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Holocaust Pornography:
Obscene Films and Other Narratives

Is the Holocaust exceptional? One well-establisbdtbol of thought holds that g
exceptional, which means that any attempt to unaledsor represent it — at least by non-
witnesses — is obscene. The noted directobludah Claude Lanzmann, describes his
obligation as a filmmaker in these terms: “Theretis absolute obscenity in the very
project of understanding. Not to understand wadrory law during all the eleven years
of the production oShoah | clung to this refusal of understanding as thy @ossible
ethical and at the same time the only possible aiper attitude” (“The Obscenity ol
Understanding” 204). In his famous documentary abfoeliHolocaust, Lanzman used r
archival materials, interviewing only survivors,rpetrators, and bystanders (and tl
historian Raul Hilberg). Although he was a membkthe French resistance during tr
War, Lanzmann (born 1925) did not spend time im@acentration camp, and therefol
considered himself a mediator rather than a witnBss he lived in a country that wa
occupied by the Nazis and was complicit in the dpamt east of many of its Jews. Tt
great majority of those he interviews $tnoahexperienced the destruction of the Eur
pean Jews first hand.

Lanzmann’s “obscenity” posits the Holocaust asvatlevent, an absolute transgre
sion of moral limits that requires tact and a stréspect for epistemological and repr
sentational limits. From this position Lanzmannives not only an ethics but an aesthe
ics, one that distrusts representation in the maxfedramatization, exposition, an
analysis. For him only the camera and the voice (caf)present the experience of tt
Holocaust. Fictional representation and attemptsitderstand” are out of bounds.

The extraordinary role played by the United Statesnemorializing the Holocaus
has run counter to Lanzmann’s provisos. Althougmédo many thousands of survivol
of ghettos and camps, the United States did naiagoany of those sites; nor were ar
of the War’s battles fought on its soil. Nonethe|esmost every large American city h¢
a Holocaust memorial, and its mass media have pemtia series of feature films an
television programs that have played a large paraising the consciousness not only
its own citizens but of people elsewhere about &vtrat led to the deaths of almost s
million European Jews. The 1978 television seHetocausthad huge audiences in the
United States as well as an enormous impact in-West Germany when it was 75
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released in translation the following year. Eailgys and films such as the two versions
of The Diary of Anne Frankplay 1955; film 1959) andudgment at Nuremberd961)
achieved large audiences in both the United StatesEurope. Later films such as, in
particular,Schindler’s List(1993), experienced the same kind of receptiomfeolater
generation of viewers in both North America anddpear. The opening of Washington,
D.C.’s United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 3 — in a building designed to
resemble not only a concentration camp but a s#tion responsible for transporting
prisoners to the camps — was a national event spethdy the federal government. It
remains one of the most frequented museums indtienms capital. The films and the
museums are simulacra, available to remind viewetke events they are experiencing
second hand; but they create a vexed notion of whastitutes a memory, since those
being asked to “never forget” have had no firstecharperience of what they are being
asked to remember. Lanzmann might well think othstiings as constituting obsceni-
ties. His attack orschindler’s Listsuggests he believes that asking audiences to watch
(false) representations of gassings and other sutiages are like subjecting them to
pornography (“Holocauste”).

The word “obscene” suggests a link between ethindlrepresentational limits, and it
figures this link as a&orporeal one. This essay takes Lanzmann’s judgment — asd hi
register — seriously by exploring representatidithe body in selected Holocaust novels
and films from the immediate postwar years untilgialy the 1980s. It argues that many
early representations can be accurately describazbscene or pornographic, and that
Holocaust pornography is a more widespread phenoméran is usually recognizéd.
Indeed, pornography is an important if uncomforatecursor to trauma theopgting
out as passion what trauma theory will latkgscribein terms of the more archaic (and
religious) meaning of passion, i.e., suffering cartyrdom? In both pornography and
trauma theory the body becomes a site of excdesally embodyingwhat lies beyond

1 We will treat obscenity and pornography as rouglyiyonymous terms, although there have been imteres
ing attempts to distinguish them. Hal Foster pregdbe following distinction based on an analy$iaes-
thetic distance: “Might this be one difference betw theobscene where the object, without a scene,
comes too close to the viewer, and pleenographic where the object is tagged for the viewer whihis
distanced enough to be its voyeur?” His follow-wesfion suggests the difficulty of maintaining tHis-
tinction: “In a sense this is the other part of theestion: can there be an evocation of the obsiterias
not pornographic?” (153, 156).

2 It is a basic assumption of trauma theory thabhisal, literary, and filmed narratives functionadogously
to survivor testimonies; gaps, inconsistencies, r@petitions are understood asting outas form what
cannot (and should not) [aeticulated as content. This assumption has been subjecgtoveing body of
criticism. Naomi Mandel, for instance, argues tinatima theory’s “rhetoric of the unspeakable” fimms
primarily as a strategy of moral absolution: Ongtatices oneself from historical atrocities — ane:Xtgn-
sion contemporary ones — by claiming it is impolestb talk about them at all (225). See also LiBga
lau’s argument that the breakdown of significatias a signifier (n. pag.).



representational and moral limits as physical feplr sentiment. This essay will dem-
onstrate how a particular image of the body emedygthg the years following the war
as both symbol and symptom of the sheer statisticalensity of genocide, a way of
simultaneously evoking and turning away from thassaspects of mass murder by fi-
guring violence as an intimate transgression anerof passion. The essay uses films
and novels from both the United States and othentrigs to demonstrate that the use of
the body to represent the un-representable istamattional phenomenon.

In the Holocaust narratives explored in this esshgcenity at once represents and
masks “bare life” as naked desire. The sufferindybmay or may not be heroic but it is
always iconic, evoking the contradictions of viewifwe do not want to look but we
must) in the dance of compulsion and desire. Tissipaate inflection of this representa-
tional style has more to do with the “guilty” quslof looking than with the facts of ge-
nocidal violence. Because of the central importaofcine act of looking this essay wiill
emphasize filmed narratives, although for reasdrspace the “visual” as such will re-
main under-theorized in this account. The essalyheifjin by exploring how the eroti-
cized body of the victim is linked to pornographépresentational styles in the Israel
novelHouse of Dollsthen proceed to explore how forced prostitutind female nudity
become figures for comparing genocide to Amerigaism in both the novel and film
of The PawnbrokerAn analysis of Liliana CavaniEhe Night Portemwill illustrate how
pornographic representational styles threaten ikndtion between perpetrator and
victim, while figuring a viewing position that care characterized as guilty pleasure;
and a comparison of it with Lina Wertmulle&gven Beautiesill explore the impact of
the gendering of spectator and spectacle on tharatlity” of viewing. The essay will
turn finally to Sophie’s Choicethe novel and the film, as both the culmination asd
versal of obscene narrative strategies. The filoh the novel each differ from their pre-
decessors imot figuring compulsion as sexual liberation. By foogson a tormented
mother,Sophie’s Choiceepresents compulsion, and by extension compelieticism,
as offering only false freedom or a “choicelessicéibthat forever damns the victim.
This genealogy will demonstrate the contention thalocaust pornography constitutes
an early version of trauma theory, acting out assigam what would be described by
more recent theorists as symptom.

Caroline Picart and David Frank argue that Holotdilras are like horror films in
the way they “separate the viewer psychologicalnf monsters” while at the same
time allowing the audience “the guilty pleasurevigwing their acts on the female
body while absolving them of responsibility” (14®)e disagree with their view that
eroticism absolves the viewer of responsibility. fhe contrary we argue that feeling
in this context takes the place of understandirte Bsue is not moral but memorial.
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Obscenity is not only the first blush of traumadhg it marks the emergence of memory
in historical discourse, or what is now called ‘twed¢ hand” or “prosthetic memory”
(Landsberg).

House of Doll§1953) is one of the most troubling of all Holosanovels, and it an-
ticipates many conventions used in subsequent savad films. The author — whose
Hebrew name is Yehiel Dinur — signed himself asTkatnik 135633, including in his
nom de pluméhe number tattooed on his arm at Auschwitz. Hagiettled in Israel after
the war, Dinur became well known outside that couitt 1961 when he testified reluc-
tantly at the Eichmann trial. While on the witnesand recalling his experiences in the
concentration camp he underwent a complete emdtawiapse and had to be carried
out of the courtroom, an event that was capturetelgyision cameras. As Ka-Tzetnik
135633 Dinur had become an Israeli celebrity bexzanfshis narratives of the ghettos
and camps. Itdouse of Dollsa beautiful teenage girl named Daniella Preles(inésed
on Dinur’s sister) is forced to serve as a prosifor German soldiers on their way to
the Russian front, thereby becoming a type of #eubful victim.

The structure oHouse of Dollsanticipates many Holocaust narratives and testimo-
nies — moving from the disruption of life in an girial town or city, to isolation in a
ghetto, to concentration in a camp. The story ofiBiéa is balanced against that of her
brother Harry, who is appointed as the camp “médiegn though he has not completed
medical training. Each sibling ironically occupiasfavored position among prisoners:
more food than other inmates, better clothing, an@b that is not immediately life-
threatening. Daniella’s prisoner number is tattoabdve her breast beneath the name
“Feld-hure,” which describes her camp function.haligh the story it tells is powerful,
House of Dollsis not a work of high literary quality. Omer Bartoharacterizes it as
a unique combination of “kitsch, sadism, and whmwtidlly appears as outright porno-
graphy, with remarkable and at times quite devemgjainsights into the reality of
Auschwitz, the fantasies it both engendered andrwlasl by, and the human condition
under the most extreme circumstances imaginab®9)@ The book enjoyed an uneasy
but wide popularity in Israel during the early yeaf statehood because of its detailed
accounts of the camps and the quasi-pornograpylie et its descriptions. In the 1950s
and 1960s Israeli youngsters often read Ka-Tzdirikause he was the only legitimate

% Isabel Kershner corroborates Bartov's claims iacnt article: “It was one of Israel's dirty létsecrets. In
the early 1960s, as Israelis were being exposeth&first time to the shocking testimonies of Halost
survivors at the trial of Adolf Eichmann, a ser@fspornographic pocket books called Stalags, based
Nazi themes, became best sellers throughout tltk”l&md later, “The books told perverse tales op-ca
tured American or British pilots being abused hgistc female SS officers outfitted with whips amabts.
The plot usually ended with the male protagoniaksng revenge, by raping and killing their tormesto
(A4).



source of sexually titillating and sadistic litared in a still puritanical and closed socie-
ty, with the result that the Holocaust somehow beza@nmeshed in their minds with
both repelling and fascinating pornographic ima@=stov 203).

It is acknowledged by historians that hundreds ofmen were forced to work in bro-
thels at several concentration camps. A 2007 eixhttihe Ravensbriick Memorial Mu-
seum has documented this histdrin a photograph by the Israeli photographer Paul
Goldman (who emigrated from Hungary in 1940) anckwitz survivor bears the tattoo
“Feldhure” on her chestThere is an ongoing historical debate over hogueatlyJew-
ish women were forced to act as sex slaves in corat@nrcamps, because such usage
would have contradicted the Nazi doctrine of rapiality. However, the issue at stake in
Dinur’'s narrative is not historical accuracy in therrowly defined sense but the impact
of historical events in terms of psychological faidouse of Dollgepresents mass mur-
der as forced prostitution, and it evokes this dotlerough its impact on the individual
bodies of victims and spectators. The female vistare forced to “perform,” the other
prisoners are compelled to watch, and Dinur andrdéeslers end up confronting mass
murder through the titillation of pornographic reive.

In House of Dollgshe women of Daniella’s group are allowed no mben three “re-
ports” on their behavior, reflecting either infracts of the pleasure unit’s rules or ex-
pressions of dissatisfaction from their “clientéfter a third report, the guilty party is
publicly beaten to death by the lesbhian Kapo Eisa procedure she calls “purification.”
The soldiers can dismiss the stigma of contact wWith victims of forced prostitution
through the knowledge that these women will notviser And they are right. After
months of working in the “pleasure barracks,” Ddaigleliberately walks into an area
near the camp fence where prisoner access is ftebjdetting herself be shot by a guard
in a calculated act of suicide. Her brother doesige, but barely, watching people he is
supposed to help be reduced to the walking deadboth cases, Ka-Tzetnik demon-
strates the sadistic ingenuity by which the Naastiyed their victims before killing
them and the impact of this cruelty on victims avithesses (Daniella’s brother sees her
forced to perform in an orgy, and the shame sheresdver this incident leads indirect-

4 “Sex-Zwangsarbeit in NS-Konzentrationslagern” weahibited at Ravensbriick from 15th January to 30th
September 2007. An archived record is accessiblthermuseum website at: http://www.ravensbrueck.
de/mgr/deutsch/ausstellung/sonderausst/sza.htm.

On the Ravensbruck exhibit see “Nazi Sex SlawesSpiegel Online Internationa{June 15, 2007):
http://www.spiegel.de/international/0,1518,4597 04hml.

® The Goldman photograph was displayed as parteofatrospective “Hommage an Paul Goldman. Fotogra-
fische Arbeiten 1943-1965,” exhibited at the Jewlidliseum Vienna in the Museum am Judenplatz from
15 May to 19 August 2007. An archived descriptiérthe retrospective is available on the museum web-
site at: http://www.jmw.at/de/paul_goldman.html.
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ly to her suicide). The pornographic descriptionggest the compulsive nature of Di-
nur’'s disturbed recollections, but they also stdghumanization as a form of arousal
that, paradoxically, is difficult to distinguishofm the destruction of individuality. Susan
Sontag has explored this phenomenon in her essesciifating Fascism.” As readers we
are in the position of Daniella’s brother, compelte read/watch but losing some of our
humanity as a result. This describes the equaltgiduical experience of second- and
third-generation Israeli immigrants who were obsedsby thoughts of their ancestors’
destruction.

It is not clear whether Edward Lewis Wallant reddduse of Dollsbefore writing
The Pawnbroke1961), although an American translation was awdd as early as
1955. In this novel Wallant, not himself a surviveirites about one who has started his
life over by running a pawnshop in New York Cit§tea witnessing his wife forced to
work as a prostitute much like Daniella Prelestyekore she died in a camp. In the nov-
el as well as in Sidney Lumet’s film, the sexuallation of the female victim is crucial
to the story.The Pawnbroke(1964) is the first major American film to pladeetHolo-
caust, in the form of survivor trauma, within thentext of everyday life. The film uses
the Shoah to mount a critique of racism as weleesnomic and social inequality in
1960s New York City (Spanish Harlem). It was, noincidentally, the first Hollywood
feature film since adoption of the Hays Code tovstiontal female nudity, of both
a black prostitute who is trying to sell herself3ol Nazerman, the film’s damaged pro-
tagonist, and of Nazerman’s wife, whom Sol recilla flashback being forced to have
sex in a camp brothel with an SS officer.

The film’s pervasive use of montage begins at the svith a flashback in slow mo-
tion and without dialogue that takes Nazerman (Btaiger) back to his days as a young
philosophy professor in Germany (in the novel hizasn Poland). Other flashbacks use
jump cuts that last but a second or two to renchtireative fabric and shock the viewer.
This montage enables Lumet to convey the past'sietriag recurrence in the mind of
the post-traumatic survivor. Nazerman is determiteeijnore the past and its effect on
him. Because the Nazis destroyed his family antiited him for the sake of a racist
stereotype, he has decided to enact his own sypeatf the “stingy Jewish business-
man.” In the blindness of his compensatory behadwondoes not realize that by using his
shop to launder money for a local racketeer angpimis, in effect, supporting prostitu-
tion, thus allying himself with criminals like thesvho had turned his wife into a sex
slave. Lumet’s decision to make the film in blackdavhite instead of color emphasizes
the grittiness of the theme and the Spanish Hasleting.

Alan Mintz argues that this film reflects a “comativist” approach to the Holocaust,
by emphasizing the continuities between varioumfoof social oppression; the “excep-



tionalist” argument, by contrast, denies the paksilof historical comparison (39-40,

125). By juxtaposing through flashbacks the nakedkprostitute with the naked Jew-
ish victim of sexual assault, the film emphasides point of contact between the two
forms of repression. In the moral force of the fdnaritique, racial rape in the camps
becomes analogous to prostitution in a racist $pci€his comparison is effected
through sequential images of female nudity andtiiabi®n which are, as already men-
tioned, unprecedented in films of this period.

The novel only indirectly compares Sol’'s wife ahé prostitute. The more important
relationship is between Sol and his wife. Wallamiierscores this in two ways. First, the
racketeer who is Nazerman'’s silent partner (Italiathe novel; in the film a gay Afri-
can-American) forces the barrel of his gun into’Sahouth in an act that mirrors the
fellatio he is forced to watch his wife Ruth perfoon an SS officer (Wallant 163, 169).
Second, when Ruth sees Sol watching her, she ie talaward him the tears of forgive-
ness” (169). These tears foreshadow a kind of Gdnigorgiveness that he achieves at
the conclusion of the novel, after his assistastigeOrtiz has placed himself in front of
a bullet meant for Sol: “he realized he was cryfog all his dead now, that all the
damned-up weeping had been released by the losseoirreplaceable negro who had
been his assistant and who had tried to kill hirnviduo had ended by saving him” (278). o)
It is hardly a coincidence that Sol's assistamidmed Jesus or that Nazerman is similar-g
to “Nazareth.” Sol now recognizes the common hutyame shares with the underprivi- ©
leged of Harlem, but the thrust of the narrativand the last word of the novel —
attention to Sol's damaged ability to “mourn” (279)

Lumet’s film, however, emphasizes timpossibilityof mourning, or the impossibili-
ty to ever complete mourning, and embodies thiswdimg sadness in compulsive beha-
vior. There is no reconciliation here, even after young Jesus has in effect sacrificed
himself for his Jewish employer. In the penultimatene, Sol impales his hand on
a spike used for receipts, in a gesture not indudethe novel, thereby taking on the
stigmata for Jesus’s death. He opens his moutbréam, in a pose that seems a referenc
to Edvard Munch’s famous painting, but nothing cernat and the only sound we hear
is the wail of a trumpet. The last shot, a widelangew of the pawnshop’s Harlem cor-
ner, leaves Sol wandering through the streets alm@hasizing his inability to mourn
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® Lillian Kremer sees Sol's affirmation of human aommity as consistently strong throughout the novel:
“Nazerman'’s response to the Ortiz sacrifice is t@st with his current social restoration, whishchar-
acterized by movement from self-willed isolatioretogagement. Because Sol's self-imposed withdreswal
the result of Holocaust trauma, so too an instietyi generous act confirms his recommitment when he
elects to risk his life by defying a Harlem gangsie behalf of an underclass prostitute” (79). \Whalr
reading of Sol's character is less optimistic, U aee a return to community in his response soasle
Ortiz’s death in the novel. 81
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or reintegrate himself in the community. The fillsemphasizes Sol's anhedonic ina-
bility to desire, explained by his being forcedaatch his wife’s brutalization. But Sol’s
spectatorship creates an alibi for our own. Vieweas safelyenjoy the film’'s frontal
nudity by imagining that they, like Sol, are belifigrced” to watch. Compulsion, in oth-
er words, serves the purposes of denial by “scnggniiewers from their own desire.
A central series of juxtaposed images — this timeflashbacks — represents Jesus Ortiz
making passionate love to his girlfriend, the ptast who approaches Sol, along with
Sol making indifferent love to the widow of Rubia,friend who threw himself on the
electrified wire at the camp in a gesture similarDaniella’s. It is clearly Ortiz with
whom the audience is encouraged to identify. Algtotnis character is flawed, illu-
strated by his involvement in a plot to rob the pahop, his ultimate sacrifice is passio-
nate and heroic. He lays down his life for the dgeaasurvivor, who has by this time
become an object of pity. We leave the film thirgkime should help Sol by being more
like Jesus — passionate, and aroused to undenstapdoblems of historical injustice.
The desire that is a form of paradoxical and detmimed transgression idouse of Dolls
here takes on the trappings of activism, but itais elegiac in the way it functions to
compensate for the impossibility of mourning.

Of all the films discussed in this essaje Night Porte(1973) is the most classically
sadistic. Such issues as control, submission, siedu@erformance, torture, and obses-
sion are all at play in this troubling, controvatswork. Liliana Cavani's casting of
Charlotte Rampling (as Lucia) and Dirk Bogarde Nesx) continues the work they had
done in Luchino Visconti’'The Damnedin that film Rampling played the part of Elisa-
beth, a doomed and beautiful member of the vonrbesk family (who resemble the
Krupps), who was married to an anti-fascist ang¢ahbse of this, was transported to Da-
chau where she died. Bogarde (as Friedrich Bruckjngrnaying Macbeth to his lover
Sophie von Essenbeck, murders his way to becomeé bkshe firm only to be dis-
patched by the depraved son and heir Martin voreritsck, who forces Friedrich and
Sophie to commit suicide. fhe Night PorteRampling’s character Lucia is also trans-
ported to a camp where she meets Max, one of thee®fSstationed there, who turns her
into his sex slave. It is there that they begindhdomasochistic relationship which they
resume in Vienna twelve years after the war’s end.

During the film’'s present time (1957) Max is worgias the night porter in an ele-
gant, though fading Vienna hotel. He is active greup of unrepentant Nazis who meet
regularly at the hotel where they conduct mocKgraf one another to insure that they
are not in danger of being exposed. Early in thm fiucia and her husband check into
Max’s hotel. She is married to a well-known Amerigausician who is conducting Mo-
zart that week at the opera house. (In one sceneditandsThe Magic Flutd. When



Max checks them in, he and Lucia exchange longeglamfrecognition, and it is here
that Cavani begins her frequent use of flashbawdisltecome our connection to the past.
We watch Lucia standing in a line of naked prissneeing processed into a camp.
Looking through the lens of a movie camera, Maxegaat Lucia closely in a gesture
that immediately objectifies her and calls into sfien the viewer’'s position. From that
point on we experience the development of theiti@monnection through a series of
such scenes from the past.

In one extraordinary moment — during the film’s mfsequently cited episode — Max
asks Lucia to re-enact what he acknowledges asm®alodance before King Herod. In
a squalid night club constructed at the camp, alsionum that recalls The Kit-Kat Club in
Cabaret Lucia dances for a cast of people dressed imiatyaf costumes, including men
with faces painted a deathly white, as well asalpeaude male dancer; all of this is remi-
niscent of Weimar decadence. Wearing only boassks| suspenders, and gloves, with an
SS death’s-head cap slanted at an angle, Lucia sirsgltry torch song. Her almost cada-
verous body seems boyish and lascivious, suggetitemganorexia of a fashion model
rather than the starvation of a prisoner. In théde/Strauss version dbalomeHerod
becomes so inflamed that when the dancing Salomls p§ her seven veils he says she
can have whatever she desires. She asks for JeHBaibtist's head, a wish Herod reluc-
tantly grants, and when presented with the head¢peaved Salome kisses it on the lips,
at which point an appalled Herod condemns her athde

Cavani’s version has Max, already besotted andcadtg Lucia with Salome, pre-
paring the head in advance. He has done this asa, fbecause the head he presentsT
belonged to a male prisoner about whom Lucia hagt @omplained. When she opens GCJ
the box that contains her “present” Lucia expressésrely disguised shock; then her &
face relaxes into her familiar dissociated smiléa@al gesture she has clearly not shed &
when she meets Max again twelve years after the Tas psychic strategy is Lucia’s
mode of survival, and while it has helped her gedbiigh the war, it also leads her back =
to her destructive relationship with Max. Does QGavatend to warn the viewer,
through her erotic portrayal of the victim, against own seduction by the Nazi past?
Or does Lucia’s inability to escape the past sexvean alibi, allowing viewers to ap-
proach the concentration camps erotically through dafe distance of the decade be-
tween Lucia’s initial camp experiences and her tidgpe compulsion? However we an-
swer these questions, it is clear that the “retfrthe repressed” that would become
a key feature of trauma theory, is here one ofctire elements of eroticism. Repetition
is the structure of compulsive desire, the figurelscene proximity to the past, and the
mechanism that enables voyeurism but also impbkcatewers in the re-enactment of
historical events. 83
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One of the troubling aspects of the film is itsdency to represent Max as a victim of
his own passions. Given the film’s tendency to espnt victimization in terms of the
intensity of experience — the feature it share$ it of the films and texts we are dis-
cussing — it tends to blur the lines between Max lamcia, perpetrator and victim. They
both, after allfeel intensely. With Lucia becoming the object of he&ezg and ours, the
viewer is put in the uncomfortable position of it&ing with Max’s perversions, sexual
and, by extension, political. What might also offemany viewers, however, is not just
the attraction Max feels for Lucia, but the obsmssvith him that she reciprocates. Ca-
vani is willing to portray the victim as also beingmplicit, the masochist inextricably
involved with the sadist. The two characters becemenmeshed that Max abandons his
hotel and Lucia declines to join her husband onchisducting tour. When the doomed
couple moves to Max’s apartment, they are effeljtiimprisoned by the band of Nazis
who perceive in Max’s obsession the possibilityttedir own exposure. This enforced
isolation leaves the couple to play out their saaemchistic roles on a stage where only
fantasy matters, theirs and the viewer’s.

Cavani complicates matters in a number of ways. I8tseus watch acts of mutual
tenderness and lovemaking that are not coercedsiBis the film's tempo so much
that we seem to be watching the tormented chagastarve to death, with their food
supply cut off. But she also manipulates the vietmgrmany sensuous shots that tend
both to arouse and repulsgne Night Portes eroticism, typical in most ways of films
from that period, nonetheless encourages vieweidettify with victims — or at least to
“feel” them in terms of passion, which is tantambtm“feeling their pain,” an emphasis
more characteristic of films in the 1990s, suclBahkindler’s List Also, in the uncom-
fortable relationship it establishes between Maa Hre viewersThe Night Porterhas
the potential to make viewers question the natdirtha@ir interest in the Holocaust, an
interest refigured here as another form of sadookasm. Caroline Picart and David
Frank have argued that the “pleasure” elicited e “spectacle of the vulnerable, eroti-
cized female body” infThe Night Porteractually mystifies the facts of the Holocaust:
“The use of soft-porn techniques creates a sentahéyll between victimized victim-
izer and utter victim against the backdrop of Naaitality” (138). However, the com-
pulsion to watch is not exclusively a distancingchrenism: it also implicates us in the
victim’s and victimizer’s fate.

In the closing scene, when their fate is inevitahee starving couple leaves the
apartment to take Max’s car for a final ride. Luisiavearing a short dress that makes her
look like a girl; Max has put on his old SS uniforirhey ride to the middle of a bridge
over the Danube and get out of the car. We know tizae been followed. Single shots
ring out a few seconds apart and each of them dooghge ground. In the background we



see a large cathedral; but we do not see the sh&iten the repetition compulsion that
drives this narrative, from which there can be scape, the shooter might very well be
the camera itself (recalling Max’s first camerawief his victim), and the perpetrators
those who want to “film” or watch the show (likesthabaret in the concentration camp)
to its bitter end. This has clearly been a suictieugh not entirely voluntary, and the
film ends much as did ViscontiBhe DamnedThe mutually corrupted couple has been
coerced into choosing death, and we, in a senséndhe position of Herod, demanding
their heads after watching the striptease. Inwlaig the film suggests that the pleasure of
eroticism is a “guilty” one. By pursuing pornographepresentational strategies to their
logical conclusion;The Night Portetblurs the line between perpetrator and victim and
completely de-historicizes the Holocaust; but isoalimplicates the viewer in this
process, making us confront the perpetration ofr&hevatching at the end. This uncom-
fortable feeling distinguishes memory from histargt only in the film, but the more
recent discourse of trauma theory.

Emboldened perhaps by her countrywoman’s willingnesdefy Holocaust taboos,
Lena Wertmiiller uses humor to represent survivinger classic black comed8gven
Beauties(1975). For her work on this film Wertmdller wagetfirst woman to be nomi-
nated as Best Director by Hollywood’s Academy, @liph there were also strong objec-
tions to the film, most notably Bruno Bettelheim’'sVertmiiller did not win the Oscar,
but she established herself as someone who wasgnvib take up unfashionable posi-
tions, particularly on feminist issues, as in otimarks such asSwept Awayand All
Screwed Up While there are differences between Cavani’'s dramatic and
Wertmiiller's darkly comic methods, both directossck a confrontation with our fasci-
nation with images of the pornographic and obscene.

Why do we look? Conventional wisdom has long b&d¥hat it is men who find
voyeurism to be a stimulus to desire. Classic féshiheory suggests that certain repre-
sentational techniques eliciting the “gaze” areembds heterosexual and masculine by.
being typically directed towards certain objectsoidn may enjoy looking as much as
men, but the gaze itself is “masculine” by virtUeite structuré. Whatever the gender
and sexuality of the filmic gaze, it is nonetheldss case that two of the most powerful-
ly voyeuristic feature films have been directedvilymen. Were these films made pri-
marily for a male, heterosexual audience, or amr ttmages directed equally to all
viewers?The Night Porterdoes demonstrate the obvious truth that men in pdnge
guently force women to perform acts of sexual swsion, but it also reformulates sub-
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’ See Bettelheim, “Surviving.”
8 See Laura Mulvey’s essay, “Visual Pleasure andatige Cinema” (1975), a classic statement of prosi-
tion.
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mission as a type of complicity that is likely timilse contemporary viewers as blaming
and/or eroticizing the victim.

In Seven Beautie&/ertmiller deliberately reverses the conventictateotypes. The
film features a “comic-strip ‘Godfather” (Innsdof2) named Pasqualino, but nick-
named Seven Beauties because he has seven sistessevdecidedly not beautiful (the
Italian title is Pasqualino SettebellezePasqualino (played by Giancarlo Giannini)
struts around Naples, indulged by his family, wtile mother and most of his sisters
work at stuffing mattresses. Another sister singsameously in a seedy cabaret and has
a pimp. Pasqualino challenges the pimp in a hilsridefense of family honor and shoots
him accidentally. In a panic he dismembers the bgdys the parts in suitcases, and
takes them to the train station. Pasqualino is tenadly caught, tried for murder, and sent
to a hospital for the criminally insane where hdeats women. At a certain point during
the war he is freed on condition that he joinsltakan army. Clearly not much of a sol-
dier, he manages to become separated from hisWhign Pasqualino and a fellow de-
serter come near a group of Jews stripped nakedtanding by a pit, they watch Ger-
man soldiers shoot the Jews dead, while the saamidtplays “The Ride of the
Valkyries.” By this point in the war Italy has cedsto be an ally of the Third Reich, and
so when Pasqualino is captured by the Germans takén to a concentration camp
where the Commandant (Shirley Stoller) is a figraelattractive woman. This break in
historical accuracy — no camp commandants were wosalows Wertmdiller to invert
the sadomasochistic gender stereotypes typicdli®fgenre, with the man taking on the
masochistic role and without breaking the heteroakgaradigm of desire.

Now dressed in the striped pajamas of a prisoresqialino decides that his survival
requires him to seduce the Commandant. He delifgriirts with her to save his life.
Stoller has characterized the Commandant to benappealing as possible. Obese,
asexual, and uninviting, she is as austere a Nafiima convention allows. Responding
to Pasqualino’s invitation sadistically, she offéo®d in order to nourish him for his
sexual performance, putting a plate (with no utehsin the floor to make him eat like
a dog. It is from the Commandant’s point of viewttlve watch Pasqualino eat, waiting,
as she does, for him to finish: “First we eat,” sags, “then we fuck.” When it is time
for him to act we see the Commandant from Pascpialipoint of view. The representa-
tion is deliberately anti-erotic. The expressiontbe Commandant’s face indicates her
complete dismissal of Pasqualino, whose face im isimarked by anxiety and despair.
If he cannot achieve sexual success, he knows Ihdigi

We can best understand this representation of iieemtic by comparing it to the
more conventionally pornographic strategies ofdtieer texts and films we have been
discussing. We are not encouraged to empathize tvehvictim by desiring him, but



rather to recoil from his being forced to perforon & figure of power. Wertmdiller’s in-
version of masculine and feminine roles, and heridhement of the erotic, moves the
film from the pornographic register to the grotesqwhile raising the question of guilt
vis-a-vis the viewer. Pasqualino — petty criminamp, and molester of women — was
never innocent. However, his desperate ploy malsegtilt more obvious. The terms of
Pasqualino’s survival, after “seducing” the Comneartd mean that he must do as he is
ordered, and that means he must choose which éélfasv prisoners will die. In a scene
that implicates the viewer once again, Pasqualineommanded to shoot his friend
Francesco. He hesitates, Francesco pleads withtchito it, and in the moment before
Pasqualino pulls the trigger we are forced to asiselves what we might have done in
his place.

Pasqualino’s desperate acts of self-preservatierwarlds apart from Lucia’s accept-
ing, without requesting, the head of a fellow pniso If the naked female figure offers
reassurances especially for the male viewer, toamsfig bare life into naked desire,
then Pasqualino materializes and inverts, in hjscbmasculinity, the gender and agen- §
cy of this gaze. When the war is over, we see Rdsgureturn home to find his mother, %
his sisters, and his fiancée working as prostitufégy have survived the war and seem_ch
prosperous. American soldiers are in Naples offecigarettes. But Pasqualino is deeply 5
embittered. What price has he paid to survive? Wiatld we have done in his place? -8
How far would we be willing to degrade ourselvesider to live? Are we all potential-
ly prostitutes? Or even worse, are we “johns” ltke Commandant or the American
soldiers with their cigarettes?

Wertmdiller's comedy forces us to confront thesestjoas by inverting conventional
pornographic representations of the Holocaust. Bking the female body monstrous
and the male protagonist the one who is forcedadet sex for survivaeven Beauties
turns guilty pleasure into complicit disgust. Thiewing experience becomes as monstr-
ous as Pasqualino’s survivdlust as Pasqualino “deserves” the Commandant, eshe d&
serves the “dog” she has turned him into, and veede to watch the spectacle of their
mutual debasement. As a critique of the films tiraiceded itSeven Beautiesmploys
a pornographic representational strategy to cxitithe voyeuristic and exploitative na-
ture of narrative cinema. The film attempts, like predecessors, to represent the unre
presentable through obscenity, but this is an atigcbaving less to do with desire for
the victims than with the viewer’s abject proximityvictims and perpetrators alike.

Both William Styron’s novel (1979) and Alan PaKsldilm (1982) of Sophie’s
Choice contain another complex variation on the issuesw¥ivor and victim, which
ends in yet another version of abjection. In thigysthe ostensible victimized woman is
not a Jew but a blonde Polish woman, Sophie Zawsita, who lost her two children at 87
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Auschwitz and has come to the United States, lideN&zerman, to re-start her life. She
is now involved with a Jewish man, Nathan LandauAanerican who was not in the
camps but who identifies strongly with those Jew® wad been victims in Europe. He
has a large library of books concerning the war twedJews, and much like the author
Binjamin Wilkomirski would later do, he uses thelbltaust as a way of giving structure
to his troubled psyche. The relationship of Som@tnd Nathan is constituted by a passio-
nate mixture of sexual desire and mutual tormeith ®ach one taking a turn as victim
or tormentor. Styron has taken advantage of twisfdg while almost three million (out
of over 3.2 million) Polish Jews died during thelétaust, more than three million (out
of approximately 30 million) non-Jewish Poles watso killed; and 2) many Poles col-
laborated with the Nazi occupiers in killing Jewsgwyk and Nicosia 24, 49).

Styron uses a conventional literary device to ma@nsome distance from Sophie’s
and Nathan’s madness: a first-person narrator whneavily involved in the story but is
not one of the “main” characters — in the traditairMelville’s Ishmael, Conrad’s Mar-
low, and Fitzgerald’'s Nick Carraway. With the deation “Call Me Stingo” the narrator
announces his connection to this narrative lineetlyoing the opening words bfoby-
Dick. Stingo (played by Peter MacNichol) is a youngtBetner just graduated from the
university, who has come to New York City to writee Great American Novel — much
like a young William Styron. The year is 1947, mdi when the war remains a fresh
memory, and when Freud’s theories of repressionsamrdality were part of every intel-
lectual’s vocabulary; but it is well over a decaakfore the United States is to expe-
rience a corresponding sexual liberation. Stingtects this situation with his constant
libidinal longings (he is twenty-two), which tak@ many pages in the novel but which
we are spared in Pakula’s trimmed-down versiorhefriarrative (he wrote the script as
well as directed). In the apartment house wherdéves, Stingo occupies the flat just
below Sophie (Meryl Streep) and Nathan (Kevin K)irend he is often kept awake by
their enthusiastic lovemaking. Stingo quickly beesninfatuated with Sophie, feelings
that are complicated by his close friendship witkth¥n.

Sophie’s torments have a number of sources, bytahise mostly from the “choice”
she was forced to make when arriving at Auschviiitze doctor who interrogated her
gave her the unimaginable ultimatum to decide wiloither children would not be “se-
lected.” We hear this story only toward the endboth narratives, when Sophie con-
fesses to Stingo that under duress she chose ¢ohgswson only to watch a guard carry
off her screaming daughter. Because her son atsodti survive, her choice ultimately
made no difference; most children died at AuschvBizt the experience of making such
a decision has scarred her badly. We know that iagiinks heavily and is subject to
mood swings. What we do not realize at first i gtee constantly lies about her past.



For instance, she characterizes her father as anhanwas friendly to Jews during the
occupation; but it turns out that he was a viokamti-Semite who wrote a book about the
“Jewish problem” in Poland — a book Sophie had dypefore the war. As Daniel
Schwartz points out immagining the HolocaustSophie’'s impossible choice was not
only about which child to save but also about wbaell Stingo and Nathan; her telling
is shaped by and repeats her trauma (201). Iniessafr flashbacks, filmed by Pakula in
sepia instead of color to indicate past time ad agtheir different order in reality, So-
phie relates her experiences in wartime Poland ianduschwitz as someone who
worked with the Resistance as well as in the haaldebf Camp Commandant Rudolf
Hoss. In these flashbacks her rhetoric is simpherrmore straightforward than Stingo’s,
which lends credibility to her stories even whea &hlying.

Nathan Landau also creates a past to fit his nédelsdells Stingo he has a masters’
degree in biology and works in a laboratory on expents of great importance; but he
is in fact a paranoid schizophrenic who uses re¢ioma drugs instead of the medicinal
ones needed to control his problems. In the laboyavhere he is employed he is little
more than a file clerk and an occasional libramdro retains his job through the inter-
vention of his brother, an influential doctor. Nathis also subject to angry fits of jeal-
ousy about Sophie, particularly with regard to &inand his personal Holocaust library 5
(an anachronism given the 1947 setting) affords thiennarrative structure to play the -8
Jewish victim, on occasion, to Sophie’s Polish pegtor. He calls her, in one of his ©
violent moments, a “Polish whore,” which causesi@lito defend her and exacerbate g
the tension among them. It is the kind of accusatti@mt Nathan makes in order to justify |T
his paranoia, but it is also one that Sophie néetigar in order to objectify her guilt. GCJ

Following his most irrational outburst to date,thn disappears and Sophie leaves 3
New York with Stingo, who now gets to act as hecter. In recompense for his desire, A3
Sophie finally grants Stingo his sexual initiatievhich in the book contains the tremul-
ous overreaction one might expect of an adolesdmrtwhich is more muted on the
screen. What seems transformative to Stingo isSfiphie more like the granting of a
favor or the payment of a debt. By juxtaposing #qpésode with Sophie’s revelation of
her secretthe film (and also the novel) deliberately linkxsal exchange with testimo-
ny — a point we will return to in a moment. Stinged the viewers get to “know” the
truth of Sophie’s past, and the horror of the comegion camps, through his long-
awaited experience of her bodyophie’s Choiceas both novel and film, may be the
ultimate version of pornographic representatiomigtsgy: in it the Holocaust becomes
a sexual “attraction” that initiates the boy intamhood and artistic maturity. (What the
Meryl Streep character thinks about this may beysested by her consistent mispronun-
ciation of his nickname as the vulgarity “Stinkol’@aving Stingo a note, Sophie makes 89
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her suicidal return to Nathan. In the final scetiag® has returned to their Brooklyn
neighborhood to witness the two dead lovers inckita-front embrace.

The film is critical of Stingo’s role but also gwilof what it criticizes — turning the victim
into an object of desire. (We are encouraged tticere Streep’s Sophie, but we do so at our
own peril, turning into “Stinko” when we do.) It,isonetheless, something like a final state-
ment in the sadomasochistic paradigm of Holocagstesentation, with the fake victim
(Jewish American) turning the real victim (in thse, Polish Catholic), who is also a perpe-
trator (because of her “choiceless choice” and umxaf the work she did with her father),
into the oppressor she never really was. Natharntsde is also Sophie’s murder. He has
succeeded in destroying the only survivor he knesil, by taking his murderous self-
loathing and turning it toward Sophie. He makeshiewictim by pretending to be the victim
he never was, and he justifies his own destruttjoincorporating hers into his.

The death of the non-Jewish victim, a result ofiSevvictim envy,” embodies what
some critics consider the most objectionable featfr the story. Cynthia Ozick's pre-
publication criticism of the novel, “A Liberal's Aghwitz,” set the tone of a line of a critique
that has been recapitulated by D.G. Mye#scording to Myers, “Styron vigorously criticiz-
es Jewish scholars and writers for [a] ‘narrow’ apdcifically Jewish interpretation [of the
Holocaust]. In its stead he advances a universaligih metaphysical interpretation, under-
standing the Holocaust as the embodiment of algsehit, which threatened humanity as
a whole” (500). Styron, in other words, soughthow that non-Jews suffered too, a univer-
salizing perspective which, positively expressedkes the Holocaust the property of every-
one, but negatively expressed, denies the spigifiEiJewish victimization, thereby perpe-
tuating, in a liberal fashion, the “erasure” of digth also implicit in the Nazi ideology of
a “pure” state. The universalizing perspectivasywe have pointed out, typical of those re-
presentational paradigms focusing on passion antidbly. It is perhaps more muted in the
film than the book because of Streep’s previoufopaance as Inga Helms WeissHolo-
caust the TV miniseries. (Streep’s character therehigstian, but she is married to a Jew).

This is not the place to enter the debate aboututligueness of the Holocadét.
However, it is worth noting that Styron’s univeigadg gesture, the subject of so much

° For a brief but thorough account of the criticateption of Styron’s novel see Bryan Cheyette’séral
Anti-Judaism and the Victims of Modernity.” Alvindgenfled makes an argument especially relevantito o
purposes: “By reducing the war against the Jevesgexual combat, [Styron] has misappropriated Augzh
and used it as little more than the erotic centi@pf a new Southern Gothic Novel” (165). See Blsp J.
Sundquist’s expansion of this argument in the cdrdEPolish memorial culture that Styron would edeen
familiar with from a visit to Auschwitz and Styranbngoing preoccupation with Nat Turner: “What igsin
pornographic...is not the graphic detail of Stingessapades with Sophie but rather Styron’s attemphi
dow them, in the context of the Final Solutionhngtcrificial, redemptive significance” (122).

1 See D.G. Myers’ article for a summary of the argats in favor of Holocaust uniqueness. See Also
Mintz’s comparison of Holocaust “exceptionalism”“mnstructivism” (38 ff.). Alan Rosenbaum’s edited
volumels the Holocaust Uniquefontains important perspectives on both sidekefiebate.



criticism, depends on both the clearest dramatimatif the erotic paradigm that has al-
ways served comparativist ends, and also on ithate transformation. The passionate
experience irsophie’s Choiceés a trope for both the spectacle of violeaesl for the
transmission of memory which, significantly, deggdhe survivor. There are two trans-
gressions here: the first, which we have alreadyyaed, involves showing what should
not be shown (pornography), the second acts out gdrmot be said (memory as symp-
tom). Sophie’s unnecessary death becomes the figluteer impossible choice, and
while it may answer the guilt she feels in her opsyche, it remains inexplicable to
Stingo, who is nevertheless left to “bear witne$#e” bears witness because of his emo-
tional and erotic investment in Sophie, and becaiigbe unwitting role he may have
played in the reenactment of her trauma, i.e., s@ting her secondary “choice” be-
tween Nathan and himself.

But what choice does Sophie have? The “choiceleatire of her choice, to borrow
Lawrence Langer’s terminology, marks the other espé Styron/Pakula’s universaliz-
ing strategy, namely replacing the eroticized wictvith the more troubling paradigm of
the tormented mother. Sophie’s breakdown makesilkierately less a potentially desir-
able body than an extra-moral entity, forced oatshte bounds of conventional morality
because of her own impossible decision. Langer thaytchoiceless choice” is the result
of the extreme situation of the concentration canipere critical decisions did not
reflect options between life and death, but betwaes form of abnormal response and
another, both imposed by a situation that in no wag of the victim’s own choosing”
(72). Such situations make heroic actions, and eomventional morality, impossible.
Because of this, Langer urges us to become semsitithe conflicts and contradictions
in survivor narratives that are characteristichait telling. Readers and listeners must be
open tofeelingtestimony, which Shoshana Felman vividly defineskits and pieces of
a memory that has been overwhelmed by occurremegshtive not settled into under-
standing or remembrance, acts that cannot be cotetr as knowledge nor assimilated
into full cognition, events in excess of our franwdsreference” (5)Sophie’s Choice
perhaps because of its deliberately universaliztigtegy, effects the transition from
pornography’s acting out of passion to trauma tfisaeformulation of passion in terms
of suffering, sympathy, and memory.

Holocaust pornography, then, is a precursor tonteatheory. One grows out of the
other in the way the “choiceless choice” emergemfthe eroticized victim ilsophie’s
Choice In both cases, feeling makes up for a perceieddré of representation or un-
derstanding: what pornography dramatizes as thsigra®f desire, trauma theory de-
scribes as the passion of pain and memory. Thisneesent a return to the sentimen-
tal roots of pornographic conventions, the beliefr-the hope — that the spectacle of 91
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suffering can serve some moral purpose. It is Téyta return to a powerful insight
Hannah Arendt had about the camps as early as 188essay “The Concentration
Camps” repeats a story told by Albert Camus theipts year (inTwice a Yedy, “of

a woman in Greece, who was allowed by the Nazishtwose which among her three
children should be killed” (Arendt 757). She offéne account to illustrate the principle
she sees at work in concentration camps: the a¢isimuof human beings first as juridi-
cal entities, then as moral subjects, and finadlynalividuals. Arendt believed that totali-
tarianism strove to make all individuals superfla@d61). She also predicted something
that has been horribly borne out by the historythaf long twentieth-century: the re-
peated implementation of genocide as a means aifrg political objectives. Humani-
ty disappears as it becomes clear that “man’s feats only ‘human’ in so far as it
opens up to man the possibility of becoming somettiighly unnatural, that is, a man”
(759). The unnaturalness of humanity might, aflerbe the ultimate commentary on
our desire to witness other people’s sufferinggmpathize with it, without ever seeming
to do enough to prevent it.
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