Ella Dreyfus PhD

Je m’appelle Dreyfus, je suis juive
My name is Dreyfus, I am a Jew

Sites/Sights of Trauma
Autobiography, Photography and Representation

Conference Paper 2014

1

Ella Dreyfus Je m’appelle Dreyfus, je suis juive, Paris, 2013

1

Conference Paper for The Future of the Past, Representing the Holocaust, Genocide and Mass Trauma in the
21st Century, Deakin University, Melbourne Australia 6-8 July 2014

1

Ella Dreyfus PhD Artist Photographer Researcher www.elladreyfus.com www.elladreyfus.gallery

Je m’appelle Dreyfus, Je suis Juive
My name is Dreyfus, I am a Jew
What was I thinking when I installed these words in public places in Paris? Or perhaps more
precisely, what was I feeling? And when I cycled around Paris looking for signs of Dreyfus
life, what did I hope to find?

My doctoral thesis focussed on shame and the aesthetics of intimacy in contemporary art,
and in the latter stages of the research I became aware of the close relationship between
shame and trauma. I observed the way my artwork had entered this domain and wondered
how it might develop in the context of the inherited sense of shame embedded in my Jewish
identity. Having grown up in suburban Sydney I had limited first-hand experiences of antiSemitism, just the odd racial slur in the street, but as a descendant of families who
witnessed and suffered the horrors of the European pogroms and the Holocaust, and as a
garden-variety, secular, Australian Jew, I was profoundly affected, however indirectly, by the
transmission of inter-generational traumatic knowledge, which historian Marianne Hirsch
refers to as postmemory 2. Other scholars have termed this ‘inherited memory’ (Celia Lury
and Alison Landsberg), ‘absent memory’ (Ellen Fine), ‘vicarious witnessing’ (Froma Zeitlin)
and ‘received history’ (James Young) 3.

Postmemory describes the relationship between the transmitted memories, feelings and
behaviours from victims or perpetrators of violence to the subsequent generations who did
not experience the trauma themselves. Hirsch explains that a living connection can be
forged between the pain of those who suffered catastrophes, and the inherited memories of
those who weren’t there, but are implicated in, and affected, by the aftermath of tragedies.
For Hirsch, postmemory is not about exact recall or factual knowledge, but rather, an
‘imaginative investment, projection or creation’. She states:

“to grow up with such overwhelming inherited memories, to be dominated by
narratives that precede one’s birth or one’s consciousness, is to risk having
one’s own stories and experiences displaced, even evacuated, by those of a
previous generation.” 4
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Marianne Hirsch. The Generation of Postmemory: Writing and Visual Culture after the Holocaust Columbia
University Press, 2012
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I always longed to know what was it like for my father Richard Dreyfus, who was born and
raised in Germany, to be torn away from his homeland, and sent with his brother George
and a group of twenty young children on a kindertransport boat to Australia in June 1939.
Richard remembered, but never spoke about his experiences; he rarely revealed any facts,
stories or details of the troubles of his youth. The silence surrounding his early life was
excruciatingly palpable, yet virtually un-nameable, and reverberated in the psychic
underbelly of our family.

George however, was somewhat more talkative about his

childhood in Germany. When interviewed by Glen Palmer for the book Reluctant Refuge, he
said:

“I fantasize and romanticize a lot because people ask me for stories…then
you start making them up. It’s not a matter of forgetting the truth; you don’t
know the truth” 5

For psychoanalyst James Herzog, traumatised parents with unresolved pasts can create a
fraught domestic environment, which he describes as “a world beyond metaphor” 6.

When I found myself living in an artists’ colony in the Marais district of Paris in May 2013
something stirred inside me; I felt a heightened awareness of the legacy of bearing the
surname Dreyfus; a name of great historical precedence in France, of sacrifice, heroism and
rampant anti-Semitism; coupled with the excitement of being in such close proximity to
centuries of calamitous events and the banality of the everyday places in which they
5
Glen Palmer. Reluctant Refuge: Unaccompanied Refugee and Evacuee Children in Australia, 1933-1945.
Kangaroo Press, 1997
6
James Herzog in Peter Fonagy. The transgenerational transmission of holocaust trauma. Attachment and
Human Development, Vol. 1 No. 1 Routledge, 1999
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occurred. For the first time in my life, I rose to the creative challenge which had previously
eluded me for years, how can one make artworks about the complex topic of European
Jewish history, from both personal and non-personal perspectives, without appropriating or
imitating others’ stories, devoid of clichés, and from a place of authenticity and affective
representation.

Dreyfus, Dreyfus, Dreyfus, the name surrounded me in Paris. Having known no other
Dreyfus’s besides our immediate families in Sydney and Melbourne, I suddenly found my
name to have a living and well as a dead currency, beyond my expectations. From the long
lists of Dreyfus’s engraved on the Wall of Names at the Holocaust Memorial Museum, to the
statues, squares and libraries dedicated to the memory of Captain Alfred Dreyfus, who was
persecuted and jailed by the French military in a scandalous case of Anti-Semitic injustice in
the late 1800’s, to handbag shops, logistics companies, fabric merchants, attorneys, and to
real live Parisians who bore my name. All of which energised and inspired me to activate this
name as a disturbance or postmemorial intervention, in the language I knew best, of visual
arts.
As a contemporary artist who responds to inner drives, my art practice is located in the
creative place that philosopher Georges Didi-Huberman identifies as ‘the space between
thought and the deepest emotional impulses” 7.

I entered this intuitive, liminal zone, and set out into the streets of Paris looking for the sites
and sights of Dreyfus’s, real or imagined, to get close to something out of reach, to penetrate
beyond the surface, returning to the impossible; of recalling, retelling or revealing the
experience of those who lived, died and still live, as Jews in this famous city. I intuitively
sought ordinary, but affective places, which might somehow bring me closer to that which I
could not know, or see, but sensed and tried to remember. I began making artworks to
reactivate memories of the past, in such places as stairwells, corners of buildings, alleyways
and doorways; constantly thinking of the children, of my father and his brother, and all the
other children who were hidden, deported, murdered. As Hirsch points out “these events
happened in the past, but their effects continue into the present.” 8

7

Georges Didi-Huberman, Artistic Survival, in Marianne Hirsch. The Generation of Postmemory: Writing and
Visual Culture after the Holocaust. Columbia University Press, 2012
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For the generations who came after, the hinge-generation 9 as novelist Eva Hoffman calls us;
it is the very lack of first-hand experience of traumatic violence that allows for serious
engagement with postmemorial activities. The combination of physical distance, time
passing and the presence of transmitted memories is precisely what Hirsch means when she
speaks of an embodied ‘living connection’. She says, that postmemorial work:
“strives to reactivate and reembody more distant social/national and
archival/cultural memorial structures by reinvesting them with resonant
individual and familial forms of mediation and aesthetic expression” 10

As a site specific art installation Je m’appelle Dreyfus, je suis juive intends to do just this.
To reactivate national and cultural memories by evoking the experiences of Jewish children
in times of war, whose family lives were shattered, whose homes were no longer safe.

Under ideal conditions, the family home is a place of comfort and security, as linguist Maree
Stenglin notes:

“The phrase ‘at home’ has a deeply metaphorical meaning; one that evokes
a deep and abiding sense of sanctity and inner peace, alongside personal
wellbeing and strong feelings of security.” 11
9

Eva Hoffman. After Such Knowledge, Memory, History and the Legacy of the Holocaust. Public Affairs, 2004
Marianne Hirsch. The Generation of Postmemory. Poetics Today 29:1 Spring 2008
11
Maree Stenglin. Space and Communication in Exhibitions: Unravelling the Nexus, in Jewitt, C. (Ed.) Routledge
Handbook of Multimodal Analysis. Routledge 2009
10
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When children are exposed to violence, the home can lose its power to protect and can
change into a place of instability or danger. In Je m’appelle Dreyfus, je suis juive the
sanctuary of the house, the playground and the street erupt. The artworks explore the sense
of loss a child might feel when his or her fundamental trust in the previously secure
neighbourhood vanishes. As philosopher Judith Butler said when responding to the
postmemorial work of the artist and feminist theorist, Bracha Ettinger, there is often an
absence of words for children who experience trauma, and she wonders how this loss can
be represented 12.

Yet words have the power to illuminate our past and present experiences, and the singular
image of a name or phrase can shape our thoughts and memories from childhood through to
adulthood. Je m’appelle Dreyfus, je suis juive addresses Butler’s questioning of the
representation of childhood loss, in that it evokes a dialogue between language, trauma and
self-hood, by presenting the child’s name and identity, writ large, for all to see; where the
viewer can testify and bear witness to the physical and emotional pain that resided there.

The brightly coloured, hand-stitched, felt letters of Je m’appelle Dreyfus, je suis juive
resemble soft toys and evoke the delicate flesh of young limbs, and the presence of a child
who is learning to name the world as it rapidly becomes a frightening place. When placed
together they form two textual phrases that inscribe both a name and a religious affiliation.

The letters formed into artworks when they were installed in actual environments in Paris, in
specific, but undefined places, where they operated as interventions in both indoor, private,
and outdoor, public landscapes; as ephemeral works in real time and space. My intention
was to create an affective space of intimacy by building a narrative through feelings and
language, emerging out of darkness, from hiding and shame, into a lighter, more alive or
perhaps, a joyful place.

12

Judith Butler. Bracha’s Eurydice. Bracha Lichtenberg Ettinger: The Eurydice Series. The Drawing Centre, 2001
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I carefully selected locations in the Marais that evocatively inhabited the psychological
environment of childhood traumas, suggesting past events and the places in which they
occurred. The phrases were placed in bland, recessive, architectural spaces that bore few
traces of everyday life or embodiment, to represent the disavowal of history. At first glance,
the photographs show views of ordinary urban places, a playground, a passageway; but with
the intervention into the scene of the coloured letters and repetition of the phrases, the calm
order of normality is disrupted and a relationship between childhood, place, memory and
trauma is activated. Seeping into the mortar between the stone walls, hiding behind the
cellar doors, waiting in stairwells, the language and feelings of dread penetrate and affect
the minds and emotions of onlookers. The presence of the photographer and the camera’s
“insistent gaze of absence, of testimony” 13 provide the proof, acting as a witness to the real
or imagined events.

Although the time it took me to install the words and make the photographs was relatively
short, around 2 hours, I experienced overwhelming sensations of excitement and fear. The
revealing of my Jewish identity in public spaces in the capital of French was potentially risky,
and an act of personal exposure and brazen defiance. The possibility of reactions from
passers-by or law enforcement officers was a reality and did sometimes incite interest from
the public and the police.

I usually worked alone and hoped I wouldn’t be seen, yet I also welcomed engagement from
strangers, which is typical of my methodological practice. I drew attention to myself, yet
acted furtively, working at night or at quiet times of day, reinforcing my apprehensiveness
13

Christine Buci-Glucksmann, Bracha Lichtenberg Ettinger: Images of Absence in the Inner Space of Painting. In
Catherine de Zegher. Inside the Visible: An elliptical traverse of 20th century are, in, of, and from the feminine.
MIT Press 1996.
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about imminent acts of anti-Semitic violence, mirroring the traumatised child’s experience. I
embodied the image of Dreyfus the Spy and remembered Hannah Arendt’s comments on
the French attitudes to Jews as “the strange, the exotic and the dangerous” 14.

Ella Dreyfus a la rechere de Dreyfus, Paris, 2013

In the second series à la rechere de Dreyfus, In search of Dreyfus the sense of danger is
ever-present, yet is relieved somewhat by the feelings of adventure and playfulness in my
search for the Dreyfus’s in Paris. I strategically sought them out, through the internet, phone
books and maps, both finding and not finding them. I became mesmerized by the very sound
of the word Dreyfus, the radiance of the name, as a living being, not merely a historical
referent. Whilst my motive was in part to memorialize, it was, as the philosopher and cultural
theorist, Lauren Berlant, noted in her critique of my artworks, ‘a complex historical motive’ 15.
She said that as I saw more signs of Dreyfus:

“they became regressive they became non-meaningful, they became a figure
of a return; and then there’s the history that you can’t exactly get to through
knowing the name. It’s a complex historical motive, because it’s about an

14

Hannah Arendt, Anti-Semitism in Kitlinski, Leszkowicz and Lockard in Monica Dreyfus in Lauren Berlant (Ed.)
Our Monica Ourselves: The Clinton Affair and the National Interest. New York University Press 2001
15
Lauren Berlant in a recorded conversation with Ella Dreyfus about Je m’appelle Dreyfus at the Banff Research
in Culture Visual Arts Residency, The Banff Centre, Canada, 7 June 2014
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earlier sacrifice that has nothing to do with you or in relation to embodiment,
familial reproduction or any of it… so there’s the historical precedent and the
fact that your family never told the stories, so in a sense the story hangs
there as an emblem rather than a narrative.”

Berlant’s critical reading of Je m’appelle Dreyfus, je suis juive and à la rechere de
Dreyfus, proved invaluable to my own understanding of the artworks. As is often the case,
viewers have the ability to see beyond my stated intentions for the work, and can offer
incisive commentaries and alternative viewpoints. Berlant concurred:

“I think it’s important that you remember that the thing that you are making
for other people isn’t what you know.” 16

She also understood that my search was not simply about the Dreyfus Affair, or to meet and
get to know the living Dreyfus’s in Paris (although this happened sometimes), rather it was
about creating visually, an affective sensation of memory, of returning to a surface that I
couldn’t actually enter, through a re-animation of the name Dreyfus.

Ella Dreyfus a la rechere de Dreyfus, Paris, 2013

16

Berlant, ibid
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Resonating and appearing in a multiplicity of forms – on walls, statues, signs, grave stones,
plaques, shops, offices and apartments, seeking to know, seeking an embodied experience,
seeking aesthetic expression. Berlant elaborated:
“You think you know the history of the Dreyfus case, you think you know the
referent, but when you’re finding all these names and looking and looking
and seeing the repetitions of the names, it becomes sound. It doesn’t
become historically rich because you don’t know anything about the history
of these people who are being named. It becomes sound and it’s the sound
you want to return to, and in that sense it’s a refractive surface, not a
penetrative surface. By saying “I am Jewish” in public, but saying it in a
child’s linguistic, visual tongue, where the very cuteification of the statement
(the becoming cute of the statement), is also a withdrawal from what you
really feel. That is to say, the monumentality of the statement, the enormity
of the statement...if you said it in the actual way you feel it, the building
would be destroyed.” 17

The artist herself is present in these works, subjectively, declaring name, religion and
authorship in each image. She set out to find and show traces of individual and collective
traumas by claiming spaces belonging to others, mixing their traces with hers, hoping, but
ultimately unable, to give back, or repair, or make sense of it all. As Berlant lamented:
‘It’s a caption to an image that isn’t there, or an image that can’t be captioned.” 18

I believe that art can be a visual and symbolic prompt, an opening up into spaces of affective
residue, where audiences can find a distillation of ideas and feelings about catastrophic
events, making room for other words to emerge and new visual experiences to be imagined.
This movement out of trauma is well described by Butler, who stated:

The past is not past, but is not present, in which the present emerges; but
from the scattered and animated remains of a continuing, though not
continuous trauma” 19

17

Berlant, ibid
Berlant, ibid
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It is from this perspective that Je m’appelle Dreyfus, je suis juive and à la rechere de
Dreyfus intervene and converse with an audience’s internal processes and affective
experiences. For me, the enigmatic yet critical, aesthetic encounter is fundamentally an
interaction between the artist, the artwork, the space it resides in, and the audience’s
participation which activates and completes the work.

For within every encounter with art can be found “something that you couldn’t anticipate in
advance, though feeling longing you will be left wondering and wandering” 20

Text © Ella Dreyfus 2014
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