorial decision, each new 

angle, Stieglitz created repetition and repetition with difference, an experience of re-

vision. Binding his photographic visions of Manhattan together in Camera Work, he gave 

his readers a place to work through the thrilling exhilaration and the painful loss of their 

own departures and arrivals. 

Stieglitz crafted each issue of the journal as what he described as an “‘addition’” 

to his previous ones, and his careful, longtime followers would have read each volume in 

light of what had come before, experiencing another layer of re-vision—another tier of 

seeing again. As they developed a sensitivity to the repeated visual themes and textual 

meditations in Camera Work, they learned to understand the subtle relationships that 

Stieglitz built “‘between all the numbers, running through the whole set.’”399  Lingering 

over the visions of the coastline he published in the thirty-sixth volume of the journal, 

loyal viewers likely remembered—either directly and precisely or in the elusive haze 

before forgetting, in flickers and flashes—the photographic vision of the shoreline that 

the editor circulated three years earlier in Camera Work 21. Like the readers who recalled 

seeing the photographs in Raphael Abramovitch’s 1947 volume The Vanished World in 

the pages of The Jewish Daily Forward, Stieglitz’s viewers may have felt a strange 

familiarity of return as they saw through his multi-angled trace of arrival to Coburn’s 

image New York from the 1908 issue (figure 83). As they flipped past The City of 

                                                
399 As quoted in Sarah Greenough, Modern Art and America: Alfred Stieglitz and His New York Galleries 
(Washington: National Gallery of Art and Bulfinch Press, 2000), 486.   
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Ambition and Lower Manhattan to read Coburn’s textual description of shimmering 

pinnacles and gray caverns, they may have remembered, or even envisioned, his parallel 

photographic vision of the New York City Skyline, published in the earlier volume.  

Recalling Coburn’s photograph through his words, perhaps they looked through 

the back issues of the journal they had on their bookshelves, opening Camera Work 21 to 

find the towering summits of Coburn’s dark city rising from the sea, barricaded by steel 

fences and clouds of smoke—to find a different version of coming home. Seeing again, 

looking back in 1911 at what was the constantly-evolving shore of Manhattan in 1908, 

they may have noticed the texture of the image, its details, in a new way: the tapered 

skyline, the gridded steel frame of a single soaring skyscraper buried over in ornamental 

elements, the row of columns that decorate the front façade of the tower that stretch 

toward the distinctive sculptural elements of the roofline. For careful readers, the hooked 

edge at the apex of the skyscraper and the carved finials placed at its uppermost corners 

would have inspired another flicker of recognition. These viewers had, in fact, seen the 

same building in William E. Wilmerding’s photograph Over the Housetops, New York 

from Camera Work 24, an issue that Stieglitz compiled and circulated in the final months 

of 1908 (figure 84). In the process of looking back, Stieglitz’s audiences were able to see, 

or see differently, Coburn’s photograph through the lens of an image that first appeared 

in Camera Work months later. It was transformed, through Stieglitz’s editorial practice of 

re-vision, into an arrival that mirrors Wilmerding’s photograph of departure. Over the 

Housetops, New York frames the same towering skyline, the same rising smokestacks, 
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from the opposite angle—from the inside looking out over the rippling surface of the 

river rather than from the water’s edge looking in. 

Re-vision, for Stieglitz, became a strategy, an approach to the impossible  “trick” 

of growing roots in new soil, of “taking up sap from the ground and bearing apples” 

instead of plums. It was a tactic of mimicry that he shared, subtly, with his more thorough 

readers, with the immigrant intellectuals who shared with him a history of exodus and 

resettling, a longing for roots in American soil.400 Stieglitz, who, in the pages of his 

journal, used the images and texts of his colleagues to articulate his own vision, became 

an American artistic leader from the edges of America, from the spaces in between, from 

the shorelines and skylines, from across watery passageways. Finding a home in New 

York through fragmented memories of the years he spent in the birthplace of his 

ancestors, he used the pages of Camera Work as a space to see and re-see, to re-vision, 

his ambivalent homecoming. Through the visual and textual repetitions he pieced 

together within and between volumes of the journal, he struggled to find a way back into 

America, to hide signs of his German-ness and his Jewishness—to become an American 

tree.  

In the years he published Camera Work, Stieglitz watched as Manhattan evolved 

from “an island of trees” into a shimmering cultural pinnacle, and as the trees were 

“displaced…with all that wonder”—the  “rocks and bare places” covered over in 

concrete—he interwove repetitive images of the evolving New York skyline across the 

                                                
400 Seligmann, Alfred Stieglitz Talking: Notes on Some of His Conversations, 1925-1931, np.  
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issues of his journal.401 Re-vision for Stieglitz, was a strategy for coping with a sadness 

that always lingered because it could not be resolved, a grief that always remained in the 

wake of his ambivalent homecoming and his sustained experience of being, and 

remaining, almost American and not quite white. Working in his midtown gallery at 291 

Fifth Avenue, Stieglitz sifted through photographs and pieced them together in Camera 

Work, creating—as Abramovitch did three decades later when he compiled photographs 

for The Vanished World on the Lower East Side, in the offices of the Jewish Daily 

Forward—a bound photographic platform for seeing again and seeing anew, for working 

through recurring ruptures and irresolvable losses. 

AN ETERNAL FLAME 
I wish I could help you. You speak of my “eternal flame.” I am wondering about 
the “eternal” and of that. 
 -Alfred Stieglitz402 

 
 
 One May evening in 1917, seven years before Alter Kacyzne’s A Jewish Street 

Paver of Bialystock, Poland was circulated in The Jewish Daily Forward, swarming 

crowds of newly-arrived Central- and Eastern- European Jewish workers gathered outside 

the newspaper’s headquarters on East Broadway (figure 85). After long shifts in the 

factories and sweatshops, they waited in line for a chance to see the opening of an 

exhibition organized by a collective of Jewish intellectuals under the leadership of Polish-

born artist John Weichsel. That night, the crowds were “so great,” as Yiddish writer 

                                                
401 Ibid. 
402 Letter from Alfred Stieglitz to John Weichsel, November 8, 1915. John Weichsel papers, Archives of 
American Art, Smithsonian Institution.  
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David Ignatoff remembers, that “it became necessary to call the police to hold back the 

people who sought to push their way into the hall.”403 Residents of the mostly-Jewish 

district that sprawled out across the surrounding streets squeezed past their neighbors to 

see paintings, prints, and photographs by relatively unheralded immigrant artists installed 

alongside the work of celebrated art world mainstays. Weaving through the congested 

rooms in the Forward Building, they paused, perhaps, to take in the broken, interwoven 

planes of color that build up the surface of the Italian-born painter Joseph Stella’s Der 

Rosenkavalier (figure 86). Possibly, they stopped to study outlines of the tangled 

branches that once lined the streets on the Lower East Side, each mark an homage to 

Russian printmaker Abbo Ostrowsky’s new home—to their new home—in downtown 

Manhattan.404 They may, too, have lingered over the silvery tones of a photograph, 

hanging along the same walls, that Stieglitz first revealed alongside his images of New 

York rising from the sea in Camera Work 36 six years earlier: his celebrated “picture of 

shapes,” The Steerage (see figure 2).405 

                                                
403 David Ignatoff, Art Comes to the Jewish Community (New York: Marstin Press, 1948). John Weichsel 
Papers, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution. Ignatoff’s essay is based on a speech he gave 
about the role of art within New York’s Jewish community at the World Jewish Culture Congress. Later in 
the same document, the author describes photographer Alfred Stieglitz as “one particular Jew who rarely 
even let it be known that he was Jewish.” Ignatoff suggests that Stieglitz, in establishing himself as a 
prominent figure in American art, gathered other important immigrant artists—“ revolutionary spirits which 
had been dispersed and ridiculed”—and helped to forge “their faith in themselves and in the artistic 
potential of the country” (3). My study, in many ways, builds on Ignatoff’s understanding of Stieglitz’s 
career—one that has been explored by scholars only rarely and superficially in large part, I believe, because 
the photographer was so successful hiding his Jewish ancestry from his critics. 
404 Ostrowsky’s works are no longer known by the titles that Weichsel recorded in the catalogue, and it is 
consequently difficult, if not impossible, to parse out the specific etchings that he selected for the exhibition 
on the Lower East Side.    
405 Stieglitz, "How the Steerage Happened," 127. And Exhibition at the Forward Building, 175 East 
Broadway,  (New York: The People's Art Guild, 1916). John Weichsel Papers, Archives of American Art, 
Smithsonian Institution. For further discussion of the exhibition, and, in particular, Weichsel’s decision to 
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For Stieglitz, it took a great act of “courage,” as he put it in a 1915 letter to 

Weichsel, to display his photograph along the walls of the Forward Building—to reveal 

signs of his own Jewishness that, in his search for cultural acceptance, for whiteness, for 

Americanness, he almost always fought to render invisible.406 Displaying the image in an 

exhibition designed to weave traces of the uptown gallery scene into the Yiddish-

inflected culture of the Lower East Side, Stieglitz exposed an ambivalence about who he 

was and where he came from, about his ancestral heritage; an ambivalence that surfaces 

in and around the pages of Camera Work subtly in the form of excess, metaphor, and 

allusion; an ambivalence that he was never able to resolve or fully obscure in the 

shadowy haze of the penumbra.407 

In the sumptuous pages of a 1913 issue of his periodical, bound between hand-

pulled photogravures, Stieglitz revealed that ambivalence by publishing “Cosmism and 

Amorphism,” an article by Weichsel that explores the same ideas that underlie the 

author’s later curatorial work in the Forward Building (figure 87). In the essay, a 

reflection on the dissolution of form in works by the modernist artists Cézanne, 

                                                                                                                                            
include The Steerage, see Norman L. Kleeblatt and Susan Chevlowe, "Painting a Place in America," in 
Painting a Place in America: Jewish Artists in New York 1900-1945, ed. Norman L. Kleeblatt and Susan 
Chevlowe (Bloomington and Indianapolis: The Jewish Museum, New York and Indiana University Press, 
1991). 
406 Letter from Alfred Stieglitz to John Weichsel, November 8, 1915. John Weichsel papers, Archives of 
American Art, Smithsonian Institution. 
407 In a few instances, and outside the pages of his journal and in addition to his participation in Weichsel’s 
exhibition at the Forward Building, Stieglitz’s Jewishness became more overtly visible. In 1933, for 
example, cultural critic Waldo Frank named Stieglitz among the “real leaders of Jewry” in an essay he 
wrote for The New Republic, a critical analysis of escalating anti-Semitism in pre-war Europe. (Waldo 
Frank, "Why Should the Jews Survive?," The New Republic, December 13 1933, 121.) Stieglitz, who 
carefully clipped the article and saved it among his scrapbooks and personal correspondences (YCAL MSS 
85, Box 112), was likely engaged, on some level, in discussions about the rise of social and political unrest 
overseas and aware of the evocation of his artistic career as part of Frank’s analysis. This publication falls 
outside the scope of my current study, but I plan to return to it in my future work.  
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Kandinsky, Picasso, and Picabia, Weichsel suggests that the striving for universal 

expression can be manifested, or “distilled,” solely through the cultivation and 

celebration of what we now might refer to as ethnic particularity.408 “Only the infinity of 

evolutional experience, crystallized in our racial characteristics,” only the unfolding of 

human existence in all of its multiplicity, he argues, contains the seeds of the 

transcendent.409 The role of the artist, as Weichsel articulates it in the essay, is to channel 

a “super-social consciousness,” an understanding of cosmic ideas, through the “towering 

billows of social unrest” and the strength of “ancestral forces.”410 Art, he continues, must 

be “purged from accessory, non-racial elements” and cleansed of assimilative 

pressures.411 Traces of “adaptation, imitation and all of the traditional influences which 

are not racially human,” he continues, cloud the clarity of the artist’s vision and block his 

access to cosmic truth.412 For Weichsel, the great masterpiece reveals the “profound 

depths of human history ” and the truth beneath the “dust” that so often in the highly-

stratified, discriminatory culture he lived in, “settled on the canvas[es]” of immigrant 

artists who were struggling to hide their cultural distinctiveness.413 

In his choice to publish the essay in Camera Work, Stieglitz became an implicit 

advocate of Weichsel’s message. Circulated between the covers of the journal, the 

author’s suggestion that the universal could be accessed only through “self-revelation” 
                                                
408 John Weichsel, "Cosmism and Amorphism," Camera Work 42/43 (1913)., 69. See Roediger, Working 
toward Whiteness: How America's Immigrants Became White: The Strange Journey from Ellis Island to the 
Suburbs, 13-18. 
409 Weichsel, "Cosmism and Amorphism," 73.  
410 Ibid, 73, 72,  
411 Ibid, 73. 
412 Ibid. 
413 Ibid. 
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became an inflection in Stieglitz’s editorial voice.414  Indeed, the photographer built each 

issue of his journal by arranging carefully-selected images and texts—ancillary pieces—

into the pages of his own, overarching work of art, and it was with great enthusiasm that 

he absorbed Weichsel’s words into his own artistic statement.415 In a letter he wrote in 

August of that year, Stieglitz celebrates the manuscript that became “Cosmism and 

Amorphism” as “a splendid piece of work” that “must be circulated more widely than 

Camera Work can possibly be” [his emphasis], indicating that he shared, or at least on 

some level sympathized with Weichsel’s beliefs about how an embrace of cultural 

distinctiveness could open a conduit to universal expression.416  

Stieglitz was much less eager to align himself with his colleague, however, when 

the situation was reversed: he made the decision to submit The Steerage to the exhibition 

at the Forward Building—to allow his print to become one of the pieces that made up 

Weichsel’s overarching curatorial vision—with trepidation. In response to Weichsel’s 

request for images “to write about and to exhibit in different East-side…settlements,” 

Stieglitz claimed that he was overwhelmed by business at his gallery and that he needed 

time to “straighten out the mess…things are in” and “locate” [his emphasis] a set of 

                                                
414 Ibid, 69. 
415 As Katherine Hoffman notes, Camera Work became, in many ways, Stieglitz’s “autobiography;” 
although it stands as a collection of images and texts produced by a range of writers and artists, it was 
“ultimately Stieglitz’s voice,” his editorial choices, that shaped its content and format. (Hoffman, Stieglitz: 
A Beginning Light, 215. Allan Sekula similarly describes Camera work as a “sort of monumental container 
for smaller, subordinate works,” a discourse that Stieglitz shaped as contributed images and texts that 
“passed through his hands.” For further discussion, see his essay "On the Invention of Photographic 
Meaning," 458. 
416 Letter from Stieglitz to Weichsel, August 26, 1913. John Weichsel Papers, Archives of American Art, 
Smithsonian Institution.  
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photographs for the cause.417 He did eventually permit Weichsel to exhibit the 

photograph as part of the exhibition, perhaps because although over half of the eighty-

nine artists who displayed their work were Jewish residents of the Lower East Side, the 

show also included works by native-born ‘white’ artists like George Bellows and non-

Jewish immigrants like Joseph Stella (figure 88).418 Stieglitz, however, was never able to 

“prove…that [he had the] courage beside [the] sympathy,” as he puts it, to support his 

colleague’s larger effort on behalf of the poverty-stricken, overcrowded, and culturally-

vibrant Jewish district—not financially, and, to Weichsel’s dismay, not even with the 

“weight of his personality” or “a few sparks of his eternal flame.”419  

Stieglitz’s hesitation around the exhibition, I believe, had less to do with 

outstanding bills and a cluttered office than the plain, unapologetic language that 

Weichsel used to couch his endeavor. Born in Wloclavak, Poland in 1870 and raised in a 

middle-class family in Central Europe, Weichsel arrived in the United States among the 

masses of immigrants who filtered into the country around the turn of the century with a 

long-established racial and cultural understanding of what it meant to be Jewish.420 

                                                
417 Letter from Weichsel to Stieglitz, December 1, 1915. And letter from Sieglitz to Weichsel, November 
8, 1915. John Weichsel Papers, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution. Although Stieglitz 
dated his letter to November 8, it is clearly evident, based on the content and on his choice to quote the 
curator directly in places, that the photographer wrote his text as a response to a letter he had already 
received—the letter that Weichsel reportedly wrote on December 1 of that year. Most likely, one of the 
artists made a mistake in recording the date.  
418 Kleeblatt and Chevlowe, "Painting a Place in America,"113.  
419 Letter from Sieglitz to Weichsel, November 8, 1915. And Letter from Weichsel to Stieglitz, December 
1, 1915. John Weichsel Papers, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution. 
420 As scholar Karen Brodkin points out, there were well-defined cultural divides between immigrants from 
Germany and the Jews of Russia and Poland who began to flood into the Lower East Side a generation 
later. Whereas the Jews of Germany traveled to the United States after centuries of relative cultural 
acceptance and a history of assimilation in their homeland, the Jews of Russia and Poland began their new 
lives in this country with a distinct secular culture. She notes that this communal sense of Jewishness, or 
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Unable to bury his European ancestry in the shadows in the way that Stieglitz, as an 

American-born descendant of assimilated German Jews, often was, Weichsel drew his 

immigrant roots to the surface, into the light, throughout his career. In designing the 

exhibition at the Forward Building, and in the broader project he took on as president and 

founder of the People’s Art Guild, he began to peel back the rhetorical veils he once used 

to cloak his interest in the social realm in general and New York’s ever-expanding 

immigrant population in particular. Editing out the references to truth and beauty that 

frame his argument in “Cosmism or Amorphism,” he gradually found words to assert his 

aspirations without relying on ideals of universality. His ambitions, as he described them 

in the literature he published on behalf of his organization, were nevertheless visionary in 

scope. They extended far beyond the walls of the Forward Building to encompass the 

entire Lower East Side neighborhood and its downtrodden residents. With the support of 

the group of Jewish cultural leaders that gathered in his home on Friday evenings to 

discuss the social role of art, his aspiration was to transform the developing immigrant 

district into a “hospitable home for great artists;” to inspire its “people… to grow to a 

sensitive appreciation and enjoyment of the best in art.”421 

                                                                                                                                            
Yiddishkeit, developed as a response to virulent anti-Semitism—as a survival tactic that enabled Eastern- 
and Central- European Jews to form cultural, political, and linguistic bridges between the different villages 
that they formed on the outskirts of society where they were, in their home countries, forced to live. In the 
early decades of the twentieth-century, there was a great deal of tension between German Jews who had 
spent decades struggling to achieve success in America and the more recently-arrived immigrants from the 
so-called Pale of Settlement, who were more reluctant to abandon their roots in the shtetl. This broader 
cultural conflict, I believe, underlies the fraught personal and professional relationship that developed 
between Stieglitz and Weichsel. For more on the cultural differences between Jewish immigrants from 
Eastern and Western Europe, see Brodkin, How Jews Became White Folks and What That Says About Race 
in America, 106-108.  
421John Weichsel, The People's Art Guild: A Prospectus (New York: The People's Art Guild, 1916), np. 
John Weichsel Papers, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution. And Kleeblatt and Chevlowe, 
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In his careful distance from the People’s Art Guild and his anxiety about the 

exhibition at the Forward Building, Stieglitz revealed a wavering, flickering bravery. He 

exposed not only a longing to reveal who he was, but also a fear about what it would 

mean to display his autobiographically-laden photograph in the Jewish cultural center of 

the nation without so much as a protective layer of metaphorical language. To pull The 

Steerage out of the fragile pages of Camera Work—to strip away the rhetorical veils and 

the implicit discourse he built up around it in the journal—was to risk extinguishing the 

fragile flicker of the eternal flame, to snuff out the precarious spark of his artistic 

influence. It was to collapse the strategic distance he maintained from a neighborhood 

that was, according to widely-accepted racist discourse, densely populated with “filth[y]” 

people who could not “be lifted up to a higher plane” and assimilated into the white 

mainstream.422  It was to dissolve a boundary he struggled, endlessly, to sustain between 

his photographic career and his own Jewish roots.  

Stieglitz’s ambivalence was, in a sense, justifiable: even when he obscured his 

European ancestry, and even when he strategically detached himself from the Lower East 

Side, his familial past continually resurfaced to threaten his career. Lurking among his 

many supporters were art-viewers, critics, and colleagues who turned his ancestral 

heritage against him, using anti-Semitic rhetoric to denigrate his artistic and editorial 

practices. The essayist Sadakichi Hartmann, for example, who often published in Camera 

                                                                                                                                            
"Painting a Place in America," 111. For more on the People’s Art Guild, see also Gail Stavitsky, "John 
Weichsel and the People's Art Guild," Archives of American Art Journal 31, no. 4 (1991).  
422 From New York Times, 30 July 1893, “East Side Vendors,” quoted in Brodkin, How Jews Became 
White Folks and What That Says About Race in America, 29. 
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Work under the Americanized penname Sidney Allen, used Stieglitz’s Jewishness as a 

weapon against the photographer throughout their troubled relationship. Born to a 

Japanese mother and raised, after her death, by his German father, Hartmann confronted 

Stieglitz directly, rehearsing widespread stereotypes about Jewish masculinity in order to 

attack the editor’s interpersonal failings: “We are not all jews [sic], and look at life from 

the patriarchal point of view,” Hartmann writes in a 1904 letter, we are not all “dict[at]ors 

[sic].”423 On a more public platform, the American-born critic Thomas Craven undercut 

Stieglitz’s achievements by describing the artist in his 1934 book Modern Art: The Men, 

The Movements, The Meaning as a “Hoboken Jew without knowledge of, or interest in, 

the historical American background” who was “hardly equipped” to become a leader of 

“genuine American expression.”424 In this passage, Craven suggests that Stieglitz, though 

born and raised in New Jersey, could never become an American artist because he could 

never become an American. A descendent of Jewish immigrants, the photographer would 

always remain, for Craven, a stretched and elongated reflection, a distorted copy of the 

‘real,’ almost the same but not quite.425 

In the earlier reviews that Stieglitz clipped from local newspapers, Craven reveals 

a xenophobic and pervasive strain of nationalism that shaded understandings of the New 

York art scene more broadly. Of the works exhibited in the gallery scene during 1914 

                                                
423 Letter from Hartmann to Stieglitz, August, 1904, YCAL MSS 85, Box 23. During this period, Jewish 
men were often stereotyped either as hypermasculine, as in this case, or as unmanly and effeminate. Both 
constructions of Jewish masculinity pushed newly-arrived immigrants further into the margins of society by 
suggesting that they veered from accepted gender norms. See Brodkin, How Jews Became White Folks and 
What That Says About Race in America, 101.  
424 Thomas Craven, Modern Art: The Men, the Movements, the Meaning (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1934), 312. 
425 See Bhabha, "Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse," 127. 
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exhibition season, for example, Craven writes: “not in the annals of our art had such a 

crime been perpetrated; it was immigrant stuff, senseless and degenerate.”426  Like many 

other critics who saturated their essays with what scholar David Allen Cole describes as 

the rhetoric of degeneracy, Craven articulated his artistic theory in language derived from 

dominant scientific discourses—paradigms of “evolution and devolution.” 427 His 

writings, rooted in allusions to natural law and empirical truth, suggest that American art, 

like American culture, was under attack by the endless waves of immigrants arriving each 

day at the port of New York. Artists with European roots—however distant, however 

hidden—for Craven, and the many other art writers who ascribed to his racist brand of 

patriotic fervor, posed a threat to the “native genius” that flourished on “American 

soil.”428 

It was, perhaps, this vein of criticism that inspired Stieglitz and his colleagues, 

many of them first- or second-generation immigrants, and many, like Stieglitz, of Jewish 

descent, to articulate their artistic vision in symbols of growth and decay, seed and soil.429 

They inverted the meaning of Craven’s allusions, drawing upon images of “being 

‘rooted,’ of being ‘of the soil,’ of ‘ploughing our own fields’ [sic] of ‘being in the earth’ 

and of ‘growing and maturing’” to describe their process of transforming into what 

jingoistic cultural critics claimed that they could never be: artistic leaders in their 

                                                
426  Thomas Craven, "Men of Art: American Style," The American Mercury, December 1925., 425. YCAL 
MSS 85, Box 112.  
427 David Allen Cole, "The Rhetoric of Degeneracy and Evolution in the American Critical Response to 
Modern Art, 1908-1921" (The University of Texas at Austin, 1996), 20.   
428  Craven, "Men of Art: American Style," 425. YCAL MSS 85, Box 112.  
429 Corn, The Great American Thing: Modern Art and National Identity, 1915-1935, 32.  



 188 

newfound home, in the nation where their ancestors resettled.430 In the years following 

the exhibition at the Forward Building, Stieglitz himself wrote with great fluency in the 

language of “‘growing’” and “‘planting,’” of cultivating “‘the Soil right here.’” 431 This 

vocabulary became for him a kind of shorthand for his ongoing efforts to root himself in 

the United States, a rhetorical code that he used to encourage his followers to draw upon 

the richness of their own so-called ‘homeland’ for inspiration.432  

Weichsel, too, evokes these metaphors in the text he wrote in conjunction with the 

show at the Forward Building, describing the Guild’s aspiration to “plant…seeds” and 

cultivate the starving artistic “soil” of the Lower East Side. He suggests that artists like 

Stieglitz, who hid their Jewishness in order to find acceptance in the uptown art scene, 

were creatively stunted. Uprooted from their home, their culture, he suggests, they 

detached themselves from the ground beneath them—from the foundation they needed to 

fully unfurl and express artistic visions that, inevitably, “bloom…best only upon a native 

bosom.” As “expatriat[es]” in upper Manhattan, he argues, they allowed the cultural 

nucleus of Jewish New York to wither and wilt in their absence.433   

Stieglitz’s and Weichsel’s beliefs were so closely tied that they could be 

articulated in the same rhetorical system, and both seemingly conflicting artistic visions 

were, at the core, entangled in mirroring histories of rootlessness and a search for roots. 

Like Weichsel and the artists of the People’s Art Guild, Stieglitz and his colleagues used 
                                                
430 Ibid. 
431 Ibid. 
432 Ibid.  
433John Weichsel, "To the East Side and Its Friends," in Exhibition at the Forward Building, 175 East 
Broadway (New York: The People's Art Guild, 1916), np. John Weichsel Papers, Archives of American 
Art, Smithsonian Institution.   
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metaphors of seed and soil to articulate a belief that works of art should be grounded in 

the distinct environment from which they emerge. Whereas Weichsel used this language 

to draw successful New York artists downtown to the Lower East Side, the artists of the 

Stieglitz circle had a very different notion of home in mind when they wrote of being 

rooted. They referred not to the European villages their families had left behind, and not 

even specifically New York, where they found new homes. They referred instead to the 

vast cultural landscape of the United States—to America.434  

 As art historian Wanda Corn argues in her important study The Great American 

Thing: Modern Art and National Identity, 1915-1935—a book that has been central to my 

work—“America” was a central term in the symbolic lexicon that evolved between 

Stieglitz and his close colleagues. It was an allusion that they drew upon again and again, 

a recurring utterance with a meaning that remained elusive because of their tendency to 

intimate rather than to define the significance of the term.435 A myth woven out of coded 

vocabulary, their America took shape in the abstract realm of the spiritual, between the 

“‘Earth’” and the “‘Sky,’” in the “‘Sun’” and the “‘Soil.’”436  As Corn goes on to argue, 

the artists of the Stieglitz circle evoked the term  “America” with such a sense of 

ownership, with such “excess, exaggeration, hype, and bombast,” as she puts it, that it 

became a kind of “brand name” for their artistic endeavors.437 Their hyperbolic allusions 

                                                
434 Following Corn, I use the term ‘America’ here as it was commonly understood in the early twentieth 
century and as it emerges in the writings of the Stieglitz circle. It signified for them not the Americas or the 
continent of North America, but rather the United States. See The Great American Thing: Modern Art and 
National Identity, 1915-1935, xvii, 31.  
435 Ibid, 31. 
436 Ibid, 31-32, 13. 
437 Ibid, 15, 39.  
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to notions of national exceptionalism—their ceaseless assertions that they were the great 

American artists of their generation—emerged, she argues, out of a rising culture of 

advertising and an interest in self-promotion.438 The problem with her reading of their 

continual referral to ‘America,’ however, is that it is founded on a misconception that 

these artists were, in fact, American in Craven’s sense of the term—that they were 

Anglo-Saxon, that they were the same.  Although Corn acknowledges that many of them 

were “Jewish-born, though nonpracticing,” she ultimately positions these artists as white 

and privileged, eliding the racial dimensions of their Jewish identities and the immigrant 

ancestry that, I contend, made the rhetoric of rootedness even more meaningful within 

their circle.439 She explores their political concerns only in relationship to their artistic, 

and not social goals, suggesting that they were bound together in an effort to “preserve 

for Stieglitz and his circle the mantle of true and genuine American artists,” and not by 

their need to redefine what it meant to be American in the first place.440   

Because their Jewishness always lingered, the excess of their language was not 

the excess of branding and self-endorsement, I argue, but rather the excess of mimicry. 

Their overeager, exaggerated patriotism, their repeated efforts to define themselves as 

American, produced a slippage that ultimately reveals their endless struggle to reach an 

impossible ideal of whiteness. The “spiritual America” that spilled and seeped out of their 

unfulfilled desire for belonging was rooted in a deep sense of place and suspended above 

                                                
438 Ibid, 39.  
439 Ibid, xx, 4.  
440 Ibid, 14.  
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the mundane, above the material.441 Their vision of the nation also took form beyond the 

strange, crowded streets and gloomy caverns where they lived and worked; it hovered 

over social discrimination. Evolving as a strategy of mimicry, a means of carving a sense 

of home in a place that never quite accepted them because they were never quite white, 

their America revealed the seams and cracks of another myth, another illusory America. 

The place they imagined exposed the America that critics like Craven worked to 

safeguard—an America that was tangible enough to be undone by the masses of 

“conquerors” that were flooding into New York’s Lower East Side, an America that was 

‘real’ enough to be replicated through the strategy of mimicry—as a fiction, as an 

invention designed to maintain inequitable power structures.442 

As Stieglitz waged his subtle war against oppression from the soaring heights of 

his spiritual America, Weichsel continued his fight down below, along the congested 

streets of downtown Manhattan. Sharing the same vision of inclusion, of social equality, 

they worked along different axes and on divergent scales. Friction continued to mount 

between them, and in July of 1917, just months after the opening at the Forward 

Building, Weichsel wrote to end their tension-riddled relationship. Citing his frustration 

and mounting disappointment with the photographer’s “distrust of humanity and even 

that of [his] own kin,” Weichsel accused Stieglitz of forsaking his social 

                                                
441 Corn’s terminology for the vision of the nation that Stieglitz and his colleagues invented is a reference 
to his 1923 photograph Spiritual America. See Ibid, 3.  
442 Bryce, "The Latest Phase of Immigration," 481. See also Bhabha, "Of Mimicry and Man: The 
Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse," 129-131.   
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responsibilities.443 “Surely, you meant to create a home for free expression for all who 

care to be free,” he writes of Stieglitz’s recently-closed gallery at 291 Fifth Avenue:     

And you meant this home to be cultivated by those who wish to be free. Surely 
you did not mean to make it a resort of aloofness, a pontificating apex, the most 
snobbish of all art-centers, by its backing as well as by its manifestation; standing 
opposite all things more than beyond them; more estranging than strange. 

I loved the place for what it might have been. I was attracted to you, 
notwithstanding all disappointment, by what I believed you might have been. I am 
writing this to you—after having kept away a long time and sulked—activated by 
my faith in your essential visibility, in the hope that you may find a chance now to 
do something true to your best parts, now, that you have become free from the 
constraining shell; now, when our paths are likely to part forever.444 

 
For Weichsel, Stieglitz’s gallery, further uptown than the Forward Building and 

suspended, architecturally, in a third-floor attic above the street, symbolized the way the 

photographer elevated himself above the strange social realm and estranged himself from 

his colleagues on the Lower East Side. Isolated in the “constraining shell” of his midtown 

workspace and disengaged from the immigrant neighborhood below, Stieglitz was 

unable, or, in Weichsel’s opinion, unwilling, to carry the torch of his eternal flame 

downtown to light the way for recently-arrived Jewish artists.445 (In reality, Stieglitz 

carved out his gallery space on the fringes of the garment district, transforming what one 

contemporary critic described as a rodent-invested, cramped sweatshop into an 

architecturally humble, yet culturally significant, artistic center.)446 To Weichsel, Stieglitz 

had attained cultural visibility by detaching himself from his roots and abandoning his 
                                                
443 Letter from Weichsel to Stieglitz, July 31, 1917. YCAL MSS 85, Box 51.  
444 Ibid. 
445 Ibid. 
446 "'291:' the Mecca and the Mystery of Art in a Fifth Avenue Attic," The Sun, Sunday, October 24 1915, 
5. YCAL MSS 85, Box 111. For a further discussion of the architectural structure of 291 and its 
metaphorical significance, see my M.A. thesis “‘What 291 Means to Me’: Spaces of Radical Artistic 
Expression and Immigrant Identity” (2007).  
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people; he had “found his way out of the ghetto to art and fame” uptown, never to return 

to his humble beginnings.447 

Stieglitz chose to distance himself from his own kin in Lower Manhattan out of a 

deep desire for acceptance, a longing not to be seen as different, and a drive to leave an 

indelible mark on the artistic soil of the United States—one that could not be washed 

away in the tides of anti-Semitism. Carefully and strategically, he obscured his European 

roots in order to protect the flicker of his eternal flame, a spark that was always on the 

verge of being snuffed out.448 Once he climbed the steps of the highly stratified social 

ladder to the top deck of the S. S. Kaiser Wilhelm II and the streets of upper Manhattan, 

Stieglitz could not find his way back down.449 He understood that the light that sustained 

his career could be extinguished with a single stray splash, drowned in the waves that 

lapped against the edges of his “cultural ship bringing the new American art into port.”450  

It could dissolve into darkness any time he was associated with the “swelling tide of 

ignorant and unassimilable…immigrants” that were settling on the Lower East Side.451 

Though he chose to safeguard the fragile glow of his eternal flame, Stieglitz did not, as 

Weichsel feared, absolve himself of his ancestral past in his search of fame and artistic 

success. Instead, what he disclosed at the moment that he suspended himself over the 

                                                
447 Weichsel, "To the East Side and Its Friends.", np. John Weichsel Papers, Archives of American Art, 
Smithsonian Institution. 
448 Letter from Stieglitz to Weichsel, November 8, 1915. John Weichsel Papers, Archives of American Art, 
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449 When he took The Steerage, Stieglitz was, in fact, physically barricaded from the lower deck. In a 
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450 Corn, The Great American Thing: Modern Art and National Identity, 1915-1935, 14.  
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rails of the upper deck of the S.S. Kaiser Wilhelm II to frame the beleaguered migrants 

scattered across the lower half of The Steerage—and again when he hesitantly displayed 

his photograph in the heart of New York’s Jewish district—was his own complex 

position as both an artistic leader and a racially-marked Jew. 

In and around the pages of his journal Camera Work, Stieglitz began to weave the 

foundations of American modernism even as he subtly estranged the myth of a strange 

America that would never fully embrace him. Hiding the threads of his own ancestral 

heritage underneath lines of poetry, strands of artistic philosophy, and gradations of 

black, white, and gray, he fought against social inequity from the shadows. References to 

his past, however, to histories of Jewish loss and recurring ruptures, emerge in the form 

of excess. They take shape in the shadows of his the seemingly unending devotion to his 

‘homeland’ that distanced him from his German colleagues during his student years 

abroad and, in the years following his return, drove him apart from the Jewish 

intellectuals of the People’s Art Guild. They seep out from his photographs of ships and 

harbors and spill from his continual references to seeds and soil, apples and plums, roots 

and branches, glittering waterways, and gloomy caverns. Revealing who he was through 

his very efforts to veil his own past, his own Jewish particularity, Stieglitz contested 

social discrimination through the slippages that overflowed from the cracks between 

image and text and emerged in the shadowy haze between visibility and darkness. 
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Afterword 

My roots go way back. Further than funeral into the radiant light of some 
Forgotten stone Spanish seashore where I learned a thing or two about love 
Which I promptly forgot in between the space from emptiness into form. 
I came here with baling wire and a peach seed. 
I would have been lost without them 
To tie up loose ends and grow a peach tree 
So I would have something good to eat. 
You see I was hungry after all that work and time alone 
In a withered world where no one spoke my language 
For a long, long time.  

-from an unpublished, untitled poem written by my father, John Kohn, in 
memory of Emily Kohn—his mother, my grandmother 

 
  
I first read Kurzweil’s essays about his journey of self-discovery at a long table in 

a library in New York, surrounded, just as he was in 1970 when he discovered the 

photographs of his ancestral homeland, by a “cross section of Jews …spread over many 

decades and many worlds.” 452 In the archives I visited on the east coast, I worked next to 

Holocaust historians and scholars of Jewish cultural studies, across from Jewish 

genealogists tracing their family trees, and alongside other gatherers and collectors. I 

watched their files of information expand and swell, always conscious of how different 

my approach was from theirs. When I met with archivists in centers for Jewish and 

Holocaust history in hopes of recovering particular photographs, they often responded to 

my questions with long, expansive lists—with piles and piles of images that 

approximated, at times only vaguely, the missing pieces of my project. They directed me 

toward crumbling visual monuments that emerged during the same span of years or from 

                                                
452 Kurzweil, From Generation to Generation: How to Trace Your Jewish Genealogy and Family History, 
1.  
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the same region, without understanding that my project was not one of accumulation. As 

my colleagues compiled facts and figures, I sifted through materials and waited, instead, 

for the punctum, for the wounds of the past to shoot out and hit me  “like an arrow.”453 I 

was interested not in breadth, not in vast landscapes of documents or heaps of data, but 

rather in depth. My work was to delve into objects, to trace over the surfaces of single 

photographs, to examine their material qualities, their scratches and scuffs, their lights 

and shadows. My work was to hang onto the words, phrases, and sentences that caught 

me, that pierced me, that drew me further into the past. 

 

No one spoke my language for a long, long time.  

 

I learned to work quietly, keeping the triumphs and frustrations of my research to 

myself. When I was in New York, I brushed past historians hovering over Hebrew texts 

and returned to my desk to flip through the pages of The Vanished World after I learned 

that The Old Road-Maker in Ostroleka, Poland was missing from the collections. The 

photograph had long been central to my writing, and I struggled, alone, to find a new 

pathway into the material, to maintain my faith in the project. At the United States 

Holocaust Memorial Museum, I felt tremors of grief and excitement—emotions that I 

struggled to hide from my colleagues—while watching a video recording of Stadtler’s 

interview with Miriam Wexberg. I was moved by the horrific details of her story of 

                                                
453 Nemerov, Wartime Kiss: Visions of the Moment in the 1940s, 2. And Barthes, Camera Lucida: 
Reflections on Photography, 26-27.  
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survival, but it was more than that: I was elated by the experience of seeing Stadtler 

gesture as she spoke, of hearing her voice from off-screen. After many years of feeling 

far away, of struggling to feel the presence of the past as I looked at her photographs in 

Behold a Great Image, it was the closest I had ever been to her. It was the closest, I 

believed, I would ever be to her.  

In the weeks that I was transcribing Stadtler’s interviews, I was asked to give a 

presentation for the Department of Survivor Affairs at the museum. I accepted the 

invitation even though I was afraid that there was nothing I could say that would have 

meaning to an audience who had lived through the harrowing ruptures I was working to 

retrace. In the end, I decided to share with the survivors what I had, for the most part, 

concealed from my co-researchers. I rehearsed my ideas about the fractured planes of 

Stadtler’s Reconstructing the Past and the fragments left scattered on the shelves along 

the wall in the background of the image. I told them about the rush of excitement I felt 

when I found her textbook The Holocaust: A History of Courage and Resistance on the 

shelves of the library upstairs and what it was like to see her words spill out across these 

pages for the first time. I explained the connections that were emerging for me in the 

spaces between the photograph, the textbook, and the filmed interview she conducted 

with Wexberg—the way they were leading me to rethink the practice of piecing together 

history.  

It was only at the end of the presentation, when I looked up from the pages in my 

hand and welcomed comments and questions that I noticed a man sitting in the front row 

with warm eyes that peered out at me from beneath his graying eyebrows. I motioned to 
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him when he raised his hand, and he paused before he spoke to make sure that everyone 

in the room was listening. “Did you know that Bea was one of my best friends?,” he 

asked proudly, motioning to her photograph projected on the wall behind me. “She was a 

wonderful person, just wonderful,” he continued, “we used to have dinner with her on the 

weekends. I was very close with her husband, too.” He looked at me expectantly, waiting 

for a response that I did not know how to give him. Stumbling over my words, I thanked 

him, and moved on to the next question. I could not help but look back at him again and 

again as I spoke, hoping that I would find a way to relate to him how much the 

coincidence meant to me. After the presentation ended, he told me the story, hazy in my 

memory now, of how he knew Stadtler. He was pleased, perhaps even grateful, that her 

work was not forgotten, and I explained to him how important her photographs had been 

to me since the earliest stages of my research. 

I began sorting through the records in the museum database as soon as I returned 

to the library, searching for information about this man who once knew Stadtler in a way 

that I never could. I learned that he was raised in Dabrowa Gornicza, Poland with nine 

brothers and sisters, and that he fled his hometown in 1939 in an attempt to escape the 

escalating threat of danger. He arrived in the United States to begin a new life ten years 

later, after surviving years of forced labor, a series of concentration camps, a death march 

from Kittliztreben to Buchenwald, and the brutal murder of most of his family.454 I 

paused for a long time in my research to look at an old photograph of this man when he 

                                                
454 “Survivor Volunteers,” United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, accessed November 26, 2010, 
http://www.ushmm.org/remembrance/survivoraffairs/meet/detail.php?content=rosen 
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was much younger—to a time before the wrinkles formed across his forehead and before 

the catastrophic rupture. I thought about the gulf between us, a chasm that was endlessly 

wider, deeper, and more unbridgeable than the ideological distance I felt from the 

historians and scholars seated around the long tables of the library around me. And yet, I 

felt a deep, almost inexplicable connection to this man that emerged in a flicker only to 

dissolve. By chance, we discovered a place, an image, a memory, a photograph, where 

our very different lives entwined, where we came together.  

 

You see I was hungry after all that work and time alone. 

 

Histories of loss, as I learned and learned again almost every day during my 

research year on the east coast, carry with them a heaviness, a weight, a burden of truth 

that often seeps into the space of the image and takes over the realm of the imaginal. 

Scholars who devote their lives to uncovering the fragments of suffering, and Holocaust 

historians in particular, are loaded down with a grave responsibility of finding figures and 

reporting facts. They take on the impossible task of piecing together a history that, for too 

many years, has been hidden, buried, and even denied, a rupture that propels them 

forward in their mission to divide truth from fiction. At times, this dedication to accuracy 

supplants everything else. It reduces the photographic image into a record, the memory 

into an unreliable source, and the imagination into a useless distraction. I emerged from 

the flash of connection I felt after my presentation in the Department of Survivor Affairs, 

however, more dedicated than ever to my project of writing a different kind of history of 
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loss—a history that considers the image as a site of knowledge and that attaches 

importance to the blurred boundaries between remembering and forgetting. I became still 

further devoted to my long-held belief that images can draw us into the shadowy vastness 

of the past, into a haze that we often overlook in our relentless search for historical 

‘truth.’ I resolved, in that moment, to make room in my process of recovering the 

fractured past, of writing the break, for the threads that unravel in the fringes of cognition 

and in the penumbra beyond facts and figures. These are the threads, I believe, that unfurl 

and extend backwards, binding us to the places where our ancestors once lived, and 

forward along our path. They lead us into the past and into the future with a motion 

forward and a countermotion backward, encircling and returning. 
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Figures 

 

Figure 1: Alfred Stieglitz, Camera Work, 1903-1917. 

 

Figure 2: Alfred Stieglitz, The Steerage, 1907. 
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Figure 3: The Vanished World: Jewish Cities, Jewish People, edited by Raphael 
Abramovitch and published by the Forward Association in New York, 1947. 

 

Figure 4: Alter Kacyzne, Old Road-Maker in Ostroleka, Poland, from The Vanished 
World, 1947. 
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Figure 5: Behold a Great Image: the Contemporary Jewish Experience in 
Photographs, edited by Sharon Strassfeld and Arthur Kurzweil, 1978. 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Bea Stadtler, Reconstructing the Past, 1976, from Behold a Great Image, 
1978. 
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Figure 7: Roman Vishniac, Nettie Stub, eleven years old, from Hannover, 1938, from 
A Vanished World, 1983. 

 

 

Figure 8: George Holz, Soldier, 1976, from Behold a Great Image, 1978. 
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Figure 9: Bea Stadtler, The Holocaust: A History of Courage and Resistance, 1973. 

 

 

Figure 10: David Stone Martin, Illustration for “Night of the Broken Glass,” in The 
Holocaust A History of Courage and Resistance, 1973. 
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Figure 11: Alfred Stieglitz, The City of Ambition, 1910, from Camera Work 36, 1911. 

 

 

Figure 12: Memorial Book of Dobromil, published by the Dobromiler Society in New 
York and the Dobromiler Oganization in Israel, Tel Aviv, 1963.  
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Figure 13: Title pages for the English-language and Yiddish sections of the Memorial 
Book of Dobromil, published by the Dobromiler Society in New York and 
the Dobromiler Oganization in Israel, Tel Aviv, 1963. 

 

Figure 14: “Main Street in Dobromil,” from the Memorial Book of Dobromil, 1963, 
Reprinted in Arthur Kurzweil’s From Generation to Generation in 1980, 
with the caption “Dobromil, Poland ca. 1938.” 
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Figure 15: The Family of Man, catalogue for Edward Steichen’s 1955 Exhibition at the 
Museum of Modern Art, New York. 

 

Figure 16: W. Eugene Smith, Untitled, from The Family of Man, 1955. 
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Figure 17: Page layouts from The Family of Man, featuring a photograph by Roman 
Vishniac (left page, center of the bottom row) and Behold a Great Image 
(right). 

 

Figure 18: Page layout from “Trade,” from Behold a Great Image, 1978. 

 

 



 210 

 

Figure 19: Maris Engel, Photo Contest Poster and Arthur A. Cohen, 
“Introduction/Sight/Images, and Photographs,” from Behold a Great Image, 
1978. 

 

Figure 20: Sharon Strassfeld and Arthur Kurzweil, “Editors’ Preface” (left) and Arthur 
A. Cohen, “Introduction/Sight/Images, and Photographs,” from Behold a 
Great Image, 1978. 
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Figure 21: Page layouts from “Synagogues,” from Behold a Great Image, 1978. 

 

 

Figure 22: Page layouts from “Synagogues,” from Behold a Great Image, 1978. 
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Figure 23: Back Cover of Behold a Great Image, 1978. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 24: Page layouts from “The Holocaust,” from Behold a Great Image, 1978. 
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Figure 25: Page layouts from “Weddings” (right) and “Cemeteries,” from Behold a 
Great Image, 1978. 

 

 

 

Figure 26: Stephen Epstein, The Gates of Hell, 1976, from Behold a Great Image, 
1978. 
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Figure 27: Stephen Epstein, Auschwitz, 1976, from Behold a Great Image, 1978. 

 

 

 

Figure 28: Kenneth J. Hillfman, Holocaust Memorial, Beth-El Cemetery, Paramus, 
N.J.  
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Figure 29: Harriet Leibowitz, Yad Vashem, Jerusalem, 1976, from Behold a Great 
Image, 1978. 

 

 

Figure 30: Sy Rubin, Artificial Limbs, Maidanek, 1976, from Behold a Great Image, 
1978.  
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Figure 31: Detail of text printed above Kenneth J. Hillfman’s Holocaust Memorial, 
Beth-El Cemetery, Paramus, N.J, from Behold a Great Image, 1978. 

 

Figure 32: Photographer unknown, portrait of the Wajsman family, ca. 1975, From the 
American Jewish Committee Oral History Collection, Dorot Jewish 
Division, The New York Public Library. 

 From left to right: Itzik, Eudyce, Sender, Mindelle, and Label Wajsman.  
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Figure 33: Video still from an interview that Bea Stadler (left) conducted with Miriam 
Wexberg, 1984. From the National Council of Jewish Women oral history 
archives, Center for Advanced Holocaust Studies, the United States 
Holocaust Memorial Museum. 

 

 Figure 34: Video still from an interview that Bea Stadler conducted with Miriam 
Wexberg, 1984. From the National Council of Jewish Women oral history 
archives, Center for Advanced Holocaust Studies, the United States 
Holocaust Memorial Museum. 
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Figure 35: Video still from an interview that Bea Stadler conducted with Miriam 
Wexberg, 1984. From the National Council of Jewish Women oral history 
archives, Center for Advanced Holocaust Studies, the United States 
Holocaust Memorial Museum. 

 

Figure 36: Irving I. Herzberg, Carpenter, Jaffa, 1976, from Behold a Great Image, 
1978. 
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Figure 37: Ricki Rosen, Alterations, New York City, 1976 (top) and Louis W. Young,  
 Retired Tailor, Bat Yam, Israel, 1976, from Behold a Great Image, 1978.  

 

Figure 38: Jewish trade organization from Dobromil, from the Memorial Book of 
Dobromil and later re-printed in Arthur Kurzweil’s From Generation to 
Generation, 1980.  

 Kurzweil’s great-grandfather is in the second row from the bottom, fifth 
from left. 
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Figure 39: Stephen Fox, Shlomo Charlebach, 1976, from Behold a Great Image, 1978. 

 

Figure 40: Page layouts from “Faces,” from Behold a great Image, 1978. 
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Figure 41: Yizkor Book of the Community of Ostroleka, published by the Association of 
Former Residents of Ostrolenka in Tel Aviv, 1963. 

 

Figure 42: Unknown photographer, Icel Sokja, date unknown, from The Yizkor Book of 
the Community of Ostrolenka, 1963. 
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Figure 43: Unknown photographer, Water supplier, the son of Chaim Szerjter, date 
unknown, from The Yizkor Book of the Community of Ostroleka, 1963.

 

Figure 44: Alter Kacyzne, On the Street Behind the Synagogue, 1920s, from The Yizkor 
Book of the Community of Ostrolenka, 1963. 
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Figure 45: Page layout from The Yizkor Book of the Community of Ostroleka, 1963. 

 

Figure 46: Alter Kacyzne, The Old Street Paver in Ostrolenka, 1920s, from The Yizkor 
Book of the Community of Ostrolenka, 1963. 
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Figure 47: Alter Kacyzne, The Old Road-Maker in Ostroleka, Poland, 1920s, from The 
Vanished World, 1947 (right) and The Old Street Paver in Ostrolenka, 
1920s, from The Yizkor Book of the Community of Ostrolenka, 1963. 

  

  

 

Figure 48: Two-page spread from The Vanished World, 1947. 
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Figure 49: Map from the inside cover of The Yizkor Book of the Community of 
Ostrolenka, 1963 (left) and map from the inside cover of The Vanished 
World, 1947 (right). 

 

  

Figure 50: Page layout from Raphael Abromavitch’s introduction to The Vanished 
World, 1947, translated in English and Yiddish. 
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Figure 51: Roman Vishniac, Crowd Waiting for the Rabbis at the End of the Court, ca. 
1935-38, from The Vanished World, 1947.   

 

  

Figure 52: Unknown photographer, The Old Cemetery Behind the Synagogue, date 
unknown, from The Vanished World, 1947.   
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Figure 53: Unknown photographer, Warsaw in Flames, 1930s, from The Vanished 
World, 1947.   

 

Figure 54: Alter Kacyzne, The Old Little Market, 1920s, from The Vanished World, 
1947.   
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Figure 55: Alter Kacyzne, Kreminits (Krzemieniec, Rowne Province), from Polyn: 
Jewish Life in the Old Country, edited by Marek Web, 1999.   

 

Figure 56: The Extermination of Polish Jews: Album of Pictures, edited by Gerszon 
Taffet, Published in Lódz, Poland, 1945. From the rare book collection at 
the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. 
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Figure 57: Unknown photographer, The Beginning of the End, from The Vanished 
World, 1947. 

 

Figure 58: Untitled photograph by an unknown photographer, from The Extermination 
of the Polish Jews, 1945. 
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Figure 59: Unknown photographer, Warsaw in Flames, from The Vanished World, 
1947. 

  

Figure 60: Alter Kacyzne, On the Main Street, 1920s, from The Vanished World, 1947 
(right)and unknown photographer, untitled image from a page captioned 
“plundering Jewish goods after an expulsion,” in  The Extermination of the 
Polish Jews, 1945  (left).  
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Figure 61: Alter Kacyzne, The Old Little Market, 1920s, from The Vanished World, 
1947(right) and unknown photographer, untitled image from a page 
captioned “Jews seized in their hiding places and shelters,” in The 
Extermination of the Polish Jews, 1945 (left). 

 

Figure 62: Alter Kacyzne, The Old Road-Maker in Ostroleka, Poland, 1920s, from The 
Vanished World, 1947 (right) and unknown photographer, untitled image 
from a page captioned “the mass murder of Jews,” in The Extermination of 
the Polish Jews, 1945  (left). 
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Figure 63: Unknown photographer, Khaim the ferryman, of Kazimierz. A ferryman on 
the Vistula River for the last 50 years, from The Jewish Daily Forward, 
December 14, 1924. 

 

  

Figure 64: Unknown photographer, Sholem Mark, the ‘shames’ of the ‘besmedresh’ of 
the Apter ‘rebe’…and eight of his grandchildren, from The Jewish Daily 
Forward, December 14, 1924. 
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Figure 65: Alter Kacyzne, The Market on the Riverbank, from The Jewish Daily 
Forward, December 14, 1924 

 

Figure 66: Alter Kacyzne, A Jewish Street Paver of Bialystock, Poland, from The 
Jewish Daily Forward, December 14, 1924 (and detail). 
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Figure 67: Page layout from the Sunday Art Supplement, The Jewish Daily Forward, 
December 14, 1924. 

 

Figure 68: ‘This is the way, little boy, one studies torah.' Volf Nachowicz...teaches his 
grandson the abc's and the grandmother looks on with pride (the little boy's 
father is in America), from The Jewish Daily Forward, July 4, 1926. 
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Figure 69: Alter Kacyzne, Grandfather Teaches His Grandson, Biala, Poland, from 
The Vanished World, 1947. 

 

Figure 70: Charles Caffin, “The Art of Eduard J. Steichen,” from Camera Work 30, 
1910. 
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Figure 71: Edward Steichen, Moonlight: The Pond, 1904, from in Camera Work 14, 
1906. 

 

Figure 72: Benjamin de Casseres, “The Brain and the World, Dedicated to Eduard J. 
Steichen,” from Camera Work 31, 1910. 
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Figure 73: Leonard Van Noppen, “The Land of Delusion,” from Camera Work 31, 
1910. 

 

 

Figure 74: Table of Plates from Camera Work 36, 1911. 
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Figure 75: Alvin Langdon Coburn, “The Relation of Time to Art,” from Camera Work 
36, 1911. 

 

Figure 76: Alfred Stieglitz The City Across the River, 1910 (left) and The Ferry Boat, 
1910, from Camera Work 36, 1911. 
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Figure 77: Alfred Stieglitz, Old and New New York, 1910, from Camera Work 36, 
1911. 

 

 

Figure 78: Henri Bergson, “An Extract from Bergson” from Creative Evolution, 
reprinted in Camera Work 36, 1911. 
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Figure 79: Henri Bergson, “An Extract from Bergson” from Creative Evolution, 
reprinted in Camera Work 36, 1911  (left) and Alfred Stieglitz, The 
Steerage, 1907, published in Camera Work 36, 1911 (right). 

 

 

Figure 80: Benjamin de Casseres, “The Unconscious in Art,” from Camera Work 36, 
1911. 
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Figure 81: Alfred Stieglitz, Spring Showers, from Camera Work 36, 1911. 

 

 

Figure 82: Alfred Stieglitz, The City of Ambition (left) and Lower Manhattan (right), 
1910, from Camera Work 36, 1911. 
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Figure 83: Alvin Langdon Coburn, New York, 1908, from Camera Work 21, 1908. 

 

Figure 84: William E. Wilmerding, Over the Housetops, New York, 1908, from Camera 
Work 24, 1908. 
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Figure 85: The Historic Headquarters of The Jewish Daily Forward, 175 East 
Broadway, New York City. 

 

 

 

Figure 86: Joseph Stella, Der Rosenkavalier, 1913-14, exhibited at the Exhibition at the 
Forward Building, 1917. 
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Figure 87: John Weichsel, “Cosmism and Amorphism,” from Camera Work 42/43, 
1911. 

 

Figure 88: George Bellows, Electrocution, 1917, exhibited at the Exhibition at the 
Forward Building, 1917. 
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