
Introduction
Indirection and Ordinary Jews

In his analysis of Alain Resnais’ film Hiroshima Mon Amour
(1959), cultural critic Michael S. Roth explains why the filmmaker
could not directly address the legacy of the dropping of the atomic
bomb on Hiroshima, why he could not offer viewers another version of
Night and Fog, his acclaimed documentary film about the legacy of the
Holocaust.1 As Roth explains, for Resnais, Night and Fog had already
“explored why documentary knowledge was impossible. Film offered
the temptation to . . . provide a representation of the past as it really
was, Resnais had already refused (and illuminated) that temptation”
(93). Given that such a use of film was not possible, in Hiroshima
Resnais offered a fictional narrative. He created a seemingly mundane
encounter between strangers to explore “what other kinds of connec-
tions to the past could be established and maintained in both the most
extreme and the most ordinary conditions” (93).

In this film, two strangers, a man and a woman, spend a single night
together in a hotel room in Hiroshima.2 The woman is French and the
man is Japanese. Both are young. She is an actress who has come to Hi-
roshima to shoot a film about peace, he is an architect. They communi-
cate with each other in French. In this banal setting, watching newsreel
footage of the horrors that took place in this very city twelve years ear-
lier, the two strangers discuss what it means to know this past. She
claims to have seen Hiroshima while he claims that knowing Hiroshima
is impossible. They disagree. The film suggests that both are right. The
woman’s position, although she claims a kind of knowledge, is more
complicated. As Roth explains, the woman knows that “recollection is
about the confrontation with absence and forgetting, and that is what
she has seen in Hiroshima and everywhere else” (93–94). Remembering
her forgetting, the woman does not deny the necessity of memory. In
this strange and haunted city she finds herself able to tell a stranger
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about her own wartime experience, a story she has kept to herself for
the past twelve years. She tells of her love affair with a German soldier
who was eventually shot and killed by snipers as the Germans fled
France (95).

I am drawn to this woman because, as the film unfolds, we come to
see her investment in not telling this story. We learn about the allures of
keeping this story secret and about how, in not telling, she has been able
to keep the memory of her lover alive. This dynamic reminds me of my
father and his secrets. It helps me think about what it has meant for him
not to talk about his mother, Lena Levitt. But it also helps me think
about what it means to look at my father’s loss in the broader context
of 20th-century Jewish history. To claim my father’s story as Jewish, I
am ever mindful of the interplay between traumatic losses in everyday
Jewish life and the extraordinary losses of the Holocaust and how, in
trying to tell any of these stories, we risk losing our loved ones all over
again.

Resnais explicitly juxtaposes very different experiences of loss in
Hiroshima Mon Amour, and he makes no attempt to depict these expe-
riences as somehow equivalent. Instead, he shows how being in the
presence of the trauma of others can trigger memories of our own. The
French woman’s being in Hiroshima triggers her own memory; her
proximity to the pain of others enables her to gain some awareness of
her own trauma. In this way, the film shows how memory works in re-
lation to trauma and loss. It shows how there is a movement between
very different experiences of loss; the encounter with one triggers the
recognition of others. It is important to see these stories side by side,
not to make one into a version of the other, but to see what happens
when we allow them to touch, to stand alongside each other in our
imaginations and in our efforts to consider different kinds of losses,
both grand and small.

What interests me most about the French woman is her silence, the
twelve years in which she has never spoken of her loss. I am drawn to
how this act of not speaking gets figured in the film in terms of a kind
of fidelity. This notion of fidelity or loyalty as an intimate and internal
experience resonates with how I have come to understand my father’s
silence around his mother’s death.3 For twelve years the story has been
her preoccupation. It has floated through her consciousness as if of its
own volition. By never telling her story, the woman has protected her-
self from the distortions of narrative and the problem of forgetting.4
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Her precious memory is intact. What the film suggests is that she has
done all this at a cost. In giving herself over to this memory, she has not
been able to fully live in the present. As she has held on to the past in
this way, the memory has remained vivid and independent, completely
out of her control. It has taken over her life at various intervals as flash-
backs and hallucinations. Again and again it has interrupted her pre-
sent. But through this lack of control, the woman has been able to ex-
perience her dead past as somehow still alive.5 When she finally tells
the story, her love story, in Hiroshima twelve years later, she gives up
this intimate and animated relationship to that past, at least in part.
She lets go of the overwhelming otherness, the seeming independence
of the past, and begins to live again in the present. In other words, in
Hiroshima she begins to learn the necessity of forgetting.

Forgetting and Remembering

As I write about this French woman, I am also flooded with other trau-
matic examples of this dynamic; I think about poet and child survivor
of the Holocaust, Irena Klepfisz, and more specifically her prose poem
Bashert.6 Through the voice of the narrator of this poem, Klepfisz ex-
plores what it means for a child survivor of the Holocaust to struggle
with issues of fidelity both to the obligation of remembering the past
and to the present necessity of forgetting. Like the woman in Hiroshima
Mon Amour, the narrator in Bashert has moments when she does let go
of the hauntings that have prevented her from living in the present, but
there are other moments when she has no control. For her, the struggle
to live in the present is never simply resolved. Despite being able to
make distinctions between past and present, there are times when she
quite self-consciously allows herself to be taken over by the past. This is
most clearly articulated in the final section of the poem, “Cherry Plain
1981: I have become a Keeper of Accounts.”7 Despite everything that
has happened since 1945, this woman cannot escape the lingering ha-
tred that is the ongoing legacy of the Holocaust. She literally gives her-
self over to Jewish ghosts whenever she is confronted with horrible ster-
eotypes of Jews in the present.

Unlike the French woman in Hiroshima Mon Amour, the narrator in
Bashert succumbs to these ghosts deliberately, calling upon “the an-
cient myths again and again,”8 inviting them all to live through her, to
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inhabit her body. In this way she surrenders herself to become a “keeper
of accounts.”

At those moments I teeter shed my present self and all
time merges and like rage like pride like acceptance like
the refusal to deny I answer
Yes. It is true. I am a keeper of accounts.9

For Klepfisz’s narrator, this refusal to deny becomes the ultimate act of
loyalty and self-sacrifice.10 For her, in contrast to the woman in Resnais’
film, the external repetitions of the trauma that continue to shape her
present life trigger this loss of self. She embraces this identification re-
peatedly. In this way her refusal to forget is made visceral, demanding
that she succumb. Thus, despite or perhaps because of the narrator’s
ability to make distinctions between past and present, she knowingly
blurs the boundaries between “then” and “now” in order to give herself
over to these ghosts.11 For her there is no final reckoning, these enact-
ments are ongoing.

In Bashert the past can and does interrupt the present. Fidelity is not
about holding on; rather, it is about being confronted again and again
with still living versions of antisemitism. It is manifest in both minor
slights and larger stereotypes. For this narrator, surrendering to these
Jewish ghosts is an act of defiance and resistance in the present. For her,
the trauma continues.

In part this poem suggests that there is perhaps no simple reckoning
with the past for any of us. Even as we learn to make distinctions, the
past can and does return to us, often in unexpected ways. And because
of this, we cannot allow ourselves simply to move on. There are things
we may come to learn about our dead even well after they are gone.
And more than that, we have no control over these moments of recogni-
tion in the present.

I think about my father. I think about my grandmother Mary Levitt
and her sisters. I think about the relatives who sat with me as I told the
rabbi who would conduct her funeral something about the specifics of
Mary’s life, some of the story that had not been spoken in my father’s
family. Although I am keenly aware of the differences among Klep-
fisz’s narrator, a Jewish survivor, the French woman in Resnais’ film, my
father, and myself, I also see connections. The loyalty Roth attributes
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to the woman in Hiroshima Mon Amour and my father’s resistance to
talking about the death of his mother Lena Levitt and how her death
lead to Mary Levitt’s entry into our family are not identical to the kinds
of haunting Klepfisz describes.12 But they all share certain formal char-
acteristics.13 In all of these cases there is a loss of self, a giving over of
self, and a lack of control. There are also differences of degree and kind.
In the film, in my father’s case, and in my own, a kind of magical logic
is often at work. By not pinning down what we experience, by not com-
mitting these losses to words, we allow them a certain autonomy.14

They remain in a nebulous state of potential; they swirl around as if
they are alive and separate from us. Unlike Klepfisz’s narrator, we oper-
ate on a different register; we seem to be more in control, freer to allow
this process to happen. For Klepfisz’s narrator there is seemingly no
choice. Ironically, a kind of inevitability to this process is echoed in the
title of the poem as a whole, bashert—the Yiddish term for that which
is fated, predetermined, inevitable for better and for worse.15 By choos-
ing to embrace that which she does not control, she finds some measure
of agency. But this does not mean that she is freed from these hauntings.

I suspect that for my father, the fear of letting go, of telling, is that
he might lose both of his mothers all over again, especially Lena, the
mother he has come to know in his own imagination since childhood.
In his private imagination she is still somehow alive; if he lets out his se-
crets, she can no longer live there. There is a fear as well as a delight in
this unspoken haunting; he is haunted in some of the ways I have attrib-
uted to the woman in the film. I suspect that my father has been able to
believe that his mother is still somehow alive. And in a sense she has
been. She has been his, and his alone, for all these years. And at the
same time, while having this first mother, he has been able to protect his
second mother, Mary. There has been no competition.

Hiroshima Mon Amour reproduces some of these sensations, the in-
termingling of different losses. In the film, indirection functions as both
a strategy for getting closer to these elusive legacies and as a way to re-
produce the distance that always marks these engagements with the
past. Both Klepfisz’s poem and Resnais’ film offer enactments of how
memory works as a kind of unraveling. In each, the haunting presence
of loss is a part of everyday life. Neither Klepfisz’s poem nor Resnais’
film allows narration to conquer forgetting. These works acknowledge
how traumatic memories linger and how they help form the texture of
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everyday life. This is also true of the legacy of my father’s childhood. It,
too, has left traces that have shaped not only his life, but also my own.

Iterations, Reverberation: This Book

The urge to find a new way to tell our stories is not due to any fad-
dish longing after novelty, or to a careless dismissal of the masterpieces
of the past, but rather to an urgent need to find a narrative strategy
that adequately expresses the full range of intellectual premises of our
own epoch as persuasively as earlier stories corresponded to, or self-
consciously challenged the basic convictions and assumptions of their
times.16

In order to show how different legacies of loss move in and out of each
other, I have had to find an alternative to standard academic writing. I
take readers into my critical practice. I invite readers, both lay and aca-
demic, into a space where critical texts and complicated works of art
and commemoration intermingle with ordinary stories of loss from my
own family. By taking seriously the ways that these “texts,” for lack of
a better term,17 engage with issues of loss, I explore how different mem-
ories of loss become a part of our everyday lives. I call attention to for-
mal and thematic connections, to the overlap between these characteris-
tics in very different kinds of narratives, and to the ways these narra-
tives can illuminate one another. In order to show what this process
looks like, much less what it feels like, this book offers an innovative
hybrid form of academic writing. On the one hand it is intimate, almost
as if a memoir. On the other hand, it is academic, relying on scholarly
discourse and methodologies.

I offer an experiment in both form and content in this book. What I
am trying to come up with is a way to illuminate how academic work
matters and a way to bring both the broader reading public and aca-
demics into this process. I also want to make clearer the intimate stakes
that animate most academic work.

This means that I share with all kinds of readers the interplay be-
tween close readings of difficult texts and how they link up with and in-
form how I think about my own family stories. I show how I deal with
the ways those ordinary tales of loss can make more sense when seen
alongside some of these seemingly more difficult works. In all of these
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instances I take seriously the ways narratives of loss are always partial
and incomplete and then ask what we can learn from reckoning with
this most basic truth. This takes time. Readers will come upon long,
complex engagements with difficult or allusive works, multilayered read-
ings. I do these readings because, as I have experienced it, these compli-
cated texts can make visible heretofore invisible dimensions of how we
deal with loss. They can help us to see more familiar processes in new
and often unexpected and illuminating ways.

Throughout this book, I show what happens when public and pri-
vate losses are seen next to each other, what happens when difficult
works of art or commemoration are seen alongside ordinary family sto-
ries about more intimate losses. For some this will be uncomfortable.
This effort risks what might be dismissed too quickly as a form of senti-
mentality.18 We cannot censor the kinds of memories that are triggered
in a space of commemoration or in critical engagement with books or
films about the Holocaust—or, for that matter, in any encounter with
another person and his or her life stories. Narratives resonate with one
another in the space of imagination and memory whether invited or
not. Whether welcomed or not, I am interested in exploring these reso-
nances critically, in seeing what they might teach us about more inti-
mate engagements. This is about allowing different stories of loss to
touch one another and seeing what happens in these encounters.

There is a compelling need to make space for individual narratives of
loss and mourning within Holocaust commemoration and in this way
to appreciate anew the open-ended nature of Holocaust memory. What
I offer is a more individualized, less totalizing notion of Holocaust com-
memoration. At the same time, I argue that, in making these connec-
tions, we may be able to appreciate more fully the other more intimate
losses that haunt so many of our engagements with the Holocaust in the
first place.

Touching

This book moves back and forth between my own family’s story and
specific works of art, commemoration, and writing that address the leg-
acy of the Holocaust. It examines these disparate tales in relation to one
another. Like Resnais in Hiroshima Mon Amour, I am interested in the
interplay between these losses. By taking the unusual step in academic
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work of emphasizing my family’s story, I hope to invert the all-too-per-
vasive logic of Jewish memory that insists that the Holocaust must al-
ways come first. In so doing, I hope to show how legacies of ordinary
Jewish loss need not displace the Holocaust but, instead, how attending
to ordinary stories might help many of us better appreciate the human
dimensions of the Holocaust. And from the other direction, just as
Resnais’ film and Klepfisz’s poem have worked in this introduction as
another way into my family stories, engagement with Holocaust com-
memoration can help some of us who have no intimate connections to
the Holocaust better appreciate some of the various legacies of loss clos-
est to our own homes.

In order to more fully explore these kinds of interactions I have orga-
nized this book into four interlocking sections. Each section offers a
demonstration of how these interactions work and brings together a dif-
ferent aspect of my father’s story and particular esthetic works of Holo-
caust memory and commemoration. Each of the works I have chosen
resonates formally and thematically with some of the dynamics that
haunt my own family story.

1. Looking Out from under a Long Shadow

In the first chapter, I explicitly address the allure of family photo-
graphs in the context of Holocaust commemoration in late 20th-century
America. I use my own response to the images that make up Yaffa Eli-
ach’s Tower of Faces in the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum
in Washington, D.C., and my desire to see my family pictures somehow
on display in public as a way of complicating the notion of identifica-
tion. I bring together this monumental album and my own family pic-
tures through a close reading of the Tower and the way that it functions
within the museum. In the process, I reread cultural critic Marianne
Hirsch’s notion of “postmemory” and the question of identification and
offer another way of understanding what happens when visitors enter
spaces like the Tower of Faces. I show how other losses and ghosts enter
these places and animate many visitors’ engagements with Holocaust
commemoration, and I explore some of the productive possibilities
these interactions may provide. In this way, as I recount my own jour-
ney from the Tower into the haunted terrain of ordinary losses and their
relationship to the Holocaust, I show how the Tower offers yet another
way in, a more formal introduction to this book.
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2. Postmarked Pictures

In this chapter, I offer a close reading of experimental filmmaker
Abraham Ravett’s 1985 film Half-Sister, a nonnarrative film about Rav-
ett’s belated discovery of the existence of his mother’s first child, his half
sister, who was murdered by the Nazis. The film offers a visual medita-
tion on a single photograph that brings the loss of his half sister back
to life in the present. Through my reading of this twenty-two-minute
film, I show how Ravett uses film to engage his own ambivalent desires
to learn more about his half sister and this part of his mother’s life. By
focusing on Ravett’s literal attempts to “reanimate” the single photo-
graphic image of this child, a photograph that was returned to him be-
latedly through the mail, we can see how Ravett shows us both the im-
possibility and the urgency of this quest. This film about a family pho-
tograph belatedly returned offers a formal connection to my story about
the photograph of Lena Levitt that was belatedly returned to my father.
It affords a way into the fractured tale of my father’s mother’s life and
death which is not that easy to grasp, that is itself elusive. In mov-
ing back and forth between my family story and Ravett’s film, I add
something important to the way future viewers might appreciate this
film. I remember the intimacy of losses like Ravett’s that, although very
much a part of the Holocaust, need also to be recognized as intimate
and familiar.

3. Secret Stashes

In this chapter I begin by taking seriously the frailty of memory. In-
stead of beginning with a Holocaust text, this time I turn to my father’s
story first. By discussing my father’s fractured memory and the desires
that have animated his efforts to both hide and forget so many of his
own most precious objects and stories from his own past, I reflect again
on what it means to redeem the past, not only in relation to the legacy
of the Holocaust. I open with a more general account of my father’s
predilection for hiding things, and then I discuss a particular stash of
family photographs my father had kept hidden for almost fifty years, a
stash he only revealed to me after the publication of my first book.19

This set of pictures reveals a more intimate vision of the family he lost
after his mother’s death. These are images of his entire family together.
They are the only pictures I have ever seen of my father with his mother,
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father, and siblings. They may be the only pictures that were ever taken
of his family in this configuration. I then turn to Ann Weiss’s The Last
Album: Eyes from the Ashes of Auschwitz-Birkenau20 and then Before
They Perished . . .21 to consider what happened when another stash of
hidden family photographs was brought to light. I read Weiss’s account
against the account offered by the museum. I then relate these narra-
tives of recovery back to my father and all that he has hidden, especially
his stash of photographs.

By juxtaposing these very different recovered narratives and images, I
challenge the fantasy that by bringing any of these pictures to light we
can redeem the past. We can neither fully realize why they were hidden
in the first place nor what they might have meant to those to whom
they once belonged. Instead, I argue that these acts of recovery are elu-
sive, especially to those of us who come to them belatedly. In all of these
ways, I resist the notion that salvage is an act of redemption. Instead, I
try to respect the elusive tangle of desires that led those at Auschwitz-
Birkenau to risk their lives to hide what were once simply personally
precious images and what made it possible for these images to come to
light and become public, not only in these volumes but also in a new
permanent exhibit at the State Museum at Auschwitz-Birkenau.22 I use
my father’s forgetting, his act of hiding, and his slow and only partial
memory about why he hid his secret stash to complicate any simple re-
demptive reading of the recovery of the 2,400 family photographs from
Auschwitz-Birkenau.

4. Mary, Irena, and Me: Keepers of Accounts

In this final chapter, I return to my grandmother Mary Levitt and to
poet Irena Klepfisz, and I ask what it means to pass on legacies and not
to have children of one’s own to bequeath them to. Instead of looking
at excess as a symptom of loss, in this chapter I turn more directly to a
different kind of engagement with the question of children and issues of
loss. To get at these issues, I offer another reading of the final section of
Klepfisz’s poem Bashert, this time alongside her 1977 essay, “Women
without Children/Women without Families/Women Alone.” Through
these texts I reconsider not only what it means to be a “keeper of ac-
counts,” but also what it means to “mother” and to be a woman with-
out children. I bring together the speaker in Klepfisz’s poem and the first
person voice of her essay in order to offer a different take on my grand-
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mother Mary Levitt and her legacy to me as a woman without children.
And to clarify what is at stake in the gendering of these discussions, I
contrast these texts and stories with those of two contemporary writers,
both men of my generation, and their efforts to grapple with these is-
sues in writing. I offer readings of Jonathan Rosen’s The Talmud and
the Internet: A Journey between Worlds and Daniel Mendelsohn’s The
Elusive Embrace: Desire and the Riddle of Identity.23

Returning to my family in order to get at these issues in a more inti-
mate way, I use a few different images of Mary, a snapshot taken in the
summer of 1939 at her wedding to my grandfather and another taken
with her first grandchild. I look at these images in relation to the photo-
graphs described by Klepfisz in her poem in order to discuss Mary’s role
as a mother and as a keeper of family memories. In this way, I call at-
tention to Mary’s often invisible labors. I then draw connections be-
tween Mary, the narrators in Irena Klepfisz’s essay and poem, and my-
self, a woman without children. I call attention to the various labors
each of us performs in order to suggest other ways of keeping account
of the past in an ever-shifting present. Although motherhood may still
be the most obvious way of performing these labors, it need not be the
only way. I use other texts and other stories, including the tale of my
own mother as a teacher and mentor, in order to show that these lega-
cies can be transmitted in other ways, especially by those of us who are
women without children.

Conclusion: Other Ghosts, Other Encounters, 
Other Communities

In the conclusion, I return to the Tower of Faces to reconsider the allure
of other people’s family pictures. This time I return with my grandmoth-
ers and invite readers to bring their ghosts with them as well. I ask what
it means to publicly share family stories, stories of intimate loss, and to
see them alongside other people’s stories, including the trauma of the
Holocaust. To illustrate what this might look like, I turn to some of
those with whom I have shared my stories in the process of writing this
book to offer a glimpse of the kinds of stories this writing has engen-
dered with the hope that readers will bring their own stories and pic-
tures into these discussions.

I argue that by all of us bringing our own losses to bear on what we
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witness in spaces like the Tower of Faces, or even in reading a book like
my own, we just might be able to forge more meaningful relationships
with others, even with those whose families and communal stories are
radically different from our own. In so doing, we can begin to unravel
the very substance of what constitutes family, community, and identity
and, in the process, find more creative ways of engaging with one an-
other in the future.
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