Haim Maor-The First Israeli 2nd Generation Artist to Confront the Holocaust

Adapted and modified from  a longer  article: “Mediums of Memory” by Stephen C. Feinstein in Efraim Sicher (ed), Breaking Crystal (University of Illinois Press, 1998)

Haim Maor is both typical of the second generation in Israel (born in Israel in l95l) and outstanding in his artistic expression. His parents were Holocaust survivor parents. His father, David Moshkowitz, was in the Sonderkommando at Auschwitz-Birkenau.  The artist’s paternal grandfather was gassed at Auschwitz in l942. Another grandfather was blinded by a German solider but survived to tell stories to the young Haim in Israel. In his own words, Maor described himself as  “a walking memorial-candle, lighting the windowsill of a well-guarded house...” 
, an image described as archetypal in Dina Warde’s Memorial Candles, a monograph about the burdens of the second generation.  Maor described his youth as obsessed with the Holocaust, where he was frequently “sketching legends and remote vistas, and sucking up anguish.” 
 The number on his father’s arm also affected his identity.  Not knowing his father’s history, the young Haim was led to inquire alternately if his father was a sailor or pilot, that if tattooing was prohibited in the Book of Leviticus, why did the number exist? Maor speculated that perhaps the blue tattoo had something to do with his father’s survival--a series of  “lucky” numbers. Maor’s father’s number was a source of perpetual fascination and even an inspiration for some Kabbalistic analysis.

         Maor studied at Art Teacher’s College in Ramat HaSharon, Israel, lived in Kibbutz Givat Haim until 2006 when he accepted an academic position at Ben Gurion University in Beersheba.  Maor’s early installation works featured the artist himself or models nude with arms and legs bound with covered head, as a hostage (“Untitled” work, l975). These dramatic nude photos were used in a later l978 exhibition  Innocent Cain.  An installation work from l983, A Message from Auschwitz-Birkenau to Tel Hai featured a stark white room dominated by black wooden railroad tracks on the floor.  At one end was a black maquette of the SS Barracks and entrance to Birkenau. At the other end of the track was an end barrier on which was sitting, with wings unfolded, a large raptor bird.  The exhibition with the strongest flavor of the Holocaust is The Faces of Race and Memory, produced in l988. This exhibition, which featured a series of portraits, both personal and impersonal painted on old wooden panels as if they were originally part of a fence. Maor has explained that the series


examines the convolutions of individual and collective memory,


and the conscious and emotional conceptual system connected with


the term “race.” It is an attempt to exorcise demons by deliberately


defining and intensifying memories. In my work human portraits


are juxtaposed and “catalogued: in the spectator’s mind as “Jewish”


or “Aryan.” The pictures and photographs serve as a factor accelerating


the externalization of the spectator’s prejudices, and during the course


of his or her comparative observation he or she becomes a “potential


racist.”

Maor’s work is also about the Holocaust and the problems of memory, which includes everything from forgetting to denial. Maor achieves this relationship with memory and artistic creation in general by bringing together concepts and issues from many fields of study and artistic devices. These include “race theory, anthropology, body language, criminal photography and drawing, sarcophagus art in Faiyum, pictures in synagogues, Christian icons and the culture of royal portraits.” 
 The visual references to both the Faiyum paintings and Christian icons is interesting and provocative, as the subject of each form is death, and from a Christian viewpoint, an implied rebirth.


The series of portraits immediately convey to the viewer a sense of destruction and possibly loss and anguish, as the artist has deliberately chosen broken pieces that result in parts of the human form to be missing or absent. The background color for the portraits, which are done in a lacquer, is always a peacock or cobalt blue. Natural patterns of the wood, including knots, are allowed to become part of the painting, evoking both a sense of age and distortion. Particularly disturbing is one self-portrait of the artist with the center of the head missing, as if blown away by a high caliber gun shell. Another portrait utilizes a knot that appears in the center of the artist’s head, almost as a caste mark from the culture of India.  The verticality of the boards is evocative of the concentration camp uniforms with vertical stripes. In this respect, the blue background becomes both a positive and negative symbol: positive in it’s identification with Jewishness, negative from the perspective of it being an element in camp garb. All portraits are done as the subjects appear in contemporary life, not as they were or might have been in the past. Many are children, who may be seen as innocent portraits of the artist’s own children or a more general commentary on the victimization of children during the Shoah.  In this respect, one might interpret all of the subjects to be potential victims as they are entirely “normal,” as were the Jews of Europe before the descend of terror upon them. The number “78446,” that of Maor’s father from Birkenau appears in several of the works as reminders of dehumanizaion. Portraits, which usually carry titles related to the name or work of the subject in this case, are altered to become victims. The memory of the number from one work carries forward to other works as one views the show. Thus, all subjects, including the artist, are potential victims and survivors.


Other elements of distortion and symbol are included in “The Faces of Race and Memory.” For example, one long side-posed portrait of the artist and parents have the center sections of the wood horizontally off line, thus causing huge horizontal shifts in parts of the head and face. The result is disturbing, especially with the “78446” lurking on the far left. In another work, the artist creates a crucifixion image, with a nude self-portrait with full body in the center, the artist’s hands covering his genitals in an expression of embarrassment, with images of his father on either side of his head forming the top of the cross. The portraits are outlines in blue. The nails of the fence board provide a disturbing sensation of being machine gun bullets shot evening across the medium. The crucifixion theme is a particularly important element in Holocaust art, a theme and symbol that has been used most frequently by Jewish artists, beginning with his famous White Crucifixion of l938 through more recent works by Abraham Rattner, Mauricio Lasansky, and Moshe Hoffman.
 Ironically, the crucifixion theme as a contemporary symbol for the Holocaust has rarely emerged from the canvas of Christian artists. Here, the crucifixion is another manifestation of the burden of the children of the second generation who have to deal with the reality of their parents’ slavery and chance survival.


The crucifixion symbol and the motif of the Birkenau number, however, are appropriate in the context of Maor’s work.  In this case, it points to what Yaron Ziv has called “the genuine, shared behavioral characteristics of children of survivors,” and the need for children of the second generation to break down barriers, often of silence, with their parents. Ziv notes such an exploration of parent’s slavery under the Nazis causes various emotions of alienation and empathy toward parents.
 St. Louis artist Pier Marton, also of the second generation has made a film, “Say I’m a Jew,” that deals with the same concern cinemagraphically, as members of the second generation explain even their acting out of anti-Semitic feelings toward their parents in order to rid themselves of the burden connected by family, circumstance and time. 


Maor used The Faces of Race and Memory as the basis for advanced introspective projects about the Holocaust.  An untitled painting from l990 showed a self-portrait of Vincent Van Gogh with head shaved and the number “78446” above in large figures.  In l993, The Forbidden Library, emerged as a narrative work in eight parts installed first at the Haags Centrum voor Aktuele Kunst in The Hague and later at several sites in Israel. Maor’s installation has some remarkable similarities to the work of Marton and other second-generation artists. However, he was one of the first of the second generation, certainly in Israel. Yet his approach was developed without knowledge of the other works. The opening of the exhibit, “prologue,” contains hung canvases with a color blindness test containing a five digit number and a text with the phrase “I am a Jew.” Sections two and three contain “Forbidden Words” and “Forbidden stories. The “Forbidden Words” reflect on words that had innocent meanings before the Holocaust. The result is that a post-Holocaust deconstruction of the words necessitates inclusion of the new meaning. When arranged in an appropriate fashion, the words take on a sinister meaning and are evocative of a specific memory akin with the Nazi disposition for use of euphemistic words for destruction, the most significant being “Endlosung” or “Final Solution.” Thus, Maor’s use of words like “food...luggage...work...train... fence... selection...hair...smoke...shower and number” to name a few, have to be examined in the context of historical use, use during the Holocaust, while the artist must seek a method for redemption of language and ultimately other symbols as well. Chicago artist Edith Altman, born in Germany, has utilized art installations in a similar vein focusing on redemption of symbols, even the Swastika, as a necessary charge of the artist.


The “Forbidden Stories” section of Maor’s installation contains texts of his own family history and that of another German family. Photographs   provide contrasts of the two families and a human arm with the same number as in the prologue appears in the narrative text. Section four is entitled “Faces of Race” which reveals photographs on either two or three rows, of men on one side and women on the other. One of the men is the artist, while one of the women is identified as “Sanna” from the German family in part three.  As in Nazi exhibits about racial differences, there is an implication that such differences but they are difficult to discern, standing as a repudiation of Nazi racial concepts.


Section five of Maor’s  “The Forbidden Library” is “Mortuary” containing twelve open wooden coffins, made according to Jewish tradition with the lids lined up against the wall. On the lids are portraits of people from “The Faces of Race and Memory” series. The artist’s father’s Birkenau number is also hung on the wall in this room.  The entire ambiance is that of a graveyard which serves as a commentary on the Jewish past and destruction as well as a personal commentary on the life of Maor’s grandfather, who was a tombstone cutter. “Disqualified Scrolls,” section six suggests the destruction and desecration of Jewish culture as a series of parchment scrolls are hung from the ceiling, each used for a projection of a nude Maor and a nude German woman “Sanna” as well as additional portraits. “Light Number,” the next room, contains the Auschwitz number with back lighting from behind a copper place. “78446” shows up strongly surrounded with a rectangular halo.  The final room, entitled “echo chamber,” contains a chair surrounded by three walls covered with mirrors. Over the chair is a large black crow and a single light bulb, the former being suggestive of an execution device, an electric chair. The mirrors provide a possibility of the viewer seeing himself as victim after seeing the victimization process of others.


Philip Peters, who has examined Maor’s work thoroughly, suggests that it is highly moralistic in character, that it deals with the human condition in general, and suggests optimism because of the inclusiveness of both the artist and a woman indicative of German sensitivities. The installation is also divided into sections representative of light and darkness, with light associated with the word sections and darkness with the projections on the scrolls.
  Maor’s work is indicative of an implied pedagogical role associated with symbols and numbers, and the need to analyze all events and relationships in light of perversions inflicted on language and concepts by Nazi barbarism. As Jewish as it is, Maor’s work also has a Christological aspect, not only with a crucifixion painting but also with the entire motif of sections, which may be interpreted as “stations” as in “stations of the cross.” There are also the “unsaid” elements of the installation, where one can only speculate about the background of “Sanna,” the German woman, and their role as either perpetrators or onlookers. Or, were they perhaps unheralded rescuers? The viewer is left to ponder this question. As a “library,” the installation is aptly titled, as the viewer is not provided with a history of the Holocaust, or even a sense of the physical horror of the camps.  There is no figurative image of a crucified Jew that can compare in horror to that of Grunwald’s “Isenheim Altarpiece.” But the viewer is given accumulated pieces of evidence that are suggestive of the monumentality of the events which overtook the Jews and the world during the Holocaust, and continue to loom as a danger for all mankind. Haim Finkelstein, writing about the recycling of elements in Maor’s installations (“The Forbidden Library” contains elements from the l983 “Tel Hai” show and from “The Faces of Race and Memory”) suggests that such reuse of items provides “a demanding sense of continuity in which each object gains a new life and meaning, becomes weightier with memory and other associations, becomes more intimately linked with the artist’s efforts to come to terms with his traumas and demons, and with his own artistic efforts as a form of exorcism.”


Through the year 2007, Haim Maor remains a major force in Israel and other countries as an artist who has articulated issues connected with the Second Generation in Israel, as well as general questions of Holocaust memory and interactions between Jews and Israelis and others, particularly Germans. Maor’s early work, The Mark of Cain, in particular remains an icon for the Israeli second generation, as it depicts the artist blindfolded with a stylized Hebrew letter “Kuf” on his head standing for “Cain” while it also artistically forms a triangle, the symbol of identification of Jews by the Nazis.
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