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Berlin, 11 May 1940
Because your children have two Jewish
grandparents on their father's side, and

only withdrew from the Jewish religious
community on 3 August 1936, in accordance
with §5, paragraph 2, sub-paragraph A

of the 1st implementing provision of the
Reichsbiirgergesetz, they are considered to be
Jews. An application for exemption from the
provisions of the Reichsbiirgergesetz would,

as matters stand, be hopeless. We return the
documents you submitted to us as an enclosure
to this letter.
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Cologne, 5 May 1939 i 5

We hereby confirm that Miss Anita Nocker,
born on 4 April 1921 and residing in Cologne-
Braunsfeld, 403 Aachenerstrasse, is not a
member of the League of German Girls.*
Singed: Head of the Human Resource
Department in Obergau Cologne-Aachen (11)

*The League of German Girls (Bund Deutscher Méadel or
BDM) was a branch of the Nazi Youth Movement. From
December 1936, all eligible ethnic Germans, young
citizens of Germany free of disabilities and hereditary
diseases, were bound to become members of one of the
recognized youth movements.
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everyday life. I think that the series is currently gaining new relevance in
light of the refugee problem and housing shortage.

Was your work ever accused of being nostalgic?

Possibly, but I wouldn't have cared. I believe that I am more sentimental
than nostalgic. Actually I belong to a forward-looking generation that
wanted to mend the world and believed in the future. Also, given my
family history, nostalgia never really played a role. I understood early on
that home could be anywhere. Perhaps that is why language—the mother
tongue—has gained in stature for me.

Your Blinds refer to shutters that obstruct the view, shutters that are blinding,
so to speak; and at the same time, they are literally "blind." What is it that you
hide with them?

In my works on paper, as in my videos, I was always interested in the
simultaneity of a gaze inward and outward. The question of who is inside
and who is outside, and what connects the two, has extended through my
work for forty years. As a graduate of architecture, it was probably called for,
and then it found its parallel again in the use of television as a "window to the
world." The blindness—namely, the fact that we saw and heard, but didn't
know—seemed symptomatic to the post-war Germany in which I grew up.
So let's talk about Germany. The Parlor (Gute Stube) (2011) offers a glimpse
into Hitler's chambers at the Berghof on the Obersalzberg mountain. The
bourgeois conservatism of these interiors—the half-shut blinds, the warm
design—reeks of the banality of evil. Another work in the exhibition,
Heimat 2: the Cabin (201S), featuring Chancellor Konrad Adenauer's
room, bears a startling resemblance to The Parlor (Gute Stube); it is not the
"banality of evil" that is the point here, but, possibly, the "banality of power."
Both these politicians, whose political convictions couldn't possibly have
been more at odds, are Germany's most famous protagonists, for better or
for worse. How do you explain the resemblance between these two pictures?
It is precisely this banality that preoccupied me and often left me speechless.
It is somewhat similar to the question of "good taste” on which I was raised,
and which was likely shaped by certain gregarious thinking. How are thought
conventions created? With what kind of objects do people surround themselves,

and how does the ambience, the architecture of the everyday, affect us?
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Both Hitler and Adenauer acknowledged the importance of the setting
in shaping the world of those residing in it. Both houses under question
were in the countryside, surrounded by nature, and the landscape played a
significant role for both men. In this intimate atmosphere both politicians
received state guests in manners which attested to each one's ethos, whether
positive or negative. In both houses an important role was attributed to
cultural objects and artifacts, which represented the aesthetics of the period.
It was a collection of styles and objects, whose every detail had its meaning.
A painting by Winston Churchill hung in Adenauer's breakfast room.Idon’t
know whether Hitler had his own works on display at the Berghof. The Tel
Aviv exhibition showcases a third work, centered on Erich Mielke's Stasi
headquarters at the corner of Normannenstrasse and Magdalenenstrasse
in Berlin. In this collage everything seems to be made as a single piece,
and the view is virtually concealed behind a closed curtain. There was a lot
to hide in those days. Now things are different: in a period in which one
buys and discards constantly, the attitude to objects has entirely changed.
The photograph of the Berghof room was taken by Hitler's photographer
Heinrich Hoffmann, whereas the Adenauer room is my own shot. Are both
these rooms, in which Germany's fate was sealed, only empty shells? Can
one draw conclusions from them about the ways decisions were made?
Your work reflects on history directly linked to your identity and life. To
what extent does it also delve into issues of memory and remembrance?

I have always engaged in memory and remembrance. As a post-war child
in Germany, I grew up with memories. Initially, these were personal and
familial, since memories processed in one's imagination and formulated
as stories are all a persecuted refugee can take with him. These narrated
memories have been imprinted in me to this day. Back then I tried to sort
them, but it was only later that they were assembled into a mosaic, and I
was able to consider and judge them. Hence my works became part of my
memory culture. As an artist, one probably has a good memory, at least for
images. I draw from my own, large archive of images, which I know well. I
often carry images with me for years before they materialize into a work of
art. First I collect them, without context or any targeted idea in mind. The

work only comes together through the cut, in the double sense of the word.
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No, that doesn't matter to me. As soon as I have consciously seen or
memorized a picture, it is already mine. From then on, I treat them equally.
Like most artists, T have a collection of materials that are my building blocks.
Gathering and archiving are, in fact, preliminary phases to the collage work.
At the outset of my career, the materials in the videos were clearly set apart
from the works on paper, primarily due to the different techniques, and
secondly due to an intended differentiation I introduced between them.
Now, however, I quote even my own video quotes in the collages.

Over the years, the relationship between text and picture has changed
in your collages. The need to comment on every picture, as masterfully
described by Susan Sontag, has become, in your work, ambiguous in the
best case, or a deliberate inadequacy in the worst. To what extent are you
interested in these semiotic relations? To what extent does your work
engage in discursive examination of text-image relations?

Literature had a great influence on me. I have always been writing, and
there was a phase in my adolescence when I wanted to be a writer. After all,
Germany's post-war politicization was closely linked to literature rather than
to the fine arts. The use of text in the context of images has always been tied
to music and the acoustic dimension, and often to narrative structures too.
As a student of semiotics, script quickly turned into a sculptural element for
me. Of course, this aspect of script has a long tradition in works on paper as
well as in cinema. In my work it takes the form of "text frames," as in silent
movies. In works on paper, the typographic choices are clearly significant:
the text can convey something very intimate and personal, but at the same
time it can be public and provocative. For me, the text often guides the
image, the collage, in a new direction in terms of meaning.

Many interpreters of your work become entangled in formalistic analysis,
overlooking the content. The practice I defined above as "critical biography”
may be an early manifestation of the early 1990s politics of identity. To
what extent is your work linked to the politics of identity, which turns the
spotlight to the "other"—whether the foreigner, the African, the queer?

I actually started with this much earlier than the 1990s, right from the
start, when I began serious artistic work. The question of identity was of

course a different one then. It was posed more directly, more personally.
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I noticed early on that things did not amount to what I saw in the narrow
and stuffy Germany of the 1950s. My studies enabled me to confront the
foreigner, the other, Africa with more scholarly tools...

As aforesaid, your work on paper is often viewed with certain neglect by
critics, possibly due to its latent content. It seems remarkable to me that in
the series I Once Lived in Marienburg (Ich wohnte einmal auf der Marienburg,
2010), for instance, you pursue your early diary drawings on the one hand,
and the work with text fragments, on the other—e.g. "Die dem bdsen
geweihten Minner" (ill-behaved people are not always beautiful, but they
are human beings nonetheless), or the address "Bonner Strasse 413," on the
outskirts of the affluent residential neighborhood in Cologne, where you
grew up. What is the series about?

There is a text that I wrote on this housing complex before I created the
series. 413 was a house number that every child of my generation knew in
Marienburg. It stood for a different social class, which was very foreign to
us in those days. It was a housing project built by the city of Cologne in
1958-59 and intended for low-income families, among whom were many
refugees from East Germany. It seemed like a tumor, a foreign body in the
then still idyllic world of Marienburg. These were typical 1950s buildings
with small windows and toilets in the corridor, surrounded by neither
gardens nor fences; a living situation that we didn't know. These gaps
triggered many conflicts in our neighborhood, which was very familial at
the time. The boys who lived at Bonner Strasse 413 were cooler, yet they
would often attack us and beat us up. We knew them from elementary
school, but we weren't friends; we were afraid of them. It might have been
a somewhat naive decision by the city to attempt integration precisely
there and then.

In 2010 I coincidentally drove by these buildings, which stood
empty. I had forgotten about them, but then I spontaneously decided to
take pictures of the complex, as I feared it would be torn down, which it
subsequently was. While taking the pictures, I noticed that the building
was occupied by squatters. It was only at that point that I really grasped
what symbolic meaning this housing complex held for me. It reminded

me of my time in New York, when the so-called "projects" were part of my
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Fragments of Memory: A Conversation with Marcel Odenbach
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Philipp Kaiser:

Marcel Odenbach:
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Your artistic practice could be described as a "critical biography,"
situating the specific amidst the general, and placing the timeless and
personal in a historical context. It is interesting to see how much your
work on paper has changed over the past four decades, while your basic
assumptions remained the same. What guided you in the 1970s, at the
outset of your career? In what kind of an environment were you seeking
to position yourself?

My auto-didactic path certainly shaped many of my influences. On the
one hand, owing to my gallery work, I was confronted very early on
with the installational, conceptual, and performative inclinations in
1960s and 1970s American art; on the other hand, while studying urban
planning and art history in Aachen, I engaged in theoretical reflection.
Both aspects may be identified in my early works on paper from the
1970s, from the choice of paper to the techniques and thematic concerns.
Perhaps I developed my own style through diarist drawings influenced
by the Swiss environment, with which I became more closely acquainted
during my visit to Basel in 1975. I didn't practice this style for very long
though: around 1977 I tried to reinvent myself as an artist once again.
On the occasion of Documenta 6 (1977) you made a public farewell to the
diary-like drawings, as if the time of confessions was over, and authentic
drawing gave way to collage. How did this change come about? Was the
redefinition of drawing related to your work in the rising medium of video?'
The action at the Documenta was clearly symbolic. I wanted to free myself

of a certain burden. Perhaps it was also a recognition of new channels and

1 Odenbach was invited to participate in the Documenta, but declined the
invitation. He later changed his mind, and acted at the Documenta
informally: he strolled around Kassel and gave out his drawings on which the
German word "abgelegt'—cast off, shelved, or archived—was imprinted.

PK.

M.O.

PK.

artistic media. I've always been making collage concurrent with drawing
and video. As a matter of fact, the collage emerged from the idea of concept
drawing and scriptwriting. In the beginning they still contained a great
deal of explanatory text, which gradually disappeared. When video
works started becoming more tedious and perhaps even alienated, I had
to change the entire work process. The time intervals between the video
productions became too long for me, and I needed a substitute, perhaps a
hands-on occupation. In the 1990s I increasingly found that in the large
works on paper. At that time I was also bored by the flood of video art and
the massive change of TV culture. Although I was myself fighting for the
artistic acceptance of the medium, the increasing banality of its use started
irritating me. All of a sudden the vision was gone. Nowadays my collages
are indeed created independently from the video works, but the parallels
between these two channels lie not only in content, but also in form.

The obvious parallels between the two channels are the small image
snippets on which your collages are based. They may be compared to
the constituents of a digital picture, and they also simulate a sequence of
analog images. The compositions of your more recent works often seem
to be strongly influenced by photography, resembling tableaux. It is only
when one draws closer that the picture dissolves into a pointillist stream of
information. To what extent are you interested in this latent image effect,
these dual perspectives?

The different dimensions of perception are especially important to me. I
enjoy working with a fagade, a picture that is not what it pretends to be.
This may be somewhat deceptive, something that I probably learned from
movies, especially from Hitchcock. Appearances are indeed deceiving,
whereas a closer look reveals a whole different world. These different points
of view may also serve as a reflection of our current society and politics.
Promises play animportant role, and religion today has regained relevance,
which I find incomprehensible.

Many of your works on paper are based on pictures that you have
appropriated to yourself, others on your photographs. Does it make a
difference to you whether the pictures are yours or found images that have

already circulated in different contexts?
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events as they occurred in reality, from a single, decisive, and blind (in this case,
masculine) point of view; and the other—"This was sometimes called the viewing,
she believed"®—lingers on every detail for days, wonders about the artist's choices,
inquires what he omitted or added from the photographic original, why he opted
for a specific coloration and deliberate blurring, and experiences great sorrow
in view of the images: "I think I feel helpless. These paintings make me feel how
helpless a person can be."

He Just Wanted to Get to Work echoes the helplessness and loss of foothold
even at the heart of the painterly act: what is the value of the line, the stain, the
brushstroke, or the pasting? Can they counter the shaping power of trauma, or
are they merely an object of ridicule? This seems to be the opinion of the man
answering the woman in the story: "Is that why you're here three straight days?
To feel helpless?"'® What is the role and place of art in a world in which terror has
become the true transformative force?

Delillo's reference to Richter's cycle of works, following its presentation at the
MoMA in 2002, is not accidental. It instantly underscores, inter alia, the American-
German connection present in Odenbach's work, shedding light on the webs
stretched between the "political” and the "state of emergency," webs which were
exposed for all to see in the wake of 9/11. The effect of trauma, exploited to put
security considerations above all others and to turn security activism inward, into
democratic society, exposed the dark areas in which suspension of the law (by virtue
of declaring a "state of emergency") leads to its elimination. The distinction between
legal violence and illegal violence, and between law-constituting violence and one
intended to preserve the law, has collapsed."’

Who is that John Doe who just wanted to get to work? What became of
him? The origin of the photograph used in the work, which furnishes it with

context, was indeed laid bare here, but the work's presentation in a gallery,

8  Don Delillo, "Baader—Meinhof," The New Yorker, April 1,2002,
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2002/04/01/baader-meinhof.

9 Ibid.

10 Ibid.

11 See Adi Ophir, "On Time and Space in the State of Emergency," in Yehouda Shenhav,
Christoph Schmidt, and Shimshon Zelniker (eds.), State of Exception and State of
Emergency (Jerusalem and Tel Aviv: The Van Leer Jerusalem Institute and Hakibbutz
Hameuchad, 2009), p. 65 [Hebrew].

detached from the exegetic context, makes it possible to regard him also as a
clerk determined to perform his job by way of technical obedience, in a manner
reminiscent of Hannah Arendt's notion of "the banality of evil," or as the flip side
of the equation—as a citizen exposed to the arbitrariness of the regime. "I'm
trying to think what happened to them. They committed suicide. Or the state
killed them"—wonders the woman in "Baader—Meinhof," who cannot decide
what is it that she sees.'? At the heart of the horror lie ambiguity and ignorance.
The painterly blurring in Richter's works, like the real and metaphoric screens
extended by Odenbach, demonstrate the complex nature of the real images and
everything sizzling beneath them. It turns out that reality, mainly the one which

echoes traumatic events, disguises itself via its components.

12 DelLillo, "Baader—Meinhof."
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which, other than one of them, does not adhere to the means of collage—the theme
of duplication, the multiple manifestations of the same occurrence, and the choice
of a fragmented image, all echo the rift. Odenbach undermines the perception of the
whole precisely in the quasi-didactic dimension, where the four stages typical of the
processing of representation in academic painting unfold*—yet he chooses to give
them a suggestive title, which effectuates a reality that takes place in the reader's/
viewer's mind alone.

The intensity of the trauma lies in the parallel, simultaneous existence of opposites.
It colors the world with a roar, with a viscid substance that pollutes every entity and
shatters it in one swoop. Thus the response to it will also present two polar options:
the aggressive, monolithic option which offers a counter-narrative (a position typical
of the establishment, of the way in which political and economic power holders
confront a disaster that threatens national and state symbols and values), and the
lingering, deconstructive one, which challenges the response itself, as well as our
ability to observe the fragments of reality and contemplate it through them.

But what slivers in Odenbach’s work can we indicate as analogous to
DelLillo's "organic shrapnel"? Their ability to penetrate the body's envelope,
and their characterization as forceful, quick, and flying in all directions, calls to
mind the camera flash and its reproduced outcomes. "The familiarity of certain
photographs,” writes Susan Sontag in her book Regarding the Pain of Others—
in which she addresses the representation of atrocities and human suffering in
the media, in the mundane stream of images almost involuntarily affecting our
perception of reality—"builds our sense of the present and immediate past. [ ... ]
Photographs that everyone recognizes are now part of what society chooses to
think about, or declares that it has chosen to think about."

The figure of the Falling Man in DeLillo's novel—the fictive performance artist
David Janiak, who suspends himself from buildings, thereby reconstructing the

moments of horror in the burning towers from which people jumped or fell to their

4 The four stages: preliminary drawing; the ground layer or imprimatura, which, in the
second drawing in Odenbach's series, is represented by a collage that holds excerpts
from the American Constitution; the monochromatic underpainting, which emerges
in the series as a brown-hued watercolor outlining illuminated and shaded areas; and
the layer of color, which realizes the mimetic project.

S Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (New York: Picador, 2004), p. 85.

death—introduces art as a locus of resistance to the construction of reality by media
images. The major US networks censored the materials which showed people falling
and the horror revealed on the ground, and chose to broadcast the sights which will
remain etched in our memory forever, over and over again: the towers themselves.
This was done not only to avoid disrespecting the dead, but also due to their desire
to shift the public field of vision and thought to the symbol and its collapse, so as to
establish a discourse about the collision of power apparatuses. Human frailty and
human disintegration were kept out of the frame.

Odenbach shares this position. In handwriting he jots a sentence from Sontag's
book, which extends over the four drawings in the series: "What is called collective
memory is not a remembering but a stipulating: that this is important, and this
is the story about how it happened, with the pictures that lock the stories in our
minds." The compelling, intrusive dimension of the catastrophe is paradoxically
duplicated in its visual and verbal representations, those that locked the story in
our consciousness. The picture's locking is perceived by Sontag, Odenbach, and
DeLillo as an apparatus whose deconstruction is art's task. The release of media
images involves introduction of the voluntary, unconditional dimension, which
makes it possible to produce more and more meanings and viewing modes from
them, to shift them from "collective memory" into private memory, and in so
doing, return them to the field of vision.

In an enigmatic short story titled "Baader—Meinhof," DeLillo draws attention
to art's way of extracting images onto the boundless space of exegesis. In the story's
scene of action—the Museum of Modern Art, New York—a (nameless) woman
and a man meet in front of Gerhard Richter's cycle of paintings, October 18, 1977
The dialogue (or rather parallel monologues) developing between them follows
the route of quandary about and interpretation of the images spread out before

them. DeLillo puts forward two distinct categories of exegesis: one refers to the

6  Ibid, p. 86.

7 The fifteen paintings in this cycle are based on press and archival photographs
associated with the Red Army Faction (RAF)—a terrorist group active in Germany
in the 1970s, also known as the Baader-Meinhof gang. The date in the title indicates
the day on which three members of the organization were found dead in their cells
in the German prison. That same day, the President of the Confederation of German
Employers' Associations (BDA), Hanns Martin Schleyer, was assassinated by the

group.
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narrative modes to deal with trauma and a world seized by terror, and who is known
as an author who frequently addresses the visual image and the work of art.

Keith Neudecker, the protagonist of DeLillo's novel Falling Man, moves in the
opposite direction from the one indicated in the title of Odenbach's series. The book's
beginning outlines this opposite route—a matter of fate, of one (among many) who
survived the terrorist attack in the morning of September 11, and was ejected from
the burning tower onto the street. He and his wife Lianne split up several months
earlier, and he keeps a flat close to the Towers, so he may walk to work; only now, in
his bleeding, stupefied state, he just wants to get home, that is to say—to the place he
previously shared with Lianne and their child. The two trajectories or orientations,
represented in the works of both Odenbach and DeLillo, are the disputed twins at
the heart of the trauma. In many respects, they encapsulate the whole story, the mere
will ("just want") (namely: a focused, singular intention/orientation, conscious
of its modest dimensions) to maintain a protected autonomy vis-a-vis the myriad
forces operating on the subject. Because sentences that begin with the words "he
just wanted to" are associated with a catastrophe, with moments in which a force
stronger than we are vanquishes all plans, and certainly suppresses the thought that
we are capable of controlling the future. In light of the sin of pride, the mere will
shines in its minuteness, in contrast to the heroic, in the fact that, from the outset,
it harbored limited ambitions, contrary to this sentimental-catastrophic spectacle.
We can only imagine that the nameless, headless "he" in Odenbach's drawings—a
generic (Western, white) man who "just wanted to get to work"—found himselflater
on that day "just wanting to get home."

The two vectors draw strength from the artistic choices of their creator. Odenbach
constructs a rhythmic, one-directional sequence from repetitions of an image
which gradually materializes (becomes more real, more physical, stain-like), from
a principled decision to present series of images, rather than the image of a single
frame. DeLillo writes about the eye that wanders among the sights of destruction,
and is charged with the momentum of horror, an inert unfolding which began with
the banishment from the tower and ended (ostensibly) on his doorstep. These two
constructions introduce movement to the static dimension of image and word,
extracting a much broader view of the catastrophic space and its meaning from
the private case. Odenbach's choice of a title which emphasizes the will to get to

work, sheds light on the man's resolve, his determined walk and his firm grip of the

briefcase (as if it were a part of his body), as a capitalistic motivation (founded on
the Protestant Ethic, as observed by Max Weber). The human fear of the individual's
sealed fate decrees hard work and devotion to it as a healing vocation; we, as readers-
viewers, know, however, that it was the adamant horizontal vector that led to the
creation of the vertical-upright force, the one whose fall is imprinted in its genetic
code, yet it is still forced to be horizontal like a series of drawings.

The walk home utterly differs from the moment of disaster: it is a slow, digesting
movement, essentially deconstructive. The tectonic fault which only just occurred
opened cracks in virtually every dimension; it tore the world to pieces in a manner
which challenges not only the victims of the disaster, but also its perpetrators.
Shattering the monolithic form nullifies the possibility of one dominant narrative;
not only the cacophony becomes an existential challenge, but also the forcing of
the part on the whole. A metaphor for this state is found in DeLillo's novel, when
Keith arrives in hospital, and tiny splinters of glass are pulled out of his face: "In
those places where it happens, the survivors, the people nearby who are injured,
sometimes, months later, they develop bumps, for lack of a better term, and it turns
out this is caused by small fragments, tiny fragments of the suicide bomber's body.
The bomber is blown to bits, literally bits and pieces, and fragments of flesh and
bone come flying outward with such force and velocity that they get wedged, they
get trapped in the body of anyone who's in striking range. Do you believe it? A
student is sitting in a café. She survives the attack. Then, months later, they find
these little, like, pellets of flesh, human flesh that got driven into the skin. They call
this organic shrapnel.”

The "organic shrapnel” phenomenon may be adopted as a super-metaphor for
Odenbach's body of work. Its construction modes rely on the affinities between the
semantic fields of the whole, the total unity, and the single picture he puts forth,
on the one hand, and those semantic fields of the part, the deconstruction, the
multiplicity, the gaps, and the numerous narratives surrounding it, on the other.
DeLillo's novel diverges from the assertion "It was not a street anymore but a world,"
to the countless divisions teeming in the overall picture; the viewer of Odenbach’s

work is in for a similar experience. Even in the series of drawings in question—

2 Don DeLillo, Falling Man: A Novel (New York: Scribner, 2007), p. 16.
3 Ibid, p.3.
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gaze is focused on the reflections of the nocturnal city lights in the room's
windows and on the light of the table lamp glowing in the dark, which flicker in-
between areas of total darkness. Except for the lamp, the room is present only as a
reflecting and reflected window, and as such, it elicits in the viewer—who hovers
in a void, so to speak—the knowledge of his being exposed to the threat of the
gaze of anonymous others. The reflections and dark areas seem to fold in on the
viewer, who does not touch upon the visible things, but nevertheless "does all that
needs to be done for railway lines to meet well short of infinity," as he pastes and
brings what they elicited in him to the surface: 17th- and 18th-century paintings,
ecclesiastical art, family photos, other found images, and stills from Hitchcock's
movies, including Rear Window (1954), in which a murder mystery is deciphered

by a man who peeks at his neighbors' actions through the window.

Organic Shrapnel
Dalit Matatyahu

He just wanted to get to work, to make the most of the "ordinary": rising at the crack
of dawn from a night filled with dreams into the sacred ritual of the everyday, a set
of actions whose very recurrence becomes an essence, a melody. It is the white noise
of the quotidian, and it is the fragile control of our destiny: a constant background
sound, evading consciousness, until the disaster occurs, the great noise.

Drawings from a series entitled He Just Wanted to Get to Work (2008) are held
together against the quintessential loss of foothold, the fall. The image is based on a
photograph from the morning of September 11 in Manhattan, but as these lines are
written, the sights of the recent terrorist attacks in Paris already flash on the television
sets, and with them—everything still awaiting us in the equation for a falling body,
all the way back to its biblical roots. This mutual grip, the clinging of a drawing to
its "title" and vice versa, is a case study for the shared fate of representation, to the
joint project of response. It is not accidental that the crumbling towers of the World
Trade Center in New York were tied with artistic representations of the Tower of
Babel, as a metaphor for the inevitable collapse lurking (and lamenting) at the core
of mighty power systems, but mainly—for the linguistic structure of collapse: the
loss of an Edenic language wholly congruent with the world, and the first occurrence
of a lingual rift.

What can be said and shown in the face of utter chaos (tohu vavohu), which
indicates (via language) the nature of the event, its meaningless existence before the
creation of "being," in a state of pre-language that strives to represent it.' A possible
answer to this deliberation may lie in the rhetoric of seeing and showing taking
shape in Marcel Odenbach's work, in the combination between a visual image, its
various modes of processing, and the texts annexed to it. Pursuing this rhetoric, I

will follow the literary work of Don DeLillo, who likewise seeks the appropriate

1  The Hebrew tohu va-vohu (Genesis 1) was translated as "without form and void,"
"abyss" or "chaos” (from the Greek khaos); "wiist und leer” in German.
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In this instance, too, as noted by curator Stephan Berg, "the personal experience [ ... ]
later turned into a systematic treatment that aimed at generalization."*

In the current exhibition, too, the myriad sights and objects, the diverse
geographical regions and different times in the large-scale collages converge with
the circumstances of Odenbach's life, which also include everything that happened
in Germany before he was born, yet became part his life on account of his family.
Blinds 3 (2003),P** for example, portrays a venetian blind through which the artist
is seen from behind, as if he were opening a path out of an overflowing mosaic of
family photos from his childhood and youth. The slanted blind, viewed from the
inside, shuts off the window of his parents' home in Cologne, as documented in an
early video from 1983.2" A youth experience also gave rise to a series of small works
titled I Once Lived in Marienburg (2010),PP ®*7! in which—unlike the majority of
works in the exhibition—the view is from the outside in, onto other houses on
the outskirts of the affluent neighborhood. The drawings feature the windows of
a house on Bonner Strasse where immigrants and people deemed foreign (to the
neighborhood, to German society) were housed, leaving a memory of an encounter
with the other in Odenbach. Two of the sheets in the series (#2 and #4) juxtapose
the open window—the coloration of the sights seen through it must have set it
apart from the others—with captions which may refer to guests and hosts alike: "TlI-
behaved people are not always beautiful, but they are human beings nonetheless "
and "My discontent is due to the fluctuation between the one and the other."

In a similar vein, Odenbach distinguishes between the value of preserving
normalcy and social norms, and the moral-ideological conduct of individuals; more
accurately—he condemns bourgeois political correctness as a screen which does not
guarantee the correctness of that which occurs behind it. Thus, recalling the bourgeois
tranquility in Chancellor Adenauer's beloved room, the living room in Adolf Hitler's
retreat at Obersalzberg— The Parlor (Gute Stube) (2011)P 7> —appears peaceful,
well appointed, and highly textured, even if it is less open and transparent, since only
one of its windows overlooks the mountainous landscape, while the other is covered

with a curtain. The restriction of openness may indicate the dosage of things worthy

20 Ibid,, ibid.
21  Seeibid., p. 19: "Prejudice (or Necessity is the Mother of Invention)" [ Vorurteile (oder
die Not macht erfinderisch].

of observation, while erasing those inappropriate,®” and possibly also reinforce the
presentation of the room as a proper bourgeois stronghold where the curtain is
drawn to protect the textile and furniture from the sun. The curtain, which blocks
the gaze, floods us, at the same time, with images from Francisco Goya's series The
Disasters of War, while the lampshade illuminates Holocaust images, the armchair
upholstery brings into the room intellectuals from Germany's past (renowned poets,
philosophers, and composers), and the room's ceiling holds clippings from the
satirical newspaper Simplicissimus from the collection of Odenbach's grandfather,
with numerous drawings by George Grosz. A covering, concealing, vision-blocking
curtain is also the object of Drawn Closed Curtain (2004)PP-*8%°_3 study for a
memorial to the victims of the Nazis at the University of Freiburg.

Odenbach's cycles of reference have expanded over the years. Through Blinds 2
(2003)P-*—the counterpart of Blinds 3 in the aforesaid triptych—one may see
images from the history of the United States, and 20 March 2003 (2005)P- >’
portrays a microphone fixed outside the window of President George W. Bush's
room. The date, the day of the invasion of Iraq, signifies the onset of a worldwide
protest against the second Gulf War. Views of Africa (Odenbach owns a house in
Cape Coast in Ghana, where he frequently spends time and works) may be seen in
three of the works in the show: Just a Question of Time (2007),PP->% Otjesemba,
Namibia (2007-08),PP->8 and Riviera Beach (2008).PP-60-61

To what extent is it necessary to decipher all the details and images pasted in
Odenbach'’s work fully? Without dismissing the need to be familiar with the context,
I would like to stress Odenbach's engagement with the individual's involvement in
constructing collective memory and social practice—which, in turn, shapes the
individual and his character. Hence the excessive charging of found and fictional
images, and hence the incessant interplay of mutual subversion between reflection
and pasting, which draw attention to the gist: acerbic criticism, alienation which
spawns self-consciousness, reflexivity that shatters every stable convention.
Odenbach furnishes the gaze with spaces of existence constructed from possible
configurations of that which had already evaded it.

A night in a hotel in Montreal is the source of the image in Dial M for Murder
(2006),PP- >*5> quoting Alfred Hitchcock's 1954 eponymous movie. Odenbach's

22 Thus according to Berg, ibid., ibid.
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the symbolic system—and historical trauma, namely a concrete event that occurred
under concrete circumstances and yielded concrete results. He warns against the
tendency to identify and blend the two: to sweep the historical into the structural,
or to conceal the structural within concrete historical events. In the first instance, we
are denied concrete objects which may be shaken off by means of mourning; in the
second instance, the structural trauma is denied through its historicization and the
projection of deep-seated human anxieties, originating in the traumatic structure
of reality, on social or concrete political entities, whose elimination is supposed to
remove the anxieties as well.'®

Needless to say, the engagement with the visual is not transparent either.
Odenbach is not a historian, but in his attempt to weave private memory
into collective memory he delves into history and trauma, both historical
and structural. Documentary reconstruction is thus central to his work, as
evidenced by the meticulous photographic representation and the revivification
of its details and nuances, to create the grand basic image as a visible find.
Things are examined as a dilemma of the present in the present, the time of
the photographing gaze and the time of the collage's making, whereas the past
(whether recent or distant) is always represented as a spatial memory, in the
multiplicity of surfaces extending on the ground-surface in a type of "indirect
speech” which links mundane objects and random sights to the events being
discussed. The large image is deconstructed by its very reconstruction, since the
collage technique dissolves hierarchies and undermines the transparent/pasted
polarization: the pasting indeed reflects additional fields of reference, but at the
same time, in its non-transparency, it reaffirms and emphasizes the existence of
the surface. The illusion is thwarted to reflect aspects of reality originating in
private memory onto the given sight, while the collage's raw materials are indeed
adapted in form and coloration to the details of the grand image, but at the same
time, destroy its wholeness. The fiction characteristics in the final product shed
light on that which cannot be seen in the direct photograph, indicating that the
visible space is always contradictory, like the sight before us, which presents
the whole and its cutouts, the visible and the recollected, the external and the

internal, the transparent and the pasted, with equal weight on a single plane.

16  See Goldberg, pp. 20-23.

In this context it is again important to stress Odenbach’s reliance on found
materials, on that which was already selected as a sign and became a conditioning
imprinted in collective memory."” His comments surrender consciousness to the
fluidity of categories in the relationship between history and memory, the collective
and the private: "History is made, as they say. True, recollection no less susceptible
to influence, but you can't invent it from whole cloth. Of course, the official history
is one-sided, which is to say, subjective, as well. That's something I understood early
on, when I was still in school, from reading Bertolt Brecht. Obviously, the collective
memory may also become the official history. I think that the two are closely
intertwined."'® Odenbach's first cognizance of the existence of history—in his case,
20th century history—was likewise distinctly subjective, since it was bound up with
a family event; subsequently, his entire practice has been rooted in the personal and
biographical, in the circumstances of his life and in his recollections, which hold
equal weight to that of historical subjects and social themes.

Against this backdrop, there is point in linking the perception of the window-as-
signifier with biography-as-a-means in his work. Odenbach describes both his pairs
of grandparents, for instance, through their windows: In one house, "all the curtains
were closed so that no one could see the paintings and the fabric didn't fade. They
were refugees from abroad, very pious and intellectual. My other grandparents never
closed their house; every morning my grandfather did his physical exercises naked on
the balcony. An absolute freethinker who didn't believe in God. I became acquainted

with two worlds in which the window to me was an expression of their inner life.""®

17  See Susan Sontag's distinction between a unique memory which is "individual and
unreproducible—it dies with each person,” and collective memory constructed from
selected images, which is "not a remembering but a stipulating.” Sontag stresses that:
"Photographs that everyone recognizes are now a constituent part of what a society
chooses to think about, or declares that it has chosen to think about. It calls these ideas
'memories, and that is, over the long run, a fiction," concluding: "Strictly speaking,
there is no such thing as a collective memory—part of the same family of spurious
notions as collective guilt. But there is collective instruction”; Susan Sontag, Regarding
the Pain of Others (New York: Picador, 2004), pp. 85, 86.

18 Odenbach quoted in: Vanessa Joan Miiller and Matthias Miihling, "History is Made as
They Say: Conversation with Marcel Odenbach," cat. Tranquil Motions (Stuttgart: ifa &
Hatje Cantz Verlag, 2013), p. S1.

19  Odenbach quoted in: Stephan Berg, "Camouflage and Delusion," in: Stephan Berg and
Christoph Schreier (eds.), cat. Marcel Odenbach: Works on Paper, 1975-2013 (Berlin:
Kerber Verlag & Kunstmuseum Bonn, 2013), p. 18.
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Writing History, Writing Trauma.'® This reference does not purport to compare the
historian's task to Odenbach's engagement with the visual aspect of the historical
and social; it may, however, define the field in which he transpires, as he inserts-
pastes found images he selected from those available to him onto a chosen, also
found, find. In LaCapra's case, the discussion about writing history precedes the
engagement with society's ways of confronting the traumas of its past and the role
played by researchers of the past in its democratic rehabilitation and healing—for
the past's presence in the present, towards the future, is central to Odenbach's work.

In the interface between history and theory, LaCapra rejects the view which he
calls "a documentary or self-sufficient research model"—a historiographic approach
purporting to reconstruct "life as lived," reality "as it really was," based on historical
documents. This approach is marked by flattening that stems from the perception of the
text as a "transparent window from which one may look at the a-textual historical reality
easily"—while both history and its writing always rely on texts: "The historian is 'always
already’ tangled in problems of language use," and the historical text conceals "a web
of relationships and power relations intertwined with the question of language.” Thus
one must acknowledge that prevalent binary oppositions—e.g. researching subject and
researched object, center and periphery, form and content, past and present—"are, to
some extent, always artificial, trying to repress and hide the zones of uncertainty and
indecision which constantly undermine their validity." As opposed to the hierarchical
distinction between text and context, which regards the latter as preceding the text,
merely pointing at it and drawing its meaning from it, LaCapra maintains that the
text is capable of changing or challenging the context, and that it is never monolithic
either. The historical text is always dependent on its writer and rooted in the linguistic
culture and setting in which it is written and read, while the writer and reader maintain
a relationship of transference with the texts and with the objects of study. They project
their cultural and political world on them, therefore writing must include a declaration
of the subject position, namely "the place within the web of social-national-political

positions which is the point of departure for his writing.""'

10  See: Amos Goldberg, "Introduction,” in Dominick LaCapra, Writing History, Writing
Trauma (Tel Aviv and Jerusalem: Resling and Yad Vashem, 2006), pp. 7-27 [Hebrew];
see also: Dominick LaCapra, Writing History, Writing Trauma (Baltimore, Maryland:
The Johns Hopkins UP, 2001).

11 For this reason I chose to precede the catalogue essays with Odenbach's words.

Still—as Goldberg elucidates in his introduction to LaCapra's book—"the
argument that the historical text is structured and narrative does not imply that
it lacks truth claims regarding reality, or that 'a historian could choose to plot any
series of (inherently meaningless or chaotic) events with any given plot structure
or mode." The fact that history writing has narrative and linguistic aspects
renders the distinction between fiction and history problematic, unstable, and
equivocal—but it must avoid causing the distinction itself to collapse entirely."'
With this argument, LaCapra sets himself apart from the position he calls "radical
constructivism,” which regards historiographic writing as entirely relativistic,
a mere (ideological) construction by the historian. LaCapra's middle position
asserts that: "Turning to the past, the historian swings between his exchange with
the past, with which he maintains a relation of transference, and his commitment
to documentary reconstruction which is entrusted to him uncompromisingly.”
The tools at his disposal include the context, the clarity, the aspiration for
evidential objectivity, and referencing via footnotes, while the perception of
historiography as inevitably bound up with truth claims is also manifested in the
levels of narrative, interpretation, and analysis."?

As part of his extensive engagement with the Holocaust, centered on the
processing of trauma, LaCapra developed a meticulous conceptual frame which
matches psychoanalytic concepts with socio-political contexts.'* "Working through
the past,” he concludes, "in any desirable fashion would thus be a process (not an
accomplished state) and involve not definitive closure or full self-possession but
a recurrent yet variable attempt to relate accurate, critical memory-work to the
requirements of desirable action in the present."”” LaCapra distinguishes between

structural trauma—which echoes the Lacanian "real,” that eludes and undermines

12 Goldberg, p. 13; LaCapra, p. 17.

13 Goldberg, ibid.

14  Seeibid., p. 16: "A society can be imprisoned in a type of compulsive repetition, too,"
which makes "the existence of a just society," difficult, "one that allows political and
ethical agency, based on which both the individual and society may be demanded to
be liable for their actions.” LaCapra calls the unconscious, uncontrollable re-enacting
of post-traumatic symptoms in [the] political, social, and cultural spheres "acting
out"; the other manifestation, "working through," makes for critical grasp of problems
and a measure of control.

15 Dominick LaCapra, History and Memory After Auschwitz (Ithaca and London: Cornell
UP, 1998), p. 42.
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accumulated—photos from the Germany of his childhood, the World Wars, and
the Holocaust, German intellectuals and writers, Goya prints, figures from Lucian
Freud's paintings, as well as views from Africa, where he spends considerable time—
Odenbach constructs raw-collages on different themes; in other words, what is
pasted in the works originates in found images of things that have touched his life.
Over the years he has created more than 100 such raw-collages.”™ "2 A raw-
collage comprising views of the cities of Cologne and Bonn in the 1950s—sights
attesting to the Germany of Odenbach's childhood years, the rehabilitating Germany,
looking forward to a comfortable, practical consumerist future a-la America—was
prepared for Heimat 2: the Cabin (2015),°P 787 a new work created especially for
the current exhibition. The work presents West Germany's Chancellor Konrad
Adenauer's® beloved room in his home in Rhondorf, the room in which gifts presented
to him by world leaders were kept, such as paintings by Churchill and Eisenhower, or a
bible he received from David Ben-Gurion. For Heimat 2: the Cabin he created another
raw-collage based on photographs by Erna Lendvai-Dircksen documenting villagers
in the early 20th century with romantic directness, images in which one may already
identify, in retrospect, the National Socialist Heimat (homeland) ethos.” This proto-
fascist baggage poses a certain contrast to the bourgeois serenity of the airy room,
open to the landscape, with the objects occupying it, the ornately-bound books, and

the plants which Adenauer grew in his garden, being a firm believer in their health

6  Konrad Adenauer paved Germany's path back to the family of nations, laying the
groundwork for a free democratic society. In our context, he was the one who publicly
acknowledged Germany's responsibility for the Holocaust atrocities, and his visit to
Ben-Gurion at Sde Boker was tied with the storm that broke out around the reparations
agreement.

7  Photographer Erna Lendvai-Dircksen (1883-1962), who was active in Berlin but
became famous for nude photography, began to document villages in Germany in
1911, adhering to a romantic approach which reflected mindsets prevalent in the late
19th century, such as the Lebensphilosophie (life philosophy) or the belief in the
existence of an originary nucleus in man, manifested in his physiognomy. Her
photographs—which may call to mind those by German August Sander and the
Americans Walker Evans and Dorothea Lange, who frequently depicted common
people—gained fame in the late 1920s, among others in magazines which promoted
eugenicist ideas, such as Volk und Rasse. Her work was warmly embraced by the Nazi
regime, and she was even hired to document the enterprise of paving the great
highways. The photographs in the raw-collage were extracted from her 1961 book, Ein
deutsches Menschenbild: Antlitz des Volkes.

benefits. Unlike Odenbach's habit of clinging to the grand basic picture captured
by his camera lens, in the image of Adenauer's room, the flowers were replaced to
reconstruct its appearance as it was in those days (according to descriptions), and
make that which is represented in the work appear "as it really was."®

This scene, which strives for precision, is charged with the thematic raw-collages
that function as generalizing linguistic units representing diverse themes. The theme
represented in the raw-collage, reproduced in the photocopy, loses its uniqueness,
the aura of the original, and the touch of the artist's hand for the umpteenth time;
all the more so, as parts of it (or its entirety) may recur several times in the work
for which it was prepared, as well as in other works.’ The reproduced raw-copies
are cut according to the contours of the details comprising the grand basic image,
and are manually painted in its colors. In their context-adapted form, the cutouts
become the surface of the grand image, in fact giving it structure. The measured
ratio between the manual-original creation of the collage of found materials, and
the cheap reproduction into which it is swept, echoes the complex relationship
between the personal and the collective woven by Odenbach in his work. This elusive
dosage, which does not amount to a quintessential duplicity, is also discernible in
the long work process, with its multiple stages and strata. That process originated
in the projection of the chosen image on a sheet the size of the finished piece, so that
the contours of its details and their materiality can be meticulously copied as a mold
which conditions and organizes everything to be pasted into it later on.

The aspiration for precision of the historical find and its concurrent charging
with already-processed evidences, juxtaposed to spawn fiction, extend several
modes of reference in the space of the work, which call for different readings. Since
most of the works in the exhibition refer to specific historical circumstances, I will
follow Dominick LaCapra's advice for reading and writing history, as summed up

by Amos Goldberg in the introduction to the Hebrew version of LaCapra's book

8  Odenbach in an email response to the author's question, 20 November 2015.

9 Thus, for example, Daylight (2006) [pp. 52-53] portrays an electric device for
controlling light penetration by regulation of the shutters and curtains on the
windows, taken at the East German Palace of the Republic (the building, which
neighbored Alexanderplatz, was demolished in the 1990s), featuring East German
politicians; in the artificial lace curtain—reminiscent of the one in Stasi man Erich
Mielke's room—however, Odenbach inserted other images of power and authority, as
well as architectural and sculptural elements of cathedrals and coats of arms.
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referential planes, to create a rich and open, fluid and stratified scope in which
the still-lucid and the still-dark (the visible and the imagined from memory)
coexist, intertwined on the large sheet, reflecting and reflected at the same time.

Let us observe the work entitled Heimat 1: Magdalena (2014),PP- 777 which
contains transparencies of varying amounts. The relatively narrow opening of the
window, covered for the most part by a netted curtain, introduces the sight of a
snow-clad street into the room; the end of the street is blocked to monitor those
entering and exiting a fenced-off compound of solemn buildings—representatives
of the familiar office modernism—whose purpose is still unknown to us. The
empty street is caught in a motionless moment, when the great amount of snow
on the parked cars establishes the sense of an inactive compound. Inside (where
we stand), the translucent curtain is ostensibly contrasted with the austerity of the
outside, calling to mind—in the industrial indistinctness of its warm elegance—a
hotel room. The title of the work, Heimat 1, attests that we are confronted with
the first in a series of references to the "homeland" (heimat), while the subtitle
puts the window and the landscape in a specific site and in the context of specific
historical events. The said window is at Magdalenenstrasse—a street named
after Mary Magdalene, and the name of the U-Bahn station closest to the Stasi
(East German secret police) headquarters in East Berlin. In the fearful years of
the Stasi, the nickname "Magdalene" was prevalently used to denote the place to
which people were called, many never to return, people who were said to have
been "kissed by the Magdalene."® The depicted window is found in Erich Mielke's
room, head of the East German Ministry of State Security from 1957-1989,
under whom the Stasi became an especially oppressive and aggressive institution
of control. The room was preserved as it was during Mielke's last years in office,
one exhibit among many featured at the Stasi Museum operating on site today.
Since this is a museum-like memorial site and the time is 2014, things appear
static, already-transparent and emptied, as it were. The purified historical find and
its photographic documentation are all that can be seen today, and cannot capture
the horror associated with the room, the window, and everything seen through it.

It is important to note that Odenbach presents the window by itself—a detail

from the room, a possible object of the gaze of those who occupied it, then and

3 Thus according to Odenbach in an email to the author, 25 October 2015.

now. While standing at a distance from the work, its mute-transparent photographic
quality and the indefinite, casual nature of that seen in it present cruelty as an office
activity, in the image of the familiar, paralyzing banality of evil. Behold, though—
something in the left-hand margins disturbs the eye with a vague irregularity; an
unsettling hint of unraveling that calls for close inspection. Indeed, the margins
expose edges made of different, pasted papers. Returning to the image from up-
close, the gaze reveals that everything is, in fact, pasted, and nothing is transparent.
The emptied, dormant museum site swarms with life: every inch of it is occupied
by a myriad duplicated people who were loaded-pasted into it; even the gray sky is
charged with a pasted document, a musical score, which embodies the possibility of
sound. Suddenly, all this transparency is no longer quiet.

The pasted—men, women, and children, some of them familiar East German
politicians and government officials—are not necessarily those who occupied
the room, but rather, merely people of the period who maintained their routine
alongside the threat. A closer look may reveal that some of them appear on the surface
of the larger image more than once. This revelation teams with the explicitly poor
reproduction quality of the Xerox copies, which elaborates an original into multiple
copies and constitutes a generalization, as the details lose their privacy in the whole.
It seems, however, that this is not the first time, since their origins too had already
been photographed, already reproduced in print and then rediscovered during the
search for suitable "materials."* Odenbach collects materials which become the
processed raw materials in his works. "The majority of the images I have collected
have outlived their occasions, which is why I show them. Making them public means
sharing them, and such sharing is a kind of disposal. One who possesses something
also bears a burden, and, in this case, the burden is not just material but emotional

too."” From the images assembled for a new work and from those which have already

4 Photographs taken on site are used in Odenbach's works alongside images he found
online, such as Full House (2012) [p. 75]. The people who occupied the deserted, rustic
house seen in this work were members of a neo-Nazi group active in East Germany,
which wrought terror in the village, and whose members committed collective suicide.
The banner in the photograph reads: "The browns are always in a better mood."

S See: Marcel Odenbach, "Miscellany, or Snippets of Mismay [sic]," in: Vanessa Joan
Miiller and Nicolaus Schathausen (eds.), Marcel Odenbach: Blenden/Blinds (Frankfurter
Kunstverein, Kunstraum Innsbruck, and The Museum of Modern Art, Frankfurt am
Main / New York: Lukas and Sternberg, 2002), pp. 95-97.
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loose combinations, as practiced by Odenbach, congruent with the fundamental
transparency convention of the transparent-reflective window, which, in the history
of art, was always associated with illusion and repression of the surface? Illusionist
painting was already cast in the form of a window as early as the Renaissance, in
Leon Battista Alberti's On Painting (1435); since then, the window has introduced
an authoritative appearance of a lucid reality, measurable by the laws of linear
perspective. Conceptualization of the illusionist space—the one seen through the
window, as well as the one which remains invisible to the eye—thus nullifies the
concrete painterly ground, and the transparency is seized by illusion both when it
conveys the deceptions of human perception and when it harnesses the imaginary
to underscore gaps of meaning in the depicted reality.

The tree portrayed in the painting on the window in René Magritte's painting
La condition humaine (The Human Condition, 1933, collection of the National
Gallery of Art, Washington), for instance, conceals the tree behind it, and therefore
transpires both outside and inside at the same time, because it structures on an
invisible surface—painting as a painting, painting as a window—a reality which
is grasped as a fluid blend of a world both external and internal. In both painterly
constructions, the fenestral transparency constitutes the appearance as a factual
reality by concealing the surface. How can this be reconciled with the pasting and
rough material links of the collage? What "catches" the window's transparency in
the process? Odenbach’s collages will be probed below through these questions
regarding the built-in tension between the transparent and the pasted.

Elsewhere I defined collage as a mode of expression which introduces charged,
binding relations between discrete, contextually-divergent materials, hence as a
fundamental manifestation of contrast and contradiction.? The tears and visible
pasting prevent the emergence of a whole appearance, precluding notions of stability,
hence it would seem that Odenbach's choice of collage is aimed at that which evades
such notions. In contrast to my argument there, that the conceptual expression is
more significant than the act of pasting, however, in Odenbach's case the prolonged
manual labor involved in patching the elements appears to be meaningful. What

about the window itself, which is supposed to reflect whatever is external to it? Is

2 SeeIrith Hadar (ed.), cat. Mind the Cracks!: Collages from the Museum and from Other
Collections, trans. Tamar Fox (Tel Aviv Museum of Art, 2009), p. 198.

it merely transparent? Does it reflect only by way of its elimination? Can one think of
an existing image—or an image of the existent—as utterly transparent, devoid of
context as well as residues of the past? After all, windows do not float in space by
themselves; the window is an architectural element, a detail of a building rooted
in the setting which is reflected in it. The reality extending before us through the
window is restricted to the section demarcated by its frame. The angle of the gaze,
like the movement to and from the aperture, may indeed stretch the demarcation,
but in so doing, will also emphasize the fact that the given opening dictates the
spatial relations of everything seen through it, our sense of what is far and what
is near, above and below. Thus, the window, albeit dependent on context, in turn,
structures observation; its shape, dimensions, location, even the varying degree of
its cleanliness-transparency, render everything seen through it a vision which is not
necessarily stable, in a space conditioned by its framing. Like a painting, a photograph
or a text, the window-as-medium mediates reality via fiction (and fiction via reality);
like the former, it possesses qualities of its own and is charged with diverse meanings.
Odenbach's decision to feature windows in collage relies, it would seem, on these
contradictory features and on the tension between the transparent and the pasted,
in an attempt to convey a condition which is, in itself, unstable.

Odenbach's collage spaces open gradually: one has to move toward them to
trigger the process. In the first stage, while still at a viewing distance befitting
such large-scale works, they convey a magnificent, whole image—an appearance
so reconciled, isolated, and reality-reaffirming, that the image is enigmatically
pushed to the verge of the ordinary and plain. The gaze lingers, reveling in the
detailed vitality of that which is visible inside the frame, including the hues and
nuances enhancing its presence. Movement toward the work occurs by itself, as
it were; subsequently, things unfold again as an additional space on the same
surface. The surface, which appeared intact, is now revealed to be a ruptured and
pasted fagade, comprised of a sequence of cutouts: photocopies from the press,
photographicimages, and other documents, all manually colored. The additional,
undeciphered visual plane which surfaces is entirely subordinated to the
configurations of the other realm, that of the whole image. The affinities between
the two planes—or between the appearance of the whole and its excessive
parts—do not fit into a frame of polar opposites (between times, between surface

structure and depth structure); rather, they sustain a juxtaposition of several
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kind of rhyme out of the various set pieces. I then began to integrate these finds
into my work, whether as documents in display cabinets, or as submissions for
collages. I juxtaposed them with other images. "To remember," writes Susan Sontag
in Regarding the Pain of Others (2003), "is, more and more, not to recall a story but to
be able to call up a picture."? I subsequently used the information and documents in
my work. Only then could I hand them over to the archive and, in so doing, dispose
of them in a material way, despite never having managed to understand them. To
quote a Haya proverb from Tanzania, it is true that "in seeing the ashes, you cannot

imagine how bright the fire once was."

2 Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (New York: Picador, 2004), p. 89.

Pasted Transparency
Irith Hadar

"We use our eyes for seeing. Our field of vision reveals a limited space [ ... ].
[W]e have to twist our bodies round to see properly what was behind us.
[...] When nothing arrests our gaze, it carries a very long way. But if it
meets with nothing, it sees nothing, it sees only what it meets. Space is what
arrests our gaze, what our sight stumbles over: the obstacle, bricks, an angle,
a vanishing point. Space is when it makes an angle, when it stops, when we
have to turn for it to start off again. There's nothing ectoplasmic about space;
it has edges, it doesn't go off in all directions, it does all that needs to be done
for railway lines to meet well short of infinity."

- Georges Perec, Species of Spaces and Other Pieces’

Windows are sites of gaze, instruments for unfurling and controlling space. A gaze
through the window reveals and frames a piece of reality. As threshold realms
which mediate between spaces, windows are transparent-present boundaries
which may, simultaneously, mirror those standing before them. The window's
transparency is known even when it is fully or partially covered with a curtain, a
screen, or a blind, in which case the gaze will be halted by the covering. Opened
and closed windows, louvered windows or ones with blinds, are a prevalent
image in Marcel Odenbach's collages, and the selection of works in the current
exhibition was assembled around this focal point.

There is a certain measure of oddity in a collagist's decision to engage with the
window image. A "collage of a window" is somewhat of an oxymoron, because the
collage is an expression founded on the presentation of its tears, a pasted object
whose fragments are not smoothed together and whose surface is stratified,

bumpy, and palpably material. How are the covering manual pasting and the

1 Georges Perec, Species of Spaces and Other Pieces, ed. and trans.: John Sturrock
(London: Penguin, 1997 [1974]), p. 81.
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being middle class and stufty, did not, however, interest me. At this point I asked no
questions, and my grandparents and their generation eventually passed away.

The truly momentous event for Germany though, causing an entire nation to
suddenly awaken from its slumber of suppression, was the broadcast of the 1978
American TV miniseries, Holocaust, which told the story of the fictional German-
Jewish Weiss family. It was first aired by Westdeutsches Fernsehen, West Germany's
regional television service, in January 1979. I saw the series in the USA and was
now, as a German, being confronted incessantly with my history, that is to say the
Holocaust. As far as possible, I avoided speaking German with friends and family
because I was ashamed. The topic was still not addressed in my family. In place of
confrontation, I used my work to withdraw into myself.

Press commentaries provide some indication of the storm unleashed by the
broadcastin Germany. For example, the television encyclopedia by Michael Reufsteck
and Stefan Niggemeier, Das Fernsehlexikon (2005), stated: "Until then, even the
term and concept of 'Holocaust' was foreign to many. The Bavarian broadcasting
service pushed the series through, where it was ensconced in the 'Dritte Programme'’
(regional channels). It ran in the same time slot four evenings a week, followed by
discussions in which viewers could participate by telephone. The feedback was
enormous: ratings jumped from 20 to 40%, and 23,000 calls were received by the
West German broadcasting corporation (Westdeutscher Rundfunk) alone. The Weiss
family became the face of the many nameless victims, with Holocaust representing the
German viewers' first widespread examination of their own history—an examination
which triggered a great deal of further research into the 'Third Reich,’ and which
eventually broke down the wall of silence after more than three decades...".

An article entitled Das Schweigen ist gebrochen (The Silence is Broken),
published in Horzu in 1979, reported a "statistics of millions and millions of figures;
yes, even documentary reports could not achieve this effect. The power of people's
imaginations could not be evoked by such 'material'. It needed the example of a
family, a family who experienced everything that millions experienced, to strike
us where we needed to be struck: in the seat of our emotions. But it was like

wound-irritating therapy, acting as a precursor to the healing process.” According

1 Michael Reufsteck and Stefan Niggemeier, Das Fernsehlexikon (Munich:
Goldmann, 2005) [German].

to one, Anneliese K from Kiel, "I was afraid this film would toss us back—willingly
or unwillingly—and that we'd have to begin again at zero hour, namely in 1945.
Thirty-five years of attempting to come to terms with the past were for nothing,
and sympathies that had emerged slowly from other countries were annihilated.”

During the 1980s and 1990s, I devoted myself to other topics, such as racism
in the USA, colonialism, reunification, and so on, with the Nazi past playing no
direct role. Even when they had far-reaching, distant consequences, the topics
always had an intimate autobiographical link, albeit in a very abstract way. It
was only at the start of 2000, through two separate developments, that many
historical facts suddenly acquired a face and effectively a home. A large inner-city
art project for the Munich municipality about its Jewish past (Munich comprised
the second largest Jewish community), in preparation for the completion of
the great Jewish Cultural Center (Kulturzeile), made it necessary for me to
spend months researching in the city archives. Suddenly, I had original record
cards, photos, and orders in my hands. I developed an aversion to handling
the documents, and almost acquired an obsession with washing. Only when I
could use the documents in the form of collages did I lose the direct emotional
connection I had with them and gain a certain distance.

Some time later, I had to clear out two family homes after their sale, and was
confronted with chests full of letters, files, and photos that had to be thrown out.
I began deciphering and sorting these documents. Having been sensitized by my
work in Munich, I knew how rare it was in Germany for such documents to have
survived the war. Of course, the descriptions of everyday life and the petty, narrow-
minded patterns of behavior were familiar from the compelling diaries of Victor
Klemperer, yet I was completely moved and shocked again by the information. The
history of my family had caught up with me unexpectedly, and it was as though I
was transported back in time in my personal process of coming to terms with the
past. Suddenly, these were people I knew well—my mother, grandfather, uncle.
Their despair, hopes, and humiliations acquired a face that was familiar to me, but
that I could only recognize now. At last, I was prepared to ask questions, and I
could not fathom how they had not come to mind before.

Like a detective, I had to make some order in the fragments I had discovered,
and relate the recorded accounts to the official images. I knew that apart from facts

and interpretations, there were also different realities. I learned how to fashion a
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What Becomes of the Plaster once the Wound has Healed?
Marcel Odenbach

For a German, engaging with the theme of trauma always means reflecting on
one's own history. Born in 1953, a mere eight years after the end of the Second
World War, to a father who arrived in Germany with his family as a refugee from
Holland only in 1947, the process of coming to terms with and confronting
the past was not only different for me, but also highly symptomatic, as it was
for many Germans of my generation. I went through various types and stages of
post-trauma. L had personal (biographical) as well as social (political) encounters
with the German past.

Perhaps the earliest were comments made and tales told by my grandparents,
which I perceived largely as gripping bedtime stories. From my perspective, the
experiences of the war, the hardships, as well as the persecution and flight of the
family sounded like a great adventure. I still recall with great clarity two things
that confronted me as a child: firstly, the stories about families who had to be
hidden; secondly, a tattered letter of my mother's that was brought out time and
again. Visually sensitive, as children are, I also remember the effects of the war, the
occupying powers, wounds in the cityscape, abandoned and destroyed houses in
which we played. Of course, I was unable to interpret and categorize these views
and impressions. Today, I still wonder about the fact that I received no support from
my family, no explication relating to these sights. I can barely recall distinctions
between good and evil in this regard.

My grandfather joked about all the military rituals and conventions, while
my grandmother still covered for some relative or friend in her heart. This was
manifested in her pantry, where she maniacally squirreled away objects and food,

accumulating great stores of everyday objects which, God only knows, looked

First published in English under the title "Seeing through the Bandage" in Lien
Heidenreich-Seleme and Sean O'Toole (eds.), Uber(w)unden: Art in Troubled Times
(Auckland Park, South Africa: Jacana and Goethe-Institut, 2012), pp. 174-181.

like a grocer's shop to a child. Perhaps this was where I developed my passion for
collecting, the basis for both my cinematic and material collages. As an artist, I
was left alone in my dealings with the past. Collage gave me the opportunity to
construct my own understanding of history.

It was only once I was of school age that I became aware that my familial
background was different from that of most of my playmates: my first name,
unusual at a time when everyone was still called Peter, Hans or Werner, was already
the source of much irritation to me; a father who could not tell stories of the front
line or war imprisonment; relatives who lived abroad and who came to visit or sent
parcels. I also wanted to dispense with English flannel trousers in favor of lederhosen
(leather pants) and loden jackets as worn by my school friends. I envied the other
children for what they had that I did not; I wanted to be like everyone else. Then
came middle school, where the war was taboo, where a collective silence reigned
during the early 1960s, and where there was a big black hole in history lessons.

It was only when I reached puberty that I heard about the war again. From
the mid-1960s, we were suddenly, without any real preparation content-wise,
confronted with criminal fascism in Germany through so-called educational
films at school. I'still have a vivid recollection of the film Die Niirnberger Prozesse
(The Nuremberg Trials), which was screened virtually simultaneously with
Helga: Vom Werden des menschlichen Lebens (Helga: On the Origins of Human
Life) in the school hall in 1967. I believe I was appalled and cowed by both
documentary reports.

In the early 1970s, I entered the phase of critical consciousness, also as a result of
the post-1968 years, which were characterized by the debate around psychoanalysis
and books such as Hannah Arendt's 1963 The Banality of Evil, a highly controversial
description of the Eichmann trials in Jerusalem. This was the era in which Germany
was being cleansed of Nazism and "denazified." Politicians were forced out of office
because of their past, and the last war gaps were closed. Germany felt healed and
reflective. This was also the time of the RAF.

For me, the questions around identity and the nation now played a significant
role. What do language and culture mean? Who am I, and what does being German
mean to me (my father was born in Holland, my grandfather—in Paris; my great-
grandfather lived in Constantinople; one of my great-grandmothers was Belgian, the

other Austrian)? Do I assume responsibility for something I did not do? My family,
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Foreword

The title of Marcel Odenbach's exhibition at Tel Aviv Museum of Art, "Inside-Out,"
conceals the conceptual dimension characterizing his work, while attesting to his
praxis. It alludes to the relationship between the individual and the collective,
to Odenbach's engagement with the individual's part in shaping collective
memory—while the construction of personal memory of historical events is also
largely dependent on images already socially processed. "Inside-Out" may also
relate to the motif of the window, the threshold between inside and outside, to
which all the works in the exhibition refer. The hyphen in the title underscores
the uniqueness of Odenbach’s collages, which place mutually-structuring yet
disparate visual planes side by side on one surface.

In the course of four decades of extensive, pioneering work in the field of video
art, Odenbach has developed a collagist language of his own, combining film
excerpts and archival materials with self-created images to confront a specific range
of themes: German history and society in the 20th century, as well as traumatic
social and political events elsewhere in a world in the throes of a transition to a global
society. He looks at all these from a civilian point of view which lingers on minority
rights, foreign cultures, and the affinities between political and economic forces. In
his paper collages from recent decades, the individual is intertwined with historical
events and a social structure that forces a given stand on him. The silent, empty
idyllic appearance of his photography-based images, viewed from a distance, is but a
fagade that conceals a microcosm swarming with occurrences. Persecutors and their
victims are brought together and pasted to one another, intellectuals and men of
letters are attached to government officials who were merely following orders, and
representative objects are glued to cultural treasures. This pasted totality sweeps the
details of history, seen from the individual's perspective, into a present view.

This is the first presentation of Odenbach'’s collages in Israel. Sincere thanks to
the artist for his willingness to stage the project, his involvement in shaping the

exhibition, and his enlightening conversation with Philipp Kaiser for the catalogue.

Thanks to Philipp Kaiser, and of course, to Galerie Gisela Capitain, Cologn, and
especially to Sarah Moog, for her help in the preparation of the exhibition. Thanks
are also due to Anton Kern Gallery and Galerie Crone which represent the artist in
New York and Berlin respectively, and to all the collectors who agreed to part with
their works for the duration of the show. As always, warm thanks to Ms. Ingrid Flick
whose ongoing, generous support of the exhibitions organized by the Department
of Prints and Drawings at the Gallery of the German Friends of Tel Aviv Museum of
Art has made the realization of the exhibition and catalogue possible.

Heartfelt thanks to Irith Hadar, the curator of the exhibition and editor of the
catalogue; to Dalit Matatyahu, the associate curator; and to Magen Halutz, the
catalogue designer. Thanks to Daphna Raz for the text editing and translations
from English; to Daria Kassovsky for the English version; to Rachel Verliebter for
the translations from German; and to Alisa Friedman-Padovano, the museum's
registrar, for handling the loans. The realization of the exhibition was aided by
many members of the Museum staff. My sincere thanks to each and every one of

them for their devoted work.

Suzanne Landau

Director and Chief Curator
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