











have this scene where he circles around her,
we circle around her, we look at her, her
wet nipple against the cloth. We are drawn
into this thing, into the sadistic scene, cir-
cling for what? [ mean, these are kicks,
these are psychopathic kicks, okay. that the
film is offering people.

The reactions at the end were tears,
stunned silence, and a smattering of ap-
plause that was cut short as if somehow
out of place. “It needed you todo it,”
[German President Richard] von Weizs-
dcker told Mr. Spielberg when the lights
came up.

—Craig R. Whitney, The New York

Times

KOCH: To go back to this question of where
the film asks us to identify. When it comes
to a highly emotional film like, let’s say, a
horror film, it’s often shot from the sadis-
tic—the killer’'s—point of view. For exam-
ple there are problems with the Goeth char-
acter and its link to a negative image of
Jewish women. | mean, you have a se-
quence where a Nazi gets attracted to a
Jewish woman, and another where

Schindler kisses a Jewish girl who brings a
birthday cake. It is a kind of mirroring, and
it refers to the phantasmagoric danger of
being seduced by a Jewish woman,
HOBERMAN: Annette, in your book you
pointed out that American treatments of
the Holocaust arc typically simplistic and
emotionally manipulative. [ don’t know if
one could consider them the Schindler's
List of 1959, but I remember from my
childhood that the Diary of Ann Frank and
Judgment at Nuremberg got a tremendous
amount of attention. These movies were
taken very seriously.
INSDORF: Ultimately it hasn't changed that
much. After defending Schindler’s List,
even / have to acknowledge that it is stm-
plistic, that it is emotionally manipulative.
I take exception, for example, to a scene
like the burning of the corpses being ac-
companied by intrusive music—with the
addition of choral voices. It falls into the
same traps | discussed in my book vis-a-vis
Judgment at Nuremberg and The Diary of
Ann Frank: when you have images bursting
with emotion, schmaltzy music is, at the
very least, redundant.

On the other hand, Spielberg chose a very
particular story to tell, and that story car-
ries with 1t an invitation (o certain conven-




tiorls. Oskar Schindler imself was a‘larger-
than-life figure, who did indeed save over
1100 Jews. How? By manipulation. By a
showmanship {not unlike Spielberg’s) that
knows-—and plays—its audience, but in the
service of a deeper cause. Spielberg grounds
his version of this true story tn details that
convey not only Schindler’s heroic stature,
but what he was protecting,

[ read Steven Zaillian’s script and 11 be-
gins quite differently from the film. Spiel-
berg added the Jewish sabbath candle
whose smoke moves us into the past. The
film tells us from the outset the context in
which we will watch Schindler’s tale—Jew-
ish ritual, continuity, and survival—and
true to his terms, the last shot has the title
“Fewer than 4000 Jews are left in Poland.
More than 6000 descendants of the
Schindler-juden exist today.” He set his
terms and fulfilled them.

SPIEGELMAN: Actually, the last title is
“For Steve Ross.”

INSDORF: You're right. But his choice of
detail goes beyond some of the choices
made in films like Diary of Ann Frank or
Judgment at Nuremberg, which were a bit
more primitive in terms of observing melo-
dramatic conventions of the 1950s.

For example, in Zaillian’s script, you see
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Schindler almost immediately in the mirror
of his hotel room. But as I waiched the
beginning of the film, I couldn’t see
Schindler’s face. In the hotel, it’s not shown
at all; in the nightclub his face is covered,
and it’s not till the very end of that se-
quence that we finally get to see him.

I choose to interpret this as narrative
strategy. [t insists upon the mystery of this
man, which will never be unveiled in the
course ol the film. Schindler's List never
purports -0 explain why Schindler did what
he did. T> Spielberg’s credit, he doesn't try
to offer a simplistic explanation of this
rather transcendent decency.

Instead, his strategy tells me that the hero
will revzal very little, including his
motivaticn.

HOBERMAN: | just want to ask why does it
strengthen the movie that Schindler’'s moti-
vations are never speculated on?

INSDORF: Because it 1s an honest acknowl-
edgement that we cannot penetrate the
mystery f this man’s decisions. Neither
Zaillian nor Spielberg claims 1o know any
more about Schindler’s motivation than
Orson Welles and Herman Mankiewicz ex-
plained Rosebud in Citizen Kane.

HOBERMAN: Well, there 15 the documenta-
ry that was made for British television in



which a number of the Schindier Jews, in-
terviewed in the British TV documentary,
are not reticent about speculating about
Schindler the man.
INSDORF: But that speculation is kaleido-
scopic. It does not all point to the same
factors. 1 think that documentary is superb,
and in many ways superior to Schindler’s
List. But even after it brilliantly juxtaposes
the voice and faces of the survivors, one
remains with the same enigma—which is
ulumately the mystery of human identity.
We can all speculate; sure, Keneally talks

about the fact that Schindler as a child had |

a Jewish best friend. Well, I could imagine
a lesser filmmaker saying, “Aha,” and re-
ducing motivation 10 one incident.
JACOBS: In terms of giving us an under-
standing of why this guy goes through what-
ever he goes through, the girl in the red
coat, and we're put through the emotional
wringer. 1 doubt that any critical shielding
could protect us from being reached into
and twisted. When we see Schindler’s wit-
nessing face we ascribe to him all that we're
feeling. We understand his conversion 1o
caring and rescuing. It 1s very easy from
that point on to understand his conversion,
because we have gone through something.
It was crazy-making to go through that—to
pick out this little girl and put us through
that number. I really felt violated by that. I
don’t want 1o be tapped in that way, I don’t
want to be put through emotional paces in
that way.

GOLDSTEIN: And that was the moment
when 1 realized that the film wasn't real-
ism, in [act, in the movie sense that it was
dreamlike, it was actually a dream of the
Holocaust, and that what 1 was going to
experience was my own dreams of the Ho-
locaust. And the scene in Auschwitz, every-
body talks about the gas chamber and the
sexuality which 1 didn’t really experience as
sexuality, | experienced as a kind of an
oversized crudeness and horror. But what 1
remember about that scene is the image of
the people moving down the staircase and
their faces being encased in shadow. I had
this incredible feeling that these people had

been completely stripped of an identity.
That the whole process had made it impos-
sible for them to conceive of any resistance
whatsoever. And I had this profound rage
at that moment that stayed with me for
almost a day after.

I am willing to admit i1 is not a great

movie. I am willing to admit i1 is a bad
movie in many ways. But how to account
for that feeling, that is, in fact, what Zion-
ism could never do for me, which is the
fecling of we mustn’t allow this to happen.
SPIEGELMAN: The main dream image the
movie evokes for me is an image of
6 million emaciated Oscar award statuettes
hovering like angels in the sky, all wearing
striped uniforms.
INSDORF: [ watched the film with my
mother, a survivor of Plaszow, Auschwitz,
and Bergen-Belsen. She was not one of the
Schindlerjuden, but she was working in the
Plaszow office and managed to get her
cousin, her cousin's husband, and their lit-
tle boy onto the list. She could not save
herself in the same way, so she ended up in
Auschwitz.

My mother i1s a professor of literature
and cinema. She has seen just about every
Holocaust film, and is conversant with the
imagery as well as the conventions. After
seeing Schindler’s List she was grateful. She
was grateful that the story was told by a
popular filmmaker who could get the audi-
ence into the theater. She was happy that it
was going to be commemorated.

Even though she didn’t know Schindler
personally, she knew Goeth. She had told
me about how Goeth shot her girlfriend
point blank. She told me how she used to
rehearse what to say ta Goeth if he ever
came near her.

I can't forget her feelings of gratitude at

the same time that I allow my critical judg-
ments to enter the picture,
HOBERMAN: The night Schindler’s List
opened, Channel 5’s news team found the
one Schindler Jew who lives in Jersey and
interviewed him. And like all the Schindler
Jews who have commented on the movie,
he was extremely positive about it.

He had in a matter of seconds gone on 10




discuss his owp gxperienice of the hquida-
tion of the Krakow ghetto, during which he
said he saw his entire family killed before
his eyes. He was not criticizing the film at
all. But he mentioned one detail not in the
movie, thal, for me, demolished Spielberg's
re-creation. He just happened to mention
that the Nazis hanged Jews at random—
that there were Jewish corpses hanging
from all the trees and lampposts. Which 1s
not something that ] think. for a number of
reasons, Spielberg wanted to stage. And yet
the Spielberg movie kind of created a back-
drop for this illuminating detail.
BERSHEN: If you read what survivor re-
sponse seems 1o be so far. it seems quite
consistent. :
SPIEGELMAN: | feel compelled to point out
that survivors aren’t necessarily effective
art critics. They are often reduced to fecling
grateful that anyone is interested in their
story, they're relieved simply o have the
burden of telling lifted from them.
BERSHEN: [ think survivor’s response leads
10 a lot of issues that are in this exhibition.
As there are many monuments and many
films, there are many different kinds of
memory responses. Maybe that is a discus-
sion that can't happen yet. because the film
is too recent.

YOUNG: You have brought up two really
nice issues. The first has to do with how
this Jewish Museum exhibition, “The Art

of Memory,” came about in the first place. ‘|
On the one hand as a scholar rooting
around in archives, | would find a little
human diary that maybe eight people have
read. Al the same time, I'd look outside
these archives—often these archives are lo-
cated near museums or a place like Yad
Vishom, where thousands and thousands of
people come by every day. Maybe 10,000
people in a day going to Yad Vishom, all of
them going through, their memory being
very much organized, being very much ma-
nipulated. And this little tiny diary being
read by 100 people maybe. I write a book
that is going (o be read by, if I am lucky,
5000 people, you know, out of this. And on
a single day in Washington, 8000 people
will go to the Holocaust Museum. At that
point [ had to step back and say, I must
begin now to organize or to examine very
critically and very skeptically the kinds of
memory being shaped on both sides. And
then 1 need to step back one step further
and ask, what 1t is, in fact, that drives
scholars 1o take films like this and to spend
the time we will spend on them. What is it
that asks us to turn it into so much grist? Is
it just our skepticism or is it also our own
sense of self-aggrandizement, trying to
come out and t0 make our positions on it
very, very clear?

I think we need now to examine all mo-
uves of memory, not Spielberg’s only but




‘ours also, as journalists and as cntics.
KOCH: What bothered me was that
Schindler's List, like Europa, Europa, sets
as an ideal the survivor. Surviving itself
became a very prominent idea. And I see
there a shift, let’s say in topics: surviving
itself now has, let’s say, a new quality. In
Shoah for example nobody speaks about
the way they survived; they speak about
those who died in front of them.

The discourse for the last 20 years was
more or less marked by survivors’ narra-
tives about the death camps and not so
much about their own escape. The survi-
vors know that it was merely an accident
that they survived while s> many died. [t 1s
even a well-known psychological fuact that
they suffered from a kind of guilt complex,
which for many even mace the fact of hav-
ing survived a psychological problem.

Angd I think there is a shift now in em-
phasizing different narratives, which are
based on the kind of very close links be-
tween the victums and the Nazs. So, you
have to construct a kind of new narrative
for this and I wonder if this doesn’t have to
do with generation shifts. That the kids of
survivors have different memories; they
start restating these memories in which the
Holocaust has a kind of happy end, because
at least one of the parents survived.

JACOBS: Let's remember the almost saving

grace at the film's end thal 1o a degree
frames the movie illusion as such. There is
this shocking color scene of people coming
up and placing memorial stones. Too often,
seeking the historical event, we get lost in
the study of actors’ faces. decoys, that take
us off the tract. But here we have the actual

Hereare Jews as the SS invade their
apartments. Are they consoling their chil-
dren? No, they are making them eat jew-
els wadded in balls of bread. Are they
praving? No, they are trving to pry the sil-
ver mezuzah from the door. . . .

The mindless critical hyperbole which
has greeted Schaindler's List suggests that
powerful spectacte continues to be more
beguiling than human and historical au-
thenticity—and that the psychology of
the Nazis is a bigger draw than the civili-
zation of the people they murdered. It is
profoundly disheartening that Steven
Spielberg’s Holocaust may be the only
example of “Jewish culture” seen by
miflions. . ..

—Philip Gourevitch, Commentary

Schindler Jews. We can learn something
from thesc faces. these bodies. Also, the
scenc in color doesn’t have the same sleck
cohesion and cleanliness mentioned before,
all that satisfying organization. You get
more of the uncontrollable world. In this
scene | felt he was making a movie for me.
If only throughout the film, he had shown
these people guiding and instructing the
dedicated actors, placing their hands,
*Okay, now you do this, as was done when
[ was young, this happened this way.” But
how many people will turn out for a Piran-
dello cinema?

I wish Spielberg would have trusted the
audience’s capacity 10 fee! and understand.
But there’s littie trust of that sort through-
out the movie. For instance, the ‘‘three
minutes of silence” was not allowed to play
in silence. [ was hoping the screen would go
silent and black for three minutes. Instead
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the impossibly sweet-faced rabbi begins 1o
keen. Not only does Europe corral the Jews,
the movies corral the Jews again and again
depicting them en masse in religious terms.

Not true now or then. On exhibition here
is a model of the Ann¢ Frank house. On the
wall of her actual bedroom in Amsterdam
one sees pictures of Deanna Durbin and
Ginger Rogers. Not of her rabbi. She's a
20th-century kid, a contemporary person,
And this stuff, again and again, makes these
people a kind of archaic relic. It is a deep
wrong. They are being killed as
personalities.

HOBERMAN: Why is 11, do you think, that
in a film that 1s three hours long, that so
little time is devoted to what exactly 1t was
that was lost—namely the Jewish civiliza-
tion that existed 1n Poland. There was a
tremendous variely among Polish Jews, not
to mention the other European Jews who
were deported to Poland? Why it would be
that the film could spare so little for that?

I'm not suggesting that he show every-
thing, I'm saying that, in a three-hour film,
he didn't show anything.

SPIEGELMAN: [t goes back to the central
fact that the film 1s not about Jews or, argu-
ably, even the Holocaust. Jews make people
uncomfortable. It's a moviec about Clinton.
It's about the benign aspects of capitalism—
Capitalism With a Human Face. We're in
Ayn Rand country: the Businessman as hero.
Capitalism can give us a health care program,
and 1t can give us a Schindler.
HOBERMAN: There are two films which [
wanted to just bring up, which have not
really been mentioned. Annette right at the
beginning mentioned the precedent of Ho-
locaust, which. of course, is very interest-
ing. Well over 200 million people, maybe
far more than that, saw Holocaust, the
Miniseries. Many more people so far than
Schindler’s. And many saw it at the same
time, so that it had the power of television.
It was subject to many of the same
cnticisms.

I remember Ell Weisel wrote a front-page
article in the Arts & Leisure section. At the
same time it seems to have had a verifiable
effect, at least i_t}“GLe_rmaw. 0".5;9.?_’1‘.1,.,5&}' if
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Schindler’s List 'has changed anything ob-
jectively in the United States or elsewhere,
whereas Holocaust had an impact, despite
being more crass than Schindler's List. Now
1S years later it is as if Holocaust, this great
event, didn’t happen. It, itself, has been
somehow forgotten, 1t is embarrassing.
No one proposed that Claude Lanzman
get an Oscar for having made Shoah, while
Spielberg is being mentioned for the Nobel
Peace Prize. I mean Lanzman spent 10, 15
vears, whatever, and probably ruined his
life working on Shoah.
BERSHEN: But he’s not American. The role
movies play in this culture in relation to
history is utterly different than their role in
European culture.
HOBERMAN: [ think it might have some-
thing to do with the quality of the two
movies. Shoah does not reassure us.
BERSHEN: In this country, people don’t
know very much history, especially of for-
eign coutries, and have never lived
through a war at home. Americans don’t
have occasion to pass by ruins or grave-
yards or traces of a war, in daily life—as is
often the :ase in Europe. I am always pro-
gramming films about history, and often
think that history is perceived as something
that happens in the movies and is not very
real.
KOCH: I just want 1o tell something about
the film's reception in Germany. On the
front pag: of one of the most important
conservative newspapers, the Frankfurther
Allgemeine Zeitung, was an article by one
of the editors (the one responsible for the
cultural page). In i1, he wrote that
Schindler's List, which he praised very
highly, finally shows that all this bullshit
the intellectuals tell about aesthetics after
the Holocaust 1s just not true, because one
can narrate it. What Spielberg has shown
the world is there i5 nothing that can't be
narrated. And, therefore, it tells us that
aesthetics in general has to come back to
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these kinds of conventional forms, you
know, you have a nice beginning, you have
a nice ending, and 1n between you squeeze
the whole epoch and its horrors.

And it’s very convenient, let’s say, for a
German audience to see it this way. So, if
this 1s true, that you can make out of the
Holocaust a historical film with a proper
closure, then probably the events themselves
were not so singular in their monstrosity; you
just have to package them differently.
HOBERMAN: There's one sense that Holo-
caust, the Miniseries was more naturalistic
than Schindler’s List. As 1 recall, the central
Jewish family has maybe six children and
five of them die. These are characters who,
if one watches, one is invested in. But in
Schindler's List virtually every character in
whom the audience has emotionally invest-
ed lives! So, 1t 1s not just a closure, i1 is a
kind of triumph.
SPIEGELMAN: We've had
streamline our narratives.
GoLDSTEIN: Optimism is deep in Ameri-
can film. After [ saw this movie, [ read a

15 years to

book by, I think his name would be pro-
nounced Yoshi Vile, a Czech writer, called,
Life With a Star, that was, in fact, a narra-
tive of self-discovery around the Holocaust
in which a cat 1s a major character and the
hfe and death of this cat is very important.
The hero 1s a Czech Christian—not the
hero, but the person who enables the Jew to
achieve the self-actualization.

And the final gesture is to go into hiding,
and the book is open-ended about whether
this person survives and he does survive. It
is very different from Schindler’s List, but
it has some of the optimism, some of the
ideology, some of the sentimentalization
that that film has too.

HOBERMAN: What | got from that novel
was the tremendous isolation of the protag-
onists, an unbelievable loneliness as a Jew
1n hiding in occupied Prague; it is over-
whelming. There is no sense of that that |
can see in Schindler's List.

BERSHEN: The narratives that resonate for
many people always change over time. The
differences Jim noted between the Holo-




caust - miniseries and . Scaindler (15 years.

apart) are similar to the iconographic shifts
in the creation of memorials over time. For
example, in Israel the Holocaust has long
been linked to the birth of the state, while
the 1conography in German or American
culture 1s very different.
SPIEGELMAN: That link 1s made in both
the Holocaust movie and Schindler’s List.
GOLDSTEIN: And in Baruch Goldstein's
mind, since he called his victims Nazis.
HOBERMAN: Even in the TV documentary,
half the length of Spielberg’s film, when the
1issue of the list comes up, it is far more
complex: people are buying or selling spots,
a broker who is operating on his own, peo-
ple sacrificing themselves or being vindic-
tive. All of human nature comes into play.
[t 1s not the happy beatific ritual shown in
the movie, which, of course, is in itself so
profoundly disturbing—being the one
good, joyous selection.

At the end of Close Encounters when the
hero goes back into the mothership, it is
not even that he is born again, he’s reversed
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the process of life. That's Schindler’s List.
This 1s a movie about World War 11 in
which all the Jews live. The sclection is
“life,” the Nazi turns oul 1o be a good guy,
and human nature is revealed to be sunny
and bright, It's a total reversal.
SPIEGELMAN: 1 is just like Time's Arrow,
JacoBs: Regarding the cntic in Germany,
who said that Spielberg has shown the story
can be told, obviously it was just a matter
of time before someone far enough out of it
would step into it. Somebody- benumbed
enough to consider using Auschwitz for a
set. It’s the power of tustelessness.
HOBERMAN: We are going 1o have to stop.
Is there anything anyone is burning 10 say?
SPIEGELMAN: In the Passover Haggadah
we're told of four sons, cne wise, one wick-
ed, one 100 young to ask why the Jewish
exodus from Egypt is celebrated, and one
too simple to ask. The daggadah says the
stupid son is 10 be told the short simple
version of the story so he can at least grasp
something of what happened. Clearly Spiel-
berg has the simple-son market sewn up.B



